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TH E talk was of the life after death, 
and it will not surprise any experi
enced observer to learn tliat the talk 

went on amidst much unserious chatter, 
with laughing irrelevaneies more ap
propriate to the pouring- of champagne, 
and the changing of plates, than to the 
very solemn affair in hand. It may not 
really have been so very solemn. No
body at table took the topic much to heart, 
apparently. The women, some of them, 
affected an earnest attention, but were 
not uncheerful; others frankly talked of 
other things; others, at the farther end of 
the table, asked what a given speaker 
was saying; the men did not, in some 
cases, conceal that they were bored. 

" No," the first speaker said, after 
weighing the pros and cons, " for my 
part, I don't desire it. When 1 am 
through, here, I don't ask to begin 
again elsewhere." 

" And you don't expect to ?" his closest 
listener inquired. 

"And I don't expect to." 
" I t is curious," the closest listener 

went on, "how much our beliefs are gov
erned by our wishes in this matter. 
When we are young and are still hunger
ing for things to happen, we have a 
strong faith in immortality. When we 
are older, and the whole round of things, 
except death, has happened, we think it 
very likely wo shall not live again. I t 
seems to bo the same with peoples; the 
now peoples believe, the old peoples doubt. 
It occurs to very, very few men to be 
convinced, as a friend of mine lias been 
convinced against the grain, of the real
ity of the life after death. I will not 
say by what means he was convinced, 
for that is not pertinent; but he was 
fully convinced, and he said to me, ' Per
sonally, I would rather not live again, 
but it seems that people do. The facts 
are too many; the proofs I have had 
are irresistible; and I have had to give 
way to them in spite of my wish to re
ject them. '" 

"Yes ," the first speaker said, " t h a t 
is certainly an inicommon experience. 
You think that if I were perfectly honest, 
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I should envy him his experienced Well, 
then, honestly, I don't." 

" No," the other rejoined, " I don't 
know that I accuse your sincerity. But, 
ma.y I ask, what are your personal ob
jections to immortality r ' 

" It wouldn't be easy to say. If I 
could have had my way I would not have 
been at all. Si^eaking selfishly, as we 
always do, when we speak truly, I have 
not had a great deal of happiness, though 
I have had a good deal of fun. But 
things seem to Avear out. I like to laugh, 
and I have laughed, in my time, (.'xm-
sumodly. But I find that the laugh goes 
out of the specific instances of laughabil-
ity, just as grieving goes out of grief. 
The thing that at the first and third 
time annised me enormously, leaves me 
sad at the fourth, or at least unmoved. 
You see, I can't trust immortalit,y to be 
permanently interesting. The reasonable 
chances are that in the lapse of a few 
a^ons I should find eternity hanging heavy 
on my hands. But it isn't that, exactly, 
and it would be hard to say what my ob
jection to immortality exactly is. I t 
would be simpler to say what it really is. 
I t is personal, tem])eramental, congen
ital. I was born, I suspect, an indiffer-
entist, as far as this life is concei'ned. 
and as to another life, I have an ac-
(piired antijiathy." 

" Tliat is curious, but not incredible, 
and of course not inconceivable," the 
closest listener assented. 

" I'm not so sure of that," a light 
skirmisher broke his silence for the first 
lime. " D o you mean to say," he asked 
of the first speaker, " that you would not 
mind being found dead in your bed to
morrow morning, and that you would 
rather like it, if that were actually the 
end of you ?" 

The first speaker nodded his head over 
the glass he had just emptied, and having 
swallowed its contents hastily, replied. 
" Precisely." 

" Then you liavc already, at your age, 
evolved that ' Instinct of death,' which 
ifctchnikofF, in his strange book, thinks 
the race will come to when men begin 
living rightly, and go living on to a 

PRODUCED BY UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED



804 I IAEPER 'S MONTHLY MAGAZINE. 

hundred and fifty years or nuire, as ihey 
onee did." 

" Who is Metchnikofi, and what is the 
name of his strange book i" the light 
skirmisher cut in. 

" He's the successor of Pasteur in the 
Pasteur Institute at Paris, and his book 
is called ' The Nature of Man." " 

" T h a t blighting- book!" One of the 
women who had caught on to the 
drift of the talk contributed this an
guished suspiration. 

" Blighting ? Is it blighting ?" the first 
speaker parleyed. 

" Don't you call it blighting/' she re
turned, '' to be told not only that you are 
the descendant of an anthropoid ape— 
we had got used to that—btit of an 
anthropoid ape gone wrong?" 

" Sort of simian degenerate," the light 
skirmisher formulated the case. " We 
are merely ajies in error." 

