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Synopsis 

This novel describes the uncompromising struggles of two very different characters 

against the crippling influences of conventional morality. The autobiography of the 

late medieval Johannes Faustus is interwoven with the third-person story of the 

twentieth-century figure Sybil Wagner. In their different historical contexts they fight 

against abuse, violence and depression in order to gain the ultimate objectives of 

sexual fulfilment, professional success, and a harmonious relationship with self and 

others. 

Part I describes the two characters' first encounters with love and death. It shows how 

their indomitable spirits cope with the hypocrisy of the adult world, with the confusing 

experience of their adolescent bodies, and the puzzling moment of losing their 

virginity. Part II describes their respective attempts to find out who they are and what 

they want. The structural parallelism between a male and a female Faustus from 

different social and historical backgrounds invites the reader to think about the barriers 

of historical and gender difference. 

Both narrative strands engage in a sophisticated play with the ambiguities of the 

archetypal story of transgression and allow for a number of different interpretations of, 

for instance, the nature and role of immaterial forces such as the devil. Both narrative 

strands portray a credible or 'realistic' framework for the uncanny elements of the 

Faustus narrative and thereby explore the borderlines between conventional and 

subjective reality. 
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Novel: The Alchemist's Fever 

Part I 

Let There Be Light 

They appeared from nowhere. 

Smooth. Round. Shining. 

Smooth balls. Shimmering balls. Glass balls. 

A three-year old in plaid dungarees sat on the living-room carpet. She ran 

her fingers over the shiny balls. Her eyes beamed. 

Back and forth. Back and forth. The small hands ran back and forth. 

So smooth, so round. They wanted to go into her mouth. Hear their 

clucking sound against her teeth? They ran smoothly over the carpet. Across the 

wooden floorboards ... and under the sofa. 

They were glass balls and shone in the light. They were also a little miracle. 

* 

I have often wondered when I became aware of the darkness inside me for 

the first time. It feels now as if my soul had always been smothered by the weight 

of a great darkness. But then I also remember how the rays of light pierced me to 

the quick. I remember dreaming that all of a sudden the dark rock inside me would 

be suffused by light. I remember that its warmth and its glory overwhelmed me, 

but I can no longer feel the emotions of this moment. I weep and pray that the sun 

will rise inside me once more. 
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The darkness also had its comfort. It was a magnetic mountain that 

attracted me against my will, but it also sheltered me. My darkness is both enemy 

and friend. After all, it's all I've got. I've given up my quest for light and warmth. 

The story of my life is a story of darkness. 

I am who I am. Johannes Faustus, necromancer, doctor of medicine and 

doctor of theology. On the pages which are still empty before me, I will sound the 

depth of my darkness. 

Garden Eden 

'Look at this cloud.' 

'Hm.' 

'It looks so scary.' Sybil was walking with her grandmother. 

'Oh no,' granny looked at it and said, 'it looks a bit like a man with a hat.' 

'Oh?' Sybil held her forefinger to her mouth, 'but it would be frightening to 

meet a man as big as this.' 

'Oh dear, it would,' Granny tousled the little girl's hair. 

On a bright day, the clouds looked like sheep. Or you could imagine that 

they were the beds of the little angels. But on a day like this? It would be hard on 

the angels to have to sleep on the drab-coloured clouds. On a day like this, you 

might think that heaven was a dirty place - that it was the home of lots of dirty 

angels. 

There was a strong wind and the clouds were forming rapidly. They blew 

their crazy shapes into your eyes and disappeared almost as fast as they had been 

made. 

Did God ever wear a hat? 

Her granny had a favourite bench. It stood at the edge of the wood and 

overlooked their village. It was sheltered by some bushes and faced west so that 

you were protected from the wind and could enjoy the warmth of the afternoon 

sun. 
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'You know, when I look down on the village, I can see my past spread out 

before me.' 

Sybil craned her neck and squinted, but it was no use: 'Granny, am I doing 

something wrong? I can only see houses.' 

Granny smiled and pulled Sybil's head into her lap: 'Many many years ago, 

I was a little girl like you. I grew up in the same village as you. Many years ago -

even before the gramophone was invented. I was only twelve when I had to leave 

home and live with strangers. It was a big house and I had to scrub all the floors 

every week. This house was within walking distance of my home. But in those 

days people did not believe that servants should have free time. So I could hardly 

ever go and visit my family. Also, my own mother had died while I was still very 

small. Another woman came and married my father. She was nice, but very shy 

and never took my part against my father - she would have needed somebody to 

take her part. God may punish me but I'll say it just the same: he was a hard man. 

It's a long time ago and your great-grandfather has been dead these many years. 

But by God, he was a hard man. You will never understand how much easier you 

have it.' 

It was late autumn and the time for lazy dozes in the fresh air was really 

over. Sybil begged hard so her gran gave in. But just for a few minutes! 

Over many afternoons, Sybil had been planting a little garden at the edge of 

the forest. It was three foot by two and was framed by white pebbles which she had 

selected carefully as a wall for her Paradise Garden. Inaudible to grown-up ears, 

her garden was full of noises - of the animals which had been in Adam and Eve's 

garden and of a few more: Leo, her sea-lion and Daisy, her toy rabbit. 

They turned a comer and Sybil blurted out, 'it's gone!' 

'What is it, dear?' 

'Where has it gone?' 

'Yes, your garden is gone. Somebody must have swept it into the field over 

there.' 

'Who took it away?' Sybil asked. 

'Don't fret, love.' 
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Granny took a handkerchief and wiped her tears away, 'Maybe the forester 

came along and decided that nobody else had the right to plant anything in his 

forest.' 

Sybil stopped crying but she wondered to herself, 'could it have been the 

man with the hat?' 

Snakes and Ladders 

The marbles had rolled under the sofa for the umpteenth time. Most of 

them were still in the small aluminium vessel that was their home, but some were 

lost for ever: lying hidden behind furniture or thrown out because they had fallen 

into the waste paper basket. The hands had grown, but they were still small. 

Sybil was sitting on the carpet. She was rolling the marbles to and fro and 

watching the light play on their smooth surfaces. 

'Dear, dear, dear, you'll never get enough of them.' 

'Mhh?' she looked up to face her mother's gentle rebuke. 

'Look, I've got something for you.' 

'Oh really?' 

'It's nice and sparkling. A great deal more sparkling than your marbles.' 

'What is it? Let me see it.' 

'Now, now. Not so impatient. I've been to the bank today and the kind man 

who deals with our savings gave me this for you. It's something that will teach you 

think of more grown-up matters.' 

Sybil pulled the wrapping paper off in no time and eyed a bright new 

savings box, a bright blue savings box for children. It was a wonderfully shining 

metal box and had a slit for a mouth in the top. 

'What are these for?' Sybil asked pointing at the two dark rows of teeth 

which framed the mouth. 
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'Oh, this device makes sure that the coins you push inside can't fall out 

again. Not like your old plastic pig. No skill will get anything out again once it's 

been put inside.' 

'So does it stay inside for ever?' 

'No, dear. The man in the bank has got the key and if you bring him the 

box, he will put the money into your savings account in the bank. Come, I show 

you,' and she gave her a nice shining coin so that Sybil could see how it all went. 

Sybil felt solemn when she pushed the coin into the slit. When she shook the box, 

the coin rattled against the metal walls. 

'And now?' 

'And now it stays in there. The more coins you put into this box, the 

merrier it rattles when you shake it.' 

'But I get so few coins. Can't I put pebbles and pieces of wood into the box 

to make it rattle?' 

'Don't be silly.' 

Sybil was once again sitting on the carpet. She mustered the box from all 

sides, held it up against the light and shook it. She had tried to shake out the coin a 

hundred times and knew that it could not be done. Her eyes traced the outlines of 

the box and kept returning to the row of teeth. To whom does the coin belong now, 

she mused to herself. Her mother had told her that it was the bank's savings box. 

Not even she had the key. How could it be that something was hers and wasn't 

hers? Her mother had given the coin to her. So it was hers, wasn't it? 

'That's how a thief is made.' Her parents sat her on a low stool in the 

middle of the kitchen. 

'Of course it's your coin, but your mother told you to save it. You deceived 

us when you pretended to put the coin in the box. You were a naughty girl when 

you snatched it away when she was not looking. You are a LIAR and a THIEF.' 

* 

I am sitting in my low-roofed study. It is late and the one burning candle 

merely gives life to the shadows. By my side lie the notes about matters which no 
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longer interest me. My alchemical instruments are gathering dust. I am staring into 

the night. 

All my life I have been seeking for something I could not find. Oh, I have 

been hungry for love. So hungry! How much of my energy have I wasted on futile 

attempts to be loved! As a child, I was mocked by my classmates, and beaten by 

my masters. I have done many stupid things to find the person who could fill the 

emptiness of my heart. 

I was a very bright boy- unusually bright, they said. A farmer's boy, 

though. After much hesitation, I was sent to live with my rich bachelor uncle in 

Wittenberg, the local market town. I was a good boy, they said, and obediently 

spent day after day sitting over my books. They used to say - and it was said with a 

lot of pride - that it was not necessary to beat me often for forgetting my Latin 

grammar. I had an excellent memory. 

I knew that I had to hide my yearning for all those things which are neither 

in grammar book nor Sunday sermon. When I failed to hide it, I was chastised. It 

was for my good, they said, and they quoted the Scriptures to prove it. The bruises 

on my body disappeared again soon. - I learnt to go through the expected ritual of 

saying 'thank you' to the master who had thus kindly taken care of me. 

But mind, I was thought of highly and when the time came I was 

recommended for the study of theology. 

I pretended to be a demure scholar and I made out that their answers 

satisfied me, but my desire for different answers grew and grew. It grew faster than 

my adolescent body and became so huge that I thought I would burst. So I learnt a 

trick: I folded my yearning up so that it would fit inside me. It was stowed away 

and nobody could have guessed it existed if it hadn't been for my twitching fingers 

and restless eyes. As a child they punished me for fidgeting. 

Yes, I wanted to know. I wanted to know who I was and what I could do 

with myself. I wanted to see the world. I wanted to experience the powers of my 

mind. More than anything I wanted to communicate with God. I wanted to be his 

son and wanted to be cradled in the centre of his world. I wanted a sign that he 

loved me and that he cared for my love. 
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I read the Book of Job. I embraced Job, the one who is tested mercilessly 

and defends himself, the one who insists that he lives and loves righteously. I 

concluded that I had to reach out, to experience and to feel. I thought that I had a 

duty to reach out, to experience and to feel. Come whatever, I had to do it. The 

melody of Job's song was with me day in, day out: 'Though I were perfect, yet 

would I not know my soul: I would despise my life.' I drank this verse as if it was 

a drop from the well of life given to somebody dying of thirst. 

But I was careful not to admit any spies into the land of my yearning. 

Whatever was going on inside me, I still excelled at Scriptural exegesis, Scholastic 

reasoning and formal logic. When I was examined for my degree of Doctor of 

Divinity, I mastered everything to perfection. My masters sensed that something 

odd was in the air. So the faculty decided to examine me with more than customary 

care. This was the last time that they fingered and squeezed my soul. They did not 

understand that my reasoning was perfect because neither mind nor heart disturbed 

my argumentations. 

The jewel of my being, my capacity to feel, they had treated it like a piece 

of base metal. How many are they who touch the alchemist's gold, who handle the 

precious substance, the philosopher's stone in human guise, and reduce it to 

common coin. 

Once I questioned what they taught me, it felt as if the grand edifices of 

their reasoning tumbled down like the stage property of travelling actors. Their 

teaching was like one long chain of arguments and if one link was wrong, well, the 

chain became meaningless. 

When the choir was assembled in the church and we were singing in 

candle-light, the harmonies of our voices conjured up other and more powerful 

harmonies. In song, the expression of the needs we were commonly denied created 

a beauty that was almost too much to bear. If it had not been for our singing, I 

believe I would have died. I did not die, but I knew that if I wanted to live I had to 

break the chain of their reasoning. 

But sometimes I was paralysed with guilt even while I was watching the 

sunset mirrored in the lake. They had taken so much from me and they replaced 

every bit of what they had stolen with a large quantity of guilt; like a child who 
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tries to hide that he has stealthily eaten the rich stew by replacing the missing part 

with water. 

* 

It was an ordinary day at primary school. After they had sung a few songs 

to shake off the drowsiness of the morning, the teacher told them to take their 

chairs and seat themselves in a big circle. She had brought geometrically shaped 

wooden blocks in different colours and sizes and asked them to sort them into the 

three hoops she had brought up from the gym store room. There was a feeling of 

excitement when the children sensed the smell of the gym lessons. It made them 

think of the soft gymnastics balls bouncing off the floor of the gym hall. The 

pleasure was heightened by the easy task of sorting the wooden objects. They saw 

at once that there were three different colours: red, blue and yellow. It was a game 

that was as easy as cuddling to sort them into the three hoops on the floor. The 

teacher told them that they had done well. The second time round she wanted them 

to sort the red pieces into one hoop and the triangles into another. The red squares 

and the blue triangles were easy. But the children looked puzzled at the red 

triangles. 

'Let's throw the red triangles in the bin,' Olli suggested. 

The whole class giggled. 

But then Tracy pulled the two hoops over each other and the teacher 

beamed with delight. 

'But ... ' 

'What is it, Sybil?' the teacher looked at her. 

'Can one and the same thing belong into two different circles?' 

'Of course, it can.' 

'Wouldn't it break its heart?' 

'Things don't have hearts, you silly!' 

Sybil continued to stare at a red triangle. Her eyes followed its outline and 

she marvelled about its colour. The creak of the cupboard door at the back of the 

room made her look up. Her class-mates had gone to fetch their paint boxes. She 
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jumped when she realised that she was sitting there on her own. And, oh dear, her 

teacher was looking at her. What did she think of her now? But the teacher was 

smiling kindly and Sybil smiled back. 

* 

The small grave gaped horribly. It looked as if it had just swallowed the 

whole world; the whole universe even. They had not bothered to get a coffin. 

Times were hard and children were dying like flies; only well-to-do parents could 

afford a coffin. The small stiff body was wrapped in coarse sackcloth. And even 

that might be kept back in the last moment before they covered the grave. At the 

time I was too upset to notice, but it was a matter that worried me for years. I 

cannot tell why it bothered me. I kept thinking how cold it was down there. This 

thought was engraved in my heart as in a wax tablet that had frozen into rock. 

I remember the funeral in so many details. They were burying my only 

childhood friend. For years to come my mind forced me to run through the 

experience again and again. It was a frosty winter afternoon. It was that time of day 

when you had to strain your eyes to be able to read your exercises; it was not yet 

dark enough for the expensive tallow candles. In school, that was the time when 

the masters would examine how well you had applied yourself and how fast you 

could rattle off your rote learning. 

Stoffel - baptised Christoph - was my friend. Now he lay down there. He 

had been ripped out of his tenth year of life. I and Stoffel had been inseparable. 

The masters did not understand our friendship; they shook their heads in disbelief. 

One of them was the born scholar, admittedly a bit dreamy, but he still outdid any 

child they had ever seen before. And the other, bless his heart, and they would 

pause briefly as a sign of respect for the dead, he could apply himself until the 

cows came home, grammatical rules didn't hold fast in his brain. It was not 

possible with the best intentions in the world to beat any learning into him. 

Stoffel and I had spent countless summer evenings roaming the fields and 

lanes in the neighbourhood of the school. Like all children, we investigated every 

stone and every plant. We were wondering what life looked like if you followed 
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the local river or went beyond the mountain range which you could dimly see in 

the distance. Would it always be the case that another field followed after the one 

which you had just left behind? How far would you have to walk until people 

spoke in one of those languages which we were learning by rote? Holland and its 

windmills, how far away was it? 

When I had become famous I would be referred to as the Speculator, a 

name that was given me with a mixture of admiration and horror. It was when I 

had travelled the road to Amsterdam, to Prague and to Padua, that my speculations 

about what lies beyond turned inward. 

Stoffel and I had been observing how frog-eggs developed into tadpoles 

and then into frogs. How was it possible that the dim speck of entity comprised in 

the gelatinous egg turned into a frog, a proper four-legged frog? Stoffel was a great 

observer. You could stroll along with him, and all of a sudden Stoffel spotted a 

grass-snake. Perfectly harmless but it did not at all want to be seen. Stoffel, though, 

saw it and he also knew how to look at it from all sides without hurting it. 

We had been pondering the great questions of life: what makes the blood 

throb, the eye see and the heart feel? We had looked at the night-sky and asked 

ourselves: what comes afterwards? And now, where was he? Did he have the 

answers now? Was he in a place where they did not try to beat knowledge into 

him? He had always said that hell could not be worse than school. 

The last prayers sounded hollow and it could well be that the parson rushed 

the liturgical formulae. He did not want to catch cold just because another child 

was not strong enough to grow into adulthood. All the boys from the school were 

assembled. When the service was over, they trooped off and some were strangely 

boisterous. 

I left the grave but did not want to return to my uncle's house. I took a 

detour to the old birches by the river. It had grown dark by now but the moonlight 

reflected on the blanket of snow provided enough light. The moon was not quite 

full yet; still increasing its power as Stoffel used to say. 

I walked up to the edge of the water and leant against the trunk of one of 

the old birches. During the whole day I had been too shaken to cry. Ever since my 

friend had fallen ill and I had been forbidden to see him - for fear of contagion - I 
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had become numb and passive. I now refused to accept that he was really gone. I 

had taken my farewell of the stiff body that was lowered into the ground. But this 

was not him. My eyes were burning. 

When I pressed my face against the bark of the tree, my body felt as stiff as 

that of my friend. I remained motionless for a long time. Then I cast off all 

warnings and called on my friend; or rather on the spirit which had once lived in 

my friend. The boy Johannes -1 and not I- trembled all over, but he persevered in 

the attempt to call up a spirit amongst the shadows of the night. What I had always 

obediently avoided hitherto, I now did with the vigour of insanity. If the masters 

had seen me, they would have locked me into the potato cellar. 

I could not understand myself. It was as if a demon had taken charge. I 

shuddered at the thought. The memory of this episode is like encountering an alter 

ego, a being who frightens you because it knows too much about you. 

I was dimly aware that what I was doing was devil's work. I recalled the 

parson's thundering voice as he had warned us. The devil was omni-present, he 

said, and shunned no toil to seduce a human soul that diverged, even if it was only 

by a hair's breadth, from the right path. My nerves contracted instinctively when 

the frightful Reverend Merthens stalked into my mind. For a second I was on the 

point of running back to him and to beg him to beat the devil's work out of me. 

My body, however, did not move and I remained with my face pressed 

against the smooth skin of the old birch. So the Reverend's warnings disappeared 

like a phantom. At first I tried not to think of anything. But then I made a 

conscious effort to think about spirits. I thought of the old Liese, the midwife. I 

always thought that she liked me. On one occasion when we had talked about the 

native powers of some herbs to relieve pain I had asked her about spirits. She did 

not look like a witch and I had been afraid that she might take offence when I 

heard myself ask this question. I must have blushed to the roots of my hair and was 

about to apologise for implying that she had some secret knowledge, when she 

silenced me with a small gesture of her hand. 

She stared into the distance and seemed to focus on the spire of the church 

which could be seen in the distance: 'You have not come to me to hear the views 

of the ministers of the Lord. Mind their sayings and stay innocent.' 
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There followed a pause, and her eyes wandered from the smoke that was 

slowly rising out of the chimney of the parsonage to the craggy rocks where she 

gathered her herbs. I will remember her eyes to my dying day when she said, 'You 

asked me about spirits. I can't tell you about them. All I can tell you is that the 

human soul does everything to find its equal.' Her voice slowly subsided into a 

long silence. Finally she roused herself and said: 'Yes, my boy, stay true to 

yourself.' 

In that cold November night by the river, Liese's remark echoed in my 

mind: stay true to yourself. 

I had long wondered why she had said this in answer to my question about 

spirits. Somehow she had told me much more than I had asked. I did not feel let 

down by her, but I felt a strange shudder as if she had sent me on a long and lonely 

journey. 

As I held on to the old birch tree, these images glided away from me too. 

The only movement of my body was that I embraced the trunk of the old birch 

with both arms and unconsciously stroked its bark with my numb fingers. In a 

toneless voice I spoke the first incantation of my life: 'Stoffel, come. Spirit of 

Stoffel, appear. I charge you by your Christian name: Christoph, appear to me! 

Appear to me now!' 

When I looked at the quiet surface of the river, I found that I remained 

alone except for my memories of Stoffel and the fog patches which were slowly 

drifting down the river. So I closed my eyes and let myself drift off too. I felt 

comforted as if my dead friend was hugging me and telling me not to worry. 

Many days later I regained consciousness. My uncle told me that the miller 

and his son had come upon me when they returned from checking the sluices. I had 

myself gone through a severe fever. But as fate would have it, the frail scholar boy 

survived while his friend, who to all appearances was strong and sturdy, was swept 

away like a dry leaf from the steps of the church. 

* 
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As usual, Sybil was taking her time on her way back from school. It was a 

sunny afternoon in late autumn and she was cheerfully munching away on a packet 

of crisps which she had bought after school. How well the cackling sound of the 

crisps matched the way that the salt tickled the tongue. 

As she turned round a comer and was heading for the last stretch of her 

way, she saw her father come towards her. She looked up at him and smiled. 

He looked at her with embarrassment, T do not expect that you will 

understand this. - But when you come home, please be as quiet as you can. Ehm ... 

Your mother is very upset ... ' 

'What's happened?' she asked, her eyes bulging with fear. 

'Your grandmother died while you were at school and ... ' 

'Granny dead! How?' she blurted out. 

She met her father's eyes, 'just be a good girl and do not disturb your 

mother now. You must remember that your granny was your mother's mother ... 

how would you feel if you had just lost your mother?' 

Sybil's every muscle contracted. With her head bent, she walked home at 

the side of her father without saying another word. The same weeds were growing 

in the curb-stone as yesterday. But something had changed for ever. 

* 

Sybil stood at the top of her favourite hillock and gazed into the tops of the 

trees. The greatest pleasure she could imagine was to roam through the forest on 

her own. The light was dancing in the leaves over her head and she felt lifted up 

amongst them. She stretched out her arms and began to tum in a circle, slowly at 

first and then faster and faster, until she was giddy. She leaned against one of the 

trees and closed her eyes but opened them again because she thought she could 

catch a glimpse of a magical creature. All she could see were the tree trunks 

standing there a bit more unsteadily than usual. She looked behind herself, 

imagining that somebody stood behind her. She touched the tree against which she 

had been leaning, 'Ah, I see, it was you.' She took her finger and drew a face on 

13 



the bark. The strokes of her magical pen brought the tree to life. She stretched out 

her arms and embrace it. 

A few minutes later she kneeled on the leaves and drew a face into the 

ground of the forest. The dark soil immediately coloured her hands and made them 

look as if they were roots themselves. She and the trees were kindred spirits. 

* 

'The purpose of literature', he said, 'is to shake people out of their 

complacency.' Doctor Manley, Sybil's English teacher, flicked a piece of chalk 

through his fingers. He appeared to be talking to his well manicured fingernails. He 

was tall, slim, sinewy and had a very well looked-after beard which just about 

covered his chin. No single hair had been allowed to get out of control. He had a 

sharp wit and a vicious propensity to turn on the heels of his meticulously polished 

shoes. He liked to perform a little pirouette and pick on a student. With a subdued 

snicker, he pounced on Sybil and asked her to repeat the last titbit of wisdom 

which he had, metaphorically speaking, served her on a silver platter. 

'What is the purpose of literature?' 

He called her out of a breathtaking journey through the universe. She was · 

accompanied by extraterrestrials and by the spirits of the winds who showed her 

how the celestial bodies attracted each other. They had just started to explain the 

nature of infinity. She only stared at Dr Manley. 

'The purpose of literature is to shake people out of their petty-bourgeois 

complacency,' he repeated and shook his hand as if he was shaking off a clod of 

muck. 

* 

'Read the Scriptures!' they instructed me. Whenever I showed any sign of 

dissatisfaction, they repeated, 'read the Scriptures'. The Bible is a big book and I 

have read it more carefully than most. They also said, 'study the authorities.' I read 
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Aristotle, I read Plato and whatever else was in the library. Still, they did not 

answer my questions. 

Then there were also the forbidden books. How I trembled to lay my hands 

on them: the writings of the alchemists and magicians. But they were carefully 

locked away and we were not even allowed to repeat their names: Hermes 

Trismegistus, Geber, Roger Bacon. I was aching to lay my hands on what they 

forbade me to read. 

As soon as I could get hold of the forbidden books, I studied magic to be 

closer to the wonders of the world. I looked at the world: I loved it and I wanted to 

know it. I was furious when I heard others say that nature was fallen. There were 

fires, there were blizzards, there were floods. They were frightening but they 

expressed the visceral energies of the creation. Did not God show himself in a 

burning bush? I wanted to encounter God. Sometimes I felt like a bush in spring: 

my every pore was bursting with sap and I wanted to grow out of myself and to 

reach out to the spirits which inhabited the budding green, even if it was at the 

expense of consuming myself. 

They said that I was a sinner; that we all were sinners. At first I accepted it 

but then I wanted to defend myself: I was not afraid to encounter God and to 

challenge him to his face. 

I had a right to his love. How dare he call me a sinner in return for my love! 

How could he give nothing back for my belief and my trust in him! How dare he 

reject me in exchange for my trust in him! If I loved him, he had damn well better 

love me back! If he had no time for me, I had no time for him! I knew what it felt 

like to live a loveless life - to do without fatherly protection and without divine 

love. If this was all I had to expect, I would at least not squander my energies on 

loving an indifferent father. If I wasn't going to get love, I wasn't going to give it 

either. 
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Awakenings 

Barbara, the niece of the housekeeper, arrived in my uncle's house when I 

was fourteen. She was sixteen, a pretty girl whose body glowed with youth. You 

could see her well-shaped breasts through her simple dress. She turned the heads of 

the local youths, and it was beyond me to control myself when I saw her. 

Barbara made my body burst into flame. She was engaged to a cousin of 

hers and was going to get married to him within the year. So she had to make sure 

that her reputation was spotless, but I believe she was as interested in me as I was 

in her. 

She was strong and had a full body. Her movements were energetic, and 

she did her work with a cheerfulness that was contagious. Sometimes I would hide 

behind the kitchen door to watch her knead the dough or scrub the floor. All my 

hairs bristled when I heard her walk up the corridor. 

She knew from the beginning that I was smitten by her, but I am sure, 

hesitated to play with fire. I could tell that she was interested in me by her manner 

of ever so casually brushing past my legs or bringing her breasts close to my face 

when she swept the table. She certainly liked to see my excitement. 

One day my uncle was out. Barbara's wedding day was not far off. I 

bumped into her by a fabricated coincidence, and she stopped and took my hands 

into hers. I had dreamt about this, and now I did not know what to do! 

She said no word while she took my hands and placed them on her bosom. 

I was on fire! The feel of her body shook me out of my stupor and I moved my 

fingers ever so slightly. Far from being angry with me for taking liberties, as I had 

half feared, she took my hands and made me rub them over her breasts in small 

circles. None of those who admired, or decried, me for my womanising in later life 

could have believed how coy I was. 

'But ... ' I muttered shyly. 

'You mean: aren't I engaged?' 

I did not know what I meant. 

'I dread the thought of knowing only one man.' 

I did not know what to say. 'May I kiss you?' I asked her. 
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'Of course you may!' and she moved her full lips towards me. 

The feel of her mouth and her body awakened my body to its natural 

calling. I loosened her bodice and she gestured me to follow her. She slept in a 

corner of the attic, and we had to walk up the staircase to the first floor and then 

scramble up a ladder in order to reach her bed. The most delicious anticipation 

spiced our every step. 

When we reached her bed we started to embrace in our clothes. I pushed 

my hand under her smock and felt my way to her nipples. It was such bliss. When 

she took off her smock and lay before me, I experienced a shock of confusion. She 

smiled at my puzzled face, 'what about you?' 

I did not understand her at first. Then I realised that I was still wearing my 

clothes. I felt awkward to undress while she looked at me. 

She looked at my crotch with surprise, 'that's what you look like.' 

I let her finger my penis and my testicles but by now I was so tense I 

thought I was going to burst any moment. 

'Don't!' I stammered convulsively. 

I feared that she thought I was being coy again. So I added in breathless 

stammer, 'I can't wait much longer.' 

'Oh!' 

She lay back and guided my member to the place. It sensed an obstacle and 

pushed against it with full force. I felt that the barrier gave way almost at the same 

time as my seed squirted out of my loins. Nobody had told me, but I knew 

instinctively that this was not how it was supposed to be. I was ashamed about my 

own stupidity and stammered feebly, 'I'm sorry.' 

I cast a furtive glance at the blotches of blood and semen which were 

dripping from her intimate place onto the bed. I wanted to get up. But she held me 

back and made me rest my head on her breast. I lay still and let myself be 

comforted for my clumsiness. We stroked and caressed each other. 

Then we lay back and I asked her, 'Do you feel guilty now?' 

'Do you?' 

'In a way.' 
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'I suppose I should feel very guilty, being engaged to another man. -But to 

be honest, I don't.' 

'Hm.' 

Later on I had decided to cock a snoot at all notions of morality, certainly 

in so far as they reflected the standards of my contemporaries. I tried all the 

debaucheries which could be had and lost all shame. Whatever I did, however, at 

heart I always wanted to repeat the innocent intimacy I'd experienced with 

Barbara. I had it with Helen, for a time at least. Not because I was faithful to her, 

but because we were not just rubbing our bodies against each other. 

I and Barbara had a few more occasions to be on our own. We were 

learning each other's body like a language and each time was more pleasurable 

than the last. But then she had to leave and to get married to a man for whom she 

did not particularly care. 

Watching Barbara go poured oil into the fire of my rebellion. On the 

surface I was a paragon of obedience. But I had waterfalls and torrential streams 

which were roaring inside. If some great powers are kept down by violence, sooner 

or later they will break out. They will gush forth in mad torrents. They will flood 

the surface with their ugly brown broth and drown everything that feeds on the 

semblance of peace and happiness. 

* 

The water was gushing into the tub, and Sybil checked once again that the 

door was properly locked. She opened the window, poured lots of bubble bath into 

the water and watched the white carpet on the surface swell into mountains of 

foam. While she waited for the tub to fill she climbed onto the edge of the bath. 

She held on to the shower curtain rail to keep her balance and looked at her lower 

body in the mirror of the bathroom cupboard. She followed its lines and thought 

that there must be some secret meaning in the triangle between her legs and belly. 

There must be some reason for why it was covered so luxuriously by tiny curls. 

Her glossy chestnut coloured hair was her pride and joy, but she was also proud of 
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this very different kind of hair. She giggled when she thought that as yet nobody 

knew the secret of its ginger hue. 

She climbed into the tub. Except for her head, her whole body was 

submerged under foam. She leant back against the wall and gloried in the 

sensuality of the warm water. She ran her hands over her breasts, her belly and her 

legs. Then she rested her right hand on her crotch. She relished the anticipation of 

massaging herself there. She had long found out how to give herself a shudder of 

delight. But what mysteries were there inside? 

