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Cleanse thy clothes, and if possible, let all thy gar-ments be white, for all this is helpful in leading the heart towards the fear of God and the love of God. If it be night, kindle many lights, until all be bright. Then take ink, pen and a table to thy hand and remember that thou art about to serve God in joy of the gladness of heart. Now begin to combine a few or many letters, to permute and to combine them until thy heart be warm. Then be mindful of their movements and of what thou canst bring forth by moving them. And when thou feelest that thy heart is already warm and when thou seest that by combinations of letters thou canst grasp new things which by human tradition or by thyself thou wouldst not be able to know and when thou art thus prepared to receive the infl ux of divine power which fl ows into thee, then turn all thy true thought to imagine the Name and His exalted an-gels in thy heart as if they were human beings sit-ting or standing about thee.
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––ABRAHAM ABULAFIA 

(1240–after 1290)
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INTRODUCTION: THE SPHINX

 

In 1946, the young Brazilian writer Clarice Lispector was returning from Rio de Janeiro to Italy, where her husband was vice consul in Naples. She had traveled home as a diplomatic courier, carrying dispatches to the Brazilian Ministry of Foreign Relations, but with the usual routes between Europe and South America disrupted by the war, her journey to rejoin her husband followed an unconven-tional itinerary. From Rio she fl ew to Natal, on the northeastern tip of Brazil, then onward to the British base at Ascension Island in the South Atlantic, to the American air station in Liberia, to the French bases in Rabat and Casablanca, and then via Cairo and Athens to Rome.

Before each leg of the trip, she had a few hours, or days, to look around. In Cairo, the Brazilian consul and his wife invited her to a cabaret, where they were amazed to see the exotic belly dance performed to the familiar strains of a hit of Rio’s 1937 Carnival, Carmen Miranda’s “I Want Mommy.”

Egypt itself failed to impress her, she wrote a friend back in Rio de Janeiro. “I saw the pyramids, the Sphinx—a Mohammedan read my palm in the ‘desert sands’ and said I had a pure heart. . . . Speaking of sphinxes, pyramids, piasters, it’s all in horribly bad taste. It’s almost immodest to live in Cairo. The problem 

is trying to feel anything that hasn’t been accounted for by a guide.”1

Clarice Lispector never returned to Egypt. But many years later she recalled her brief sightseeing tour, when, in the “desert sands,” she stared down no one less than the Sphinx herself.

“I did not decipher her,” wrote the proud, beautiful Clarice. “But neither did 

she decipher me.”2

2    Why This World
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By the time she died in 1977, Clarice Lispector was one of the mythical fi gures of Brazil, the Sphinx of Rio de Janeiro, a woman who fascinated her country-men virtually from adolescence. “The sight of her was a shock,” the poet Ferreira Gullar remembered of their fi rst meeting. “Her green almond eyes, her high cheekbones, she looked like a she-wolf, a fascinating wolf. . . . I thought that if 

I saw her again I would fall hopelessly in love with her.”3 “There were men who couldn’t forget me for ten years,” she admitted. “There was an American poet 

who threatened to commit suicide because I wasn’t interested.”4 The translator Gregory Rabassa recalled being “fl abbergasted to meet that rare person who 

looked like Marlene Dietrich and wrote like Virginia Woolf.”5

In Brazil today, her arresting face adorns postage stamps. Her name lends class to luxury condominiums. Her works, often dismissed during her lifetime as hermetic or incomprehensible, are sold in vending machines in subway stations. The Internet is alight with hundreds of thousands of her fans, and a month rarely goes by without the appearance of a book examining one side or another of her life and work. Her fi rst name is enough to identify her to educated Brazil-ians, who, a Spanish publisher noticed, “all knew her, had been to her house, and have some anecdote to tell about her, as the Argentines do with Borges. Or 

at the very least they went to her funeral.”6

The French writer Hélène Cixous declared that Clarice Lispector was what Kafka would have been had he been a woman, or “if Rilke had been a Jew-ish Brazilian born in the Ukraine. If Rimbaud had been a mother, if he had 

reached the age of fi fty. If Heidegger could have ceased being German.”7 The attempts to describe this indescribable woman often go on in this vein, grasping at superlatives, though those who knew her, either in person or from her books, also insist that the most striking aspect of her personality, her aura of mystery, evades description. “Clarice,” the poet Carlos Drummond de Andrade wrote when she died, “came from one mystery / and departed for 

another.”8

Her indecipherable air fascinated and disquieted all who encountered her. After her death, a friend wrote that “Clarice was a foreigner on earth, going through the world as if she’d arrived in the dead of night in an unknown city 

amidst a general transport strike.”9
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“Maybe her closest friends and the friends of those friends know something about her life,” an interviewer wrote in 1961. “Where she came from, where she 
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was born, how old she is, how she lives. But she never talks about that, ‘since 

it’s very personal.’ ”10 She gave very little away. A decade later another frustrated journalist summed up Clarice’s responses to an interview: “I don’t know, I’m not familiar with it, I’ve never heard of it, I’m not aware, That’s not my area, It’s hard to explain, I don’t know, I don’t consider, I’ve never heard, I’m not familiar 

with, There isn’t, I don’t think.”11 The year before her death a reporter who had come all the way from Argentina tried to draw her out. “They say you’re evasive, diffi cult, that you don’t talk. It doesn’t seem that way to me.” Clarice answered, “Obviously they were right.” After extracting monosyllabic replies, the reporter fi lled the silence with a story about another writer.

 

But she said nothing. I don’t even know if she looked at me. She stood up 

and said:

“I might go to Buenos Aires this winter. Don’t forget to take the book 

I gave you. There you’ll fi nd material for your article.”

[She was] very tall, with auburn hair and skin, [and] I remember her 

wearing a long brown silk dress. But I could be wrong. As we were leaving 

I paused in front of an oil portrait of her face.

“De Chirico,” she said before I could ask. And then, at the elevator: 

“Sorry, I don’t like to talk.”12

 

In this void of information, a whole mythology sprang up. Reading accounts of her at different points in her life, one can hardly believe they concern the same person. The points of disagreement were not trivial. “Clarice Lispector” was once thought to be a pseudonym, and her original name was not known until after her death. Where exactly she was born and how old she was were also unclear. Her nationality was questioned and the identity of her native language was obscure. One authority will testify that she was right-wing and another will hint that she was a Communist. One will insist that she was a pious Catholic, though she was actually a Jew. Rumor will sometimes have it that she was a les-bian, though at one point rumor also had it that she was, in fact, a man.

What makes this tangle of contradictions so odd is that Clarice Lispector is not a hazy fi gure known from shreds of antique papyrus. She has been dead hardly thirty years. Many people survive who knew her well. She was prominent virtually from adolescence, her life was extensively documented in the press, and she left behind an extensive correspondence. Still, few great modern artists are quite as fundamentally unfamiliar. How can a person who lived in a large Western city in the middle of the twentieth century, who gave interviews, lived in high-rise apartments, and traveled by air, remain so enigmatic?

4    Why This World

 

She herself once wrote, “I am so mysterious that I don’t even understand 

myself.”13

[image: ]

 

“My mystery,” she insisted elsewhere, “is that I have no mystery.”14 Clarice Lispector could be chatty and forthcoming as frequently as she was silent and incomprehensible. To general bemusement, she insisted that she was a simple housewife, and those who arrived expecting to encounter a Sphinx just as often found a Jewish mother offering them cake and Coca-Cola. “I need money,” she 

told one journalist. “The position of a myth is not very comfortable.”15 Late in life, explaining why she gave up on interviews, she said, “They wouldn’t under-

stand a Clarice Lispector who paints her toenails red.”16

More than anything, she wanted to be respected as a human being. She was mortifi ed when the famous singer Maria Bethânia threw herself at her feet, 

exclaiming, “My goddess!”17 “My God,” exclaimed one of Clarice’s protagonists, 

“but it was easier to be a saint than a person!”18 In a melancholy piece called “Profi le of a Chosen Being,” she describes her rebellion against her image: “The being attempted an underground work of destroying the photograph: he did or said things so opposite to the photograph that it bristled in the drawer. His hope was to make himself more vivid than the photograph. But what happened? It happened that everything the being did only retouched the portrait, embellished 

it.”19

The legend was stronger than she was. Toward the end of her life she was asked about an unkind comment that appeared in a newspaper. “I got pretty annoyed,” she admitted, “but then I got over it. If I ran into [its author] the only thing I would say is: listen, when you write about me, it’s Clarice with a c, not 

with two s’s, all right?”20

Still, she never entirely gave up hope of being seen as a real person, and her protests against her own mythology surface in unexpected places. In a newspa-per piece that she wrote about—of all things—the new capital of Brasília, an odd exclamation appears: “The sacred monster has died: in her place was born a 

little girl who lost her mother.”21
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“Facts and particulars annoy me,” she wrote, presumably including those sur-rounding her own curriculum vitae. She went to lengths, in her life and her writ-ing, to rub them out. Yet on the other hand few people have exposed themselves so completely. Through all the many facets of her work—in novels,  stories, 
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 correspondence, and journalism, in the splendid prose that made her “the prin-cess of the Portuguese language”—a single personality is relentlessly dissected and fascinatingly revealed in perhaps the greatest spiritual autobiography of the twentieth century.

“Alongside my desire to defend my privacy, I have the intense desire to con-

fess in public and not to a priest.”22 Her brand of confession was concerned with the inner truths she painstakingly unearthed throughout a life of unceasing meditation. This is the reason Clarice Lispector has been compared less often to other writers than to mystics and saints. “The novels of Clarice Lispector often 

make us think of the autobiography of St. Teresa,”                  23 Le Monde wrote. Like the reader of St. Teresa or St. John of the Cross, the reader of Clarice Lispector sees a soul turned inside out.

She emerged from the world of the Eastern European Jews, a world of holy men and miracles that had already experienced its fi rst intimations of doom. She brought that dying society’s burning religious vocation into a new world, a world in which God was dead. Like Kafka, she despaired; but unlike Kafka she eventually, and excruciatingly, struck out in search of the God that had abandoned her. She recounted her quest in terms that, like Kafka’s, necessarily hearkened back to the world she had left, describing the soul of a Jewish mystic who knows that God is dead and, in the kind of paradox that recurs throughout her work, is determined to fi nd Him anyway.

The soul exposed in her work is the soul of a single woman, but within it one fi nds the full range of human experience. This is why Clarice Lispector has been described as just about everything: a woman and a man, a native and a foreigner, a Jew and a Christian, a child and an adult, an animal and a person, a lesbian and a housewife, a witch and a saint. Because she described so much of her intimate experience she could credibly be everything for everyone, venerated by those who found in her expressive genius a mirror of their own souls. As she 

said, “I am all of yourselves.” 24
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“There is much I cannot tell you. I am not going to be autobiographical. I want 

to be ‘bio.’ ”25 But even a universal artist emerges from a specifi c context, and the context that produced Clarice Lispector was unimaginable for most Brazilians, and certainly for her middle-class readers. It is no wonder that she never spoke of it. Born thousands of miles from Brazil amid a horrifying civil war, her mother condemned to death by an act of unspeakable violence, Clarice’s background was unimaginably poor and violent.

6    Why This World

 

By adolescence, she seemed to have triumphed over her origins, and for the rest of her life she avoided even the vaguest reference to them. Perhaps she feared that nobody would understand. And so she held her tongue, a “monument,” a “sacred monster,” bound to a legend she knew would outlive her and which she reluctantly, ironically embraced. Twenty-eight years after her fi rst meeting with the Sphinx, she wrote that she was considering paying another visit. 

“I’ll see who devours whom.”26


1

[image: ]

 

FUN VONEN IS A YID?

 

“Clarice was called alienated, cerebral, ‘intimist’ and tedious by hard-line Com-munist critics. She only reacted when offended by the stupid accusation that 

she was a foreigner.”1 “She always got very annoyed when people suggested she wasn’t entirely Brazilian,” her closest friend wrote. “True, she was born in Russia, but she had come here when she was only two months old. She wanted to be 

Brazilian in every way.”2 “I am Brazilian,” she declared, “and that is that.”3

 

I was born in the Ukraine, my parents’ country. I was born in a village 

called Chechelnik, so small and insignifi cant that it isn’t even on the 

map. When my mother was pregnant with me, my parents were heading 

toward the United States or Brazil, they still hadn’t decided. They stopped 

in Chechelnik so I could be born and then continued on their journey. 

I arrived in Brazil when I was only two months old.4

 

Though she had arrived in earliest infancy, Clarice Lispector always struck many Brazilians as foreign, not because of her European birth or the many years she spent abroad, but because of the way she spoke. She lisped, and her rasping, throaty r’s gave her an odd accent. “I am not French,” she explained, which is how she sounded. “This r of mine is a speech defect: I simply have a tongue-tie. 

Now that my Brazilianness has been cleared up . . .”5

She claimed that her friend Pedro Bloch, a pioneer Brazilian speech therapist, had offered to carry out an operation that would fi x the problem. But Dr. Bloch said her pronunciation was natural enough for a child who had imitated her foreign parents’ speech: the throaty r’s, if not the lisp, were, in fact, common 

8    Why This World

 

among the children of Jewish immigrants in Brazil.6 It was through training, not surgery, that Dr. Bloch managed to correct the problem. But only temporarily.

Despite her constant disavowals, she stubbornly refused to shed this immedi-ately noticeable sign of her foreignness. She would struggle throughout her life between a need to belong and a dogged insistence on maintaining her apartness.

A few months after his successful treatment, Dr. Bloch ran into Clarice. He noted that she had started using her old r’s again. Her explanation was simple. 

“She told him she didn’t like losing her characteristics.” 7
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There was no characteristic Clarice Lispector might have wanted to lose more than her place of birth. For this reason, despite the tongue that tied her to it, despite the sometimes horrifying honesty of her writing, she has a reputation for being something of a liar. White lies, such as the few years she was given to shav-ing off her age, are seen as a beautiful woman’s coquettishness. Yet almost every lie she told has to do with the circumstances of her birth.

In her published writings Clarice was more concerned about the meta-physical meaning of birth than the actual topographical circumstances of her own. Still, those circumstances haunted her. In interviews, she insisted that she knew nothing about the place she came from. In the 1960s, she gave an interview to the writer Renard Perez, the longest she ever granted; the kind and gentle Perez surely put her at ease. Before publishing the piece, he gave it to her for approval. Her single objection was to the fi rst sentence: “When, shortly after the Revolution, the Lispectors decided to emigrate from Russia to  America . . .” “It wasn’t shortly afterwards!” she protested. “It was many, many years afterwards!” Perez obliged, and the published piece began, “When the Lispectors decided to emigrate from Russia to America (this, many years after 

the  Revolution) . . .”8

And she lied about how old she was when she came to Brazil. In the passage cited earlier, she italicizes her insistence that she was only two months old when her family disembarked. As she well knew, however, she was over a year old. It is a small difference—too young, either way, to remember any other homeland— but her insistence on shaving it down to the smallest credible integer is odd. Why bother?

Clarice Lispector wanted nothing more than to rewrite the story of her birth. In private notes composed when she was in her thirties and living abroad, she wrote, “I am going back to the place where I come from. The ideal would be to go to the little town in Russia, and to be born in other circumstances.” 

Fun Vonen Is a Yid?      9

 

The thought occurred to her as she was falling asleep. She then dreamed that she had been banned from Russia in a public trial. A man says “only feminine women were allowed in Russia—and I was not feminine.” Two gestures had  inadvertently betrayed her, the judge explains: “1st I had lighted my own ciga-rette, but a woman should wait with her cigarette in her hand until a man lights it. 2nd I had pushed my own chair to the table though I should have waited for 

a man to do it for me.”9

And so she was forbidden to return. In her second novel, perhaps thinking of the fi nality of her departure, she wrote, “The place she was born—she was 

vaguely surprised it still existed, as if it too were something she had lost.” 10
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In a novel based on her family’s emigration, Elisa Lispector, Clarice’s oldest sis-ter, repeatedly poses a question: Fun vonen is a yid? Literally, it means “Where is a Jew from?” and is the polite way a Yiddish-speaker inquires about another’s origin. Throughout her life Clarice struggled to answer. “The question of ori-gin,” one critic wrote, “is so obsessive that one can say that Clarice Lispector’s 

entire body of work is built around it.”11

In photographs, she hardly looks like she could be from anywhere but Brazil. Perfectly at home on Copacabana Beach, she wore the dramatic makeup and the loud jewelry of the grande Rio dame of her day. There was no hungry ghetto waif in the woman hitting the slopes in Switzerland or wafting down the Grand Canal in a gondola. In one photograph, she stands next to Carolina Maria de Jesus, a black woman whose harrowing memoir of Brazilian poverty, Child of the Dark, was one of the literary revelations of 1960. Beside the famously beauti-ful Clarice, whose tailored suit and wraparound sunglasses make her look like a movie star, Carolina looks tense and out of place, as if someone dragged Clarice’s maid into the picture. No one would guess that Clarice’s background was even more miserable than Carolina’s.

Yet in real life Clarice often gave the impression of foreignness. Memoirs fre-quently mention her strangeness. There was that odd voice, and that odd name, so unusual in Brazil that when her fi rst book appeared a critic referred to “this 

unpleasant name, likely a pseudonym.”12 There was the strange way she dressed; after separating from her husband, she had little money to update her wardrobe, and she wore the old clothes, purchased abroad, that for years afterward made 

her look “foreign, out of season.”13

Her oddness disturbed people. “They accuse her of being alienated,” one critic wrote in 1969, “of dealing with motifs and themes that have nothing to do 
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with her homeland, in a language that recalls the English writers. There are no 

chandeliers in Brazil, and nobody knows where that besieged city is.”14

(The Chandelier, the title of her second novel; The Besieged City, of her third.)
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“I must seem stubborn, with the eye of a foreigner who doesn’t speak the lan-

guage of the country,” she wrote.15 Yet her attachment to the country that had saved her family, where she spent her life, and whose language was the medium of her art, was natural and genuine.

More remarkable is how often others insist on her attachment to Brazil. One never sees writers on Machado de Assis, for example, asserting that he was truly Brazilian. In writing on Clarice Lispector, such assertions are almost inevitable. The editors of the popular paperback series “Our Classics” chose, as one of only two extracts from Clarice’s fi ve-hundred-plus-page book of newspaper columns, a few short paragraphs she wrote in response to a question about her nationality. 

“I belong to Brazil,” was her answer.16

A full third of the fl ap copy of one biography is dedicated to insisting that she was Brazilian: “This mark of her origin [i.e., her foreign birth], however, is the contrary of what she tried to live, and what this biography asserts, based upon a vast correspondence and dozens of interviews: Brazil was more than her 

adoptive country, it was her true home.”17 On the popular social-networking Web site Orkut, the Clarice Lispector group, with more than 210,000 members, announces that it is a “community dedicated to the greatest and most intense brazilian writer ever. I said: brazilian.”

But from the very beginning readers understood that she was an outsider. “Clarice Lispector,” writes Carlos Mendes de Sousa, “is the fi rst, most radical 

affi rmation of a non-place in Brazilian literature.”18 She is both Brazil’s great-est modern writer and, in a profound sense, not a Brazilian writer at all. The poet Lêdo Ivo captured the paradox: “There will probably never be a tangible and acceptable explanation for the language and style of Clarice Lispector. The foreignness of her prose is one of the most overwhelming facts of our liter-ary history, and, even, of the history of our language. This borderland prose, of immigrants and emigrants, has nothing to do with any of our illustrious predecessors. . . . You could say that she, a naturalized Brazilian, naturalized a 

language.”19

“My homeland left no trace on me, except through the blood heritage. 

I never set foot in Russia,” Clarice Lispector said.20 In public she referred to her family’s origins no more than a handful of times. When she did, it was either 

Fun Vonen Is a Yid?      11

 

vaguely—“I asked my father how long there had been Lispectors in the Ukraine, 

and he said: generations and generations” 21—or falsely. Her published references 

to her ethnicity are so sparse that many imagined she was ashamed of it.22

Fun vonen is a yid? It is not surprising that she longed to rewrite the story of her origin, in the winter of 1920 in the goubernia of Podolia, which until shortly before had been part of the Russian Empire and which is today in the south-western part of the Republic of Ukraine. “I am sure that in the cradle my fi rst wish was to belong,” she wrote. “For reasons that do not matter here, I must have 

somehow felt that I didn’t belong to anything or anyone.”23
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The emphasis is added: she never explained those reasons. But the least one can say about the time and place of her birth is that they were badly chosen. Even in the panoply of murder and epidemic and war that passes for Ukrainian history, from the Mongol sack of Kiev in 1240 through the nuclear explosion in Cher-nobyl in 1986, 1920 stands out as a particularly horrifying year.

Worse was still to come: twelve years later, Stalin began his systematic starva-tion of the country’s peasants, killing more people than died during the First 

World War on all sides put together.24 Nine years after that, Hitler’s invasion 

killed 5.3 million people, one inhabitant in six.25 “Ukraine is not yet dead,” the national anthem marvels.

In this bleak panorama not every catastrophe can be duly commemorated. But though mostly forgotten today, what befell the Jews of the Ukraine around the time of Clarice Lispector’s birth was a disaster on a scale never before imag-ined. Perhaps 250,000 were killed: excepting the Holocaust, the worst anti-Semitic episode in history.

In 1919 a writer declared that during the First World War, “what the Jews of Eastern Europe were threatened with was not the temporary suffering and decimation inevitable in war, but the total extermination by ingenious and rapid 

torture of a whole race.”26 When that sentence was published, the writer believed that horror to be in the past. The real drama was about to begin.


2
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THAT IRRATIONAL SOMETHING

 

One little corner of the tsar’s enormous empire, Chechelnik, in the western Ukrainian province of Podolia, was typical of the grubby places where, until the turn of the twentieth century, most of the world’s Jews lived. Before World War I it had around eight thousand inhabitants, a third of whom were Jewish. An emigrant from Chechelnik to New York, Nathan Hofferman, emphasized that “the majority of Jews were poor. And not the standard of ‘poor’ which is accepted here in the States, but literally poor. Which meant not having a slice of bread to feed the children, that were plentiful.”

 

Some lived in hovels of two or three rooms with earthen fl oors, half naked, 

cold in the winter and hot in the summer. . . . Child mortality was high, but 

the birth rate was also high, since according to Jewish law birth control is 

taboo. There was no sanitation, all the infant and child sicknesses were of 

epidemic proportions, and medical help was very scarce. . . . When I said 

no sanitation, I did not exaggerate. Most homes did not even have an out-

house. People relieved themselves in the back of the house, in small ravines 

on the edge of the town. The only cleaners were the pigs that roamed in 

the streets and the rains that washed it down to the stream.

 

Grain was the economic mainstay. As Jews were not allowed to own land or farm, many of the smaller traders were Jews, who also bought and sold live-stock. “At the top of the town was a large open plaza where the peasants and horse traders bought and sold horses,” Hofferman remembered. “At the foot of the town there was another plaza where they traded cattle. The procedure 

That Irrational Something   13

 

was the same as with the horses except, that here was cow shit and at the other 

horseshit.”1
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Chechelnik today does not seem so terrible. Its ramshackle village architecture, colorfully painted in green and purple, is interrupted by a few crumbling con-crete Soviet interventions. Other buildings remember vanished populations: the Catholics who worshipped in the Polish church are long gone, and the syna-gogue where Mania and Pinkhas Lispector would have brought their newborn daughter to be blessed is in a sad state, empty, open to the elements behind its 

still impressive stone façade.2

It is the kind of town where a can-do mayor owns the grocery store, the gas station, and the hotel; where poultry wanders down the main street, Lenin Boulevard; and where people fondly recall the Brazilian ambassador, wearing shorts and sandals, arriving a few years back to scout out a place for a monu-ment to Clarice Lispector. (For its inauguration he was more formally attired.) Chechelnik does not have a lot of monuments, and it does not see a lot of ambassadors.

Atop a high ridge, the town offers commanding views over the green hills of the surrounding countryside, views not designed to delight tourists but to offer fair warning of impending invasion. The place was always endangered, a vulner-able frontier post sitting on the border of what, in the fi fteenth and sixteenth centuries, were the Turkish and Polish empires.

The Lispector family would not be the town’s fi rst refugees. Chechelnik was founded by refugees, and is even named for them. The story goes that the root of the word Chechelnik, kaçan lik, is the Turkic word for “refugee.” Its fi rst settlers arrived under the leadership of a Tatar renegade, Chagan, who married an Orthodox girl, was baptized, and settled on the right bank of the Savranka 

River.3 Following Chagan’s lead, more refugees arrived at the beginning of the sixteenth century, runaway serfs whose lives under their Polish owners were bad enough to risk settling in a territory subject to the terror of unremitting Tatar invasion. An elaborate system of tunnels underneath the buildings provided shelter. There were three main interconnected passageways, some as deep as fi ve meters under the ground and up to two meters tall. Most houses, and almost all Jewish houses, had camoufl aged entrances to the catacombs in their basement. In peacetime they were used for storage; during invasions the whole town dis-appeared underground, the whole population, animals included. The system’s engineers had taken care to provide access to an underground river, where the 

animals could drink.4
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By the seventeenth century, under Polish rule, Chechelnik was offi cially ele-vated from a village to a township; and around 1780 the Jews erected the hand-some synagogue whose precarious ruins still stand. It was a time of religious strife, often intra-Christian. The town’s rulers, the princely Lubomirski family, tried to “Polonize” the locals, building a Catholic church and seizing the lands of Orthodox foundations.

The princes also introduced the town’s claim to its extremely modest fame, a large stud farm that produced valuable horses. For Clarice Lispector’s birthplace, this is an almost uncannily appropriate industry. “Trying to put into sentences my most hidden and subtle sensation,” she wrote, “I would say: given the choice 

I would have been born a horse.” 5

“After entering the town, we see a Roman Catholic church with a green roof and a high bell tower,” the Polish traveler Kraszewski wrote after a visit in 1843. “Only vases decorate the tops of the walls that surround the ruins of Prince Lubomirski’s palace. . . . The town and market are empty, houses are poor, low, lopsided, and made of clay. Local Jews speak more Russian than Polish and look 

very different from Jews in Poland.”6

By the beginning of the twentieth century, a century after Chechelnik had passed into Russian hands, there were few Russians in the area. The peasants were Orthodox and spoke Ukrainian. The gentry was Polish and Catholic; these were the people who worshipped at the impressive Catholic church Kraszewski noticed, which was much fancier than its Orthodox cousin across town. Despite the poverty the Russian government enforced, the Jews survived, often barely, in commerce, frequently as cattle traders. All the stores in Chechelnik belonged to Jews, except the drugstore, which belonged to a Pole, and the liquor store, which was part of the government vodka monopoly.
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Can a place impress its traits on one who abandoned it in infancy? It would seem not. Yet the fact remains that a great mystic was born in a area famed for its great mystics. Perhaps the most remarkable fact about the area Clarice Lispector came from was not its poverty or oppression but its electric relationship to the divine. Isolated and poor, the Jews of Podolia were frequently swept up by millenarian waves.

The Hasidic movement, with its emphasis on a direct, personal experience of God, made its fi rst appearance, and burned most intensely, in benighted Podolia. The movement’s founder, the Ba’al Shem Tov, died not far from Chechelnik, in Medzhybyzh, and the tomb of the apostle of Hasidism, Nachman of Bratzlav, is even closer by, in Uman. In the eighteenth century, the greatest scholar of Jewish 
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mysticism has written, “within a geographically small area and also within a sur-prisingly short period, the ghetto gave birth to a whole galaxy of saint-mystics, 

each of them a startling individuality.”7

The Western Ukraine not only produced many of the great Jewish mys-tics. Its Christian population, too, periodically burned with religious frenzy. The area’s offi cial churches included the Russian Orthodox, Roman Catholic, Lutheran, Ukrainian Autocephalous, and Ukrainian Greek Catholic. It was a place where the Virgin Mary appeared to villagers with something like regularity and where statues of Christ were known spontaneously to bleed. It was a place where, around the time of Clarice’s birth, preachers led a whole constellation of charismatic sects, with names like the Flagellants, the Painters, the Israelites, the Foot-washers, the Tanzbrüder, the Studenbrüder, and the Milk-Drinkers of Saint Uncle Kornei and Aunt Melanie.

“How diffi cult it is to write the history of the [Ukrainian] borderlands,” one scholar has noted, “without, temporarily, believing in divine apparitions. Ghosts, miracles, occurrences that today cannot be explained, made up a major 

part of everyday life.” 8
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“Her eyes,” a friend of Clarice Lispector’s wrote, “had the dull dazzle of the 

mystic.”9 “I am a mystic,” she told an interviewer. “I have no religion, because I don’t like liturgy, ritual. A critic for Le Monde, in Paris, once said that I recalled Saint Teresa of Avila and St. John of the Cross—authors, incidentally, I never read. Alceu Amoroso Lima . . . I once called, asking to see him. He said: I know, 

you want to talk about God.”10

Such was the fascination of Clarice Lispector’s mysterious fi gure, and so little known about her origins, that in her own lifetime a whole body of legend sprang up around her. In this she resembled the Jewish saints of her homeland, the Hasidic zaddikim, “bearers of that irrational something,” mythic fi gures in their own day, about whom an “overwhelming wealth of tales” indissolubly mix “trivi-

ality and profundity, traditional or borrowed ideas and true originality.”11

Yet though she did not provide them herself, though she tried to rewrite the story of those origins, records do survive describing the family’s life in the Ukraine. The most important were left by Elisa Lispector, her oldest sister: an unpublished typescript called “Old Pictures” and a novel, In Exile, published in 

1948, telling in thinly veiled terms the story of the family’s emigration.12

Elisa, born Leah on July 24, 1911, was old enough to have a clear memory of the country the family was forced to abandon. She hardly knew her paternal grandparents, though she was haunted by the fi gure of her grandfather, Shmuel 
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Lispector, the very type of the studious, pious Eastern European Jew. Obedi-ent to the commandment prohibiting the reproduction of the human fi gure, Shmuel Lispector never allowed himself to be photographed.

He lived in the tiny shtetl of Teplyk, not far from Chechelnik. Quiet and  affable, he realized early on that he was “not destined for the things of this 

world.” 13 When given the choice of studying the Holy Scriptures or working in the little shop full of “products with many different odors, and the noisy and iras-cible customers,” he naturally chose the former. A cousin of Elisa and  Clarice’s remembered his fame as a saint and a wise man, whose knowledge of the holy books attracted scholars from the whole region. His concentration on his studies 

was absolute. 14 This was possible because, according to custom, he had married a rich woman, Heived, or Eve. Learned men were sought-after husbands for the daughters of richer, but presumably less refi ned, families. “The rich parents supported the pair, enjoyed their offsprings and basked in the glory and respect of the son-in-law, who continued his studies,” wrote Nathan  Hofferman. These marriages between poor men of scholarly background and richer girls from mer-chant families were neither unequal nor uncommon.

The marriage, as was also the custom, was arranged, and produced fi ve chil-dren, the youngest of whom, Pinkhas, Clarice’s father, was born in Teplyk on 

March 3, 1885. 15 Elisa never met her grandfather, who died in his forties, but neither did she see much of her grandmother, who lived to be ninety-three. “Grandmother Heived visited us only once in Haysyn, where we lived. I don’t remember her well. I don’t think she stayed long. She was careful about getting in other people’s way, afraid of inconveniencing them. So the image that I have of her is of a docile, shy creature, of few words—a silence and a standoffi sh manner that her daughters-in-law easily interpreted as touchiness mixed with 

domineering.”16

When it came time for Pinkhas to marry, Shmuel hired a matchmaker. The prospect turned up was Mania Krimgold, who was born on New Year’s Day 

1889.17 Like his father, Pinkhas also married a woman whose father could sup-port his studies. Pinkhas was not destined to become a scholar, but the match was wise in another way: Mania’s jewels would salvage her family from the com-ing war.
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By traditional reckoning, Mania’s father, Isaac Krimgold, was not a good Jew, and so what might have been a straightforward marriage became a complicated amorous history. As a young man, he had met Mania’s mother, Charna Rabin, at a wedding party.
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Elisa remembered him as “tall and strong as an oak, dignifi ed,  straight-backed.” Well-off, he had a grocery store in a town near Pervomays’k, at some distance from Teplyk, and, for his dealings in timber, rented land from a Russian 

nobleman.18 He had somewhat loose manners and close contact with gentiles. “In the big warehouse where he stored wood, he even occasionally drank a bit of 

vodka, and it was not unusual for him to fraternize with the lumberjacks.”19

Unlike the strictly pious Lispectors, Isaac Krimgold was not religious. He headed to town to attend the synagogue only on the most important holidays. Charna’s father found this laxity unacceptable and denied his permission. Both Charna and Isaac married others. Isaac’s wife gave him three children, “and, when she died, he confessed that he did not mourn. She was hot-tempered, he said.” Charna, too, had one child before being widowed in her turn. Years later, she and Isaac met again and were fi nally married. Elisa remembered her “pious and modest” grandmother warmly, “her clothing and her jewelry almost sump-tuous.” They had three daughters, including Mania, or Marian, the oldest. For little Elisa, her grandparents’ house, where she spent her summer holidays, was a thing of beauty: the veranda with its stained-glass windows where they took tea every afternoon, the river she played in with the neighbor children.

But Charna died prematurely, and Isaac married a third time. That wife, too, he had to bury.
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Mania grew up in that large house, surrounded by trees. Like her father, she was independent and informal, “having always lived in the countryside, and 

not in one of the narrow alleys of the Jewish neighborhoods.”20 Yet her country background did not imply a lack of culture and elegance; to the contrary, like her famous daughter Clarice, she gave an impression of refi nement. “She knew how to speak, she knew how to walk. She only wore clothes from designers in Kiev and Odessa. She always had an understanding word for one person, a coin 

for another.”21

This was the woman the matchmaker found for Pinkhas Lispector. The bride and groom were allowed to see each other before the wedding, “in the presence 

of chaperones, of course.”22 After their marriage, which took place in about 1910, they moved. They would never again stay long in one place. By July 24, 1911, they were in the town of Savran, when their fi rst child, Elisa, née Leah, was born.

The young family knew periods of peace and prosperity. Elisa remembered the brilliance of their Friday evenings, her mother magnifi cent in her pearls, lighting the Sabbath candles; the table, in the splendidly clean house, decked with the delicacies of the Eastern European Jews; the Saturday mornings spent in prayer 
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in the synagogue; the afternoons of reading and visiting family and friends; and then, when the fi rst stars appeared in the sky, her father’s prayer over a glass of wine, “praising God for having distinguished between the sacred and the profane, 

between light and darkness, between the Sabbath and the days of work.” 23

 

But my mother was at her most brilliant on the nights that other couples came 

to visit. Nobody was as fascinating a conversationalist, moving so gracefully 

through a world she enchanted. Because on the nights when my parents hosted 

their friends, who were young like they were, the house, with its windows open 

to the night in the summer, and cozy in the winter, was a true celebration.24

 

Their marriage was arranged, but “love was the feeling that united them, I’m sure of it now, remembering them together,” Elisa wrote. “A halo surrounded them. There was a great understanding of mutual admiration. It was not unusual for me to catch them speaking more with their eyes than with words.” Elisa contrasts the radiant Mania with the slightly reserved Pinkhas: “Thin face. Sad expression. My father always wore a sad expression, but of an imposing seriousness.”

 

An aspect of his character was not to be lavish with praise, and not because 

he did not recognize someone’s qualities, but because he lacked that streak of 

servility that can be seen in certain people and which fl attery only worsens. 

Quite to the contrary: the more he recognized someone’s noble qualities, the 

greater his restraint in dealing with him. An expression he used with some 

frequency was a fainer mensch (a distinguished person), but if the person had 

won his complete admiration, he simply called him a mensch (a person). So 

when he said so-and-so is a mensch, he was paying him his highest honor.25

 

Pinkhas had inherited his father’s seriousness, as well as his dedication to study. Elisa remembers him as ambitious: “He felt the world moving ahead all around him and did not want to be left behind.”

Yet the world was determined to leave Pinkhas Lispector behind. His plight was that of generations of talented Russian Jews. His strictly traditional father, who allowed him to dress in a modern style, must have recognized that Pinkhas’s generation would not be as closely bound to old orthodoxies. But the ambitious Russian Jew broke loose from these traditions only to fi nd he had no future in his own country. “ ‘Jew’ was the slur they used to block his way to the univer-sity,” Elisa wrote, recording that as a young man Pinkhas “was fascinated by mathematics and physics, but was always blocked by an immovable barrier: the 

stigma of being Jewish.”26
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Instead of becoming a scientist or mathematician, Pinkhas had to be  content with selling odds and ends in a rundown hamlet. “Father never learned a manual skill either, since all the men of his pedigree were dedicated to the study of Torah, and that, he knew from experience, meant nothing in terms of earning a living. And he wanted to earn, he wanted to live. He wanted to see the world. When he married, he even moved to another town. His eyes were open to the 

future, along with a boundless desire for knowledge.”27

The life of a shopkeeper, selling shoes, cloth, hats, and accessories, “acquired in Kiev and Odessa, which is why he had a very select clientele,” may have been a 

bitter comedown. 28 But during Elisa’s earliest years he and his family prospered, 

though, as Clarice remembered, “his real talent was for spiritual matters.”29

Like so many Russian Jews, Pinkhas turned inward. When the weather was so bad that no customers appeared, he went into the back of the shop, turned on a kerosene lamp, and started to read “everything he could bring back from the big bookstores he visited on his frequent journeys. But, besides Bialik and Dosto-evsky, he also read, or rather studied, the Gemara (Talmud). The pious religious feelings of his father, whom he always saw hunched over the Holy Books, had 

become, in him, a way of thinking that was both spiritual and humanistic.”30
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Despite the humiliations that awaited the Jews in Russia, Pinkhas, according to Elisa, had never thought about emigrating, and nobody in his family had ever 

done so.31 That was not Mania’s case. Around 1909, her fi rst cousins, the fi ve 

sons of her maternal uncle Levy Rabin, went to Argentina,32 headed, like thou-sands of others, for Baron Maurice de Hirsch’s agricultural colonies.

The greatest Jewish philanthropist of his day, Hirsch, a Bavarian banker and industrialist, poured his vast fortune into causes all over the world, making princely gifts to educational and medical institutions throughout Europe, the United States, Canada, and Palestine. When the Russian government rebuffed his offer of two million pounds to create a system of secular Jewish schools in the Pale of Settlement, he turned his attention to helping the Russian Jews emigrate. Through his foundation, the Jewish Colonization Association, Hirsch bought up land in the United States, Canada, Brazil, and especially the enormous, fer-tile, empty Argentine Republic. In that country alone he eventually acquired 

over seventeen million acres.33

Like the Zionists, whose dream of a Jewish state he did not share, Hirsch believed that agricultural labor was the key to regenerating the Jewish people. But though the Jewish Colonization Association (JCA) provided much of the colonies’ infrastructure, Hirsch’s scheme was no more socialist than was 
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Hirsch himself. The immigrants were expected to buy the land they worked, and the colonies were meant to become self-governing municipalities. As conditions worsened in Russia after the 1905 Revolution, Jews fl ooded into Argentina. Between 1906 and 1912, around thirteen thousand arrived annu-ally. Among these were Mania Lispector’s fi ve cousins, who found work with “La Jewish.”

From the beginning, however, Hirsch’s project in Argentina was troubled. Forbidden to work in agriculture in their homeland, the Russian Jews were essentially an urban, commercial people. Despite the training and assistance the JCA offered, they could not readily adapt to farming the pampas. Within two years of the colonies’ founding in 1891, almost a third of the original colonists had departed for the United States. And though conditions eventually improved, the remainder steadily gravitated toward the cities.

Among those who left the countryside were the Rabin brothers. Of the fi ve, 

only Abraham, who settled in Buenos Aires, remained long in Argentina.34 The other four went to Brazil. For some reason, one of them, Joseph, now Brazilian-ized as José, ended up in Maceió, in the northeastern state of Alagoas. Maceió was an unlikely destination, located in the poorest and most backward region of the country. The bigger, more prosperous city of Recife, not too far away, was a more promising target, and it was there that the other three brothers settled, sporting the Brazilian names Pedro, Samuel, and Jorge. There they took up the 

traditional entry profession of immigrant Jew: peddling. 35

By the beginning of 1914, therefore, fi ve of the seven Rabin children were safely in South America. Sarah Rabin, their mother, was dead. Only Dora and Jacob, with their father, Levy, remained in the Ukraine. Dora soon met a young man from Chechelnik, Israel Wainstok, to whom she became engaged. They had planned to leave Russia immediately, but their plans were put off and they settled down in Chechelnik. There Israel’s widowed mother, Feiga, married the widower Levy Rabin, Dora’s father and Charna Krimgold’s 

brother.36

The last of the family to depart before the war was Mania’s sister Zicela Krim-gold, who was engaged to her fi rst cousin José Rabin, the brother who had settled in Maceió. It is not clear whether this union had already been planned before José and his brothers departed for Argentina fi ve years before. In any case, José and Zicela, now answering to the more Brazilian-sounding name Zina, were married in Recife on April 24, 1914.

They escaped Europe just in time. For some reason, Dora and Israel Wain-stok, along with their now married parents, Levy and Feiga Rabin, stayed behind.  Perhaps they had spent their savings sending relatives on ahead of them 
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and planned to join them later. Whatever the reason, it was a nearly fatal mis-calculation.
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When the world war broke out in August, the normal paths of emigration— overland from Russia, through central Europe, and via Hamburg or the Holland ports to the Americas—were closed to the eastern Jews. Hundreds of thousands were being slaughtered on the front. Along it, as in the West, there was little movement after the armies dug into their trenches. And as in the West, millions of people were slaughtered for the gain of a few kilometers.

Pinkhas and Mania were lucky in one respect. Compared to many Russian Jews, they made it through the war with relative ease. In distant Savran, far from the front, many of the horrors of the First World War would pass them by. But amid the chaos that was swallowing up the country, Pinkhas’s business did not prosper. By April 19, 1915, when their second daughter, Tania, was born, they had already left Savran and returned to Pinkhas’s hometown, Teplyk.

But in contrast to France and Belgium, the Eastern Front was the scene of pogroms that surpassed anything that had come before them, and these would reach the Lispectors in due course. In the Polish and Ukrainian regions—whose loyalty the Russian Crown had good reason to suspect—attacks on Jews began almost as soon as the war did. They started with rumors: that Jews were smug-gling gold to the Germans in the bodies of slaughtered geese; that they had put the plans for an antitsarist mutiny into a bottle and thrown it into the sea, where it could fl oat to Danzig; that they were fl ashing coded lights from windows to assist the Austrian advance; that they were disrupting the telephones and fi d-

dling with the telegraphs.37 The Russian Jewish writer S. An-Ski records a rumor he heard from a hotel maid in Russian Warsaw:

 

“The telephones,” she said vaguely. “They tell the Germans everything. On 

Sunday, when the fl ying machines came over, the Jews sent them all sorts 

of signals—they told them that the biggest generals were in the church. So 

they started bombing it. Luckily, they missed.”

The elderly maid went on, delivering a recitation that she apparently 

replayed for every guest she met. The bombs had killed or wounded a dozen 

people, she said, all of them Poles, and all because the “Jews have an oint-

ment, which they smear on their bodies so the bombs won’t hurt them.”38

 

Before long these absurdities devolved into slaughter. A wave of pogroms swept across the Pale. Though 650,000 Jews eventually served in the Russian 
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army and 100,000 died in the war,39 their loyalties were suspect, especially in the lands that switched hands over the course of the war.

In Galicia, to the northwest of Podolia, as many as 450,000 Jews (more than half the Jewish population) were uprooted by the war. In one forty-eight-hour period in May 1915, the entire population of forty thousand Jews was evicted 

from Kaunas, in Lithuania.40 All told, around 600,000 Jews were deported. Up 

to 200,000 Jewish civilians were murdered.41
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As the war drew to its bloody and protracted end, law and order vanished from the collapsing Russian Empire. The removal of the bungling tsar in the revolu-tion of March 1917 at fi rst seemed to herald a new dawn for Russia. Overnight the country went from a repressive police state to “the freest country in the world.” But the two liberal governments that succeeded the tsar did not end the war. Instead, eager to show that the revolutionary democracy was as patriotically committed to the defense of the fatherland as any dictatorship, the provisional government threw the tattered army into a great offensive in June 1917, whose calamitous failure bled the government of the almost universal popular support that had greeted its establishment only a few months earlier. And it opened the way for the demagogue Vladimir Lenin to take control of the capital in Novem-ber, in large part because he promised to end the war.

This he did, though not as quickly as he promised. In the Polish town of Brest-Litovsk, his deputy Trotsky spun the peace talks out for several months, hoping that the delay would spark a revolution in Germany and Austria. It did not. Instead, at the end of February 1918, the Germans, frustrated with the intransigence of the Bolsheviks, recommenced hostilities. Lenin had no army to resist the German advance. Within a couple of weeks the Germans had advanced across enormous swaths of Russian territory. With the Germans nearing the capital, Petrograd, Lenin suddenly capitulated on March 3, 1918, signing a treaty whose terms were even worse than those he could have achieved at the end of 1917.

The treaty eventually ensured the independence of Finland, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, and Poland. In the Ukraine, the picture was complicated. Most Rus-sians did not then, and do not now, easily accept the idea that the Ukrainians were a separate people, or that their language, related to but quite distinct from Russian, was anything more than a peasant dialect. The Ukrainians themselves were cautious. Like many nationalist movements in the former Russian Empire, 
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the Ukrainians, at the beginning of 1917, initially wanted nothing more than autonomy: the freedom to use their own language, especially in the schools and 

in the government.42

After Lenin’s coup in November, the Ukrainian government distanced itself further from the government in Petrograd. But they stopped short of full inde-pendence. This reassured the Jews, whose two principal goals, Jewish autonomy 

and the continued unity of Russia, were respected. 43 But the honeymoon was about to end, with the government under pressure from the Bolsheviks in the north and the Jews alarmed by the wave of pogroms breaking out in Podolia, 

Volhynia, and Kiev. 44 The government responded by allowing the formation of 

Jewish military units for self-defense. 45 The self-defense units never got off the ground, and the Jews in the western Ukraine were left defenseless.

On January 25, 1918, the Ukrainian Rada declared the independence of the 

Ukrainian People’s Republic. 46 Soon after the declaration Kiev was occupied by Bolshevik forces. But not for long: by April the Rada had been overthrown in a German-sponsored coup, establishing the so-called hetmanate under General Pavlo Skoropads’kyi, who took the traditional Ukrainian title of hetman, and creating a German military protectorate in exchange for supplies of food and 

raw materials. 47 The German grain confi scations stirred peasant resistance, and 

the Germans were quick to blame the Jews.48

Meanwhile, the divided country faced a Bolshevik invasion. The presence of Jews, especially Trotsky (born Lev Bronstein), at the highest levels of the Bolshe-vik organization meant that, though a large majority and all Jewish political par-ties opposed the Bolsheviks, the idea that the Jews were behind the Bolsheviks quickly took root. “The Trotskys make the revolutions,” people grimly quipped, “the Bronsteins pay the price.”

Throughout 1918 there were sporadic pogroms, sparked, to some extent, by the anarchy unleashed by the general German surrender on November 11, 1918, which ended the Ukrainian protectorate and created a power vacuum. Deprived of its critical German support, the hetman’s puppet government proved too weak to restore order. Throughout November and December the Ukrainian National Movement, known as the Directorate, fought a civil war to depose the hetman. Headed by the former journalist Simon Petlura, the Directorate eventually van-quished the hetman.

But as Petlura was conquering the Ukraine, the Bolsheviks were invading from the north and east. In many cases, Petlura had only nominal control over his troops, who splintered into detachments under local warlords. These “gen-erals” were often no more than thugs and criminals who used the chaos of the 
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civil war to plunder the defenseless population. For the Jews, this was the worst possible scenario.
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In Elisa Lispector’s unpublished memoirs, she remembered with special affec-tion the making of liquors in the autumn:

 

The wines, the cider, the fi ne liquors, especially vishniak, ruby-colored 

cherry liquor. This wasn’t child’s play. It was the occupation of grownups 

with real skill. That is why that expertise demanded respect. That is also 

the reason we felt such horror one day, when—returning from a hiding 

place after a terrifi c pogrom, and fi nding the house turned inside out, the 

cabinets and the secret drawers for the good silver and embroidered linens 

ransacked, the furniture broken and hacked to pieces—we saw red rivers 

running all over the fl oor, the wines and liquors, with their indescribable 

taste, transformed into rivers of blood.49

 

Soon news came of another disaster. Law and order had vanished and high-waymen invaded defenseless towns, taking hostages and then demanding out-rageous “levies” to free them. When they appeared in Isaac Krimgold’s town, in one of the fi rst pogroms that followed the October Revolution, they took a group of young people hostage, promising to free them in exchange for money. Isaac and some neighbors offered to change places with the hostages, and with great diffi culty the sum demanded was collected. The bandits murdered the 

hostages anyway.50

Of herself, Elisa writes, “She shouldn’t have mentioned Grandfather. Mother also knew what ‘they’ had done to him.” In Isaac’s lovely house, where Elisa fondly remembered bathing in the stream and playing in the surrounding woods, “they broke the colored glass on the porch, tore down the wall around his garden, and cut down all the trees. Now anyone could go into Grandfather’s 

house. The house no longer belonged to him.”51

The fi nal clipped sentences in her lightly fi ctionalized novel may reproduce a childhood memory of Elisa’s. Perhaps it was in those terms that her parents explained to the little girl that her grandfather had been murdered.


3
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THE AVERAGE POGROM

 

At the end of December 1918 the great wave of pogroms began. It was a series of attacks “unparalleled in history, [covering] the fi elds and towns of the Ukraine with rivers of Jewish blood,” an epidemic “exceeding all other periods in its refi ned cruelty, in the merciless thoroughness of the acts of violence, and in the 

naked bloodthirstiness of the barbarous criminals.”1

According to a contemporary report, the “average pogrom” went something like this:

 

The gang breaks into the township, spreads all over the streets, separate 

groups break into the Jewish houses, killing without distinction of age and 

sex everybody they meet, with the exception of women, who are bestially 

violated before they are murdered, and men are forced to give up all there 

is in the house before being killed.

Everything that can be removed is taken away, the rest is destroyed, 

the walls, doors, and windows are broken in search of money. On one 

group departing another comes, then a third, until absolutely nothing is 

left that could possibly be taken away. All clothing and linen is taken, not 

only from those who escape death, but also from the corpses of the dead. 

A new administration is established in the place, and a deputation of the 

Jews miraculously preserved go to them or to the Christians who are sup-

posed to be friendly to Jews, and request protection. As a rule the new 

authorities consent to grant the protection on the condition that a certain 

contribution is paid by the Jews. With great diffi culty a contribution is 

paid and then a new claim arrives from the authorities for contributions in 
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kind, and it is the duty of the Jews to obtain a certain number of boots and 

a certain quantity of meat for the soldiers. In the meantime small groups 

continue terrorizing the Jews, exact money, murder and violate. Then the 

town is occupied by the Soviet troops, who often continue the robbery 

of their predecessors. But soon all the gangs return, as the front fl uctu-

ates and the place continually changes hands. Thus, for instance, Boguslav 

was taken fi ve times during one week. Every change of Government or 

administration brings new pogroms, and the end of it is that the terrorized 

population, ruined and exhausted, naked and barefooted, without a single 

coin in their pocket, fl y heedless of the climatic conditions and risking 

the dangers of the journey, to the nearest town in the vain hope of getting 

protection there.

 

There were at least a thousand such pogroms, committed by every side in the war. The Russian Red Cross estimated that by 1920 at least forty thousand Jews had been killed but acknowledged that the true total would never be known. Their statistics, after all, did not include “those who died during their wander-ings from one town to another in search of an asylum, those who were thrown out of trains and shot, those who were drowned in the rivers, and those who were murdered in forests and other lonely and sequestered places. In the above totals we have not included those who died from wounds, from infection, and 

from starvation and exposure.”2
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Like millions of others, Mania, Pinkhas, Elisa, and Tania Lispector were trapped in this horror. At some point after April 19, 1915, when Tania was born in 

Pinkhas’s native Teplyk, the family moved to Haysyn, only a few miles away.3 Then as now, there were more opportunities in Haysyn, which was something of a regional center.

Pinkhas desperately tried to scrape by working as a traveling salesman or petty trader, and when the White Army arrived he was absent, unable to rejoin his family in the war zone. Among the Jews, rumors circulated that the Whites would be bet-ter than the Reds, that they would bring peace, but there was no reliable news.

On a night Elisa recalls in her novel, there were shots; fi res broke out. Something awful was happening, but no one knew what. This had become a common enough occurrence. “Every morning,” Elisa wrote, “a surprise. We never knew in whose 

hands the night’s battle had left the town.”4 Mania, in charge of a group of terrifi ed refugees, was unsure what to do. She decided to leave the house and fi nd out.
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At this point in Elisa’s narrative there is a strange lacuna. “So it was up to her,” Elisa writes of her mother, “to save her daughters, and the women and children who had taken refuge in her house.” She goes out.

 

She was in the street, her hair blowing in the wind, the snow almost to 

her waist. When she saw two militiamen coming in her direction, she fell 

at their feet, begging for help. She cried, imploringly kissing their muddy 

boots. After that the images blurred fantastically in the dim moonlight. As in 

a dream, in the dense fog, she saw men running and fi ring at each other, 

and then, for what seemed like an eternity, the world was deserted. So with 

sluggish, elastic steps, she walked home. . . .

Without knowing what to do, Marim [Mania] let herself slide into a 

chair, and there she remained quietly and meekly.5

 

In her unpublished memoir Elisa writes simply, “The trauma resulting from 

one of those fateful pogroms caused my mother to fall ill.” 6 In the passage above from her novel In Exile, she hints at the trauma indirectly. Until Mania falls at the feet of the soldiers there is no suggestion of sickness. Afterward, though, Mania faced a slow and horrible demise, dying young from some untreatable disease.

It is no surprise that Mania’s daughters did not fi ll in the gaps. At the very end of her life, Clarice confi ded to her closest friend that her mother was raped 

by a gang of Russian soldiers.7 From them, she contracted syphilis, which in the ghastly conditions of the civil war went untreated. Perhaps if she had reached a hospital sooner she would have stood a better chance. But it would be another twenty years before penicillin, the most effective treatment, entered common use. By then, after a decade of horrible suffering, Mania, the elegant, intelligent, free-spirited girl from the Podolia countryside, would be lying in a Brazilian graveyard.
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“There is something I would like to say but I can’t. And it will be very diffi cult for someone to write my biography,” Clarice Lispector wrote in an unpublished 

manuscript.8 Is this “something” a reference to the rape of her mother, one of the central facts of her life?

Every account of the pogroms records the prevalence of rape. Along with robbery of Jewish property, it was one of the indispensable characteristics of the pogroms. This is not unusual; rape is an essential element of ethnic cleansing, 
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designed as much to humiliate a people as to kill and expel them. The Ukraine of the civil war era was no different.

In the sense that Mania’s two oldest daughters were not killed or raped, that her third daughter survived a birth to a syphilitic mother, that her husband sur-vived, and that she herself lived long enough to see her family safely established abroad, she was luckier than many. In the panoply of horrors that was the civil war–era Ukraine, Mania can even be said to have got off lightly.

Thousands of girls were gang-raped; after one pogrom, “many of the vic-

tims were later found with knife and saber wounds to their small vaginas.”9 The Russian Red Cross recorded the aftermath of an “ordinary, simple pogrom” in Ladyshenka, one town east of Pinkhas and Tania’s native Teplyk. “On July 9th a peasant brought to the Jewish hospital in Uman the last two Jews from  Ladyshenka (before the war Ladyshenka counted a Jewish population of 1,600). These were two young Jewish girls, frightfully beaten and bruised, one with her nose cut off and the other with her arms broken. They are both in Kiev now and 

both suffer from venereal disease.”10

It is hard to know exactly when Mania Lispector was attacked; there are several confl icting possibilities. Elisa sets her elusive scene in the winter, with heavy snow all around; the major attacks on Haysyn occurred in the summer. The neighborhood of Haysyn, where the family lived, was one of the heaviest hit areas in all of the Ukraine. Pogroms were more common there than in any other part of Podolia, which after Kiev was the most brutalized province in the Ukraine.

In the small district of  Haysyn, there were no fewer than twenty-nine pogroms up to September 19, 1919. Many more followed. In 1919 the Red Cross noted, “The pogroms in Trostianetz [just south of Haysyn] on May 10th and in Gaisin [Haysyn] on May 12th may be classed among the most cruel ever perpetrated.” 

In Haysyn on May 12 to 13 at least 350 people were killed.11 From July 15 to 20 

Haysyn was hit again.12 Was it during one of these attacks that Mania Lispector was raped? In 1968, in her only direct allusion to these events, Clarice gives a hint of the timing:

 

I was prepared for birth in such a beautiful way. My mother was already 

sick, and a common superstition had it that pregnancy would cure a 

woman of her illness. So I was deliberately created: with love and hope. 

Except that I didn’t cure my mother. And to this day that guilt weighs on 

me: they made me for a specifi c mission, and I let them down. As if they 

were counting on me in the trenches of a war and I had deserted. I know 

that my parents forgave me for being born in vain and for having betrayed 
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their great hope. But I can’t forgive myself. I simply wanted a miracle: for 

my birth to cure my mother.13

 

This would mean that Mania had taken ill some time before March 1920, when Clarice was conceived. How reliable is this account, though? The Lispectors came from a backwoods town and had no advanced secular education to explain the cause of syphilis. Still, it was an old and greatly feared disease, and it is surprising that Mania and Pinkhas would have risked sex, not to speak of preg-nancy, knowing that she was infected.

But a danger widely understood in more sophisticated places might have appeared mysterious in Podolia. The region hardly groaned under excessive medical attention. It boasted no more than one doctor for every twenty thou-sand people. That, by comparison, is half the number in Afghanistan today, one-sixth the number in Cambodia, and one twenty-fi fth the number in Brazil. 

And that was in peacetime. 14

In the desperate circumstances of the civil war, when even that paltry medical care was nonexistent, Pinkhas and Mania probably did rely on local superstition, which would have been the normal course for the poor people of the obscure regions of the Ukraine. In such areas, people believed that

 

unclean or divine forces caused illness, which fell into the same category as 

misfortune, economic ruin, and crop failures. . . . Hasidic tsadikim [saints], 

midwives, clairvoyants, and sorcerers all bore the power to heal. They 

cured with a blessing, an incantation, an amulet, a potent herbal drink, 

or a night-long vigil at the synagogue. Places and objects, as well as indi-

viduals, possessed miraculous qualities. Water from a particular well, earth 

from a special place, herbs from a special spot, the excrement from a hen 

grouse, all worked in healing the sick.15

 

In rural Podolia, such beliefs were specifi c to certain localities.16 To this day in Chechelnik, though not as close as Uman, only a few miles away, the local population believe that genital “bubbles,” or chancres, will disappear during pregnancy. Primary syphilis appears as a hard, painless chancre, on an average of twenty-one days after initial infection. Then, in many cases, the primary lesion disappears. The symptoms return later in a much more painful and visible sec-ondary stage. So if Clarice was conceived as a response to her mother’s primary syphilis, Pinkhas and Mania, seeing the chancre disappear, would surely have hoped that the old popular wisdom was true. But their hopes would have been dashed when the infection returned in a more laming form. The disease’s second 
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stage would probably have begun when Mania’s pregnancy was already advanced, which means that Clarice was very lucky to be born without congenital syphilis: 40 percent of births to syphilitic mothers are stillborn. As many as 70 percent of the survivors are infected, and 12 percent of these will die prematurely. In the middle of a war zone, without adequate nutrition, the percentages would be even higher. To the extent that one can speak of luck in a situation such as this one, Clarice was extremely lucky.

The progress of the disease varies. But if Clarice was conceived in about March 1920, this suggests that Mania was probably attacked in or after the sum-mer of 1919, when the wave of pogroms struck the family’s native region with such force. They were almost certainly fl eeing by that time, though Clarice’s declaration on the subject is a masterpiece of elision. The family’s fl ight sounds like a holiday outing. But she makes clear that she was born en route: “When my mother was pregnant with me, my parents were heading toward the United States or Brazil, they still hadn’t decided which. They stopped in Chechelnik so 

I could be born and then continued on their journey.”17
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In her novel, In Exile, Elisa recalls a pogrom, probably one of the attacks in Hay-syn in the summer of 1919, that left the family’s home uninhabitable: “The doors had been yanked out of their jambs; the broken windows stared silently out at the 

street, like blinded eyes.”18 The family fl ed to another house, where they hid in the kitchen, seeing the city in fl ames and hearing machine-gun fi re throughout the night. There, a teenage boy, wounded and bleeding from his head, staggered in and expired in plain sight of Elisa and her mother. But there is a moment of hope: Pinkhas, hungry and terrifi ed, fi nally manages to rejoin his family.

There is widespread hunger. Soup kitchens open, and cooperatives, but it is too little and too late. A scene from Elisa’s book bears an eerie echo of something Clarice would later write:

 

Ethel [Tania] stirred drowsily and asked for some bread.

“There isn’t any, sweetheart. It’s night. I’ll buy some tomorrow.”

“But I want some. Daddy brought some, I saw it. I saw white bread.” Then she turned over and went back to sleep, sucking her thumb in an 

instinctive effort to fool her hunger.19

 

Years later, Clarice wrote a short piece that at fi rst glance seems to refl ect  a middle-class Brazilian’s concern for her less fortunate fellow citizens. But it is probably a fragment of autobiography:
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I can’t. I can’t keep thinking about a scene that fl ashed through my mind, 

a real scene. A child has hunger pangs at night and says to his mother: I’m 

hungry, mommy. She says sweetly: sleep. He says: but I’m hungry. She 

insists: sleep. He says: I can’t, I’m hungry. She repeats, exasperated: sleep. 

He insists. She cries out, hurting: go to sleep, you brat! The two remain 

motionless, silent, in the darkness. Is he asleep? she thinks, wide awake. 

And he is too terrifi ed to complain. In the black night the two lie awake. 

Until, out of pain and fatigue, both nod off, in a nest of resignation. And 

I cannot stand resignation. Ah: with what hunger and pleasure do I gulp 

down revolt.20

 

When Haysyn is taken by the Red Army, the new governors promptly forbid commerce, removing any way for Pinkhas to earn a living. Mania and Pinkhas decide to take their chances and escape. As in tsarist (and Soviet) times, they need an internal passport to leave the city, and once they are outside they are accosted by a slimy Jewish character, “Barukh,” who promises to escort them across the border for a payment of 500,000 rubles. Barukh prides himself on his lack of sentimentalism and his hardheaded realism, which allows him to move with the times. He makes pointed comments that indicate a lowly class origin 

(“Me, I’m no rabbi’s son”). 21 Like many unscrupulous Jews, he makes a living exploiting the desperate refugees.

“What interested them,” wrote Israel Wainstok, who was fl eeing at the same time, “wasn’t saving refugees but making sure they got all the money they could 

get out of these people.” 22 With no other choice—the Jews so hated in Rus-sia were also generally forbidden to depart legally—Pinkhas hands over all the money he has left.

On their fi rst attempt to cross the border, Barukh sends a message advising them against it; the crossings are too heavily guarded. All they can do is return to the nearest city. They have nothing left and no means of earning more. Both Elisa and Tania recall that Mania saved them with a hidden purse of jewels. These were the jewels she, the well-to-do daughter of a prosperous trader, had brought to her marriage; these were the jewels that would save the lives of her family. But they were the same jewels that, if discovered, could have meant the death of that same family. Mania’s gamble—that the bandits who infested the roads, preying on the helpless refugee population, would not fi nd her out—was a desperate gesture. It was also the gesture of a courageous and formidable woman.

“What does this mean?” Pinkhas demands in understandable terror when Mania calmly reveals the hidden purse. “How dare you? If ‘they’ had found it, 

what would have happened to us?” 23 But the success of her bet allows the family 
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to survive in a new town, Chechelnik, due south of Haysyn on the most direct road to Kishinev. They had relatives there, Mania’s cousin Dora; Dora’s husband, 

Israel Wainstok; and Dora’s widowed father, married to Israel’s mother, Faiga.24

In Elisa’s book, the family stays in the unnamed town through several seasons. This may explain Clarice’s claim that she was born during the family’s emigra-tion, between their fi rst and second attempts to escape. In this village, probably Chechelnik, they celebrated Passover on April 3, 1920. That year, in the “ghost town,” the family must have recalled with a shiver the deliverance from Egyptian bondage. They themselves were not yet free.

Throughout the summer and autumn they waited for Barukh, their Moses, 

to resurface.25 They were kept from starvation by the fortuitous appearance of a sick, elderly man, who approached Pinkhas in the street and offered to teach him a trade, soap making, in exchange for helping him reach the next town, in the direction of his own native village. Pinkhas quickly learned how to make soap, which gave the family a fragile source of income.

But Chechelnik, founded as a refuge from Tatars and landlords, offered cold comfort. A couple of weeks after Passover, a detachment from the Ukrainian Gali-cian army appeared. They were soon chased away by local Poles. In June, the Red Army arrived, and its soldiers were greeted as liberators. As elsewhere, however, the Soviet soldiers quickly wore out their welcome. The peasantry rebelled against taxes levied in food, which had the effect of inducing mass starvation.

The south of Podolia seethed with counterrevolution; by summer no fewer than fi ve Red Army divisions had arrived to quell the disturbance, and Olgopol County, where Chechelnik is located, was the most unstable area in all of  Podolia. The Cheka, predecessor to the KGB, attributed most of the problems to the complex geography of the area (it is hilly and forested and thus ideal for guerrilla warfare) and to the “national-petit-bourgeois mentality” of the local residents. 

But even they mentioned the “tactless behavior” of the Soviet troops.26

There is no mention of attacks on the Jews, but the Jews doubtless suffered more than their share throughout the year Mania was pregnant with Clarice. In 1920 in the little town of Chechelnik alone, fi ve hundred peasant house-holds were ransacked. Businesses were destroyed, fi elds went unplanted, epi-demics raged. Starvation was the rule. Six years earlier, 8,867 people had lived in Chechelnik. By January 1921 the population had been more than halved.

In these circumstances, in temperatures that reached 20 degrees below zero, Chaya Pinkhasovna Lispector was born to a syphilitic mother on December 10, 1920.
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THE MISSING NAME

 

The fragile child became a famous artist in a country her parents could then have hardly imagined. But it would be under another name. The name she received in Chechelnik, Chaya, which in Hebrew means “life”—and which also has the appropriate connotation “animal”—would disappear, reappearing only in Hebrew on her tombstone and not widely known in Brazil until decades after her death.

Her writing is full of secret names. “One can say that in the work of Clarice Lispector there is a hidden name, or that her whole body of work is constructed upon her own name, disseminated and hidden,” one of her most perceptive 

critics has written.1 The name Clarice is hidden inside the name Lucrécia, the heroine of her third novel, The Besieged City. The protagonist of An Apprentice-ship has the un-Brazilian name Lori, which is made of the fi rst and last letters 

of the name Lispector.2 These may be coincidences, though they probably are not. Clarice’s work abounds with explicit instances of these sorts of word games: 

“I want to say things wrong. Like: Sued. That means God [Deus].”3 Or “But 

Brasília doesn’t pour. It is backwards. Like this: ruop (pour).”4

The question of names and naming, the process by which things are called into being, dominates Clarice Lispector’s work. These questions, which she ulti-mately invests with great mystical import, may have had their origins in her own childhood, when she was suddenly assigned another name. In the posthumously published A Breath of Life (Pulsations), Clarice puts the following words into the mouth of her character Angela Pralini: “I quickly ran down the list of my possessions and was startled to realize that there is only one thing that has not yet been taken from us: our own names. Angela Pralini, a name as gratuitous 
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as yours and which became the title of my quavering identity. Where can that 

identity take me? What am I to do with myself ?”5 Like so many of Clarice’s fi c-tional creations, Angela is an avatar of her author. But Clarice’s name had been taken from her; Chaya had become Clarice, and Clarice never, as far as is known, referred to her secret name, except obliquely: “I lost myself so many years ago that I hesitate to try to fi nd myself again. I am afraid to begin. Existing so often gives me palpitations. I am so afraid to be myself. I am so dangerous. They gave 

me a name and alienated me from myself.” 6

The fear of losing her identity pursued her throughout her life, as in a let-ter she sent a friend three years before her death: “I was awakened by a terrible nightmare: I dreamed that I was leaving Brazil (as in fact I am, in August) and when I came back I learned that lots of people were writing things and signing my name to them. I complained, I said it wasn’t me, but nobody believed me, and they mocked me. I couldn’t take it any more and woke up. I was so nervous 

and electric and exhausted that I broke a glass.”7

She created a myth about her name, which already appears in her fi rst novel, published when she was twenty-three. She embroidered the leg-end throughout her life, claiming, improbably, that Lispector was a Latin name. By breaking it into parts—lis, lily, as in fl eur de lis, and pector, chest or breast—she produced a nonsensical combination, “breast-lily.” On her deathbed, in a small scribbled fragment, she imbued this fantastical name with poetic resonance:

 

I am an object loved by God. And that makes fl owers blossom upon my 

breast. He created me in the same way I created the sentence I just wrote: 

“I am an object loved by God” and he enjoyed creating me as much as 

I enjoyed creating the phrase. And the more spirit the human object has, 

the greater is God’s satisfaction.

White lilies pressing against the nudity of my breast. The lilies I offer to 

whatever hurts inside you.8

 

But the ultimate reality is beyond names and language. The mystical experi-ence, which she would dramatize most memorably in her novel The Passion According to G.H., is the process of removing language to discover an ultimate, and necessarily nameless, truth. Before her old life is shattered by a blinding mystical vision, the protagonist, G. H., summarizes her biography: “The rest was the way I had gradually become the person who has my name. And I ended up being my name. All you have to do is look on the leather of my luggage and 

see the initials G. H.—and there I am.”9
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In Chechelnik her name was about all the infant Chaya had. As Mania’s illness advanced, household tasks increasingly devolved upon Elisa, the oldest daugh-ter. The nine-year-old had already lived through more than her share of horrors, and the physical burden of running the household added to her psychological trauma.

The effects on her, she remembers in the most poignant scene in her book, were visible. And they caused her father to adopt a different attitude toward his oldest daughter: “He silently caressed her head, sometimes only barely pausing to glance at her thin face; her long, scrawny limbs; her expressionless mouth; her wild eyes. She was ugly, hideous, and it hurt him to see it. What hurt him most 

was her premature seriousness, the mark of her heavy responsibilities.”10

This was not a family that needed more problems. But, sure enough, Pinkhas soon came down with the typhus fever that was then raging. Typhus, a disease of fi lth, is exactly the disease one would expect to fi nd in a devastated country like the Ukraine. It is transmitted by rats and lice and thrives amid misery, in places where public hygiene has completely broken down. “The lice that carry typhus fever are common in large aggregations of persons who do not bathe or change clothes with any regularity and are forced by circumstances to live in close quar-ters. These are also the situations that infantry, refugees and prisoners are likely 

to fi nd themselves.”11 Between twenty and thirty million people were infected in the typhus epidemic of 1918–1922. At least three million died.

Throughout the winter, as her father lay motionless in bed, Elisa writes, her mother, “forgetting her own illness,” left every day to exchange some bit of their meager property for food for her family. In the Ukraine, in 1921, this was a gru-eling task, even for a healthy person. The country, known as the great breadbas-ket or granary of Europe, which before the war had produced an annual surplus of 300 million tons of grain, was starving.

No less than Vidkun Quisling, whose eager participation in the Nazi occupa-tion of Norway made his name synonymous with treason, visited the Ukraine with a League of Nations commission. He described the scene:

 

The land is burnt black and stripped of trees and plants. One sees the straw 

of the roofs used as food for men and cattle, the miserable and often poi-

sonous surrogates used for human fi rst; hears the people tell how they have 

already eaten all the dogs, cats and crows they could get hold of, even dead 

cattle, leather of the harnesses, wood of the furniture. You hear of and get 

proof of necrophagy and cannibalism, speak with persons who have eaten 
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their children or sisters and brothers, see the people lying like skeletons 

only in the houses, dying or awaiting death without any relief in view. You 

see the hospitals, which in reality are only places where the starving people 

are brought together to get a certain care, but where there are no beds, 

no linen, no medicine, and often no physician, the people lying narrowly 

together on the fl oor in the utmost misery. You taste the food which is 

given in those hospitals: a soup, salt water. You see the heaps of dead bod-

ies, often with open eyes, nobody having cared to shut them. 12

 

From 1921 to 1922 a million people in the Ukraine died of starvation. In 1922 Quisling estimated that, of the three million Jews in the country, “the number of Jewish sufferers from starvation and disease does not fall far short of 

2,000,000.” 13

Trapped in a war zone with millions of starving people, her husband immo-bilized by disease, her three young children hungry and helpless, her own health shattered, and without money or property to fall back on, Mania struggled to feed her family. Finally, when there was nothing left to sell, Mania, already partly paralyzed and in the middle of the Ukrainian winter, removed her own shoes, sold them, and wrapped her feet with rags. Elisa remembered her perfect com-

posure.14

Yet in the hellish context of the Ukraine, the family was, once again, luckier than many. Thanks to Mania’s determination and the bits of jewelry she still had, they were not among the million people who died of starvation, and Pinkhas was not one of the three million who died in the typhus epidemic. After he recovered, the family tried once more to escape. With a group of other emigrants they left the city, reaching the forest at night. In Elisa’s book there is no sign of Barukh, who presumably absconded with their money. Pinkhas carried their baggage on his back, Clarice tied to his chest, supporting the crippled Mania on his arm. After an exhausting journey throughout the night, they reached an abandoned village, where they slept the rest of the following day. Finally, at night, they arrived at the moonlit Dniester, where canoes waited to ferry them across to Romania. Elisa recalls, “To her surprise, the village faced the night with its doors and windows open, fearlessly! Here no one was afraid of the dark, or of the fugitives the night always hid. And there was light in the houses. Great kerosene lamps cleanly lit the simple, pleasant homes, and upon the tables there was bread, real bread, tea, and plates of meat. Then they slept in beds, real 

beds . . . beds  for  normal  people.”15 This is Soroca, a town with a large Gypsy population just over the Dniester, in what is now the Republic of Moldova. The Lispectors would never return to their homeland.
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The closest Clarice ever got to her birthplace was Warsaw, where her husband was the Brazilian ambassador in the 1960s. She was by then a famous writer, and the Soviet government, anxious as ever to burnish its “cultural” credentials, offered her the opportunity to visit the land of her birth. She refused. “I literally never set foot there: I was carried. But I remember one evening, in Poland, at the home of one of the secretaries of the embassy, I went out onto the terrace alone: a great black forest movingly pointed me the way to the Ukraine. I felt the call. 

Russia had me too. But I belong to Brazil.”16
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STATUE OF LIBERTY

 

They left the Ukraine in the winter of 1921.1 From Soroca they traveled south to Kishinev, in Romania, now Chis¸inaˇu, the capital of Moldova. Compared to the Ukraine, the new land was prosperous, but it was also overfl owing with some of the millions of refugees who had fl ed the world war and the Russian civil war. Europe was overwhelmed with these desperate people, and not only Europe: there were fi fty Russian exiles in Abyssinia, a hundred thousand in 

China.2

Their numbers and desperate plight inspired contempt in many mem-bers of the established Jewish community. “Some Romanian Jews,” Israel Wainstok wrote in his Yiddish memoir, “looked down at the thousands of thousands of refugees like damaged goods, washed downstream by a fl ood.” Kishinev was “ ‘like the garden of the Lord in the land of Egypt,’ ” he wrote. “The Jews who lived there did good business and earned a lot of money. They showed themselves indifferent to the terrible situation of the Jewish refugees from Russia, who were exiled there and in other Romanian cities, drifting from synagogues to streets, awaiting some help from their friends and rela-

tives in America.”3

Pinkhas Lispector was unable to fi nd work. The family traveled south into what is now Romania, stopping in Galatz (now Galat¸i), an industrial center in the Danube delta, and eventually reaching Bucharest. “Bucharest was particu-larly inhospitable,” Elisa wrote. “Its sinuous streets all intertwined. By God it seemed more like a nightmare than reality.” They found provisional lodgings in a miserable hotel, “black from the smoke that escaped from the iron brazier that wasn’t enough to cook on or to heat the room, the room black from the almost 

Statue of Liberty    39

 

total lack of light, even by day (because it was a room at the back), and from the 

sadness and worries that weighed upon us all.”4

According to In Exile, the family then moved to a refugee hostel. The fi ve people were given two narrow beds in a long corridor with hundreds of other people, many of whom were sick. One day, when Pinkhas returned after another day vainly searching for employment, he found that his own daughters had fallen victim to an outbreak of measles and been removed to a hospital in a distant part of the city. Some responsible party also evacuated his wife, whose illness had progressed so far that “she found it increasingly impossible to drag 

herself every day to the free kitchen, where they served a dirty, greasy soup.”5

As at so many desperate points on this seemingly impossible journey, a kind of luck was with them. On the street Pinkhas ran into a landsman, a neighbor from his hometown, whom Elisa calls Herschel. Herschel had a bit of money and offered a loan to Pinkhas, with which the family managed to leave the hos-tel. Their circumstances improved, but they were not exactly well-to-do. Elisa, who herself no longer had any shoes, had to lug a pot to the communal soup kitchen, as she had to do in Haysyn after the Revolution. It was humiliating and painful, but there was hope: Pinkhas, with Herschel’s loan, started selling shoes in the marketplace. Her mother remained in the charity hospital. They were allowed to visit her only once a week, bringing bread, grapes, and apples, and then leaving her behind until the next week, when the “disdainful, severe” public charity again allowed them back.

