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INCISIONS IN HISTORY/
SEGMENTS OF ETERNITY

Time cuts down All,
Both Great and Small.
—The Bay State Primer, ¢. 1800

Time is not, Time is the evil, beloved
—Ezra Pound, Canto LXXIV

ERE ARE some hand-tinted snapshots of myself talking
with a tall young woman at an imaginary party:

Time out of mind I find myself seized, at one and the same mo-
ment, by a fit of obstreperousness and a female historian. Reason-
ing, more from circumstance than tradition, that all men, by their
nature, desire to know, I desire of her to know just what history 1s,
anyhow.

“Near as I can make out,” she allows, “it’s just one god damned
thing after another.”

| put on a reasonable face. “Come now,” I venture, “what about
cause and effect?”

“Take your choice,” she says.

“Come again?” I choke.

“Cause or effect: take your choice. Right now, during the Histori-
cal Period, causes seem to be inbreeding among themselves, engen-
dering more of their own kind. Later on, perhaps, when life has fled
matter, there may remain some residual effects. But don’t worry, it
won’t happen in our lifetime.”

“Absence of evidence is not evidence of absence,” I quote, clutch-
ing vaguely at the sort of aphorism by which astronomy once man-
aged to ally itself with biology.

“Don’t be scientific,” she replies tartly.

[ paw and snort. “Change!™ | bellow. “Flux!”
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She sniffs. “We historians are divided among ourselves,” she re-
cites primly. “Some reason that history began with a Big Bang ... the
appearance of mankind ... and interpolate occasional Lesser Bangs
thereafter. This school proceeds from solipsism to academic ter-
ritorialism with no intervening period of maturity. Certain others
imagine history to be an oscillatory machine that maintains itself in
a Steady State: they leave themselves open to political cynicism, on
the one hand, and esthetic inertia on the other.”

“But what do you believe?” I ask.

She stiffens. “Listen,” she replies, “the trouble with the Universe,
seen from a rigorously historical point of view, is just this: no one
was there to photograph the beginning of it —and presumably, at the
end, no one will bother. After all, history, like pornography,
couldn’t really begin until photography was invented. Before that,
every account of events is merely somebody’s panting prose fiction.
Have you ever read Herodotus’ description of a crocodile? It is the
Fanny Hill of zoology. Nothing is presented to the senses, and so
nothing can enter the mind that wasn’t there in the first place.”

She pauses to inhale deeply, and continues: “But assuming a be-
ginning and an end to the Universe, all evidence indicates that the
whole contraption is winding down like the spring in a cheap movie
camera.”

“Now I hope you won’t think me vulgar,” she confides, “but it
seems to me that nowadays both the ash-heap and the file of photo-
graphs are constantly expanding. I suspect, even, that there is some
secret principle of occult balance, of internal agreement, between
the two masses of stuff. The photographs are splendidly organized
according to date, location, author and subject; the ash-heap is per-
fectly degenerate. Both are mute, and refuse to illuminate one
another. Rather, pictures and rubbish seem to conspire toward
mutual maintenance; they even increase, in spite of every human ef-
fort. Just between you and me, it won’t be long before they gobble
up everything else.”

“Isn’t there anything we can do?” | gasp.

“We might try praying,” she suggests.

“Good Lord, are you kidding?” [ gag.

“No,” she muses, “that particular prayer doesn’t sound quite ap-
l};ropriate; it’s much too general. | tend to favor The Modernist’s

rayer.”

“And what might that be?” | beg to know.
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“We'll begin with something traditional,” she says, “like a Pater
Noster, or Now I Lay Me ..., and then add to it the words: And
please, God, can’t you do something about Entropy?”

That was not the end of our tableau vivant ... but the rest of the
album seems to be empty. Wait: here is a picture of my former wife
and a friend, walking with a dog in the snow ... but you wouldn’t be
interested in that.

Please remember that these snapshots are, in the first place, only in
your mind. After all, I may have told you no more than [ want you to
know. [ may even have forgotten some of the important parts. On
the other hand, perhaps I've forgotten all of them.

Let us pretend that the compound activity of making and experienc-
ing photographs may be examined simply as a form of human be-
havior. Beginning, during the presidential incumbency of Andrew
Jackson, as a novel aberration, it had assumed the proportions of a
pandemic when our grandfathers were infants. By now, we recog-
nize that the photographic syndrome is congenital in our culture.
While it is most often to be encountered in its chronic phase, acute
cases are by no means rare; and occasional individuals exhibit the
disorder in a degree that we are obliged to regard as terminal.