At parties she grabbed every opportunity of dancing closely entwined. She 

knew that things were happening in her own body as much as in the body of her 

partners. But she had not yet found out what it felt like to have sex. She must be 

the only girl in her class who still held back. 

Last Saturday at a patty Matt had asked her, 'are you still a virgin?' 

'Of course not!' When he pulled her against him she was scared to death. 

She had been craving for his body but what if he found out? 

Her right forefinger probed her hidden anatomy. It tapped against the skin 

which covered her secret cavity like that of a tambourine. The bath water had made 

it soft and pliable. So it stretched and stretched when her finger pushed and pushed 

against it, until it gave way. 

Sybil was still sitting in the bath half an hour later. The foam had gone and 

she could not take her eyes away from the faint red colour of the water. Now she 

had begun to know herself. 
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Part II 

In a Nutshell 

'Everything ultimately boils down to one question which is as simple as it 

is difficult to answer.' His rich voice assumed a darker timbre and he glanced 

slowly round a crowded lecture theatre. 'It is in the nature of being human that we 

have a void in the inmost part of ourselves. We spend our whole lives trying to fill 

this void, but it is the misfortune of human existence that we find it so painfully 

difficult to know what can fill it. This also explains why we find it so hard to know 

what we want.' He held out his expressive hand, palm upwards and fingers just 

slightly spread so that it described the shape of a chalice. He once again brushed 

his glance past the faces in front of him, and his words were taut with sensuality: 

'What is it we want? What do we want? What do we want, really and truly, once 

we strip ourselves of all superficial desires?' 

He repeated it again: 'what do we want?' He glanced from row to row until 

he rested his eyes on Sybil, Twill tell you. The greatest poet of our century knew,' 

but he hesitated, indicating how heavy was his burden of having to tell them, 

before his voice assumed the cadence, which showed long familiarity with the 

Mediterranean languages: 'Sybilla, ti telis? respondebat, apotanein telo.' 

Sybil had forgotten the world around her. She could not take her eyes from 

his expressive eyes, shaded by long dark lashes. His full mouth forming the 

meaning of his words for her ears alone. His every gesture revealing a glimpse of 

his rich inner life. The brisk impatient jerk with which he shook his shoulder

length hair spoke of a mind that measured the full scale of human wisdom and 

ascended to flights of the imagination on which they would never be able to 

follow. 

Sybil lived for Thursday mornings. She spent hours selecting her clothes 

and studied the way a loose strand of hair fell into her face. She combed her 

chestnut hair for a long time, gathered it tightly into a noose. Undid it, gathered it 
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again, undid it, adding a bit of mousse. She brushed it again in front of the mirror 

in the toilet, briefly touched its glossy shine and pulled one strand so that it would 

come loose inadvertently. 

. She turned scarlet while he translated the prophetic words out of the ancient 

languages, 'Sybilla, what do you want? And she replied, I want to die.' 

Sybil was entranced while listening to the story of her ancient namesake: 

the wise woman who had asked Apollo for eternal life and forgotten to ask for 

eternal youth and happiness. 

She eagerly listened to the secret motives of human existence and imbibed 

his account of the human incapacity ever to attain the object of one's desires. She 

heard that the void was always unavoidably substituting itself for one's desires and 

that one could only ever reach what one wanted if one yearned for the great void 

which was death. Gleeson's mouth spoke the oracle of Delphi. The world had lost 

its meaning next to his infinitely deep eyes. When the bell rang she was still 

wrapped in the mystery of his words. 

Even before Sybil and her friends could join the coffee queue, Tanja 

nudged her and rolled her eyes knowingly, 'eh, dying with Robert?!' Sybil blushed 

to the roots of her hair. 

Carla added sarcastically, 'yeah, dying's his strength!' 

'Dying's his fucking strength.' Tanja shook her head and her locks fell 

down her back in black profuseness. A perfect sun tan covered her legs up to the 

edge of her mini skirt and promised to continue beyond her generously unbuttoned 

blouse. Sybil was painfully conscious of Tanja's sex appeal. She had seen Gleeson 

look at her. But he never addressed her during his lectures. Maybe she had been 

able to impress him more than Tanja. She had her secret qualities too, she mused as 

the ran her tongue past her lower teeth. 

'He's got great hips. Nice crisp bottom. Thighs aren't too bad. Considering 

his academic peers! Huh!' Tanja burst into noisy laughter. 

'He is gorgeous if you compare him with the examples of masculinity of 

the English department.' 

'We won't need to consider the linguists?' 

'No! Definitely not! Nor the philosophers, ha ha!' 
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wryly. 

Tanja looked at her watch, 'gotta run!' 

'Sex with Roberto would be like sleeping with a ghost,' Carly commented 

'Eh?' 

'He's such a shithead! All this bollocks about death. Couldn't tum me on.' 

'It doesn't tum me on ... ' 

' ... oh, does it not! You're not kidding me! You're hanging on his lips.' 

'Alright, I am. But it's because he's got such fascinating ideas.' 

'Go on, then, tell me what's so great about the wish for death.' 

'Well ... death gives meaning to life ... on some level ... it ... ' 

'Death gives meaning to life! You're fucked in the head too!' 

'Carls, come on.' 

'Don't back down now. Tell me what's so enjoyable about thinking of 

death.' 

Sybil remained silent. 

'Doesn't this rubbish about the death wish mean that there's nothing worth 

living for? Does it not deny the miracles of life? Just think of all the wonders we 

take for granted. Think of the stars on a clear night, the milky-way above us. 

Doesn't this give you a tingle about the vastness of space? Don't you think it's a 

gripping reminder that we are a part of this great and wonderful thing called the 

universe?' 

'Yeah,' Sybil mused. 

'Think of a dew-spangled meadow in spring. Think of the sparkle of the 

droplets on each and every leaf and flower. And imagine walking across the 

meadow with someone you love ... ' 

Tknow what you mean,' Sybil nodded dreamily, thinking of the way 

Gleeson had looked at her during the lecture. 
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The Shadows of a Doubt 

When they told my story afterwards, it had turned into an account of how 

the devil lured me into his power. They explained that he had made me conceited 

about my magical powers. They said that I did not have to conjure up the devil; 

that he had been waiting for me ever since I was born. 

As a young man I spent a lot of time on my own. I found it difficult to share 

in drunken banter and I felt repelled by bragging young louts. I observed my fellow 

students and saw that I alienated them - more even than they alienated me. 

Sometimes I shared in their revels but felt that they were whispering behind my 

back: beware of him, he is marked by the evil one. My fellow student Sebastianus 

told me one evening that he was frightened by the longing which was in my eyes. 

He took it for a sign that I would not shun hell and damnation if they stood in the 

way of what I wanted. But what did I want? 

We were taught that the devil breathes a monstrously powerful yearning 

into the human breast in order to seduce the frail souls from the path of 

righteousness. We were taught that only God can appease our longing. Without 

knowing it, we came to believe that only the devil had the power to satisfy us. 

They concluded that since there was nobody far and wide whose yearning was 

greater than mine, I must be possessed of the devil. 

But why should the devil tempt me more than anybody else? I'm not 

talking about justice, I'm simply arguing a case now. I am merely posing a 

scholastic question - rhetorical question it turns out to be! There is no point in 

reasoning the matter. They did not care about reason. They concluded that I was 

possessed by the devil because they wanted to believe it. Maybe they would 

concede that it was not my choice. Damned, though, I was. 

What was I to believe about myself? And what profit did I have from it? 

Oh, I can feel the silence of your indignation. All of you who dared to judge me. 

All of you who turned me away - wherever I went - to whomever I went - for help 

- for understanding- when I begged for a bit of sympathy. I was lonely, oh so 

lonely! And you turned me away! By telling me you were busy, by changing the 

subject, worst of all, by giving me advice. Well-intentioned, self-satisfied and 
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perfectly useless advice. If only you had literally avoided me! No! Couldn't be 

done! You needs must come and analyse my state of mind and give me oh such 

well-meant warnings about my ways. Those of you who were sorry for me, I hate 

you most! Do you hear, you pricks, I hate you! Those of you whose eyes spoke of 

indulgent compassion! Those of you who told me - by word or deed: 'if you 

repent, we'll take you back into the fold'. The mellifluous sound of your self

righteousness stabs into my old wounds like red-hot needles. 

Tell me! Tell me now! After all these years, tell me: what do I have to 

repent? 

* 

I've been interrupted by my boy. He asked me why I was shouting the 

house down. He made me drink a cup of warm milk, patting me on the shoulder: 

'it's alright.' He means well. 

I'm ashamed of myself when I lose my temper like this. But what can I do? 

Well then, let me return to where I was. Profit I was talking about. I am just 

trying to reason logically. What did I have to repent? I had never wanted to have 

this yearning inside me. It ate me up in voracious gulps and transformed me into 

one great void. To top it all, they asked me to repent. How could I? Had I chosen to 

be who I was? Had I done anything which gained me anything? Anything at all? 

The worst was that nothing happened. We had, of course, been warned that 

the devil lurks in every corner. So I began to look out for him. But I tell you what, 

I couldn't find him. 

I looked into myself and found only emptiness; an emptiness which, like 

the densest fog, had crept into my soul and taken possession of me. There was no 

evil spirit, there was no spirit at all. There was simply nothing. Melancholy 

descended and its dark veil covered everything, so that I could no longer perceive 

the emptiness inside me. 

My fellow students patted me on the back and gibbered on about my lucky 

escape: 'it is so good to see that you have got rid of this restlessness of yours.' 

'You're finally settling down.' 
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'The Lord be praised, it looks that you have been favoured by his grace.' 

They had no problems ifl drank myself senseless. It wasn't praiseworthy, 

but it wasn't exactly sinful. Besides, most of my colleagues were doing the same. 

My longing had lost its teeth. It no longer gnawed. It just vegetated, 

reduced to an almost inaudible dull throb. I had no more hopes, no more wishes, no 

more fears. I expected nothing of the present, I expected nothing of the future. 

Then my student life finished. I received a certificate: vellum with the seal 

of the principal. Doctor of divinity! Believing nothing, hoping nothing, fearing 

nothing. 

* 

The only thing I really enjoyed was to go out when a storm was brewing. I 

could never resist a storm. It pulled me with irresistible force. Come what may I 

had to leave the protection of the house and to be out during a storm. I still feel fire 

prickling through my body when I see the forks of lighting and I feel torrents gush 

through my veins when I am in a downpour. I twitch with delight when I see the 

river gather force by the rain and watch the waterfall fume and roar. This is what 

death must feel like: being pulled down. Irresistibly pulled down into the deep 

basin under the waterfall. Being torn into pieces, beyond the power to resist -

beyond the will to resist. 

Oh, it was blissful to be in the woods during a storm. What did I care if one 

of the trees cracked and fell down on me? What was there to make me treasure 

life? Suicide I would not commit. Not because it was one of the most heinous sins. 

No, I did not want to give them such a simple reason for damning me. Also I did 

not want to die before I'd got something out of my damnation. I have always been 

a dare-devil type of person. Ha! Ha! Isn't this a funny joke? 

Nobody can quite grasp the atmosphere when gusts of wind shake sturdy 

old trees, and they are croaking and groaning. The trees, in their turn let go of all 

the anger which accumulates during the year. It is the tall fir trees which rage at 

their wildest. They don't give a damn if their branches snap or their stems burst in 

the turmoil. In a storm, the silent old trees may give voice to their feelings - groan 
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and shriek and squall and scream. Even though they are moored by their roots and 

cannot rush out into the world to be revenged on those who have kept them mute 

and passive, there are ways by which they transcend their silent nature. During a 

storm, they share the anger of the elements: the trees, the birds of prey, the 

blackbirds, ants and mites. This is the moment when the fox stops stalking the 

mouse, the woodpecker forgets to knock insects out of their hiding places and all 

acknowledge the power of the great anger. Fear is there too. It distorts the faces of 

those who have faces, but there is always a point when even fear is forgotten and 

every creature joins in the dance of the elements. 

* 

The storm was earth-shatteringly violent when I followed the call of the 

wind. Without thinking I took the path towards the old oaks. Rain and thunder 

were deafening, and long before I'd reached my destination, I was soaked to the 

skin. The energy of the storm pierced the thick rind of my lethargy and I felt a bit 

of life was still throbbing in my chest. 

I clung to my favourite oak, slapping its old bark in boisterous caress. I 

stared at the forks of thunder and shouted, 'ye spirits, hear me! Lord of the air, hear 

me! Lord of the water, hear me! Lord of the earth, lord of the fire, do not forsake 

me! See me in my misery! Pity me! I am a blighted tree. Hear me! Do not torture 

me with your silence! Hear me! Strike me dead or give me life!' 

A fiery ball shot towards me. I closed my eyes thinking that my end had 

come. Gradually the uproar subsided and I was still alive. But I had to support 

myself, I was so weak and exhausted. I sank on the ground and dropped into a deep 

and dreamless sleep. When I looked up again, I saw a man in a friar's habit 

standing right before me. His cowl was pulled over his head and lively eyes glinted 

from what was revealed of his face. 

I noticed that his habit was dry. It only struck me afterwards that this was 

odd since he had just been exposed to the most extraordinary downpour. At the 

time I was only aware of the contrast between me and him, and his neat appearance 

made me ashamed of my wet and bedraggled self. 
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The unexpected observer looked at me without reproach, without any 

apparent emotion. Neither anger nor hostility were discernible in his face. I asked 

him whether he had been standing there long. He replied with perfect calm, 'yes, I 

have been watching you.' 

His directness pierced me to the quick. I felt uncomfortable but I also had 

the inexplicable impression that I could talk to him. 

His gaze rested on me. He had hardly moved and continued to scrutinise 

me - he not only looked at my bedraggled outfit, he looked right through me. 

Never before had I met anyone, not even my teachers of divinity, before whom I 

stood as if I was naked. My heart beat wildly and I felt my blood rush to my 

cheeks. All he said, though, was, 'let us go home.' 

I let him lead me back to my own house. It did not even surprise me that he 

knew the paths. If he knew my feelings, why should he not know the less important 

facts of my life? 

Later on, when I had changed into clean clothes and my mind had sobered 

up, he told me that his name was Mephistopheles and that he was a friar travelling 

on a mission of his own. 

He was exceptionally knowledgeable. Among other things, he knew a great 

deal more about alchemy than I did. When I asked him whether he would consider 

staying with me he accepted without much ado. 

* 

Mephistopheles never referred to the circumstances of our first encounter. 

But he asked me curious questions. They always began on an innocuous note and 

not infrequently ended with my blood gushing from my heart. 

'So when you bless the wine, what happens inside you?' 

'My state of mind is irrelevant for the act of transubstantiation.' 

'That's one way of looking at it. But tell me, do you believe that you are 

handling the blood of Christ ... which redeemeth your sins?' 

'Leave me alone!' 

'Does it absolve you from your miseries?' 
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'Listen! I cannot, I will not abandon my duty.' 

'You already are abandoning your duty; when you lock yourself up in your 

room, when you stare into the fire, when you stare into the alembics. Why don't 

you devote yourself wholeheartedly to the quest for the philosopher's stone?' 

A tidal wave rushed up my spine and burst into a thousand droplets. I shook 

my head compulsively and asked, 'you mean that I should break the vows which I 

made in the same church where I was baptised?' 

Mephistopheles shrugged his shoulders indifferently, 'what do you think 

you need to do? What do you want to do?' uncannily emphasising the word 'you'. 

I had a flash of inspiration and asked, 'can't I continue my daily duty as a 

minister of the church while I pursue my mystical quests, in my free time, as it 

were?' 

When he heard this, Mephistopheles chuckled, 'the quest for the Holy Grail 

is not conducted on a Saturday afternoon! What do you think you are doing? If you 

want to find it, you need to seal your commitment with your own blood, as the 

saying is.' 

I did not like to give up my commitments to the church. But then I thought 

to myself: well, if I cure people, am I not doing them a better service than if I 

perform rituals in which I do not believe? 

And I was also a doctor of medicine, after all. I had diligently applied 

myself to the art of healing. To my own surprise, I had great success with my 

treatments. Of course, people talked when I lay down my cassock. But I said that 

medicine had become my vocation. Besides people will always talk. 

* 

I still hear the sound of a weeping baby. 

When the mother began to grow too weak to shriek out her agony and the 

water broke before her womb had opened fully, I took it for granted that mother 

and child were knocking on death's door. I nevertheless tried my hand with a knife 

and made the baby, a tiny little boy, traverse limbo. My skills saved his life, but the 

poor thing entered the world as an orphan. 
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His mother had appeared on my doorstep when labour had already been in 

an advanced stage. In spite of attempts to extract some information from her about 

who she was and where she came from, she expired without saying anything. Her 

voice was lost in screams. 

I looked at her for a long time when she lay before me after breathing her 

last. Even then her face was distorted by pain. Her skin was tanned and her hands 

and body showed that she was used to heavy outdoor work. I concluded that she 

was a farm hand who had got pregnant without the blessing of the church, that she 

had run away when her condition could no longer be hidden and almost starved to 

death because she was ashamed to be known anywhere. When she dropped on my 

doorstep, she had no hope left in this world. Too scared to take her own life, she 

must have been waiting to die during the strains of giving birth. 

'Mephistopheles!' I shouted. 

He appeared in the opening of the door. He glanced at me, he glanced at the 

dead woman, at me again, and said in a low voice, 'I see, another soul has just set 

off to meet its maker'. 

I sat crouched on a low stool and stared at his impassive face, 'Why?!' 

Mephistoheles mustered me in silence. 

'Look at her! 

'I am looking.' 

'Suffering has completely broken her! Look at her! A healthy body tortured 

to death. And for what? For the name of sin!' 

'Mh.' 

'Mephistopheles, is this the image of a sinner?' 

'Mh.' 

I repeated the question at screaming pitch, 'tell me, is this the image of a 

sinner?' the only effect was that the baby started to wail. With a glance at the 

helpless creature in the make-shift cot by the window, I lowered my voice. Almost 

in a whisper, I hissed at him, 'Is this all you have to tell me, you bastard in friar's 

garb?' 

'Faustus, do I have to tell a Doctor of Divinity and Medicine that death is 

part of the natural course of life?' 
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'Do not evade me, you sneakish spit of hell!' 

'Faustus, you have neglected to fold her hands in prayer,' Mephistopheles 

remarked with a slight sneer in his voice. 

Tears were running down my face. I pleaded with him, 'do not play games 

with me. Tell me why. You promised to tell me about the reasons and causes. Tell 

me! Please, please.' 

* 

Mephistopheles's silences could be tantalising, unnerving and haunting. 

His typical answer was, 'Who am I to tell you?' Sophist that he was! He never 

gave me a false answer but then his answers never satisfied me. The questions 

remained with me. 

Sometimes I persevered in my quest, sometimes I was smug and only 

interested in financial gain. As a doctor of divinity I had advised my parishioners 

to pray to God Almighty, now that I was a medical doctor I myself was my 

patients' ultimate resource. Although I was more aware of my helplessness than 

ever, their belief increased my sense of power. It was not that I ever credited 

myself with the power over life and death, what I had was the power over their 

minds. Yes, I admit that I filled my pockets on their belief in me! Only reluctantly 

do I admit that I gloated on their adoring faces. Yes, I gloated on the fact that they 

believed me to be a god. But who could have resisted? 

It is helplessness, utter helplessness, that creates the fiction that there is 

somebody out there who has the power to transcend the law of human 

helplessness. 

Hm, what shall I say now? What do you want to hear? What do I want to 

hear? How should I deal with my patients' blind belief in my abilities. The more 

desperate a case, the blinder their trust in me. It was difficult to come to terms with 

a situation in which people credited me with the power over life and death. I had, 

of course, carefully protected the heart of this belief by surrounding my medical 

successes with the paraphernalia of the necromancer. I knew that my apparel and a 

careful arrangement of my alchemical apparatus enhanced people's trust in my 
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medical skill. The crazy fact was that some utterly hopeless cases could be cured 

by magical performances which I staged purely for show. I felt duty-bound to 

demonstrate that I made every conceivable effort on their behalf. I never knew why 

such hocus pocus could work. But if it worked - at least sometimes - how could 

you blame me? 

At some moments, it may have been Mephistopheles's silences which 

saved me from becoming the prey of my own magical formulas. Or it was a brief 

reminder of my helplessness when this physically strong girl died in labour, 

weakened by cold and hunger. She was not the first patient who died under my 

hands, but her death deeply affected me, and for some inexplicable reason I felt 

that I was responsible for her little boy. I paid for his maintenance with a foster 

mother for the first few years. When he was old enough to live in a bachelor's 

household, he came to live with me. In one of his mother's pockets we found a 

prayer book with the name of Christoph Wagner inscribed on the front page. Since 

nothing else could be found on her, we decided to call the boy Christoph Wagner. I 

am sure that neighbours suspected that I myself was his father. People will talk -

you may be able to control their minds but never their gossip! At any rate, the boy 

Wagner was a constant reminder that my reputedly superhuman skills did not go 

beyond the human pale. 

* 

'It's very hard on the boy that he has to live with those two godless fellows. 

My heart freezes to see his rosy face disappear in that sinister house.' 

'Yes, cousin, my blood runs cold to think of the many ways in which his 

innocent young soul is being depraved. But mind, however young he may be, he 

has already been contaminated. You can't say that I'm being harsh, I have such a 

soft heart ... ' 

'You sure have, cousin!' 

'I am just worried about my own innocent dabs. I simply couldn't allow 

this boy to enter my house. God forbid that he should harm my own God-fearing 

boys.' 
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'I fear you are right. I would not be surprised it he was damned already.' 

I could hear them talk thus. When I looked upon it from a neutral point of 

view, I had to admit that these mothers were not particularly hard-hearted. I could 

see that they were scared. But why? Alright, we were different, but we were not 

evil. Moreover, if someone in their household fell seriously ill, did they hesitate to 

knock on my door? They indicted me for being a witch-doctor, but when they were 

at the end of their wits, they cried for the witch-doctor. 

As long as they knew every member of the family to be hale and hearty, 

they shunned everything which reminded them of my existence. Because Wagner 

lived with us, he was avoided by his schoolmates and treated with a great deal of 

hostility by their parents. 

Most people would think that he must have been frightened in our 

household, but he actually loved it. He even loved the devilish spirit about it. And 

he adored me to the point of worship. I don't think he very much liked 

Mephistopheles. But why should I care about his likings? Besides, as long as I 

allowed him to stay close to me, he was perfectly happy. Observing the eagerness 

with which this young heart turned towards me filled me with a unique sense of 

pleasure. 

* 

'Master, show me! Master, teach me! Please explain it to me! Please, 

please!' That's how it went all day long. Large childish eyes and a gaping mouth. 

He worshipped me. 

He liked to cut capers. When he did so, I found him amusing and laughed 

heartily. But some of his character traits annoyed me. There was an odd 

contradiction about him. On the whole he was a nimble fellow, but he had a certain 

slowness about him which was truly aggravating. Sometimes I explained 

something to him three times over and he still stared at me in mulish 

incomprehension. Instead of showing me that he was sorry for his 

blockheadedness, he had the cheek to ask me whether I could not explain myself 

better; use images which were familiar to him, rather than the arcane symbolism of 
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my art. I think he must have been about twelve when he came up with this piece of 

insolence. 

How dare he raise my anger like this! How could he even insinuate that 

something was wrong with my reasoning! It was at such moments that I felt that 

Wagner could never be a son of mine and that I was already showing him more 

kindness than he deserved by keeping him as a servant. 

Sometimes I looked at him with great kindness, wishing to press him 

against me and to allow him to comfort me in my loneliness. But I knew that this 

was unforgivable weakness which only detracted from the great task which I had 

taken upon me. When tempted to let him come close to me, I had to remind myself 

that it was also for his own good if I kept my distance. I therefore made a point of 

calling him by his surname and resisted all inclination to show him affection. I was 

doing more than my duty by him, after all. 

And it was my duty to be a strict master. I had to teach him submission and 

humility and I did not avoid my duty. I was strict but fair. I never beat him without 

provocation. Was it my fault that he kept provoking me! If he breached any of my 

commands and, for example, slept too late or spilled something, it was incumbent 

on me to use the rod. It is true that I did not find it altogether unpleasant to watch 

him get ready for his punishment, and it rather thrilled me to reach into the 

cupboard and to bring out the sturdy guard of peace and order. But nobody can 

blame me for indulging in these sentiments: I never once allowed myself to 

protract the preparations and, for instance, to lecture at him that I was going to 

cane him for his own good while he was bent over the table and his bare buttocks 

gleamed as white as virgin snow. I performed the necessary steps with all 

expediency and with perfect justice. I did what I had to do. Nor did I ask him to 

say 'thank you' for his chastisements. Strangely enough, he got into the habit of 

thanking me of his own accord. I sometimes fancied that he bent over the table 

eagerly and rather wanted me to use the rod. But I must have been deluded in this. 

I could never quite understand why I felt so uncomfortable after chastising 

him. After these rituals of justice, as I called them, I wanted to be alone. At such a 

time I did not want to be reminded of the boy's existence. It was unpleasant 
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enough to see him wipe away his tears, but it was unbearable to see him smile at 

me through his tears. 

* 

A pageant of images and sensations crowds upon me. I can see myself as a 

boy, speculating about why I was different and wondering whether I was damned. I 

once again see myself in Stoffel' s company and almost sense him run his fingers 

across my hand to show me how perfect God had created the human body. I also 

remember the tiny hands which Wagner had when he was born. - My own hands 

are now covered with a dense net of protruding veins. - I feel the desire for 

physical signs of affection as powerfully as ever. Much more so than sexual 

intercourse. - My eyes are hungry when I watch a baby being cradled in its 

mother's arms. The older I get the more hungry they are. 

On one occasion I and Stoffel had collected shining stones. We were 

wading in a shallow patch of the river and collecting bright pebbles. The water 

made them so shiny and pure that we ached to finger them. We were piling up the 

shiny pebbles which surely were very precious and for which we would get at least 

three sugar buns if we gave one of them to the baker. We worked hard until, all of 

a sudden, we noticed that the pebbles had gone dry and had lost their brilliance. 

The pebbles lay there like a heap of worthless dross. We burst into tears and 

sobbed that neither of us would ever gain any real wealth. Well, we were wrong. 

Stoffel is dead now, of course, but I have managed to become one of the wealthiest 

men far and wide. I have achieved it by the power of my own mind. Nevertheless, I 

am not sure now whether any of the costly objects which I have accumulated is 

worth keeping and whether they are not like the stones which lost their lustre as 

soon as they were in my possession. 

I knew there was no other way, but I nevertheless loathed myself for how I 

treated the boy Wagner. There was not only my sense of duty, but embarrassment 

and fear of losing his devotion chained me in similar fashion. I am not really 

moody but I have a tendency to sink into despondency. At such moments, the boy 

always appeared to commit one of his unaccountably clumsy offenses. 
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It was at one of these moments that it occurred to me that Wagner was 

sacrificing himself. My best wine lay spilled on the floor and I could do no more 

than send him out of the room. I could feel his confusion even after he had left. 

I felt restless and guilty. So I called him back. When he returned, he was 

flushed and all he could bring over his lips was a tentative, 'Master?' I wished he 

would say something else - anything - as long as the silence was broken. The 

silence crushed and tormented me. At the same time I feared that a false step 

would lose me the boy's respect for ever. But what should I say to him? 

Apologise? According to our daily arrangements, I had not done anything. So how 

could I ask him to forgive me? 

It was impossible to stay silent any longer, so I began clumsily, 

'Christoph', the sound of his first name felt oddly unfamiliar on my lips, 'have I 

ever told you that my best friend at school was called Stoffel - nickname for 

Christoph? He died when he was still young. I still miss him.' 

The boy gaped at this unexpected turn of events and looked at me in silent 

expectation. My heart palpitated when I lay my hand on his shoulder. I pulled him 

towards the window, saying, 'come, let us look at the stars.' I saw that tears were 

running down his face. 

I was painfully aware of my clumsiness. How far had I moved from my 

youthful self! What a hypocritical devil I was! I aspired to knowledge about 

cosmic harmonies and was unable to be close to the boy whose life I had saved at 

birth. I had cried when his mother died. When I had looked at the wailing infant I 

had concluded that fate itself had laid his well-being in my hands. The boy adored 

me ever since he came to live with two musty bachelors. He seemed not to be 

frightened by the strange equipment, the arcane language used between me and 

Mephistopheles and did not protest against the almost absolute isolation from the 

other children. Instead of becoming a gloomy little imp, he turned his fears into an 

unconditional devotion of me. Why was I not capable of receiving it with grace? 

'Leave me alone now!' I said it in as gentle a voice as I could master, but 

the boy nevertheless jumped. So I added, 'everything's alright. But please leave me 

now.' His eyes were bloodshot and he looked bewildered. My first impulse was to 

relapse into my old treatment of him because it is difficult to sympathise with a 
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miserable heap of humanity. As I watched the boy close the door behind him, I 

vowed that I would not relapse into the habits which were smothering all of us. 

* 

'Hell and damnation!' 

'You are in a sour mood, my Faustus,' Mephistopheles's voice sounded as 

calm as usual and only those who knew the extent of his self-control could suspect 

that he was displeased. 

'Spare your sarcasm!' 

'I only wanted to remind you that you knew the consequences of pursuing 

your own path.' 

'If I am damned, I suppose, I will at least be permitted to swear!' 

'This is as you please,' Mephistopheles nodded vaguely. 

'Tell me, do not evade me now, tell me, why can I not experience the grace 

of God!' 

'Because, my Faustus, it is inaccessible, especially for such a one as you 

are.' 

'Then tell me, what is it about me that bars me from its enjoyment?' 

'Why are you always aspiring to illusions and do not treasure what you 

possess?' Annoyance was written all over Mephistopheles's face. 

'People seek me out from far-off lands when they are ill but they shun me 

like the devil incarnate if all is well.' 

'Envy and fear are bed-fellows,' Mephistopheles remarked laconically. 

'When you first arrived in my house you promised to help me discover the 

cosmic harmonies, and all I do now is stare into the night sky to avoid my inner 

emptiness. Mephistopheles, I want to experience the celestial harmonies. What I 

am jotting down are fragmented renditions of astronomical laws. This is not 

enough! I am not satisfied!' 

'You roar like a lion who has been bitten by a flea!' Mephistopheles clearly 

enjoyed his metaphor. 
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Frustration had long been eating into my heart and now it swelled into a 

stream of angry tears. Anger was the one dominant feeling in my mind. Anger 

directed at the cruelty of the world, anger directed at my own ineptness to deal 

with people, and anger at lacking the mental serenity which let others sleep 

peacefully. While others were eating their daily bread with a childish gratitude 

towards their maker, my mind was haunted, by aspirations to power, by the greed 

for wealth, by the interminable desire to be loved. 

Hell had been let loose in my mind. Chimeras and will-o-the-wisps were 

chasing each other in a mad race. I felt as if my tongue was on fire and was 

consuming itself in a desperate struggle against inarticulacy. My mind bashed its 

rhetorical furniture together and made furious attempts to destroy meaning 

altogether. It was as if devils were swishing through the skies on a stormy night. 

