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INTRODUCTION

Brazil’s Machado, Machado’s Brazil

When he died in 1908, the passing of Joaquim Maria Machado de Assis was front-page news in the Brazilian capital, Rio de Janeiro. One Rio newspaper even printed a second edition to announce it, and a cable was sent immediately to the London Times. Brazil’s most famous orator spoke at the funeral, for which the president of Brazil paid out of the national treasury. Machado de Assis, a childless widower, was not wealthy and could not otherwise have received the kind of posthumous tribute that the nation wanted to give him. After all, Machado de Assis was a writer, not a political figure nor an economic mover and shaker—a writer who, for decades, had produced a steady stream of fiction, poetry, and literary criticism for Rio periodicals as well as popular columns on the city’s daily life. His novels gently making fun of Rio society, especially high society, were eagerly awaited and appeared by installment in the newspapers. Until his final years, when his epilepsy got worse and he went out only once a week to take flowers to his wife’s grave, the famous writer could often be seen taking the streetcar or chatting in a bookstore. His color made him easy to spot among the crowd of distinguished (and largely white) literati who surrounded him, because Machado de Assis, the president of the Brazilian Academy of Letters, the man whom Brazilians in 1908 consensually regarded as their greatest author (as they had already regarded him, by then, for two decades and as they still do today), was the grandson of freed slaves.

Here was a surprising situation, to say the least. The Brazilian elite—until 1888 a slave-owning elite, an elite that became, if anything, increasingly racist at the close of the nineteenth century—considered literature the highest expression of national culture. How had this writer of African descent risen so high in their estimation? Machado de Assis had not engaged in the sort of high-profile polemics that had made Victor Hugo or Emile Zola national figures in France. He had written no tear-jerking Uncle Tom’s Cabin to stir public opinion on the issue of slavery, as Harriet Beecher Stowe had done in the United States. Instead, he had written novels and short stories mostly for and about the Brazilian ruling class, satirizing its social manners and mores, exploring its psychology, holding up a mirror in which it could recognize and laugh at itself. And he did that so well, so consistently, so unthreateningly, in a Portuguese prose of such crystalline elegance and simplicity, that Brazilian readers came to love the good-humored voice that always seemed to tell them something true and insightful about themselves. That makes the works of Machado de Assis a privileged source for understanding the cultural history of nineteenth-century Brazil.

His fiction must, of course, be read in context. Machado de Assis does not paint detailed word pictures of Rio de Janeiro, the city in which he lived his entire life and about which he wrote the great majority of his stories and novels. His fiction explores ideas, attitudes, feelings, motivations, and behavior. Machado rarely describes the city streets through which he and his readers moved every day. Machado’s fiction often leaves the context implicit. To read his stories, therefore, one can benefit from an outline of that context: nineteenth-century Brazil, with particular attention to Rio de Janeiro and to the life of Machado de Assis.

The boy who made himself the most beloved Brazilian author was born in 1839 in a neighborhood on the edge of Rio de Janeiro that had once been a rural estate worked by African slaves. His father, a literate artisan, was a free descendant of those slaves. His mother was a Portuguese immigrant. The boy’s family was poor but hardworking and respectable, and both parents could read and write, something that most of the population of Rio could not do. In fact, the father subscribed to one of Brazil’s first periodicals devoted to literature and the arts. The boy clearly got some formal schooling, though just how much is not known. Most of his education was informal. It began in earnest when, at the age of about fifteen, he met another self-taught Brazilian, Francisco de Paula Brito, a printer whose shop was a meeting place for local writers because, in the early nineteenth century, writing and printing were two aspects of the same activity. Young Machado became the printer’s apprentice, learning to set type, soaking up the intellectual atmosphere, and making friends with the first generation of Brazilian novelists and playwrights. Soon he was publishing poetry, theatrical sketches, and especially translations from French, for which there was a great demand in Rio, France being by far the country that Brazilian readers most admired.

Let’s consider the situation of this grandson of freed slaves in the context of nineteenth-century Brazilian ideas about race. Unlike the United States, Brazil never had a “one-drop rule” dividing black and white. Historically, any kind of African descent defined a person as black in the United States. Nineteenth-century Brazilians, on the other hand, thought in degrees of blackness and whiteness, considering people to be biracial if their descent was substantially both African and European. Biracial was not their word, of course; they used mestiço, mulato, pardo, and scores of other terms to describe mixture of various sorts and degrees. Nineteenth-century Brazilians conceived of race as a continuum. Biracial Brazilians did not escape race prejudice, certainly, but they were less disadvantaged than darker-skinned people, and they enjoyed considerable social mobility. That was the case of Machado de Assis. The budding writer of the 1860s did not have to break through a U.S.-style color line. Instead, he had to climb a professional ladder made a lot more difficult by his dark coloring.

Like all poor Brazilians of his day, young Machado de Assis needed a hand from well-placed patrons to make his ascent. No one knows how he learned French as a boy, but it was certainly a resident European who taught him, for Rio had an influential presence of French merchants and professionals in the 1850s. As noted, the printer Francisco de Paula Brito (biracial, like Machado) recognized the boy’s talent and gave him a hand up. Machado’s next patron was another printer-author, Manuel Antonio de Almeida, who directed the Brazilian National Press, where Machado got his first paying job and where, it is said, the patron was concerned to learn that the young employee sometimes slept in the shop. Machado made good use of the help he got, and by his mid-twenties he had become a full-time journalist, reviewing theatrical productions and reporting on sessions of the Brazilian senate. The concise elegance of his language distinguished itself early. Now his patrons were the publishers of the newspapers for which he wrote—and even, in a way, the greatest of all Brazilian patrons, the imperial family itself. Some of Machado’s early published verses were dedicated to the Brazilian emperor Pedro II and to his daughter, Princess Isabel. In 1867, Machado was granted a government job by a cabinet minister, bringing him financial security for the first time. He also received a formal honor, the Order of the Rose, the sort of distinction that meant much in the hierarchical society of nineteenth-century Brazil. The Brazilian empire awarded many such honors, even including titles of nobility, and Machado’s honorific rank of cavaleiro was relatively modest. Still, at the age of not-quite-thirty, the grandson of freed slaves had reason to feel proud.

It makes sense, in light of his experience, that neither race nor slavery is a major topic of his fiction. Brazilian readers (who were largely white) found it easy to like Machado de Assis in part because he did not usually rub their noses in their racism or their dependence on slave labor. Slaves who appear in his stories, for example—the ubiquitous servants, chambermaids, drivers, laundresses, and porters who wait on the protagonists hand and foot—are often identified by their jobs alone. In order to visualize the scenes in Machado’s fiction, today’s readers must simply remember that virtually any servant or laborer waiting on the wealthy protagonists could well be a slave. In addition, many characters who are not servants or menial laborers but not wealthy would, like the author himself, be biracial, a circumstance that also goes mostly unmentioned.

In the 1870s and 1880s, as Machado de Assis continued to enjoy official patronage—occupying a succession of posts in the Ministry of Trade, Agriculture, and Public Works, where he had to go only in the afternoons, leaving him the mornings to write—he consolidated his reputation with a steady stream of short stories and novels. In the meantime, Brazilian slavery was becoming obsolescent. Beginning in 1871, the children of enslaved mothers were officially born free, although obligated to work for their mothers’ owners until the age of twenty-one. Machado supported the abolitionist movement that arose in those years, but he could take no credit for the end of slavery in Brazil. His health had begun to deteriorate with the onset of epilepsy, asthma, and vision problems. Still, as a ministerial bureaucrat he worked on the application of the 1871 Law of Free Birth, and as a newspaper columnist he described the cruel treatment of those still in bondage. In the 1880s, the owners of Brazilian plantations began to promote the immigration of free laborers from Italy to replace the rapidly dwindling enslaved workforce. Seeing the collapse of the system that held them in bondage, slaves began to leave the plantations in droves, and in 1888 Brazil finally abolished slavery. The conservative, reticent Machado de Assis surprised himself by rushing into the street—no doubt wearing his customary suit and tie and his pince-nez spectacles—to join the deliriously celebrating crowd, which hauled him into an open coach and made him part of the parade.

The next year, 1889, the emperor of Brazil was dethroned by a bloodless military coup. Machado de Assis was fond of the royal family and especially of Princess Isabel, for whose eighteenth birthday and wedding, years earlier, he had written poems. Just before putting her signature on the document ending slavery, Princess Isabel had promoted him from cavaleiro to oficial of the Order of the Rose. Her father Pedro II had been a relatively enlightened ruler, a liberal thinker who had freed his own slaves decades before abolition and openly hoped that Brazil would someday no longer need a monarch. Consequently, Pedro made no resistance to the coup of November 1889, dutifully leaving the country within a day, never to return. Machado de Assis was saddened by his sovereign’s somewhat undignified exit. He would always be, in some ways, a man of the empire. He wrote most of his short stories and novels during Pedro’s long reign, 1840–89, and, afterward, the mid-nineteenth-century Brazilian empire remained the predominant setting of his fiction.

Unlike its Spanish-American neighbors—republics, all—Brazil gained national independence as a monarchy because a prince of the Portuguese royal family declared Brazilian independence himself in 1822. With little conflict—when compared with the bloodletting of Mexico, Venezuela, and elsewhere—he created a constitutional monarchy and allowed a free press and opposition during his (mostly-bungled) decade of rule as Pedro I. The liberal opposition pushed him out in 1831, but he sailed for Portugal leaving his four-year-old son to succeed him as Pedro II. The former opposition accepted the continuation of a monarchy, provided that it be strictly constitutional. The liberals decentralized the empire a bit, giving local and provincial governments more autonomy. They appointed regents to rule during the prince’s minority and to oversee his education. Meanwhile, in the green valleys of the Paraíba River, not far inland from Rio de Janeiro, Brazilian plantations had begun to produce coffee, which was destined to become the empire’s great economic bonanza. Like the sugar plantations that had defined Brazilian society since the 1500s, the profitable coffee plantations of nineteenth-century Brazil were worked by slaves, and the country’s coffee-planting elite found slavery equally indispensable. The 1830s saw a series of revolts in provinces far from the coffee-producing region around Rio, as liberals in the provinces led popular uprisings to strengthen their local power in the absence of a ruling monarch. The central government defeated the revolts and then, beating a retreat from liberal decentralization, it put the fourteen-year-old Pedro II on the throne ahead of schedule in 1840.

The reign of Pedro II began with a powerful pro-slavery consensus in the country’s hereditary Senate and its more accessible Chamber of Deputies. Senators and deputies divided into Liberal and Conservative parties, as in Great Britain; but nothing, it was said, so resembled a Conservative as a Liberal in power. The political life of mid-nineteenth-century Brazil was mostly about power sharing among the urban representatives of the country’s landowning oligarchy. Politics functioned as an arena in which members of this ruling class could win office for themselves and benefits—the spoils of office—for their families, friends, and supporters. It wasn’t what you knew but whom you knew that determined one’s place in Brazilian society. This, at any rate, was the view of Machado de Assis, and many historians have agreed. During the 1860s, young Machado de Assis got a good look at this system while reporting on sessions of the Senate. In his fiction, he satirized the political culture of self-serving, ideologically flaccid officeholders whose main tool was high-flown rhetoric and whose main goal in public life was self-aggrandizement. In the 1870s and 1880s, as Brazil grew and changed, the political system didn’t. Dissidence arose, especially among young men who believed that they had discovered the key to effective government in something called positivism. Positivism, a set of ideas derived from French and British thinkers such as Auguste Comte and Herbert Spencer, was an attempt to apply scientific ideas to society and government. In the 1880s, positivist professors held sway at Brazil’s military academy, and their ideas had an impact on the country as a whole when, in 1889, ranking officers called out their troops and put an end to a monarchy that they considered antique and obsolete.

In place of the monarchy, the army erected a federal republic and the positivists got their slogan “Ordem e Progresso” on the new national flag. It seemed at first a sweeping transformation. The centralized Brazilian empire was replaced by a United States of Brazil with a weaker federal government. Individual states developed their own armed forces, and state coffers, not federal ones, now received the proceeds of the country’s all-important export tax. Ultimately, the real locus of national power had not shifted very much with the fall of the empire. It still lay, as it had for many decades, with Brazil’s landowners, whose plantations produced the country’s export wealth. Still, the advent of the republic brought a sense of excitement and potential to city dwellers, especially in the burgeoning south.

Machado de Assis did not share the general enthusiasm. He felt that Pedro II, who died soon after going into exile, had been badly treated. He mistrusted the positivist zeal of the new republican rulers, with their activist plans to transform Brazil along the lines dictated by their scientific theories. Machado de Assis believed in the value of nineteenth-century science, but he doubted that science held the answer to all of Brazil’s problems. Now in his early fifties (which was relatively older then than now, so to speak), he was feeling a bit curmudgeonly, perhaps, but it was more than that. The positivists believed that scientific logic and assessment of evidence would automatically produce wise social policies, and they had little time for anyone disposed to question the certainty of their beliefs. “Positive certainty,” one could say, was a typically positivist attitude, and Machado de Assis mistrusted it. Scientists, after all, were human, and Machado de Assis had made a long study of human failings. Many of his stories show how often selfishness masquerades as pure logic in people’s minds. Among the things that Brazilian positivists did not question were theories of European racial superiority. This was the heyday, in fact, of scientific racism and social Darwinism—two misguided attempts to apply evolutionary theory to contemporary societies. The positivists believed that government application of these ideas to Brazil would result in an “improved” (which to them meant “more European”) population. Eugenics, the science of “improving” populations, would gain many adherents around the world until the 1930s, when the Nazis finally gave racial science a bad name, hopefully forever.

The vogue for European genes may seem a bit less grotesque when one sees it as simply part of a more general vogue for all things European. Indeed, the mystique of Europe had a powerful hold on the minds of nineteenth-century Brazilian readers—which is to say, on the upper crust of a few cosmopolitan cities, among which Rio de Janeiro was first and foremost. Twenty-first-century readers of English are likely to be surprised by the slight presence of local color in most of Machado’s writing. Change the names to French, delete the few references to slavery and African descent, and one could often think that Machado’s characters inhabited a fictional Paris. The women’s clothing is very carefully modeled on the most recent French fashion plates, the men’s suits, cut on English lines and usually of dark wool more appropriate to a London fog than a tropical sun. His stories are peppered with references to European authors like Voltaire or Shakespeare, mention of European composers like Mozart and Beethoven, and allusions to the history and mythology of classical Greece and Rome. None of this was particular to Machado de Assis; rather, it illustrates the extent to which the ruling classes of nineteenth-century Brazil had a Eurocentric worldview. Britain and, above all, France were most central to this perspective; Portugal was distinctly less important. Britain stood for trade and political stability; France, for artistic and intellectual achievement. The economically dynamic United States also had its admirers, though it could not compete in the minds of nineteenth-century Brazilian readers with the prestige of Britain and France. Likewise, Brazilian readers had very little interest in their South American neighbors (whom they compared unfavorably to Brazil, with its coffee-driven prosperity and its monarchical stability) until the closing years of the century. By the 1880s, though, Buenos Aires, with its Italian-immigrant population and urban reforms based on a Parisian model, had taken the lead in the continental contest to imitate Europe. Rio de Janeiro (and Mexico City) hurriedly followed that lead and created their own simulated Parisian avenues shortly before Machado’s death in 1908.

The Brazilian elite’s self-refashioning on a European model was not so much actual as aspirational. Aside from the renovated downtowns and the best neighborhoods of a few cities, little about nineteenth-century Brazil reminded anyone of France. Brazil’s tropical plantations with their enslaved workforce and its interminable cattle ranches sprawling across arid plains looked nothing like Britain. Most Brazilians shared a popular culture in which European elements combined with non-European ones. One Machado story, “A Famous Man,” describes a composer whose ambition is to write classical music. To make a living, though, he produces dance music of the sort that local musicians performed with a syncopated lilt of African inspiration, the forerunner of twentieth-century samba. The population of Rio avidly consumes his musical creations, but the composer, unable to create within classical forms, considers himself a failure. In Machado’s time the vigorous pre-Lenten carnival celebration shut down Rio for three days a year, but its soundtrack and parade motifs were still more European than Brazilian. In a newspaper column of 1893, Machado de Assis recalled the customary carnival water fight, most especially boys against girls, and the mass production of costumes representing figures of European history: a musketeer, a Venetian doge, an Austrian emperor. In the very hierarchical society of nineteenth-century Brazil (where, it has been said, no one was equal because everyone was somewhere above or below others), a person’s connection to Europe—European genes, European fashion, European science, European art—was a chief sorting principle. To have blue eyes, speak French, wear an English hat, or attend the opera improved one’s social status.

European travel was prestigious as well, of course. Machado himself never visited Europe, despite his great interest in all things European, probably because of his precarious health. Meanwhile, his elite characters frequently go to Europe on business or for extended vacations, although vacation is not the right word for members of a leisure class. Machado never belonged to that class. He had a secure job and rented a nice house in a pleasant neighborhood, but he was never wealthy. In his newspaper columns he chronicled urban innovations such as telephones and commented on the advent of regular steamship connections linking Rio to Europe and the United States as well as to Brazil’s many provincial capitals, and he rode the streetcar daily but never took a voyage. His most extended residence outside of his beloved Rio de Janeiro was a few weeks at something like a health spa in the mountains above the city when his eyes were so bad that he was nearly blind. Travel in nineteenth-century Brazil was not easy. The country’s roads remained excruciatingly poor, and the relatively few railroads linked coffee plantations to the export facilities rather than knitting the Brazilian nation together. Still, Machado’s characters frequently visit their rural estates or travel to and from the far-flung provinces of the Brazilian empire on government work. A few words about the countryside and the provinces, then.

The Amazonian north of the country, something like half of the national territory, was particularly remote from life in Rio de Janeiro. The vast rainforest stood largely unaltered since its first exploration by Europeans four hundred years earlier. An extensive river network, including the great Amazon itself, supplied the chief avenues of communication in the North, and most of the Portuguese-speaking population was scattered along the riverbanks. Many indigenous people of the forest tribes did not yet consider themselves Brazilian. Beginning in the 1870s, Brazilians from outside Amazonia came to labor as rubber tappers in isolated forest locations, bleeding white latex sap from wild rubber trees. Machado’s friend, the Amazonian writer José Veríssimo, dramatized the exploitation suffered by rubber tappers, but profitable exportation of latex for rubber tires made a notable Brazilian contribution to European modernization before World War I. Many of the rubber tappers were migrating from the Northeast, a much more populous Brazilian region.

The Northeast (called simply “the North” in Machado’s day) comprised two contrasting subregions: the sugar plantation belt reaching down the coast from Pernambuco to Bahia and, inland, the enormous arid territory that Brazilians call the sertão. The coastal plantation belt of the Northeast was once the social, economic, and political center of Brazil. That was no longer true during the lifetime of Machado de Assis, although the plantation-owning aristocracy of the Northeast still had national clout, and the old port cities of the northeastern provinces, like Recife, the capital of Pernambuco, and Salvador, the capital of Bahia (and, for two centuries, the capital of Brazil), remained important regional centers. The cattle ranchers of the sertão, on the other hand, had (and have) never been particularly prosperous; periodic droughts devastated that already arid country in the 1870s, producing a general exodus. Since then, the sertão has periodically sent migrating workers to other parts of Brazil, especially to the Southeast, the country’s most developed region.

In Machado’s day, the Southeast was already the most important region economically. Rio de Janeiro, the chief Southeastern port, was the national capital. The great Southeastern coffee boom launched the city of São Paulo on the path to becoming the country’s agricultural and industrial powerhouse. Fueled by its vast coffee crop, the province of São Paulo became the fastest-growing part of Brazil and the chief destination of European immigration. Crucially, São Paulo was the only part of the country (arguably, the only place in the world) where a plantation-owning elite built railroads and turned a commodity-export boom into diversified economic growth and, eventually, into self-sustaining industrialization. The city of São Paulo could not yet rival Rio as the country’s chief urban center in 1908, but the twentieth century would not be very old before that happened.

The city of Rio de Janeiro itself was Machado’s most familiar geographical setting. He mentions specific street corners with the confidence that his readers will know the exact location. At the time of his birth in 1839, Rio had little more than two hundred thousand inhabitants, more than half of whom were of African descent and more than a third of whom were enslaved. Rio’s public lighting and sewerage were rudimentary, its plazas unadorned, and its public buildings unimpressive. In contrast to its later reputation, the city’s nightlife was minimal in the nineteenth century. Many of the principal families spent much of their time at country houses in the steep green hills above the small grid of tile-roofed colonial-style buildings and twin-towered churches. The lifetime of Machado de Assis was a period of transformation in Rio—of burgeoning trade, proliferating theaters, hotels, periodicals, clubs, and associations. Yet most of his stories are set before the particularly rapid changes of the 1880s and 1890s, when Italian immigrants and internal migrants arrived by the thousands and civil engineers began to alter the shape of the city by leveling some of its granite hills, filling in low spots, and giving its waterfront something like its modern contours. The iconic beachfront neighborhood of Copacabana was still a sleepy village inaccessible to central Rio until the opening of a tunnel in the last years of Machado’s life. The most glamorous part of nineteenth-century Rio was the narrow downtown thoroughfare called Ouvidor Street, lined for blocks with fashionable European shops and cafés and places of public diversion. Ouvidor Street is a constant, iconic reference point in Machado’s stories and novels.

Women figure prominently in this cityscape. At the time of Machado’s birth, Brazil was only just beginning to lose a reputation for cloistering women. According to the colonial adage, a woman aspiring to respectability should leave her house only three times in her life: for baptism, marriage, and burial—a gross caricature, obviously, but one indicative of historical attitudes. Poor women—the enormous majority—who had to work in public places or other people’s houses, could obviously not hope for much status under those rules. The poor women in Machado’s stories go out whenever need arises. As Rio’s social activities multiplied after 1850, women of respectable families, too, began to broaden their horizons and to move around the city more freely. Machado wrote both for and about these women. His early stories, published in a women’s periodical, depicted characters whose lives before marriage turned centrally on their marriage prospects (which was surely representative of his readers) and whose lives after marriage turned on occasional love affairs (which probably wasn’t). Machado’s women are often strong and resourceful figures, especially when compared with his feckless and spoiled men. Widows—independent women of means, a rare thing in nineteenth-century Brazilian society—are among his favorite characters, especially young, attractive widows. Because Machado’s mother died when he was quite young and he seems to have gotten along badly with his stepmother, the only woman who played an important role in his own life was Carolina, the intelligent and educated Portuguese woman whom he married over the objection of her family and with whom he lived in quiet domestic bliss for more than thirty years. When his eyesight became bad, she read and wrote for him, and he never really got over her death a few years before his.

One might expect that, as a nineteenth-century Brazilian, Machado de Assis would be religious, and that, given his conservative temperament, he would be a devout Catholic. The vast majority of people in nineteenth-century Brazil never questioned Catholic teachings, after all. The Catholic Church constituted the official religion of the Brazilian empire; church baptismal records were the country’s only official registries of birth. Yet mild-mannered Machado was a free thinker who rejected the Catholic Church and sought spiritual consolation in philosophy. There were a few Presbyterian and Baptist missionaries from the United States in Brazil during those years, but he was not interested in them. Nor was he attracted to any of the many variants of Afro-Brazilian religions that then existed in Brazil. During the nineteenth century, the forerunners of today’s candomblé and umbanda (the two best-known Afro-Brazilian religions) were not openly practiced, although the poor neighborhood on the edge of Rio de Janeiro where Machado lived his first years was, in fact, the sort of place where West African deities called orixás occasionally descended into the bodies of men and women who invoked them in secluded, nighttime ceremonies involving drums. The upper-middle-class suburb where he lived with Carolina in a little cottage surrounded by gardens that he loved to tend—the cottage where, on his death bed, he refused to accept Catholic last rites—was a long, long way from such ceremonies; a long way, too, from the millenarian prophets who gathered tens of thousands of pious peasant followers in the arid sertão of the Northeast. Machado was an ironic but also affectionate observer of human nature, an enemy of hypocrisy wherever he saw it, and he saw plenty in the Catholic Church, but no more than in any other sphere of human activity. The priests who staff his fictional version of nineteenth-century Brazil are no better and no worse than anyone else.

One can always count on Machado de Assis to be good-humored and tolerant. Be on guard, however. The voice that narrates these stories seldom embodies the ideas and attitudes of the author in a straightforward way. The narrator is often a character in the story or an unidentified voice with incomplete knowledge of the events described. Machado’s narrators are often unreliable—far from objective or omniscient. Their tone ranges from intimate to mock epic. The shifting and sometimes inscrutable perspectives of Machado’s narration are among the most fascinating aspects of his art. It is one thing to understand what the narrator says happened in one of these stories. It is something else to decide what we, as readers, think happened. Thus, the short stories of Machado de Assis often constitute puzzles, especially psychological puzzles, to be resolved. Enjoy them. Along the way you will learn a lot about the lives and attitudes of people in nineteenth-century Brazil.1

____________

1. The source of the following translations is Joaquim Maria Machado de Assis, Contos: uma antologia, selection, introduction, and notes by John Gledson (São Paulo: Companhia das Letras, 1998).
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TO BE TWENTY YEARS OLD!

Our first story portrays a moment in the life of a twenty-year-old student, very probably a medical student, given that the medical school was Rio de Janeiro’s principal institution of higher education in the mid-1800s. The student fashions of the day—including walking canes and fur coats—may strike twenty-first-century students as odd, but many things about the world of young Gonçalves (as he is known, always by his last name, the Portuguese equivalent of González) will seem familiar enough. For one thing, studying is not his main activity, although the author clearly indicates the excitement associated with European authors. Young men from all over the Brazilian empire converged on the two medical schools in Salvador and Rio, and on the two law schools in São Paulo and Recife. The result of their training and, even more crucially, their socialization at these four institutions of higher education was a fairly unified imperial elite. Law students, especially, went on to staff the imperial bureaucracy as judges and administrators. As such, they constituted an “old boy” network of powerful men who often knew each other from their student days. Exercising power is a birthright of Gonçalves, and he knows it. This brief portrait of him is straightforward, not particularly puzzling. The story (entitled in Portuguese “Vinte anos! Vinte anos!”) was published in the Rio periodical A Estação in 1884, and the setting is more or less “the present.”




 

Gonçalves, insulted and furious, crumpled the sheet of paper and bit his lip. He took five or six steps across the room, lay down on the bed, stared at the ceiling, and thought for a while. Then he went to the window and stood there for ten or twelve minutes, tapping his foot on the floor and looking out at the street, a backstreet in the Lapa district.

Surely, there isn’t a man reading this, and much less, a woman, who won’t assume immediately that the paper that young Gonçalves has crumbled into a ball is a letter, a love letter, expressing a girl’s ill temper, for example, or informing him that her father opposes their relationship, that the father is packing her out of Rio that very day for some weeks in the country. Erroneous guesses! It isn’t a love letter, not a letter at all, really, even though it is addressed to him and signed and dated at the bottom. Here is what this is about: Gonçalves is a student whose family lives in the provinces. His father has an agent in Rio who doles out the young man’s monthly living allowance. Gonçalves gets his allowance punctually every month, he spends it immediately, and most of the time he has no money. He gets along fine, though, because to be twenty years old itself constitutes great wealth. On the other hand, to be twenty also means to be inexperienced and headstrong, so Gonçalves slips here and there and occasionally commits major blunders. Not long ago he saw a coat, a fur coat of the sort that stylish students wear, unbelievably nice, and a walking cane to go with it, nothing fancy, but in excellent taste. He had no money, so he bought them on credit. It wasn’t his idea, mind you; a friend encouraged him. That was four months ago, and the store owner won’t leave him in peace. Gonçalves decided to send the bill to his father’s agent describing the situation in terms that would melt the hardest heart on earth.

The agent did not have a hard heart; being an agent, he had none at all. He went rigidly by the book, or rather, according to the letters of instruction sent to him by the father, who said that his son was a spendthrift and required discipline. When Gonçalves sent him the bill, though, the agent saw that it needed to be paid. How to do so without encouraging the young man to keep buying things on credit? The agent sent word that he would pay the bill, but not without first writing to the father, asking for instructions, and informing him of other, less consequential bills that he had already paid. All this was written in two or three lines at the bottom of the bill itself, which he had returned to Gonçalves.