The closest listener put this playful
ness by. " What seems to nie a funda
mental error of that book is its constant 
implication of a constant fear of death. 
I can very well imagine, or I can easily 
allow, that we are badly made, and that 
there are all sorts of ' disharmonies,' as 
Metchnikoff calls them, in us; but m.\-
own experience is that we are not all 
the time thinking about death, and dread
ing it, cither in earlier or later life, and 
that elderly people think less about it, 
if anything, than younger people. IT is 
contention for an average life four or five 
times longer than the present average 
life seems to be based upon an obscure 
sense of the right of a man to satisf.y 
that instinct of life here on earth which 
science forbids him to believe he shall 
satisfy hereafter." 

" Well, I supjiose," the first six?aker 
said, " that Metchnikoff may err in his 
premises through a temperamental ' dis
harmony ' of Russian nature rather than 
of less specific human nature. The great 
Russian authors seem to recognize that 
perpetual dread of death in themselves 
and their readers which we don't recog
nize in ourselves or our Occidental friends 
and neighbors. Other people don't 
think of death so much as he supposes, 
and when they do they don't dread 
it so much. But I think he is still more 
interestingly wrong in supposing that the 
young are less afraid of death than the 

old because they ri.sk their lives more 
readily. That is not from indifl'ereuce 
to death, it is from inexperience of life; 
ihey haven't learned yet the dangers 
which beset it, and the old have; that 
is all." 

" I don't know but you're right," the 
iirst speaker said. " And I couldn't see 
the logic of Metchnikoff's position in re
gard to the ' instinct of death ' which he 
expects us to develop after we have lived, 
say, a hundred and thirty or forty years, 
So that at a hundred and fifty we shall 
be glad to go, and shall not want any
thing but death after we die. The ap
parent line of his argument is that in 
youth we have not the instinct of life 
so strongly but that we willingly risk 
life. Then, until we live to a hundred 
and thirty or forty, or so, we have the in
stinct of life so strongly that wo are 
anxious to shun death; lastly the in
stinct of death grows in us and we are 
eager to lay down life. I don't see Iiow 
or why this should be. As a matter of 
fact, children dread death far more than 
men who are not yet old enough to have 
developed the instinct of it. Still, it's a 
fascinating and suggestive book.'' 

" But not enough so to console us for 
the precious hope of living again which 
it takes away so pitilessly," said the wom
an wlio had followed the talk. 

" Is that such a very precious hope ?" 
the first speaker asked. 

" I know you pretend not," she said, 
" but 1 don't believe you." 

" Then you think that the dying, who 
almost universally make a good end, are 
buoyed up by that hope ?" 

" I don't see wdiy they shouldn't be. 
1 know it's the custom for scientific peo
ple to say that the resignation of the 
dying is m(;rely part of the general sink
ing, and so is just physical; but they 
can't prove that. E'se why should per
sons who are condemned to death be just 
as much resigned to it as the sick, and 
even more exalted ?" 

" Ah," the light skirmisher put in, 
" some of the scientific people dispose 
of that point very simply. They say it's 
self-hypnotism." 

"Well , but they can't prove that, 
either," she retorted. Then she went on: 
" Besides, the dying are not almost uni
versally willing to die. Sometimes they 
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tire vei'y unwilling: and they pceni to bo 
unwilling because they have no hope of 
living again. Why wouldn't it be just 
as reasonab.e to suppose that we eould 
evolve the instinct of death by believ
ing in the life hereafter as by living 
here a hundred and fifty years? Eor 
the present, it's as easy to do the one 
as the other." 

" But not for the future," the first 
speaker said. " As you suggest, it may bo 
just as reasonable to think wo can evolve 
the instinct of death by faith as by 
longevity, but it isn't as scientific." 

"Wha t M. Metchiiikoff wants is the 
scientific certainty—which we can have 
only by beginning to live a century and 
a half aijiece—that the coming inan will 
not be afraid to die." This, of course, 
was from the light skirniisher. 

The woman contended, " The (toniing 
man may bo scientifically resigned if he 
prefers, but the going man, the gone man, 
was rapturously ready to die, iii untold 
thousands of martyrdoms, because ho be
lieved that he should live again." 

1'he first speaker smiled compassionate
ly, and perhaps also a little patronizingly. 
" I ' m not sure that you have met I he 
point exactly. Metchnikoff denies, on the 
basis of scientific knowledge, that it is 
possible for a man, being dead, to live 
again. In those two extremely interest
ing chapters of his, which treat of the 
' Religious Remedies ' and the ' Philo
sophical Remedies' for the 'disharmonies 
of the human constitution,' he is quite 
as unsparing of the sages as of the saints. 
The Christians and the Ruddhists fare 
no worse than Plato and the Stoics; 
the last arc no less unscientific than the 
first in his view, and no less fallacious. 
What ho asks is not that we shall be 
resigned or enraptured in view of death, 
but that we shall physically desire it 
when we are tired of living^ just as we 
l)hysically desii'c slee]) when wc are tired 
of waking." 