“And then there were the uncertainties,” Elisa writes. “Uncertainties about how long we would have to be there (it ended up being months) and about where we would go. Until almost the day we left, we didn’t have any hope, we couldn’t see any promised land. The letters Mother and Father wrote to America and Brazil took a long time to reach their destinations, and the answers took even longer. And what worried us the most was the friendly and reticent tone in 

which those answers were given.”6
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Mania’s half-siblings, children of Isaac Krimgold and his fi rst wife, were in the United States, by far the most popular destination for Jewish emigrants. But on May 19, 1921, the U.S. Congress passed the Emergency Quota Act, slashing by 75 percent the numbers of Eastern Europeans allowed entry. Brazil was still open, and probably the most attractive option anyway, given the greater number of relatives the family had there. But both countries required an invitation from someone who could guarantee they would not become wards of the state.

40    Why This World

 

At last the invitation, with its “friendly and reticent tone,” arrived from Bra-zil. The family was issued a Russian passport on January 27, 1922, valid for 

travel to Brazil.7 It is hard to imagine a more joyless family portrait than the one staring out from this document. Elisa thought that Pinkhas was “the most pathetic fi gure. Yet full of dignity. . . . He was not a man who would turn up anywhere without a collar and a tie! . . . The face is grave, with a dark complexion and large mustache, and he is dressed like Charlie Chaplin: a dark coat and vest, quite threadbare and much too big for his emaciated body, an old crumpled shirt, and, knotted around his high collar, yes, knotted, is a poor substitute for a tie.” Elisa and Tania look thin and exhausted, “frightened by a world made 

of foreign countries, populated by strange people.” 8 The youngest daughter is a tiny blur. The most striking face is Mania’s; she looks much older than her thirty-two years. She stares straight out, her jaw clenched. It is the same defi ant gaze, “too intense for anyone to stand for long,” that would make her famous daughter instantly recognizable.
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Soon after the Russian consulate in Bucharest issued them a passport for  Brazil, the Lispectors traveled via Budapest and Prague to Hamburg, where they boarded a Brazilian ship, the Cuyabá. With twenty-fi ve other immigrants, they traveled 

in third class.9 One can only imagine what an ordeal the voyage must have been for Mania. The Atlantic crossing was a trial even for the healthy, and the experi-ence of steerage is a staple of immigrant literature.

Filth, and a stench enhanced by faulty ventilation, created on most of these ships an atmosphere an American report described as “almost unendurable. . . . In many instances, persons, after recovering from seasickness, continue to lie in their berths in a sort of stupor, due to breathing air whose oxygen has been mostly replaced by foul gases.” An American investigator, disguised as a Bohe-mian peasant, described the tiny quarters where the immigrants were piled atop one another, the open troughs that served as toilets, the smell of the vomit emit-ting from the seasick passengers. “Everything,” she concluded, “was dirty, sticky 

and disagreeable to the touch. Every impression was offensive.”10 In her own book Elisa mentions the heat and the suffocating, poisonous air in the hold. One evening, when she was lying in bed unable to sleep, an enormous rat ran across her pillow, brushing against her face, “its little eyes sparkling in its gray, 

repellent fur.” 11

Unlike the hardships they faced in Europe, this one at least would be only temporary, and Mania and Pinkhas Lispector were surely comforted by the knowledge that their journey was about to end. Their children would grow up 
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in a free country, one relatively unburdened by anti-Semitism. This was not because Brazil was historically well-disposed toward Jews. It was a Portuguese colony and hosted the Inquisition in colonial times, when professing Jews were barred. But it had nothing like the endemic anti-Semitism of Eastern Europe. This was in part because when the Lispectors arrived the “Jewish Question” was almost entirely academic.

Aside from a few small Sephardic communities in the Amazonian cities, few Jews lived there. In 1920, probably no more than fi fteen thousand Jews lived in the entire enormous country. The previous thirty years had seen more than 2.6 million other immigrants arrive, mostly from southern Europe, along with an important contingent of Japanese. But only a handful of the new immi-

grants were Jews.12 Like the Lispectors’ relatives, many had originally arrived with the Jewish Colonization Association, either through Argentina, like the Rabin brothers, or through the far south of Brazil, where the Association had two agricultural colonies. But from the beginning the Jewish immigrants were drawn to the cities.

They mainly gravitated to the large southern cities of Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo. The northeastern city where the Lispectors disembarked, Maceió, south of Recife in the small state of Alagoas, contained no more than a handful of Jewish families. These included Mania’s sister Zicela and her husband, Joseph Rabin. When they greeted their relatives at the port of Maceió, the gulf between them must have been yawning. The Rabins and the Lispectors had not seen each other in almost a decade. Brazilianized as Zina and José, the Rabins had had time to grow comfortable in their new home. They had a successful business, spoke Portuguese, and had two Brazilian-born children, Sara and Henrique. Most of all, they had not experienced the hellish years the Lispectors had spent trapped in the Ukraine.

Though the dock was graced with its own replica of the Statue of Liberty, Maceió could not be easily confused with Manhattan. Three years after the Lispectors’ arrival, in 1925, the capital of Alagoas boasted no more than seven 

cafés, six hotels, and three cinemas. 13 Not a lot happened there, and not a lot ever had. Between 1695, when Zumbi, the leader of the free black republic of Palmares, in the interior of Alagoas, was killed, and 1990, when corrupt local wastrel Fernando Collor de Mello was elected president of Brazil, it was a stranger to the headlines, a sleepy backwater in the poorest part of the country. The rivers were full of piranhas, and it is unlikely that Pinkhas and Mania Lispector were much heartened by the attractions Maceió offers the visitor today. The tropical climate must have seemed stifl ing to people used to the temperate Ukraine, and they were not likely to be spending much time on its wide beaches. Still, after all 
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the family had experienced, Maceió, with its colonial plazas lined by tamarind and coconut trees, with its blue sea dotted with the distinct triangular sails of the jangadas, would certainly have seemed attractive.
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In Maceió the family took Brazilian names. Pinkhas became Pedro, Mania became Marieta, Leah became Elisa, and Chaya became Clarice. Only Tania, whose name was common in the new country, kept hers. Clarice, not yet a year and a half old, would have no memory of Chaya, no memory of the horrors of the Ukraine.

Though in the bright tropical light the family might not have immediately noticed, in some ways Alagoas would not have been entirely exotic to them. It had much in common with the family’s homeland. Like Podolia, it was rural and preindustrial, and as in Podolia there was an extreme gap between the impover-ished majority and the great landed magnates. Alagoas was Brazil’s most densely populated state, with eight hundred thousand inhabitants in 1912. But Maceió 

had only around forty thousand people, and it was by far the largest city.14 The almost entirely rural population was concentrated on the plantations that pro-duced the region’s principal products, sugar and cotton. For practical purposes, these estates were small independent principalities, ruled by an intermarried oligarchy fi ercely protective of its prerogatives.

This social structure was perhaps inevitable. Whereas the maldistribution of the rich Ukrainian lands was the result of perverse political leadership, Alagoas’s social problems were preordained by its geography and the commodities that geography could support. Neither, to say the least, encouraged the development of an egalitarian society. Sugar required enormous investments of money and labor. Brazil is vast on paper, but its fertile lands, especially in the northeast, peter off quickly as one moves west from the coast. There was never enough land to spawn an independent class of middling freeholders, and the area’s fre-quent, severe droughts, which could last years, weeded out all but the strongest planters. Early in the country’s history, landholding was concentrated in a few hands. And once the price of sugar fell from its historic highs in the seventeenth century, Alagoas, and places like it, were bound to stagnate.

Economic matters were made worse by the failure of Brazil to create cities. What cities existed were spread far apart and, with a few exceptions, such as Rio de Janeiro, were rarely cities in the true sense of the word. (Even Rio, even at the beginning of the twentieth century, was mainly a port and a seat of government rather than a city with a dynamic, self-sustaining economy, such as São Paulo became.) Maceió and places like it were simple outgrowths of the countryside. 
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They shipped rural commodities abroad and imported advanced products for the plantations. They were, secondarily, social, religious, and educational centers for the elite, who mainly resided on their estates. They were country people, and the money they spent in town was country money. Practically all urban economic activities were related to the plantation.

This was true even in the metropolis of the Brazilian Northeast, Recife. In a commemorative volume published in 1925 the advertisements are almost exclu-

sively dedicated to rural products.15 Besides the handful of ads for hotels, dentists, and tobacconists, the merchants of Recife trumpeted their expertise in cotton and castor seeds, the export of leather and hides, the grinding of coffee and fl our. Even the industrial products are advertised for their usefulness in the countryside: motors for their convenience in sugar mills, machines for combing cotton.

Yet the traditional rural order was eroding. The abolition of slavery in 1888 caused a revolution in Brazilian rural society. The effects were not immediately apparent, but by 1900 the Brazilian south, helped by a quickly expanding sup-ply of free labor, was rapidly industrializing. The most visible result was the explosive growth of the modern city of São Paulo. Other important cities also emerged at this time, such as Belo Horizonte, Porto Alegre, and Curitiba. The northeastern states were left behind economically, but their cities were expand-ing, especially as former slaves abandoned the increasingly forlorn countryside.

It was a great opportunity for immigrants. Millions poured into Brazil to take advantage of the growing economy. The Portuguese gravitated to Rio de Janeiro, the Japanese and Italians to São Paulo. Even places like Maceió were expanding, but they were not attracting the proto-middle-class immigrants arriving in the south. Instead they were fi lling with rural workers accustomed to slavery, people who generally lacked the basic education and skills required to go into business for themselves. Arriving in preindustrial towns that offered little in the way of work and generally unused to the cash economy, these people needed basic, cheap goods and services: the pots and pans and scraps of cloth indispensable to even the poorest household. Maceió had little in the way of a native middle class. A clever immigrant, even with a tiny bit of capital, might fi ll the niche.
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Pinkhas, now Pedro, Lispector, had high hopes. “Father wanted to try a new life,” Elisa wrote. “He wanted to live in freedom.” In the passport photo she saw “his eyes fi xed on the camera with something between bitterness and defi ance. Since wasn’t he 

the fi rst of the many generations of his family who had the courage to emigrate?”16

In Maceió the example of José Rabin’s successful business may have inspired him. Rabin began as a klientelchik, a peddler. It was a profession the Jews had 
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long exercised in Europe. In Brazil, the fi rst peddlers were Levantine Christians who had arrived slightly earlier than the Jews, and who, in emerging Brazilian cities, performed a vital service. The urban population had grown much faster than the petty retail and banking services the new inhabitants required. These were often the most basic clothing and household products, but there were few outlets that provided them. In these cash-poor regions, the Jews offered even the cheapest goods on credit. This gave the humblest immigrant something to sell and allowed even the humblest consumer to acquire needed merchandise.

The Jewish peddlers not only reached customers traditional retailers ignored, but they traveled to areas where traditional retailers would never have dreamed of turning a profi t. They brought goods to the smallest towns of the American West; they had outposts in the pampa and the veld and the outback, places much more far-fl ung than Maceió, which, even if it didn’t amount to much, was at least an established city, a state capital. In fact, the cities of the Brazilian Northeast, most of which had previously been nothing more than ports for the plantations, were ripe for peddling. Urban populations were increasing with the decline of the rural economy. The cities were fi lling with just the kinds of people that an entrepreneur at the very bottom of the ladder could sell to.

For most Jews, peddling was simply a fi rst step into the economies of their new homes. Though the work was arduous, they were spurred on by dreams of betterment for themselves and their children. The immigrant peddler, carrying his goods on his back, dreamed of a fi xed shop. “It was not a very pleasant or respectable way to make a living,” wrote Israel Wainstok of his early career in Recife. “Still, however, many good people had worked their way up from ped-dling to become big businessmen and industrialists. So I too took to peddling, 

not that I had a choice!”17

Toward the end of her life, Clarice described her father’s profession as that of a “commercial representative.” “That wasn’t exactly it,” a friend said. “She said that as an affectionate way of dealing with the family’s poverty in Recife. . . . It was a commercial activity, but quite a different one. . . . He wandered through the streets of the poorest neighborhoods of Recife with a handcart, announc-ing, shouting with his foreign accent and his tired voice: Bey clooooooaz, bey clooooooaz. . . . He would buy up old, used clothes, and resell them to bigger deal-ers in the city. . . . To this day I can still hear Clarice’s voice imitating her father 

with immense tenderness,                                      18 Bey clooooooaz ; I’ve never forgotten it.”

Most peddlers ended up in small-time commerce; some failed entirely. Even fewer founded great fortunes. In the United States, names like Guggenheim, Annenberg, and Levi Strauss owe their luster to Jewish peddlers. By the time the Lispectors arrived, José Rabin, who himself began as a peddler, had managed 
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to place himself at the head of a small network of other peddlers, presumably more recent arrivals. These borrowed a small bit of money from him and set themselves up in business, peddling different goods in different areas of the city and returning a percentage of their intake to him. He was not a rich man, but he was on his way up.

José Rabin was also, it appears from Elisa’s book, cruel. After all the Lispec-tors had gone through, the chilly welcome that awaited them in Maceió was the last thing they had reckoned on, though they had perhaps had a hint of it in the “friendly and reticent tone” of the letters that reached them in Romania. Having survived racial persecution, civil war, rape, disease, and exile, they now faced the tyranny of petty relatives. Elisa’s book, written almost thirty years after these events, still smarts with anger over the humiliation José and Zina dealt her parents.

Some of the friction could be attributed to the vastly different experiences the two families had had of the previous decade. “How little they knew each other!” Elisa marvels. “Where were the bonds of understanding, the slightest wisp of affi nity?” But if we are to believe Elisa, her parents were also the victims of a deliberate campaign of mortifi cation. José frequently bullied Pedro by shaking his head whenever a diffi culty arose and saying, more in sorrow than in anger, “Ah, so you mean after all the trouble we took, after all our expenses in bringing 

you  over . . .”19 He constantly sought refi ned new ways to remind Pedro of his great debt in bringing them to Brazil.

It is hard to imagine the diffi culties of Pedro Lispector’s position. Indeed, his entire life was an unrelenting, heartbreaking struggle. His crippled wife was in and out of the charity hospital. He had three small girls to raise. He constantly received letters from frantic relatives in Russia pleading with him, the lucky one, to save them. After his epic struggle to carry his family to safety halfway around the world, he found only an arrogant and miserly brother-in-law.

Pedro made a bit of money teaching Hebrew to ungrateful children, and he sold pieces of linen on commission from José, who, to emphasize his mistrust, “meticulously counted them and then passed them to his wife, who painstak-ingly recounted them.” To keep his wife and children from the hunger that was a constant menace, he trudged day after day through the feverish streets of Maceió, earning a pittance. It was never enough. Elisa movingly recalls his sadness and desperation, the hours he spent silently smoking on the balcony, seeking a way out.

At length he remembered the skill the old man had taught him back in Chechelnik. He could manufacture soap. In exchange for José’s initial invest-ment, he proposed, he would provide the labor. In the torrid heat of Maceió, he spent hour after hour, day after day, stirring a boiling cauldron, breathing 
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“the nauseating atmosphere of the tallow, the caustic poison of the tar.”20 He thought this enterprise would put him on a more equal footing with his brother-in-law. But it was to no avail. “On the days you’re not making soap, what are 

you doing, watching other people work?” José taunted him. 21 Pedro was in no position to resist, and his self-esteem slowly eroded. There was still not enough to eat at home. Even in his rare free time he had to depend on his wife’s rela-tives for entertainment. Clarice later claimed that he immediately learned Por-tuguese. But Elisa wrote that in Maceió he had not yet had time to learn the new language. For his connection to the outside world he relied on the Yiddish newspaper Der Tog (The Day), which he borrowed from his brother-in-law. But eventually José stopped lending it.

Elisa records her own increasing loneliness and her fl ights into the fantasy world she created to escape the grim reality of her life. She had learned some Portuguese, but not enough. At school she was mocked for her accent.

 

“Say cadeado [padlock], say it.” The bullying children surrounded her.

“Ca-de-a-do,” she repeated, emphasizing every syllable, afraid to make 

a mistake. The other girls laughed, jumping around her, one pulling her 

skirt, another, her ragged hair.22

 

As the humiliations piled up, Pedro, whose ambitions had already been thwarted by the tsarist government, civil war, and emigration, began to pass those ambitions to his daughters. One night, as he sat listening to the sound of a piano coming out of a neighbor’s window, he said to Elisa, “I can have you taught music. Of course I can.” Piano lessons may have seemed extravagant for a man who could hardly afford to feed his family, but they were a small price to pay for a bit of dignity, for the feeling that his children would have a better life. Elisa wrote that he was determined for the world to see what kind of daughters 

he had.23

His sacrifi ces were not in vain. One of those daughters would place the poor peddler’s name among the great names of Brazil. But Pedro Lispector would not live to see it.


6
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According to Elisa, the fi nal blow to their lives in Maceió came when Marieta returned from one of her prolonged stays in the hospital. She had undergone a lengthy and fruitless treatment, and Zina, who in Elisa’s account was complicit in her husband’s cruelty, began whispering conspiratorial words into her sister’s ill and desperate ears. She encouraged Marieta to blame Pedro for the family’s diffi culties, and when he came home from another arduous day of work, Marieta vomited cruel and violent words at her husband, words that drove him to tears. Even years later, Elisa remembered the incident with horror.

The next day, according to Elisa, Pedro informed José that he was leaving the city. He took the boat to Recife, the capital of Pernambuco. Four months later, he had saved enough to send for his wife and daughters. Tania  Lispector Kauf-mann remembered the circumstances of the departure in another way: “Elisa might not have felt very good about the cousins. She was around 12 or 13. She might have had bad memories, as children sometimes do. There are always little tensions. But they weren’t the reason we went to Recife. Maceió, in those days, was little more than a village, so it was only natural to head to a bigger city like Recife, which was the capital of the Northeast. We all depended on Recife, 

which had more things to buy, and more competent doctors.”1

They had spent three years in Maceió, of which Clarice would have no mem-ory; she was fi ve years old when they moved to Recife, which she would always think of as her hometown. “Pernambuco leaves such an impression that all I can say is that none, but none, of my travels throughout the world contributed 

anything to my writings. But Recife never fades.”2 “I grew up in Recife,” she wrote elsewhere, “and I think that living in the North or the Northeast of Brazil 

48    Why This World

 

is to experience most intensely, to see most closely, the true life of Brazil. . . . My superstitions were learned in Pernambuco, my favorite foods are from Pernam-

buco.”3

In the seventeenth century Pernambuco had been conquered by the Dutch, who transformed the sleepy backwater of Recife into South America’s richest and most diverse city. It was populated by Africans and Indians, Dutch and Portu-guese, Germans, Italians, Spaniards, Englishmen, and Poles. Because “a greater degree of religious freedom was allowed in Netherlands Brazil than anywhere else in the Western world,” including in Holland, Jews fl ocked there, so many 

that in Recife they may have outnumbered white Gentiles. 4 The fi rst synagogue in the New World, Kahal zur Israel, was founded on the Rua dos Judeus, Jews Street, in 1637. One priest muttered that Recife and its twin city, Olinda, were 

“                           5 como a Sodoma, & Gomorra .”

There had been Jews in the Brazilian Northeast before the Dutch conquest, mainly forcibly converted Portuguese Jews and their descendents, who sought safety away from the more tightly policed metropolis. But though there was no Court of the Holy Offi ce in Brazil, it was not entirely safe from the Inquisi-tion, and periodic persecutions claimed many prominent Brazilians. Among the victims were Bento Teixeira, author of the fi rst literary work written in Brazil, the Prosopopéia (“A bad poem, a poor imitation of Camões, and its main inten-tion was to praise the governor of the capitania of Pernambuco,” wrote Clarice’s friend Erico Verissimo), and the family of Branca Dias, a prominent resident of 

Olinda who was the fi rst person to provide education to women in Brazil. 6 But under the Dutch, who took control of northeastern Brazil in 1630, the com-munity blossomed. Many “crypto-Jews” who had been forced to disguise their backgrounds reemerged, and many Jews, mainly Portuguese who had taken ref-uge in Amsterdam, appeared in Recife.

Arrival in the new land also brought novel problems. In about 1636 the community dispatched a letter to a rabbi in Salonica, Haim Shabetai, asking whether they could adjust their prayers to the conditions of the southern hemi-sphere, where the seasons were reversed: “And should we pray for rain between the months of Tishrei and Nissan, as other Jews do throughout the world, or 

should we adapt our prayers to the seasons of the year in Brazil?” 7 The local 

Portuguese and their allies, having contracted enormous debts to the Dutch,8 mounted a fi erce campaign to retake Pernambuco, and several times almost suc-ceeded, besieging hungry Recife. At one especially desperate moment two ships, the Falcon and the Elizabeth, magically appeared, inspiring the famous rabbi Isaac Aboab da Fonseca, who was a member of the Amsterdam tribunal that later excommunicated Spinoza, to compose a long song of praise, “Zekher assiti 
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lenifl a’ot El” (“I wish to recall the miracles of God”). This was the fi rst Hebrew poem written in the New World.

But God proved stingy with his miracles. He did not again intervene to rescue Netherlands Brazil. The Portuguese succeeded in taking Recife in 1654, putting an end to a brief golden age. With the reconquest, the Jews were expelled and the Inquisition reinstated. Twenty-three Recife Jews made their way to another Dutch colony, New Amsterdam, where on the island of Manhattan they laid the foundations for the greatest diaspora Jewish community the world has ever seen. The temple the exiled members of Kahal zur Israel founded there, Congregation Shearith Israel, exists to this day in a lavish building on Central Park West.

For American Jewry, 1654 was a beginning. For Brazil it marked an end. Some of the Jews who remained converted to Christianity and maintained their religious beliefs in secret, some for generations. Eventually, however, they melted into Luso-Brazilian society, and by 1925, when the Lispector family arrived in Recife, there was no living connection to the Jews of Netherlands Brazil. The Jews of Recife, like all the Jews of Brazil, were recent arrivals.
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In Pernambuco today, the brief period of Dutch rule awakens an interest that borders on the fetishistic. Every taxi driver, it seems, can recite the achievements of the Dutch governor Johan Maurits van Nassau-Siegen, and citizens openly long to have been colonized not by the bumbling Portuguese but by the tolerant and competent Dutch. This fascination is such a part of Pernambuco’s mentality, such a cornerstone of the state’s identity, that it seems it has always been thus.

In fact, however, it is relatively recent. During the three centuries that fol-lowed the fall of Dutch Recife, the conquest of Pernambuco was presented as a triumph of a Catholic, Portuguese, and unitary state, an event so important that it was generally understood to mark the birth of the Brazilian nation. The large numbers of Jews in Dutch Recife also meant that the tone of these criticisms was often anti-Semitic. As late as 1979 the famous sociologist Gilberto Freyre could approvingly cite an earlier historian who saw the war against the Dutch as 

a struggle between “the cross and the shop-counter.”9

Historians have always been attracted to the colorful Dutch interim. “No period of national history possesses such abundant literature as the troubled Dutch domination of eastern Brazil,” wrote Alfredo de Carvalho in 1898. But the pro-Dutch view began to be popularized only in the middle of the twentieth century. Books such as José Antônio Gonsalves de Mello’s Tempo dos Flamengos (The Flemish Time), published in 1947, emphasized aspects of Dutch rule that 
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were appealing to a modern, democratic Brazil: the colony’s religious tolerance, along with its substantial artistic and scientifi c achievements. Two years later another writer compared the two colonial powers: “[With the institution of the Inquisition] the Portuguese expelled the classes that had freed themselves from feudalism . . . while the Dutch shook off old systems and embraced private 

 initiative.” 10

The result of this revisionism, and the Dutchophilia it sparked, is that to be Jewish in Pernambuco today is to be directly connected to the most glorious moment in local history. The recent rediscovery, excavation, and reconstruction of the synagogue of Kahal zur Israel was a great boon to the Jewish community, which has rather unexpectedly found itself a central feature of  pernambucanidade, Pernambuco’s identity.

This situation could not be more different from the way it was shortly before the First World War, when the fi rst Jews arrived in Recife. The immigrants, who were almost exclusively poor people from Eastern Europe, knew only vaguely that there had been an earlier community. They knew nothing about this past, 

and the locals, even the most sophisticated, knew nothing about the Jews.11

Take this exchange from 1922, the year the Lispector family arrived in Bra-zil. The correspondents are two prominent Pernambucans, Gilberto Freyre and Manuel de Oliveira Lima. Freyre was probably Brazil’s most famous scholar; Oliveira Lima was one of Brazil’s greatest historians, a man of immense learning who left a personal library of forty thousand volumes to the Catholic Univer-sity in Washington. In 1922 both were living in the United States. On January 18, 1922, Freyre writes, “Mr. Goldberg has returned to Boston. We’re so alike, in our tastes, our affi nities, our interests! He’s going to introduce me to David  Prinski, the great Jewish intellectual, whose house is the meeting place of all sorts of literary people. By the way: how do you say ‘Yiddish’ in Portuguese?” Oliveira Lima answered, “I don’t know how to say ‘Yiddish’ in Portuguese, or even what it is. I’d like to know, because I never stop learning.” Freyre replied, “By the way: ‘Yiddish’ is the name of the Jews, their modern language and literature. You say ‘so-and-so is Yiddish,’ ‘Yiddish literature,’ etc. I thought there was a word for 

that in Portuguese.” 12 (There is: ídiche.)

If this was the level of Jewish cultural literacy of internationally educated intellectuals, one can imagine the situation among the common people in this backward part of Brazil. “The less sophisticated people, especially outside the big cities,” wrote Samuel Malamud, a prominent lawyer and friend of the  Lispectors, “confused the Jew with Judas, and they imagined him as something out of the ordinary, like the devil, with horns and a tail. The Jews they had daily contact with—either the peddlers who sold clothes, bed- and tableware, jewelry, and furniture, or even the businesspeople who were already established 

Griene Gringos   51

 

in  different sectors—were called Russians, Poles, or simply ‘gringos,’ a word meaning any foreigner. For the Jews, ‘gringo’ was the same as griener (green), in 

Yiddish, meaning the ones who had just arrived in the country.”13 To most Bra-zilians the Jews were no different from other immigrant foreigners—Portuguese, Lebanese, Italians, Spaniards. As a separate category, Jews were unknown, and anti- Semitism hardly existed, even as a concept.
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The joke that a Jew trapped alone on a desert island would build two synagogues, the one he attended and the one he wouldn’t be caught dead in, also applied to the young kehilah of Boa Vista, Recife’s Jewish neighborhood. Mania Lispector’s relatives had been among the fi rst Jews in the city. In November 1911 there were 

only eight Jewish men in Recife, including her cousin Pinkhas Rabin.14 Pinkhas had the honor of importing the city’s fi rst Torah scroll in 1913, but the honor seems to have gone to his head. According to Avrum Ishie’s Yiddish memoir of 1956, Rabin’s stinginess with his holy book annoyed much of the community. Repulsed by his attitude, other men ordered their own Torah from Palestine. When it arrived in 1914, there were already four minyanim, or forty adult men, in the city. Two years later, the nascent community acquired a building to house a school and other Jewish institutions. “But we really were Jews,” Avrum Ishie recalled. A second group didn’t like the building, so they found their own and established a competing school. Later the Zionist Club and the Socialist Club, located next door to each other in tiny houses on the Rua da Glória, would struggle to win the little community’s hearts and minds.

Despite these predictable squabbles, the community, evicted from the steppes of the Ukraine, Bessarabia, and White Russia and plunked down halfway across the world, was remarkably cohesive. They might not always have liked each other, but at the end of the day they simply had more in common with their fel-low Jewish immigrants than with their exotic neighbors. The immigrants were, fi rst of all, poor, at least when they arrived. One of the attractions of Recife was its location at the northeastern tip of South America; as the closest major Brazilian port to Europe, it was cheaper to get there than to the more famous destinations further south. Many stayed in Recife because they could not afford 

the glitzier options of Rio de Janeiro, São Paulo, and Buenos Aires. 15

Recife’s convenient location was not the only reason they chose the North-east. Because the Jewish immigrants worked in similar professions, they needed each other’s support. With increasing immigration, the large centers—Rio, São Paulo, Montevideo, Buenos Aires—were increasingly spoken for. Markets for 

the kinds of goods the Jews specialized in were nearly saturated. 16 But there was 
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still opportunity, and less competition, in the second-tier cities. In Recife, as in the much smaller Maceió, these peddlers often began selling merchandise, such as bits of cloth, on consignment, carrying it through the poor surroundings of Recife, the rough-and-tumble backlands of Pernambuco, and even into neigh-boring states.

A decade after the fi rst Jews arrived, the community had settled into the neighborhood of Boa Vista. The area was named after a palace built by the most celebrated of the Dutch governors, and though his princely splendor was far in the past, Boa Vista was still in the busy commercial heart of the city. Many of the original pioneers had by now managed to leave peddling and settle into a less arduous life of shopkeeping. In Brazil, they worked in jobs similar to those that had always employed Jews in Europe. In the old country, the Jews, such as Mania Lispector’s murdered father, were timber merchants; in the new country, which abounded with tropical forests, many Jews set themselves up as traders in wood. Others sold wood products, especially furniture, and other household items such as linens and dishes. And as in Europe there were many Jewish tai-lors and jewelers. Just as their distant relatives in the seventeenth century had had to adapt their prayers to the southern seasons, the immigrants had to adapt their offerings to the new climate; unlike in chilly Podolia, in sweltering Recife umbrellas were as often used to protect from the sun as from the rain.

Recife may have been an important city in the Brazilian Northeast, but its economy was hardly more diversifi ed or developed than Maceió’s. There was little manufacturing in the city. It was left to the Jews of Boa Vista to introduce items such as ready-made towels, sheets, and tablecloths (before this innova-tion, people had always made their own from rough bolts of cloth) as well as to amplify the primitive system of credit. Just as the Jewish peddlers allowed the poorest consumers to buy cloth and pots and pans on generous terms, the shopkeepers of Boa Vista later introduced credit and installment plans for bigger items, such as refrigerators, a practice long since fully naturalized in Brazil.

The center of this community was the Praça Maciel Pinheiro, known in Yiddish as the pletzele, or little square, and it was here, at number 367, that Clarice Lispector would spend her childhood. “The house was so old that the fl oorboards bounced when we walked,” Tania Lispector remembered. “It had colonial windows, a balcony, colonial roof tiles, it really was very old. . . . We lived on the second fl oor. We eventually moved because we were afraid that the 

house would fall over.” 17 (It is, however, still there.) The square was named for a local hero of the Paraguayan War and was ornamented with a large and splendid fountain made in Lisbon and decorated with the likenesses of Indians. But “there weren’t many friendships with the Pernambucans,” Tania recalled,  meaning the 
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 Gentiles; 18 indeed the pletzele and the surrounding streets were almost as Jewish as the shtetlach its inhabitants had recently abandoned.

Just on the small square itself were Jacob and Lea Lederman’s sodevosser (soda water) parlor; the furniture stores of Maurício Gandelsman, Adolfo Cornistean, Benjamim Berenstein, Moisés Rastolder, Isaac Schwarts, Israel Fainbaum, Leo-poldo Edelman, and the Iampolsky brothers; a ready-made clothes store belong-ing to Júlio and Ana Guendler and Moisés Rochman; the variety store of the 

memoirist Avrum Ishie Vainer; and Natan and Freida Pincovsky’s fabric shop.19 The Rua Imperatriz, which led from the pletzele down to the Capibaribe River, was also heavily Jewish. There was the Casas Feld, an upscale clothing shop pre-sided over by Luiz Feldmus and his wife, a glamorous fi gure known in Recife as Madame Clara. There were Jewish bakeries and Jewish dry-goods stores, a Jew-ish school, and Jacob Berenstein’s Livraria Imperatriz, long the best bookshop in Recife and a gathering place of the city’s intelligentsia.

There were also the institutions, the schools, the synagogues. A few feet from the Lispectors’ door, on the corner of the Rua do Aragão, was the Cooperativa Banco Popular Israelita de Pernambuco, a volunteer “bank” that operated with donations from the community, open from seven to ten on Wednesday eve-nings. The Cooperativa, which charged no interest on what now would be called microloans, was an essential ingredient in the community’s upward mobility, helping new arrivals set up as peddlers, and peddlers set up as shopkeepers.

Months before her death Clarice Lispector made her fi nal trip to Recife to give a speech at the university. She insisted on staying in the Hotel São Domin-gos, on the corner of the Praça Maciel Pinheiro, on the site of the old Jewish bank. She spent hours gazing out the window at the little square where she grew up. “That little garden in the square, where taxi drivers fl irted with maids, seemed like a forest to me, a world—my world, where I hid things I could never 

again recover.”20 After all those years only the color of the house had changed. “I remember looking out from the balcony on the Praça Maciel Pinheiro, in Recife, and being afraid of falling: I thought everything was so tall. . . . It was painted 

pink. Does a color end? It vanishes into the air, my God.” 21

An interviewer asked, “We know that you spent your childhood here in  Recife, but does Recife still exist within Clarice Lispector?” She answered, “It is 

all alive inside me.”22
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Her father’s poverty and her mother’s illness conspired against it, but in  interviews and occasional writing Clarice always remembered a happy childhood. “Look, I didn’t know we were poor, see?” she said in a later interview. “Not too long 
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ago I asked Elisa, my oldest sister, if we ever went hungry and she said almost. In Recife, in a square, there was a man who sold a kind of orangeade that the 

oranges had managed to avoid. That and a piece of bread was our lunch.”23

Clarice was lucky to be the youngest child. Unlike her parents and her sisters, she had no memory of the family’s trials in Europe. Where her sisters had been tor-tured and starved, she was cosseted and spoiled. Her sister Tania remembered that Clarice was strikingly beautiful even as a baby, and that the family and their neigh-

bors doted on her.24 Mischievous and energetic, Clarice was a gifted mimic by the age of four, Tania said. “She went to the kindergarten (one of the fi rst of its kind and very different from the way they are today), a pretty strict place, and  Clarice, who was already critical and analytical at that age, came home and imitated the teacher’s every move, to hilarious effect. We asked her to do it again and she did, imitating the way the teacher ordered the group around, interrupting every activ-

ity to say ‘Clap your hands, now relax.’ ” 25 Seventy years later, Tania could still recall her amazement when they went to the doctor or the dentist and Clarice could immediately imitate all the postures of everyone in the waiting room.

Where Elisa and Tania were somewhat timid, Clarice was a natural leader. “Clarice had lots of friends at school. But she was selective, and she was the one who chose her friends,” Tania remembered. “I was kind of bossy,” Clarice admit-ted. She was also “very imaginative. She was the one who made up the games,” Tania said. “One of them, for example, with a little cousin her age,  Clarice in the lead, went like this: ‘Let’s play “Two Ladies.” ’ And they would spend hours play-ing, irreverently imitating the words and attitudes of housewives.” “Before I could read and write I already made up stories,” Clarice recalled. “I even invented, with a somewhat passive friend of mine, a never-ending story. . . . I started, everything got very diffi cult, they both died. . . . Then she came in and said they weren’t actu-

ally as dead as all that. And then it all started over again.” 26

Bertha Lispector Cohen, her cousin, recalled that Clarice had names for all the tiles in the shower and for all her pens and pencils. “When I started to read 

and write, I also started to write little stories,” she said.27 After seeing a play she returned home inspired to write her own, Poor Little Rich Girl, three acts in two pages, which she hid and then lost. She wrote to the children’s page of the Diário de Pernambuco, which on Thursdays published stories sent in by young readers. “I kept sending and sending my stories, but they never published them, and I knew why. Because the others went like this: ‘Once upon a time, and so on 

and so forth.’ And mine were sensations.”28 “They were stories without fairies, 

without pirates. So nobody wanted to publish them.” 29

“She didn’t study much,” Tania said,30 but she always got good grades. 

“In everything except behavior,” Clarice added.31 At her fi rst school, the João 
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 Barbalho School, a few streets from the Praça Maciel Pinheiro, she became the inseparable companion of Leopoldo Nachbin, a little boy her age who himself had a colorful family history. His father, Jacob Nachbin, had immigrated to Brazil at some point after the First World War. An orphan and an autodidact, he nonetheless became a celebrity in the Yiddish press of the country, traveling to Argentina and Uruguay and later back to Europe, where he was supposed to recruit more immigrants for Brazil. Despite his utter lack of education, he none-theless became the fi rst Jewish historian to examine the history of the Jewish communities in Brazil, and was a noted poet besides. Eventually he abandoned 

his Brazilian family and went to the United States.32

Leopoldo, the son he left behind in Recife, grew up to be Brazil’s greatest mathematician. At the João Barbalho School in Recife, however, Leopoldo Nachbin and Clarice Lispector were just “the two impossibles of the class.” The teacher separated them, but in vain: “Leopoldo and I just shouted across the room whatever we had to say to each other.” Leopoldo became, besides her father, Clarice’s fi rst masculine protector, “and he did such a good job that for 

the rest of my life I have accepted and wanted masculine protection.” 33

With a friend she stole roses from the gardens of the better-off residents of Recife: “It was a street without trams, where cars rarely passed. In the midst of my silence and the silence of the rose, there was my desire to possess it as some-thing all my own.” She and a friend ran into the garden, plucked a rose, and made their escape. “It was so good that I simply began stealing roses. The process was always the same: the girl on the lookout, I running in, breaking the stem, and fl eeing with the rose in my hand. Always, my heart beating; always a glory 

that nobody could take from me.” 34
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The fullest portrait of this bright, impish child can be found in her own fi rst novel, Near to the Wild Heart, published when she was twenty-three. Like so many of Clarice’s fi ctional manufactures, the main character, Joana, bears a striking resemblance to her creator: the same family circumstances, the same headstrong personality, the same resistance to convention. (“To what extent are you Joana?” an interviewer once asked. She replied: “Madame Bovary c’est 

moi   35 .”) And the same nearness to the wild heart, the same animal-like existence. “Not having been born an animal is one of my secret nostalgias,” Clarice once 

wrote.36                                                                   37 “Maybe it’s because I’m a Sagittarian, half beast.” People who met her frequently compared her to an animal, often a feline: elegant, unknowable, potentially violent. “She was perfectly dressed, long and beautiful, like one of 

56    Why This World

 

those Egyptian cats,” one friend remembered.38 “Her Slavic face impressed me, strong and beautiful, with something of a feline animal,” the poet Ferreira Gul-lar remembered. “For me she had the aura of a myth, so impressed had I been by her strange books, woven from a magical language, without an equivalent in 

Brazilian literature.”39 “Other people think I seem like a tiger, like a panther,” Clarice told an interviewer. He replied, “Because of your eyes—but that’s not it. It’s because you have a cat’s inner composure, that feline way of always being 

on the lookout.” 40 Joana, Clarice wrote, “seemed like a wild cat, her eyes blazing 

above her fi ery cheeks.” 41

As a girl, Clarice was “surrounded by cats”: “I had a cat who sometimes had a litter. And I wouldn’t let them get rid of any of the kittens. The result was that 

the house was happy for me, but hellish for the grownups.”42 She spent hours with the chickens and hens in the yard: “I understand a hen, perfectly. I mean, 

the intimate life of a hen, I know how it is.”43 When, as an adult, friends recom-mended a movie starring a French actress who, they said, bore a striking resem-blance to Clarice, she had eyes only for the woman’s horse. “I identifi ed more 

strongly with the black horse than with Barbara Laage,” she wrote. 44

“The people here look at me as if I had come straight from the Zoological 

Gardens,” she wrote a friend from the city of Belo Horizonte. “I entirely agree.”45 The cat-like eyes and their intense gaze, “which no one could stand for long,” 

were unsettling, and became increasingly so as she aged.46 “Who was she? the viper,” Joana says to herself, using the word her hateful aunt uses to describe her: “She is a strange animal, Alberto,” says the aunt, “without friends and without God—may he forgive me!” And Joana’s own husband, shocked by her behavior, 

explodes,  “Wicked . . . Evil . . . Viper!  Viper!  Viper!” 47

She confessed to stealing roses, but there is no evidence that the young  Clarice, like Joana, engaged in shoplifting, and certainly no hint that she, like Joana, was given to fl inging heavy objects at the heads of elderly men. Nonetheless, as most of Clarice Lispector’s later work will prove, this alliance with the animal king-dom is far more disturbing than any juvenile delinquency. Joana’s family is right to be shocked by her, for Joana is simply the most notable early instance of the embrace of an animal nature that, in Clarice Lispector, approaches a philosophi-cal ideal. This is her complete refusal of any anthropocentric morality.

Morality, Fernando Pessoa wrote, is “the effort to elevate human life, to give 

it a human value.” 48 It is this attempt to cut life down to human size—any sense that life is human or that the universe is organized to comfort humans— that Clarice will most famously reject in The Passion According to G. H., the monumental novel of 1964 in which the protagonist realizes her identity to a  cockroach. Clarice’s amorality, as she herself will come to realize, is so horrifying 
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and absolute that taking it to its logical end means madness: in that book she appalls herself much as Joana shocks her relatives.

Given the savage circumstances of Clarice’s early life, she could hardly have reached any other conclusion than that life is not human and has no “human value.” There was no more reason for her existence than there was for the cock-roach’s. Blind luck was the only reason she had survived the Ukrainian horrors when so many millions of others had perished. The conclusion that the nature of the world is random and senseless was the only logical one, but to understand the random animal nature of the world was necessarily to reject the conventional morality that meant assigning human meanings to the inhuman world. A person with her history could never be satisfi ed by a lame fi ction of a universe subject to human control.

Life, instead, was neutral and universal, without human value, beyond human knowledge and therefore—like the great holy name of God, which for the Jews is simultaneously unknowable and the ultimate mystical goal—beyond human language, impossible to name or describe. All humans can do is place themselves in contact with that universal life. This is the importance of Joana’s animality, for this will become the mystical goal of Clarice Lispector’s writing.

In childhood, of course, Clarice did not enunciate this concept as clearly as she would in her maturity. But the feline beauty, the intellectual and spiritual rebelliousness already fascinated and disturbed. Of Joana, Clarice wrote, “She 

had a crystalline, hard quality that simultaneously attracted and repulsed.”49 And of herself, she said, “As I well know, for they have told me so themselves, 

certain people think I am dangerous.”50
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Joana is not only animal-like; she is also, like Clarice, an eccentric linguistic prodigy. “As a little girl she could play with a word for a whole afternoon,” 

Clarice wrote of her.51 In one of the last manuscript fragments, found after her death, Clarice scrawled, “A question from when I was a little girl that I can 

answer only now: are rocks made, or are they born? Answer: rocks are.”52

Like Clarice, Joana is close to her father, a widower, whom she seeks out to show off her newest inventions.

 

“Daddy, I made up a poem.”

“What’s it called?”

“Me and the sun.” Without waiting long she recited: “The hens who are 

in the yard already ate two earthworms but I didn’t see it.”
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“Yes? What do you and the sun have to do with the poem?” She looked at him for a second. He hadn’t understood. . . . “The sun is shining on the earthworms, Daddy, and I made the poem 

and I didn’t see the earthworms.”53

 

This is the same child who, in her submissions to the Diário de Pernambuco’s children’s page, found it impossible to write the “Once upon a time” stories the editors expected. In Near to the Wild Heart she gives an example of the child’s tendency to use words to evoke sensations, the word “Lalande,” which she invents and then defi nes: “It’s like angel tears. Do you know what angel tears are? A kind of little narcissus, which the slightest breeze pushes from one side to the other. Lalande is also the sea in the morning, when no one has yet gazed upon the beach, when the sun is still to rise. Every time I say: Lalande, you should feel the fresh and salty breeze from the sea, you should walk along the 

still-dark beach, slowly, naked. Soon you will feel Lalande . . .”54

In a late book of stories, Where Were You at Night, Clarice proves that she never lost the habit of inventing names, spending pages playing with the name of an alarm clock, Sveglia. “A quarrel is Sveglia. I’ve just had one with the owner of the clock. I said: since you won’t let me see Sveglia, at least describe to me his works. Then she became furious—and that is Sveglia—and said that she had tons of problems—to have problems is not Sveglia. Then I tried to calm her 

down, and everything was O.K.”55

These nonsensical riffs, especially when sustained over many pages, have an unsettling, hypnotic effect. At fi rst incomprehensible, like a pointillist painting seen from too close, they gather speed and power as they move forward. Joana, telling such stories at school, “surpassed herself, taking the girls along with her will and her word, fi lled with an ardent and cutting wit, like light licks. Until, 

fi nally enveloped, they inhaled her brilliant and suffocating air.”56


7
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THE MAGICAL STORIES

 

These childish games, however charming, were not simple pastimes. Their pur-pose was deadly serious. For over Clarice Lispector’s happy childhood hung the terrible and unremitting sight of her paralyzed mother, Mania Krimgold  Lispector, cast into a bewilderingly foreign country, unable to move or speak, trapped in a rocking chair, slowly and painfully dying. This was the dominant impression of Clarice’s childhood, and perhaps of her life. Like the lost or hid-den name, the dying mother, and her child’s longing for her, would recur in almost everything Clarice wrote.

“She was like a statue in the house,” Clarice’s cousin Anita Rabin remem-

bered.1 Elisa wrote, “Every afternoon, she sat on the balcony of the old house on the Rua da Imperatriz, dressed in stiff linen, her smooth black hair combed back, her useless arms crossed on her chest. After looking down to see what was happening on the street, pausing to look at one or other passer-by, she dropped her head to the side, her eyes staring off, like slightly deadened blue 

beads.”2

“I was so happy that I hid from myself the pain of seeing my mother like that,” Clarice said. “I felt so guilty, because I thought my birth had caused it. 

But they said she was already paralyzed.”3 Even her happiest moments were over-shadowed by the woman sitting paralyzed on the balcony. In a telling anecdote, Clarice recalled the Carnival of 1929. It was to be her fi rst, since “amidst the worries about my sick mother, nobody in the house paid much attention to a child’s Carnival.” In other years the most she got was permission to stay down-stairs in the doorway until eleven, with a bag of confetti and a little ampoule of perfume to squirt on the revelers.
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This Carnival was to be different, though, “as if the streets of Recife fi nally explained why they had been made.” A friend’s mother had decided to dress up her daughter in pink crepe paper and offered to make Clarice, eight years old, a costume as well; she would be dressed up as a rose. “When I was all dressed up in crepe paper, with my hair in rollers and still without my lipstick and rouge—my mother’s health abruptly took a turn for the worst, there was a sudden tumult in the house, and I had to run off to the pharmacy to buy her medicine. I ran dressed as a rose . . . running, running, baffl ed, astonished, through the streamers, confetti, and cries of Carnival. The happiness of those other people frightened me. When, hours later, things had calmed down at home, my sister did my hair 

and makeup. But something had died inside me.”4

The mutilated woman was completely dependent on her husband and her daughters, especially the eldest, Elisa, whose book speaks movingly of the emo-tional and material strain of her mother’s illness, both on her father, whose 

“rebelliousness had given way to a profound sadness,”5 and on herself. Most of her childhood had already been robbed by the terror of the Ukraine; now, in the new country, she was forced to spend what was left of it in constant attendance on her helpless mother.

She longed to leave the house—“sad, and uninviting for outsiders”—but when she did, to go to the Jewish club, for example, located on the same Praça Maciel Pinheiro, she was so unused to social interaction that she felt even 

more out of place and hurried home.6 Over the distressing protests of her mother, she had to leave for school. “My daughter, I don’t want to live, I can’t go on,” the mother tells the Elisa of In Exile in a particularly pathetic scene. “Mother,” the girl answers, trying to encourage her, “you won’t get better this way. Take pity on yourself, and on us. Stop crying. I have to go to school.” 

“No, don’t go today, just today,” her mother pleads.7

However awful the situation, Elisa, Tania, and Pedro were at least in a posi-tion to help. Pedro could work to earn money to pay for her medicines; Tania and Elisa could feed her, undress her, put her to bed. But Clarice was too small to be able to offer any real assistance. The only help she could offer was magical. She implored God to help her mother, and, according to Bertha Lispector Cohen, she put together little plays to entertain her, sometimes succeeding in making the doomed “statue” laugh. Anita Rabin remembered that, when Clarice was inventing stories, using props such as pencils or tiles, she contrived magical endings in which a miraculous intervention cured her mother’s illness. “We were always worried about 

it,” Anita said. “I was struck by that dream, that something could cure her.”8

A little girl’s stories were not enough to save a woman with a devastating terminal illness. And Mania no longer wanted to be saved. “Don’t cry when I 
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die,” Elisa remembered her mother saying. “It will be such a great relief for me.”9 Mania knew the end was nearing. “Resigned and God-fearing, Mother asked Father to buy her a new sidur (prayer book), and she prayed for an entire week, 

at the end of which she died.”10

Mania Krimgold Lispector was forty-two years old when, on September 21, 1930, her long suffering fi nally ended. She was buried in the Israelite Cemetery of Barro, a distant suburb of Recife. Her mother Charna’s silver candlesticks, which she had miraculously rescued from their homeland, were given, as she had asked, to the small local synagogue. The family avoided reference to her, Elisa wrote, having “tacitly agreed to avoid the subject, omitting her name, because 

she was present in all their thoughts and actions.”11
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Clarice’s trick had failed. Her dreams of divine intervention were disappointed. But the habit she learned in early childhood, of playing with words and telling stories to assure a miraculous outcome, stuck. Half a century later, when Clarice Lispector, herself consumed by a terminal disease, left her house for the last time, she would resort to the same tactic. “Let’s pretend that we’re not going to the hospital, that I’m not sick, and that we’re going to Paris,” her friend Olga Borelli recalled her saying in a taxi on the way to the hospital. “I remember her words perfectly,” Olga went on.

 

So we started making plans and talking about everything we would do 

in Paris. The taxi driver, poor thing, already tired from working all night 

long, timidly asked: “Can I go on the trip too?” And Clarice said: “Of 

course you can, and you can even bring your girlfriend.” He said: “My 

girlfriend is an old lady, seventy years old, and I don’t have any money.” 

Clarice answered: “She’s coming too. Let’s pretend you won the lottery.” 

When we got to the hospital, Clarice asked how much it was. Only twenty 

cruzeiros, and she gave him two hundred. 12

 

Needless to say, the trip to Paris never happened. Clarice Lispector died six weeks later.
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A friend once asked what Clarice thought of a painting in an Italian museum. “Ah,” he answered, when she couldn’t remember it, “it’s true, you’re one of those people 

who only remembers things that happened before they were ten years old.”13
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Her early childhood, its lost happiness and its immitigable tragedies, were never far from her mind. A late essay on the new capital of Brasília includes an unexpected lament: “Ah, poor me. So without a mother. It is a duty to have a 

mother. It is a thing of nature.” 14 An interviewer discovered what was really on her mind:

 

—Do you have peace [paz—a homophone of pais, parents], Clarice? 

—Neither father [pai] nor mother.

—I said “peace.”

—How odd, I thought you said “father.” I was thinking about my mother a 

few seconds before. I thought—mama—and then I didn’t hear anything 

else. Peace? Who does? 15

 

Though in the real world stories and myths proved unequal to a deadly virus, she clung to them. “She was devastated by her mother’s death,” said Anita Levy. “They told her [at school] that you couldn’t leave scissors open on the table. At home she had seen a pair of scissors open on the table. So she said that was the reason. That was why her mother died. Because someone left out an open pair 

of scissors.”16

For a child, miraculous stories might have been a reasonable means of sparking divine intervention, and an open pair of scissors as good an explanation as any for an incomprehensible disaster. But the woman sitting in a taxi half a century later, dreaming of Paris on her way to the hospital, was not a child. Stories had proven powerless to save her mother, and she could not have reasonably believed in their effi cacy. For an adult, silent acceptance might have seemed more fi tting.

Yet that woman had dedicated her life to writing. She scribbled notes into her last hours. Why, having seen the impotence of this activity so forcefully demonstrated, did she continue to bother? Part of it, surely, was a refl ex,  a resort, in a desperate situation, to an old tactic. Part of it was to comfort the other people in the taxi, distraught by their friend’s illness. In 1977, how-ever, the illusion was not for herself. The disappointment she experienced as a nine-year-old girl taught her how worthless such poetic efforts were. Writing was the last thing that could tack a happy ending onto the end of a stubborn reality.

But the habit stuck. Throughout her life she would search for justifi cations for her activities. She clung to a hope that there was something she could do to save the world. She always, sometimes bitterly, lamented her powerlessness––
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In Recife, where I lived until I was twelve, there was often a crowd on the 

streets, listening to someone speak ardently about the social tragedy. And I 

remember how I trembled and how I promised myself that this would one 

day be my task: to defend the rights of others.

Yet what did I end up being, and so early? I ended up as a person who 

searches for what she deeply feels and uses the word to express it.

It’s little, it’s very little.17

 

—but she never sought to deny or disguise it. The problem was not hers alone: many artists were distressed by their powerlessness in the face of the horrors of the twentieth century. The atomic bombs exploded; the gas chambers hissed; a raped mother stared blankly from her rocking chair.

One could choose to embrace irrelevance, making art for art’s sake. Or one could address one’s palpable inconsequence with engagement: using fi ction or drama or architecture to redress social injustices. This approach was especially attractive in Brazil, where so many wrongs demanded righting. But the problems persisted, despite (or, as in many parts of Latin America, because of ) political activism. Artists who sought a greater meaning for their work were frustrated. “If you write a novel alone you sit and you weave a little narrative,” V. S. Naipaul has said. “And it’s O.K., but it’s of no account. If you’re a romantic writer, you write novels about men and women falling in love, etc., give a little narrative 

here and there. But again, it’s of no account.” 18

Despite her fanciful jaunt to Paris on the way to the hospital, Clarice  Lispector entertained no illusions about the greater meaning of her work. She was an animal and destined to die as one, and she never forgot the lessons she learned before she was ten years old. “It changes nothing,” she emphasized in one of her last interviews. “It changes nothing. I write without the hope that anything 

I write can change anything at all. It changes nothing.”19

What, then, was the point? She would always try to discover it. But the basic instinct never changed. Among her last notes is this: “I write as if to save some-

body’s life. Probably my own life.”20
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“Every story of a person is the story of his failure,” Clarice wrote, perhaps think-

ing of her own.21 “I was guilty from birth, she who was born with the mortal 

sin.”22 As long as her mother was alive, she could still hold out hope that her birth had not been in vain. With Mania’s death that possibility vanished, and 
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a note of sadness appeared in the happy child’s personality. “I often found her 

crying silently, alone,” Tania remembered.23

Her sadness and disbelief soon turned into a kind of revolt, a word that fre-quently recurs in her writings: the same word, perhaps not coincidentally, that Elisa attaches to their father in his youth. In the year her mother died Clarice composed a two-part piano piece: “The fi rst was soft, the second somewhat military, somewhat violent, a revolt, I suppose.” This, in lieu of studying with the immense Dona Pupu, “who could not have been fatter” and who pre-sided over the piano lessons Pedro Lispector had, with considerable diffi culty, arranged for his daughters. Tania and Elisa enjoyed the lessons; Elisa was a talented musician and went on to study at the Recife Conservatory. Clarice, however, spent her time in class wondering how a woman as fat as Dona Pupu had ever managed to get married; she was far more interested in her own 

inventions than in the assigned works.24

Tania, moved by Clarice’s quiet suffering, helped her with this and other diffi culties. When Clarice didn’t want to practice piano, Tania helped her by playing the black keys while Clarice played the white, “until, to Clarice’s great relief, the piano lessons were called off.” After seeing her crying, Tania wrote, “I, as the older sister, out of love and pity, to a certain extent adopted her,” fi lling in for their lost mother. “This maternal-fi lial bond united us forever. We were 

more than sisters.”25

In a fragment written in English during the years Clarice lived in the United States, she recalls her childhood and the origins of her bond with Tania. “ ‘Till you were about 10 [Tania said to Clarice] I was not very aware of you, suddenly I became aware how interesting you were.’ I suppose she really meant: I became aware how much you needed me. I don’t know what to do when the person comes to me; I’m the one to go to the person. To be selected is disturbing. I have 

to ask, I have to select.”26

Through the unlikely vehicle of a piece of chewing gum, Tania introduced her younger sister to the “painful and dramatic” concept of eternity. Tania bought her the gum, novel in Recife, and said, “Be careful not to lose it, because it never ends. It lasts a lifetime.” The perplexed Clarice took it, “almost unable to believe in the miracle,” and Tania ordered her to “chew it forever.” Clarice was terrifi ed, not wanting to confess that she was unequal to eternity, that the idea tormented her, but she didn’t dare. Finally, when they were going into school, she managed to drop the gum into the sand, feigning distress and embarrassed to be lying to 

her sister. “But I was relieved. Without the weight of eternity upon me.”27
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At school Clarice didn’t study much, though she got good grades. In the third grade, before her mother died, she went to a new school, the Colégio Hebreo-Idisch-Brasileiro, on the Rua da Glória, a block or so away from the Praça Maciel Pinheiro. As the name indicates, the school taught Hebrew and Yiddish in addition to the usual disciplines. But despite her obvious talents, she did not go straight into the fourth grade, her cousin Samuel Lispector recalled. “She was really small and couldn’t even carry the bigger books, like an atlas, which was enormous. Then my uncle decided: ‘The book is too big for you. You’re not 

going to fourth grade.’ So she repeated a year.”28

Perhaps her size was not the only reason she was held back. In the public school she would not have had Hebrew classes, which the other students would already have started. She seems, however, to have had a talent for the language. There are no references to Hebrew in her work, but the child with the gift for words apparently made up the gap quickly, for she was chosen to give one of the three year-end discourses the students presented to the faculty and parents, in Hebrew, Yiddish, and Portuguese. The small Clarice gave the Hebrew discourse, 

which means she was at the top of the class. 29

Recife’s Hebrew teacher, Moysés Lazar, was a man of such progressive ideas that, Anita Rabin remembered, “We were horrifi ed by some of the things he said [in religion class], and he wasn’t one of those people who said, No, you just have 

to believe it.” 30 Clarice badgered him with her questions: “How did it happen?” she demanded, when he told how God gave the Torah to Moses. “God put the 

Torah in his hand?” Lazar told the girl, “Look, nobody saw it.” 31

These questions never left Clarice. In a manuscript from the end of her life, she wrote, “But there are questions that nobody can answer for me: who made the world? Was the world made? But where? in what place? And if it was ‘God’—

who made ‘God’?”32

Another friend remembers a heated discussion. “She was tall, thin. She was talking to her Hebrew teacher, Lazar, who was an eminence. He didn’t just teach the abc’s. I was walking by. And Clarice was persistently asking what the differ-ence was between a man and a woman. She kept hammering away, demanding an explanation! She wouldn’t let go of it. Because she already had a different kind 

of mind.”33 Lazar may have been the model for a recurrent fi gure in Clarice’s writing: the old teacher, alternatively exasperated and fascinated by a precocious girl. “I knew about the existence of this teacher,” Tania Kaufmann told an inter-viewer, “but I never knew that Clarice felt that way about him when she was a 

little girl. She was always a surprise for me.”34

The teacher appears in Near to the Wild Heart, and he appears in “The Disas-ters of Sofi a,” the story of a wild, brilliant nine-year-old girl who torments a 
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teacher she both loves and despises. The girl, whose mother has recently died, tries ceaselessly to provoke him, but she can never get the better of him, until the day he assigns the class a writing composition. He gives the outline of the plot, which the students are to re-create, using their own words: “A very poor man dreamt that he discovered a treasure and became very rich; upon awaking, he gathered his belongings and went off in search of the treasure; tired, he returned to his poor, poor house; and since he had nothing to eat, he began planting his own poor yard; he planted so much, he harvested so much, he started to sell so 

much that he ended up very rich.”35

“Since all I knew was how to ‘use my own words,’ writing was easy,” the girl remembers. She is the fi rst to leave, insolently handing her notebook to the teacher and escaping to the recess area. She returns to the classroom, where the teacher has read her story and where she feels she has stumbled into a great danger. “To my sud-den torture, without taking his eyes off me, he slowly began to take off his glasses. And he looked at me with naked eyes that had many eyelashes. I had never seen his eyes that, with their numberless cilia, looked like two sweet cockroaches,” she wrote. The professor has been changed by her story of “the hidden treasure,” “the treasure 

that is hidden where it is least expected.” 36

Her fear of the teacher strips away his human layers—his glasses are an example—and to her horror she sees what they both are, “anonymous as a belly opened for an intestinal operation,” what she called the “wild heart” of life. “I saw inside the eye. Which was as incomprehensible as an eye. An eye open with its mobile gelatin. With its organic tears.” Finally, breaking the silence, the teacher tells Sofi a, “Your composition about the treasure is very pretty. You . . . —for a moment he added nothing. He looked at me smoothly, indiscreetly, as intimate 

as if he were my heart. —You’re a very funny girl, he fi nally said.”37
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NATIONAL MELODRAMA

 

On July 26, 1930, weeks before Mania Lispector’s death, the humble neighbor-hood of Boa Vista unwittingly stepped into the national limelight when the governor of  Paraíba, which borders Pernambuco to the north, was gunned down in the Confeitaria Glória, on the Rua Nova. Clarice’s cousin Samuel Lispector 

watched the tumult from the balcony of their house with Elisa and Tania.1 Run-ning to the scene of the crime, another cousin, David Wainstok, arrived in time to see João Pessoa laid out on a bench in the neighboring pharmacy, “his shirt 

drenched in blood.”2

The macabre event had revolutionary consequences, but the ensuing natio-nal melodrama had decidedly domestic origins. João Pessoa Cavalcanti de  Albuquerque, its fi rst victim, bore a name enclosing three northeastern dynas-ties. His uncle, Epitácio Pessoa, was president of Brazil from 1919 to 1922; the Cavalcantis and the Albuquerques, with their innumerable ramifi cations, were among the fi rst families of Pernambuco. João Pessoa ran on an anti-oligarchic platform.

After his elevation to the governorship of Paraíba, João Pessoa became a candi-date for the national vice presidency in the elections of March 1930. He and the presidential candidate, Getúlio Vargas, lost amid widespread voting fraud. In their protests against the results, they took care to stress that they would remain “within 

the existing order” and in accordance with Brazil’s “political habits and customs.”3

Since Brazil gained independence—peacefully—in 1822, the country had known only one revolution, the bloodless revolt in 1889 that replaced the elderly and benign Emperor Dom Pedro II with a republic. Their relatively orderly poli-tics was a source of pride for Brazilians, who watched, scoffi ng and appalled, 
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as Spanish America was bled by endless coups and feuds; the reference to their “political habits and customs” may be a veiled attack on Brazil’s chaotic neigh-bors.

But the peaceful changes of power at the national level masked a level of violence, corruption, and fraud that suggested the national politicians were only barely able to keep a lid on. The northeast, with its masses of illiterate rural workers living in conditions of near-slavery, was in the hands of a few power-ful families, like those from which João Pessoa descended. Votes could be easily bought or manipulated. In the more modern south, there was a long-standing rivalry between the largest and most powerful state, São Paulo, and the states of Minas Gerais and Rio Grande do Sul. Since the foundation of the Republic in 1889, the presidency had usually passed from a São Paulo candidate to a candi-date supported by Minas Gerais and Rio Grande do Sul.

In 1930, this tenuous arrangement was threatened when the outgoing presi-dent, a São Paulo man, attempted to install another paulista as his successor. For Getúlio Vargas, the opposition leader from Rio Grande do Sul, and his vice presi-dential candidate, João Pessoa, who represented the northeastern landed interests, this was a step too far, though Vargas was not in principle opposed to fraud; in Rio Grande do Sul, he garnered 298,000 votes against the opposition’s 982. But it was their turn. Still, armed revolt, so rare in Brazil, did not seem a real option, and it looked like the losing parties would have to swallow their defeat.

Until, that is, João Pessoa was gunned down in the Confeitaria Glória. Given the country’s tense political state, people immediately assumed the motives were political. In fact, the unwitting culprit was a poetess named Anaíde Beiriz, a Paraíban fl apper whose vanguardism had so scandalized Paraíba’s society that children were reportedly forbidden to speak her name. A catalogue of Anaíde’s sins gives a good idea of how archaic northeastern society was: she wore makeup, had short hair, and smoked. She said that she did not want to marry or have children. And she went out into the street without a chaperone.

Anaíde was also the lover of João Dantas, a bitter political enemy of João Pessoa. Dantas, a Paraíba lawyer, was allied to a rural clan who opposed Pes-soa’s attempt to regularize taxation of the state’s cotton production. Pessoa’s police raided Dantas’s law offi ce, where they found letters from Anaíde; these, Pessoa’s newspapers insinuated, narrated all sorts of dirty acts. Though neither Anaíde nor Dantas was married, this was too heavy for Paraíba. Anaíde’s fam-ily disowned her, forcing her to decamp to Recife. It was in that city that João  Dantas, thirsting for revenge, walked into the Confeitaria Glória, said, “I am João  Dantas, whom you so humiliated and mistreated,” and fi red two bullets into his rival’s chest.
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This drama ended badly for all involved: Dantas was killed in prison, follow-ing which a desolate Anaíde committed suicide. But in a less tense political situ-ation it probably would have been forgotten as the small-town soap opera that it was. Instead, the murder of João Pessoa unleashed passions that Getúlio Vargas’s partisans carefully stoked. The name of the capital of Paraíba was changed to João Pessoa, and the gubernatorial corpse was paraded through the entire length of Brazil, from Paraíba to Rio de Janeiro, provoking mass hysteria at each of its many stops.

Finally, at the funeral in the capital, a multitude arrived to hear infl amed dis-courses: “We are not going to bury him,” one fi ery orator proclaimed. “We are going to leave him standing, standing strong the way he always lived, standing tall, unlike his murderers, standing tall: his heart above his stomach and his head 

above his heart.” 4

Four days after Mania Lispector’s death, Getúlio Vargas began an armed revo-lution in Rio Grande do Sul. Twenty-eight days later, in a gesture of defi ant machismo, Vargas’s gauchos tied their horses to the obelisk at the end of Rio de Janeiro’s grandest boulevard, the Avenida Rio Branco, taking symbolic posses-sion of the capital.

For the next quarter-century, under different names and with one impor-tant hiatus, Vargas’s provisional government ruled Brazil. When the melancholy strongman, who had ridden into offi ce on a wave of national melodrama, fi nally departed, he did so in a fashion befi tting his entrance. In 1954, in the presiden-tial palace, clad in his pajamas, he shot himself through the heart.

[image: ]

 

It was a sensational end to the most sensational career in twentieth-century  Brazilian politics. The country Getúlio left behind was very different from the one that hailed him in Rio at the end of 1930. He summed up all the contra-dictions of Brazil. He was short and balding and preceded by an enormous pot belly, and women found him hard to resist. To his supporters’ claim that he was the “father of the poor,” his opponents sneered that he was also the “mother of 

the rich.”5 He ruled Brazil as a Fascist dictator, yet he, alone among Latin Ameri-can leaders, sent troops to fi ght Fascism.

His ability to be all things to all people was the key to his extraordinary staying power. Since the fall of the emperor forty-one years before, Brazil had proven extremely diffi cult to govern. If there had been no widespread civil war, there was certainly reason to fear one, as the bickering of various regional and class-based parties threatened, every four years, to split the nation once and for 
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all. The southern states were booming as the northeast withered; the new urban middle classes, with their democratic aspirations, were pitted against the old and still powerful rural oligarchy.

The civil war kept threatening to arrive. It had almost come in 1925, with the famous Prestes Column, a middle-class military movement under the leadership of an army engineer, Luís Carlos Prestes, known as the “Knight of Hope.” For two years and fi ve months Prestes led fi fteen hundred men throughout almost every corner of Brazil, twenty-fi ve thousand kilometers in all, always just a step ahead of the army. Preaching equality, they died at an alarming rate from cholera, exhaustion, and army attacks before fi nally fl eeing the country. Prestes proved an unwitting ally of Getúlio Vargas, who would become his archenemy; the Prestes Column contributed more than any other movement to the conviction that the Old Republic was bankrupt, waiting to be swept away.

When Vargas’s Revolution of 1930 did sweep it away, the country’s political unrest did not end. A little more than a year later, civil war almost arrived again, after July 9, 1932. The state of São Paulo, the country’s wealthiest and most dynamic, rose against Getúlio Vargas’s strongly centralizing constitution, which would have removed much of the state’s autonomy. São Paulo went on a war footing: ladies offered up their gold jewelry, and men dug trenches around the city. For two months the federal army besieged São Paulo, until the worn-out rebels fi nally succumbed.

Though Getúlio then appeased the state, suspending some of the more rebar-bative provisions of the new constitution and instructing the Bank of Brazil to assume the São Paulo banks’ war debt, the revolt gave him exactly what he needed: a mandate to proceed with the centralization of the Brazilian state. The rebellion was the last gasp of the old political system, based on personalities and regional and class divisions. The new political parties were radical and ideologi-cal, on the right and left, as they were in Europe. And, as in Europe, Brazilian politics soon gravitated toward two poles: the Communists on the left and the Integralists, the home-grown Nazis, on the right. Both threatened Getúlio Var-gas, and the existence of both threatened the Jews.

Like the São Paulo secessionists, the Communists signed their own death war-rants with a premature revolt. At the end of 1935 Communist soldiers rebelled—

it began in Recife and Natal—murdering senior offi cers in their beds. 6 But they overestimated their support in the armed forces, and the rebellion quickly evap-orated. Luís Carlos Prestes, the leader of the Communists, eluded capture until March 1936. In a horrifying episode that has become the symbol of Vargas’s cru-elty, Prestes’s pregnant wife, Olga Benário Prestes, born Jewish in Munich, was deported to Germany. There, at Bernburg, aged thirty-three, she was gassed.
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According to Gustavo Barroso, Communism equaled capitalism equaled Juda-

ism.7 The formula would not suggest it, but Gustavo Barroso was taken very seriously as an intellectual, and was even elected, three times, as president of the Brazilian Academy, the country’s most prestigious academic and intellectual society. His large body of anti-Semitic writings betray a veritable obsession. He was Brazil’s fi rst translator, in 1936, of the Protocols of the Elders of Zion, whose publishers, Agência Minerva of São Paulo, emphasized that by making this book available, they did “not want to offend or injure, and much less promote a racist campaign, but only to increase knowledge of a question—the Jewish Question—

of the highest relevance to humanity.”8 Barroso was a leading light of Integral-ism, Brazil’s derivative Nazi movement; Argentina’s pro-Nazi Deutsche La Plata 

Zeitung described Barroso as the “Führer of Integralism.”9

His rival for the title was the wannabe tropical Hitler, Plínio Salgado, who, like Barroso, was a mediocre novelist with big ideas. Like many of the Inte-gralists, Salgado was strongly infl uenced by the Catholic writers who emerged in the 1920s, with their suggestions of mystic nationalism. Clarice Lispector would later become close to some of these fi gures, such as Augusto Frederico Schmidt and Octávio de Faria. Barroso, Salgado’s rival, attacked him for his associations with Jews, notably Horácio Lafer, a São Paulo politician related to the  Segall-Klabin clan, Brazil’s richest and most prominent Jewish family. And in October 1934 Salgado met the prominent rabbi Isaías Raffalovich, who was cordially assured that the Integralists “would leave the Jewish question out of the 

program.”10 This he did not do.

Still, though there is doubt as to the Integralists’ genocidal intentions, there were no doubts about their inspiration. Salgado grew a Hitler moustache, clad his followers in green shirts, and ornamented them with Nazi-style armbands. In place of the swastika came the Greek letter sigma, which stood for “the sum of all values.” And in place of “Heil Hitler” they greeted one another with the word “Anauê,” which was supposedly Tupi, the indigenous language of Brazil, for “You are my brother” but turned out to be made up.

As in Europe, such kitsch would have been simply embarrassing if it had not had devastating consequences. The Integralists, like the Nazis, took to beating up their political opponents, especially Communists, in the streets, and earned a fearsome reputation. Getúlio Vargas, with his gift for being all things to all people, relied on the Integralists during the early years of his reign. He could hardly ignore them: the party had four hundred thousand paid-up members, an unheard-of number for a Brazilian political party, and many thousands 
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more were sympathizers. Their blend of nationalism and Catholicism, their call for an authoritarian, hierarchical system, for a return to “values,” for a “spiritual revival,” had broad appeal to people scarred by the global economic downturn and disgusted by the everyday sleaze of politics. And their attacks on Commu-nists, their call to put the national interest above petty local feuds, were certainly useful to Getúlio Vargas.
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Not all Integralists were anti-Semites, Clarice’s cousin Bertha Lispector Cohen remembers. The ideology had been imported from Europe, but it did not neces-sarily win many converts as enthusiastic as Gustavo Barroso. Bertha even had friends who belonged to the party. “They thought that ideology was going to change the world, was going to change Brazil,” she said. “Of course,” she adds 

with a dismissive wave of the hand, “it didn’t change a thing.”11

But a lot of Integralists were in fact anti-Semites. Bertha’s brother Samuel Lispector remembers the climate of fear that spread among the Jews of Boa Vista: “We were scared. We knew what could happen. We had seen it in Europe. There was fear, quite a lot of fear.” At school, where Samuel remembers students and even some teachers wearing the green shirt and the sigma armband, Jewish students were frequently harassed. “ ‘You’re a Jew, you shouldn’t be here,’ they 

said.” He paused. “You never forget that.”12

Another cousin, David Wainstok, went to a new school at the end of 1933, when the Integralist movement was in full swing, and was also distressed to see students and teachers sporting the green shirts. “We, the Jews at the school, were provoked by ‘shock brigades’ who attacked us as we left the classroom. We had no alternative but to confront them, sometimes attacking, sometimes fi ghting. 

On several occasions we arrived home with battle scars.”13

“The Rua da Imperatriz was all Jewish,” one immigrant remembered. This was the street where, since shortly before Mania’s death, Clarice, Tania, Elisa, and Pedro Lispector had been living, a busy commercial street that connects the Praça Maciel Pinheiro, the pletzele, to the Capibaribe River. He remem-bered green-shirted Integralists shouting slogans in the street, fi red up by Plínio Salgado’s articles attacking the Jews. “They made trouble, threw rocks; and the boys, their sons, who are now big shots in the state and whose names I can’t mention, would say: ‘You’re a Jew, and when we’re in charge, we’ll kick all of you out.’ ” There was also the equation of Jews with Communists, which grew throughout the 1930s. “Back then, the police were very uneducated, and they would come into the library and confi scate all the books they thought smacked 
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of  Communism. A friend of mine, for example, owned The Red Rover, an adven-

ture story, and it was seized.”14

Fortunately, on his rare visits to Recife, which after all was not an Integralist stronghold, the leader failed to burnish his party’s mystique. “His grotesque, puny fi gure, with his little Hitler moustache and his strained and wheezing voice, stuffed in a uniform that contrasted with his appearance, made him look a bit comical,” David Wainstok recalled. “Once Plínio came to Recife to give a speech at the famous Law School. His followers had prepared a pompous march in the Fascist style. The ‘national chief ’ didn’t manage to get through his harangue. At a certain point, a law student retorted in a ringing voice, perturb-ing the speaker and his acolytes. Just then the lights went out and the papers on the orator’s desk blew away. Simultaneously, vials of sulfuric acid fell from the galleries, the stink impregnating the room. A general stampede ensued, as the 

crowd ran for the exits.” 15

Another occasion, a martial parade, this time sans “national chief,” resulted in a similar rout. “They were uniformed, brandishing their fl ags, their sym-bols, and, to a ruffl e of the drums, marching in all their glory through the Rua Nova”—where João Pessoa was killed, just across the river from the Lispectors’ home—“in the busy center of town. Suddenly, from a few buildings, green-painted hens, with the sigma on their wings, began a squawking descent upon the marchers. A great confusion erupted, and the marchers scattered, astonished by the unexpected event. The grotesque spectacle offered considerable hilarity 

to the onlookers.”16
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ONLY FOR MADMEN

 

Brazil’s troubled politics, even when acted out just beneath their windows, did not distract the Lispectors from their own family dramas. The girls were grow-ing older. Elisa, nineteen when her mother died, was now of marriageable age and had a suitor who, like her, was a Jewish immigrant. Yet unlike the cerebral Elisa—who completed the advanced curso comercial, below university level but nonetheless higher than most girls attained, and who was by now a talented conservatory-trained pianist—the prospective bridegroom was “an uneducated 

shopkeeper.”1

But it was not just that, according to Tania. Elisa had taken care of a house-hold for as long as she could remember, ever since her mother fell sick. Now she was fi nally independent. She had a job, her sisters were old enough to take care of themselves, and she was simply not ready to start over as a wife and mother. Still, she got engaged, accepting a ring from the young man. She soon began to have her doubts, ultimately dispatching her youngest sister, Clarice, to the man’s house with the ring and an apology. “What could I do?” her father asked Dora Wainstok, his wife’s cousin. “Z’hot gepisht met tranen [She had wet herself with 

tears]!” 2 (Devastated, the suitor eventually moved to Israel.)