One understands the young man’s unhappiness. The bill had not been paid, and worse, now his father was going to hear about it. If it were for something different, it wouldn’t be so bad. But the bill was for an unnecessary luxury, a fur coat, an enormous encumbrance really, heavy and hot … Gonçalves swore at the shop owner and even more at his father’s agent. Why had the man gone and told his father? What a letter his father was going to write now! What a letter! Gonçalves could just imagine what it would say, because it wouldn’t be the first. Last time his father had threatened to cut off his money completely.

After swearing at the agent and changing his mind several times about what to do next, Gonçalves decided that the best plan was to go straight to the fellow’s house armed with his walking cane, tell him a thing or two, and give him a thrashing if he answered back. It was an energetic and immediate response, a fairly easy one, and (his heart said) it would set an example for the ages.

“Don’t bother me, scoundrel, or I’ll smash your face!”

Agitated and tremulous, he dressed in a hurry and, wonder of wonders, didn’t even put on a necktie until, halfway down the stairs, he noticed its absence and went back to choose one. He brandished his walking cane in the air like a sword to see if it was ready for action. It was.

“Take that, you scoundrel!”

He apparently then delivered several loud blows to the chairs and floorboards, provoking a shout from an irritable neighbor. Finally, he left, his twenty fervent years boiling in his veins, incapable of swallowing the insult and disguising his annoyance.

Once outside, Gonçalves passed the Ocean Walk, Our Lady of Perpetual Help Street, and Goldsmith Street. He went all the way to Ouvidor Street, and it occurred to him he could go that way to the agent’s house. So he took Ouvidor, but he didn’t turn to look at fellows who waved at him there, or even at the pretty girls who were out for a walk. Like a charging bull, he looked neither left nor right. Someone called his name.

“Gonçalves! Gonçalves!”

He charged ahead as if he hadn’t heard. The voice came from the open front of a café. The caller called again, then emerged and grabbed him by the shoulder.

“Where are you going?”

“I’ll be right back—”

“Come here for a moment.”

And he pulled Gonçalves by the arm into the café where three other young men were sitting at a table. They were his classmates, all the same age as he. They asked where he was going. “To punish an uppity scoundrel,” replied Gonçalves, by which his four friends knew that his target was neither church nor state, but, rather, someone to whom he owed money or, very probably, a rival. One of them went so far as to say that he should leave Brito alone.

“What about Brito?”

“What about him? What about Brito, the chosen one, the big man with the mustache, whom Chiquinha Coelho liked better than you? Or don’t you remember Chiquinha anymore?”

With a shrug, Gonçalves summoned a waiter and ordered a small cup of black, sweet coffee. This wasn’t about Chiquinha, and it wasn’t about Brito. It was about something quite serious. The coffee came, and he rolled a cigarette while one of his friends confessed that Chiquinha was the prettiest girl that he’d seen since coming to Rio de Janeiro. Gonçalves said nothing. He smoked his cigarette, drank his coffee in small, slow sips, and gazed into the street. Then he interrupted his friends to declare that Chiquinha was pretty, but not the prettiest, and he cited five or six others. Some of his friends agreed entirely, some partly, and some not at all. Chiquinha, the incomparable. Various analyses. A lengthy debate.

“More coffee,” ordered Gonçalves.

“Some cognac?”

They drank coffee and cognac. One of the beauties that they were talking about passed by, at that point, strolling down Ouvidor Street on the arm of her father, a deputy in the National Assembly. The father’s appearance turned the debate in a political direction. He was about to be named head of an imperial ministry.

“A minister, imagine! And Gonçalves his future son-in-law!”

“Quit joking around,” laughed Gonçalves.

“What’s the matter?”

“I don’t like jokes. Me, a son-in-law? Anyway, you know my political views. There is a huge gap between us. In politics, I am a radical.”

“Yes, but radicals also marry,” observed one of his friends.

“They marry radical beauties,” added another.

“Exactly, radical beauties.”

“She’s beautiful, but radical?”

“This coffee is cold!” exclaimed Gonçalves. “Hey, another coffee! Somebody have a cigarette? Me, a radical, the future son-in-law of an imperial minister? That’s a good one! Haven’t you read Aristotle?”1

“I haven’t.”

“Me, neither.”

“They say he’s good.”

“Excellent,” insisted Gonçalves. “Hey, Lamego, do you remember that fellow who wanted a costume for the masked ball, and we put that hat on him and said that his costume was Aristotle?”

And he told the story, which really was funny, and everyone laughed, starting with Gonçalves himself, in long belly laughs. The waiter brought his second coffee, which he found hot enough but too scant, and he asked for a third cup and another cigarette. One of his classmates then told a similar story, and when he happened to mention Wagner, the conversation turned suddenly to music and the Wagnerian revolution underway in Europe. From there, the conversation naturally turned to modern science, to Darwin, Spencer, and all the other big names, and between one thing and another—here a serious note, there a lighthearted one, here a cigarette, there a coffee, and lots of general hilarity—they were surprised to hear a clock strike five.

“Five o’clock!” said two or three of them at once.

“In my stomach it feels more like seven o’clock,” considered another.

“Where do you fellows eat supper?”

They decided to pool their funds and eat together. They scraped together six milréis and went to a modest hotel where they ate well and kept the bill in mind. It was half past six o’clock when they stepped outside, dusk on a beautiful summer evening. They walked toward São Francisco Square. They saw some girls still out on Ouvidor Street, only a few stragglers, though, and more girls at the São Cristóvão streetcar stop. One of these really got their attention. She was tall, good-looking, and recently widowed. Gonçalves thought that she looked a lot like Chiquinha Coelho, but the others disagreed. Whether she resembled Chiquinha or not, Gonçalves got excited and proposed that all of them get on whatever streetcar she did. His friends just laughed.

Night was really falling by that time, and they went back to Ouvidor Street. At half past seven, they headed for a theater, not to see the show, because they had only cigarettes and a stray coin or two in their pockets, but to watch the fine ladies arrive. An hour later we could find them at Rocio Square, discussing physics. Then they recited poetry, both well-known works and verses of their own. Next there were more funny stories, puns, horsing around, and general high spirits. Gonçalves was the noisiest and most expansive of all, as if he didn’t have a care in the world. At nine o’clock, he was back on Ouvidor Street, now by himself, and since he was out of smokes, he bought a pack for twenty-two milréis, on credit.

To be twenty years old!


THE EDUCATION OF A POSER

In this story, Machado de Assis goes on the attack, critiquing the emptiness and superficiality of the imperial elite. Here there is no narrator at all. Instead, the reader “overhears” a conversation between a father and a son who has just finished his law degree. The scene is the parlor of a rich family following a dinner party on the young man’s twenty-first birthday. Unsurprisingly, it’s time for a little fatherly advice. The surprise is the shocking character of that advice, in which the father lays out the routine techniques of social and political “theater” that were routinely practiced but seldom talked about so frankly. The father’s praise of empty-headed “posing” is Machado’s humorous way of making a serious point. He believed that his elite readership was superficial, thoughtless, and far too absorbed in self-aggrandizing social games. Here he tells them so—speaking about the men, at least—in laughably clear terms. If the readers of Gazeta de Notícias recognized something true about themselves in “Teoria do medalhão” when it first appeared in 1881, then Machado had made his point, as usual, with ironic good humor.




 

“Are you sleepy?”

“No, sir.”

“Neither am I, so let’s talk a bit. Open the window. What time is it?”

“Eleven o’clock.”

“Our modest dinner this evening went well, no? And so, young man, you’re finally twenty-one years old! Twenty-one years ago today, on the fifth of August, 1854, you first blinked at the light of day, a tiny infant, and now look at you. A man, with quite a mustache! And some experience in love, too—”

“Papa!”

“Relax. Let’s talk man to man. I have some important things to tell you. Close the door and sit down and let’s talk. So … twenty-one years old, a degree, a few financial assets. At this point, you could write for a newspaper, seek a judgeship, run for office. Agriculture, industry, trade—you have an infinity of options. Twenty-one years, my boy, are just the beginning. Napoleon and Pitt were precocious, but even they had just begun at the age of twenty-one. But whatever your choice of profession, I want you to be great and illustrious. Notable at the very least. I want to see you rise above obscurity and distinguish yourself from the common throng. Life is an enormous lottery, Janjão. There are a few winners and many losers, and the money of the losers builds the jackpot for the winners. That’s life. We can’t whine or protest the way things are, only accept it, the bad with the good, the burdens with the benefits, and move ahead.”

“Yes, sir.”

“And just as it’s always a good idea to put away something for one’s old age, it’s good to have a fall-back career. One never knows. The first career may fail, provide inadequate compensation, or not fully satisfy one’s ambitions. Such is my advice to you, at any rate, on this great day when you are coming of age.”

“Thank you. But what fallback career do you have in mind?”

“No second career is more advantageous, in my opinion, than to be a pure poser. There you have it!”

“A what?”

“A poser. To live purely by posing was the dream of my youth. But lacking my own father’s guidance in the matter, I’ve ended up as you see me today … and without a fallback career, I’ve pinned all my hopes on you. So listen, my son. Listen and learn:

“You’re young and have the impulsiveness and exuberance of youth. Don’t fight those qualities, but do moderate them gradually, so that, by forty-five years of age, you can put them aside and adopt an unfailingly steady and upright decorum. The sage who said that ‘gravitas resides in the way you carry yourself’ defined the poser’s art. Be careful, however. Don’t confuse this sort of gravitas with the other sort, which, while expressed in one’s appearance, actually emanates from the spirit. Don’t think deep thoughts. Physical gravitas, strictly physical, is all you seek. As for the age of forty-five—”

“Right, why forty-five?”

“It’s no arbitrary limit, nothing I’ve simply dreamed up, but, rather, the normal timing of the phenomenon. The true poser generally emerges at between forty-five and fifty years of age. Some emerge between fifty-five and sixty, and there are a few precocious cases, who reveal themselves at the age of forty, thirty-five, even thirty years old. Posing is thus generally a gift of age. To pose successfully at twenty-five is the privilege of genius.”

“I understand.”

“Let’s get to the crux of the matter. A successful poser must think carefully about his principles. The best approach is not to be limited by principles at all. Imagine an actor deprived of movement in one arm. He may be so skillful that the audience doesn’t notice his impediment, but it would obviously be better to have the use of both arms. Similarly with principles. One can try to conceal them, but most men are unable to, and the constant struggle is annoying. Better to have none.”

“But who said—”

“Wait. You, my boy, if I’m not mistaken, have the ideal makeup for this noble calling: a perfect mental vacuum. I’m not referring to the frequency with which you simply repeat in one conversation phrases that you have heard in another. I’m referring to the solemnity and fervor with which you pronounce your opinion, pro or con, about the cut of a vest, the size of a hat, or the sound produced by a pair of new boots. Now that is a promising sign, indeed, one that speaks volumes. Still, the passage of years may afflict you with a few ideas of your own, so be constantly on guard. Principles can arise suddenly and treacherously. The public has a keen nose for them, and they are severely crippling.”

“Of course … but how can one avoid them totally?”

“It can be done, believe me. Conceptual lucidity is your enemy. Work against it systematically. Handbooks, for example. Read handbooks of rhetoric … oh, and listen to political speeches as often as possible. Parlor games such as cards and dominoes are useful for a poser-in-training, especially when they are played in silence. Silence is the most accentuated form of circumspection, and a poser is nothing if not circumspect. Note, too, that parlor games, which occupy the mind without exercising it, are better than physical activities such as swimming, gymnastics, and horseback riding, which rest the mind and may therefore unintentionally reinvigorate it. Playing billiards, on the other hand, is excellent.”

“But why? Isn’t billiards a physical activity as well?”

“You’re correct in theory, but the facts do not conform to the theory in this case. I urge you to play billiards as much as possible because studies show that habitual billiard players have approximately the same curiosity and opinions as a cue ball.”

“All right, then.”

“Afternoon strolls, especially if done strictly as a fashionable amusement, are likewise highly recommended. Be careful not to take walks unaccompanied, however, because solitude becomes a workshop for ideas. When the spirit is left to itself, even in a crowd, mental activity may result.”

“But what if I don’t have a friend nearby to walk with me?”

“No problem. You can always go to one of those public places where idle fellows gather to pass the time. Many go, to bookshops, but, for a reason that escapes me, lingering in bookshops does not seem to be the best way to avoid ideas. Don’t get me wrong. All serious posers should appear in a bookshop from time to time. Just make it quick. Go in to discuss the latest local rumors and scandals, who has said what about whom, you know, and possibly to inquire who has read the latest issue of Revue des Deux Mondes. Everyone who has read it will express exactly the same opinions, and monotonous repetition is helpful in reducing mental activity. With a little self-discipline, in eight or ten months—two years at the outside—one can curb the most prodigious intellect and reduce it to quiet, dignified, common sense. I’ve said nothing about language, but it should be obvious. A simple vocabulary will do most of the time.”

“You mean fancy language is out?”

“Not at all! Whenever you are asked to speak at a social gathering, to thank the host, offer a toast, or make a few after-dinner remarks, anything like that, don’t hesitate to include famous quotations, mottos, maxims, and images from Greek mythology such as ‘the head of Medusa’ or ‘the wings of Icarus.’ Phrases in Latin are excellent. Si vis pacem para bellum, ‘if you want peace, prepare for war,’ for example. Best of all are the commonplace expressions and time-honored formulas that everyone already knows by heart. Such formulas possess the immense virtue of familiarity, requiring no mental effort from your listeners.

“I’ll write a list of the best stock phrases and give it to you later. But just imagine, for example, the following situation. A law is passed but has no effect. The problem continues. At this point, there could be an exhaustive investigation, a tedious analysis of the problem’s nature and its probable causes, a painstaking discussion of the remedy and how to implement it. But why? Why, I ask, when you can save everyone all that trouble by making a little speech that concludes with a wise shake of the head and an old saying such as ‘Reform not legislation, but behavior!’ or even better, ‘People will be people!’ That simple phrase, that clear and irrefutable common sense, accomplishes everything at once, making the problem disappear and brightening parliamentary spirits like a ray of sunlight on troubled waters.”

“You are always criticizing modern procedures.”

“Let me be clear. I’m criticizing only the actual application of modern procedures. The terminology is fine. In fact, I’d be the first to recommend memorizing all new scientific and technological terms and using them as frequently as possible. There is no better way to appear up to date. And don’t worry, even, about learning exactly what they mean, because so few of your listeners will know that it won’t matter. Gradually, you’ll pick up the minimum that you really need to understand about the science without reading a pile of boring technical material that may also infect you with new ideas. After all, if you actually mastered the concepts behind all the new terms, you might have the impulse to do something useful with your knowledge. It’s a slippery slope.”

“I see there is a lot to learn.”

“And we have not yet mentioned the most crucial part of all, publicity. Emptying your own head will only take you so far. Next you must fill other people’s heads with publicity. Publicity is a beautiful lady whom you must court by showering her with gifts, sweets, attentions, and small gestures signaling the constancy of your affection rather than the boldness of your ambition. Let Don Quixote court his Dulcinea by means of heroic deeds. That’s not your style, it’s his, and a sign of his lunacy. The true poser takes an entirely different approach. He lets others publish their scientific studies of livestock production, for example, and instead slaughters livestock to serve his friends a banquet. Which, I ask you, is more likely to get a notice in the newspaper? And one notice brings another. Get your name in the newspapers five, ten, fifteen, as many times as possible. Join hunting clubs, Catholic lay brotherhoods, and associations devoted to social activities and worthy causes. Organize dances to celebrate the birthdays of rich acquaintances and recognize their minor achievements. It is singularly useful to appear as an organizer of such events. Any trivial occasion is worth publicizing, in fact, if it calls attention to you. Let’s say you fall from a carriage, without any ill effect beyond a nasty scare. Is that worthy of publicity? Of course, it is! The event itself is insignificant, but news of it will remind readers of the public affection for your person. See what I mean?”

“Yes, I do.”

“So much for easy, inexpensive, everyday publicity. There is more. A poser has not really arrived until he’s had his portrait done, whether in painting or sculpture. Whatever one’s ideas about art, it is beyond question that family sentiment, friendly regard, and public esteem demand a portrait of worthy and beloved individuals. And why shouldn’t you be the recipient of such a distinction, especially if your friends can tell you want it? Common courtesy requires you to accept the gift of a portrait or bust, and how could you object to its exhibition? That will allow the public to connect your name with your face. Suppose that the speech you gave congratulating the Hairdressers Association at its inaugural meeting has just appeared in the newspapers. Readers will want a look at the man who wrote the phrase ‘scissors of national progress.’ If a group of friends and admirers delivers the portrait to your house, what better occasion to thank them publically by offering them a glass of water and a few words of appreciation? It is an old custom and an opportunity not to be wasted. In addition to friends and relatives, invite a prominent individual or two, and I don’t see how you can decently refuse your hospitality to a few representatives of the press, either. If no reporters are able to attend, you can help them by writing a description of the occasion yourself, or, if you are understandably too modest to apply the glowing adjectives appropriate to the topic, ask a friend or relation to do it.”

“There is quite a trick to all this, isn’t there?”

“Exactly right! And it takes time, an enormous amount of time, to learn. It takes years, patience, work. Those who fail will fall into darkness and obscurity. But happy are those who finally make it to the promised land! And you, my son, will make it, believe me. One day you’ll hear the trumpet sound, see the walls of Jericho tumble down. You’ll have become a fixture, an indispensable ornament, an obligatory presence at social functions. No need then to join committees or seek out social occasions, because everyone will come to you. They will come to you like so many boring unmodified nouns in search of an adjective, and you will be the ‘azure’ in their sky, the ‘fragrant’ in their flowers, the ‘upstanding’ in their citizenry, the ‘succulent’ in their scandals. The adjective predominates, you see. It’s the soul of language, the idealistic and metaphysical part, while nouns are unvarnished reality.”

“And you’re saying that this endeavor serves merely as a backup?”

“Absolutely, it does not preclude any other activity in life.”

“Not even politics?”

“Not even politics. It’s simply a question of respecting the basic rules of posing. You can belong to whatever party, Republican, Liberal, Conservative, or Ultramontane, as long as you attach no meaning to those labels beyond their function of identifying four different groups seeking election. Politics, yes; ideas, no.”

“Can I give political speeches?”

“You can and you should. It calls public attention to you. Speak about minor matters and technicalities or, best of all, about abstract principles. One must confess that standing up on the floor of the Assembly to ask jovially about some trivial, material detail does suit the unadventurous style that I have counseled you to adopt. But if you have a choice, stick with abstractions. They’re easier and more attractive. Suppose you ask for an explanation of why the Seventh Infantry Company was recently transferred from Uruguaiana to Canguçu. Who will pay attention? Only the minister of war. He’ll explain the reason for the transfer in ten minutes while your colleagues’ minds wander and yours, too. Ah, but speak about abstract principles, and you’ll arouse passions on all sides. Other members will stand to speak in support or rebuttal with no thought or investigation required, because they will be reciting from memory. When it comes to ideology, everything is already decided, formulated, packaged, and labeled. In short, though, whatever route you choose, never stray from the beaten path.”

“I’ll do my best. Show no imagination, then?”

“Of course not. Tell people you haven’t a shred of imagination, and show none.”

“No real philosophy?”

“Let me be clear. You can sound a bit philosophical as long as you are not, in reality, being philosophical. ‘Philosophy of history,’ for instance, is a phrase you can employ with some frequency if you keep it vague. Just steer clear of anything that smacks of originality, reflection, etcetera, etcetera.”

“Steer clear of humor, too?”

“It depends. You’re a playful fellow by nature, and that’s all right. To be sure, you can joke and laugh sometimes. Posing does not mean acting melancholy. Moments of diversion are not incompatible with a poser’s due gravitas, overall. Do listen, though, because this is a crucial point—”

“I’m listening.”

“Do be careful to avoid irony. Avoid that subtle movement at the corner of one’s mouth that signals some superior insight or cleverness, an attitude invented by the ancient Greeks and transmitted to us by Swift and Voltaire. Irony is for impudent skeptics and iconoclasts. A poser’s humor should be on the nose, as unsubtle as possible, a good, knee-slapping belly laugh, big and round, nothing barbed or veiled, please. What are you showing me?”

“It’s midnight.”

“Midnight? Then you’re already starting your twenty-second year. You’re officially a grown man. Let’s go to bed now, it’s late. Meditate on what I have said, though, my son. It’s as valuable, in its own small way, as what Machiavelli had to say in The Prince.1


THE LOOKING GLASS

“O espelho,” subtitled “Outline of a New Theory of the Human Soul,” appeared in 1882, less than a year after “The Education of a Poser,” in the same newspaper. Here Machado takes aim at the landowning gentry that ruled the provinces of the Brazilian empire. Here we encounter slaves, though they hardly play a major role. Instead, the focus remains strictly on the mentality of such people as Jacobina, the secondary narrator of “The Looking Glass.” Jacobina’s name suggests a revolutionary radical, yet here, again, Machado’s radical critique is clothed in indirection. Jacobina’s theory of the human soul contains a large dose of what we might call, with a great deal of precision and appropriateness, bullshit. Yet his narrative paints an eerie picture of psychological instability and dependence. Jacobina’s story shows that his entire self-hood as young man of twenty-one had become invested in his rank as second lieutenant in the National Guard. The National Guard, it should be noted, required little training or actual service, but an officer’s uniform conferred significant prestige. Jacobina learns from the looking glass that, without other people around to admire him, he hardly exists at all. The men who hear his story resist the Jacobin message, and his story seems to affect them like a toxin. This is among Machado’s most frequently anthologized and translated stories.




 

Four or five gentlemen of Rio de Janeiro debated the most difficult metaphysical problems of the universe, one evening, without becoming at all perturbed by their differences of opinion. The house stood high on Santa Teresa hill, its small room lit by candles whose illumination mingled mysteriously with the moonlight from outside. There, between the winking stars above and the distant bustle of the city below, our four or five philosophers chatted late into the night.

Why four or five? Only four debated, strictly speaking, while a fifth meditated silently, as if dozing, his only contribution to the debate being an occasional grunt of approval. This fifth man was the same age as his companions—between forty and fifty years old—a businessman from the provinces, intelligent, not without education, by all appearances a shrewd and gruff sort of fellow. He never argued, he liked to say, because argument was simply a polite form of aggression, a vestige of mankind’s primitive past. He added that the angels, who represented eternal spiritual perfection, never contradicted anyone or anything. That evening, though, one of the other men challenged his aloof silence. Jacobina (for that was the fifth man’s name) reflected for a moment and answered:

“On second thought, maybe you’re right.”

And he joined the midnight conversation, not just for two or three minutes, but for thirty or forty. The topic eventually came around to the nature of the human soul, a question that produced radical disagreement. Each of the four friends had a different view. At that point, the discussion lost coherence because of the complexity of the matter and, somewhat, too, because of the inconsistency of the diverging opinions. One of the four arguers demanded that Jacobina give his opinion, a conjecture at least.

“I’ll give neither an opinion nor a conjecture,” he responded. “Either one might provoke disagreement, and, as you know, I never argue. But if you will be quiet and listen, I’ll tell the story of something that happened to me, a story that provides a very clear answer to the question of the human soul. For starters, we don’t have just one soul, but two.”

“Two?”

“That’s right, two. Every human being has two souls, one that’s inside, facing out, and another that’s outside, facing in. Act astonished, throw up your hands, whatever, but listen quietly—otherwise I’ll finish my cigar and say goodnight. The second, external soul can be almost anything: a fluid, an object, an action, another person. For example, the buttons on a shirt can function as a person’s external soul, so can a polka, a card game, a book, a drum, or a pair of boots. The second soul has the same life-giving function as the first. Together, they complete the human spirit in the way that two halves complete a walnut. Both halves are necessary. Not uncommonly, the loss of an external soul becomes life threatening. Remember Shylock, the Shakespearean character? ‘Thou stick’st a dagger in my heart,’ says Shylock when he loses his gold. His gold was his external soul, you see, and losing it meant death to him. However—and this is crucial—the external soul can change over time.”

“It can?”

“Yes, sir. External souls are quite mutable. You’ll meet gentlemen whose external soul began, during their first years, as a rattle or a rocking horse and became, later in life, a social distinction of some kind. I know a woman whose external soul changes five or six times a year. During the opera season, it’s the opera, and afterward, it’s a dance at the Cassino, a trip to Petropolis, or, very commonly, a stroll down Ouvidor Street.”

“What’s her name?”

“She has a thousand names. Change of external soul is a commonplace phenomenon. I have experienced such changes myself, but let me just tell the story that I mentioned, an episode that occurred when I was twenty-five years old.”

The four friends, eager to hear the promised story, forgot about their argument and fell silent, their eyes on Jacobina, who trimmed the ash from the end of his cigar, collecting his memories, and began to narrate:

“I was twenty-five years old and broke, and I had just been named second lieutenant in the National Guard. You can’t imagine what a big deal that was at my house. My mother was so proud of me, so happy. ‘Her lieutenant,’ she called me. My uncles and aunts and cousins, everybody was delighted, pure and simple. In town, of course, a few people got bent out of shape. One heard some ‘wailing and gnashing of teeth,’ as the Scriptures say, because so many other candidates for the distinction were disappointed. And I suppose, too, that part of the unhappiness might have been envy. I remember some fellows, supposedly my friends, who didn’t act so friendly for a while afterward. Then again, a lot of people were delighted, though, and the proof is that the entire uniform—an imposing one, as you know—was given to me by well-wishers.

“So, anyway, my mother’s widowed sister, Aunt Marcolina, whose husband had been Captain Peçanha of the National Guard, and who lived by herself on a remote, solitary farm many leagues from town, sent word that I should go visit her for a few days and wear my uniform. I went, accompanied only by a servant who returned to town within a few days carrying a letter to my mother. Aunt Marcolina had written her to say that, having me in her clutches, she did not intend to let me leave for at least a month. She hugged me repeatedly, called me ‘her lieutenant,’ and said that I was a fine-looking young man. She joked that she was jealous of whomever I might marry. She swore that there wasn’t another young man in the whole province who could compete with me. It was ‘lieutenant this,’ ‘lieutenant that,’ all the time ‘lieutenant.’ I asked her just to call me ‘João,’ as she always had before, but she shook her head, no sir, I was ‘mister lieutenant.’ An older man who was living there, Captain Peçanha’s brother, called me the same thing, not in jest, but seriously, and in front of the slaves, who were soon doing it, too. I occupied the place of honor at the head of the table, and I was the first one served at dinner. You have no idea. Aunt Marcolina even had a large looking glass moved into my bedroom, a beautiful, old mirror in a standing frame that contrasted with the other furnishings of the house, which were simple and modest. It was an heirloom, a gift from her godmother, who had inherited it from her mother, who had supposedly purchased it from a Portuguese noblewoman, one of the courtiers who came with King João to Brazil in 1808. That’s what they said in the family, at least. I don’t know how much is true. The looking glass was really old, of course, with the gold paint worn off the frame in places. It had dolphins and artistic ornaments sculpted at the upper corners, very nicely done and inlaid with mother of pearl. Old, but nice.”

“A big mirror?”

“Full length. And as I say, it was quite an extravagant thing for her to do. The looking glass had stood in the front room, the best piece of furniture in the house. But there wasn’t a power on earth that could dissuade her from the idea. She said that she didn’t need it in the front room, that it was only for a few weeks, and finally that ‘the lieutenant’ deserved the looking glass and much, much more. The truth is that all the attention—the gifts, the honors, the affection—worked a transformation in me, a transformation that the natural feelings of youth encouraged and completed. You can easily imagine, I’m sure.”

“Not really,” replied one of his listeners.

“The lieutenant replaced the human being. I mean, for a few days the two existed together in equilibrium, but the newcomer gained ground, and soon only a wisp of my humanity remained. My external soul—that once had been the sun, the air, the countryside, a girl’s look—had changed into something different. Now it was all social courtesies and deference relating to my new rank, nothing relating to the person. Only the lieutenant remained, the plain citizen was left behind, vanished into the air. You find it difficult to believe, I see.”

“I find it difficult to understand.”

