THE MANDARIN
PROLOGUE
First Friend
(drinking Cognac and soda beneath the trees, on a terrace by the water)
“Comrade, in this summer heat, which blunts the edge of our wit, let us rest from the harsh study of human Reality... Let us set out for the fields of Dream, to wander among those blue romantic hills where the abandoned tower of the Supernatural rises, and fresh moss covers the ruins of Idealism... Let us indulge in fantasy!...”
Second Friend
“But soberly, comrade, sparingly!... And, as in the wise and amiable Allegories of the Renaissance, always mingling with it a discreet Morality...”
(Unpublished Comedy).
I
My name is Theodoro—and I was a clerk at the Ministry of the Kingdom. At that time I lived at No. 106 Conceição Lane, in the boarding house of Dona Augusta, the splendid Dona Augusta, widow of Major Marques. I had two fellow lodgers: Cabrita, an employee of the Central District Administration, thin and yellow as a funeral torch; and the robust, exuberant Lieutenant Couceiro, a great player of the French guitar. My existence was well balanced and pleasant. All week, in my sateen sleeves at my office desk, I set down in a handsome cursive hand, upon the State’s Tojal paper, these easy phrases: “Most Illustrious and Most Excellent Sir—I have the honour to inform Your Excellency... I have the honour to place in the hands of Your Excellency, Most Illustrious and Most Excellent Sir...” On Sundays I rested: I would settle upon the dining-room sofa, pipe between my teeth, and admire Dona Augusta, who, on days when she went to Mass, was accustomed to clean Lieutenant Couceiro’s dandruff with egg white. That hour, especially in summer, was delightful: through the half-closed windows came the breath of the sun’s heat, a distant peal from the bells of New Conceição, and the cooing of doves on the balcony; the monotonous murmur of flies hovered over the old cambric, once Madame Marques’s bridal veil, which now covered the dishes of heart-shaped cherries on the sideboard; little by little the lieutenant, wrapped in a sheet like an idol in its mantle, would fall asleep beneath the gentle rubbing of Dona Augusta’s tender hands; and she, holding out her plump little white finger, would furrow his glossy, close-cropped hair with the fine-toothed comb...
Then I, overcome with tenderness, would say to the delightful lady:
“Ah, Dona Augusta, what an angel you are!”
She laughed; she called me a jinx! I smiled, without taking offence. Little eel was indeed what they called me in that house—because I was thin, always entered a doorway right foot first, trembled at the sight of mice, kept by my bedside a lithograph of Our Lady of Sorrows that had belonged to Mama, and stooped. Alas, I do stoop—from all the bending of my backbone at the University, shrinking like a startled magpie before the professors; and at the office, bowing my forehead to the dust before my Directors-General. Besides, such a posture befits a graduate; it upholds discipline in a well-ordered State; and it secured me peaceful Sundays, a certain supply of clean linen, and twenty thousand réis a month.
I cannot deny, however, that in those days I was ambitious—as Madame Marques and the sprightly Couceiro shrewdly observed. It was not that my breast seethed with a heroic appetite to direct vast human flocks from the height of a throne; nor did my foolish soul ever aspire to drive through the Lower Town in a company carriage, with a mounted courier trotting behind. But I was stung by the desire to dine at the Hotel Central with champagne, to clasp the dainty hands of viscountesses, and, at least twice a week, to fall asleep in mute ecstasy upon the fresh bosom of Venus. Oh, young men who made your lively way to S. Carlos, snug in costly overcoats above which gleamed your soirée ties! Oh, carriages crowded with Andalusian women, dashing gallantly towards the bullfights—how often you made me sigh! For the certainty that my twenty thousand réis a month and my cringing, jinx-like manner shut me out for ever from those social pleasures would then pierce my breast like an arrow lodged in a tree, where it goes on quivering for a long while!
Even so, I did not gloomily regard myself as a “pariah.” Humble life has its sweetnesses: on a cheerful sunny morning, with a napkin round one’s neck and a grilled steak before one, it is pleasant to unfold the Daily News; on summer afternoons, the free benches of the Promenade afford the gentle pleasures of an idyll; and at night, in Martinho, it is agreeable to sip one’s coffee while listening to the loquacious abuse the fatherland...
Besides, I was never excessively unhappy—for I have no imagination. I did not waste away prowling and yearning around imaginary paradises, born of my own desiring soul as clouds are born of a lake’s vapour; I did not gaze at the bright stars and sigh for a love like Romeo’s, or social glory like Camors’s. I am a practical man. I aspired only to what was reasonable, tangible, already attained by others in my neighbourhood, within a graduate’s reach. And I was settling into resignation, like a man at a table d’hôte chewing a lump of dry bread while he waits for the rich dish of Charlotte russe to reach him. Happiness would come: and to hasten it I did everything I ought to do as a Portuguese and a constitutional subject—I prayed for it every night to Our Lady of Sorrows, and bought lottery tickets.
Meanwhile I sought distractions. Since the convolutions of my brain did not equip me to compose odes, like so many others around me who thus took revenge for the tedium of their profession; and since my salary, once lodgings and tobacco were paid for, allowed me no vice—I had acquired the discreet habit of buying old, odd volumes at the Thieves Market, and in the evenings, in my room, I feasted on those curious readings. They were always works with weighty titles: *The Galleon of Innocence*, *The Miraculous Mirror*, *The Sorrows of the Unfortunate*... The venerable type, the yellowed paper pitted by moths, the solemn, convent-like binding, the little green ribbon marking the page—they enchanted me! And those artless pronouncements in heavy print brought a calm to my whole being, a sensation comparable to the deep peace of an old monastery enclosure in the hollow of a valley, at the gentle close of day, with the sound of sad water flowing...
One night, years ago, I had begun to read, in one of those ancient folios, a chapter entitled Breach of Souls; and I was sinking into a pleasant drowsiness when this singular passage stood out from the page’s neutral, faded tone, like a new gold medal gleaming upon a dark carpet. I copy it word for word:
“In the depths of China there lives a Mandarin richer than all the kings of whom Fable or History tell. You know nothing of him: neither his name, nor his face, nor the silk he wears. For you to inherit his boundless riches, you need only ring that bell beside you, upon a book. He will utter no more than a sigh, in those far reaches of Mongolia. Then he will be a corpse: and you will see at your feet more gold than a miser’s ambition can dream of. You, who read me and are a mortal man, will you ring the bell?”
I stopped, astonished, before the open page: that question, “mortal man, will you ring the bell?” seemed to me facetious, roguish, and yet it disturbed me prodigiously. I tried to read on; but the lines fled, undulating like frightened snakes, and in the parchment-pale emptiness they left behind, the strange challenge remained, gleaming in black: “will you ring the bell?” Had the volume been an honest Michel-Levy edition, with a yellow cover, I—who, after all, was not lost in a forest out of a German ballad, and could see from my balcony the patrol’s harness whitening in the gaslight—would simply have shut the book, and the nervous hallucination would have vanished. But that sombre folio seemed to crackle with magic; every letter took on the disquieting shape of those signs of the ancient cabala which enclose some fateful power; the commas had the pert curl of little devils’ tails, glimpsed against moonlit whiteness; in the final question mark I saw the dreadful hook with which the Tempter fishes for souls that have fallen asleep without seeking refuge in the inviolable citadel of Prayer!... A supernatural influence took possession of me, drawing me slowly out of reality, out of reason: and two visions formed in my mind—on one side a Mandarin, decrepit, dying without pain, far away in a Chinese pavilion, at a bell’s ti-li-tin; on the other, a whole mountain of gold glittering at my feet! It was so vivid that I saw the old gentleman’s slanting eyes grow dim, as though veiled by a fine layer of dust; and I heard the delicate chink of sovereigns rolling together. And motionless, shivering, I fixed my burning eyes on the bell, resting peaceably before me upon a French dictionary—the bell foretold, named in that miraculous folio...
It was then that, from the other side of the table, an insinuating, metallic voice said to me in the silence:
—“Come, Theodoro, my friend, stretch out your hand, ring the bell, be a man of courage!”
The candle’s green abat-jour cast a half-light all around. Trembling, I lifted it. And I saw a stout individual sitting there quite peacefully, dressed entirely in black, wearing a top hat, his two black-gloved hands resting gravely on the handle of an umbrella. There was nothing fantastic about him. He looked as contemporary, as respectable, as middle-class as though he had come from my own department...
All his singularity lay in his beardless face, with its strong, hard lines; his abrupt nose, formidably aquiline, had the predatory, aggressive expression of an eagle’s beak; the firm line of his lips gave him a mouth of bronze; when they fastened on anything, his eyes resembled two flashes of gunfire bursting suddenly from the dark thicket of his joined eyebrows; he was livid—but here and there across his skin ran blood-red streaks, as on an ancient Phoenician marble.
It suddenly occurred to me that I had the Devil before me: but at once my whole reason rose resolutely against the notion. I have never believed in the Devil—any more than I have believed in God. I have never said so aloud, or written it in the newspapers, for fear of displeasing the public authorities, whose duty it is to maintain respect for such beings: but that these two personages exist, as old as Substance itself, good-natured rivals playing amiable tricks upon each other—one with snowy beard and blue tunic, in the attire of ancient Jove, dwelling in the luminous heights amid a court more complicated than that of Louis XIV; the other sooty and sly, furnished with horns, living in the flames below in a bourgeois imitation of picturesque Pluto—I do not believe. No, I do not believe! Heaven and Hell are social conceptions for the use of the common people—and I belong to the middle class.
I pray, it is true, to Our Lady of Sorrows: for just as I asked the favour of the learned gentleman who examined me, that I might pass my examination; just as, to obtain my twenty thousand réis, I implored the goodwill of the honourable deputy; so too, to escape consumption, angina, a pointed knife, the fever that rises from the gutter, the slippery orange peel on which one breaks a leg, and other public perils, I need a superhuman protector. By scraping a bow or swinging a censer, the prudent man should thus make his series of judicious flatteries, from the Arcade up to Paradise. With a patron in the neighbourhood and a mystical patroness in the Heights, the graduate’s fate is secure.
So, free of base superstitions, I said familiarly to the individual dressed in black:
—“Then you really advise me to ring the bell?”
He raised his hat a little, revealing a narrow brow adorned with a crisp, jet-black tuft of hair like that of the fabled Alcides, and answered, word by word:
—“Here is your situation, estimable Theodoro. Twenty thousand réis a month is a social disgrace! On the other hand, there are prodigious things upon this globe: there are Burgundy wines, for instance the Romanée-Conti of ’58 and the Chambertin of ’61, costing ten or eleven thousand réis a bottle; and whoever drinks the first glass will not hesitate to murder his father for a second... In Paris and London they make carriages with springs so gentle, upholstery so exquisite, that it is preferable to drive in them round the Great Field than to travel, like the ancient gods, across the heavens on the soft cushions of the clouds... I shall not insult your education by informing you that houses are now furnished with such style and comfort that they surpass that imaginary delight once called ‘Beatitude.’ I shall not speak to you, Theodoro, of other earthly pleasures: the Palais Royal Theatre, for instance, the Laborde ball, the Café Anglais...
“I shall draw your attention only to this fact: there exist beings called Women—different from those you know, who are called Females. In my day, Theodoro, on page 3 of The Bible, these beings wore nothing outwardly but a vine leaf. Today, Theodoro, they are a whole symphony, a whole ingenious and delicate poem of lace, batistes, satins, flowers, jewels, cashmeres, gauzes and velvets... You understand the indescribable satisfaction there must be for the five fingers of a Christian in passing over, in feeling, these soft marvels; but you also perceive that the bills of these cherubs cannot be paid with the change from an honest five-tostão coin... Yet they possess something better, Theodoro: hair the colour of gold or the colour of darkness, their tresses thus bearing the emblematic appearance of the two great human temptations—the hunger for precious metal and the knowledge of the transcendent absolute. And they have more besides: arms the colour of marble, fresh as a dewy lily; breasts upon which the great Praxiteles modelled his Taça, the purest and most ideal line of Antiquity... Breasts, in former times (in the mind of that simple Ancient who fashioned them, who made the world, and whose name a centuries-old enmity forbids me to pronounce), were intended for the august nourishment of humanity; but have no fear, Theodoro; today no rational maman exposes them to that severe and ruinous function; they serve only to shine, nestled in lace, beneath the gaslights of soirées—and for other, secret uses. Propriety prevents me from continuing this radiant account of the beauties that constitute the Fatal Feminine... Besides, your pupils are already gleaming... Now all these things, Theodoro, lie beyond, infinitely beyond, your twenty thousand réis a month... Admit, at least, that these words bear the venerable seal of truth!”