It was a typical reaction for Pedro Lispector. He was an exceptionally tolerant and good-hearted man, Tania remembered. “He had the fi nest character of any 

man I ever knew,” she said. 3 “He had a great deal of Biblical education. . . . He read the newspaper from New York, The Day, in Yiddish. He had very advanced ideas. He was an advanced man. He never laid a fi nger on a daughter of his. He was exceptional. If the circumstances had been different, he could have had a 

better life.”4
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At age ninety-one, Tania still remembered her wonderment at her father’s reaction when, as a teenager, she came out in favor of “free love” and proclaimed that she wasn’t going to get married. From a girl in the small, conservative Jew-ish community of Recife of the 1930s, this was a provocation, and Tania braced  herself for the reaction. “Other fathers would have beat a child who said some-thing like that. I’m sure he was shocked, but he asked instead why I thought that way. We talked about it. And then, as I’m sure he knew I would, I forgot about 

the whole thing.”5

Clarice herself was beginning to blossom. In 1932 she entered the Ginásio Pernambucano, the most prestigious secondary school in the state, housed in an elegant building on the Capibaribe River, not far from Boa Vista. Only the best students were admitted, and of the forty-three that passed the examination 

that year, three were Lispectors: Tania, Clarice, and their cousin Bertha.6 The school was not only prestigious, it was also free, which the Jewish school was not, surely a consideration for Pedro Lispector, who was always teetering on the brink of poverty. Clarice was already fl irtatious, Bertha remembered, unafraid of boys, and the beauty that would make her legendary was already apparent. In her fi rst year at the new school she and a colleague were voted the prettiest girls 

in the class.7

She had her fi rst boyfriend, whose Sephardic origin raised a few eyebrows at home. “Father thought he should be Ashkenazic,” Tania said. “He ended up accepting him, as he always did. But by that time they had already split up, because he told Clarice he wanted eight or nine children. He became a doctor, 

got married—and ended up having no children at all.” 8
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All three daughters recalled that Pedro Lispector was a great mathematician.9 It is hard to know precisely what this means, but Clarice must have inherited from him some of his interest in numbers. Her childhood friend Leopoldo Nachbin, who had an education that Pedro Lispector did not and who was recognized internationally as a great mathematician, happily concurred when Clarice said that “mathematics and physics are not only the product of reasoning: they are as 

much an art as Bach.”10

As a child her interest in numbers was conventional. She had a pedagogical bent and taught math and Portuguese to neighborhood children. “Mathemat-ics fascinated me, and I was only a little girl when I put an ad in the paper as a tutor. A lady called me, said she had two sons, gave me the address and I went. She looked at me and said: ‘Oh, sweetie, you’re too young.’ So I said: ‘Listen, if 
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your kids don’t improve their grades, then you don’t have to pay me anything.’ 

She was intrigued and hired me. And they did improve.” 11 Clarice’s little cousin Anatólio (Tutú) Wainstok, whom she also taught to read, proved a disappoint-ing pupil. “Tutú,” she pleaded, “how are you going to learn if you don’t do your homework?” “Clarice,” he answered, “I’m doing you a favor by letting you 

teach me. You wanted to do it so badly!” 12 His shamefaced teacher was unable to respond.

As an adult, however, her interest in mathematics refl ected her broader con-cern with abstraction and its connection to the divine. Mystical numbers, like hidden names, assumed an important role in her work. Part of this interest was whimsical, as Olga Borelli, who accompanied her in the last years of her life, attested: “When she had me type for her, she would say: ‘Count seven, seven spaces between paragraphs, seven. Then, try not to go over thirteen pages.’ So superstitious! When it was a story, she said: ‘Don’t put as many spaces in, so it won’t go over thirteen pages.’ She really liked the numbers 9, 7, and 5. It’s a rather strange thing she had, but she would ask the publisher not to let some-thing run more than x number pages. . . . It’s almost cabbalistic, isn’t it? She had 

a lot of that.”13

The number seven, she wrote, was “my secret and cabbalistic number”; it recurs throughout her work. In her late short story “Where Were You at Night” she describes a “failed woman writer” who takes her journal, bound in red leather, 

and writes “July 7, 1974. [i.e., 7/7/74]. I, I, I, I, I, I, I!”—seven times. 14 There are the seven notes out of which can be composed “all the music that exists and 

existed and ever shall exist”;15 and there is a recurrence of “theosophical additions,”  numbers that can be added to reveal a magical sum. The year 1978, for example, has an ultimate total of seven: 1 + 9 + 7 + 8 = 25, and 2 + 5 = 7. “I tell you that 1978 is the true cabbalistic year, since the fi nal sum of its units is seven. So I have polished the instants of time, made the stars shine anew, washed the moon with 

milk and the sun with liquid gold. At the beginning of every year I begin to live.” 16 She would die a couple of weeks short of the true cabbalistic year.

But there was more to her interest in numerology than superstitious games. “My passion for the essence of numbers, wherein I foretell the core of their own rigid and fatal destiny,” was, like her meditations on the neutral pronoun “it,” a desire for the pure truth, neutral, unclassifi able and beyond language, that 

was the ultimate mystical reality.17 In her late works, bare numbers themselves are confl ated with God, now without the mathematics that binds them, one to another, to lend them a syntactical meaning. On their own, numbers, like the paintings she created at the end of her life, were pure abstractions, and as such connected to the random mystery of life itself. In her late abstract masterpiece 
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Água viva she rejects “the meaning that her father’s mathematics provide and elects instead the sheer it” of the unadorned number: “I still have the power of reason—I studied mathematics which is the madness of reason—but now 

I want the plasma—I want to feed directly from the placenta.”18

As always, her mother’s silent presence is implied.
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The budding mathematician was in many ways precocious “in picking up on a mood, for example, in learning the intimate atmosphere of a person.” But perhaps because she didn’t have a mother who could teach her these things, she was also remarkably tardy in learning about “what the Americans call the facts of life.” At thirteen, she wrote, “as if I only then [was] mature enough to receive a shocking reality,” she confi ded her secret to a close friend: “I didn’t know [the facts of life] and just pretended to know. She could hardly believe it, since I had pretended so well. . . . I was paralyzed looking at her, a mixture of perplexity, terror, indignation, and mortally wounded innocence. Mentally I stuttered: but why? but why? The shock was so great—and for a few months traumatic—that there and then, on the corner of the street, I swore out loud that I would never 

marry.” 19

This shock soon passed; what did not, the great event of Clarice’s adoles-cence, was her discovery of literature. In childhood the creative drive was always there, from naming her pencils and the tiles in her shower, to composing the three-page play Poor Little Rich Girl, to telling her miraculous stories about her mother. But a little girl’s fantasies are one thing, and literature is another; just as numbers require rules to give them human meaning, words, too, demand a form to turn them into literature. “When I learned how to read and write, I devoured books! I thought books were like trees, like animals: something that was born! I didn’t know there was an author! Eventually I fi gured out that there was an 

author. So I said: That’s what I want, too.”20

The year after her mother’s death the family moved farther down the Rua Imperatriz. Next door, where the street met the Capibaribe River, a Bessarabian immigrant, Jacob Bernstein, had opened a bookstore that would become a Re-cife institution, the Livraria Imperatriz, which exists to this day. The shop, long the city’s best, was a meeting place for the local intelligentsia, some of whom became outstanding fi gures in Pernambuco and Brazil. The sociologist Gilberto Freyre was one; his famous study The Masters and the Slaves was fi rst sold in Bernstein’s store (though Bernstein, correctly, found it slightly anti-Semitic). Through his bookstore, Jacob Bernstein became one of the fi rst Recife Jews to 

enter the local bourgeoisie. 21
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Bernstein’s daughter Reveca was the same age as Clarice. According to Reveca’s sister Suzana, Clarice for a time had the run of the bookstore and the Bernsteins’ large private library. There she read classic Brazilian authors such as Machado de Assis and the children’s writer Monteiro Lobato, books her father could not afford. Suzana remembered that the two were close friends.

Clarice, however, recalled Reveca less tenderly. “She was all revenge,” Cla-rice wrote. “What a talent she had for cruelty.” One day Reveca announced casually that she owned Monteiro Lobato’s As Reinações de Narizinho, “a thick book, my God, a book to live with, eating it, sleeping it.” As Reveca well knew, Clarice could never afford such a book, so she told her to come by the next day, when she would let her borrow it. Elated, Clarice returned as told, “literally run-ning” through the mildewed streets of Recife. When she arrived, Reveca put into motion her “quiet and diabolical plan.” With fake regret, she told Clarice that she didn’t have the book yet, and asked her to come back the next day. The next day she invented another excuse and told her to come back the next day. “How long? I went to her house every day, without missing a single one. Sometimes she said: well, the book was here yesterday afternoon, but you only came in the morning, so I loaned it to another girl.”

At length Mrs. Bernstein grew suspicious and demanded to know why the “blonde girl standing in the doorway, exhausted, in the wind of the streets of Recife,” kept showing up at her house. When she found out, she was horrifi ed by the discovery of the kind of daughter she had. “But that book never left this house, and you didn’t even want to read it!” she said, appalled, to her daughter, ordering her then and there to loan it to Clarice. Mrs. Bernstein added that Clarice could keep the book as long as she wanted.

“Arriving back home, I didn’t start to read it. I pretended I didn’t have it, in order to have, later, the shock of discovering it. I opened it hours later, read a few marvelous lines, closed it again, walked around the house, put it off even more by going to eat a piece of bread with butter, pretended I didn’t know where I had left it, found it, opened it for a few instants. I created the most false diffi culties for that 

covert thing that was joy. Joy would always be covert for me.” 22
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In 1933, Clarice Lispector decided to become a writer.

 

When, consciously, thirteen years old, I consciously claimed the desire to 

write—I wrote as a child, but I had not claimed a destiny—, when I claimed 

the desire to write, I suddenly found myself in a void. And in that void there 

was nobody who could help me. I had to lift up myself from a nothingness, 
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I myself had to understand myself, I myself had to invent, in a manner of 

speaking, my own truth. I started, and it wasn’t even from the beginning. 

The papers piled up—the meanings contradicted one another, the despair 

of not being able was one more obstacle for really not being able to. The 

never-ending story which I then began to write (under much infl uence 

from Steppenwolf, by Hermann Hesse), what a pity that I didn’t keep it: I 

tore it up, despising an entire attempt at apprenticeship, at self-knowledge. 

And doing everything in such secrecy. I didn’t tell anyone; I lived that pain 

alone. One thing I had already guessed: I would have to try to write always, 

not waiting for a better moment because that would simply never come. 

Writing was always diffi cult for me, even though I had begun with what is 

known as vocation. Vocation is different from talent. One can have voca-

tion and not talent; one can be called and not know how to go. 23

 

These fi rst efforts, she said, were “chaotic . . . entirely outside of reality,” and fed by a reading that she remembered as being like that of a “starving person, 

avid; I read randomly, sometimes up to two books a day.”24 She read the Brazil-ian classics, such as Machado de Assis, and anything else she could fi nd on the shelves of the library, where she chose her books by their titles. Two books, she always remembered, left the deepest impression. The fi rst was Crime and Pun-ishment, a dramatization of human failing and mystic salvation that would have appealed to a person who felt abandoned by God: Dostoevsky had also been a favorite of her father’s. The second, perhaps more interestingly, was Hermann Hesse’s Steppenwolf, an experimental novel published in Germany in 1927. It is easy to see why the book was so attractive to Clarice, whom it left with a “real fever.” So many of its concepts reverberate in her experience that it almost seems to have been written specifi cally to infl uence Clarice Lispector. Hesse’s books have always found a particular resonance with teenagers, for whom the longing for love and the question of what sort of life one ought to lead are at their most acute. Narcissus and Goldmund (1930), an allegory of two friends, one a scholarly monk, one a passionate sensualist, outlines two paths that love can take; Siddhartha (1922), his fi ctionalized life of the Buddha, popularized Eastern spiritual concepts in a world that, after the First World War, had been disillusioned by all its institutions, including religious.

Steppenwolf is a book about the glory of art and the price the artist pays for it. Like many of Clarice’s own future books, Steppenwolf  is a philosophical meditation hung on a fantastic, loosely constructed story, that of the “wolf of the steppes,” Harry Haller, a scholar and artist whose nickname comes from his half-human, half-animal nature. Haller is “an animal who wandered into a 
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world that to him was strange and incomprehensible, who could no longer fi nd 

his home, passion, or sustenance.”25 His “Steppenwolf Treatise,” prefaced with the warning that it is “Only for Madmen,” lays out a life project for the future artist. The path of art, and the independence it requires, is a terrible one, he seems to be warning the adolescent Clarice. But Haller also notes, “Those who 

have no wolf inside them are not, for that reason, happy.”26

“There are quite a lot of people just like Harry,” Hesse wrote. “Many artists belong to this species. These people all have two souls, two beings inside them, in whom the divine and the diabolic, the mother’s blood and the father’s, the capacity for happiness and for suffering, are as tightly and inimically bound as the wolf and the man were inside Harry.” Such people are “near to the wild heart,” but they also know “that man is perhaps not simply a half-witted beast, 

but also a child of God, destined for immortality.”27

Like other productions—novelistic, poetic, and cinematic—of Weimar Ger-many, Hesse’s novel more closely resembles a dreamscape than it does a traditional novel. It tells a story, but the story is simply a framework for the exploration of sensory and philosophical possibilities. The real appeal of Steppenwolf to a bud-ding adolescent writer such as Clarice Lispector was the freedom it offered to pursue her vocation, to describe the inner life.

“The interior journey fascinated me,” she wrote of her “germination” by Hesse. The possibility he demonstrated, of writing about that journey, was a revelation for the girl whose stories had never been straightforward and who was always much less interested in the novelistic apparatus of plot and character than in the process through which writing could arrive at an inner truth. In Água viva, published three years before her death, she sought to write a book that was like music or sculpture; in the posthumous fragment A Breath of Life, “pure movement,” she conceded only three sentences to traditional storytelling: “Quickly, because facts and particulars annoy me. So let’s see: born in Rio de Janeiro, 34 years old, fi ve foot six and of good family though the daughter of 

poor parents. Married a businessman, etc.”28

It was not, she later remembered, that she did not want to write the kind of “once upon a time” stories the editors of the children’s section in the Diário de Pernambuco expected. It was that she couldn’t. As an adult, remembering this rebuff, she decided to try again. “I had changed so much since then,” she fi g-ured, “that I might be ready for a real ‘once upon a time.’ So I asked: why don’t I begin? Right now? It would be easy, I felt. So I started. Yet as soon as I wrote the fi rst sentence, I immediately saw it was still impossible. I had written: ‘Once 

upon a time there was a bird, my God.’ ”29


10
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FLYING DOWN TO RIO

 

When Clarice Lispector was fi fteen, a year after she discovered the possibility of writing, her father made his fi nal move. Now the destination was Rio de Janeiro. Then as now, the city enjoyed a spectacular natural setting, with giant granite-and-quartz mountains plunging into the sea, primeval forests beginning just behind modern apartment buildings, and miles of great crescent-shaped beaches.

Unlike now, when the city is associated with violence and drugs, Rio was then at the height of its international reputation. Whereas previously ships traveling to Buenos Aires advertised that they made no stops in Brazil—the foreign mind, when it thought of it at all, imagined a place of monkeys, yellow fever, and cholera—Rio had transformed itself into one of the globe’s ritziest destinations. Cruise ships streamed into the Bay of Guanabara, offl oading their well-heeled passengers into the new hotels modeled on the white-wedding-cake originals of the French Riviera: the Hotel Glória, near downtown, opened in 1922; the legendary Copacabana Palace opened a year later, on a beach that was then still out of town.

The visitors spent their evenings in ritzy venues such as the Casino da Urca, underneath the Sugar Loaf, where rising stars like Carmen Miranda sang and danced into the early hours. Smart tourists would time their visits to coincide with the fi ve days of the February Carnival, an entirely new event despite its ancient origins. Like any other city in the Catholic world, Rio had always had a Lenten carnival. But under the careful tending of Getúlio Vargas’s govern-ment, with its unerring fl air for public relations, the old festival was reorganized, expanded, and promoted heavily abroad.

82    Why This World

 

It was a Hollywood production, and Hollywood took note. Dolores Del Rio put in an appearance for the 1933 fi lm musical F lying Down to Rio , which launched the careers of Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers and featured dancing on the wings of airplanes. In those years Orson Welles fl ew down to Rio and Carmen Miranda fl ew up to Hollywood from a city she, more than anyone else, made synonymous with dancing and beaches and pretty girls. São Paulo, with its rising industrial power, rivaled Rio for economic dominance, but inside Brazil there was only one undisputed capital, and outside, in the eyes of the world, Brazil was Rio, and Rio was Carnival.
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Ginger and Fred were not the only people arriving in Rio. Pedro Lispector was part of a rush of less glitzy newcomers, the migrants that fl owed into the capital in an unbroken stream. They came from all over the world, but the two main currents came from the northeast, the poorest and most backward part of Brazil, and from Portugal, one of the poorest and most backward countries in Europe.

By 1909, Rio de Janeiro’s population of around one million included two hundred thousand citizens born in Portugal, and that number did not include the Brazilian-born children of Portuguese parents, who, if included, would have 

at least doubled that number.1 Between 1901 and 1950, almost a million Por-

tuguese citizens arrived in Brazil,2 an enormous percentage of a population that barely numbered six million in 1920 and that represents almost twice the cur-rent population of Lisbon. Many, if not most, of these immigrants chose Rio de Janeiro, where they joined the lower middle class: shopkeepers, artisans, and small businesspeople. They dominated certain professions: bakers were almost always Portuguese; Carmen Miranda’s father was a barber.

The Portuguese often had some bankable skills. In contrast, the uneducated and unskilled northeasterners, many of whom had been slaves or were the chil-dren of slaves, arrived in a city that had no use for them. They congregated in the slums, the favelas, that sprang up at the turn of the century. As the north-east continued its unstoppable decline into the twentieth century, more and more new arrivals joined those early unfortunates. But Rio was not generating new industry, and the newcomers could not be absorbed into an economy that was still mainly geared toward the export of agricultural products. The north-easterners often found that they had traded misery in one place for misery in another.

Pedro Lispector had more in common with the Portuguese immigrants than with those who were by now his fellow northeasterners. After years of work, his business in Recife was still not thriving, and he hoped that the capital would 
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offer a wider fi eld for his ambitions. He also hoped that Rio de Janeiro, with its large Jewish community, might offer suitable husbands for his daughters. Elisa was now twenty-four, Tania was twenty, and Clarice was fi fteen. In Recife, with its two hundred Jewish families, they had presumably examined the offerings and found them wanting. In Rio they would have a wider choice.

Clarice never described the departure from Recife, where she had spent her entire childhood. She remembered the English boat that brought them to Rio in third class: “It was terribly exciting. I didn’t know English and chose from the menu whatever my child’s fi nger pointed out. I remember that I once picked cooked white beans, and nothing else. Disappointed, I had to eat it, poor me. 

A random bad choice. It happens.”3

Though she rarely returned, she spoke of Pernambuco often (“Recife never 

fades”),4 and alongside her throaty r’s she kept the place’s distinctive accent, a combination that made her an odd apparition in Rio. In a short elegiac essay, she imagined once again peering out the window of the house where she spent her childhood: “That is the river. That is the clock. It is Recife…. I see it more clearly now: that is the house, my house, the bridge, the river, the prison, the 

square blocks of buildings, the stairway, where I no longer stand.”5
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Only two of his daughters accompanied Pedro to Rio. Elisa stayed behind work-ing in Recife, rejoining the family a few weeks later. Shortly after she arrived, she took the civil service examination for the Labor Ministry, an open competition, and earned the highest score in the whole country.

But at that time there were no openings in the Ministry. However, for the fi rst time in their lives, the Lispectors had connections. These came in the shape of the extravagantly named Agamemnon Sérgio de Godoy Magalhães, a Rec-ife politician who had been sitting next to his friend João Pessoa when he was gunned down in the Confeitaria Glória. On the back of the ensuing revolu-tion, Magalhães had managed to become minister of labor. Before reaching this exalted position, he had been a geography teacher at the Ginásio Pernambucano, where his students included Clarice and Tania Lispector.

Tania decided to help her family, and she proved a well-chosen ambassadress. With her full fi gure and black hair, the twenty-two-year-old Tania was “sensu-

ous,” a neighbor remembered, “voluptuous, like a gypsy.”6 In her nicest dress, she went to the ministry in downtown Rio. “I explained that Elisa had come in fi rst, and that she needed to work, that we needed to help our father because our mother had died,” Tania remembered. “And he remembered me and Clarice 
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from Recife, and promised to help us.”7 With a nod from the minister, Elisa was hired by the Ministry, where she would spend the rest of her working life.

This promising start was diffi cult for Pedro to follow. He had come to Rio to improve the family’s fortunes, but he was barely more successful there than he had been in Recife. In the new city he sought work in commerce, as a sales re presentative, but had trouble fi nding a good job. For a time it seemed that another kind of happiness was in the cards, when, for the fi rst time since Mania’s death, he met a woman. There was talk of marriage, but the woman apparently thought he had money and left him when she discovered he didn’t: another humiliation in a life that had already offered plenty.

Elisa’s income took off some of the fi nancial pressure, and at the beginning of 1938 Tania, too, found a public service job. In January of that year, Pedro’s hope of fi nding his daughters Jewish husbands bore its fi rst and only fruit, when Tania married William Kaufmann, a furniture salesman and decorator from Bessarabia (today’s Moldova), across the Dniester from the Lispector family’s own home-land. Clarice was impressed by her sister’s choice, who, she thought, looked like 

a movie star. 8 Tania moved from Tijuca, where Pedro had settled the family, to Catete, on the other side of downtown, where she and William found an apart-ment on a street bordering the gardens of the Presidential Palace.

[image: ]

 

Inside that palace, Getúlio Vargas was now Brazil’s absolute ruler. The develop-ment would not have enhanced Pedro Lispector’s optimism. On September 29, 1937, a few months before Tania’s wedding, the army chief of staff called a press conference to reveal a “document of great importance.” The secret service, the general disclosed, had got their hands on a plan for implementing a Communist regime in the country, with the help of “Moscow gold.” A cry immediately went up from the usual quarters—the great landowners, the Integralists, and the mili-tary, along with the frightened middle class—demanding defense of the “Nation 

and its traditions.”9

Just who was behind this devious scheme was made clear by its name: the Cohen Plan. By the time it became obvious that the Cohen Plan, as the name also suggested, was a crude Integralist forgery, it had already achieved its objec-tive. On November 10, Vargas answered the carefully orchestrated outcry to prevent the nation from falling into Muscovite hands. In the name of “national security,” he suspended all political rights, individual and collective; called off presidential elections; disempowered the courts and the independent judiciary; and surrounded both houses of Congress with military police.
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The name of the new regime, the Estado Novo, New State, was borrowed from Portugal. There, in 1933, under the same name, António de Oliveira  Salazar—who encouraged people to call him “God’s Chosen”—had established a regime that would become one of the twentieth century’s most enduring tyr-annies. There were other inspirations for Vargas’s coup, especially Mussolini’s Italy, and the constitution sanctifying his seizure of power became known as the polaca because it was said to be modeled on that of Poland.

The word polaca had a different connotation, however. In Rio de Janeiro, “Polish girl” meant whore, and many of the prostitutes in Rio—as in São Paulo, 

Montevideo, and Buenos Aires—were in fact from Poland and were Jewish. 10 Many were the orphans of the Great War, women who had not, like the Lispec-tor girls, managed to escape safely abroad. Such girls, or those whose families had been reduced to destitution, were completely uneducated and easy enough to lure away to South America on the promise of marriage or a new life abroad. “The Man from Buenos Aires,” in Scholem Aleichem’s story of that name, was a pimp, a member of a fearsome Jewish mafi a known as the Zwi Migdal, fi rst based in Buenos Aires and which, when things heated up there, moved to Rio. For a time, it controlled the white slave trade in South America.

The Jewish presence in this business had not, of course, gone unremarked, and the existence of Jewish prostitutes and pimps was a prominent item on the Integralists’ list of complaints against the Jews. In fact, on June 7, 1937, before the Cohen Plan and the Estado Novo, a secret circular was in force to bar all Jews, including tourists and businesspeople, from entering Brazil. This was not only the work of Integralists. It refl ected the broad anti-Semitism in the upper 

echelons of the Brazilian Foreign Ministry, as well as in the government.11

This anti-Semitism was generally not, as for example in Argentina, translated into attacks on the Jews who already lived in Brazil. As Getúlio Vargas would go on to prove, the offi cial Brazilian attitude was much more slippery. Even people who in their public life were quite determined to enforce anti-Semitic policies could be helpful to individual Jews—in part because it probably didn’t always occur to them, in a country with a tiny Jewish population, to wonder whether the people they were dealing with were Jews. An example was none other than Agamemnon Magalhães, minister of labor, who was willing to lend a hand to Tania and Elisa Lispector even as he was agitating within the cabinet to keep 

Brazil closed to the increasingly desperate refugees from Nazi Germany.12

Brazil was, in any case, far from unique in denying refuge to these people. Other large countries—the United States, Canada, Britain, Argentina, South Africa, Australia—as well as a host of smaller countries, from Ecuador to Liberia, shut their doors to the European Jews. Brazil grudgingly allowed in a  few—between 
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1933 and 1942 almost twenty-fi ve thousand Jews legally entered Brazil—though 

the Vargas regime considered Jewish immigration undesirable. 13

In a country under heavy censorship, this undesirability was not advertised. It didn’t need to be. “We knew there were secret protocols to prohibit the entry of Jews into Brazil,” said one Recife Jew. “But they didn’t say there was—we felt it. It was the time of the concentration camps. . . . Sometimes they would say it was because the Jews were intellectuals and not farmers. There were already way too many intellectuals in Brazil. Then they said they wouldn’t bring progress to the country. So they never said Jews can’t get in. We talked about it in the com-

munity. In my house we talked about it.”14
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The Jews paid a high price for Vargas’s grasp for absolute power. There was the price paid by Jewish Communists such as Olga Benário Prestes, the pregnant twenty-eight-year-old wife of the Brazilian Communist leader, deported to Germany and gassed. In the same year, 1936, Clarice’s cousin David Wain-stok, a medical student in Recife, would also pay a price when, on suspicion of Communist sympathies, he was arrested and brutally tortured in Recife. “Brought up in a home where Zionism was the highest ideal, by parents who dreamt the dream of all the Jewish generations, the young Jewish student went a step beyond his parents, attempting to hasten the Jewish prophesies of ‘the end of days’ and ‘the earth shall be fi lled with wisdom,’ ” his father, Israel Wainstok, wrote in his Yiddish memoirs, making an explicit connection between his son’s Zionist upbringing and his thirst for social justice. After his arrest, “a black night descended on our family life. It stretched on and on, so 

many nights, weeks, and months.”15 David’s sister Cecília recalled a climate of terror. Their mother, Dora Rabin Wainstok, had buried all of David’s ques-tionable books behind the house and covered them with cement, perhaps spar-ing the family greater complications; terrifi ed Cecilia, a little girl, was followed to school by plainclothes police. After a year in the very prison that Clarice remembered seeing from her window, across the bridge from her house, he was fi nally released.

At the Ginásio Pernambucano, the school Tania and Clarice had attended in Recife, a certain Father Cabral began denouncing the Jewish girls for 

“seducing Christian boys,”16 and before long Jewish girls were expelled, as the school resolved to concentrate exclusively on educating boys. There are differ-ing accounts of whether this was a direct reaction to Father Cabral’s agitation. But the Jews felt it was aimed at them; because the school was located in their neighborhood, and because it was free to those students who could pass its 
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rigorous entrance examinations, it was attractive to a poor community that put a  premium on education. The Jewish girls were forced to depart only a year after the Lispectors left Recife.
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The equation of Judaism with Communism was potentially as dangerous to the Brazilian Jews as it had been to the Jews of Russia and Germany, though this equation had not, of course, been derived from an objective observance of actual Jews among the ranks of the Communists. As Gustavo Barroso’s formula had it, Communism equaled capitalism equaled Judaism. The Estado Novo took strong steps to repress all three. The Communists had been dealt with after 1935, and, as in Mussolini’s Italy and Perón’s Argentina, Brazil’s nascent industries were brought under a corporatist umbrella that did little to stimulate further economic growth.

At a time of world Jewish crisis, for people who had already survived the ter-rible massacres that followed the First World War and the Russian Revolution, any hint of repression would have been demoralizing, at the very least. Even Pedro Lispector, low as he was on the totem pole of Brazilian society, was a tar-get of the Estado Novo’s new security measures. “He was a Zionist,” said Tania, “and he raised money for the Jewish National Fund. We had the little box in our house, where we put a coin on every occasion, whenever we could, for the Jews 

in Palestine.”17

This activism in no way distinguished Pedro Lispector from any other Jews, in Brazil or anywhere else; Pedro Lispector’s and Israel Wainstok’s homes were not the only households in which “Zionism was the highest ideal.” Shortly after his arrival in Rio, in March 1935, Pedro had served on the executive committee 

of the Zionist Federation when it was preparing its third national conference,18 unaware that this ideology, which would not have seemed to present much of a threat to Brazilian national security, would soon be banned as indicative of alle-giance to a foreign government. (Of course, in 1937, when the ban took effect, there was no such thing as a Zionist government.) The pushke, the four-inch-tall 

metal box that Tania remembered, was declared “illegal and dangerous.”19 Even the word “Zionism” was banned; one lecturer was forced to refer to “a certain 

idea, well known to all, which Herzl helped to establish.”20

Luckily for the Brazilian Jews, the Integralists overplayed their hand, squan-dering the advantage they had gained when Vargas, adopting much of their rhetoric, cracked down on the Communist Party in 1935 and then, in 1937, instituted the Estado Novo. They resented Vargas’s ban on political parties, which included theirs. Plínio Salgado, their leader, who had always seen Vargas 
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as a useful idiot, decided that it was time to install an Integralist dictator— himself—in his stead.

On the night of May 11, 1938, while Salgado waited in elegance above the fray in São Paulo, an Integralist battalion attacked Guanabara Palace in Rio de Janeiro, while Vargas and his family were asleep inside. Luckily, his gun-toting twenty-two-year-old daughter Alzira, a future friend of Clarice Lispector’s, man-aged to telephone around, rallying the troops, who, after long uncertain hours for the Palace’s residents, brought down the uprising toward noon of the next day. The plotters suffered far less than their Communist rivals. Salgado was dis-patched to cool his heels in Portugal, where Gustavo Barroso soon joined him, and most of the military offi cers who participated in the coup were given token punishments or none at all.

Getúlio Vargas saw no point in retribution. The Integralists, the party of the right, had fumbled in exactly the same way that the Communists, the party of the left, had botched their chances three years before. It was a golden opportu-nity for the dictator to disencumber himself of any signifi cant opposition with-out sullying his own hands. Though the Integralists, and many of their ideas, would return to haunt Brazil, their threat to the country’s Jews was now past.
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The thirst for justice, the “dream of all the Jewish generations” that led the Com-munist idealist Olga Benário Prestes to the gas chamber and David Wainstok to the dungeons of Recife, took Clarice Lispector down another path.

After arriving in Rio de Janeiro in 1935, she spent a short time at a dinky neighborhood school in Tijuca before entering, on March 2, 1937, the prepara-tory course for the National Law Faculty of the University of Brazil. It was a most unusual decision for a woman—there were no more than a handful of female lawyers in the country—just as it was for a student of her background. The legal profession was everywhere in Brazil a preserve of the elite, and no school in the country was more prestigious than the law school in the capital. The girl from the Podolia shtetl was about to enter the top echelons of Brazilian society.

Careerism, however, was not what propelled Clarice into law school. The yearning for justice was bred in her bones. She had seen her mother’s horrible death, and her brilliant father, unable to study, was reduced to peddling scraps of cloth. She had grown up poor in Recife, but she was also aware that her family, despite their struggles, were better off than many. “When I was a little girl,” she later wrote, “my family jokingly called me the ‘protector of animals.’ Because all someone had to do was accuse someone and I would leap to their defense. And I felt the social drama with such intensity that I lived with my heart perplexed by 
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the great injustices which the so-called underprivileged classes suffered. In Recife I visited our maid’s house on Sundays, in the slums. And what I saw there made 

me promise that I wouldn’t let it go on.”21

Her advocacy of the defenseless was so fervent that people started saying she would be a lawyer. “That stuck in my mind,” she wrote, “and since I didn’t have 

any other ideas about what to study, I went to study law.”22 Her father, however, warned against it. He told one of her sisters that he was afraid she would end up thinking too much and fl y off the handle. “Obviously,” she commented in a letter a few years later, “it wasn’t law school that made me like that. But now 

I understand so well what he meant.”23

Clarice had, however, a concrete goal. “My idea—an adolescent absurdity!—

was to study law in order to reform the prisons,” she said.24 This was not a notion plucked out of nowhere, for in those years a movement existed in Brazil to reform the country’s prisons. Its most famous fruit was the House of Deten-tion in São Paulo, a model institution open to visitors from across the world.

The anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss, who made his name in Brazil, came, and so did the Austrian Jewish writer Stefan Zweig, who visited in 1936, discov-ering that “exemplary cleanliness and hygiene transformed the prison into a fac-tory of work. The prisoners made the bread, prepared the medicines, served in the clinic and the hospital, planted vegetables, washed the clothes, made pictures 

and drawings, and took classes.”25

The authorities packed more and more prisoners into the building, and it soon became Latin America’s largest, famed not for prisoners sketching and planting vegetables but for a rate of violence so appalling that its nickname, Carandirú, became a byword for horror. In 1992, the prisoners revolted, a mas-sacre that left as many as 250 people dead, after which the model prison was fi nally shuttered.
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The “tall, thoughtful, rebellious” blonde girl with the strange accent and out-

standing scholastic record made a strong impression.26 At the school where she took extracurricular English classes, one teacher devised a special exercise to dis-cover more about her, assigning an English essay on the question “What do you do during the day?” When Clarice returned a banal recitation of her daily activities, the disappointed teacher said, “I thought you were a painter, or that you played the piano.” A few years later, Clarice ran into the woman again and mentioned that she had published her fi rst novel. “But you were a writer?” the teacher exclaimed. That, she admitted, was what she hoped to learn in assigning 

the composition.27
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But Clarice Lispector was never obvious. She was tentatively taking her fi rst steps as a writer, in secret, “creating her mask,” as she put it, “with great pain. Because to know that from that point on you are going to play a role is a scary 

surprise. It is the horrible liberty of not being. It is the hour of decision.”28 The decision had already been made, though as far as the outside world knew, her energies were directed toward the law school. She took the entrance examination in February 1939, scoring fi rst in her preparatory class and fourth of the three 

hundred candidates nationally,29 and prepared to enter the University of Brazil.

“I was a confused and perplexed adolescent who had a mute and intense ques-tion: ‘what is the world like? and why this world?’ Later I learned many things. 

But the adolescent’s question remained, mute and nagging.”30 From almost before she entered university, she knew that she would not fi nd answers in the law. Her mask had already been chosen when she read Steppenwolf and resolved to become a writer; a brief stint working in a lawyer’s offi ce confi rmed that she had no vocation for paperwork.

In those days, however, not all students entered law school in order to become lawyers; relatively few, in fact, actually ended up practicing law. It was a train-ing ground for infl uential journalists, politicians, diplomats, and businessmen, almost anyone aspiring to a nonscientifi c profession. This was partly because until the year Clarice was born, 1920, giant Brazil did not have a single uni-versity. It had schools of medicine, law, engineering, and so on, but no single institution offering a full range of disciplines. (By contrast, in Spanish America, Lima, Mexico City, and Santo Domingo had universities by the middle of the sixteenth century.) The National Law Faculty—housed in the former Imperial Senate, across from a large park, the Campo de Santana, where large bucktoothed rodents called agoutis wandered across the grass—was the most prominent insti-tution of higher learning in Brazil.

As such, it was open to foreign infl uence, including “scientifi c racism.” Many of the Foreign Ministry offi cials who barred Jewish refugees from Brazil had issued from the school, their outlooks formed by writers such as Arthur de Gobineau, who arrived in Rio on a diplomatic mission in 1870 and loathed almost every aspect of the country, with the single exception of its blond Hab-sburg emperor, Dom Pedro II. Gobineau’s claims that only heavy doses of Euro-pean blood could fortify Brazil’s lamentably dark population found approving audiences inside the school. Related claims by other authors, including the proto-Nazi Houston Stewart Chamberlain, met with sympathy there, too, along with the notion of a strong centralized state that was so important to both the Integralists and Getúlio Vargas. “The intellectual roots of Integralism were not popular,” one scholar writes. “Rather, they sprang from Brazil’s prestigious law 
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faculties, where Integralists, like many of the diplomats in charge of making and implementing immigration policy, frequently linked communism and ‘interna-

tional Jewish fi nance’ in their manifestoes.”31

At the school, one of racial fortifi cation’s leading advocates, Francisco José 

Oliveira Vianna, was himself a mulatto.32 The ideology’s absurdity, however, did not mean it was without consequence, inside or outside the country. But on the other side, a growing chorus condemned the dictatorship’s affi nities with the Axis—and even, increasingly, the dictatorship itself.
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Politics were not the reason Clarice Lispector was never much interested in law school. Her grades, which in secondary school had always been outstanding, were respectable rather than stellar, and on December 17, 1943, she didn’t even bother to attend the graduation ceremony.

She moved on almost before she started. During her fi rst year of university, she had discovered an outlet for her true vocation, and on May 25, 1940, she published her fi rst known story, “Triumph,” in Pan. This was a magazine of a type then popular in Brazil, a general-interest periodical that translated and reprinted all kinds of news, essays, stories, and reportage from foreign publica-tions, alongside contributions from Brazilian writers. Since its fi rst issue, at the end of 1935, its political orientation had changed along with the country’s. In that edition, Pan was unabashedly pro-Fascist. Benito Mussolini was the “man of the issue,” “the most vigorous universal personality of this century,” and amid the carnage of the Ethiopian War the back cover featured a cartoon showing “the heroic crusader, so civilized by Fascism, attacking African barbarity, to liberate, 

disinterestedly, the beautiful black slave.”33

By the time Clarice published her story, that orientation was far in the past, as indeed it was in most of the Brazilian press, heavily censored since the beginning of the Estado Novo. Clarice’s own concerns were closer to home. Appropriately enough for a fi rst story, “Triumph” tells of a beginning writer and his frustra-tions, seen from his lover’s perspective: “He said he needed special conditions in order to produce, to continue his novel, undermined from the very beginning by an absolute inability to concentrate. He went off to try to fi nd the ‘atmosphere.’ ” He has sacrifi ced his girlfriend on the altar of literature, though she remembers hearing him say, “the wide beloved shoulders trembling in a laugh, that it was 

nothing more than a joke, an experience to insert on the page of a book.”34

The short tale includes the unexpected verbal fl ourishes (“the wide beloved shoulders trembling in a laugh”) that would become trademarks of Clarice 
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Lispector’s. And they already include a doubt about the role of literature in life. Clarice mocks the maudlin drama the writer makes of his petty troubles. At the same time, she sympathizes with his torment, as when Luísa, the girlfriend, fi nds a note the writer has left behind: “ ‘I can’t write. I can’t write. With these words I am scratching a wound. My mediocrity is so . . .’ Luísa interrupts her reading. What she had always felt, just vaguely: mediocrity.” In those lines, the young writer’s fear of her own mediocrity comes through, a fear of failure that belies the triumph of the title. That comes when the naked Luísa enters the bath, feels the sensation of the water running over her body in the hot morning sun, and suddenly realizes that he will come back to her. She—the animal, the body, the woman—was stronger than his doubts. Life triumphs over literature.
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It is a skilled performance by a nineteen-year-old girl, as Pedro Lispector would have sensed, proud of his youngest daughter’s appearance in a prominent national magazine. Even if he, like most parents, placed an exaggerated value on the productions of his children, he could not have known that he was witnessing the beginning of one of the most extraordinary careers in twentieth-century lit-erature. Perhaps this pride was a small compensation for the fear and depression he felt at the progress of Adolf Hitler across his home continent, a progress that, in mid-1940, seemed unstoppable. When Russia was invaded, he sought news of his relatives through the Red Cross. There was none.

Despite a life of setbacks, “years of heartbreaks, of fruitless, inglorious struggles,” he had not given up. He loved reading and music. “He often came home radiant: ‘I bought tickets for us to go hear Yehudi Menuhin.’ Or it was Brailowski, or Arthur Rubinstein. It was always thanks to him that we got to go to the theater and hear good music,” Elisa wrote. “He was a dedicated activist: working for the Jewish National Fund, the Keren Hayesod, contributing to help 

the refugees from the war.”35

These were little compensations in a life that was one unremitting battle. “He never knew what it was to spend a single day without worries, without having to work, without having to save,” Elisa wrote. “Simply without having to think about the day a note was due. Because the truth is that Daddy never had any talent for business, and if people thought we had any claims to wealth, it was only because of the fi rmness of his character. Whatever happened, Daddy always paid his bills the day they were due. And the day before if possible, which for 

him was a victory.”36

Like Clarice, Elisa, too, was starting to publish her work. She showed a story to her father, who, after reading it, sat thinking.
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“Let me suggest a topic. Write about a man who got lost, a man who lost 

his way.”

For a while he sat there silently, and then went into his room. He added 

nothing. And I sat there imagining what would have made him feel ship-

wrecked, at what point he had gotten lost in his doubts, oscillating between 

two worlds, lost among different cultures?

Because then Father was in his fi fties, and he had built nothing: All his 

deepest aspirations had remained incomplete. 37

 

In secret, Elisa started gathering notes for a book based on her father’s suggestion.

In August, Pedro had a mild health complaint that led him to a doctor. He learned that his gall bladder would have to be removed, a common surgery scheduled for August 23, 1940. In the Brazil of 1940 any surgery was risky, but his daughters did not think there was any reason to be alarmed. But he returned from the clinic in considerable pain, dying three days later. After a life that had included poverty and exile, the martyrdom of his beloved wife, and the unceas-ing struggle to raise and establish his daughters in a completely foreign country, he was dead at the age of fi fty-fi ve.

“I am going to use a very strong word,” his daughter Tania said. A person of great refi nement and discretion, Tania did not use strong words, so it was all the more surprising to hear her claim that her father was murdered. “It was a routine operation,” she said, her pain and bewilderment audible sixty-six years later. “And then, after he died, we went to the clinic and tried to talk to the doctors. 

They wouldn’t see us, they wouldn’t give us any answers.”38

It was a fi nal defeat in a life that had known little else, a last humiliation for the brilliant Jewish boy from the Ukrainian backwoods, who dreamed of study-ing mathematics and religion and was forced instead into a distant exile, his wife condemned to a slow extinction, his own ceaseless struggle for a better life never gratifi ed. If he had lived a short time longer, he would have seen the sudden, unexpected fame of his beautiful youngest daughter and the emergence of the Jewish state he had dreamed of. Instead, his death was not reckoned important enough to merit an explanation from the doctors who caused it.

A few years later, Clarice wrote a friend, “Once he said: if I were to write, I would write a book about a man who saw that he had lost. I cannot think 

about that without unbearable physical pain.”39
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Once again, Tania stepped into the parental role. She insisted that the newly orphaned Elisa and Clarice move in with her and William, though their 
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apartment, across the street from the gardens of the Catete Palace, was so small that Elisa had to sleep in the living room and Clarice was forced into the tiny maid’s room. There she spent much of her time studying and writing, and in addition to her law studies she soon began working as a journalist.

In those days, few Brazilian women, with the exception of the occasional society lady, worked for newspapers. Those few were of high caliber, however, including the poet Cecília Meireles, who had worked for the Diário de Notí-cias in the 1930s, and the novelist Rachel de Queiroz, who in the next decade 

worked for          40 Cruzeiro . A woman in the newsroom was an unusual phenomenon and required a bit of adaptation; her colleagues, embarrassed to use dirty lan-

guage in front of a woman, had to resort to tapping on the tables instead.41

Clarice’s induction into this world came thanks to one of only three people outside Italy who truly understood Fascism: this, according to no less an author-

ity than Benito Mussolini.42 The all-powerful Lourival Fontes was Getúlio Var-gas’s éminence grise, in charge of the Department of Press and Propaganda, the organ that, through “seduction, bribery, and coercion,” controlled the Brazilian press. He helped certain Jewish refugees, including Stefan Zweig, the Hungarian philologist Paulo Rónai, and the French publisher Max Fischer, even as he shut down Jewish newspapers.

From the Tiradentes Palace, a neoclassical pile in downtown Rio that, until 1937, had housed the now extinct Congress, Lourival Fontes reigned over the Brazilian press. His offi ce ornamented by a gigantic portrait of Vargas—his job 

was to prove that Getúlio “neither peed nor shat”43—the smooth-talking Fontes managed to make overt censorship almost redundant; with the suppression of the Communists and the Integralists, most of the press agreed with the govern-ment anyway, and when they didn’t it was easy enough to rearrange their access to newsprint or public funding. “Living from literary or journalistic talent was 

almost impossible, except if you worked for Lourival Fontes.”44

The Department of Press and Propaganda was the only authorized voice in the country. The dictatorship had taken over Rádio Nacional (Brazil’s most pow-erful), the evening paper A Noite, the news service Agência Nacional, and a host of magazines, including Vamos Lêr! (Let’s Read!), “a publication for its time, a publication for the man of the dynamic and tremulous era of zeppelins, of 

fantastic speed ‘records,’ of ‘skyscrapers,’ and of television.” 45 It was probably at Vamos Lêr! that Clarice Lispector caught the eye of Lourival Fontes. Just as Tania had done when she convinced Agamemnon Magalhães to employ Elisa, Clarice strode into the offi ce of Fontes’s secretary, Raymundo Magalhães Júnior.

“I went with enormous shyness, but I was bold at the same time,” she recalled. “I went to the magazines and said: ‘I have a story, do you want to publish it?’ 
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I remember one time it was Raymundo Magalhães, Jr., who looked at it, read a bit of it, looked at me, and said: ‘Who did you copy this from?’ I said nobody, it’s 

mine. He said: ‘Did you translate it?’ I said no. He said: ‘Then I’ll publish it.’ ”46

This was probably “Jimmy and I,” which appeared in Vamos Lêr! on October 10, 1940. Clarice Lispector is occasionally thought of as a feminist writer, but she wrote few stories as overt. “What could I do, after all?” the protagonist asks. “Ever since I was a little girl, I had seen and felt the predominance of men’s ideas over women’s. Before she got married, according to Aunt Emília, Mother was a fi recracker, a tempestuous redhead, with her own ideas about the freedom and equality of women. But along came Daddy, very serious and tall, who also had his own ideas, about . . . the freedom and equality of women,” Clarice wrote, with an unaccustomed political stridence and verbal clumsiness. Other themes reappear: when the narrator dumps her lover, Jimmy, she thinks, “Well, fi gure it out! We’re just animals. . . . I didn’t think this was an argument, but it made me feel a bit better. I was a little sad when I went to bed. But I woke up happy, 

a pure animal.”47

Perhaps it was the publication of this story that emboldened Clarice to approach Magalhães’s boss. Lourival Fontes may have been a Fascist propa-gandist, but he was also a cultured man with a weakness for beautiful literary women: In the same year he hired Clarice Lispector, he married the poetess Adalgisa Nery. Still, it required some nerve to knock on his door. “In those days,” Tania said, “you didn’t do anything without connections. Nobody showed up and asked for a job. It was all through your cousin or your brother-in-law. 

But Clarice did. He liked her and he hired her.”48

Fontes put her to work at the Agência Nacional, the national wire service, which distributed laudatory news to papers and radio stations all over Brazil. She was fi rst meant to work as a translator, but there were already enough transla-tors, so she was assigned to work as an editor and a reporter, the only woman so employed. Perhaps the only person actually employed at all: her enthusiasm contrasted with the lazy atmosphere of the newsroom. Their job was not, after all, to discover news, but to dress up items from other papers, making it sound 

offi cial before redistributing it to other outlets. 49

It was a young group, and her friend Francisco de Assis Barbosa, then twenty-eight, recalled the impression she made: “A marvelous being. Beautiful, attrac-tive, but completely unpretentious. She always wore white. A blouse and a skirt. A leather belt. Nothing else. Low shoes, maybe sandals. Light brown hair. Ah, yes, long shoulder-length hair. She spoke softly. A slight accent, revealing her Jewish origins. She laughed a lot. She enjoyed life. She was happy with life. She 

was ready to live.”50
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GOD STIRS THE WATERS

 

Among the bored young staff of the Agência Nacional was Lúcio Cardoso, a twenty-six-year-old from a small town who was already hailed as one of the most talented writers of his generation. His father, Joaquim Lúcio Cardoso, had studied engineering but left university without a degree, due to the death of his own father. He then headed into the backlands of the interior state of Minas Gerais, where he enjoyed a period of great prosperity, at one time accumulating eight thousand head of cattle, only to fall into debt and be forced to hand over his fortune to a textile factory owner. After the death of his wife, he created, like Pedro Lispector in Maceió, a soap factory. But his volatile personality brought him trouble with the local merchants, who boycotted his products. His business ventures failed, Joaquim and his second wife, Dona Nhanhá, raised their six 

children in relative poverty.1

Their town of Curvelo was typical of the backwoods of Minas Gerais, a state said to imprint a special character on its inhabitants, and one whose personality occupies a prominent place in Brazilian mythology. The mineiros, the stereo-type goes, are tight-fi sted, wary, and religious; there is a joke that Minas tables have drawers built into them, the better, at the fi rst approach of a visitor, to hide the silverware. It is a place where mannered elocutions play an important role in the local language. Nobody in Minas is crazy, the preferred euphemism is “systematic.” There is a taboo against overt descriptions of medical procedures: “They opened him, and closed him back up” is the most that can be conceded of a surgery. A mineiro, above all, does not draw attention to himself. One native, returning home from São Paulo, recalls his puzzlement at being the object of 

amazed stares. He fi nally realized that he was wearing a red shirt.2
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That was in the capital, Belo Horizonte, one of Brazil’s largest and most mod-ern cities, in the 1960s. Four decades earlier, in the no-name village of Curvelo, it was presumably even easier to provoke a scandal. And nobody did it quite as well as Joaquin and Nhanhá Cardoso’s youngest son, Lúcio, who refused to go to school, was obsessed with movie stars, and played with dolls. This last point especially galled his father, who fought with his wife about it. “It’s your fault,” he would charge, “you brought him up clinging to your skirts, and the result is this queer. Where did you ever hear of a boy playing with dolls? Why doesn’t he like playing with the other boys? He’s a nervous kid who’s never going to amount 

to anything.” 3

It was impossible to keep him in school, but he was curious about everything, and his older sister, Maria Helena, who became the best chronicler of his life,  oriented his reading. He read many of the same authors that Clarice read as a girl, a mix that ranged from Dostoevsky to the romantic novels serialized in the 

newspapers, which Lúcio and Maria Helena followed avidly.4 The family moved to Rio de Janeiro, and he was sent to boarding school, where he was predictably miserable, eventually ending up working at an insurance company, A Equitativa, run by his uncle. “I was always a terrible worker,” he said. “All I did was write 

poetry.” 5

But he was fi nally free and in the capital. He was twenty-two when, in 1934, with the help of the Catholic poet and industrialist Augusto Frederico Schmidt, he published his fi rst novel, Maleita. By the time he published his third novel, The Light in the Basement, two years later, he had attracted the attention of Brazil’s ultimate cultural arbiter, Mário de Andrade, who dispatched a typically colorful letter from São Paulo. “Artistically it is terrible,” Andrade thundered. “Socially it is detestable. But I understood its point . . . to return the spiritual dimension to the materialistic literature that is now being made in Brazil. God 

has returned to stir the face of the waters. Finally.”6
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Since 1826, when the fi rst history of Brazilian literature was published, most Brazilian writers had followed the advice of the pioneer historian who insisted that the country “must remain independent, and seek its only guide in observa-

tion . . . free in its poetry as in its government.”7 That the historian was French and the book published in Paris gave this advice to ignore Europe even more authority. “Whoever examines the Brazilian literature of the present day imme-diately recognizes its primary trait, a certain instinct of nationality,” Brazil’s classic novelist, Machado de Assis, wrote in 1873. “Poetry, novels, all . . . dress 

themselves in the colors of the country.”8
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The result was that Brazilian literature was mostly a literature about Bra-zil, and only to a much lesser degree a literature written by Brazilians. It was local, regional, and patriotic, composed by self-conscious Brazilians dedicated to creating, or opposing, a certain image of Brazil. They celebrated the country’s particularities—its natural beauty, its history, its popular culture, the heritage of the Indian and the African—and they denounced the country’s social problems, its poverty, its injustice, its failure to live up to its apparently limitless potential. Most often they did both.

In this aspect, Brazil’s literature resembles Russia’s. Both colossal countries are part of the Western world and, in an important way, outside it. They have used literature to bridge the seemingly unbridgeable gaps imposed by their history and geography. Their regions are spread across enormous distances; the life of their modern cities is often unimaginable in their backward countryside; their upper classes cannot imagine, except through literature, the lives of their mam-moth underclasses. And their elites, despite their preoccupation with national “authenticity,” were long under the sway of France, which gave much of their literature, even at its most nationalistic, a colonial, derivative fl avor.

In the twentieth century, the trend largely continued, even despite the revolu-tion known as “22,” the Modern Art Week held in São Paulo in 1922. Though not published until 1928, the paradigmatic “22” novel was Mário de Andrade’s Macunaíma, an ironic recycling of many of the old national clichés: Macunaíma himself is an Indian who comes to the big city of São Paulo, and Mário de Andrade’s concern for emancipating the national, Brazilian language from its colonial Portuguese baggage is also typical. Though the novel’s subtitle, The Hero with No Character, is also satirically intended, it nevertheless places the book within the ideological tradition of Brazilian literature, in which people are not shown as fully human but are instead meant to advance or attack one ideo-logical position or another. Mário de Andrade elsewhere defi ned his goal as “to make the Brazilian one hundred percent Brazilian, to nationalize a nation that 

is as yet so lacking in national characteristics.”9 It is a surprising statement from a man who knew better than anyone how many national characteristics Brazil had; he was a pioneer collector of Brazilian art and devoted years to cataloguing the country’s musical traditions.

The urge to “nationalize a nation” found sympathetic listeners in both Com-munism and Fascism, which encouraged artists to look at the national “real-ity.” Writers infl uenced by Communists tended to use their fi ction to denounce class oppression and assert the claims of Brazil’s oppressed workers in the city and, especially, in the country. Fascist-infl uenced writers also discovered, again 
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 especially in the country, the völkische values of the country’s common people. These contrasted, of course, with the “commercialism” of the foreign cities.

The northeast, where Clarice Lispector grew up and where Brazil’s social con-trasts were at their sharpest, was a favorite stage. The years following 1922 saw a blossoming of northeastern-themed novels, “using a Brazilian language within a Brazilian reality,” Clarice Lispector wrote, in one of her rare forays into liter-ary criticism. “This was all the result of 1922. . . . We are hungry for knowledge 

about ourselves, because we need ourselves more than we need others.”10

Yet the quest for this knowledge usually delivered dry books. By using fi c-tion as a vehicle to discover some general truth about some aspect of Brazil, writers sacrifi ced detail for the sweep, the panorama, the grande ligne. It was an inevitable result of the task. As in Germany, where urban intellectuals traipsed through hill and dale in search of some imagined place more “real” than Munich or Hamburg; as in Argentina and Uruguay, where the national gaucho poetry turned out to be written not by gauchos but, in Borges’s words, by “educated people, gentlemen from Buenos Aires or Montevideo,” the attempt to “liberate” Brazil was conducted by educated urban people who decided what they wanted to fi nd before they went out to discover it. It was a Brazil seen from outside in, and the predictable result of the focus on reality was a country just as imaginary as the romantic productions that preceded it.
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Above all, this literature was materialistic rather than spiritual, which is why, despite his reservations about the book’s artistic and social qualities, Mário de Andrade welcomed Lúcio Cardoso’s The Light in the Basement.

God had, indeed, returned to stir the waters. But Lúcio Cardoso was not the fi rst godly writer to appear in the years following 1922. Another was Augusto Frederico Schmidt, Lúcio Cardoso’s fi rst publisher, who in 1928, at twenty-two, published his own collection of poetry entitled Song of the Brazilian Augusto  Frederico  Schmidt. On the fi rst page the poet put to rest the assertion of national-ity in his title:

 

I no longer want love

I no longer want to sing to my homeland.

I am lost in this world.

I no longer want Brazil,

I no longer want geography

Nor the picturesque.
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At the time, Schmidt was running a Catholic magazine called The Order, which attracted writers who would come to be associated, like Schmidt him-self, with the “introspective school.” This was a loose grouping of writers whose concerns were less social and national than internal and spiritual. They included Vinicius de Moraes, later famed as a bohemian poet who married nine times and became an early champion of bossa nova; the beloved poetess Cecília  Meireles; the aristocratic novelist Octávio de Faria, whose enormous thirteen-volume cycle Bourgeois Tragedy is one of the famous unread works of Brazilian literature; and the half-blind Cornélio Penna, whose novel Border appeared in 1936, the same year as The Light in the Basement. “Everything happens on the border between dream and reality, between past and present, between the natural and the pre-natural, between clarity and madness,” wrote a preeminent critic, Tristão de 

Athayde, of the book.11 The description could also serve for the works of Lúcio Cardoso, who was fi rst published by Schmidt—or, for that matter, of Hermann 

Hesse.12 The Catholic faith of many of these writers led some to associate, usu-ally temporarily, with Integralism and to defend certain reactionary proposi-tions, such as militating in favor of silent fi lms.

But Catholicism played a different role in the works of the homosexuals among them, including Mário de Andrade, Octávio de Faria, Cornélio Penna, and Lúcio Cardoso. For these people, the Church was a logical home. Not only because, in Brazil as everywhere else, it was chockablock with gay men, but because of the redemption the Church promised those weighed down by the awareness of sin. These people did not see art as a way of addressing social issues, or of refi ning the national language, or of asserting the preeminence of one political party over another. Their mission was much more urgent: they sought to be saved through art. Writing was for them a spiritual exercise, not an intel-lectual one.

That is what Clarice Lispector, “guilty from birth, she who was born with the 

mortal sin,”13 had in common with Lúcio Cardoso. “Beauty was a quality, not a form; a content, not an arrangement,” one writer has said of the worldview of the poor Jews of Eastern Europe. When he wrote that the “Jews would have been 

deeply puzzled by the idea that the aesthetic and the moral are distinct realms,”14 he might as well have been speaking of the works of Lúcio Cardoso and other gay Catholics, whose frenzied work was in large part an urgent mission to save souls they feared irrevocably damned.

This was also the goal of Clarice Lispector and many other Jewish writers, faced with the silence of a God who, despite their fervent prayers, withdrew from them over and over again. Both were rejects, and both thirsted for the 
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redemption they despaired of fi nding. It is no wonder that Clarice Lispector fell passionately in love with Lúcio Cardoso.
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She was not the only one. Many people fell in love with Lúcio, a friend remem-

bered.15 He was strikingly handsome, brilliantly witty, and endlessly creative. “It just poured out of him!” said another. He would sit in cafés, writing one page after another, tearing one sheet out of the typewriter and immediately beginning 

another.16                                                                   17 He completed his novel Inácio in a mere four days. “What a verbal talent he had, my God, Lúcio Cardoso,” another friend recalled. “And what an ability to work, even though he stayed out all night drinking. He got up early 

and wrote, wrote, wrote. What he published isn’t half of what he wrote.” 18

He was a natural writer, a natural talker, and a natural seducer. On his fi rst meeting with Luiz Carlos Lacerda, a teenager who later became a well-known fi lm director, he scribbled off a poem for him and then took him back to his apart-ment. Lacerda, young and naïve, assumed they would live happily ever after. A few days later, he was devastated when he walked by Lúcio’s apartment in Ipanema, saw the light on, rang up, and got no answer. After waiting a while, he saw another 

boy emerge and understood that he was just another notch on the bedpost. 19

Lúcio never had a lasting relationship. As anguished and tormented as the characters in his books, he apparently never wanted one either, though he was constantly falling in love with different men. When he died, Clarice wrote, “In so many things, we were so fantastic that, if it hadn’t been for the impossibility, 

we might have gotten married.”20 Clarice’s friend Rosa Cass disagrees, seeing a different impossibility. “It wasn’t just that he was gay,” she emphasizes. “They were too much alike. He needed his solitude, he was a ‘star,’ unearthly. The two 

of them would have been an impossible couple.” 21

That did not prevent Clarice from trying. “He’ll never marry you, he’s homo-sexual,” their colleague Francisco de Assis Barbosa told her. “But I’ll save him,” 

Clarice retorted. “He’ll like me.”22 The relationship, needless to say, never got off the ground. This was probably just as well, because anecdotes suggest that Lúcio would have made a diffi cult spouse.

“ ‘Lúcio went crazy, Helena,’ ” a coworker told his sister when she arrived at his offi ce in downtown Rio. “ ‘He sold me a suit because he needed money and now he’s entertaining himself by throwing bills and coins out of the window, half of what I just paid him.’ . . . I went to the window, laughing myself. Below, the Rua Álvaro Alvim was full of people, and more were streaming in every 
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minute, attracted by the noise of the crowd chasing after the money that was 

ceaselessly falling from that miraculous window.”23

The prankishness also had a dark side. Once he told people that he had hired 

someone to kill him, the better to comprehend the feeling of being persecuted.24 He did not need to resort to such theatrics. The tenants’ union in his build-

ing tried to kick him out, in a letter that made reference to Oscar Wilde.25 He himself repeatedly tried to correct his homosexuality, sometimes going so far as to punish himself like a medieval penitent. “This perpetual tendency to self-destruction,” he wrote. “Yes, it has long been inside me, and I know it as a sick 

man comes to understand his own illness.” 26 He began to drink.
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Her encounter with Lúcio Cardoso caused Clarice a fever as intense as her dis-covery of Hermann Hesse had provoked a few years earlier. Under his infl uence, and with the new world opened to her by the university and by her employment as a journalist, she began to write and publish prolifi cally.

Her longest and most ambitious piece of early writing is an enigmatic novella from October 1941, by which time reality had sunk in and she had abandoned 

her former hope of “rescuing” Lúcio.27 “Obsession” introduces a dark character, Daniel, who will reappear at length in her second novel, The Chandelier, and who is almost certainly Lúcio Cardoso, the guide through occult realms.

Clarice tells the story as conventionally as her protagonist, Cristina, lives. One sees the young writer grasping at fi ctional devices, still unsure of her nar-rative footing. Unlike most of her writing, “Obsession” also has a clear tradi-tional plot. “I must tell a bit about myself before I met Daniel,” she writes with uncharacteristic explicitness. “I was always calm and never showed any sign of 

possessing the elements that Daniel developed in me.”28

Cristina had wanted only to “marry, have children, and, fi nally, be happy.” She weds the dull Jaime and lives in a world where “the people around me move peacefully, their foreheads smooth and free of worries, in a circle where habit had long since opened clear paths, in which facts were reasonably explained by visible causes, and the most extraordinary were attributed, not out of mysticism 

but out of convention, to God.”29

Perhaps her disappointed love for Lúcio led Clarice to the skepticism about marriage that returns again and again in her work. In any case, Clarice mocks Cristina’s smug, safe world, which is rocked by a nearly fatal bout with typhoid fever, the same disease that nearly killed Pedro Lispector in Bessarabia. After she recovers, the family sends her to the better air of Belo Horizonte, the capital 
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of Minas Gerais, Lúcio Cardoso’s native province, and places her in a board-inghouse. Free of the cozy certainties of her home, she fi nds herself “suddenly 

thrown into a liberty I had not requested and did not know how to use.”30

At this point in the story, Cristina, like her author, fumbles back to narrative convention. “But I have to start from the beginning, place a little order in this narrative of mine,” she stammers, her disorder provoked by a mysterious fi gure who is also staying in the boardinghouse. She overhears him saying unconven-tional, disturbing things. “Daniel was the danger,” she realizes. “What interests me more than anything else,” Daniel says, “is feeling, accumulating desires, fi ll-ing myself with myself. Accomplishment opens me, empties me, satisfi es me.” She recognizes in him “the destiny of the wanderers of the earth, of those who 

no longer measure their actions as Good and Bad.”31

This amorality will mark many of Clarice’s characters. Her recognition of the random nature of the universe, her knowledge that hers was not a world in which “facts were reasonably explained by visible causes,” had always been pres-ent to her. What, for example, were the “reasonable explanations” for the tragedy of her mother? But for Cristina it is a revelation: Daniel “awakens” her, not least to her animal nature (“my addled eyes, attesting to my animal ingenuity”) but also to her human possibilities. “ ‘To reach one’s potential,’ he said, ‘that is the highest and most noble human goal’ ”—and the state of artistic creation was the 

greatest available joy.32

Cristina, predictably enough, falls madly in love with Daniel, whom she con-siders a genius, and who awakens in her a fi erce latent desire. He warns her, though, that this desire can lead to madness, a “privileged” madness. “Cristina, do you know you’re alive?” he badgers her. “Cristina, is it good to be uncon-scious? Cristina, you don’t want anything at all, do you?” He longed to “breathe 

into my body a bit of venom, of the good and terrible venom.”33

Cristina’s mother becomes ill, and she returns to Jaime. There is no word from Daniel. She grows to fear the madness he has breathed into her and remembers him saying, “You have to know how to feel, but you also have to know how to stop feeling, because if the experience is sublime it can also become dangerous.” Madness looms as she attempts to settle back into the bourgeois routine she had left. “ ‘It’s hot, isn’t it, Cristina?’—Jaime said. ‘I’ve been trying this stitch for two weeks and I can’t do it,’ said Mother. Jaime interrupted, stretching. ‘Imagine, 

crocheting in weather like this.’ ”34

Tormented by guilt—“But my god (lowercase, as he had taught me), I am not guilty, I am not guilty”—she nonetheless longs to reencounter the profundity of real life that she had experienced with Daniel, that “feeling that inside my body 

and spirit there vibrated a deeper and more intense life.” 35 She leaves a cruel note 

104    Why This World

 

for Jaime and returns to Daniel. One day she comes home to fi nd Daniel sullen, and hungry. She discovers that the man who has exercised such fascination over her cannot even prepare his own meals. Her love ferments into contempt, and she returns to her milquetoast husband.

The forty pages of “Obsession” introduce many of the themes Clarice Lispec-tor’s subsequent writing would expand. There is an epiphany that shakes up a humdrum life, awakening the protagonist to the possibility of mystical knowl-edge. There is the condescending view of that conventional, “human” life (“Marry, have children, and, fi nally, be happy”), coexisting alongside a scared awareness that a full embrace of the irrational, “animal” life involves, and even invites, a descent into madness. “Two souls, alas! inhabit my breast,” the  Steppenwolf quotes the lament of Faust, the two souls the artist, breathing in the “good and terrible venom,” strives to unite, always afraid of casting off the  melancholy burden of sanity.

Another theme appears at the end of the story. When Cristina returns to Jaime, she discovers that her absence has killed her mother.
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As she was writing her fi rst stories, Clarice also met many of the “introspec-tive” group, who, along with Lúcio Cardoso, gathered at the Bar Recreio in downtown Rio. She had plenty to do as a journalist and a student, and was any-way little given to literary chitchat, but she nonetheless encountered the slightly older writers—Octávio de Faria, Vinicius de Moraes, and Cornélio Penna— interested, like her, in metaphysics, and through the Agência Nacional she met Augusto Frederico Schmidt, whom she was to interview about industrial fi bers. The admiration she expressed for his poetry caused them to veer off-topic, and 

a long friendship began.36

The Agência Nacional was a government organ, and the young reporter was dispatched to interview her share of generals and admirals and visiting dignitar-ies. Yet a skeptical and irreverent personality shines through even those articles most carefully pitched to fl atter Getúlio Vargas’s regime. A case is the ironi-cally titled “School of Happiness,” a puff piece about Mrs. Darcy Vargas’s new school for fi ve thousand girls, an island of industry and learning based on Father Edward Flanagan’s Boys Town in Nebraska. “They can hardly suspect, Darcy Vargas’s girls, that they are beginning life surrounded by that rarest of senti-ments: that of pure goodness, which asks nothing for itself, wanting only to give,” wrote Clarice with a straight face. “The young women will learn that they 

have the solemn duty to be happy.”37
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Writing only a few months after her father’s untimely death, during a hopeless love affair with a man who could not love her as she desired, Clarice Lispector was understandably skeptical about the ability of an institution to teach hap-piness—and indeed about the very possibility of happiness. Despite her recent successes and the relish with which she pursued her writing and journalism, she was skeptical about other ideas, too.

In A Época, the law students’ magazine, she published a short essay titled “Observations on the Right to Punish” in August 1941. Her interest in crime and punishment, related of course to the notions of guilt and sin that had always preoccupied her, had brought her to law school in the fi rst place. “There is no right to punish. There is only the power to punish,” she wrote. “A man is pun-ished for his crime because the State is stronger than he; the great crime of War is not punished, because beyond the individual there is mankind, and beyond 

mankind there is nothing else at all.”38

This is an extravagant declaration. On a practical, political level, it is an assertion, in a dictatorship, of the fundamental illegitimacy of any state. More fascinatingly, it is an assertion of atheism from one who would become famous as a mystic. By the time she wrote that sentence, Clarice Lispector had already shown the interest in the inner life that had drawn her to Lúcio Car-doso, Augusto Frederico Schmidt, and other Catholic writers. She had been raised by a man whose main talent, she said, was for “spiritual things.” As her early  writing suggests, and the whole of her life would prove, her interests were spiritual rather than material. Whatever material or ideological strains her early writing betrays—the rather strident feminism, for example—would soon  disappear.

Because the story of her life, as a writer and a mystic, is in great part a story of her movement toward God, this initial rejection must be seen as a starting point. It was, in fact, nothing more than what she had already felt when her mother died: “I see myself small, weak, and helpless in the enormous house of my child-

hood, where nobody could help me and where I felt abandoned by God.”39 It is also the point that separates her from her Catholic colleagues. Her rejection of God is quite different from the loss of faith that Christian writers record. Their wavering faith can be ascribed to personal circumstances, interior circum-stances; Lúcio Cardoso’s homosexuality, for example, was an internal character-istic that placed him apart from the teachings of the Church. The impulses that force a Jewish mystic into himself come from outside: the persecution, exile, and  segregation that have haunted so many Jewish generations. “The spiritual experience of the mystics was almost inextricably intertwined with the histori-cal experience of the Jewish people,” Gershom Scholem has noted. Certainly, as 
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a general rule, mystical revolutions follow upheaval: “Mysticism as a historical 

phenomenon is a product of crises.”40

Seeing her parents’ suffering, exile, and ungratifi ed toils, it was easy enough for Clarice Lispector to reject God, or, at the very most, to feel rejected by the God who had withdrawn from her family and her people. “I am Jewish, you know,” she said in a rare declaration. “But I don’t believe this nonsense about the Jews being God’s chosen people. That’s ridiculous. The Germans ought to be 

because they did what they did. How did being chosen ever help the Jews?” 41

It is her only known reference to the Holocaust, and it is typically indirect (“they did what they did”). References to the trauma her family experienced in the Ukraine are equally infrequent and elliptical. Yet the harrowing histori-cal circumstances of her early life are the fundamental point that allies her to the Jewish mystics who preceded her. Like her, they would transform their real traumas into complex allegories that only rarely alluded to the historical circum-stances that produced them.

In Jewish history, in its cycles of catastrophes followed by mystical revivals, God must repeatedly retreat in order for the Jews to blaze different paths to 

him.42 The retreat is terrible. Many will not survive it, including those it does not physically destroy. This is the case of Elisa Lispector, her childhood robbed and her adult life one of pain and solitude.

But a few religious and artistic geniuses transfi gure the horror of their people’s history into their own individual creation. And when they do, because of the tragic consistency of the Jewish historical experience, they will fi nd themselves re-creating the entire ethical and spiritual structure of Judaism. God had to with-draw from Clarice Lispector to allow her to begin her own work of creation.

In August 1941, a year after her father’s death, when she declared that “beyond mankind there is nothing else at all,” God had, once again, turned his face from his chosen people. Hitler was advancing unimpeded across Europe. The girl who had survived one genocide now looked helplessly on as another unfolded.

“In the great cataclysm now stirring the Jewish people more deeply than in the entire history of Exile . . . the story [of Jewish mysticism] is not ended, it has not yet become history, and the secret life it holds can break out tomorrow in you or in me,” Gershom Scholem wrote in May 1941. “Under what aspects this invisible stream of Jewish mysticism will again come to the surface we cannot 

tell.” 43

Two months later Clarice Lispector confessed to Lúcio Cardoso her “great desire”: “To prove to myself and others that I am more than just a woman. I know you don’t believe it. But I didn’t believe it either, judging by what I’ve 
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done up to now. And I’m nothing more than potential—I feel a fresh spring 

within me but cannot locate its source.”44
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When, after her father’s death, Clarice Lispector drifted away from institutional Judaism, she was no more than refl ecting the slow but inevitable dissolution of the religion practiced in places such as Chechelnik. That Eastern European world, where the majority of the world’s Jews had lived at the beginning of the twentieth century, was disintegrating, and in the next couple of years would be irremediably destroyed.

Even without the Holocaust, the traditional society would not have survived. It had already been bled by mass emigration; in Brazil, as in all the countries where the emigrants settled, the economic and social barriers to advancement were nothing like they had been in the Russian Empire. By the second genera-tion, the immigrant Jews entered the middle class everywhere. In those coun-tries, as in the European homeland itself, modern people no longer found the old beliefs adequate. The greatest mass movement in recent Jewish history was Zionism, which, though it heralded the return of the children of Israel to their ancestral home, was a secular nationalist movement surprisingly unconnected to the ancient tradition of Jewish millenarianism.

The loss of the old universe did not go unmourned, nor was it unanimously greeted as an emancipation. It is perhaps in Kafka where one feels with the great-est intensity the Jewish despair at the loss of God. Clarice Lispector’s renuncia-tion of God, in this context, was no more than a refl ection of a loss that the Jewish world as a whole had experienced. And it was all the more cruelly ironic that they were singled out for persecution just as they had lost their old faith. “They could no longer fi nd any meaning in their suffering, or any guilt,” Stefan Zweig wrote. “Those exiled in the middle ages, their ancestors, at least knew why they were suffering: for their faith, for their law. They still had an unbreak-able trust in their God. . . . They lived and suffered in the proud delusion that they were a people chosen by the Creator of the world and of mankind for a 

special destiny and mission.”45

But in 1941 that God was dead. The Torah and Talmud were no longer consoling trees of life, and the immense edifi ce of the cabala, the intricacies of its metaphysics refi ned and elaborated by centuries of mystical geniuses, lay in ruins. Only the facts of exile and persecution, and the thirst for redemption they engendered, were unchanged. It may have seemed a dead end, the same dead 
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end Kafka confronted. But the combination could present a challenge to a per-son with an extraordinary spiritual vocation and the linguistic power to express it. After all, the longing for redemption born of hard persecution had shaped the Jewish mind-set for centuries. When Clarice Lispector began to enunciate her own speculations about the divine, she would echo the writings of earlier genera-tions who sought the eternal amid crisis and exile.


12
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STRAIGHT FROM THE ZOO

 

In Clarice Lispector’s writings, there are echoes of another great Jewish thinker, another product of exile, who faced the death of God and sought to re-create a moral universe in His absence. Thanks to the recent discovery in Clarice Lispec-tor’s library of a French anthology of Spinoza, the connection is not merely speculative, a possible result of a coincidence of historical circumstances. The book comes complete with her annotations and the handwritten date February 

14, 1941.1 Even without this important information, the novel she began in March 1942, Near to the Wild Heart, makes it obvious that she had read Spinoza attentively.

“They could ask him to write articles about Spinoza, as long as he didn’t have to be a lawyer, watching and dealing with those affrontingly human people, walking by, shamelessly exposing themselves,” one long passage begins. (The “he” is the law student Otávio, the future husband of the protagonist, Joana.) He makes annotations:

 

The pure scientist stops believing in what he likes, but cannot keep him-

self from liking what he believes. The need to like: the sign of mankind. 

—Do not forget: “the intellectual love of God” is the true knowledge and 

excludes any mysticism or adoration. —Many answers are found in affi r-

mations of Spinoza’s. In the idea for example that there can be no thought 

without extension (aspect of God) and vice-versa, is not the mortality 

of the soul confi rmed? Of course: mortality as a distinct and reasoning 

soul, clear impossibility of the pure form of St. Thomas’s angels. Mortal-

ity in relation to the human. Immortality through the transformation in 
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nature.—Inside the world there is no room for other creations. There is 

only the opportunity for reintegration and continuation. Everything that 

could exist, already does. Nothing else can be created, only revealed.2

 

This passage is noteworthy in many ways. It is not very well digested, fi rst of all: parts are lifted almost verbatim from the notes in the back of her copy of Spinoza (“Inside the world there is no room for other creations. There is only the opportunity for reintegration and continuation. Everything that could exist, already does,” for example.) Though it has somehow escaped the attention of her many commentators, it is by far the longest citation to be found in her extensive body of work, which otherwise includes only a handful of quotations, these rarely more than a sentence or two. The rather dry recitation is unusual, a staccato presentation interesting because it also, in a few lines, offers a list of many of the philosophical preoccupations that Clarice, throughout her life, would so vividly animate and illustrate.

The list goes on: “If it is true that the more man evolves, the more he tries to synthesize, abstract, and establish principles and laws for his life, how could God—in any sense of the word, even in that of the conscious God of the reli-

gions—how could God lack absolute laws for his own perfection?”3

Clarice will often mock this “conscious God of the religions,” but only because she so desperately longed for the same perfection and assurance that Spinoza, too, had rejected as impossible.