“You’ll understand when I tell you what happened next. My actions will explain my feelings. Actions are everything. The most perfect definition of love cannot equal a lover’s kiss, and, if I remember correctly, an ancient philosopher explained movement by walking away. Let’s go to what happened next. As the consciousness of the human being faded, that of the lieutenant became brighter and more intense. Human joys and sufferings could hardly, any longer, awaken in me a smile or a nod of compassion. After three weeks I had become a different person, or, rather, not fully a person at all.

“One day Aunt Marcolina got some alarming news. One of her married daughters, who lived about five leagues distant, had taken ill, deathly ill. Goodbye, nephew! Goodbye, mister second lieutenant! The distraught mother packed her bags at once. She asked for her brother-in-law to go with her and for me to take care of the estate in her absence. I believe that, had she not been so upset, she would have done the opposite, asking him to take care of the estate and me to go with her. As it was, I soon found myself alone with the household servants. Immediately I felt panicked, as if the walls of a prison had risen around me on all sides. My external soul was contracting, you see, limited now to the presence of a few simple slaves. The lieutenant still dominated in me, but my entire being had grown weaker and less intense. Meanwhile, the slaves addressed me with an admiration and humility that compensated, somewhat, for the loss of family affection. That evening, they fussed over me endlessly. ‘Mister lieutenant is so handsome!’ ‘Mister lieutenant is going to be a colonel and marry a general’s daughter.’ … It was music to my ears. I was ecstatic. But little did I suspect their evil intentions, the traitors!”

“To kill you?”

“If only it had been that.”

“What could be worse?”

“Just listen. The next morning I awoke to find myself alone. The scheming traitors, whether of their own accord or seduced by someone else, had decided to run away during the night, and that’s what they did. I found myself utterly alone, staring at the four walls of the house, the deserted outbuildings, and the fields beyond, with not a soul in sight. I ran through the house and the slave quarters, everywhere, and saw nothing, nobody, not a living soul. Not even a little slave kid. No, only cocks and hens, a couple of mules philosophically twitching away flies, and three oxen. Even the dogs had gone with the slaves. Not a single human being. Do you think that was better than being killed? It was worse. Not because of fear, though. I was plucky enough to feel no fear, I swear to you, during the first hours. I felt bad for Aunt Marcolina’s financial loss, and I wondered whether I should deliver the sad news to her immediately or stay with the house and take care of it. I adopted the latter plan. My cousin was seriously ill just now. Why should I burden her mother with this further catastrophe that she could do nothing about? And anyway, I expected the return of Uncle Peçanha’s brother that day or the next. He had traveled merely to accompany my aunt, and they had been gone already thirty-six hours. But the morning went by without a trace of him, and in the afternoon I was troubled by an odd sensation, something like a vague numbness affecting my entire body. Peçanha’s brother did not appear that day, nor the next, nor for the rest of that week. My solitude assumed enormous proportions. Days were never longer. Never did the sun scorch the earth with a more grueling obstinacy. The clock struck the hour regularly every century it seemed, and the tick-tock, tick-tock of its pendulum tapped at my internal soul like an eternal torment. When, many years later, I read an American poem, by Longfellow I think, ‘The Old Clock on the Stair,’ I confess that I got chills. The pendulum in the poem says ‘Never, forever / Forever, never,’ and that’s just what Aunt Marcolina’s clock said. It wasn’t so much the sound of a pendulum as a dialog in the abyss. The whisper of the void. And, oh, the night! Not that the night was more silent. The silence was the same, day and night. Night was shadow, and the dark made the loneliness simultaneously vaster and more constricted. Tick-tock. No one in the sitting room, or on the veranda, or outside, no one anywhere. … Do you think this is funny?”

“It sounds as though you were a little frightened.”

“How I wish I could have been frightened! At least I would have felt alive. In that situation, though, I couldn’t even feel fear, not what people usually call fear, anyway. I was like a zombie, a sleepwalker, a mechanical doll. Sleeping was entirely different from waking, though. Sleep brought relief, and not because it brought oblivion, but for another reason. I think that I can explain the phenomenon this way. Sleep eliminated the need for an external soul and allowed the internal soul to act, instead. In my dreams, I proudly put on my uniform for my family and friends, who repeated that I was handsome and called me ‘lieutenant.’ A close friend of the family arrived, saying I was to be promoted to first lieutenant or captain or major. All that revived me. Then I woke up and, in the light of day, my revived self faded with the dream, my internal soul lost efficacy, and once again I depended on the exterior version, which seemed to have gone away entirely. And it didn’t come back. Where was everyone? I went outside and wandered here and there like Bluebeard’s wife begging to be rescued by her sister in the French legend. ‘Soeur Anne, she calls, soeur Anne, ne vois-tu rien venir?’1 Nothing, nothing at all. Nothing but the dust in the road and the grass on the hillsides. Back in the house, more than a little spooked, I lay down on the sofa. Tick-tock, tick-tock. I got up and walked from room to room, drumming my fingers on the window glass, whistling. Once I got the idea of writing something, a newspaper editorial, a novel, an ode—I couldn’t make up my mind. I sat down and wrote a few random words and phrases to combine thematically, but the theme, like Aunt Marcolina, refused to materialize. Soeur Anne, soeur Anne … but no, nothing at all. As I stared at the paper, the ink only looked blacker, and the page, whiter.”

“Weren’t you eating?”

“I ate poorly—fruit, handfuls of manioc flour, roots roasted in the fire—but I would have endured it all cheerfully were it not for my deep depression. I recited passages of Latin oratory, half of the great epic by Camões,2 and all manner of other verses, a thirty-volume anthology, more or less. Sometimes I did gymnastic exercises; other times I pinched my legs. The effect was a slight physical sensation, pain or fatigue, nothing more. Everything silent, a colossal, infinite silence, only underscored by the eternal tick-tock of the pendulum. Tick-tock, tick-tock …”

“It does sound like enough to drive one crazy.”

“You haven’t heard the worst. I should tell you first that, since I had been left alone, I had not looked in the mirror even once. I had no conscious reason to avoid it. I just hadn’t done it—maybe because, unconsciously, I didn’t want to see two of me in that lonely house. If that is the true explanation, nothing better demonstrates the contradictions of the human condition because, after a week, I got a sudden urge to look in the mirror precisely to see myself duplicated. I took one look, and backed away. The looking glass seemed part of the universal plot against me. It did not show a sharp, complete image, but rather, something blurred, shadowy, diffuse, fragmentary. Unless one questions the laws of physics, we must accept that the mirror reflected my outlines and features accurately. It must have shown me as I was. But that was not my feeling at the moment. On the contrary, I attributed the phenomenon to my upset state, and then I did feel fear. If this situation lasted much longer, I could go mad. ‘I’m getting out of here,’ I said to myself. I raised my arm in a gesture of irritation, and also, of decision. Looking in the mirror, I saw the gesture repeated, but in an unraveling, mutilated way.

“I started to get dressed, muttering aloud, coughing for no reason, noisily shaking each garment, and voicing my annoyance with the buttons, just to hear myself speak. Every now and then I glanced furtively at the looking glass. The image was still blurred and confused … I continued to dress. And then I had an unthinking impulse, an inexplicable inspiration. Can you guess what it was?”

“Tell us.”

“I was staring, horrified, at the jumbled outlines of my own slowly dissolving features … when it came to me. No, you’ll never guess what I did.”

“Tell us, then. Tell us.”

“I went to get my uniform. I put it on, laced and buttoned it. When I was entirely ready, I raised my eyes again to the mirror and … do I need to tell you? There in the looking glass was a sharp image of my full self with nothing missing, not a line out of place, a second lieutenant in the National Guard who had recovered his external soul. The soul that had departed with Aunt Marcolina and her runaway slaves reappeared to me on the surface of the glass. Imagine a man who emerges, little by little, from a deep lethargy. He opens his unseeing eyes, then begins to distinguish people from objects but without recognizing them. Then he sees this is So-and-So, and that’s somebody else. This is a chair, and that’s a sofa. Gradually, everything returns to what it was before he lost consciousness. That is how it was with me. I walked here and there, raised my arms, smiled, always watching the mirror—and the image reproduced my actions precisely. I no longer felt like a mechanical doll but like a living being. From then on, I was a different person. Every day at a certain time, I put on my uniform and sat in front of the looking glass to read, meditate, and gaze at myself. After two or three hours, I took it off again and, in that manner, was able to get through six more days of solitude without trouble …”

When his listeners regained their senses, the narrator had gone.


CHAPTER ON HATS

In 1883, the year after “The Looking Glass,” Machado published two excellent stories in which women are central characters. “Capítulo dos chapeus,” which takes its title from a play by Moliere, is told as a mock epic: “Sing, Muse!” Rather than epic heroism, however, the story involves a domestic spat. Though he often wrote for women, Machado de Assis wasn’t a feminist, and we are invited to laugh here at the expense of the story’s female protagonists, Mariana and Sophia. But even Machado’s flawed characters, which includes about all of them, usually manage to be sympathetic to some degree. This story is lighthearted satire rather than deadly irony. In it, we see the world of women of the elite class whom a gentleman might invite to drop by the Chamber of Deputies. Like Gonçalves and his student friends, they go to see and be seen on Ouvidor Street, but only during the day. As respectable ladies, they could never be out at night without a male escort. They rule over homes in comfortable residential neighborhoods (served by streetcars) and over domestic slaves, who appear in this story hardly at all. Their lives are consumed by an annual round of elite activities: attending operas, horse races, and fancy balls, going to spend the hottest months of the year in Petrópolis, the mountain resort city not far from Rio de Janeiro, where Pedro II built a summer palace. Welcome to their world.




 

Muse, sing of the annoyance of Mariana, wife of the right honorable Conrado Seabra, on that April morning in 1879. What was the cause of all the fuss? Just a hat! Lightweight, rather natty, not an elegant, top hat …

Conrado, a lawyer with an office on Quitanda Street, wore it every day on his way downtown and to court hearings, as well. He only didn’t wear it to formal receptions, the opera, funerals, and other such ceremonious occasions. Otherwise, he had worn it constantly for the last five or six years, the entire length of his marriage. Then, on that particular April morning, having finished his breakfast, Conrado began to roll himself a cigarette, and Mariana announced with a smile that she had a small request.

“What is it, my angel?”

“Could you do something for me, make a sacrifice on my behalf?”

“One sacrifice? Why … ten or twenty!”

“Then don’t wear that hat anymore to go downtown.”

“Why? Is it hideous?”

“I’m not saying it’s hideous. It’s a hat for around the neighborhood, a hat to wear in the afternoon or at night. But downtown? For a lawyer? I can’t see it.”

“That’s just silly, dear.”

“Okay, but will you do it as a favor to me?”

Conrado struck a match, lit his cigarette, and made a humorous gesture, preparing to change the subject. But his wife insisted, and her insistence, which had been gentle and imploring, turned suddenly rough and imperious. Conrado was shocked. He knew his wife, who was ordinarily a passive creature, soft and tender, of great plasticity. She could wear a royal diadem or a common scarf with the same, blissful indifference. The proof was that, after her footloose and fancy-free last two unmarried years, the wedding had made her a homebody. She rarely went out, did so only at the urging of her consort, and always seemed happiest at home. Curtains, furnishings, and beautiful objects made up for the absence of children; she loved them like a mother. To see the curtains creased just so, each piece of furniture in its place, produced visceral pleasure in Mariana. Of the three windows that looked onto the street, for example, one was always precisely half open, and always the same one. Not even her husband’s study escaped her need for reliable regularity. If he happened to straighten his books, she might intervene to restore disorder. Her mental habits displayed the same monotonous uniformity. Mariana read the same books over and over, all standard fare for a proper young Brazilian lady: Joaquim Macedo’s Moreninha, seven times; Sir Walter Scott’s Ivanhoe, ten times; Madame Craven’s Mot de l’énigme, eleven times.1

In other words, how to explain her sudden desire to change his hat? The night before, while her husband attended a meeting of the bar association, Mariana’s father had visited his daughter. He was a good old man, lean and slow moving, a retired career bureaucrat nostalgic for the days when government offices were full of men in long tailcoats. A tailcoat was what he still wore to funerals decades later, and not, as one might expect, because of the solemnity of death or the gravity of the last farewell, but simply because he had the habit of doing so. He gave the same reason for dining daily at two o’clock in the afternoon and for twenty other precisely repeated customs. He was so rigid about his habits that he dined at two even on his daughter’s wedding anniversary, when, every year, he was invited to a six-o’clock dinner at her house. He sat at her table, on those days, and watched everyone else eat, although afterward he did usually accept a bite of dessert, a glass of wine, and some coffee. That was Conrado’s father-in-law. How, indeed, could he approve of his son-in-law’s failure to wear a top hat downtown? He couldn’t; he endured the natty little hat silently, at best, in recognition of Conrado’s fine qualities. He endured it until he happened to see it one day, on a downtown street, conversing with the elegant top hats of several distinguished gentlemen, and he found it disgraceful. That evening, going to Mariana’s house and finding his son-in-law out, he opened his heart. The little hat was an abomination, and it must be banished forever.

Conrado did not know about these origins of the request. In view of his wife’s well-known docility and his own authoritarian inclinations, he couldn’t understand her stubbornness, and it annoyed him profoundly. He contained himself, even so, preferring to make fun of her request. He spoke with such irony and disdain that the poor woman felt humiliated. Twice, Mariana tried to rise from the table, so Conrado held her there, the first time with a light grip around her wrist, the second time with his domineering gaze. And with a smile, he said:

“Look, dear, I have a philosophical reason not to do what you ask. I’ve never told you about this, and now I’m going to confide in you totally.”

Mariana bit her lip and said nothing more. She picked up a table knife and began idly to tap the table, just to do something, but her husband did not permit even that. Gently, he took the knife from her hand and continued:

“Choosing a hat is not as random a thing as you may suppose. To the contrary, the choice is governed by metaphysical principles. He who chooses a hat does not exercise his free will. An obscure determinism is at work. Hat buyers cherish the illusion of free will, and hat sellers who watch a customer try on thirty or forty hats without buying any likewise imagine free will to be at work. But, no, there is a metaphysical principle involved: The hat completes the man; it is an extension of his being, decreed for all eternity. Changing a hat is an act of mutilation. Oddly, this principle has so far remained unremarked. Wise men have studied everything from the stars to earthworms—Laplace with his Mécanique Céleste, for example, or Darwin with his book On the Formation of Vegetable Mould through the Action of Worms—you haven’t read Laplace? And yet no one has thought to examine a hat exhaustively from all angles. No one has noticed the metaphysics of hats. I may write a study of the matter myself. Now, though, it’s a quarter to ten o’clock. You can reflect on what I’ve said. Who knows? It may be, in fact, that the man completes the hat, rather than vice versa …”

Mariana finally managed to get up and leave the table. She had understood nothing but his sarcastic tone, and inside she was weeping with humiliation. Her husband went upstairs to dress and came back down a few minutes later to stand in front of her with the famous hat on his head. Mariana found it disgraceful, just as her father had said, vulgar and disgraceful. Conrado took his leave with considerable ceremony and went out.

The lady’s irritation had lessened somewhat, but the taste of humiliation remained in her mouth. Mariana did not clamor and cry as she had expected to do, however. She reviewed the situation to herself, remembering Conrado’s sarcasm and the simplicity of her request, which might be a little demanding, she recognized, but which hardly justified such rude behavior. She paced back and forth restlessly. She went into the front room and looked from the half-opened window at her husband standing on the street below, waiting for the streetcar, his back to the house, the eternal, disgraceful little hat on his head. Mariana was overcome by hatred of the ridiculous little thing. How had she stood it for so many years? She considered all those years, how docile she had been, consenting always to her husband’s desires and whims, and she asked herself if that weren’t precisely the cause of his behavior that morning. She was a patsy, a pushover. If she had done the same as countless other wives—Clara and Sophia, for example—who treated their husbands as husbands should be treated … well, she would not have suffered the man’s sarcasm that morning, not by half. One thought led to another, and she decided to go out. She dressed and went to visit Sophia, a friend from school, just for a breath of fresh air, not intending to tell her anything.

Sophia was thirty, two years older than Mariana. She was tall, strong, and very self-possessed. She received her friend with the usual fuss, and in view of the other’s silence, easily guessed that something was wrong. Goodbye to Mariana’s resolve to say nothing. At the end of twenty minutes, she had aired the entire matter. Sophia laughed and shook her by the shoulders. She told her that it wasn’t her husband’s fault.

“Oh, it’s my fault,” agreed Mariana.

“Don’t be a patsy, dear. You’ve been too soft with him. Be strong for once. Don’t pay any attention to his little fit. Give him the silent treatment, and when he tries to make up with you, tell him to lose the hat first.”

“Such a trivial thing …”

“Give him your little finger and he’ll take your whole hand, dear. Of course, he will. They all do it. Look at that ninny Beatriz. Didn’t she let her husband pack her off to their estate in the country because he noticed an Englishman riding by their house every afternoon, hoping to see her at the window? Poor Englishman! Why pick a fight over him? I’ll bet he didn’t even notice she was gone! One can live happily with one’s husband, with mutual respect, I do believe, without fighting or despotism. I get along very well with my Ricardo, very harmoniously. He does whatever I ask immediately, even if he doesn’t want to. One frown from me, and he obeys immediately. He wouldn’t give me trouble over a mere hat, that’s certain, no way in the world. Don’t even think about it, I’d say, and he’d get a new one, like it or not.”

Mariana listened enviously to her friend’s fine description of conjugal bliss. With the trumpets of Eve’s rebellion against Adam sounding in the background, Sophia’s example gave her an itch for independence, a wish to exercise her will. To complete the situation, although Sophia was self-possessed, one could say, others aspired to possess her, as well. She had eyes especially for all English aspirants, whether on horseback or afoot. She was an honest woman, but a flirt; it’s a rude term, but there’s no time to invent a more delicate one. Sophia flirted left and right. It was her nature, and she had done so out of habit since girlhood. What she gave out to all the poor fellows who knocked at her door was the small change of love: a nickel here, a nickel there, never a five-milréis bill, much less larger denominations. On the day in question, Sophia’s charitable urges led her to propose a stroll downtown to visit a few shops and, who knows, look at a few hats. Mariana accepted the proposal. A little demon inside her was huffing and puffing at the fires of vengeance. In addition, her friend, who held a certain fascination for Mariana, did not give her time to think. She accepted; why not? She was sick and tired of being shut in, she wanted to live a little.

Sophia went to dress while Mariana stayed in the sitting room, restless and pleased with herself. She thought of the coming week and scheduled her activities day by day, hour by hour. She stood up, sat down, stood up, and went to the window, waiting impatiently.

“Is Sophia sewing a new dress?” she asked herself from time to time.

During one of her trips to the window she saw a young man pass on horseback. He wasn’t English, but he reminded her of Beatriz, whose husband had packed her off to the country to escape an Englishman, and Mariana felt a growing hatred of all men—except, possibly, for young men on horseback. This one was too full of himself, however. He stuck his legs out in the stirrups to show off his boots, and he rode with his hand on his waist like a fashion figurine. Still, his hat compensated for those two defects. It was a little hat, but it went well with his riding costume. It wasn’t on the head of a lawyer on his way to the office.

She heard her friend’s heels slowly descending the stairs. “Ready,” said Sophia, coming into the room. She really was pretty: tall, as we already know, with a splendid hat and a devilish black silk dress that showed off the swell of her bust. Beside her friend, the figure of Mariana disappeared somewhat. Looking at her carefully, one could see that Mariana had beautiful eyes, attractive features, and a lot of natural elegance. But glancing at the two women together, all one saw was Sophia. Sophia was conscious of her superiority, I should add, and for that very reason she chose friends like Mariana. If that is a character flaw, it’s not my job to disguise it.

“Where shall we go?” asked Mariana.

“What a question! We’re going for a stroll downtown … Let’s see. I need to get my picture taken. Then I need to go by the dentist’s office. No, we’ll go by the dentist’s office first. Do you need to see the dentist?”

“No.”

“Or to have your picture taken?”

“I’ve got lots of pictures. And what for, anyway? To give to What’s-his-name?”

Sophia could tell that her friend was still smoldering, and on the way downtown she did her best to stoke the flames. Although it wouldn’t be easy, Mariana could still throw off the yoke of tyranny, and Sophia could teach her how. The best way was slowly but surely, without dramatic gestures to alert her adversary. Let him not realize his fate until he felt her boot on his neck. Three or four weeks is all it would take. Sophia was willing to help, and she told Mariana again to be strong for once. She wasn’t anybody’s slave, and so on. The trumpets sounded again in Mariana’s heart.

They got to Ouvidor Street just past noon. People, a lot of people, stood around or strolled along, the usual crowd. Mariana found it a little overwhelming, as always. The hurly burly clashed with her placid and even temperament. She found it hard to walk, and even harder to rest her gaze amid the milling crowd and the profusion of shops. She shrank against her friend and, not realizing that they had already passed the dentist’s office, she hoped that they would arrive there soon. She wanted to go inside and get away from the tumult.

“Ouvidor Street,” she said, shaking her head.

“Really?” responded Sophia, turning her head toward her friend, but looking past her at a young man across the street.

Sophia navigated these choppy waters with the skill of a practiced mariner, calmly slipping through or around the groups of oncoming pedestrians, and she made a powerful impression on them. Those who knew her smiled, and those who didn’t stopped or turned to admire her style. And, full of the spirit of charity, the good woman flashed her eyes in all directions while pretending to converse with Mariana. She skipped from topic to topic, and seemed not hear her friend’s replies, as she pointed out this or that woman of their acquaintance, this or that shop, and especially, this or that hat. Hats, both men’s and women’s hats, were everywhere in the midday sun.

“Look at that one,” said Sophia.

And Mariana tried to follow her gaze but often couldn’t see which hat she meant. Ouvidor Street was a dizzying kaleidoscope of hats. Where was the dentist’s office? She had to ask twice before Sophia answered that they’d already passed it. Now it was best to continue to the end of the street, turn around, and stop at the dentist’s on the way back. Finally, they arrived.

“Uff … ,” sighed Mariana, with evident relief, when they entered the hallway.

“What’s the problem? Good Lord, it’s as though you’d never been to town!”

A few women were already waiting to see the dentist. Mariana could find no familiar faces among them, and to avoid looking at strangers, she went to the window. At least from there she could watch the street without getting trampled. She leaned against the windowsill. Sophia went to talk with her. On the sidewalk outside, a few men’s hats turned in their direction, first hats that were standing there conversing, then hats that were passing by … Mariana objected to their persistent looks, but then she noticed that the looks were directed principally at her friend, and her objection dissolved into a kind of envy. Meanwhile, Sophia told her the adventures of certain hats. One hat was all that their friend So-and-So could think about. Another was madly in love with a different So-and-So, and she with him, as one could observe every Wednesday and Saturday between the hours of two and three o’clock, right there on Ouvidor Street. Mariana listened in bewilderment. The hat was nice looking, she had to admit, and so was the tie, rather devil-may-care, but …

“I can’t swear to it,” her friend went on, “but that’s what they say.”

Mariana looked pensively at the hat in question. Now three more, equally gallant, hats joined it, and probably all four were speaking, in complimentary terms, about them. Mariana blushed, turned her head to one side, quickly turned it back, and finally left the window. Turning around, she found two newly arrived patients, and, escorting them, a young man who rose quickly and came to greet her effusively. It was the man who had been her first suitor.

The first suitor must have been about thirty-three by now. He’d been away from Rio for years, running his family’s plantation, touring Europe, and, most recently, governing a province in the far south by prestigious imperial appointment. He was of medium height and rather pale, with a sparse beard, and his clothes were close fitting. In his hand was a new hat, an elegant top hat, grave, gubernatorial, administrative, a hat suitable to the person and his ambitions. Mariana, meanwhile, could hardly look at him. So confused did she become, so disoriented by the presence of a man whom she’d known in very special circumstances and whom she hadn’t seen since 1877, that she failed to discern anything. She extended her hand (more precisely, her fingertips), apparently murmured some kind of response to him, and was about to go back to the window, when Sophia appeared beside her.

Sophia, too, knew the former suitor. They exchanged a few words. Mariana whispered impatiently in her friend’s ear. Wouldn’t it be better to come back another day? But her friend said that, no, it would only take half an hour, three quarters at most. For Mariana, the situation was oppressive. The presence of that man obfuscated her senses, threw her into a state of struggle and confusion. All her husband’s fault. If only he hadn’t been so pigheaded and then added insult to injury, nothing would have happened! The thought made her promise herself that she’d get retribution. She thought about her house, so pretty, so nice and peaceful, where she could be right now, safe and sound, without all these people around, without having to depend on her friend …

“Mariana,” said her friend, “Dr. Viçoso is insisting that he’s lost weight. Don’t you think he looks the same as last year? Do you remember seeing him last year?”

Dr. Viçoso was the proper name of her former suitor, who was now chatting to Sophia, though with frequent looks at Mariana. Mariana responded that, no, she didn’t remember. Viçoso took the opening to engage her in conversation. It really had been a few years since he’d seen her, and he underlined that observation with a certain sad, profound look. Then he opened his bag of conversational gambits and pulled out the opera. What did they think of the current offerings? In his opinion the opera company was excellent, except for the rather lame baritone. Sophia protested his harsh judgment of the baritone, but he insisted, adding that, in London, where he’d seen this company before, he’d gotten the same impression. The female leads, yes, indeed, both the soprano and the contralto, were first class. And he discussed their repertory, mentioned the finest passages of various operas, and praised the orchestra, most especially their rendition of Meyerbeer’s Les Huguenots2 … He’d seen Mariana there at the last performance, in the fourth or fifth box on the left, wasn’t that right?

“We were there,” she murmured, accentuating the plural.

“At the Cassino … that’s where I haven’t seen you,” he continued.

“She’s becoming a recluse,” joined in Sophia, laughing.

Viçoso had much enjoyed the recent dance at the Cassino; he brought out all his impressions, and Sophia did the same. The loveliest and most elaborate dresses of the evening were discussed by each of them in detail. Next came various personalities, an ill temper or two, and a few harmless, witty remarks, though not at the expense of anyone who couldn’t afford it. Mariana listened without interest. Once or twice she even got up and went to the window, but the hats were so numerous and so curious that she sat back down. Silently, she called her friend some ugly names that I won’t write here. It isn’t necessary and, besides, it would be in poor taste to reveal what one young lady might think about another young lady during a moment of irritation.

“What about the races at the Jockey Club?” inquired the former provincial governor by prestigious imperial appointment.

Mariana shook her head again. She hadn’t gone this year. Well, she had really missed it, because the races were excellent, the next to last one, especially. The horses were first class. The Epsom races, which he had seen in England, had nothing on the next to last heat of the season at Rio’s Jockey Club. And Sophia had to agree. She confessed that she had enjoyed herself immensely. The conversation then toured two concerts of the coming week before going up to Petrópolis to enjoy the hospitality of a couple of diplomats, friends of Dr. Viçoso. When the wife of an imperial minister dropped in, Sophia said something charming about how the former governor, too, ought to think about marrying, for certainly he would soon be a minister, himself. Viçoso shuddered ever so slightly with pleasure, and he smiled, shaking his head, no, no. Then, with his eyes on Mariana, he confessed that he probably never would marry …

Mariana blushed deeply and stood up.

“I see that you’re in a hurry,” said Sophia, and then, turning back toward Viçoso:

“What time is it?”

“Almost three o’clock!” he exclaimed.

It was late. He had to go to the Chamber of Deputies. He went to speak to the two ladies with whom he had arrived, his cousins, and said goodbye to them, then returned to take his leave of our friends, but Sophia declared that she, too, was on her way out. She had waited long enough. The truth is that a visit to the Chamber of Deputies sounded intriguing.

“Shall we drop by?” she proposed to Mariana.

“No, no,” said Mariana. “I can’t. I’m very tired.”

“Let’s do, just for a little while. I’m tired, too …”

Mariana resisted a moment longer, but her arguing with Sophia—a dove arguing with a hawk—was completely pointless. There was no way around it: she went. Ouvidor Street was thronged now, with both sidewalks full of people coming and going and getting in each others’ way at the intersections. The gallant former governor strode between the two ladies, having offered to find them a place to sit in the Chamber of Deputies.