" And to that end," the light skirmish
er said, " h e asks nothing but that wo 
shall live a hundred and fifty years." 

" No, he asks that we shall live such 
natural lives that we shall die natural 
deaths, which are voluntary deaths. Ho 
contends that most of us now die acci
dental and violent deaths." 

The woman who had caught on de

manded, " Why does be think we eould 
live a century and a half?" 

" From analogies in the lives of oth
er animals and from the facts of our 
constitution. He instances the remark
able cases of longevity recorded in 
the I3iblc." 

" I think he's very inconsistent," his 
pursuer continued. " The Bible says men 
lived anywhere from a hundred to nine 
hundred years, and he thinks it quite 
possible. The Bible says that men 
live after death and he thinks that's 
impossible." 

" Well, have you ever met a man who 
had lived after death?'' the first speak
er asked. 

" No. Have you ever met a man two 
hundred years old ? If it comes to un
deniable proof there is far more proof 
of ghosts than of bicentenariaus." 

" ^^ery well, then, I get out of it by 
saying that I don't believe in either." 

" And leave Metchnikoft' in the lurch!" 
the light skirniisher reproached him. 
" You don't believe in the instinct of 
death! And I was just going to begin 
living to a hundred and fifty and dying 
voluntarily by leaving off cheese. Now I 
will take some of the Gorgonzola." 

Everybody laughed but the first speak
er and the woman who had caught on; 
they both looked rather grave, and the 
(•losest listener left off laughing soonest. 

" We can't be too grateful to science 
lor its devotion to truth. But isn't it 
possible for it to overlook one kind of 
truth in looking for another ? Isn't it 
imaginable that when a certain anthro
poid ape went wrong and blundered into 
a man, he also blundered into a soul, and 
as a slight compensation for having in
voluntarily degenerated from his anthro
poid ancestor, came into the birthright 
of eternal life ?" 

" It 's imaginable," the first speaker 
granted. " But science leaves imagin
ing things to religion and philosophy." 

"Ah , that's just where you're mis
taken 1" the woman who caught on ex
claimed. " Science does nothing but 
imagine things!" 

" Well, not quite," the light skirmish
er mocked. 

She pei-sisted unheeding: "F i r s t the 
suggestion from the mystical somewhere 
—the same ivhere, probably, that music 
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and pictures and poetry come from; then 
the hj'pothesis; then the prciof; then the 
established fact. Established, till some 
new scientist conies along and knocks 
it over." 

" I t would be very interesting if some 
one would proceed hypothetically con-
cernins' the soul and its iunnortality, as 
the scientific people do in their inquiries 
concerning the origin of man, electricity, 
disease, and the rest." 

" Yes," the light skirmisher agreed. 
" Why doesn't some fellow bet himself 
that he has an undying soul and then go 
on to accumulate the proofs'?" The others 
seemed now to have touched bottom in 
the discussion, and he launched a random 
inquiry upon the general silence. " By 
the wa.y, I wonder wlij' won)en are so 
much more anxious to live again than 
men, as a general thing." 

" Because they don't feel,'" one of them 
at table ventured, '" that they have had a 
fair chance here.'' 

" O h ! I thought maybe they felt that 
they hadn't had their say." 

" Is it quite certain," the ehisest listener 
asked, " that they are more anxious to 
live again than men ?" l i e looked round 
at the ladies present, and at first none 
of them answered; perhaps Ix'caupe they 
feared the men would think them weak 
if they owned to a greater longing- than 
themselves for immortality. 

Finally the woman who had caught on 
said: " I don't know whether it's so or 
not; and I don't think it matters. But 
I don't mind saying that I long to live 
again; I am not ashamed of it. I don't 
think very much of myself; but I 'm in
terested in living. Then "—she dropped 
her voice a little—"there are some I 
should like to see again. I have known 
people—characters—natures—that I can't 
believe are wasted. And those that were 
dear to us and that we have lost—" 

She stopped, and the first speaker now 

looked at her with a compassion unalloyed 
by patronage, and did not ask, as he 
might, " What has all that to do with it ?" 

In fact, a sympathetic silence pos
sessed the whole company. It was broken 
at last b.v the closest listener's saying: 
" After all, I don't know that Metchni-
kofFs book is so very blighting. It 's 
certainly a very important book, and it 
produces a reaction which may be whole
some or unwholesome as you choose to 
think. And no matter what wo believe, 
we must respect the honesty of the scien
tific attitude in regard to a matter that 
has been too much abandoned to the 
emotions, perhaps. In all seriousness I 
wish some scientific man would apply 
the scientific method to finding out the 
soul, as you"—he turned to the light 
skirmisher—" suggest. Why shouldn't it 
be investigated ?" 