 

A God possessed of free will is lesser than a God with a single law. In the 

same way that a concept is all the more true when it need not transform 

itself when faced with every individual case. God’s perfection is proven 

more by the impossibility of miracles than by their possibility. For the 

humanized God of the religions, to perform miracles is to commit an 

injustice—at the same time thousands of other people require the same 

miracle—or to recognize a mistake and correct it—which, more than an 

act of goodness or a “proof of character,” means having made a mistake in 

the fi rst place.—Neither comprehension nor will belong to the nature of 

God, Spinoza says. That makes me happier, and leaves me freer. Because 

the idea of a conscious God is horribly unsatisfying.4

 

Perhaps Clarice was thinking of her mother as she wrote these lines, remem-bering her own failure to generate a miracle: the idea that a “conscious God” had saved someone else instead might have been unbearable. An unconscious God would have been a bit more satisfactory, at least on an intellectual level: 
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God had not, for example, actively killed her mother. She concludes with one of Spinoza’s most famous sentences, one for which Near to the Wild Heart, with its emphasis on the wild energy pulsing through the universe, might have stood as an extended poetic metaphor: “He would garnish the top of the study with a literal translation from Spinoza: ‘Bodies are distinguished from one another in respect of motion and rest, quickness and slowness, and not in respect of 

substance.’ ”5

Clarice’s philosophical involvement with Spinoza was not a matter of copying down phrases and then forgetting them. His thoughts would be incorporated into her own, and though she would never quote from him at such length, Spi-nozistic phrases recur throughout her work. The Chandelier, her second novel, also contains a near-quote from Spinoza: “In order to be born, things must have life, since birth is a movement—if we say that the movement is only necessary for the thing giving birth, a thing cannot give birth to something outside its own nature and therefore always gives birth to something of its own species and so it 

is with movements as well.”6 In her third novel, The Besieged City, we fi nd the line “Error was impossible—everything that existed was perfect—things only 

begin to exist once they are perfect.” 7 She repeated this two decades later, in An Apprenticeship or the Book of Pleasures: “Everything that existed was of a great 

perfection.”8
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These concepts may seem abstruse, but Clarice returned to her paperback Spi-noza many times in the following years. Was it simply for these ideas, or was it for a moral and philosophical model? As portrayed by Arnold Zweig, who wrote the book’s long introduction and whose more famous brother Stefan had killed himself near Rio only a month before Clarice began writing Near to the Wild Heart, Spinoza was a secular saint. His exhortations to remain true to one’s own nature would have resounded with Clarice; his “grandiose pantheism had exercised a particular infl uence upon poets and poetic natures, and on those of 

Faustian temperaments.”9

Her parents were dead, and in Rio de Janeiro there was no body concerned, as in Spinoza’s Amsterdam, with enforcing orthodoxy. She did not have to break with any traditional strictures, as Spinoza had. Yet they shared certain impor-tant biographical similarities. Spinoza’s parents were Jewish exiles from Portu-gal who had arrived in Amsterdam ten years before he was born. He lost his mother when he was six and would spend his whole life mourning her. (Arnold Zweig attributed Spinoza’s famous formula “Deus sive natura”—God: that is 
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to say, nature—to this early loss. The idea “magically and mystically elevates to a principle of the world this alliance and this marriage, whose destruction had 

been the dark star of his childhood.”) 10 They both lost their fathers when they were twenty, and both left organized Judaism after their father’s death. They were both thwarted in their fi rst love, Clarice for Lúcio and Spinoza for his teacher’s daughter. And both impressed others as being “aristocratic” and, tell-ingly,  “foreign.”

Perhaps these similarities drew Clarice close to the great philosopher, in whom she found a confi rmation of her own rejection of “the humanized God of the religions,” that conscious God who actively meddles in human affairs. It must have come as a relief to her, whose life had made her well aware of the absurdity of relying on miracles, or any other interventions. “The idea of a conscious God 

is horribly unsatisfying,” she wrote. 11

What was real was the divine eminence that manifested itself in the amoral animal nature, the “wild heart” that animated the universe. For Spinoza as for Clarice Lispector, fi delity to this divine inner nature was the noblest goal of all.
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“I meant to cry on the journey, because I always get nostalgic for myself. But luckily I’m a good healthy animal and slept very well, thanks. ‘God’ calls me to him, when required,” Clarice wrote Lúcio Cardoso in July 1941. She was in Belo Horizonte, where Lúcio had spent part of his childhood, and her impressions of the place were not fl attering. “The women here are almost all dark and short, with straight hair and listless expressions. Anyway, you almost only see men on the streets. Apparently the women betake themselves to their homes to do their duty, giving the world a dozen kids a year. The people here look at me as if I had 

come straight from the Zoological Gardens. I agree entirely.”12

In 1941, her reporting job brought her there and to several other destina-tions, including to the old hill station of Petrópolis in the mountains above Rio de Janeiro, where Stefan Zweig had arrived in September and would kill himself in February. The city was the resort of the nineteenth-century emperor Dom Pedro II. He escaped the awful heat of the seaside capital in a large pink pal-ace that Getúlio Vargas was busily restoring as the Imperial Museum, sprucing up the temples of previous dynasties having been a hobby of dictators since at least Egyptian times. Clarice was one of the museum’s fi rst visitors—the public wouldn’t be admitted until 1943—and on May 1, 1941, covering the Labor Day celebrations for the Agência Nacional, she got to meet Getúlio Vargas himself.

Throughout the year, she published her writing, not only in the provincial organs that ran the Agência Nacional’s stories but also in the capital’s literary 
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magazines, where her stories, and at least one poem, appeared.13 “There was a paper, Dom Casmurro,” she remembered. “I took some . . . some things over there. Just like that, without knowing anyone. . . . They loved it, they thought I was gorgeous! They said I had the prettiest voice in the world! And they pub-

lished it. And they didn’t pay. Of course! Of course!” 14

The pages of Dom Casmurro give an idea of the interests of Rio de Janeiro’s lettered classes at that time. The paper was serious but playful—the women’s pages carried articles about how to whiten one’s teeth—and refl ects the very serious position literature still enjoyed in Brazilian society. There are articles on the origins of Nietzsche, the death of Christ, the animal in painting, Peruvian popular poetry, “Our Mother, Greece,” and “Let’s talk about Freud.” There are articles of local interest, about the sermons of Padre Antônio Vieira, the novels of Eça de Queiroz, the baroque churches of Minas Gerais, and “The Academy and the Brazilian Language.”

It is a wide range, but despite its catholicity of interest, there is no mention of politics, and the only cause the paper espoused, amid a world war, was a campaign, week after week, to raise money to provide the poet Castro Alves with a properly glorious tomb. In an atmosphere of censorship and Brazilian neutrality, the paper expressed its political orientation obliquely, with a heavy emphasis on French culture (“Vigée Le Brun,” “Recalling Pierre Loti”), includ-ing articles published in French. This was the culture Brazilians had traditionally admired and, as such, would have raised few eyebrows among the censors. With Getúlio Vargas still fl irting with both sides, that was the best the editors of Dom Casmurro could do.
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By July 1941, when she wrote Lúcio Cardoso from Belo Horizonte, Clarice had abandoned her attempt to “save” him from his homosexuality. “PS,” she wrote at the end, hinting at a more compromising earlier communication, “you don’t have to ‘tear up’ this letter.” The twin disasters of disappointment in love and losing her father, combined with the pressures of school and her demanding job, had taken a toll. For the fi rst time in her life she was hospitalized for depression, prescribed “sleep therapy,” in which drugs induced her to sleep for most of a 

week.15 The practice was thought to help the body recover from stresses both physical and psychological. By the end of the year, she picked up enough to begin a new romance with a law school colleague, Maury Gurgel Valente.

Maury’s past was as colorful, if not as terrible, as hers. His mother, Maria José Ferreira de Souza, known as Zuza, was the daughter of a rubber baron from the Amazonian state of Pará. Like many others, and indeed like the entire 
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 Amazonian economy, he was ruined when Brazil lost its monopoly on rubber, unable to compete with slave labor in the Belgian Congo and the plantations the British began with seeds smuggled out of Brazil. After the dramatic theft of the seeds, and the even more dramatic attempts of botanists at Kew Gardens in London to discover how they could be transplanted, Britain’s tropical colonies, especially Malaya, began growing rubber in great quantities. By World War I, the economy of northern Brazil was a shambles, leaving such famous monu-ments as the sumptuous opera house, the Teatro Amazonas, in the ephemeral boomtown of Manaus.

Once the seeds started sprouting in Malaya, Zuza had to earn a living. The daughter of a rich businessman, she had lived in France for fi ve years and in England for another fi ve, and the skills she learned there could be parlayed into a decent living as a language teacher back in Brazil. These early travels seem to have instilled a diplomatic vocation in the family: her brother, Glauco  Ferreira de Souza, died as Brazilian ambassador to La Paz, and all three of her sons—Mozart Jr., born in 1917; Maury, born in 1921; and Murillo, born in 1925—became ambassadors.

Zuza’s husband, Mozart Gurgel Valente, was a dentist from a family of pro-vincial gentry in Aracati, in the northeastern state of Ceará. Their sons were born in Rio de Janeiro, but the boys grew up in a place remote and exotic even by Amazonian standards: the territory (now state) of Acre, on the Bolivian bor-der. Dr. Mozart went there to try to rescue one of Zuza’s father’s last remaining rubber plantations, spending years laboring in vain. Eventually, they returned to Zuza’s hometown of Belém do Pará, an important city at the mouth of the Amazon.

Maury started law school in 1938, and by the end of 1941 he and Clarice were a couple. She departed for a couple of weeks’ sojourn at a secluded resort in the state of Rio de Janeiro in January 1942, and they wrote each other almost every day. His letters to her reveal a combination of timidity and admiration in a sensitive young man fascinated by literature even as he prepared for a life in the bureaucracy. “I end letters like this,” he wrote her, “ ‘I have the honor to repeat to Your Excellency the protests of my highest esteem and most distinct consid-eration.’ What a crock,” he lamented. “Only one thing would do me good right now. To fall asleep with my head on your lap, while you whispered sweet tasty 

nothings to help me forget the rottenness of the world.” 16

His love for his fellow law student is tempered by the insecurity her superior intelligence provokes. He is unsure about his writing: “Warning to readers: Mor-

tal danger—This letter is full of bad literature,” he writes in one letter. 17 A few 
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days later he adds, “I request ‘Teach’ to underline all the childish expressions in 

my letters, so I can correct them.” 18

She, in return, writes tenderly: “How are you, sweetheart? How are your 

hands?” 19 And again: “Curious little rat, your hands in mine are always a nice 

dose of humanity, don’t you think?” 20 At the same time, she inevitably engages in philosophical speculations of the kind that intimidate her adoring young boy-friend: “Why not give oneself over to the world, even without understanding it? It is absurd to seek an individual solution. That is spread out among the centu-ries, all mankind, all nature. And even your greatest idol in literature or science did nothing more than blindly add another element to the problem. Another thing: what would you, you individually, do if not for the evil in the world? Its absence would be the ideal for all mankind, as a whole. For a single person, it 

wouldn’t be enough.”21

He tries to bring her back down to earth, back down to his humble level. “I have to confess,” he writes her after reading her last letter, “that as I read it, I got smaller and smaller. . . . That letter wasn’t for me, it was a pamphlet directed to all humanity. . . . I’m much simper than that. My wretched little worrying has nothing to do with the great problems. Oh! Goddess Clarice! . . . Don’t terrorize me with your anti-aircraft guns—I fl y too close to the ground—all you have to 

do is reach out your hand to grab me.” 22

“I laughed a lot when I read your letter,” she responded. “I could have expected an answer like that. But the truth is: I wasn’t trying to make myself huge or intelligent.” She alluded to a particularly negative description of herself: “When I told you I was egocentric, I wasn’t just saying so. I really am. And lots of other, even worse, things. . . . I was never very open or sweet. I’m not sure if certain circumstances in my life made me that way, clumsy when it comes to confessions. And proud (why, my God? . . . I’m laughing, don’t be scared—it’s 

nothing tragic).”23

She recalled the source of her annoyance to Tania: “There was a fi ght between us because he interpreted a letter I sent him as literary. You know that’s the thing that can offend me the most. I want a regular life and that’s why I try to separate it from literature.” Her letter seemed spontaneous and natural to her, and when Maury acted overwhelmed, she even went so far as to write breaking off their 

relationship. 24

But after the disappointment with Lúcio, who was older, sexually unattain-able, and an established writer, she must have welcomed the frantic attentions of Maury, younger, less intellectual, and madly in love with her. Yet she also seems to have kept him at a certain distance. “You don’t have any other objections to 
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me, besides the ones that just arrived all typed up?” the besotted boy asked anx-iously a few days later. “I don’t think you do, because if you did you would tell 

me, right? . . . Can I still call you my girlfriend?” 25
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She must have given him the green light, because the romance continued. Another obstacle did not depend on either of them. In August 1940, Maury passed the foreign service examination and entered the diplomatic corps, his offi cial inauguration pending his graduation from university. At the time, Brazil-ian diplomats were not allowed to marry foreigners, and Clarice Lispector was still a foreigner. She could not request Brazilian nationality until her twenty-fi rst birthday, December 10, 1941.

Soon thereafter, with the help of her old family friend Samuel Malamud, a native of Podolia who was now a lawyer, she started preparing the paperwork. Because of the war and her desire to marry, there was some urgency to her request, as her surviving letters to Getúlio Vargas demonstrate. She wrote the president, and then waited almost half a year before addressing him again. This step was necessary because Vargas––in a fashion reminiscent of Nicholas II, who, as his enormous empire crumbled, busily devoted his personal attention to each and every individual who petitioned to change his name––wondered in writing why it had taken the applicant so long to apply for naturalization. “As soon as I reached my majority and, with it, acquired the right to apply [for Brazilian nationality] I hastened to do so immediately, and it took me only three months to fi nalize a process that almost always requires a year of effort,” she wrote the “Chief of the Nation,” of whose “proverbial magnanimity” she professed herself 

a “sincere admirer.”26

In her fi rst letter to him she described herself as

 

a twenty-one-year-old Russian who has been in Brazil for twenty one years 

minus a few months. Who does not know a single word of Russian but 

who thinks, speaks, writes, and acts in Portuguese, making of this language 

her profession, and basing upon it all her plans for the near and distant 

future. Who has neither father nor mother—the former, like the sisters of 

the undersigned, a naturalized Brazilian—and who for that reason feels 

in no way connected to the country she came from, not even through the 

stories she has heard about it. Who, if she was forced to return to Russia, 

would feel irredeemably foreign there, without a friend, without a profes-

sion, without a hope.27

Straight from the Zoo    117

 

She does not linger on “the stories she has heard about it,” which  presumably would not have fortifi ed her desire to return; and when Malamud suggested she would not be granted naturalization, his client burst into tears, before he 

assured her he was joking.28 In her letter to the president, she regretted that her youth had prevented her from having lent any great services to the nation, but she pointed out that through her work in the offi cial press she had aided “in the 

distribution and propaganda of Your Excellency’s government.”29

Her petition was supported by the man who was now her boss, André  Carrazzoni, director of the newspaper A Noite. “Clarice Lispector is a smart girl, an excellent reporter, and, in contrast to almost all women, actually knows how 

to write,” he assured a friend in the Ministry of Justice. 30

These appeals had their desired effect, and on January 12, 1943, Clarice Lispec-tor was naturalized. Eleven days later, she married Maury Gurgel Valente.
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In a notebook recording conversations with her young son Pedro, Clarice remem-bered him asking, “The fi rst time you saw my father (he corrected himself and said) the fi rst time you saw Maury, was he a stranger to you?” Clarice answered, “He was.” Pedro persisted: “But you wanted to marry that stranger?” She said 

she did. Her son retorted, “Did you marry the person you wanted?”31

She left the question unanswered, at least in the version she recorded, which begs the question of how she felt about the marriage. There was her love for Lúcio Cardoso, which would last the rest of their lives, but she knew a sexual relation-ship with him was not in the cards. Her letters from early 1941 make it clear that she felt very affectionately toward Maury, and he was certainly in love with her.

But not everyone thought the marriage was a good idea. “Elisa was dead-set against it, because he was a goy,” said Tania, who used legalistic arguments to bring her older sister around. “I said that Father was the only one who could forbid it, and he was no longer with us. Besides, Clarice was now an adult and could decide for herself.” Her father, Tania thought, would have opposed the match, at least at fi rst. But if he had been convinced that marrying Maury was what Clarice really wanted, he would have come around. Still, other family members were also uncomfortable about the match. Bertha Lispector Cohen asked how her cousin felt about marrying a Catholic. “I don’t see a solution for the Jewish question,” Clarice replied, ambiguously as usual. Bertha’s brother Samuel said the resistance to her marrying a non-Jew came more from fear than 

from ethnic or religious pride.32 The Jews did not trust the goyim, and in 1943, they had good reason.
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At the time, it was extremely rare, indeed almost unheard of, for a Jewish girl in Brazil to marry outside the faith. Far more than lengthy citations from  Spinoza, the marriage was a declaration of her independence from the com-munity that raised her. Perhaps the sisters feared the family’s disapproval, which is why few family members were present at the civil ceremony. Maury’s parents came, but the Wainstok family, then living in Niterói, across the bay from Rio de Janeiro, learned about the wedding only when Elisa and Tania made a trip across to tell them. The witnesses were not relatives but the bride and groom’s bosses: André Carrazzoni, the director of A Noite, who had helped Clarice with her naturalization, and Dora Alencar de Vasconcellos, one of the earliest women to enter the foreign service, whom Clarice would reencounter in the United States many years later.

But the main skepticism about the marriage was Clarice’s own. The doubts that nagged her had little or nothing to do with questions about Maury or about marrying outside of her own community. They were about marriage itself. It is, in fact, remarkable how many of her early stories, many written before she met Maury, express this skepticism. In “Obsession” there is the dismissive description of the unimaginative Cristina’s future plans (“Marry, have children, and, fi nally, be happy”), in “Jimmy and I” the fear of how marriage limited women (“Mother [had] her own ideas about the freedom and equality of women. But along came Daddy, very serious and tall, who also had his own ideas, about . . . the freedom 

and equality of women”).33 In “The Escape,” a story from 1940, a housewife fl ees her home: “She had been married for twelve years and three hours of free-

dom had almost entirely restored her to herself.”34 But it is impossible to pry oneself free of the marriage trap. Like Cristina in “Obsession,” who after her thrilling experiences with Daniel fi nally returns to her dullard husband, Jaime, the woman in “The Escape,” without the money to support an independent life, returns home, defeated, as well.

In “Gertrude Asks for Advice,” a teenage girl seeks a doctor’s help with her screaming existential doubts: “I came to ask what to do with myself,” as she puts it. More than anything else—already with a sense, her author’s as well, that she had a genial vocation and destiny—she wants the world to “fi nally see that she was someone, someone extraordinary, someone misunderstood!” Faced with this explosion of vitality, the doctor simply says, “You’ll get over it. You don’t need to work or do anything extraordinary. If you want—he was going to use his 

old ruse and he smiled—if you want, you should fi nd a boyfriend.” 35


13

 

[image: ]

 

HURRICANE CLARICE

 

Much of Near to the Wild Heart, the novel Clarice wrote from March to Novem-ber 1942, the year preceding her marriage, is a meditation on its impossibility. “The Marriage,” the opening chapter of the second part of the book, starts with Joana, the wild heroine, daydreaming. She knows her fantasy, about standing atop a staircase, is nonsense—“Absurd. So it was a lie”—but she wants to keep on dreaming nonetheless, and when she is interrupted by her husband she strug-gles to recapture it. “She stopped moving for a moment and only her eyes were batting quickly, searching for the sensation. Oh yes,” Joana dreams, before the dream vanishes and she is back to her life with Otávio, a mediocre intellectual 

who is writing a book on common law.1

“What an animal,” she thinks, looking at Otávio—the word, as always in Clarice, ambiguous—and the force of her thought jolts him. “He interrupted his reading and looked at her terrifi ed, as if she had thrown something at him.” Joana, however, is satisfi ed that she has stirred him to feel something, and she realizes that she hates him. “It was his fault, she thought coldly, waiting for another wave of anger. It was his fault, it was his fault. His presence, and more than his presence: the knowledge that he existed left her without freedom,” Joana thinks. Her rage crests and then passes, but “she thinks: even so, in spite 

of death, I will leave him someday.”2

Joana, elemental, passionate, and cruel (“like the devil,” “the snake”), exerts a fascination over Otávio that he himself mistrusts. The fi rst time he sees her, she is stroking the belly of a pregnant dog. “She had a hard and crystalline quality that simultaneously attracted and repulsed him. . . . Those lines of Joana’s, frag-ile, a sketch, were uncomfortable. Full of feeling, with open eyes, incandescent. 

120    Why This World

 

She wasn’t overly pretty or refi ned. Even her sensuality must have been different from his, excessively luminous,” he thinks. He leaves his childhood love, Lídia, for Joana, who is haunted by a “fear of not loving, worse than the fear of not 

being loved.” 3

Joana’s marriage to Otávio founders, and he returns to Lídia, who gets preg-nant. Joana invites Lídia over for what the pregnant woman expects will be an animated discussion, only to fi nd that Joana offers no resistance.

 

“Would you like to be married—really married—to him?” Joana asked.

Lídia looked at her quickly, trying to know if there were any sarcasm in 

the question:

“I would.”

“Why?” Joana was surprised. “Don’t you see you don’t gain anything 

by that? You already have everything you’d have in a marriage.” —Lídia 

blushed, but I have no malice, ugly and clean woman. “I bet you’ve spent 

your whole life wanting to get married.”

Lídia made a movement of revolt: she was being touched right on her 

wound, coldly.

“Yes.  Every  woman . . . ”—she  concurred.

“Not me. I didn’t plan to marry. The funny thing is that I’m still sure I 

didn’t get married. . . . I thought more or less: that marriage is the end, after I 

got married nothing else could happen to me. Imagine: always having some-

one next to you, never to be alone—My God!—not to be alone with yourself, 

never, never. And to be a married woman, I mean, a person with a defi ned 

destiny. From that point on all you can do is wait for death. I thought: you 

don’t even have the freedom to be unhappy because you’d be dragging some-

one else down with you. There’s always someone watching, looking you over, 

watching your every move. And even the fatigue of life has a certain beauty 

when borne alone and desperately—I thought. But together, eating every 

day the same saltless bread, watching one’s own defeat in the defeat of the 

other. . . . Not to mention the weight of the habits refl ected in the habits of 

the other, the weight of the shared bed, the shared table, the shared life, pre-

paring and threatening the shared death. I always said: never.”

“Why did you get married?” Lídia asked.

“I don’t know. I just know that ‘I don’t know’ isn’t just my ignorance 

in relationship to this particular case, but regards the basis of things.—I’m 

avoiding the question, soon she’ll look at me in that way I’m already famil-

iar with.—I must have gotten married because I wanted to get married. 

Hurricane Clarice   121

 

Because Otávio wanted to marry me. That’s it, that’s it: I’ve got it: instead 

of asking to live with me without getting married, he suggested something 

else. It’s all the same, anyway. And I was giddy, Otávio’s good looking, 

right? I didn’t remember anything else.—Pause.—How do you want him: 

with your body?” 4

 

Joana tells Lídia, “Stay with Otávio. Have your baby, be happy, and leave me 

alone.” 5 In a dreamlike sequence that recalls Andrey Bely or Kafka—or, even more strikingly, the scenes from Steppenwolf that fi nd Harry Haller wandering the streets, walking into shady doors and striking up hazy conversations with vague and formless people—a featureless man follows Joana through the streets. She goes with him to his house, where he lives with another woman. She returns a few times, and they presumably have a sexual relationship, though Joana never bothers to ask him his name.

At length Joana makes her unhurried way back to Otávio, and when she arrives she scandalizes him, as usual. This time it isn’t so much her wildness, which attracted him away from the placid Lídia in the fi rst place. It is her com-plete indifference to the rules of conventional behavior, her failure to hold him to a standard she does not so much fl out as utterly fails to realize exists. She knew, he learns, and didn’t much care about his affair with Lídia.

 

What . . . , a shaking, gasping rage thrashed around inside him, so she knew 

about Lídia, about the baby . . . she knew and she didn’t say a word. . . . 

She betrayed me. . . . —The asphyxiating weight pressed into him ever 

deeper.—She calmly allowed my infamy . . . she kept on sleeping beside 

me, putting up with me . . . for how long? Why? but great God why?!. . . 

“Wicked.”

Joana jumped, rapidly lifted her head.

“Evil.”

His voice could barely be contained in his swollen throat, the veins in 

his neck and forehead throbbed thick, gnarled, in triumph.

“It was your aunt who called you a snake. Snake, indeed. Snake! Snake! 

Snake!” 6
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What shocks Otávio, and so many other characters in the book—the aunt, for example—is the girl’s amorality, her nearness to the “wild heart.” Joana is an 
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animal, “natural” rather than human. Over the course of the book Clarice com-pares her to a snake, a dog, a wildcat, a horse, and a bird. Joana’s failure to acknowledge or understand the codes of human behavior jolts people. She is never actively malicious; she simply inhabits another world, beyond good and evil, like a pet uncomprehendingly shitting on the carpet.

“Evil is not living, and that’s it. Dying is already something else,” Joana says. 

“Dying is different from good and evil.”7 Joana’s young creator, of course, had reason to reject the conventional morality that had proven so futile in her own experience. The lives of her parents put the lie to any notions of a benevolent order, any illusion of a compassionate personal god who would reward the good and punish the bad.

Yet from her infancy she had been intimately acquainted with the reality of evil. Aware of what happened to her raped mother, her murdered grandfather, and her ruined father, amid the greatest disaster in the history of her people’s long history, how could she proclaim that evil was nothing more than “not liv-ing”? It is easy to understand why Clarice, and Joana, would be indifferent or rebellious. But this pure rejection of morality, which includes a rejection of the notion of evil itself, begs other questions.

Here we see the unmistakable imprint of Spinoza, who equates Nature with God and both with an absence of good and evil. “All things which are in Nature, are either things or actions. Now good and evil are neither things nor actions. 

Therefore good and evil do not exist in Nature,” he wrote. 8 As a child of Nature, Joana is neither good nor evil, and does not even seem aware of these categories. Like Joana, Nature has “positive” attributes, freedom, for instance, alongside the “negative”: Joana is violent, thieving, aggressive.

A Spinozistic conception of Nature implies that the same rules that apply to man apply equally to God, who is no longer a moral being, bound by notions of good and evil, meddling in human affairs, rewarding and punishing, but a phil-osophical category equivalent to Nature. This is no longer “the humanized God of the religions,” which Spinoza also calls “superstition” and “inadequate ideas,” and which would have triumphed but for “mathematics which is concerned not with ends, but only with the essences and properties of fi gures, [showing] men 

another standard of truth.”9

In Near to the Wild Heart, Otávio longs for an absurdly humanized god: “To kneel down before God and ask. For what? Absolution. Such a big word, so full of meaning. He wasn’t guilty—or was he? of what?—he knew he was, yet he continued with the thought—he wasn’t guilty, but how he would love to be absolved. Upon his forehead the large fat fi ngers of God, blessing him like a good father, a father made of earth and world, containing everything, 
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 everything, without failing to possess so much as a particle that could later tell 

him: yes, but I didn’t pardon you!”10

In a long prayer-like rumination that is the novel’s climactic passage, there is no longer any question of begging favors from the god of the large fat fi n-gers. Instead Joana pushes her Spinozistic conception further. Just as there is no meaningful separation between man and animal, between Joana and the cat or the snake, neither man nor animal is separate from God, the single, infi nite, and eternal “one substance” that is synonymous with Nature: one substance in constant transition, linked in an infi nite chain of cause and effect.

The idea is the foundation of Spinoza’s thought, and in the ecstatic passage that closes Clarice Lispector’s book it recurs clearly as the narration shifts, almost imperceptibly, from Joana’s third person into the author’s fi rst.

 

What rose within her was not courage, she was substance alone, less than 

human, how could she be a hero and want to conquer things? She wasn’t a 

woman, she existed and what she had inside her were movements lifting her 

always in transition. Perhaps she had once modifi ed with her wild strength 

the air around her and no one would ever notice, perhaps she had invented 

new matter with her breath and didn’t know it, only felt something that 

her little woman’s head could never understand. Throngs of warm thoughts 

burst out and scattered through her frightened body and what mattered 

about them was that they concealed a vital impulse, what mattered about 

them is that in the exact instant of their birth there was the blind and real 

substance creating itself, lifting itself, straining like an air bubble from 

beneath the water’s surface, almost breaking through . . . She noticed that 

she had not yet fallen asleep, she thought she would still have to burst into 

fl ames. That it would end at once the long gestation of childhood and 

from her painful immaturity her own being would explode, fi nally fi nally 

free! No, no, there is no God, I want to be alone. And a day will come, 

yes, a day will come in me the capacity as red and affi rmative as it is clear 

and smooth, one day whatever I do is blindly safely unconsciously, walking 

over myself, on my truth, as completely immersed in whatever I do that 

I shall not be able to speak, and especially a day will come in which all my 

movement will be creation, birth, I will break all of the nos that exist inside 

me, I shall prove to myself that there is nothing to fear, that whatever I am 

will always be wherever there is a woman who shares my origins, I will 

erect inside me what I am one day, with one gesture my waves will rise up 

powerful, pure water drowning doubt, conscience, I shall be strong as the 

soul of an animal and when I speak they will be words not thought out 
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and slow, not lightly felt, not full of human will, not the past corroding the 

future,! whatever I say shall resound fatal and entire! there will be no space 

inside me for me to know that time, men, dimensions, exist, there will 

be no space inside me to so much as notice that I will be creating instant 

by instant, no instant by instant: always molten, because then I shall live, 

only then shall I live more fully than in childhood, I shall be as brutal and 

misshapen as a stone, I shall be light and vague as something felt and not 

understand, I shall surpass myself in waves, ah, God, and may everything 

come and fall upon me, even the incomprehension of myself in certain 

blank moments because all I need to do is fulfi ll myself and then nothing 

can block my path to death-without-fear, from any struggle or rest I shall 

rise up strong and beautiful as a young horse. 11
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If, like Joana, the author of Near to the Wild Heart feared that “after I got mar-ried nothing else could happen to me,” she was mistaken. The book, published in mid-December 1943, caused a furor.

When Clarice began writing it, in March 1942, she was still in law school and still working as a journalist. In February, she had transferred to the newspaper A Noite, once one of the glories of Brazilian journalism. Its newsroom shared a fl oor with Vamos Lêr!  The job was less a new one than it was an extension of her previous posting, because like the Agência Nacional (and, for that matter, Vamos Lêr! ), A Noite was now a middling government organ, aiding, as Clarice put it in her petition for naturalization, “in the distribution and propaganda of Your 

Excellency’s government.”12

Some of her colleagues made the move with her. Francisco de Assis Bar-bosa was one, and she turned to him for help with the novel she had begun writing. “Groping in the darkness,” she pieced the book together by jotting 

down her ideas in a notebook whenever they occurred to her.13 To concentrate, she quit the tiny maid’s room in the apartment she shared with her sisters and brother-in-law and spent a month in a nearby boardinghouse, where she worked intensely. At length the book took shape, but she feared it was more 

a pile of notes than a full-fl edged  novel.14 Lúcio Cardoso assured her that the fragments were a book in themselves. Barbosa read the originals chapter by chapter, but Clarice rejected his occasional suggestions with characteristic vividness: “When I reread what I’ve written,” she told him, “I feel like I’m 

swallowing my own vomit.”15

Lúcio suggested a title, borrowed from James Joyce’s Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man: “He was alone. He was unheeded, happy, and near to the wild heart 
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of life.” This became the book’s epigraph, which, together with the occasional use of the stream-of-consciousness method, led certain critics to describe the book as Joycean. The comparison annoyed Clarice. “I discovered the quote, the title of the book, and Joyce himself once the book was already fi nished. I wrote it in eight or nine months, while I was studying, working, and getting engaged—but the book 

has no direct infl uence from my studies, my engagement, Joyce, or my work.”16

Barbosa, who together with Lúcio was one of the book’s fi rst readers, recalled his amazement. “As I devoured the chapters the author was typing, it slowly dawned on me that this was an extraordinary literary revelation,” he said. “The 

excitement of Clarice, hurricane Clarice.”17 He steered it to the book-publishing wing of their employer, A Noite, where it appeared with a bright pink cover, typical for books by women, in December 1943. It was not a lucrative arrange-ment for the new author. “I didn’t have to pay anything [to have it published], but I didn’t make any money either. If there was any profi t, they kept it,” Clarice 

said. 18 A thousand copies were printed; in lieu of payment she got to keep a hun-dred. As soon as the book was ready, she began sending it out to critics.
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“Everyone wanted to know who that girl was,” the journalist Joel Silveira remem-

bered. “Nobody had any idea. Suddenly everyone was talking about it.”19 The reviews still bear witness to the excitement “hurricane Clarice” unleashed among the Brazilian intelligentsia. For almost a year after publication, articles about the book appeared continuously in every major city in Brazil. Sixteen years later, a journalist wrote, “We have no memory of a more sensational debut, which lifted to such prominence a name that, until shortly before, had been completely 

unknown.”20

Clarice Lispector, critics wrote, was “the rarest literary personality in our world of letters”; “something exceptional;” possessed of a “bewildering verbal richness.” “The whole book is a miracle of balance, perfectly engineered,” com-bining the “intellectual lucidity of the characters of Dostoevsky with the purity 

of a child.”21 In October 1944, the book won the prestigious Graça Aranha Prize for the best debut novel of 1943. The prize was a confi rmation of what the Folha Carioca had discovered earlier that year when it asked its readers to elect the best novel of 1943. Near to the Wild Heart won with 457 votes. Considering that only nine hundred copies had actually been put on sale, it was a spectacular number. But it was appropriate to a book A Manhã declared to be “the greatest 

debut novel a woman had written in all of Brazilian literature.”22 Another critic went further: “Near to the Wild Heart is the greatest novel a woman has ever 

written in the Portuguese language.”23
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The author of the last statement, the young poet Lêdo Ivo, sought her out after reading the book. “I met Clarice Lispector at the exact moment she pub-lished Near to the Wild Heart,” he remembered. “The meeting took place in a restaurant in Cinelândia. We had lunch and our conversation strayed from literary matters. . . . The least I can say is that she was stunning. It was autumn, the leaves in the square were falling, and the grayness of the day helped under-score the beauty and luminosity of Clarice Lispector. Alongside the foreign cli-mate was that strange voice, the guttural diction which rings in my ears to this day. I was not yet twenty years old—and, under the impact of her book, felt that 

I was standing before Virginia Woolf or Rosamund Lehmann.”24

The book’s “strange voice,” the “foreign climate” of its unusual language, made the deepest impression on its early readers. It did have certain points of resemblance with earlier Brazilian writing. “Clarice Lispector’s work appears in our literary world as the most serious attempt at the introspective novel,” wrote the dean of São Paulo critics, Sérgio Milliet. “For the fi rst time, a Brazilian author goes beyond simple approximation in this almost virgin fi eld of our lit-erature; for the fi rst time, an author penetrates the depths of the psychologi-cal complexity of the modern soul.” But the affi nity with other “introspective” writers, even those as close to her as Lúcio Cardoso, was superfi cial, as another prominent critic realized when writing that Clarice Lispector had “shifted the center of gravity around which the Brazilian novel had been revolving for about 

twenty years.”25

It is remarkable how rarely critics compared the work to that of any other Brazilian writer. Instead, they mentioned Joyce, Virginia Woolf, Katherine Mansfi eld, Dostoevsky, Proust, Gide, and Charles Morgan. This was not sim-ply because the entire question of Brazil, that “certain instinct of nationality” Machado de Assis considered to be the heart of Brazilian literature, is absent from Near to the Wild Heart. It was that its language did not sound Brazilian. Lêdo Ivo, remembering Clarice’s “strange voice” and “guttural diction,” writes, “Clarice Lispector was a foreigner. . . . The foreignness of her prose is one of the most overwhelming facts of our literary history, and even of the history of our 

language.” 26

Later this language would be naturalized as that of a great Brazilian writer. But for the time being it sounded exotic. “In Brazil we see a certain stylistic conformity,” wrote Antonio Candido, criticizing those writers who, whatever their other merits, think “that the generous impulse that inspires them is more 

important than the roughness of their material.”27 And Sérgio Milliet noted that the wonder of the book was the author’s achievement of “the precious and 

precise harmony between expression and substance.”28
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This is the core of the fascination of Near to the Wild Heart, and of Clarice Lispector. It was not a matter of style versus substance, nor a simple question of emphasis, that separated her from those writers for whom “the generous impulse that inspires them is more important than the roughness of their material.” It was a fundamentally different conception of art. In that fi rst book, she summed up the impulse Candido and Milliet sensed when she wrote, “Vision consists of capturing the symbol of the thing in the thing itself.” The remark was important enough for her to repeat it a hundred pages later—“the symbol of the thing in 

the thing itself ”—and was the heart of her entire artistic project.29

But as the phrase suggests, that project was less artistic than spiritual. The possibility of uniting a thing and its symbol, of reconnecting language to reality, and vice versa, is not an intellectual or artistic endeavor. It is instead intimately connected to the sacred realms of sexuality and creation. A word that does not describe a preexisting thing but actually is that thing, or a word that creates the thing it describes: the search for that mystic word, the “word that has its own light,” is the search of a lifetime. That search was an urgent preoccupation of centuries of Jewish mystics. Just as God, in Clarice’s writing, is utterly devoid of any moral meaning, so does language signify nothing beyond what it expresses: “the symbol of the thing in the thing itself.”
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The unprecedented ovation that greeted Clarice Lispector’s debut was also the beginning of the legend of Clarice Lispector, a tissue of rumors, mysteries, con-jectures, and lies that in the public mind became inseparable from the woman herself. In 1961, a magazine reporter wrote, “There is a great curiosity surround-ing the person of Clarice. She seldom appears in literary circles, avoids televi-sion programs and autograph sessions, and only a few rare people have been lucky enough to talk to her. ‘Clarice Lispector doesn’t exist,’ some say. ‘It’s the pseudonym of someone who lives in Europe.’ ‘She’s a beautiful woman,’ claim others. ‘I don’t know her,’ says a third. ‘But I think she’s a man. I’ve heard he’s 

a diplomat.’ ”30

The beginning of this legend can be dated to Sérgio Milliet’s infl uential essay of January 1944, when he noted the oddness of the author’s “strange and even 

unpleasant name, likely a pseudonym.” 31 When she read the article, Clarice wrote Milliet to thank him for his warm review, and to clear up the matter of her name. “I was prepared, I don’t know why especially, for an acid beginning and a solitary end. Your words disarmed me. I suddenly even felt uneasy at being so well received. I who didn’t expect to be received at all. Besides, the repulsion 
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of others—I thought—would make me harder, more bound to the path of the 

work I had chosen. PS. The name is really my own.” 32

The legend of Clarice Lispector could henceforth be freely embroidered, in part because she was not around to give it the lie. Less than a month after Near to the Wild Heart was published, she left Rio de Janeiro. She would not return for any length of time for almost two decades. The letter she sent Milliet came from Belém do Pará, at the mouth of the Amazon. It was an unusual destination for a diplomat, but Maury was posted there because sleepy Belém, like much of northern Brazil, had suddenly become an essential theater in the war that was consuming the world.


14
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TRAMPOLINE TO VICTORY

 

In 1942, while Clarice Lispector had been applying for Brazilian citizenship, dating Maury, and writing her fi rst novel, Brazilian foreign policy was undergo-ing a revolution. In some respects, Brazil might have been a logical partner of the Axis. It had a dictatorship inspired by and sympathetic to continental Fascism. It hosted enormous concentrations of German, Italian, and Japanese immigrants. Its leader, Getúlio Vargas, had given every indication that he wished to maintain friendly relations with the Axis, going so far as to send warm birthday greetings to Adolf Hitler. As late as August 1940 he gave a speech aboard the navy ship Minas Gerais that contained the ominous line “New forces are rising in the 

West.”1

As ever, of course, the “father of the poor” and the “mother of the rich” was playing both sides. A man who had survived so long atop Brazil’s byzantine politics was not, at the end of the day, fool enough to bet on the Axis, especially once he noted the immense benefi ts a closer alliance with the United States would bring. Vargas saw that the country could use U.S. help to solidify its industrial base and to consolidate its political preeminence in South America; with Argentina more or less openly siding with Hitler, an Allied victory would place Brazil in a position of unquestioned dominance. He could use the war to refurbish his military, upgrade his domestic infrastructure, and extend his dip-lomatic infl uence.

Brazil had always needed the United States, but now the United States needed Brazil. The Americans would pay handsomely for Brazilian cooperation; Brazil’s vast natural resources were critical to the war effort. But its trump card was its location, the “Brazilian bulge” of its northeastern fl ank, the easternmost part of 
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the Americas. The bulge was a vital link in the chain of communications that ran from Miami through the Caribbean and the Guianas to French West Africa. It was the only secure route across the Atlantic, known in the corny parlance of the day as the “trampoline to victory.” Without Brazilian cooperation, it would have been useless.

The air routes were so essential that, while Vargas fl irted with the Axis, there was even talk in Washington of forcibly occupying northeastern Brazil, which one American report described as one of the four most strategically valuable 

places in the world, along with the Suez Canal, Gibraltar, and the Bosporous.2 That chatter was rendered moot by mid-1941. When both Brazil and the United States were still offi cially neutral, Vargas allowed Pan-American Airways to begin constructing a giant air base at Natal, just north of Recife, which became the largest air base outside U.S. territory. “Without Natal serving as the ‘trampoline to victory,’ ” one historian has noted, “the Allied supply problems of 1942 and 

1943 might have been insurmountable.”3

In January 1942, just after Pearl Harbor, the American nations gathered for a critical conference in Rio de Janeiro. The scene of the meeting was Tiradentes Palace, where until recently Lourival Fontes, one of the three non-Italians who “really understood” Fascism, had lorded over the Brazilian press. The conference concluded with a diplomatic triumph for Sumner Welles, leader of the U.S. del-egation, when every nation in the hemisphere, with the exception of Argentina and Chile, broke off relations with the Axis. The announcement was greeted with jubilation in the streets of Rio de Janeiro.

It was not a Brazilian declaration of war, however, though the Axis treated it as such. This was a mistake, for there were many elements in the army, especially Integralist alumni, who were sympathetic to the Fascists. These included such infl uential individuals as the minister of war, Pedro Aurélio de Gois Monteiro, and the virulently anti-Semitic chief of the Rio police, Filinto Müller, who was answerable only to Vargas himself. There were also large numbers of Axis nation-als in the country, as well as politicians and journalists with Fascist leanings.

All were silenced once Hitler and Mussolini began torpedoing Brazilian ships, killing hundreds. The Baependi went down with 250 soldiers and seven offi cers, along with two artillery batteries and other equipment. Another ship, packed 

with pilgrims en route to a Eucharistic Congress in São Paulo, was also sunk.4 In response to the predictably widespread popular revulsion, the government issued a decree on March 11, 1942, enabling the government to make good the damage by seizing the property of Axis nationals.

Pogrom-like scenes, aimed especially at the most visible Axis citizens, the Jap-anese, soon followed. Where Italians and Germans could often pass as  Brazilians, 
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the Japanese could not; and as in the United States, where Japanese Americans were interned though no such collective punishment was meted out to German or Italian Americans, the Japanese were singled out, even though Japan, unlike Italy and Germany, had not attacked Brazil. And there were lots of Japanese: the Brazilian colony, hundreds of thousands strong, was the largest Japanese com-munity outside Japan. Their businesses were impounded and they were hounded out of coastal areas, where they were suspected of holding secret communication 

with Axis submarines.5

The accusations recall in uncanny detail those leveled against the Jews during World War I: fl ashing mirrors, mysterious radio signals, unaccounted-for bumps in the night. The Axis languages were banned, an especially devastating handicap for the Japanese. Relatively recent arrivals who often spoke no Portuguese, they found themselves isolated in an environment in which all foreigners were suspect.

Clarice Lispector’s old neighborhood in Recife witnessed an odd inversion of the situation in Germany a few years before. As they watched the rise of Vargas and his erstwhile Integralist allies, and as they saw the disaster unfolding in Europe, the Brazilian Jews feared for their safety. Suddenly, however, being Jew-ish was an advantage; large signs reading firma judaica sprouted in the shop windows along the Rua Nova, where João Pessoa had been shot.

“Who was Axis, who wasn’t,” one Jewish woman said, recalling those times. “Everyone was a foreigner. They needed to know who was Jewish, who was German, who wasn’t a Nazi.” A friendly Japanese man who owned a nearby ice-cream parlor had his establishment sacked. “They destroyed everything, even though they liked him, his delicious ice cream. It was a beautiful ice cream par-

lor, it even had an orchestra.” 6

“The Jews were terrifi ed because they remembered the pogroms in Europe,” a witness recalled. “They put themselves in those people’s places. It was a kind of empathy. They weren’t happy about it, because they knew their families were in 

Europe.” 7 Jewish enterprises that left any doubt about their allegiance were not safe. Messrs. Stillman and Dimenstein, proprietors of a Recife garment manu-factory called Fábrica de capas Argentina, learned this in the nick of time. When local toughs approached, they quickly scotched the suspicious suggestion of Argentina in the name of their business.

After a single German submarine torpedoed six Brazilian ships between August 15 and August 19, the pressure to enter the war became irresistible. Getúlio Var-gas declared war on August 22, 1942, soon going further than any other Latin American nation (read: Argentina) and volunteering troops, the twenty-fi ve-thousand-man strong Força Expedicionária Brasileira, or FEB, which was to be placed fully under U.S. command.
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There was some doubt that Brazil could pull off such a major operation. The nation had not been involved in an international confl ict since the Paraguayan War ended seventy-two years before. A wit quipped, “A cobra will smoke before Brazilian troops enter the war.” When the FEB disembarked in Italy in 1944, their symbol was a snake with a pipe in its mouth.
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Clarice and Maury Gurgel Valente arrived in Belém do Pará on January 20, 1944. The mildewed, languid city at the mouth of the great river is a sensual place, the capital of the state of Pará, as big as Western Europe. Every afternoon, with clock-like regularity, and never for more than an hour, a torrential downpour drenches the city, washing the air of the putrid smells of rotting fi sh that drift from its enor-mous riverside market. Belém is isolated from the rest of Brazil geographically and culturally, its population marked more strongly by the Indian than the African.

“One cannot imagine the city of Belém in the rest of Brazil,” the great jour-

nalist Euclides da Cunha wrote at the beginning of the century.8 At the time, Belém was in the midst of its fabulous rubber boom, which left it with an impos-ing collection of fi n de siècle buildings, and which had also, for a time, made Maury’s grandfather rich, an important rubber grower and proprietor of his own bank. Maury’s mother grew up in the city, and he and his brothers had spent part of their own childhood there.

It was a happy time for Clarice and Maury. In the name of the Foreign Min-istry, Maury was charged with meeting and greeting the many foreign dignitaries who were passing through on their way to Europe, Africa, and Asia. By January 1944, the “trampoline to victory” was not as essential as it had been before the Allies retook North Africa, but it was still important enough to host a visitor of the caliber of Eleanor Roosevelt, who put in an appearance on March 14.  Clarice was on hand to welcome her. “I wore my black dress,” she reported to her sisters. “She is extremely nice, very simple, dresses modestly, and much prettier in per-son than in pictures or fi lms. The next day, she gave a collective interview to the press. I went, sending the report over the phone to A Noite, even though I’m not 

offi cially employed, because I didn’t want to lose the opportunity.”9

And she got drunk for the fi rst time, at the house of the U.S. consul. “Wow! How nauseating,” she wrote Tania. “A hangover just like in the movies. It’s good that I drank so I could get rid of anything tempting there might have been in the idea, so praised and sung by the poets. . . . It was the fi rst time and the last, 

no doubt about it.” 10
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Despite such fl ashes of excitement, she had little to do for the fi rst  time in her life. She was no longer in school and did not have a job. “I’m a bit lost here,” she wrote Lúcio Cardoso a couple of weeks after she arrived. “I do almost nothing. I started to look for work and start to torture myself until I decide not to go out: and then the freedom goes nowhere and then I go out again and then I get even more revolted. I’ve read everything that’s fallen into my hands. Madame Bovary fell straight into my hands and I reread it. I took advantage of the death scene to cry all the sorrows I’ve ever had along with those I haven’t.—I never had exactly what’s known as ‘a group’ but I’ve always 

had a few friends.”11

The unaccustomed freedom was par for the course for many foreign ser-vice wives, whose ranks Clarice now joined. The Foreign Ministry, known as  Itamaraty for the neoclassical Itamaraty Palace that housed it, was, and remains, the snootiest club in Brazil. In a country where connections mattered far more than talent, Itamaraty’s reputation for strict meritocracy attracted many of Bra-zil’s best minds. And its diplomats’ talent in ensuring the nation’s security with-out resort to war gave them a nearly mythical aura of competence in a country that generally had little confi dence in its governors.

Needless to say, the foreign service tended to be populated by people with a background more like Maury’s than Clarice’s. The diplomatic wives were for the most part pretty, well-bred, upper-class women, whose function, in a world 

of embassies and servants, was largely decorative.12 Few women had Clarice’s advanced education, and even fewer her humble origins. There were no Jews in the foreign service—when Clarice married Maury, there was only one other 

Jewish spouse in Itamaraty13—and dark-skinned Brazilians, the large majority of the country’s population, were equally absent. The Foreign Service was meri-tocratic, but the criteria for admission, an excellent education including knowl-edge of French and English, ensured that it would be heavily staffed by the old elite families who, as anywhere else, tended to be conservative, religious, and nationalistic.

Indeed, as Hitler marched across Europe, Itamaraty played a leading role in keeping Jews out of Brazil. The racist ideology many diplomats had absorbed at the National Law School in Rio de Janeiro made the Foreign Ministry a bas-tion of anti-Semitism; during the war Brazilian diplomats charged with shaping immigration policy frequently, and fi ercely, argued against admitting Jews. In the memos sent back to Rio they commonly made, for example, the connection, which on the surface ought to have been absurd, between Communism and 

“international Jewish fi nance.”14
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There were some exceptions. The most highly placed was Luiz Martins de Souza Dantas, ambassador to France until 1942, when he was removed from his post for issuing large numbers of fraudulent visas to desperate Jews, at least sev-

eral hundred of whom managed to make their way to Brazil.15 Paulo Carneiro, later Brazil’s ambassador to UNESCO, worked for the Brazilian commercial offi ce in Paris during the war, when he took passports home and doctored them 

on his kitchen table.16

The most famous of these heroes was João Guimarães Rosa, whose Sagarana, published two years after Near to the Wild Heart, announced the arrival of the other great master of twentieth-century Brazilian prose. With Aracy Moebius de Carvalho, his German Brazilian wife, taking the lead, the couple issued illegal visas from the consulate in Hamburg; Aracy even used her diplomatic passport to escort Jews to the ships waiting to take them to safety. After the Brazilian declaration of war, the couple spent four months interned in Baden-Baden, until 

they were fi nally exchanged for German diplomats in Brazil.17
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Clarice was now a foreign service wife, but for the time being, though far from home, she was not yet abroad in the diplomatic cocoon. Despite her occasional boredom, she loved Belém, where she spent much of her time reading the books—Sartre, Rilke, Proust, Rosamund Lehmann, and Virginia Woolf in addition to Flaubert—that she bought at the Our Lady, Queen 

of Sorrows Bookstore.18 Many of her choices seem to have been infl uenced by reviewers’ comparisons of Near to the Wild Heart to the works of other writers. As the reviews fl owed in from all corners of Brazil, dispatched by Tania from Rio, some critics received personal responses from the author, including the author of the most prominent negative review, the young critic Álvaro Lins.

Lins’s objections to the book now make for amusing reading. “It is true that every work of literature should be the expression, the revelation of a personal-ity. There is, however, in masculine temperaments, a greater tendency to hide the author behind his creations, to disconnect from the fi nished and completed work. That means that a writer can put all of his personality into a work, but diluting himself inside it so that the spectator sees only the object and not the man.” Lins suggests that “feminine temperaments” are incapable of this kind of distance, except for the odd case of “androgynous intelligence.” Interestingly, however, he uses the term “magic realism” to describe the book: “Realism defi ned not only as the observation of the exterior aspects of human phenomena, but as 
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an intuition for the knowledge of the intimate and mysterious reality of these same phenomena.” This may be the fi rst use of the term to describe the work of 

a Latin American writer.19

“Reviews in general are no good for me,” Clarice wrote Tania. “The one by Álvaro Lins . . . made me despondent, and that was good in a way. I wrote him that I didn’t know Joyce or Virginia Woolf or Proust when I wrote the book, 

because the man all but called me their ‘sales representative.’ ”20 Years later, still irritated by the comparison, she wrote, “I don’t like when they say that I have an affi nity with Virginia Woolf (I only read her, by the way, after writing my fi rst book): it’s that I don’t want to forgive her for committing suicide. The ter-

rible duty is to go to the end.”21 She also dismissed any comparison to Sartre: “It so happens that I only learned of the existence of Sartre when I was writing my second book. My nausea is different from Sartre’s, because when I was a child I couldn’t stand milk, and almost vomited it back up when I was forced to drink it. They dripped lemon juice into my mouth. I mean, I know what 

nausea is, in my entire body, in my entire soul. It’s not Sartrean.”22

After his review appeared on March 12, she wrote Lúcio Cardoso. “I liked it so much. I was scared by what you said—that it’s possible that this book will be my most important. I feel like tearing it up in order to get my freedom back: it’s horrible to already be complete.” A tone of fragility and insecurity creeps through in this letter. She addresses him as unreachable, superior, almost in the same way Maury addressed her before they were married. “I’m having that impulse toward sincerity and confession that I so often have with you,” she told Lúcio. “But I don’t know, maybe because you’ve never felt the same impulse toward me, I suddenly end up fi nding the words I want to say but not wanting 

to say them.”23 In a similar vein, she wrote a few months later, “Today I had my picture taken which must look horrible because I looked horrible. But if it comes out all right I’ll send one to you. Do you want it? Poor thing you don’t want a picture or a letter. I invented that you think of me as a friend just because 

I am your friend: what a little tragedy.” 24 He answered, with calm authority, “There is no little tragedy: I really am your friend and would be terribly sorry if 

you didn’t believe it.”25

Their collaboration, so important to the making of Near to the Wild Heart, continued in The Chandelier, the book she had begun in March 1943, a few weeks after her marriage, when she was still living in Rio. Near to the Wild Heart would not be published until December, but Clarice was already going off in a different direction. In Belém, she ate açaí, a favorite treat of the Ama-

zonian regions, in order to concentrate on it. 26 But the results were disappoint-ing, she wrote Tania in February: “I’m horribly frayed: everything I’ve written 
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is  rubbish; fl avorless, self-imitating, or in an easy tone that neither interests nor 

satisfi es me.” 27

Still, she was happy to be back at work. As she told an interviewer (probably her fi rst), “I write because I fi nd in it a pleasure that I don’t know how to trans-late. I’m not pretentious. I write for myself, to hear my soul talking and singing, sometimes crying.” In the same interview she agreed that her writing was, in a sense, autobiographical, referring to the book she was reading at the time: “After all Flaubert was right when he said: ‘Madame Bovary c’est moi.’ One is always at 

the forefront.” 28

By May, she was ready to show parts of her new work to Lúcio. “Now I’d like to write a calm and clean book, without any strong words, but something real— real like something dreamed, like something thought—something real and very 

delicate.”29 But the book would not be fi nished in Belém. On July 5, 1944, a month after D-Day and the liberation of Rome, the announcement came that Maury Gurgel Valente was being removed to the consulate in Naples.


15

[image: ]

 

PRINCIPESSA DI NAPOLI

 

After a few days in Rio de Janeiro,1 Clarice and Maury began their trip to Europe on July 19. Their tortured itinerary proved just how diffi cult it was to get across the Atlantic in those days. Their fi rst stop was the “trampoline to victory,” the great U.S. base at Parnamirim, Natal, where they spent fi ve days awaiting trans-port. The base was luxurious: its cinema showed fi lms still not available in Rio, its mess hall served delicious food, and its apartments sported enormous electric 

refrigerators.2 Maury went fi rst, traveling with the other diplomats, who were to reopen the consulate before bringing over their dependents. Their journey was grueling: from Rio to Natal to Ascension Island to Accra to Robertsfi eld (Libe-ria) to Dakar to Tindouf to Marrakech to Casablanca to Oran to Algiers, where Maury and his colleagues fi nally got to rest.

Clarice, meanwhile, was stuck in Natal. She moved from the U.S. base to the “horrid little Grand Hotel here,” she wrote Lúcio. “Maury left yesterday and I’m waiting for transport maybe over the weekend.” She spent a total of twelve days in Natal, “a little city without character, even that of age,” missing her sisters, 

Maury, and her friends from Rio and Belém.3

For the fi rst time since she arrived in Maceió as an immigrant infant, she was going to leave Brazil. The circumstances would have been hard to imagine when she arrived twenty-two years before in steerage class, a poor, hungry child from a family of ragged refugees. There was no sign of her family’s epic struggle in the beautiful young woman, an admired writer and respected journalist, who sat waiting for her plane at the Grand Hotel, a distinguished Catholic name in her diplomatic passport.
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It was a triumph of sorts, but it was not unambiguous. In the years since her family disembarked in the shadow of the faux Statue of Liberty on the docks of Maceió, she had put down deep roots in the only country she knew. “Clarice should never have left Brazil,” said Eliane Weil, who met her a few weeks later in Algiers. “She wasn’t like those other women. Only a very few had any educa-tion. They were trained to help their husbands, to look after the children and the 

servants. Clarice was educated, she had a profession, she had a life in Brazil.” 4

The experience of living abroad would be as diffi cult as it was rewarding, but fi rst she had to get there. On July 30, she embarked from Natal. “I traveled with a bunch of missionaries and looking at a little holy woman asleep in front of me, I myself felt weak and horribly spiritual, free of hunger, ready to convince the blacks of Africa that there is no need of anything, except civilization,” she 

wrote Lúcio.5

The next day, she arrived at the U.S. Army Air Corps facility at Fisherman’s Lake, Liberia, where she spent a day and a night. Despite being surrounded by Liberian villagers who were intrigued by her smooth blond hair, she was not struck by the place’s exoticism. “I had to keep telling myself: this is Africa—in order to feel anything. I’ve never seen anyone who was less of a tourist.” On August 1, she reached Bolama in Portuguese Guinea, where she had lunch and saw the nature of the colonial regime. She would still be writing about the expe-rience as late as 1974. “[Seeing Guineans being whipped,] I asked: but do you have to treat them as if they weren’t human beings? He answered: they won’t 

work any other way. I thought about it: mysterious Africa.”6 She left mysterious 

Africa through Dakar, fl ying all night to Lisbon.7

[image: ]

 

Thanks to her parents’ sacrifi ces, Clarice Lispector could arrive, well-fed and well-dressed, married to a diplomat with a salary paid in dollars, back in her native continent. It is unlikely that she had any knowledge of the extent of the horrors being visited upon her people. Since the 1930s it had been widely known that the European Jews were being persecuted, but the exact nature of that persecution was not yet imagined. Brazil had spent years under the cen-sorship of the Estado Novo. The Yiddish papers, which would have taken the greatest interest in the subject, were still closed; the Portuguese-language papers either weren’t interested or were barred from reporting on it. “We didn’t know,” said Tania Lispector Kaufmann. “We were busy working, and people didn’t 

really talk about it.”8 For the most part, the Brazilian Jews were in the dark. “When the war ended, many journalists and writers . . . came to Latin America,” 
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another Brazilian remembered. “Because here we didn’t know anything. The papers didn’t write about it because it was a dictatorship. So they invited journal-

ists and writers who had been in Europe.”9

Neutral Lisbon, where Clarice arrived on August 2, 1944, was better off than most of the continent, but it was still ratty and poor. “Lisbon must be terrible to live and work in,” she wrote Lúcio a few weeks later. “As Maria Archer said, 

dignity is the downfall of the Portuguese.”10 Archer, a novelist who grew up in Portuguese Africa, was one of the many cultural fi gures impressed by the young Brazilian. Clarice wrote Tania and Elisa that Ribeiro Couto, a Brazilian writer and diplomat, “gave a dinner for, among others, João Gaspar Simões, a great Portuguese critic.” (He is today mainly remembered as the fi rst biographer of Fernando Pessoa.) “We talked quite a lot. He liked me and wanted the book (you can’t imagine what a success I was that night. They were all imitating me, 

they were all ‘charmed’).”11

She made an enduring friend in the Portuguese poet Natércia Freire. “The four hours we spent together were very little for me and for all we had to say to 

one another. But one day we will meet again, I will listen a lot and talk a lot.” 12 They never did meet again, but those four hours made a deep enough impres-sion on Natércia that they were corresponding as late as 1972. (“My God, we 

have lived so much!” Clarice wrote.)13

The trip was not all fun, she wrote Lúcio. “I don’t know if it’s because of the special situation of waiting and anxiety, but I felt an unease I haven’t felt in a long time. But for some reason you do feel like you’re at home—maybe that’s 

the reason, who knows?”14 And she wrote Tania, “I’m not enjoying travelling. I’d like to be there with you or with Maury. The whole world is lightly annoying, it seems. What matters in life is being close to the people you love. That is the 

most important truth in the world.”15

After a week and a half in Lisbon, “Mme Clarisse Gurgel Valente, courrier 

diplomatique,”16 departed for Morocco bearing correspondence for Dr. Vasco Tristão Leitão da Cunha, the representative of Brazil to the Provisional Govern-ment of the French Republic, located at Algiers. Clarice passed through Cas-ablanca, which was “cute, but really different from the fi lm Casablanca,” she wrote her sisters. “The poorer women aren’t veiled. It’s funny to see them cov-ered, veiled, sometimes wearing short dresses and shoes and socks à la Carmen 

Miranda,” the inevitable ambassadress of Brazilian fashion.17 From Casablanca, Clarice continued to Algiers.

“Things are the same everywhere—the sigh of a well-traveled little lady,” she wrote Lúcio. “Cinemas across the world are called Odeon, Capital, Empire, Rex, Olympia; the women wear Carmen Miranda shoes, even when their faces 
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are veiled. The truth is still the same: we ourselves are the main thing and we’re 

the only ones without Carmen Miranda shoes.”18 From Algiers, she wrote Tania and Elisa, “The truth is I don’t know how to write letters about trips; the truth is I don’t even know how to travel. It’s funny how, passing through all these places, I see very little. I think nature all looks pretty much alike, and things are all pretty much alike. I knew more about a veiled Arab woman when I was in Rio. Anyway, I hope I’ll never expect myself to take a stand. That would tire me. . . . This whole month I haven’t done anything, read anything, anything at 

all—I am entirely Clarice Gurgel Valente. And I’m in a good mood.”19

In Algiers, she stayed at the Brazilian legation, in her brother-in-law Mozart Gurgel Valente’s room; he was relegated to the sofa. It was her fi rst extended experience of diplomatic society, and she was not impressed, she wrote Elisa and Tania back in Rio.

 

Lots of these people are extremely snobbish, hard and merciless, though 

not actively bad-natured. I think it’s funny to hear them talk about nobili-

ties and aristocracies and to see myself sitting there in the middle of them 

all, with the kindest and most delicate look I can muster. I’ve never heard 

so much serious and irremediable nonsense as over the month of this trip. 

People full of certainties and judgments, whose empty lives are fi lled up 

with social pleasures and daintiness. Of course you have to know the real 

person beneath all that. But though I’ve always been a protector of animals 

the task is diffi cult. 20

 

The picture was not all bleak, though, and over her twelve eventful days in Algiers she made lasting friends. One was a young Jewish Frenchwoman named Eliane Weil, who had escaped the Nazis in Paris and made her way to Algeria on the last ship from Marseilles. There, where she worked in psychological opera-tions for the Americans, she met Mozart, four years Maury’s senior, who had been in Algiers since April 1943. They fell in love, but, as Clarice and Maury had discovered, Brazilian diplomats were not allowed to marry foreigners.

Luckily, a quirk of genealogy was on their side: Eliane’s mother, Lucy Israel, had chanced to be born in Rio in 1899. The family were among the fi rst Jews to settle in Brazil, but they returned to Europe when Lucy was seven. In Paris, Lucy married an Alsatian Jew, Léon Weil, in 1920, making their daughter Eliane legally a “Brazilian, born in Paris,” just as Lucy had been a “Frenchwoman, born in Rio de Janeiro.” Her papers had to be processed, and then, reborn as a Brazil-ian national, she married Mozart in Rome in December 1944, becoming the third Jewish spouse in Itamaraty.
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Another surprise awaited Mozart and Maury when, a few weeks earlier, Elza Cansanção Medeiros showed up at the legation in Algiers. Their father was the Medeiros family’s dentist back in Copacabana; the families were neighbors who had known each other for years, and the last place they expected to run into nineteen-year-old Elza was at the legation in Algiers. “What are you doing here?” the astonished brothers demanded. “How did your father let you come?” He hadn’t, Elza replied. Her father cut her off when she became the fi rst female 

volunteer for the FEB.21

Dr. Medeiros was not the only one to regard the Brazilian nurses with skepti-cism. Santinha Dutra, the “little saint,” renowned for her reactionary Catholi-cism and married to the minister of war, saw the volunteer nurses as “prostitutes going off to war to make their careers.” She convinced her husband, Eurico Gaspar Dutra, to put the nurses in a position as neither soldiers nor offi cers. That, Elza remembered, meant they couldn’t eat: there were messes for soldiers and messes for offi cers, but none for the nurses. Luckily, the president of the Red Cross in Recife, who owned a biscuit factory, had given her a couple of boxes of his manufacture, which is all they had to eat on the trip from Brazil to Algeria.

Safely arrived, Elza was greeted by another astonished family friend, Dr. Vasco Leitão da Cunha, who helped the young women fi nd lodgings in the servants’ wing of a nearby hotel. Dr. Vasco, the representative of Brazil to the French Provisional Government, was about to take up his position as consul general in the newly reopened embassy in Rome. Clarice liked the talented and charming Dr. Vasco a great deal, as did everyone else who knew him; over the course of his career in Itamaraty, he held the essential ambassadorships in Washington and Moscow and rose to become minister of foreign relations. He and Mozart accompanied Clarice to Italy by ship, “to Taranto, without letting go for a min-ute of the obligatory life jacket, escorted by two destroyers.” “In Taranto we took the private plane of the commander-in-chief of Allied forces in the Mediterra-

nean, until we arrived in this city.”22

They arrived on August 24, the day before the liberation of Paris. Like so many other people throughout the world, Elisa Lispector, back in Rio, spent a 

night sleepless with joy and excitement. 23
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Long before the Second World War, the Naples consulate had played a vital role in Brazilian history. With the abolition of slavery in 1888, Brazil began to look abroad for sources of free labor to work its booming coffee plantations. 
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Impoverished Italy, with its large surplus of agricultural workers, was an ideal solution. Italians, unlike Jews or Japanese, also met the requirements of Brazil-ian racial theorists: they were white, Latin Catholics who could be painlessly absorbed. Hundreds of thousands arrived, especially in the south, so many that they account for the ancestors of a full 15 percent of the current Brazilian popu-

lation.24 Like the Italians who arrived in the United States and Argentina, most of those bound for Brazil sailed from Naples, their papers stamped at the Brazil-ian consulate.

Now the consulate that Maury Gurgel Valente was helping to reopen was the base for another critical operation, assisting the twenty-fi ve thousand soldiers of the Brazilian Expeditionary Force. In 1944, Naples could hardly be described as a station on the “Elizabeth Arden career,” the chain of ritzy postings diplomats coveted. Maury learned in Algiers that among the comforts he would have to do 

without were pillows and lunch.25

The city had been liberated less than a year before, on October 1, 1943. Its population had been reduced to misery. “Nothing, absolutely nothing that can be tackled by the human digestive system is wasted in Naples,” wrote the well-known English travel writer Norman Lewis. “The butchers’ shops that have opened here and there sell nothing we would consider acceptable as meat, but their displays of scraps of offal are set out with art, and handled with reverence: chickens’ heads—from which the beak has been neatly trimmed—cost fi ve lire; a little grey pile of chickens’ intestines in a brightly polished saucer, fi ve lire; a gizzard, three lire; calves’ trotters two lire apiece; a large piece of windpipe, seven 

lire.”26

In addition, much of the city had been booby-trapped by the  departing  Germans. The explosion of buildings was a regular occurrence, and the unguarded city had been stripped: “Nothing has been too large or too small—from tele-graph poles to phials of penicillin—to escape the Neapolitan kleptomania. A week or two ago an orchestra playing at the San Carlo to an audience largely clothed in Allied hospital blankets, returned from a fi ve-minute interval to fi nd all its 

instruments missing.”27

The sky was electric with omens. Vesuvius had erupted on March 19, and the population was charged with a religious fever whose manifestations would not have seemed unusual to one from northeastern Brazil:

 

Churches are suddenly full of images that talk, bleed, sweat, nod their 

heads and exude health-giving liquors to be mopped up by handkerchiefs, 

or even collected in bottles, and anxious, ecstatic crowds gather waiting for 

these marvels to happen. Every day the newspapers report new miracles. 
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In the church of Santo Agnello, a speaking crucifi x carries on a regular 

conversation with the image of Santa Maria d’Intercessione—a fact con-

fi rmed by reporters on the spot. The image of Santa Maria del Carmine, 

fi rst recorded as having bowed its head to avoid a cannon-shot during the 

siege of Naples by Alfonso of Aragon, now does this as a matter of daily 

routine. 28

 

Bread, meat, oil, and pasta were all very expensive, even a year after the lib-

eration, wrote Rubem Braga, the correspondent of the Diário Carioca.29 “The people of Naples live badly, dress badly, eat little—and their freedom is full of restrictions,” Braga wrote. “The black market works everywhere: sometimes you have the tragic, comic impression that everyone is trying to fi nd something to buy for 20 lire to resell for 40 lire to someone else who will resell it for 70 lire to someone else, who will resell it yet again—and so forth, until, at some point in the chain, a citizen will decide to use the article with money discovered God knows where.” But Braga added, “You don’t see hunger, the absolute hunger that is said to reign in Greece and other places. Food is expensive and rare but 

it exists.”30
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In this garden spot, Clarice and Maury began their overseas careers. In her cor-respondence, Clarice did not dwell on, or even much mention, the troubles. “It is beautiful here,” she wrote Lúcio. “It’s a dirty, disorganized city, as if the main thing was the sea, the people, the things. People seem to live provisionally. And everything here has a washed-out color, but not as if seen through a veil: those 

are the colors themselves.”31

She described the situation a bit to Elisa, to whom she generally wrote more descriptive letters than to Tania or Lúcio. “The population clearly live from smuggling, the black market, prostitution, attacks, and robbery. The middle 

class suffers.”32 A few weeks later, she elaborated: “It’s true that they blame the war for lots of things that always existed here. Prostitution, for example, was always a big profession here. They’ve told us now that boys on the street offer their sisters, the husband who says he has a very pretty girl and it turns out to be 

his wife, etc.; but everyone says it’s always been that way.”33

She was reading a great deal, mainly in Italian. In that language, she renewed her acquaintance with Katherine Mansfi eld. Mansfi eld’s Bliss had made a deci-sive impact on her a few years before; it was the fi rst book she purchased with her salary as a journalist. “This book is me!” she recalled exclaiming when she fi rst 
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opened it. Now, in Naples, reading Mansfi eld’s letters, she wrote Lúcio, “There can be no greater life than hers, and I simply don’t know what to do. What an 

absolutely extraordinary thing she is.”34

Clarice’s admiration for and identifi cation with Mansfi eld is interesting. There is the admiration a writer would naturally feel for a great predecessor. But the statement “There is no greater life than hers” begs the question of what Clarice meant in reference to a life that included lovers of both sexes, venereal disease, depression, tuberculosis, and death at age thirty-four. Perhaps it was Mansfi eld’s selfl ess dedication to her art. But another possibility is Mansfi eld’s defi ance of convention, her ceaseless, doomed fi ght for freedom. For the young author of Near to the Wild Heart as for her rebellious creation Joana, freedom, personal and artistic, was the highest good. The message of Katherine Mansfi eld’s  life would have especially appealed to Clarice as she was being swallowed up by the diplomatic corps, careful, closed, and highly mannered, even in wartime.

“In general I have been a ‘social success,’ ” she wrote Lúcio. “It’s just that after-wards Maury and I end up pale, exhausted, looking at one another, detesting the populations and full of hate and purity. . . . Everyone is intelligent, good-looking, polite, gives alms and reads books; but why don’t they go to any hell they can fi nd? I myself would be happy to, if I knew that the place of ‘suffering humanity’ 

was in heaven. My God, after all I’m not a missionary.”35

Despite this bravura, she was not adverse to “suffering humanity,” or even to missionary work. Soon after her arrival, she invested her energies in helping to care for the “smoking cobras,” the troops of the FEB who had disembarked in Naples to the bewilderment of the Italians. On November 15, the anniver-sary of the foundation of the Brazilian Republic, Vasco Leitão da Cunha gave a speech outlining the reasons for Brazil’s entry into the war, referring to the Ital-ian submarines that had attacked Brazilian shipping. This needed emphasis, for most Italians had no idea what the Brazilians were doing there. “Hundreds of Italians that I have spoken to—people of all social classes and educational levels, including political journalists—had absolutely no idea of the cowardly actions of Italian submarines, killing the men, women, and children of a neutral country,” Rubem Braga wrote.

 

The Fascist censorship hid the fact. According to Fascist propaganda, the 

United States forced Brazil to enter the war. The great protest marches 

of the Brazilian people after the torpedoing of our ships by German and 

Italian submarines were not, as it’s easy enough to imagine, reported here. 

Once Brazil entered the war, Mussolini’s propaganda machine started to 

take more interest in our country. At the same time that our entry into the 
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confl ict was ridiculed in the most vile manner—attacking not only our 

government’s position but the Brazilian people themselves—they invented 

stories about thousands of Italian immigrants suffering horrors in prisons 

and concentration camps in Brazil.36

 

It was the usual Fascist propaganda, but the Brazilians were not fi ghting the Italians, who had surrendered in 1943. They were up against the Germans. It was bad enough that they were underequipped and undertrained and that their general condition refl ected the lamentable conditions of public health in Bra-

zil.37 Worst of all, they were racially “mongrelized,” a point that pro-Nazi Bra-zilians had hammered on when stressing the folly of Brazil’s entering the war. Rubem Braga emphasized their toughness: “They’re as good fi ghters as anyone else—and they don’t believe in the legend of ‘supermen’ that—though it shames me to say it—has been promoted by our own ‘sociologists,’ some of whom, as 

I myself know, [are] of ‘inferior’ racial composition themselves.”38

On this point, the Nazis showed more delicacy. In the leafl ets they spread to the Brazilian soldiers, the Germans used the same arguments employed by the domestic fi fth column, the single difference being the Germans’ bad Portuguese. “The main argument is the question of why the Brazilians are fi ghting in Italy— though their author never explains why the Germans are fi ghting in the same country.” The fl yers also promise good food for prisoners and deserters, “with-out distinction of race or nation, and not only good food but consideration, since there ‘everyone is respectfully treated.’ Not a word of racism. The strongest phrase, which deserved a special font, was this deep philosophical truth: ‘In war, the main thing is to get home alive.’ What a nice thought in the mouths of the German soldiers—the supposed authors of the message. Here is Mr. Hitler, 

pacifi stic and anti-racist—in Portuguese.”39
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Hitler’s “pacifi st and anti-racist” armies infl icted heavy casualties on the Brazil-ian troops, who streamed back to the hospitals that Elza Cansanção Medeiros and her fellow nurses were staffi ng. The camp hospitals, just behind the front, were the fi rst station. For those wounded soldiers who could travel and who were expected to recover within a few days, there was an evacuation hospital about twenty kilometers behind the front. The worst cases headed to the main U.S. 

hospital in Naples.40

Symbolically enough, the hospital was located at the Mostra d’Oltremare, the Overseas Exhibition, an ultramodern fairground complex Mussolini had 
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 inaugurated in May 1940. 41 It celebrated exactly the same “heroic crusader, so civilized by Fascism, attacking African barbarity, to liberate, disinterestedly, the beautiful black slave” that Pan, where Clarice published her fi rst story, had 

honored a decade before.42 Only four years after the complex’s pompous inau-guration, the pavilions commemorating the Italian colonies Eritrea, Ethiopia, Albania, and Libya were already housing the latest victims of those “heroic cru-saders,” the Allied soldiers wounded in the Italian campaign.

There, Elza Cansanção Medeiros, a nineteen-year-old from a well-to-do Rio family, whose English came from an Oxford-educated governess, recalled her despair at fi nding the hospital run by “texans!” “What they speak is almost a dialect, with their mouths half-closed. It was a horror! In a few days I was cry-ing desperately, since I had to translate the doctors’ words for the patients, and 

vice-versa.”43

The nurses needed all the help they could get and were happy to have the rein-forcement of Mrs. Clarice Gurgel Valente, who, despite her dismissive remarks about “suffering humanity,” proved an indefatigable humanitarian. Because there were no social workers with the Brazilian army, Clarice “requested autho-rization from the military authorities, both Brazilian and American, to visit the hospital every day and chat a bit with the sick men,” Elza remembered. “It was hard to obtain the authorization, since she was a civilian, who, though a mem-ber of our diplomatic corps, had no military position. After a long struggle, she received her authorization. She started coming to the hospital every day, a real Samaritan. That gracious fi gure passed from bed to bed, always with a happy smile on her lips, conversing with the soldiers, reading them letters from home, giving them advice, writing for those who couldn’t or didn’t know how, organiz-ing games for the wounded men, and distributing the poor things we could offer 

our sick men.” 44

The great mystic, Elza remembered, had a particular gift for clipping toe-

nails.45 Rubem Braga gives an idea of the letters Clarice might have read, or even written. Wounded and stranded overseas, the soldiers’ thoughts were never far from home. “One of them—the censor tells me, without violating his profes-sional oath—wrote an enormous sentimental drivel, saying he missed her to death, living without her was a tragedy, I don’t know how I can take it, this separation is a piercing agony, I weep when I think of you, and at the end of it added PS—Tell me who won the game against Bangu. . . . Another, writing to his wife, spoke about how he longed for her, about the Fatherland, and then said: ‘Woman, don’t forget to weed the yard, it was really ugly the last time I was 

there.’ ” 46
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“I visit all the sick men every day,” Clarice told Lúcio in March. “I give them what they need, I talk to them, I fi ght to get them things from the administra-tion, in other words I’m amazing. I go every morning and it annoys me when 

I can’t, since the men are waiting for me, and since I miss them myself.”47

She didn’t limit herself to bedside visits. Elza recalled “arriving from an infi r-mary where some of [the] wounded offi cers were, and happening upon a conver-sation between Miss Clarice and the patients, who were about to be evacuated to the United States, where they would have to stay for many months, learning to use mechanical limbs.” One of these offi cers said:

 

“Ah, Miss Clarice, how I would love to eat a bit of Brazilian food before 

heading to the United States, I miss Brazil so much, the food there, and 

now it’ll be so long before I can have some good Brazilian beans, or rice 

with sweet sauce!”