The hubbub outside lacerated Mariana’s spirit more and more. Her resentment, the energy that had launched her audacious flight that morning, had dwindled now, or even vanished. She thought again about her house, so quiet and peaceful, with a place for everything and everything in its place. Never any jostling, nothing unexpected. Mariana’s spirit began to tap its foot with impatience. She no longer heard anything that Viçoso was saying, even though he spoke loudly and directed many of his comments to her. She no longer heard or cared to hear. She only prayed to God for the time to pass quickly. They entered the Chamber of Deputies and found a seat. The sound of the arriving ladies’ skirts attracted the attention of the few deputies who remained in the chamber, about twenty of them, listening to a speech on budgetary matters. As soon as Viçoso excused himself and left them alone, Mariana told her friend not to do it again.

“Don’t do what again?” asked Sophia.

“Don’t drag me all over creation on a fool’s errand. What on earth are we doing in the Chamber of Deputies? What do I care about speeches that I can’t understand?”

Sophia smiled, fluttered her fan, and sensed the gaze of a man—not a deputy, but rather, one of the secretaries—who was examining her. Many eyes examined her during her visits to the Chamber of Deputies, but those of this secretary had a particularly warm and imploring expression. We can understand, then, that she didn’t meet his gaze at first. We can even understand that, full of curiosity, she did meet it before long. And, bathed in the legislative gaze, Sophia replied gently to her friend, recognizing her error, saying that she’d meant well. She was only trying to restore Mariana’s self-respect.

“But if you think I’m not being nice to you,” concluded Sophia, “then stay home, by all means.”

And leaning over slightly, she added:

“Look, there’s the minister of justice.”

Mariana had no alternative but to look at the minister of justice, who was enduring the endless speech of one of his supporters. The orator droned on concerning a fine point of judicial reform that offered an opportunity to display his knowledge of ancient Portuguese legislation on the subject. The speech produced no reaction among the listeners, only a polite, resigned, discreet, and cautious silence. Mariana sat in boredom, her eyes roaming around the chamber. Sophia made frequent comments occasioned by her desire to show off her hand gestures. After fifteen minutes, one of the orator’s remarks finally provoked some diversion: a response from the floor, followed by a spirited discussion.

The diversion did not suit the placid spirit of Mariana, who found it agitating and even stood up to leave. She thought better and sat down again, resolved to stay until the end and, in the future, bear her conjugal woes without sharing them with anyone. She was not so certain, anymore, about her own reactions. Her request to her husband had been reasonable, surely, but was it really worth such a fuss? His sarcasm had been cruel, but she’d never before put her foot down so firmly, so naturally he was surprised and irritated. At any rate, it had been a big mistake to reveal everything to Sophia, who might tell their friends …

The idea sent a chill down Mariana’s spine. Sophia’s indiscretion was inevitable. Hadn’t she blabbed all about certain masculine and feminine hats engaged in much more than a simple marital tiff? Mariana had the impulse not to antagonize her friend, and she instantly concealed her impatience and annoyance behind a mask of false docility. She began to smile as cheerfully as Sophia and to make random comments regarding this or that deputy, and, soon enough, the speech had concluded, and with it, the day’s legislative session.

The clocks struck four. “Time to go home,” said Sophia. Mariana agreed that it was, but without showing signs of impatience, and the two women walked up Ouvidor to take the streetcar together. The walk, and getting onto the car, completed the spiritual exhaustion of Mariana, who started to breathe easier as soon as the vehicle began to roll. Just before Sophia got off, Mariana asked her not to repeat anything she’d told her, and Sophia promised that she wouldn’t.

Mariana took a deep breath. The dove had escaped from the hawk. Her spirit had been battered and dizzied by so many different sights and sounds, people and things. She needed equilibrium and quiet surroundings. Her house wasn’t far away now. When the neighboring houses and gardens came into view, Mariana’s spirit was restored at last. She got off at her own house, opened the garden gate, and relaxed. She was back in her world, except for a flowerpot that the gardener had moved.

“João,” she said to him, “put that where it was before.”

Everything else was in order: the entry hall, the sitting room, the dining room, the bedrooms, everything. Mariana sat down in various rooms to take a good look at her things, so neat and still. After a day of swirling variety, the monotony of her house was a soothing balm, something that she had always enjoyed, but never so much as just then. The truth was that she’d made a mistake …

She tried to review the events of the morning, and she couldn’t think, so relaxed did she feel in her own house, and so tired. At most, she thought a little (and a little unjustly) about Viçoso, who seemed a ridiculous figure to her now. She went to her room and undressed slowly, lovingly, methodically. Once in her dressing gown, she thought about the fight with her husband, and, on careful reconsideration, decided that the fight was mostly her fault. Her father always wanted to boss her around, and she shouldn’t let him. Why make a big thing over a hat that Conrado had worn for years?

“I’ll wait and see how he acts when he comes home,” she said to herself.

It was half past five o’clock; he would be home soon.

Mariana went into the front room, peered through the glass into the street, listened for the streetcar, and nothing. She sat down by the window and opened Ivanhoe, trying to read, and not reading anything. Her eyes reached the bottom of the page then returned to the beginning because she had understood nothing, because her mind wandered, along with her eyes, to savor the perfection of the curtains or some similar detail of her house. Blessed monotony, thou tookest her to thy eternal bosom.

At last, a streetcar stopped, her husband climbed down from it, and Mariana heard the squeak of the garden’s iron gate. She went to the window and peered out. Conrado was coming through the gate slowly, looking up and down the street, with his hat on his head—not the little hat that had caused all the trouble, but rather, a different one, just as his wife had requested that morning. Mariana’s spirit received a rude shock, similar to the one caused by the out-of-place flowerpot, something like the shock that a page of Voltaire would cause if encountered in the middle of Moreninha or Ivanhoe.3 It was a dissonant note amid the harmonious sonata of life. No, that hat would never do. What on earth had she been thinking when she told him not to wear the old one that suited him so well? Even if it wasn’t the most appropriate hat, it was the hat her husband had worn for years, the hat that fit his face.

Conrado opened the door and entered. Mariana greeted him with a hug.

“So, it’s over?” he asked after a moment, putting his arms around her waist.

“Get rid of that one,” she whispered with a divine caress: “I like the other one.”


A SINGULAR OCCURRENCE

In the same year as “Chapter on Hats,” Machado published a much darker story about a woman. “Singular Ocorrência” (1883) is a puzzle, indeed. The unnamed narrator seems as unreliable as they come. We are never sure that we are getting the whole story from him. Is this really an open-and-shut case of casual infidelity, as the narrrator claims, or something much more complicated? Watch that narrator. His involvement in the story goes far beyond what he admits, if you ask me. Other elements here are much more predictable. Everything happens within the standard gender roles of nineteenth-century Brazilian society. The woman nicknamed Marocas is a “courtesan,” a beautiful, high-priced prostitute who becomes the mistress of a married man who can afford to buy her a house. Her lover Andrade is a respectable lawyer/politician whose marriage is mentioned only in passing. The narrator and his interlocutor, who follow Marocas down the street like wolves, embody male attitudes typical of a society where affluent men commonly kept mistresses (whereas poor men merely philandered), affluent women flirted like Sophia or stayed home like Mariana, and less fortunate women like Marocas cooked, sewed, did laundry, or got ahead any way they could.




 

“Some occurrences in life are quite singular. See the lady who is entering the church of the Holy Cross? She has stopped outside the door to give money to a beggar …”

“The one wearing black?”

“Exactly. She’s about to go in … she’s gone inside.”

“Say no more. I can tell from the way you look at her that you’ve known her fairly well, and not so long ago, I’d say, judging by her figure. She’s quite something.”

“She must be forty-six.”

“Well preserved, then. Come on. Stop looking at the ground and tell me everything. She’s a widow, naturally?”

“No.”

“So her husband is still alive. I assume that he’s ancient …”

“She’s not married.”

“So, an old maid?”

“Not exactly. Who knows what she calls herself now. In 1860, everybody knew her simply as Marocas. She didn’t live off interest or rent, wasn’t a seamstress, didn’t run a girls’ school … keep going and you’ll figure it out. She lived on Sacramento Street. She was slender then and, no doubt, prettier than she is now, well mannered and never vulgar. She was modest, not showy or particularly well dressed, and yet when she walked down the street, many gentlemen were inclined to follow.”

“Gentlemen such as yourself, for example?”

“No, but I had a twenty-six-year-old friend from the province of Alagoas, Andrade, who practiced law and dabbled in politics. He’d married in Bahia and come to Rio in 1859. His wife was pretty, affectionate, and docile. They had a two-year-old daughter when I met them.”

“And in spite of all that … Marocas?”

“Right. She totally captivated him. Listen, if you’re not in a hurry, I’ll tell you an interesting story.”

“I’m all ears.”

“He first laid eyes on her one day as he was leaving the shop of Brito, the printer and bookseller, by Rocio Square. Andrade saw a pretty woman coming toward him up the street and, given his inclination to chase skirts, he naturally waited for her to come closer. Marocas kept stopping and looking at the buildings, as if trying to find an address. She stopped in front of Brito’s shop and, shamefaced, she timidly showed Andrade a piece of paper and asked him to read her the address that was written on it. Across the square, he told her, and he pointed to more or less where. She took her leave with a charming curtsy, and Andrade wasn’t sure what to think.”

“I’m not sure, either.”

“Very simple. Marocas was illiterate. But Andrade couldn’t imagine that. He watched her traverse the square, which didn’t yet have the statue and plantings that it has today. She finally found the house, but not before asking several more times. That night he went to the theater to see the Dumas play, The Lady of the Camellias.1 Marocas was there, and she cried like a baby during the last act. To make a long story short, two weeks later they were madly in love. Marocas got rid of all the men who had been spending time with her, quite a rich clientele, I believe. She devoted herself to Andrade and never thought of anything, or anyone, else.”

“Just like the protagonist of the Dumas play.”

“Exactly. Andrade taught her to read. One day he said to me, ‘I’m a schoolteacher now.’ That’s when he told me how they had met. Marocas learned fast, and understandably so, because she had many motivations: the shame of illiteracy, the desire to read the novels that he talked about, the pleasure of satisfying his desire, of pleasing him. Andrade hid nothing from me. You can’t imagine. He told me everything with happiness shining in his eyes, grateful for the confidence. Both of them confided in me. We frequently dined together, the three of us—and why not be frank?—sometimes there were four of us. Nothing unseemly, of course, lots of high spirits, but all very decent. Marocas spoke the way she dressed, in a rather straitlaced way. Gradually, we became intimate enough for her to ask me all about Andrade’s life, about his personal habits, about his wife and daughter, about whether he really loved her, or whether, to the contrary, he had other women and would likely soon forget her—a shower of questions, signaling her strong affection and her fear of losing him. Once, for the feast of São João, Andrade was going to spend the holiday with his family at Gávea, for a dinner, a dance, and a couple of days outside the city. I went along, too. When Marocas said goodbye to me, she recalled a comedy that she’d seen a few weeks earlier, I Dine with My Mother, saying that, because she had no other company, she intended to have dinner with a portrait, as did the Sophie Arnould character in the play. But, of course, it wouldn’t be a portrait of her mother, because she didn’t have one, but, rather, a portrait of Andrade. Hearing this, he leaned over to kiss her hand, but because of my presence she modestly withdrew it.”

“I like that gesture.”

“He liked it, too. So he took her head in his hands and deposited the kiss paternally on her forehead. Then we left for Gávea. During the trip Andrade said adoring things about Marocas and breathlessly related their trivial news. He told me about his plan to buy her a house somewhere on the outskirts of Rio as soon as he could find the money, and he praised her for never asking him for more than was strictly necessary. And what’s more, I said, three weeks ago she pawned some of her jewelry in order to pay her seamstress. That news really affected him. I can’t swear it, but I do believe that he had tears in his eyes. He said that he was definitely going to buy her a house. She deserved some financial security. In Gávea we talked more about Marocas, until finally, the excursion concluded, we returned to Rio. Andrade left his family at their house and went to his office to take care of some urgent business. Just after midday, a certain Leandro appeared to ask him for money. Leandro is a good-for-nothing and a freeloader who was once employed by a lawyer to get signatures and handle paperwork, and afterward he asked for loans from everyone he had met during his brief legal career. Andrade gave him three milréis and, noticing that Leandro seemed exceptionally cheerful, he asked him why. The man closed his eyes and licked his lips, and Andrade, anticipating his favorite sort of story, asked if he’d gotten lucky. The guy hesitated a moment, then confessed that he had.”

“Look. She’s coming out of the church. That’s her, isn’t it?”

“It certainly is. Let’s move away from the street corner.”

“Yes, sir, she must have been very, very pretty. She carries herself like a duchess.”

“She didn’t even glance this way. She always looks straight ahead as she walks, never to the sides. She’s headed up Ouvidor Street …”

“Yes, sir. I do understand your friend Andrade.”

“Back to the story: Leandro confessed that the previous day he had enjoyed a rare piece of good fortune—something more than rare, almost unique, something that he never would have expected to happen to him. He didn’t deserve it, he knew, being just a poor devil, but then, even the poor are God’s children. He told how the night before at around ten o’clock he’d encountered a woman in Rocio Square, simply dressed, wrapped in a big shawl that nonetheless revealed her elegant figure. Walking faster than he, the lady had approached from behind, passed very close beside him, looked deeply into his eyes, and then slowed down, as if she were waiting for him. The poor devil imagined that she had mistaken him for someone else. He confessed to Andrade that, despite her plain clothing, he could easily see that she was not a morsel for the likes of him. He kept walking. The woman stopped and stared at him so insistently that he finally dared, just a little … and she dared the rest. What an angel! What a nice apartment! And she wasn’t after money! A delicious morsel, indeed. ‘A perfect arrangement for a gentleman like you,’ he told Andrade, who simply shook his head. He hadn’t figured it out yet. But Leandro insisted: ‘She lived on Sacramento Street, number so-and-so.’ …”

“You’re kidding me!”

“Imagine the impact on Andrade. For the next few minutes, he had no idea what he was saying or doing, nor what he was thinking or feeling. He finally managed to ask Leandro if the story was true, to which the other replied that he had no reason to make it up. Seeing Andrade’s commotion, though, he asked that the story not be repeated. For his part, he was the soul of discretion. He was about to leave, but Andrade stopped him and offered to pay him twenty milréis to go with him to the woman’s house and identify her in his presence.”

“Good heavens!”

“I’m not defending Andrade. It was an ugly thing to do. But in a situation like that even the best of men becomes blinded by passion. Andrade was a decent fellow, generous and sincere. But he loved her so much, and the blow was so heavy, that it drove him to exact revenge.”

“Did the other man accept?”

“He hesitated—from fear, I suspect, because he had no dignity—but twenty milréis for someone like that … imagine. His one condition was that he didn’t want trouble. Marocas was in the living room when they arrived. Andrade opened the door, and Marocas went to embrace him, but he warned her with his hand that he had someone with him. Then, watching her intently, he had Leandro enter. Marocas turned white as a sheet. ‘Is this the lady?’ he asked. ‘Yes, sir,’ murmured Leandro in a small voice, recognizing that this act was more ignoble even than he. Andrade opened his wallet with a theatrical gesture, pulled out twenty milréis, gave it to Leandro, and, as if speaking lines on stage, ordered him to leave. Leandro went out. The ensuing scene was brief but melodramatic. I didn’t get all the details because my information came entirely from Andrade, and he was naturally so upset that some things escaped his attention. She confessed nothing, but she was clearly beside herself, and when, after saying the most hurtful things in the world, he turned toward the door, she threw herself at his feet and grabbed his hands, tearful and desperate, threatening to kill herself. He left her lying at the top of the stairs and ran down them into the street.”

“Really, a poor devil picked up in the street … so she was in the habit of things like that?”

“No.”

“No?”

“Here’s the rest. That night, at about eight o’clock, Andrade went to my house and waited until I arrived. He had already been there looking for me three times that day. His story left me astounded, stupefied, but how could one doubt that he had incontrovertible proof? I won’t tell you everything I heard, the cries and swearing, the dreadful names, the plans for revenge—the normal style and repertory of such crises. I recommended that he leave her and devote himself to his daughter and wife, such a good and tender woman … and he agreed, but the furor returned. And he went from furor to all sorts of imaginings, such as that Marocas had staged it all to put him to the test, that she had paid Leandro to say what he’d said, and the proof was that Leandro had told him the house and the apartment number although he had never asked. He seized on this unlikely detail to try to escape reality, but reality was inescapable: the way that Marocas had turned so white, Leandro’s sincere and undeniable contentment … everything told him that the misadventure had really happened. I think Andrade may even have been sorry that he’d been so drastic. As for me, I meditated on the affair without ever finding an explanation. She was so modest, and even prim …”

“There’s a quotation from the theater that explains her behavior. It’s from Emile Auguier, I think. She had a certain ‘nostalgia for the gutter,’ right? They always return to their old ways.”

“I don’t think so, keep listening. At ten o’clock a servant of Marocas, a freed slave who was a great friend of her mistress, appeared at my house to tell Andrade that after crying a long time locked in her room, Marocas had gone out in the morning and not come back. Andrade’s first impulse was to go look for her immediately, but I restrained him. The woman pleaded with us to find her mistress. ‘She’s not in the habit of going out?’ asked Andrade sarcastically, but the freedwoman said that she wasn’t. ‘Did you hear?’ he bellowed in my direction, as hope once again seized his heart, poor devil. ‘Did your mistress go out last night?’ I asked her, and the woman said, yes, she had. But I didn’t ask her anything more because I felt sorry for Andrade, whose affliction kept growing with each new piece of evidence added to the proof of his dishonor. We went out to look for Marocas, everywhere in Rio that we thought she might be found, including the police station, but the night passed without results. The next morning we went back to the police. One of those in charge there, I don’t remember whom, was Andrade’s friend, who totally accepted his story, the relationship between Andrade and Marocas being common knowledge among their friends. The police got busy and found that no disasters had occurred during the night, no passenger had been seen falling off the ferryboats that crossed Guanabara Bay between Rio and Niteroi, the shops selling knives and guns had sold none recently, and no apothecary in town had dispensed a lethal poison. In short, the police tried everything and found nothing. I won’t tell you about Andrade’s state of affliction during these long hours, because he spent the entire day in useless investigations. He suffered not only the pain of losing Marocas, but also—at least potentially, in light of her disappearance—remorse about his responsibility for her fate. He asked me over and over whether it wasn’t perfectly natural to do what he’d done, being out of his head with indignation, and whether I wouldn’t have done the same. But then he’d go back to affirming her misdeeds, just as ardently as he had affirmed, a moment before, that she was innocent. He wanted to adjust reality to his fluctuating feelings.”

“But did you find Marocas?”

“We were getting something to eat at a hotel—it was nearly eight o’clock—when we finally got a clue. A coachman came to report taking a lady out to the vicinity of the Botanical Garden the previous day. He’d seen her go into a lodging house, and she had not come out. We didn’t even finish our meal. We had the driver take us there, and the owner of the lodging house confirmed the story, saying that the lodger had gone to her room and stayed there. She seemed profoundly depressed. All she’d had to eat since the day before was a cup of coffee. He took us to the room and knocked on the door. She responded in a weak voice and opened the door. Andrade shoved me aside, and the two fell into each other’s arms. I didn’t have time to say a word. Marocas sobbed until she fainted.”

“And things were clarified?”

“Not a bit. They never spoke of it again. Like survivors of a shipwreck, they refused to revisit the storm. Their reconciliation took no time at all. Within months Andrade had bought her a little house in an outlying neighborhood. Marocas gave him a child who died when it was two years old. When the government posted him to the North, a bit later, their affection had not dimmed—or only slightly, because the giddiness of the first days of a love affair always wears off sooner or later. Still, she wanted to move up north with him. I was the one who made her stay behind. Andrade believed that he would shortly return to Rio but, as I think I’ve mentioned, he died up north. Marocas was stunned by his death. She dressed in mourning and considered herself a widow. I know that for the first three years she always went to mass on the anniversary of his death, but then she dropped out of sight. It’s been ten years. So, what do you think of all this?”

“If it’s all true, some occurrences in life are quite singular, just as you say.”

“It’s pure reality. I didn’t make up anything.”

“It’s so curious. A sincere, burning love and yet … I insist that she had a nostalgia for the gutter.”

“No. Marocas had never stooped so low in her life.”

“Then why did she do it that night?”

“She never dreamed that a man like Leandro would ever come near a person of her acquaintance. That’s what gave her the confidence. But chance intervened … one never knows.”


TERPSICHORE

“Terpsícore” (1886), named for the Greek goddess (muse, actually) of dance, is another lighthearted story. This time, however, the protagonists are not of the elite class. Although no physical description of them is given, they may well be partly of African descent, like so many working-class Brazilians then and now. Porfirio is a hardworking tradesman and his wife, Gloria, is a seamstress. Together they earn barely enough to make ends meet. They live in a nice house but struggle to pay the rent. Like many of Machado’s nonelite characters (and some of the elite ones), they are often in debt. Still, if there’s one thing that they wouldn’t think of omitting on certain occasions, it’s a good party. This story illustrates the importance of music and dance in nineteenth-century Brazilian popular culture. And the “polkas” mentioned here would be performed (and danced) in a style called maxixe, with a tropical Brazilian lilt and plenty of movement in the hips. The story also illustrates the social imperative felt by nineteenth-century Brazilians, not just the elite, to mark important social occasions with lavish celebrations.




 

Gloria opened her eyes to find her husband sitting up in bed staring at the wall, and she told him to lie down and sleep or he would be sleepy when he went to the workshop.

“What do you mean sleep, Gloria? The bells already tolled six o’clock.”

“Jesús! How long ago?”

“Just now.”

Gloria pushed the patchwork quilt off herself, searched for her slippers with her feet, slid them on, and got out of bed. Then, seeing that her husband had remained in the same position, with his head between his knees, she went to him and pulled at his arm, telling him affectionately not to mope, that God would take care of them.

“Everything will come out all right, Porfirio. Do you think that the landlord is really going to confiscate our things? I don’t believe it. I just don’t believe it. He says that to scare us into scraping up the money.

“Yes, but the fact is that I can’t scrape up six months’ back rent. I don’t even know where to start. Six months’ worth, Gloria! Who’s going to lend us that much money? Your godfather has already said that he won’t give us any more.”

“I’m going to talk to him.”

“What for? It’s a waste of time.”

“I’ll go beg. I’ll go with mother, and both of us will beg …”

Porfirio shook his head.

“No, no,” he said. “You know what would be a better idea? Find another place for the time being, until Saturday, and we’ll move there and see how we can pay the rent here. Your godfather could at least undersign a lease for us. To the devil with all these expenses! Bills as far as the eye can see—the corner store, the bakery—the devil take them all! I can’t go on! I spend the whole blasted day with tools in my hands, and still there is never enough money. I can’t go on, Gloria, I can’t go on …”

Porfirio jumped out of bed and started getting ready for work, as his wife, her face summarily washed, her hair not combed, took care of his breakfast. It was a summary breakfast, too: bread and coffee with milk. Porfirio gulped it down quickly, at the head of the cheap pine table, his wife standing in front of him with a broad smile intended to cheer him up. Gloria’s features were irregular and commonplace, but the smile gave them some charm. It wasn’t her face, anyway, that had made him fall in love with her. It was her body, when he saw her dancing a polka, one evening, on Empress Street. He was passing by and stopped to look in the open window of a house where people were dancing. A number of curious onlookers had gathered in front of the house already. The front room was packed with dancing couples, who, little by little, got tired and left the floor to Gloria.

“Bravo for the queen!” shouted an enthusiast.

From the street window, Porfirio nailed her with his satyr’s eyes, following her joyous, sensual movements, a swirling mixture of filly and swan. Everybody moved aside, pressing back into the corners of the not-very-big room, so that she had enough space for her flaring skirt, her rhythmically swiveling thighs, and her quick turns, now to the left, now to the right. Porfirio had added jealousy to admiration, experiencing the impulse to go punch out her dance partner, a tall, muscular young guy who held her firmly around the waist.

The next day, Porfirio woke up determined to win Gloria’s love and her hand in marriage. It seems that his determination paid off quickly, in about six months. Before the wedding, though, as soon as he began to court Gloria, he tried to fill a blank spot in his education, diverting a small quantity from his wages each month to take a dance class, where he learned the waltz, the mazurka, the polka, and the French quadrille. Every other day, he spent fully two evening hours dancing to the music of a flute and antique horn in the company of other young men and half a dozen thin and tired seamstresses. In a short time he had become a master. The first time he danced with his betrothed was like a revelation to her. The other dancers squinted with insincere, yellow smiles, allowed that he wasn’t bad. Gloria melted with happiness.

With that done, Porfirio looked for a house and found the one where he still lives, not big, more on the small side. It was the arabesque adornments on the façade that caught his eye. He did not like the rent, though, and haggled for a time, raising his offer by tiny increments until, receiving no concessions in return, he finally paid the full amount.

Then he arranged the wedding. His future mother-in-law proposed that they go to the church on foot, because it was nearby. He declined gravely, but later, in private with his betrothed and their friends, he laughed at the old lady’s extravagant suggestion. It would look like a kind of procession, bride and groom, wedding party, and guests traipsing through the street on foot, something never before seen! People would make fun of them! Gloria explained that her mother wanted to cut expenses. Cut expenses? If you don’t spend money on a great occasion, when do you spend money? Not a chance. He was young and strong and not afraid of working hard. For her wedding, he told Gloria, she could count on a stylish coach with white horses and coachmen in full uniform, with gold-trimmed hats.

And all this came true. The wedding was a major success, with many coaches and a dance that lasted until dawn. None of the guests wanted to go home. They all wanted to preserve the moment, stop the march of time. But the party finally ended. What did not end was the legend of the party, preserved in neighborhood memory as a point of comparison for other notable parties. The person who lent them the money for the party never asked for it back and, on his deathbed, pardoned the debt. It was that sort of party.

Naturally, though, in the cold light of the next day, reality took charge of the poor cabinetmaker, who had managed to forget it for a few hours. The honeymoon was more modest, fit for minor nobility only. All honeymoons are similar, substantively speaking, for such is the law and prestige of love. This one was a bit different, though, in that Porfirio went from the lap of luxury back to toiling in a carpentry workshop. The couple’s initial enthusiasm resulted in excessive outlays. The house was expensive, and their lives started to get tough. The debts accumulated, softly and in small increments at first: two milréis, then five, tomorrow seven and nine. The biggest debt of all, and the most urgent, was their unpaid rent. Now the landlord threatened to evict them in a week unless he were paid.

Such was the butter (with its rancid taste of misery) that Porfirio smeared on his bread on the morning in question. It was the only butter available. He ate quickly and went out, almost without responding to his wife’s kisses. Thoughts fluttered around in his head like startled birds in a cage. Everything was so devilishly, life-threateningly expensive! And his earnings never increased! If something did not change, he had no idea what might happen. It simply could not go on like this. He mentally added up the debts, so much here, so much there, so much wherever, and he lost count, perhaps on purpose, in order to avoid knowing the awful sum. Along the way, he looked at the big houses, without resentment—he did not resent the wealth of others—but rather, with a sort of nostalgia for a life he had never known, a life of ease, bright satisfactions, and infinite delights.

When the church bells rang for evening prayers, Porfirio got home to find Gloria depressed. Her godfather had told her that they were a couple of spendthrifts and that he would not give them anything more until they stopped acting crazy.

“What did I tell you, Gloria? Why did you go there? So we’re crazy, are we? He’s the crazy one!”

Gloria calmed him down and spoke to him of patience and resolve. The best thing now was, after all, to find a cheaper house, request an extension on what they owed, and figure out how to pay for everything later. And they had to be patient, very patient. For her part, she was counting on her godmother in heaven. Porfirio listened to her and calmed down. He did not ask for anything more than a ray of hope. Hope, they say, is the poor man’s wealth, and for a few days he was a wealthy man.