With my cheeks aflame, I murmured:
—“They do.”
And his voice continued, patient and gentle:
—“What do you say to a hundred and five, or a hundred and six thousand contos? I know, it is a trifle... Still, it is a beginning; a modest qualification for the pursuit of happiness. Now consider these facts: the Mandarin, that Mandarin in the depths of China, is decrepit and gouty: as a man, as an official of the Celestial Empire, he is less useful in Peking and to humanity than a pebble in the mouth of a starving dog. But the transformation of substance exists: I guarantee it, for I know the secret of things... That is how the earth works: here it takes in a rotting man, and elsewhere restores him to the company of forms as a flourishing plant. It may well be that, useless as a Mandarin in the Middle Kingdom, he will prove useful in another land as a fragrant rose or a savoury cabbage. To kill, my son, is almost always to balance the needs of the universe. It is to remove an excrescence here in order to supply a want elsewhere. Absorb these sound philosophies. A poor seamstress in London longs to see a flower bloom in a pot of black earth in her garret: a flower would console that disinherited creature; but, in the ordering of beings, unfortunately, the substance that ought at that moment to be a rose there is a statesman here in the Lower Town... Along comes a ruffian with an open knife and slits the statesman; the gutter stream carries off his entrails; they bury him, with mourning carriages following; matter begins to dissolve, mingles with the vast evolution of atoms—and the superfluous man of government goes, in the form of a pansy, to brighten the fair seamstress’s attic window. The murderer is a philanthropist!
“Let me sum up, Theodoro: the death of that idiotic old Mandarin puts several thousand contos in your pocket. From that moment you may kick the public authorities: reflect on the intensity of that pleasure! Your name appears at once in the newspapers: contemplate yourself at that summit of human glory! And now observe: all you have to do is take hold of the bell and make it go ti-li-tin. I am not a barbarian: I understand a gentleman’s repugnance at murdering a contemporary: spurting blood makes a disgraceful mess of one’s cuffs, and the death throes of a human body are repulsive. But here there is none of that sordid spectacle... It is like summoning a servant... And there are a hundred and five or a hundred and six thousand contos; I forget which, but I have it in my notes... Theodoro does not doubt me. I am a gentleman: I proved it when, waging war upon a tyrant in the first uprising of justice, I found myself hurled from heights Your Honour cannot even conceive... A considerable tumble, my dear sir! Great vexations! What consoles me is that the OTHER is much shaken too: for, my friend, when a Jehovah has only a Satan against him, he can get himself out of difficulties easily enough by ordering another legion of archangels to charge; but when his enemy is man, armed with a goose quill and a notebook of blank paper—he is lost... In short, there are six thousand contos. Come, Theodoro, there is the bell: be a man.”
I know what a Christian owes to himself. Had this personage taken me to the summit of a mountain in Palestine on a moonlit night, and there, showing me sleeping cities, peoples and empires, said sombrely, “Kill the Mandarin, and all you see in valley and on hill shall be yours,” I should have known how to answer him, following an illustrious example and pointing towards the starry depths: “My kingdom is not of this world!” I know my authors. But here were a hundred and some thousand contos, offered by the light of a stearin candle, in Conceição Lane, by a fellow in a top hat leaning on an umbrella...
So I did not hesitate. And with a steady hand I rang the bell. Perhaps it was an illusion; but it seemed to me that a bell with a mouth as wide as heaven itself was tolling in the darkness, across the Universe, in a fearful tone that must surely have awakened suns sleeping soundly and pot-bellied planets snoring upon their axes...
The individual put a finger to his eyelid and wiped away the tear that had clouded his glittering eye for an instant:
—“Poor Ti-Chin-Fú!...”
—“Is he dead?”
—“He was in his garden, quietly preparing to fly a paper kite, that respectable pastime of a retired Mandarin, when the bell’s ti-li-tin took him by surprise. Now he lies beside a singing brook, dressed all in yellow silk, dead, belly upwards, upon the green grass: and in his cold arms he holds his paper kite, which looks as dead as he does. Tomorrow is the funeral. May the wisdom of Confucius enter into him and help his soul to make a good passage!”
And the individual, rising, respectfully took off his hat and went out with his umbrella under his arm.
Then, as I heard the door close, it seemed to me that I was emerging from a nightmare. I sprang into the corridor. A jovial voice was speaking to Madame Marques; and the stair-gate closed softly.
—“Who was that just went out, Dona Augusta?” I asked, in a sweat.
—“It was Cabritinha, off for a little gambling...”
I returned to my room: everything there lay quiet, unchanged, real. The folio was still open at the dreadful page. I read it again: now it seemed to me merely the old-fashioned prose of a tiresome moralist; every word had become like a dead coal...
I went to bed—and dreamed that I was far away, beyond Peking, on the borders of Tartary, in the kiosk of a Lamas’ convent, listening to prudent, gentle maxims that flowed, with the delicate fragrance of tea, from the lips of a living Buddha.
II
A month went by.
Meanwhile I went on, dutiful and melancholy, putting my clerkly hand at the service of the public authorities, and admiring on Sundays the touching skill with which Dona Augusta washed the dandruff from Couceiro’s head. It was now plain to me that, on that night, I had fallen asleep over the folio and dreamed a “Temptation on the Mountain” in familiar guise. Yet I began instinctively to concern myself with China. I went to the Havaneza to read the telegrams; and what I always sought there were tidings of the Middle Kingdom. It seems, however, that at that time nothing was happening in the region of the yellow races... The Havas Agency chattered only of Herzegovina, Bosnia, Bulgaria, and other barbarous curiosities....
Little by little I forgot my phantasmagorical episode; and at the same time, as my mind gradually grew serene again, the old ambitions that dwelt there began once more to stir—a Director-General’s salary, Lola’s loving bosom, steaks more tender than Dona Augusta’s.
But such delights seemed to me as unattainable, as much the stuff of dreams, as the Mandarin’s millions themselves. And across the monotonous desert of life the slow caravan of my melancholy went on its way...
One Sunday morning in August, stretched upon my bed in my shirtsleeves, I was dozing with an extinguished cigarette between my lips—when the door creaked softly, and, half opening a drowsy eyelid, I saw a respectfully bowed bald head beside me. At once a troubled voice murmured:
—“Mr Theodoro?... Mr Theodoro of the Ministry of the Kingdom?...”
I raised myself slowly on one elbow and answered with a yawn:
—“It is I, sir.”
The fellow bowed his back still lower: thus, in the august presence of King Bobeche, does the courtier bend... He was small and stout: the tips of his white whiskers brushed the lapels of his alpaca frock coat; venerable gold spectacles shone upon his chubby face, which seemed a prosperous personification of Order; and he trembled from his gleaming bald pate down to his calfskin boots.
He cleared his throat, spluttered, stammered:
—“There is news for your honour! Momentous news! My name is Silvestre... Silvestre, Juliano & Co.... Your Excellency’s humble servant... It has just arrived by the Southampton packet... We are correspondents of Brito, Alves & Co. of Macau... Correspondents of Craig and Co of Hong Kong... The bills come from Hong Kong...”
The man was choking on his words; and his plump hand shook as it waved a bulging envelope, sealed with black wax.
—“Your Excellency,” he went on, “was doubtless forewarned... We were not... Our confusion is only natural... We hope your Excellency will continue to favour us... We have always held your Excellency’s character in the highest respect... Your Excellency is, in this land, a flower of virtue and a mirror of goodness! Here are the first drafts on Bhering and Brothers of London... Thirty-day bills on Rothschild...”
At that name, ringing like gold itself, I leapt ravenously from the bed.
—“What is this, sir?” I cried.
And he, crying louder, brandishing the envelope, raised himself upon the tips of his boots:
—“One hundred and six thousand contos, sir! One hundred and six thousand contos drawn in your favour on London, Paris, Hamburg and Amsterdam, most excellent sir!... In your favour, most excellent sir! Through the houses of Hong Kong, Shanghai and Canton, from the estate left by the Mandarin Ti-Chin-Fú!!”
I felt the globe tremble beneath my feet—and closed my eyes for a moment. But in a flash I understood that, from that hour, I was as an incarnation of the Supernatural, drawing my strength from it and possessing its attributes. I could not behave like a man, nor lower myself to human effusions. Indeed, lest I break my hieratic composure, I refrained from going to sob, as my soul begged me to do, upon the ample bosom of Madame Marques...
Henceforth the impassibility of a God—or a Demon—was required of me: I gave my trousers a casual tug and addressed these words to Silvestre, Juliano & Co.:
—“Very good! The Mandarin... That Mandarin you mention has behaved like a gentleman. I know what this concerns. It is a family matter. Leave the papers there... Good day.”
Silvestre, Juliano & Co. withdrew backwards, his back bent and his brow turned towards the floor.
I then threw the window wide open; and, tipping my head back, breathed in the warm air with a sense of relief, like a weary doe...
Then I looked down into the street, where the whole bourgeoisie was streaming peaceably out of Mass between two rows of carriages.
Here and there, without thinking, my eyes settled on a lady’s coiffure or the bright metal of a harness. And suddenly this thought came to me, this triumphant certainty—that I could hire every one of those carriages by the hour or by the year! That not one of the women I saw would fail to offer me her naked breast at a beckoning of my desire! That all those men in their Sunday frock coats would prostrate themselves before me as before a Christ, a Mohammed or a Buddha, if I shook one hundred and six thousand contos drawn on the markets of Europe in their faces!...
I leaned upon the balcony rail; and laughed wearily at the fleeting bustle of that inferior humanity—which believed itself free and strong, while above it, on a fourth-floor balcony, I held in my hand, in an envelope sealed with black wax, the very principle of its weakness and its enslavement!... Then the pleasures of Luxury, the delights of Love, the pride of Power: I tasted them all in imagination, in an instant, at a single draught. But soon a great satiety began to invade my soul; and, feeling the world at my feet, I yawned like a lion that has eaten its fill.
What use, after all, were so many millions to me, except to bring me, day after day, the desolating proof of human baseness?... Thus, at the touch of so much gold, the moral beauty of the Universe would vanish before my eyes like smoke! A mystical sadness took hold of me. I sank into a chair; and, with my face in my hands, wept copiously.
Presently Madame Marques opened the door, resplendent in her black silks.
—“They’re waiting for you to come to dinner, you nuisance!...”
I emerged from my bitterness to answer her curtly:
—“I am not dining.”
—“All the more for us!”
At that moment rockets were cracking in the distance. I remembered that it was Sunday, bullfight day; suddenly a vision flashed and flamed before me, deliciously alluring: the bullfight watched from a box; then a dinner with Champagne; at night, an orgy, by way of initiation! I rushed to the table. I crammed my pockets with bills on London. I went down into the street with the fury of a vulture cleaving the air towards its prey. An empty carriage was passing. I stopped it and shouted:
—“To the bullfight!”
—“Ten tostões, master!”
I stared with revulsion at that paltry piece of organised matter—which dared speak of silver coins to a colossus of gold! I plunged my hand into a pocket weighed down with millions and drew out my coin: I had seven hundred and twenty réis!
The coachman slapped his mare’s haunch and drove on, grumbling. I stammered:
—“But I have bills!... Here they are! On London! On Hamburg!...”
—“No good to me.”
Seven hundred and twenty!... And the bullfight, the dinner fit for a lord, the naked Andalusian women—all that dream expired like a soap bubble touching the point of a nail.
I hated Humanity; I abominated Coin. Another carriage, trotting past and packed with merrymakers, nearly ran me over as I stood lost in thought, my seven hundred and twenty réis in my sweaty palm.
Head bowed, padded out with millions drawn on Rothschild, I returned to my fourth-floor room; humbled myself before Madame Marques, accepted her leathery steak; and spent that first night of wealth yawning upon my solitary bed—while outside merry Couceiro, the humble lieutenant on a salary of fifteen thousand réis, laughed with Dona Augusta, picking out the Fado da Cotovia on his guitar.
It was only the next morning, as I shaved, that I reflected upon the origin of my millions. It was evidently supernatural and suspect. But since my Rationalism prevented me from attributing these unexpected treasures to the capricious generosity of God or the Devil, both purely scholastic fictions; and since the fragments of Positivism that form the foundation of my Philosophy did not permit me to inquire into first causes, essential origins—I very soon resolved to accept this Phenomenon without further ado, and to make liberal use of it. So, with my coat-tails flying, I hurried to the London Brazilian Bank...