Miss Clarice stood silently, thinking, thinking, and having reached a 

decision replied:

“Well then, if your doctor agrees, come to the consulate tomorrow, and 

I’ll see what I can do, with our rations, to make a Brazilian meal.”

 

“Reading this now,” Elza comments, “it seems very unremarkable, but only someone who has been in a country devastated by the War can realize what a sacrifi ce this invitation represented, because even the diplomatic corps had great diffi culty fi nding food. Even more so because it was fi ve extra people, who wanted the kinds of food not normally covered by the rations. . . . Our good fairy spared no sacrifi ce, and the following day the mutilated offi cers received a warm reception at the consulate, with good Brazilian food, lovingly prepared by Miss 

Clarice.”48

The girl who had left Europe as a hunted refugee had returned to help the victims of another war, a “good fairy” for Elza, the “Principessa di Napoli” for Rubem Braga and Joel Silveira, another reporter, who in February 1945 traveled 

two thousand kilometers through the war zone to visit her.49 Photographs show her at the height of her beauty, which stood out all the more dramatically in her devastated surroundings. The greatest compliment she ever received, she wrote, came when she and Maury were walking down a Naples street. “And a man said loudly to another, so that I would hear it: ‘That is the kind of woman we are 

counting on to rebuild Italy.’ ”50


16
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THE SOCIETY OF SHADOWS

 

In October 1944, back in Rio, Clarice Lispector was awarded the Graça Aranha Prize for best novel of the year, bringing Near to the Wild Heart a fresh round of publicity. In the enormous apartment on the Via Giambattista Pergolesi, which she and Maury shared with the consulate, the consul, Mozart Gurgel Valente’s fi ancée, Eliane Weil, and the second secretary of the embassy, Clarice was put-ting the fi nishing touches on The Chandelier, the novel she had begun in Rio the previous March. As she had done when she was trying to fi nish Near to the Wild Heart in Tania and William Kaufmann’s crowded apartment, she locked 

herself away to work.1

“My housewifely duties are null, happily,” she wrote Elisa in November. “I don’t make any decisions and only get involved occasionally; because other-wise it would all become my responsibility and even things that were meant to be bad would be explained as my mistakes. I have better things to do than take 

care of a kind of boardinghouse: for example, sitting and staring at the wall.”2

That was not all she was doing, of course. By November, the new book was ready, she wrote Lúcio. “The only thing that’s missing is everything I can’t say. I also have the idea that it was already fi nished when I left Brazil; and that I didn’t think it was complete, like a mother who looks at her enormous daugh-ter and says: you can tell she’s still not ready to get married.” She asked him to “fi nd [her] a husband at the Editora José Olympio,” then the most prestigious 

publisher in Rio.3 She surely thought that after the thundering success of Near to the Wild Heart she would have her pick of publishers.

She was wrong. Despite the accolades for Near to the Wild Heart, her next book would not be published by José Olympio. Rubem Braga helped place it 
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with the Editora Agir, a Catholic publisher. Clarice thought it a strange choice, writing to Elisa, “I admit I don’t understand why the Editora Agir, run essen-tially by Catholics, is accepting a book that isn’t Catholic and that isn’t written 

by a Catholic. I think it’s very odd.” 4 And when Elisa sent her more information about the house, Clarice responded, “I can see that I could become a nun if 

I wanted to: my poor book is so surrounded by an orgy of Catholic books.” 5

To Lúcio she reported, “Tania had serious doubts about The Chandelier.

Including about the title.” 6 He, too, had expressed his reservations, writing ear-lier, “I like the title The Chandelier but not much. I think it’s a bit Mansfi eldian 

and too poor for a person as rich as you.” 7 Clarice responded, “[The title] stays even though [Tania’s] right. Nothing in it is very good. My problem is that I only have defects, so if I take out the defects there’s almost nothing left but a 

magazine for teenage girls.” 8

One reason The Chandelier had problems fi nding a publisher is surely that it stands out, in a strange and diffi cult body of work, as perhaps her strangest and most diffi cult book. It is her least translated major work, and though  Clarice Lispector is perhaps the most studied Brazilian writer of her century, there is remarkably little critical writing on The Chandelier. Yet the book’s diffi culty is, in a way, what makes it linger in the mind. Clarice often said that her books profi ted by rereading, and that is certainly true of The Chandelier.

Unlike her fi rst novel, written in fragments and constantly jumping from scene to scene, The Chandelier is a coherent whole. Though its long segments purportedly describe events, they consist almost entirely of long interior mono-logues, interrupted only by the odd and jarring fragment of dialogue or action. The book moves in slow waves that crest in moments of revelation. The pages between these epiphanies are precisely the moments when the book is most intolerable to the reader, who is forced to follow the interior movement of another person in such microscopic detail. Used to epiphanies, expecting con-tinual stimulus and surprise, the reader approaching the book for the fi rst time is quickly baffl ed.

Yet the book’s glacial intensity has a special fascination. In it Clarice comes as close as she ever would to mirroring in her prose the actual experience of writing, which is made of lulls and tedium and boredom only occasionally punctuated by climaxes and joy. What is true of literature is also, more emphatically, true of life itself—“Literature is life, living,” as she said—tedium relieved by intense experience. The book is too concentrated to be read with divided attention, and the focus it demands is exhausting. Reading the book, one recalls Clarice’s friend Olga Borelli’s description of her at the end of her life: “Her eyes seemed to peer into all the mysteries of life: profound, serene, they locked onto people like the 
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eyes of one’s own conscience, too intense for anyone to stand for long.”9 Only when read slowly, pensively, and undistracted, three or fi ve pages at a time, does The Chandelier reveal its penetrating genius.
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The Chandelier lends itself even less than most of Clarice’s works to a descrip-tion of its plot or characters. The names are general and vague: the protago-nist, Virginia, grows up in a rural place called Quiet Farm near the town of Upper Marsh, from which she eventually moves to “the city.” The characters have almost no external characteristics. Nobody has a last name, and only a few have a profession, a family, or a home. The drama of  Virginia’s life, which is the story of the book, is almost entirely internal, though it is often shocked from the outside; these shocks are the bits of dialogue, the extraneous people and events, that infringe upon her wraithlike existence. As in so many of Clarice’s books, the real tension comes from the individual’s attempt to safeguard her inner world from assaults from without.

Virginia’s attempts to make contact with that external world end, without excep-tion, in failure; on the last page of the book she is hit by a car. The symbolism, not subtle, recurs in Clarice Lispector’s work. In Near to the Wild Heart it appears at the end: “Joana had already dressed the doll, had already undressed her, she had imagined her going to a party where she would shine among all the other girls. A blue car crossed the girl’s body, killed her. Then along came the fairy and the girl 

came back to life.”10 The reverberations of the stories Clarice told to resurrect her mother are clear enough. The theme traversed her entire life. In her fi nal novel, The Hour of the Star, the protagonist is run over by an oncoming Mercedes.

The knowledge of the crude and inevitable end does not, however, result in a fatalistic worldview. Instead, it illuminates the individual’s struggle even more brightly. Virginia does not resist the attacks of other people, but neither is she attached to them. The people around her are ghosts. The punctuation of the following passage, in which a potential friend tries to bring Virginia into the everyday world, gives a banal conversation an ethereal, chant-like rhythm: “Virginia come one day to my house . . . I’m not just saying that, she repeated . . .  Come . . . I live alone . . . We’ll have a nice chat just between us girls, we’ll talk 

about  bras,  menstrual  cramps . . . whatever  you  want . . . all  right?”11 The invita-tion is ridiculous, but in these passages Clarice is not belittling the woman issu-ing it. Virginia is incapable of participating in normal life, incapable of seeking fulfi llment in friendship. Nothing can remedy her isolation: not her move from the countryside to the city, not family, not sex, not friendship.
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This is partly because the external world, for Virginia, does not exist. Noth-ing can be expected from it. Incidentally, this is another reason why compari-sons of Clarice Lispector to Sartre are so misplaced: the world of politics, of “new men” and revolution and ideology, is utterly foreign to her. For one of her background, having seen where revolution and ideology lead, it probably could not be otherwise. Virginia’s freedom comes only from within. This perfection is not permanent or defi nitive. It can be only briefl y but dazzlingly glimpsed. The longing for these states of grace is the source of the energy of Clarice Lispec-tor’s characters, who devote themselves to meditation, prayer, and creation with an intensity that would be impossible absent the certainty of doom. In a long metaphor for Clarice Lispector’s own creation, the young Virginia shapes fi gu-rines out of mud:

 

But what she loved more than anything was making clay fi gurines, which 

no one had taught her. . . . When she wanted to with great strength she 

went down the road to the river. On one of its banks, which was slip-

pery but scaleable, she found the best clay that one could desire: white, 

supple, sticky, cold. . . . She got a clear and tender material from which she 

could shape a world. How, how to explain the miracle. . . . She grew scared, 

thoughtful. She said nothing, she didn’t move but inside without any 

words she repeated: I am nothing, I have no pride, anything can happen to 

me if - - - they want they can stop me from mixing the clay - - - they can 

crush me, ruin me entirely, I know that I am nothing. - - - it was less than 

a vision, it was a sensation in the body, a frightened thought about what 

allowed her to accomplish so much with the clay and the water and before 

which she had to humble herself with seriousness.

 

Her silent knowledge that she could be crushed, that she is nothing, and her obstinate determination to continue creating surround her creation with a spiri-tual halo, and her own role in it becomes divine.

 

But sometimes she remembered the wet clay and ran fearful out to the 

terrace—she plunged her fi ngers into that mixture, cold, mute, constant 

as waiting, kneading, kneading, slowly extracting forms. She made chil-

dren, horses, a mother with a child, a mother alone, a girl making things 

out of clay, a boy at rest, a happy girl, a girl seeing if it would rain, a fl ower, 

a comet with a tail sprinkled with washed and sparkling sand, a wilted 

fl ower beneath the sun, the cemetery of Upper Marsh, a girl looking. . . . 
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Much more, much more. Little forms that meant nothing but which were 

in reality mysterious and calm. Sometimes tall like a tall tree, but they 

weren’t trees, they weren’t anything. . . . Sometimes like a little running 

river, but they weren’t a river, they weren’t anything. . . . Sometimes a little 

object with an almost starry form but tired like a person. A work that 

would never end: that was the most beautiful and careful thing she had 

ever known: since if she could make anything that existed and anything 

that did not!12

 

The strange syntax and the unexpected adjectives that made Clarice Lispec-tor’s language sound so foreign when it fi rst appeared remain striking today, espe-cially when given another layer of foreignness by translation. Coupled with its impossible poetic images—how can one sculpt a “girl seeing if it would rain”?— the passage produces in the reader the same vertiginous experience that one can imagine Virginia felt while creating her world of mud and sand. Like Clarice— “I write for myself, to hear my soul talking and singing, sometimes crying”—the ecstasy of contemplation and creation is the highest freedom Virginia fi nds.
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As a girl, and then as a young woman, Virginia, like Joana, is transgressive and sometimes violent. Yet Joana seems less defi ant than indifferent to, or even igno-rant of, the expectations of the outside world, of the usual ways children deal with adults, women deal with men, or humans deal with animals. In this sense, Joana is already free. Virginia, in contrast, must seek her freedom. She is not naturally inclined to resistance. As a child she is happy to submit to the will of her wicked, sentimental brother Daniel, and she meekly consents to being belittled in her adult relationships. Even her violence is not entirely her own. Her instructor is Daniel, who resembles the fi gure of the same name, perhaps inspired by Lúcio Cardoso, in Clarice’s early story “Obsession.”

When they are children, Daniel guides Virginia into the occult mysteries of the Society of Shadows, whose mottos are “Solitude” and “Truth.” His bullying and cruelty meet no resistance from Virginia, who fi nds “sweetness” in submit-ting to him. The Society of Shadows—that is, Daniel—orders her to spend long periods in prayer or meditation, sometimes in the basement, sometimes in the forest surrounding their large, partly ruined country house. And the Society commands Virginia to tell her father that their sister is secretly seeing a young 

man. It later appears that this act has ruined her sister’s chance at love.13

Virginia’s sin is thrilling: “She had committed a corrupt and vile act. Never however had she felt she had acted so freely and with such freshness of desire.” 
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She fantasizes about kicking a helpless dog off a bridge, and then giving herself 

sexually to a passing man. 14 These acts, needless to say, meet no censure from the author. Virginia, like Joana, exists outside the conventional world of beauty and ugliness, virtue and sin. But where Joana’s acts are spontaneous and natural, Virginia, under the sway of Daniel and the Society of Shadows, requires instruc-tion, for these acts are contrary to her nature.

Whatever their origins or results, all Virginia’s interactions with the outer world require great effort, and she struggles to achieve the independence that comes naturally to Joana. Grown up, at a dinner party in the city, she seeks liberation in a meager little rebellion: “How to free oneself ? not to free oneself from something but just free oneself because she wouldn’t be able to say from what. She not-thought for an instant, her head bent. She took a napkin, a round piece of bread . . . with an extraordinary effort, breaking in herself a stupefi ed resistance, defl ecting destiny, she threw them out the window—and in that way 

kept her power.”15

In the long, dreamlike sequence that follows, Virginia seeks to escape “other people’s laughter and brilliance” by drinking, not for the alcohol but for the meditations the drink provokes in her about the nature of sensation, and the lan-guage that does not describe but creates it. In doing so, she rediscovers the free-dom she had as a child sculpting fi gures in the clay:

 

She drank the liquor with pleasure and melancholy—trying once again 

to think about her childhood and simply not knowing how to get near it, 

since she had so forgotten it and since it seemed so vague and common—

wanting to fasten the anise in the way one looks at an immobile object, 

but almost not possessing its taste because it fl owed, disappeared—and she 

only grasped the memory like a fi refl y that does nothing but disappear—

she liked the notion that occurred to her: like a fi refl y that does nothing 

but disappear . . . and she noted that it was the fi rst time in her life that she 

had thought about fi refl ies even though she had lived near them for so 

long. . . . She  refl ected confusedly on the pleasure of thinking of something 

for the fi rst time. That was it, the anise purple like a memory. She surrepti-

tiously kept a mouthful on her tongue without swallowing it in order to 

possess the anise present with its perfume: then it inexplicably withheld its 

smell and taste when it was stopped, the alcohol numbing and warming 

her mouth. Defeated, she swallowed the now-old liquor, it descended her 

throat and in a surprise she noted that it had been “anise” for a second 

while it ran down her throat or after? or before? Not “during,” not “while” 

but shorter: it was anise for a second as a touch of the point of a needle 
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on the skin, except that the point of the needle gave an acute sensation 

and the fl eeting taste of the anise was wide, calm, still as a fi eld, that was 

it, a fi eld of anise, like looking at a fi eld of anise. It seemed she had never 

tasted anise but had already tasted it, never in the present but in the past: 

after it happened she sat thinking about this and the thought . . . was the 

taste of anise. She moved in a vague victory. She was coming to understand 

more and more about the anise, so much that she could almost no longer 

relate it to the liquid in the crystal bottle—the anise did not exist in that 

balanced mass but when that mass divided into particles and spread out 

as a taste inside of people. . . . Beneath an attitude of calm and hard clarity 

she addressed no one and abandoned herself attentive as to a dream she 

would forget. Behind secure movements she attempted with danger and 

delicateness to touch the same light and elusive, to fi nd the nucleus made 

of a single instant, before the quality came to rest on things, before what 

really came unbalanced in tomorrow—and there was a feeling ahead and 

another falling away, the tenuous triumph and the defeat, perhaps nothing 

more than breathing. Life making itself, the evolution of the being without 

the destiny—the progression from the morning not aiming for the night 

but attaining it.16

[image: ]

 

The passage above illustrates the impossibility of describing The Chandelier in the conventional terms of plot and character. It is the same frustration that awaits a reader expecting plot and character, for if on one level the book is the story of a woman’s life, The Chandelier’s real drama resides in Clarice Lispector’s attempt to deploy, and build upon, the poetic inner language she had discovered in Near to the Wild Heart.

Certain sequences of The Chandelier resemble Joana’s poetical riffs. But where those were limited to shorter passages, in The Chandelier they can stretch, as above, over many pages. “She wanted to tell or hear a long story made only 

out of words,” Virginia says,17 and in this sentiment Clarice Lispector seems to answer modernist writers such as Gertrude Stein, or even the Dadaists. Unlike the latter, though, who were given to composing poems by drawing words at random from a paper bag, Clarice Lispector, by shuffl ing words around, is not trying to discard meaning. She is trying to fi nd it. “There is so much talk,” she wrote years later, “or rather, used to be, about my ‘words,’ about my ‘sentences.’ As if they were verbal. Yet none of them, but absolutely none, of the words in 

the book was—a game.”18
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As Sérgio Milliet recognized when he wrote of “the precious and precise har-mony between expression and substance,” the union of forme and fond was the 

great achievement of her fi rst book. 19 The Chandelier pushes her quest even fur-ther. One can see the point of attaining that “precious and precise harmony” in the passage describing Virginia’s attempts to capture the fl avor of the anise liquor. In itself, the fl avor of anise is not important. The taste of a drink on the tongue is such an infi nitesimal part of human experience that it hardly seems worth expending so much effort to capture it. “Her impression then was that 

she could only reach things through words,” she writes in                 20 The Chandelier . But if human language, weighed down by refl exive syntax and clichéd meanings, is unequal even to that trivial experience, what use can it be for describing any-thing greater?

When Clarice writes “The thought . . . was the taste of anise,” that Virginia’s thinking about the taste creates the taste, she identifi es the point at which a thing is named as the point where that thing comes to exist. The name of the thing is the thing, and by discovering the name one creates it. The hidden name is “the symbol of the thing in the thing itself ” that already appeared in Near to the Wild Heart: the purest language possible, what could be called the concrete spiritual goal of these linguistic exercises. The point where the name of a thing becomes identical to the thing itself, the “word that has its own light,” is the ultimate reality.

The discovery of the holy name, synonymous with God, was the highest goal of the Jewish mystics, and the methods Virginia uses to describe the anise liquor resemble their methods. “The Society of Shadows must perfect its members,” Daniel tells Virginia, “and orders you to turn everything on its head.” The rep-etition of nonsensical words, the combination of letters, the parsing of verses, the search for a logic other than the strictly literal were common tools, and they could produce paradoxical or even absurd results. By dislocating her language (the liquor is purple, it is a fi eld, it is a needle on the skin), by splitting and rearranging its words, Clarice is attempting to coax shades of signifi cance from them, fi nding the word that might create the fl avor of the liquor on Virginia’s tongue.

The search for hidden meanings within language is a very serious activity, like Virginia’s sculpting of mud fi gurines, tied to creation itself. “Absolutely none of the words in the book was—a game,” Clarice insisted, for if something as fl eet-ing and unimportant as the fl avor of anise liquor can be captured, then some greater truth might be, too.

For Clarice Lispector, as for Virginia, the search for the hidden word is internal and solitary—“Truth” and “Solitude” are the mottos of the Society of 
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Shadows—and it promises no fi nal result, no permanent rapture, no defi nitive salvation. In this book, Clarice is still grasping for this language, which she does not yet completely dominate, but the ecstasy of the search is the highest state Virginia attains. “There were days like that, when she understood so well, and saw so much, that she ended in a gentle and dizzy intoxication, as if her percep-tions without thought were whisking her off on a brilliant and sweet current to 

where,  to  where . . . ”21


17
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VOLUME IN THE BRAIN

 

The completion of The Chandelier came at a time of intense activity in the Naples consulate. On December 18, Mozart Gurgel Valente and Eliane Weil, now a nat-uralized Brazilian, married there, with Maury and Dr. Vasco serving as witnesses. And business was booming at the hospital, where the casualties from the Brazil-ian Expeditionary Force were pouring in. In four bloody and protracted assaults beginning on November 24, the Brazilians invested a German position at Monte Castello, near Bologna, fi nally conquering it on February 21, 1945.

These victories pushed the war ever farther from Naples. A degree of travel was now possible, and Rome, where Mozart was employed at the embassy to the Vatican, was an obvious destination. Clarice and Maury went for New Year’s 

1945, at the invitation of Vasco Leitão da Cunha,1 and in May. The impover-ished city was happy to welcome them, Eliane remembered. In wartime condi-tions, Maury and Mozart were no longer simple civil servants, and in ruined Italy their wives were in demand by ritzy houses such as Gucci, Fendi, and Leonardo, who were seeking out those few women with dollars in their pockets to rebuild their clientele. The prices, Eliane was delighted to recall, were expen-

sive but doable.2

A similar principle operated in the Roman art world, where the collapse of the Italian economy had affected painters as much as the rest of the population. As it happened, Landulpho Borges da Fonseca, a colleague of Mozart’s, was an afi cionado of contemporary painting and sought out the city’s artists. Perhaps the most famous of these was Giorgio de Chirico, a fi fty-six-year-old who had settled in Rome in 1944 and who had taken a leading role in the Surrealist movement earlier in his career.
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“I was in Rome,” Clarice wrote, “and a friend of mine said that De Chirico would surely like to paint me. And he asked him. And said he’d have to see me 

fi rst. And he saw me and said: I will paint your . . . your portrait.”3 She went to his studio in the Piazza di Spagna, steps from the house where Keats died, to pose for the small portrait. “His pictures are in almost all the museums,” she told Elisa and Tania. “You’ve defi nitely seen reproductions of them. Mine is little, excel-lent, beautiful, with expression and everything. He charges a lot, naturally, but he charged me less. And while he was painting a buyer appeared. Of course he didn’t sell it. . . . Mine is just of my head, neck, and a bit of my shoulders. Everything 

smaller. I posed in that blue velvet dress from the Mayfl ower, remember Tania?” 4

The picture shows Clarice’s head tilted slightly to the right, her eyes, distrust-ful or defi ant, looking out to the left. Her red lips, right in the center of the picture, are the most notable fl ash of color in the otherwise dark picture, which captures astonishingly well the intense interior focus, the “brilliant and suffocat-ing air” that comes across so forcefully in her books.

Though it became one of the most celebrated images of Clarice Lispector, the model, never easily impressed by famous names, had her doubts: not only about her own appearance, which she later described as “a bit affected,” but about the artist himself. De Chirico, she told an interviewer a few years later, was a 

“painter in decline who has lost his artistic feeling.”5

Nonetheless, the portrait is a small witness to a great moment. As Clarice was posing on May 8, 1945, she and the painter heard the newspaper boy shouting from the square below “È fi nita la guerra!” Upon hearing the news, she wrote her sisters, “I gave a shout, the painter stopped, we talked about people’s strange 

lack of happiness, and then he kept on painting.”6
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With the end of the war, dramatic events ceased to occupy Clarice. Her book was fi nished, the Brazilian soldiers went home, and the Naples consulate, lately a witness to momentous events, settled into its routine as a sleepy offi ce in an impoverished backwater. Clarice traveled a bit and read a great deal, including Proust, Kafka, and Lúcio Cardoso’s translation of Emily Brontë’s poetry. “How well she understands me, Lúcio, I feel like putting it that way. It’s been so long since I read poetry, I felt I had ascended to the sky, to the open air. I even felt like crying but luckily I didn’t because when I cry it soothes me, and I don’t want to 

be soothed, neither for her sake, nor for mine.”7

She met another great poet, Giuseppe Ungaretti, with whom she had much in common. If Clarice was called “hermetic,” Ungaretti was the proud founder 
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of the so-called hermetic school. Clarice was a Jewish Brazilian born in the Ukraine; Ungaretti was a Jewish Italian born in Egypt. Unlike Clarice, Ungaretti had been a Fascist—Jewish Fascists were not uncommon in Italy, at least in the early years—though in 1936, disillusioned with politics, he went to Brazil, where he taught at the University of São Paulo. Before returning to Italy in 1942, he explored much of the country and came to know many of its leading writers. It was Clarice Lispector, however, who increased his “respect for the Por-

tuguese language, thanks to her poetic intensity, her invention.” 8 Meeting her in Italy, he and his daughter translated part of Near to the Wild Heart, which they 

published in a literary magazine. 9

But her closest friend was her dog, Dilermando, whom she found in a Naples street. “One look at him was all I needed to fall in love with his face,” she recounted in her children’s book The Woman Who Killed the Fish.

 

Despite being Italian, he had a Brazilian face and the face of someone 

named Dilermando. I paid his owner some money and took Dilermando 

home. I immediately gave him food. He looked so happy to have me as 

his owner that he spent the whole day looking at me and wagging his tail. 

Apparently his other owner beat him. . . . Dilermando liked me so much 

that he almost went crazy when he smelled with his snout my woman-

mother scent and the scent of the perfume I always wear. . . . He hated tak-

ing baths and thought we were bad when we forced him to make the 

sacrifi ce. Since it was a lot of work to make him bathe every day, and since 

he fl ed the bathroom all soaped up, I ended up bathing him only twice a 

week. The result, of course, is that he had a very strong dog scent which 

I immediately smelled with my snout, because people too have snouts.10

 

Her love for Dilermando, “the purest person in Naples,” inspired the only expression of resentment toward Maury in her known correspondence. “The dog got sick, I took him to the veterinarian and the fool told me he was incur-able,” she wrote Tania. “And there I was crying, I spent the day nervous and sad about the idea that they’d have to kill him, I who love him so much. Maury, as always, reacted normally and wouldn’t regret it too much. But we’re thinking 

about having him x-rayed and then he’ll be cured, they promised me.” 11

“When I was typing, he sat, half stretched out, at my side, in the exact pos-ture of the Sphinx, snoozing. If I stopped typing because I had come across an obstacle and was getting discouraged, he immediately opened his eyes, raised his head high, looked at me, one of his ears cocked, waiting. . . . No human being 
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ever gave me the feeling of being so completely loved as I was loved without 

restrictions by that dog.”12
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Despite these friendships, Clarice had to fi nd a role for herself as the dust of the war began to settle and the novelty of being abroad wore off. It was not easy, and references to loneliness and depression begin appearing in her letters with ever greater frequency. Even before the war’s end, she had expressed frustration with being cut off from her friends and family: “While you live in Brazil,” she wrote 

Lúcio in November 1944, “I am drinking tea with milk at a girls’ school.”13

In May she wrote her sisters, “I feel a real thirst to be there with you. The water I have found in this world outside is very dirty, even when it’s cham-

pagne.”14 In August she told Natércia Freire, “I’m dying of longing for home and for Brazil. This life of ‘married to a diplomat’ is the fi rst destiny I have. This isn’t traveling: traveling is leaving and going home whenever you want to, traveling is being able to move. But traveling this way is awful: it’s serving out sentences in different places. The impressions you have after a year in a place end up killing your fi rst impressions. At the end of it all you end up ‘educated.’ But that’s not 

my style. I never minded being ignorant.”15

In a similar vein, about a trip to Florence she was planning, she told Elisa that her life was providing her “a quick and suburban little culture that’s useful later on in ‘drawing rooms,’ ” and reported, “The ambassadors respect me. . . . People think I’m ‘interesting.’ . . . I agree with everything, too, I never disagree with anything that’s said, I’m very tactful and I win over the necessary people. As you can see, I’m a good diplomatic wife. Since people vaguely know that I am ‘a writer,’ my God, they would surely allow me to eat with my feet or wipe my 

mouth with my hair.”16

Between books, working erratically, she struggled with artistic doubts: “All I have is the nostalgia that comes from a mistaken life, from an excessively sensitive temperament, from perhaps a forced or mistaken vocation,” she wrote Tania in 

September.17 She said to Lúcio, “I haven’t really liked Italy, just as I couldn’t really like any place; since something stands between me and any thing, as if I were one of those people whose eyes are covered with a white fi lm. I horribly regret to have 

to say that that veil is precisely my desire to work and to see too much.”18

Seeing too much, “an excessively sensitive temperament”: this was how her sister-in-law Eliane remembered her at this time. “She felt everything others 

felt,” Eliane said. “She felt what they were feeling even before they did.”19 This extremely refi ned sensibility was her great strength as a writer: “You pick up a 
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thousand waves that I can’t catch,” Rubem Braga told her. “I feel like a cheap radio, only getting the station around the corner, where you get radar, televi-

sion, shortwave.”20 But it was also very painful, as Clarice wrote later: “I can no longer carry the pain of the world. What am I to do, if I feel totally what others 

are and feel?”21

A perceptive reviewer of The Chandelier captured Clarice’s dilemma: “Pos-sessed of an enormous talent and a rare personality, she will have to suffer, fatally, 

the disadvantages of both, since she so amply enjoys their benefi ts.”22 From Flor-ence, which she visited at the end of 1945, she wrote Elisa and Tania, “I try to do what I ought to do, and be the way one ought to be, and to adapt to the world around me—I manage to do it, but at the price of my intimate balance, I feel it. . . . I go through phases of being irritable, depressed. My memory doesn’t exist: 

I forget things from one room to the next.”23

Many years later, Clarice underlined the following sentences in a newspaper article entitled “Volume in the Brain”:

 

The research showed that the same physical events are perceived by some 

people as if they were louder, shinier, quicker, more odorous or colorful 

than they are for others. . . . In some people, the volume is turned up to 

the maximum, amplifying the intensity of all sensory experiences. These 

people are called “amplifi ers.” . . . A level that provokes slight discomfort in 

“dampeners” can mean intense suffering for “amplifi ers.” . . . At  the  other 

extreme, the “amplifi er” is an introvert who avoids the busy existence of 

the “dampener.” He is the kind who complains about the volume of the 

radio, the seasoning of the food, the brightness of the wallpaper. If it’s up 

to him, he prefers to be alone, quiet, in solitary environments.

 

At the top of the page she scrawled, “Everything touches me—I see too much, 

I hear too much, everything demands too much of me.”24
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The words “diplomatic corps” are often read as synonymous with stuffi ness and exclusivity, describing an institution constitutionally incompatible with an artist whose heroes—Spinoza, Katherine Mansfi eld, Lúcio Cardoso—were the embodiment of rebellion. This is how Clarice would later remember her years as a foreign service wife: “I remembered a time in which I arrived at the refi nement (!?) of having the waiter at home pass fi ngerbowls to all the guests in the follow-

ing way: every fi ngerbowl had a rose petal fl oating in the liquid.”25
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Even before she married Maury, Clarice had already started rebelling against the diplomatic world. “Ever since I’ve been going out with Itamarati,” she con-

fessed to Tania and William, “I’ve especially liked using really vulgar slang.”26 Within Itamaraty, however, she had a great deal of freedom. Her duties as the wife of a vice consul, low on the totem pole, were not onerous. She had an ample and guaranteed income, which, vitally, allowed her the space and time to write. She had good friends, including Maury, Eliane and Mozart Gurgel Valente, and Vasco Leitão da Cunha, not to mention Dilermando the dog. Life in the foreign service was not perfect, but in many ways it was less demanding than working as a journalist in Rio.

There is no doubt that she hated being away from Brazil and that she feared exile: “I am sure that in my cradle my fi rst wish was to belong,” she said, and belonging to Brazil was very important to her. “I lived mentally in Brazil, I lived ‘on borrowed time.’ Simply because I like living in Brazil, Brazil is the only place in the world where I don’t ask myself, terrifi ed: what am I doing here after all, 

why am I here, my God. Because it’s here I have to be, where I have my roots.”27 Certainly she missed her sisters and her friends. But a simpler explanation for her unhappiness at this time was that the excitement of her new life—marriage, success, travel, as well as the usefulness she had felt at the hospital—had ebbed. There was now room for a resurgence of the depression that had already tor-mented her before she married. “My problems are those of a person with a sick soul,” she wrote Tania, “and cannot be understood by people who are, thank 

God, healthy.”28

There was hope on the horizon, however. In December, Maury was promoted from vice consul to consul. She wrote Tania and Elisa, “I feel very well, . . . I’m having fun in Rome and . . . just by looking at me you can tell I’m much more 

rested.”29 One reason for her newfound repose was the knowledge that a trip to Brazil was only six weeks away.
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The country Clarice returned to in January 1946 was very different from the one she had left eighteen months before. The end of the war brought the end of Getúlio Vargas’s fi fteen-year reign. Many Brazilians were embarrassed to be fi ght-ing Fascism in Italy in the name of a quasi-Fascist dictatorship at home; for Elza Cansanção Medeiros, Rubem Braga, and many of the Brazilian troops, the fi ght 

to free Europe was, at the same time, a fi ght to free Brazil.30 For the time being, Getúlio Vargas’s long run was up. He was deposed on October 29, 1945.
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The new president was the bland Eurico Gaspar Dutra, Vargas’s former min-ister of war. A close collaborator of Vargas, he was a conservative choice. This he proved when, under the sway of the reactionary Catholic wife who had com-pared the war nurses to gold-digging whores, he outlawed gambling in a country addicted to games of chance. Dutra’s election did not signify a break with the old regime, nor was it intended to. Still, the end of the war and the return of democracy brought Brazil much needed air, and Brazil brought much needed air to Clarice Lispector.

It was a brief visit, less than two months. She saw the publication of The Chandelier, and she met many people whom she would count among her clos-est friends. First among them was Bluma Chafi r Wainer, a Jewish woman from Bahia whom Clarice met through Rubem Braga. Unlike Clarice, Bluma did not photograph well, and with her big nose and large teeth she could hardly be called beautiful. Yet those who knew her unanimously recall her great charm and appeal. “She was even more beautiful than Clarice,” said the journalist Joel Silveira, “because Clarice was often withdrawn, dejected. Bluma was witty, 

vibrant, fun.” 31

Bluma attracted important and powerful men. Her husband, Samuel Wainer, was one of the most infl uential journalists in Brazil. His anti-Vargas, pro-Communist monthly Diretrizes, founded at great personal risk in 1938, had at fi rst operated with signifi cant support from the Jewish middle class in Rio, the shopkeepers, dentists, and lawyers who bought ads to help him when the magazine was starting out. Later, in a chapter baroque even by the standards of Brazilian political journalism, Samuel Wainer became Getúlio Vargas’s closest ally in the media. Bluma, a committed leftist of great moral integrity, would be appalled by her husband’s closeness to Getúlio: “The ends do not justify 

the means” was a favorite saying of hers. 32 Though she never joined the Com-munist Party, the police kept an eye on her. Like Clarice, she was a free thinker who scorned convention. She frequented bars, not to drink but to participate 

in political and intellectual debates, “in the European manner,”33 a phrase that seems to mean “without her husband,” upon whom she did not depend socially or  intellectually.

Or, as it turned out, sexually. Unlike Clarice, who tended to leave her trans-gressions in the pages of her books, Bluma acted on them. Married to Samuel Wainer since 1933, in 1938 she fell in love with Rubem Braga, a young, married colleague of Samuel’s. Bluma got pregnant, left her husband, and advised Braga that she was ready to live by his side. Panicked, Rubem fl ed to southern Brazil; Bluma, in Rio, had no choice but to abort.
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Such was her charm, however, that Samuel took her back, ensuring that there would be no scandal, and Rubem Braga, decades later, confi ded that she was 

the love of his life.34 In 1946 Bluma and Clarice became instant friends, and the beautiful, sophisticated, intelligent pair did not escape the notice of the artistic and journalistic circles of Rio de Janeiro. They were from humble immigrant backgrounds working in the press at a time when few women did. More strik-ingly, they looked nothing like the Jews of legend. “Before, even the philo-Semites tended to mythologize the Jews. They saw them as something wise, mysterious, something out of the Old Testament. Bluma and Clarice were young, beautiful, sensual, cultivated,” said the journalist Alberto Dines. “They changed the idea 

of Jewish women in this country.” 35
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When Near to the Wild Heart was published, Clarice, at the behest of Lúcio Car-doso, sent several copies to literary acquaintances in Minas Gerais. One made its way to Fernando Sabino, a young man very much on the make. In 1941, at age seventeen, Sabino published his fi rst book. He sent it to Mário de Andrade, the pope of Brazilian literature, in São Paulo; Andrade, with some exaggeration, saw a resemblance to the work of Machado de Assis. Soon thereafter, Fernando— good-looking, a champion swimmer, but from an unspectacular middle-class background—managed to marry Helena Valladares, daughter of the powerful governor of Minas Gerais. As a wedding gift, Getúlio Vargas himself granted Fernando Sabino a generous lifetime pension, lifting him at a stroke from the 

penury in which most Brazilian writers lived.36

“I didn’t know who she was,” Sabino wrote of receiving Clarice’s book, which he enthusiastically reviewed. “I also didn’t know who had suggested it—perhaps Lúcio Cardoso. The book stunned me. . . . When she returned to Brazil, Rubem 

[Braga] introduced us. She stunned me.”37 Their meetings in Rio, where he had moved in 1944, made a deep impression on them both; he became, after her sis-ters and Bluma Wainer, Clarice’s most frequent correspondent. “We spent hours talking in our meetings at a café downtown. Or even in my house, where she met, besides Helena, my friends from Minas, Otto Lara Resende, Paulo Mendes 

Campos (later Hélio Pellegrino).”38

This group, which included Rubem Braga, would be of the fi rst signifi cance in Clarice’s life. Paulo Mendes Campos, an old friend of Fernando’s, had come to Rio to meet the visiting Chilean poet Pablo Neruda. He never left. Though very short, he was refi ned, charming, and attractive; his lovers eventually included Clarice Lispector. Like her, and like Fernando Sabino, Paulo showed great early promise. “In a literary career, the glory comes at the beginning,” he 
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later refl ected. “The rest of one’s life is an intensive school of anonymity and 

oblivion.”39 Indeed, though he was a lyrical poet of rare quality, he never enjoyed real fame. But when Clarice met him, he was, in the words of another friend, 

“Byron, aged twenty three.”40
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The thrill of these new friendships could not have made the return to Europe in mid-March any easier. “My joyous little departure face melted into tears in the plane,” she wrote her new friends. “The happy Americans kept watching while 

I didn’t know where to put all those tears and didn’t even have enough tissues.”41 She returned via the “desert sands” of Egypt, where she went head-to-head with the Sphinx, and arrived back in Italy to fi nd that Maury had almost fi nished the packing for their next post: the Swiss capital, Bern. Another, more painful departure awaited.

A report, which later turned out to be untrue, that Swiss hotels didn’t accept dogs forced her to leave Dilermando behind. She found a nice girl to take care of him, but was heartbroken. “I can’t stand to see a dog in the street, I don’t like to look at them,” she wrote her sisters. “You don’t know what a revelation it was for me to have a dog, to see and feel the material a dog is made of. It’s the sweetest thing I ever saw, and a dog has such patience with his own impotent nature and with the incomprehensible nature of others. . . . With their limited means, with a sweet dumbness, they fi nd a way to understand us. And more than anything Dilermando was something of my own that I didn’t have to share with anybody 

else.”42

To excise the guilt of having abandoned Dilermando, she wrote a story, “The 

Crime,” published in a Rio newspaper on August 25, 1945.43 Expanded and rebaptized “The Crime of the Mathematics Professor,” this is the earliest of the thirteen famous stories that became Family Ties. A man climbs a hill high above a city, carrying a dead dog in a sack.

 

While I made you in my image, you made me in yours, he thought. I gave 

you the name of José so that you would have a name that at the same 

time could serve as your soul. And you, what name did you give me? You 

loved me so much more than I loved you, he refl ected. We understood 

one another too well, you with the human name I gave you, I with the 

name you gave me and that you only pronounced with your eyes, the 

man thought tenderly. I remember when you were small, cute, and weak, 

wagging your tail, looking at me, and my surprising in you another way of 

having my soul. Every day you were a dog that could be abandoned.
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When the inevitable abandonment comes, nobody even blames the mathemat-ics teacher for his apparently victimless crime. “With an excuse that everyone approved of: because how could you make such a long journey with baggage and family and a dog on top of all that, said Marta.” The abandonment of  Dilermando seems to have reminded Clarice of her original sin, her failure to help her mother; the abandonment of the dog is a substitute for some greater, nameless crime: “There are so many ways to be guilty and to be lost forever; I chose to wound a dog. Because I knew it wasn’t much and I couldn’t be pun-ished for it. Only now do I understand that it really is exempt from punishment, and forever. Nobody damns me for this crime. Neither the church. Not even you would condemn me,” the teacher says, addressing the dead dog.

In its original version, the story is only a sketch of the more terrifying “Crime of the Mathematics Professor” she published in 1960. Yet even the preliminary story shows that, as in Near to the Wild Heart, Clarice was at her most powerful when, rather than trying to create complicated allegories, she sought the univer-sal meaning within her particular experiences.


18

[image: ]

 

THE COUNTRY OF A THOUSAND 

 

YEARS OF PEACE

 

Even more than Venice, Clarice’s new home, Switzerland, was the ultimate land of artistic death. Here Thomas Mann and Nabokov came to expire; here Nietz-sche and Nijinsky went mad. The toy cities, the cuckoo clocks, the chocolates, and the neutrality could not have offered a greater contrast with the chaos, youth, and energy of Rio de Janeiro. Switzerland was somewhat less than Clarice 

could bear: “This Switzerland,” she wrote Tania, “is a cemetery of sensations.”1

Luckily, some of her new friends had followed her to Europe: Samuel and Bluma Wainer were now based in Paris. The founder of Diretrizes was now mak-ing a name for himself as a foreign correspondent, fi rst as the only Brazilian to cover the Nuremberg trials, where he managed to interview Hitler’s succes-

sor, Karl Doenitz, and now as a correspondent for another paper.2 Samuel and Bluma came to Bern only a few weeks after Clarice and Maury arrived, and Samuel, at least, was not impressed.

“Wainer says that every day in Bern is Sunday,” she wrote her sisters. “He said he couldn’t stand it if we weren’t here. He found it extremely boring and charac-

terless.”3 “The way to do it is to look at Bern through the window and shut your mouth forcefully,” she wrote Fernando Sabino and his friends. “Bern is pretty and calm, expensive and with ugly people; with the lack of meat, with the fi sh, 

cheese, milk, neutral people, I end up screaming. . . . The city lacks a demon.”4 To Elisa and Tania she added, “Bern is terribly silent: the people too are silent 

and laugh little. I’m the only one laughing.”5

She managed to admire some aspects of the country. “The Swiss people got nothing for free. Everything in this country bears the mark of noble effort, of patient conquest. And what they achieved was not nothing—becoming a 
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 symbol of peace,” she later wrote. But she tempered this admiration by adding, “This doesn’t keep so many people, in silence, from throwing themselves off the 

Kirchenfeld Bridge.” 6

Her unspoken sympathy with these quiet suicides comes through in the atmosphere of despair that pervades her letters. The despair includes the Jewish terror of exile and a hint of what happened to her parents. “It’s a shame that I don’t have the patience to enjoy a life as tranquil as that of Bern,” she wrote her sisters. “It’s a farm. . . . And the silence of Bern—it seems that all the houses are empty, not to mention the calm in the streets. . . . Could it be that we just can no longer stand peace? In Bern nobody seems to need one another, that much is clear. They all work hard. It’s strange to think that there isn’t really a place one 

can live. It’s all somebody else’s country, where other people are happy.”7

She was laughing a bit, though, and her letters can be enthusiastic and excited as often as they are depressed. One thing stayed the same: the terrible longing she felt for her sisters and her country. She virtually badgered Elisa and Tania to write more, and when letters did arrive, as on the day after her twenty-sixth birthday, she could hardly contain herself. “I was so moved, I cried out of happi-ness, gratitude, love, longing, joy. I decided to go straight to the cinema because I need to return to normal and then I can write you back, if I can respond in 

words to the love I’ve received.”8

“It’s bad to be away from the land where you grew up,” she told Lúcio  Cardoso. “It’s horrible to hear foreign languages all around you, everything seems rootless; the real reasons for things are never revealed to foreigners, and the inhabitants of a place see us as gratuitous. If it was good for me, as medicine is good for the health, to see other places and other people, any benefi t has long since worn off; I never thought I would be so inadaptable, I never thought I needed the things I had so much. Though now I’m ashamed not to live well in any place where the bells of the cathedral ring, where there’s a river, where people work and do their 

shopping; but that’s the way it is.”9
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“You have to be very happy to live in a small city, because it enlarges happiness just like it enlarges unhappiness,” she told an interviewer in the 1960s, once she was back in Brazil. “So I’m going to stay here in Rio. See, in big cities everybody knows that in every apartment there’s a kind of solidarity, because an unhappy 

person lives in every apartment.”10

One reason for her unhappiness in Bern was the indifference that greeted The Chandelier. “The silence around your book is really too much,” Fernando 
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Sabino wrote in May 1946. 11 He had written about it, as had a few other critics of note. Sérgio Milliet, who had heralded her fi rst book, published a positive review; Oswald de Andrade, one of the country’s most important writers, called it “terrifying;” another São Paulo reviewer called it “even more signifi cant than 

her fi rst” and claimed that it “places her in the fi rst rank of our writers.”12 But the contrast with the excitement that greeted Near to the Wild Heart was dra-matic. “I was prepared, I don’t know why especially, for an acid beginning and a solitary end,” she had written Milliet after her fi rst book came out. Now she was surprised that even those critics who had praised her fi rst book were ignoring the second. Shouldn’t they at least “note the second one, destroying it or accepting 

it?” she asked Tania. 13

For the most part The Chandelier, which is indeed extremely diffi cult, seems 

to have baffl ed Clarice’s admirers and left most critics speechless.14 The posi-tive signs came from predictable corners. “The Chandelier—I still believe—is an authentic masterpiece,” Lúcio Cardoso wrote her. “What a great book, what 

a personality, what a writer!”15 The only real attack came from another usual suspect, Álvaro Lins, who had been almost alone in rejecting Near to the Wild Heart. “Everything he says is true,” Clarice wrote Lúcio, “whether it’s caused by some enmity for me or whether it’s just something he dashed off without much thought. . . . Anyway, he acts like the man who beats his wife every day because 

she must have done           16 something .” A month later, she was still thinking about Lins, telling Fernando Sabino, “Everything he says is true. You can’t make art just because you have an unhappy and nutty temperament. A profound discour-

agement.” 17

This state of mind made progress on her new book, The Besieged City, fi t-ful and uncertain, its creation surrounded by the kinds of doubts she did not record when writing her fi rst two. “I’m struggling with the book, which is hor-rible. How did I fi nd the courage to publish the other two? I don’t know how to forgive the thoughtlessness of writing. But I’ve already based myself entirely on writing and if that desire goes, there won’t be anything left. So that’s the way it has to be,” she wrote Tania. “But I’ve reached the conclusion that writing is what 

I want more than anything else in the world, even more than love.” 18
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“Two souls, alas! inhabit my breast”: Faust’s cry, the leitmotif of Hesse’s Step-penwolf, might also serve as a motto of Near to the Wild Heart. The struggle that book dramatizes––between the charismatic, beastly Joana and the placid bour-geoise Lídia, refl ects the struggle between two fundamentally inimical halves of 
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their creator. If, as Clarice said in reference to Joana, Madame Bovary c’est moi, Clarice was also Lídia, a conventional woman, a wife and a mother, a person who wished to live in peace with the world.

“I would like to spend at least one day watching Lídia walk from the kitchen to the living room, then have lunch beside her in a quiet room—a few fl ies, the silverware clinking,” Joana says. “Then, in the afternoon, seated and watching her sew, helping her out here and there, the scissors, the thread, waiting for a shower and a snack, it would be nice, it would be spacious and fresh. Could a bit of that be what I’ve always been missing? Why is she so powerful? The fact that I never spent my afternoons sewing doesn’t make me less than her, I suppose? 

Or does it?”19

Clarice and Joana have no contempt for Lídia. In interviews with those who knew Clarice Lispector, the word careta (prim, correct, square) occurs as often as words describing her eccentricity and genius. She was vain of her appearance, thought that her contributions as a mother far outranked her value as an art-ist, and published, alongside her vivifying mystical novels, tips on fi xing may-onnaise and applying eye makeup. “Intuitively I never stopped believing that  Clarice, Joana, and Lídia coexist inside you,” Maury wrote her. “Joana and Lídia 

were, and are, the same person in Clarice.”20

In Switzerland, the wobbly poise between Joana and Lídia inside Clarice threatened to slip. “I don’t agree when you say that you make art because ‘you have an unhappy and nutty temperament,’ ” Fernando Sabino wrote her. “I have a great, an enormous hope in you and I’ve already said that you have moved ahead of all of us, through the window, in advance of us all. I just hope intensely that you don’t advance so far that you fall through the other side. You always 

have to fi nd balance.”21

But in Bern there was no place for Joana, consigned to a round of tea parties in polite company. Clarice, whose writings so rarely refl ect anger or bitterness, never sounded more sardonic or mocking than in her descriptions of the people she encountered in Switzerland. “We went to see the Minister and his family. They’re all great,” she told Tania. “Except they’re another species absolutely. His wife is a nice lady, from a nice family, simple, kind. But I have to keep my mouth shut the whole time because everything I say sounds ‘original’ and frightens her. I want to explain what I mean by ‘original.’ That lady is terrifi ed of anything original. We went to see an exhibition of models of  Vienna (not too interesting) and she said: this model is original but it’s pretty. Speaking of an English lady who does a lot of sports: she’s original, I don’t like her. . . . What they really are 

is: best-sellers. Their opinions are best-sellers, their ideas are best-sellers.” 22 She literally had to keep Joana packed away: “I’m trying to put off loaning them 
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my book, in order not to ‘hurt’ them. Because I would be classifi ed as ‘modern art.’. . . From lying so much to try to have the same opinion as everyone else, 

because there’s no point in arguing, I’ve been paralyzed.” 23 The connotation cannot be accidental.

In Naples, she had ample opportunity to be useful, especially when caring for the wounded Brazilian soldiers. In Switzerland, the sense of uselessness oppressed her, and the possible reference to the mother she failed to rescue echoes the help-lessness she felt toward the victims of a more recent tragedy. She confessed to Tania that she was “intimately bothered” by her inability to face up to “the situ-ation of the War, the situation of people, those tragedies,” adding, “[Although I feel] the necessity to do something, I feel that I don’t have the means. You would say that I do, through my work. I’ve been thinking a lot about that but 

I don’t see how, I mean, in a real way.”24 She tried to get a job at the Red Cross, 

but the local branch accepted only Swiss.25

With Joana banished from the country of a thousand years of peace,  Clarice was increasingly unable to work at all. “I don’t work any more, Fernando. I spend my days trying to trick my anxiety and to avoid horrifying myself. There are days when I lie down at three in the afternoon and get up at six to go to the sofa and 

close my eyes until seven which is dinner time,” she wrote at the end of July.26 “But I didn’t want to rest!” Joana had shouted. “The blood ran through her more indolently, its rhythm domesticated, like an animal who shortened its paces in 

order to fi t the cage.”27

The caged animal, the Steppenwolf: “These people all have two souls, two beings inside them, in whom the divine and the diabolic, the mother’s blood and the father’s, the capacity for happiness and for suffering, are as tightly and inimically bound as the wolf and the man were inside Harry,” Hesse wrote. Could the wolf and the man, Joana and Lídia, live side by side? Among Clarice’s last notes is this: “Writing can drive a person mad. You must lead a serene life, well appointed, middle class. If you don’t the madness comes. It is dangerous. You must shut your mouth and say nothing about what you know and what you 

know is so much, and is so glorious. I know, for example, God.”28
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She went to the movies every afternoon: “It hardly mattered what was on.” 29 She saw some sights; she visited art exhibitions; and it was in Bern that she began her lifelong habit of visiting card readers and astrologers. She went to Paris a few times to visit Bluma Wainer and other friends; she and Maury took a happy trip to Spain and Portugal. In August 1947, she was on hand when Eva Perón’s lavish 
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European “Rainbow Tour” disembarked in Bern. (Rumor had it that her unex-pected detour to Switzerland had something to do with the country’s banks.) When the Argentine fi rst lady appeared at the train station, a volley of ripened 

tomatoes sailed from the crowd and splattered the Swiss foreign minister.30 To 

Clarice, Evita seemed “slightly disgusted to see that not everybody likes her.”31 But the tomato incident gave Bluma hope for Switzerland: “In that tidy little Bern, with its polite people! It’s good, this way not everything is lost. Our wait-

ing for something to happen is not in vain.”32

Her life was not without its distractions, but her pleasures were always transi-tory, and every time she thought she was recovering she ended up breaking down again. Nothing helped. “Every day I go up and down,” she wrote Tania. “Even worse: sometimes I spend entire weeks without going up even a little bit. I’ve so lost my courage and energy that I no longer even complain about it. I can spend hours in an armchair, without so much as a book in my hand, without so much as the radio on—just sitting, waiting for the hours to pass by and for others just 

like them to appear.”33

She sought distractions, private exercises, to rescue herself and Joana. In the footsteps of her father, she studied calculus: “Abstraction interests me more and 

more.” 34 At Fernando’s suggestion, she read a French translation of the Imitation

of Christ                                      35 , “which has purifi ed me at times.” Bluma came to Switzerland, but Bluma’s marriage was fi nally disintegrating and she herself was often depressed. “Everything here is quiet and clean,” Bluma wrote in July from her hotel in 

Montparnasse. “Any coincidence with the cemetery is pure resemblance.” 36

By the end of the year, Clarice was seeing a therapist, Ulysses Girsoler, who 

provided her a lengthy Rorschach. 37 It is unclear whether he was a psychoanalyst and how he met Clarice. “He was a student, I think of painting,” Clarice’s friend Olga Borelli said. “And this Ulysses had such a violent passion for her that he had to move to another city, he left” (for Basel, and then Geneva). “Because  Clarice was extremely beautiful, people fell in love with her. He left, and she always remembered him. He was blond, with light eyes, named Ulysses. So in homage, 

she used the name Ulysses in                    38 An Apprenticeship .”

Little is known about this Ulysses. He was not Swiss, and the few references to him in Clarice’s correspondence suggest others that have not been published or made available. The longest is in a letter to Tania from October 1947 that probably refers to Ulysses:

 

That boy, who is in Geneva, is completely neurasthenic. It seems he even 

gets up in the middle of the night to cry. . . . Don’t tell anyone, of course. 

It seems he’s even been going to a health clinic. Part of it has to do with 
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his being sick, and that depressed him. But I think that a lot of it comes 

from the uprooting of this life abroad. Not everyone is strong enough 

to stand not having their own surroundings, or friends. More and more, 

I admire Papa and others who, like him, managed to have a “new life”; you 

need a lot of courage to have a new life. In this career you’re completely 

outside reality, you don’t belong to anything—and the diplomatic environ-

ment is made up of shadows and shadows. It’s even considered bad taste to 

have any personal tastes or to speak of oneself or even to speak of others. 

Nobody has a relationship with a diplomat—with a diplomat, you have 

lunch.39

 

Girsoler was the fi rst in a long line of psychotherapists (if that is what he was) who either fell in love with Clarice or became too attached to her to be able to function with proper analytic distance. His prophetic Rorschach describes with uncanny precision the same drama Clarice had set out in Near to the Wild Heart : the struggle between impetuous Joana and placid Lídia.

“It is not necessary, after all, to say that the intelligence of Cl. V. is far above average. She knows it herself, though she has her doubts for the moment. She has a breadth of intellectual capacities that is almost too great to be completely employed,” the diagnosis opens. “In Cl. V. the affectivity that actively touches the course of her associations [i.e., as the Rorschach drawings were shown] is of a disquieting power. . . . A great fantasy and a strong intuition are united. . . . The creative urge breaks through vehemently.” Yet he warns against the danger:

 

[She has a] tendency to delve into a genial, undisciplined chaos. Affec-

tivity occupies a much larger space than average and possesses a clearly 

egocentric character.— This affectivity directly requires a great intellectual 

effort from most of those affected by it.— The impulsive affectivity (which 

requires no accommodation) can in Cl. V., to the shock of those affected 

by it, become entirely explosive, and at such moments she can be whisked 

away without any control. During such outbursts she can perform entirely 

thoughtless actions and behave in a foolhardy fashion. For the time being 

this impulsive side is strongly repressed. We see that all her sentimental life 

is stretched between one extreme (impulsivity) all the way across the whole 

range to the other extreme (subtlety, sensibility, ability to feel all the pos-

sible emotions that other humans feel). —It will be very diffi cult for such 

a character to fi nd balance.—a conscious domestication of these elemen-

tary impulses by intellectual participation. —The result is a more or less 

melancholy character. That is the reason for the possibility of a  tendency 
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to fl ee the world despite the great vitality. —There is a perseverance of a 

great number of thoughts, and especially when those thoughts are affec-

tively related to confl icts. Cl. V. begins to think around the confl icts and 

a great amount of her originality and her creative strength is absorbed by 

this way of thinking in circles. The result of this manner of thinking [is] 

original symbols and partially thoughts that contain designs in a mystical 

form. —This depressive state often slides into a melancholy expression, 

but never for long since the reaction soon manifests itself once again on 

the side of vitality.

 

She is able to perform regular tasks, but “a great skepticism appears against the world, a doubt about people that reaches an outspoken opposition,” including, 

“with the same energy, against herself.”40

In her novel An Apprenticeship or the Book of Pleasures, Ulisses would be a rather pedantic teacher and philosopher; and her last, beloved dog would be called Ulisses, too. In a letter the real “Ulisses” sent to “Clarissa. Clarissima,” he 

tells her, “It is an even harder thing to support [i.e., stand] real freedom.” 41
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“My drama: is that I am free,” she later wrote;42 this was, in fact, much of the drama she experienced in Switzerland. From an artistic perspective, she had what so many writers dream of: unlimited hours in which to work unperturbed. But her days were amorphous and she stared out the window. “The solitude I always 

needed is at the same time entirely unbearable,” she wrote Fernando.43 She told Tania, “I would like to have a mathematical device to measure precisely every 

millimeter I move ahead, and every millimeter I fall behind.”44

The months wore on; at the beginning of January 1947, she wrote Tania a long letter. For her substitute mother, who thought of herself as “more than a sister,” it must have been even more painful to read than it was for Clarice to 

write.45 It is hard to believe that its author is the same beautiful and alluring young woman who, less than a year earlier, had departed Rio de Janeiro, where she was fêted by many of her country’s leading artists, and who took time out of her journey back to Europe to go eyeball-to-eyeball with the Sphinx. In her place appears a woman so despondent and helpless that her letter reads almost like a suicide note.

 

Don’t think that a person has the strength to lead any kind of life and stay 

the same. . . . I don’t know how to explain my soul to you. But what I mean 
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is that we are very precious, and that there’s only so much you can give up 

of yourself for the sake of other people and circumstances. . . . All I planned 

to do was tell you about my new character, or lack of character. . . . Dar-

ling, almost four years have greatly transformed me. From the moment 

I resigned myself, I lost all my vivacity and all my interest in things. Have 

you seen the way a castrated bull turns into an ox? That is what hap-

pened to me . . . despite the hard comparison. . . . To adapt to something 

I can’t adapt to, to get over my dislikes and my dreams, I had to cut off my 

fetters—I cut off inside me the way I could hurt others and myself. And 

at the same time I cut off my strength. I hope you never see me resigned 

like this, because it’s almost repugnant. . . . One day, a friend fi lled herself 

with courage, as she said, and asked me: “You were really different, weren’t 

you?” She said she thought I had been passionate and lively, and that when 

she met me here she thought: either this excessive calm is a pose or she’s 

changed so much that she’s almost unrecognizable. Someone else told me 

that I move with the lassitude of a fi fty-year-old  woman . . . which  can hap-

pen with someone who has made a pact with everyone, and who forgot 

that the vital center of a person has to be respected. Listen: respect even the 

bad parts of yourself—respect above all the bad parts of yourself—for the 

love of God, don’t try to make yourself perfect—don’t copy an ideal, copy 

yourself—that is the only way to live.
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THE PUBLIC STATUE

 

In Switzerland, in Bern, I lived on the Gerechtigkeitsgasse, that is, Justice 

Street. In front of my house, in the street, was the colored statue, holding 

the scales. Around, crushed kings begging perhaps for a pardon. In the 

winter, the little lake in the middle of which the statue stood, in the winter 

the freezing water, sometimes brittle with a thin layer of ice. In the spring 

red geraniums. . . . And the still-medieval street: I lived in the old part of 

the city. What saved me from the monotony of Bern was living in the 

Middle Ages, it was waiting for the snow to pass and for the red geraniums 

to be refl ected once again in the water, it was having a son born there, it 

was writing one of my least liked books, The Besieged City, which, however, 

people come to like when they read it a second time; my gratitude to that 

book is enormous: the effort of writing it kept me busy, saved me from the 

appalling silence of Bern, and when I fi nished the last chapter I went to the 

hospital to give birth to the boy.1

 

For Virginia, in The Chandelier, the only reality was internal; the outside world was fuzzy and incomprehensible and fi nally did her in. Lucrécia Neves, heroine of The Besieged City, is the opposite. Her own intimate life is “barely useable,” and so, “unintelligent,” she looks outward, to the new city growing up around her. “Which was so important for a person in a certain way stupid; Lucrécia who did not possess the futilities of the imagination, but only the narrow existence of 

whatever she saw.”2 As a book about the external world, it is a singular instance in Clarice Lispector’s work. Perhaps the book represented a fi nal attempt for 

Clarice to get outside herself, to fl ee the “shipwreck of introspection,”3 to escape 
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the melancholy that threatened to do her in. “Breath deep the spring air,” Bluma Wainer wrote Clarice after a visit to Bern in March 1947. “Think as little as pos-

sible and analyze even less.”4

The name Lucrécia hides Clarice’s own name, and unlike so many of Clarice’s characters, who are extensions or enunciations of herself, Lucrécia is a true alter ego, a person who thinks as little as possible and analyzes even less. Unlike the vitally, painfully alive Clarice, Lucrécia achieves the ultimate in muteness and unrefl ection. In a chapter titled “The Public Statue,” Clarice writes, “In the posi-tion she was in, Lucrécia Neves could even be transported to a public square. All she was missing were the sun and the rain. So that, covered with lime, she could fi nally be unnoticed by the inhabitants and fi nally seen daily without being noticed. Because that was the way a statue belonged to a city.” It is hard not to think of the image of  Justice outside her window in the Gerechtigkeitsgasse. Later, the metaphor reappears: “Slowly, as the man spoke, Lucrécia Neves grew larger, 

enigmatic, a statue at whose feet, during civic holidays, fl owers were deposited.” 5

Lucrécia exists to satisfy her small, easily identifi able needs. Her story has an alluring simplicity: she grows up, gets married, is widowed, and marries again. It is impossible to escape the conclusion that Lucrécia is someone Clarice would have liked to be, or at least someone whose easier life part of her envied: hap-pily superfi cial, content with tea parties and “best-seller” people. So many of Clarice’s books end with car wrecks, submissions, and defeat; it is not by chance that The Besieged City has a happy ending.

Much of what brought Clarice misery and exile meant fulfi llment and peace for Lucrécia. After spurning her dreamy adolescent boyfriend Perseu, whose name associates him with Pegasus, the fl ying horse of Greek antiquity, Lucrécia marries Mateus, a rich man from another city. Mateus offers Lucrécia much of what Maury could give Clarice. An outsider to her community, cultivated and worldly, Mateus promised fi nancial security and the hope of seeing the world. “Every man seems to promise a woman a bigger city,” Clarice writes. “Ah, Mateus is from another world, mama! he’s from another city, he’s cultured, he knows what’s going on, he reads the paper, he knows other people,” the ditzy Lucrécia tells her mother when she wants to get married. This is a perfect 

match. Lucrécia “wanted to be rich, possess things, and move up in the world.”6 But just as Clarice complained that “Bern is a tomb, even for the Swiss. And a Brazilian is nothing in Europe,” Lucrécia fi nds, once she leaves her native São Geraldo, that she is out of place: “Once she left the town, her kind of beauty 

had disappeared, and her importance was diminished.”7 In her new place, she is 

“the most inexperienced member of the city,” 8 though she soon discovers a kind of satisfaction there.

178    Why This World

 

Indeed, the catty remarks sprinkled through the book, so untypical of Cla-rice’s writing, seem to refl ect her unhappiness, not Lucrécia’s. When she writes of Mateus, for example, that he had the “look of a lawyer or an engineer—such was 

his air of mystery,”9 she probably was thinking of the lawyers and diplomats, the “best-sellers,” that surrounded her in her exile. Lucrécia, by contrast, is usually in a good mood.

In the new place, the empty woman devotes herself to social climbing: “Lucré-cia hoped to go two or three more times to the theater, looking forward to reach-ing a number that was diffi cult to count, like seven or nine, when she could add: ‘I used to go to the theater all the time.’ ” She learns the customs of the new city, and she fi ts in perfectly. At fi rst, at the theater, she is struck by the beauty of the performance, but this, too, passes, and the “best-seller” expression becomes second nature: “Because later she learned to say: I liked it a lot, the theater was nice, I had such a good time. . . . This is the most beautiful square I’ve ever seen, she would say, and then she could securely walk across the most beautiful square she had ever seen.” A favorite saying is that something “works in theory, but not 

in practice.”10

Lucrécia Neves, taking in the sights in the big city, shopping and visiting the theater, sounds rather like Clarice Lispector in Paris, where she spent a month at the beginning of 1947. “I don’t know if I’m crazy about Paris,” she wrote her sisters. “It’s hard to say. With life the way it is, it seems that I’m ‘a different person’ in Paris. It’s a dizziness that isn’t pleasant at all. I’ve seen too many people, talked too much, told lies, been very nice. The person who’s enjoying herself is a woman I don’t know, a woman I detest, a woman who isn’t your sister. She’s just anybody.”

She is Lucrécia, in other words. But Clarice, unfortunately for her peace of mind, could not turn herself into just anybody. “I was truly fatigued in Paris by all those intelligent people. You can’t go to a theater without having to say if you liked it or not, and why you liked it and why you didn’t. I learned to say ‘I don’t know,’ which I was proud of, as a defense and a bad habit, because I end up 

really not wanting to think, besides just not wanting to                    11 say what I think.”
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During Lucrécia’s lifetime, the small settlement of São Geraldo becomes a full-fl edged city. When she is a child, São Geraldo, rather like Chechelnik, is a little place, populated by wild horses. The history of the town’s growth is the story of the expulsion of these horses; as it takes on ever more civilized airs, fi nally acquir-ing a viaduct and an embankment, the horses progressively emigrate, “delivering 

the metropolis to the Glory of its mechanism.”12
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As the city grows and the horses are expelled, the town’s language evolves. São Geraldo’s fi rst citizens had no need of words. Lucrécia’s ancient neighbor Efi gênia, who by dint of long residence has become a kind of municipal totem, is almost as silent as the horses. “The spiritual life they vaguely attributed to Efi gênia fi nally seemed to be summed up by the fact that she neither agreed nor disagreed, that she didn’t participate even with herself, so austere she had become. To be as silent and hard as people who had never had to think. Whereas 

in São Geraldo people were starting to talk a lot.” 13

The symbol of São Geraldo’s linguistic adolescence is Perseu, Lucrécia’s fi rst boyfriend, who experiences the same linguistic ecstasy that marked Joana and Virginia. Like the young Clarice Lispector, Perseu takes delight in a language that is still as sonorous and nonsensical as music.

 

“Marine beings, when not affi xed to the sea fl oor, adapt to a fl uctuating or 

pelagic life,” Perseu studied on the afternoon of May 15, 192. . . .

Heroic and empty, the citizen kept standing beside the open window. 

But in fact he could never transmit to anyone the extent to which he was 

harmonious, and even if he spoke, no word could convey the graciousness 

of his appearance: his extreme harmony was simply evident.

“Pelagic animals reproduce with profusion,” he said with hollow lumi-

nosity. Blind and glorious—that was all that could be known of him. . . .

“They feed on basic microvegetation, infusorials, etc.”

“Etc.!” he repeated brilliant, unconquerable. . . . “This discoidal animal is formed according to the symmetry based on 

the number 4.”

That’s what it said! And the sun beat down on the dusty page: a cock-

roach was even climbing up the house across the street. . . . Then the boy 

said something as lustrous as a scarab:

“Pelagic beings reproduce with extraordinary profusion,” he fi nally 

exclaimed from memory.14

 

In choosing the outsider Mateus over the native Perseu, Lucrécia also elects a sophisticated language, one still foreign to the little town of her birth. But São Geraldo is catching up, and slick linguistic accretions are as much a part of its progress as the viaduct and the embankment. “The more São Geraldo grew, the more diffi cult it became for [Lucrécia] to speak clearly, so dissimulated had she become.” Nothing, now, is wild; everything, even Mateus’s last moments, are smothered by Lucrécia’s syrupy words. “Even his death, she had tried to destroy. 
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She tried to console him, the only way to reduce the event to something recog-nizable: at least you’re not dying away from home. . . . Foolish, as if dying didn’t 

always take place away from home.”15
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Clarice’s discontent with her own forcible domestication comes across rather loudly in her descriptions of the city’s increasing pretensions. It is obvious enough that she hated for the horses to abandon São Geraldo. But The Besieged City is not a denunciation of bourgeois affectations. It is part of her lifelong quest for an authentic language.

Perhaps the initial impulse came from the hours she spent staring out of her window in Switzerland, contemplating the infl exible fi gure of Justice. The language of The Besieged City is the language of vision, and metaphors of see-ing are sprinkled insistently throughout the book. At certain moments, vision even replaces spoken language, as when people “look” or “see” words rather than 

speaking or thinking them: “This city is mine, the woman looked.”16

The gazes of its inhabitants, not bricks and asphalt, build the new city of São Geraldo. “The city was taking the form her gaze revealed.” “Oh, but things were never seen: it was people who saw them.” “She opened her eyelashes, star-ing blindly. After a time the things in the room recovered their own positions, recuperating the way they could be seen by her.” “In truth it was a very crude function—she indicated the intimate name of things, she, the horses, and a few others; and later things would be seen by this name. Reality required the girl in 

order to take a form.”17

At the end of Lucrécia’s life, “looking was still her maximum refl ection.” Even 

as a child, she had “seen things as a horse does”;18 that is, Lucrécia is content not to see beyond the surface of things, and this is the positive value of her “superfi -ciality.” Clarice, whose relentless introspection had brought her to despair, could not follow Bluma Wainer’s suggestion to be a bit more superfi cial herself, to “think as little as possible and analyze even less.” “My misfortune is asking ques-

tions,” she later wrote, “since I was little I was nothing but a question.”19

Lucrécia must learn how “to look with a delicate effort at nothing more 

than the surface—and quickly not to look again.”20 The effort demands a cer-tain determination; she is not, like Perseu or Efi gênia, organically a part of the 

truth.21 “She leaned over without any individuality, trying merely to look at 

things directly.”22 Merely—but this way of looking leads, paradoxically but inevitably, to Clarice’s own metaphysical concerns. As it turns out, not being profound is simply another way of being profound.
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Lucrécia’s shallowness unites her not only with her immediate creator but with the divine act of creation itself. She creates the city; she creates every thing she looks at. “Some thing could not exist except under intense attention; look-ing with a severity and a hardness that made her seek not the cause of things, 

but the thing itself.” 23 In other words, her insistent attention to surfaces is yet another way to approach “the thing itself ” that Clarice had earlier sought in her previous books.

But what things can be fully seen by looking merely at their surfaces? The shape of a circle, for example, is indistinguishable from the circle itself, con-taining the entirety of itself in its symbol. This, not simply the untamed “wild heart,” is the signifi cance of the horses of São Geraldo. For Clarice, in this book as in so many others, the horse is a perfect creature, and becoming like a horse is a mystical goal, uniting soul and body, matter and spirit. A horse acts only according to its nature, free of the artifi ces of thought and analysis, and this is the freedom Clarice seems to long for: the freedom to do as she liked, yes, but more important the freedom from “the shipwreck of introspection.” For a per-son tormented by her past and incapable of living in her present, the horse was also a solution.

And so, fi nally, was Lucrécia. “Everything she saw was some thing. In her and 

in a horse the impression was the expression.”24 The impression was the expression: Lucrécia, and the horses, are “the symbol of the thing in the thing itself.” In a letter, Clarice further explains the phrase: “without the arms of intelligence, and aspiring to the kind of spiritual integrity of a horse, not ‘sharing’ what he sees, not having a mental or ‘vocabular vision’ of things, not feeling the need to com-plete an impression with an expression—a horse, in which there is the miracle of the impression being total—so real—that in him an impression is already an 

expression.”25

What a horse feels, its “impressions,” cannot be corrupted by the verbal, linguistic “expressions” that can only dilute or distort those original, authentic feelings. Lucrécia sees only surfaces and herself is nothing but surface, another means for Clarice to approach the same goal: the “word that has its own light,” in which meaning and expression are fi nally united.
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THE THIRD EXPERIENCE

 

“The word ‘word’ is ex-possible!”

“Ex-possible?”

“Yes! I’d rather say ex-possible than impossible! The word ‘word’ is 

 ex-possible because it means word.”1

 

One can only imagine with what thrill of motherly pride Clarice Lispector set down this dialogue with her son, Pedro. Named in memory of his grandfather and born in Bern on September 10, 1948, Pedro seemed to have absorbed the philosophical concerns that occupied his mother when he was in the womb. She was just completing The Besieged City: “When I fi nished the last chapter I went 

to the hospital to give birth to the boy.”2

Pedro’s birth initiated the third of her “three experiences”: “I was born to love others, I was born to write, and I was born to raise my children.” Not, however, in that order. Clarice often insisted that motherhood was much more impor-tant to her than literature: “There is no doubt that I am more important as a 

mother than as a writer.”3 Motherhood also offered her the possibility of piec-ing together an existence shattered when she lost her own mother: “If I wasn’t a 

mother, I would be alone in the world.”4

Motherhood was the one thing that both the wild Joana and the tame Lídia desired, and Clarice wanted it, too: “As for my children, their birth was not hap-

hazard. I wanted to be a mother.”5 It was not easy, though, and the way Pedro came into the world was a taste of what was to come. The birth was induced with injections, but after almost fi fteen hours of labor the baby had not come 

out, and the doctors decided to perform an emergency caesarian.6
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Feverish and in pain, Clarice had to spend a couple of weeks in the hospital. “As for Maury, I have rarely seen his equal in my life. He is so good to me, thinks of everything, is enormously patient with me and surrounds me with more care and love than I deserve. I hope I never hurt him. Not only because he’s been this way. In everything, he’s one of the purest people I know. I couldn’t have a better 

father for my son.” 7

Her fi rst reports to her in-laws are full of a new mother’s enthusiasm: “Little Pedro is very funny, constantly putting on weight and making faces. I’m sending an example, a terrible picture that is just a sample. In this photograph he is one week ‘old.’ This is the face he likes the most: opening his nostrils wide and trans-

forming his mouth into a beak.” 8 There were some doubts about the nanny: “She’s maniacal about silence (imagine wanting more silence than in Bern!); she wants us to whisper and walk on tiptoes—which would teach the child bad 

habits: he’ll be frightened in any other country.” 9 Later, to Tania, she described 

the nurse as “a plague with a diploma.”10

But the gravity of the new enterprise was not lost on her. “Every woman, when she learns she is pregnant, lifts her hand to her throat: she knows that she will give birth to a being who will inevitably follow the path of Christ, falling 

many times along the way under the weight of the cross. There is no escape.”11 Pedro would fall beneath the weight of his cross, causing her a pain as great as the loss of her mother. But for now, not even this foreknowledge would have contaminated her and Maury’s happiness. Perhaps this is what she was thinking when, on December 24, 1971, she wrote a Christmas column called “Today a Child Is Born.” The cross was looming in the future, but “for now, the joy 

belonged only to a little Jewish family.” 12
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In 1948, there was joy in other Jewish families. On November 29, 1947, under the gavel of its Brazilian president, Oswaldo Aranha, the United Nations Gen-eral Assembly voted to partition Palestine. (The gesture earned Aranha fame as a friend of the Jews, notwithstanding his statement that the creation of 

Israel meant that Copacabana could now be returned to the Brazilians.) 13 By early May, when Clarice was fi nishing The Besieged City, Bluma’s husband, the globetrotting reporter Samuel Wainer, was standing in front of the Café Bra-sil in Tel Aviv, a gathering place for the clandestine Jewish government, trying to contact the Irgun. Representatives of the Jewish terrorist organization duly 

appeared to describe, in detail, their famous attack on the King David Hotel.14 On May 13, on his way out of the country, Wainer was almost blown up by 
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a mine on the road to the airport. The next day the State of Israel was proclaimed.

And there was joy in Rio de Janeiro. Elisa Lispector’s fi ctionalized memoir, In Exile, opens with Lizza’s early-morning arrival at a train station. She hears a languid newspaper seller say “Read the Diário!” (Samuel Wainer’s paper). “Latest news: Jewish state proclaimed! Read all about it! The Diário!”

