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to be about that and that alone. 
"Don't you see that? You would remain in 

your village, you would be able with the 
extra money to feed and clothe your family 
a little better; but your discovery would be 
taken out of your hands, and without your 
being able with any show of justice to object; 
for only in the city could it be given its final 
seal. And people wouldn't be altogether un
grateful to you, they might build a little mu
seum on the spot where the discovery was 
made, it would become one of the sights of 
the village, you would be given the keys to 
keep, and, so that you shouldn't lack some 
outward token of honour, they could give 
you a little medal to wear on the breast of 
your coat, like those worn by attendants in 
scientific institutions. All this might have 
been po ible; but was it what you wanted?" 

Without stopping to consider his answer 
he turned on me and said: "And so that's 
what you wanted to achieve for me?" 

"Probably," I said, "I didn't consider what 
I was doing carefully enough at the time to 
be able to answer that clearly now. I wanted 
to help you, but that was a failure, and the 
worst failure I have ever had. That's why I 
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THE CITY COAT OF ARMS 

A T first all the arrangements for build
ing the Tower of Babel were character

ised by fairly good order; indeed the order was 
perhaps too perfect, too much thought was 
taken for guides, interpreters, accommoda
tion for the workmen and roads of communi
cation, as if there were centuries before one 
to do the work in. In fact the general opin
ion at that time was that one simply could 
not build too slowly; a very little insistence 
on this would have sufficed to make one hesi
tate to lay the foundations at all. People 
argued in this way: The es ential thing in 
the whole business is the idea of building 
a tower that will reach to heaven. In com
parison with that idea everything else is 
secondary. The idea, once seized in its magni
tude, can never vanish again; so long as there 
are men on the earth there will be also the 
irresistible desire to complete the building. 
That being so, however, one need have no 
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anxiety about the future; on the contrary, 
human knowledge is increasing, the an of 
building has made progress and will make 
further progress, a piece of work. which takes 
us a year may perhaps be done in half the 
time in another hundred years, and better 
done, too, more enduringly. So why exen 
oneself to the extreme limit of one's present 
powers? There would be some sense in doing 
that only if it were likely that the tower could 
be completed in one generation. But that is 
beyond all hope. It is far more likely that the 
next generation with their perfected .know
ledge will find the work of their predecesson 
bad, and tear down what has been built so as 
to begin anew. Such thoughts paralysed peo
ple's powers, and so they troubled less about 
the tower than the construction of a city for 
the workmen. Every nationality wanted the 
finest quarter for itself, and this gave rise to 
disputes, which develop into bloody conflicts. 
These conflicts never came to an end; to the 
leaders they were a new proof that, in the 
absence of the necessary unity, the building 
of the tower must be done very slowly, or 
indeed preferably postponed until universal 
peace was declared. But the time was spent 
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not only in conflict; the town was embellished 
in the intervals, and this unfortunately 
enough evoked fresh envy and fresh confl~ct. 
In this fashion the age of the first generauon 
went past, but none of the succeeding o~es 
showed any difference; except that technical 
skill increased and with it occasion for con
flict. To this must be added that the second 
or third generation had already recognised 
the senselessness of building a heaven-reach
ing tower; but by that time everybody was 
too deeply involved to leave the city. All the 
legends and songs that came to birth in t~at 
city are filled with longing for a prophesied 
day when the city would be destroyed by five 
successive blows from a gigantic fist. It is 
for that reason too that the city has a closed 
fist on its coat of arms. 
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THE SILENCE OF THE SIRENS 

PROOF that inadequate, even childish 
measures, may serve to rescue one from 

peril. 

To protect himself from the Sirens ~ 
Ulysses stopped his ears with wax and had 
himself bound to the mast of his ship. Nat
urally any and every traveller be(ore him 
could have done the same, except those whom 
the Sirens allured even from a great dis
tance; hut it was known to all the world that 
such things were of no help whatever. The 
song of the Sirens could pierce through every
thing, and the longing of those they seduced 
would have broken far stronger bonds than 
chains and masts. But Ulysses did not think 
?f that, although he had probably heard of 
1t. He trusted absolutely to his handful of 
wax and his fathom of chain, and in innocent 
elation over his little stratagem sailed out to 
meet the Sirens. 

Now the Sirens have a still more fatal 
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weapon than their song, namely their silence. 
And though admittedly such a thing has 
never happened, still it is conceivable that 
some one might possibly have escaped from 
their singing; but from their silence certainly 
never. Against the feeling of having tri
umphed over them by one's own strength, 
and the consequent exaltation that bears 
down everything before it, no earthly powers 
could have remained intact. 

And when Ulysses approached them the 
potent songstresses actually did not sing, 
whether because they thought that this 
enemy could be vanquished only by their 
silence, or because the look of bliss on the 
face of Ulysses, who was thinking of nothing 
but his wax and his chains, made them forget 
their singing. 

But Ulysses, if one may so express it, did 
not hear their ilence; he thought they were 
singing and that he alone did not hear them. 
For a fleeting moment he saw their throats 
rising and falling, their breasts lifting, their 
eyes filled with tears, their lips half-parted, 
but believed that these were accompaniments 
to the airs which died unheard around him. 
Soon, however, all this faded from his sight 

249 



as he fixed his gaze on the distance, the Sirena 
literally vanished before his resolution, and 
at the very moment when they were nearest 
to him he knew of them no longer. 