There I flung upon the counter a draft on the Bank of England for a thousand pounds, and uttered this delicious word:
—“Gold!”
A clerk gently suggested:
—“Perhaps notes would be more convenient for you...”

I repeated curtly:
—“Gold!”
I filled my pockets, slowly, by the handful; and out in the street, weighed down, hoisted myself into a carriage. I felt fat, I felt obese; there was a taste of gold in my mouth, a dryness of gold dust upon the skin of my hands; the walls of the houses seemed to glitter like long blades of gold; and within my brain there sounded a muffled rumble in which metals rang together—like the motion of an ocean whose waves rolled bars of gold. Surrendering myself to the sway of the springs, lolling like an ill-secured wineskin, I let my clouded, weary gaze fall upon the street and its people: the gaze of a creature glutted. At last, pushing my hat back upon my head, stretching out my leg, thrusting out my belly, I gave a prodigious belch of wealthy flatulence...

For a long while I rolled thus through the city, brutish with the pleasure of a nabob. Suddenly a fierce appetite to spend, to squander gold, swelled my chest like a gust filling a sail.
—“Stop, you brute!” I bellowed at the coachman.
The pair halted. With half-closed eyes I looked about for something costly to buy—a queen’s jewel or a statesman’s conscience. I saw nothing; so I plunged into a tobacconist’s.
—“Cigars! At a tostão! At a cruzado! Dearer ones! At ten tostões!”
—“How many?” asked the man obsequiously.
—“All of them!” I answered brutally.
At the door, a poor woman dressed wholly in mourning, her child huddled against her breast, held out a transparent hand. I could not be bothered to hunt for copper change among my handfuls of gold. I thrust her aside impatiently and, with my hat pulled over one eye, surveyed the crowd coldly.
It was then that I caught sight of the weighty figure of my Director-General approaching: at once I found my back bent like a bow and my hat, raised in greeting, almost brushing the paving stones. It was the habit of subordination: my millions had not yet taught my spine to stand straight...
At home I poured the gold upon my bed and rolled over it for a long while, grunting with a deep, wordless pleasure. The neighbouring tower struck three; and the hurrying sun was already sinking, taking with it my first day of opulence... Then, armoured in pounds sterling, I rushed out to glut myself!
Ah, what a day! I dined alone and selfishly in a private room at the Hotel Central, the table overrun with Bordeaux, Burgundy, Champagne, Rhine wine, liqueurs from every religious community—as though to slake a thirst of thirty years! Yet I drank my fill only of Collares. Then, staggering, I dragged myself to the brothel! What a night! Dawn brightened behind the shutters; and I found myself sprawled upon the carpet, exhausted and half-naked, feeling body and soul ebbing away, dissolving in that stifling air through which drifted a smell of face powder, woman, and punch...
When I returned to Conceição Lane, the windows of my room were shut, and the candle was dying in the brass candlestick with livid flares. Then, as I approached the bed, I saw this: stretched across the coverlet lay the bulky figure of a stricken Mandarin, dressed in yellow silk, his long queue loose; and in his arms, as though dead too, he held a paper kite! In desperation I flung open the window: everything vanished; what lay upon the bed now was an old, light-coloured overcoat.
III
Then began my life as a millionaire. I very soon left Madame Marques’s house—where, ever since she learned I was rich, she treated me to rice pudding every day, serving it herself in her Sunday silk dress. I bought and took up residence in the little yellow palace at Loreto: the splendours of my establishment are well known from the indiscreet engravings in the French Illustration. My bed became famous throughout Europe: exuberant and barbaric in taste, its frame covered with plates of chased gold, its hangings made of rare black brocade on which erotic verses by Catullus undulate in pearl embroidery; a lamp suspended within bathes it in the milky, amorous light of a summer moon.
My first months of wealth, I do not conceal it, were spent in love—in love with the sincere beating heart of an inexperienced page. I had seen her, as though in the pages of a novel, watering her carnations on the balcony: her name was Candida; she was tiny, she was fair; she lived in Buenos Aires, in a demure little house covered with climbing plants; and in her grace and slender waist she recalled to me all that Art has created most delicate and fragile—Mimi, Virginia, Joanninha of Valle de Santarem.
Every night I fell in mystic rapture at her jasper-coloured feet. Every morning I spread her lap with twenty-thousand-réis notes: at first she pushed them away with a blush—then, as she put them in the drawer, she called me her angel Tótó.
One day I had stolen, with stealthy steps, across the thick Syrian carpet to her boudoir—she was writing, quite rapt, her little finger raised: at the sight of me, all trembling, all pale, she hid the paper bearing her monogram. In a fit of senseless jealousy, I snatched it from her. It was the letter, the customary letter, the inevitable letter, the letter that woman has always written since ancient times; it began “my adored one”—and was addressed to a second lieutenant in the neighbourhood...
I tore that feeling from my breast at once, like a poisonous plant. I renounced for ever fair-haired Angels, whose blue eyes retain the reflection of the heavens they have traversed: from atop my gold, I let fall upon Innocence, Modesty, and other pernicious ideals the acid laughter of Mephistopheles: and coldly arranged for myself an animal existence, grandiose and cynical.
At the stroke of noon I entered my rose-coloured marble bath, where the perfumes poured into the water gave it the opaque hue of milk: afterwards tender pages, with soft hands, rubbed me down with the ceremony of men performing a rite: and, wrapped in a silk robe-de-chambre from India, I passed through the gallery, casting a glance here and there at my Fortunys and my Corots, between silent ranks of footmen, and made my way to an English beefsteak, served on blue-and-gold Sèvres. The rest of the morning, if it was hot, I spent upon pearl-coloured satin cushions, in a boudoir whose furnishings were of fine Dresden porcelain and whose flowers made a garden of Armida; there I savoured the Daily News while pretty girls dressed in the Japanese fashion cooled the air with fans of feathers. In the afternoon I went for a walk as far as the Pote das Almas: it was the most burdensome hour of the day: leaning on my cane, dragging my languid legs, I yawned like a sated beast—and the abject crowd stopped to gaze, in ecstasy, upon the jaded Nabob! At times I felt something like a longing for my busy days at the Office. I went indoors; and, shut up in the library, where the Thought of Humanity lay forgotten and bound in morocco, I trimmed a goose quill and spent hours writing on sheets of paper to my dear Tojal of former days: “Most Illustrious and Most Excellent Sir—I have the honour to inform Your Excellency... I have the honour to place in Your Excellency’s hands!...” At the beginning of the evening a servant, to announce dinner, sounded a solemn harmony through the corridors on his silver horn, in the Gothic manner. I rose and went to dine, majestic and alone. A rabble of footmen in black silk livery served, with the silence of gliding shadows, rare victuals and wines priced like jewels: the whole table was a splendour of flowers, lights, crystal, glittering gold—and, winding round the pyramids of fruit, mingling with the steam from the dishes, there drifted, like a subtle mist, an indescribable tedium... Afterwards, apoplectic, I flung myself into the depths of the coupé—and off I went to Janellas Verdes, where, in a seraglio garden amid Muslim refinements, I maintained a harem of females: they clothed me in a cool, perfumed silk tunic—and I gave myself over to abominable deliriums... They brought me home half dead at the first glimmer of dawn: I mechanically made the sign of the cross, and soon lay snoring, belly upwards, livid and in a cold sweat, like an exhausted Tiberius.
Meanwhile Lisbon grovelled at my feet. The courtyard of the mansion was constantly overrun by a throng: gazing down at it wearily from the gallery windows, I saw the shirt-fronts of the Aristocracy gleam white, the cassocks of the Clergy show black, and the sweat of the Common People glisten: all came to beg, with abject lips, for the honour of my smile and a share of my gold. At times I consented to receive some old nobleman of historic title: he would advance across the room, his white hair almost brushing the carpet, stammering flatteries; and immediately, spreading over his breast a hand with strong veins through which flowed the blood of three centuries, he would offer me a beloved daughter as wife or concubine.
All the citizens brought me gifts as to an Idol upon its altar—some votive Odes, others my monogram embroidered in hair, some slippers or cigarette-holders, each his conscience. If my languid gaze chanced to rest upon a woman in the street, the very next day came a letter in which the creature, wife or prostitute, offered me her nakedness, her love, and every indulgence of lust.
The journalists spurred their imaginations to find adjectives worthy of my greatness; I was the sublime Mr Theodoro, I rose to be the celestial Mr Theodoro; then, beside itself, the Gazeta das Locaes called me the extra-celestial Mr Theodoro! In my presence no head ever remained covered—whether it wore a crown or a bowler hat. Every day I was offered the presidency of a Ministry or the directorship of a Confraternity. I always refused, in disgust.
Little by little the rumour of my riches passed beyond the borders of the Monarchy. Le Figaro, ever the courtier, spoke of me in every issue, preferring me to Henry V; the immortal grotesque who signs himself Saint-Genest addressed me in convulsive apostrophes, imploring me to save France; and it was then that the foreign illustrated papers published, in colour, scenes from my life. From all the princesses of Europe I received envelopes bearing heraldic seals, setting forth, by photographs and documents, the shape of their bodies and the antiquity of their genealogies. Two jests I uttered that year were telegraphed throughout the Universe over the wires of the Havas Agency; and I was held to be wittier than Voltaire, than Rochefort, and than that subtle intelligence known as Everybody. When my bowels relieved themselves with a report, Humanity learned of it from the newspapers. I made loans to Kings, subsidised civil wars—and was swindled by every Latin Republic bordering the Gulf of Mexico.
And I, meanwhile, lived in sadness...
Whenever I entered my house, I stopped short, shuddering, before the same vision: stretched across the threshold, or lying athwart the golden bed, there lay that paunchy figure, with its black pigtail and yellow tunic, its parrot in its arms... It was the Mandarin Ti-Chin-Fú! I would rush at him with upraised fist, and everything would vanish. Then I would sink, utterly spent and bathed in sweat, into an armchair, and murmur in the silence of the room, where the candles in the candelabra cast blood-red hues upon the crimson damask: “I must kill this dead man!” And yet it was not the impertinence of a fat old phantom making himself at home among my furniture and upon my coverlets that soured life for me. The supreme horror lay in the thought that had lodged in my mind like a piece of iron that could not be drawn out—that I had murdered an old man!

I had not done it with a cord about his throat, in the Muslim fashion; nor with poison in a goblet of Syracuse wine, in the Italian manner of the Renaissance; nor by any of those classical methods which, in the history of monarchies, have received august sanction—by dagger, like John II of Portugal, by arquebus, like Charles IX... I had done away with the creature from afar, with a bell. It was absurd, fantastic, comical. But that did not lessen the tragic blackness of the deed: I had murdered an old man!
Little by little this certainty rose and hardened into stone within my soul, and, like a column on a desolate plain, dominated all my inward life: so that, however far afield my thoughts might wander, they always saw that accusing Memory looming dark upon the horizon; however high my fancies took flight, their wings were fated at last to strike that Monument of moral wretchedness.
Ah! however much one may regard Life and Death as commonplace transformations of Substance, it is dreadful to think that one has chilled warm blood, stilled a living muscle! When, after dinner, with the aroma of coffee beside me, I stretched out upon the sofa, languid with a sense of satiety, there would rise at once within me, melancholy as a chorus from a prison, a whole murmur of accusations:
“And yet you have made it so that this comfort in which you luxuriate can never again be enjoyed by the venerable Ti-Chin-Fú!...”
In vain I answered Conscience by reminding her of the Mandarin’s decrepitude, his incurable gout... Fertile in arguments, greedy for controversy, she retorted at once, with fury:
―“But even in its most diminished activity, life is a supreme good: for its charm resides in its very principle, and not in the abundance of its manifestations!”
I rebelled against this rhetorical pedantry of a stern schoolmaster: I held my head high and cried out to her in desperate arrogance:
―“Very well! I killed him! So much the better! What do you want? Your grand name of Conscience does not frighten me! You are merely a derangement of nervous sensibility. I can banish you with orange-blossom water!”
And immediately I felt, passing through my soul with the slowness of a breeze, a humble murmur of ironic voices:
―“Very well, then: eat, sleep, bathe, and love...”
And so I did. But at once the very Brittany linen sheets of my bed took on, before my terrified eyes, the livid hues of a shroud; the perfumed water into which I plunged grew cold upon my skin, with the thick sensation of blood congealing; and the naked breasts of my mistresses saddened me, like marble slabs enclosing a dead body.
Then a greater bitterness assailed me: I began to think that Ti-Chin-Fú must surely have had a vast family, grandchildren, tender great-grandchildren, who, stripped of the inheritance I was consuming so lavishly from Sèvres plates, amid the pomp of a prodigal sultan, were enduring in China all the traditional hells of human misery―days without rice, bodies without shelter, alms refused, a muddy street for a home...
I understood then why the obese figure of the old scholar pursued me; and from beneath the long white hairs of his shadowy moustache, these desolate words of accusation now seemed to issue from his lips:―“I do not lament for myself, half-dead form that I was; I weep for the unhappy creatures you have ruined, who at this very hour, while you come from the cool embrace of your lovers, groan with hunger and shiver with cold, huddled in a dying group among lepers and thieves on the Bridge of Beggars, beside the terraces of the Temple of Heaven!”
Oh, ingenious torture! Truly Chinese torture! I could not raise a morsel of bread to my mouth without instantly imagining that hungry band of little children, the descendants of Ti-Chin-Fú, suffering like unfledged birds that open their beaks in vain and peep in an abandoned nest; if I wrapped myself warmly in my overcoat, I saw at once unfortunate ladies, once cosseted in the mild comforts of a Chinese home, now purple with cold beneath rags of old silk on a snowy morning; the ebony ceiling of my mansion reminded me of the Mandarin’s family sleeping beside the canals, sniffed at by dogs; and my well-upholstered coupé made me shudder at the thought of their long, aimless tramps along sodden roads beneath a harsh Asiatic winter.
How I suffered!―And this was the time when the envious rabble came to gape at my mansion, discussing the unattainable pleasures that must dwell within!
At last, recognising that Conscience was like an angry serpent within me, I resolved to implore the aid of Him who, they say, is above Conscience, because He dispenses Grace.
Unfortunately I did not believe in Him... I therefore turned to my old private divinity, my beloved idol, patroness of my family, Our Lady of Sorrows. And, royally paid, a whole host of priests and canons, in city cathedrals and village chapels, prayed to Our Lady of Sorrows to turn her pitying eyes upon my inward affliction... But no relief descended from those inclement heavens, towards which the cry of human misery has risen in vain for thousands of years.
Then I myself plunged into pious observances―and Lisbon witnessed this extraordinary spectacle: a rich man, a Nabob, humbly prostrating himself before the altars, murmuring with clasped hands phrases from the Hail, Holy Queen, as though he saw in Prayer and in the Kingdom of Heaven it wins anything more than a fictitious consolation invented by those who possess everything to content those who possess nothing... I belong to the Bourgeoisie; and I know that if it shows the destitute Common People a distant paradise, ineffable joys to be attained, it is to draw their attention away from its overflowing coffers and the abundance of its harvests.
Later, still more troubled, I had thousands of masses said, both low and sung, to appease the wandering soul of Ti-Chin-Fú. Childish folly of a peninsular brain! The old Mandarin, in his rank as a scholar, a member of the Han-Lin Academy, a probable contributor to the great treatise Khou-Tsuane-Chou, which already runs to seventy-eight thousand seven hundred and thirty volumes, was certainly an adherent of the Doctrine, of the positive Morality of Confucius... Never had he so much as burned a perfumed taper in honour of Buddha: and the ceremonies of the Mystic Sacrifice must have seemed to his abominable soul of a grammarian and sceptic like the antics of clowns at the theatre of Hong-Tung!
Then shrewd prelates, versed in Catholic ways, gave me a subtle piece of advice―to win the goodwill of Our Lady of Sorrows with gifts, flowers, brocades and jewels, as though I sought to win the favours of Aspasia: and just as an obese banker obtains the complaisance of a dancer by giving her a Cottage among the trees, I, at a priestly suggestion, tried to bribe the gentle Mother of Men by raising her a cathedral entirely of white marble. The profusion of flowers set vistas of paradise between the carved pillars: the multitude of lights suggested a sidereal magnificence... Vain expense! The refined and learned Cardinal Nani came from Rome to consecrate the church; but when I entered that day to visit my divine guest, what I saw beyond the bald heads of the celebrants, amid the mystic haze of incense, was not the Queen of Grace, fair-haired in her blue tunic―it was the old rogue, with his slanting eye and his parrot in his arms! It was to him, to his white Tartar moustache, to his ochre-coloured paunch, that a whole priesthood embroidered with gold was offering, to the thunder of the organ, an Eternity of Praise!...
Then, thinking that Lisbon, the half-dormant world in which I moved, favoured the growth of these imaginings, I departed and travelled soberly, without pomp, with a trunk and a lackey. I visited, in their classical order, Paris, commonplace Switzerland, London, the taciturn lakes of Scotland; I pitched my tent before the evangelical walls of Jerusalem; and from Alexandria to Thebes I journeyed the length of that Egypt, monumental and mournful as the corridor of a mausoleum. I came to know the seasickness of steamships, the monotony of ruins, the melancholy of unknown crowds, the disillusionments of the boulevard: and my inward malady went on growing. Now it was no longer merely the bitterness of having despoiled a venerable family: I was assailed by the larger remorse of having deprived an entire society of a Personage essential to it, an experienced scholar, a pillar of Order, a prop of Institutions. One cannot tear from a State a personage worth a hundred and six thousand contos without disturbing its equilibrium... This thought stung me cruelly. I longed to know whether the disappearance of Ti-Chin-Fú had indeed proved fatal to decrepit China: I read every newspaper from Hong Kong and Shanghai, sat up at night over books of travel, consulted learned missionaries: and articles, men, books, all told me of the decline of the Middle Kingdom, of ruined provinces, dying cities, starving multitudes, plagues and rebellions, temples falling to pieces, laws losing their authority—the dissolution of a world, like a stranded ship which the waves break up plank by plank!...
And I attributed these calamities of Chinese society to myself! In my sick mind Ti-Chin-Fú had assumed the disproportionate stature of a Caesar, a Moses, one of those providential beings who are the strength of a race. I had killed him; and with him the vitality of his country had vanished! His vast intellect might perhaps, by strokes of genius, have saved that ancient Asiatic monarchy—and I had brought its creative powers to a standstill! His fortune might have helped restore the Treasury to greatness—and I was squandering it on peaches in January for the Messalinas of the Helder!... Friends, I knew the colossal remorse of having ruined an empire!
To forget this complicated torment, I gave myself up to orgy. I installed myself in a little palace on the Champs-Élysées—and became a horror. I gave feasts worthy of Trimalchio: and in the fiercest hours of libertine frenzy, when the bands struck up can-cans amid the brutal blare of brass; when prostitutes, their breasts wantonly exposed, yelped obscene ditties; when my bohemian guests, beer-house atheists, insulted God with their glasses of Champagne raised high—I, suddenly seized like Heliogabalus by a fit of bestiality, by hatred of all that Thinks and Knows, would drop to the floor on all fours and bray prodigiously like an ass...
Then I wished to sink lower still, to the debauchery of the common people, to the alcoholic squalor of the Assomoir: and how often, dressed in a workman’s blouse, my cap pushed back on my head, arm in arm with Mes-Bottes or Bibi-la-Gaillarde, did I stagger with a drunken rabble along the outer boulevards, howling between belches:
“Allons, enfants de la
patrie-e-e!...
Le jour de
gloire est arrivé...”
It was one morning, after one of these excesses, at the hour when a vague spiritual dawn rises in the darkness of the debauchee’s soul, that the idea of setting out for China suddenly came to me! And, like soldiers in a sleeping camp who rise at the sound of the bugle, then gather one by one and form a column, other ideas assembled in my mind, fell into line, and completed a formidable plan... I would go to Peking; I would discover the family of Ti-Chin-Fú; by marrying one of its ladies, I would make my possession of the millions legitimate; I would restore that learned household to its former prosperity; I would hold pompous obsequies for the Mandarin, to appease his troubled spirit; I would travel through the destitute provinces making colossal distributions of rice; and, obtaining from the Emperor the Mandarin’s crystal button, an easy promotion for a graduate, I would take the place of the vanished Ti-Chin-Fú—and thus be able to restore lawfully to his country, if not the authority of his learning, at least the power of his gold.