 

Lizza awoke from her stillness with a jolt in her heart. She bought a paper, 

feverishly opened it, and while her eyes ran across the news, a growing 

weariness spread through her entire being, as if a dark spring was fl owing 

inside her and penetrating every corner of her soul. Now she would say she 

was peaceful—too peaceful for someone who had spent the last days in the 

sanatorium in unrelenting anxiety, following, through the newspapers and 

the radio, the events in Lake Success, relative to the problem of Palestine.

“Jewish State!” she heard someone say, irritated, beneath the window of 

her  wagon.  “These  Jews . . . ”

His steps moved off and the rest of the sentence broke off into the dis-

tance.

Lizza heard him without resentment. She had heard similar comments 

so many times that they could no longer bother her. And now she was 

calmer than ever. A sweet hope in the destinies of the world was born 

inside her. Humanity was redeeming itself. Finally, it was paying its debt 

to the Jews. It was worth the suffering and the struggle. So many tears, so 

much blood. They did not die in vain.

“. . . they did not die in vain . . . ,” the wheels began to sing on the tracks, 

while the train began moving once again.15

 

The story that follows is the story of the Lispector family’s fl ight from their 

homeland. 16 The creation of the Jewish state, and the happiness it gives the hero-ine, lends the dreadful suffering of its characters, especially Lizza, a kind of mean-ing, a hope that her family’s and her people’s sacrifi ces had been to some positive end, that their loved ones, and particularly her mother, “did not die in vain.”

In both its explicit historical references and its insistent political bent, In Exile is unlike anything Clarice would write. Elisa, who was nine years older, not only remembered the whole hideous story of the family’s fl ight from Europe. She could, in a sense, never forget it. An active Zionist, secretary of the Jewish Institute of Historical Research in Rio, she traveled to Israel in later years. More academically inclined than her younger sister, she earned degrees in sociology and art history, besides her piano studies at the Recife Conservatory, and she 

attentively followed literary and intellectual debates.17
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As the phrase “someone who had spent the last days in the sanatorium in  unrelenting anxiety” reveals, however, what she and Clarice did have in com-mon were their terrible struggles with depression. After Elisa entered the federal bureaucracy, she was overtaken by sorrow and passed through a “tremendous 

crisis” upon her father’s death.18 This despair led her to write. Her fi rst novel, Across the Border, was written in such secrecy that not even Tania knew she was working on it. Published in 1945, shortly after Near to the Wild Heart, it in fact 

considerably antedates Clarice’s debut, completed by January 1942.19

The novel betrays its origins as the author’s attempt to write her way out of her despondency. “In an outburst of pain, he began to write quickly, nervously, in shaky uneven handwriting, as if trying to free himself from a great oppression,” 

the book opens.20 Across the Border is the story of an immigrant writer, Sérgio, né Sergei, who has something in common both with Pedro Lispector and with his daughters. “When I say war psychosis, I mean from the tormented period we’re going through,” a colleague tells Sérgio. “I know you don’t write about wars. I’ve read your writing. But there’s a harmful infl uence in all of that. I don’t know, maybe 

it’s exile, the migrations through strange countries, your extreme solitude.” 21

A friend of Elisa’s wrote that the book “was inspired by the fi gure of her father, to whom it is dedicated. It is his daughter’s homage to the unfulfi lled art-

ist.”22 The fi gure of Sérgio announces Elisa’s future theme: “extreme solitude.” 

“Solitude became his only means of escaping the oppressive feeling that he was 

constantly failing, since he did not know how to live as others did.”23

The book recalls Pedro Lispector’s confession to Clarice and the words that inspired Elisa to begin writing it: “If I were to write, I would write a book about a man who saw that he had lost.” The incapacity for living in the everyday world was shared by Clarice, who could never adapt to public life, as well as by Elisa, who dealt with her perpetual anxiety by shutting herself off from the world. Elisa was close to her friends and family, who remember her warmly. She had 

lovers, including the noted novelist Orígenes Lessa, 24 but she never married. Solitude was her great theme.

The legacy of the pogroms was an unrelenting depression, an inability to connect, that her friend Renard Perez noted. “I felt her inaptitude, her lack of preparedness for everyday life. A great insecurity, which became a wariness 

toward other people.”25 Like Sérgio, and like Clarice (“She was happy inside her 

neurosis. War neurosis.”)26, Elisa had her own crippling war neurosis. In her last novel, which, like In Exile, is strongly autobiographical, Elisa wrote, “But it is not good to survive. Believe me. One never entirely survives, and the part of us that remains grows weak not knowing what to do with one’s time, which stands still, and with one’s arid existence, which stagnates. Surviving means not know-

ing what to do with oneself.” 27
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Elisa wrote for many of the same reasons that Clarice created Lucrécia. “If I could at least stop thinking, if only I could forget,” Sérgio says. Like her sister, Elisa sought a solution in writing, but dwelling on misfortune was dangerous. “Writing, reliving, it may root out the evil, I tell myself, but the truth is that the more I touch the wound the more it bleeds.” The antidote proved poisonous. “Will I never be able to put down this burden? always writing, writing. The idea never leaves me, and now I wonder why, what’s the point? If I could stop, 

perhaps I could fi nd peace.”28
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In May 1948, as war erupted in the Middle East, a pregnant Clarice, in placid Switzerland, fi nally completed The Besieged City. Her Italian maid, Rosa, shocked by the amount of time Clarice had spent revising it, concluded that it was better to be a cook than a writer, because “if you put too much salt in the food, there’s 

nothing you can do about it.”29

The book was swiftly rejected by the Editora Agir, the Catholic publishing house that had published The Chandelier. In early July, Clarice wrote Tania:

 

I don’t know if you know that Agir doesn’t want to or can’t publish my 

book—the fact is their reply was negative. So I don’t have a publisher. I 

might send the book to Brazil with someone I know. You can let Lúcio 

Cardoso read it. He might fi nd a publisher for me. If he doesn’t, it doesn’t 

matter. What I want is to get that book out of here. It’s impossible to 

improve it. And besides, I urgently need to be free of it. When you give 

it to Lúcio, don’t ask him to fi nd a publisher. I’ll write him myself about 

that. I don’t even have the courage to ask you to read it. It is so tiresome, 

really. And you might suffer by having to tell me that you don’t like it and 

feel bad about seeing me literarily lost. . . . Anyway, do whatever you want, 

whatever is easiest for you. I hope some day that I’ll get out of this vicious 

circle into which my “soul has fallen.”30

 

As always, Tania knew how to cheer up her younger sister, who thanked her exuberantly for her encouraging comments on the book: “I don’t know how to tell you how I thank God, if God exists, for having you as a sister. You are the prize of my life. You are the sun of the Earth, and you give it beauty. Your existence 

gives meaning to life and makes it worth living.”31 Yet the news was discouraging; Agir’s rejection was soon followed by a rejection from Jackson Editores.

She was elated to be a mother, but not even the birth of Pedro could shake Clarice out of her depression. In December, they moved house, leaving behind 
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the Gerechtigkeitsgasse with its sculpture of Justice. She took a sculpture course, where she tried vainly to sculpt the head of a monkey in clay, and even learned 

how to knit. 32 She and Maury refused to learn how to play cards, though it might have enhanced their social lives: “But we don’t want to on principle: play-ing cards would be an easy way to get out of the tedium and would work as a kind of morphine. Maybe I’ll learn some day, but I’ll hesitate a long time before 

I get there.” 33

She was, however, already taking other drugs. She recommended Bellergal to Tania, which is commonly prescribed for restlessness, fatigue, insomnia, and headache, but which also contains barbiturates and is contraindicated for preg-

nant women.34 Pedro was already giving signs that he was not entirely normal. The fi rst shock came when Clarice and Maury, who had to travel out of town, left him behind with his nanny. He was still very young and could not yet speak Portuguese. They were only gone for a few days, and when they returned, they found him speaking fl uently the nanny’s language. Clarice told Elisa that she was 

terrifi ed by this abnormal precocity. 35

The only thing that could really lift her spirits was the prospect of returning to Brazil. “I was so happy that Marcia [Tania’s daughter] asked when I was com-ing back. Tell her that we might be there by the beginning of the year,” she wrote Tania. “Tell her that all these years have dripped by and that I practically counted every drip—but that at the same time they’ve gone by incredibly fast because only a single thought connected them: this whole time was like the development of one single idea: return. Tell her that for that reason she shouldn’t expect to see me come back laughing and jumping for joy: you never saw someone come out of prison 

laughing: it’s a much deeper happiness.”36

They would not return in 1948. Only on March 17, 1949, did the news come that Maury was being removed to Rio de Janeiro. “I’m writing from beneath the hair dryer,” Clarice wrote her sisters a week later, “getting ready to go to Rome to have some clothes made. I can’t tell you what I felt when I heard we would be leaving for Brazil. My great joy is inexpressible. My immediate reaction was my heart speeding up, my hands and feet going cold. Then I started sleeping badly and managed to lose even more weight. I’m so annoying that I’m already thinking that I’ll have to leave Brazil again. I’m controlling myself so I don’t get too happy. 

I’m so delighted. Maybe in Rio I’ll be able to write again and revive myself.”37
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On June 3, 1949, the young family fi nally left Bern, sailing to Brazil from Genoa. “The food was awful, extremely greasy,” on the Atlantic crossing, Clarice 
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remembered. “I did what I could to feed without danger my eight-month-old 

boy.” 38 The food improved once they arrived in Recife. A big lunch awaited, prepared by her aunt Mina Lispector. Like Tania, Mina had been a substitute mother for the girl, and Clarice remembered her with great tenderness. On her fi nal visit to Recife, a few months before her death, Clarice named the person who had most marked her life: “Aunt Mina who gave me food. Who took care 

of me.”39

Clarice had not seen the city of her childhood since 1935, when the family moved to Rio. It had not changed as much as she had. On her way to Aunt Mina’s, she wanted to see the Avenida Conde de Boa Vista, the main artery through the Jewish neighborhood of Boa Vista. She remembered it as enormous and was disappointed when it turned out to be rather unimpressive. She had a similar notion of Recife’s famous law school. “Children generally have a differ-ent idea of the dimension of things, you know how it is: I played on the stairs of the Law School and remembered it being enormous. On my way through Recife 

I saw it again, its actual size.”40

She, Maury, and Pedro had only a few hours in Recife before they had to be back onboard, continuing on to Rio, where she hadn’t been since March 1946. Her news of the city, and of Brazil, had come mainly from Bluma Wainer, who was increasingly depressed and had split from Samuel. Things had not been going well for years. Samuel, tirelessly building up one of the most extraordinary careers in the history of Brazilian journalism, was always darting off on exotic missions, leaving Bluma by herself in Paris or in Rio. “I spoke to Sam on the phone, and as I’ve already said and as always we didn’t get past ‘how are you? 

Everything ok? Etc.,” she wrote Clarice in 1947. 41 By the next year, she told Clarice, “I’m turning to stone, nothing moves me or interests me any more.” Samuel was gone again, fl ying from Palestine to Bogotá. “Miss Bluma will be alone once more. (I would like to fi nd a word that means more than alone—you 

who understand the strength of words, fi nd me one and send it).” 42

The marriage was defi nitely over by the beginning of 1949, when Samuel met Getúlio Vargas in Rio Grande do Sul. In his home state, the erstwhile dictator, now a senator, was meticulously planning his return to the presidential palace. Samuel had come to see Getúlio as the leader of a genuinely national movement, with broad support from many sectors of society, as well as one committed to the democracy in place since 1945. He and Bluma had been leftists—Samuel, for example, was the fi rst Brazilian to interview Tito—and Bluma still was. Her letters to Clarice record her enthusiasm over the Spanish Republican movement and her visit to Yugoslavia and are tinged with a mild anti-Americanism. In 1947, she reported, with understandable astonishment, that Brazil had agreed 
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to import twenty-seven thousand tons of American bananas!43 For the woman whose motto was “The ends do not justify the means,” Samuel’s alliance with the dictator was the last straw.

Along with her reports on the unfolding political scene back home—“Brazil 

just keeps getting more and more Brazil,” she sighed 44—Bluma also urged her friend not to pine away for the place. “For the rest, the papers are full of news about wives who kill their husbands, husbands who kill their wives and respec-

tive lovers, and others, with less commotion, who simply kill themselves.” 45
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HER EMPTY NECKLACES

 

For Clarice, arrival in Rio meant reunion with another old friend, Lúcio  Cardoso. The boy who had dreamed of fi lm stars in his small backwater now set up his own Chamber Theater to feature the works of classic authors, alongside his own 

work and that of his friends.1 He had begun working in the theater in 1943, just when he met Clarice. It was a lifelong dream.

“Lúcio Cardoso—I remember well—attributed great importance to his work in the theater,” said his friend the novelist Octávio de Faria. “It was inevitable, 

since he himself was essentially more a ‘tragedian’ than a novelist.”2 His the-atrical work was artistically avant-garde and politically far ahead of his time, nowhere more than in racial questions. Though slavery had not been outlawed until 1888, within the living memory of many Brazilians, the country’s elite 

held as a doctrine of faith that the country did not suffer racial divisions.3 With Tomás Santa Rosa, who had illustrated the covers of Near to the Wild Heart, The Chandelier, and The Besieged City, Lúcio participated in the Black Experimental Theater of Abdias do Nascimento, an early Afro-Brazilian activist. Santa Rosa designed the sets and became codirector of Lúcio’s The Prodigal Son, a biblical drama performed with an all-black cast.

Despite all the group’s efforts, the play fl opped. His sister recalled her “anguish seeing Pascola, the most renowned theater critic of the day, snoozing in the front 

row.”4 Undaunted, convinced that theater was a weak area in Brazilian culture, Lúcio determined to open the Chamber Theater in 1947. To get funding, he invited his writer friends to contribute articles. From Bern, Clarice Lispector sent a blurb: “The authors, set designers, and artists who work for the Chamber Theater guarantee the success of their undertaking—to return to the gesture its 
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meaning and the word its irreplaceable tone; to allow silence, as in good music, to be heard as well, and not to relegate the sets to mere decoration nor to simple background—but to use all these elements in their specifi c theatrical purity, 

allowing them to form the invisible structure of a drama.” 5 With her own theat-rical fl ourish, she signed this sentence “Lili, queen of the desert.”

To open this ambitious endeavor, Lúcio produced his own The Silver String. “I cannot recall a more carefully prepared, better worked-out, more impressive spectacle for our little group around Lúcio,” Octávio de Faria recalled. “Ester Leão was the director and Lúcio Cardoso submitted (though, it is true, some-times almost screaming) to all her demands. Sometimes I saw him on the verge of tears. It doesn’t matter. The play opened, and the actress Alma Flora got 

almost all the applause.” 6 As it happened, the poetically named Alma Flora had appeared at Recife’s grandest venue, the Teatro Santa Isabel, when Clarice Lispector was a child. The spectacle had inspired her, age nine, to write her two-

page, three-act play,                       7 Poor Little Rich Girl .

Enthusiasm ran high, as always with Lúcio’s undertakings. “I remember it like it was today,” Faria continued.

 

Lúcio Cardoso, wild about the new “diva” (he never got over his “passion” 

for Italian fi lm divas), ordered up a huge “banquet,” at Lapa 49, to com-

memorate Alma Flora’s breakthrough. No end to the beer and the fresh 

crabs—except that there wasn’t any money to pay for it . . . and there, in 

the middle of the table, a magnifi cent centerpiece of red roses (red, of 

course! . . .) dedicated to the diva being honored. It was a great party, one 

of the few happy, successful ones I can remember. It really was a break-

through—not for Alma Flora, nor for Maria Sampaio (another actress, 

splendid, by the way), nor for Ester Leão, a notable director—but for 

Lúcio Cardoso, one of our greatest playwrights.

 

The inevitable hangover soon arrived. “Despite this great success, even ‘d’éstime’ (in relation to the earlier plays), it was still a complete professional failure. It 

vanished without a trace.” 8

Still, Lúcio had managed, as always, to infect a group of Brazil’s most talented artists with his extravagant dreams. Participating in his little theater were Marques Rebelo, whose chronicle of Rio de Janeiro in the 1940s is a classic of Brazilian literature; Nelson Rodrigues, later Brazil’s most famous and controversial play-wright; the landscape designer Burle Marx, celebrated for his gardens in the new capital, Brasília; and the great poet Cecília Meireles; not to mention Lúcio him-self, the painter Santa Rosa, and, modestly and from afar, Clarice Lispector.
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Lúcio’s sister, Maria Helena Cardoso, captured the power of his irrepressible enthusiasm:

 

I remember Nonô [her pet name for him] so joyful, his head full of fan-

tasies, especially when thinking of traveling, and still young, with several 

books published and many still to be written, deciding to be a rancher 

some day. Infected by his enthusiasm, by the power of his faith and of his 

imagination, I seriously believed in all his whims, even the most impos-

sible. For me, it was all feasible, nothing was impossible for him, whom I 

admired above all else: novels, poems, beautiful plantations conjured out 

of nothing. His slightest dreams were realities for me, such was the force 

of his imagination.9
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Perhaps it was news of Lúcio’s new theatrical venture that inspired Clarice, toward the end of her time in Switzerland, to write “The Choir of Angels,” later published as “The Burnt Sinner and the Harmonious Angels.” Or the piece may have been inspired by another friend, the Pernambuco poet João Cabral de Melo Neto, who had started a small press from his diplomatic posting in Spain and was eager to have something from Clarice. “I’m still waiting for the ‘Choir of Angels,’ ” he wrote at the beginning of 1949. “You speak of it so fabulously that 

my hopes are rising.”10

He never published it, and may indeed never have seen it, until the piece appeared in 1964 toward the back of The Foreign Legion, a volume of miscellany. It is Clarice’s only incursion into drama. Though Tania’s granddaughter Nicole Algranti produced it in 2006, “The Burnt Sinner” does not really seem des-tined for the stage, if only because of its length (thirteen pages). With a biblical rhythm and language that is also unique in her work, the play tells of a woman 

condemned to death.11 Her sin is banal:

 

People:   So then she hid her lover from her husband, and her husband from 

her lover? That is the sin of sins.

 Lover :   But I laugh not and for a moment neither do I suffer. I open the 

eyes I have kept closed out of vanity, and I ask you: who? who is this foreign woman, who is this solitary woman for whom a single heart was not enough?

 

The drama ends when the “foreign woman” is burned to death. Once she is gone the various characters have their say.
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 Priest :   The beauty of a night without passion. What 

abundance, what consolation. “Great and 

incomprehensible are his works.”

  1st and 2nd Guards :   As in war, good does not remain when evil is 

committed to the fl ames . . .

  The newborn angels :  . . . we  are  born.

 People :  We do not understand and we do not understand.

 Husband :   I shall now return to the dead woman’s house. 

Because there is my former spouse, awaiting me in her empty necklaces.

 Priest :   The silence of a night without sin . . . What clarity, 

what harmony.

 Sleepy child :  Mother, what has happened?

  The newborn angels :  Mama, what has happened?

 Women of the people :  My children, it was like this: etc. etc. and etc.

 Member of the people :   Forgive them, they believe in fatality and are 

therefore fatal themselves.

 

This odd short play reproduces with disquieting closeness the helplessness that comes through in Clarice’s letters from exile in Switzerland, when her life was completely out of her hands, when people uttered high-sounding clichés all around her, and when she was completely subject to the will of others. In “The Burnt Sinner,” the people have their say; the lover has his say; the husband has his say; the priest has his say; the guards have their say; and the angels have their say. The “foreign woman” herself, condemned to the fl ames, never says a word.
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Finally back in Rio, Clarice began to fi nd her voice. This time it was not just a quick visit. She would be in Brazil for over a year, while Maury was assigned to the ministry in Itamaraty Palace. After fi nding an apartment in Flamengo, close to Tania, her fi rst order of business was to fi nd a publisher for The Besieged City. She worked fast. She arrived in Brazil at the end of June and the book appeared 

by late August.12 The publisher was, once again, A Noite, which had published Near to the Wild Heart fi ve years before. It was the book publishing arm of the newspaper where she had worked earlier in her career, and it was a respectable enough choice, though the rejections from other, more prestigious houses— even Agir, which had produced The Chandelier—must have stung.

Worse, the book bombed. Only a handful of reviews appeared, and these were not positive. Even Sérgio Milliet, the São Paulo critic who had so vocally 
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supported her earlier books, felt the despair so many readers have felt faced with 

what a close friend called “perhaps the least loved of Clarice Lispector’s novels.”13 Milliet saw the book as rococo, “the writer tangled in her own web of precious images,” the structure lost in the jungle of rhetorical fl ourishes. A shame, he continued, because the book “shows other ambitions, attempts psychological depth.” He admires her linguistic invention but concludes, “The author suc-

cumbs beneath the weight of her own richness.”14

Milliet has a point. Clarice said that it was her most diffi cult book to write,15 and it is frustratingly diffi cult to read, hard to follow the curlicued inner movements of its heavily allegorical characters. “Its hermeticism has the texture of the hermeticism of dreams. May someone fi nd the key,” wrote the Portuguese critic João Gaspar 

Simões. 16 Clarice acknowledged the problem but hoped that closer acquaintance would reveal the book’s merits, as it had for her law school friend San Tiago Dantas. “He opened the book, read it, and thought, ‘Poor Clarice, she’s really come down.’ Two months later, he told me that when he was going to bed he wanted to read 

something and picked it up. Then he said: ‘It’s your best book yet.’ ”17

She acknowledged, though, that the book is incomplete: “The Besieged City was one of the most diffi cult books for me to write, because it demanded an exegesis I am incapable of performing. It’s a dense, closed book. I was chasing 

after something and there was nobody to tell me what it was.” 18 In retrospect, it is easy enough to see what she was chasing after. The refi nement of her language had taken her so far. But in the broader sense The Besieged City has no point. Lucrécia’s identifi cation with the horses, and by extension Clarice’s search for the union of expression and impression, was complete, as far as it could be.

But that search is, by defi nition, spiritual. And in The Besieged City Clarice is not yet ready to acknowledge frankly that the point of these extravagant lin-guistic exercises is to lead her to a God who had abandoned her and whom she had in turn rejected. In this book, it is as if she is still clinging to her statement of August 1941, that “beyond mankind there is nothing else at all.” Though she had spent years refi ning her tools, her increasingly fantastic mastery of her language, she was as yet loath to use them. Hence the book’s “dense, closed” air. Hence also, more than simple frustration at the restraints of diplomatic society, the foreign woman’s silence.
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On September 8, 1949, a few days after The Besieged City appeared, Maury received news of his next posting: Torquay, a Devon resort where the third round of the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade was set to begin. Unlike his posting 
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in Bern, which had lasted several years, the mission to Torquay was only a matter of six months, which for Clarice would mean more of a long holiday and less of an interminable prison sentence. And they would not have to leave immediately; they would remain in Rio for another year, until the end of September 1950.

While she was home, Clarice sketched out some stories and dabbled in jour-nalism, but most of her time was taken up with her family and her new baby. She renewed her acquaintance with old friends, including Paulo Mendes Cam-pos, who came to the apartment to interview her for the Diário Carioca. When he arrived, he found Pedro, “fat and happy,” being transported from the bath to his bed. Clarice told Mendes Campos that maternity had taught her that “her voice was raspier, her gestures more brusque” than she had previously believed, and because her journalism, and presumably motherhood, was keeping her busy, 

she hadn’t started thinking about another novel. 19

That would have to wait until her arrival on the English Riviera, when the young family settled into one of the picturesque town’s many hotels. The owners of these hotels had a reputation for snobbishness and intransigence later immor-talized in the Monty Python spinoff Fawlty Towers. Like the hotels, not every-thing in the little beach town was as charming as it seemed. Agatha Christie was born there in 1890 and set many of her murder mysteries in the area, including her famous Ten Little Indians, also known as And Then There Were None. (Cla-rice Lispector would later translate Hercule Poirot’s fi nal case into Portuguese. She once said, “My ideal would be to write something that at least in the title 

recalled Agatha Christie.”) 20

With diplomats from thirty-eight countries streaming into town for the con-ference, Torquay’s hospitality industry was presumably on its best behavior. Cla-rice’s letters, at any rate, make no mention of any problems. She rather enjoyed England. “This here is a typical small town, with a whiff of Bern. If we weren’t going to be here for such a short time, it would be unendurable. Everyone is more or less ugly, wearing horrible hats, and with horrible clothes in the shop windows . . . but though Torquay is boring I like England. The lack of sun, cer-tain beaches with dark rocks, the lack of beauty—it all moves me much more than the beauty of Switzerland. Speaking of which, I hate it more and more. 

I hope never to return.”21

She and Maury found time to visit Kents Cavern, a cave system near Torquay that has been inhabited by man for around forty thousand years (and that put in an appearance in Agatha Christie’s The Man in the Brown Suit). The outing gave Clarice a certain perspective. “It was very nice. Though it causes a certain affl iction. I left there determined not to worry about little things, since there were so very many years behind me. But when I got back to the hotel I realized 
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that it was no use—prehistory has nothing to do with me, Pedro’s food is more 

important.”22

Pedro, who was already two, kept Clarice busy. He was learning English, which, Clarice wrote, he spoke like a backwoods Brazilian: “gude morningue,” 

“looki di funni mani.” It was quite an ordeal to fi nd him a proper nanny; she went through three in two months and by the end of October was still “waiting 

for ‘the woman of my life,’ ” she told Tania.23 “He eats marvelously, is starving all the time, talking about food: ‘good meat,’ ‘nice fi sh,’ etc. He talks so much that if he wasn’t my own I would get tired. The conversation doesn’t vary much—it’s 

about food, cars, busses, and then back to food.”24

At least she couldn’t be bored; unlike in Switzerland, she had little time to stare out the window. Her time in Rio and the relatively short trip to En gland had restored her spirits, even to the point that she could offer advice to Tania, nor-mally the best adjusted of the three sisters. “Don’t try to take certain problems so seriously,” Clarice wrote with an unaccustomed lightheartedness. “Sometimes, when I look at things in the past that I thought were so important and that now are not important at all, I get annoyed with myself. Take care of yourself morally 

as well, my dear. Be happy, no matter what!”25

Toward the end of November she took a pleasant trip to London, where she visited the theaters and took in a show starring the American actor Tyrone Power. She liked London. “It wasn’t the way I thought it would be. It’s less ‘obvious.’ . . . It’s not like Paris which is immediately and clearly Paris. You have 

to fi gure it out slowly, get acquainted with it slowly.” 26 The memory of England remained with her, and in the 1960s she wrote a short piece about it: “I thought it was very natural to be in England, but now, when I think that I was there, my 

heart is fi lled with gratitude.”27

Part of the happy tone of her letters from England may have come from the knowledge that she was pregnant again. It is not clear how far her pregnancy advanced, but around the beginning of 1951, on another trip to London, she suddenly fainted. “I almost died,” she said years later. “I was taken unconscious to a hospital and when I opened my eyes there sitting next to me was João 

Cabral de Melo Neto. I’ll never forget it.” 28

She lost the baby. In her great novel The Passion According to G. H. she would 

write, “Abandoning everything hurts like separating from a child not yet born.”29
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Clarice, Maury, and Pedro sailed for Brazil on March 24, 1951. More sad news awaited them upon their return. Bluma Wainer, who besides Clarice’s sisters was 

Her Empty Necklaces   197

 

her closest friend, had been suddenly attacked by a brain tumor. Samuel did not abandon Bluma now, though they had been separated for three years. Bluma may have found Samuel morally elastic in his political dealings, but she could not have accused him of a lack of loyalty. He had welcomed her back after the disastrous relationship with Rubem Braga, and now he paid for Bluma to go to the United States for treatment. But there was nothing for it. She returned to Rio, where Clarice helped nurse her, and died only a couple of months later. She 

was not quite thirty-six years old.30

In 1955, Rubem Braga dedicated a short essay to Bluma Wainer. All that remained of the love of his life was a plaster bust at the entrance to his apart-

ment, commissioned from the eminent sculptor Bruno Giorgi.31 “How many times did I see those eyes laughing in the daylight or softly shining in the dark, looking into mine. Now they look over me or past me, white, having returned with her to her goddess-like form. Now no one can hurt her; and all of us, in this city, who once knew her—and, more than any of them, he who most obsti-nately and anxiously loved her; he who today sees her like this, imprisoned in the motionless plaster, but free of all the pain and all the tumultuous passion of 

life—all of us died a bit when she departed.” 32

Perhaps it was just as well that Bluma departed when she did, sparing her the horror of watching Samuel Wainer become the éminence grise of the new Getúlio Vargas administration. The erstwhile publisher of Diretrizes, dedi-cated to combating the dictatorial Estado Novo, was now the media’s most prominent pro-Getúlio voice. On the one hand, this was not saying much. Brazil’s newspapers were unanimously opposed to Getúlio Vargas’s return to power, but this was not because of their own strong democratic credentials; Brazilian newspapers had always been the bastion of a reactionary oligarchy, owned by a few very wealthy families who passed them down from one genera-tion to the next.

Wainer saw, correctly, that the election of Vargas was a genuinely popular phenomenon. After his deposition in 1945, Getúlio had remained in the Sen-ate, plotting to return to the presidential palace he had occupied for fi fteen years, and biding his time while the politicians who replaced him discredited themselves. On October 3, 1950, when Clarice and Maury were settling into their Torquay hotel, Vargas was reelected with 48.7 percent of the vote, almost 

an absolute majority, unheard of in Brazil’s fragmented political system.33 As of January 31, 1951, Getúlio Vargas, democratically elected, was once again presi-dent of Brazil. “As I take offi ce the people will climb the steps of Catete Palace with me,” he declared melodramatically during the campaign. “And they will 

remain with me in power.” 34
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A genuinely popular press was what Samuel and Bluma had hoped to create with Diretrizes, though Bluma, at least, would never have dreamed that a popu-lar press meant one that supported Getúlio Vargas. In a secret meeting with the new president, Samuel agreed to start a newspaper to refl ect the popular mood, helped along by a considerable loan—also, of course, secret—from the Banco do Brasil. On June 1, 1951, a ringing letter of endorsement from the president on its front page, Última Hora made its debut. As Samuel later described it, the paper was “ecumenical by vocation.” In his memoir, he approvingly quotes a colleague who called him “the only journalist who can put out a paper that is 

capitalist in the fi rst section and communist in the second,” 35 a perfect match for the “father of the poor” and the “mother of the rich.” With Última Hora’s launch, Samuel Wainer had become one of the most powerful men in Brazil.
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During her year in Rio de Janeiro, Clarice Lispector participated in the birth of another publication. Comício would not make the splash of Última Hora, and it would have been completely forgotten but for the outstanding quality of its contributors, who included most of the rising generation of Brazilian writers, including Paulo Mendes Campos, Fernando Sabino, and Clarice Lispector. Its founders were Rubem Braga and Joel Silveira, who had been a war correspon-dent with Braga in Italy, and its aims were lofty: to discuss “the dramatic and picturesque march of the affairs of this nation and, a bit, of others,” though the 

editors made clear that their goal was not “to save the country once a week.”36

Like the rest of the press, Comício was anti-Vargas, at least in theory. Typically enough for the time and place, however, most of its advertisers were delivered by Danton Coelho, Vargas’s minister of labor, who “suggested” that his friends 

support it.37 Its political orientation, or lack of one, however, mattered little to Teresa Quadros, the chatty, confi dent person in charge of the women’s page. This is none other than Clarice Lispector, who took the job on the condition that she could work under a pseudonym, presumably to avoid staining her seri-ous literary reputation.

In the pages of Comício, one fi nds Clarice dishing out advice on, for example, adapting one’s perfume to different occasions: for a dinner, the Brazilian Sphinx suggests, choose something light, to avoid overpowering the smell of the food and ruining the other guests’ appetites. “No matter how French your perfume is, it’s often the grilled meat that matters.” Deploy your jewelry with a bit of class: “Don’t mix real jewels with fake ones. And try not to overdo it. Don’t wear your diamonds with three rows of pearls, gold earrings and three gold bracelets on 
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each arm, besides a gigantic aquamarine ring. You’re not a jeweler’s window, and 

you’re not the Virgin of Pilar.”38

In a voice exuding lofty control, Teresa Quadros also offered suggestions for getting women to calm down. “Act as if your problems don’t exist,” she wrote in the inaugural issue. “There are few problems that can’t wait a week. Maybe you’ll even be surprised to see they solve themselves.” And in the next issue, Teresa wrote, “Worrying can become a habit, like biting your nails. Maybe the day will come when someone asks you: what are you worried about? And your honest 

answer should be: nothing, I’m just worried.” 39

Yet there was more to Clarice’s page in Comício. “I didn’t think the column was for strictly futile feminine topics, in the sense that feminine is generally understood by men and even by women themselves: as if women belonged to 

a closed community, separate, and in some sense segregated,” she later wrote.40 The page included much serious writing, including an introduction to a section called “The Peddler’s Box.” This is a veiled homage to her father and to the other Jewish peddlers who brought their wares to the wilds of Brazil.

 

Amidst such a paradise [urban consumer society], it’s hard for women to 

imagine the existence of places where the peddler and his box are awaited 

like the Messiah. But anyone who has crisscrossed the backwoods of Brazil 

knows that such places exist and that the peddler is also a pioneer, a tamer 

of the jungle, who brings, inside his box, the beginnings of civilization 

and the rudiments of hygiene, to places they could only otherwise reach 

with great diffi culty. The anonymous fi gure of the peddler has never been 

adequately remembered by the men who wrote about our lives, by those 

who care about Brazilian things. Never has the peddler received the slight-

est homage. And he deserved it. Because along with his trinkets he also 

brought a bit of happiness. 41

 

Clarice also published a short piece that must have been avant-garde for the day, certainly by the standards of the ladies’ pages of Brazilian magazines: “Shake-speare’s Sister,” a reworking of Virginia Woolf ’s story about the hypothetical Judith Shakespeare, born with the same talents and the same inclinations as her brother but denied the opportunity to exercise them. She ended up killing her-self. “Who,” Clarice quoted Woolf ’s famous phrase, “shall measure the heat and 

violence of the poet’s heart when caught and tangled in a woman’s body?”42
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MARBLE MAUSOLEUM

 

That violence and its repression is the theme of one of Clarice’s great stories, “Love,” written during this prolonged stay in Rio. Unlike Judith Shakespeare, Ana, its protagonist, is not a poet but a middle-class housewife, one who “had 

pacifi ed life so well, taken such care for it not to explode.”1 She keeps an eye on her husband and children and regularly dusts the furniture, rather like Lídia in Near to the Wild Heart. And then, as in so many of Clarice’s stories, Ana’s unre-markable existence is shattered by an unremarkable event:  returning from the grocery store, sitting in a tram, she sees a blind man  chewing gum.

 

Ana still had time to think for a second that her brothers were coming 

to dinner—her heart was beating violently, unhurriedly. Bent over, she 

looked deeply at the blind man, in the way one looks at something that 

cannot see back. He was chewing gum in the darkness. Without suffering, 

with open eyes. The chewing movement made him look like he was smil-

ing and then suddenly not smiling, smiling and then not smiling—as if 

he had insulted her, Ana looked at him. And whoever saw her would have 

had the impression of a woman full of hate. But she kept looking at him, 

leaning over further and further—the tram suddenly jerked into motion 

throwing her back without warning, the heavy knit sack sliding off her 

lap, crashing onto the ground—Ana cried out, the conductor ordered a 

stop before realizing what was going on—the tram ground to a halt, the 

passengers looked scared.

Unable to move to pick up her things, Ana straightened up, pale. An 

expression on her face, long since unused, welled up in her with diffi culty, 
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still uncertain, incomprehensible. The paperboy laughed and handed her 

the bundle. But the eggs had broken inside the newspapers that contained 

them. Viscous yellow yolks dripped through the fi bers of the knit bag. The 

blind man interrupted his chewing and advanced his unsure hands, trying 

uselessly to grab whatever had happened. The package of eggs was tossed 

out of the sack and, amidst the smiles of the passengers and the signal from 

the conductor, the tram started up again.

A few instants later nobody was looking at her. The tram shuddered 

along the tracks and the blind man chewing gum had been left behind 

forever. But the harm was done.2

 

Plunged into a kind of dreamy delirium (“Why? had she forgotten that there are blind people?”), Ana misses her stop and fi nds herself inside the primordial world of Rio’s great Botanical Garden: “And suddenly, uneasily, she felt she had fallen into a trap. In the Garden a secret labor was being done that she was starting to perceive. On the trees the fruits were black, sweet as honey. On the ground there were dry seeds full of circumvolutions, like little rotting brains. The bench was stained with purple juices. The waters rustled with intense soft-ness. The luxurious legs of a spider were fastened to the tree trunk. The crudity 

of the world was restful. And death was not what we thought.”3

The Botanical Garden, with its rotting brains, is “so beautiful that she was scared of hell,” and Ana’s sudden awareness of the “wild heart,” of the rotting, oozing, sprouting garden, brings her to the brink of insanity (“Madness is the 

neighbor of the most cruel sensitivity,” Clarice wrote). 4 But unlike Joana, who had no ties and was free to come and go, Ana cannot linger in the garden, any more than Clarice could stay in the ancient caverns of Torquay: “Pedro’s food is more important.” Ana, too, has a child who needs to be fed, a dinner party to give.

She has lost track of time and must be freed by the night watchman. But her release from one form of madness deposits her in another. She runs home to fi nd the “large, square living room,” where “the clean doorknobs were shining, the glass in the windows was shining, the lamp was shining—what new land was this?” She shocks her son with her violent, fi ery gaze, but she takes a deep breath and gives her dinner party, “a bit pale and laughing softly with the others.” At the end of the night, her husband takes her back into her former world. “It’s time to go to bed, he said, it’s late. In a gesture that wasn’t his, but which seemed natural, he clasped the woman’s hand, taking her with him without looking 

back, removing her from the danger of life.” 5

After fi nishing this story in Rio, Clarice, too, subdued and calm as Ana, would be led away by her husband, on yet another long voyage, to yet another 
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long silence.6 The submission—of Joana to Lídia, of Clarice Lispector to Clarice Gurgel Valente—was painful, a violence against herself, but Clarice knew she could not linger indefi nitely in the wild garden. “Ah!” Ana exclaims. “It was 

easier to be a saint than a person!”7
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“Love” was published in 1952 in a thin volume, really no more than a pamphlet, fi fty-two pages long, called Some Stories. The book resulted from Fernando Sab-ino’s friendship with José Simeão Leal, director of the Documentation Service of 

the Ministry of Education and Culture.8 Sabino put in a word with Simeão Leal, who published a series called “Cadernos de Cultura,” short books, including poetry, stories, and essays, by authors both domestic and international. The goal was to distribute these widely and cheaply, but only the second target was met; 

in Clarice’s case at least, the book attracted no notice whatsoever.9

Besides “Love,” the book included “Mystery in São Cristóvão,” the story of three children, disguised in costumes, who sneak into a garden and steal hya-cinths. The story recalled Clarice’s own experiences as a girl in Recife, when she and her friend stole roses, and along with other short fi ction, the story had earlier been auditioned in the pages of Comício. The book also included a longer work called “Family Ties,” which would lend its name to the collection pub-lished in 1960. Like “Beginnings of a Fortune” and “Mystery in São Cristóvão,” it had been written earlier, in Bern. The earliest piece was “The Dinner,” written in 1943, at the time of Near to the Wild Heart, and published in a newspaper 

in 1946.10

“A Hen,” like “Love,” was a more recent production, composed during her visit to Rio. Many of these stories dramatize the Steppenwolf dilemma—“Two souls, alas! inhabit my breast”—that Clarice had already illustrated in the oppo-sition of Joana to Lídia in Near to the Wild Heart. “Love” shows Ana faced with the same impasse, in a concise and more crystallized form. How to choose the wild heart—the wolf, the cat, the horse, the viper, the rotting brains of the Botanical Garden—when a person requires a human form in order to survive? How can a person be true to the animal side of her nature without going mad?

Clarice had written much about animal-like people, but “A Hen” was her fi rst story about a human-like animal. “She was a Sunday hen. Still alive because it 

was only nine in the morning,” it begins.11 Indifferently selected to provide Sun-day lunch, the hen unexpectedly revolts, fl apping her way frantically across the rooftops and through the neighbors’ back gardens, chased by a boy in whom her fl ight has awakened a dormant hunting instinct. “Alone in the world,  without 
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father or mother, she ran, panting, mute, concentrated. Sometimes, during her fl ight, she fl uttered gasping on the edge of a roof and while the boy leapt over other rooftops she had a moment to regain her composure.” At last the boy catches her and drags her by one wing back to the kitchen, where, “with a certain violence,” he dumps her on the fl oor. Just when it seems that her game is up, however, and to her own and the family’s astonishment, she lays an egg—“Her heart, so small on a plate, raised and lowered her feathers, fi lling with tepid warmth that thing that would never be more than an egg”—a bravura display of vitality that wins her a reprieve. The performance makes her “queen of the house,” though this is unbeknownst to her. She settles into a routine. “But when all were quiet in the house and seemed to have forgotten her, she fi lled herself up with a small courage, remnants of the great escape—and circulated around the fl oor, her body advancing behind her head, leisurely as in a fi eld, though her little head betrayed her: moving around rapid and vibrating, the old fright of her 

species already mechanized.”12

The story, which is less than three pages long, is full of oblique references to Cla-rice’s own life: the feeling of imprisonment and the longing for fl ight; the existence “without father or mother”; the virtuoso performance followed by a long period of silence. The reference to the “old fright of her species” suggests the ancestral Jewish fear of persecution, and the phrase “remnants of the great escape,” coupled with the spectacle of a helpless, fl ightless, pregnant female running for her life, may refer to her mother’s desperate escape from Europe.

But just as Mania Lispector’s fate caught up with her, the hen has exhausted her energy in one fabulous feat. The “queen of the house” cannot avoid her destiny. She prospers for a time, “until one day they killed her, ate her, and the 

years went by.”13
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Like the hen’s, Clarice’s release into domestic tranquility was only temporary. As the hen was destined to be cooked for dinner, and as Ana inevitably had to return to her “large, square living room,” Clarice was bound for large, square Washington, where Maury was posted as a second secretary in the Brazilian embassy. As always, she hated to leave Brazil. After her long years away, her months in Rio had brought her a modicum of professional success—writing for Comício, publishing her stories—and now she was heading back into a dreary exile. Like the hen protecting her egg, Clarice, too, was pregnant again.

She, Maury, and Pedro traveled to New York on an opulent English boat in fi rst class. “But I didn’t take advantage of it: I was too sad. I took a  sixteen-year-old 
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babysitter along to help. Except she didn’t have the least intention of helping: she was fascinated by the trip and by diplomatic life. And Avani, weighed down with English books and her mind completely dazzled by her good luck, didn’t 

so much as glance at my son.” 14 For the festivities celebrating the crossing of the Equator, during which passengers were thrown fully dressed into the pool, the dejected Clarice stayed in her room.

They arrived in Washington on September 24, 1952. “Luckily you’ve been here,” she wrote to Fernando Sabino and his wife, “so I don’t have to make this vague and inorganic city concrete for you. It’s beautiful, according to various laws of beauty that are not my own. There’s no mess here, and I don’t understand 

a city without a bit of confusion. But anyway, it’s not my city.” 15 It was, however, more congenial than Bern, with a much bigger city and a much bigger embassy, among whose employees Clarice could fi nd a wider circle of Brazilians.

Several old friends were already there. There was Lauro Escorel, who had reviewed Near to the Wild Heart years before, and his pregnant wife, Sara, who, along with Clarice and Eliane, was one of three Jewish wives in Itamaraty. Sara went shopping for furniture with Clarice shortly after they arrived, but after a couple of days Clarice banned her from future trips. “But Clarice, what did I do?” Sara asked. “You make up your mind too quickly,” Clarice snapped. There was also a friend from Clarice’s student days, João Augusto de Araújo Castro, whom she had warmly recommended to Fernando Sabino, and Eliane and Mozart Gurgel Valente were close by in New York.

The ambassador was the wealthy banker Walther Moreira Salles, who owed his prestigious position to none other than Samuel Wainer. In exchange for a loan to purchase a rotary printing press for Última Hora, Samuel put in a good word with the president. Such was Wainer’s infl uence, and such was Última Hora’s importance to the Vargas regime, that Getúlio passed over a powerful São 

Paulo industrialist and his own brother-in-law to please Wainer.16 (Samuel never expected the loan to be called in, but when the political winds started blowing in a different direction, it would be.)

Soon after they arrived, Maury and Clarice bought the house at 4421 Ridge Street, a block from the country club in the leafy, correct suburb of Chevy Chase. It was the fi rst house they had ever owned, and it proved an ideal place for a young family, close to town and good schools. The house, two stories, with a nice yard and a garden, was very comfortable, and it was there that she awaited the birth of her second child. The knowledge that she would have to have a cae-

sarian, Lauro Escorel remembered, scared her to the point of panic. 17 This was probably because she remembered her awful experience in Bern when Pedro was born. But on February 10, 1953, a couple of weeks after Dwight Eisenhower’s 
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inauguration, Paulo Gurgel Valente was born at the George Washington Uni-versity Hospital. “This birth had none of the horrible complications of the other 

one,” she wrote Elisa. 18 The family was now complete.
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Shortly after Paulo was born, another family arrived in Washington: Erico and Mafalda Verissimo and their teenage children, Clarissa and Luis Fernando. In May 1953, Erico Verissimo took up the post of director of cultural affairs in the “marble mausoleum” of the Pan-American Union, part of the Organization of American States. At age forty-seven, Verissimo was that rarest phenomenon: the Brazilian novelist who could live from his writing. (In the twentieth century, only Fernando Sabino and Jorge Amado could say the same.) Like Getúlio Vargas, he hailed from a small town in Brazil’s southernmost state, Rio Grande do Sul, grow-ing up in a rich family that was ruined by his late teens. A high school dropout, he tried his hand at several activities, including running a pharmacy in a small town (the pharmacy failed), before fi nding a job at the Livraria do Globo, the legend-ary bookstore and publishing house in the state capital, Porto Alegre.

There, at last, was a place for his talents. He started reading, writing, and translating; he was responsible for the translation of Katherine Mansfi eld’s Bliss that had made such an impact on the young Clarice. In 1935, his novel Cross-roads and Destinies won the Graça Aranha Prize, the same distinction Near to the Wild Heart claimed nine years later. More important from a marketing perspec-tive, the book was widely denounced for Communism and indecency, raising Verissimo’s national profi le. But his real breakthrough came in 1939, when Con-sider the Lilies of the Field sold a “fabulous,” and in Brazil unheard-of, sixty-two 

thousand copies.19

His increasing fame brought him an invitation from the State Department to visit the United States in 1941, followed in 1943 by an invitation to teach Bra-zilian literature at the University of California at Berkeley, where he stayed until 1945 and produced, in English, his short compendium Brazilian Literature. The book’s beginning gives a good impression of the style that won him such a broad readership:

 

In a small town of Brazil I saw many years ago a play staged and performed 

by amateurs, one of the scenes of which I will never forget. (The time was 

a.d. 1200, and the place somewhere in Europe.) The hero stepped over 

the proscenium and, beating his pasteboard cuirass with his clenched fi sts, 

cried out: “We are the brave and noble knights of the Middle Ages!”
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Later on, a friend of mine told me about another melodramatic play in 

which the central character, a fair and gallant lad, bidding farewell to his 

lovely bride, recited: “Oh, my beloved one, now I am going to take part 

in that tremendous campaign known in history by the name of the Thirty 

Years’ War!”20

 

Early in his career, Brazil’s cultural hogen-mogens—jealous, of course, of his success—attacked his warm, accessible style, until they were silenced by the appearance in 1949 of the fi rst installment of Time and the Wind. Verissimo had started making notes on it in 1939, thinking of a single volume of roughly eight hundred pages, telling the story of a family and a city. The book ended up con-suming fi fteen years of work and running to 2,200 pages, in which the author, in dramatic narrative form, recounted the entire history of his native province of Rio Grande do Sul. Despite its enormous length, it is, to this day, one of the most beloved and widely read of Brazilian novels; it has frequently been adapted for fi lm and television and its characters are household names.

Despite his success, however, Verissimo seems to have been nagged by doubts about his claims to literary quality. In an interview he gave Clarice Lispector in 1969, he said, “I plan, but I never stick rigorously to the plan I have sketched. Novels (you know this better than I do) are arts of the unconscious. On the other hand, I’m almost saying I consider myself more of an artisan than an artist. And 

that’s why you can understand why the critics don’t consider me profound.” 21

Clarice could not let the comment stand. Four years later, in her collec-tion Where Were You at Night, she appended the following “Note to Erico  Verissimo” to a story she had earlier published in Comício: “I don’t agree when you said: ‘Excuse me, but I’m not profound.’ You are profoundly human—and what more can you want from a person? You have greatness of spirit. A kiss to 

you, Erico.”22
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Erico Verissimo’s humanity made him a good choice for the prestigious post at the Pan-American Union, a position that brought him into contact with all kinds of supplicants. Luckily he was a very tactful man.

 

There appeared a retired singer (contralto), who claimed to be the author 

of a Hymn of the Americas. She requested my good offi ces to get the piece 

adopted as the offi cial anthem of the OAS. She showed me the music, 

crooned it for me in an affected but hesitant whisper. I moved my head in 
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time with the hymn. I remember one irresistibly grotesque line: solution

by arbitration. When the lady let out the fi nal note, I declared that the 

anthem was truly gorgeous, “but you understand, for it to be adopted, we 

would have to convene a special meeting of the Council, get the unani-

mous approval of the representatives of the 21 countries in the Organiza-

tion . . . Unviable.”  Sorry,  very  sorry.23

 

The position also included a great deal of travel throughout the Americas, when he had to leave Mafalda and his children at home. “My wife, who is hor-rifi ed of air travel, is automatically widowed the moment I step onto a plane,” 

Erico wrote.24 Perhaps this fear and isolation helped bring Mafalda and Clarice together. With Erico so often abroad and Maury working long hours at the embassy, with their children occupied at school or with their own activities, the two women, away from their country and with time on their hands, grew very close, spending almost every afternoon together. Mafalda Verissimo became Cla-rice’s closest friend since Bluma Wainer.

“I wasn’t an intellectual,” Mafalda told an interviewer, “but I knew how to listen. That was what she needed. She confi ded in me, naturally.” That is the way her daughter, Clarissa Jaffe, recalls their friendship. “Clarice found in my mother someone she could relax with and let down her guard. My mother was a very 

uncomplicated woman, the exact opposite of Clarice.”25 “They could not have had more different personalities,” Luis Fernando agrees, “[but] became child-

hood friends.” 26 Mafalda saw in Clarice “an exceptionally intelligent woman and full of problems. I never saw a woman suffer as much.”

In the long, empty afternoons, the two sat at the lunch counters in drugstores, “talking, drinking coffee, that horrible American coffee, and eating toast.” The topics of their conversations were Clarice’s personal history: Clarice constantly 

“spoke of Brazil, remembering the past, her family, her Jewish origins.”27 Perhaps under the weight of these memories, Clarice leaned ever harder on the sedatives she had been taking at least since 1948. “We sat around drinking coffee and taking Bellergal, isn’t that crazy?” Mafalda said. “Bellergal was the tranquilizer of the day. It was a tiny little pill and we always had one with us.”

Mafalda had started taking Bellergal because of her fear of fl ying,  though she never developed a dependency. Such, unfortunately, was not the case with Clarice. Mafalda was struck by an incident at a cinema. Clarice wanted to see Citizen Kane, though she, like Maury, Erico, and Mafalda, had already seen it. They went again only because Clarice insisted. The fi lm had barely started when they looked over to fi nd her sound asleep. “She didn’t see any of the movie,” 

Mafalda said. “She must have taken more than one Bellergal.”28
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A passage from The Apple in the Dark, the novel Clarice wrote in Washington, recalls this habit: “Ah, she said with simplicity, it’s like this: let’s say someone is screaming and then someone else puts a pillow in their mouth so they don’t have to hear the scream. Because when I take a pill, I don’t hear my scream, I know 

I’m screaming but I don’t hear it, that’s how it is, she said adjusting her skirt.”29
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But Clarice’s work was catching on. Even the collapse of Comício after less than six months (“Our Comício, you saw, died as soon as Tereza Quadros departed,” Rubem Braga wrote in May 1953), did not mean that her commissions dried 

up.30 While some Comício alumni went to work for Samuel Wainer, others, including Clarice, signed up with Manchete, a new magazine begun in April 

1952, when Clarice was still in Rio.31 Its founder was Adolpho Bloch, who, like Clarice, was born in the Ukraine and likewise fl ed during the pogroms. His family settled in Rio de Janeiro—they were neighbors of Lúcio Cardo-

so’s––a few months before the Lispectors got to Maceió.32 Starting with a tiny hand-operated printing press, Bloch built a media empire of which the fl agship was Manchete, Brazil’s equivalent of Paris-Match or Life. The editor in chief was an old friend of Clarice’s, Otto Lara Resende. Otto, one of his father’s twenty children, belonged to that celebrated group from Minas Gerais (along with  Fernando Sabino, Paulo Mendes Campos, and the psychoanalyst Hélio  Pellegrino) known as the “four mineiros.” Like them, he had known Clarice since 1944, when Lúcio Cardoso had introduced Near to the Wild Heart to his literary friends in Minas.

Fernando, acting once again as Clarice’s impresario, proposed on her behalf a 

kind of “note from the USA” for the new magazine.33 The idea, readily accepted, ran into an obstacle when Clarice insisted on remaining anonymous. She sug-gested resuscitating Teresa Quadros, but the Manchete staff had other ideas; she and Fernando exchanged letters on the subject for most of 1953, Fernando sen-sitively parrying Clarice’s exasperating resolve.

“She [Teresa] is much better than I am, sincerely: the magazine stands to gain more from her—she’s eager, feminine, lively, doesn’t have low blood pressure— a good journalist in other words,” she insisted. To which Fernando replied, “I feel awkward telling them that you don’t want to sign it: for two reasons: fi rst, because despite the great respect and distinct consideration they have for the lovely Teresa Quadros, I know they want your name. That was how we discussed it; I don’t know if you realize that you have a name.” “It so happens,” Clarice replied, rather petulantly meeting him halfway, “that I would only like to sign it 
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C. L.” Fernando answered, “What people are interested in is Clarice Lispector, 

at least a Clarice Lispector reporting the news—even signing C. L.” 34

Clarice would, in fact, end up writing for Manchete, in 1968. Meanwhile, for the fi rst time, a book of hers was being published abroad, an event that brought its own headaches. Near to the Wild Heart had been sold to Plon, in Paris, to the editor Pierre de Lescure. Along with “Vercors,” the pseudonym of Jean Bruller, author of the celebrated novella Le silence de la mer, Lescure had founded the famous Resistance publishing house Les Éditions de Minuit.

In the spring of 1954, the translation arrived in Washington, riddled with faults, the work of a translator whose knowledge of Portuguese was clearly defec-tive and who had not hesitated to hack out entire chapters of the book. More-over, it seemed to be the fi nal pass, and Clarice was given very little time to correct it.

Erico Verissimo told her to fi re off a letter to Lescure,35 which she did. “I has-ten to inform you,” she wrote in her most formal French, “that I cannot consent to the publication of the book in its current state.” The translation was “scandal-ously bad . . . often even ridiculous.” Finally, she wrote, “I prefer that the book 

not be published in France at all to having it appear so ridden with errors.”36 The poor translation was apparently the result of a miscommunication, because six weeks later she was assuring Lescure that she did not receive his earlier letters on the subject. Still, she was not ready to let the matter rest. “I admit, if you like, that the sentences do not refl ect the usual manner of speaking, but I assure you that it is the same in Portuguese,” she writes. “The punctuation I employed in the book is not accidental and does not result from an ignorance of the rules of grammar. You will agree that the elementary principles of punctuation are taught in every school. I am fully aware of the reasons that led me to choose this 

punctuation and I insist that it be respected.”37

This is a point her translators would do well to recall: no matter how odd Cla-rice’s prose sounds in translation, it sounds just as unusual in the original. “The foreignness of her prose is one of the most overwhelming facts of our literary history, and even of the history of our language,” her friend the poet Lêdo Ivo wrote. The Canadian scholar Claire Varin has regretted her translators’ tendency 

to “pluck the spines from the cactus.”38

Notwithstanding her problems with the translation, Clarice assured Lescure that she regretted the phrase “scandalously bad.” Worse, she wrote in June, she regretted that her communications had “damaged his health.” The hero who had stood up to the German Occupation withered when confronted by Clarice Lispector. “As for myself,” she added, “I am used, by temperament, to anxiety. 

But I take constant care not to disturb the tranquility of others.” 39


23
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THE INTIMATE BALANCE

 

On July 15, 1954, the family fl ew to Rio for a two-month holiday, arriving just in time to witness one of the greatest uproars in modern Brazilian history. As was becoming usual, Samuel Wainer played a central role. Getúlio Vargas’s only ally in the print media was an irresistible target for the president’s enemies, who were led by a crusading—some said deranged—journalist named Carlos Lacerda. Carlos was an old friend of Samuel’s from their leftist days, so close, in fact, that when Lacerda was expelled from the Communist Party (over a misun-derstanding, he claimed), the fi rst person he sought to console him was Bluma Wainer. The expulsion, however, enraged him, and he placed his considerable polemical talents at the service of anti-Communism.

A man of many enemies, Lacerda did not stop with attacking Communists; he detested the new incarnation of Getúlio Vargas as a democratically elected populist above all else and could not pardon his old friend Wainer’s alliance with the president. His attacks on Wainer and Última Hora became steadily more aggressive until fi nally he got his biggest scoop. On July 12, 1953, his headline screamed: “wainer not born in brazil.” Wainer’s nationality was of the greatest importance, because a foreigner could not legally own a Brazilian newspaper. Eliminating him and Última Hora would almost guarantee the fall of Getúlio Vargas.

The smoking gun was a yellowing document discovered in the archives of a Rio high school, in which Samuel’s older brother, Artur, claimed that his brother was born not in São Paulo but in Bessarabia. Samuel hurriedly explained that “immigrant families, traumatized by the horrors of the war they had witnessed, were afraid that their children could be drafted into the army of the country 
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where they were trying to rebuild their lives.”1 A comical drama ensued, with Wainer dredging up residents of Bom Retiro, São Paulo’s Jewish neighborhood, to testify that they remembered attending his circumcision and Lacerda’s allies dispatching their far-fl ung correspondents to exotic Bessarabia to try to uncover “Edenitz,” the shtetl from which Samuel supposedly hailed. (The photographer they sent, Jean Manzon, was the only photographer who had captured the mad Nijinsky dancing.)

How exactly they were supposed to carry out this research in a Soviet Union where Stalin was barely cold in his grave was not thought out. Lacerda’s detec-tives never found Edenitz. In fact, the town, now Edenit¸, did and does exist, today in northern Moldova, a few miles from Soroca, where the Lispector fam-ily crossed the Dniester. Though Wainer was briefl y jailed over the scandal, he denied until the end that he was not a native Brazilian. (After his death, it turned out that he was, in fact, born in Bessarabia.)

Despite Samuel’s exoneration, the scandal further established Carlos Lacerda as the government’s most powerful enemy, and the points he scored against Última Hora weakened the already embattled Vargas. The coup de grâce came on the morning of August 5, 1954, three weeks into Clarice’s visit to Rio, when Carlos Lacerda, arriving at his Copacabana apartment building, was shot. The assassin only hit Lacerda in the foot—for months afterward he paraded around in a theatrically large cast—but managed to kill an air force major walking alongside Lacerda.

From his hospital bed, Lacerda immediately declared that Samuel Wainer had nothing to do with the assassination attempt. Indeed, he was not interested 

in Wainer; his real target was the president himself.2 Sure enough, the shot was traced back to one of Getúlio Vargas’s palace guards, a corrupt, illiterate thug named Gregório Fortunato, acting without Getúlio’s authorization or knowl-edge: Getúlio would not have ruled giant Brazil for most of a quarter-century if he had been that stupid. But the shot, as the president instantly realized, meant the end of his administration.

Rio boiled with indignation and intrigue. Under siege from every side, the wily old “father of the poor” still had one card up his sleeve. On August 23, 1954, Samuel Wainer’s Última Hora published a dramatic headline: “getúlio to people: i will only leave the palace dead.” He was not kidding. The next evening, after penning an infl ammatory farewell letter, a pajama-clad Getúlio Vargas walked into his bedroom, took out a pistol, and fi red a single shot into his heart.

Samuel’s was the only newspaper not attacked by enraged mobs. That fi rst 

day, it sold some eight hundred thousand copies,3 as the offi ces of Standard Oil 
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and the American embassy were attacked and Carlos Lacerda, still wearing a cast on his foot, fl ed the country. Vargas’s thunderous suicide note, “Serenely I take 

the fi rst step on the road to eternity as I leave life to enter history,” 4 rang day and night across the nation’s airwaves.

“the president kept his promise,” Última Hora blared.
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A week after the attack on Carlos Lacerda, Clarice wrote Mafalda Verissimo, “I still haven’t absorbed Rio, I’m slow and diffi cult. I’d need a few more months to understand the atmosphere again. But it sure is good. It’s wild, it’s astonish-

ing, and it’s every man for himself.”5 For a few days she escaped the capital’s political chaos in the resort of Teresópolis; her apartment in Rio was only a 

few short blocks from Catete Palace, the center of the turmoil.6 In this electric environment, Clarice managed to see old friends like Fernando Sabino and Lúcio Cardoso, and she cemented her relationship with José Simeão Leal, who, impressed by Some Stories, commissioned a full collection of stories, to include the previously published works. For the fi rst time, Clarice was being paid for a book in advance. Like her Parisian debut, this blessing would soon prove ambiguous.

Just as she was starting to absorb wild and astonishing Rio, Clarice was yanked back to the suburban tranquility of Eisenhower’s Washington, where she arrived on September 15. She had done it often enough before, but it never got easier. “For me, leaving Brazil is a serious matter,” she wrote Fernando upon her return, “and no matter how ‘graceful’ I want to be, when it comes time to depart I really do cry. And I don’t like for people to see me like that, even though they’re polite tears, the tears of a second-rate artist, who doesn’t have the director’s permission 

to fi x her hair.” 7

Once she got back, Clarice kept busy. She was learning to drive, again. “The teacher asked me fl at out if  I really had already learned to drive before. I answered that unfortunately I had. To which he said nothing. . . . Maury, next to me, feigns a courage worthy of note, so as not to dishearten me. He says that my 

only problem, just a little detail, is that I don’t pay much attention to traffi c.” 8 She must have mastered the skill eventually. One of her son Paulo’s fi rst memo-ries of her was in the car, on the way to school: “I must have been three or four, so it was in 1956 or 1957; the school atop a hill, the street snowed under, my mother driving, the car driving around and around until we got up there. . . . She may have given the impression of being ‘dreaming awake,’ of being connected 

to some reality other than the present one.” 9
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She studied English as she studied driving: indifferently. She drank milk-shakes and popped pills with Mafalda Verissimo, but in Washington she was increasingly realizing that the diplomatic life was impossible for her. “I wasn’t much at ease in that milieu,” said the woman who once boasted that she came straight from the Zoological Gardens. “All that formality . . . But I played my role. . . . I was more conciliatory than I am now. Whatever I thought was my 

duty, I did.”10 For years the notion of duty had sustained her: “I hated it, but I did what I had to. . . . I gave dinner parties, I did everything you’re supposed to 

do, but with a disgust.”11 This was the time when she had “the waiter at home pass fi ngerbowls to all the guests in the following way: every fi ngerbowl had a rose petal fl oating in the liquid.”

“Not only the hostess but every guest seemed satisfi ed that everything was going well. As if there was always the danger that that reality of silent wait-ers, fl owers, and elegance was a bit above them—not because of their social background, just: above them. . . . The woman next to her said: ‘The landscape there is superb!’ And the hostess, in a tone of anguish, dreaminess, and sweet-

ness answered hastily: ‘Yes . . . it really is . . . isn’t it?’ ”12 This fi ctionalized fragment reads like a setup for so many of Clarice’s stories: chaos shimmering through a veil of order, threatening at any moment to burst through the vigilantly main-tained surface.

It did not, though, in Clarice’s diplomatic role, even though her courtesy was often tested, including by anti-Semitism. Eliane Gurgel Valente recalled an embassy function in New York when a diplomat brought up the subject of Jews. “I can smell them,” he said. Staring him straight in the eye, Clarice replied, “You must have a terrible cold, then, since you can’t smell me and 

my sister-in-law.”13 In another recollection, Clarice, characteristically ellipti-cal, does not name the disease, but it is easy enough to fi gure out what she is talking about:

 

I remember an ambassadress in Washington who ordered around the 

wives of the diplomats serving there. She gave rude commands. She said 

for example to the wife of a secretary in the embassy: don’t come to the 

reception dressed like a bum. To me—I don’t know why—she never said 

anything, not a single rude word: she respected me. Sometimes she was 

distressed, and asked if she could come visit me. I said yes. She would 

come. I remember one time—sitting on the sofa of my own house—

she confi ded to me in secret that she didn’t like a certain kind of person. 

I was surprised because I was exactly that kind of person. She didn’t know. 

She didn’t know me or at least a part of me.
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Out of pure charity—in order not to embarrass her—I didn’t tell her 

what I was. If I had she would be in an awful situation and have to apolo-

gize. I listened with my mouth shut. Later she was widowed and came 

to Rio. She called me. She had a present for me and asked me to visit 

her. I didn’t. My goodness (?) has its limits: I cannot protect those who 

offend me.14
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Despite her discomfort, Clarice was popular among her embassy colleagues, and the anti-Semitic ambassadress was not the only person who liked and respected her. She had Erico and Mafalda Verissimo, and when they returned to Bra-zil in 1956 she acquired an unlikely new friend. The new ambassador, Ernani do Amaral Peixoto, was married to none other than Getúlio Vargas’s daughter Alzira. This was the same formidable woman who, at twenty-two, had protected Guanabara Palace, gun in hand, against the Integralist onslaught. Her martial readiness was only one reason she garnered wide respect. (Samuel Wainer, among others, was a great friend.) Often reckoned the brains behind her father’s throne, she was a canny politician who for years was the most powerful woman in Brazil, the daughter of the president and the wife of Amaral Peixoto, whose posts previ-

ous to arrival in Washington included the governorship of Rio de Janeiro.15

Alzira took an instant liking to Clarice Lispector, whom she had met on an 

earlier visit to Washington.16 Despite her redoubtable reputation, the ambas-sadress was devastated by her father’s suicide. In Washington, perhaps as a way of working through her grief, she wrote a memoir, Getúlio Vargas, My Father, with Clarice’s help. “You were very generous, I see now, in your statements about my literary ‘genius,’ ” she wrote Clarice later. “You spared my ego as much as 

possible.”17 Clarice was not simply fl attering her: the book is admirable. And Clarice could identify with Alzira’s pain at the loss of her father.

Alzira’s fi fteen-year-old niece Edith Vargas, on a visit to Washington, noticed that her aunt was still melancholy at the loss and saw that Clarice, who “looked 

like a queen, there was a greatness within her,” also seemed enveloped by sadness.18 Much as Alzira had served as a privileged conduit to her father, Clarice, known as Alzira’s “right arm,” was the discreet and sympathetic emissary of the diplomats’ wives to the ambassadress. Silvia de Seixas Corrêa (whose nephew married Eliane and Mozart’s daughter Marilu), noted the same sadness, the same friendliness, the same beauty. Clarice never mentioned literature, her own or others.

Another diplomatic spouse, Lalá Ferreira, remembered an urgent call from Clarice, asking her to come to her house immediately. The reason, she learned 

The Intimate Balance   215

 

upon arrival, was that Clarice had bought a record that she was afraid to listen to by herself. “They placed the LP in the record player and sat down to listen. After a moment, sighs, screams, heavy breathing, panting, squeaking doors, strange, phantasmagoric noises, followed one upon the other. Evening fell and the two sat terrifi ed in the dusky light of the living room.” It turned out to be a recording for use in theatrical productions of horror stories.

Lalá recalled another strange incident. At Christmastime, their American neighbors having festively decorated their lawns with the usual twinkling lights and sleigh bells and Santa Clauses, the Valente family was not to be outdone. “Lalá, tipped off by friends, went to see Clarice’s decoration: irregular forms, cut out of sheets of plastic, in dark colors—gray, black, brown—hanging from the branches of the pine tree. There were no lights. The dark green of the pine and the white of the snow did not accentuate the Christmas ‘decorations.’ Lalá asked Clarice why she had selected those ‘ornaments.’ The answer: ‘For me, that’s what 

Christmas is.’ ”19
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Through Alzira Vargas, Clarice met another lifelong friend, the young artist Maria Bonomi. Bonomi’s mother, Georgina, was the illegitimate daughter of the Italian-born magnate Giuseppe Martinelli, famous for building the fi rst sky-scraper in São Paulo, the thirty-story Martinelli Building. Today it is hard to imagine that the immense metropolis of São Paulo ever took a dim view of the skyscraper, but the pioneering construction so wracked the nerves of the citi-zenry that to prove the building was safe Martinelli was obliged to move his own family into its gigantic penthouse, which soon became one of São Paulo’s most glamorous addresses.

His granddaughter Maria Bonomi, born in Italy, came to Brazil as a young girl, after the war made it inadvisable to linger in Europe. Like Clarice, she was precocious, her talent encouraged by her family’s intimacy with many of Brazil’s leading artists. Her interests were early directed to graphic art, and in 1957, at twenty-two, she went to New York to study. Two years later, she participated in an exhibition at the Pan-American Union. To her surprise, she was selected to attend a White House dinner honoring foreign students. Driven to desperation by the occasion’s sartorial requirements, she looked to the Brazilian embassy. Alzira Vargas took one look at her and said, “I know who can lend her some 

clothes. Clarice Gurgel Valente.”20

Maria arrived in Chevy Chase and found Clarice “with a baby on her lap” and a selection of clothes all laid out: gown, gloves, shoes. “Dressed as  Clarice,” 
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she went to the banquet. When she returned the clothes, they started talking. Maria told Clarice about her work, and though Clarice said that she “liked to write” she never mentioned that she was a published writer. When Maria returned to New York, she met one of the rare women in the Brazilian foreign service, the same Dora Alencar de Vasconcellos who had been a witness to Maury and Cla-rice’s marriage. Clarice’s name came up and Dora loudly regretted seeing Clarice, 

with all her genius, wasting away amid the tedium of diplomatic life.21

The best portrait of Clarice from her time in Washington, however, comes from João Cabral de Melo Neto, who visited her at the beginning of her stay there. He and other diplomats were at dinner at her house when the talk came around to death. Clarice had to go into the kitchen to check on something, and when she returned she was eager to get back to the subject. João Cabral remem-bered the incident in “A Story about Clarice Lispector,” composed shortly after she died.

 

One day, Clarice Lispector

was swapping with friends

ten thousand anecdotes about death,

how serious it is, how carnivalesque.

 

While they were talking, some others

came back from the game.

They sifted through every detail

and analyzed every play.

 

When the soccer talk died down,

there came a yawning silence

and Clarice’s voice could be heard:

As we were saying, about death . . .22
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Life in Washington was more eventful than in a small embassy in a small Swiss city where, without friends or children, the feral, sparkling adolescent with-ered into a sad, solitary adult. In Washington, Clarice had plenty of people around her, made plenty of new friends, and received plenty of visitors: Tania, San Tiago Dantas, Rubem Braga, João Cabral de Melo Neto, Augusto Frederico Schmidt. She traveled a lot, returning to Brazil in 1956, visiting California and Mexico in 1957, and accompanying Alzira to Rotterdam in early 1959, where 
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they  baptized a new ship, the Getúlio Vargas, and stopped briefl y in Greenland on the way back to Washington.

Yet amid these distractions, Clarice was always concerned with preserving the “intimate balance” without which she feared she would slip into madness. Now there was a new threat looming: from her boys. With two young sons to attend to, she could no longer lock herself away in her room to write. “I didn’t want my children to feel that I was a mother-writer, a busy woman, without time for them. I tried to avoid letting that happen. I would sit on the sofa, with the typewriter on my lap, and write. When they were little, they could interrupt me 

whenever they wanted to. And                      23 how they interrupted.”

Despite her determination to keep herself available, her work did sometimes annoy them. Pedro once told her, in an authoritarian tone, “I don’t want you 

to write! You’re a mother!” 24 And Paulo, fed up with her writing for grown-ups, “ordered” her to write him a story about their bunny, Joãozinho, published a decade later as The Mystery of the Thinking Rabbit. The mystery is how João-zinho, who is not very bright, manages to escape regularly from his apparently secure pen; it was based on a true story. Clarice offers no solution for the mys-tery, and when the book was published the letters streamed in. “The children’s letters had the most varied solutions. I remember some of them: they accused the ‘grownups’ of killing the little rabbits, and then ‘used the excuse that they had vanished.’ Others said that the rabbits were so strong that they bent the bars of their cages and ran off. Still others thought that a big and powerful rabbit 

came at night to free them from their captivity.”25

Pedro, the elder, was remarkable from the beginning, and Clarice kept a care-ful record of his development. In many of her notes, Pedro is doing nothing more than being a cute little kid. “At night, he called me to his bed,” she noted for example. “—Mother, I’m sad. —Why? —Because it’s night and I love you.” On his sixth birthday, September 10, 1954, shortly before the family left Rio for Washington, he seemed bored by the approaching party, until Clarice fi nally dressed him in his new birthday clothes. “I’m so happy that me exists,” he told her. He went through the usual phases: “1954—Period in which dinosaurs were his most important subject and the central object of his thoughts, including, 

apparently, of his nightmares.” 26

Yet from relatively early on, Pedro was not a normal child. His unusual intelligence impressed people from the very beginning. As an infant in Swit-zerland, his linguistic gifts had astonished and even frightened his parents. In Washington a couple of years later, Tania remembered Pedro seated on the sofa, reading the encyclopedia with Erico Verissimo. A diplomatic colleague recalled being stunned by a comment Pedro made à propos of a political discussion in 
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 Washington: looking up from his playthings, the fi ve-year-old said, “So you 

mean that a leftist party that takes power automatically shifts to the right?”27

In the notebook in which his mother recorded Pedro’s wit and wisdom, Cla-rice made a curious notation that she may have looked back on, once the extent of the problem became clear, with a shudder. “Mommy,” he told her, “I have special ears. I can hear music in my brain, and I can also hear voices that aren’t 

there.” 28 It is not clear just when Clarice and Maury began to worry about Pedro, but by the time he was nine years old, Clarice mentioned to her sisters that she was putting him into a guidance center, “where, besides schooling, he’ll get help 

with his emotions.”29 (Already, in a letter of 1953, when he was fi ve, she men-

tioned sending him to a psychologist.) 30

Around the same time, she took Pedro to a psychiatrist who determined that Pedro would either turn out to be a genius or would go insane. It was a blunt way of saying what Ulysses Girsoler had told Pedro’s mother a decade earlier, in Bern: “We see that all her sentimental life is stretched between one extreme (impulsivity) all the way to the other extreme (subtlety, sensibility, ability to feel all the possible emotions that other humans feel). —It will be very diffi cult for such a character to fi nd balance.”

Pedro inherited much of Clarice’s character. He even bore her a remarkable physical resemblance: as a young man, he, too, was remarkably beautiful, “tall, strong, like a muzhik, one of  Tolstoy’s peasants,” one friend remembered. As a boy, he was even more precociously intelligent than his brilliant mother had been. Clarice’s powerful superego kept her emotions in check, if often only at great cost, and the controlled tension between impulsiveness and reason was a source of  her creative power. But she always feared the danger. Those of her characters, Virginia, for instance, who try to keep their “intimate balance,” always lost in the end.


24
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REDEMPTION THROUGH SIN

 

“God knows what he is doing: I think it’s right that the state of grace not be given to us frequently. If it were, we might pass over defi nitively to the other side of life, which is also real, but nobody would ever understand us. We would lose 

the common language,” Clarice wrote.1 Imagining that passage to the other side occupied her years in Washington, where she completed her longest, most com-plexly allegorical novel, The Apple in the Dark. Begun in Torquay and written in her suburban living room in Chevy Chase, the book describes, in poetic detail, a descent into madness.

The madness in The Apple in the Dark is a positive tool for knowledge, not a means for self-destruction. Yet self-destruction is its prerequisite. The old world of the protagonist, Martin, a statistician, a man of reason, is destroyed by a crime: he has killed his wife. But it turns out that the crime never took place; the medics got there on time.

The details of this crime hardly matter, to the character or the author. Over the course of the long book, Clarice devotes no more than a few dismissive lines to its particulars. Martin’s sins are as neutral and amoral as Joana’s and Virginia’s: “Had he by chance felt horror after his crime? The man carefully felt around in 

his memory. Horror? and yet that was what language would expect of him.”2

Clarice Lispector’s obsession with crime stemmed from the guilt tied up 

with her existence: “guilty from birth, she who was born with the mortal sin.”3 Martin, too, is persecuted because he exists. His crime is simply a pretext, “use-

less: as long as he himself survived, others would call for him.”4 And they do: at the end of the book Martin is arrested. “Being” is not illegal, so he is arrested for a crime that can be given a name.
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Clarice’s view of crime is closely related to her amoral, “animal” view of the world, a view found in Spinoza: “Men commonly suppose that all things in nature act, as they do, with some goal in mind, and even maintain as a certainty that God himself directs everything toward a certain goal. . . . They believe that everything has been created with them in mind and say that the nature of a thing is good or bad, healthful or rotten and corrupted, depending on how they are 

themselves affected by it.”5

The “moral” view of man and God, with man at the center of the universe and history a logical, meaningful process, was always ridiculous to Clarice. At the end of the book, a professor arrives to judge Martin. With all his bloated self-regard, the professor is a caricature of the critic, a personifi cation of the whole edifi ce of false morality that Martin has rejected.