So we are entitled to ask, with the neo-Darwinists, what there may
be in all this photographic behaviour that is ‘adaptive’; that is, in
what way does it promote, actively or passively, the survival of the
organism and of the species. And, given that it does perform such a
function, we may also ask how its ways of so doing differ from those
of the venerable arts of painting, or of literature.

How, indeed, does any work of art help us to survive?

'admit that my own convictions in the matter are neither complex
nor original: | believe that we make art ... and every deliberate
human activity known to me seems to aspire, however obliquely, to
the estate of art ... as a defense against the humiliating, insistent
pathos of our one utter certainty: that we are going to die. Of all
animals, we seem alone in our stewardship of this intolerable secret
—and alone, as well, in our propensity for making art. William But-
ler Years is succinet:

Nor dread nor hope attend
A dying animal,;
A man awaits bis end
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Dreading and hoping all;
Many times he died,

Many times rose again.

A great man in his pride
Confronting murderous men
Casts derision upon
Supersession of breath;

He knows death to the bone —
Man has created death.

The ways we have found out to live in equipoise with this ‘creation’
of ours are, [ suspect, encoded upon our very genetic spiral, so that
we have no choice in the matter: we do not define our art (although,
consciousness interposing the gift of fallibility, we believe we do) but
rather it somehow defines us, as hexagonal labyrinths of wax both
circumscribe and detail the honeybee.

Toward that cessation of consciousness that is to be our death, as
toward a vanishing point in convergent rectilinear space, an instru-
ment within the mind, which we might call conjecture, maintains in-
cessant attention. Along the same axis, the instrument of memory
addresses itself to a complementary vanishing point: the incipience
of consciousness that first stirred, as some reason, at the instant of
our conception. The confused plane of the Absolute Present, where
we live, or have just seemed to live, brings to irreconcilable focus
these two divergent images of our experience of time,

The impossibility of resolving, simultaneously, two incompatible
systems of perspective upon a single plane, may tolerate or favor our
perennial uneasiness at living in the moment, as if we were forever
being dispossessed from the few certitudes of our own knowledge.

Between birth and death, leaving aside the automatic transactions
of metabolism, most animals engage in only one pursuit: the more or
less intricate and constant exercise of sexuality ... which I under-
stand to be a remarkably elegant and economical method for assur-
ing the physical species of virtual immortality by offering immediate
rewards to the mortal participants.

Between consciousness’ uncertain beginning and its equally cer-
tain end, man superimposes upon animal sexuality the pursuit of
art. Seen as a recent adaptive mutation aimed at assuring mental
continuity, through historic time, to a species whose individual ex-
periences constitute a testament to the notion of disjunction, art-
making appears, thus far, to be moderately successful ... amazingly




INCISIONS IN HISTORY/SEGMENTS OF ETERNITY 91

economical (as compared with its perverse imitations, like experi-
mental science, or its unsuccessful vulgarizations, like reli-
gion) ... although it is of vacillating elegance, and offers uncertain
rewards to its participants,

This is not the time for an extended investigation of the ways in
which art, or the creation of immaterial mind — and sexuality, or the
recreation of carnal substance — interresonate, seeming always
about to fuse in a perception that remains, inseparably, immanent in
the moment of experience itself. But it is inevitable that every impas-
sioned act or discourse must, somehow, become a part of that inves-
tigation, sharing with it an expectation of imminent revelation
which is itself both the ubiquitous center and the invisible periphery
of all our thought.

For whatever wisdom language holds, I would point out that our
verb, to create, and our technical term for the strictly human part of
the brain, cerebrum, both derive from the Latin verb creo, which
means: “I beget.” And Aristotle, who excused himself some time
ago, says of the gonads and the brain that they bear a functional re-
semblance to each other, in that both are capable of exteriorizing a
form without reference to anything else. He goes on to call sperm-
atikotatos, “most spermatic,” the optic chiasm, which is that in-
tersection within the physical mind where our two eyes compare
notes, before writing home to their respective parents, the twin
hemispheres of the brain.

The trouble with practically everything, seen from a rigorously in-
quisitive point of view, is just this: no one was there at the beginning
to take notes on the proceedings. Cro-Magnon man, for all his obvi-
ous charm and cunning, seems not to have had the forethought to
bring with him into the world a camera, a tape recorder, or even (de-
light of scholars!) a Xerox machine. Of the arts, only photography,
along with its prodigious sibling, the cinema, has appeared during
historic time; and, viewing them from outside, we seem curiously
unwilling to trust the discoveries made, in all the arts, on the ‘inside,’
where their substance and implications are recreated, ab ovo, in
every really new work.

For whatever wisdom language holds, it is common knowledge
among philologists that languages spring as it were full-blown into
life, and proceed, as time passes, from complex to simple. The most