The mare of the night was chasing me and I felt my vital energies pour out of me 

like a stream of seed that had bypassed enjoyment. 

My torments came to a halt when I collapsed on the floor. When 

Mephistopheles bent over me he saw, as he told me later, that I had foam on my 

mouth. He fetched a sponge and rubbed my face with vinegar, 'I hope he is not 

losing his mind.' 
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Phantoms 

I may have achieved nothing. But at least I had wrought my own downfall. 

It was my own and I held on to it like a mother to her stillborn child. 

The quest for a harmonious relationship with myself and the world meant 

to chase after a chimera. Whenever I thought that I was close to touching the 

essence that made life worth living, everything slipped out of my hands. It was like 

handling the slimy snake who had tempted our first parents. By comparison the 

darkness of the mind was real. Even if it cast me down, it did not leave me alone. 

When they saw that my willpower had abandoned me, Wagner and 

Mephistopheles were bewildered. They both knew that I had what they called my 

moods. Wagner, especially, knew that there were moments when I was best 

avoided altogether. He knew that sometimes there was good cause to be frightened 

of me. By God, he was frightened of me now. Everything else was blurred. With 

my willpower gone, the power of observation and the power of grasping what I 

saw had gone too. Wagner's movements appeared uncoordinated; his whole person 

appeared to be out of joint. 

Sometimes, when Wagner was looking at me, I felt as if I was looking at 

myself. I wonder whether he realised this. He appeared to mimic my every 

movement. Then he looked at me with a knowing look. Or so it appeared to me. 

How could I have asked him whether this was indeed so? I hated him - God, how I 

hated him. Miserable, sneaking voyeur that he was. What right did he have to pry? 

I had never hated him before. I had been disgusted when he grovelled 

before me. I had detested him when he was submissive. I concluded that he was a 

masochist. I despise masochists! Now he was worse than ever since he forced me 

to share my pain. Not to mention his devilish trick of looking like me when I was 

some twenty-five years younger. I could not resist the fearful expression on his 

face; I had to stare at his confusion and I had to share his fear. 

When I scarcely moved out of bed, he had complete power over me. When 

I was chained in my passivity, he paraded his fear before me. Others would surely 

have concluded that he was looking after me - that he showed me the greatest 

kindness in the world. But that was not what he was doing: he used my 
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helplessness to be revenged on me. He made me suffer for the pain his stars had 

meted out to him. He took the great knife of kindness and plunged it into my chest, 

and he turned it and turned it, with every single act of compassion! 

I got into panic when I only saw Wagner. The mere sight of him sent me 

into convulsions. I rallied all my energies so that I could pull my arm over my face 

as a protective shield against him. Then he stopped coming into my room. For a 

time I only saw Mephistopheles. He came in silently, ladled my broth into my 

mouth, sometimes without uttering one single syllable. He took care of my bodily 

needs. For the rest he left me to myself. When he wanted me to swallow my food, 

he told me to do it in so many words. I was too weak to oppose him. 

Almost imperceptibly the veil began to lift. I continued in bed because I 

could not think what I'd want to do if I left it. Mephistopheles must have noticed at 

once that the screws in my mind had begun to loosen. One morning he came in, 

opened the shutters and sat down beside me. The light dazzled me but he did not 

care. 

gaze. 

He looked straight into my eyes and said, 'so?' 

It was the first question which I'd heard for months. I tried to avoid his 

'I am listening.' 

'Then listen to the wind in the chimney.' 

'Fine,' he replied in the same steady tone and continued to muster me. 

I did not have the courage to meet his eyes. I traced the pattern on my 

bedding and I counted the rafters of the ceiling. I glanced at the candle stick and at 

the window frame. When I looked into his direction once again, his gaze was still 

onme. 

He repeated, 'so?' 

At length I replied distantly, 'I wish I knew.' 

'Do you indeed?' his eyes pierced me to the marrow. 

I lowered my gaze again. 

'What do you think!?' I bawled at him. 
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'You are angry. Anger is better than melancholy, but it is not a good basis 

for a talk,' he was rising to go. At this point I stretched out my hand and grabbed 

him by a fold of his habit, 'who's running away now?' 

He sat down again and repeated, 'so?' 

'Mephistopheles, I am afraid of you,' I was surprised that he was not 

offended. He answered simply and without passion, 'alright,' and added as if it was 

an afterthought, 'but aren't you afraid of everybody?' 

I felt as if I had been caught red-handed but I protested, 'how ridiculous, 

the master necromancer afraid of people.' 

'Indeed?' 

'You have strange ideas of the world.' 

'This may well be. But let us talk about you.' 

'Alright, talk about me.' 

'At heart you are one of the most frightened creatures I've ever known. 

Your magical powers are immense, but they are trifles compared with your skills at 

hiding your fears.' 

'Don't just sit there and tell me how frightened I am. Do something!' 

'All I can do is tell you that there's no need to be afraid.' 

'Hm,' I muttered sullenly. 

'There's no need to be afraid of yourself.' 

'What are you doing with me? Watch it! I am not going to let you drag me 

into a St Vitus's dance of the mind!' I sat up in my bed and gesticulated wildly. 

'Calm down, will you!' 

'Afraid of myself? 

'Yes, you're afraid that who you are and what you are is not good enough. 

And you're afraid to confront yourself.' 

'How dare you!' 

'I cannot help you with your fear of yourself,' he said while rising slowly. 

He gave me plenty of time to hold him back once more. But I did not. So I was left 

to my own company once again. 

There I was, alone with what I feared most in the whole universe: alone 

with myself. 
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Up to this point I had always treated myself as a foreign continent that 

could not be known but which was too far away for interference. Mephistopheles 

threw me before my own feet: to grapple with the enemy about whom I knew both 

too much and too little. 

I sweated blood and tears. How could Mephistopheles do this do me? How 

could he leave me alone now? 

It is true that I had always wanted to find my own true self. But I had been 

looking for something precious and innocent. What I had found was a mind of 

shadows and a heart of shadows. This was the contract written in blood. I could 

confirm it or reject it - whatever I did, I had to do at my own peril. Now that I had 

looked into the chaos of my own being, I decided that one glimpse would be 

enough for life. 

I got out of bed and fled into work. I worked as a doctor ten hours every 

day. I gained a great deal of respect in the profession, since I now followed the 

rules of the trade. I did everything I could to meet my colleagues and to engage in 

professional discussions. But I could not bear the thought of being on my own. I 

also jumped at the mere thought of somebody leading a discussion of, say, 

muscular tension to questions concerning the meaning of life. I haughtily 

dismissed anyone who dared to jump such thoughts on my mind. A well-turned 

joke would shut up a hapless colleague who connected physical to metaphysical 

questions. I could silence everybody, except for Mephistopheles, that is. Him I 

could not silence, because he did not speak. As a matter of fact, I hardly saw him at 

all. 

But of course, everything reminded me of the one topic I tried so hard to 

suppress; everything called to mind my mortal fears and everything reminded me 

that I made shoddy business of my life. I knew all along that I deceived myself and 

that one day I would have to face the phantoms inside me, that one day I would 

have to confront my frightening and unwieldy strangeness. 
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Handmaid of Science 

'I never understood why Gleeson encouraged me to apply for postgraduate 

funding.' 

'Why shouldn't he? He's a whining egomaniac, but at least he recognised 

your potential.' 

'Go on. I haven't been anywhere, I don't do exciting things. No wonder 

that all I can offer is old hat. All I can say has been said a thousand times over.' 

'That's not true. You've got a lot to offer. Please!' Carla put her hand on 

her shoulder. 

'I could have saved myself the trouble of filling in all these darned forms.' 

'Corne on, it happens to the best.' 

'I knew from the beginning that I had no chance. I could only expect a 

rejection. But now I've got it in black and white that I am a failure.' 

'If I had proposed to work on something excitingly boring in Shakespeare 

or James Joyce, I might have been successful,' she took up a stick which was lying 

on her path and threw it at the wall which sheltered the park against the transit road 

outside. 

'Yeah, but you wouldn't want to work on a comfortable topic,' Carla tried 

to soothe her. 

'Oh, I'd be alright with a comfortable job!' 

Sybil felt numb on her way home. If only she could be angry. But she had 

no reason for being angry. She had not been treated unfairly. One in ten applicants 

received a scholarship. So what point was there in being angry? Nobody had 

treated her badly, and if they had, what difference would it make if she were to 

fling cups and saucers against the wall? When she was at home, she paced up and 

down. She threw herself on the bed. She was so tired, had hardly enough energy to 

get up in the morning. If only she could stop feeling dissatisfied. She was angry 

with fate because it did not give her what she deserved. Her emotions were an 

obstacle to happiness. Everything was solidly locked together, and there was 

nothing in her life except for this amorphous but incomprehensible mass of 

emotions. 
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Her life was a shambles. There was no hope of tidying it up. It was all her 

fault. She just always got things wrong. Gleeson had encouraged her to put in a 

proposal. She would so much have loved to have the opportunity to explore the 

great questions of life. She would have discovered some great truths. But no, she 

would of course have failed. That her proposal was rejected was only the logical 

consequence. 

She looked out of the window: heavy fog had been lying over the town for 

weeks. It was not very cold for January but the dampness made one feel glum right 

through to the bones. The trees by the side of the road stood out of the fog like 

shivering and tired ghosts. 

* 

She stole a last glance into her pocket mirror. Then she turned a corner to 

face the reception area where she was to meet Margaret Jones, the secretary who 

was to take her through to a job interview. A huge modern complex of laboratories 

arranged round a central teaching area. 

They had advertised for a secretary and she had come here today to be a 

secretary. Her own research had to be put away in a mental storeroom. Calling it 

research, actually, was quite pretentious since it was no more than a few scraps and 

notes. But she wanted to keep it alive in her free time. If she got the job, she'd get 

first-hand experience of the life sciences. If she was to work in the natural 

sciences, she would surely gain invaluable input into her own project. 

It was the first time she had set foot into the science building. The arts had 

the old building in the centre of town and the sciences were located in a steel and 

glass satellite in the outskirts. She pulled the glass door and took a look at the 

colourful map of the departmental division of the building. The map was so 

colourful that it first struck her as a work of art. But there was a meticulous 

correlation between the colourful squares and oblongs and the individual 

departments. This was the demesne of objectivity. 

Large open spaces were tucked into the vast interior spaces of the building. 

From a large central area lots of passages led into various laboratory complexes. 
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The building seemed to invite the visitor to come and explore its rich filing 

cabinets of knowledge, except that the doors to the laboratory sections were 

locked. She had no time to explore the details and walked up to reception: 'Just 

walk up to door H and wait for Margaret Jones. She will take you through.' Sybil 

sensed an odd thrill at the thought that she might herself soon be in possession of a 

key to these hidden corridors. 

'Hello, I am Margaret Jones. Call me Mags!' A petite middle-aged woman 

with huge bangles and masses of black hair and huge earrings cordially shook her 

hand. Mags led her up a narrow staircase, round several comers and down a long 

corridor. Her earrings jingled when she shook her head. She knocked at one of the 

doors and announced in a voice that chimed along with her bangles, 'here we are!' 

She waited for a muffled 'come in' and opened the door with a sense of 

familiarity. Sybil could see into a large office. At its very back stood a middle-aged 

man in a dark, brownish-grey woollen cardigan: 'this is Professor Max Storchli. 

Max, Sybil Wagner.' When Sybil walked up to him, she stared at his drab 

cardigan. It looked itchy. She wondered if he was comfortable. He looked like 

some animal that was hiding from the rude gaze of intruders. Something about him 

also made him look embryonic. She could never figure out why he gave her the 

impression that he was not quite finished. It was not a baby-like appeal that 

triggers off the wish to protect. For the life of her, she could not explain what this 

something might be. He held a glass object in one hand. It looked like a giant test 

tube. In the other hand he held a pen. He looked the stereotype of a scientist. A few 

moments ago when she had been walking with her through the laboratory burrows, 

Mags had told her of his immense international reputation: 'of course, I cannot 

judge myself. But I know that he is ever so highly thought of ... by,' she paused 

briefly to think and opened her arms wide, 'by the whole world.' Now that she saw 

him in person she wondered how to reconcile his immense reputation with her 

impression that he was trapped in the translucent jelly of his inexplicable 

incompleteness. 

The job interview was over in no time, and Sybil was told that she could 

have the job if she wanted it. She accepted on the spot. 
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* 

The window was open and the spring rain saturated the air with a sense of 

promise. Sybil was sitting in what must have been the drawing room of an early 

nineteenth-century building. It had been bought by the university a few decades 

ago and now housed the humanities collections. It was easy to imagine the people 

who had really lived in the house: how they had paid polite visits, drunk tea and 

slagged off absent members of society behind their backs. It took no stretch of the 

imagination at all to see the maid remove the Meissen porcelain and to observe a 

young couple steal a moment's privacy on the verandah onto which the old

fashioned french windows opened. They were barred now for security reasons. The 

house's ancient inhabitants cast shadows on the walls but looked incongruous 

against the modern bookshelves. They were not inclined to mingle with visitors 

who had not been invited. 

The wet spring air tingled through Sybil's body while she was reading a 

collection of texts by the old alchemists. Nobody else was in the room, and she 

treasured this rare intimacy with the old tomes. Several old but now scarcely 

touched volumes were piled on her desk. The book she held in her hands right now 

was old too, exuding an unfathomable attraction. Everything about it was 

expressive of its writer's susceptibility to the energies of nature: the seasons, the 

elements, the moon and the sun. The old alchemists veiled the nature of life in the 

obscurity of their images, but they also clothed their recognitions - however 

fragmentary or incomprehensible they were - in a language which radiated with 

admiration for every creature and every stone: for things material and for things 

immaterial. 

'The green lion is the body, or magical earth, with which you must clip the 

wings of the eagle,' Thomas Vaughan instructed his reader in 1651. He even 

acknowledged the right of the sceptic and commented, 'but these, you will say, are 

blind terms, and no man knows what to make of them. True indeed, but they are 

such as are received from the philosophers.' 
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Sybil closed her eyes. She could no longer see the willow tree which was 

bursting into the lushest life right outside the window, but she felt its presence and 

she could sense it stretch out each one of its leaves. 

She leant back in her chair and gently swayed her long chestnut hair, 

abandoning herself to the feelings of the moment. She perceived the caresses of the 

air with its myriad of smells and listened to the sound of the rain drops as they 

spluttered against the tarmac of the car park and slipped noiselessly into the open 

soil of the garden. 

The world was bursting into a symphony of green. It was almost too much 

to bear. There was so much that she wanted to laugh. It was excessive but it was 

too enjoyable to be ridiculous. Behind her closed eyes she sensed a translucent 

green something. She spontaneously recognised it as the green lion who had come 

to her and spread the essence of his luminous being through her. He bathed her 

parched spirit in a shower of life-giving meteorites. 

There was a creaking sound and she knew immediately that someone was 

about to enter the room. She roused herself into a respectable posture and returned 

her gaze to the book before her. But now Thomas Vaughan's images had gone 

blind. 

* 

They had just filed past her desk to help themselves to more coffee. At least 

she did not have to wash the cups. 

One of Sybil's tasks was to correct language mistakes in the articles which 

were about to be sent off to scientific journals. Language? There wasn't much left 

of language. It consisted almost exclusively of formulas describing the paths by 

which fluids moved through the membranes of the body. Life and death might 

depend on whether one of the molecules did or did not get through the meshes of 

the cellular fences. But all the reasons and causes could ultimately be distilled into 

formulas which expressed the essence of a well-organised and rational nature. 

Sybil was lost in thought, looking at the pond outside her window without 

seeing it. When she heard the sound of footsteps outside her door, she tensed her 
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muscles to make sure that she looked as if she was an icon of undivided 

concentration. Her office was a transit to the committee room. Several people 

passed through, some with a slight nod to acknowledge that she was sitting there, 

but most would not have been able to tell what the person sitting there looked like. 

They would probably notice if she was idle, but otherwise she could have a potato 

instead of a head and it would escape them. 

The door opened briskly and in came Dan. Athletic, muscular body, 

shapely hips, sensitive features, beads on a leather thong strung round his neck, a 

winning smile on his face. A self-confident young scientist. He flourished a wad of 

computer print-off, looked at her with a broad grin and dropped the papers 

containing an endless series of letters before her with a small attention-seeking 

thud. In a dramatically sonorous voice he said, 'this is you!' 

She looked at him bemused. He was too absorbed with himself to notice. 

He continued, 'I've had a break-through today.' 

'Oh really?' she responded politely. 

'Yeah! These charts may only explain what makes a frog green, but I have 

discovered some ground-breaking facts.' 

'Have you?' 

'Mh,' he breathed in slowly and savoured the feel of his breath. 'I have dust 

discovered a vital step in the evolutionary development from simple to complex 

organisms.' His eyes slowly scanned her legs. 

'These charts do not actually describe you, that is, they do not contain your 

genetic code.' He appeared to appreciate what he saw. 

'This is not possible yet. In a few years' time, maybe,' his glance rested on 

her breasts now, 'it might be possible.' 

'Oh really?' Their eyes met for a moment and the tone of Sybil's voice was 

a give-away that she was thinking of possibilities herself. 

When he asked her, 'will you come out to celebrate with me?' she nodded 

enthusiastically. But she had actually forgotten the object of his celebration. 

'I thought of an Italian restaurant: anti-pasti, chianti, pasta con salsa!' 

She laughed at his attempt at presenting himself as a polyglot and fell into 

her teasing mode, 'alright, let us go and eat de pizza with de pasta!' 
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In the evening they were sitting in a candle-lit Italian restaurant which 

boasted the standard paraphernalia of salamis, plastic onions, plastic capsicums 

and straw-covered chianti bottles hanging from the ceiling. 

'What made you choose your branch of research?' Sybil pushed a 

deliciously spiced olive into her mouth. Surrounded by the rich Mediterranean 

smells, they let their physical attractions work on each other. Their bodies were 

interested in each other and everything else was secondary. Dan's eyes were 

playing a game of their own. She watched the beads on his leather thong roll over 

the muscles of his neck as she was listening to him. He was sexy and he knew that 

he was sexy. 

A jerky move of his head showed his glossy brown hair to the best 

advantage. 'I've always wanted to catalogue the facts which make us what we are. 

I've always wanted to show what makes a frog a frog and what makes a man a 

man.' 

'And a woman a woman?' 

'Yeah, that too, but I already know this, don't I?' He slipped his arm round 

her, looked into her eyes with complete self-assurance, pulled her towards him and 

began to knead his lips against hers. 

Sybil responded enthusiastically and imagined the envy of her mother's 

neighbours upon being told that her daughter was going out with a real researcher. 

Not just one of those arty-farty no-hopers, but with somebody who really knew 

something. Sybil's family thought that the study of literature was a waste of time. 

How proud they would be of her now. 

Sybil felt Dan's gaze on her and sensed that her musings were totally 

inappropriate. She did not want to wreck this tete-a-tete! She gave him a seductive 

smile and said, 'let's get another bottle. We seem to have got through this one 

pretty fast, and we came here to celebrate.' 

* 
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They were standing under the starry night-sky. Dan pointed out some of the 

star signs. 'You know, the ancient wise men used to gaze into the stars and search 

for knowledge there.' 

'Hm, I know.' 

'We scientists of the twentieth century look deep into the cellular 

organisms and thus we can tell what makes us human, and what makes an ape or 

an ass. Microbiology is the true way of looking inside.' Dan's arm was round 

Sybil's waist. She felt discomforted by his firm hold. 

'It's strange to think that there is as much space inside as there is out there,' 

she remarked. 

'It's a different kind of space. But you're right, in a sense there is as much 

space inside as outside. It is certainly true that as much information can be 

gathered by looking into cellular structures as by studying the sidereal orbits.' 

Sybil looked at the night sky and remembered that as a teenager she had 

many times tried to capture such experiences with brush and paint. She never 

touched her paints now. 

She had learnt that it made little sense to try and change Dan's outlook. But 

she decided to take the role of devil's advocate, 'what if there was no such thing as 

order. If everything was there by accident? Beautiful in its semblance of order but 

not to be pinned down in charts?' 

'Oh I see, you are in one of your poetic moods. You will ask me next what 

makes me different from the old alchemists.' 

'Well, what indeed?' 

'Mh?' he ruminated for a while and then beamed brightly, 'proper 

equipment, proper methodology, detailed background know ledge.' 

Sybil looked at the beads on his leather thong as if they could give a more 

satisfactory answer. Dan placed his left hand on his beads and continued more 

vaguely, 'there is a huge difference and maybe at bottom the difference is not all 

that great. Why, we are all pursuing knowledge. I suppose the chief difference 

concerns the way we think of ourselves and what we take the purpose of our 

research to be. I know that you think there are lots and lots of mysteries which we 

will never discover. But I think: maybe we will not be able to know them in my 
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life-time, maybe not in the life-time of my grand-children, but some time. There 

probably are facts which our brain is not capable of processing. But this does not 

mean that it would theoretically not be possible to grasp them. In future centuries 

we will build super-computers powerful enough to pre-digest these facts and 

translate them into a language which will be commonly comprehensible among the 

scientists; maybe even among the general public. Mankind might construct a kind 

of micro-chip that can be inserted into the brain to enable us to understand the most 

complex facts.' 

Sybil was silent, so he continued, 'yeah, I reckon what differentiates me 

from those alchemists which absorb your imagination is the attitude towards 

rationality. They sought to identify the key to all the mysteries of the universe in 

metaphysics, an imaginary place where reason and unreason merge. We still have 

to battle against unreason, but modem scientists believe that it is produced by 

insufficient knowledge about the manner in which statistical randomness 

influences the construction of order. All of your metaphysics is merely insufficient 

knowledge. We nowadays learn to accept it as a meaningful fact that the human 

capacity for processing knowledge is limited, just as much as Einstein proved that 

space is limited.' 

'Hm,' Sybil was still looking up at the stars. 

'I suppose, I cannot win with you arts people,' Dan smiled amicably and 

led her inside to the warmth of his bed. 

* 

It did not take long before it became a daily routine for Sibyl to unlock door 

H. She had got used to the routine of catching the right bus connections, of walking 

the last few hundred yards to the science building and of typing the formulas which 

she supposed had some meaning. 

The general atmosphere was friendly, but everything was oddly lacking in 

grace. Her own boss was nice, but he did not have the least bit of imagination. It 

was amazing how insistently he rejected the idea that it was legitimate to have 

different opinions. He was easy to work with, though. 
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She was in the middle of proofreading an article and her eyes had started to 

swim with the exertion of focussing on the page. All of a sudden, she heard a 

distant cackling that was fast approaching her office door. She looked up and saw 

her boss come into the room. He looked at her with a triumphant sneer: 'I've got 

something for you here.' 

'Something' normally meant work, so it was easy to keep her excitement 

within limits. But she looked at him with the polite interest expected of her. 

'I suppose they will feel that they have just been raped. But that's an 

experience which all young academics have to have at some point.' 

'Yes?' 

'Of course, we all have to comply with the general requirements of the 

pharmaceutical market. Therefore, I've had to completely rewrite the research 

proposal of one of my PhD students. And I have to say that I made a pretty good 

job of it.' He walked over to the window and repeated in a low voice, pronouncing 

every syllable with slow emphasis, 'she will feel that her mind has been raped. 

This is an experience with which she has to come to terms. It's better for her to 

learn it sooner than later.' 

He was not the person to wait for a reply. After he'd left her office she 

glanced at the red ink which was lavishly splashed over some type-written pages. 

She was not in a position to gauge what the difference between the 

student's ideas and her supervisor's were. Both versions sported the jargon of the 

discipline. Without Max Storchli's triumphant protestations, she would have 

imagined that the suggested changes were of a purely stylistic nature. 

Rape of the mind ... 

Without her knowing it, she had been made an accomplice to the rape of 

somebody's mind. 

She felt dirty. Her hands were sticky and her T-shirt clung uncomfortably 

to her breasts. She wanted to go and wash: to scrub herself and scrub herself again. 

The article she was proofreading felt dirty and the smell of Max Storchli' s breath 

lingered unpleasantly. 

Her eyes rested on the corrected research proposals. Red ink lay on the 

pages like a dirty sea. Fortunately it was late afternoon and she poked her head into 
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her boss's office, 'I'm going now, Max. Have got to pop into the shop to re-stock 

the coffee supply.' 

'See you tomorrow!' 

'See you tomorrow!' Sybil made an effort to sound casual. She thought for 

a moment that she might walk round the labs in search of Dan. But no, she did not 

want to lean against his chest and to hear him say, 'it's alright, everything's alright 

as long as I am with you.' 

She hurried down the corridor and was annoyed with herself for feeling like 

a thief who had managed to escape unobserved. She tried to fight against her sense 

of guilt: I haven't taken anything. And I am coming back here tomorrow, aren't I? 

She decided not to take the bus but to walk. As she walked past shops 

whose merchandise she did not want and past restaurants whose food she did not 

want, she felt thrown back into the time when she had just turned twenty. The 

naivety of adolescence accompanying her like a perfume. It was imperceptible to 

herself until she lost it, until it was taken away from her. Once again she heard: 

'you're so lovely, so lovely.' It sounded like a faint echo which held her down with 

force long after a casual acquaintance had slipped back into anonymity. 

'So lovely, so lovely,' it reverberated in her mind as she walked home. Max 

Storchli said it and even Dan said it. She had to press her hands against her ears for 

fear that the membrane in her ear would burst. 

* 

'I'm not feeling well,' she said when Dan came into her office the next day. 

'Headache? Tummy ache? Where does it hurt? I'll give you something.' 

'It doesn't hurt anywhere. It's just that I am not feeling well,' her voice 

sounded distant to herself but he did not appear to notice. 

'You're probably just stressed. You shouldn't bother too much about this 

research of yours. If it only worries you, you might as well forget about it. 

She didn't want to quarrel but asked, 'why are you saying this now?' 

'Because I can see that you are worried. And the reason for your worries 

has normally got something to do with your smouldering research plans.' 
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He came up to her and patted her gently on the back, 'don't worry, my little 

darling, everything will be alright. I'm sorry I've got to go now. We have a 

frantically busy day. I only came in to say hello. I'll see you later.' 

She seemed to watch herself from above and felt that she went through her 

days mechanically, as if she was performing somebody else's script. Dan appeared 

to be part of somebody else's life. He was good company and a great lover. But it 

had all turned into a routine which wasn't even hers. 

She looked at her fingers lying listlessly on the keyboard. Were these her 

fingers? The ring which was on her left ring finger, was it hers? Did she want to 

keep it? 

* 

Sibyl went to bed early. She felt dizzy and restless. She sat up and felt hot 

and cold. She shifted her position every ten seconds. She felt breathless and hot 

and trembled all over. 

No doubt, if Dan was here, he would give her some tablets. But she didn't 

want tablets. There was something important about this fever. She did not want to 

calm down. In a strange sense it felt good to experience the tug-of-war between 

heat and chill. She rocked herself gently against her pillows and gave herself up to 

her feverish thoughts. 

Images were passing through her head: sitting at her desk, listening to the 

successes and temporary setbacks of Dan's research project. A little girl running 

barefoot through a field of clover with myriads of dew drops sprinkling against her 

ankles. How long was it since she had last walked barefoot? She could not 

remember. She and Dan were a conventional couple. A touch of idiosyncrasy and a 

splash of carelessness about one's appearance as long as it did not mark you off as 

different. 

For a long time she was tossing and turning. Then she drifted off into a 

string of confused dreams. She walked across swaying bridges, stood by a 

crumbling cliff edge and was caught under water in a tangle of weeds. She woke 

up and fetched herself a glass of water. When she lay down again, she entered into 
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a more familiar dream landscape. She was walking into the glass and steel complex 

in which she was working. There was an immense lot of light but apart from this 

everything was the same as usual. The people were the same as usual. But at a 

second glance, you could see more than the familiar people in the familiar setting: 

shaggy black devils with cloven feet were walking round as if they belonged here. 

They looked a bit like short, stocky human beings, covered all over in black fur. 

They had short blunt horns on the front of their heads, very much like those of a 

young goat. They appeared to be extremely strong. Without anybody objecting or 

even noticing, they had built a huge fire on which they were busily throwing the 

carcasses of lots and lots of animals: some rabbits and chickens, the occasional 

dog, mice and rats by the crate. The fire was roaring furiously and left hideous 

stains on the clinically whitewashed ceiling. To Sibyl's horror nobody seemed to 

notice anything. Everybody carried on as usual. Sometimes a member of the 

research group walked past, carefully avoiding the fire but not even looking at it, 

let alone mentioning it. All this time Sibyl was unable to move out of the corner 

from which she was observing it. She stared into the blaze as if transfixed. She 

noticed that the devils were about to run out of animals to throw on the fire and 

was scared to think about what they might burn next. As the last crate of mice was 

sizzling on the fire they turned to the humans. It took two of them to get the 

research group leader from downstairs onto the fire. He was a tall and heavy man 

and to her amazement let himself be dragged away without a word of protest. She 

was aware that she was precariously close to the fire. There was no escaping now. 

The heat was getting more and more unbearable and all of a sudden she felt that 

she was trapped in a giant test-tube. Inside this narrow glass vessel her feet were 

slipping helplessly while the vessel tilted forward into the fire. 

She woke up bathed in sweat. Her throat was very sore now, so she 

rummaged through the cupboard in search of a lozenge which she stuffed into her 

mouth and returned to bed pleased that she now had a reason for not going to work 

tomorrow. 

Next morning, her nose was running and she had all the symptoms of a 

cold. She rang them up, pathetically projecting her hoarse voice. When Dan rang 
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her back later he said, 'how are you feeling now? I thought that you were corning 

down with something when you were so restless yesterday.' 

* 

Her voice was still a bit hoarse when she returned to work a few days later. 

Dan had rung her several times. He was a thoughtful guy. As they were walking 

towards the bus stop, she said, 'Dan, I am leaving.' 

'Oh, have you found a better job? Yeah, I suppose it's better for us if you 

don't work here. Although it was nice, of course, to be able to pop in and see your 

sweet little face during the day,' and he lovingly pinched her cheek. 

'I am not just leaving this job.' 

'Yeah?' his ears were pricked in suspicious anticipation. 

'I have to make a new start. I have to do it now.' 

Tears were running down her cheeks and she spoke falteringly. It hurt and 

maybe it was all wrong. Something told her that her life was completely wrong and 

that she had to make a new start. She could hardly speak but added, 'our 

relationship needs some rethinking too.' 

'Why?' 

'I am not happy. Dan, we need to talk.' 

'Not just now. I'm very sorry. I have no time right now.' 

* 

Her brain was inhabited with disconnected ideas, like loose photocopies 

belonging to an unidentified article; disenfranchised leaves stacked on the floor of 

a room which had been abandoned for another temporary address. Sometimes she 

wrote scraps of insight on the corner of some loose sheets, oddly pleased that they 

would sink into the morass of her many piles of paper stacked here and there in 

corners and boxes. Some accidental remark might resurface again at some later 

time when she would try to remember whether it was a quotation or an original 

thought. 
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'We live as if we lived for ever,' looked at her from the bottom of a 

handout which she must have received during a talk on medieval literature. She 

had no memory of the talk and it struck her that this remark was horribly trite. 