 

“He’s strict with his students, very strict,” she repeated monotonously and 

without seeming to pay much attention to what she was saying. “One day 

a student was talking in class, and then at the end of the class, in front 

of them all, the professor called the student up and made such a moving 

speech, calling him son and asking him to lift his feelings to God, and the 

repentant boy couldn’t stop sobbing. Nobody laughs at the professor, he 

doesn’t allow it. The students laugh at the other teachers, but not at him.”

“Yes,” said Martin, as a doctor would to a patient. “The student cried so much,” said the exhausted woman, “that they had 

to give him a drink of water. He became a veritable slave of the professor. 

The professor is very well educated. The boy became a veritable slave, he’s 

very well educated.”

For the fi rst time Victoria seemed not to mind Martin’s silence. And 

standing there, as if she had nothing else to do and no plans to leave, her 

features puckered up from fatigue, she kept on reciting:

“To this day the professor uses the boy as an example. The boy looks 

like an angel, he grew paler, he looks like a saint. The professor was so 

pleased with what he accomplished, it was such a great moral victory, that 

he even put on some weight,” she said exhausted.6

 

For Clarice Lispector, who did not possess the professor’s moral clarity, crime could never be denounced out of hand. Spinoza wrote that “one and the same thing can be at the same time good, bad, and indifferent. For instance, music is good to the melancholy, bad to those who mourn, and neither good nor bad 

to the deaf.”7 Joana’s transgressions were an essential part of her being; Virginia found freedom in her meager peccadilloes.
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These crimes (“She took a napkin, a round piece of bread . . . with an extraor-dinary effort, breaking in herself a stupefi ed resistance, defl ecting destiny, she threw them out the window—and in that way kept her power”) bore a whiff 

of the teenager’s rebellion. 8 In The Apple in the Dark, crime acquires a higher signifi cance.

Martin’s crime ushers him into a greater reality. Redemption through sin, enlightenment through crime: it is the kind of paradox in which Clarice Lispec-tor delighted. With it, Clarice goes further than before, and further, too, than Kafka. Like him, she found locked doors, blocked passageways, and generalized punishment. But she also saw a different possibility: a state of grace.
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The Apple in the Dark opens like a detective story. In a distant backwater, Martin is the only guest in a nearly abandoned hotel. The owner, a German, has a Ford parked out front; when the car disappears, Martin fears that the German has turned him in and fl ees on foot through a night “as dark as the night is while we 

sleep.”9 He awakens in an abandoned desert.

It is a rebirth, from darkness into light, from night into day, from the world of language to a world of silence: “One could not even imagine that that place had a name.” Deprived of his senses—there is nothing to smell, nothing to hear, 

nothing to taste—all Martin can do is see, a “contented idiot.”10

At last a thought occurs to him: “Today must be Sunday!” The fi rst day, a name and a statistic for the world without meaning. But “without counting the days that had passed he had no reason to think it was Sunday. Martin then stopped, a bit weighed down by the need to be understood, from which he had 

not yet freed himself.”11

A black bird appears, seeking refuge inside the palm of Martin’s hand. He speaks to the bird, or tries to, but he cannot speak and the bird cannot, of course, understand. “ ‘I lost the language of others,’ he then repeated very slowly as if the words were more obscure than they actually were. Then the man sat on a stone, erect, solemn, empty, offi cially holding the bird in his hand. Because something was happening to him. And it was something with a meaning. Though there was no synonym for this thing that was happening. A man was sitting down. And there was no synonym for anything, and so the man was seated.” 

Having lost the language of others, the term Clarice used for madness, Mar-tin is haunted by the fear of the insanity that shadows the one who “passes over to the other side of life.” “That man had always had a tendency to fall into pro-fundity, which could one day lead him to an abyss.” The best thing is to stop 

222    Why This World

 

thinking entirely. “He was so repulsed by the fact of almost having thought that he pulled apart his teeth and made a painful face of hunger and helplessness: he turned worried to every side of the desolate land seeking amongst the stones a way of recovering the powerful previous stupidity that for him had become a source of pride and domination. . . . With enormous courage, that man had 

fi nally stopped being intelligent.”12

Clarice disliked being called intelligent for the same reason many religiously inclined people distrust the word: God is by defi nition beyond human under-standing, so attempts to reach the divine through “intelligence” are futile. The progress of the mystic takes him from rational thought to irrational meditation.

Yet one cannot linger in the irrational world. If the “state of grace” is the high-est temptation, it is also a mortal danger. Losing language and human under-standing—“intelligence”— is madness. The difference between the mystic and the madman is that the mystic can return, emerging from the state of grace and fi nding a human language to describe it.

[image: ]

 

From wordlessly being—“But there was not a single synonym for a man seated 

with a bird in his hand”13—Martin must exit the irrational divine and become a full human, and to be human is to have a language.

The fi rst words come, a cliché: “ ‘Like jewels, he thought, since he had always had a general tendency to compare things to jewels.” Inspired, he launches into a long soliloquy. At its climax, his hand involuntarily contorts and crushes the little bird. It is a second crime. “He was impressed with himself. He had become 

a dangerous man.”14

It is a painterly scene, forty pages of stillness, like a landscape of Magritte’s or De Chirico’s: the solitary man, the burning sun, the shimmering rocks, the dead bird, in the immense desert. The only action takes place inside Martin, who at its conclusion starts to walk away from the desert, arriving at length at a “poor and pretentious” farmhouse. He introduces himself as an engineer, which “lightly scandalizes” the plantation’s boss, a tough woman named Victoria, who looks at him as if he were an animal, “as if she were professionally examining a horse.”

 

“Where are you from?”

“Rio.”

“With that accent?”

He didn’t reply. With their eyes both agreed that it was a lie. 15
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Perhaps Martin was a foreigner all along. But his crime has placed him beyond classifi cation. Imperious Victoria, “a woman as powerful as if she had one day found a key. Whose door, it is true, had been lost years before,” sets him to work. All he can do is labor, and see: “The man expected nothing: he saw what he saw. 

As if his eyes were not made to conclude but only to look.”16

His looking perturbs Victoria, who grows concerned by the appearance of the farm, “as if until the arrival of the man she had not noticed the slovenliness of the fi elds.” Ermelinda, Victoria’s childish, hypochondriac cousin, starts noticing things as well: “With the acuity of wonder, she noticed on her own hand a vein that she hadn’t noticed in years, and saw that she had short thin fi ngers, and saw 

a skirt covering her knees.”17

Martin’s existence is perfect and simple: “When he was sleeping, he was sleep-ing. When he was working, he was working. Victoria commanded him, he com-manded his own body.” This ends when Victoria orders him to clean out the cows’ stable. It is a sickening assignment. “Inside was an atmosphere of intestines and a diffi cult sleep full of fl ies. And only God feels no disgust.” But conquering his disgust is the only way Martin can “free himself at last from the kingdom of rats and plants—and fi nally reach the mysterious breathing of larger animals.”

Once he has, he must rediscover sex. For this experience he does not choose Ermelinda, who is in love with him, or Victoria, but a mulatto woman—signif-icantly, she is nameless—“a young animal, he calculated her age by patting her.” To her he is “strong as a bull.” He takes her like an animal: “He would have to grab her or leave her. He grabbed her unhurriedly just as one day he had grabbed 

the little bird.”18

After the act, “he also began to understand women again. He didn’t under-stand them in a personal way, as if he were the owner of his own name. But he seemed to understand why women are born when a person is a man.” As Martin enters the wet worlds of stables and sex, a drought is approaching. The days are beautiful and full of sun. “The countryside looks like a jewel, he then said blush-

ing violently.” 19
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After evolving from rock to plant to rat to cow to horse, Martin is a now a man. This, for Clarice, means fi nding a language, and Martin must rediscover sym-bols: “This necessity a person has to climb a mountain—and look. This was the fi rst symbol he had touched since he had left home: ‘climb a mountain.’ ” With this symbol, Martin draws nearer to Clarice’s old ideal: “There Martin turned 

into the symbol of himself.”20
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But words barely fi t a person so recently an animal. “Oh he was very helpless. He had lost the stage in which he had the dimensions of an animal, and in which understanding was silent as a hand picks up a thing.” Seriously, ceremoniously, he takes up a pencil, but “the man seemed to have disappointedly lost the meaning of what he had wanted to write down. . . . Once again he rolled around the pencil, doubting and doubting again, with an unexpected respect for the written word. . . . So disloyal was the power of the simplest word upon the vastest of thoughts.”

 

And defl ated, wearing glasses, everything that had seemed to him ready 

to be said had evaporated, now that he wanted to say it. The thing that 

had fi lled his days with reality was reduced to nothing when faced with an 

ultimatum to say it. One could see that that man was not an achiever, and 

like so many others, he only felt intentions, of which Hell is full. But for 

writing he was naked as if he had not been allowed to bring anything with 

him. Not even his own experience. And that man wearing glasses suddenly 

felt sincerely abashed in front of the white page as if his task were not to 

write down something that already existed but to create something that 

would then come to exist. . . . What was he waiting for with his hand ready? 

since he had had an experience, he had a pencil and a piece of paper, he 

had the intention and the desire—nobody ever had more than that. Yet it 

was the most helpless act he had ever performed.21

 

After a struggle that lasts many pages, “modest, serious, myopic, he simply wrote down: ‘Things to do.’ ” Underneath he scrawls, “That.” “ ‘So I really did a great deal: I alluded!’ And Martin was as happy as an artist: in itself the word 

‘that’ contained everything he hadn’t managed to say.”22

Through writing, Martin builds a world, “asking, asking, asking—until little by little the world began to be created in response.” “Yes. The reconstruction of the world. The man had just completely lost his shame. He wasn’t even embar-rassed to use words from his adolescence: he had to use them because the last time he had his own language was when he was an adolescent; adolescence meant 

risking everything—and now he was risking everything.”23 There are echoes here of Clarice’s attempts as a child to save the world with magical stories. As she well knew, however, she did not save her mother. She did not remedy the social tragedy of Recife; she did not reform the penitentiaries; she did not rescue a war-ravaged nation. “I did not rebuild Italy. I tried to rebuild my home, rebuild my 

children, and myself. I failed.” 24

But her failure was only in the external world. Like Martin, she redirected this heroic impulse inward. “Reconstructing the world” was now a personal goal, as 
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indistinguishable from her artistic mission as it had been when she was telling stories to save her mother. She could no longer expect to see her mother arise from her rocking chair. The child’s desperation has been transformed into a mystical aim, a fantastic undertaking of breathtaking ambition: to reconstruct the world through words. “I write as if to save somebody’s life,” she wrote shortly 

before her death. “Probably my own life.”25
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As he embarks on this life-or-death enterprise, Martin hears from Victoria that their tomatoes are to be sold to a German. This, he presumes, is the same man from whose hotel he had fl ed. He knows that Victoria will turn him in. He wonders if there is time to escape. And he knows he will not try. Martin is still fantasizing about writing when the police arrive: “Above all . . . I swear that in my book I will have the courage to leave unexplained anything that cannot be 

explained.”26 The phrase could serve as a motto for The Apple in the Dark. The book is as challenging as The Chandelier or The Besieged City. But where those are sometimes impenetrable—“May someone fi nd the key”—The Apple in the Dark combines their thematic intricacy with the powerful emotional currents of Near to the Wild Heart.

Now the richness of Clarice Lispector’s thought, rather than being merely daunting, takes on an array of symbolic possibilities that are, along with her incredible linguistic invention, the glory of this novel. Even without the refer-ences to apples, crimes, and falls, it is obviously an allegory of creation, and an allegory of creation through the word: “And that man wearing glasses suddenly felt sincerely abashed in front of the white page as if his task were not to write down something that already existed but to create something that would then 

come to exist.” 27

Clarice had been pursuing these themes since the beginning. (The relation-ship between crime and creation is a further example.) Yet though The Apple in the Dark represents the unfolding of familiar ideas, it is nonetheless differ-ent from her earlier work. The difference lies in her willingness, for the fi rst time, to say one word. “Oh God, Martin then said in calm despair. Oh God, 

he said.”28

It is an excruciating moment. Clarice, with Martin, is going out to meet the God that had abandoned her in childhood. But what God is this? Clarice hints that the book is a Jewish parable. This is not indicated by the setting, an anonymous farm in the Brazilian interior, or from anything explicitly stated in the book. Clarice would never write, as did Elisa, “Latest news: Jewish state 
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proclaimed! Read all about it!” Still, the clues are there, starting on the fi rst page, where Martin’s shadowy persecutor is identifi ed as a German who owns a Ford. Feared but never actually seen, the only fi gure in the book who is not Brazilian fi nally brings about Martin’s arrest. 

There is no reason of plot or character for Clarice to assign this vague fi gure German nationality, especially in a book in which few characters have so much as a name: “the mulatto woman,” “the professor.” In a book by a Jewish writer of the 1950s, “German” was not a neutral description, especially when applied to a symbol of harassment and oppression. And “Ford,” the only brand named in the whole book, recalls the notorious anti-Semite Henry Ford, whose ven-omous writings were widely distributed in Brazil. 

Both names hint that the German’s victim must be Jewish. The impression is strengthened by the goal of Martin’s long confrontation with the blank page. He is searching for a specifi c, impossible word, “as if there were a word that if a man said it . . . That absent word that however sustained him. That however was him. That however was that thing that only died because the man died. 

That however was his own energy and the way he breathed.”29

This unutterable word meant salvation. “And if this was the word—would that then be the way it happened? So he had had to live everything he had lived in order to experience something that could be said in a single word? if that word could be said, and he still hadn’t said it. He had crossed the entire world, only because it was more diffi cult to take a single step? but if that step could never 

be taken!”30

The step that cannot be taken, the absent word that sustains him, is the hid-den name, the “single word” that Clarice fi nally, elliptically, says. The name is a symbol of God and it is God, “the symbol of the thing in the thing itself.” As Gershom Scholem has written, “This is the real and, if I may say so, the peculiarly Jewish object of mystical contemplation: The Name of God, which is something absolute, because it refl ects the hidden meaning and totality of existence; the Name through which everything else acquires its meaning and 

which yet to the human mind has no concrete, particular meaning of its own.”31 Clarice’s reluctant rediscovery of this God of the hidden name apparently signals a rejection of her declaration, in her early essay devoted to crime and punish-

ment, that “beyond mankind there is nothing else at all.”32

In light of her evolving thought, however, the phrase acquires a fascinat-ing nuance. In Jewish tradition, nothing can be changed without coming into contact with the region of absolute being that the mystics call Nothing. Only when the soul has stripped itself of all limitation and, in mystical language, has 

descended into the depths of nothing, does it encounter the divine.33  Martin 
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is reborn when he descends into the empty desert, where human meaning ceases.
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Reworked, disguised, but undeniably present, the Jewish motifs in Clarice Lispec-tor’s writings beg the question of the extent to which their inclusion was deliber-ate. She was not traditionally observant. Her presence in the synagogue ceased with her father’s death, when she was twenty, and unlike the classical Jewish mystics she did not venerate, or even seem to notice, the religion’s sacred texts.

Her personal experience was instead a microcosm of the broader Jewish his-torical experience. Persecution and exile—and the despair, and yearning for salvation, that went with them—gave her a psychological makeup similar to Jews of all ages. When these experiences were combined with an expressive genius, the results, naturally enough, bore certain similarities to the work of her 

 predecessors. 34

Despite her frequent descriptions of herself as nonintellectual, Clarice’s rela-tionship with Jewish mystical thought was probably more than a simple coinci-dence of biographical circumstances, however. Her sister Tania confi rmed that at one point Clarice’s reading included a great deal of cabbalistic literature. But this reading, for Clarice, was never the point, and she disowned it. “It is not only that I lack culture and erudition,” she told an interviewer in the early 1960s, “it’s that those subjects don’t interest me. I used to regret it, but now I don’t try to document myself; because I think that literature is not literature, 

it’s life, living.”35

The presentation of herself as “lacking culture and erudition” met with remarkable success. None less than Elizabeth Bishop, her neighbor in Rio, wrote Robert Lowell that “[Clarice is] the most non-literary writer I’ve ever known, and ‘never cracks a book’ as we used to say—She’s never read anything, that I can 

discover—I think she’s a ‘self-taught’ writer, like a primitive painter.” 36

In one sense, Bishop was spectacularly off the mark. Clarice’s higher educa-tion, her work as a journalist, her experience in the foreign service, her knowl-edge of languages, and her practice in living on three continents made her, apart from her own artistic achievement, one of the most sophisticated women of her generation, and not only in Brazil. She was widely and deeply read, as the numerous allusions in her writing and correspondence prove. Autran Dourado, one of Brazil’s leading novelists and intellectuals, recalls long Sundays spent with Clarice in complicated philosophical discussions ranging from Spinoza to  Nietzsche.
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In another sense, however, being a “primitive painter,” “the most non-lit-erary writer I’ve ever known,” was a goal of Clarice’s. She placed no value on  learnedness or sophistication. From Naples she had written Natércia Freire of her impatience with the diplomatic life: “At the end of it all you end up ‘educated.’ 

But that’s not my style. I never minded being ignorant.”37 She was interested in a different kind of knowledge, one that had nothing to do with advanced reading or philosophy. Suspecting that the answers to the “mute and intense question” that had troubled her as an adolescent—“what is the world like? and why this world?”—could not be discovered intellectually, she sought a higher kind of understanding. “You ought to know,” a Spanish cabbalist muttered at the end of the thirteenth century, “that these philosophers whose wisdom you are praising, 

end where we begin.”38
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If The Apple in the Dark is a creation allegory, it differs in an important way from the traditional narratives. It is the story of the creation of a man, but it is also the story of how that man creates God. “Then in his colicky fl esh he invented God. . . . A man in the dark was a creator. In the dark the great bargains are struck. 

When he said ‘Oh God’ Martin felt the fi rst weight of relief in his chest.”39 This is Martin’s essential, heroic, invention, and it comes through the word.

The story of Martin is the opposite of the biblical creation story. The man is himself created through sin, and the sinning man creates God; that invention, a further paradox, redeems the man. Clarice has at last said the word “God,” but she will have Him only on her terms. “He knew that he would have to reduce himself when faced with the thing he had created until he could fi t inside the world, and reduce himself until he became the son of the God that he had cre-ated because only that way would he receive any compassion. ‘I am nothing,’ 

and that way he fi t inside the mystery.”40

Even an invented God gives Martin a place in the world, along with that most human of sentiments, compassion. It is an element of the false morality from which Martin’s crime freed him. But a man cannot live forever in a state of unforgiven sin, any more than he can linger too long in the state of grace. The moment Martin invents God is the moment he can fi nally come to terms 

with his crime: “I killed, I killed, he fi nally confessed.”41 Without God, even an artifi cial God, there can be no sin.

In these particulars, especially in the way Clarice reverses the creation story, Martin is related to that most famous fi gure of Jewish folklore, one Clarice surely knew from childhood: the Frankenstein-like Golem. The creation of the Golem, 
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whose name comes from a Hebrew word meaning “unformed” or “amorphous,” was the mystical reversion of the creation of Adam. The great folklorist Jacob Grimm, writing in 1808 in the Journal for Hermits, describes the Golem thus:

 

The Polish Jews, after having spoken certain prayers and observed certain 

Feastdays, make the fi gure of a man out of clay or lime which, after they 

have pronounced the wonderworking Shem hameforash over it, comes to 

life. It is true this fi gure cannot speak, but it can understand what one says 

and commands it to do to a certain extent. They call it Golem and use it as 

a servant to do all sorts of house-work; he may never go out alone. On his 

forehead the word Emet (Truth; God) is written, but he increases from day 

to day and can easily become larger and stronger than his house-comrades, 

however small he may have been in the beginning. Being then afraid of 

him, they rub out the fi rst letters so that nothing remains but Met (he is 

dead) whereupon he sinks together and becomes clay again. 42

 

The similarities between Martin and the Golem are striking. Like the clay fi gu-rines Virginia creates in The Chandelier, golems are sculpted from mud, espe-cially river mud: in the blazing desert Clarice stresses Martin’s identity with the rocky earth. Like the Golem, Martin cannot originally speak and is used by Victoria as a house servant. He cannot leave the farm. As he masters human lan-guage he grows to a position of power over the original inhabitants of the house. Fearing him, Victoria has him taken away.

The Shem hameforash, the spoken form of God’s unspeakable name, “that absent word that however sustained him,” gives the Golem life. In the story of the Golem as in the story of Martin, man summons God into the world by using His name. With the discovery of the hidden name, man acquires the divine power over life and death.
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THE WORST TEMPTATION

 

Clarice completed The Apple in the Dark in March 1956. “It was a fascinating book to write,” she wrote Fernando Sabino in September. “I learned a lot doing 

it, I was shocked by the surprises it gave me—but it was also a great suffering.”1 But if she thought her suffering was through when she put the fi nishing touches on the last of the book’s eleven drafts, she was mistaken. The Apple in the Dark met the fate of many works later acclaimed as masterpieces: it was nearly not published at all.

When she fi nished it, she sent copies to Erico Verissimo and to Fernando Sabino, once again acting as her literary agent. She wanted “a publisher who can publish it without delay, as quickly as possible—not a promise for when-ever they have time.” “Waiting isn’t good for me,” she added, “it trips me up, it 

makes me impatient.”2 At fi rst, it seemed she would get her way. In June, to her delight, Fernando wrote her that Ênio Silveira from Civilização Brasileira would 

publish the book in October or November.3

Earlier that year, Silveira had scored a notable success with Fernando Sabino’s own A Time to Meet, a kind of Brazilian Catcher in the Rye based on Fernando’s teenage experiences in Minas Gerais. It became a best-seller, spawned dramatic adaptations, and was widely translated. Ênio himself, a leftist and later a promi-nent opponent of the military dictatorship, had studied at Columbia and even worked for a time at Alfred A. Knopf. What’s more, he was completely “crushed by the impact of Clarice Lispector,” “absolutely dazzled”: “No book in Brazil and few abroad are at her level, it is something absolutely new, it makes a tremen-

dous impact, etc.”4 Alas, by January 1957, when Fernando reported this news to Clarice, the dazzled and crushed Silveira was already backtracking. October and 
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November, the original publication dates, had come and gone. The reasons for the delay were obscure, Fernando wrote: “These days the publishing business is 

doing well in Brazil.” 5

This was true: the glamorous new president, Juscelino Kubitschek, had elimi-nated certain taxes, on paper, for example, that had a negative impact on the industry, and the publishing business exploded. In 1945 Brazil had produced an average of twenty million books a year; by 1962 this had more than tripled, 

to sixty-six million. 6 Still, Silveira was starting to fall back on time-honored excuses; he was still interested in it, Fernando assured Clarice, “even though it won’t be so easy to sell,” but he would do it by June 1957 at the latest, “for the 

prestige of the house.” 7

Clarice was growing nervous. Through Rubem Braga, who came to Wash-ington in November, the book made its way to José Olympio, perhaps Rio’s 

most prestigious publisher, who said that he would do it “immediately.” 8 In the absence of a concrete commitment, Clarice’s mood was souring, and she was losing her confi dence in the book. She wrote Fernando that she was sure that José Olympio’s enthusiasm could not withstand a reading of the book. Even if it did, she added, the book couldn’t come out until 1958, which would not interest her. “When I write something, I stop liking it, little by little. . . . I feel like a girl putting together her trousseau and storing it in a chest. A bad marriage is better than no marriage; it’s horrible to see a yellow-

ing trousseau.”9

At this point, she was even considering paying to publish it, and asked Fer-nando to help her get in touch with printers. She was especially discouraged because, as luck would have it, The Apple in the Dark was not the only book she was having trouble publishing. On her visit to Rio in 1954, Fernando’s friend José Simeão Leal, who had published Some Stories, commissioned a full collec-tion of stories. He even, for the fi rst time in Clarice’s career, paid her an advance. As she was writing The Apple in the Dark, she was also working on the collection that would become Family Ties.

The stories were completed in March 1955. They would eventually be rec-ognized as a high point in Brazilian literature, as two of that literature’s most famous writers saw immediately. Fernando Sabino wrote, “You’ve made eight stories like nobody has come even close to making in Brazil,” adding that the book would be “exactly, sincerely, indisputably, and even humbly, the best book 

of stories ever published in Brazil.”10 Erico Verissimo told her, “I haven’t written about your book of stories out of sheer embarrassment to tell you what I think of it. Here goes: the most important story collection published in this country 

since Machado de Assis,” Brazil’s classic novelist. 11
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Broader recognition, however, would have to wait. In June 1956, Simeão 

Leal told Clarice’s agent that the book was in proofs. 12 In July, Clarice wrote  Fernando, “My desire to get rid of things is almost a sickness; for example, I feel 

that I’ll be constrained by Simeão Leal’s book of stories forever.”13 Almost a year later, in March 1957, Rubem Braga was trying to wrest the stories free in order 

to publish them in the newspaper                      14 O Estado de S. Paulo . Sabino tried to place them with Agir, publisher of The Chandelier.

Another humiliating year and a half went by, and Erico Verissimo found a publisher for both: Henrique Bertaso, of Globo, in the Verissimos’ hometown of Porto Alegre. But, Erico added, Simeão Leal would “in no circumstances” return the originals of the stories, which were “already at the printer’s.” And just as Globo had agreed to publish The Apple in the Dark, the book appeared in the 

catalogue of Ênio Silveira’s Civilização Brasileira.15 Needless to say, it was not published at the appointed time. It is hard to understand why not. Civilização Brasileira was one of the most prolifi c publishers in Brazil; between 1961 and 

1964, the house published a new title                              16 every working day of the year. Why was it so hard to fi nd a place for Clarice?

The exhausting seesaw of disappointed hopes and the depressing spectacle of being forced, in middle age and in midcareer, to beg for a publisher did not improve Clarice’s mind-set. “Ever since you left I’ve lost the stimulus for every-

thing, nothing is fun for me,” she wrote Erico and Mafalda.17 Her friends tried to cheer her up. “I know so well how you must be feeling,” Fernando wrote her, “without news, without anything. But you can always count on me, I won’t leave your book a single minute—I just regret that in Brazil the conditions of publish-

ing it as it deserves don’t exist.” 18

“You know perfectly well that you write the only prose of a Brazilian author that I would like to write myself,” João Cabral de Melo Neto wrote, adding later, from Marseilles, where he was seeking treatment for depression, “What a thing, writing literature in Brazil. I think the best thing to do is nothing at all. In Brazil, all they understand is writing for newspapers. That’s why we’ve got this superfi -

cial, improvised, fragmentary thing passing for a national literature.”19
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“The strangest thing is happening to me,” Clarice wrote to Fernando in 1956. 

“As time goes by, I feel that I live nowhere, and that no place ‘wants me.’ ”20 The sad truth was that Clarice was partly right. Outside the core of artists and intellectuals who had been fascinated by her since the appearance of Near to the Wild Heart over a decade before, Clarice was by now almost entirely forgotten. 
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Her subsequent novels had not burnished the celebrity she had earned with her fi rst; moreover, she had been living abroad for many years. She was no longer a name, and, as the letters she was receiving from Fernando were making increas-ingly obvious, no publisher was eager to take on a diffi cult four-hundred-page cabbalistic allegory by an obscure writer, no matter what her reputation among certain intellectuals.

But that reputation, and the sincere dedication of her friends, was about to bear fruit. In November 1958, she received a letter from a young journalist named Nahum Sirotzky, a cousin of Samuel Wainer, who was launching a new magazine called Senhor, “Gentleman.” Finally a place did want her, and on her terms. Sirotzky wrote, “We would like to read your stories which we never con-

sidered              21 intelligible .”

Fernando Sabino and Paulo Mendes Campos had recommended one of the 

new stories, “The Smallest Woman in the World.”22 Alongside works by Ray  Bradbury, W. H. Auden, Ernest Hemingway, and Carlos Lacerda—Samuel  Wainer’s  archenemy—this story appeared in Senhor’s inaugural issue, March 1959.

“A Magazine for the Gentleman” was the brainchild of the brothers Simão and Sérgio Waissman. Their father was a publisher who specialized in selling encyclopedias and affordable classics on an installment plan. His sons wanted to produce a magazine to be the exciting public face of their own publishing company, Delta. Senhor turned out to be a sensation.

Earlier in his career, Sirotzky had been a correspondent in New York. His idea was to import the fl avor of The New Yorker, Esquire, or the Partisan Review to Brazil. The old style was typifi ed by Dom Casmurro, the most important literary publication of the previous generation, where Clarice had published some early work. Parodying the style he longed to replace, Sirotzky riffs, “This afternoon, a beautiful sunny day, my boss called me into his offi ce and told me to inter-view so-and-so. I got onto the tram, the city was gorgeous, I ran up the stairs, 

knocked on the door, was let in and offered a cup of coffee.” 23

In the old-style magazines, Sirotzky said, “The delete key didn’t exist.” In his magazine, writers would be edited. This was a remarkable change, as Paulo Francis, Senhor’s fi ction editor, recalled. He worked with Clarice, who, like other writers, appreciated his careful attention. “Clarice reacted completely normally, and sometimes rewrote passages that she agreed were unclear. In Brazil, in lit-

erature, that is taboo. . . . You don’t touch the texts of the big names.” 24 Except at Senhor, where they even rejected a piece by Erico Verissimo. (They paid him, but he, “extremely dignifi ed,” declined the money.)

Verissimo was not the only big name who had trouble getting into the pages of Senhor. Jânio Quadros, governor of the state of São Paulo and soon to be 
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 president of Brazil, fancied himself a litterateur and submitted several articles. Sirotzky rejected them, too. “I even rejected myself !” Sirotzky remembers. “I wasn’t good enough for Senhor.” The magazine’s rigorous requirements for artistic excellence extended to questions of design: famous painters illustrated its covers, and even advertisements that did not meet its standards were rejected.

Clarice Lispector, however, was a favorite. She appeared in roughly one in every three issues. Her stories were prominently announced on the cover, and starting in 1961 she had a column in every issue. Senhor’s circulation peaked at twenty-fi ve thousand, but “its infl uence in the Brazilian press needs no com-ment,” Francis wrote; passed hand-to-hand, the magazine reached many more people than its circulation numbers indicated. For Clarice, the result was her fi rst taste of genuine popularity.

One person it reached was Caetano Veloso, a teenager in a small town in the state of Bahia, soon to be one of Brazil’s most famous musicians. The discovery was among the most important of his adolescence: “It was here that I was to discover sex, see La Strada, fall in love for the fi rst (and for the second, even more startling) time, read Clarice Lispector, and—most important—hear João 

Gilberto,” the inventor of the bossa nova.25

 

It was the story “The Imitation of the Rose.” . . . I was frightened. I was so 

happy to fi nd a new, modern style—I was looking for or waiting for some-

thing that I could call modern, something I already called modern—but the 

aesthetic happiness (it even made me laugh) came with the experience of 

growing intimacy with the world of feelings that the words evoked, insinu-

ated, let themselves acquire. . . . So the person reading the story kept wanting, 

with that woman, to grasp the nuances of normality and, at the same time, 

to hand oneself over, with her, to the unspeakable luminosity of madness. 26
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“The Imitation of the Rose” captures the conundrum that had fascinated and tor-mented Clarice since childhood. It is a poetic encapsulation of the  Steppenwolf dilemma, the confl ict between Joana and Lídia: between, in Caetano Veloso’s words, the “unspeakable luminosity of madness” and the “normality” of every-day life.

The title refers, of course, to another mystical work. “As for my reading,” she wrote Fernando in 1953, “which is varied and probably mistaken, the best is the Imitation of Christ, but it is very diffi cult to imitate Him, and that’s less  obvious 

than it seems.” 27 Less obvious because, as the housewife Laura  remembers, 
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 waiting for her husband Armando to return home from work, “when they had given her the Imitation of Christ to read [in school], with a stupid ardor she had read it without understanding but, may God forgive her, she felt that who-ever imitated Christ was lost—lost in light, but dangerously lost. Christ”—the 

humanized God—“was the worst temptation.”28

As Laura sits waiting for Armando—“to the contrary of Carlota, who had made her home something that resembled herself, Laura had such pleasure in making her house something impersonal; somehow perfect because impersonal”—the reader understands that she is not a normal housewife. She has “fi nally returned from the perfection of the planet Mars,” a spell in a mental hospital, and she is cured. Now she is back, to iron her husband’s shirts and sleep peacefully at night. “How rich normal life was, she who had fi nally returned from extravagance. 

Even a vase of fl owers. She looked at it.” 29

The sight of the perfect roses, however, unbalances her. “Oh! Nothing much, it just so happened that extreme beauty made people uncomfortable.” She thinks about having the maid bring them over to her friend Carlota’s house, where she and Armando are going to dinner. Despite the complications that could create, she has to get rid of them. “Could you go to Miss Carlota’s house and leave these roses for her?” she asks the maid. “You say: ‘Miss Carlota, these are from Miss 

Laura.’ You say: ‘Miss Carlota . . . ’ ‘I know, I know,’ said the patient maid.” 30

Like Clarice, who as a little girl in Recife stole roses, Laura fantasizes about keeping one. “She could at least take one rose for herself, nothing more than that: one rose for herself. And she would be the only one who would ever know, and after that never again, oh, she promised herself that she would never again 

let herself be tempted by perfection, never again!” 31

The maid takes them, leaving Laura once again seated on the sofa, lost in rev-erie. By the time she hears her husband’s key in the door, it is too late. Too late to greet him with a composure that will set his mind at ease. Too late for her to accept “humble joy and not the imitation of Christ.” Too late.

“She was seated in her house dress. He knew that she had done everything possible not to become luminous and unreachable. With shyness and respect, he was looking at her. He had grown older, tired, curious. But there was not a word to say. From the open door he saw his wife who was seated straight-backed on the 

sofa, once again alert and calm as if in a train. Which had already departed.” 32
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“Christ was the worst temptation,” she writes. “Genius was the worst temp-

tation,” she adds a few pages later.33 Clarice had always hovered between the 
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imperatives of the mystic and the artist and the sincere desire to excel as a wife and mother.

But just as the train has already departed in “The Imitation of the Rose,” it was obvious, if only in retrospect, that Clarice could not forever play the role of the diplomatic spouse. She, too, “had done everything possible not to become luminous and unreachable,” but it was too violent an effort. So around the time her fi rst stories started appearing in Senhor, she was making preparations to leave her husband and return, this time for good, to Rio de Janeiro.

With the advantage of hindsight, the skepticism about marriage that appears from the beginning of her career makes it less remarkable that her own marriage eventually ended than that it lasted as long as it did. Cristina, in “Obsession,” 

mockingly speaks of wanting to “marry, have children, and, fi nally, be happy”;34 Joana thought that after marriage “all you can do is wait for death”; Virginia’s relationships go nowhere; Lucrécia marries for money; and Martin kills his wife, or so he thinks. Solitude, the diffi culty of human connection, is as much a theme of Clarice’s as it is of her sister Elisa’s.

And so the specifi c reasons behind Clarice’s separation from Maury are, in some sense, superfl uous. Things had not been going well for several years. Mafalda Verissimo, who left Washington in 1956, said, “The marriage was start-ing to go downhill. We did everything to try to get them to stay together, but it 

didn’t work.”35

There was, fi rst of all, the pain of exile, which after fi fteen years had become unbearable. Abroad, Clarice said, “[I] lived mentally in Brazil, I lived ‘on bor-rowed time.’ Simply because I like living in Brazil, Brazil is the only place in the world where I don’t ask myself, terrifi ed: what am I doing here after all, why am 

I here, my God.” 36

The frustrating diffi culty of publishing her books could only have exacer-bated her feeling that she was on the wrong track. At such a distance, even with Fernando’s help, she could not personally look after her work, and the evidence, though gracefully disguised in his letters, that she was forgotten in her home country could not have made it easier for her to remain abroad.

Her distance from her sisters, too, was increasingly painful. “With the years of absence so many facts and thoughts have accumulated and not been transmit-ted that one involuntarily acquires an air of mystery,” she wrote Tania. “If we were together, even if I didn’t tell you, something always comes across through 

the face, through gestures, through being there.”37 Her sisters felt the distance, too. In Body to Body, the painful reckoning the lonely and insecure Elisa wrote after Clarice’s death, a woman (Elisa) movingly writes to a man (Clarice) she has loved and lost:
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In your letters, which I now recall so vividly, you loved me so much, you 

adored me, you enlarged me. You saw in me feelings I myself never sus-

pected I had. And more: you induced me, almost implored me, to be 

happy, despite your absence.

Across that distance you exalted me.

In letters, our love was such a great love!

“ . . . perhaps, even then, because of my sullen nature, I didn’t know how 

to match with expansive love the love that overfl owed in your letters, and 

for that too I repent.”

Yet I loved you, and how!

And always you asked me to write more, you wanted to know about the 

smallest minutiae of my daily life.

“ . . . it’s one more reason that at fi rst I didn’t understand or accept that 

we gradually, mutually grew apart when you came back from your journey, 

and in reprisal I moved away.”38
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Clarice, in turn, had moved away from Maury. By all accounts he was, and remained, in love with her, and their relationship would remain strong for the rest of their lives. But she was tired of the diplomatic routine and increasingly desperate to return to Brazil. The couple tried to work out their problems, but Clarice fi nally decided to leave him. In an age when even international tele-phone contact was rare, expensive, and diffi cult, the decision to leave and take the boys back to Rio was diffi cult.

For six-year-old Paulo, he was not only leaving his father, he was also leaving his country, his language, his house, and his beloved nanny, Avani, who was like a second mother to him. Maury was now completely alone, without his sons and without a wife who, by all accounts, he always remained in love with. After her return, he sent an eloquent letter to Clarice begging for a second chance.

 

I am going to write you asking for your forgiveness. Forgiveness with 

humility but without humiliation. I speak to you with the authority of 

someone who is suffering, who is profoundly alone, very unhappy, missing 

you and the boys in my body and soul. Many of the things that you are 

going to read will provoke you to anger and derision. I know it, but I can’t 

help it. My friends have told me to try to reconcile through indirect means. 

That’s not me, in the fi rst place, and in the second place it wouldn’t help, 

since you are too perceptive to accept “tactics,” even though the  intentions 
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are good. Maybe I should speak to Joana and not Clarice. Forgive me, 

Joana, for not having given you the support and the understanding that 

you had the right to expect from me. You told me that you weren’t made 

for marriage before we got married. Instead of taking that as a slap in 

the face, I ought to have seen it as a request for support. I failed you in 

this and many other things. But intuitively I never stopped believing that 

inside you, Clarice, Joana and Lídia coexist. I rejected Joana because her 

world frightened me, instead of reaching out to her. I accepted, too much, 

the role of Otávio and ended up convincing myself that “we were unable 

to free ourselves for love.” I was unable to undo Joana’s fear of “connect-

ing to a man without allowing him to imprison her.” I didn’t know how 

to free her from the “asphyxiating certainty that if a man took her in his 

arms, she wouldn’t feel a very sweet sweetness in any of her boyfriends; it 

would be the opposite, like an acid lemon juice” and that “it would be dry 

wood close to the fi re, bending, ready to burst” (I’m retranslating from 

the French). I was blind and didn’t capture the deeper meaning of: “one 

becomes a monk because, in some way or another, he has inside himself 

enormous possibilities for pleasure, dangerous possibilities; which makes 

his fear all the greater.” . . . [Joana had] a love so strong that she could only 

exhaust her passion through hatred. . . . I wasn’t mature enough to under-

stand that, in Joana or in Clarice, “hate can transform itself into love”; not 

being more than “a search for love.” I didn’t know how to free you from the 

“fear of not loving.” Perhaps, like Otávio, I didn’t like “the way a woman 

takes leave of herself ” and needed her to be “cold and secure.” I ended up 

saying, “like in childhood, almost victorious: ‘it’s not my fault.’ ” . . . I could 

never understand the intensity of a jealousy, always denied and profoundly 

repressed by Joana and Clarice, that would make them detest Otávio and 

Maury. . . . Lídia, to the contrary, and who is also a facet of Clarice, “isn’t 

afraid of pleasure and accepts it without remorse.” Forgive me, my darling, 

for not having known, though I vaguely felt the union of the two, for not 

having known how, in sixteen years of marriage, to reconcile them. For 

not knowing how to convince Joana that she and Lídia were, and are, the 

same person in Clarice. Joana didn’t need to envy Lídia and you didn’t 

need to envy the famous “sweet women” who came between us, in these 

sixteen years, toward whom you felt an unacknowledged and repressed 

jealousy that exploded in rage. . . . In these circumstances it isn’t surprising 

that Joana saw marriage “as an end, like death.” It’s not surprising that 

Joana wanted to have a child with Otávio, to abandon her husband there-

after, giving him back to Lídia. Perfectly logical that Clarice, living out 
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more or less Joana’s destiny, would return Maury’s “beauty” to the world, 

to the “sweet and thin women.” I could go on quoting but I would have to 

copy out the whole of that great book, that profound document and testi-

mony of the soul of an adolescent woman, of a great artist. . . . I can’t accept 

it, though . . . that you are following, in a certain sense, in real life, Joana’s 

destiny. In all sincerity, without even mentioning our boys who, as a result, 

will end up “losing their father,” who is reduced to a mere bankroller of 

their lives and their studies. With all sincerity, the point of this letter is to 

tell you that, whether I am suffering or not, whether you come back to 

me or not, my part in these events is very, very big. For the love of God, 

don’t interpret this letter as an accusation. I know that my immaturity, my 

distraction, my lack of support, were one side of the equation. I wasn’t pre-

pared, because of well-known circumstances from my childhood, to give 

you a strong hand, to help you resolve the confl ict that you so eloquently 

refl ected in your fi rst book. 39

 

As Maury understood, Joana was fi nally triumphant. Clarice was probably right when, as a young woman, she told him she was not made for marriage. Her constant struggle with depression and her despair at exile could not have made her easy to live with, and Maury, too, had grown depressed at his inability to help her. His own infi delities refl ected desperation rather than a lack of affec-tion. Even his second wife said that until he remarried, “sexually, physically, he 

always liked                                   40 her . But she was not interested.”

He sent her a book about marital therapy, adding: “My intention in sending it to you is not to point an ‘accusing fi nger’ at you or anyone else. If there is any accusation it is against myself, who was stupid and blind. I am not trying to identify you with any of the extreme cases mentioned in the book. As the fado goes, my desire is to give you a kiss, like someone who knows that this smile, on our lips, will end. . . . I am more and more convinced that you are the woman of my life and that my search for you in others, in the many false Lídias of which 

the world is full, was the error of someone who gave up early on.” 41
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BELONGING TO BRAZIL

 

But the train had already left. In July 1959, “luminous and unreachable,” Clarice returned to Brazil, where, except for brief excursions, she would spend the rest of her life. When she had departed almost two decades before, barely out of adoles-cence, the country was in the grip of war and of the quasi-Fascist Estado Novo. She returned in middle age to fi nd her country blossoming in a teenage exuber-ance, amid a cultural fl uorescence that touched every area of national life.

For Europeans, the 1950s were the grim years of postwar reconstruction; for Americans, they reek of suburban conformity. For Brazilians, the decade fol-lowing Vargas’s suicide is remembered as a golden age, an unprecedented, and never repeated, era of national confi dence. Hitherto depressed—“The stork,” a historian wrote, “is the bird that symbolizes our country. Of advantageous stat-ure, it has strong legs and robust wings, yet spends its days with one leg crossed 

over the other, sad, sad, with that sober, gloomy, unsightly sadness”1—Brazil was suddenly the happiest place around.

In those glorious years, “the Brazilian ceased to be a mutt among men and 

Brazil to be a mutt among nations.”2 Everything was “novo, nova.” In 1959, João Gilberto launched the bossa nova and soon had Hollywood and the Riviera swaying along. The cinema novo arrived, determined to show Brazil’s excluded in the urban slums and the rural backlands for the very fi rst time. (Not to every-one’s taste, this social emphasis earned the fi rst cinema novo fi lm, Rio, 40 degrees [1955], a ban from the censor. He reportedly alleged that “the average tempera-ture in Rio never exceeded 39.6 degrees.”)

And the “Novacap,” the new capital, ultramodern Brasília, was rising in the remote highlands of the Brazilian interior. It may have cost 300 billion 
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 cruzeiros,3 but it presented a bold new face to the world, and the world took notice, just as it had in 1958, when Brazil’s soccer players—Garrincha, Didi, Vavá, and seventeen-year-old Pelé—won the World Cup. Brazil’s luck had fi nally changed. In his small hometown in Bahia, Caetano Veloso was not the only  Brazilian “looking for or waiting for something that I could call modern, something I already called modern.”
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Despite the renown she was starting to garner from her appearances in that most modern of Brazilian magazines, Senhor, Clarice’s reentrance into Brazil was not easy. Paulo, her younger son, remembered, “With the separation from my father, she went through very anguished periods, of permanent ‘material’ (emotional?) need, of fi nancial  diffi culties, of the weight, I imagine, of hav-ing to raise two children practically alone. . . . How much of this neediness was 

‘material’?”4

For the fi rst time in her adult life, Clarice was under “material” pressure, though almost certainly less so than she felt. Maury sent fi ve hundred dollars a month from Washington, a handsome sum, but from the beginning of her life without Maury, Clarice felt poor, perhaps out of fear of the poverty that haunted her childhood, and anxiety about money never left her. Financial worries became a constant complaint in her conversations and correspondence.

Yet Paulo was surely right to wonder “how much of this neediness was ‘mate-rial.’ ” Clarice, after all, lived gracefully enough. After a month camping out at Tania’s, she found an apartment in Leme, a small enclave at the end of Copaca-bana Beach, where she would spend the rest of her life.

Today one of the most densely packed areas on the planet—161,000 people crammed on the narrow strip between its legendary beach and the hills behind— Copacabana is a loud, hot victim of real estate speculation and Rio’s half-century of decline. In 1959, however, when Clarice came back to Brazil, Copacabana was swanky. Chic shops and beach going by day, restaurants and casinos and discotheques by night, Copacabana was as much a symbol of the renascent, modern Brazil as Pelé and the bossa nova.

Not far from the massive white Copacabana Palace, whose opening in 1923 put Rio on the international tourist map, Leme emerged as a separate community, small, quiet, and exclusive. In contrast to chaotic Copacabana, Leme is no more than a couple of streets, lined with fl ame trees, between the beach and the mountains. Its far end is blocked by another mountain, so there is no through traffi c. It boasts a small monastery, but in the 1950s and 
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1960s it was better known for high-end nightlife and for the calm waters of its beach.
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Still, even in this pleasant spot and with a guaranteed alimony, Clarice did need to adjust to being a single mother. Her fi rst priority was to publish the two books, The Apple in the Dark and Family Ties, that had been languishing in manuscript for almost fi ve years. Her prospects were depressing. At the end of 1958, and despite all the years of promises to the contrary, Ênio Silveira of Civi-lização Brasileira had fi nally turned down The Apple in the Dark.

To Clarice’s great surprise, the news triggered nationwide disgust. She got a hint of what was going on from Fernando Sabino, who wrote her in  Washington in February 1959, “It was the straw that broke the camel’s back, the resentment of writers in general with the way they are treated by publishers. It’s a crisis and the thing ended up in the papers, triggering movements pro and con—they ended up, as always, getting the government involved, just to make it even more 

 complicated.”5

The outraged reaction refl ected more than resentment at the shoddy treat-ment of one of the country’s leading writers. “It wasn’t just the rejection that unleashed the movement,” a journalist wrote. “After all, any publisher can reject any book he chooses. It was the rejection of a manuscript that the publisher had 

himself requested, four years before.” 6

At fi rst, still in Washington, Clarice heard none of the clatter, and when she did she was a bit embarrassed. “Really,” she told a journalist after her return. “It’s been said that there is a lot of curiosity about the book. I’m afraid that people will be disappointed. After all, I don’t like to take credit for things that I haven’t done. I’d like people to be interested in the book for what it is and not for what 

it’s provoked.”7

For an author whose books had languished for so long, however, any atten-tion was useful, and the reaction to Silveira’s dithering created a climate of inter-est around Clarice. “Result: from a writer whose work was almost exclusively known to a small group, Clarice Lispector became an author known across the 

whole country, in the face of that        8 wave .” The surprising strength of the reaction shamed Silveira into a sort of action. By April 1959, he was writing to Clarice to 

promise that he would publish                                        9 The Apple in the Dark before May 1960.

Like so many of his previous dates, this one came and went without a whis-per; Clarice had presumably heard the same line too many times before. At least both her books were now in her own hands, though. In March 1959, with the 
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help of her sister-in-law Eliane, Clarice had managed to pry the stories of Family Ties free of José Simeão Leal.

“In 1959,” wrote Paulo Francis, Clarice’s editor at Senhor, “Clarice couldn’t fi nd a publisher in Brazil. She was well-known, yes, among intellectuals and writers. Publishers avoided her like the plague. The motives seemed obvious to me: she wasn’t a disciple of ‘socialist realism’ or preoccupied with the little dra-

mas of the little Brazilian bourgeoisie.” 10

Despite the outpouring of support, Clarice’s bad luck continued. Agir, the Catholic publisher of The Chandelier, went so far as to send a draft contract for Family Ties, but that book never materialized either. “It is not for nothing that I understand those who are seeking their path,” Clarice wrote a few years later. 

“How arduously I sought my own!”11
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Her books in limbo, needing to fi nd a way to make ends meet, Clarice embarked, almost as soon as she got back to Rio, on a new venture. At the invitation of the newspaper Correio da Manhã, the radical mystical author of The Apple in the Dark stepped aside to make way for a chatty, perky beauty columnist named Helen Palmer, who dispensed advice to her female readers with a wink and a smile. A descendent of Clarice’s earlier alter ego, Teresa Quadros of Comício, Helen, unlike Teresa, had a secret mission: she was a paid agent of Pond’s, pur-veyor of face creams.

According to the contract, Helen Palmer was not to name Pond’s specifi cally. She would instead use more subtle devices to lure women to the beauty counter at their local pharmacy, a method the Pond’s PR team spelled out in prepared pitches. Clarice sometimes used them verbatim. “If your skin is dried out, my friend—a look we all hate because it always adds a few years to our age—fi nd a good special cream and use it daily, around the eyes and wherever wrinkles are appearing, massaging it lightly into your skin. Choose any cream with a base of anhydrous lanolin, for faster and deeper penetration, so it’s more effi cient than 

common lanolin. And nothing’s better than lanolin for dry skin.”12 As it hap-pened, Pond’s included just this kind of “anhydrous lanolin.”

But there was more to Helen Palmer than sales pitches. Like everything else in Brazil, Helen was modern, and she exhorted her readers to be modern, too. “You, my reader, don’t limit your interests merely to the art of making yourself beautiful, being elegant, attracting masculine eyes. Futility is a weakness that has been overcome by the enlightened woman. And you,” Helen nudged, “are an ‘enlightened woman,’ aren’t you?” Clarice described this enlightened woman: “She 
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studies, she reads, she’s modern and interesting without ceasing to be a woman, a wife, a mother. She doesn’t necessarily have to have a diploma or a title, but she knows something more than her knitting, her casseroles, and her gossip with the 

 neighbors. Above all, she tries to be understanding and humane. She has a heart.” 13 Modern was one thing, but Clarice and Helen had no patience for a woman who “smokes like a man, in public, crosses her legs with a shocking casualness, lets loose scandalous guffaws, drinks too much, uses tasteless slang, or demoralizes herself 

repeating vulgar words.”14 Clarice’s new woman was, fi rst and foremost, a lady.

If the descriptions now sound painfully dated, Helen Palmer’s values were not foreign to Clarice Lispector, who had spent many years in diplomatic soci-ety. She was discreet to the point of being reclusive, and indeed something of a prude; friends recall that she was, for example, slightly ashamed to be separated from her husband. (Divorce would not be legal in Brazil until 1977.) Like Helen Palmer, Clarice was keen not to cause inconvenience. Her  sister-in-law Eliane said that Clarice was overly sensitive to the feelings of others: “She felt what they 

were feeling even before they did.”15 Her friend Olga Borelli wrote that Clarice 

was “deeply feminine, insisting on good manners from herself as from others.”16 Vain of her feminine beauty, proud of the attraction she exercised over men, she nonetheless chafed at the limits placed on women in an extremely conservative society.

“I felt it too,” Tania said, “I was very jealous of the men. You can’t imagine what it was like to be a woman back then! We had to be housewives. When Clarice split from Maury and came back to Brazil, she didn’t have a group. Her friends, Fernando, Rubem, Otto [Lara Resende], Hélio [Pellegrino], were  married and 

went out drinking together. It was very hard to break through that.”17
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Clarice was not one to hang out in bars, but even if she had displayed an inclina-tion toward the kind of social life her male friends enjoyed, she had very little time to carouse. Besides raising two children by herself, she was writing for Senhor, she was writing as Helen Palmer, and starting in April 1960 she was writ-ing six columns a week under the name Ilka Soares. Unlike Helen Palmer and Teresa Quadros, Ilka Soares was a real person, and not just anyone: a gorgeous starlet, she was enough of a Rio it girl to have been selected in 1958 to accom-

pany the gay Rock Hudson to the Carnival Ball in the Municipal Theater.18

Clarice’s new job came thanks to Alberto Dines, a young Jewish journalist who lived in the same building, and on the same fl oor, as Tania and William Kaufmann. He approached Clarice with some misgiving, worried that a writer of 
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her refi nement would scorn such a mundane ghost-writing job, though he knew, through Otto Lara Resende, that Clarice was looking for work. Dines had recently assumed command of the Diário da Noite, the prestigious Rio paper where Clarice had worked before her marriage and which had published Near to the Wild Heart and The Besieged City. The once grand institution had tumbled from its formerly lofty heights. Dines was relaunching it as a tabloid, inspired by the Daily Mirror and Daily Express, and to get the renovated paper off the ground he needed star power.

Ilka herself lived one building away from Clarice, in Leme. Their contact was minimal: she met Clarice only once, in her apartment, where Clarice was “very reserved, smoked a lot.” In giant Rio de Janeiro, Leme was a fairly intimate com-munity, but even there Clarice was all but invisible. In all the years they lived next door to one another, Ilka never once ran into Clarice on the beach or in the cafés that were so important to the community’s life.

Yet Clarice managed to create a new voice for Ilka’s column, “Just for Women”: confi ding, approachable, and all about “you.” “What you might not know is that even actresses fi nd inspiration in the women they admire,” “Ilka” wrote. “I’ve never moved away from the person that is you. I try to guess what kind of music you like to listen to, what kinds of feelings you’d like me to express, what kinds of looks you’re thinking about for your new dress.” To judge by the kinds of things Clarice thought “you” was interested in, “you” had not been rocked by feminism. “So now, talking about my favorite dishes, I’ll be trying to guess what you like. Speaking of children, I’ll be talking about how we care for our kids. We’ll talk about fashion, with the same excitement that girlfriends talk about clothes. What I think you’d like to know about beauty is what you and I will talk about. And so many other things! Since one thing leads to another. Let’s meet 

again soon. Till tomorrow.”19

And Clarice dished out classy makeup tips: “The women of ancient Egypt were two thousand years ahead of the woman of today, as far as eyes were con-cerned. They, too, concentrated their seduction in their gaze, using a black substance called kohl to lengthen and darken their lashes. Back then they were already using green eye shadow, and we’re not making that up, it’s been proven. 

And wigs? Well, they used black wigs, for the ‘sensual style of the Nile.’ ”20

The column was a success, Dines remembers, thanks to the dedication  Clarice demonstrated in putting it together and in her access, through her international connections, to the foreign fashion magazines that provided photographs and illustrations.
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Family Ties cemented her reputation. The publisher, at long last, was Francisco Alves, in São Paulo. When Clarice appeared in that city, reporters were keen to meet her. “Since her debut, a mystery has surrounded the admirable writer,” wrote the Diário de S. Paulo, referring to her “hiding behind a pseudonym” and 

“spending most of her time abroad.”21 A week later, an impressive 150 people, including Alzira Vargas do Amaral Peixoto, attended a similar event in Rio. In photographs Clarice looks delighted, relieved that the book fi nally was there, gratifi ed by the public’s attention.

Perhaps the inquiring readers had gathered to see if Clarice actually existed. “There is a great curiosity surrounding the person of Clarice,” one publication claimed at the time. “She seldom appears in literary circles, fl ees television pro-grams and autograph sessions, and only a few rare people have been lucky enough to talk to her. ‘Clarice Lispector doesn’t exist,’ some say. ‘It’s the pseudonym of someone who lives in Europe.’ ‘She’s a beautiful woman,’ claim others. ‘I don’t 

know her,’ says a third. ‘But I think she’s a man. I’ve heard he’s a diplomat.’ ” 22

The presence of the author at least quieted the rumor that she was a man, though Clarice hardly rushed to fi ll in many details. “Maybe her closest friends and the friends of these friends know something about her life,” wrote one frus-trated interviewer. “Where she came from, where she was born, how old she is, 

how she lives. But she never talks about that, ‘since it’s very personal.’ ”23

What had changed, to generate this kind of interest? The question perplexed Clarice. One critic suggested “Clarice Lispector was fated to disappear momen-tarily, not only because she had left the country, but principally because her books had not had any great impact.” Perhaps it was the taste for the “modern” that smoothed the path for her work, he speculated: “Because our artistic climate has changed so radically in the last four years, we are entirely ready to welcome 

her and acknowledge her as one of the best Brazilian writers of all time.”24

A more obvious reason for its success is that Family Ties is simply easier to read than either The Chandelier or The Besieged City. Simeão Leal and Ênio  Silveira, who had put off Clarice for so many years, could not have been delighted by a headline in the Jornal do Comércio: “Clarice Sells.” “Her publishers describe sales of the story collection Family Ties, with which Clarice Lispector returned to the bookstores, as spectacular. CL, considered a writer for a small audience, 

is making her debut among the best-sellers.”25 Family Ties became the fi rst of Clarice’s books to earn a second edition, after the original two thousand copies sold out.

The stage was set, fi nally, for the appearance of The Apple in the Dark. Francisco Alves published it in July 1961, a year after Family Ties. The book, which had been plagued with problems from the beginning, was so full of errors 
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that Clarice couldn’t even look at it, 26 and she was embarrassed by its exorbitant price, 980 cruzeiros. (At the time, it was in fact the most expensive novel ever 

published in Brazil.)27 In a copy she sent to Erico and Mafalda Verissimo, she stressed that she was dispatching an extremely valuable gift. “Luis Fernando,” she added in a postscript to their son, “consider this book yours as well. Divide 

980 by three and you will have your own precious part.”28
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Still, the book had been ready for fi ve years, and, in Clarice’s own words, “a bad marriage is better than no marriage.” Twelve years had elapsed since her previ-ous novel, The Besieged City, was published in 1949. Together with Family Ties and her appearances in Senhor, The Apple in the Dark marked the defi nitive return of a woman who not too long before had been painfully forgotten. Never again would it be thought that she was a man or that she was “hiding behind a pseudonym.”

It was in the early 1960s that an obscure writer with a diffi cult reputation became a Brazilian institution, “Clarice,” instantly recognizable from her fi rst name alone. By 1963, a journalist could write, “Clarice Lispector has ceased to be a name and become a phenomenon in our literature. A phenomenon with all the characteristics of an emotional state: Clarice’s admirers enter into [a] trance at the mere mention of her name. . . . And the great author of Near to the Wild 

Heart                                         29 has been transformed into a sacred monster.”

After toiling for so long in obscurity, Clarice appreciated the praise for her work. But she hated being thought of as a “sacred monster.” “I happen to write,” she told a Jewish journalist, Rosa Cass, who later became a close friend. “And so it comes through literature. But if I were beautiful, or had money, for example, I wouldn’t like for people to seek me out for that either. It’s good to be accepted as a whole, starting even with one’s defects, with little things, and reaching the 

bigger things later.”30

It was not just social climbers who sought her out. She began receiving letters from people all over Brazil who opened their hearts to her, such as a paralyzed journalist in Minas Gerais whose career had been ended by an accident, and a teenage girl who sent her a humble poem and then asked, “Did I manage to say 

what I am?” 31 These letters are very moving to read, and the love they express for her must have been a comfort in diffi cult times.

On the whole, however, and though Brazilian literary celebrity was a mod-est outpost of fame, her humble eminence bothered her. “So many desire pro-jection,” she wrote. “Without knowing how this limits one’s life. My little 
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projection wounds my modesty. Even the things I’d like to say I cannot say 

anymore. Anonymity is as soft as a dream.” 32 Anonymity had its price as well, of course, as she had learned during the fi ve years during which her work was ignored, unpublishable. But professional success was not the same as celebrity, and 

she insisted that “I am not public domain. And I don’t want to be looked at.” 33

Being looked at, she would soon learn, was not the only indignity that fame brought. When The Apple in the Dark won the Carmen Dolores Barbosa Prize for the best book published the preceding year, Clarice traveled to São Paulo to accept the award. She attended the ceremony on September 19, 1962, with her friend Maria Bonomi, the young artist who had worn Clarice’s clothes to the White House. The ceremony was presided over by no one less than Jânio Quadros, former president of Brazil. Only a few months after his landslide election in January 1961 he quit abruptly, alleging, in a self-pitying letter to  Congress, that “terrible forces” had compelled him to resign.

Even before this dramatic turn of events, Quadros was known to be an odd character. The handwritten decrees he fi red off did little to change his eccen-tric reputation; he garnered special renown for outlawing the bikini on the 

Rio beaches. 34 He himself was hardly ready for Copacabana. His folksy image included a droopy moustache and even, the story goes, fake dandruff spread on the shoulders of his jackets. As if that were not enough, he was also missing an eye.

After proffering an endless speech at Mrs. Barbosa’s gracious home, His Excel-lency invited Clarice into a private chamber, where he proceeded to grope her so passionately that in the course of fi ghting him off her dress was ripped. Clarice ran breathlessly out of the room and told Maria Bonomi that they had to leave immediately, throwing Maria’s shawl over her shoulders to cover the slashed dress.

On the way back to Maria’s house, a fi nal indignity awaited the rattled laure-ate. Inside the prize envelope, the cash award: a grand total of twenty cruzeiros—

for a book that cost 980.35
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Jânio Quadros was not the only man interested in Clarice Lispector. “We all wanted to screw her!” exclaimed the irrepressible Nahum Sirotzky, her pub-

lisher at                                                                          36 Senhor . “She was very, very sexy. But she was also inaccessible.” Put-ting it more delicately, Paulo Francis, Senhor’s fi ction editor, recalled that there were many candidates for her hand. “But the price she would have had to pay 
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for company, in terms of sensibility, would have been as high as the inevitable 

children.”37

There was another problem. Three years after splitting with Maury and returning to Brazil, Clarice had still not entirely moved on, and Maury was, as ever, in love with her. Friends say the attraction was not one-sided. If Clarice didn’t want to be married to him, neither was she entirely ready to give him up. Always very correct, she felt awkward about being separated from her husband of sixteen years, the father of her children.

After a decade steadily rising through the ranks in Washington, Maury had been promoted to ambassador. This long-awaited reward must have seemed a bit less electrifying when he received word of his new posting: dismal Commu-nist Warsaw, whither he departed in March 1962. Alone in his new embassy, he longed for Clarice and his boys, and in mid-July, accepting his invitation, Clarice, Pedro, and Paulo departed for Poland.

It was the closest Clarice would ever come to her birthplace. The infant refu-gee from Chechelnik was now the tall, blonde ambassadress of Brazil, the only time in her life when she would bear that title. During this trip, a Soviet repre-sentative offered her a trip to her birthplace, which she refused, saying that she had never set foot there—she was an infant, carried by her parents—and never intended to.

Despite this categorical answer, she pondered the offer. “I remember one even ing, in Poland, at the home of one of the secretaries of the embassy, I went out onto the terrace alone: a great black forest movingly pointed me the way to 

the Ukraine. I felt the call. Russia had me too. But I belong to Brazil.”38


27
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BETTER THAN BORGES

 

The reconciliation Maury hoped for did not take place. Friends warned Clarice against leading him on. When she returned to Rio de Janeiro, the diplomat Lauro Escorel, whom she had known since the days of Near to the Wild Heart, told her fi rmly that she either had to go back to him or let him go. If she was determined to break up with him, he said, she could not keep going on holidays with him and giving him false hopes. It was no good for him and it was no good 

for the children.1

Happily for him, Maury eventually put an end to her hesitation by meeting another woman on a visit to Rio. The new Mrs. Gurgel Valente was Isabel Leitão da Cunha, whose aristocratic background was as different from Clarice’s as could be imagined. Her mother, Nininha, was a prominent socialite, and her father was none other than Vasco Leitão da Cunha, consul in Rome during Clarice’s time in Naples. One of the outstanding Brazilian diplomats of his generation, by 1964 he had achieved Itamaraty’s highest offi ce, becoming minister of  foreign affairs.

Maury had been aware of Isabel since she was a girl. Once, visiting her father at the consulate in Geneva, he had seen a picture of her on his desk, and he always spoke of how beautiful she was. Isabel was indeed beautiful, and having grown up in the foreign service she was far more suited to the diplomatic life than was Clarice. She was also twelve years younger than the fi rst Mrs. Gurgel Valente, and this, by all accounts, Clarice found outrageous. After Isabel and Maury married in Montevideo—with divorce illegal in Brazil, Uruguay was  Brazil’s Las Vegas—Clarice majestically announced that their friends were not to “receive” the couple. Rubem Braga laughed: “You’re just upset that she’s so good 

looking—and so much younger.2
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“That woman made my life hell” during the fi rst years of her marriage, Isabel said, her impressions perhaps colored by the rivalry that will naturally subsist between a second wife and a fi rst, particularly when the fi rst was as famous and admired as Clarice. Whenever the boys were with their father, Clarice would badger Isabel constantly. “This is the mother of the Ambassador’s children,” she would grandly growl when Isabel picked up the phone. In classic Jewish mother style, she insisted on being informed of everything the boys ate when they were under Isabel’s supervision, and she constantly pestered Maury to send 

more money.3

Once, when they were living in Warsaw, Maury and Isabel, who had not been to Brazil in a while, decided to come to Rio. Clarice was furious. She marched over to Itamaraty Palace and demanded an immediate audience with the min-ister. Diplomats required permission from the ministry to leave their posts, and the upshot of Clarice’s visit to Dr. Vasco was that the permission was denied. “I was a married woman—my own father!” Isabel gasped, still annoyed forty 

years later.4

Maury’s remarriage remained a delicate subject. When Clarice was writing a newspaper column in 1968 she replied to a reader’s letter publicly. “F. N. M., you crafty fox . . . You muster this fake pity and tell me that you learned that my depression was a result of my ex-husband’s marriage. Keep, dear lady, your pity for yourself, it is no use to me. And if you want to know the truth, which you certainly don’t, here it is: when I separated from my husband, he waited for more 

than seven years for me to return.”5
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The reaction touched off by Maury’s remarriage may have been extreme, but many friends report that in the early 1960s something in Clarice changed. All descriptions of her as a young woman record her almost excessive politeness. To those who knew her in the foreign service, this went far beyond the normal good manners required of diplomatic spouses: it was a profound empathy that drew all sorts of people to her, that made women confi de in her and men fall in love with her.

“When she was in law school,” Sara Escorel remembered, “she said: I am going be the best diplomatic wife ever. And she was. When she was married to Maury she was perfect.” This perfection was not, of course, without its price. “I wasn’t very comfortable in that setting. . . . All that formality . . . But I did my job. . . . I was more conciliatory than I am now,” she said, looking 

back. 6
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The tension between the rebellious Joana and the placid Lídia, between the animal world and the artifi ce of human “civilization,” was a favorite symbol, and in her letters Clarice mentioned her fear of losing her “intimate balance.” In his perceptive letter, Maury expressed his fear that she was “following, in a certain sense, in real life, Joana’s destiny.” Already in Bern, her fi rst analyst, Ulysses Gir-soler, had warned of this unbearable tension in her personality: “It will be very diffi cult for such a character to fi nd balance, [requiring] a conscious domestica-tion of these elementary impulses by intellectual participation.”

Clarice became demanding and, as her interactions with Maury and Isabel showed, even rude. Her friends noticed two major changes. First, she began calling people at all hours of the night, unable to sleep, tormented by unceasing anxiety. Second, her makeup became “scandalous”; the word is often repeated. Shortly before her divorce, she wrote Mafalda that her lipstick looked like she 

had “just fi nished eating a pork chop without a napkin.”7

Many were surprised, considering how elegant Clarice had always been. She was disregarding Helen Palmer’s own advice: “You naturally know that drawing attention to oneself is not done and always gives a bad impression of a woman. Whether with scandalous clothing, exotic hairstyles, ways of walking, manners, rude laughter, any way of calling attention to oneself deserves, in short, nothing 

more than a prize for vulgarity.”8

Some attributed the change to her new psychoanalyst, Inês Besouchet. Though Clarice had been in psychiatric treatment on and off since before her marriage, and though his initial refusal to enter analysis was something she held against Maury, she was ashamed to be in therapy. In Brazil as elsewhere, there was in those years a stigma attached to psychotherapy; perhaps she feared a repu-tation for being crazy. But in Rio she found an analyst she could trust.

Like Clarice, Besouchet was Jewish. She had trained Clarice’s friend Hélio Pellegrino, one of Fernando Sabino’s Minas Gerais group. She was a leftist who had been exiled to Bolivia during one of Getúlio Vargas’s governments. Wise and circumspect, keeping the distance from her patients that analysts are advised to maintain, Inês nonetheless became a close friend and was, with Tania, one of only 

two people to whom Clarice dedicated a book,                           9 The Foreign Legion (1964).

Inês exhorted Clarice to free herself from the burden of always trying to meet other people’s expectations. Perhaps if she lived in a less regimented environment, the reaction would not have been as violent. “Clarice’s sincerity was so bruis-ing that people sometimes confused it with eccentricity,” said her friend Olga Borelli, who met her at the end of the decade. “She always—but always—did what she wanted, and when she wanted. Without asking anyone for  permission. 

It was a strong feature of her character.” 10
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“Clarice was an insoluble woman. She knew that,” Paulo Francis wrote. 11 Yet, insoluble or not, Clarice had, her discomfort and depression notwithstanding, managed it for many years. Why was she so much less “conciliatory” now? The fact was that Clarice faced challenges that even the most stable personality would have found diffi cult to overcome.

She was glad to be back in Brazil. Professional success, after so many years of struggle, was gratifying. But her life was a struggle. She needed to earn a liv-ing, which Senhor and her journalism provided. But this work interfered with her “real” writing. She had not worked on a full-length book since 1956, when The Apple in the Dark was completed in Washington. Looking back on this period, she told an interviewer, “Sometimes my production is intense, and cer-tain  periods—hiatuses—when life becomes intolerable. . . . It’s very diffi cult, this period between one work and the next, yet you have to empty out your head so 

that something else can be born—            12 if it’s born.”

But her greatest pain was the increasing illness of her son Pedro. The bril-liant boy had become a troubled teenager. “When he entered adolescence he started closing down,” Tania said. “Clarice did everything possible: she put him 

in analysis, in a bunch of treatments. Nothing helped.” 13 As early as 1957, in Washington, Clarice had sought help, but eventually the eccentricities of an extraordinarily talented child hardened into full-blown schizophrenia.

Pedro lived in terrible anguish. Rosa Cass saw that the situation hurt his mother “brutally. She was affl icted, desperate.” He was utterly unpredictable. At home, he would shout hysterically, so loud that the neighbors complained. They couldn’t take him anywhere, not even to the movies, because he couldn’t sit still. Another friend remembers a dinner during which Pedro constantly circled the table, his hands covering his face.

Treatment failed. The only thing that helped, according to Isabel Gurgel Valente, Maury’s second wife, who took charge of him in the 1970s, was heavy medication. When his demons got to be overwhelming, he would start scream-ing “A shot! A shot!” While Pedro sat beside her, shrieking the entire way, Isabel would drive him to the hospital for his injection.

Having split with Maury, Clarice was deprived of a source of support, and as Pedro grew sicker her sense of loneliness became unrelenting. Always  discreet, she shared the situation with few people; those friends who were aware of it discuss only their own impressions, rarely quoting her words. At the dinner party when Pedro circled the table, for example, Clarice pretended that she didn’t notice him and continued on diplomatically with the conversation. But 
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she did notice, and the guests knew she did, because though they sat there for hours, Clarice forgot to serve the food.

“When you have a child like that, you always think it’s somehow your fault,” Rosa said. “She just could not stand to see him like that. It hurt her too much.” First she had failed to save her mother. Now she had to look on helplessly as her son went mad. It was another blow for a woman who had so much wanted to be a mother, perhaps partly in compensation for the tragedy of her own family. She was tremendously sensitive to any allusion to this failure. Her friend Otto Lara Resende recalled meeting her on the street in Leme, where he was walking with his young son André. “Who is that blonde lady?” André asked after they parted ways. “Something inside her is always throbbing. Does she have kids? I wouldn’t want to be her child.” A couple of years later, mentioning this to  Clarice, but without the last sentence, Otto received a tough rebuke, delivered in an  “overwhelming crescendo.” “Tell your son that I can be a mother, yes. I can be his mother. I can be your mother, Otto. I can be the mother of humanity. 

I am the mother of humanity.” 14

She retreated even further into herself. “She had the face of someone who with the greatest dignity was always suffering. . . . She didn’t invite effusive, affec-tionate, affective familiarity,” said one of her editors at Senhor, recalling the magazine’s great phase, when “every month, in our offi ces, two uncomfortable fi gures appeared, to hand over the best texts Brazilian literature produced at the time: Guimarães Rosa, with all his pretensions, and Clarice Lispector, with her 

anguishing silence.”15
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In about 1962 Clarice began her last love affair, with the poet and journalist Paulo Mendes Campos, known as Paulinho. She had known him since the time of Near to the Wild Heart, when she met Fernando Sabino and his friends from Minas Gerais. He was a kind of heterosexual version of Lúcio Cardoso. Both were from Minas and both were chronic miscreants, running away and getting expelled from various schools. Paulinho started courses in dentistry, veterinary science, and law; he entered, and then left, the Air Force Academy in Porto 

Alegre.16

Like Lúcio, he was Catholic; like Lúcio, he was good-looking and possessed an extraordinary and seductive talent for language. He was an outstanding poet, broadly and deeply read, eventually becoming director of rare books at the National Library. With Rubem Braga, he was one of Brazil’s most famous prac-titioners of the brand of literary journalism known as the crônica.
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Like Lúcio, he was bad with money; and like Lúcio, he was a bohemian and an alcoholic. “Drink consoles; man drinks; therefore, man must be consoled,” 

he wrote, in one of his many discourses on the topic.17 As he got older he became a bad drunk, aggressive and violent; his friends tended to avoid him. And if Lúcio’s sexual orientation made him inaccessible to Clarice, Paulinho had a wife, an Englishwoman named Joan Abercrombie.

For a short time, Clarice and Paulinho lived a great passion, as everyone who knew them confi rms. They were an odd match, Clarice tall, blonde, and bewitching, and Paulinho, no longer the Byron of his youth, short, dark, and, despite his charm, physically unattractive. A friend recalls seeing them enter a downtown restaurant and saying to her companion, “What is Paulinho doing 

with that           18 Valkyrie ?” But as another friend, Ivan Lessa, says, “In terms of neu-

rosis, they were born for one another.”19

Glimpses of them together, however, were rare, even though, as Lessa says, Rio was “a village, in the best possible sense.” This was especially true in liter-ary circles, which Clarice avoided but in which Paulinho was a central fi gure. The affair surprised many of their common friends, though Clarice tried to be discreet about it. Lessa, who lived down the street from Clarice, often saw them walking furtively through the back streets of Leme. They also met in a garconnière Clarice and Paulinho shared with his friend, Sérgio Porto. To the doorman, Clarice announced herself as “Madame.”

Yet if Clarice seemed to take almost nineteenth-century measures to conduct the affair discreetly, she was shockingly reckless with the one person who might be expected to object the most: Paulinho’s wife, Joan Mendes Campos. Clarice’s chronic insomnia and desperate loneliness led her to call Paulo at the oddest hours; in the middle of the night, knowing full well that his wife was in bed 

beside him, she poured out her heart, endlessly, to her lover.20 This does not seem to be the act of indiscretion, or of a woman fl aunting her affair to her rival. It suggests instead a terrible isolation, a need for emotional support that went far beyond sex; indeed Paulinho was far from the only person who received such calls in the middle of the night.

Joan tolerated the situation for a time. Eventually, however, enough was enough, and she threatened to take their children and return to England. Choosing his wife and family, Paulinho broke off the affair with Clarice. With it went their friendship. Clarice repeatedly asked the novelist Autran Dourado to try to patch things up, but he understood it was over and pre-ferred not to get involved. The end of the relationship isolated Clarice still further from the literary milieu, from the adult world to which she had such fragile ties.
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“She loved him until the day she died,” her friend Rosa Cass remembered. And she seems to have taken a kind of revenge on the other woman when, more than a decade later, she wrote a short story about an Englishwoman, “Miss Algrave.” In London, Miss Algrave knows she can seduce her boss. “She was sure he would accept. He was married to a pale and insignifi cant woman, Joan.” On a more lyrical note, Clarice may have been thinking of Paulinho when she wrote, “Sometimes all the purity of body and soul is in illicit love, not blessed by 

a priest, but blessed by the love itself.”21
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Toward the middle of 1962, Clarice met the American poet Elizabeth Bishop. Bishop had been living in Brazil since 1951, when, on a cruise around South America, she disembarked at Santos for a two-week visit. She ended up stay-ing for fi fteen years. The reason was her relationship with the heiress Lota de Macedo Soares, with whom she lived in considerable splendor in their modern-ist mansion, Samambaia, in the mountains north of Rio. Lota was brilliant, one of the most important landscape architects in Brazilian history, having renovated a large section of Rio de Janeiro, but she was also tempestuous and depressive; she eventually committed suicide in Bishop’s apartment in New York.