At times all this appeared to me an indefinite, misty, childish, idealistic programme. But the desire for this singular and epic adventure had already taken hold of me; and I was borne along by it like a dry leaf in a gust of wind. I longed, I yearned to set foot on Chinese soil! After extensive preparations, hastened by handfuls of gold, I set out at last one night for Marseille. I had hired an entire packet, the Ceylão. And the following morning, over a steel-blue sea, beneath the white flight of gulls, while the first rays of the sun reddened the towers of Our Lady of the Guard upon its dark rock, I turned the prow towards the East.

IV
The Ceylão had a calm and monotonous voyage as far as Shanghai. From there we went up the Blue River to Tientsin in a small steamer belonging to the Russel Company. I had not come to see China out of the idle curiosity of a touriste: the whole landscape of that province, resembling the scenes on porcelain vases, bluish and hazy, with little bare hills and, here and there, a shrub flinging out its arms, left me gloomily indifferent. When the captain of the steamer, an impudent yankee with a goat’s muzzle, proposed, as we passed Nanking, that we stop and wander among the monumental ruins of the old porcelain city, I refused with a curt shake of the head, without even lifting my mournful eyes from the river’s muddy current.
How heavy and dismal seemed the days of navigation from Tientsin to Tung-Chou, in flat boats fouled by the smell of the Chinese oarsmen; now through lowlands flooded by the Pei-hó, now alongside pale and endless rice fields; passing here a lugubrious village of black mud, there a field strewn with yellow coffins; and at every turn coming upon the swollen, greenish corpses of beggars drifting with the current beneath a murky, low-hanging sky!
At Tung-Chou I was surprised to find an escort of Cossacks sent to meet me by the old general Camilloff, a heroic officer of the Central Asian campaigns and now the Russian ambassador in Peking. I had been recommended to him as a precious and rare being; and the voluble interpreter Sá-Tó, whom he placed at my service, explained that he had received the letters bearing the imperial seal, announcing my arrival, weeks before, by the Chancellery couriers who cross Siberia by sleigh, travel on camelback as far as the Tartar Great Wall, and there hand the mailbag to those Mongolian runners, dressed in scarlet leather, who gallop day and night towards Peking.
Camilloff had sent me a Manchurian pony, caparisoned in silk, and a visiting card bearing these words pencilled beneath his name: “Good health! The animal has a gentle mouth!”
I mounted the pony; and, to a hurrah! from the Cossacks, amid a heroic flourish of lances, we set off at a gallop across the dusty plain—for evening was already falling, and the gates of Peking close as soon as the last ray of sunlight leaves the towers of the Temple of Heaven. At first we followed a road, a track worn by the passage of caravans, encumbered with enormous marble slabs dislodged from the old Imperial Way. Then we crossed the bridge of Pa-li-kao, all of white marble and flanked by haughty dragons. We rode on beside canals of black water: orchards began to appear, and here and there a bluish village nestled at the foot of a pagoda; then, suddenly, at a bend in the road, I stopped in astonishment...
Peking lay before me! A vast wall, monumental and barbarous, of a dull black, stretched as far as the eye could see, its gates, with their Babylonian architecture and curving roofs, standing out against a sunset stained blood-purple... Far away to the north, in a haze of violet vapour, the mountains of Mongolia faded into view as though suspended in the air...
A richly appointed litter awaited me at the gate of Tung-Tsen-Men, to carry me across Peking to Camilloff’s military residence. Seen close at hand, the wall seemed to rise to the heavens with the dread aspect of a biblical construction: at its base was huddled a confusion of stalls, an exotic fair murmurous with a multitude, while the light of swaying lanterns already cut the dusk with vague blood-coloured patches; against the black wall the white awnings looked like a flock of butterflies at rest.
I felt sad; I climbed into the litter and drew shut its scarlet silk curtains, all embroidered with gold; and, surrounded by the Cossacks, I entered old Peking through that Babel-like gate, amid the tumultuous throng, among carts, lacquered sedan chairs, Mongolian horsemen armed with arrows, bonzes in gleaming robes walking single file, and long trains of slow dromedaries swaying their loads in time...
A little later the litter stopped. The respectful Sá-Tó drew back the curtains, and I found myself in a dark and silent garden where, among ancient sycamores, lighted kiosks glowed with a gentle radiance, like colossal lanterns set upon the grass; and every manner of running water murmured in the shadows. Beneath a portico of vermilion-painted timber, lit by strings of transparent paper lamps, a burly personage with white moustaches awaited me, leaning on a great sword. It was General Camilloff. As I went towards him, I heard the restless tread of gazelles fleeing lightly beneath the trees... The old hero clasped me to his breast for a moment, then led me, according to Chinese custom, to the bath of hospitality: a vast porcelain tub in which white sponges floated among thin slices of lemon, amid a strong scent of lilac... Soon the moon was bathing the gardens in delicious light; and I, quite refreshed and wearing a white tie, entered the general’s wife’s boudoir on Camilloff’s arm. She was tall and fair; she had the green eyes of Homer’s sirens; a scarlet rose rested against the low neckline of her white silk gown; and about the fingers I kissed lingered a delicate scent of sandalwood and tea. We talked at length of Europe, Nihilism, Zola, Leo XIII, and Sarah Bernhardt’s slenderness... Through the open gallery came warm air fragrant with heliotrope. Then she sat down at the piano—and until late her contralto voice broke the melancholy silences of the Tartar city with the piquant airs of Madame Favart and the caressing melodies of the King of Lahore.
Early the next day, closeted with the general in one of the garden kiosks, I told him my lamentable history and the fabulous reasons that had brought me to Peking. The hero listened, darkly stroking his thick Cossack moustache...
“Does my esteemed guest know Chinese?” he asked suddenly, fixing his shrewd gaze upon me.
“I know two important words, General: Mandarin and tea.”
He passed his hand, corded with strong veins, over the dreadful scar that furrowed his bald head:
“Mandarin, my friend, is not a Chinese word, and no one in China understands it. It is the name that, in the sixteenth century, the navigators of your country, your beautiful country...”
“When we had navigators...” I murmured with a sigh.
He sighed too, out of politeness, and continued:
“...that your navigators gave to Chinese officials. It comes from your verb, your lovely verb...”
“When we had verbs...” I growled, from an instinctive habit of disparaging my country.
His round old-owl’s eye stared for a moment; then he went on, patient and grave:
“From your lovely verb mandar... You are left, therefore, with tea. It is a word that plays a vast part in Chinese life, but I judge it insufficient for every social intercourse. My estimable guest wishes to marry a lady of the Ti-Chin-Fú family, to perpetuate the great influence the Mandarin wielded, to take the place, in the home and in society, of that lamented deceased gentleman... For all this, he has the word tea. It is little.”
I could not deny that it was little. The venerable Russian, wrinkling his hooked hawk’s nose, raised further objections, which I saw rising before my desire like the very walls of Peking: no lady of the Ti-Chin-Fú family would ever consent to marry a barbarian; and it would be impossible, terribly impossible, for the Emperor, the Son of the Sun, to confer upon a foreigner the privileged honours of a Mandarin...
“But why should he refuse me?” I exclaimed. “I belong to a good family from the province of Minho. I have a bachelor’s degree: therefore in China, as in Coimbra, I am a man of letters! I have served in a government office... I possess millions... I have experience of administrative style...”
The general was bowing ever lower in respect before this abundance of my qualifications.
“It is not,” he said at last, “that the Emperor would actually refuse you: it is that the person who proposed it to him would immediately be beheaded. Chinese law is explicit and curt on this point.”
I bowed my head, crushed.
“But, General,” I murmured, “I want to be rid of the hateful presence of old Ti-Chin-Fú and his parrot!... If I were to give half my millions to the Chinese treasury, since I cannot personally employ them, as a Mandarin, for the prosperity of the State... Perhaps Ti-Chin-Fú would be appeased...”
The general laid his vast hand upon my shoulder with paternal kindness:
“A mistake, a considerable mistake, young man! Those millions would never reach the imperial treasury. They would remain in the bottomless pockets of the ruling classes: they would be squandered on planting gardens, collecting porcelain, carpeting floors with furs, supplying silks to concubines: they would not relieve the hunger of a single Chinese person, nor repair a single stone of the public roads... They would enrich the Asiatic orgy. Ti-Chin-Fú’s soul must know the Empire well: that would not satisfy it.”
“And if I used part of the old rascal’s fortune to make, privately, as a philanthropist, generous distributions of rice to the starving populace? There is an idea...”
“A fatal one,” said the general, knitting his brow fearfully. “The imperial court would immediately see in it a political ambition, a devious plan to win the favour of the common people, a danger to the Dynasty... My good friend would be beheaded... It is a grave matter...”
“A curse on it!” I roared. “Then what did I come to China for?”
The diplomat slowly shrugged his shoulders; but then, displaying his yellow Cossack teeth in a crafty smile:
“Do one thing. Seek out the Ti-Chin-Fú family... I shall inquire of the prime minister, His Excellency Prince Tong, where that interesting brood is to be found... Gather them together, throw them a dozen or two million... Then prepare a royal funeral for the deceased. A funeral of high ceremony, with a procession a league long, files of bonzes, a whole world of banners, palanquins, lances, plumes, scarlet biers, legions of mourners howling ominously, etc., etc... If, after all that, your conscience does not fall asleep and the phantom persists...”
“Then?”
“Cut your throat.”
“Thank you, General.”
One thing, however, was evident, and on it Camilloff, the respectful Sá-tó and the general’s wife all agreed: to visit the Ti-Chin-Fú family, attend the funeral, and mingle in the life of Peking, I must at once dress as a wealthy Chinese gentleman of the learned class, so that I might grow accustomed to the costume, the manners, the mandarin ceremonial... My yellowish face and long drooping moustache favoured the disguise; and when, the following morning, after the ingenious tailors of Chá-Coua Street had finished with me, I entered the room hung with scarlet silk, where the breakfast porcelain already gleamed upon the black lacquer table, the general’s wife drew back as though Tong-Tché himself, the Son of Heaven, had appeared! I wore a dark-blue brocade tunic fastened at the side, its breast richly embroidered with dragons and golden flowers; over it, a short, loose, billowing jacket of silk in a lighter blue. My hazelnut-coloured satin trousers revealed costly yellow slippers stitched with pearls, and a glimpse of stockings dotted with little black stars; and in a handsome silver-fringed sash at my waist I had tucked a bamboo fan, one of those bearing the portrait of the philosopher Laozi and made in Swatow. And, through those mysterious affinities by which dress influences character, I already felt Chinese ideas and instincts stirring within me: a love of meticulous ceremonies, a bureaucratic reverence for forms, a touch of scholarly scepticism; and also an abject terror of the Emperor, hatred of the foreigner, reverence for ancestors, fanatic devotion to tradition, a taste for sweet things... In soul and stomach, I was already wholly a Mandarin. I did not say to the general’s wife, “Bon jour, Madame.” Bending double and revolving my clenched fists before my lowered brow, I gravely performed the chin-chin!
―“It is adorable, it is exquisite!” she said, laughing charmingly and clapping her little pale hands.
That morning, in honour of my new incarnation, we had a Chinese breakfast. What charming napkins of scarlet tissue paper, with fabulous monsters drawn upon them in black! The meal began with oysters from Ningbo. Exquisite! I swallowed two dozen with intense Chinese relish. Then came delicious morsels of shark’s fin, sheep’s eyes with minced garlic, a dish of water lilies in sugar syrup, oranges from Canton, and finally the ceremonial rice, the rice of our ancestors... A delicate repast, copiously washed down with excellent Chão-Chigne wine! And at the end, with what pleasure I received my cup of boiling water, into which I dropped a pinch of imperial tea leaves from the first picking of March—that sole harvest, gathered as a holy rite by the pure hands of virgins!...
Two singing girls came in while we smoked; and for a long while, in guttural cadences, they sang old songs from the days of the Ming dynasty, to the sound of guitars covered with snakeskin, plucked by two squatting Tartars in a melancholy, barbarous rhythm. China has charms of a rare refinement... Then the fair-haired general’s wife sang us, with great wit, Femme à barbe; and when the general set out with his Cossack escort for Prince Tong’s yamen, to inquire where the Ti-Chin-Fú family lived, I, well fed and in excellent spirits, went out with Sá-tó to see Peking.
Camilloff’s residence stood in the Tartar city, among the military and noble quarters. An austere tranquillity reigns here. The streets resemble broad village lanes, furrowed by cartwheels; and one almost always walks beside a wall over which the horizontal branches of sycamores extend. At times a little carriage passes swiftly by, drawn at a trot by a Mongolian pony, its high wheels studded with gilt nails; everything about it sways—the canopy, the hanging silk curtains, the sprays of plumes at its corners—and within one glimpses some lovely Chinese lady, clad in pale brocades, her head covered with flowers, turning two silver bracelets about her wrists with an air of ceremonial boredom. Then comes some aristocratic Mandarin’s sedan chair, borne at a breathless trot towards the state yamens by coolies dressed in blue, their queues hanging loose; before them goes a ragged train of servants holding aloft rolls of silk embroidered with inscriptions, the insignia of authority; and inside, the portly personage, wearing enormous round spectacles, leafs through his papers or dozes with drooping lip...
At every turn we stopped to look at the splendid shops, with their upright signboards bearing golden letters on a scarlet ground: the customers, in a silence fit for a church, subtle as shadows, examine the treasures—porcelains of the Ming dynasty, bronzes, enamels, ivories, silks, inlaid weapons, the marvellous fans of Swatow; now and then a fresh young girl with slanting eyes, a blue tunic, and paper poppies in her braids unfolds some rare brocade before a fat Chinaman who gazes upon it beatifically, his fingers clasped over his paunch; at the back, the imposing, motionless merchant writes with a brush upon long sandalwood tablets; and a sweetish perfume rising from the wares troubles and saddens the senses...
Here is the wall surrounding the Forbidden City, the Emperor’s sacred abode! Young noblemen were coming down from the terrace of a temple where they had been practising archery. Sá-tó told me their names: they belonged to the chosen guard which, at ceremonies, escorts the yellow silk parasol embroidered with the Dragon, the Emperor’s sacred emblem. All of them bowed profoundly to an old man passing by, venerable of beard, wearing the yellow jacket that is the privilege of age; he was talking to himself and carried in his hand a staff on which tame larks perched... He was a prince of the Empire.
Strange quarters! But nothing amused me so much as seeing, at every turn, two paunchy Mandarins at a garden gate exchanging, before entering, an endless succession of bows, courtesies, refusals, and shrill little laughs of etiquette—a whole dogmatic ceremonial that set the long peacock feathers on their backs bobbing in the most comical fashion.
Then, if one raised one’s eyes to the sky, one always saw enormous paper kites hovering there, now shaped like dragons, now like whales, now like fabulous birds—filling the air with an improbable legion of transparent, undulating monsters...
“Sá-Tó, enough of the Tartar city! Let us see the Chinese quarters...”
And so we entered the Chinese city through the monstrous gate of Tchin-Men. Here dwell the bourgeoisie, the merchants, the common people.
The streets are ruled out like a sheet of music; and in the ancient, muddy ground, formed of the filth of generations trodden down over centuries, here and there still lies one of the rose-coloured marble slabs with which it was once paved, in the days of the Ming dynasty’s greatness. On either side are, now vacant lots where packs of hungry dogs howl, now rows of dingy hovels, now poor shops with their narrow, gaudily painted signboards swinging from iron rods. In the distance rise triumphal arches made of purple beams, joined at the top by oblong roofs of glazed blue tiles that gleam like enamel. A dense, murmurous crowd, in which the brown and blue of its garments prevail, circulates without cease; dust envelops everything in a yellowish haze; an acrid stench rises from the black gutters; and at every moment a long caravan of camels slowly cleaves the throng, led by sombre Mongols dressed in sheepskins...
We went as far as the approaches to the bridges over the canals, where half-naked acrobats, wearing masks that represented terrifying demons, performed feats of barbarous and subtle drollery; and for a long time I stood admiring the astrologers in long robes, with paper dragons pasted to their backs, noisily hawking horoscopes and consultations of the stars. Oh, fabulous and singular city!
Suddenly a clamour arose! We ran towards it: it was a band of prisoners, tied to one another by their queues, whom a soldier in great spectacles was driving along with his parasol! It was there, in that avenue, that I saw the clamorous procession of a Mandarin’s funeral, all adorned with banners and pennants; groups of mournful fellows came burning papers in portable braziers; ragged women howled with grief, writhing on carpets; then they rose, made merry, and a coolie dressed in white mourning at once served them tea from a great bird-shaped pot.
As we passed the Temple of Heaven, I saw a legion of beggars crowded into a square; for clothing they had a brick tied about the waist with a cord; the women, with old paper flowers tangled in their hair, gnawed bones quite calmly; and the corpses of children rotted beside them beneath the circling blowflies. Farther on we came upon a cage of beams, where a condemned man stretched his fleshless hands through the bars for alms... Then Sá-Tó respectfully showed me a narrow square: there, upon stone pillars, stood little cages containing the heads of the beheaded; and from them, drop by drop, thick black blood was dripping...
“Phew!” I exclaimed, weary and bewildered. “Sá-Tó, now I want rest, silence, and an expensive cigar...”

He bowed; and, by a granite stairway, led me up to the high walls of the city, which form an esplanade broad enough for four war chariots abreast to travel for leagues. And while Sá-Tó, seated in a gap between the battlements, yawned with the abandon of a weary cicerone, I smoked and gazed for a long time at the vast Peking beneath my feet... It is like some formidable city of The Bible, Babel or Nineveh, which it took the prophet Jonah three days to cross. The immense square wall bounds the four quarters of the horizon, with its gates beneath monumental towers, which the bluish air at that distance makes seem transparent. And within its vast enclosure are heaped together, in confusion, green woods, artificial lakes, canals glittering like steel, marble bridges, tracts strewn with ruins, glazed roofs shining in the sun; everywhere are heraldic pagodas, the white terraces of temples, triumphal arches, thousands of kiosks rising from the foliage of gardens; then spaces that look like heaps of porcelain, others like mounds of mud; and always, at regular intervals, the eye comes upon some bastion of heroic and fabulous aspect... Beside those grand edifices, the multitude is no more than grains of black sand borne to and fro by a gentle wind... Here is the vast imperial palace, among mysterious trees, with its roofs of vivid golden yellow! How I longed to penetrate its secrets, and see unfold, through its galleries rising one above another, the barbaric magnificence of those age-old Dynasties! Beyond rises the tower of the Temple of Heaven, like three parasols set one above the other; then the great column of the Principles, hieratic and dry as the very Genius of the Race; and farther on, in a supernatural half-light, gleam the jasper terraces of the Sanctuary of Purification... I questioned Sá-Tó, and his respectful finger pointed out to me the Temple of the Ancestors, the Palace of Sovereign Concord, the Pavilion of the Flowers of Letters, the Kiosk of the Historians, their lustrous roofs of blue, green, scarlet and lemon-coloured tiles gleaming amid the sacred groves that surround them. With eager eyes I devoured these monuments of Asian Antiquity, curious to know the impenetrable classes that inhabit them, the principles of their Institutions, the meaning of their Rites, the spirit of their letters, their grammar, their dogma, the strange inner life of a Chinese scholar’s mind... But that world is inviolable as a Sanctuary...
I sat upon the wall, and my eyes wandered over the sandy plain stretching beyond the gates to the foothills of the Mongolian mountains; there, endless waves of dust whirl without cease; at every hour, slow files of caravans show dark against the land... Then a melancholy invaded my soul, made more desolately vague by the silence of those heights above Peking: it was as though I missed my very self, a long sorrow at finding myself isolated there, swallowed up in that hard and barbarous world. With moist eyes I remembered my village in Minho, its churchyard shaded by great oaks, the tavern with a branch of laurel at the door, the farrier’s shed, and the streams so cool when the flax grows green...
It was the season when the doves migrate south from Peking. I watched them gather in flocks above me, coming from the groves of the temples and the imperial pavilions; each bore, to protect it from the hawks, a light bamboo tube that whistled in the air; and those white clouds passed as though borne along by a soft breeze, leaving in the silence a slow, melancholy sigh, an Aeolian murmur that faded into the pale heavens...
I returned home, heavy-hearted and thoughtful.
At dinner, as he unfolded his napkin, Camilloff asked me, with good humour, what I thought of Peking.
―“Peking brings to mind, General, some lines by a poet of ours:
Beside the rivers that
flow
Through
Babylon I found myself...”

―“Peking is a monster!” said Camilloff, thoughtfully rocking his bald head. “And consider that this capital, this conquering Tartar class that possesses it, commands three hundred million men: a subtle, industrious, long-suffering, prolific, encroaching race... They study our sciences... A glass of Médoc, Theodoro?... They have a formidable navy! Their army, which once believed it could rout foreigners with pasteboard dragons that spat firecrackers, now has Prussian tactics and needle guns! A grave matter!”
―“And yet, General, in my country, when the Celestial Empire is mentioned in connection with Macau, our patriots run their fingers through their hair and say offhandedly: We’ll send fifty men over and sweep China aside...”
This folly was followed by a silence. Then the General, after a prodigious cough, murmured indulgently:
―“Portugal is a beautiful country...”
I exclaimed, curtly and firmly:
―“It is a wretched hole, General.”
The General’s wife, delicately setting a chicken wing on the edge of her plate and wiping her little finger, said:
―“It is the country of Mignon’s song.
There the orange tree blooms...”