On Saturday, on his way home with his wages in his pocket, he was tempted by a lottery vendor, who offered him the very last two tenths of a hot ticket. Porfirio felt something in his heart, a twinge of intuition, and he stopped, then started walking again, and finally turned around, went back, and bought it. He figured that at worst he could lose a few milréis, and at best he could win, win quite a lot, get himself out of the quagmire, pay off everything, and maybe even have money left over. Even if there were no money left over, winning would still be a good deal, because where on earth was he going to find money to pay so many debts? Winning the lottery, on the other hand, would come precisely out of nowhere, or rather, from heaven. The ticket number was very nice, too, and he had quickly memorized it, even though he did not usually have a head for math! The digits were well distributed, somehow, with nicely repeated fives and a nine in the middle. He couldn’t be sure, but he thought that this ticket just might be a winner.

Getting home to São Diogo Street, he was going to show his wife the lottery ticket, but he changed his mind and decided to wait. The lottery would not occur for two days. Gloria asked him if he’d found a house, and on Sunday she told him to go look for one. Porfirio went out and found none but returned in a good mood. That afternoon he asked his wife laughingly what she would do if he brought her a silk dress that week? Gloria shrugged, silk was not for them. And why shouldn’t it be? Who was more deserving than she? Why, if he had the means, he’d see that she went around in a coach!

“But that’s just it, Porfirio. We don’t have the means.”

Yes, but God sometimes remembers everybody, okay, that’s all he could say for now. He’d have to explain later. He was superstitious and did not want to tempt fate by revealing that he held the winning ticket. And mentally he removed his wife’s faded, wrinkled, cotton print dress and replaced it with another of blue silk—it had to be blue—with lace or something else that would show off her beautiful body … and he forgot himself and said aloud:

“There can’t be too many other bodies like it.”

“What bodies, Porfirio? Have you gone nuts?” asked Gloria in confusion.

No, he wasn’t nuts. He was thinking about that body that God had given her … and Gloria writhed hilariously in her chair because she was always ticklish, and finally he withdrew his hands and reminded her of the twist of fate by which he happened to go down Empress Street that night and see her dancing, all sultry. And talking, he put his arm around her waist and started to dance with her, humming a polka. Dragged along at first, Gloria started to dance in the narrow room, without music or spectators. Neither bills nor demands for back rent came to intrude on them for a while.

But good fortune did come—when the lottery happened—and Porfirio won five hundred milréis. Overjoyed, he ran toward his house, unable for a while to control his leaping spirit. He finally got a grip on himself as he crossed the parade ground at the edge of town as evening shadows lengthened. The five hundred milréis sparkled like five hundred thousand stars in the imagination of the poor devil, who could not see anything else, not other passersby, nor the streetlamps that were being lit here and there. Those five hundred milréis were all he saw. He’d been right to say that he’d get out of this quagmire and that God takes care of his own. He mumbled and laughed to himself, and at other moments strutted with a superior air. As he entered São Diogo Street, he bumped into a friend, who consulted him about the parish celebration for the Feast of São Carlos. Porfirio responded casually:

“First of all you’ll need to raise maybe two hundred or three hundred milréis.”

He felt quite comfortable tossing around large sums now. The friend explained, however, that getting members for the group was the first step and that the money would come later. Porfirio, who was already thinking about something else, agreed and went on his way. He got home, looked in the window, saw his wife sewing by candlelight in the front room, and bellowed for her to open the door. Gloria ran to the door, startled, and he almost bowled her over, hugging her tightly, talking, laughing, hopping, they had money, everything paid off, a dress. Gloria asked what was going on, asked him to explain, but to calm down. How could that be? Five hundred milréis? She refused to believe it. Where did he get five hundred milréis? So Porfirio told her everything, how he’d bought two tenths of a hot lottery ticket a few days ago, and not told her, to see if he’d win something first. But he had been sure, really, because he’d had a hunch, and the heart doesn’t lie.

Gloria embraced him tearfully. Thank Heavens, they were saved! And would it be enough to pay all their debts? Yes, it would. Porfirio showed her that there would even be some money left over, and he went to do the arithmetic with her on the corner of the pine table. Gloria listened and trusted him because she could only count by dozens and couldn’t get hundreds of milréis into her head at all. She listened and trusted in silence, with her eyes fixed on him as he counted, slowly, not to make a mistake. When all the debts were subtracted, almost two hundred milréis remained.

“Two hundred? Let’s put it in the bank.”

“Except,” he insisted, “except for a certain thing that I have to buy … a certain thing. Guess what it is!”

“I don’t know.”

“Well, who is it that needs a chic silk dress, tailor-made?”

“Forget it, Porfirio. What dress? Luxury isn’t for poor people. Put the money in the bank.”

“I’ll put the rest of it in the bank, but there’s going to be a dress. I don’t want a raggedy wife. Poor people wear clothes, too, right? I’m not saying buy a dozen dresses, but what harm can one dress do? You might need to go somewhere a little more dressed up. And anyway, you’ve never had a dress made in a French shop before.”

Porfirio paid all their debts and bought the dress. His creditors frowned when they saw him coming, but instead of excuses he gave them money—as naturally as though he had never done anything else. Gloria put up a bit more opposition to the dress, but being a woman she eventually succumbed to the lure of looks and fashion. She did not consent to have the dress made by a tailor, however, and she wanted the savings deposited in the bank with the rest of what remained after paying their debts.

“And why does it have to be deposited in the bank?” he asked a week later.

“In case we need it,” answered his wife.

Porfirio thought about this, walked around the room twice, approached her, and put his hand under her chin. He stood there for a moment gazing at her.

Then, shaking his head:

“You’re a saint. You sit here working, month in, month out, and never have any fun, never have a day off. That’s got to be bad for your health.”

“Well, let’s go out for a walk.”

“Don’t say that. Walking around is not enough. Otherwise, dogs would never get mangy,” he said, laughing uproariously at his own idea. “I’m saying something different. I mean … let’s have a party.”

Gloria was instantly and firmly against it. She begged, argued, and even got angry, but her husband had an answer for everything. Had they been counting on this money? No! Imagine how they had been, owing the hair off their heads, whereas now they were all paid up and could enjoy themselves. It could even be a way to thank the Good Lord for his blessings. You can’t take it with you, after all. Everybody gets to have some fun occasionally. Even the worst-off people get a holiday sometimes. Why should the two of them have to slave for years without a break? And actually, he did get out a bit, but she didn’t. What did she ever get to see? Nothing! Just work and more work. And, after all, when else was she going to wear her new silk dress?

“On the day of Our Lady of Gloria we can go the parish fair, all right?”

Porfirio thought about this for a moment.

“We can do both,” he said. “I won’t invite too many people. A family affair. I’ll invite Firmino and his wife, old Ramalho’s daughters, now that he has passed away, and Borges, of course …”

“Nobody else, Porfirio, that’s enough!”

Porfirio agreed to everything, and he was probably sincere, but the preparations worked him up to a fever pitch. He wanted the party to be a real blowout, something that people would talk about. After a week, the guest list had risen to thirty. They were deluged with inquiries. There was all sorts of talk about Porfirio’s party, about his winning the lottery, some said two thousand milréis, some said three thousand, and when they asked him, he smiled, avoided answering, and offered no clarification. Some concluded that he must have won four thousand, and he smiled even more mysteriously.

The day arrived. Gloria, who had eventually caught her husband’s infectious enthusiasm, proudly wore her new dress. Every now and then, she thought about the money and told her husband to control himself and save something to put in the bank. He said yes, but did not count very carefully, and the money evaporated. After a simple, high-spirited dinner, the dancing started, a real blowout. The place was so crowded that you could hardly move.

Gloria was the queen that night. Her husband stopped fidgeting with his brand-new, shiny shoes to watch her, elatedly. They danced together many times, and the general opinion was that nobody could top them, but they also danced with their guests, a family affair. It got to be three o’clock, four o’clock, five o’clock in the morning. At five o’clock, a third of the guests were still there, “the imperial guard,” according to Porfirio, who was everywhere at once, covered with sweat, his tie twisted to one side, straightening up the floral decorations, scooping up a child who had gone to sleep in a corner, carrying it to a bedroom carpeted with sleeping children. And then he was back in the front room, clapping his hands, let’s go people, don’t let the dancing stop, they could sleep when they went home.

And instruments wailed again, as the last candles flickered low.


FATHER AGAINST MOTHER

We come at last to a story by Machado de Assis in which a slave plays a central role: “Pai contra mãe.” Even in this story, the slave catcher is the protagonist, although not because the author has any liking for him. Cándido, a good-natured good-for-nothing, is the father of the title. The mother is the escaped slave Arminda, who is pregnant when Cándido catches her. Cándido and his wife, Clara, another seamstress, are threatened with the loss of their newborn son, whom they may have to leave in something called the “foundling’s wheel,” which is a small rotating door to a convent, where nuns would find the infant and care for it as an orphan. The story was published in 1906, shortly before the author’s death, and, unlike the enormous majority of his stories, this one did not appear first in the newspaper. It was written well after the abolition of slavery, when slaves had not been numerous for decades. Improvidence and debt are on the prowl again in this second story about life among the not-so-rich majority in nineteenth-century Rio. But the great evil here is unmistakably slavery itself. There is a powerful sense, in this story, that the author is saying things he often would have liked to say in the past. And this time, quite unusually, the narrator is none other than Joaquim Maria Machado de Assis himself, more or less unmediated and in person.




 

Like other social institutions, slavery brought with it a number of activities and artifacts. Let me mention a few artifacts associated with a particular activity of interest to our story. A sort of iron collar is one; an iron chain attached to the ankle, another; and, third, a metallic mask. The mask eliminated the vice of drunkenness among slaves by covering their mouths. It had only three openings—two for the eyes and one to breathe through—and it was fastened with a lock behind the head. Without the vice of drunkenness, slaves lost the temptation to steal, because it was commonly a coin or two belonging to the master that they used to buy a drink. So the mask eliminated not one vice, but two, and guaranteed both sobriety and honesty. The mask was grotesque, admittedly, but social order is not always achieved without grotesquery and, sometimes, cruelty. Tinsmiths hung these masks for sale by the doors of their shops. But let’s not worry about masks.

The iron collar was locked around the neck of slaves who had attempted to escape, following their recapture. Imagine a thick iron ring and, on it, to the left or the right of the wearer’s neck, a thick iron bar extending up to the height of the wearer’s head. It was heavy, of course, but it was less a punishment than a marker. Any slave who ran away again wearing such a collar would be noticed wherever he went and quickly recaptured.

Half a century ago, slaves ran away frequently. There were a lot of slaves, back then, and not all of them liked slavery. They were occasionally beaten, and not all of them liked to be beaten. Many were merely scolded, of course, because someone in the household defended them or because their owners were not mean or simply did not want to damage their property. Money, apparently, can feel pain, too. Still, slaves kept running away. Sometimes—although this was rare—a recently imported slave would sprint away from the Valongo slave market through the streets of Rio de Janeiro without any idea of where he was going. Newly imported slaves who were purchased and taken home soon learned their way around the streets and acquired the rudiments of Portuguese. Then they would ask the master to let them go out daily and earn money for him as street vendors or slaves for hire, and these had many opportunities to run away.

The owner of a runaway slave offered a monetary reward to whoever brought him back. He put an advertisement in the newspaper with a description of the runaway—name, clothing, any noticeable physical defect, the neighborhood where the slave was last seen, and the amount offered in bounty. When the ad mentioned no specific amount, it promised “a generous reward.” Such ads often contained a small illustration of a barefoot black man running, a sack with his few belongings slung over his shoulder on a stick. They invoked the full rigor of the law against anyone who aided or abetted the escape.

Now, catching escaped slaves was then a common occupation, useful, if not exactly noble, and, because it enforced the law and the sanctity of property, it had a secondhand sort of respectability. No one studied slave catching or took it up merely as a pastime, however. Poverty, a chance occurrence, the desire to serve, a lack of aptitude for other sorts of work, but most often the simple need to make ends meet—such were the motivations of the valiant men who imposed order on disorder in midcentury Rio de Janeiro.

Cándido Neves—Candy, to friends and family—the person about whom this story of a slave catcher is being told, was motivated by poverty, pure and simple. He couldn’t tolerate any sort of trade or employment. He was “jinxed,” he said. His first idea was to learn typesetting, but he quickly saw that it would take time to master and, even then, he told himself, might not pay enough. He liked the idea of business, which was an excellent career, and so became cashier at a small store. In practice, though, serving customers at the counter annoyed him and wounded his pride, so he quit after five or six weeks. Letter carrier, notary’s assistant, messenger for an imperial ministry, and other jobs—were jettisoned soon after he got them.

When he fell in love with Clara, he had only debts to his name—not too many, though, because he lived with his cousin, a wood-carver by trade. After various failed attempts to find other work, he decided to enter his cousin’s trade, of which he already knew some elements. He easily learned more, but he was in a hurry and didn’t learn them very well. So he stayed away from anything delicate or complicated, doing only claw-feet for sofas and simple carving for the backs of chairs. He wanted to be employed when he got married, and that didn’t take long to happen.

He was thirty years old, Clara twenty-two. She was an orphan and lived with her Aunt Monica, in whose house she did needlework. She wasn’t so busy sewing that she couldn’t have boyfriends, but the boyfriends were only interested in killing time with her, so it appeared, and nothing else. They spent afternoons in the sitting room, gazing at her, and she at them, until the evening, when she had to go sew. She noticed that she didn’t really like them and didn’t miss them in their absence. She possibly never learned the names of many. She did want to get married, naturally. Her aunt said that it was like fishing: you just waited, cane pole in hand, to see if anything took the bait. But nothing did. Most fish swam by without stopping, and the few that stopped merely poked at the bait without taking it before swimming away in search of something better.

Love brings us various missives. One has to open the envelopes to see what is inside. When Clara first saw Cándido Neves, she felt immediately that this might be her future husband, the one and only. They met at a dance. Such, one could say, recalling the attempted initial profession of the groom, was page one of their romance, a book that turned out poorly typeset and worse bound. The wedding took place eleven months later, with quite a celebration. Clara’s friends tried to dissuade her from the step that she was about to take. They did not deny that the groom was a fine fellow, or that he loved her, or that he possessed a number of virtues. But they said that he was too fond of partying.

“Thank goodness,” replied the bride. “At least I’m not marrying some boring old hulk!”

“An old hulk, no. It’s that …”

But they didn’t finish the sentence. After the wedding, however, Aunt Monica spoke to them at the rundown house, where they had gone to live. She wanted to talk about their idea of having children. The new couple wanted to have one, just one, even though a child might try their scarce resources.

“You’ll starve to death, and the child, too,” the aunt told her niece.

“The Virgin, Our Lady, will provide for us,” replied Clara.

Aunt Monica should have delivered her dire warning when Cándido had proposed to the young woman. But Monica, too, was fond of celebrations, and liked the idea of a wedding. The three of them were fun loving. The couple laughed about everything, even their names—Clara, Neves, Cándido—all about whiteness and purity. Their high spirits put no food on the table, but laughter is easily digested. Clara sewed more now, and Cándido took odd jobs, nothing steady.

They did not give up the idea of having a child, however. It was the child who, apparently unaware of their plan, failed to materialize. One day, though, the child finally gave notice of its impending arrival; boy or girl, it was the blessed fruit that would bring them the future they’d sighed for. Aunt Monica felt a bit uncertain, but Cándido and Clara laughed at her worries.

“God will surely help us, Aunt Monica,” insisted the expectant mother.

The news flew from neighbor to neighbor. They had only to await the big day. The wife sewed more eagerly than before, which was a good thing, because now, in addition to the sewing that she did for money, she had to start piecing together the baby clothes out of scraps. She thought about the baby clothes until it seemed to her that she already had the baby, so much did she measure and sew for its diapers and little shirts. The scraps were small, and the intervals between them, large. Aunt Monica helped, it’s true, though resentfully.

“You’ll see how hard life is,” she sighed.

“Don’t other people’s babies get born somehow?” asked Clara.

“They get born, and their parents have a steady means to feed them, even if it’s not much.”

“What do you mean ‘a steady means’?”

“I mean a job, an occupation. What does the father of that unlucky kid that you’re expecting spend his time doing?”

Cándido Neves, as soon as he heard about the aunt’s warning, went to talk with her, and although he wasn’t rude to her, he was much less gentle than usual. He demanded to know if she had ever gone hungry while he was living with her.

“You only fast during Holy Week, and only then because you decline to share whatever I’m having. We never go without our codfish.”

“Sure, but there are just three of us.”

“So there will be four.”

“It’s not the same thing.”

“What do you want me to do, then, that I’m not already doing?”

“Something more reliable. Look at that cabinetmaker fellow, the guy who runs the corner store, the typesetter who got married on Saturday … they all have steady jobs. Don’t get mad, now. I’m not saying that you’re worthless, I’m saying what you’re doing is worthless. Weeks go by that you earn nothing at all.”

“Yes, but one evening soon I’m going to more than make up for it. God won’t abandon me. Those runaways know they can’t play games with yours truly. Very few resist at all. A lot of them don’t even try to run and just surrender right away.”

He spoke with pride. It was money in the bank. Before long he was laughing, and soon Monica was laughing, too, because she was naturally fun-loving and the baptism promised a big party.

Cándido had lost the wood-carving job the way he’d let go of many others, better ones and worse ones. Now he was keen to catch slaves. Slave catching didn’t require you to stay a long time sitting in one place. It only required strength, a sharp eye, patience, courage, and a piece of rope. Cándido Neves read the advertisements concerning escaped slaves, carefully copied them on a bit of paper that he put in his pocket, and went out to do some research. He had a good memory. Once he had assimilated the information about the runaways, he quickly found, caught, tied them, and led them away. He was impressively strong and agile. More than once he was standing on a corner conversing absentmindedly and, among many slaves passing by, recognized one as a runaway. And he knew which one—the name, the owner’s name, the owner’s address, and the amount of the reward, too. He didn’t grab the slave right away, either. He waited for the right moment and then, one jump, and the reward was in his hands. Sometimes he shed a drop of blood, the work of the other person’s teeth and fingernails, but mostly he got by without a scratch.

One day Cándido’s profits began to diminish. Runaways didn’t come up and jump into his arms anymore. Other, very capable hands were at work. Slave catching was a growing business and lots of unemployed men had seen the potential, found a rope, copied the ads, and joined the chase. Cándido had more than one competitor in his own neighborhood. Now his debts began to rise without the payments that, at first, had been on time or almost on time. Life suddenly got harder. They borrowed money for food, and they didn’t eat so well. Sometimes it was a long time between meals. The landlord sent repeatedly for the rent.

Clara didn’t even have time to mend her husband’s clothes because she was busy sewing for money at all hours. Aunt Monica helped her niece, naturally. When Cándido got home in the evenings you could see in his face that his pockets were empty. He ate supper and went out again to look for runaways. Blinded by the necessity, he now occasionally grabbed the wrong person, a faithful servant doing an errand for his master. Once he captured a free man of color. He apologized a thousand times but the man’s relatives left him black and blue.

“It was bound to happen,” said Aunt Monica when she saw him walk in and after she heard his story about the mistake and its consequences. “Give it up, man! Look for a different line of work.”

Cándido did decide he wanted another job, but not because of Monica’s advice. He was simply ready for a change of pace. The only problem was finding an alternative trade that he could learn quickly enough.

Nature moved along: the fetus was growing, a considerable burden to its mother even before being born. The eighth month arrived, a difficult month, though less than the ninth, so let’s skip them both and narrate only their impact, which could not be more bitter.

“No, Aunt Monica!” howled our Cándido, refusing advice that I’d rather not put in print, advice hard for the father to hear, no doubt. “Not that! Never!”

It was in the last week of the last month that Monica advised the couple to leave the baby in the foundling’s wheel. There could hardly be a worse word for two young expectant parents, eager to kiss and care for their baby, eager to watch it laugh and grow fat and sassy. The foundling’s wheel! Cándido looked in horror at the aunt and finally pounded his fist on the dining table. The table was old and shaky and seemed about to collapse entirely. Clara spoke up:

“Aunt Monica isn’t trying to be mean, Candy.”

“Mean?” said Monica. “It’s the best thing for you and for the baby, too. You’re deep in debt and can’t keep food on the table now. How is this family going to get bigger without more money? And, anyway, you’ve got plenty of time. In a few years, when you can afford them, then you can have children, and you’ll want them as much as this one, or even more, because then you can take care of them. Someone else will raise this one, and it will be fine. Leaving it in the foundling’s wheel isn’t like leaving it on the beach or in some trash heap. At the convent, at least it won’t die, and here it will, if it doesn’t get enough to eat. So …”

Aunt Monica concluded the phrase with a shrug of her shoulders and, turning her back, went into her room. She had insinuated the idea before, but never so frankly, heatedly, or—if you prefer—so cruelly. Clara reached over to her husband, as if to comfort him. Cándido Neves made a face and called the aunt crazy under his breath. The couple’s tender moment was interrupted by someone knocking on the front door.

“Who’s there?” inquired the husband.

“It’s me.”

It was the landlord, to whom they owed three months’ rent and who had come in person to give them an ultimatum. His tenant invited him in.

“That will not be necessary …”

“Please be so kind …”

The landlord entered but refused to take a seat. He cast his eyes over the furniture to calculate its value and saw little. He had come to collect what they owed; he could wait no longer and, unless he was paid within five days, he would evict them. He had not worked hard all his life to give others a free ride. No one would think, to look at him, that he was a landlord, but his hard words more than compensated for his mild appearance, and Cándido made no reply. He inclined his head, half in acquiescence and half in supplication. His creditor offered no concessions.

“You have five days, or you’re out,” he said, lifting the latch and leaving.

Our Cándido went out as well, but in a different direction. He never panicked in such situations. He would get the money somehow, no telling how, but somehow, he was sure. He took a look at the announcements of runaway slaves. There were several, including some that he had seen for weeks. But he spent a few hours looking around without results and then went home. Four days later he remained empty handed and was ready to try anything. He went to talk to various of the landlord’s friends, getting only the suggestion that he vacate the premises.

The situation had become acute. They had found nowhere to move, no one to help them. They were going to be out in the street. They were not counting on Aunt Monica. The aunt, meanwhile, had artfully located a place for the three of them to live, a room or two behind the carriageway belonging to a rich old lady of her acquaintance, the sort of place where slaves used to live. Even more artfully, the aunt had said nothing about the rooms to Cándido, hoping that desperation would drive him to take the child to the foundling’s wheel and then find a steady job—straighten out his life, in a word. She listened to Clara’s lamentations, without adding her own, but also without offering consolation. She intended to astonish the couple, on the day of their eviction, with the good news that they would not have to sleep in the street after all.

And so it happened. Evicted, they moved into the rooms that had been offered, and two days later the baby was born. The father’s joy was enormous, as was his sadness, too. Aunt Monica insisted that the baby must be taken to the foundling’s wheel. “If you don’t want to take it, let me. I’ll go.” Cándido Neves pleaded with her to wait. He would take the baby himself. It was a boy, readers, exactly what both parents had wanted. They had only a little milk to give it, but, because rain was falling that evening, the father put off taking the baby to the foundling’s wheel until the following evening.

In the meantime, he reviewed all the notices concerning runaway slaves. Most did not specify the reward; others offered a negligible amount. One, however, promised a hundred milréis. The notice described a woman, a young mulata, with details about her physical appearance and the clothes that she had been wearing when she ran away. Cándido Neves had searched for her days earlier, without luck, and had given up looking. He had decided that, young and pretty, she must be hiding in the house of a lover. Now, however, the sizeable reward and his urgent need for money inspired Cándido Neves to make a final, supreme effort. The next morning he went out to search around Carioca Square and in the neighborhood around the churches of Our Lady of Perpetual Help and Our Lady of the Good Birth, where the runaway had last been seen. He did not find her. His only lead came from an apothecary who remembered selling an ounce of some medication, three days earlier, to a woman who matched her description. Cándido Neves, who spoke as if he were the runaway’s owner, thanked the man politely. He had no better luck looking for the other runaways whose rewards were unspecified or insignificant.

He went back to his sad provisional residence. Aunt Monica had made supper for the new mother and gotten the baby ready to take to the foundling’s wheel. The new father could hardly conceal his anguish. He refused to eat the plate of food that Aunt Monica had put aside for him. He wasn’t hungry, he said, and it was true. He racked his brain for ways to keep his son, but he could think of nothing. The poor rooms where they had taken shelter reminded him of their desperate situation. He turned to his wife, who seemed resigned. Aunt Monica had painted her a lurid picture of the fate that awaited the child if it were not given for adoption. Cándido Neves found himself obligated to do what he had agreed to do. He asked his wife to feed the child for the last time. She did so, the little one fell asleep, and he gathered it in his arms and went out.

More than once he almost turned around, it’s true—and true, too, that he held his baby tenderly, kissed it, and carefully covered its face to protect it from the night air. When he reached Old Guard Street, his steps began to slow down.

“I won’t give him up until the last minute,” he murmured.

As Old Guard Street is not infinite, however—rather short, in fact—he soon approached the end, and it occurred to him then to turn down a narrow alley connecting Old Guard to the Street of Our Lady of Perpetual Help. As he emerged onto the broader thoroughfare, he was about to go right, toward the church of Perpetual Help, when he noticed the figure of a woman across the street. It was the runaway mulata. I will not try to describe the commotion that Cándido Neves experienced in that moment, because no description could communicate its real intensity. Let’s just say that it was enormous. She continued down the street, he turned in the same direction, and within a few steps he came upon the shop of the apothecary with whom he had spoken earlier. He entered and asked the apothecary to take care of the baby for an instant. He would be right back.

“But—”

Cándido Neves didn’t give him time to finish. He rushed out, crossed the street, and followed the woman at a distance until he could sneak up behind her unseen. It was her, all right, the runaway herself.

“Arminda!” he shouted, remembering the name from the advertisement.

Arminda turned around, suspecting nothing. It was only then, when Cándido Neves pulled a length of rope from his pocket and pounced, grabbing her by the arm, that she understood the danger and tried to flee. But it was too late. Cándido’s powerful hands bound her wrists, and he told her to get moving. The slave wanted to scream, and did produce a small, stifled cry, but immediately realized that it was hopeless. No one would come to her aid—rather, to the contrary, anyone who came would help her assailant, whom she now begged to release her, please, for the love of God.

“I am pregnant, good sir!” she exclaimed. “If the gentleman has any children of his own, I implore him to remember that child and let me go. I will be his slave and serve him as long as he wishes. Please, young sir, please let me go!”

“Get moving!” repeated Cándido Neves.

“Let me go!”

“Get moving! I’m in a hurry!”

A struggle ensued, because the slave would not take a step, forcing Cándido to drag her and her unborn baby along the street. People passing by, or standing in the doorways of shops, recognized what was happening and naturally didn’t interfere. Arminda was protesting that her master was cruel and would probably have her punished with a whip—a punishment that, in her condition, she couldn’t withstand. Yes, he would almost certainly have her flogged!

“It’s your own fault. Who told you to run away pregnant?” asked Cándido Neves.

He was in no mood for foolishness, thinking of his own child, whom he had left waiting with the apothecary. He wasn’t much of a talker, anyway. He dragged the struggling slave down Goldsmith Street toward the corner of Customs House Street, where her master lived. When they got there, the struggle intensified. The slave put her feet against a wall and resisted turning the corner with all her might, but to no avail. All she achieved was a delay, and after more minutes than it should have taken, she arrived at the house, panting and desperate, and there she dropped to her knees, pleading one last time. Her master was at home and, hearing a knock and a scuffle, opened the large door.

“Here’s your runaway,” said Cándido Neves.

“That’s her, all right!”

“Master!”

“Get on inside.”

Arminda fell into the open doorway. The slave’s master promptly pulled out the reward of one hundred milréis. Cándido Neves carefully folded the two bills of fifty milréis, as the master ordered his slave a second time to go on into the house. On the floor, where she lay in exhaustion, pain, and terror, the slave miscarried.

Her half-formed fetus emerged lifeless into the world, amid the groans of its mother and the exasperation of her owner. Cándido Neves took in the whole scene. What time was it? Whatever the time, he needed to get back to the Street of Our Lady of Perpetual Help, and he did so, without waiting to see anything else.