Epon this invitation the light skir
misher tried to imagine some psycho
logical experiments which should bear 
a certain analogy to those of the phys
icists, but he failed to keep the level of 
his suggestion. 

" As J said," the closest listener re
marked, " ho produces a secondary state 
of revolt which is desirable, for in that 
state we begin to inquire not only where 
we stand, but where he stands." 

" And what is your conclusion as to 
his place in the inquiry ?" 

" That it isn't different from yours 
or mine, really. W ê all share the illusion 
of the race from the beginning that 
somehow our opinion of the matter af
fects its reality. I should distinguish so 
far as to say that we think we believe, 
and he thinks he knows. Eor my own 
part I have the impression that he has 
helped m,y belief." 

The light skirmisher made a desperate 
effort to retrieve himself: " Then a few 
more book.s, like his would restore the 
age of faith." 

M^ ^^)Jj \^ 
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IN literature as in art we must revcrcuf-
ly translate virtues into graces. In
flexible firmness, uprightness or di

rectness, suggests straight lines, such as 
are sliown in no course of wind or stream 
or star, nor in the shape or motion of 
i!ny living thing. 

The culture of Christeirdom is Indo-
European. For the purposes of art and 
literature as well as for the development 
of thought the ancient Hebraic ideal was 
sterile. Its course was so contrary to the 
jiatural desires of the human heart, to 
every intellectual aspiration, and to the 
free development of the imagination that 
its singularity, taken in connection with 
its endurance for centuries—even though 
it was the survival of but a " rem
nant "—seems miraculous, as if it were 
a destiny folded up in some deep im
plication of the divine AVill. Its paths 
were straight. To the Hebrews hesita
tion, the even poise of an act of choice, 
was a peril. The prophet's " Thus saith 
the Lord " laid open a direct way, which 
must instantly be taken, and none might 
halt therein. Dwellers in tents, inveterate 
nomads, with a moving tabernacle, tlieir 
every rite was expeditious as if it were 
the incident of a journey. They could 
make no image and, save for their rude 
music, they had no art ; such institutions 
as they had were theirs by adoption 
rather than by development; even their 
language was kept down to its radical ele
ments. It was the completest divestiture 
ever witnessed in the course of human his
tory. How much more natural and human 
seems the Indo-European scheme of life, 
as developed under the inspiration of the 
Hellenic ideal! The Hellenic genius 
developed the race consciousness spon
taneously in its myth-making period, as 
later, with equal spontaneity, it developed 
the individual consciousness. It personi
fied Ihe varied aspects of divinity, in its 
infinitely diversified manifestations to the 
human soul. Without hindrance, imag
ination, in religion, art, and philosophy, 
followed the lines of life, seeking har
mony with the divine nature, joyously 
and w îth enthusiasm, and knowing only 
such restraints as that harmony imposed 

—a rare reserve! The harmony, though 
dimly understood, was humanly seen in 
a vision which found its limited but 
magnificent consummation in the Pla
tonic Dialogues. 

Hellenism with a fine courage con
fronted life in all its variety, its good 
and its evil, cherishing the choice of 
Virtue, though the goal was not, in its 
scheme, to be reached by the short 
cut of obedience or by any charted path. 
I t was a human virtue, to be attained 
by all the resources of the human heart 
and will, not through the destruction 
of life's graces or the avoidance of 
its wiles and entanglements, but despite 
these, as in Ulysses's devious journey. 
Such lofty iMughts of thought as Hellen
ism reached were gained by questioning 
at every point of the progress, by that 
fentation which the Hebrew shunned. I t 
is this trait of Hellenic aspiration which 
makes it the rational model of all human 
])rogress. Christianity, which Matthew 
Arnold has truly called the transforma
tion of Hebraism, bringing to the fore
ground a perfect human ideal as the in
spiration of human life, was accepted by 
the pagans rather than by the Jews, and 
has fulfilled its destiny through the al
liance of this exalted ideal (the spiritual 
flower and consummation of all that He
braism, meant for the world) with that ideal 
of luiman perfection which Hellenism sug
gested but failed to maturely develop. 

Eor our present purijose we wish to 
fix the reader's attention upon the Indo-
European tendency, so signally exemjdi-
fied in Hellenism, toward the manifold 
investiture of life, following lines forever 
deflecting from a straightforward course, 
vibrant, faltering, and tracing patterns 
of dajdalian intricacy. This tendency in 
art and in all outward and visible mani
festations of the human spirit is obvious; 
but it is apt to escape our notice, at least 
our adequate recognition, as a trait of 
Indo-European thought and of the ex
pression of thought. I t is not merely an 
a'Sthetic trait like the tendency to rhyth
mic expression or to the grace of a trope. 
It indicates an attitude of the human 
spirit toward the living- truth. 
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