Stout Meriskoff, a German doctor of the University of Bonn, chancellor of the legation and a man given to poetry and commentary, observed respectfully:
―“Madam, Mignon’s sweet country is Italy: Do you know the favoured land where the orange tree blossoms? The divine Goethe meant Italy, Italia mater... Italy will be the eternal love of all feeling mankind!”
―“I prefer France!” sighed the first secretary’s wife, a little freckled doll with reddish hair.
―“Ah, France!...” murmured an attaché, rolling an exceedingly tender eye.
Stout Meriskoff adjusted his gold spectacles:
―“France has one affliction: the Social Question...”
―“Oh, the Social Question!” growled Camilloff darkly.
―“Ah, the Social Question!...” the attaché reflected weightily.
And with discourse of such wisdom, we came at last to coffee.
As we went down into the garden, the General’s wife leaned sentimentally on my arm and murmured close to my cheek:
―“Ah, how I should love to live in those passionate countries where the orange groves grow green!...”
―“That is where people love, madam,” I whispered, gently leading her into the darkness beneath the sycamores...
V
It took a whole long summer to discover the province in which the late Ti-Chin-Fú had lived! What a picturesque administrative episode, how thoroughly Chinese! The obliging Camilloff, who spent the whole day making the rounds of the state Yamens, first had to prove that the wish to learn an old Mandarin’s address concealed no conspiracy against the security of the Empire; and then he had to swear that this curiosity involved no offence against the sacred Rites! Satisfied at last, Prince Tong permitted the imperial inquiry to proceed: hundreds of scribes grew pale by day and night, brush in hand, tracing reports upon rice paper; mysterious conferences murmured incessantly through every department of the Imperial City, from the Astronomical Tribunal to the Palace of Favoured Benevolence; and a host of coolies carried litters creaking beneath bundles of ancient documents from the Russian legation to the kiosks of the Forbidden City, and thence to the Courtyard of the Archives... When Camilloff asked about the result, he received the reassuring reply that the Holy Books of Laozi were being consulted, or that old texts from the time of Nurhaci were about to be examined. And to soothe the Russian’s martial impatience, Prince Tong would send, along with these subtle messages, some substantial gift of stuffed sweetmeats or bamboo shoots in sugar syrup...
Now, while the General laboured fervently to find the Ti-Chin-Fú family, I was weaving hours of silk and gold (as a Japanese poet puts it) at the general’s wife’s little feet... There was a kiosk in the garden beneath the sycamores, called, in the Chinese fashion, Repouso discreto: beside it a cool stream sang softly beneath a little rustic bridge painted pink. Its walls were no more than a lattice of fine bamboo lined with raw-silk-coloured fabric: the sun, passing through them, made a supernatural light of pale opal. In the centre lay a plump divan of white silk, poetic as a morning cloud, inviting as a bridal bed. In the corners, rich transparent vases from the Yeng period held scarlet lilies of Japan, rising in all their aristocratic grace. The whole floor was covered with fine Nanking mats; and beside the latticed window, upon an elegant sandalwood pedestal, stood an open fan made of separate crystal blades, which the breeze, entering, set trembling in a tender, melancholy melody. The mornings of late August in Peking are very gentle; already an autumnal tenderness wanders in the air. At that hour Councillor Meriskoff and the officers of the legation were always in the chancery making up the dispatch bag for St Petersburg. Then, fan in hand, treading lightly on the tips of my satin babouches along the garden’s sanded paths, I would go and push open the door of Repouso discreto:
―“Mimi?”
And the general’s wife’s voice would answer, soft as a kiss:
―“All right...”
How lovely she was, dressed as a Chinese lady! Peach blossoms gleamed white in her upswept hair; and her eyebrows seemed purer and blacker, heightened with Nanking ink. Her little gauze blouse, embroidered with gold-filigree soutache, clung to her small, upright breasts: ample, soft trousers of foulard in the colour of a nymph’s thigh, lending her the grace of a seraglio, fell about her slender ankle, covered by a yellow silk stocking: and her little slipper would admit no more than three fingers of my hand... Her name was Vladimira; she had been born near Nizhny Novgorod; and she had been brought up by an elderly aunt who admired Rousseau, read Faublas, wore her hair powdered, and looked like a stout Cossack lithograph of a gallant lady of Versailles... Vladimira’s dream was to live in Paris; and, as she gently brought the tea leaves to the boil, she would ask me for knowing tales of Cocottes, and tell me of her devotion to Dumas the Younger...
I would turn back the wide sleeve of her dead-leaf-coloured silk jacket, and set my devoted lips travelling over the cool skin of her beautiful arms;―and then, upon the divan, entwined, breast against breast, in a mute ecstasy, we would hear the crystal panes sound like Aeolian harps, the blue magpies flutter among the plane trees, the fleeting rhythm of the running stream...
Our moist eyes would sometimes meet a panel of black satin above the divan, where Chinese characters set forth precepts from The Sacred Book of Li-Num «on the duties of wives». But neither of us understood Chinese... And in the silence our kisses would begin again, far apart, sounding softly, and comparable (in the flowery language of those countries) to pearls falling one by one into a silver basin...―Oh, gentle siestas in the gardens of Peking, where are you now? Where are you, dead leaves of the scarlet lilies of Japan?...

One morning Camilloff came into the chancery, where I was smoking the pipe of friendship in Meriskoff’s company, flung his enormous sabre onto a sofa, and told us, radiant, the news that the astute Prince Tong had brought him.―It had at last been discovered that a wealthy Mandarin named Ti-Chin-Fú had once lived on the borders of Mongolia, in the town of Tien-Hó! He had died suddenly: and his many descendants lived there in poverty, in a wretched hovel...

This discovery, it is true, was not owed to the sagacity of the imperial bureaucracy―it had been made by an astrologer of the temple of Faqua, who for twenty nights had leafed through the luminous archive of the stars...
―“Theodoro, he must be your man!” exclaimed Camilloff.
And Meriskoff repeated, shaking the ash from his pipe:
―“He must be your man, Theodoro!”
―“My man...” I murmured darkly.
He was perhaps my man, yes! But I was not tempted to go in search of my man, or his family, amid the monotony of a caravan, through those desolate extremities of China!... Besides, since arriving in Peking, I had not again caught sight of the hateful figure of Ti-Chin-Fú and his parrot. Conscience was like a sleeping dove within me. Surely the great effort of tearing myself away from the delights of the boulevard and the Loreto, of crossing the seas to the Middle Kingdom, had seemed to Eternal Equity a sufficient expiation and a pilgrimage of reparation. Surely Ti-Chin-Fú, appeased, had withdrawn with his parrot into everlasting Immobility... Why, then, should I go to Tien-Hó? Why should I not remain there, in that agreeable Peking, eating water-lilies in syrup, yielding to the amorous languors of Repouso discreto, and, on blue-tinted afternoons, taking my walk arm in arm with good Meriskoff along the jasper terraces of Purification or beneath the cedars of the Temple of Heaven?...
But zealous Camilloff, pencil in hand, was already marking out my route to Tien-Hó on the map! And, showing me an unpleasant tangle of mountain shadows, tortuous lines of rivers, and hazy stretches of lakes:
―“Here it is! My guest goes up to Ni-ku-hé, on the bank of the Pei-Hó... From there, by flat-bottomed boat, to My-yun. A good town; they have a living Buddha there... From there, on horseback, he goes on to the fortress of Ché-hia. He crosses the Great Wall—a famous sight!... He rests at the fort of Ku-pi-hó. He can hunt gazelle there. Magnificent gazelles... And after two days’ march he is in Tien-Hó... Splendid, eh?... When would you like to leave? Tomorrow?...”
―“Tomorrow,” I growled, disconsolately.
Poor general’s wife! That night, while Meriskoff, at the far end of the room, played his ceremonial whist with three officers of the embassy, and Camilloff, in the corner of the sofa, arms folded, solemn as though seated in an armchair at the Congress of Vienna, slept with his mouth open, she sat down at the piano. Beside her, in the attitude of a Lara laid waste by fate, I mournfully twisted my moustache. And the sweet creature, between two plaintive sighs of the keyboard, sang with piercing longing, turning her bright, moist eyes towards me:
L'oiseau s'envole,
Lá bas,
lá bas!...
L'oiseau s'envole...
Ne
revient pas...

―“The bird will return to its nest,” I murmured, deeply moved.

And, turning away to hide a tear, I muttered furiously:
―“Scoundrel Ti-Chin-Fú! All because of you! You old rogue! You old rascal!...”