When he got there, he found the apothecary alone, with no sign of the child who had been left in his care. Cándido Neves wanted to strangle the man. Fortunately, though, the apothecary explained everything. The child was with his family in his house behind the shop, and the two men went there. The father grabbed his son no less furiously than he had grabbed the runaway slave shortly before, though this was a different sort of fury, of course—the fury of love. He offered hurried and inadequate thanks, raced out the door, and headed not for the foundling’s wheel but for his temporary lodgings, clutching his baby and the reward money. When Aunt Monica heard the whole story, she forgave the baby’s return home along with the one hundred milréis. She did have a few hard words for the slave, a runaway whose miscarriage was a costly loss to the master. Unconcerned about the miscarriage, Cándido Neves cried real tears as he kissed his little son.

“Not all children are meant to make it,” said his beating heart.


THE ALIENIST

The Alienist, a novella rather than a short story, is one of Machado’s masterworks. (An alienist, one could say, was a psychiatrist before the invention of modern psychiatry.) The novella ran chapter by chapter in the newspaper from October 1881 to March 1882. Notably, Machado has set this story “once upon a time,” vaguely in the late eighteenth century, when Brazil was still a colony and a Portuguese viceroy ruled in Rio de Janeiro. The action takes place in the negligible town of Itaguaí and is narrated with bombastic high-seriousness by a humorless historian. Why all this distancing and whimsy? Because Machado is about to do something very serious. He is about to question the unquestionable. What happens when Science is wrong? This is 1882, recall, when he is just emerging as Brazil’s most important author, still masking his mordant critiques of Brazilian political culture in humor and indirection. And these are the years in which positivism, scientific racism, and social Darwinism took on enormous prestige in the intellectual life of Brazil and the rest of the West. So, to question the infallibility of Science, the greatest hegemonic idea of his century, Machado de Assis wrote a sort of fairy tale and his plot unfolds in a largely imaginative terrain. Secondarily, the novella critiques the idea that revolutions—including democratic revolutions like the French Revolution— are likely to improve the political order. Two final notes: The so-called Pork Chop Revolution is completely fictional, although a bit reminiscent of the liberal uprisings of the 1830s and 1840s that briefly threatened the unity of the Brazilian empire. And the protagonist’s surname, Bacamarte, means “blunderbuss,” an antique weapon that fired scattershot.




 

I
How Itaguaí Acquired a Lunatic Asylum

The chronicles of Itaguaí tell that, long ago, there lived in that town a certain physician, Dr. Simão Bacamarte, son of the local nobility, the greatest physician anywhere in Brazil, Portugal, or Spain. He had studied at the universities of Coimbra and Padua, but, at the age of thirty-four, had returned to Brazil, for the Portuguese king was unable to prevail upon him to remain in Portugal—whether at Coimbra, directing the national university, or in Lisbon, handling the affairs of the monarchy.

“Science,” he said to His Majesty, “is my sole occupation; Itaguaí, my universe.”

And, having said this, he returned to Itaguaí and surrendered himself body and soul to scientific study, alternating therapies with readings, theorems with plasters and poultices. At the age of forty, he married Dona Evarista da Costa e Mascarenhas, twenty-five, the widow of a judge but neither pretty nor charming. One of his uncles, a particularly blunt man, marveled at the choice and told him so. Simão Bacamarte explained that Dona Evarista displayed a number of first-rate anatomical and physiological characteristics—including good digestion and regular sleep patterns, a strong pulse and excellent eyesight—and that she was thus well qualified to give him healthy, robust, and intelligent children. If, in addition to those fine qualities, the only ones worthy of a wise man’s consideration, Dona Evarista was a bit homely, far from disturbing him, he thanked God for it, because that way he ran less risk of losing himself in the trivial and vulgar contemplation of his consort to the detriment of his scientific pursuits.

Dona Evarista disappointed Dr. Bacamarte, however, giving him no children, whether robust or frail. But Science is naturally patient, and our doctor waited three years, then four, then five. At the end of that time, he made a profound study of the matter, reread the authoritative texts that he had brought with him to Itaguaí, consulted by post with the faculties of Italian and German universities, and finally prescribed a special diet that his wife, preferring to subsist exclusively on the tasty local pork, refused to eat. And to her explicable but unfortunate stubbornness we owe the total extinction of the Bacamarte line.

But Science has the ineffable ability to cure all suffering, so our physician buried himself in the study and practice of medicine. It was then that a particular corner of medical science came to his attention: psychiatry, cerebral pathology, in sum, the work of the alienist. Neither Portugal nor its Brazilian colony boasted a single authority in that understudied—or rather, entirely unstudied—subject. Simão Bacamarte realized that this unexploited field of endeavor afforded Portuguese, and more particularly Brazilian, science the opportunity to win “imperishable laurels,” an expression that he himself used in the privacy of his home, although in public he maintained the modest demeanor appropriate to a scientist.

“The health of the soul,” he cried, “is the worthiest concern for a doctor.”

“For a true doctor,” corrected Crispim Soares, the town apothecary, one of Bacamarte’s friends and associates.

Among the defects that local chroniclers attribute to the Itaguaí town council of those years was inattention to the needs of lunatics. Violent lunatics were locked away at home by their families, ignored and untreated, until death finally came for them, while the nonviolent ones wandered loose in the streets. Simão Bacamarte set out to remedy this situation. He informed the town council of his intention to house and treat the insane of Itaguaí and all the surrounding area in a specially constructed building, and he requested public funding to defray the costs of patients whose families could not afford treatment. His proposal raised the curiosity of everyone in town and provoked great opposition, showing how difficult it is to eliminate deeply rooted habits, even absurd or pernicious ones. The idea of gathering the town’s lunatics to live in one house seemed itself a symptom of dementia, as someone even dared insinuate to the doctor’s wife.

“See here, Dona Evarista,” said Father Lopes, the local vicar, “try to get your husband to take a nice trip to Rio de Janeiro. Studying all the time isn’t good. It makes people loony.”

Terrified, the illustrious Dona Evarista went straight to tell her husband that she had conceived a strong desire to travel to Rio de Janeiro, where she promised to eat everything that he recommended for her special diet. But the great man, with typical sagacity, recognized his wife’s intentions and merely replied, smiling, that she had nothing to fear. He went from there to the town hall, where the council was debating his proposal, and so eloquently did he defend it that the majority authorized the project and also voted for a tax to pay for the treatment, room, and board of the indigent lunatics. It was difficult to find anything to put a tax on, however, because everything in Itaguaí had been taxed already. After extensive study, the council decided to allow, for a fee, two plumes on the heads of horses used in funerals. Anyone wanting to befeather his horse-drawn hearse would have to pay for the privilege, at an hourly rate to be charged from the time of death to the moment of the final blessing over the tomb. As the council scribe lost himself in arithmetic calculations of the revenues hypothetically to result from the new tax, a councilman who did not believe in the doctor’s project suggested that the scribe be excused such a useless task.

“No calculations are necessary,” he said, “because Dr. Bacamarte won’t accomplish anything. Who ever heard of putting a lot of crazy people in the same house?”

But the worthy magistrate was wrong; the doctor accomplished it all. As soon as he was in possession of the license, he began construction of his asylum. It stood on the Rua Nova, Itaguaí’s most elegant street in those days, and had fifty windows on each side, a courtyard in the center, and scores of small bedrooms for the residents. An avid student of Islamic medical texts, the doctor found a passage in the Quran declaring mad people saintly, because Allah took their wits so they wouldn’t sin. He found the idea appealing and profound and had it engraved on the front of the building, but because he was worried about the disapproval of the vicar and, ultimately, the bishop, he attributed the thought to Pope Benedict VIII. His punishment for this small, pious fraud was to hear Father Lopes recount at lunch the entire biography of that eminent pontiff.

The Casa Verde was the name given to the asylum (alluding to the building’s green window frames, the first to be painted that color in Itaguaí), and it was inaugurated with enormous pomp. People came from all the surrounding towns and villages, from near and far, and even from Rio de Janeiro, to attend the ceremonies, which lasted seven days. Many patients had already been admitted, and their families were able to witness the paternal affection and Christian charity with which the demented would be treated. Dona Evarista, delighted by her husband’s success, dressed luxuriously during those memorable days, covering herself with jewels, silks, and flowers. She was the queen of the occasion, and although, in those days, ladies rarely paid social visits, Dona Evarista received repeated ones during the inaugural ceremonies. She was much praised, and if she was envied as well, because the town saw in her the fortunate wife of a noble spirit, it was with the honorable envy of worthy admiration.

At the end of seven days the public festivities were concluded; Itaguaí had a lunatic asylum.

II
A Flood of Lunatics

Three days later, the alienist revealed his heart’s desire to his confidant, the apothecary Crispim Soares.

“Charity figures among the motives of my actions to be sure, Soares, but as a seasoning, rather than the meat of the matter, for thus I interpret the message of Saint Paul to the Corinthians: ‘Though I understand all mysteries and all knowledge … and have not charity, I am nothing.’ The principal part of my work in the Casa Verde, however, is to study lunacy profoundly, in its various degrees, classifying its diverse manifestations, to find both its basic cause and its universal cure. That is my inmost desire, my humble service to humanity.”

“Your enormous service,” corrected Soares.

“Without this asylum,” continued the alienist, “I would be able to accomplish little. It offers my study greater scope.”

“Much greater,” affirmed the apothecary.

And they were right. From all the surrounding towns and villages, lunatics streamed into the Casa Verde. There were violent ones, nonviolent ones, monomaniacal ones, and the whole family of desolated human spirits. After four months, the Casa Verde had become a village. Space was exhausted, and the alienist added a new wing containing thirty-seven more cubicles with beds. Father Lopes confessed he had never imagined that so many madmen, and such mysterious cases of madness, could exist in the world. One, for example, a rude and rustic youth, every day, after lunch, launched into oratory, adorned with academic allusions and rhetorical tropes, studded with Greek and Latin, embroidered with quotations from Cicero, Apuleius, and Tertullian. The vicar was amazed. How could it be? A lad that he had seen, just three months earlier, playing in the street!

“Incredible, no doubt,” said the alienist, “but undeniably real. We see such things every day.”

“The Tower of Babel, as described in Scripture, must be the explanation,” replied the clergyman. “All languages were once mixed together, so they can become easily confused when the mind is not functioning correctly.”

“That may indeed be the explanation of the phenomenon at the divine level,” agreed the alienist after a moment’s reflection, “but there may be another, purely scientific explanation at the human level. That is what I intend to discover.”

“If you find it, I’m eager to hear about it. Truly.”

Among the patients, there were three or four driven mad by love. One, a youth of twenty-five, believed himself to be the morning star. He opened his arms and stretched wide his legs to create the impression of rays of light, and stood there for hours, inquiring repeatedly whether the sun had yet risen so that he could rest. Another fellow roamed the building incessantly, through the rooms, up and down the halls, and around the courtyard looking (so he said) for the ends of the earth. The poor devil’s wife had left him for a young twit and, seizing a club, he went after the fugitive lovers, found them after two hours on the shore of a lake, and cruelly killed them both. His jealous rage then abated but left him quite mad, still in pursuit of his wife and her paramour, whom he vowed to follow, even to the ends of the earth.

There were noteworthy examples of megalomania, as well. One measly clerk thought he was the Grand Vizier. A poor countryman of Minas Gerais imagined himself the owner of vast herds of cattle, and he went around giving them away, three hundred to you, five hundred to me, and so on and on. Then there was an attorney-at-law who, astonishingly, kept his mouth shut, convinced that his eloquence was such that a single word from him would cause the sun to explode. At least, that is what he wrote with a pencil and paper that the alienist supplied him, less out of kindness than from scientific curiosity. I prefer not to speak of the many religious megalomaniacs. One fellow thought he was God himself. Most remarkable of all, however, was a poor tailor’s son who spent the day reciting (to nobody in particular) his illustrious genealogy, as follows:

“God begat an egg, the egg begat the sword, the sword begat King David … the King begat the duke, the duke begat the count, and … I’m the count!” And then he would snap his fingers, slap his forehead, and start over.

More extraordinary than any delusion was the patient labor of Simão Bacamarte. As a first organizational measure (recommended by his friend Crispim Soares), he hired a staff of two young men (also recommended by Soares, their uncle) to keep the records of the asylum and handle its daily administration, such as the distribution of food and clothing as approved and funded by the town council. The alienist could thus concentrate his full attention on alienism.

“The Casa Verde is now a world unto itself,” he joked to Father Lopes. “It cares for its patients in both body and soul.”

“Don’t try to take over my function, now,” laughed the vicar, adding, merely for the sake of jest: “Or I’ll report you to the pope!”

Once relieved of administrative burdens, the alienist began a thorough classification of his patients. He divided them first into two main categories, violent and nonviolent, and then into subcategories, according to their various manias, delusions, and hallucinations. Then he proceeded to study each of them closely, analyzing the habits of each lunatic, his predilections and aversions, his speech and gestures, the normal hours of delirium and, if there were any, of lucidity. He inquired about the profession and habits of each patient, about other illnesses that each had suffered, about any antecedents of lunacy in the family, and about childhood experiences that might explain the onset of each case. Simultaneously the alienist experimented with treatments and medicinal substances, whether curative or merely palliative. And the result of his meticulous study was a plethora of unprecedented observations, each new phenomenon more extraordinary than the last. He worked almost constantly, hardly stopping to eat or sleep, often pondering an intractable problem or consulting an ancient text at the dinner table without speaking a single word, during the entire meal, to Dona Evarista.

III
God Knows What He Is Doing

At the end two months, that illustrious lady considered herself the most wretched of women. She sank into a deep melancholy, her complexion sallow, her thin frame wracked by sighs. She respected her husband too much to utter a word of complaint but, rather, suffered in silence and, day by day, simply wasted away. One day at dinner, her husband asked what was wrong, and at first she replied that nothing was, but then screwed up her courage to say that, lately, she felt like a widow again. And she added:

“And to think that just a bunch of lunatics …”

She did not finish the sentence, or, rather, finished it by raising aloft her eyes—those eyes that were her finest feature, large, dark, moist, and insinuating as the pale light of dawn. It was the same gesture that she had employed years ago to induce a proposal of marriage from Simão Bacamarte. The chronicles of Itaguaí do not record her motives on this occasion, but we may reasonably conjecture that she desired nothing less than to truncate the progress of Science. In any case, the alienist supposed exactly that and nothing less. The great man betrayed no agitation whatsoever. His gaze remained steely and serene, almost eternal, and not the slightest wrinkle crossed his brow, as untroubled as the waters of Botafogo Bay, but perhaps his lips did curl in a faint smile as he whispered:

“Why don’t you visit Rio? You have my permission.”

Dona Evarista felt the earth move beneath her feet. She had never, ever been to Rio de Janeiro, which, while not yet what it is today, was considerably grander than Itaguaí, and she had long since given up hope of seeing our fair city. But now, when she least expected it, her husband offered her the opportunity to realize her girlhood dreams, and she could not disguise her satisfaction. Simão Bacamarte took her by the hand and smiled a conjugal—as well as a somewhat philosophical—smile that seemed to say: “How mysterious is therapy for an ailing spirit! This woman was wasting away, thinking I didn’t love her, when a trip to Rio was all she really needed.” And being a studious man, he made note of the observation.

Dona Evarista had a sudden apprehension. If he didn’t go to Rio, she told him, well, she wouldn’t go either, because she couldn’t very well travel the highways by herself.

“You can go with your aunt,” replied the alienist.

Now, Dona Evarista had thought of this already but had refrained from suggesting it. Her aunt’s travel expenses implied additional costs, and, besides, it was better that the suggestion came from him.

“So much money we’ll have to spend!” she protested without conviction.

“What does it matter? We’ve earned quite a lot,” said her husband. “Would you like to see?”

He took her to see the account books, but Dona Evarista found the myriad of numbers bewildering, so he led her to the money chest and, Good Heavens, there were piles of gold coins, a fortune! As she devoured the sight, the alienist spoke roguishly in her ear:

“And to think that just a bunch of lunatics …”

And so Dona Evarista cheerfully resigned herself:

“God knows what he is doing!”

Three months later, on a May morning, a small crowd bid Dona Evarista farewell as she left for Rio accompanied by her aunt, by the wife and a third nephew of the apothecary, by a clergyman whom the alienist had befriended in Lisbon and who just happened to be in Itaguaí, and by nine or ten slaves, including male attendants and maidservants. The farewells were heartbreaking for everyone except the alienist. Dona Evarista’s tears, although abundant and sincere, did not move the man of science. His only concern, as he calmly inspected the crowd that had gathered around the travelers, was to discern the presence of any demented countenances among the faces of the sane.

“Farewell,” sobbed the ladies.

“Farewell,” sobbed Crispim Soares.

And the group departed. On the way home, the apothecary hung his head, gazing at his horse’s ears and at the ground in front of the plodding beast. Simão Bacamarte, on the other hand, scanned the horizon and let his horse make its way unsupervised. Behold the contrast between the vulgar throng and a man of genius! The common man sees only the present, with its tears and regrets, while the genius surveys the future with all its auroras.

IV
A New Theory

As Dona Evarista made her tearful way toward Rio de Janeiro, Simão Bacamarte began to study every aspect of a bold new idea, one that promised to revolutionize psychopathology. Each day, upon concluding his work at the Casa Verde, he strode through the streets and visited people’s houses, conversing with them on countless topics, punctuating his utterances with looks so piercing as to terrify the hardiest spirit.

Then, one morning after about three weeks, Crispim Soares was busy in his shop with his medications when a messenger came to inform him that the alienist required his presence.

“It’s urgent, from what he said,” added the messenger.

The apothecary turned pale. What could be so urgent, if not news of Dona Evarista and his wife? Now, the chronicles of Itaguaí are specific on this point: Crispim loved his wife, and, during their thirty years of marriage, the two had not previously slept apart during a single night. No doubt that explains the things that the distraught apothecary said aloud to himself, according to the servants, after his wife’s departure: “So you miss Cesárea, do you? Well, it serves you right for consenting to let her make that trip just to please Dr. Bacamarte. You go along with everything, and this is the result. So now you have to put up with it, you miserable good-for-nothing!” And he added many other ugly names that a man shouldn’t call his worst enemy, and much less himself. It is therefore easy to deduce the effect of that morning’s message. Dropping everything, the apothecary ran to the Casa Verde.

Simão Bacamarte greeted him with quiet enthusiasm.

“I’m elated,” he said.

“News of our wives?” asked Crispim Soares, his voice tremulous.

The alienist gestured magnificently.

“No, something of a higher order, a scientific experiment! I call it an experiment because I’m not yet certain of my idea, and because Science is nothing, Soares, if not an ongoing experiment. This experiment, however, is destined to change the world. Lunacy, the object of my constant investigation, has been regarded until now as a small island in an ocean of sanity. But I am beginning to see it, rather than an island, as an entire continent.”

And he fell silent to savor the apothecary’s astonishment, then explained his idea at length. Proposing that madness affected all sorts of minds previously unsuspected of insanity, he developed that concept using a vast array of arguments, examples, and texts. He took many examples from observations made in Itaguaí, but he also cited numerous cases from European history, some famously horrible and some merely peculiar or ridiculous. Socrates thought himself accompanied by a sort of fairy, Pascal felt a precipice always at his left hand, and so on.

“And all these diverse manifestations, Soares, whether ferocious or grotesque, are rooted in the same phenomenon.”

“How can it be?” exclaimed the apothecary, throwing up his hands.

He found the notion of radically expanding the definition of insanity farfetched, but modesty, his finest quality, prevented him from saying so. Instead, he declared the idea sublime and self-evident, and he even called it “something for the noisemaker.”

This last phrase cannot be translated into a modern idiom and will have to be explained. Itaguaí, like the other localities of colonial Brazil, had no newspaper, and there were only two ways of publicizing anything. The first method was posting a hand-lettered announcement on the door of the church or the town hall, and the second was by means of the noise-maker. Here is how the second method functioned. A man was hired to walk up and down through the streets for one or more days getting people’s attention with a wooden noise-making device. When a crowd had gathered to hear him, he announced whatever he had been paid to announce: a cure for fevers, a house for rent, whatever. He might even recite a sonnet or read an oration. In truth, the noisemaker could be a nuisance, but it was also highly effective. For example, one of the town councilmen of Itaguaí—the very one who had opposed the construction of the Casa Verde—periodically hired the noisemaker to publicize his skill as a snake charmer. The reputation was entirely undeserved; he had, in fact, never charmed any sort of reptile. And, yet, many townspeople did not hesitate to affirm that they had seen rattlesnakes dance on the councilman’s chest. Truth be told, the past can still teach our modern age a thing or two.

“Putting my idea into practice will be better than publicity,” said the alienist, in response to the apothecary’s suggestion.

And the apothecary, declining to differ from that view, agreed that, yes, it was better to put the idea into practice first.

“There will always be time later for the noisemaker,” he concluded.

Simão Bacamarte reflected for a moment, and said:

“Let us suppose, my good Soares, that the collective human spirit resembles a great oyster. My goal is to extract the pearl. The pearl is reason itself, pure sanity. I must therefore define the precise boundaries of what is reasonable; anything else is madness, madness pure and simple. And here is the definition. Sanity is the perfect equilibrium of all the faculties, neither more, nor less.”

Father Lopes, another to whom the alienist confided the basic principles of his theory, declared flatly that he failed to understand it, or, rather, that he found it absurd, and if not absurd, then at least unrealistic, and he recommended against any attempt to implement it.

“The current definition has always served to distinguish sanity from insanity well enough. One knows who is mad and who isn’t,” he said. “Why open up a new box of worms?”

The slightest hint of a smile curled across the thin lips of the alienist, suggesting a mix of disdain and pity. He was far too tactful to make the other feel his superiority, however. Instead, he simply let Science inform Theology with such supreme self-assurance that Theology did not know what to believe. Itaguaí, and the whole world, stood on the brink of revolution.

V
The Terror

Four days later, the people of Itaguaí were shocked by the news that a certain Costa had been interned in the Casa Verde.

“Impossible!”

“Impossible? It happened this morning.”

“But … the truth is that he didn’t deserve it. On top of everything else?”

Costa was among the most highly esteemed fellows in town. Once he had inherited a princely sum, four hundred thousand Portuguese cruzados, a sum that, invested at interest, would produce “enough,” according to the uncle who left it to him in his will, “to live on for the rest of his life, and then some.” But no sooner did the money come into Costa’s hands than he started to lend it, without interest, to anyone who asked. After five years he had practically nothing left. Had it happened all at once, the population of Itaguaí would have been dismayed, but it happened little by little. Costa slipped from opulence to affluence, from affluence to sufficiency, from sufficiency to difficulty, from difficulty to poverty, and from there to utter indigence, ever so gradually. At the end of those five years, people who had once taken off their hats when within a block of meeting Costa on the street, now clapped him familiarly on the shoulder, pinched his nose, and made brazen remarks. And Costa, ever simple and good-humored, said nothing. He even pretended not to notice that the least courteous were precisely those who still owed him money. To the contrary, when one of them made a rude joke that Costa merely laughed off and a bystander, who disliked Costa, asked scornfully whether he had no pride or suffered insults in the hopes of finally being paid back, why, Costa responded by canceling the debt on the spot. The ungrateful ex-debtor jeered at him: “How noble of Costa to cancel a debt that he couldn’t collect!” This slur at his generosity finally wounded Costa’s pride and spurred him to action. Two hours later, he laid hands on a few coins and sent them to the ungrateful ex-debtor.

“I certainly hope that settles it,” he thought.

This gesture convinced both credulous and incredulous. Who could thereafter doubt the generosity of such a worthy citizen? The most timid paupers in Itaguaí now knocked on his door asking for handouts. But the slur still rang in Costa’s ears and something gnawed at his spirit: the idea that someone didn’t like him. Fortunately, after three months the man who disliked Costa reappeared, asking for a loan of 120 cruzados, which he promised to repay in two days. Costa seized the opportunity to demonstrate his lack of avarice. The amount was all that remained of his inheritance, but he did not hesitate an instant and lent it without interest. Sadly, he did not have time to be repaid, because he was interned in the Casa Verde five months later.

Imagine the consternation of Itaguaí when people found out. They talked of nothing else, some saying he’d lost his mind at lunch, some, in the wee hours of the morning, and they described the onset of his fits: dark, violent, and terrible—or mild, and even amusing—according to the teller. A lot of people ran to the Casa Verde, and they found poor Costa calm, a bit startled, perfectly lucid, and asking repeatedly why he had been taken there. A few went to speak with the alienist. Bacamarte applauded their expressions of concern, but he made clear that Science was Science. He could not let a madman go around loose. The last person who tried to intercede (because, after what I am about to relate, nobody else dared) was Costa’s cousin. The fearsome doctor explained confidentially to the unfortunate woman that the way her cousin had squandered the family fortune betrayed a disequilibrium of his mental faculties.

“No, no, you are wrong!” interrupted the good woman. “It’s not his fault that he spent his inheritance so quickly.”

“No?”

“No, sir. I’ll tell you how it happened. My late uncle was not a bad man, but when he got mad, he was capable of anything—why, he wouldn’t take off his hat for a religious procession if it passed right in front of him! Now, just before he died he discovered that a slave had stolen his ox, and he about had a fit. He started trembling and foaming at the mouth, and his face turned as red as a tomato. I can see him now. And then up comes an ugly, long-haired fellow in shirt sleeves and asks him for a glass of water. My uncle, God rest his soul, told him to go drink from the river or go to hell. And the man raises his hand and says ‘Curse you, and may all your wealth vanish in seven years and one day, by this Star of David!’ and he pointed to a tattoo on his arm. A Jew’s curse, Dr. Bacamarte. That’s what happened to my poor cousin’s inheritance.”

Bacamarte skewered the unfortunate woman with his piercing gaze. When she had finished her story, he extended his hand to her as courteously as he might to the viceroy’s wife, and invited her to come talk to her cousin. The unhappy lady suspected nothing, and she never left the Casa Verde.

The attitude of our illustrious alienist terrified everyone in town. No one could believe that he would lock up a perfectly rational woman for no reason at all, a woman whose only crime was attempting to intercede for her cousin. People discussed the incident on street corners and in barbershops. The rumor mill went to work. There had been an unhappy love affair, it seems, years ago. The doctor had made certain overtures to Costa’s cousin, which she had spurned, leading to the doctor’s insistence, Costa’s indignation, hard feelings, and so on … leading to this act of revenge. It was obvious. The alienist’s apparent dignity and studiousness were a mere façade. And someone reported knowing much, much more—things that he wouldn’t say because he couldn’t prove them. But he could almost swear for sure.

“You’re his friend. Can’t you tell us what’s going on, what his motives are?”

Crispim Soares melted with contentment. The rush of people to his shop and the curiosity of all his acquaintances amounted to a public tribute, a recognition that he, Crispim the apothecary, was the confidant and collaborator of the great man. The apothecary’s glowing countenance and discreet smile said it all, his smile and his silence, because he hardly opened his mouth. At most he uttered a few oracular monosyllables that possessed nothing of the eloquence of that ever-present little half-smile, so suggestive of scientific mysteries that the apothecary could not reveal to any living person without danger or dishonor.

“Something is going on,” suspected the townsfolk.

Mateus the outfitter, for one, had his suspicions, but he shrugged, said nothing, and went about his affairs. He had recently built a sumptuous residence. The house itself was enough to get people’s attention, but there was more: the fine furniture imported from Holland and Hungary (as he explained, and as people could see from outside, because he always had the windows open) and the magnificent garden, a masterpiece of artistry and good taste. Mateus lost himself in contemplation of his house. He had always dreamed of having it, and when he grew rich enough making the rough saddles used for pack animals such as mules and donkeys, he got what he wanted, the grandest residence in Itaguaí, more elegant than the town hall, grander, even, than the Casa Grande. The town’s most illustrious citizens were mortified at the very thought of the outfitter’s house. A mule outfitter, and such a house! Good heavens!

“He never gets tired of looking at it,” said passersby in the morning.

Mateus had the habit of planting himself in the garden and gazing at his house for a good hour every morning, until the servants called him to lunch. The neighbors greeted him respectfully to his face, but they laughed at him behind his back. One neighbor liked to joke that if Mateus made saddles for himself, he’d be a millionaire, which, while it made no sense strictly speaking, produced gales of laughter.

“There’s Mateus, again, showing himself,” they said in the evening.