What if she died tonight? Who would have the privilege to throw her scattered 

thoughts in the bin? It did not worry her that her existence left behind no traces. 

But if there were any continuation of life, what would she take with her? If there 

should be any continuation of memories, what could she offer for twenty-seven 

years of earthly life? What had she to show for her twenty-seven years? Could she 

enter paradise as an empty leaf; not as much as a casual impression scribbled on 

one of its dog's ears? Maybe they would send her back, frowning discontentedly. It 

was possible that ghosts were the shadows of those who had failed to live their 

lives; that they came back with an insatiable hunger to find out what life is really 

about. You could imagine that they were spying on feckless human beings; that 

they were trying to solve the puzzle of what makes life worth living. What a 

thought that ghosts do not come back as a punishment for their misdeeds but as a 

last opportunity to collect some worth-while memories. 

Had she ever lived her own life? When did she not perform somebody 

else's script? Had she ever stretched out her hands to grab life by the lapels? She 

looked at her hands: her fingers were contracted defensively. They twitched 

helplessly and the tensed sinews looked unreal. They were not made to take - they 

had been taught to wait until they received. 

But why should she not stretch out her hands? To grasp her life- for better 

or for worse? 

Miracle Man 

Mephistopheles looked at me sideways, 'why?' 

I shrugged my shoulders. 

'If you despise the crowd, why do you court its applause?' 

'It is my due.' 
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Yes. It is my due. It is the least I can demand. Don't you see that they owe 

me something! It's a bauble. I know this. But I have a right to it. 

How their mouths gaped when I poured two transparent substances together 

and produced a change of colour, when a chemical wedding brought forth a 

seductive crimson. As irresistible as sex! 

How they desired what I had. I'm not sure what they believed was in my 

possession. But how they salivated after it! Of course, I could not let them go 

empty-handed. No, one can't do this. I gave them something. I fabricated miracles. 

As a reward, they gaped at me as if I was a miracle myself. So I became a miracle 

man. Yes, as a miracle man I got what I had failed to receive as a serious medical 

doctor and natural philosopher. 

Oh, and the women were there for the taking. Three at a time if I wanted to. 

Sometimes I did. On the whole, though, I preferred a one-to-one basis. Some were 

real devils. Some knew how to roast my desire into orgiastic frenzies. 

Some of the things they did ..... uhhh ... and made me do ... ahh ... hhh ... 

Ah-hhhaa-a! 

Excuse me, I could not help it. Ah-hem, the forked one interfered. So I had 

to. 

And why ever not! Shame only is that I went about it too fast. It's hard to 

tease yourself. It's hard to draw out the moment of pleasure when you're on your 

own. 

Where was I? Yes, people wanted miracles. They wanted to see something. 

I strove to entertain them and they liked me for it. I had solved the conundrum of 

how to win people's hearts. 

And my God, how Wagner liked it! I allowed him to call himself master of 

alchemy. I asked him to employ servants to do the work he had done before. He 

strutted like a peacock. And why should he not! 

I performed to the wealthy citizens who came from far-off, and Wagner 

performed to the cheaper sorts: peasants, servants, apprentices, vagabonds. 

Dividing our audience like this preserved a sense of hierarchy. It was important to 

maintain certain distinctions. On the other hand, I allowed him to cock a snoot at 

my fellow scholars. It enhanced my sense of importance. 
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Whenever I happened to meet Mephistopheles, he stared at me with his 

penetrating eyes. Then he looked at me with the expression of 'whom are you 

deluding?' I only shrugged. 

One day Mephistopheles walked up to my alchemical instruments. He 

looked me up and down and pointed at a pile of notes which had not been touched 

for a long time. He ran his forefinger over them and with a theatrical gesture blew 

off the dust: 'you haven't done much serious work lately?' 

'No.' 

'Why not?' 

'Don't know.' I involuntarily lowered my gaze. 

'At least you are ashamed for what you are doing.' 

He ignored my attempt to contradict him: 'I have been watching you.' 

'I know.' 

'Oh, you know! Do you? You have been hoping that I would come and 

argue with you. I am not my brother's keeper! It's not my task to keep you from 

debasing yourself! Ha! This isn't part of our contract!' 

I knew Mephistopheles's cynicism well. But his anger was novel. 

'If you want to humiliate yourself, please do, but count me out.' 

'Everything will change,' I muttered reluctantly. 

'When?' 

'Soon.' 

'You don't believe this yourself!' he grabbed the pile of notes, threw it on 

the floor and stormed out of the room. 

I had promised before, and I had broken promises before. I suppose it was 

because I never really believed that I could change. I had become convinced that 

come what will, I would always stay the same. I could go wherever I wanted, I 

could do whatever I wanted, I would always be the same unappetising old self. 
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A Portable Life 

She packed her boxes as if she was stuffing memories and hopes together 

with jumpers and socks. She got a farewell card from Dan wishing her good luck. 

He signed off 'with best wishes'. Bless him! 

She scarcely registered her journey to Darring. When she got off the train 

she was just one in a whole crowd of students gravitating towards the help desk. 

She queued for a place in one of the mini buses which drove to the accommodation 

office. After inching along in an endless queue, she finally received the key to her 

room. 

The first view of the block of flats where she was going to live reminded 

her of a production of Westside Story: rusty handrails led up to a door which 

displayed the marks of a violent attempt to get in. She wondered whether it had 

been successful. 

Her own room had orange curtains. They were old and tatty but they 

exhaled a sense of warmth. She sat her teddy bear on the bed and eyed him closely. 

She looked at him from different angles and squeezed both his paws: 'Corne on, 

Ted, cheer up!' 

* 

'Identity is always unstable, subject to the play of signification.' 

They were sitting in a big circle. Twenty-two students. One lecturer. Sybil 

looked at them, one after the other, observed the play of facial muscles and body 

language. None of them was at ease. 

Laura Waterford, convener of the postgraduate programme in critical 

theory, tried to reassure them with her professional smile. She presented her 

arguments in cogent and well-turned sentences and leaned back with the 

experience of many years. 

Sybil eyed Laura closely. She studied her short blonde hair and followed 

the curve with which it clung to her head. She wondered whether Laura was a 

natural blonde. But the idea of anything being natural was absurd. 
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Sybil's wandering glance once again returned to Laura. She had sparkling 

brown eyes which focused sharply. They grasped what they saw with 

determination and acuity. Her cheek bones were strongly built. She looked as if she 

took no nonsense. How had she dealt with her male colleagues' comments -

implicit and explicit - of 'you can't do this, girl', 'Girls can't do this'? 

For a brief second, Sybil caught Laura's eye. Sybil looked away 

immediately. She did not want to trespass. 

The signifier playing its game. 

* 

When the crimson specks in the street lamps dilated and turned into orange, 

the trees receded into vague silhouettes. They slipped from vision when it had 

reached a luminous yellow. The lamps were just strong enough to illuminate the 

outlines of the students who came out of the library. Sybil watched them from her 

desk by the window. She had been planning to stay on for another hour. But she 

realised that she wouldn't be doing much work and might just as well join her 

mates in the pub. 

When she opened the door of the library the cold air hit her sharply. She 

pulled her neck into the collar of her coat and began to walk fast: past the now 

empty bicycle racks, through the main gate, and along the street she had been 

looking down on. It had just started to rain and she was glad that she did not have 

to walk far. When she entered the pub she saw Kerri and Pat sit at a table in a 

corner. Sybil walked up to them and joined in their gossip and laughter. 

Kerri nudged them: 'wow, the high and mighty!' 

Sybil looked towards the door and saw Laura Waterford shake out her large 

umbrella. Behind her emerged Matthew Parsons from the History Department. 

Then, like an afterthought, emerged Simon. 

Sybil looked at Laura and received one of her smiles. Then Laura turned 

her attention to her companions and walked towards a table in the other corner of 

the room. 

'Ah, Simon's different,' Kerri said. 
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'Our Simon's different,' Sybil repeated laconically. 

'Here's to difference!' they drank up fast and returned to the bar for the 

next round. 

* 

'Can you see it move?' 

Sybil concentrated on a small white porcelain cup standing some ten 

centimeters from the edge of the table. 

'There's nothing in your mind except for the cup. Your whole energy is 

focussed on the cup. Your power lines are projected onto this one point. They meet 

in the centre of the cup. The cup is moving. You're moving it. Slowly and 

steadily.' 

Rick leaned against her on his sofa-bed. He had his arm round her shoulder. 

'Can you see it move?' 

Sybil concentrated until her eyes began to swim, 'a tiny bit perhaps.' 

'You do not concentrate properly. That's nonsense. That's not good 

enough. The cup needs to move properly. Remember, you are tapping into an 

alternative reality where laws of nature do not count; where you are in absolute 

control.' 

Sybil looked at him as if transfixed. 

'When you are in an alternative state of mind you can move it; wherever 

you want it to go.' 

'Yeah?' 

'In the other reality, you can move it. All the way to the edge of the table. If 

you really want to, you can push it over the edge and you can make it break. You 

can shatter it into a thousand pieces.' 

He had such fire. His eyes cast a spell over her. She had met him in the 

coffee bar. A psychologist with a difference. 

'What do you think about ESP?' he had asked. 

'What is ESP?' 
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'Alright, I have to begin at the beginning,' a seductively tolerant smile 

playing over his face. Then he continued, 'ESP is short for extra-sensory 

perception. It is the science of superrational phenomena.' 

'Yeah?' 

'ESP is about all those things which cannot be grasped by reason and 

rationality.' 

Sybil yearned to hear about the secret resources of the psyche and craved to 

have access to alternative realities. When he asked her to come to his room to learn 

more about these mysteries, she jumped at the offer. 

Candles dimly lit his bedroom. Burnt incense scented the air and set it apart 

from the rest of the world. 

Rick looked at her with his inscrutable dark eyes. He impatiently shook his 

long dark hair: 'it has to shatter noisily.' 

The next moment Rick pushed his hand up her skirt. He was running it 

along her inner thigh, firmly and knowingly: 'control over your senses is the road 

to true pleasure.' 

Sybil moved her mouth towards his lips, but he stopped her. 'Anyone can 

have a shag! I want orgasms. True orgasms. Orgasms which release cosmic 

energies.' 

Rick put his hand on her crotch and Sybil spontaneously opened her legs 

and let him massage her. 

'The secret is to have your will while being completely, utterly powerless.' 

He stopped abruptly, 'you'd like me to continue, don't you?' 

'Yes,' and she added in a low voice, 'please go on.' 

'True pleasure is control.' 

'Mhh.' 

'Proper control means to have no control at all. It means to be chained to 

the bed and to be at your lover's mercy.' He held her in his strong arms and kissed 

her passionately. Sybil felt herself dissolve against his lips and his tongue. She 

heard a jingling noise and opened her eyes. Rick was dangling handcuffs before 

her face. At first she thought they were part of an alternative reality and she'd only 
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have to blink. Their metallic shine dominated the sparsely lit room and made her 

unable to protest. 

Rick put the handcuffs down next to the cup, 'look at this cup. It's passive, 

right?' he spoke in a raucous whisper. 

'Yes.' 

'Nobody wants to be passive, right?' 

'No.' 

'So what can we do?' 

'I don't know,' Sybil replied helplessly. 

He breathed out heavily and held her with his eyes. 'The cup overcomes its 

passivity in an alternative reality; at the moment when you move it without 

touching it.' 

She felt as if her mind and body had separated. 

'This is why you have to move it. You have to push it over the edge. The 

powers of your mind can make it shatter - in one great crash. Like this,' he 

stretched out his hand and dashed the cup over the edge. 

Sybil stared at the place where the cup had been. The cup was being 

shattered inside her. The clanging noise of its shards hitting the floor echoed and 

echoed. It tingled and jangled and whirled her through a long tunnel. She was 

whisked away at the speed of light. 

She stared at the shards on the floor. She stared and stared, until they 

disappeared into the dark shine of their negative space. She felt herself transform 

into a shadow. Without knowing what she was doing, her shadow made her stand 

up, and she stared at him. 

He had jumped up too and stood in her way. He looked as if he did not 

recognise her. 

'I want to go.' 

Twon't let you!' he grimaced impishly. 

'Let me go!' 

'No.' 

She held his eyes and repeated, 'let me go!' 

She repeated mechanically, 'let me go!' 
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Their eyes were still locked, but she sensed that he was growing uneasy. 

Finally he moved aside. 

'You witch!' he shouted after her as she walked down the staircase. 

* 

The match began to bum her fingers and she shook her hand wildly to flick 

it out. She looked at the charred match and at the still untouched candle. It was a 

pity, really, to damage the smooth wax surface - the colour of pale amber -

enveloping the whole candle. She lit another match and hesitated again for a brief 

moment before she held the flame to the wick. 

For the first couple of weeks after her visit to Rick's flat, she had cringed at 

the thought of candlelight. How could she have let herself be taken in like this? 

'You can't seriously expect that a bloke is gonna give you a ride in a flying 

saucer,' Kerri had mocked her naivete. She had certainly been taken for a ride! 

Alright, she'd been foolish, had let herself be duped. It served her right to be 

dished up a load of bollocks. At least she had come to her senses before it was too 

late. She shuddered at the thought of being in anyone's power. Completely utterly 

powerless. Maybe he didn't even believe all this stuff about moving objects. Ugh 

... she'd had a lucky escape. 

But she liked candle light. It gave reins to the imagination. Anything might 

be possible in the light of a flame. It didn't just illuminate the world, it gave body 

to darkness. 

She placed the candle on the floor and switched off the electric light. 

Sitting on the floor with her legs crossed, she ran her fingers over the carpet in 

front of her. Her fingers were running back and forth while she looked at the flame. 

Was there anything out there in the night? And was there anything else inside her 

except for flesh, bones and hormones? Was it dangerous to explore it? With 

nobody there to protect her? The flame burnt unsteadily. It cast gigantic shadows 

on the walls and on the ceiling. She looked round to find the source for an 

improbably long shadow. It took her a while to realise that it was the tennis racket 

propped up against a chair. The flicker performed a war dance. She breathed in and 
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out, once, twice, three times, carefully, deliberately, and tried to calm herself. 

She'd always been afraid of the dark. It was unreasonable to assume that spirits 

lost their power in the bright light, but electric light promised safety. It was the 

light of reason. If there was anything else, how could she find out without 

endangering her sanity? She remembered the stories of how people had gone mad. 

She remembered her grandmother's superstitions: 'leaving a knife on the kitchen 

table at night attracts goblins. They disturb the sleep of the youngest soul who lives 

in the house.' She'd been worried about this; she had been the youngest after all. 

She closed her eyes and murmured: I want to know. She kept her eyes shut 

and imagined that she could still see the wild movements of the shadows on the 

wall. She continued to run her fingers over the carpet. All of a sudden, something 

touched her arm and it felt as if a light body clung to it. She shook herself and 

shrieked breathlessly. Her heart was beating wildly when she found the switch of 

the big light and saw that her jumper had slipped from the back of the chair and 

landed on her. 

She left her bedside lamp on when she went to sleep. 

* 

Newspaper was spread all over in a vain attempt to protect the kitchen table 

against splotches of paint, glue and other greasy substances. Countless paintings 

and sculptures were standing in between jars with paint-brushes, carving knives, 

paint-scrapers and other artist's utensils. A large number of empty bottles were 

lying against the wall by the back door. 

Sybil admired Carla's creative hands and her ability to produce beautiful 

objects in an environment that was messy even by student standards. She had not 

seen Carla for the last six months. When she entered Carla's kitchen home for the 

weekend she was aware that she had forgotten what it looked like. 

On a trestle-table by the window stood a wooden chest which had once 

been painted. The colour had faded and in some places peeled off completely. 

When she eyed it from close up, Sybil could see that each of the sides and the lid 

had a landscape painted on it. 
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'You're right, sweetie pie, it's no Van Gogh,' Carla lovingly ran her finger 

over the wood. 

'No, I think it's very attractive.' 

'Don't try to kid me. I know it's no great work of art. But I like ordinary 

objects. I know that even when I've restored the original colours, they're1ust nai"ve 

paintings. In a way they are special because they are so simple. I can't say why but 

they are. This box was part of someone's life. Someone loved it. Restoring it to 

new life is like salvaging something from the secret treasure trove of time.' 

'You're a romantic!' 

'Let's drink to romantics!' It was a point of honour for Carla to drink 

Vodka. It had something to do with her supposedly Russian roots. Carla liked to 

think of herself as a Russian princess. Now that Russia was in communist hands, 

what did it matter? 

Sybil picked up some of the bric-a-brac which was cluttering the table. 'If 

you had your mind, you'd wed an eighteenth-century china cup to a plastic saucer.' 

'I herewith ask you, Madame Porcelain,' she squeezed her nose between 

finger and thumb to imitate a French accent, 'will you take this offensively loud 

plastic saucer?' she grinned over her whole face. 

'To have and to hold?' 

'To have and to hold!' she emptied her glass in one gulp and refilled it 

immediately. 

* 

When Sybil woke up it was daylight. Every muscle ached. She had a 

beastly headache and everything was turning before her eyes. When she looked 

around she noticed that Carla's bed was empty. She pulled herself up from her 

mattress on the floor and went to look for her. Carla was sitting at the kitchen 

table, drinking black coffee. 

With the third cup of coffee Sybil began to feel slightly better. Her glance 

was once again caught by the wooden box Carla was planning to restore. It looked 

so plain and common. But knowing that Carla could rekindle its old beauty 
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touched a chord in Sybil's heart. She yearned for another glimpse of Carla's ability 

to see the beauty of ordinary life. 

'This box encapsulates so much of you.' 

'I'm not locked up in a box! Not yet! Not quite yet!' 

'I mean metaphorically.' 

'Fuck metaphorically!' 

'What's wrong?' 

'What's wrong? What's wrong? I'm fucked, can't you see? I'm a wreck 

who doesn't believe into any of the crap I'm sopping about when I'm plastered.' 

'But the beauty which you are giving to such ... ' 

' ... trash, you mean.' 

'No!' Sybil got up and walked over to the box. The landscapes were not 

drawn with a great deal of skill but the enthusiasm Carla had shown for them last 

night was enough to make them special. Carla had got up too. 

'Who cares about a wooden box? Do you think I want to mess about with 

amateurish crap like this? I don't want to paint wooden boxes!' 

Sybil avoided her eyes and returned her gaze to the picture on the front of 

the box. She wished she could take refuge under its big trees. Its naive 

peacefulness splintered wildly when a carving knive pierced it. 

'I hate you! I hate you!' Carla screamed and scratched the blade of the 

knife over the faded picture. She cut herself repeatedly while she scratched off the 

paint. 

Sybil looked at the nasturtiums outside the window as if they could help. 

When she looked at Carla again, she stood bent over the box, still clutching the 

knife. She was sobbing convulsively. 

Sybil walked up to her and put one hand on her shoulder. With her other 

hand she took the knife out of her hands. She felt Carla's muscles relax when she 

pulled her into her arms. Sybil stroked her hair and patted her back. Carla calmed 

down over her third glass. 

Soon afterwards they exchanged a threadbare good bye. Sybil felt like a liar 

when she added, 'see you again soon.' 
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* 

Sybil looked out of her window. The sky was overcast. Uniform grey and 

gloomy. She lived in a bed-sit under the roof now. Three flights of stairs from the 

ground. From her window she could see a lot of roofs. Chimneys in different 

shapes, in different states of repair. Aerials stood out at all angles and their 

receptive skeletons poked into the solid greyness of the sky. The telephone wire to 

the house in which she lived went into the wall next to her window. 

She looked out over the rooftops again: the same dull sky. She was going to 

pour herself another drink but closed the cupboard again and got a glass of water 

instead. Tears came to her eyes whenever she thought of Carla. 
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Journeys 

When I see my image flicker in the mirror, I am afraid that the devil is 

trying to steal me. First and foremost he is stealing me through the infirmities of 

old age. 

The loss of control over my limbs makes it impossible to hold one mirror in 

one hand and a second mirror in the other, and thus to spy on the back of my head. 

It used to give me immense pleasure to look at myself from behind, as it were. 

Now my hands shake so badly that I can't recognise my image in a hand-mirror. 

But I know of course how others see me: a necromancer and world-famous doctor 

grown old. What use are his riches to him? Ha! 

What if I could steady my hand? All there is to see is a white beard and 

thinning hair. 

Calling to mind my lost abilities and lost opportunities has turned into a 

ritual. Mourning one's losses is part and parcel with getting old. Getting old is one 

thing. Having the reputation for unbounded knowledge while having no knowledge 

worth having is quite another. 

Mephistopheles is getting morose too. 'What do you want?' he keeps 

asking me. 'Why aren't you enjoying what you've got? Why squander the colours 

of your mind to paint divine bliss? Just face it, you will never have it.' 

'I know, but .. .' 

'There are no chinks through which you can look into Paradise? And if 

there were, you could never squeeze through and steal yourself into these realms.' 

'Hm.' I could no longer muster up real anger. I knew all this so well that it 

had become part of me. Even the bourne of my tears was exhausted. Anger and 

pain had given ,way to resignation. There was no longer any need for 

Mephistopheles to tell me. We only had to look at each other. I knew I was 

defeated. But even when I was only in my thirties I felt that I was old. 

I still had my amours, but they were not giving me much pleasure. I did not 

meet anyone who was able to soar with me to the stars while holding me in 

rapturous embraces. I looked at my limb. How it tyrannised me! Constantly 

twitching and rising up, feeding on me and making me lose myself. 
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What if the invitation to enter Paradise had arrived and I had not recognised 

it as such. But it was much more likely that I had got been forgotten. Job, having 

lost his wealth and his family, covered in boils and sitting in ashes scratching 

himself with a shard was waiting for God to come and reason with him. But God 

was a busy man who had forgotten all about him. 

I have done everything to gain knowledge but it means nothing to me. I 

have worn out my eyes in studying and still have not been able to see! 

I write haltingly. My fingers draw the circle on the wooden board of my 

table. 

The Circle 

The One and the Only 

Round and perfect. I have fevered after a way of entering it for my whole life. I 

have used tricks and thought that I could swindle myself inside. When I was still 

much younger I took my companions on a pilgrimage and hoped that I would thus 

find a way into the circle of divine grace. 

* 

'Who carries the luggage on a spiritual journey?' 

'Mephistopheles, stop bickering. We will have mules. In any case we will 

not have much to carry.' 

'You know that my feet have not been made for walking!' 

'Just because you have a club foot we cannot abandon this expedition. It is 

far too important.' 

'I submit to your judgement. I am just humbly asking you about the 

practicalities, if it is permitted,' he added with parodic submission. 

'Each of us carries his own luggage.' I ignored his attempts to provoke me. 

Our expedition needed a lot of preparations. Our plan was to enter the 

underworld and then to face the heavens. We were to experience the darkness of 

the earth's body and the light of the heavens. I set my heart and soul on this trip. 
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And God! How excited Wagner was! He had never before been on a real journey. 

When he overheard Mephistopheles's question, he must have concluded that we 

meant him to carry the luggage. His face radiated when he heard that he was not 

expected to be our servant. Well, there had been some conflicts about the hierarchy 

between us, but it was now accepted that he was a kind of second-class equal. 

Mephistopheles seemed to resent this. I suppose he was jealous. Hee hee! The old 

rascal jealous! When he first arrived, he was unshaken in his stoic detachment, but 

as time went by he had grown morose and bad-tempered. He nagged about 

everything and nothing. He could not help it, poor devil! 

'You will be freezing cold! So cold that your fingers and toes break off like 

icicles. You will get frost-boils on your feet and the flesh will be rubbing pitilessly 

against your boots. Blood will run in your boots like a gargling mountain spring.' 

'You are enjoying these visions, aren't you? Let me assure you, there will 

be plenty of enjoyment for you.' 

Mephistopheles's eyes glinted but he kept his mouth shut. 

Judging by his hostility towards everything associated with this journey, 

nobody would have imagined with what a grace he rode his mule. 

* 

'Few people dare to go near. Be warned! The devil lives in there!' 

We looked at the old farmer in silence. 

'Horrible things happen in there.' 

'Indeed?' 

'Those who have returned ... ugh! And they only ventured as far as the 

entrance, they were destroyed.' 

'What happened to them?' 

'Ugh, I could not tell. I haven't been there. Wouldn't go near! No, not for 

the world!' 

'I am sure you would not.' 

'Let me tell you, masters. They returned with their spirits deranged. Crazy. 

Barking mad! And their hearts poisoned.' 
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A shudder went down our spines. 

'Sometimes there is a horrible stench in the village. It shows that the 

horned one has come out again.' He added a formulaic prayer and crossed himself 

three times. 'It's a frightful valley, believe you me! Shun it in the name of 

everything that's sacred to you!' 

We thanked the old farmer and were glad he had pointed us into the 

direction we wanted to go. We did not want to upset him, so we assured him that 

we would heed his warnings. As soon as he could no longer see us, we followed 

the river which came out of the haunted valley. Because of its hair-raising 

reputation there were no paths except for the tracks of the animals. Therefore we 

made very slow progress. 

'If the devil is so keen on human souls, why does he not build a proper path 

so that the stray souls don't strangle themselves in the thicket.' 

'You are in high spirits, my Faustus,' Mephistopheles approved of the joke. 

We followed the course of the water. It was no more than a lazy rivulet 

now. But it was clear that during some parts of the year, the water had torrential 

powers. It was hot and rain had not fallen for a long time. So the boulders were 

wedged against trunks and other flotsam, and the river-bed looked as if a giant had 

wreaked havoc. If it should rain in the mountains, the river might regain its powers 

in almost no time and we might be washed away like three ants crawling along the 

edges of a wash-basin. 

The worst thing to put up with were the mosquitoes. 'Don't they call the 

devil the lord of the flies?' Nobody found this joke funny, not even I. 

'How are we going to find the precise location of the caves? Maybe we 

should have asked for more precise directions to the place we should avoid.' 

We held counsel and decided that we wanted to start climbing the craggy 

slopes rising on both sides. We got on very slowly now that we were making our 

way through the thicket. When we scrambled uphill and detected some crevices 

which reached deep into the rocky ground, we concluded that we could not be far 

from the caves. The only task left now was to find an entrance. 

We went back and forth and found several small chinks, big enough for a 

mouse or a rabbit. As we were searching for an entrance big enough for a man, all 
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of a sudden Wagner shrieked. The ground must have given way under his feet. We 

looked all round but he was nowhere to be seen. I and Mephistopheles searched the 

area and we discovered that, by sheer stupidity, he had fallen down into an 

entrance. One was as good as any, so we followed him, trying hard not to break our 

necks on our way down. 

At long last we had all made our way into an underground tunnel. When we 

realised how black it was inside, our hearts beat uneasily. While there still was 

daylight, we lit our candles and looked at each other with a mixture of courage and 

fear. Our eyes spoke what we did not dare put into words: we are still human. But 

how much longer? 

* 

The tunnel was narrow. Its walls were wet and the floor slippery. There was 

not much air in there. Being the boldest of us three, Mephistopheles took the lead. 

Sometimes we only had to stoop while we were slowly moving down a narrow 

passage. Sometimes we had to crawl on our bellies with our faces in the wet 

muddy ground while we had to push our bodies through a very narrow passage. 

Heavy drops of water baptised our amphibian progress. 

Next we came into a more spacious tunnel. As soon as we were reassured 

that there was plenty of air, we began to explore the underground world more 

courageously. Strange formations created by the constant drip of the chalky water 

confronted us at every angle. Round smooth surfaces and sharp prickly edges 

pushed against our tentative hands. Shapes like a bunch of grapes, a vulture, the 

head of a hell-hound, the distorted face of a hag, skin hanging loosely from the 

intestines of the mountain. 

We ran our fingers along formations which felt like a cluster of testes. Full, 

bursting with life and wet in their pristine plumpness. We fondled breast and 

rubbed the tips of stalagmites. 

'Let's celebrate this world of sexual organs!' Mephistopheles proposed 

with a glint in his eyes. 

'What?' 
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'What? What? You fuckwit! Let's play with our dicks!' 

I recoiled at the thought. 

'What are you afraid of, old sinner?' Mephistopheles mocked me. 

I noticed that Wagner was closely observing me. I hesitated. 

'Take your clothes off, you coy damsel.' He turned towards Wagner who 

was gaping at me: 'you too, my son!' 

It took only a few quick movements and Mephistopheles had stripped off 

his monk's habit and stood before us stark naked. His erection had truly mythic 

dimensions and I could not help staring at it. 'No spectators admitted tonight!' he 

bawled at us. 

I felt uncomfortable in my bare skin. To make matters worse, my organ was 

dangling limply. Without noticing what I was doing I held my hand over it to 

protect it from view. I stole a look at Wagner and noticed that he was doing the 

same. 

'Oh look at these two! Grown chaste all of a sudden? There's no need of fig 

leaves here!' 

My blood rush into my face but I removed my hand. Mephistopheles 

looked at me: 'Ah, I see. That's the problem. We have set out to take part in the 

rituals of the underworld. And now we've got a bit of a problem. We haven't got 

enough balls for the task. There's a tiny problem ... ', he chuckled maliciously, 

'because it's so tiny. Makes you wonder how that,' pointing at my shrivelled skin, 

'got Adam expelled from paradise.' 

'Stop this, you scoundrel!' I rushed at his throat. But he dodged me: 'calm 

down! We won't be losing our temper just because there's nothing happening 

between our legs.' We stared into each other's eyes. Then he changed his tone: 

'now let's take things easy.' He stooped and scraped some of the muddy earth into 

his palm and began to rub it all over my body. The gentle and firm rubbing of my 

skin raised my spirits. We smeared each other's bodies all over and without 

noticing what we were doing fell into chanting and dancing round a huge stalactite 

which stood up like a Priapic column. 

Our frantic dance cast ghostly shadows on the wall, and the stalactite cast 

shadows which looked like phalloi on fire. And that's how it felt. I don't know 
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what made me do it, but I crouched down before the stalactite. The others followed 

my example. I brought my penis up against it. The coldness of the stone shot 

through me like a stroke of lightning. At first the cold stone made me pull in my 

horn, but it shot out again immediately. I thrust against the stone with riotous 

pleasure and came with a shriek of animal delight. When I looked up I could see 

three streams of seed trickle down the Priapic column. 

We got back into our clothes in silence. 

* 

The chalky smell permeated everything. It was not us who were entering 

the earth's cavities, but the mountain was slowly and steadily infusing itself into 

us. How still it was. You could hear yourself breathe and your heart could feel 

itself beat. 

We stayed closely together. But each one of us felt deeply and utterly 

alone. I believe, each one of us felt that we were engaged on a journey through our 

own bodies and our own minds. 

We slipped and scrambled downwards for a long long time. Several of our 

candles had already burnt down, but fortunately we had brought a good supply. 