The next day off I went to Tien-Hó—with the respectful interpreter Sá-tó, a long file of carts, two Cossacks, and a whole rabble of coolies.
After leaving the wall of the Tartar city, we travelled for a long time alongside the sacred gardens that border the temple of Confucius.
It was late autumn; the leaves had already turned yellow; a touching gentleness lingered in the air...
From the holy kiosks came a murmuring of chants, monotonous and sad. Across the terraces, enormous serpents, venerated as gods, dragged themselves along, already numbed by the cold. And here and there, as we passed, we caught sight of decrepit Buddhists, dry as parchment and knotted as roots, sitting cross-legged on the ground beneath the sycamores, motionless as idols, ceaselessly contemplating their navels as they awaited the perfection of Nirvana...
And I went on thinking, with a sadness as pale as that very October sky of Asia, of the two round little tears I had seen shining, at our parting, in the green eyes of the general’s wife!...
VI
The afternoon was already waning, and the sun was sinking, red as a shield of glowing metal, when we reached Tien-Hó. The black walls of the town rise, on the southern side, beside a torrent that roars among the rocks; to the east, the livid, dusty plain stretches towards a dark cluster of hills, where a vast building gleams white—the Catholic Mission. And beyond, to the far north, stand the eternal purple mountains of Mongolia, forever suspended in the air like clouds.
We lodged in a fetid shed entitled the Inn of Earthly Consolation.
The best room was reserved for me. It opened onto a gallery supported on stakes, and was strangely adorned with dragons cut out of paper, hanging by cords from the rafters of the ceiling; at the slightest breeze that legion of fabulous monsters swayed in unison, with the dry rustle of leaves, as though possessed of a supernatural and grotesque life.
Before dark I went with Sá-tó to see the town; but I soon fled the abominable stench of its alleys. Everything seemed black to me—the hovels, the muddy ground, the drains, the starving dogs, the abject rabble... I returned to the inn, where Mongol muleteers and verminous children stared at me in astonishment.
―“All these people look suspicious to me, Sá-tó,” I said, frowning.
―“Your Honour is right. They are rabble! But there is no danger: before we set out, I killed a black cock, and the goddess Kaonine must be pleased. Your Honour may sleep safe from evil spirits... Would Your Honour like tea?”
―“Bring it, Sá-tó.”
When we had drunk the tea, we discussed the great plan: the next morning I was to bring joy to the sorrowful hovel of Ti-Chin-Fú’s widow, announcing the millions I was giving her, already deposited in Peking; afterwards, in agreement with the Governor Mandarin, we would make a generous distribution of rice to the populace; and in the evening there would be illuminations and dancing, as at a public festival...
―“What do you think, Sá-tó?”
―“Upon Your Honour’s lips dwells the wisdom of Confucius... It will be splendid! It will be splendid!”
As I was tired, I soon began to yawn, and stretched myself upon the heated brick platform that serves as a bed in the inns of China; wrapped in my fur coat, I made the sign of the cross and fell asleep thinking of the general’s wife’s white arms, of her green mermaid eyes...
It was perhaps already midnight when I awoke to a slow, muffled sound surrounding the shed—like a strong wind among trees, or a heavy sea beating against a wall. Through the open gallery moonlight entered the room, a mournful moonlight of the Asiatic autumn, lending the dragons suspended from the ceiling fantastic shapes and semblances...
I rose, already uneasy—when a tall, restless figure appeared in the bright band of moonlight...
―“It is I, Your Honour!” murmured Sá-tó’s terrified voice.
And at once, crouching beside me, he poured out his distress in a torrent of hoarse words: while I slept, word had spread through the town that a foreigner, the foreign Devil, had arrived with baggage laden with treasure... Since early evening he had glimpsed sharp faces, with ravenous eyes, prowling round the shed like impatient jackals... He had promptly ordered the coolies to barricade the door with the baggage carts, drawn up in a semicircle in the old Tartar fashion... But little by little the mob had grown... He had just peered through a little window: the whole populace of Tien-Hó was now around the inn, growling ominously... The goddess Kaonine had not been satisfied with the blood of the black cock! Besides, he had seen a black goat recoil at the door of a pagoda!... It would be a night of terrors!... And his wife, the bone of his bone, was so far away, in Peking!...
―“And now, Sá-tó?” I asked.
―“Now... Your Honour! Now...”
He fell silent; and his thin figure trembled, cowering like a dog that crawls beneath the lash.
I pushed the coward aside and went out onto the gallery. Below, the wall opposite, covered by an awning, cast a deep shadow. There, indeed, a dark crowd was packed together. At times a figure would crawl forward into the moonlit space, peer at the carts, sniff about them, and, feeling the moon upon his face, dart back into the darkness; and because the awning was low, the iron of a lowered spear would glint for a moment in the light...
―“What do you want, you scoundrels?” I shouted in Portuguese.
At this foreign voice a grunt rose from the darkness; immediately a stone flew past me and pierced the oiled paper of the lattice; then an arrow whistled by and lodged in a beam above my head...
I hurried down to the inn kitchen. My coolies, squatting on their heels, had teeth that chattered with terror; and the two Cossacks who accompanied me sat impassively by the hearth, smoking their pipes, their bare sabres across their knees.
The old innkeeper in spectacles, a ragged grandmother whom I had seen in the courtyard flying a paper kite, the Mongol muleteers, the verminous children—all had disappeared; only an old man drunk with opium remained, slumped in a corner like a bundle.
Outside, I could already hear the crowd shouting.
I then appealed to Sá-tó, who was nearly fainting as he leaned against a beam: we had no weapons; the two Cossacks alone could not repel an assault; we must therefore go and wake the Governor Mandarin, tell him that I was a friend of Camilloff, a guest of Prince Tong, and demand that he come and disperse the mob, upholding the sacred law of hospitality!...
But Sá-tó confessed, in a voice faint as a breath, that the Governor himself was almost certainly directing the assault! From the authorities down to the beggars, the report of my wealth, the legend of carts laden with gold, had inflamed every appetite!... Prudence commanded us, like a holy precept, to surrender some of the treasure, the mules, the crates of provisions...
―“And remain here, in this accursed village, without shirts, without money and without food?”
―“But with your precious life, Your Honour!”
I yielded. And I ordered Sá-tó to offer the mob a generous distribution of sapèques—if they would return to their hovels and respect us as guests sent by Buddha...
Sá-tó went up, trembling, to the gallery balcony; and at once began haranguing the mob, waving his arms, flinging out his words with the violence of a barking dog. I had already opened a valise and was handing him cartridges and bags of sapèques—which he cast down by the handful with a sower’s gesture...
Below, each shower of metal brought moments of furious tumult; then came a slow sigh of satisfied greed; and then silence, a pause of people waiting for more...
―“More!” Sá-tó murmured, turning to me anxiously.
Indignant, I passed him more cartridges, more rolls, bundles of half-real coins strung on cords... Already the valise was empty. The mob roared, unsated.
―“More, Your Honour!” Sá-tó pleaded.
―“I have no more, man! The rest is in Peking!”
―“Oh, holy Buddha! Lost! Lost!” cried Sá-tó, sinking to his knees.
The populace, silent, still waited. Suddenly a savage howl rent the air. And I felt that ravenous mass fling itself upon the carts that defended the door in a semicircle: at the impact, every timber of the Inn of Earthly Consolation creaked and shook...
I ran to the balcony. Below was a desperate crush around the overturned carts: axes flashed as they fell upon the lids of the chests; countless hands slashed open the leather of the trunks with knives; beneath the awning, the Cossacks struggled, roaring, under the cleaver. Despite the moonlight, I could see torches moving about the shed, scattering sparks; a hoarse uproar rose, setting the dogs howling in the distance; and from every alley the populace poured forth, light shadows running with pikes and curved sickles brandished aloft...
Suddenly, on the ground floor, I heard the tumult of the mob invading it through the shattered doors: no doubt they were looking for me, supposing that I carried the best of the treasure about me, precious stones or gold... Terror drove me frantic. I ran to a bamboo lattice on the courtyard side. I broke it down and leapt upon a layer of coarse brushwood, amid an acrid stench of filth. My pony, tied to a beam, was neighing and tugging furiously at its halter: I hurled myself upon it and seized its mane...
At that moment a horde burst out of the broken kitchen door with lanterns and spears, shrieking in a frenzy. The pony, startled, leapt a ditch; an arrow whistled past me; then a brick struck my shoulder, another my loins, another the pony’s flank, and a larger one tore my ear! Clinging desperately to the mane, panting, my tongue hanging out, blood dripping from my ear, I was borne away in a furious gallop down a black lane... Suddenly I saw before me the wall, a bastion, the closed gate of the town!
Then, delirious, hearing the mob roar behind me, abandoned by all human aid—I needed God! I believed in Him, cried out to Him to save me; and my mind tumultuously snatched up fragments of prayers, of Hail, Holy Queens, still lying in the depths of my memory, to offer Him...
I turned upon the pony’s haunches: far off, a flare of torches emerged from a corner: it was the rabble!... I set off at once along the high wall, which ran beside me like a vast black ribbon furiously unrolling: suddenly I spied a breach, a gaping hole bristling with bramble branches, and beyond it the plain, which under the moon looked like a vast expanse of still water! I plunged through, desperately shaken by the pony’s bounds... And for a long time I galloped across the open country.
Suddenly the pony and I rolled over with a dull thud. It was a pond. Putrid water entered my mouth, and my feet became entangled in the soft roots of the water-lilies... When I rose and found firm ground, I saw the pony running far away like a shadow, its stirrups flying in the wind...
Then I began to walk through that solitude, sinking into the muddy earth, cutting across thorny scrub. Blood from my ear dripped onto my shoulder; in the bitter chill, my soaked clothes froze against my skin; and at times, in the shadows, I thought I saw the eyes of wild beasts gleaming.
At last I came upon an enclosure of loose stones where, beneath a black shrub, lay one of those heaps of yellow coffins which the Chinese abandon in the fields, leaving bodies to rot within them. I sank down upon a coffin, exhausted: but an abominable smell hung in the air; and as I leaned upon it, I felt the slime of a liquid oozing through the cracks between the boards... I wanted to flee. But my knees gave way and trembled beneath me; and trees, rocks, tall grasses, the whole horizon began to whirl around me like a disk spinning at great speed. Blood-red sparks flickered before my eyes; and I felt myself falling slowly from a great height, like a feather drifting down...
When I regained consciousness I was stretched upon a stone bench in the courtyard of a vast building resembling a convent, wrapped in profound silence. Two Lazarist priests were gently washing my ear. Fresh air stirred; the pulley of a well creaked slowly; a bell was ringing for matins. I raised my eyes and saw a white façade with little barred windows and a cross at its summit: then, finding in that peace of a Catholic cloister something of a corner of my homeland restored to me, a refuge and a consolation, two silent tears rolled from my eyelids.
VII