Because at the hour when the neighbors went out for their after-dinner stroll, Mateus stationed himself in an open window, dressed in white, against a dark background, and struck a noble pose for two or three hours, until night fell. One might assume that his intention was to be admired and envied, although he never confessed it in so many words to the apothecary or Father Lopes, his great friends. The apothecary inferred that intention, nonetheless, on the day when the alienist told him that Mateus the outfitter appeared to suffer from petromania, a mania that he, Bacamarte, had recently discovered, because of the way Mateus was observed to stare every morning in rapt contemplation of the stone walls of his house.

“No, sir!” Crispim Soares hurriedly corrected him.

“No?”

“Excuse me, but perhaps it has escaped your attention that he isn’t contemplating the stonework every morning, he is inspecting it. Then, in the afternoon, it’s his neighbors who inspect him and the stonework.” And he told the alienist what Mateus did every evening for two or three hours.

The sheer pleasure of Science shone in the eyes of Simão Bacamarte. Perhaps he had known nothing of the outfitter’s habit in the evenings. Perhaps he now interrogated Crispim merely in order to confirm a preexisting hunch or hypothesis. Whatever the case may be, the apothecary’s explanation satisfied him, because he expressed happiness, but as a sage does, imperceptibly, and the other noticed nothing that might lead him to suspect the alienist had any ill intention. Far from it. And as it was evening, the alienist offered his arm, an invitation to go for a stroll. My Lord! It was the first time that Simão Bacamarte had bestowed such an honor on his friend and confidant. The invitation left Crispim Soares stunned and tremulous; yes, he said, he was ready. At that point two or three people knocked on the door. Crispim mentally sent the lot of them to the devil. They might stop the stroll before it started, or worse, displace him from it. He couldn’t wait to leave. How awful! At last they set out. The alienist directed their steps to the vicinity of the mule outfitter’s house, spotted him in the window, walked back and forth in front of the house five or six times, slowly, stopping to observe his pose and facial expressions. And poor Mateus, seeing that he had awakened the curiosity or admiration of the most prominent figure of Itaguaí, struck a yet more noble pose and intensified his facial expressions. Poor man, poor man, he only sealed his fate. The next day they took him to the Casa Verde.

“The Casa Verde is nothing but a private prison,” said a failed physician.

And the phrase spread like wildfire in Itaguaí: “a private prison,” they repeated, from north to south and east to west. The talk was driven by fear. In the week following the arrest of poor Mateus, more than twenty people, two or three of them leading citizens, had been taken forcibly to the Casa Verde. The alienist said that they were all pathological cases, but few people were inclined to believe him. The rumor mill rumbled on. Revenge, greed, divine punishment, the monomania of the alienist, a plot hatched in the viceregal capital Rio de Janeiro to hinder the progress of the provincial cities throughout Brazil, and a thousand other explanations that explained nothing—such was the stuff that the popular imagination produced daily during that week.

And at that point the wife of the alienist returned from Rio de Janeiro, along with her aunt, the wife of Crispim Soares, and the rest of the party that had departed from Itaguaí a few weeks earlier. The alienist went to receive her, along with the apothecary, Father Lopes, and a number of town councilmen and magistrates. The moment when Dona Evarista laid eyes on her husband is considered by many chroniclers to be among the most sublime in human annals, because of the perfect contrast between these two noble temperaments, both extreme, both worthy. Dona Evarista let out a shriek, babbled a few words, and hurled herself at her consort in a manner that cannot be better defined than “part jaguar and part turtledove.” Not so the illustrious Bacamarte. Cold as a diagnosis, full of scientific rigidity, he wordlessly reached out to his lady, who fell into his arms and fainted. The incident did not last long. Within two minutes Dona Evarista’s friends were welcoming her back and the homeward procession had begun.

Dona Evarista was the great hope of Itaguaí. Everyone counted on her to save the town from the Casa Verde. Hence the public acclaim, the banners, the press of people in the street, the flowers and damask window dressings. Walking arm in arm with Father Lopes—because the eminent Bacamarte had confided his wife to the vicar and accompanied them a few steps away, lost in meditation—Dona Evarista swiveled her head from side to side, curious, stirred, swollen with pride. The vicar inquired about Rio de Janeiro, where he had not traveled since the reign of the previous viceroy, and Dona Evarista responded enthusiastically that Rio de Janeiro was the most beautiful thing that could possibly exist in the whole world. The Public Promenade and Gardens, a veritable paradise, had finally opened, and she had gone there several times, and the main streets were so impressive, and … oh, the Fountain of Ducks! Real ducks, made of metal, with water coming out of their mouths! Unbelievably lovely. The vicar said that, yes, Rio de Janeiro must be lovely now, indeed. It was already nice years ago. And no wonder, being much bigger than Itaguaí, after all, and home to the viceroy … not that Itaguaí could be called ugly, of course. It had fine buildings, like the mansion that Mateus built, and the Casa Verde …

“And speaking of the Casa Verde,” said Father Lopes, gliding skillfully into the topic at hand, “I believe that you’ll find it quite full of people.”

“Is that so?”

“Very full. Let’s see, there’s Mateus—”

“The mule outfitter?”

“The mule outfitter. And then there’s Costa, and Costa’s cousin, and old So-and-So, and—“

“They’re all crazy?”

“Apparently,” prevaricated the clergyman.

“But how? Why?”

The vicar drew down the corners of his mouth as if he knew nothing or would rather not say, an answer that could not be quoted for lack of text. Dona Evarista found it really extraordinary that all those people had lost their minds. One or two, maybe, but all of them? Still, she found it difficult to doubt her husband’s judgment. He was a brilliant man. Surely he wouldn’t commit anyone to the Casa Verde without proof of insanity.

“No, surely not … of course not,” agreed the vicar.

Three hours later, nearly fifty guests sat around the table of Simão Bacamarte for the home-coming dinner. Dona Evarista was the obligatory subject of toasts, speeches, metaphors, eulogies, and all manner of tributes in verse and prose. She was the wife of the new Hippocrates, the muse of Science, an angel, divine, the Dawn, Charity, a Consolation, Life itself. Her eyes were “twinkling stars” in the modest metaphor of Crispim Soares, “blazing suns” in the more robust version of a town councilman. The alienist listened to it all without visible impatience. He merely explained in his wife’s ear that she should regard such flights of fancy as poetic license. Dona Evarista tried to follow her husband’s advice, but even discounting three quarters of the flattery, the rest was enough to swell her head. One of the orators, for example, Martim Brito, a pretentious twenty-five-year-old lover boy with quite a reputation in Itaguaí, gave a speech in which he described the birth of Dona Evarista. “After creating man and woman, who are the diamond and the pearl of his heavenly crown,” intoned the orator, dragging that last phrase triumphantly from one end of the table to the other, “God decided to outdo God, and so … he created Dona Evarista.”

Dona Evarista lowered her eyes with exemplary modesty. Two ladies who found young Brito’s flattery excessive or audacious interrogated the head of the household with their eyes, and they did find his expression clouded with misgiving, threatening a storm and, possibly, mayhem. Excessive audacity, thought the two ladies. Each of them prayed silently that God prevent a tragedy, or, better, that he postpone it until tomorrow. One of the ladies, the more charitable of the two, had to admit that Dona Evarista was so far from being attractive or pretty as to be practically above suspicion. An unappetizing dish! But then, there is no accounting for taste, the lady reflected, with renewed alarm, although less this time. Less, because now the alienist was smiling at Martim Brito, and, when everyone rose from the table, going to chat with him about his speech. He couldn’t deny that it was a tour de force of extemporaneous speaking, loaded with brilliant images. Was that bit about Evarista’s birth his own idea, or inspired by something that he had read? … No, sir! It was entirely original, an improvisation inspired purely by the occasion. His ideas were typically bold rather than delicate or jocular, you see. Bold, tending toward the epic. Once, for example, he had composed an ode about the 1777 fall of the Marquis de Pombal in which he compared the king’s famous minister to “a jagged dragon of Nothingness” torn asunder by “the avenging talons of Everything.” He liked that sort of unusual trope. He went for the sublime …

“Poor lad,” thought the alienist. And he silently elaborated: some sort of cerebral lesion, probably not life threatening, but still worthy of study …

Dona Evarista was astounded to learn, three days later, that Martim Brito had been taken to the Casa Verde. A young man with such lovely ideas! The two ladies blamed the alienist’s jealousy. What else could it be? The young man’s remarks had really been too provocative.

Jealousy? How, then, to explain the similar fate of the frolicsome and harmless Chico, the colorless scribe Fabrício, the unquestionably respectable José Borges do Couto Leme, and others taken into custody along with Martim Brito, none of whom had given the alienist any reason for jealousy? The atmosphere of terror intensified. One no longer knew who was sane and who was crazy. Women lit candles to the Virgin whenever their husbands left home, and some husbands would not leave home unless accompanied by armed men. Absolute terror. Whoever could, got out of town. One such fugitive got no farther than a few hundred steps, however. He was fellow of about thirty years old, friendly, well-spoken, polite—so polite that he doffed his hat and bowed to greet everyone he met: ladies, gentlemen, even children. He had a sort of vocation for social pleasantries. To know Gil Bernardes was to love him. And yet, once informed that the alienist was watching him, not even Gil Bernardes felt safe. He tried to get away in the early morning hours of the very next day but was stopped at the edge of town and escorted to the Casa Verde.

“This has got to stop!”

“We can’t let this go on!”

“Down with this tyranny!”

“And with the tyrant!”

Not yet cries in the street, these complaints were heard in people’s houses, and as the terror mounted, the hour of open rebellion approached. The idea of petitioning the government to arrest and deport Simão Bacamarte had crossed several people’s minds even before Porfírio the barber expressed it loudly in his barbershop, shaking his fist with indignation. Let it be noted that Porfírio—who, as barbers did in those days, served his clients by applying leeches and using his razor as a scalpel for minor surgeries—was getting rich since the sick people of Itaguaí had stopped consulting Simão Bacamarte for any reason. And yet, in a gesture of selfless civic virtue, he proclaimed that private gain took second place to the public interest, and he shouted: “The despot must be overthrown!” Let it be noted, furthermore, that he raised the cry of rebellion on the very day that Bacamarte arrested a certain Coelho, who had a lawsuit pending against the barber.

“So, is Coelho crazy?” he inquired.

And nobody answered him. Everybody considered Coelho perfectly sane. Coelho’s lawsuit against Porfírio, concerning a couple of vacant lots in town, derived from a confusion of obscurely worded property titles rather than from greed or rancor. A fine fellow, Coelho. The only people who didn’t like him were a couple of grumps (always in a hurry, according to them) who would duck into a shop or around a corner in order not to talk to Coelho when they saw him coming down the street. The truth is that Coelho did like to talk. Nothing pleased him more than meeting someone with the time and inclination to chew the fat, but any passerby would do for a start. Father Lopes, one of Coelho’s few enemies, liked to insult him slyly using quotations from Dante, which he thought a harmless amusement, given that neither Coelho nor anyone else in Itaguaí (except, of course, the alienist) could understand him. If asked, he claimed to be praying in Latin.

VI
The Revolution

The barber soon had thirty followers. They wrote a petition and took it to the town council, but the council refused to accept it, declaring that the Casa Verde was a public institution and that the progress of Science could not be governed by administrative decree, much less by the demands of an unruly mob.

“Our best advice to you,” concluded the president of the town council, “is to return to your labors.”

The agitators were furious. The barber called for rebellion and the destruction of the Casa Verde. No longer could Itaguaí be a guinea pig for experimentation. Too many people, whether prominent or humble, languished in the cubicles of the Casa Verde. And moreover, the scientific despotism of the alienist had been complicated by a profit motive, because his patients were not treated free of charge. Their families or, in some cases, the town council had to foot the bill.

“False!” interrupted the mayor.

“False?”

“Not two weeks ago the illustrious physician informed us that, in view of the enormous scientific value of his experiments, he could not accept further payment from the town council or the families of the lunatics.”

News of an action so pure, so noble, softened the rebels’ hearts. Surely he had committed errors, but the alienist’s motives were wholly scientific, after all. And an uproar did not help to clarify the errors, whatever they might be. So spoke the president of the town council, to the applause of its assembled members. After a moment’s reflection, the barber declared that he had a public mandate and would not rest until destroying the Casa Verde, “that Bastille of human reason,” in the phrase of a local poet that he repeated with great emphasis. At that, he exited the town hall with all his followers.

The town council had an emergency on its hands. It had to control the menace of riot, rack, and ruin. To make matters worse, one of the councilmen who had applauded the president’s initial statement, upon hearing the barber refer to the Casa Verde as “that Bastille of human reason,” found the phrase so eloquent that he changed his mind and called for measures against the Casa Verde. When the president expressed his vigorous indignation at the idea, the councilman responded in the following terms:

“I know nothing of Science, but if he has locked up so many people who are apparently sane, who’s to say that the alienist isn’t insane himself?”

Sebastião Freitas, the dissident councilman, had a gift for words, and he continued to speak for some time with firmness, prudence, and good sense. His colleagues were dumfounded, and the president of the town council begged him, at least, to set an example of respect for law and order by not repeating such things in the street, where his ideas would “give body and soul to the whirlwind.” The effect of this phrase was to counterbalance, somewhat, the effect of the other. Sebastião Freitas promised to do nothing more, for the moment, but reserved the right to demand legal measures against the Casa Verde. “That Bastille of human reason,” he repeated under his breath, shaking his head in admiration.

Meanwhile, the riot outside was gaining force. Not thirty, but three hundred followers now marched behind the barber, whose nickname, Pork Chop, should be mentioned at this point, because the movement eventually became famous in the chronicles of Itaguaí as the Pork Chop Revolution. The participants would have been more numerous, but many townspeople—whether as a matter of fear or upbringing—hesitated to join a riot led by somebody called “Pork Chop.” Nonetheless, the general spirit of the day was unanimous, or nearly unanimous, and the three hundred who marched in the direction of the Casa Verde might even be compared, allowing for the differences between Itaguaí and Paris, to the crowd that stormed the Bastille.

Dona Evarista got news of the mob before it arrived. A slave boy brought it to her while she was trying on a silk dress (one of the thirty-seven she had brought from Rio de Janeiro), and she refused to believe it.

“It must be some prank,” she said modifying the position of a pin. “Benedita, see if the hem is straight.”

“It is, ma’am,” responded the black chambermaid squatting beside her on the floor. “It’s fine. Turn just a bit. Like that. Yes, ma’am, it’s fine.”

“It’s no prank, no ma’am,” continued the boy, quite frightened. “They’re shouting, ‘Down with the tyrant Bacamarte!’”

“Hush, silly! … Benedita, see over here on the left side? Doesn’t the hem look a little crooked? See? That looks awful. We’ll have to unsew that part and—”

“Death to Bacamarte! Down with the tyrant!” howled three hundred voices in the street.

All the blood drained from Dona Evarista’s face. For a moment, petrified with terror, she stood stock-still. The slave girl at her feet ran instinctively toward the backdoor of the house. As for the boy who had brought the news, a quick and almost imperceptible movement indicated his sense of vindication at having been proved correct.

“Death to the alienist!” shouted the approaching voices.

Dona Evarista, although easily overwhelmed by a tumult of happiness, knew how to retain her composure in the face of danger. Pulling herself together, she ran to her husband’s study. When she entered it precipitately, the illustrious physician was scrutinizing an Arabic text by the medieval authority Averroes, and his eyes, clouded with cogitation, rose from the book to the ceiling and fell from ceiling to book, visualizing profound mental truths but blind to external realities. Dona Evarista called to her husband two times, without attracting his attention. The third time he heard her and asked if she were ill.

“Don’t you hear those shouts?” asked his worthy wife, in tears.

The alienist listened to the shouts, ever closer and more menacing, and he grasped the entire situation. Rising from the armchair in which he had been seated, he closed his book and went with firm and unhurried steps to deposit it on the bookshelf. Because returning the volume to its place pushed the contiguous volumes slightly out of alignment, Simão Bacamarte took a moment to correct that minimal but meaningful imperfection. Then he told his wife to stay inside and do nothing.

“No, no,” implored the worthy woman, “I want to die at your side …”

Simão Bacamarte insisted that she stay inside, no one was going to die, and even should that be the case, her duty was to remain alive. And the sorrowful lady bowed her head, obedient and tearful.

“Down with the Casa Verde!” bellowed the mob.

The alienist walked toward the balcony just as the Pork Chop Revolution arrived beneath it, its three hundred heads radiant with civic virtue but somber with fury. “Death to the tyrant!” came the shout from all sides as the figure of the alienist emerged onto the balcony. Simão Bacamarte raised his hand, asking to speak. The rebellious mob drowned his voice with howls of indignation. Then the barber waved his hat to impose silence, managed to quiet his friends, and told the alienist that he could speak, as long as he did not try the People’s patience. They had had enough.

“I will say little, or even nothing all, as the case may be. First, though, I need to know what you are asking for.”

“We aren’t asking for anything,” replied the barber vehemently, “we’re demanding that the Casa Verde be demolished, or at least, emptied of all its victims.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Of course you understand, tyrant! We are here to liberate the victims of your hatred, your greed, your obstinacy …”

The alienist smiled a smile invisible to the eyes of the multitude, a slight contraction of two or three muscles, nothing more. He smiled and responded:

“Science is a serious thing, gentlemen, and it deserves to be treated seriously. In matters of alienism, I answer to no one, save to scientific authority and to God. If you want to discuss my management of the Casa Verde, I am willing to hear you. But if you ask me to betray my principles, you will gain nothing thereby. I could invite you to send a delegation with me to observe my treatment of the demented—I could, but I will not, because I will never explain my therapeutic regimen to an unschooled mob.”

The alienist said these things, and the multitude was amazed. Clearly, it had not anticipated such energy, and still less, such serenity. And its amazement grew as the alienist bowed gravely, turned his back, and left the balcony. The barber then recovered his self-possession and, waving his hat, called his followers to demolish the Casa Verde, but only scattered, uncertain voices responded. It was at that precise moment that the barber felt the ambition to govern awaken inside him. He believed that by demolishing the Casa Verde and overthrowing the alienist he would gain decisive influence over the town council and make himself master of Itaguaí. For a number of years he had been trying to get his name included on the list of men eligible to serve on the town council, but he had been rejected because his trade and social status were deemed inappropriate for such exalted office. It was now or never. Things had gone too far for him to turn back. Failure would mean exile, prison, or even the gallows. Unfortunately, the alienist’s words had diminished the fervor of his followers. The barber felt a surge of indignation, an urge to shout, “Cowards, wretches!” But he restrained himself and took a different tack:

“Let us struggle, dear friends, to the bitter end. The salvation of Itaguaí lies in your worthy and heroic hands. Let us pull down the walls that imprison your fathers and brothers, your mothers and sisters, the walls that threaten your own freedom. If not, you will surely die on rations of bread and water, groaning beneath the lash, in the dungeons of the tyrant.”

The multitude roused itself, murmured, shouted with defiance, and swirled around the barber. The Pork Chop Revolution was reborn after faltering briefly, and it was ready to raze the Casa Verde to the ground.

“Forward!” shouted Porfírio, waving his hat.

“Forward!” repeated his followers.

But something stopped them in their tracks: a corps of heavily armed, mounted dragoons marching up the street in their direction.

VII
Something Unexpected

When the dragoons came face to face with the Pork Chop Revolution, there ensued a moment of stupefaction. The rebels could hardly believe that the army had been sent against them, but the barber understood everything and simply waited. The dragoons halted, and their captain told the multitude to disperse. Although some were inclined to do so, others rallied around the barber, who responded audaciously:

“We shall not disperse. Take our dead bodies if you must. They are yours, but the bodies only. You shall not take our honor, our rights, or our self-respect, for upon them depends the salvation of Itaguaí.”

A rash reply, certainly, but a very natural one, revealing the disorientation that often occurs in moments of great crisis—revealing as well, perhaps, an excessive confidence that the dragoons would refrain from using their weapons, a confidence that their captain dissipated instantly by ordering a charge. The next moments defied description. The multitude howled with fury. Some managed to escape by climbing into the windows of nearby houses or running down the street. But the majority stood firm, bellowing their indignation, bolstered by the exhortations of the barber. The defeat of the Pork Chop Revolution appeared imminent when, suddenly—for reasons not clarified in the chronicles—a third of the dragoons switched sides and joined the rebels. The unexpected reinforcements simultaneously encouraged the rebels and discouraged their foes. The remaining dragoons did not have the heart to attack their former comrades and, one by one, joined them until, after a few minutes, the picture had altered completely. The captain, accompanied now by only a handful of men, faced a compact mass of intimidating rebels. He had no choice but to accept defeat and surrender his sword to the barber.

The triumphant rebellion lost no time. After attending to the wounded, it made for the town hall. Dragoons and rebels fraternized with each other and with the cheering crowd, shouting vivas for the king and his viceroy, for Itaguaí and their illustrious leader, who walked at the head of the multitude waving the surrendered sword as nimbly as one of his straight razors. Victory wreathed the barber’s brow with a mysterious aura, and the dignity of office had begun to stiffen his thighs.

The councilmen, peering from the windows of the town hall, assumed that the dragoons were bringing the rebels back as captives. Immediately, they voted to petition the viceroy for a bonus to reward the troops whose bravery had saved Itaguaí from “plunging headlong into the abyss of anarchy.” This phrase was proposed by Sebastião Freitas, the dissident councilman whose earlier defense of the rebels had so scandalized his colleagues. Very quickly, however, shouts of “Long live Porfírio” and “Death to the alienist” informed the council of the sad truth. Its president did not lose his nerve: “Whatever may be our fate, let us never forget that we are, above all, servants of His Majesty and Itaguaí.” Sebastião Freitas insinuated that their most effective service might be to exit by the backdoor and consult with the judge, but the other councilmen vigorously rejected that suggestion.

The barber then entered the town hall accompanied by his chief lieutenants and arrested the council. The erstwhile councilmen did not resist and allowed themselves to be taken to jail. At that point, the barber’s associates proposed that he take charge of the municipal government in the name of His Majesty. Porfírio accepted that responsibility, although he was well aware (he added) of the thorny difficulties it entailed. He would need the support of his friends (he added further), and they assured him of it. The barber went to the window and communicated these resolutions to the crowd, who did not hesitate to ratify them and acclaim the barber “Protector of Itaguaí in the name of His Majesty and the People.” The protector then issued various important documents officially announcing the formation of the new government and providing the viceroy with a detailed report of recent events (including repeated protestations of loyalty and obedience to His Majesty). He also penned the following brief but forceful proclamation:

“People of Itaguaí!

“The former, privileged town council, grown negligent and corrupt, was conspiring against the interests of His Majesty and the People. Public opinion condemned it, and now a handful of citizens, aided by the courageous Royal Dragoons, have dissolved it and, with the unanimous consensus of the townspeople, have confided in me, your faithful servant, the responsibility of governing until such a time as His Majesty disposes otherwise. People of Itaguaí! All that I ask is your confidence and your help in restoring public tranquility and probity in the management of our public finances, so needlessly squandered by the council that you have seen fit to overthrow today. Rest assured of my disposition to self-sacrifice and of the eventual favor and gratitude of His Majesty.

The Protector of Itaguaí in the
Name of His Majesty and the People
“PORFIRIO CAETANO DAS NEVES”

Everyone noticed the proclamation’s total silence regarding the Casa Verde, a bad sign according to some. The danger seemed all the greater because, during the momentous events of that afternoon, the alienist had taken seven or eight more people to the Casa Verde, two of them women. Another was a relative of the protector, and while this was not, in point of fact, an intentional provocation on the part of the alienist, everyone interpreted it that way. The town held its breath hoping, within another twenty-four hours, to see the alienist himself locked up and his so-called asylum destroyed forever.

The day ended cheerfully. As the man with the noisemaker went from one street corner to the next reading the proclamation, people poured out of their houses and gathered in excited crowds, cheering the illustrious Porfírio and swearing, if need be, to die in his defense. Confidence in the new government was such that one heard few shouts of protest against the Casa Verde. The barber issued a decree making the day a holiday, and he asked the vicar to say a celebratory mass in honor of the occasion, but Father Lopes flatly refused.

“In any case, Father, I certainly hope that you’re not planning to join the ranks of the opposition,” said the barber with a scowl.

“And how could I do that,” responded the vicar, without responding, “if there isn’t any opposition?”

The barber smiled, because it was true. Except for the captain of dragoons, the deposed town council, and a few local big shots, everyone acclaimed him. Even the big shots, while not acclaiming him, had not opposed him. Practically the whole town regarded him as a savior, the man who was going to liberate Itaguaí from Simão Bacamarte and his dreadful Casa Verde.

VIII
The Apothecary’s Dilemma

The next morning, the barber, accompanied by two uniformed assistants, strode up the main street of Itaguaí in the direction of Simão Bacamarte’s residence. He knew that it would be more dignified and fitting to summon the alienist to the Palace of Government (as he had renamed the town hall), but he feared that his summons would be ignored, and so he chose to go to the alienist, instead. That way he would avoid embarrassment and also appear magnanimous.

I will not describe the apothecary’s terrified state of mind when told that the barber was going to Bacamarte’s house. “They’re going to arrest him,” he thought. The apothecary’s anguish during those days of revolution can hardly be imagined. No man ever found himself on the horns of a worse dilemma. Bacamarte’s hour of need called Crispim Soares to his friend’s side, but the triumph of the barber called him to the barber. News of the rebellion had burdened the apothecary’s spirit severely the day before, because he knew that the alienist was universally hated. News of the barber’s triumph a few hours later had been the last straw. Crispim’s wife, a woman of fortitude and a particular friend of Dona Evarista, had told him that his place was at the side of Simão Bacamarte. But his heart had cried out that, no, it was a lost cause, and nobody willingly espouses a lost cause. “Cato did it, true enough,” he had reflected, “when he fell on his own sword.” Father Lopes had often told him the story of Cato’s suicide when Julius Caesar conquered Pompeii. But Crispim reasoned that Cato had no choice, and he did. So, when his wife had insisted that he make his stand with the alienist, Crispim Soares declared that he had a fever and felt ill.

“There goes Porfírio to Dr. Bacamarte’s house,” said his wife the next morning, standing at his bedside. “He’s got several men with him.”

“They’re going to arrest him,” thought the apothecary.

That idea led to another. After arresting the alienist they would come arrest him as an accomplice. And that idea cured his fever instantly. Leaping out of bed, he announced that he felt better, and, despite his consort’s strenuous protests, he dressed and went out. The old chronicles of Itaguaí are unanimous in saying that the apothecary’s wife took great comfort in the noble action of her husband, who she believed was going to join his friend Bacamarte. The chroniclers point out, as well, that nothing could better illustrate the comforting power of mistaken beliefs, because Crispim went not to the alienist’s house, but, rather, to the Palace of Government. Once there, he expressed surprise at not finding the barber, whom he wished to congratulate. He had not done so yesterday on account of illness, and he forced a cough. The officials to whom he spoke considered his declaration significant, because they well knew of his friendship with the alienist. So they received him warmly, saying that His Excellency had gone to the Casa Verde on important business but would return shortly. They offered the apothecary a chair, some refreshment, and their compliments, remarking that the cause of the illustrious protector was the cause of all true patriots. Crispim Soares said yes, yes, of course, that he intended to write to His Majesty in those very terms.

IX
Two Textbook Cases

The alienist did not keep the barber waiting. Having no way to resist the new government, he was ready to obey it. He asked only that he not be forced to be present at the destruction of the Casa Verde.

“The destruction of the Casa Verde?” replied the barber after a respectful pause. “You are mistaken, sir, totally mistaken in attributing such a malicious intent to my administration. Rightly or wrongly, the people of Itaguaí believe that most of your patients are perfectly sane, but that is a purely scientific issue, and a scientific issue cannot be resolved by political decisions. Moreover, the Casa Verde was entrusted to my hands by the outgoing administration as a public institution, and so it shall remain. Surely there is some compromise solution through which public confidence may be restored.”