But they-lovelier than ever-stretched 
their necks and turned, let their cold hair 
flutter free in the wind, and forgetting every
thing clung with their claws to the rocks, 
They no longer had any desire to allure; all 
that they wanted was to hold as long as they 
could the radiance that fell from Ulysses' 
great eyes. 

If the Sirens had possessed consciousness 
they would have been annihilated at that 
moment. But they remained as they had 
been; all that had happened was that Ulysses 
has escaped them. 

A codicil to the foregoing has also been 
handed down. lysses, it is said, was so full 
of guile, was such a fox, that not even the 
goddess of fate could pierce his armour. Per
haps he had really noticed, although here 
the human understanding is beyond its 
depths, that the Sirens were silent, and op
posed the afore-mentioned pretence to them 
and the gods merely as a sort of shield. 



THE PROBLEM OF OUR LAWS 

OUR laws are not generally known; they 
are kept secret by the small group of 

nobles who rule us. We are convinced that 
~hese ancient laws are scrupulously admin
istered; nevertheless it is an extremely pain
ful thing to be ruled by laws that one does 
not kno~. I am not thinking of possible dis
'7epanc1es that may arise in the interpreta
uon of the laws, or of the disadvantages in
volved when only a few and not the whole 
people are allowed to have a say in their in
terpretation. These disadvantages are per
haps of no great importance. For the laws 
are very ancient; their interpretation has 
been the work of centuries, and has itself 
doubtless acquired the status of law; and 
though there is still a possible freedom of 
interpretation left, it has now become very 
restricted. Moreover the nobles have obvious
ly no cause to he influenced in their inter
pretation by personal interests inimical to us, 
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for the laws were made to the advantage of 
the nobles from the very beginning, they 
themselves stand above the laws, and that 
seems to he why the laws were entrusted ex
clusively into their hands. Of course, there is 
wisdom in that-who doubts the wisdom of 
the ancient laws?-hut also hardship for us; 
probably that is unavoidable. 

The very existence of these laws, however, 
is at most a matter of presumption. There 
is a tradition that they exist and that they 
are a mystery confided to the nobility, but 
it is not and cannot he more than a mere 
tradition sanctioned by age, for the essence 
of a secret code is that it should remain a 
mystery. Some of us among the people have 
attentively scrutinised the doings of the 
nobility since the earliest times and possess 
records made by our forefathers-records 
which we have conscientiously continued
and claim to recognize amid the countless 
number of facts certain main tendencies 
which permit of this or that historical formu
lation; but when in accordance with these 
scrupulously tested and logically ordered con
clusions we seek to orient ~urselves somewhat 
towards the present or the future, everything 
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becqmes uncertain, and our work seems only 
an intellectual game, for perhaps these laws 
that we are trying to unravel do not exist at 
all. There is a small party who are actually 
of this opinion and who try to show that, if 
any law exists, it can only be this: The Law 
is whatever the nobles do. This pany see 
everywhere only the arbitrary acts of the 
no~ility, and reject the popular tradition, 
w~1ch ~c~ording to them possesses only cer
tain trdhng and incidental advantages that 
do not offset its heavy drawbacks, for it gives 
the people a false, deceptive aI)d over-con
fide_nt security in confronting coming events. 
This cannot be gainsaid, but the overwhelm
ing majority of our people account for it 
by the fact that the tradition is far from com
plete and must be more fully enquired into, 
that the material available, prodigious as it 
looks, is still too meagre, and that several 
centuries will have to pass before it becomes 
really adequate. This view, so comfortless as 
far as the present is concerned, is lightened 
only by the belief that a time will eventually 
come when the tradition and our research 
into it will jointly reach their conclusion 
and as it were gain a breathing space, whe~ 
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everything will have become clear, the !~w 
will belong to the people, and the nob1hty 
will vanish. This is not maintained in any 
spirit of hatred against the nobility; not at 
all, and by no one. We are more inclined to 
hate ourselves, because we have not yet shown 
ourselves worthy of being entrusted with the 
laws. And that is the real reason why the 
party which believes that there is no ~aw_ h~s 
remained so small-although its doctrine 1s m 
certain ways so attractive, for it unequivocally 
recognises the nobility and its right to go on 

existing. 
Actually one can express the problem only 

in a sort of paradox: Any party which would 
repudiate, not only all belief in the laws, but 
the nobility as well, would have the whole 
people behind it; yet no such party can come 
into existence, for nobody would dare to 
repudiate the nobility. We live on this razor 
edge. A writer once summed the matt~r up 
in this way: The sole visible and indubitable 
law that is impased upon us is the nobility, 
and must we ourselves deprive ourselves of 

that one law? 
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Some people assume that in addition to the 
great original betrayal a small particular 
betrayal has been contrived in every case 
exclusively for them, that, in other words, 
when a love drama is being performed on the 
stage the leading actress has not only a pre
tended smile for her lover, but also a special 
crafty smile for one particular spectator at 
the back of the gallery. That is going too far. 
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Knowledge of the diabolical there can be, 
but not belief in it, for anything more dia
bolical than that could not exist. 

97 

Sin always comes openly, and can be 
grasped at once by the senses. It comes root 
and all, and does not have to be tom up. 
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We too must suffer all the suffering round 
us. What each of us possesses is not a body 
but a process of growth, and it conducts us 
through every pain, in this form or in that. 
Just as the child unfolds through all the 
stages of life to old age and death (and every 
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