At daybreak, two Lazarist priests on their way to Tien-Hó had found me unconscious on the road. And, as the cheerful Father Loriot said, “it was high time”; for around my motionless body a black semicircle of those great, sombre crows of Tartary was already gazing at me hungrily... They carried me without delay to the convent on a litter, and great was the community’s rejoicing when they learned that I was a Latin, a Christian, and a subject of the Most Faithful Kings. The convent stands at the centre of a little Catholic borough, huddled about its massive residence like the dwellings of serfs at the foot of a feudal castle. It has stood there since the first missionaries travelled through Manchuria. For we were on the confines of China: beyond lay Mongolia, the Land of Grasses, an immense dark-green meadow, an endless plain, bright here and there with wild flowers...
There stretched the vast plain of the Nomads. From my window I could see the dark circles of tents covered with felt or sheepskins; and at times I watched a tribe depart in long caravan lines, driving its flocks westward...
The Lazarist superior was the excellent Father Giulio. His long residence among the yellow races had made him almost Chinese: when I met him in the cloister, in his purple tunic, with his long queue and venerable beard, slowly stirring an enormous fan, he seemed to me some learned mandarin scholar, silently reflecting, in the peace of a temple, upon The Sacred Book of Chú. He was a saint: but the smell of garlic he exhaled would have driven away even souls most afflicted and most in need of consolation.
How tenderly I remember the days I spent there! My whitewashed room, with its black cross, had the seclusion of a cell. I always woke at the bell for matins. Out of respect for the old missionaries, I came to hear Mass in the chapel; and it moved me, there so far from my Catholic homeland, in those Mongolian lands, to see in the clear morning light the priest’s chasuble, with its embroidered cross, bending before the altar, and to hear, whispered in the cool silence, the Dominus vobiscum and the Cum spiritu tuo...
In the afternoon I went to the school to admire the little Chinese boys declining Hora, Horoe... And after the refectory, as I walked in the cloister, I listened to tales of distant missions, of apostolic journeys to the Land of Pastures, of imprisonments endured, marches, perils, the heroic chronicles of the Faith...
For my part, I did not recount my fantastic adventures at the convent: I passed myself off as an inquisitive touriste, taking notes throughout the Universe. And while I waited for my ear to heal, I surrendered, in a weariness of soul, to that monastic peace...
But I was resolved to leave China, that barbarous Empire, as soon as I could; I now hated it prodigiously! When I reflected that I had come from the farthest reaches of the West to bring the abundance of my millions to a Chinese province, and that no sooner had I arrived than I was robbed, stoned, and shot with arrows, a sullen rancour filled me; I spent hours pacing my room, turning over fierce schemes of vengeance upon the Middle Kingdom!
To withdraw with my millions was the most practical, the easiest revenge! Besides, my notion of artificially reviving the person of Ti-Chin-Fú for the good of China now seemed to me absurd, the folly of a dream. I understood neither the language, nor the customs, nor the rites, nor the laws, nor the sages of that race: what had I come to do there, then, except expose myself, through the splendour of my wealth, to the assaults of a people who for forty-four centuries had been pirates upon the seas and had laid the land waste with pillage?...
Moreover, Ti-Chin-Fú and his parrot remained invisible, having surely ascended to the Chinese Heaven of the Ancestors; and as my visible remorse subsided, my desire to make atonement had diminished remarkably...
No doubt the old scholar was weary of leaving those ineffable regions to come and stretch himself upon my furniture. He had seen my efforts, my wish to be of use to his descendants, his province, his race—and, satisfied, had settled himself comfortably down to his eternal siesta. Never again would I behold his yellow belly!...
And then I was seized by an appetite to find myself already tranquil and free, peacefully enjoying my gold at Loreto or on the boulevard, sipping honey from the flowers of Civilisation...
But the widow of Ti-Chin-Fú, the delicate ladies among his descendants, the little grandchildren?... Was I to leave them cruelly to hunger and cold in the dark alleys of Tien-Hó? No. They were not to blame for the stones the mob had thrown at me. And I, a Christian, sheltered in a Christian convent, with The Gospel at my bedside, surrounded by lives that were incarnations of Charity, could not leave the Empire without restoring to those I had despoiled their abundance, that honest comfort commended by The Classic of Filial Piety...
So I wrote to Camilloff. I told him of my abject flight beneath the stones of the Chinese crowd; of the Christian refuge the Mission had given me; of my keen desire to leave the Middle Kingdom. I asked him to remit to the widow of Ti-Chin-Fú the millions I had deposited with the merchant Tsing-Fó, on Cha-Coua Avenue, beside the triumphal arch of Tong, near the temple of the goddess Kaonine.
The cheerful Father Loriot, who was going to Peking on a mission, took this letter, which I had sealed with the convent’s seal—a cross rising from a heart in flames...
The days passed. The first snows whitened the northern mountains of Manchuria; and I occupied myself hunting gazelle in the Land of Grasses... Vigorous hours, intensely alive, those mornings when I rode out at a gallop into the vast, bracing air of the plain, among the Mongolian huntsmen who, with a long, quavering cry, beat the thickets with their lances! At times a gazelle would spring up and, ears laid back, slender and outstretched, fly with the wind... We loosed the falcon, which flew above her on tranquil wings, striking her skull at regular intervals with the full force of its hooked beak. And at last we would bring her down beside some still water covered with water lilies... Then the black dogs of Tartary would crowd upon her belly and, their paws in the blood, slowly draw out her entrails with the tips of their teeth...
One morning the lay brother at the gate at last caught sight of the cheerful Father Loriot, hurrying up the steep road from the village on his return from Peking, his knapsack on his shoulder and a little child in his arms. He had found it abandoned, quite naked, dying beside a road; he had baptised it at once in a stream with the name Well-Found; and there he was bringing it, full of tenderness and breathless from the haste with which he had walked, to give the hungry little creature, without delay, the good milk of the convent goat...
After embracing the monks and wiping away the great beads of sweat, he drew from the pocket of his breeches an envelope bearing the seal of the Russian eagle:
―“This is what Papa Camilloff sends, my friend Theodoro. He is very well. And the lady too... Both in fine fettle.”
I ran to a corner of the cloister to read the two pages of prose. My good Camilloff, with his severe bald head and owl’s eyes! How singularly he combined the shrewd sense of an able Chancellery official with the roguish crotchets of a comic diplomat! The letter ran thus:
“My friend, guest, and most dear Theodoro,
“At the first lines of your letter we were aghast! But those that followed soon brought us welcome relief, assuring us that you were with those holy fathers of the Christian Mission... I went to the imperial Yamen to lodge a stern protest with Prince Tong over the scandal at Tien-Hó. His Excellency showed unbounded delight! For though, as a private individual, he deplores the insult, the robbery, and the stones my guest suffered, as a minister of the Empire he sees in them a sweet opportunity to extort from the town of Tien-Hó, as a fine for the injury done to a foreigner, the handsome sum of three hundred thousand francs, or, by the calculations of our sagacious Meriskoff, fifty-four contos de réis in the currency of your beautiful country! It is, as Meriskoff remarked, an excellent result for the imperial Treasury, and your ear is thus abundantly avenged... Here the first cold weather is beginning to bite, and we are already wearing furs. Good Meriskoff continues to suffer from his liver, but the pain does not impair his philosophical judgment or his wise loquacity... We have had a great sorrow: the pretty little dog belonging to the good Madame Tagarieff, wife of our beloved secretary, the adorable Tu-tu, disappeared on the morning of the 15th... I made urgent representations to the police, but Tu-tu has not been restored to us—and our grief is all the greater since it is known that the common people of Peking have a particular liking for these little dogs, stewed in sugar syrup... An abominable occurrence has taken place here, with disastrous consequences: the French minister’s wife, that pert Madame Grijon, that dry branch (as our Meriskoff calls her), at the legation’s last dinner, in defiance of every international rule, gave her arm, her bony arm, and the place at her right hand at table to a mere English attaché, Lord Gordon! What do you say to that? Is it credible? Is it rational? It is the destruction of the social order! Her arm, the place at her right hand, to an attaché, a brick-coloured Scot with a glass wedged in his eye, when all the ambassadors and ministers were present, and I was there! This has caused an indescribable sensation in the diplomatic corps... We await instructions from our governments. As Meriskoff says, sadly shaking his head—it is grave... very grave!—Which proves (and no one doubted it) that Lord Gordon is the dry branch’s Benjamin. What corruption! What mire!... The general’s wife has not been well since you left for that ill-fated Tien-Hó; Doctor Pagloff cannot make out what ails her; it is a languor, a fading, a wistful indolence that keeps her motionless for hours upon the sofa in the Pavilion of Repouso discreto, her gaze vacant and her lips full of sighs... I harbour no illusions: I know perfectly well what is undermining her; it is that wretched bladder complaint she contracted from the bad water when we were at the legation in Madrid... The Lord’s will be done!... She asks me to send you un petit bonjour, and wishes my guest, as soon as he reaches Paris, if he goes to Paris, to send her by the Embassy bag to St Petersburg (whence it will come to Peking) two dozen twelve-button gloves, size five and three-quarters, Sol brand, from the Louvre department stores; also the latest novels by Zola, Gautier’s Mademoiselle de Maupin, and a box of bottles of Opoponax... I forgot to tell you that we have changed bakers: we now obtain our bread from the English Embassy bakery. We have given up the French Embassy’s, so as to have no dealings with the dry branch... Such are the inconveniences of having no bakery here at the Russian Embassy—despite so many reports, so many
complaints I have made on this point to the Chancellery in St Petersburg! They know perfectly well that there are no bakeries in Peking, that each legation has its own, as an element of its establishment and influence. But what of that! At the imperial court the most serious interests of Russian civilisation are neglected!... I believe that is all the news from Peking and the legations. Meriskoff sends his regards, as does everyone at this Embassy; likewise little Count Arthur, Zizi of the Spanish legation, Focinho cahido, and Lulú; everyone, in short; and I more than anyone, signing myself with affection and longing,
“General Camilloff”.
“P.S. As for the widow and family of Ti-Chin-Fú, there has been a mistake: the astrologer of the temple of Faqua erred in his reading of the stars. That family does not, in fact, live in Tien-Hó... It is in southern China, in the province of Canton. But there is also a Ti-Chin-Fú family beyond the Great Wall, almost on the Russian frontier, in the district of Ka-ó-li. Both have lost their head of household; poverty has overtaken both... Therefore, pending further orders, I have not withdrawn the money from the house of Tsing-Fó. His Excellency Prince Tong sent me this latest information today, together with a delicious preserve of calombro... I must tell you that our good Sá-Tó has reappeared here, back from Tien-Hó, with a split lip and slight bruising to his shoulder, having saved from his plundered baggage only a lithograph of Our Lady of Sorrows which, from the inscription in ink, I see once belonged to your respected mother... My brave Cossacks, for their part, remained there in a pool of blood. His Excellency Prince Tong has graciously agreed to pay me ten thousand francs for each of them, out of the sums extorted from the town of Tien-Hó... Sá-Tó tells me that if my guest should, as is only natural, resume his travels through the empire in search of the Ti-Chin-Fú families, he would consider himself honoured and happy to accompany him, with canine fidelity and Cossack docility...
“Camilloff”.”