Now there were constant sounds of water: not only the dripping of the chalky 

drops but wherever we looked there were furrows in the stone and water was 

trickling through them. Where on earth were we going? The water outside the 

mountain, of course, ran into the river. Since we must have reached a level that 

was far lower than the riverbed, we expected to find a subterraneous river, or even 

a lake, somewhere down here. 

Whenever we met a fork in our path, our fear about getting lost increased. 

At first we had walked through a tunnel of solid rock but now there were 

occasional crevices in the ground. At one point, it had taken a long time before the 

pebble which we had dropped through it hit the ground. Maybe there were 

hundreds of feet of hollow ground below us. The thought made us giddy. 

Next we were precariously inching along a narrow ledge overhanging a 

sheer drop. At its bottom we could hear a distant gushing of water. That the sound 
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was muffled increased our fear. It suggested that the drop was very deep. 

Whenever a loose stone fell over the edge we held our breaths and waited for the 

one, two, three seconds before it plunged into the water with a dull clonk. Just 

before we appeared to be reaching a tunnel once more, the ledge had a gap. It was 

no more than a yard wide. But we were numb with fear at the thought of leaping 

across. On the slippery ground it was dangerous just simply to inch along. And 

now this! What a dismal end it would be to miss and fall for one, two, three 

seconds and then to hit the water down there with a dull clonk. Would you be dead 

immediately? Or would your body struggle to maintain your small flame of life, 

only to be extinguished completely when you drowned in the water or starved to a 

lonely death in the dark? 

Mephistopheles was the first to take the leap and we joined into his sigh of 

relief when we saw him stand on firm ground. But now was my turn. I felt that I 

could only venture the next step if I had the courage to look death in the face. I 

imagined that the angel of death was waiting just under the ragged edge on which 

we were standing and that he would gather me into his arms if I fell. It could well 

be that I would never again emerge from down here. If this was so, then why 

hesitate now? 

My knees trembled, but I took a courageous and well-judged leap and 

found myself on the other side. I turned back, 'come Christoph, it's quite easy!' 

Soon after we found ourselves on firm ground again. After a short rest we 

continued our journey. The tunnel we were following now was getting wetter and 

wetter. In fact we feared that it would soon altogether disappear under water. But 

then we saw a fork and noticed that one arm was taking a sharp turn upwards while 

the other led down into a lake. Its surface was calm and peaceful. Far out in the 

water was an island, and built upon it was the most magnificent fairy town. The 

more closely I looked, the better I could see that it was built around a lovely castle 

with slender turrets and dainty arches. I saw delicate fairies in diaphanous lilac and 

blue gowns being rowed in delicate gondolas. I heard the fairy harp. And, oh 

delight of delights, they were beckoning me to approach. Their delicious voices 

were singing: 
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'Come away - come away 

Let your worries drop away' 

'Joy or joys, we have found what we were looking for.' I was already 

wading into the water. 

'Come back, you fool!' Wagner and Mephistopheles pulled me back. I 

could not understand them. Why did they try to stop me? I tried to beat them away. 

Finally they dragged me away with brute force. They pulled me along for a while 

and then sat me on the ground. Mephistopheles gently slapped my face. 

'Listen, it was only an island of stalagmites in the midst of a muddy pool.' 

'No!' 

'Yes! Apart from stone and water, we three are the only living creatures 

down here.' 

'No! I refuse to believe you!' I continued to protest while tears of yearning 

were running down my face. By and by I began to believe them and followed them 

in deep sadness. We walked on in silence. All of us were very tired but we walked 

on because we were not sure whether we'd ever wake up again if we fell asleep 

now. 

We continued to walk past countless hag's faces and bunches of grapes. 

Now we were climbing upwards. When we turned round the next comer we found 

ourselves in a spacious underground chamber. The ceiling and the walls were 

decorated with the most glorious formations: some of them were like straws, and 

delicate tentacles protruded into all directions. In one comer was a limestone 

formation which looked like a group of statues. 

We were so tired we scarcely noticed the marvellous craftsmanship of the 

flowstone before we gave in to our exhaustion. We sank on the ground. Whole 

ages must have passed when we woke up again. 

'I had a strange dream,' I began hesitantly. 

'So did I.' 

'I did too.' 

We looked at each other in surprise. Then I continued: 'I dreamt that the 

statues there ... ' 
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' ... they had come to life,' Wagner continued. 

'Yes, they stepped down from their limestone pedestal ... ' 

' ... and came down and sat amongst us.' 

'They laid their hands on our sleeping bodies and sang the story about the 

origin of heaven and earth ... ' 

' ... of how heaven and earth had fallen in love with each other and .... ' 

' ... and that their union had brought forth everything that is alive.' 

'They sang about the great love of the earth ... ' 

' ... which is there in spite of everything else ... ' 

' ... and that it is there for us ... ' 

' ... if we want to receive it.' 

All three of us had had the same dream. We got up and looked at the 

limestone figures. We ran our fingers over the flowstone of their garbs. Its cool 

wetness spoke to our eager fingers. It felt smoother and costlier than the most 

exquisite marble. But there was no life in the limestone statues now. 

We were disappointed. However, we also felt light and happy, as if we had 

just been born. We stayed on in this place for a long time, all the while puzzling 

about our dream and hoping that something would show that it was more than a 

dream. Finally it was time to go. 

As soon as we had left this chamber, we yearned for daylight. Whenever 

we came to a fork, we took the branch which appeared to lead upwards. In almost 

no time we were desperately impatient to return to the open air. It did not take long 

before we began to panic. Would we ever again find a way out? Would the 

mountain let us go? 

'We need to be careful not to lose our nerves,' we took turns to remind 

ourselves of this simple truth. 

Irritation and fear helped us cope with our exhaustion. The more time we 

spent down here, the more the limestone formations looked like imps and witches 

who were out to get us. When we heard the underground torrents once again we 

did not know whether to feel reassured. None of us dared to pronounce the 

question: would we have to inch back along the ledge? What about the gap in the 

ledge? In our present state of exhaustion? We were bravely struggling on. When 
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we came across a fork, we blindly chose one of the branches. What point was there 

in pretending to make decisions? 

We had just come into a tunnel which was a bit wider than usual. We knew 

that we had to rest for a while and sat down. 

'Do you remember the crevices which we saw when we were looking for 

an entrance into the mountain? If we are anywhere near the surface, we ought to be 

able to see shimmers of light.' 

We walked away from the light of the candle and peeled our eyes for signs 

of daylight. We were only lighting one candle now to save our diminished supply. 

However much we searched the walls for signs of daylight, nothing could be seen. 

Wagner, who ean-ied the candle now, moved it along the roof of the tunnel 

and all of a sudden shouted, 'a root, a root.' 

We looked at him with in-itation. 

'So what?' 

'How can you be so stupid! If there's a root, we must be close to the 

surface. Or do you think that roots reach down for a thousand miles?' 

The penny had dropped and our spontaneous response was to think of a 

way of digging ourselves out along this root. We were all excitement. When we 

held the torch against the wall, moss appeared to be growing on the damp stones. 

We must indeed be close to an opening. 

We continued along this tunnel but were won-ied because we could not spot 

the faintest shimmer of daylight. All of a sudden our tunnel ended. We gave 

expression to our frustration and anger with sobs and shrieks. I thrust myself 

against the blocked tunnel. Instead of beating my brains out, loose stones were 

crumbling all over my body and something was scratching my hands and face. 

Fresh air flooded into my face, and I appeared to have been caught in a huge 

spider's web. 

After groping around aimlessly, it dawned on me that I must be caught in a 

curtain of ivy, roots and brambles. When I had freed myself, I raised my head and 

was looking into a glorious starlit night-sky. 

* 
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'Here we are again, the three Jonases freshly popped out of the belly of the 

whale,' Mephistopheles cut a grimace. 

'How long, do you think, did we spend in there?' 

'A life-time.' 

'A few days?' 

'A mountain looks rather boring from outside. This one looks like a boring 

lump of rock and ... ' 

'I can't get over all this water.' 

'Very true, enough to quench the thirst of an elephant.' 

'Regained your sense of humour, Mephistopheles?' 

'I didn't find much to laugh at over the last few days. I have to make up for 

it, don't I?' In spite of his protestations of being his usual self, we could see that 

Mephistopheles was as affected as the rest of us. 

While it was dark, we stayed by the mouth of the cave. We lay down and 

spent the night under the stars. The next morning we woke up huddled against each 

other like three puppies. When we opened our eyes and noticed how closely 

intertwined we were, we leapt to our feet to conceal our embarrassment. 

· Now that it was daylight, it was easy to orient ourselves. We found our 

mules less than a hundred yards away. But something had changed. The experience 

of the underworld had the same effect on us as an earthquake on a pottery shop. 

Our smoothly polished beliefs and attitudes lay in shards and we wondered 

whether we would ever again be able to drink out of them. Before we left the 

valley each one of us cast a wistful glance at the mountainside. 

Before we reached the next village, we cleaned ourselves as best as we 

could to make sure that we did not look like vagabonds. Also we were ravenously 

hungry and went into a tavern and ordered a gigantic meal. While she was serving 

us potatoes and bacon, the landlady asked us with kind-hearted apprehension, 

'Sirs, you were coming from the direction of the devil's caves. I hope you have not 

been troubled by his spooks.' 

'Do you see a lot of devils here?' Mephistopheles asked sociably. 
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'Thank God, they do not come as far as our village. But everyone who 

ventures near those caves runs the danger of being pulled into the devil's claws. It 

makes any good Christian's blood curdle. They say that everybody who has ever 

been near the caves, can never again return to human society.' Her homely face 

became distorted with horror, 'they say that the entrance to hell is right there in the 

next valley. God grant that we are safe here!' 

'Amen,' I said absent-mindedly. 

Mephistopheles chatted good-naturedly, 'I am sure that the devil would not 

dare to touch you.' She thanked him and put an extra piece of bacon on his plate. 

* 

'I am sure she is right.' 

'Can you please inform us, Faustus, what you are talking about. You have 

been riding in silence these two hours and all of a sudden a torrent of 

communication erupts in mid-sentence.' 

'You remember that the landlady said that everybody who has set foot into 

the caves can never again return to human society.' 

Mephistopheles could not suppress a cackling sound when he said, 'marked 

by the devil, she meant.' 

'Keep your jokes to yourself.' I continued to ride in silence. For me the 

water continued to flow, and the song of the limestone figures echoed in my ears. 

Our dream had been a great boon. But would we be able to encounter the 

one who had given it to us? We looked at the snow-covered mountains in the far 

distance. 

* 

By now we had got used to the strains of travelling. We had colour in our 

faces and our muscles were springy as those of a young greyhound. 

We were a strange trio but we enjoyed ourselves. How happy we were as 

we were riding through the green fields of the broad valleys between the large 
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mountain ranges. The yellow of the dandelions laughed straight into our hearts and 

gave us the feeling that nothing mattered except for the green fields spangled with 

millions of little suns. For the time being the snow-covered mountains were still a 

distant background. There was no saying what would await us up there. For the 

present we enjoyed the gentle warmth of the summery valley. I would find the 

secret of the snow-covered mountains too enough. 

When we got nearer to the white peaks, we left the exuberant vegetation of 

summer. As we were gaining height, we encountered the harbingers of spring: the 

meadows were still wet from the frost and were covered in buttercups. Further on 

still, we saw millions of dainty, pale-pink little bells, which only peeked out of the 

ground two inches. They were fluttering in a breeze that pierced us right through to 

our bones. Their fragile lives braved the cold wherever the snow did not cover the 

ground. 

It was hard to come to terms with the idea of being so vulnerable and 

exposed. The glare of the sun was painful to the eye and the wind pierced us with a 

thousand needles. If we turned a corner where the sun did not reach, it was like 

entering into a cold and dark mouth. But there was no other way. I had to climb up 

to the eternal snow in order to receive the reward for my long years of watching 

and waiting. I never once doubted that the greatest moment of my life was coming 

soon. I braved the hardships of the snow, the sun and the wind in order to 

transcend ordinary human knowledge and to gain divine illumination. 

Mephistopheles made it clear that he did not expect very much. He only 

came to humour my whims, he said. The cold weather made him want to pee all 

the time, he grumbled, and was every few moments fumbling with his codpiece. 

Pointing at the yellow spot in the snow, he sneered, 'here's enlightenment for you!' 

I had been burning with desire to reach the eternal snow, and now I was 

frightened of the white desert. I had always been fascinated by the experience of 

being out of doors during a clear winter night: to be part of the pristine purity of a 

snow-covered landscape beneath the majestic night sky. The snow muffled the 

voices of the night so that the cosmic harmonies reached my ears undisturbed. I 

had always been convinced that only the minutest impurities in my eyes and heart 

prevented me from literally seeing the angel of light. I had come to the eternal 
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snow in order to strip myself of my human flaws so that I could receive the divine 

spirit. 

Now that I stood on the edge of the eternal snow I was scared to death. I 

had developed a chronic cough and was suffering terribly from the cold. I had not 

known what to expect in the underworld of the mountain and my fears there had 

been reasonable. But I knew why I had come to the eternal snow. So why should I 

be afraid? 

I resented Mephistopheles' constant reference to his bladder problem. On 

the other hand, it gave me an opportunity to get some of my own back. I told him 

that I thought that his body was too weak for this expedition and that he had better 

return to the valley and wait down there for our return. He stolidly refused: 

'whomever you are going to meet, I'll meet too!' 

'But listen, it's only going to make the inflammation of your bladder 

worse.' 

'Stick your partronisation up your arse!' 

'Listen ... ' 

'And what about your bronchitis?' 

'What about it?' 

'You're too weak for this yourself! Hee heel I'll only return together with 

you.' 

So we trudged along. I and Mephistopheles constantly bickering when the 

wind was not too piercing and we had to keep our mouths shut. Wagner had begun 

to keep his distance. 

The peak of the mountain loomed gigantically when we reached the hostel 

which provided shelter for the travellers on their way to the lands on the other side 

of the mountains. We stayed in the hostel for several weeks. Time and again I 

found reasons for why the last piece of our journey should be postponed. 

* 

It was close to midnight and the full moon had just risen. I had left the 

hostel and was lingering outside. I had gone out in order to rally my courage for 
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the last part of my journey. I had been trying to persuade myself that there was no 

point in shirking the final moment, when I should either be gathered to the bosom 

of the Lord or be stamped as an outcast. The unearthly shine of the moonlight on 

the snow frightened me. The majestic mountain, the moon, the stars, the snow, 

everything was telling me: you are not worthy. I was on the point of challenging 

my Lord to come and dispute with me when I heard the door creak in its hinges. I 

spontaneously pressed myself against the wall of the hostel so that I should not be 

seen. I kept my breath while Wagner quietly closed the door. His face radiated 

with an unearthly shine. Where was he going? I followed his footprints as soon as 

he had disappeared over the horizon. 

The serenity of his mind illuminated the night. The stars sparkled for him, 

the moon poured her magic light at his feet, and millions of snow crystals glistened 

their welcome to the chosen one. The silent majesty of the mountains said that 

whatever he should ask should be granted. 

Wagner was about to receive the boon that was owing to me! My own 

disciple was about to reap the rewards for my life-long struggles. I stood hidden 

behind a rock while he walked towards the edge of a cliff. He went right up to the 

edge and kneeled down, stretching out his arms towards the moon. 

'Lord, oh Lord, be gracious to your humble servant,' he said in a low voice. 

I could hear every syllable, the night was so still. 

'Lord, allow me to feel your presence. Lord Almighty, pour your spirit into 

my heart.' 

I could see the heavens open and bathe him with the light of divine grace 

while I was standing in the dark. I could not keep back my tears. Why did I have to 

spend my life shrouded in darkness? I had borne my cross without complaining. 

But it was too much to bear my own darkness while watching another bask in light. 

Worst of all, not just anyone! My own disciple! Where was the justice of this? I 

wanted to scream, but had no voice. 

My own shadow stretched out over the purity of the snow when I came out 

of my hiding place. I swear to God that I had no idea what I was going to do when 

I began to walk towards him. I was reduced to my shadow. My shadow stretched 

out its gigantic hands, and with the swiftness of lightning, pushed the grovelling 
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saint over the edge. I stopped my ears so that I could not hear his cries. Let the 

Lord save him! 

I roamed up and down driven by remorse and self-pity. I walked during the 

whole night, feeling that I would never again be able to rest anywhere. I kept 

staring into the distance. Morning was breaking at length but I felt that I could not 

return to the hostel. I stared into the merciless sun until my eyes burned. When I 

finally returned, it was afternoon. The hostel keeper ran towards me as soon as he 

saw me. 

'The Lord be praised, Sir! We thought that you must have been killed.' 

I only stared at him. 

'Of course, you can't have heard. A stranger attacked your companion from 

behind.' 

I trembled with horror. 

'Sir, never fear! Our Lord held his hand over him. When this son of hell 

pushed poor Mr Wagner over the edge, he let him fall softly, and he made my Jack 

find him in time.' 

'How is he?' I asked feebly. 

'He got severely bruised. Nothing fatal, we believe. Worst thing, though, 

was lying in the snow for so long. He would be frozen to death now, if my Jack 

had not found him. The Lord must have directed his steps.' 

'How is he now?' I asked again. 

'He's got a terrible fever. But Mr Mephistopheles believes that he will 

make it through.' 

'Hm.' 

'We were terribly worried when you were missing too.' 

'I lost my way.' 

He mustered me with his candid eyes: 'The Lord be praised that you have 

returned unhurt.' 

'The Lord be praised,' I muttered automatically and disappeared into the 

hostel. 

* 
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Wagner had regained consciousness. I knew it looked odd that I had not yet 

been to see him. Mephistopheles looked at me with open hostility but kept his 

mouth shut. I still had my cough and used this as an excuse, arguing that Wagner's 

health should not be put at risk. 

When I caught Mephistopheles on his own, I asked him whether Wagner 

had said anything. 

'Yes.' 

I was on tenterhooks but tried not to blurt out my impatience. I only cleared 

my throat. 

'Strange things were happening at the edge of the precipice.' 

'Hm.' 

'I wonder how the one who pushed him feels now.' 

'Hm.' 

'Hm.' He left the room without saying another word. If he had confronted 

me openly at this moment, I would have told him everything. But he knew anyway. 

If only he had made me confess there and then. But he only stared at me. I affected 

a nasty bout of coughing and returned to my chamber. 

* 

Only one step was needed, and my earthly pains would be transformed into 

the pains of the burning lake. I could not even expect to come before the throne of 

God. He did not need to judge me. I knew what my judgement was. Damnation. 

Eternal damnation. 

I was standing at the edge. I was unable to take the step which separated me 

from the punishment for my crime. A long time passed and I was still staring into 

the precipice. 

I heard footsteps crunch in the snow. They approached me with 

determination. I knew it was Mephistopheles without turning round. I thought he 

was going to push me down. I awaited my destiny without protest. 
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'Turn round, you coward!' I was trembling all over when I did so, 

assuming that he wanted to look into my face while pushing me over backwards. I 

must obey my executioner. 

'Come away from the precipice!' I did not dare to hope that he had come to 

call me back. I slowly followed his commands. 

'Look at me!' The next moment I felt a lump of spit land in my left eye. 

'You disgusting piece of excrement!' he hissed at me. 'What do you think 

you are doing? You stinking turd! Can you only ever think of yourself?' He 

mustered me with aversion. 'I'll give you for your selfishness!' he shook his fist 

and challenged me to a duel with our bare fists. I feebly shook my head. 

'How could I expect that once in your life you would act like a man? So 

take this!' The blow was so severe that I lost my balance and fell over. He 

immediately followed me to the ground. His sinewy hands clasped my neck and 

forced me to struggle for air. 

'Don't think that I am going to finish your miserable life!' he hissed at me 

and released his hands from my throat. He was kneeling astride my chest and 

smacked my face. Right and left, right and left. As hard as he could. 

He kneed me in the groin and kicked me in my side. Then he got up, 'no, I 

won't kill you! Don't misunderstand me, nothing would give me more pleasure 

than to see you breathe your last. But I won't release you from your cowardly life!' 

I tasted the pungent sweetness of blood mingled with the salty taste of 

tears. I saw Mephistopheles disappear in the distance when I rallied all the life that 

was left in me to lift my head. I tried to move in spite of myself. I did not know 

why but I felt that I had to. I no longer wanted to kill myself. It would have taken 

so little for me to crawl to the edge and to throw myself over. But I could not do 

this now. I even got into a panic at the thought that I would freeze to death. 

Whatever would happen I had to pick up the shards of my life. Mindless of the 

pain I began to turn over. On all fours I crawled towards a large bolder against 

which I pulled myself up. The wind had congealed the blood on my face but I 

ignored my wounds. I cannot say where my strength came from, but I managed to 

drag myself back to the village. I also managed to get into our house unseen and 

went about the one thing I still had to do in my life. 
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* 

'You look like a ghost,' Wagner said feebly. 

'I feel like a ghost.' 

'What happened?' 

'I have looked into the essence 0£ my being and have found that I am a 

murderer.' Wagner looked at me mildly. 

'Look at me. I bear the mark 0£ Cain.' 

'I know,' he replied gently. 

I cast my eyes down. I did not dare to ask him for forgiveness. 

I looked up and saw that he stretched his hand towards me. I grabbed it 

with both my hands and bathed it with my tears. 

* 

I cannot remember how I reached my own bed. They told me a£terwards 

that I had been unconscious for three days. 

For a long time a£terwards I suffered the most excruciating pains. I did not 

complain. I felt the justice 0£ the hurt, or indeed, felt that I would have deserved 

much worse. I did not and I could not complain. What really pained me, though, 

was that neither Wagner nor Mephistopheles referred to anything that had 

happened. We talked about indifferent matters and took extreme care to avoid all 

dangerous subjects. 

H only one 0£ them had started to talk. Once when I was alone with 

Wagner, I asked him whether he had forgiven me. He looked at me and said, 'yes, 

truly, I have.' But how could he? It struck me later that it was not possible to be 

forgiven for what I had done. Besides, I could not remain his master a£ter what had 

happened. In all truth and justice, I would have had to bow my head before him as 

my master. A£ter my terrible crime, he had the duty to claim priority. This is, i£ he 

had had the mettle for it! But he did not. He remained silent. His silence forced me 

to remain his master, and nothing could take this burden from me. 
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And Mephistopheles? When we were together alone, which happened only 

very rarely, he talked about our return to Wittenberg. He described scientific 

experiments which we ought to do and scientific questions which we ought to 

discuss. It was clear that our expedition was finished. But I did not want to return 

home. Home! Had I not proved beyond all doubt that I was not entitled to a place I 

could call home? If I had to go back to the pretence of inhabiting a home, I had to 

let some time pass. 

When I suggested a tour of the world, Mephistopheles replied, 'if we can 

travel in state, I applaud the proposal with all my heart.' 

'It's the only way for us men of the world.' 

Shortcut 

'It wasn't that I never thought of her. But whenever I was going to ring her, 

I felt really weird. I was afraid there'd be a scene. Everything reminded me of that 

splintered painting. I couldn't pretend that nothing had happened. But what was I 

gonna say?' 

John took Sybil's hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. 

'I was cooking when the phone rang. I was drying my fingers on my jeans 

when I heard a slurry voice: "are you coming home for Christmas?' - "Home?" -

"I mean ... I thought you might pass through on the way to see your folks, and ... I 

wondered, you know, whether you'd want to drop in." - "I'd like to see you, but 

... " I couldn't face it. I told her that I had to write an essay over Christmas; wasn't 

sure whether I'd get round to seeing mum and dad: "look, Carls, I'd love to see 

you, but I'm so busy. It's impossible." - "I understand ... Merry Christmas".' 

John remained silent. 

'She came to me for help and I let her down. A few weeks later, she 

swallowed dozens of sleeping tablets with her last bottle of Vodka. And I was busy 

writing essays.' 

John stroked her hand. 
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'She was so bright and fragile. When we were undergrads together, her 

imagination was boundless. She adored Schuhmann. She played the violin herself. 

Or used to. She always said that the reason for being alive was to enjoy the beauty 

of the world. I told you how mad she was with Gleeson for saying that death was 

the only meaningful element in our lives. She radiated the love for life and its 

beauties. She always said that you only need to stretch out your hands and to grab 

it. She loved colours - could paint like Van Gogh. I knew that she had dark 

moments. But she struggled hard not to let herself be defeated. In fact, she 

managed much better than I ... and then she took her life.' 

'Then she threw her life away,' there was a strange glint in John's eyes. 

Sybil changed the subject. 

* 

The light was always playing on the blade of Carla's carving knife. It 

continued to thrust itself into peaceful surfaces. It cracked its cheerful colours and 

transformed its idyllic scene into a wasteland of splinters. The knife never stopped 

in its destructive task. It pierced through layer and layer of wood and got stuck in 

her mind. Nothing could extinguish the reflections on Carla's knife. It surfaced 

during her lectures and seminars, and its sparkle reflected on everything she 

touched. 

She was lying on her bed in her clothes. She had been too tired to undress. 

It must have been weeks since she had last slept properly. At night she kept on 

mulling over the events of the day. She was tossing and turning while confronting 

each and everyone. She cornered Stephanie: 'why do you ignore me. It doesn't cost 

you anything to say "hi" when you pass me in the corridor.' She confronted Laura: 

'what is going on? I just can't get it. Why did you dart a provocative glance at me 

if you did not want to hear my answer?' It was beyond a doubt that Laura's eyes 

had provoked her when she asked: 'so why is a theoretical analysis of power 

structures more important than a study of people's lives?' Tiff agreed, when she 

asked her afterwards, that Laura's eyes had glinted. But she added: 'you know that 

Laura likes power games. There's no need to play. If you don't respond, her little 
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games fall flat.' But somebody had to give the right reply. So Sybil had entered 

into her explanation that the study of people's lives was by no means less 

important: 'the reason for this is ... '. When she looked at Laura, she saw her jerk 

her head to the side. An indulgent smile froze on her lips: 'mh.' Turning her head 

into another direction, her smile came alive again, 'Simon, what do you think 

about this?' 

Simon's face beamed: 'the statistical surveys of what one might call 

historical realities are themselves the effect of hegemonic power structures and, 

therefore, meaningless.' Bla bla bla. 'Laura, why did you give me such an inviting 

look?' - 'But Sybil, I want to give you a chance.' - 'No, you torture me. You 

cruel, hard-hearted cow. Just admit that humiliating me makes you feel strong.' 

Kerri told Sybil: 'just leave her alone.' 

'I'm not doing anything.' 

'Of course, you are.' 

'Like what?' 

'As soon as Laura opens her mouth, you jump. You let no opportunity pass 

to disagree with her.' 

'Aren't we supposed to come to class in order to argue.' 

'Get alive!' 

'I'm only trying to make her understand that her theories reduce human 

beings to ciphers.' 

'Yeah, yeah, get alive! I'm not talking about the theories, I'm talking about 

you and Laura. A seminar with you two is like a cock-fight.' 

'I'm only trying to make her see.' 

'See what?' 

'How dangerous her theories are.' 

'Come on! You think that if you can prove her wrong, she'll love you.' 

'Love me? I'm trying to open her eyes.' 

'Open her eyes! My arse! Anyway, people don't want to have their eyes 

opened. Nobody will love you for showing them that you're smarter. -Leave 

Laura alone!' 
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And Carla? How could she tie such a weight around her neck? 'Carla, 

why?' Sybil sighed. 

The window was slightly open. Twilight came through the half-drawn 

curtains and outlined the familiar objects of her room. Sybil breathed in the cool 

evening air. Her eyes traced the cluster of pine cones hanging above her mirror. It 

was too dark to see this now, but she knew that their scales alternated from row to 

row. She could look at them for hours and marvel about them: notice how the pine 

cones sheltered their seeds like a roof as long as they needed protection and let 

them go when the time was right. She breathed out. She was no more than body: 

arms and legs, spine, breasts, and womb. Nothing else. She was aware of the 

twilight while her eyes were closed. She could see the pine cones again, and then 

she felt that the space between her and the wall was opening up. She saw several 

figures sitting in a circle. They were silhouettes rather than people, illuminated by 

the twilight of her room. Their circle radiated an earthy warmth. She felt drawn 

towards them and it was perfectly natural when one of them addressed her: 'Come 

and join us - you are one of us.' 

A lot of time must have passed when she could no longer perceive anything 

extraordinary. Twilight had given way to night. 

* 

Sybil was stretching herself under a wonderfully thick duvet. She was tired but did 

not want to go to sleep just yet. So much had happened, and she wanted a few 

moments to muse about the impressions of the day. John's regular breathing was a 

sure sign that he would not disturb her. 

They had spontaneously decided to go away for the weekend. Just a couple 

of nights. They had booked themselves into one of the old-fashioned guest houses 

which still existed in the mountain valleys. Their room was heated by a wood fire 

and their bodies were resting under a whole mountain of feathers. 

The sun was going down when they pulled up outside "The Three Bells" in 

Cinis. Infinitely variegated shades of crimson, orange and purple were still playing 

on the snow-capped peaks when they walked down the gravel path. The last 
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colours of the day had scarcely faded when they saw the moon rise behind the hill 

on the other side of the valley. 

'Just fancy that our trip coincides with the full moon!' Sybil said full of 

excitement. 

'Anything can happen on a full-moon night,' John smiled mischievously. 

Sybil had been here before. She had spent an afternoon photographing the 

figures drawn on, or rather scratched into, the whitewash of the old houses. She 

had done a seminar presentation on the strange figures - half beast, half human -

engraved into the white fa<;ades of the early seventeenth-century houses. She had 

discussed the female figure whose widely spread legs ended in two tails that bent 

upwards and made her body look like a heart turned upside down. Next to her were 

flowers, some stylised as in a child's drawing and others giving a pretty good 

impression of a carnation or a daisy. There were goats looking like imps and devils 

with enormous tails, and there were abstract symbols with inscrutable reference to 

beast or man. Her colleagues had liked her argument about the role of magic in the 

daily life of the mountain dwellers. In this light it was as if the whitewashed houses 

shone of their own accord. It would not surprise you if they swished their tails 

when you were not looking. 

The moon washed its light over the path. It was lapping at her ankles and 

licking up her legs. It also poured itself over her hair and entered her body through 

her eyes and skin. She and John were floating in its light side by side. 

Sybil had walked across the bridge. It was the bridge of the narrow-gauge 

railway which was built across both the bridle-path and the river that had furrowed 

itself deep into the valley. Few paths were more picturesque. In the light of the full 

moon, the arch was a mouth pulling them towards it. Their willpower had 

abandoned them. Soon they would undergo a complete transformation. As soon as 

they entered the mouth of the arch they would never again be the same. Body and 

soul ached for the transition. 

Sybil tried to pull herself together. How could she be so stupid as to assume 

that she'd never again be the same because she'd walked under a railway bridge? 

Come on! She looked at her feet and saw that they touched the ground- as was to 

be expected! She looked at John. He smiled back, and they walked on in silence. 
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They were close to the dark arch now and only seconds separated her from 

finding out whether she was about to enter a new state of being. 

She gasped, 'John, please, let's turn back.' 