The alienist could hardly conceal his astonishment. He confessed that he had expected something quite different—the demolition of the asylum, his own arrest or banishment, anything but—

“You would not be so surprised, sir,” interrupted the barber gravely, “if you considered the responsibility that rests upon my shoulders. The blind, uncomprehending indignation of the common people leads them to demand a certain kind of measure from their government, but the government must exercise superior judgment, moderating that blind impulse and taking only such measures as may be appropriate. That is the situation in which I find myself today. Yesterday, enflamed by their justified wrath at the corruption of their former rulers, the People called for the abolition of the Casa Verde—but can government abolish madness? No. Can government diagnose it or determine the correct therapy for it? No, a thousand times, no! Government cannot usurp the role proper to Science. Therefore, the new administration cannot do without your services, sir, nor does it wish to. Let us stand together, and the people will obey us. We need only to preserve appearances and placate the rabble. For example, we might release from the Casa Verde a few harmless lunatics, a few who are almost cured, etcetera, etcetera. In that way we would demonstrate tolerance and benevolence with little risk to public safety.”

“How many were killed or wounded yesterday?” asked Simão Bacamarte after about three minutes.

The barber was shocked by the question, but he answered quickly: eleven dead and twenty-five wounded.

“Eleven dead and twenty-five wounded!” repeated the alienist.

He then said that he would decide how to proceed within a few days, and he asked several more questions about the event of the day before—the confrontation with the dragoons and their switching sides, the confrontation with the council, and so on—to which the barber replied in detail, with frequent reference to corruption in high places. The barber confessed that several leading families had not yet endorsed his rule, but the alienist would be able to help greatly in that regard. In sum, the new administration would be proud, indeed, to boast the collaboration of the town’s most distinguished native son.

The alienist listened in silence, his noble countenance unaltered, displaying neither vanity nor modesty, as emotionless as a stone idol.

“Eleven dead and twenty-five wounded,” he repeated, after seeing the barber to the door. “Here are two textbook cases of cerebral insufficiency: the barber’s pathological duplicity and the idiocy of his followers.”

“Long live the illustrious Porfírio!” cheered thirty-or-so people who had been waiting to acclaim the barber when he emerged from the alienist’s house.

The alienist looked out the window and heard a bit of the barber’s address to the thirty-or-so people.

“ … because the People’s will is my command. You may rest assured of that! All I ask of you is order and obedience, the most fundamental prerequisite of good government.”

“Long live the illustrious Porfírio!” cheered the People, waving their hats.

“Two textbook cases … ,” muttered the alienist.

X
The Restoration

Within five days, he had committed fifty people to the Casa Verde for acclaiming the new government. The entire town expressed indignation. The government was stunned, unable to react. João Pina, another barber, began to say openly in the street that Porfírio “had sold his soul to Simão Bacamarte,” a phrase that rallied the most resolute men in town around João Pina. Porfírio, seeing his former professional rival at the head of an insurrection, understood that all was lost unless he struck a forceful blow, and he issued two decrees, one abolishing the Casa Verde and another banishing the alienist. João Pina demonstrated clearly, with excellent turns of phrase, that Porfírio’s actions were simply for show, a deceptive diversion that no one should take seriously. Two hours later, Porfírio had fallen ignominiously from power, and João Pina was assuming the thorny responsibilities of governance. Finding copies of Porfírio’s proclamation, his report to the viceroy, and various documents used to inaugurate the outgoing government, Pina had them copied and reissued. It goes without saying that he substituted his name for Porfírio’s, and where the other barber had spoken of a “privileged town council grown negligent and corrupt,” this one spoke of “an upstart intruder infected by the worst doctrines of the French Revolution….”

At that point a military force sent by the viceroy marched into Itaguaí and restored order. The alienist naturally demanded that they turn over to him the barber Porfírio, which they did, along with fifty-or-so individuals whose cerebral insufficiency destined them for the Casa Verde. Furthermore, the restored government promised to turn over nineteen others who had yet to recover fully from wounds received during the Pork Chop Revolution.

The influence of Simão Bacamarte had now reached its zenith. He had only to ask, and he got anything and everything that he wanted. We can take the measure of his influence in the promptness with which the restored town council agreed to let councilman Sebastião Freitas be taken to the Casa Verde. Aware of the extraordinary inconsistency of the councilman’s opinions, the alienist pronounced his case pathological and asked that he be committed. The same thing happened with the apothecary. When the alienist heard about Crispim’s momentary embrace of the Pork Chop Revolution, he compared that to the approval he had always gotten from the apothecary, even the day before, and had him brought in. Crispim Soares did not deny the facts, but he attempted to explain them by claiming he was terrified and had done nothing else to support the revolution because he had been in bed, sick. Simão Bacamarte did not contradict him. He simply remarked to the others present that the case of Crispim Soares provided a remarkable illustration of how terror can, and often does, precipitate madness.

The best measure of Bacamarte’s influence, however, was the docility with which the remaining councilmen turned over their own president. That worthy magistrate had declared during a council meeting that he wanted thirty buckets of blood to wash away the affront that the Pork Chop Revolution had done to his honor, words repeated to the alienist—enthusiastically and in terms of admiration—by the council secretary. Simão Bacamarte first took the secretary to the Casa Verde, then went straight to the town hall and announced to the council that its president had a dangerous form of lunacy that must be studied. The council hesitated at first but gave in, after some discussion, for the benefit of mankind.

From then on, the process only accelerated. A man could not tell the simplest sort of lie without being sent instantly to the Casa Verde. Everything was madness, it seemed. Gossips, gamblers, people who exaggerated or prevaricated, those who were habitually stuck up or who merely sucked up—no one escaped the emissaries of the alienist. He left girls in love alone but would not tolerate flirts, saying that love was a natural impulse and flirtation, a vice. Misers and spendthrifts disappeared into the Casa Verde with equal frequency, giving rise to the protest that workable guidelines for sanity no longer existed.

Some of the old chroniclers question Bacamarte’s integrity and cite as evidence the story of the silver ring. According to their accusation (which I cannot vouch for) he asked the town council to pass a law authorizing the use of a silver thumb ring on the left hand of any person who, without proof of any kind, claimed to descend from Portuguese nobility. These chroniclers suggest that Bacamarte’s aim was to enrich a certain silversmith, his dear friend. The silversmith clearly benefitted, but the Casa Verde did, as well, making the true motivation of the illustrious physician less than crystal clear. As for the reason why all wearers of the silver ring were taken to the Casa Verde, this is one of the murkiest issues in the entire history of Itaguaí. According to the likeliest hypothesis, they were committed for waving their hands excessively in the street, in church, even at home. Everybody knows that crazy people wave their hands excessively. However, this is merely a hypothesis. Bacamarte made no statement on the matter.

“Where will it end?” asked the town big shots. “If only we had supported the Pork Chop Revolution!”

And one fine morning, the morning of a day of a big dance at the town hall, Itaguaí awoke to the news that the alienist’s own wife was in the Casa Verde. No one could believe it. Surely it was a joke. But no, it was God’s own truth. Dona Evarista had been taken there at two o’clock in the morning. Father Lopes ran to the alienist’s house and inquired discreetly about what had happened.

“I had suspected it for some time,” said her husband. “She always lived quite modestly until her trip to Rio de Janeiro, and then that sudden fever for silks, velvet, lace, and jewels … the contrast was just too stark. So I began to observe her behavior. She could converse about nothing else. If I mentioned the history of the royal court at Lisbon, she would ask about the cut of the ladies’ dresses. If a woman paid her a visit during my absence, she would describe the visitor’s clothing item by item, approving of some and censuring others, before she mentioned the purpose of the visit. One day, I believe you will recall, Father, she promised to make a new dress every year for the image of Our Lady on the principal altar. All these symptoms were serious enough … but then, last night, she went over the edge. Her dress for this evening’s gala was all ready except for the choice of a necklace, whether one of sapphires or one of garnets. Day before yesterday she asked me which she should wear, and I told her that she looked beautiful in both. Yesterday at lunch she repeated the question and afterward I noticed that she was unusually quiet and pensive. ‘What’s the matter?’ I asked. ‘I wanted to wear the garnet necklace,’ she said, ‘but the sapphires are so pretty!’ I said, ‘Fine, wear the sapphire necklace,’ but she objected: ‘What about the garnets?’ The rest of the afternoon passed without incident. We had dinner and went to sleep at the usual hour. I woke up in the middle of the night—it was about half past one, I believe—and she wasn’t in bed. So I got up, and there she was in her dressing room, sitting in front of the mirror, trying on the two necklaces one after the other: garnets, sapphires, garnets, sapphires. I had her committed immediately.”

Father Lopes said nothing, but the answer did not completely satisfy him. Perceiving the attitude of the priest, the alienist explained that Dona Evarista had a mild case of “sumptuary mania,” nothing incurable, but worthy of study.

“I expect to have her cured in six weeks,” he concluded.

The selfless action of the illustrious physician greatly impressed the town as a whole. The mistrust and speculation that had surrounded him abruptly ceased once the alienist had his own wife—whom he loved more than life itself—committed to the Casa Verde. Who now could oppose him, or even suggest that he had considerations other than scientific ones?

He was a hero, austere and sublime, a cross between Hippocrates and Cato.

XI
The Amazement of Itaguaí

And now, prepare yourself, dear Reader, to be as amazed as the town of Itaguaí when it learned that all the lunatics in the Casa Verde were to be released.

“All of them?”

“All of them.”

“That’s impossible. Some of them, maybe … but all?”

“All. So he says, anyway, in the report that he sent today to the town council …”

In fact, the alienist had sent a formal communication to the town council with the following six points:

(1) By his calculations, four fifths of the population of

Itaguaí was now resident in the Casa Verde.

(2) Therefore, he had reevaluated his definition of “sanity” as consisting in the perfect equilibrium of all the mental faculties.

(3) Judging by the statistics of Itaguaí, he now believed the reverse to be true; i.e., that a disequilibrium of the mental faculties is normal, a perfect equilibrium, abnormal—and hypothetically pathological.

(4) Consequently, he intended to release all the current residents of the Casa Verde immediately, in order to make beds available for new patients who would be chosen in accord with his revised hypothesis.

(5) He would spare no effort in the continued pursuit of scientific truth and appreciated the same dedication on the part of the town council.

(6) He intended to reimburse the council and the patients’ families for unspent monies paid on behalf of those mistakenly presumed to be insane, and he invited the council to inspect the financial accounts of the Casa Verde.

The amazement of Itaguaí was great, indeed, and the joy of the friends and families of the released patients, equally great. Dinners, concerts and dances, public illuminations, and celebrations of all kinds marked the happy occasion. A detailed description of them is beside the point. Suffice it to say that they were splendid, touching, and protracted. Amid the rejoicing, few paid any attention to the last part of point four.

XII
The Last Part of Point Four

The public illuminations were finally extinguished, the families of Itaguaí, finally reunited, and everything that had been out of kilter seemed to function, once again, the way it should. Order reigned anew, and the town council governed without outside interference. Its president and Councilman Freitas were back, too. As for Porfírio, the ex-protector, he had learned his lesson and decided that the obscure glories of razor and scissors were preferable to the brilliant calamities of public life. He had to go to court, of course, but the townspeople implored His Majesty for clemency and managed to secure a pardon for him. The other barber, João Pina, was absolved of the charge of rebellion because he had overthrown an illegal government.

All complaints against the alienist evaporated, and not only that: resentment for his past actions evaporated, as well. The former patients of the Casa Verde now regarded Simão Bacamarte with fervent gratitude for declaring them sane. As a token of appreciation, a number of them thought it appropriate to put on a dance in his honor. Dinners and other celebrations followed. Several chronicles suggest that Dona Evarista considered asking for a separation, but her hesitancy to give up the companionship of her illustrious consort overcame her injured pride, and the couple were soon happier than ever.

Crispim Soares was equally happy to be restored to the good graces of the alienist, whose unexpected announcement had convinced him that prudence is, indeed, the best policy in times of revolution. The apothecary appreciated the generous spirit of his old friend. At the time of Crispim’s release from the Casa Verde, the physician had offered his hand in a warm personal greeting.

“He is truly a great man,” said the apothecary to his wife when he told her about Bacamarte’s gesture.

There is no need to speak in detail about the mule outfitter, about Martim Brito, about Costa and Coelho, or about any of the others named in the previous pages of this narrative. Suffice it to say that they all returned to their old ways. The honey-tongued Martim Brito, who had been committed to the Casa Verde for his excessive admiration of Dona Evarista, delivered a speech praising the alienist as “an exalted genius that soars far above the sun, leaving behind all the other inhabitants of the earth.”

“Thank you,” said the alienist, “for confirming that I was correct to release you.”

In the meantime, the town council of Itaguaí, which had refrained initially from making any formal response to Simão Bacamarte’s official communication, met to address the last part of point four. At the meeting, it voted without debate to authorize the detention in the Casa Verde of persons displaying symptoms of a perfect equilibrium of all their mental faculties. As a result of the council’s painful prior experience, however, it added provisos making the authorization provisional for one year (a period deemed sufficient to test the alienist’s new theory) and reserving the right to close the Casa Verde by administrative decree whenever it deemed such a measure necessary for reasons of public safety. Councilman Freitas proposed, moreover, that in no case were members of the town council to be institutionalized, a final proviso that passed easily over the objection of Councilman Galvão. Galvão objected that a rigorous scientific experiment could not, without obvious logical inconsistency, exempt members of the town council. The councilmen shouted Galvão down, characterizing his objection as “audacious” and “senseless,” whereupon Galvão said merely that he maintained his vote against the exemption.

“A seat on the town council,” he concluded, “does not alter the laws of nature, nor does it exempt us from the human condition.”

Simão Bacamarte accepted all the council’s restrictions. He would regret having to institutionalize any councilmen, of course. Fortunately, their support of the exemption proved that, as a group, they did not suffer from a perfect equilibrium of all their mental faculties. The same could not be said, however, about Councilman Galvão, whose insightful analysis and moderate behavior revealed a well-balanced brain. He requested, therefore, that Galvão be interned in the Casa Verde. The other councilmen, still smarting from Galvão’s criticisms, approved the request unanimously.

Understandably, a single act or utterance was no longer sufficient to get one committed to the Casa Verde. To the contrary, accurate diagnosis now required an extensive study of an individual’s personal history and present circumstances. Father Lopes, for example, was not detained until thirty days—and the apothecary’s wife, forty days—after the town council authorized the alienist to pursue his theory. His wife’s detention filled Crispim Soares with indignation. He went around bellowing with rage, telling everyone that he was going to box the tyrant’s ears. One of the alienist’s few enemies in Itaguaí found the apothecary’s threats so disturbing that, putting aside his animosity, he went straight to Simão Bacamarte’s residence to warn him. Simão Bacamarte thanked the man, whose truthfulness, good faith, sound judgment, and generosity of spirit he quickly ascertained. Shaking the man’s hand with pleasure and gratitude, he sent him to the Casa Verde.

“What an extraordinary mind,” remarked the alienist to his astonished wife. “Now we’ll see about our Crispim.”

Crispim Soares quickly appeared. Grief had overcome rage; he did not box the alienist’s ears. The latter consoled his friend and confidant, assuring him that all was not lost. Crispim’s wife might have a mental disorder that had escaped detection so far. One could only hope. The alienist promised a thorough examination, but until then he could not release her in good conscience. On the other hand, considering that the husband’s cowardice and lack of integrity could be a therapeutic influence on his consort, Simão Bacamarte offered to let the apothecary eat and sleep with her in the Casa Verde.

“You can still work in your shop every day.”

The proposal placed the apothecary on the horns of a dilemma once again. He wanted to be in touch with his wife, but he was afraid to reenter the Casa Verde. The poor man remained speechless until Dona Evarista offered to visit Crispim’s wife on his behalf every day and carry messages back and forth between them. The apothecary kissed her hands, babbling his gratitude, a gesture of pusillanimous selfishness that set the alienist’s eyes twinkling.

After five months, he had eighteen patients again, but still the man of science did not rest. He went from street to street, from house to house, watching, asking questions, taking notes. He interned each new patient with the kind of enthusiasm that he had felt earlier when committing people by the dozen. The smaller numbers confirmed that he had at last discovered the true principles of cerebral pathology. One day he even had the chief magistrate of the district court sent to the Casa Verde, but only after the most scrupulous and painstaking investigation and only with the approval of the most prominent citizens of Itaguaí. More than once he was about to detain someone who turned out to be perfectly unbalanced. Such was the case of a certain lawyer, a man in whom the alienist identified such fine moral and mental qualities that it seemed dangerous to leave him at large. He ordered the man’s arrest, but the arresting officer suspected that something was amiss, and he asked permission to conduct an experiment. The officer went to talk with a friend who was trying to gain an inheritance that was not his, and he recommended that his friend retain the legal services of Salustiano, for that was the name of the lawyer in question.

“So you think … ?”

“Tell him everything, the whole truth, and see if he will take the case.”

The friend went to talk with Salustiano and confessed to him that he had falsified the will. Salustiano did not decline the case. He studied all the documentation, analyzed it thoroughly, and demonstrated in court, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that the will was authentic. The judge solemnly awarded the inheritance to Salustiano’s client, and thanks to the result of this experiment, the distinguished attorney avoided internment in the Casa Verde. However, nothing escapes the penetrating intelligence of a truly brilliant mind. Simão Bacamarte, who had been observing the zeal, sagacity, and patience of his arresting officer for some time, became so impressed by the officer’s skill in conducting the delicate investigation that he lodged him in one of the best rooms in the Casa Verde.

The alienist had reorganized the Casa Verde according to various categories of insanity. There was a ward for those who were excessively modest, another for the incurably loyal, a third for those whose most notable defect was truthfulness or sincerity, a fourth for the regrettably wise, a fifth for the deplorably magnanimous, and so on. The friends and relatives of his patients naturally protested against the new theory. Some demanded that the town council rescind the operating license of the Casa Verde. The councilmen remembered the annoying language of Galvão, however. Rescinding the license would imply Galvão’s release and restoration to a seat on the council, so the councilmen refused. In a subsequent communication, Simão Bacamarte congratulated them on their display of petty spite.

At this point, a few leading citizens of Itaguaí appealed secretly to Porfírio the barber, promising him money, men, and material support if he began a new movement to overthrow the alienist and the town council. They assured him of their influence at the court of the viceroy in Rio de Janeiro, promising to intervene on his behalf. The barber declined. Overweening ambition had once led him to violate the law, but he now recognized his errors and was resolved not to repeat them. The council had authorized the alienist to test his revised theory for a year. Therefore, the proper course was to petition the council and, if the council declined, to petition the viceroy. He could not encourage, and much less participate in, a tactic that had failed disastrously in the past at a cost in blood that caused him endless remorse.

“He said what?” exclaimed the alienist when his spies informed him of the secret conversation.

Two days later, the barber was back in the Casa Verde, muttering that he just couldn’t win.

At the end of a year, the council authorized an additional six-month trial period to allow adequate testing of the alienist’s new therapies. No episode in the annals of Itaguaí ends more unexpectedly, and no episode is more significant. A full recounting would require perhaps ten further chapters of exposition, but I will make do with a single chapter, a chapter containing one of the most sublime examples of scientific objectivity and integrity imaginable.

XIII
Ever Onward!

After diagnosis comes therapy. Simão Bacamarte, so tireless and perspicacious in diagnosing all forms of dementia, excelled even more in the delicate science of treatment. All of the old chronicles concur completely on this point: the illustrious alienist accomplished truly prodigious cures, exciting astonishment and enthusiasm in Itaguaí.

His therapeutic method was straightforward. Having categorized his patients according to their salient traits, Simão Bacamarte made a frontal assault on the problematic perfection of each. Take, for example, modesty. The alienist applied a treatment designed to stimulate the contrary quality—in this case, vanity. He initiated therapy not with a maximum dose, but rather, applied an escalating dosage carefully graduated according to the age, temperament, physical condition, and social position of the patient in question. A wig, a ribbon, a tailcoat, or a walking stick might be all that was required to restore a healthy imbalance of the mental faculties. In other cases, the disease proved more persistent, and the alienist applied a diamond ring or an honorary degree. There was one lunatic, a poet, whose perfect mental stability seemed unshakable. Simão Bacamarte had almost despaired of curing him, when he thought of sending out the noisemaker to announce in the streets that the lunatic’s poetry rivaled the greatest compositions of all time.

“It was a miracle cure,” said the poet’s mother. “A miracle cure!”

Another madman, suffering from a similar delirium, also resisted treatment. Not being a writer (he could barely sign his name), this patient was not susceptible to the noisemaker cure. Simão Bacamarte moved the dosage to the highest level, asking His Majesty to confer a title of nobility on the poor man. The approach was admittedly desperate and fraught with delay. Lisbon denied the request initially, whereupon the alienist specified that the title could be strictly honorific and therapeutic, and the government finally acquiesced as an exceptional and temporary measure, given its utility for the advancement of medical science. One chronicler alleges that the request might never have been granted were it not for the intervention of the minister of overseas and naval affairs, the patient’s second cousin once removed.

Another miracle cure.

“It’s really remarkable,” commented the populace of Itaguaí, observing the healthful expression of conceit on the faces of the two ex-lunatics.

Such was the method. The rest may easily be imagined. The alienist assaulted the seeming moral or mental perfection of each sufferer at what appeared its strongest point, with unfailing results. Or rather, when the frontal assault failed, the alienist made a flanking attack, like a good military strategist, on some lesser virtue, and having breached the patient’s defenses he overwhelmed the primary virtue from behind.

After five and a half months all the patients had been cured, and the Casa Verde stood empty. Councilman Galvão, so cruelly afflicted with integrity, had the good fortune to lose an uncle. The uncle left an ambiguous will, subject to varying interpretations, and Galvão managed to cheat the other heirs and keep the entire inheritance for himself. Simão Bacamarte showed his sincerity, on that occasion, by admitting that he had played no part in the cure. The treatment of Father Lopes was a different matter. Knowing that the vicar could read neither Hebrew nor Greek, the alienist asked him to write a critical assessment of the Greek translation of the Old Testament. Father Lopes accepted the challenge and, two months later, he had a lengthy manuscript and his freedom. As for the apothecary’s wife, she did not stay long in the Casa Verde.

“Why doesn’t Crispim come to visit me?” she asked every day.

The staff offered one excuse or another, but finally they told her exactly what had happened. The worthy matron could not contain her fury:

“What an ingrate! That cheat! A fortune he’s made peddling medications with false ingredients a thousand years old!”

Observing that, whatever the truth or falsehood of her utterances, a healthful imbalance of her mental faculties had clearly been restored, the alienist discharged the good woman from the Casa Verde within the hour.

Now if you imagine that the alienist was thrilled to discharge the last of his patients, you still do not know our man. His motto was Ever Onward! For him, it was not enough to have discovered the true theory of mental illness, not sufficient to have restored the reign of Reason to Itaguaí. Ever Onward! Rather than elated, he was troubled and pensive. Something told him that beyond his new theory lay another, even newer theory.

“Let us see,” he said to himself, “if I can discover the ultimate truth.”

Such were his thoughts as he paced back and forth in his vast library, the largest in all His Majesty’s overseas dominions. A damask robe tied at the waist with a silken cord embroidered with gold (the gift of a European university) enveloped his body. A powdered wig covered his head, grown bald from years of scientific cogitation. His feet, neither too delicate nor too large, precisely proportioned to the rest of his body, were encased by a pair of buckled shoes—their buckles neither of gold nor of silver, but rather, of simple, modest brass. Observe the contrast. His only luxuries were those of academic origin. All else was simple and unassuming, exactly as befits a truly wise man.

Back and forth he went, the great alienist, from one end to the other of his vast library, lost in meditation, oblivious to everything except the daunting intellectual problem of cerebral pathology. Suddenly, he stopped. Standing at a window, with his left elbow in his open right hand and his chin on his closed left hand, he asked himself:

“Were they really insane? And did I really cure them? Or …”

And digging deeper, he concluded that he really could not claim to have added anything to his patients’ already existing mental faculties. The apparent cures had simply revealed an underlying mental imbalance that was present all along—latent, perhaps, but present.

This conclusion produced in the spirit of the illustrious alienist two contrary reactions: gratification and discouragement. He felt gratified that, after such arduous labors and prolix investigations, he could at long last affirm the following truth: Nobody was crazy in Itaguaí, nobody at all. But no sooner had this idea refreshed his soul, than another sprang forth to discourage him. The second idea was doubt. Was it possible that Itaguaí possessed not a single perfectly balanced mind? Must not such a conclusion be, ipso facto, erroneous? And did it not, therefore, invalidate all his theories and destroy the majestic scientific edifice that he had so patiently erected?

According to the old chroniclers of Itaguaí, the affliction experienced by the egregious Simão Bacamarte at that moment figures among the most awesome spiritual tempests in the annals of mankind. Tempests terrify only the weak, however. The strong confront the thunder and do not tremble, but only grow stronger. After twenty minutes, a gentle light illuminated the face of the alienist.

“Yes, it must be that,” he thought.

And “that” was this. Simão Bacamarte had found all the characteristics of a perfect mental and moral equilibrium within himself. Patience, sagacity, tolerance, veracity, perseverance, loyalty—all the qualities, in other words, that defined madness. He had reservations about this conclusion, too, of course, and almost discarded it as illusory. Prudent man that he was, however, he assembled a jury of his friends and asked for a frank opinion. Their verdict was affirmative.

“No defects?”

“None,” they replied with one voice.

“No vices?”

“Nothing.”

“Utterly perfect?”

“Utterly.”

“No,” cried the alienist, “impossible! I do not feel that sort of magnificent superiority. Your affection for me has skewed your judgment. I cannot find in myself anything to justify your excessively kind assessment.”

The jury insisted, the alienist resisted, and Father Lopes finally clinched the matter:

“You cannot recognize in yourself the superior qualities that we all admire because … you are too modest.”

The observation was decisive. Simão Bacamarte bowed his head, both sad and happy, but a bit happier than sad. Immediately, he interned himself in the Casa Verde. His wife and his friends begged him not to do it. There was absolutely nothing wrong with him, they said. But pleading and tears were to no avail.

“This is a scientific question,” he affirmed. “A new approach to alienism in which I embody both theory and practice.”

“Simão! Simão, my love!” said his wife, her face bathed in tears.

But the illustrious physician, his eyes bright with scientific conviction, gently pushed her away and closed the door of the Casa Verde. Inside, he dedicated himself to his books and to his own treatment. The chronicles say that he died seventeen months later, having achieved nothing. Some chroniclers conjecture that the alienist was the only true madman in the history of Itaguaí. But that idea stems exclusively from a rumor that circulated after the great man’s death, a rumor that seems doubly questionable because it is attributed to Father Lopes, who always spoke so well of him. Whatever the truth of the matter, Itaguaí buried the great Simão Bacamarte with rare pomp and solemnity.


ENDNOTES

To Be Twenty Years Old!

1. Machado’s characters often brandish the names of books and authors merely to show off. The content of the reference is generally not very important. Sometimes it is unclear whether the speaker has actually read the book that he (invariably a male, because girls got so little education) cites so ostentatiously. Therefore, footnotes will be added to the names of books and authors only when explanation is needed to communicate important content that the modern reader is unlikely to gather from the context. What the modern reader should get from most of these references is simply the prestige of European authors in nineteenth-century Brazil.

The Education of a Poser

1. Machiavelli’s sixteenth-century classic contained behind-the-scenes advice on politics as actually practiced, in contrast to idealized appearances.

The Looking Glass

1. Meaning: “Sister Anne, sister Anne, do you see no help on the way?”

2. Luís Vaz de Camões, a sixteenth-century poet, is often considered Portugal’s greatest writer. Reciting half of his epic poem, Os Lusiadas, chronicling the Portuguese voyages of discovery and seaborne expansion, would be something like reciting half of Shakespeare’s plays.

Chapter on Hats

1. Mariana’s reading is not only redundant but also unchallenging intellectually. Interestingly, the list includes a novel by one of Brazil’s first novelists, Joaquim Manuel de Macedo, but this is not a compliment to Mariana. In the nineteenth century, romantic novels like Macedo’s Moreninha were considered frivolous reading.

2. An extremely popular opera indicative of not-very-sophisticated taste. The Cassino mentioned a few lines ahead was Rio’s most prestigious social club, not a gambling casino in the modern sense.

3. Machado contrasts Mariana’s romantic favorites with Voltaire, his own favorite, whose sharp irony the young poser-to-be’s father warned against.

A Singular Occurrence

1. The Lady of the Camellias was a romantic novel by Alexandre Dumas, later adapted as a drama, about a French courtesan who falls in love with one of her clients and then disappears to spare him embarrassment.
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