―“No! Never!” I roared furiously, crumpling the letter and pacing the melancholy cloister as I talked to myself. “No, by God or the Devil! Take to the roads of China again? Never! Oh, grotesque and disastrous fate! I leave my pleasures at the Loreto, my amorous nest in Paris; I am tossed on the nauseating waves from Marseille to Shanghai; I endure the fleas of Chinese boats, the stench of alleys, the clouds of dust on arid roads—and for what? I had a plan that rose to the heavens, grand and ornate as a trophy: from top to bottom it glittered with good deeds of every kind; and now I see it fall to the ground, piece by piece, in ruins! I wished to give my name, my millions, and half my golden bed to a Mrs Ti-Chin-Fú—and the social prejudices of a barbarous race will not permit it! With a Mandarin’s crystal button I propose to reshape the destiny of China and bring her civil prosperity—and imperial law forbids it! I aspire to pour out endless alms upon this hungry rabble—and run the thankless risk of being beheaded as an instigator of rebellion! I come to enrich a town—and the riotous mob stones me! At last I was going to bestow on the Ti-Chin-Fú family the abundance, the comfort praised by Confucius—and that family vanishes, evaporates like smoke, while other Ti-Chin-Fú families appear, here and there, vaguely to the south, to the west, like deceptive gleams... And I am to go to Canton, to Ka-ó-li, expose my other ear to brutal bricks, flee once more across the wastes clinging to a colt’s mane? Never!”

I stopped; and with arms raised, addressing the arches of the cloister, the trees, the still, fine air around me:
―“Ti-Chin-Fú!” I cried. “Ti-Chin-Fú, to appease you I have done all that was rational, generous, and logical! Are you satisfied at last, venerable scholar—you, your charming parrot, your official paunch? Speak to me! Speak to me!...”
I listened and looked about me: at that noon hour the pulley of the well creaked slowly in the courtyard; beneath the mulberry trees, along the cloister arcade, the leaves of the October tea harvest were drying on tissue paper; from the half-closed classroom door came the slow murmur of Latin declensions. It was an austere peace, born of simple occupations, honest studies, and the pastoral air of that hill, where the religious town slept beneath a white winter sun... And amid that surrounding serenity I seemed suddenly to receive an absolute peace into my soul!
With fingers still trembling, I lit a cigar and, wiping a bead of sweat from my brow, uttered these words, the sum of a destiny:
―“Well, Ti-Chin-Fú is content.” I went straight to the cell of the excellent Father Giulio. He was reading his Breviary by the window, nibbling sugared comfits, with the convent cat on his lap.
―“Most Reverend Father, I am returning to Europe... Is one of our good fathers, by any chance, going on a mission towards Shanghai?...”
The venerable superior put on his round spectacles; and, devoutly turning the pages of a great register written in Chinese, murmured as he went:
―“Fifth day of the tenth moon... Yes, Father Anacleto goes to Tientsin for the novena of the Brothers of the Holy Creche. Twelfth moon, Father Sanchez goes to Tientsin too, for the work of the Catechism for Orphans... Yes, dear guest, you have companions for the East...”
―“Tomorrow?”
―“Tomorrow. Parting is painful at these ends of the earth, when souls understand each other so well in Jesus... Our Father Gutierrez shall make you a good parcel of provisions... We had already come to love you as a brother, Theodoro... Have a comfit, they are delicious... Things are happily at rest when they are in their proper place and natural element: the place of man’s heart is the heart of God, and yours is in that safe refuge... Have a comfit... What is this, my son, what is this?”
I was laying a roll of Bank of England notes upon his open Breviary, on a page of the Gospel of poverty; and I stammered:
―“Most Reverend Father, for your poor...”
―“Excellent, excellent... Our good Gutierrez shall make you a generous parcel... Amen, my son... In Deo omnia spes!...”
The next day, between Father Anacleto and Father Sanchez, mounted on the convent’s white mule, I descended through the town to the pealing of bells. And off we went to Hiang-Hiam, a black, walled town where the boats bound downriver for Tientsin moor. Already the lands along the Pei-Hó were white with snow; in the shallow inlets the water was beginning to freeze; and, wrapped in sheepskins around the brazier in the stern of the boat, the good fathers and I talked of missionary labours, of matters Chinese, at times of the interests of Heaven—passing the great flask of gin round and round without cease...
It was at Tientsin that I parted from those saintly companions. And a fortnight later, on a mild, sunny afternoon, I was strolling upon the deck of the Java, smoking my cigar and watching the bustle on the quays of Hong Kong, as she prepared to weigh anchor for Europe.
It was a moving moment for me, that moment when, at the first turns of the propeller, I saw the land of China recede. Ever since I had awakened that morning, a dull uneasiness had begun to weigh upon my soul again. Now I reflected that I had come to that vast empire to quiet, by expiation, a fearful protest of Conscience; and in the end, driven by nervous impatience, here I was departing, having done no more than dishonour the white moustaches of a heroic general and receive stones about the ears in a town on the borders of Mongolia. Strange destiny, mine!...

Until nightfall I stood gloomily against the rail of the steamer, watching the smooth sea, like a vast length of blue silk, fold away on either side in two soft pleats. Little by little great stars began to throb in the black vault, while the propeller laboured rhythmically in the darkness. Then, overcome by a languid weariness, I wandered about the steamer, looking now here, now there, at the lighted compass; the heaps of capstans; the parts of the engine, beating in cadence amid a fierce glare; the sparks flying from the funnel in a coil of black smoke; the red-bearded sailors, motionless around the helm; and the figures of the pilots on the bridge, tall and indistinct in the night. In the captain’s cabin, an Englishman in a cork helmet, surrounded by ladies drinking Cognac, was playing the air of Bonnie Dundee plaintively on his flute...

It was eleven o’clock when I went down to my berth. The lights were already out; but the moon, rising level with the water, round and white, struck the glass of the cabin with a shaft of light. And there, in that pale half-light, I saw stretched upon the bunk the pot-bellied figure dressed in yellow silk, with his kite in his arms!

It was he, again! And it was he, everywhere and always! It was he in Singapore and in Ceylon. It was he rising from the desert sands as we passed through the Suez Canal; advancing at the prow of a provision boat when we stopped at Malta; gliding over the rosy mountains of Sicily; emerging from the mists that surround the Rock of Gibraltar! When I disembarked in Lisbon, at the Quay of Columns, his bulging figure filled the whole arch of Augusta Street; his slanting eye fixed upon me―and the two painted eyes of his parrot seemed to fix upon me too...
VIII
Then, certain that I could never appease Ti-Chin-Fú, I spent the whole night in my room at Loreto, where, as of old, the innumerable candles in the branched candelabra gave the damask the hue of fresh blood, pondering how to cast off those supernatural millions like an ornament of sin. And perhaps I should thus free myself from that belly and that abominable parrot!
I abandoned the little palace at Loreto and my existence as a Nabob. In a threadbare suit, I went back to rent my room in Madame Marques’s house; and returned to the Department, back bent, to beg for my twenty thousand réis a month and my dear clerk’s pen!...
But a greater suffering came to embitter my days. Believing me ruined, all those whom my wealth had humbled heaped insults upon me, as rubbish is heaped upon the fallen statue of a deposed prince. The newspapers, in a triumph of irony, made sport of my poverty. The aristocracy, which had stammered flatteries at the Nabob’s feet, now ordered its coachmen to run down in the streets the hunched figure of the Department pen-pusher. The clergy, whom I had enriched, accused me of sorcery; the people threw stones at me; and Madame Marques, when I complained humbly of the granite hardness of the steaks, planted her hands on her hips and shouted:
―“Well, what a nuisance! What more do you want, then? Put up with it! Just look at the pauper!...”
And despite this expiation, old Ti-Chin-Fú was always there at my side, obese and ochre-coloured―for his millions, which now lay idle and untouched in the banks, were still mine in fact! Mine, alas!
Then, indignant, one day I suddenly returned with a flourish to my little palace and my luxury. That night the radiance of my windows lit up Loreto once more; and through the open gateway, as of old, long rows of ornamental footmen could be seen, dark in their black silk liveries.
At once Lisbon, without hesitation, threw itself at my feet. Madame Marques called me, weeping, the child of her heart. The newspapers bestowed on me the attributes that, by ancient tradition, belong to the Divinity: I was the Omnipotent, I was the Omniscient! The aristocracy kissed my fingers as though I were a tyrant; and the clergy burned incense before me as before an idol. And my contempt for Humanity grew so vast that it embraced the God who had created it.
Since then, an enervating surfeit has kept me for whole weeks upon a sofa, silent and morose, thinking of the happiness of non-being...
One night, as I was returning alone along a deserted street, I saw before me the Personage dressed in black, with an umbrella under his arm: the very one who, in my happy room in Conceição Lane, had made me inherit so many detestable millions at the ting-a-ling of a bell.
I ran towards him, seized the tails of his bourgeois frock coat, and cried:
―“Deliver me from my riches! Bring the Mandarin back to life! Give me back the peace of poverty!”
He gravely transferred his umbrella to his other arm and answered kindly:
―“It cannot be done, my dear sir, it cannot be done...”
I flung myself at his feet in abject supplication: but all I saw before me, beneath the feeble light of a gas lamp, was the lean shape of a dog sniffing at the rubbish.
I never encountered that individual again.―And now the world seems to me an immense heap of ruins, where my solitary soul, like an exile wandering among fallen columns, moans without cease...
The flowers in my rooms wither and no one replaces them: every light seems to me a funeral torch; and when my mistresses come, in the whiteness of their dressing gowns, to lean against my bed, I weep―as though I beheld the shrouded legion of my dead joys...
I feel myself dying. I have made my will. In it I leave my millions to the Devil; they belong to him; let him claim them and distribute them... And to you, men, I leave only these words, without comment: “Only the bread our hands earn day by day tastes good: never kill the Mandarin!” And yet, as I expire, I am prodigiously consoled by this thought: that from North to South and from West to East, from the Great Wall of Tartary to the waves of the Yellow Sea, throughout the vast Empire of China, not one Mandarin would remain alive if you, as easily as I, could do away with him and inherit his millions, O reader, creature improvised by God, ill-made work of ill-made clay, my fellow man and my brother! Angers, June 1880.
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