'OK,' he replied simply. So they turned round. The moonlight had moved 

into the background while they were wondering whether they should have the local 

speciality for dinner or whether they should opt for steak and chips. Sybil cast a 

stealthy glance at the figures on the white fa9ades. They looked as if they could 

come alive any moment. But it was important to look on the ground to make sure 

that she did not stumble. In almost no time they were back in the guest house. They 

decided to go for the local speciality and drank several mugs of the local beer. 

Now that everything was quiet and the bedside lamps were switched off, 

Sybil could feel the moon again. What would have happened if she had passed 

through the dark arch? Nothing, of course. But yet, there was a shadow of a chance 

that it was indeed a threshold. But the threshold to what? Why didn't she dare to 

find out? 

Sybil turned to the wall. All of a sudden she was facing the dark arch again. 

It was pulling her towards it. Her clothes were torn away from her. Her feet had 

lost their hold on the ground and her body was sucked into a great dark mouth. 

Head first, she veered towards it like a stick. At the last moment she stretched out 

her hands. She clasped the arch with both hands. The mouth pulled at her legs 

which were heavy as lead. Her knuckles ached terribly and began to bleed. Her 

nails broke one by one, but she held on with the power of madness. 

She did not notice when the mouth stopped pulling her. But suddenly her 

body was light as a feather. Its tensions had dropped off and it was floating in mid

air. Only her hands were still clutching the arch which was now only one single 

iron bar standing among flower bushes. It was a mild spring day. The tension of 

her knuckles felt absurd in contrast with the relaxed muscles of her body. She 

could not remember why she was clinging on to this bit of metal because the 

muscles of her brain had abandoned their tension. At first it was physically 

impossible to let go. Her fingers had turned into metal claws. But in time they 

unbent themselves and she floated over flowers and trees and abandoned herself to 
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the caress of the wind. But what was this? Oh yes, John's hand was stroking her 

hip. She turned over and returned his embrace. 

The next morning they were up early. They wanted to walk to the top of the 

Ibis, the local ridge famous for its views. 

'Two hours, one way,' Sybil repeated the information of their landlord. 

'Four hours at our pace,' John commented laconically while he tied the 

laces of his walking boots. 

Before long they left the last trees behind them. The path climbed steadily 

upwards. Small bushes squatted into sheltered nooks. The wind was fresh, and 

pearls of dew were dangling from every blade of glass. The snow was melting and 

clumps of moss retained the moisture like sponges. Ever so often they stopped for 

a moment in order to look at a leaf, a bit of wood, or a coloured stone. Any excuse 

to catch their breaths. 

When they turned a corner a little brown bird with a red tail was cutting his 

antics on the path. When they looked closely they saw a second bird who must be 

the audience of the strutting and fluttering. It took only a few hundred yards and 

they reached the top. From here they had an astounding view. 

'Do you think this is Lake Franklin?' Sybil pointed to an elongated 

glittering speck very far away. 

'It must be. I know only one banana-shaped lake.' 

'Carla used to live only minutes from the lake.' 

John remained silent. 

'You know, whenever I see something very beautiful, her knife cuts into it 

and threatens to reduce it to a wasteland of splinters. I just can't understand why 

she took her life.' 

'But did she really take her life?' 

Sybil stared at him. 

'I mean, what did she do to make her life her own? You keep telling me of 

her powerful imagination and ... ' 

' ... yes, every tree, every bud harboured a miracle for her. She used to 

describe budding branches as living necklaces.' 
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'But what did she do with these miracles? Did she grasp them and make 

them part of her life? Did she build a happy life on them?' 

Sybil stared into the distance. 

'Look, my sweet darling, you're upset by your memories, and I don't want 

to hurt you. But Carla's suicide took half your life as well. And I don't want this to 

happen. I want you to take your life into your own hands, and to claim it for 

yourself.' 

Sybil listened silently. The air was fresher and clearer up here, and she 

sensed her own energies rise in her. She remembered the earthy figures she had 

encountered in the twilight. It may just have been a dream. But as she thought of 

them in their quiet circle, she felt the same joyful lightness. 

She looked at Lake Franklin once again. The bluish haze of the distance 

almost erased the existence of a twentieth-century town. 

'Human existence looks very small from up here.' 

'Yes,' John replied wistfully. 

The shimmering lake and the gentle haze infused itself into Sybil and John. 

They clasped each other's hands tightly. 
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Helen 

I packed up my instruments without noticing what I was doing. I cast a last glance 

round the room before leaving and saw that somebody was still sitting at the back 

of the room. Wrapped in a simple dark cloak of coarse fabric, he looked like a 

travelling scholar with scanty means of subsistence. He looked tall and strong and 

sat there perfectly immobile. As I walked up to him I began to wonder whether it 

was a woman. After looking at this figure for a while I could no longer understand 

why I had ever imagined her to be a man, even though she was dressed in a man's 

travelling habit. She had remarkable features and a mouth from which I could not 

take my eyes. She looked at me with an inquisitive smile: 'do you enjoy this tom

foolery?' I only looked at her and she continued, 'Helen of Troy indeed! I thought 

you were a scientist!' 

What my audience demanded was to encounter historical people. Ghosts 

who are safely stuck in the past and who would not frighten them to death. Well

mannered ghosts they wanted. Ghosts who proved that a human life does not go by 

without leaving its traces. 

More than anything else, the crowd wanted to see Helen. Helen of Troy, the 

woman behind the Trojan War. They wanted to know what kind of woman had 

caused ten years of war, carnage and bloodshed. So Helen of Troy it was to be! I 

extinguished all lights except for one candle. My voice assumed a supernatural 

timbre when I demanded absolute silence. I said that whoever dared to speak to the 

apparition risked dropping dead on the spot. I bawled incantations and made 

mysterious gestures. I aromatised the air with incense and filled the room with an 

enormous lot of smoke. When the smoke had settled down, I projected the figure 

of a woman onto the faint light of the candle. The heavy tresses of her shining 

black hair were covered with a delicate veil. The incense heightened their idea of 

her beauty. There was a unanimous ahh-ing and ohh-ing. 

The crowd had many times begged me to let them keep her. 'Keep her?' I 

asked. 'Yes, to show to our friends who do not believe that we have seen her.' 

'You can't keep a ghost!' I shouted with indignation. 'A ghost is no dog whom you 

can lead around on a leash.' They grumbled but acknowledged that I was right. As 
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a gesture of magnanimity, I gave them a copy of the picture I had projected by the 

means of hidden mirrors. After lengthy negotiations, that is, of course. They left in 

a merry riot and, it wouldn't surprise me, lost the picture soon after. I watched 

them move towards the next tavern in a triumphal procession. 

Something told me that I could be open with this stranger. So I told her 

how dissatisfied I was with myself: 'as long as I was a serious scientist, people 

were ever so hostile towards me. There were threats of burning down my house. 

But now I am rich and famous.' 

'So you've chosen the easy solution?' 

I mumbled something to the effect that I had long given up my youthful 

idealism and that I no longer believed that I could make my dreams come true. 

She looked straight into my eyes: 'how would you feel about a discussion 

of planetary motion?' 

'What, now?' 

'Yes.' The tip of her tongue was visible through her slightly parted lips. 

Planetary motion? She was surely just teasing me. 

'What about a bottle of wine and ... ' I clucked my tongue and looked at her 

in an enticing manner. 

'And what?' she asked innocently. 

I was slightly taken aback but continued my game: 'I could show you the 

use of an instrument that can bring your blood to the boil.' 

'An instrument?' she repeated mockingly. 'I'd rather not. Right now, I am 

in a mood for mathematics.' 

'Let us talk mathematics tomorrow, then.' 

I had not even asked her name. When I realised this the next morning and 

asked her for it, she answered, 'I am Helen.' 

'Helen! What a tasteless joke!' I was deeply offended that she should mock 

me like this. 

'I am Helen. Not of Troy, though. I am the daughter of the housekeeper of 

a famous doctor in Padua. My father died before I was born. When I was still very 

young, I began to help my mother wash the corpses which were delivered at our 

house for dissection. I have been used to the presence of dead bodies for as long as 

98 



I can remember and therefore am not worried about ghosts.' Her laughter was 

diffused all over her face. It was unbearable not to touch her: to clasp her in my 

arms and kiss the velvety sheen off her lips. 

'From an early age I had been helping in the preparation of the bodies. 

When my master recognised my skills in dealing with ligament and bone, he made 

me his apprentice. This is how I came to study medicine - anatomy to be precise. I 

have always been intrigued by anatomy.' 

'I am intrigued by anatomy too.' I had to steady my voice before I could 

continue: 'so why did you come up to me last night?' 

'You came up to me.' 

'I mean, what made you want to talk to me?' I was irritated by her repartee. 

'I noticed that you were playing up to the crowd. Fair enough! That's your 

game. I wanted to show you that a woman is more than a beautiful picture.' She 

shook her head so that some of her dark tresses dangled in front of her face. She 

smiled mischievously before she flicked them back. 

'On the other hand, I was quite impressed by your use of mirrors. You must 

be in possession of amazing optical instruments. I would be interested to hear your 

observations concerning the refractional qualities of optical lenses.' I found it hard 

to think of optical lenses. My eyesight became blurred and I had to make an effort 

to remain calm: 'yes, I have done some work on the refractional qualities of lenses. 

I will be happy to tell you everything about my studies. Right now, if you forgive 

me, I am burning with a desire to ... ' my voice was going hoarse and I had to start 

again: 'what do you think about life after death?' A cloud passed over Helen's 

face. There was an awkward silence. She looked at me as if I was standing very far 

away, 'so you still think that I am Helen of Troy?' I blushed and turned pale almost 

at the same time. I hadn't wanted to talk about ghosts. All I had wanted to do was 

to hide my confusion. Anyway it was a sunny morning in early November and we 

were talking over a cup of milk and freshly baked bread. The setting was far too 

homely for the presence of a ghost. But on the other hand, was not early November 

the time when the souls of the dead were roaming the earth? Her face became 

expressionless. She looked like a Greek sculpture. She was truly astounding. 

I looked at her and a shudder crept down my spine, 'maybe you have come 
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here from the realm of shadows. I think it might be possible that after years and 

years of waiting, you have come here, traversing time and space, to share with me 

mind, body and soul.' My hands were shaking when I stretched them out to touch 

her. I ran my finger tips over her beautifully tanned skin. When she opened her 

arms and smiled at me, I rushed towards her. It was a feverish encounter between 

two spirits who had been drawing each other from opposite parts of the universe. 

The next thing I was aware of was that we were lying on the floor and that 

our clothes were scattered all over the place. The room was illuminated by the 

mellow rays of the winter sun. My left hand was resting on her hip. Even while I 

sensed her body, I doubted that she was real. Or indeed I doubted whether there 

was such a thing as reality: 'I shudder at the thought that we relate to each other, as 

it were, shadow to shadow.' 

'It may be the only way in which human beings can relate to each other, 

since there is such a vast distance between each and everyone.' Helen was 

indescribably beautiful when she said this. 

'I have no means of knowing whether you are real or not. All I can say is 

that you feel more real to me than anybody I met before.' I looked into her eyes 

and said, 'please stay with me.' 

We had only met the previous evening but Helen accepted my offer, telling 

me that she would stay as long as I respected her. 

It took almost no time and we were so well adjusted to each other that we 

worked, talked and lived with each other as if we had always done so. I returned to 

more serious occupations and spent a lot of time on my doctoring business. It was 

sheer pleasure to work side by side with Helen. We treated a lot of penniless 

patients and I heard more blessings than ever. We discussed our diagnoses and 

sometimes I would perform the surgical tasks while Helen assisted and sometimes 

she would do them while I assisted. We did not compete, we shared the same 

interests and worked together to reach the same goals. 

* 

'Our quest for knowledge is like a child's enthusiasm for shining baubles,' 
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Helen smiled at me. We both detested the scientists' self-aggrandisement and their 

claims to omniscience. Time and again we returned to the question of how our 

science could benefit others. As we were walking down a glade covered with 

snowdrops and cowslips, we agreed that science was useless if it had nothing to 

say about the road to a fulfilled existence. 'Of course it is very important to 

discover the safest way to deliver a baby,' I stopped in mid-sentence and we both 

looked at Helen's belly which began to show signs of pregnancy. 

I looked at her and asked, 'what kind of "thing" is the soul?' 

'Some argue that it is a gland and that it produces a substance that is 

circulated through the whole body.' 

'Why not?' 

'Does this explain what makes us human?' 

'No.' 

'I think, it is an ability rather than a substance, a ... ' I was about to interrupt 

her but she waved her hand impatiently. She rubbed thumb and index against each 

other as if there was a very fine thread running between them. If she had told me 

there and then that she actually held the thread which tied us to our destiny, I 

would not have doubted her for one second. She didn't make this claim but I still 

stretched out my hand to touch her fingers and felt a shudder go through both our 

bodies. 

I don't know why I felt that she knew all the answers for which I had 

struggled without success for so long. So of course I asked her what she thought 

about my most intimate question: 'Is not thy soul thine own?' This question had 

been troubling me for most of my life. It had fired my anger at my masters and 

preachers. When I asked this question, my hands, which were steady during the 

most complicated operations, were trembling like leaves. 

'It is not simply a matter of property, rights and claims. We have to find out 

how we can claim our soul without harming ourselves.' 

'So how do we know what it needs?' 

'My dear Johannes, it all depends on whether we are really living our 

lives.' She put her arms around me and laid her head on my shoulder. My old 

wounds were healing. 
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* 

It had been a miracle that we harmonised like this. Right from the 

beginning. We had just hit it off together. Or so it had appeared. 

For months I was floating on a cloud of happiness. How much I looked 

forward to the birth of our child. Both of us were so pleased. But then something 

went wrong. When I realised that there was a problem it was already too late. In 

the course of her pregnancy she became despondent, depressed, aggressive even. 

But then she had so much wanted to have a child. Of course a pregnant woman's 

body is completely out of balance and this, undoubtedly, affects her mind. At some 

moments she was tenderly stroking her belly and the next moment she was 

distressed about losing her physical agility, the suppleness of her skin and her 

beauty. She put up with her morning sickness well enough but at times everything 

irritated her. I tried to be understanding, but this only irritated her more. When she 

was in these difficult moods, I left her and joined Mephistopheles and Wagner. 

They laughed at me for being worried. They said that she would be alright as soon 

as the baby was born: 'cheer up, chap! A woman's instincts circle around 

motherhood. It may take a bit longer with Helen. It's not so easy for her to be a 

mother because she's always lived a man's life. But she'll come round. She'll be 

right.' 

I had spent so much time trying to understand the essence of life, and now 

that my own child was developing, I was excluded. I felt closest to Helen when we 

mutually bewailed our sense of bafflement. But I think now that we were baffled in 

quite different ways. I realise now that I did not understand what she was talking 

about. My mind circled around abstract questions. I remember saying to her, 'how 

incredible that a new life begins as a tiny splotch, a speck of entity, so to say. It is 

so difficult to think that it is both a part of you and a creature in its own right.' 

'I am a part of it, too.' 

'Yes, of course. This goes without saying. But ... ' 

'It aggravates me that complete strangers walk up to me and warn me not to 

drink more than one glass of wine. It irritates me that people tell me to abandon 
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science because my thoughts might harm the unborn child. I can see the very 

servants watch me to make sure that I do not work.' 

'But you should rest, my dear. You are excited and exhausted. It will not do 

either you or the baby any good if you fret.' 

'I am not fretting. I am telling you that I want to think.' 

'Yes, but if thinking makes you fret, where is the good of it?' I could not 

understand why she was exasperated. I could not understand what she meant when 

she said, 'you are taking away my work, my being and my child. You are treating 

it like an object and not like a human being whose existence is interwoven with 

mine.' 

Helen went through excruciating labour pains. Her naturally athletic body 

was ravaged. When the child was born she fell into an apathy from which she did 

not return for months and months. When I saw how changed she was and how little 

she seemed to care whether the child was alive or dead, I found it difficult to be 

pleased about having a son. If the child was a boy, we had agreed that he should be 

called Justus, if a girl, Justine. When I asked Helen for confirmation she gave no 

sign that she cared. I entered him as Justus in the parish register. Not long after his 

birth he was fostered out to a wet-nurse. Helen did not seem to care where he was. 

She preferred not to be reminded of his existence. 

There she sat in her chamber - she slept on her own now - staring into the 

air. She looked unkempt. Her hair was streaky and dishevelled. Her eyes were 

hollow, and I could not attract her attention with anything I said. She hardly ate 

and therefore was very thin. There was nothing I could do. So I left her to the care 

of an experienced nurse and returned to my scientific investigations. 

At this time Mephistopheles was greatly interested in the refinement of 

optical lenses. He said slyly, 'if only the technology was available, it would be 

possible to look into the hidden causes of people's troubles. Imagine taking out a 

spying glass, produced according to the instructions of the famous Johannes 

Faustus, and being able to look into the mind of your long-suffering Helen. One 

glance and you could say: she lacks such and such a substance. You could reach 

into one of your cabinets, take it out, give it to her, and within days she would be 

her old self. Faustus, what is the point of you fretting as well. You have to make 
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sure that she does not have to waste her life in unnecessary suffering.' 

The task did wonders for me. I had myself been affected by Helen's 

continuously bad health, but all of a sudden I regained my youthful energy. I 

should add that we made good progress. I knew as well as Mephistopheles that we 

could make only small progress. A tool to detect the hidden causes of people's 

illnesses! We could study the split ends of hairs, but our endeavours to look into 

argumentative hair-splitting was purely hypothetical. And yet, I could not resist 

when Mephistopheles called me the saviour of humankind. It was as if he had been 

pouring balm on my own diseased soul. In one stroke he swept off all nagging self

doubts and reassured me that Helen had now best be left to herself. 

He actually seemed to be right about her. After about a year of good food 

and attentive care from her nurse, she began to put on weight again. She stopped 

hiding away in her room and went on walks on her own. I was a bit concerned 

about her safety but assumed that I had better not meddle with her craving for fresh 

air. To her health it did wonders. 

When the boy was weaned she wanted him to return into our household. It 

did not seem that the care of infants was very close to her heart, but she said that 

she wanted to be there for him. 

One evening I told her of Mephistopheles's research into optical lenses. 

She fell over me like a fury, 'are you completely out of your mind? Do you really 

believe that you could have cured me with one of your substances?' She grabbed 

the jug of water which stood on the bedside table and smashed it on the floor. She 

picked up a large shard that had fallen next to her feet and flung it against the wall. 

I felt that her anger was justified, but I refused to sympathise. I sat on the 

edge of her bed, the bed which she refused to share with me, and blushed with 

humiliation. One half of me was gently gathering her into my arms and telling her 

that I was sorry for my arrogance. But my self-righteous half protested that she was 

being unreasonable. In the end I told her that this burst of anger was just another 

symptom of her illness, that she still needed a great deal of rest. I walked out of the 

room saying these things to myself rather than to her, as if I wanted to make sure 

that I would not go back and sob in her arms. 

I returned to my room and sat down on my bed. When I was alone, I could 
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feel Helen's anger rise in my own chest. I felt it creep along my blood vessels and 

seep out of my skin. Ugly and bitter as bile, deadly as hemlock. It oozed out of my 

pores and formed itself into spooks which confronted me with an ugly grin and 

hollow eyes. I clutched the sheet from my empty bed. Other moments of 

helplessness passed through my mind. A little boy sleeping in a dark garret, kept 

awake by the thump thump of his heart and by the scurrying and nibbling noises of 

rodents. The desolate embrace of the bark of a tree. How could I bear to think that 

two doors away Helen was clutching her bedding in similar misery? 

While we had been happy we had talked about intimate matters, about 

emotional needs and sexual pleasure. But how do you talk about anger? The 

gnawing anger which nibbles away at your heart like the rodents which wake up at 

night when everybody else is asleep. Anger, blind and silent anger. How can you 

talk about your anger? 

I spent the whole night brooding. I did not even bother to take off my 

clothes. A bottle of spirits was my only companion. When I tried to look at things 

from a rational point of view I knew, I KNEW, that I was in the right, that Helen 

had no right to hurt me like this, that withdrawing herself from me was unfair and 

unjustifiable. How could she teach me what happiness felt like only to destroy it! 

How could she tear down our harmonious relationship with her bare teeth! She was 

not my Helen any more but an animal that trampled and shat on our happiness. 

Helen! Helen! 

* 

When Helen was thus preoccupied with herself and hardly communicated 

with me, my relationship with Mephistopheles regained some of its old vitality. He 

was very concerned for me, told me that I had to be careful not to fall into 

depression now. He fastened his gaze on me and encircled me with a vibrant sense 

of intimacy. I cannot remember that he ever touched me. In fact he made an effort 

to avoid grazing my fingers when we worked together in the laboratory. His gaze, 

however, went beyond the superficial touch of skin: it held me quite literally and 
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gave me the feeling of being caressed. His voice penetrated me to the quick. When 

we were working together, discussing a shared interest, I sometimes felt that the 

breath with which he formed his words reverberated from my larynx and left my 

body in the shape of my own words. 

'Why do you need a woman? You need to pursue your own questions.' I 

was happy to escape from the pain of my helplessness. If Mephistopheles was right 

and Helen was doomed to sink into madness, what good would there be in her 

dragging me down with her? 

Wagner was also pleased to see that Helen kept her room and no longer 

joined me in the laboratory. When I asked him what I should do about her, he 

answered, 'you know that I never liked her. I cannot judge. It was you who once 

loved her.' 

The word 'once' hurt my very soul. I wanted to protest but, to my own 

surprise, found that my heart had a leak. My love for Helen had dripped out of it. It 

stayed in my body: it washed through my entrails and went to my brain, creating 

fumes which produced unshapely phantoms. Later on, my brain sobered and my 

love for Helen returned to my heart, but then it was too late. 

* 

It was a black day when she left. The boy was not quite three years old. It 

was early spring, every living soul felt that the bleakness of winter was over. The 

buds of the leaves were bursting with the sap of the new year. Some leaves were 

already peaking out of their protective brown hulls. 

As spring was approaching Helen was noticeably improving. She took the 

boy for walks and she talked to me once again. Not as in the old days. But it was 

once again possible to hold her attention and to have a meaningful dialogue, even 

if it only concerned insignificant things, such as the boy's interest in the spring 

flowers. It was difficult to imagine that we had ever been lovers - she was still 

very aloof- but she might remember it one day. 

It only struck me later how much I must have changed-without noticing it 

myself. 
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When I looked at her in an attempt to regain her affection, she said, 'why 

do you stare at me?' I assumed the role of the doctor and did not realise that my 

own heart was in need of healing. Three years during which my selfishness and 

professional arrogance had taken root and developed. I had come to imagine that 

humankind needed me -I needed nobody. I was the scientific saviour. The only 

person I could not help was myself; because I had grown too arrogant to notice that 

I needed help. 

While I thought that I was studying her, trying to find out whether she had 

regained her physical and mental health, she was trying to find out whether I was 

capable of loving her; whether I had the love inside me that could bridge adversity 

and alienation. 

She weighed my affections. Mene tekel. And they were too light. 

On a sunny day in early spring she came into the laboratory for the first 

time in more than three years. She looked around as if she was looking for 

something. 

She was dressed in her scholar's travelling habit and it felt to me that she 

had only just arrived. It was as if she was again her old self. I was jubilant. When I 

rushed up to her and wanted to press her to my heart, she pushed me away. Gently 

but with determination. 'Johannes, it is too late. I have struggled too long. I almost 

lost my mind in this house. I have found my mind again, but I lost my love for 

you.' She lost her love for me! I gasped. 

'Yes, Johannes, I am leaving. I must go. - I cannot bear it that 

Mephistopheles asks the boy whether he wants to be a great magician when he 

grows up. It chills me to the marrow when he says: "Madg-ishen! Ay! I want ta bee 

madg-ishen!" I cannot bear it. I must go.' 

'If you must, then you must.' I was too worn out for another argument. I 

asked her where she was going. She told me that she was planning to return to 

Padua, that she wanted to find out whether she could practice medicine there. She 

added, 'if this is not possible, I will work as a midwife.' 

I was numb and bewildered but thought that our separation was 

unavoidable. I followed her to the door. I held my boy in my arms for the last time. 

Then they were off. For years I kept seeing the speck in the distance where they 
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had just disappeared. In the last couple of months this speck has disappeared too. 

When Helen left she took my life with her. I felt as if I no longer was a 

credible human being. I was reduced to an abstraction. I felt there was no more 

space left in me. Almost as if I was a body which had lost its shadow - a shadow 

which had lost its body - what's the difference? I also lost interest in my 

experiments. I could not remember what I was looking for? Did I imagine that 

there was anything to be found? 

When I encountered Mephistopheles, I was repelled; just as when you look 

into the mirror and instead of your own face an imp looks back at you. I was 

repelled by Wagner too. Most of all I was repelled by my own mirror image; 

because I could see why Helen shrank from it. 

I continued with my experiments. Or at least I went through the motions. It 

may well be that I found out a lot of important facts about gases, venoms and 

explosives. I was in an ideal position to undertake daring experiments - I cared so 

little about my own safety. I am noting down my findings, mechanically, 

accurately, indifferently. Some of my findings may be for the benefit of mankind 

- maybe they will be using them to destroy each other. I am no more than the 

mechanical investigator - there is no longer anything worth looking for - not for 

me. I am a mechanical philosopher! Ha ha! 

* 

I have gone through the merry-go-round of life only to realise that I have to 

repeat with Socrates: I know that I do not know. 

I am an old man now. I have nothing to win, nothing to lose. I have long 

abandoned my quest for the philosopher's stone. When I am working in my 

laboratory, sometimes joined by a morose Mephistopheles and sometimes by a 

taciturn Wagner, we conduct mundane experiments. Sometimes just for the sake of 

watching the liquids in our vessels bubble. In our early days, we always used to 

look for something. Now we are just watching, knowing that we are excluded from 

the secrets of nature. I am merely watching processes which I cannot understand. 

I am no longer afraid of death. What have I got to keep me on this earth? 
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Why should I continue? I am like a child who watches frog spawn develop into 

tadpoles, little frogs with tails and finally proper little frogs without tails. I cannot 

explain what happens to the tail: it does not drop off. As the legs develop, the tail 

disappears. Nothing more, nothing less. I can see that it makes sense - I cannot say 

how it happens. 

When a tadpole turns into a little frog, he loses his tail and receives legs. 

When I lost Helen, I received nothing. Or rather, I also lost Mephistopheles. 

The worst moments in one's life are those when one's loved ones leave. 

When they crumple the precious moments of a relationship and throw them in the 

bin. During the first few months after Helen's confinement, Mephistopheles talked 

to me about my duty to claim myself. He reminded me of my old motto, 'Faustus, 

is not thy soul thine own?' It is your duty to go your own way. Your way points 

forward. You are not far from finding yourself and being able to enjoy the glorious 

experience of having all your desires satisfied.' He told me, 'think of your 

immense gains!' he said. Fame. Glory. Reputation. If you drink such potent 

concoctions as fame, glory and reputation, you forget that scientific renown is built 

on quicksand. 

Now that Helen had left, he had grown indifferent. I tried to talk to him a 

few times. But when I raised an issue that was dear to me he only shrugged his 

shoulders: 'how should I know?' 

I felt that the muscles of my heart had grown flabby. How much effort does 

it take to keep up your youthful enthusiasm? How many of us have managed to 

keep our once youthfully athletic body? So how could we expect to keep our 

youthfully athletic mind- and heart? 

Yes, I imagine that those amongst my contemporaries who speculate that 

the heart is a muscle are right. They are particularly right with respect to its 

metaphorical meaning. And so is the mind and the imagination. Unless you 

cultivate it, it is a sluggish mass of potential. None of our physiological muscles 

will flex of their own accord, so why should the metaphorical muscles? We spend 

so much time waiting for others to make the first move. As if a muscle had ever 

grown strong through waiting! 

If at least we admitted to our disciples, that our youthful enthusiasm has 
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worn off. That the once supple muscles have grown old and stiff. That they must 

not look to us to teach them how to realise their goals. That we cannot lead them. 

That they have to find their own way. 

Ah, Mephistopheles! 

* 

Dreams and memories weave into each other like branches of ivy. I still 

have nightmares. But not as many as I used to have. I still dream of vast open 

landscapes furrowed by abysmal gorges. I also dream of still and very deep lakes. 

As a young man, I used to wake up bathed in sweat for fear of drowning. 

Now I am less worried. Sometimes I sink into the water: imperceptibly, painlessly, 

silently. When I wake up I am disappointed that I am still alive. 

I think about Helen a lot. I see her as a young woman. Sometimes when I 

go into my laboratory, I imagine I see her bent over the table, her body taut with 

concentration while preparing some experiment. I come in and welcome her 

joyfully. But as I walk up to her, I face a towel wrapped round one of the 

instruments. 

At other times, I sit in my chair and allow my mind to wander. At such 

moments, I see her as a woman of my own age: her hair grown silver, bringing out 

the dark colour of her face and her southern profile. I am sure that her face has 

aged well. Her forehead, like mine, has wrinkles. Her eyes, as lively as ever, are 

framed by loose skin. However, it is the face of someone who ages with dignity. I 

wonder, does she ever think of me? 

I can see her hands, long slender fingers which she can no longer quite 

stretch out. Arthritis. They are lying indolently in her lap and she is giving 

somebody else instructions about how to use her instruments. Her fingers must 

have grown unsteady with age -like mine. I wonder whether she ever married? I 

somehow imagine that she is contented with her life. I see her looking over her 

past and cherishing its good moments. How good it would be to sit next to her! 
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* 

As a boy I had seen the essence of life in my dreams. As a man, I searched 

for it with a scientific spirit. All my studies and experiments ultimately had the 

objective of reducing the secrets of nature to a substance in the bottom of one of 

my jars. It wasn't so much that I desired the mastery over nature - that too - but 

that I wanted to hold her secrets in my hands: to hold them and hoard them as a 

miser hoards his gold. I wanted to possess them as objects, and I thought that the 

knowledge of possessing them would make me happy. Fool that I was! 

When I was finally able to abandon my unconscious motive, I recovered a 

lot of the enthusiasm I'd lost during my frustrated quest for the material possession 

of life's quintessence. I began to be excited by observing the characteristics of my 

alchemical substances: the ungraspable nature of mercury, the irascibility of 

sulphur. I began to love them for their own sakes, and I experienced an immense 

thrill at observing their interactions. They are so human in their behaviour that I 

can watch them as you might watch the encounters between people. Certain 

substances are haughty and aloof. For instance, take water and oil: you may stir 

them as hard as you can, after a while they separate and once more keep to 

themselves. 

I like substances with a temper of their own. You bring them together with 

their enemy and they hiss and spit. Such moments make my life worthwhile now. 

Wagner keeps warning me of the possible consequences: 'please be more careful. 

One of these days you will blow yourself up, together with your laboratory.' 

'Don't worry, I'll be careful - very very careful.' 

'Please, Faustus. Do be careful.' He looked at me and added in a low voice: 

'I'd miss you very much if anything was to happen.' 

I felt a blend of shame and surprise at his unexpected warmth. He came 

right up to me and put his hand over mine. I took both his hands into mine: 

'accidents happen every day, Christoph. If anything happens to me all my 

belongings will be yours. Make better use of them than I have ... ' my voice 

became choked. Tears were running down his face too. I stretched out my arms 

and pressed him to my heart. 
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* 

I live by my alchemical experiments. Watching the contents of my jars and 

crucibles boil and bubble gives me a thrill that is worth more than anything else. 

What is the point of preserving my life, if it lacks the thrill of the unexpected? To 

be honest, it adds an edge to my diary that I am never quite sure whether one day 

my experiments will claim my life. My life has been a continuous fever and it is 

time that it should consume itself away. 

The Philosopher's Stone 

She had to drive in second gear. Otherwise the engine couldn't cope with 

the gradient of the mountain road. In the old days they had used mules to cross the 

mountain-range on their way to Italy. One could still see the old path. The old 

hospice, she had been told, was now serving fast food for those who liked to break 

their journey for a quick look at the snow-covered peaks. 

Just by the new road she could see one of the old bridges built from roughly 

hewn slabs of rock. The old travellers had had to toil along a very stony path. The 

shadow of a smile played across her face, but her attention had to return to steering 

her car through the next hairpin turn. Having a car of her own was still a novel 

feeling. In its way it was more of an achievement than passing her PhD. 

In their student days Carla had often talked about going up to Zelers for a 

weekend. They were going to take the train from Franklin to Mitten, change once 

more in Zelur, and then go up the mountain pass by bus. Zelers was on this side of 

the saddle of the pass, overlooking the lake formed by an enormous reservoir. 

Carla had been there on her own and had tried to move heaven and earth to get 

Sybil to come here with her. But she had shunned the trouble, the expense, the 

time. 
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It was late in the year. Soon the road would be closed for winter. On an 

ordinary Wednesday like this she was alone on the road. The larches were bright 

yellow and provided a cheerful contrast with the maples' palette of reds ranging 

from crimson to burgundy. The reds and yellows were set off against the olive of 

the perennial mountain pines with their brush-like clusters of needles. The fog had 

not yet cleared, but it didn't matter. She hadn't come here to admire the view. She 

had driven for three hours. She had a numb feeling in her stomach when she 

reminded herself of the reason behind her spree into the mountains. The day had 

started like every other day at her new job in the section for public relations at 

Supersoft. She had been working here for some six months. She liked her 

colleagues, her environment and her work. It wasn't maybe the kind of job she'd 

want to do for a whole life-time, but she liked being able to use her language skills 

and she liked team work. When she had been told her new title, she'd had to 

suppress a giggle: Business Integration Specialist. In a way it also gave her a sense 

of importance. The novelty of earning a salary that financed a proper flat - not just 

a student's garret - and a car had not yet worn off. 

The only drawback was Marnie. Marnie Tyler! At first she had thought her 

really friendly. There was something warm-hearted, almost maternal, about her. 

Sybil had liked her at first sight. Indeed, she'd been overwhelmed to see her so 

concerned for her well-being: 'I hope you are settling in alright,' she'd said and 

tapped her amicably on her shoulder. 'If there's anything you are unsure about, just 

come and ask me.' 

'That's so kind of you.' 

'Don't mention it. Where would we be, if we did not support each other?' 

she smiled genially. 

'I really look forward to going to work these days,' she'd told John. 

Tam glad you've fallen on your feet.' 

Once Sybil was growing more confident, she began to see some of 

Mamie's less pleasant sides. She could not explain why she felt as if she frowned 

whenever Sybil came up with bright ideas. In a way it appeared that she was more 

interested in having her instructions obeyed than in running the projects. Sybil was 

still a new employee and couldn't judge the validity of certain decisions. But it had 
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not taken her long to notice that at the beginning of a new project she was reluctant 

to give out guidelines and then, all of a sudden, insisted that people should follow 

her ideas. The first time round Sybil had believed that she had a great deal of 

leeway. This was until Marnie had stepped in at a very late stage and demanded 

some substantial changes. The whole team had been frustrated since this change of 

take made it impossible to achieve a truly satisfactory result. Sybil had so hoped 

that the first project she worked on at Supersoft would be a success. Oh well! 

Marnie was a pain in the neck! By and by she had found out that everybody 

thought so. But why did she pick on her more than anyone else? A couple of weeks 

ago Marnie had come up to her flustered. She looked around nervously and gave 

her head a few impatient jerks. 

'Sybil!' 

'Yes?' 

'There's something I meant to ask you to do weeks ago. But I forgot to tell 

you. You don't know how difficult it is to keep an eye on everything. I just can't 

do everything myself. There's so much to be done, I frankly don't know how to 

cope.' 

She tilted her head backwards, put her hand on her forehead and sighed 

with exasperation. Sybil looked at her uneasily. At last Marnie faced her: 'you 

urgently need to go through our whole list of clients and make sure that each and 

everyone receives a personally addressed letter with detailed information on how 

to coordinate their needs with our new software support system. We should have 

done this absolute ages ago. If we want to sell our services, we need to market 

them properly.' 

'But ... ,' Sybil hesitated a moment when she felt Mamie's stare on her, 'we 

designed a selection of brochures which went out to each client individually. It 

must have been done about five or six weeks ago.' 

'Oh,' Marnie was about to go back to her desk but turned round again, 'I 

don't think this was sufficient. It needs to be done properly. Go through the list 

again.' 

A couple of months ago they had received a large contract. A government 

agency wanted them to update their information packages and to adjust their new 
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material to the new software releases. Sybil was in her element in negotiating with 

people who came from very different backgrounds and had very different skills. 

She had been imagining that Mamie looked at her with suspicion but had 

told herself that she could not seriously have any objections since she'd been so 

successful in getting people to talk to each other. Kim said to her only the other 

day: 'girl, you're an asset to the team.' It was only days before they were going to 

complete the first stage of their project. They had agreed to go out and celebrate 

their achievement next Friday. This morning Mamie had come up to her. After 

looking around aimlessly for a while, she had addressed her: 'I'm glad the project 

is running so well. Mh, I am really glad. But Sybil, I don't think it is necessary that 

you work on it any longer. Err, I need someone to update my address list. This is 

really urgent now.' It took Sybil a while to find her voice: Tam not a secretary. I 

am a Business Integration Specialist.' 

'Supersoft employs you to work for me, and I am telling you to update my 

address list.' 

'But ... ' 

'I won't take any more contradiction. I'll send you my address list as an 

attachment, and here are the details of the clients which need to be added to it.' 

Mamie dumped a wad of paper on her desk, turned round and marched off to her 

desk, her heels clicking triumphantly against the polished floor. 

Loma, Richard and Sarah, who had their desks next to Sybil's, silently 

returned to their work. Sybil stared at the wad of paper in front of her. It seemed as 

if it was moving into the distance and was pulling her into a long dark tunnel. The 

everyday proportions were wrenched out of hinge and the space of the office began 

to spin before her eyes. 'Are you alright?' Sarah brought her back to reality. 'Yes, 

thanks,' she forced her eyes to focus on her hole puncher. 'Oh, I almost forgot,' 

she added as casually as she could: 'I've got to dash. I have a doctor's 

appointment. I'll see you later.' Sarah stared incredulously but did not say 

anything. 

The fog was getting denser and denser. So dense that the autumnal trees 

were scarcely visible. She wouldn't be able to keep her nice flat and her car if she 

lost this ~ob. By God, she didn't want to return to a dingy bed-sit under the roof. 
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But she couldn't go back to her office and type Mamie's address list. No way! 

What next? Clean the toilets? Sybil's hands trembled with anger and her car 

slithered in a serpentine. She concentrated on the road again and carefully steered 

past the next hairpin tum. When she looked up from the tarmac, a monstrously 

ugly object filled her view. A gigantic wall was locked into the riverbed. Its 

monotonous greyness cleft the mountain in two, even while it filled in the steep 

ravine with tonnes and tonnes of cement. The concave surface of the wall was 

wedged into the rock. In all its incongruity with the landscape, it was fitted into it 

like a glove, or a plastic bag over one's face. Sybil gasped for air. 

A board announced the technical facts of the hydro-electrical scheme: 

Zelers reservoir provided electricity for towns as far away as Franklin. It produced 

hundreds of thousands of megawatt per hour, or was it minute? At its top the wall 

spanned 349 meters. It was 86 meters high. 

Sybil's car was the only one in the small car park. There was a sharp wind 

blowing into her face. She instinctively pulled her collar up and dug her hands into 

her pockets. Her right hand came across her keys and she began to finger the 

pagoda-shaped key ring John had given her. A smile played over her face. 

The water was so still. Ethereal almost. Unreal, at any rate. If it wasn't held 

in with a great deal of force the water would immediately rush down into the 

valley. At this thought she turned her eyes into the other direction and began to 

walk along the top of the reservoir wall. 

When she had reached the middle she stopped and looked into the foggy 

distance. Her fingers were running back and forth on the rough surface of the 

concrete parapet. It was almost four feet wide and she had to stretch and scramble 

in order to see to the bottom of the wall. The sight gave her a hollow feeling in her 

stomach. She stood upright again and stared into the distance. It wasn't just 

Mamie. There were people of her type everywhere. How come that they always 

picked her out? It was as if there was a secret agreement: here's someone to pick 

on. Mamie never picked on Kim or Sarah. It was always her. Of course, John was 

right: she could just leave. But it would statt again in a new place. If there was an 

awkward bugger anywhere within miles, he'd be sure to find her! 

She'd had enough of being everybody's doormat. She blew her nose 
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angrily and stared into the distance. The fog became yet denser, and was about to 

envelop her. It was as if she was watching herself from a distance when she 

hitched her hips against the parapet: pushing one leg up until her shoe could reach 

the level surface, stretching her right leg and pulling her left leg after. Her body 

stretching out until she stood there upright. She could scarcely see her own hands 

now, but she knew that only inches separated her from never again having to meet 

another Marnie. Didn't she have Carla waiting for her on the other side? What a 

headline it would be in the papers: 'employee pushed over the edge by incompetent 

supervisor'. She wondered how they would refer to the event in the in-house 

bulletin. It might be the end of Marnie's career. Hee heel 

'Jump! What are you waiting for? Come on!' She looked up and saw a 

stranger standing on the parapet besides her. He was wearing a dark cloak and his 

eyes were staring at her with anger and open hostility. 

'Jump! You bloody coward,jump!' He was coming closer, and Sybil 

thought that he might push her any moment. 

'Don't worry, I won't push you. I want to see whether you have the guts. 

Come on, come on! You've already written the newspaper report. Now come on 

andjump!' 

She looked at the face of her interlocutor. It was so angry it looked hardly 

human. She breathed in and said, Tam not sure whether I want to.' After a while 

she said, 'No, I don't want to.' 

'So what do you want?' 

What do you want? The question staggered her. It took a while before she 

replied, 'I don't want to be bullied. I don't want to be treated like scum.' 

'Now you have told me what you don't want. But what do you want?' he 

flung the question at her with contempt. 

Sybil's blood froze but she forced herself to look into his eyes: 'I want the 

philosopher's stone.' She said it hesitantly at first, then she repeated it more 

energetically and finally shouted it out at the top of her voice: 'I want the 

philosopher's stone.' 

'The philosopher's stone! Ha ha ha!' His laugher reverberated dully. Then 

it spread out. Its seismic waves pierced the fog, the lake and the wall, until it 
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vibrated and shook as during an earth-quake. A slight tremble led to a regular 

swinging back and forth, as if she was standing on a rope in mid-air rather than on 

thousands of tons of concrete. One crack in the wall was enough and the dammed

up lake would turn into a furious torrent, and a feat of technology would crumble 

as if it was children's work. Sybil felt that any moment the floods would grasp her 

and thrust her into the ravine like a piece of flotsam. 

'Someone else has once stood where you are now and claimed the 

philosopher's stone.' His laughter had subsided and he looked wistful. 

'I want the philosopher's stone!' Sybil shouted it gleefully: 'I want the 

philosopher's stone. I want to feel the essence of human existence. I want to hold it 

with my own hands.' Enormous energies surged up inside her: 'I want to live. I 

have only ever been vegetating. Now I want to live.' She threw her arms into the 

air and her feet staited to move back and forth. Slowly at first, then faster and 

faster. She took bold strides, turning around and around to express her ecstatic joy 

until she was ready to collapse. When she stopped to catch breath, she noticed that 

the fog had lifted and that she was on her own, standing at the top of a sheer drop. 

She was looking down into the abyss. The philosopher's stone, surely, was 

a gift that demanded a great deal from the one who received it? Spreading her arms 

once again, she turned elegantly on her heels and jumped from the parapet onto the 

path. 

* 

Carla had spent hours telling her that they had to follow the path across the 

reservoir, continue along the lake for a couple of miles. Then there was a fork in 

the path, and they had to climb uphill for a bit, and then they would reach one of 

the mountain forest sanctuary. 

Sybil looked at the rugged path and at her feet. She wasn't wearing shoes 

suitable for walking. They'd be ruined by the walk. But so what! 

It was very quiet. Her own steps were hardly audible as she walked on the 

grass-covered path. She looked at the ground in front of her and imagined that 

Carla was walking next to her. 
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'Carla ... Carls ... I've let you down .... Yes, I have ... let you down very 

badly. Dear dear friend, please listen. I was afraid ... so afraid .... Yes, you have a 

right to ask "why?" I've asked myself many times. Why? ... I was afraid that I'd 

swallow tablets too. My own life-light was flickering and I was afraid that ... I am 

not saying that I am not to blame. Being frightened is not enough of an excuse. But 

... I suppose you can blame me for a great many things .... It wasn't just that I said 

I had no time when you rang ... Whenever we were talking I was complaining 

about something or other. My mother, Gleeson, Stephanie, Laura, my sister, my 

mother again. It would have taken so little and we could have been walking here 

today.' She walked to the edge of the water and kneeled down. Her fingers were 

digging themselves into the soft wet earth. It took a while before she noticed what 

she was doing. She scooped up some earth with both her hands and raised it to her 

face. Half-decayed leaves and needles were blended in with it. She scrutinised its 

mysterious texture. At long last she said, 'I am sorry.' Then she threw it into the 

lake. 

* 

She looked at a signpost and concluded that this was the fork where she had 

to tum right. The climb was steeper than she had expected but at last she entered 

the mountain forest. By the lake the mist had cleared, but here it was still hovering 

over the moss-covered ground. You could sense that the light was not far away 

even though it had not yet broken through. What a privilege it was to be here. If 

only if wasn't for the Mamies of this world! Sybil sighed, it was people like 

Mamie who stamped out one's joy of life. She must be a very unhappy person, 

really. She was tense even when she smiled. She was so insecure, always worried, 

always afraid, always making others feel uncomfortable. It was people like Mamie 

who had drained the life-blood of Carla. 

But if she aspired to the philosopher's stone, wasn't it absurd to be 

frightened by somebody like Mamie? She had no power over her after all, did she? 

All that she had to do was to tell her: don't do this to me! What she had to do was 

look at her and tell her: you can't treat me like this! How could she explain to the 
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company that she wanted to have her sacked? How could she justify it? Employee 

refused to do same task twice? Or, Business Integration Specialist refused to type 

address list? And if she got her way? So what! Sybil might have to struggle to 

make ends meet again. But she must not let Marnie touch her enjoyment of such 

special moments! This fragile ecological system had survived against the odds. 

Marnie had a share in the greed and indifference which destroyed places like this. 

She must not let her destroy it in her mind. 

Sybil sat down on a moss-covered tree stump. She must come here with 

John. He was someone who could see the beauty of a fern leaf and he loved to 

watch the play of light as the sun was raising the mist among the trees. But she was 

so frightened that all of a sudden everything would turn sour, that he would no 

longer care for her and that they would no longer understand each other. 

'What makes you think that you'll be able to get it right?' When Sybil 

looked up, the figure in the dark cloak was there again. 

'Get what right?' 

'You and John, of course.' 

'What makes you think that we'd get it wrong?' 

'Don't try Sophist tricks on me. What makes you think you'd get it right?' 

Tdon't know.' Sybil looked into his eyes which were neither angry nor 

hostile now. 

Treally don't know. All I know is that I want to share my life with him. He 

is a part of what makes my life worthwhile.' 

The stranger looked into the distance, 'there was someone once about 

whom I thought so too. Oh, I cannot say how I loved her. But when sharing 

became a habit, it all broke apart.' 

'Nothing can guarantee that it will last. But I cannot imagine a better 

starting point: we enjoy each other's company, we love the feel of each other's 

body and we are both excited by the miracle of an unfolding bud.' 

He grinned doubtfully. 

'Of course, I am afraid that it won't always be like this. Yes, I am afraid 

that some day we will grow tired of each other. I am very much afraid that some 

day there will only be indifference and heartlessness. Whatever is alive grows, 
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develops and decays, all the time. Is there anything better than to face the changes 

together?' 

Sybil looked fully into his face. A shudder ran down her spine when she 

realised that his eyes were exactly like her own. But then she gave herself up to 

their gaze until she forgot where she was. When she looked up, she was once again 

alone, sitting on her moss-covered tree stump and watching the rays of the sun 

infuse themselves into the mist until it glowed with a spirit of its own. 
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Exegesis 

A New Faustus: Re-imagining a Narrative Typology 

Over the past five hundred years, descriptions of the life of Faustus have become an 

integral part of Western imagination. During the first decades after the death of the 

legendary Faustus around 1540, the story circulated in mainly oral form.i The 

Faustbooks surviving from the late sixteenth century capture the adventures which 

allegedly happened to a dubious character of post-Reformation Germany_H Countless, 

writers, dramatists and poets - most famous among them Christopher Marlowe, 

Johann Wolfgang Goethe and Thomas Mann - met the challenge to recount his life. In 

my novel, entitled The Alchemist's Fever, I have myself picked up the gauntlet and 

decided to explore the philosophical and narrative potentials of the typology. 

The Historical Background 

The Faustus story has entered the demesne of canonical high art and culture, but it is 

important to remember that it also boasts a powerful popular tradition.iii Even while 

advertising itself as a tragedy, describing the damnation and deserved death of an 

infamous necromancer (to paraphrase the title page of the Faustbooks), the story also 

inspired a large number of popular treatments, especially during the seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries, and it was sparked into life in puppet shows and burlesque 

comedies.iv Far from implying that the subject can be dismissed as laughable, its entry 

into popular art forms show how broadly reverberated the ideas contained in the story. 

The fact that the material circulated in popular channels also suggests that the Faustus 

story expressed highly topical concerns and, therefore, was symbolically central for 

contemporary culture.v The story of a character who radically breaches the boundaries 

of the knowledge deemed legitimate by his age and who sets out on an 

uncompromising quest for meaning and truth, retained its salience over the centuries. 
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It soon became an independent typology with characteristic themes, motives and 

narrative elements. Recent critical evaluations have interpreted the comic moments as 

rigorous dismissals of the dogmas of his age. In my academic work, I interpret the 

comic versions as potent attempts to salvage Faustus from damnation and to claim an 

optimistic pattern for the archetypal story of human aspirations. vi As a writer of fiction 

I want to go beyond the mere task of recovering the sense of early modem subjectivity 

through deconstructive interpretations and to explore in what ways Faustus's 

uncompromising quest can attain its objectives. 

The Faustus story is closely linked to the so-called dawn of modernity. As soon as it 

was documented in written form, the story congealed into what we might call an 

allegorical struggle for modem identity. It has turned into an archetypal struggle 

against the preconceptions of society - not least with respect to their damaging 

influence on the self's potential for growth and development. Through its radical 

questioning of the beliefs and assumptions of its time, it is both firmly tied to a 

particular historical moment and gives voice to a number of timeless preoccupations. 

The historical situation which led to the emergence of the Faustus figure is hard to 

gauge, and we cannot say what was first: the character Faustus or the myth. We have 

evidence that several historical characters bragged that their extraordinary skills were 

the outcome of a pact with the devil. More than one of them appear to have assumed 

the name of Faustus. Irrespective of whether there were one or many who adopted this 

name, Faustus was a type, rather than an individual. Further evidence for this can be 

found in the fact that printed accounts of the life of Faustus cropped up on account of 

~uridical trials of a number of different medical practitioners or proto scientists. They 

were written as cautionary tales which sought to deter those who were attracted to this 

particular course of life.vii The Faustian trajectory of transgression and punishment 

was projected onto some, to underline the reprehensibihty of their doings, while others 

voluntarily slipped into the persona of Faustus to advertise their skills. On the one 

hand prevailing doctrine used the story to incriminate supposed transgressors and on 
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the other, some shady subjects applied it to themselves to attract attention. This 

ambivalence reflects the intrinsic tensions between celebrating the possibilities of a 

mind freed from the shackles of constrictive orthodoxy and a rigorous indictment of 

such an outlook. 

During early modernity, the objections towards an orgiastic enjoyment of knowledge 

are based on both moral and religious grounds. The sinfulness, or the necessary moral 

depravity, of the owner of unlimited knowledge, is placed in the foreground. But then 

the rigorous indictment of the all-knowing figure also confirms the possibility of 

attaining a state of intellectual and psychic perfection. Doubts concerning the truth 

value of the supposed encounter between Faustus and the devil are not voiced. Nor is 

the authenticity of his knowledge drawn into question. Even though the issue is not 

explicitly mentioned it still plays a significant role: what if the attainment of insight 

has only been pretended? Formulated in more general terms: what if the findings of 

the scientist and philosopher are not based upon genuine experience but merely reflect 

sensationalist confabulations which have been put forward either because the Faustian 

sage deluded himself or because he wanted to deceive his audience? 

They may not be in the foreground, but these questions are vital for the story. For one 

of its prominent objectives is that of investigating the nature of experience. When the 

standardised, socially accepted conventions of orthodoxy are being replaced by a type 

of knowledge legitimating itself by appeal to experience, it is imperative to understand 

the nature of experience. The early-modern Faustus stories developed, among other 

things, as a vehicle to explore the psychology of experience and to investigate its 

affective dimension. Within the conceptual framework of the period, these issues were 

closely linked to the understanding of the soul. The relevance of these issues for 

political theories of subordination explains the explosive nature of Faustus's question: 

'is not thy soul thine own?'viii During the seventeenth century, the mind and the affects 

were secularised, but even in post-Cartesian times, the soul Faustus barters away to the 

devil cannot be reduced to purely materialist concepts. Far from secularising the 
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narrative, the impossibility of determining the meaning(s) of 'soul' adds to the 

uncanny qualities of the story. 

I will discuss the individual themes of the Faustus story later. At this stage I want to 

take a brief look at how the story asks us to suspend disbelief. Even when stripped of 

his hyperbolically unlimited knowledge, Faustus is a figure who goes far beyond the 

accepted limits of his age. The narrative reflects a cosmology of its own: its original 

shape affirms the devil as a universally powerful agent who almost orchestrates the 

downfall of the seeker who has grown dissatisfied with the accepted precincts of 

knowledge. The realism with which the devil is represented, of course, reflects the 

Medieval worldview in which abstract forces were personified and rendered in 

recognisable iconography. The period now called the Enlightenment questioned the 

idea of the devil's material reality. But during this time, the Faustus topos came to 

reflect the awkward tug-of-war between skepticism and radical sectarian religiosity. 

By the time Goethe wrote one of the most frequently read classics of Western 

literature the medieval equation between microcosm and macrocosm - i.e. human 

being and world- was no longer in place.ix So Mephistopheles had grown into a spirit 

who expresses internalised conflicts, while Faustus inhabits a pantheistically inspired 

world of the mind. 

Within the story's conventions, the existence of the occult is self-evident. But we have 

to remember that the early modern period did not yet have recognisable boundaries 

between science proper and false science. At the time when the typology first 

emerged, only the category of natural philosophy existed. It was part of the 

seventeenth- and eighteenth-century endeavours to institutionalise and order 

knowledge that the study of nature became known by the title of 'science' .x Along 

with the concept came numerous attempts to classify the activities entailed by iei 

They tended to exclude those types of enquiry and investigation that endangered the 

idea that science is the domain of objectivity. The exactness associated with a new 

scientific method of charting and measuring quantifiable results was an invention of 
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this time. While it instigated an overall revision of knowledge and the modalities of 

knowing, it also stirred up feelings of uncertainty and fear. Far-reaching changes 

affecting every aspect of human existence meant that the very question of what it 

meant to be human had come up for grabs. This situation, of course, plunged the 

human psyche into a painful tension between impatiently pushing forward new 

developments and the fear of losing the stability provided by long established 

conventions. 

My Engagement with the Faustus Story 

The doubtful circumstances of the historical Faustus figure pose a major problem for a 

historian, but they provide a challenging opportunity for a novelist. The poetic liberty 

to supply missing information motivated me to imagine a concrete human character in 

a particular environment. I should add here that the project was conceived as a 

narrative experiment which I watched develop as if it was a sequence of alchemical 

reactions. Since a significant part of the story's meanings developed unconsciously, 

my exegesis will highlight certain intentional decisions, but otherwise my 

interpretation is no more valid than anybody else's. 

My main objective was that of exploring what it felt like to struggle for the realisation 

of worldly, spiritual and erotic needs by rendering a palpable sense of Faustus's 

environment. While I made every effort to avoid elements that had no place in the life 

of a sixteenth-century character, I did not try to reconstruct contemporary scenes. I 

instead sketched a credible background to a number of seminal episodes in the life of 

my late-medieval Faustus who is loosely modelled on the main stages described in the 

chap books and the literary accounts. I have always been intrigued by the question of 

what a female Faustus might look like. Not only are historical models of female 

medieval alchemists more than rare, but I was also interested in the possible shape of a 

twentieth-century Faustus. I therefore decided to pair the medieval male character with 
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a twentieth-century woman. I should add that Faustus's partner Helen is of course his 

female counterpart, and several figures in Sybil's story bear Faustian traits: Robert 

Gleeson, Max Storchli, Dan, Dick, and Laura Waterford. But as they feature in the 

story- and are part of Sybil's experience - their Faustian characteristics boil down to 

the craving for glamorous self-display. 

Now I will comment on my re-make of the late-medieval / early-modern Faustus. As 

in all major traditional versions, Faustus starts off as a highly sensitive intellectual and 

spiritual seeker. We cannot determine what he did or what happened. However, the 

narrative pattern invites us to indulge in one of the characteristics shared by Faustus in 

each version of his story: to speculate. The lures of speculation have seduced me to 

paint a realistic picture of Faustus. In my version he is a complex character who, like 

Mary Shelley's monster,xii sets out on his quest with the purest intentions. He is 

successful but never achieves the universal good which he wants to bring to mankind. 

Therefore, he is ravaged by self-doubt and the most gnawing anger at failing to get 

what he wants. A major structural decision was to translate the narrative's tacit belief 

in the existence of supernatural elements into a 'rational' frame of reference. Or rather 

I replace the Christian cosmology underpinning the original 'pilgrimage' through 

heaven and hell with a journey through a real landscape that, however, is heavily 

loaded with pantheistic symbolism. The experience of traversing underground caves 

and climbing to the top of a snow-covered mountain bring him and his companions 

into touch with themselves. The propensity of these natural sites for revealing the 

secret corners of the human mind depends on the idea that the world has not been 

deprived of all its mysteries but that there still is a certain kind of 'enchantment'. I 

want to use this term advisedly; in the sense of referring to a source of psychological 

and spiritual energy outside the human mind, which enables a harmonious relationship 

among all living beings and the world. 

Introducing a sense of enchantment into the novel is closely linked with my wish to 

portray a positive development of the Faustus story, or rather, to suggest that the 
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Faustus charcter can make choices which lead neither to the destruction of 

himself /herself nor of others. Many acclaimed novels of the postmodern era circle 

around a highly crafted denial of meaning. One of the most famous and most 

categorical examples of this kind is Umberto Eco's, The Name offhe Rose,Xiii Thomas 

Pynchon's The Crying of Lot 49, or Gabriel Garcia Marquez' One Hundred Years of 

Solitude being further examples.xiv But then other writers have insisted on the precious 

nature of human relationships while unsparingly describing the atrocities of racism 

and ethnic conflicts. I am spontaneously thinking of Toni Morrison's description of 

the sense of community at the end of Beloved, or the all-powerful attraction between 

the mother and her lover in Arundhati Roy's The God of Small Things.xv 

In my own writing, I did not just want to include an island of human warmth but 

wanted to convey a sense of frisson at the possibilities harboured by a human life. 

Jeanette Winterson's portrayal of the miraculous element of Jewish tradition in Gut 

Symmetries was an inspiration.xvi For Winterson, a narrative miracle- or implied real 

miracle - undoes the hurts inflicted by a story of jealousy and betrayal. The utterly 

implausible detail of a dismembering wound being healed by a miraculous diamond 

takes the novel out of the realist mode. Such a transition into a fantasy world, then, 

suggests that the course of life, and narrative, always harbours countless alternatives. 

While it may not be possible to go back in historical time (and to undo the mutilation 

of the heroine), it is always possible to go back in narrative time. All stories, more or 

less consciously, rewrite existing narrative patterns. Therefore it is all the more of a 

challenge to rewrite the stories about destruction, victimisation, and the mutilation of 

the body, and to gesture towards a solution in which the self can come to terms with 

its memories of violence and abuse. And what is more, can find a constructive 

alternative. 

Iain Pears's An Instance of the Fingerpost is a daringly rewritten version of an 

archetypal story of Western culture.xvii A historical novel describing the events around 

a seventeenth-century witch-trial, it consists of four consecutive first-person 
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narratives. The first three of them remind of Eco's project in The Name of the Rose. 

They appear to demonstrate that the arbitrariness of linguistic representation makes it 

impossible to attain an authentic account of historical events. However, the way in 

which the four narratives interlock, and the fact that the last narrator has the key to 

decoding a crucial document suggests that the young woman burnt at the stake is a 

female Christ figure. This conclusion is strengthened by the fact that the pattern of her 

life showed all the essential elements of the life of Jesus. While Pears seeks to bring 

back to life - and to remove from its misogynist master interpretations - the central 

story of Christian culture, his novel still contains the idea that its doyful conclusion 

requires the death of the central character. While I was attracted to Pears's method of 

imagining an archetypal character in a concrete historical setting, my novel pivots on 

the idea that the successful attainment of wishes and dreams can be a matter of choice. 

I wanted to show how both Faustus and Sybil make wrong as well as right choices; 

how they take their lives into their own hands. Of course they are restricted by their 

social and historical environments, but neither of them abandon their goals of 

discovering the extent to which they can make choices. 

I had as my working title Alchemists and Wannabes when I embarked on writing the 

novel. My abstract focus was on the question of how to differentiate between genuine 

insight and its mere semblance. First and foremost I was interested in why and how 

people delude themselves in order to opt for an easy solution rather than to persevere 

on the path towards their own goals. This perspective on the topic drew on the 

understanding of the devil as trickster who seduces his victims with mere appearances 

and always withholds the extraordinary things promised. But this clashed with my 

interpretation of Mephistopheles who is a devil of quite a different kind. He is the 

shadow who, like the Romantic Doppelgiinger,Xviii gives voice to Faustus's conscience 

as well as his unconscious desires. Mephistopheles indeed first turns up in response to 

Faustus's prayer during a storm: 
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'ye spirits, hear me! Lord of the air, hear me! Lord of the wat~r, hear me! Lord 
of the earth, lord of the fire, do not forsake me! See me in my misery! Pity me! 
I am a blighted tree. Hear me! Do not torture me with your silence! Hear me! 
Strike me dead or give me life!' (p. 26) 

When Faustus recovers from his stupor, Mephistopheles is standing there in his 

traditional friar's garb. The only detail suggesting some odd circumstances is that his 

habit remained dry while he must have been exposed to a torrential downpour, but 

otherwise his presence can also be explained as that of an ordinary human being who 

chances to have come this way. 

Mephistopheles confronts Faustus repeatedly and reminds him of his true vocation. He 

may seduce him to abandon his duty to the church but then he merely forces him to 

acknowledge openly his loss of belief: 

'So when you bless the wine, what happens inside you?' 
'My state of mind is irrelevant for the act of transubstantiation.' 
'That's one way of looking at it. But tell me, do you believe that you are 

handling the blood of Christ ... which redeemeth your sins?' 
'Leave me alone!' 
'Does it absolve you from your miseries?' (p. 27) 

He is a devil in comparison with contemporary theology since he goads Faustus to 

shake off the shackles of formal Christian theology in order to seek the true fulfilment 

of his innermost wishes and desires. 

At this point I should comment on my interpretation of alchemy. I employ the concept 

according to its underlying philosophy as described, among others, by Roger Bacon.xix 

The philosopher's stone, the most highly cherished entity in this particular cosmology, 

is an abstract symbol for the ideal of possessing - i.e. living - the harmonies between 

microcosm and macrocosm (the human body and the world). Alchemy hence 

describes a personal quest for an animistic-pantheistic metaphysics. Since such an 
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outlook is heavily dependent on physical experiences, the body's material and sexual 

needs also play a prominent role. 

The title The Alchemist's Fever, therefore, underlines the irrational emotions bubbling 

to the smface whenever Faustus - and his twentieth-century parallel - fail to attain 

their ideals. Their impatience for these ideals burns in them like a life-long fever and 

casts them into depression. They are intense, dissatisfied, and egotistic. In other words, 

their acts of selfishness counter-balance the cruelties that were done to them, so that 

the complexity of their characters disables the sentimental response accorded to life

long victims.xx In spite of pain and difficulties, they are not meant to strike the reader 

as victims, and they are indeed only able to pursue their quests once they take 

responsibility for their actions. 

A number of individual moments in the life of Faustus are thrown into relief in order 

to get some idea of what motivated him to embark on his particular course of life. It is 

true that the conventions of realism in the manner of the nineteenth-century novel fill 

in a fragmentary narrative pattern with anachronistic colour. Chiselling a post

Romantic hero out of the early modern version, however, also allowed me to portray 

the psychological drama in his mind. A realistic representation may limit the story's 

allegorical potential, but the sense of immediacy thus created also invites us to think 

about the relationship between historically specific experience and supposedly 

timeless facts about human psychology. 

Michel Foucault famously argued that any history is a history of the present, which is 

to say that it is ultimately impossible to escape from the pitfalls of anachronism.xxi 

While I make every effort to exclude anachronisms and to render the experience of the 

early modern character in the linguistic framework of a contemporary, I have never 

wanted to write a historical novel. First and foremost, I wanted to ask how a character 

who was born in - and is therefore firmly tied into - a certain ideological grid, breaks 

out and seeks for a new understanding of the self and the world. Concomitant with this 
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is the question of what such a struggle might look like in the twentieth century. The 

contrast with Sybil Wagner projects the key moments of the Faustian pattern into the 

life of a twentieth-century child, adolescent, student and finally professional. The 

parallel development of the two narratives asks in what ways respective moments in 

their lives are comparable: in what ways gender and historical difference affect their 

solutions to the essential questions of human existence. 

Part I describes the early years of the two main protagonists, reflecting the post

Romantic idea that the human character is forged in childhood. Both main characters 

are highly sensitive children who are alienated by their environment. The early days of 

Faustus are marked by the most cruel physical punishments which restrain his physical 

and mental desire for independence and reduce intellectual interest to the dull 

rehearsals of rote learning. By contrast Sybil attends a modern school but finds herself 

restrained by more subtle means. She may not be treated cruelly, but neither does she 

get much useful information, nor does she receive any help with the puzzling 

experience of her awakening sexuality. From her early childhood, however, she has a 

special ability to relate to other people on a human scale. This aspect of her 

personality comes to the surface, for instance, at the moment when she is deeply 

puzzled by the implications of a problem in primary school, and a reassuring exchange 

of smiles with her teacher allows her to abandon her worries: 

Sybil continued to stare at a red triangle. Her eyes followed its outline and she 
marvelled about its colour. The creak of the cupboard door at the back of the 
room made her look up. Her class-mates had gone to fetch their paint boxes. 
She dumped when she realised that she was sitting there on her own. And, oh 
dear, her teacher was looking at her. What did she think of her now? But the 
teacher was smiling kindly and Sybil smiled back. 

The main part of the novel sketches a geometrical mosaic in which each element self

consciously questions its parallel relationships to other parts of the story. Doubling the 

two Faustian characters and embedding them in different historical contexts and 

gender roles produces contrasts which are designed to shed light on stereotypical 
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assumptions about the role of know ledge and belief in modem life. One of the 

essential differences between my two main protagonists is that Faustus recognises 

himself to be extraordinary. From early adulthood he claims the title of alchemist 

while Sybil's objective is that oflooking for a powerful figure who knows the answers 

to all major questions of human life. Her self-esteem is low and it therefore takes a 

long time before she realises that the figures of authority in her life are for the most 

part regurgitating shallow commonplaces. A question which crops up as a result of the 

parallel structure concerns the role of Mephistopheles. In some ways, Carla takes up 

this role but by no stretch of the imagination can she be described as a devil. This is 

one of the puzzling differences designed to invite the reader to play round with 

hypothetical solutions, to contrast blatantly dissimilar elements and to speculate. 

The T.wo Narrative Strands 

The structure of he novel consists of two narratives, woven into each other. While 

emphasising similarities, some structural differences remind the reader that apparent 

similarities need to be questioned. One prominent difference concerns narrative voice 

and the other narrative perspective: Faustus recounts his life in retrospect in the 

autobiographical first-person singular voice, while Sybil's life is told by an 

anonymous third-person voice which follows her development in linear manner with 

occasional flashbacks. The key contrast between the two narratives is one of 

perspective: while Faustus engages in detailed self-analysis concerning his attainment 

of insight, Sybil's progress on the road to self-understanding is sketched indirectly. It 

describes her disillusionment with several figures of authority until she finally 

relinquishes her quest for a master who will enlighten her and decides that her own 

abilities are sufficient for her own objectives. 

It may appear that it is not possible to get any closer to the mind of Faustus than to 

listen to his own account of his life. But the autobiographical voice also raises the 
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question of his reliability as a narrator and throws doubts on the accuracy of his self

analysis. The conflicts he is experiencing and the inconsistencies revealed to lie at the 

bottom of his behaviour are an important part of the narrative. He is speaking from the 

perspective of old age and knows almost the whole story of his life. So the wish to 

understand it in its sober unembellished truth is a vital part of his character. But then 

he is also an unreliable narrator who deludes himself and either cannot see through his 

own behaviour or does not have the courage to face the truth. These moral and 

emotional shortcomings, among other things, also make it impossible for him to give 

up staging grand displays of sensationalist hocus pocus even though he despises 

himself for doing them. 

According to my interpretation of the typology, the internal struggles of the Faustus 

character are part and parcel of its inherent potential for questioning the 

preconceptions of a certain period. For this reason I wanted to create a Faustus who is 

emotional and whose anger and frustration inspires him to give shoddy excuses for 

some mean behaviour while thinking that he probes objectively into his own motives. 

The historical and cultural distance to Faustus is bridged by the immediacy of a first

person narrative voice. With Sybil's story the objective was to maintain distance. 

Some of the episodes in her life are loosely modelled on my own experiences and the 

third-person narrative helped to maintain critical distance. 

Sybil is a much less radical representative of the type than Faustus, but some of her 

decisions could only be reached by a similarly painful struggle. The parallel narratives 

present the readers with the respective choices of Faustus and Sybil and invite them to 

compare their solutions in similarly problematic situations. The objective behind a 

parallel narrative is that of exploring similarities and differences between the two 

narrative strands. But of course it was important not to bore the readers with a routine 

alternation between similar episodes in their respective lives. While they are meant to 

recall each other in a vague manner, it was also essential to form them as fully 

independent characters. Her interest in the alchemical writers may bring her close to 
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Faustus's medieval world, but her fantasies are modelled on twentieth-century views 

of space travel. Her English teacher, therefore, shakes her out of a twentieth-century 

daydream: 

He called her out of an exciting journey through the universe. She was 
accompanied by extraterrestrials and by the spirits of the winds who showed 
her how the celestial bodies attracted each other. They had just started to 
explain the nature of eternity. She only stared at Dr Manley. (p. 14) 

Both protagonists necessarily move along the conventionally available and/or 

institutionalised roads for the achievement of knowledge. For Sybil this means being a 

student in the humanities and working as an administrator in the natural sciences, 

writing her PhD and finally working as an employee of Supersoft. For Faustus it 

involves the dual doctorship of divinity and medicine. After he has abandoned his 

duties as a minister of the church, he pursues his secular and spiritual objectives in the 

study of the secrets of nature, while drawing his income from practicing as a doctor of 

medicine and performing sensationalist alchemical demonstrations. For both of them 

the experience of travelling is vital: Faustus's symbolical-realistic journey through the 

earth, the heavens and the world is contrasted with a number of dreams and fantasies 

in Sybil's life. While the realistic narration of the mythological tale is designed to 

conjure up its otherness, the story of Sybil's life never goes beyond the ordinary. A 

strange - or mythical - element nevertheless gains prominence in her fantasies and her 

extremely vivid dreams. 

A highly influential figure during Sybil's undergraduate life is her professor, Robert 

Gleeson. Enthralled by Gleeson's charm, she listens all the more eagerly to the 

message he has to offer. She is on edge when she hears him declare that the epitome of 

human insight is expressed in the epigraph of T.S. Eliot's poem The Waste Land: 'I 

want to die'. This pessimistic conclusion takes hold of her consciousness because of 

the eroticised atmosphere in which the lecture is delivered. Sybil and her best friend 
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Carla have an argument in which Carla condemns the life-denying implications of the 

lecture. Years later, it will provide a backdrop to Carla's suicide. 

The fact that the university has become an educational factory in which teachers and 

students hardly even talk face to face, of course, causes immense difficulties. 

Gleeson's response to this situation is to withdraw into his own preoccupations and to 

forget that his large and anonymous audience consists of vulnerable young people who 

are struggling with the difficulties of a new phase of their lives. The inability - or 

refusal - to imagine the situation of his disciple also characterises the relationship 

between Faustus and Wagner. That Sybil has the surname Wagner, incidentally, is a 

stylistic marker which further links the two narrative strands. It also places into the 

foreground the master-disciple relationship which is no more than a subplot both in 

Marlowe's and Goethe's plays. 

Sybil's stint in the natural sciences provides an occasion for the discussion of the role 

of science in contemporary consciousness. She encounters a competitive atmosphere 

in which, among other things, the research group leader, Professor Max Storchli, 

gleefully overrules the research plans of his postgraduate students. His control over the 

minds of his students is direct and immediate. He prides himself on his role of re

writing research proposals and unashamedly remarks that he expects his students will 

feel that their minds have been raped when they see the changes. In the sciences it is 

tacitly accepted that professional authority encompasses the free will of the individual 

researchers and the science professor goes to the point of declaring it as his right to 

enforce his will with violence. Therefore, he talks about 'raping the mind' of his 

dependents not as an admission of guilt but as a statement that figures of power are 

entitled to a certain type of violence. As such he defends a masculine ideology 

according to which men have the right to control women's bodies and to use sexual 

violence if they encounter obstacles of any kind. This masculine perspective, then, is 

shown to permeate the sciences even at a time when women are no longer officially 

excluded from them. 
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Sybil encounters the same patronising attitude towards her own research in her 

boyfriend Dan, a young researcher who is part of the science department where she 

works. When she is struggling and feels that she needs to address the difficulties 

arising from their different outlooks, she is first dismissed as a silly little girl, and 

when she refuses to give in, she notices that this has broken the relationship. But she 

continues to look for a lover who shares her quest for the meaning of life. She comes 

across Dick, the spiritualist psychologist, who is after 'cosmic orgasms'. At first 

physical attraction overrides her common sense and she believes his confabulations 

about moving material objects by sheer willpower. Gradually it dawris on her that he is 

not simply trying to have sex with her but that he tries to lull her into submitting to 

sexual violence. She feels intensely uncomfortable but fear of acting prudishly and 

other confusing emotions lock her into passivity. It is her creative-artistic awareness of 

the relationship between the world of objects and the realm of their possibilities which 

allows her to rally her energies. So she becomes empowered to cast off Dick's 

hypnotic attempt to break her willpower by smashing the cup over the edge of the 

table with which he had pretended to teach her Extra Sensory Perception: 

Sybil stared at the place where the cup had been. The cup was being 
shattered inside her. The clanging noise of its shards hitting the floor echoed 
and echoed. It tingled and jangled and whirled her through a long tunnel. She 
was whisked away at the speed of light. 

She stared at the shards on the floor. She stared and stared, until they 
disappeared into the dark shine of their negative space. She felt herself 
transform into a shadow. Without knowing what she was doing, her shadow 
made her stand up, and she stared at him. 

He had jumped up too and stood in her way. He looked as if he did not 
recognise her. 

'I want to go.' 
'I won't let you!' he grimaced impishly. 
'Let me go!' 
'No.' 
She held his eyes and repeated, 'let me go!' 
She repeated mechanically, 'let me go!' 
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Their eyes were still locked, but she sensed that he was growing uneasy. 
Finally he moved aside. 

'You witch!' he shouted after her as she walked down the staircase. 
(pp. 63-64) 

The assertion of her willpower is a turning point in her history of overt and implicit 

sexual abuse that has hitherto kept her passive. In the course of writing her PhD she 

looks to critical theory as a source of inspiration and is deeply frustrated that it has 

nothing better to offer than the notion that ultimately everything boils down to a play 

of the signifier. Her love-hate attitude towards critical theory is mirrored by her 

relationship to the convener of the critical theory programme, Laura Waterford. Sybil 

is convinced that she must have had very similar experiences and that she therefore 

ought to bond with her. While Laura refuses to do so, and instead associates with 

students like Simon who rehash her arguments without questioning them, she gives 

Sybil provocative looks and never quite leaves her alone. The contemporary university 

system, of course, places its emphasis on the propagation of knowledge and the 

development of cognitive skill. In this environment, Laura is largely an instrument of a 

profession which embeds human concerns in an abstract jargon-ridden language, and 

is self-consciously preoccupied with linguistic referentiality in order not be caught up 

in controversial questions about human existence.xxii 

Frustration with the dominant teaching of academia leads Sybil to separate her own 

interests from those of her discipline. The same disillusionment leads Faustus to leave 

the prescribed path of the church and to tackle his quest on his own. In each one of the 

major episodes of his life, Faustus comes close to attaining the alchemist's ultimate 

insight, but each time he lets himself be distracted by circumstantial factors and 

relapses into practices which secure him the applause of the crowd. His obsession for 

abstract questions and his failure to understand the human dimension of Helen's 

pregnancy means that he loses her love, in spite of their initially happy relationship as 

companion, lover and fellow scientist. 

138 



I am now coming to one of the key questions of my novel: to what lengths do people 

go in order to get hold of the meaning of life which, then, allows them to live in a state 

of continuous happiness? The wish to have it and hold it must be one of the most 

important concerns in human life. The desire for physical pleasure and spiritual 

enlightenment, however, can easily lead to inconsiderate, cruel, or even criminal 

behaviour. This, then, is the moment to scrutinise the jealous competition between 

those who go about the quest. This issue is prominent in the Faustus-Wagner 

relationship. Faustus identifies as the master. He demands unqualified submission 

from his disciple but is painfully aware of lacking the human greatness that entitles 

him to the position of the master. He is tom between the impulse to treat Wagner as an 

equal and friend, on the one hand, and insane fear that the disciple might overtake 

him, on the other. His mistaken belief that he ought to be all-powerful and all

knowing, incidentally, also explains why he acts the role of the magus in order to gain 

the applause of the crowd. While he easily manages to deceive his ignorant audience, 

of course, he fails to deceive himself and he is tortured by the recognition that he can 

never reach the alchemist's unblemished insight into the nature of existence. 

When Faustus observes Wagner in apparent ecstasy while watching the full moon on 

top of a snow-covered mountain, his jealousy drives him mad and he pushes him over 

the edge. Though severely injured, Wagner is found and carried back to the village. 

When Faustus realises what he has done, he wants to kill himself. But then 

Mephistopheles catches up with him and, blow upon blow, beats it into him that 

committing suicide means to evade his responsibility. The physical fight between 

Faustus and Mephistopheles is, like many other episodes of the novel, modelled on the 

Bible. Even though Faustus refuses to defend himself, this is a spiritual fight -

modelled on the fight between Jacob and the angelxxiii - which makes him aware of the 

nature of his crime. Half-dead from the blows, he drags himself back, and after some 

procrastination, forces himself to confront Wagner: 
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'You look like a ghost,' Wagner said feebly. 
'I feel like a ghost.' 
'What happened?' 
'I have looked into the essence of my being and have found that I am a 

murderer.' Wagner looked at me mildly. 
'Look at me. I bear the mark of Cain.' 
'I know,' he replied gently. 
I cast my eyes down. I did not dare to ask him for forgiveness. 
I looked up and saw that he stretched his hand towards me. I grabbed it 

with both my hands and bathed it with my tears. (p. 88) 

When he describes himself as bearing the mark of Cain, he confesses to his insane 

jealousy as much as to his attempted murder. Of course Cain's murder of his brother is 

another biblical precedent describing the most catastrophic consequences of 

jealousy.xxiv Wagner's understanding response, then, also acknowledges his awareness 

of quite how much Faustus suffered in his unsuccessful quest for the love of God and 

his fellow beings. While his unhappiness explains a lot, it does not absolve him from 

responsibility. Therefore, this moment of reconciliation is followed by renewed 

tensions. 

In some respects Faustus is also modelled on Christ. His collapse at the end of the 

chapter 'The Shadows of a Doubt' is described as follows: 'When Mephistopheles 

bent over me he saw, as he told me later, that I had foam on my mouth. He fetched a 

sponge and rubbed my face with vinegar, "I hope he is not losing his mind".' The 

episode with the sponge full of vinegar loosely recalls Christ on the cross. The allusion 

is meant to point to the destructive nature of the Christian outlook on which Western 

identity is modelled. It also suggests that Faustus's cross refers to his uncommonly 

strong mind and its ceaseless yearning for harmony, love, and insight. While his 

position as an outcast is largely his own choice - since he dislikes the company of his 

noisy, superficial, frightened and hypocritical colleagues - his powerful mind is not 

only an obstacle, but allows him to have absolutely extraordinary experiences. 
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The novel portrays a life-affirming attitude - in spite of everything. Such an objective 

can easily lead into sentimentality. So it was only possible to gesture towards a 

positive course of life - rather than to describe a happy end. It is inherently more 

difficult to convey a positive experience than suffering or pain. Portraying the happy 

aspects of Faustus's relationship with Helen falls into a different category because he 

speaks from the perspective of having lost her. Theirs is the archetypically ideal 

relationship between man and woman. While ideals do not match human life, this does 

not mean that a happy relationship is out of the question. I want to point out, in any 

case, that archetypes are dependent on historical expectations concerning gender roles 

and sexual destiny, and that they reflect the unambiguously sexist bias of their 

respective age. My depiction of the Faustus-Helen couple, therefore, focuses on the 

damaging effects of contemporary gender norms on the domestic harmony of a couple. 

This episode asks to what extent it is possible to break conventions and to follow one's 

own inclination. In the end gender ideology catches up with them and poisons their 

utopian indifference to contemporary opinion. But even while Faustus misses her for 

the rest of his life, he refrains from blaming her and devotes happy fantasies to 

imagining what she might look like as an old woman. 

The contrast between the early modern natural philosopher and the young female 

academic of the twentieth century demonstrates that the respective constraints on the 

development of their minds, bodies and 'souls' are damaging in similar fashion. I am 

putting 'soul' in quotation marks as an indication that the meanings of the term are 

fluid and that, depending on the context, they are loose approximations to concepts 

like identity and selfhood. It should not, however, be secularised completely and 

instead be understood as the agent that motivates a quest for a meaningful and 

harmonious relationship between self and world. 

A moment when Sybil has a palpable experience of the essence of being is when she 

reads Thomas Vaughan tangibly evocative metaphors.xxv For a brief moment the 

images stimulate powerful feelings and she has a revelatory experience. At least there 
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is a fleeting moment when such a fusion occurs. Even though the images lose their 

magic as soon as a stranger enters the reading room in the library, she - consciously or 

unconsciously - continues to believe in the possibility of having such euphoric 

experiences of being. Or rather, it preserves her essentially optimistic outlook in the 

face of the traumatic experience of losing her friend through suicide. 

Sybil has an incredibly powerful imagination which enables her to attune to the spirit 

of her environment. Two extraordinary dreams clarify her emotional confusions. The 

dream about the devils in the science department reminds her that she has to change 

something in her life or her whole existence will be fixed inside a giant test tube and 

tilt towards destruction. The dream about the bridge in the mountain village Cinis 

turning into a giant mouth which first wants to swallow her reflects sexual fears with 

which she has to come to terms in her relationship with John. She also has a dream

like vision, or fantasy, about a group of spirits sitting in a circle and telling her that she 

is one of them. In the description of this moment I have emulated the dual possibilities 

that are typically present in Romantic irony. The text accordingly suggests that it is 

both possible to interpret this as the dream of someone with a lively imagination, and 

that these figures are real. But it is not important to determine their true nature. For 

Sybil, they are real. Indeed her ability to believe in phenomena which challenge 

conventional notions of a materialistically defined world allow her to acknowledge her 

own love for life. 

The parallel endings of the novel describe both Sybil and Faustus at moments when 

their ability to believe in the meaning of life is put to the test. Faustus is about to 

complete his diary which he wrote in order to understand the strange events of his life. 

He is suffering the deepest regret over two elementary disasters: first, the fact that he 

is unable to establish a friendship to his disciple and companion Christoph Wagner; 

and second, that he could not sustain a relationship with Helen, the woman who, he 

believes, has traversed 'time and space, to share with me mind, body and soul.' Both 
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Wagner and Helen appear in his life as great boons and he fails to love them in such a 

way that they can love him back. 

Towards the end of his life Faustus has resumed his alchemical experiments but does 

so in order to marvel at the aesthetic experience of the chemical transformations. He 

uses his experiments as a basis for meditation. Looking back on his life, he 

understands how close he was to attaining the philosopher's stone - or indeed how 

many times he held it in his hands and let it slip away again. What he comes to realise 

now is that he had been expecting to keep it permanently - as the audience of his 

miraculous performances wanted to keep the image of Helen. He realises that he had 

been expecting clear-cut definitions and failed to understand that the most basis 

feature of life is its changeability. As he lets go of his obsessive wish to control, 

classify and chart his experience, he comes to understand the ambiguous and 

unpredictable nature of existence. He develops the ability to let go and finally is able 

to hug Wagner in a feeling of genuine love and esteem. He yearns for death- or 

indeed speculates on being killed by an explosion while engaged in foolhardy 

experiments. Death comes as a relief. But he does not die as a broken man, nor does 

he face the damnation of his fictional-historical precedent. 

The Sybil narrative ends at a point when things have started to go well for her. She has 

met a new lover but is still struggling with her grief over Carla's suicide. After 

receiving truly humiliating treatment from her supervisor at Supersoft, she pays a visit 

to Lake Zelers, where Carla had always wanted to go on holiday with her. She drives 

up to the wall of the reservoir located in a high-alpine region which, on this particular 

day, is still covered by a thick blanket of fog. Her anger about the course of events in 

the workplace is mingled with fears about her relationship and a gnawing sense of 

guilt about her role in Carla's suicide. She feels that life is just too painful and 

therefore climbs onto the wall of the reservoir. While she is thinking about taking the 

next step, an angry figure wrapped in a dark cloak- and who can only be Faustus -

challenges her to jump. She hesitantly replies that she does not want to. At this point 
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he repeats Gleeson's question: 'So what do you want?' Instead of following Carla's 

example, she replies: 'I want the philosopher's stone.' The awareness that she wants to 

experience life in its full and frequently painful complexity gives her the energy to 

convert her self-destructive moment into joy, and she ends up dancing on the wall of 

the reservoir. 

This experience releases the ability to mourn Carla: to feel sorry for her own 

shortcomings without wallowing in guilt. Kneeling on the earth by the shore, she 

scoops up a handful of soil and throws it into the lake as a gesture of giving her back 

to the elements. When she finally reaches the mountain forest sanctuary to which 

Carla had wanted to take her, she encounters Faustus once again. He looks wistful 

now and asks her why she thinks that her relationship to John will work out. She 

cannot offer any reply except that it feels right to her and that she is therefore willing 

to take the risk. The last thing she notices before he evaporates into the haze is that his 

eyes are exactly like hers. In this sense, the resemblance between the two main 

characters is one of identity; however not in the sense that the Faustian mistakes have 

to be repeated by everyone who follows a similar course of life. 

ii 

iii 

iv 

V 

For a discussion of the historical background, see Frank Baron, Doctor Faustusifrom History 
to Legend (Miinchen: W.Fink, 1978). 
The two prominent representatives of this genre surviving today are the German Faustbuch 
(1587) and a free translation into English entitled, The Historie of the Damnable Life, and 
Deserved Death of Doctor John Faustus (London: Thomas Orwin, 1592). As Frank Baron 
demonstrates in his study of the historical background of the myth, there must have been 
countless pamphlet versions; see, Faustus on Trial: The Origins of Johann Spies's 'Historia' 
in an Age of Witch Hunting (Tiibingen: Max Niemmeyer, 1992). The story of his life was 
circulated in cheaply printed pamphlets from the moment when the reputedly original Faustus 
died around 1540 up to the end of the sixteenth century. 
Frank Mobus, Friederike Schmidt-Mobus, and Gerd Unverfehrt (eds), Faust: Anniiherung an 
einen Mythos (Gottingen: Wallstein, 1995). 
One instance, among others, is William De Mountfort's dramatic rendition, The Life and Death 
of Doctor Faustus Made into a Farce (1697), introd. Anthony Kaufman, The Augustan 
Reprint Society, Publication Number 157 (Los Angeles: William Andrews Clark Memorial 
Library, 1973). 
The shift of focus from studying the (representation of) historical events to discussion of 
symbolically central cultural motifs and practices is cogently expressed in Peter Stallybrass's 
and Allon White's The Politics and Poetics of Transgression (London: Methuen, 1986). 
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vi 

vii 

viii 

ix 

X 

xi 

xii 

xiii 

xiv 

xv 

xvi 

xvii 

xviii 

xix 

xx 

xxi 

xxii 

xxiii 

xxiv 

XXV 

Cf. Faustus and the Devil of Empiricism: A Cultural History of the Scientific Revolution (work 
in progress), a study of the role of myth in the reception and propagation of the new ideas 
which germinated in the wake of the empiricist methodology. 
In his book Faustus on Trial, Frank Baron studies the relationship between historical context 
and myth making and pithily remarks: '[w]e can observer how a confession induced under 
torture transforms a physician into a magician' (p. 130). 
Christopher Marlowe, Dr Faustus: The A-Text, ed. David Ormerod and Christopher Wortham 
(Perth: University of Western Australia Press, 1989), p. 51. 
Cf. Johann Wolfgang Goethe, Faust: Eine Tragodie (Leipzig: Philipp Reclam, 1924). 
Of course, the word 'science' goes back to Latin origins. As the entry in the OED makes 
abundantly clear, its meanings were systematically redefined during the seventeenth century. 
The first broadly influential study of this kind is Francis Bacon's The New Organon (1620), 
ed. Lisa Jardine and Michael Silverthorne (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000). 
See Mary Shelley, Frankenstein or the Modern Prometheus, eds. David Stevens (Cambridge 
University Press, 1998 [1818]). 
Umberto Eco, The Name of the Rose, trans. William Weaver (San Diego: Harcourt Brace 
Jovanovich, 1983). 
Thomas Pynchon, The Crying of Lot 49 (Philadelphia: Lippincott, 1966); Gabriel Garcia 
Marquez, One Hundred Years of Solitude (New York: Harper and Row, 1970). I do not want 
to reduce these novels to a trivial interpretation, but merely want to point to the nihilistic 
message at the heart of their radical critique of American and South American culture, 
respectively. 
Toni Morrison, Beloved (New York: Knopf, 1987); Aundhati Roy, The God of Small Things 
(London: Flamingo, 1997). 
Jeanette Winterson, Gut Symmetries (New York: Knopf, 1997). 
Iain Pears, An Instance of the Fingerpost (London: Vintage, 1998). 
I felt particularly inspired by E.T.A. Hoffmann whose work I read in its entirety: Werke, 4 
vols., eds. V. Schweizer and P. Zaunert (Leipzig: Bibliographisches Institut, 1896). 
See, for instance, William Eamon, Science and the Secrets of Nature: Books of Secrets in 
Medieval and Early Modern Culture (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994); Ole Peter 
Grell and Andrew Cunningham (eds.), Religio Medici: Medicine and Religion in Seventeenth
Century England (Aldershot: Scolar Press, 1996). 
I am spontaneously thinking of Charles Dickens' treatment of poor children, but also of 
countless Victorian and later stories which concentrate exclusively on the suffering of a 
character and thus deprive him/her of their humanity. The tendency to ask for the reader's 
sympathy is also prominent in Dorothy Richardson's autobiographical novel Pilgrimage, 4 
vols. (London: Virago, 1979) which I had always greatly admired but whose narrative 
perspective now strikes me as too solipsistic. 
See, for instance, Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, vol. 1 Introduction, trans. Robert 
Hurley (New York: Vintage Books, 1980). 
Cf., for instance, the implications of Jean Baudrillard's analysis of contemporary culture: 
Simulacra and Simulation, trans. Sheila Faria Glaser (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan 
Press, 1994); or Jean-Frarn;ois Lyotard, The Inhuman: Reflections on Time, trans. Geoffrey 
Bennington and Rachel Bowlby (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1991). 
Genesis, 32: 24-32. 
Genesis, 4: 13-15. In the Bible, the 'mark of Cain' describes a sign which God put on Cain in 
order to save him from being killed as an outlaw. In the context of my novel, the phrase 
indicates an ambiguous tension between being marked out as a murderer and having received 
forgiveness. 
My inspiration for this section was Thomas Vaughan's treatiseAula lucis (1651) transcribed 
from A. E. Waite's edition of the works of Thomas Vaughan; see webpage 
http://www.levity.com/alchemy/aula_lucis.html. 
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