By the early 1960s, the relationship had taken a turn for the worse. Bishop was drinking heavily, and as her despair increased so did her view of Lota’s coun-try. Once a tropical paradise of waterfalls and Baroque churches, it was now a cesspool of ignorance and provincialism. Dismissive comments about Brazil and Brazilians began to fi ll her letters. She did, however, reserve one grudging exception:

 

I have found one contemporary I like, however—living right down the 

street from us in Rio—I put off reading her because I thought I wouldn’t 

like her, and now I fi nd I not only like her stories very much but like her, 

too. She has a wonderful name—Clarice Lispector (Russian). Her 2 or 3 

novels I don’t think are so good but her short stories are almost like the 

stories I’ve always thought should be written about Brazil—Tchekovian, 

slightly sinister and fantastic—I am sending some to encounter soon—

She has a N.Y. publisher who wants them and maybe I’ll do the whole 

book for her—I swore I’d never do any more translating—but I don’t mind 

very short things and feel I should, really—She is rather large-boned fair 

and completely Oriental Russian-looking—“Khergis,” I think is the race, 

something like that—like the girl in “The Magic Mountain,” I imagine—

Better Than Borges   257

 

but otherwise very Brazilian, and very shy. I know or care for so few of the 

“intellectuals” here that it is nice to fi nd someone new—and Lota likes her, 

too, as much as I do, and even went to the length of reading a couple of the 

stories & agreeing with me they are good. (Lota won’t read anything in Por-

tuguese except the papers, and government reports now) Actually I think 

she is better than J. L. Borges—who is good, but not all that good!22

 

Bishop was working on translations of Clarice’s stories, but by the end of the year this romance, too, had soured. Her hopes for a productive literary collabo-ration were dashed when Clarice inexplicably vanished. In January 1963, she wrote to Robert Lowell:

 

I have translated fi ve of Clarice’s stories—all the very short ones & one 

longer one. The New Yorker is interested—I think she needs money, so that 

would be good, the $ being what it is (almost twice as much already as when 

you were here)—then if they don’t know them, Encounter, PR, etc. Alfred 

Knopf is also interested in seeing the whole book. But at the moment—just 

when I was ready to send off the batch, except for one, she has vanished on 

me—completely—and for about six weeks! Lota met her—she isn’t cross or 

anything—and she seemed delighted with the translations, letters of inter-

est, etc. I am mystifi ed; L is fed up. . . . It is “temperament,” maybe, or more 

likely just the usual “massive inertia” that one runs [into] at every turn—

and that is driving Lota mad on her job. It makes one despair, really. Her 

novels are not good; the “essays” she does for Senhor are very bad—but in 

the stories she has awfully good things and they do sound pretty good in 

English and I was quite pleased with them. Oh dear.

 

Despite her annoyance, Bishop was not entirely ready—not yet, at least—to write off Clarice as yet another indolent Brazilian. “Clarice suffers from the same kind of dated-ness, provincialism, etc.—but she really has talent—and I have 

hopes,—(or had, until she disappeared).”23
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Clarice’s disappearance may have had something to do with yet another personal crisis. On December 7, 1962, a lifetime of heavy drinking and drug abuse fi nally caught up with her friend, mentor, and fi rst love, Lúcio Cardoso.

Earlier that year, in May, he had had a warning. Arriving at his home in Ipanema, his sister Maria Helena “saw the muscles in his face ceaselessly trembling, while he, 
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in the greatest affl iction, tried to calm them with his hand.” The crisis passed, but the doctor was clear. “Look, Lúcio, what you had was just a spasm, leaving your mouth a bit crooked and that drawling way of speaking. Thank God, because it could have been much worse. With time, if you keep doing your exercises in front of the mirror, everything will return to normal. But from now on don’t overdo it, don’t drink, don’t wear yourself out partying, try to lead a calmer life, since if you go on like before something worse can happen.” Despite his sister’s desperate attempts to help him, he refused to heed the doctor’s warning. “I’m not a child for you to be taking care of me,” he told Maria Helena. “Don’t touch those bottles! If 

I want to drink, neither you nor anybody else is going to stop me.” 24

Lúcio had never enjoyed the fame to which his volcanic creativity seemed to entitle him. His theatrical ventures had come to nothing, and his writing was met with incomprehension. In 1959, he published his masterpiece, Chronicle of the Murdered House, a long Faulknerian novel of his native Minas Gerais, an 

attack on “Minas, in its fl esh and spirit,”25 a meditation on good and evil and God complete with incest, homosexuality, and bestiality.

The novel predictably scandalized the more predictably scandalizable critics. His champion Octávio de Faria answered them, in words that hint at Lúcio’s affi nity with Clarice Lispector. “Are we going to abandon our attempts to recon-struct the world, this tremendous responsibility, on which our salvation may 

depend, in order to obey a half-dozen prejudices?”26

Even this notoriety did not bring him the wider audience he longed for. He struggled, increasingly worn down by alcohol, until December 7, 1962.

 

I’ll never forget that date: December 7, 1962 [his sister wrote]. It was a 

calm day, completely normal, until the afternoon. Between six-thirty and 

seven the phone rang.

“Lelena, I’m at Lazzarini’s house, helping out with a dinner for his 

friends.”

I recognized the voice of Nonô, whom I hadn’t seen in more than two 

days. He sometimes vanished like that for a week, which worried me after 

his spasm.

“Be careful, don’t drink, don’t take any pills.”

“Relax, I’m being a saint.”27

 

Later that night, not having heard from him, she went to his apartment, directly behind hers. She found the door unlocked, which she thought was strange. She went in and discovered her brother gravely ill. Terrifi ed, she called an ambulance; that night he fell into a coma. He emerged from the coma, but a 
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massive stroke had paralyzed him forever. He would never again be able to speak normally, and his writing career was over.

Maria Helena cared for him for years, always hoping that their attempts at rehabilitation would pay off and allow him to resume his career. It was a painful struggle, days of hope punctuated by weeks and months of despair. In a moment of frustration, trying to get him to do his exercises, Maria Helena told him:

 

“You’re very stubborn, that’s why so much has happened to you. Remem-

ber when you had your fi rst sickness, just a spasm? I begged you, but you 

kept on drinking and popping pills. Did it work, your stubbornness?”

He got even more irritated and to my surprise said:

“It did. I died.”28
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“Clarice was fi nally heard from yesterday,” Elizabeth Bishop wrote Robert Lowell around six weeks after Lúcio’s stroke, “—apologies and tears, even, I think!—I couldn’t even sound annoyed, of course—she has been sick, I think—and is having some sort of minor operation the end of this month— well—I think we’ll be able to get off the batch of stories next week—Knopf is coming back in Feb. and it would be a good chance for her, too—I suppose the combination of Russian massive inertia and Brazilian does pile up. I do like her, too.—But I have been minding my loneliness here more lately, I’m afraid—however—dear Clarice might have telephoned, in seven weeks—or 

had her maid telephone!”29

Bishop’s attempts, however grudging, to promote Clarice in English would eventually pay off. In 1964, the Kenyon Review published “Three Stories by Cla-

rice Lispector” in Bishop’s translation.30 And her efforts to interest Alfred Knopf resulted, in 1967, in the fi rst book-length English translation of one of Clarice’s works, The Apple in the Dark. Knopf reputedly said that he didn’t understand a word of it. The translator was not Bishop, who found translating a work of that 

length “too boring & time-wasting,”31 but Gregory Rabassa, the dean of transla-tors of Latin American fi ction.

He met Clarice a few months after Lúcio’s stroke, when she was invited to the United States. “Clarice has been asked to another literary congress, at the University of  Texas,” Bishop wrote Lowell at the beginning of July, “and is being very coy & complicated—but I think is secretly very proud—and is going, of 

course. I’ll help her with her speech. I suppose we are getting to be ‘friends.’ ”32 On August 26, the day Clarice left, Bishop, with her usual grudging, told Lowell 
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that “she is off this morning to Texas for a Literary Conference—came & read me her lecture Saturday. But she’s hopeless, really.”

It was Clarice’s fi rst visit to the United States since she had left Washington in 1959, and it would be her last. During her few days in Austin, she made an amazing impression. Gregory Rabassa said that he was “astonished to meet that 

rare person who looked like Marlene Dietrich and wrote like Virginia Woolf.”33 A newspaper reporter wrote, “Mrs. Lispector is a stunning blonde with the cha-

risma of a movie star, who lights up any room she enters.”34

She was hardly treated like a movie star by the Brazilian consul, who “thought he had to invite [her] to dinner”: “He took me, this representative of our coun-try, to a third-rate restaurant, one of those with red-and-black-checked table-cloths. In the United States meat is expensive, fi sh is cheap. Before I could decide what I wanted, he said to the waiter: ‘Fish for the lady.’ I was surprised: it wasn’t a fi sh restaurant. And he added, I swear: ‘And for me a thick steak, very rare.’ As he cut his steak, which I envied, he told me all about his misfortunes since his divorce. The fi sh, of course, was terrible. To help him economize and to get rid 

of him, I didn’t order dessert.”35

Though she began her talk by claiming that she was not a critic, and therefore not qualifi ed to comment alongside the professors, Rabassa noted that “Clarice the novelist gave a much more cogent talk on literature than any of the many 

professional scholars and critics who shared the podium.”36 The speech reads like a mature version of the analytic journalistic voice from the beginning of her career.

The subject is avant-garde literature. In it, she addresses the issue of Brazil’s insularity, the national self-obsession that characterized its literature. “We are hungry to know about ourselves, and urgently, because we still need ourselves more than we need others.” All real art, she says, is avant-garde, since “all real life is experimentation,” and any work that is not is simple imitation: “And there are some young writers who are a bit overintellectualized. It seems to me that they are not inspired by, shall we say, ‘the thing itself,’ but by other literature, ‘the 

thing already literalized.’ ”37

She added a despairing appendix: “As for my own writing, I tell you—if anybody cares—that I am disillusioned. It’s that writing didn’t bring me what I wanted, which was peace. My literature is in no sense a catharsis that would do me good and is useless as a form of liberation. From here on out I may not write again, and only deepen the life within me. Or that deepening might lead me to 

write again. I can’t say.”38


28
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THE COCKROACH

 

Back home in Brazil, Clarice’s largely forgotten earlier work was getting a new lease on life. In 1963, Francisco Alves released an inexpensive paperback version of her once famous debut. “Published around twenty years ago, in a small print-ing, this Near to the Wild Heart, which many claim is Clarice Lispector’s mas-

terpiece, is completely unknown to today’s readers,” the introduction claimed.1 In the same year, another publisher, José Álvaro, revived The Chandelier. The Besieged City followed in 1964.

This attention to her past production was fl attering, but it was also a reminder of her diffi culty looking toward the future. It had been so long since she had worked on a novel, seven years since she fi nished The Apple in the Dark. As her speech in Texas shows, she was profoundly anxious about being able to write. 

During such a “hiatus,” she later said, “life becomes intolerable.”2

No sooner did she give voice to this fear, however, than she produced, in a quick outburst at the end of 1963, one of the great novels of the twentieth century. “It’s strange,” she remembered of this time, “because I was in the worst of situations, sentimentally as well as in my family, everything complicated, and 

I wrote The Passion, which has nothing to do with that.”3

In its ambition and eccentricity, in its sweeping redefi nition of what a novel can be, The Passion According to G. H. recalls peculiar masterpieces such as Moby-Dick and Tristram Shandy. Yet it is not, at least not in the fi rst place, literature. 

That, Clarice said in Texas, “is what other people call what we writers do.”4 She later wrote that “I am well aware of what the so-called true novel is. Yet when I read it, with its webs of facts and descriptions, I am simply bored. And when I 

write it is not the classical novel. But it is a novel.”5
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G. H., with its quick, sketchy plot, is instead the climax of a long personal quest. For the fi rst time, Clarice writes in the fi rst person. And for the fi rst time she captures the full violence, the physical disgust, of her encounter with God.

Warning “possible readers” of the novel’s shocking contents, Clarice opens with a brief and cryptic caveat in the preface. The book should be read only by “people who know that the approach, to anything at all, comes about gradu-ally and agonizingly—and includes crossing through the opposite of the thing being approached.” The reader who proceeds beyond this solemn admonition will see that Clarice is “gradually and agonizingly” approaching God. She, too, has passed through “the opposite of the thing being approached”: one has only to recall her statement, made at age twenty-one, that “beyond mankind there is nothing else at all.”

She does not disavow that apparently clear declaration of atheism, not even when she at last discovers God. Instead, and even more fundamentally than in The Apple in the Dark, she redefi nes its terms: “beyond mankind” and “nothing else at all.” The result, which might be called mystical Spinozism or religious atheism, is her richest paradox yet.
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The fi rst section of The Apple in the Dark is called “How a Man Is Made.” The Passion According to G. H. tells how a woman is unmade. G. H.’s crime, however, is far more repulsive and inhumane than Martin’s supposed murder of his wife. Through it, she will not, like Martin, invent God. She will fi nd God.

As she begins her monologue, G. H., a comfortable inhabitant of a Rio pent-house, tries to describe the life that had so unexpectedly ended the day before. The day started conventionally enough. Her maid having quit, G. H. resolved to tidy up the woman’s room.

“Before I entered the room, what was I?” G. H. asks. “I was what others had always seen me be, and that was the way I knew myself.” She had the occasional hint of something beyond that secondhand image: “Sometimes, looking at a snapshot taken on the beach or at a party, I noted with a light ironic apprehen-sion something the smiling and darkened face revealed to me: a silence. A silence and a destiny that escaped me, I, hieroglyphic fragment of an empire dead or alive. When I looked at the portrait I saw the mystery. No. I am going to lose the rest of my fear of bad taste, I am going to begin my exercise in courage, being alive is not courage, knowing that one is alive is the courage—and I am going to 

say that in my photograph I saw The Mystery.”6

The Cockroach   263

 

These intuitions pass. G. H. is a presentable surface, not herself  but a quote of herself, Clarice writes. “The rest was the way I had gradually become the person who has my name. And I ended up being my name. All you have to do is look on the leather of my luggage and see the initials G. H.—and there I am. . . . Around me I exude the tranquility that comes from reaching the point of being G. H. even on one’s suitcases.” In a short sentence that captures all the disjointed per-fection of her style, Clarice emphasizes that G. H., even on her suitcases, no 

longer exists. “I fi nally got up from the breakfast table, that woman.”7

In the maid’s room, that woman expects chaos. Instead, to her shock, she fi nds a desert, “an entirely clean and vibrating room as in an insane asylum from which dangerous objects have been removed.” “The room was the opposite of what I had created in my house, the opposite of the soft beauty that came from my talent for arrangement, my talent for living, the opposite of my serene irony, of my sweet and exempt irony: it was a violation of my quotation marks, of the quotation marks that made me a citation of myself. The room was the portrait 

of an empty stomach.”8

Only one thing disturbs its perfect order: black carbon scratches on the dry white wall, outlines of a man, a woman, and a dog. Pondering the inscrutable drawing, she realizes that the black maid, whose name she has forgotten and whose face she has trouble calling to mind, had hated her.

The drawing, and the realization, unsettles her further, and she, in turn, con-ceives a hatred for that room. She resolves to make the desert fl ower: “And I would pour water and water that would run in rivers down the scraping on the wall.” Overwhelmed by anger, she declares, “I wanted to kill something in 

there.”9

Opening the door to the wardrobe—“and the darkness inside escaped like a 

puff ”10—she sees a cockroach. Terrifi ed, she slams the door, crushing the roach in its middle. A whitish substance begins to ooze from its body.
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In Near to the Wild Heart, the cockroach represents Joana’s amorality. In The Besieged City, Lucrécia identifi es herself with the creature:

 

“Daddy’s complaining about the house,” he said throwing with attention 

the stone far off. “It’s full of fl ies . . . Last night I felt mosquitoes, moths, 

fl ying roaches, you don’t even know what all’s landing on top of you.”

“It’s me,” Lucrécia Neves said with great irony.11
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Even in her journalism, Clarice displayed an unusual interest in the roach  question. As Teresa Quadros, in 1952, she offered a gruesome recipe for anni-hilating them: “How can you kill roaches? Every night, in those disgusting little creatures’ favorite haunts, leave the following recipe: sugar, fl our, and plaster, mixed in equal parts. This delicacy will attract roaches, who eat it, radiant. After a while, the plaster will insidiously harden inside of them, causing certain death. The next morning, you will fi nd dozens of little hard roaches, transformed into 

statues.” 12 She used the same instructions as Ilka Soares in 1960. By 1962, writ-ing in Senhor, she had fi ctionalized the recipe as “The Fifth Story,” which she then republished in 1964 in her collection The Foreign Legion. “I complained about roaches,” each of the story’s fi ve parts begins.

Roaches drove Clarice to murderous fantasies. In G. H. she explains:

 

What I had always found repulsive in roaches is that they were obsolete yet 

still present. Knowing that they were already on the Earth, and the same 

as they are today, even before the fi rst dinosaurs appeared, knowing that 

the fi rst man already found them proliferated and crawling alive, know-

ing that they had witnessed the formation of the great deposits of oil and 

coal in the world, and there they were during the great advance and then 

during the great retreat of the glaciers—the peaceful resistance. I knew 

that roaches could resist for more than a month without food or water. 

And that they could even make a useable nutritive substance from wood. 

And that, even after being crushed, they slowly decompressed and kept on 

walking. Even when frozen, they kept on marching once thawed.13

 

In “The Disasters of Sofi a,” the child is shocked by the teacher’s eyes. “With their numberless cilia, [they] looked like two sweet cockroaches.” The teacher 

is shocked by Sofi a’s story of “the treasure hidden where it is least expected.” 14 G. H. is about to discover the same.
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As the door to the wardrobe crushes the roach, G. H. reaches an unprecedented crisis. She cannot resist or escape: “I was in the desert as I had never been before. It was a desert calling me as a monotonous and remote canticle calls. I was being 

seduced. And I was going toward that promising madness.” 15

The crux of G. H.’s crisis is the knowledge that the pus leaching through the roach’s wound is the same matter as that at her own center. It is hard to imagine a substance further removed from “what I had created in my house, the 
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 opposite of the soft beauty that came from my talent for arrangement, my talent 

for  living.” 16

This life inside the roach is anonymous, meaningless. This was not, of course, a new insight for Clarice. Comparing G. H. to a roach was consistent with her earlier comparisons of people to animals: Joana was a snake, Lucrécia a horse, Martin a cow, “he, too, pure, harmonious, and he too without meaning.”

But for G. H., “faced with the living roach,” the recognition that “the world is not human, and that we are not human” is a horror. She wants to scream, but she knows it is already too late. A scream would be an idiotic protest against being alive. “If I raised the alarm at being alive, voiceless and hard they would drag me away since they drag away those who depart the possible world, the exceptional 

being is dragged away, the screaming being.”17 Even worse: “I had nothing left to say. My agony was like that of wanting to speak before dying. I knew that I was saying farewell forever to some thing, something was going to die, and I wanted 

to say the word that at least summed up whatever it was that was dying.” 18

What is dying is, in Clarice’s term, “civilization.” She used the metaphor most extensively in The Besieged City. Lucrécia and her town, São Geraldo, begin as perfectly authentic, until civilization—viaducts, factories, statues—crowds out the wild horses. Already in The Besieged City, Clarice had conceived civilization as essentially linguistic. Language builds the town, literally: Lucrécia “indicated the 

intimate name of things. . . . Reality required the girl in order to take a form.”19 That civilization crumbles when its language is taken away. Alone in the maid’s room, G. H. surveys the wreck, as it were, of São Geraldo. “An entire civilization had sprung up, with the guarantee that what one sees be mixed immediately with what one feels, an entire civilization whose foundation is salvation—so 

I was in its ruins.” 20 G. H. must see without immediately translating the thing she sees into human language. At fi rst, looking at the roach, she grotesquely per-sonifi es it, even using Clarice’s favorite bad metaphor, the jewel: “Seen up close, 

the cockroach is an object of great luxury. A bride in black jewels.”21

Lucrécia’s way of seeing was “civilizing” and possessive: “This city is mine, the 

woman looked.”22 G. H. must unlearn that way of seeing: “And in this world that I was getting to know, there are several ways that mean seeing: a looking at the other without seeing it, a possessing the other, an eating the other, a simply being in a corner and the other being there as well: all this also means seeing. The roach was not seeing me directly, she was with me. The cockroach was not 

seeing me with its eyes but with its body.”23

Her fi nal attempt to “civilize” the cockroach is to wonder about its taste: “Would its eyes be salty? If I touched them—since I was gradually becoming ever dirtier—if I touched them with my mouth, would they taste salty?” “No, 
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there was no salt in those eyes. I was sure that the eyes of the roach were tasteless. For salt I had always been ready, salt was the transcendence that I had used in order to be able to feel a taste, and to be able to fl ee what I called ‘nothing.’ For 

salt I had always been ready, for salt I had constructed my entire self.”24
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Bereft of salt, “transcendence,” and “civilization” and, devastatingly, no longer able to discover human hope and beauty in the world, G. H. is left with the ooze coming out of the cockroach. It is the ultimate inhumanity. “Whatever comes out of the roach’s belly is not transcendable—ah, I don’t mean that it is the opposite of beauty, ‘opposite of beauty’ doesn’t even make sense—whatever comes out of the roach’s belly is: ‘today,’ blessed be the fruit of thy womb—I want the present without dressing it up with a future that redeems it, not even 

with a hope.”25 The passage is diffi cult to translate. The word ventre means, among other things, “womb,” but in the fi rst part of the sentence it suggests a belly or a stomach. Only when Clarice ironically quotes the “Ave Maria” does she clearly identify the roach with the Mother of God.

As she sheds her old world, she calls out desperately for her mother: “Mother: I killed a life, and there are no arms to receive me now and in the hour of our desert, amen. Mother, everything now has turned to hard gold. I interrupted an organized thing, mother, and that is worse than killing, that made me enter through a breach that showed me, worse than death, that showed me the thick and neutral life turning yellow. The roach is alive, her eye is fertilizing, I am afraid of my hoarseness, mother.” In Portuguese the word for cockroach, barata, is feminine, regardless of the animal’s biological gender. Here, however, Clarice is no longer using gender in a purely grammatical sense: “I had only thought of her as female, since things smashed at their waist are female.” And not just any female: “Mother, all I did was want to kill, but just look at what I broke: I broke a casing! Killing is also forbidden because it breaks the hard casing, and one is left with the sticky life. From inside the hard casing is emerging a heart as thick and alive as pus, mother, blessed art thou among the roaches, now and in the hour of 

this thy my death, cockroach and jewel.”26 Hidden within G. H.’s confrontation with the dying cockroach is a memory of Clarice Lispector’s own dying mother. The identity of her mother with the roach is one of the most shocking aspects of this whole unsettling book. Yet it is hard to escape the conclusion that this is what Clarice intended: “Mother, blessed art thou among the roaches.”

One of the most eminent writers on Clarice Lispector, Claire Varin, has pointed out that “the disgusting roach appears explicitly as the only way to be 
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born. A single narrow passage opens onto the room: ‘through the roach.’ ”27 The roach caught in the door of the wardrobe is described as a “prisoner at 

the waist,” 28 an allusion to the location of Clarice’s mother’s wound: “Things smashed at their waist are female.” Like Mania Lispector, the cockroach is para-lyzed, awaiting death: “Immobilized, it supported upon its dusty fl ank the bur-

den of its own body.”29

The cockroach is only half a body—“What I could see of her was only half of the body. The rest, which couldn’t be seen, might be enormous, and divided among thousands of houses, behind things and wardrobes”—recalling a pas-sage in one of Clarice’s private notebooks, written in English, presumably in the United States, with Portuguese phrases sprinkled in: “I want somebody to hold my hand (That was how Papa, when I was hurting, helped me stand the pain)—I don’t want to be a single body, I’m cut out from the rest of me—The rest of me is my mother! It’s another body. To have a single body, surrounded by isolation it makes such a limited body. I feel anxiety, I’m afraid to be just one body. Little balls of mercury on the broken thermometer—My fear and anxiety 

is of being one body.”30

The roach, the woman, and the mother share the organic life that is the most essential part of any creature. On the level of blood and guts, they are the one and the same.
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In 1964, the year The Passion According to G. H. was published, Clarice wrote, 

“If I had to give a title to my life it would be: in search of the thing itself.”31 Her goal is G. H.’s too. “Only then,” when G. H. has stripped herself of human language and morality, “would I not be transcending and remain in the thing itself.”

If Clarice knew what she was looking for, the “thing itself ” remained elu-sive, except in abstract philosophical language. In G. H., she broadens this language, offering new synonyms for the intangible “thing.” It is neutral, 

inexpressive, tasteless, unsalted.32 But no matter how many words she uses to describe it, it remains unfathomable. “I would horrify myself like a per-son who was blind and fi nally opened his eyes to see—but see what? a mute and incomprehensible triangle. Could that person consider himself no longer blind simply because he sees an incomprehensible triangle? I wonder: if I look at the darkness with a lens, will I see more than darkness?” At length, G. H. takes her “fi rst steps into the nothing”: “My fi rst hesitant steps toward Life, 

and abandoning my life.”33
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In The Apple in the Dark, Clarice referred to the descent into the nothing. Still, the equivalence between “Life” and “the nothing” in G. H. is surprising, especially when Clarice stretches it even further, describing “a nothing that is 

the God.” 34 The notion that God equals nothing is, however, a cabbalistic com-monplace: “Creation out of nothing means to many mystics just creation out of 

God 35 .” Read in this light, Clarice’s statement that “above mankind there is noth-ing else at all” acquires an unexpected subtlety. Not above mankind but inside mankind is “the God,” “nothing else at all.” If God is nothing, God is also everything: “Life.” This too is a Jewish defi nition: God is everything and noth-

ing, the union of everything in the world and its opposite.36 As G. H. says, “God is what exists, and all contradictions are inside the God, and for that reason do 

not  contradict Him.”37

The statement is logically agreeable. But after such a long and painful search, saying that God is “what exists” feels like a thundering letdown.

 

Since prehistory I had started my march through the desert, and without 

a star to guide me, only perdition guiding me, only going astray guiding 

me—until, almost dead from the ecstasy of fatigue, illuminated by pas-

sion, I fi nally found the safe. And in the safe, sparkling with glory, the 

hidden secret. The most remote secret in the world, opaque, but blinding 

me with the irradiation of its simple existence, sparkling there with glory 

that hurt my eyes. Inside the safe the secret:

A piece of thing.

A piece of iron, a roach’s antenna, a plaster chip.38

 

Finding the treasure of the world in “a piece of thing,” or writing that “the 

divine for me                    39 is whatever is real,” recalls the famous statement by Clarice’s earlier mentor, Spinoza, that God is equivalent to Nature. And writing that “our condi-tion is accepted as the only one possible, since it is the one that exists, and not any other,” recalls Spinoza’s proposition that “things could have been produced by 

God in no other way, and in no other order, than they have been produced.” 40

In repeating these defi nitions, Clarice is yet again rejecting what she already called, in Near to the Wild Heart, “the humanized God of the religions.” It is a rejection that has an intellectual perfection to it. But for a woman longing to know God, the “thing itself ” is so barren, so at “the opposite pole of the sentimental-human-Christian,” that “in [her] old human terms, [it] means the 

worst, and, in human terms, the infernal.”41 The neutral God, “a piece of iron, a roach’s antenna,” can never satisfy a person longing for an emotional connection with the divine.
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And so if Clarice must accept “our condition as the only one possible,” she rages against it. The painstaking defi nitions, parsed over decades, have fi nally brought her to a God that can satisfy her rationally. But they are dry. The cli-max of her search, her most shocking and unforgettable symbol, is quite liter-ally wet.

Abandoning hope and beauty and redemption but still desperate for union with the fundamental matter of the universe, G. H. takes the yellowish slime leaking from the belly of the cockroach and places it in her mouth.
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It is one thing to speculate about eating a roach as a possible outcome of an abstract philosophical search. “Why would I be disgusted by the matter com-ing out of the roach?” G. H. wonders. “Hadn’t I drunk of the white milk that is the liquid maternal matter?” It is quite something else, of course, to actually eat a roach. “Give me your hand, don’t abandon me, I swear I didn’t want it either: I too lived well, I was a woman of whom you could say ‘life and loves 

of G. H.’ ”42

Clarice was horrifi ed by her own creation, she later remembered. “The thing escaped from my control when I, for example, realized that the woman was 

going to have to eat the insides of the roach. I trembled in fright.”43

The woman eating a roach is so extreme a symbol, such a blunt illustration for Clarice’s horror of encountering “the God,” that it inevitably begs another question: Where, psychologically and artistically, can she possibly go from here? In The Apple in the Dark Clarice had already written that “Nobody could live based on having vomited or having seen someone vomit; they were not things 

to think about very much: they were facts of a life.”44 Thinking about these facts of life can lead in only one direction, as Clarice writes in G. H.: “Why not stay inside, without trying to cross over to the other shore?” She then answers her 

own question: “Staying inside the thing is madness.”45

On the same page, she points out a possible solution: “It is like the sculpted eye of a statue which is empty and has no expression, since when art is good it is because it touched upon the inexpressive, the worst art is expressive, that art which transgresses the piece of iron and the piece of glass, and the smile, and 

the scream.”46
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AND REVOLUTION!

 

The ghastly magnifi cence of The Passion According to G. H. has placed it among the century’s greatest novels. Shortly before her death, on her last visit to Recife, Clarice told a reporter that of all her books it was the one that “best corre-

sponded to her demands as a writer.”1 It has inspired a gigantic bibliography, but at the time it came out it seems to have been all but ignored. Only one review 

was published in 1964, by Lúcio Cardoso’s friend Walmir Ayala.2

This time, at least, Clarice did not have to search for a publisher. A strange turn of events had turned two of her closest friends, Fernando Sabino and Rubem Braga, into the proprietors of a publishing house. On March 28, 1960, they had traveled to Cuba as part of a delegation led by Clarice’s future assailant, the one-eyed Jânio Quadros, who on October 3 would be elected president of Brazil. The group stayed in revolutionary Cuba for less than a week and returned to Brazil enthusiastic.

Unlike so many Latin American writers and intellectuals at the time, neither Braga nor Sabino were Communists. Sabino was Catholic and Braga a kind of Social Democrat. Their reports from Havana, therefore, are valuable indi-cators of the excitement that the Cuban Revolution sparked throughout the continent, even among people not automatically inclined to be swept away by the romance of Fidel Castro. Only thirty-three when he conquered the island, Castro, together with his cohort of “sincere,” “honest” revolutionaries, appealed to dreamers, and not only dreamers, throughout Latin America.

Even the sober, wary Braga fell for it. He analyzed the Leader’s handwriting and discovered in it no “despotic spirit.” And if “good cashmere” was becoming hard to fi nd in Havana, he wrote, that was only because “the government wants 

to use foreign currency to buy tractors, machines, factories, productive goods.”3
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Sabino, more romantic, showed a certain understanding for the regime’s  public executions and, perhaps even more embarrassingly, exulted that the Havana Country Club was now opened to the “humble people.” How easy it would be to right the wrongs of a slave society, half a millennium old!

But these were articles in the local press, no different from, and indeed more skeptical than, many published during the Revolution’s honeymoon. And they were nothing compared to the articles the world’s most famous philosopher, Jean-Paul Sartre, had penned after his visit to Havana, from the beginning of February to mid-March 1960. The articles he published in France-Soir are what one would expect from a person who never met a bad leftist idea he didn’t like, issuing apologies for everything from the more extreme elements in Algeria to the murder of Israeli athletes at the Munich Olympics.

At the invitation of Jorge Amado, Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir came to Brazil in August 1960, embarking on a triumphal tour of the country. For some reason, Sartre decided to cede his France-Soir articles to Sabino and Braga, who had been thinking about starting their own publishing house in order to avoid the exploitive royalties paid by existing houses. Sartre charged them nothing, and the Editôra do Autor had its fi rst title: Hurricane over Cuba. But to produce it during Sartre’s visit to Brazil, Sabino and Braga had to coordinate an amazing effort. With no experi-ence in publishing, they gathered the rare originals of the articles, translated them, 

then edited, typeset, and printed the book—in little more than a week. 4

The book betrays such ignorance of basic economic, historical, and political concepts that it is hard to imagine its author was seen as a global intellectual heavyweight, or indeed taken seriously at all. But it was the book of the moment by the man of the moment on the topic of the moment, and it launched the Editôra do Autor as prominently and lucratively as could be imagined.

By the time the publishing house appeared, Clarice already had a contract with Francisco Alves for The Apple in the Dark and Family Ties. But the Editôra do Autor was the most logical home for her next book, and it must have been a great relief to her to know that anything she wrote would be immediately wel-comed by close friends and longtime admirers. By 1964, when Clarice published two books there, it had become known primarily for its fi nely produced editions of Brazilian writers, including Sabino and Braga, and for its pioneering antholo-gies of Brazil’s modern poets.
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In 1964, the Editôra do Autor had moved past Cuba, but Brazil, and Latin America, had certainly not. Fidel Castro elated the left, but after the fi asco of the 
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Bay of Pigs invasion in April 1961, Castro’s embrace of Soviet Russia, and then the Cuban Missile Crisis of October 1962, he terrifi ed the right.

These were not idle fears. During Jânio Quadros’s visit to Cuba in 1960, after Castro listed Cuba’s principal export products for the Brazilian delegation, 

his brother Raúl added, “And revolution!” 5 He was not kidding. In 1959, when the Cuban Revolution triumphed, Latin America had more democratic regimes than ever before in its history, with only fi ve tiny exceptions: Nicaragua, Haiti, El Salvador, the Dominican Republic, and Paraguay. Upon taking power, the Cuban government immediately began sponsoring subversion across the conti-nent. In 1959 it had bankrolled guerrillas in Panama, Haiti, and the Dominican Republic; by 1963 it started to support armed movements in Venezuela, Peru, 

Guatemala, and Argentina.6

No country was untouched, either by Cuba and its Soviet sponsors or by the brutal and panicked reaction. Fear of another Cuba galvanized the Latin Ameri-can militaries into something like hysteria, and in this they were actively assisted by the United States, which feared a continent controlled by the Soviet Union. The reactions to the Cuban Revolution, by admirers and opponents, would form the bloodiest and most traumatic episode in Latin American history since the wars of independence a century and a half before.

In Brazil, too, the consequences would be terrible. They began on August 19, 1961, when Jânio Quadros awarded Che Guevara Brazil’s highest honor, the Order of the Southern Cross. This was the kind of eccentricity for which Quadros, outlawer of the bikini, had become known. But it was a needless offense to the Kennedy administration, well disposed to the Brazilian govern-ment, and perfect ammunition for Quadros’s domestic opponents.

Carlos Lacerda, the “destroyer of presidents” and Samuel Wainer’s nemesis, had been an early supporter of Quadros, but now, as governor of the state of Guanabara, he turned against him. As Wainer learned, the famous polemicist was harshest on his erstwhile friends. Lacerda used the occasion to great effect, presenting the Key to the State to the anti-Castro leader Manuel Verona and accusing Quadros of wanting to lead Brazil to Communism.

This was very far from the case. The award to Guevara was thanks for respect-ing a Brazilian request not to execute twenty Catholic priests, who were instead exiled to Spain. But Quadros’s foreign policy had already been raising eyebrows. Two of Clarice’s oldest diplomatic friends were partially responsible for it. Araújo Castro had served in the New York consulate when Fernando Sabino lived there, and San Tiago Dantas, the brilliant Catholic lawyer, had fallen in love with  Clarice on a visit to Paris in the 1940s. Both were respected establishment fi g-ures. Their plan for an “Independent Foreign Policy” was basically an attempt to 
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increase Brazilian diplomatic infl uence in an international situation that, with the independence of former European colonies in Asia and Africa, was rapidly changing. The plan suggested that Brazil ought to maintain relations with all powers, which in practice meant China and the Soviet Union, with which Brazil had had no relations since 1947. This was controversial, but hardly a sign that Brazil was going Communist.

More alarming were signs that Quadros was simply unhinged. He planned, for example, to invade neighboring French Guiana, alleging that Brazil needed an outlet to the Caribbean, even though French Guiana is hundreds of miles from the Caribbean. The opposition, which had been dispirited by his over-whelming election victory, began to taunt him, and six days after he decorated Che Guevara he unexpectedly resigned the presidency. He had taken power only seven months before.

This resignation, too, was inspired by Cuba. In July 1959, Fidel Castro, caught in a power struggle with Cuba’s president, Manuel Urrutia, borrowed a gambit from Perón and dramatically “resigned.” The predictable outcry went a long way toward consolidating his absolute power; Urrutia ended his days as a Spanish teacher in Queens. Quadros apparently hoped that his sudden depar-ture would unleash a similar reaction. But Brazilians were by and large relieved to see him go. (He briefl y returned to politics in the 1980s. As mayor of São Paulo, he rekindled memories of his presidency by, among other things, banning homosexuals from the Municipal Theater’s ballet school.)

Quadros’s resignation unleashed a crisis. Under the Brazilian constitution, the president and vice president were elected separately and thus were not of the same party. Quadros’s legal successor was João Goulart, known as Jango. Goulart was an unlikely revolutionary, and nothing in his curriculum suggested that he would push Brazil into the hands of the Communists. He was from a family of rich landowners in Rio Grande do Sul and was mainly known for his passion-ate appetite for the actresses and dancers that hung out in the exclusive clubs of Clarice’s neighborhood, Leme.

Rather than seeing a friendly, mediocre playboy, however, the right wing looked at Jango and saw a much more powerful fi gure. Though he had been dead for seven years, Getúlio Vargas still dominated Brazilian politics. Jango and Getúlio were from the same town, São Borja, and Goulart had been Getú-lio’s minister of labor until 1954, when, seeing him as too sympathetic to labor unions, the military forced him out.

Those who imagined that Jango was a secret Communist were given an unex-pected public relations lift when, upon Quadros’s resignation, the vice president was found on a tour of Red China. Civil war briefl y threatened when  different 
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army divisions declared themselves for or against Goulart, but after a ten-day crisis Jango was allowed to take power under a new “parliamentary” system designed to weaken the power of the executive.

Goulart thus struggled from the beginning, with Brazil terribly divided and without the talent necessary to reassure the right while also seeking to imple-ment socially necessary reforms. At the center of his administration were two of Clarice’s old friends, Samuel Wainer, who had known Goulart for years and whose Última Hora was the most powerful, and later only, pro-Goulart voice in the national press, and San Tiago Dantas.

Wainer thought little of Dantas––he saw him as power-hungry, “irremedi-

ably ambitious,” and dangerously friendly to the Communists7—who became foreign minister and, after 1963, minister of fi nance. With Brazil’s debt at a his-toric high and infl ation spinning out of control, this was an unenviable position, especially with the Americans increasingly wary of Goulart’s inability to stick to an economic plan. Moreover, San Tiago Dantas was dying of cancer, which did not help the government’s chances of negotiating an economic settlement. The last time Clarice saw him was shortly before his death, at the marriage of one of his nieces. “He could hardly speak. He asked me what I was writing. I answered that I had just written a book and that the name was The Passion According to G. H. And he said that he liked the name very much. He would have liked the 

book, I know.”8

He died on September 6, 1964, before G. H. came out. On March 31,  Goulart was deposed in a military coup. Thousands were arrested or went into exile, most in less luxurious circumstances than Samuel Wainer. After taking ref-uge in the Chilean embassy, he made his way to Paris, where he spent four years being photographed in the company of Anita Ekberg, various Rothschilds, and the Shah’s ex-wife, Princess Soraya.

The country he was forced to fl ee faced a grimmer future. The era of good feelings, of bossa nova and Brasília and girls from Ipanema, of energy and opti-mism and belief in the nation’s future, was defi nitively over. Many, including Elizabeth Bishop, hailed the coup as a temporary expedient to save Brazil from Communism. It instead produced an unprecedented twenty-one years of mili-tary dictatorship.
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THE EGG REALLY IS WHITE

 

The Passion According to G. H. was one of two books Clarice Lispector published in the watershed year 1964. In September, before the novel appeared, the Editôra do Autor published a collection of shorter writings, The Foreign Legion. If it is hard to imagine where Clarice—artistically, intellectually, spiritually—could go after the cockroach, The Foreign Legion offers several possibilities.

The book consists of stories and miscellany. There are older pieces, such as the beautiful and affecting “Journey to Petrópolis,” fi rst published in a news-paper in 1949, and “The Burnt Sinner and the Harmonious Angels,” the play she wrote in Bern. There are also many pieces fi rst published in Senhor, both long essays and short speculations: “If I get a present given thoughtfully by someone I don’t like—how do I call what I feel? A person you no longer like 

and who no longer likes you—how do you call that sorrow and that spite?”1 Or, 

revealingly, “Being born ruined my health.”2

The title of the collection is borrowed from a story about a smart and curi-ous little girl, Ofélia. The girl begins to visit the woman next door, who owns a tiny frightened chick, “the chick full of grace, [a] brief and yellow thing.” Words cannot calm the baby bird’s fright: “It was impossible to give him the reassuring word that would make him no longer be afraid, to console a thing that is afraid 

because it was born. How to promise him habit?”3

The story, which combines children and animals, announces a new strain in Clarice’s writing. Indeed, some of the aphorisms, which may not have anything to do with either children or animals, come from a rubric in Senhor entitled, in English, “Children’s Corner.” She had been using the title since 1947, when 
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she submitted some pieces to Samuel Wainer’s          4 O Jornal . In Senhor she had a monthly column with the same title starting in October 1961, which displeased at least one of her editors: “My dislike of the name she’d chosen for her page 

wasn’t enough for her to change it.” 5

It is, in fact, an odd title. It was in a foreign language, and the subject matter of her articles in Senhor was not children, except occasionally and incidentally. It is a revealing allusion to the writer’s state of mind. “Children’s Corner” is the title, also in English, of a series of piano pieces the French composer Claude Debussy dedicated to his daughter. Very diffi cult, they are not designed to be played by children but to express a nostalgia for childhood, and to evoke its mood.

As her use of the title indicates, the nostalgia for childhood grew particularly acute as Clarice aged. “I don’t miss it, you understand?” Joana asks in Near to the Wild Heart. “I don’t miss it, because I have my childhood more now than 

while it was happening.”6 Clarice increasingly did miss her own childhood, and she longed for the happy time before life had “tamed” her. In “Drawing a Boy,” she writes, “One day we will domesticate him as a human, and will be able to 

draw him. Since that is what we did with ourselves and with God.”7

The reference to the missing mother is not far behind. “He would trade all 

the possibilities of a world for: mother. Mother is: not to die.” 8 In the title story, Clarice obviously identifi es with both the bright impish Ofélia as well as with the helpless chick, who has lost his mother.

In one particularly moving anecdote, Clarice describes a coati, a long-tailed member of the raccoon family, whom she unexpectedly encounters, leashed like a dog, at a bus stop in Copacabana: “I imagine: if the man took him to play in the square, at some point the coati would grow uncomfortable: ‘but, good God, why are the dogs looking at me like that?’ I also imagine that, after a perfect day of being a dog, the coati would feel melancholic, looking at the stars: ‘what’s wrong with me, after all? what am I missing? I am as happy as any dog, so why this emptiness, this nostalgia? what is this anxiety, as if I only loved something 

I didn’t know?’ ”9 This is not G. H.’s monstrous mystical identifi cation with the cockroach’s entrails. It is softer and more sorrowful, the sympathy with the out-sider that had always been natural to someone whose “fi rst desire was the desire to belong.”
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The question of identifying with outsiders, which in Brazil traditionally meant the rural northeastern poor, had long been central to Brazilian culture, from the 
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“northeastern novels” of the 1930s to the cinema novo of the 1950s. With the coup of 1964, the question of the social relevance of art was once again pushed to the forefront. The extent to which one was engaged, and with whom, became the main dividing line in Brazilian culture.

Clarice was not immune to the problems of her country, though she had diffi -culty conveying that solidarity in her work. In a short piece in The Foreign Legion, she explains that her social engagement was simply too obvious and natural:

 

For example, my tolerance in relation to myself, as a person who writes, is 

to forgive myself for not knowing how to approach in a “literary” fashion 

(that is, transforming into the vehemence of art) the “social thing.” As long 

as I have known myself the social fact has been more important to me than 

any other: in Recife the slums were the fi rst truth for me. Long before I felt 

“art,” I felt the profound beauty of the struggle. But I have a foolish way 

of approaching the social fact: what I wanted was to “do” something, as if 

writing was not doing. What I can’t manage is to use writing for that, as 

much as my incapacity hurts and humiliates me. The problem of justice 

is in me a feeling so obvious and so basic that I can’t surprise myself with 

it—and, without surprising myself, I can’t write. And also because for me 

writing is searching. The feeling of justice was never a search for me, it 

never had to be discovered, and what astounds me is that it is not just as 

obvious for everyone.10

 

She did, however, have the ability to give voice to her rage at Brazil’s injus-tices, as an essay published in Senhor and reprinted in The Foreign Legion illus-trates. The piece is about Mineirinho, a murderer who had a girlfriend and was a devotee of St. George, and whom the police killed with “thirteen shots, when a single shot was enough.” The extreme violence of his death revolted Clarice. “I became Mineirinho, massacred by the police. Whatever his crime had been, 

one bullet was enough, the rest was the desire to kill.” 11

 

That is the law. But while something makes me hear the fi rst and second 

shots with the relief of security, it puts me on alert at the third, unsettles 

me at the fourth, at the fi fth and the sixth covers me with shame; the sev-

enth and the eighth I hear with my heart beating in horror; at the ninth 

and tenth my mouth is quivering, at the eleventh I say God’s name in 

fright, at the twelfth I call for my brother. The thirteenth shot kills me—

because I am the other. Because I want to be the other.12
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The three sentences of “The Greatest Experience” sum up this question as well as Clarice ever would: “I used to want to be others to learn about what wasn’t me. Then I understood that I had already been others and it was easy. My greatest experience would be to be the other of others: and the other of others 

was me.”13
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The Foreign Legion also points in another direction: toward abstraction. With their strong emphasis on the interior worlds of her characters, Clarice’s works had always had an important abstract element. “When art is good it is because it touched upon the inexpressive,” she wrote in G. H. “The worst art is expressive, that art which transgresses the piece of iron and the piece of glass, and the smile, 

and the scream.”14

The Foreign Legion is full of refl ections on the meaning and process of writ-ing, a subject Clarice had never addressed so extensively. In a short piece called “Novel,” she wrote, “It would be more attractive if I made it more attractive. Using, for example, some of the things that frame a life or a thing or a novel or a character. It is perfectly acceptable to make something attractive, except for the danger that a painting is a painting because it is in a frame. For reading, of course, I prefer something attractive, it fatigues me less, it delimits me and sur-rounds me. In my writing, though, I must do without it. The experience was 

worthwhile, even if only for the person who wrote it.” 15 This “attractiveness” was never the point of her writing, which was “the means of someone who has a word like bait: the word fi shing whatever is not a word. When that non-word 

bites the bait, something was written.” 16 Abstraction could be the most effective way of “baiting” meaning. “In painting as in music and literature, what is called abstract so often seems to me the fi gurative of a more delicate and more diffi cult 

reality, less visible to the naked eye.”17

One of Clarice’s greatest stories, “The Egg and the Hen,” appears in The For-eign Legion. Since her childhood, growing up with chickens in the yard behind her house in Recife, Clarice had been interested in chickens and eggs. “I under-stand a hen, perfectly. I mean, the intimate life of a hen, I know how it is,” she said. But the story has nothing to do with that. At the end of her life, when an interviewer asked her about the charge that she was “hermetic,” she answered, “I understand myself. Well, there’s one story I don’t understand, ‘The Egg and 

the Hen,’ which is a mystery to me.” 18
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“In the morning in the kitchen upon the table I see the egg,” the story begins, conventionally enough. It soon becomes a meditation that recalls Gertrude Stein’s cubist portraits in words.

 

An egg is a thing that needs to be careful. That is why the hen is the dis-

guise of the egg. So that the egg can move through time the hen exists. 

That is what mothers are for. —The egg lives on the run because it is 

always ahead of its time. —The egg for now will always be revolutionary. 

—It lives inside the hen so that they cannot call it white. The egg really 

is white. But it cannot be called white. Not because this harms it, but the 

people who call the egg white, those people die to the world. To call some-

thing white that is white can destroy humanity. Once a man was accused 

of being what he was, and was called That Man. They hadn’t lied: He was. 

But to this day we have not got ourselves back, one after the next. The 

general law to keep us alive: one can say “a pretty face,” but whoever says 

“the face” dies; because they have exhausted the topic. 19

 

If this is not a traditional narrative, and is obscure in many places, if even Clarice claimed not to understand it, neither is it entirely opaque. It has a clear subject, and one familiar with her work will fi nd in it many recognizable references. There is the mystery of motherhood and birth, the distance between language and meaning, and even, in the suggestion of revolution, an ironic nod to current politics.

In the same book, Clarice describes the new modernist capital of Brasília in terms similarly abstract.

 

When I died, one day I opened my eyes and it was Brasília. I was alone 

in the world. There was a parked taxi. Without a driver. —Lúcio Costa 

and Oscar Niemeyer, two solitary men. —I look at Brasília as I look at 

Rome: Brasília began with a fi nal simplifi cation of ruins. The ivy has not 

yet grown. —Besides the wind is something else blowing. It can only be 

seen in the supernatural ripples of the lake. —Anywhere one is stand-

ing, a child can fall, and outside the world. Brasília is on the edge. —If 

I lived here, I would let my hair grow to the ground. —Brasília has a 

splendid past that no longer exists. . . . From my insomnia I look out the 

window of the hotel at three in the morning. Brasília is the landscape of 

insomnia. It never sleeps. —Here the organic being does not deteriorate. 
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It  petrifi es. —I wanted to see spread throughout Brasília fi ve  hundred 

thousand needles of the blackest onyx. —Brasília is asexual. —The fi rst 

instant of seeing is like a certain instant of drunkenness: feet that do not 

touch the ground. 20

 

The ten pages of this meditation create in the reader precisely the drunken or prayerful feeling that Brasília created in Clarice. “Brasília: Five Days” is not a traditional essay, of course, but no other description of the city has ever come close to capturing its suffocating and enigmatic air. “As in anything else,” she writes in The Foreign Legion, “in writing I also have a kind of worry about going too far. What would that be? For what? I restrain myself, as if holding the reins 

of a horse that could gallop off and take me God knows where.”21
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A COARSE CACTUS

 

In 1961, when The Apple in the Dark came out, Rosa Cass, a Jewish journalist who was a friend of Alberto Dines, interviewed Clarice for the Jornal do Comér-cio. “She hated interviews,” Rosa remembered. “She answered none of my ques-

tions.”1 But the two women got on, and after the painfully improvised interview appeared, Rosa sent Clarice fl owers to thank her.

Clarice never replied. Offended, Rosa did not contact her again until she came across The Passion According to G. H. Shocked and impressed, she forgot her previous annoyance and called Clarice. They discussed Beethoven. “How did he compose after he went deaf ?” Clarice asked. “He could only hear the music inside him.” Rosa answered. “And that was what I felt when reading your book: that solitude.” Clarice said, “Imagine the solitude of the person 

who wrote it.”2

The two women grew close, and Rosa had ample opportunity to see Clarice’s solitude. Rosa worked as a journalist, but for Clarice’s sake she took time off in the afternoons to attend matinees with her. Rosa, who after all had a job, had not seen a matinee since she was a girl, but she adjusted her work schedule to be able to spend more time with Clarice, who went to bed at nine; it was impossible to see her in the evenings. This kind of loyalty was common in Clarice’s friends, at least for a time and from those who felt her vulnerability and wanted to help her, though she often exhausted even the most devoted.

She was not completely cut off, however. If The Passion According to G. H. had not been extensively reviewed when it fi rst appeared, its impact, once read-ers began to absorb it, was profound and resulted in a certain popularization of Clarice. In 1965, the fi rst of what would become dozens of theatrical adaptations 
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of her work appeared in Rio; in 1966, the fi rst book about her was published, The World of Clarice Lispector, by the philosopher Benedito Nunes.

She also found a new circle of friends around Pedro Bloch, cousin of  Adolpho Bloch, the powerful owner of Manchete. Born, like Clarice, in the Ukraine, Dr. Bloch was a prominent playwright and physician, who specialized in disor-ders of the voice. He tried to cure Clarice of her throaty r’s and her lisp, which, he said, might have resulted from her imitating her parents’ speech in childhood. The interventions were successful, but then Clarice relapsed into her old accent: 

“She told him that she didn’t like losing her characteristics.”3

Bloch and his Uruguayan wife, Miriam, entertained prominent artists and intellectuals at their beach house in the resort of Cabo Frio. One who came was João Guimarães Rosa, the writer and diplomat who, from his post in Hamburg, had helped many Jews escape to Brazil. Three months before his stroke, Lúcio Cardoso had written that “Brazilian literature belongs to two princes, Guimarães 

Rosa and Clarice Lispector.”4 Now the two princes, one nearing the end of his life, grew close.

She had long admired him. When his masterpiece Grande sertão: veredas came out in 1956, she told Fernando Sabino, “I’ve never seen anything like it! It’s the most beautiful thing in a long time. I don’t know how far his inventive power can go, it surpasses any imaginable limit. I’m even giddy. . . . I’m even 

upset that I like it so much.”5 Clarice never wrote with such enthusiasm about a contemporary, and a few months before his death the older master gave her a great compliment. After citing by heart long passages from her books, he said “something I will never forget, so happy was I when I heard it: he said he read 

me, not for literature, but for life.”6

[image: ]

 

In 1965, Clarice fi nally moved into the large three-bedroom apartment she had bought a couple of years earlier, in a building still under construction. It was close by the apartment she had been renting, also in Leme. After a lifetime on the move, Rua Gustavo Sampaio 88, one block from the beach, next door to the Leme Tennis Club, would be her fi nal home. About a year after she moved in, she very nearly died there.

On September 12, 1966, Rosa Cass was at the Copacabana apartment of two sisters, Gilka and Gilda, practitioners of the Afro-Brazilian religion umbanda. Rosa was going through a diffi cult period in her life, and a friend had suggested that she visit Gilda, who could ritually “cleanse” her. During this cleansing, to Rosa’s fright and astonishment, Gilda was suddenly possessed by a spirit that 
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inspired the small woman to seize Rosa, lift her above her head, and spin her around. Once Rosa was safely back on the ground, the medium announced that a close girlfriend’s life was in danger. At the time, Rosa’s two closest friends were Clarice and the prominent novelist Nélida Piñon. Terrifi ed, she wondered which of them was in danger, and she soon got her answer.

The next evening, Nélida was launching her fi rst collection of stories, Time of Fruit, an occasion to which she had invited Clarice. A few hours before the event, Clarice called to say she would not be able to come. Nélida noted that her voice was weak, trailing off. Several hours later, at 3:35 in the morning, a neighbor spotted smoke coming out of the building across the street. She alerted her doorman, and they ran across to Clarice’s building, where they found her 

apartment in fl ames.7

Clarice’s two addictions, to cigarettes and sleeping pills, had fi nally caught up with her. She slept in a single bed under a curtained window, and she had always slept badly, going to sleep around nine and waking up in the early morn-ing hours. That night, after taking her pills, she sat smoking in bed. She awoke to fi nd the room in fl ames. In a panicked attempt to save her papers, she tried to put out the fi re with her own hands. Her son Paulo brought her out of the blazing room and rang insistently on the doorbell of the next apartment. The frightened inhabitants, Saul and Heloísa Azevedo, awoke to fi nd Clarice, burned all across her body, standing at their door. She did not say a single word. Saul and Paulo rushed to put out the fi re while Heloísa led Clarice inside. Her partly melted nylon nightgown was stuck to her body, and when she walked across Heloísa’s carpet, she left bloody footprints behind.

For three days, in the company of Tania, Elisa, and Rosa, Clarice hovered between life and death. Her right hand, her writing hand, was so badly dam-aged that there was talk of amputation. Tania pleaded with the doctors to wait another day, and the danger passed. During these three days, the surgeon pro-hibited visits. “But I want visits, I said, they distract me from the terrible pain. And everyone who did not obey the sign ‘Silence,’ I received them all, groaning in pain, as at a party I had become talkative and my voice was clear: my soul fl owered like a coarse cactus. . . . It seemed that I vaguely felt that, while I suffered physically in such an unendurable way, that would be the proof of living to the 

maximum.”8

The pain was monstrous. Besides the third-degree burns on her hand, her legs, too, had been terribly burned, though her face, luckily, had been spared. Almost forty years later, Rosa still shuddered when describing how the nurses had to clean the wounds, unanaesthetized, with a brush and soap. “When they took out the stitches from my operated hand, between the fi ngers, I screamed,” 
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Clarice wrote. “I screamed out of pain, and out of rage, since pain seems to be an offense to our physical wholeness. But I wasn’t stupid. I took advantage of the pain and screamed for the past and the present. I even screamed for the future, 

my God.” 9

Clarice had to stay in the hospital for three full months, enduring surgery, skin grafts, and physiotherapy, which enabled her eventually to regain the use of her hand, at least for typing. For the rest of her life it would resemble a blackened claw. “The left hand was a miracle of elegance,” her friend Olga Borelli wrote. “At work, agile and decided, it seemed to try to compensate for the defi ciencies of the other, hard, with badly controlled gestures, with burnt fi ngers, bent back, 

deeply scarred.”10

Her bedroom was completely gutted, with one exception: a missal a friend had given her, with the inscription “Pray for me.” “The plaster fell from the walls and the ceiling, the furniture was reduced to powder, and the books as well. I won’t even try to explain what happened: everything was burnt, but the missal 

remained intact, the cover only lightly singed.”11

To Rosa, Clarice left the hospital even more beautiful than before, very thin, her features refi ned and given an even more intensely spiritual aspect by her suffering. But soon afterward, during her diffi cult convalescence, she began to 

gain weight and had to consult a dietician.12 She would always remain a striking fi gure, but at age forty-six her famous beauty, which despite her many diffi cul-ties had never left her, was now in the past. According to her son Paulo, she suffered from “an unconfessed disillusionment with the loss of the beauty of her 

youth.”13

“It seemed to me that she thought it was ugly to go out when one was no longer young,” Clarice wrote. “The air so clean, the body dirty with fat and wrinkles. Especially the clarity of the sea, how it denudes. It wasn’t for others that it was ugly for her to go out, everyone accepts that other people are old. But 

for herself.”14
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POSSIBLE DIALOGUES

 

As often before in Clarice’s life, triumph soon followed disaster, and 1967 turned out, professionally at least, to be a good year. It saw the publication of the children’s story The Mystery of the Thinking Rabbit, which she had written in  Washington, in English, at Paulo’s request. She had forgotten about it—“It 

wasn’t much literature for me”1—until a publisher asked if she had anything for children. She pulled it out of the drawer, translated it, and published it.

The book won the Calunga Prize for the best children’s book of the year, which made Clarice happy. “But I was even happier when it occurred to me that they call me a hermetic writer. How? When I write for children, I am understood, but when I write for adults I become diffi cult? Should I write for adults with the 

words and the feelings appropriate to a child? Can’t I speak as an equal?”2

The next year saw her second incursion into children’s literature, The Woman Who Killed the Fish, which opens with a confession: “The woman who killed the fi sh unfortunately is me. But I promise I didn’t mean to. Me of all people! who 

doesn’t have the heart to kill a living thing! I don’t even always kill cockroaches.”3 In the book, she remembers all her pets, from Dilermando, whom she had to leave behind in Naples, to Jack, the dog she had in Washington. Like “The Crime of the Mathematics Professor,” The Woman Who Killed the Fish was conceived 

because of a “feeling of guilt that [she] wanted to expiate.”4 In this case, the vic-tims were two little red fi sh her son Pedro entrusted to her when he went away for a month. Busy working and absentminded, she simply forgot to feed them for a couple of days; when she fi nally remembered, they were dead. Once again, just as she had done following her mother’s death, she told a story in order to assuage her guilt, reasserting the connection between crime and creation.
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The chance “to speak as an equal,” to adults, came when her old friend Alberto Dines, who had given her work at the Diário da Noite after her return to Brazil, got a phone call from another friend, Otto Lara Resende. As in 1960, Otto said, “Clarice is having trouble.” And as in 1960, Dines, now editor in chief of the Jornal do Brasil, the country’s most prestigious newspaper, was in a position to help. Dines was creating a new Saturday cultural supplement and was anxious to attract a more cultured readership for the section. He immediately offered Clarice a weekly column.

On August 19, 1967, she debuted as a cronista, or “chronicler.” The crônica is a free-form literary column, and it was a Brazilian institution. The cronistas were popular and even revered. Whether this was because, as João Cabral de Melo Neto wrote, “in Brazil, all they understand is writing for newspapers,” or simply because newspapers were still the primary medium in the country, the genre was genuinely popular. Its practitioners included many of Clarice’s friends, including Paulo Mendes Campos, Rubem Braga, and Fernando Sabino.

Clarice feared that she was not up to the task and often confessed, over the six and a half years that she worked for the Jornal do Brasil, that she was a bit cowed by the genre.

 

Besides being a neophyte in these matters, I’m also new to writing for 

money. I worked before in the press as a professional, without signing my 

name. Signing, however, automatically makes it more personal. And I feel 

a bit like I’m selling my soul. I told a friend about this and he said: but 

writing is selling one’s soul a little bit. It’s true. Even when it’s not to make 

money, we expose ourselves a great deal. Though a doctor friend disagreed: 

she argued that in her profession she gives her whole soul too, yet she 

charges for it because she too has to live. So with great pleasure I sell you a 

certain part of my soul—the part of Saturday conversation.5

 

Part of her feeling of inadequacy may have come from being a rare female in an almost exclusively male domain. Only three or four women worked as liter-

ary columnists. 6 The men, particularly Rubem Braga, possessed a belle-lettristic grandiloquence, a self-conscious refi nement of tone, utterly lacking in Clarice’s work. Her columns were unabashedly personal and unabashedly feminine.

In them, Clarice did not abandon many of her old metaphysical themes, but she also chronicled her life as a mother and a housewife in directly personal terms. “I think that if I wrote about the problem of overproduction of coffee 

in Brazil I would end up making it personal,” she said in one column.7 She wrote about her children, her friends, her maids, her childhood, her travels, so 
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much so that Discovering the World, the posthumously published collection of her  columns, is the closest thing to an autobiography that Clarice left.

Her intimate “Saturday conversation” style annoyed some of the genre’s gran-dees, who thought of the newspaper column as a minor art. Even Rubem Braga, a friend since Naples, apparently badmouthed her, earning a public riposte: “Someone told me that Rubem Braga said I was only good in my books, that my columns were no good,” Clarice wrote. “Is that true, Rubem? Rubem, I do what I can. You can do more, but you shouldn’t insist on others being able to do the same. I write my columns humbly, Rubem. I have no pretensions. But I get 

letters from readers and they like them. And I like to get them.” 8

The readers did like them. If Senhor introduced Clarice to the literati, the Jornal do Brasil brought her to the middle class, week after week, and her work as a columnist brought her a fame she had never known before. It even brought her an octopus. “I’m shy but I have the right to my impulses,” exclaimed a woman who appeared at her door. “What you wrote in the paper today was exactly how I feel; and so I, who live across the street from you and saw your fi re and know 

when the lights are on that you have insomnia, so I brought you an octopus.”9 To Clarice’s astonishment, the woman proceeded to cook the octopus, a spe-cialty of hers, then and there.

“I wrote nine books that made many people love me from afar,” Clarice wrote about her newfound popularity. “But being a columnist has a mystery that I don’t understand: it’s that columnists, at least in Rio, are very loved. And writing this kind of Saturday column has brought me even more love. I feel so close to 

my readers.”10 She refl ected the love she received back to her readers. One girl wrote to thank Clarice for helping her to love, and Clarice answered, thanking her: “Thank you also for the adolescent that I was and who wanted to be useful to people, to Brazil, to humanity, and wasn’t even ashamed to use such imposing 

words for herself.”11
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A fascinating portrait of Clarice around this time emerges from the recollections 

of Maria Teresa Walcacer, 12 a twenty-year-old philosophy student who answered an advertisement for a “writer’s secretary” around the time that Clarice started writing for the Jornal do Brasil. Upon arrival, Walcacer was shocked to fi nd that the writer was none other than Clarice Lispector, who was seated beside the window interviewing the approximately forty candidates. Clarice told her that since the fi re she could only type with diffi culty, and that she needed someone who would respect every period and comma in her writing. She asked, fi nally, if 
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Maria Teresa had read any of her books. The young woman answered, “Almost all.” Half an hour later she had the job.

 

Why did I choose Maria Teresa, whose nickname is Teté? First because she 

was as capable as the others. Second, because she had already read some of 

my novels, she was familiar with my way of writing, and she would be sure 

to do as I said: when making a copy, she wouldn’t add anything or take 

anything away. . . . Third, I chose Teté because she arrived in a miniskirt. A 

good representative of modern youth. She was the only one in a miniskirt. 

Fourth, I chose her because I like her voice. There are voices that leave me 

literally tired. My Teté has a pleasant voice.

 

Clarice promised the girl that it would be an ideal job for a student: “The secretary’s only with me for a few hours, and has the rest of the time to study, go to class, see her boyfriend.” Walcacer remembered it a bit differently: “I don’t think she wanted a secretary, exactly, but someone to keep her company, or something like that. She asked me to do all kinds of things, to talk to her, to take her to a friend’s house, to read stories to the boys, to take Pedro for a walk on the beach. She also asked me frequently to stay for lunch, or for dinner. She asked too much of me.”

The house was in chaos. Maria Teresa, who had imagined a writer work-ing in monastic seclusion, saw something very different. Paulo and Pedro  interrupted constantly, the phone rang off the hook, the maid walked around, and Clarice’s papers were spread all over the house. “If it had happened now, it certainly would have been a different story. But at the time, what inad-equacy, what distance! I was so young, I had a boyfriend, I was in love, so it really wasn’t a very attractive option to keep having dinner with that lady and her two rather problematic sons. . . . I also remember Pedro wandering around, with lost eyes. I have a somewhat gloomy memory of the daily life of that house.”

In the same interview, Walcacer remembered her surprise at reading Clarice’s description of her as perky and relaxed, when in fact she was going through a dark depression. “I was so insecure in front of that woman, that myth. In fact, I don’t even think that I was wearing a miniskirt when we fi rst met. That whole description seems a bit made up.”

After four months, Maria Teresa fl ed.
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In May 1968, fi fteen years after Fernando Sabino had fi rst broached the sub-ject, Clarice began conducting interviews for Manchete, the Brazilian answer to Paris-Match. It was another prominent podium and raised her national profi le. Many of the people she interviewed in “Possible Dialogues with Clarice Lispec-tor” were old friends, such as Erico Verissimo and Alzira Vargas; her “fi rst mas-culine protector,” the mathematician Leopoldo Nachbin; and Hélio Pellegrino, the psychoanalyst who confessed that in another life he would like to be the “husband of Clarice Lispector, to whom I would dedicate myself with velvety 

and unsleeping dedication.” 13

Clarice told a reporter, “I exposed myself in those interviews and that was how I managed to gain the trust of the people I was interviewing until they exposed themselves. They are more conversations than the classical question-

and-answer.”14 Some of the interviews are miracles of candor—on the inter-viewer’s part. But her journalistic work took up so much of her time, and her natural timidity made it diffi cult. Hélio Pellegrino, noting her discomfort, said, “Clarice, let’s just have a steak and a beer. Forget the questions. I’ll write the 

interview.” 15

If Manchete brought her respect and a certain celebrity, it also brought humil-iations. At the Jornal do Brasil, her great admirer Alberto Dines was keenly aware of her diffi culties and published everything she sent, exactly as she sent it. “Once she sent in a column that was a single paragraph. And that is how it was pub-

lished.” 16 At Manchete, Lêdo Ivo, the poet who had known Clarice since 1944, once witnessed a terrible episode. In rejecting an article of Clarice’s, Justino Martins, the magazine’s director, suggested that, “in order to be more produc-tive and competent, she ought to update her sexual agenda.” The sensitive and discreet Clarice humbly answered, “I can’t sleep with anyone, Justino. My whole 

body is burned.”17

It was not easy for a woman who only a couple of years before had been beau-tiful and desirable to adapt to being outmoded. Lygia Marina de Moraes, who became Fernando Sabino’s third wife in 1974, remembered her fi rst  meeting with Clarice. At a bar in Ipanema, Lygia and a friend struck up a conversation with the legendary Tom Jobim, one of the creators of bossa nova, who invited them to Clarice’s house. The girls were stunned at the prospect of meeting, in a single day, Tom Jobim and Clarice Lispector.

“By then she was already clarice,” remembered Lygia, intimidated to meet the icon. The icon, however, was not amused to see Tom arrive with two attrac-tive young girls. In her “metallic voice,” she told Jobim that Vinicius de Moraes, the famous poet and composer, had written a poem for her, and she asked Jobim 
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to do the same. He offered to write some music for her instead, but then, a few minutes later, ended up scrawling a poem for Lygia. Clarice was terribly irritated and hurt.

She stopped trying to hide her wounds. Otto Lara Resende remembered hav-ing lunch with her and the writer Antônio Callado. “Suddenly she exploded at me: ‘Why are you looking at me? Do you want to see my scars?’ And she exhib-

ited the legs that she and we were trying to escape.”18


33

[image: ]

 

CULTURAL TERROR

 

At Manchete, though she had license to feature many of her prominent friends, Clarice also had to interview people whom she could not have found very appe-tizing. In early 1969, these included Yolanda Costa e Silva, wife of General Arthur Costa e Silva, whose reputation as the most disastrous president in Bra-zilian history has never been seriously challenged. The fi rst lady was known for her devotion to plastic surgery and her habit of hanging around good-looking younger men.

Though Clarice wrote her son Paulo, “[Yolanda] doesn’t have what it takes 

to be a fi rst lady,” Clarice could hardly grill her, and the interview is friendly.1 Setting the tone, Clarice said, “I learned that you worry about the high rate of illiteracy in Brazil.” She wondered how it felt to be a grandmother and inquired, 

perhaps a bit mischievously, about the fi rst lady’s “concept of elegance.”2 In a large picture of the two, Yolanda, clearly delighted to be in the magazine, radi-ates pleasure. A wary Clarice, hiding her burned hand behind a piece of paper, hardly cracks a smile.

Perhaps Yolanda would have been less delighted if she had recalled Clarice’s participation in the March of the Hundred Thousand, one of the events that defi ned Brazil’s tumultuous late 1960s. This was a gigantic protest held on June 26, 1968, in downtown Rio de Janeiro. Its target was Yolanda’s husband, whose government had taken ever more sinister turns.

The fi rst president following the 1964 military coup, Humberto de Alencar  Castello Branco, was in many ways objectionable, not least in the way he arrived in offi ce. He turned a blind eye to torture and illegally, temporarily, closed the Congress, whose president was Lúcio Cardoso’s brother, Adauto Lúcio Cardoso. 
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His term also saw such absurdities as the arrest of Clarice’s would-be publisher Ênio Silveira for the crime of hosting a feijoada for the deposed governor of 

Pernambuco. 3

But at least Castello Branco was not a philistine—he enjoyed the theater— and was personally honorable. He protested the arrest of Silveira, accusing its authors of creating a “cultural terror.” Rather than a full-fl edged dictatorship, Castello Branco seemed to have imagined for Brazil a system along Mexican lines, in which the ruling party appointed new presidents on a regular schedule. The group—the party in the Mexican case, the military in Brazil—would keep power, but no single dictator could emerge.

When Castello Branco handed power to Costa e Silva in March 1967, all the contradictions inherent in this model came to the surface. Costa e Silva liked to be thought of as an intellectual, though he proudly, and no doubt correctly, 

claimed that the only books he read were books of crossword puzzles. 4 With his moustache, bemedaled uniform, and mirrored sunglasses, he looked more like a cartoonish Latin American dictator than any previous president of Brazil.

From the beginning of his administration, he sought ways to consolidate the dictatorial power implicit in the post-1964 political structure. Students, who were rioting and protesting everywhere from Paris to Prague, were a special tar-get of the government. The measures taken to repress them appalled Clarice, who went so far as to send an open letter to the minister of education, published on February 25. “Being a student is a very serious matter,” she wrote. “It is when ideas form, it is when one thinks the most about how to help Brazil. To the Minister or the President of the Republic: preventing young people from entering universities is a crime. Excuse the violence of the word. But it is the 

right word.”5

An apparently innocuous issue set off the fi nal confrontation. Poor students, who were dependent on a subsidized cafeteria known as the Calabouço, or “dun-geon,” asked for better service. Their protests led to a confrontation with the police on March 29, 1968. An apolitical student named Edson Luis de Lima Souto, seventeen years old, was shot and killed.

The murder shocked the nation, leading inevitably to more student protests and to violent police attacks. These included an attack on mourners attending a memorial mass for Edson Luis inside the gorgeous Candelária Church, where Rio’s millionaires married and buried. Clarice Lispector appended a single sen-tence to her column of April 6: “I am sympathetic, in body and soul, to the 

tragedy of the students of Brazil.”6

On June 21, Clarice joined a delegation of notables that called on the gover-nor at Guanabara Palace, the same building Alzira Vargas had defended against 
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the Integralist coup thirty years before. The leading names in Brazilian culture were there: the architect of Brasília, Oscar Niemeyer; the musicians Caetano Veloso, Gilberto Gil, Milton Nascimento, and Nara Leão; the actors Paulo Autran and Tônia Carrero. Hélio Pellegrino had been chosen as the spokesman for the group. He addressed the governor, Francisco Negrão de Lima, “fi rmly and respectfully, requesting him to stand up for the students. . . . The tense climate grew as Hélio Pellegrino recalled the latest police violence against the students, despite the governor’s promises to the contrary. The governor tried to justify the reaction that a soldier might have if attacked by students. 

At that point, the voice of Congressman Márcio Moreira Alves rang out, inter-rupting the governor and observing that to defend a soldier who had attacked students would be “to authorize the Police to keep gunning down the people.” 

“Clarice Lispector almost fainted,” recalled a journalist in attendance. “She had been tense the entire time, dying of fear that her friend Hélio would go too far. Every time the orator seemed to get carried away, Teresa Aragão, standing next to her, heard Clarice say in a prayerful whisper, ‘For the love of God, Hélio, calm down.’ With that ill-timed outburst, Teresa thought that our brilliant writer was 

going to have an attack.”7

Five days later, the full range of Rio society united in protest against the regime’s increasing brutality. The March of the Hundred Thousand was blessed by the same conservative cardinal-archbishop of Rio de Janeiro who four years earlier had consecrated the march celebrating the coup. It included 150 priests, sundry congressmen, enraged parents, and a whole contingent of artists.

At its head walked Clarice Lispector, arm in arm with Brazil’s leading archi-tects, musicians, writers, and intellectuals. The next day, beneath the headline “ march for freedom takes over city,” Chico Buarque and Clarice Lispector, separated by a battery of nuns, appeared in giant photographs on the front page 

of              8 Última Hora .

A woman who had never been involved in politics found herself a kind of patron saint of the student protests. Carlos Scliar, a painter who had fi rst met Clarice in Naples, described her at these demonstrations as a “guardian . . . a pro-

tecting, generous, worried Jewish mother.” 9

[image: ]

 

In her fi nal interview, Clarice was asked if writing had any effect on the outside, political world. “It changes nothing,” she insisted, again and again. “It changes nothing. I write without the hope that anything I write can change anything at 

all. It changes nothing.” 10
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She had learned the lesson as a child, and she would be brutally reminded of it again in 1968. Soon after the March of the Hundred Thousand, the “cultural terror,” of which the fi rst military president had warned, arrived. Groups allied with the Costa e Silva government began by attacking theaters. In Rio, Chico Buarque’s show Roda-Viva was violently dismantled; in São Paulo thugs forced 

famous actors to run naked from their dressing rooms and into the streets.11

Costa e Silva was looking for any pretext, however preposterous, to claim absolute power. He found it on September 2. Márcio Moreira Alves, the con-gressman whose fi ery declarations in front of the governor of Guanabara had so agitated Clarice, returned to Brasília from São Paulo. There, in one of the theaters not yet shut down, he had seen Aristophanes’s Lysistrata.

In a speech before Congress, Alves suggested that, in order to bring about the restoration of democracy, the wives and girlfriends of soldiers ought to follow the example of the Greek women who withheld sex from their husbands and thereby ended the Peloponnesian War. The speech garnered absolutely no notice and would have been instantly forgotten but for the government’s determination 

to make an example of the congressman.12

With the honor of the armed forces at stake, Costa e Silva issued Institu-tional Act Number Five on December 13, 1968. The Act ordered the indefi nite recess of the National Congress; declared a state of siege; allowed the president to govern by decree; suspended the rights of habeas corpus and free assembly; established “previous censorship” in the press, music, theater, and cinema; and banned from public life dozens of politicians, diplomats, and judges.

The AI-5, as it became known, was an assault on the rule of law never before contemplated, not even during Getúlio Vargas’s Estado Novo, in the century and a half since Brazil gained its independence. Torture was institutionalized. Many of the nation’s leading cultural and political fi gures were attacked. Cla-

rice’s friends Paulo Francis and Ferreira Gullar were immediately arrested,13 as Chico Buarque would soon be; Caetano Veloso and Gilberto Gil were forced into exile. (In protest, the launch party for The Woman Who Killed the Fish,

scheduled for the seventeenth, was canceled.) 14

The day after the AI-5 was issued, Alberto Dines at the Jornal do Brasil con-cocted one of the front pages for which he would become famous. “Yesterday was the Day of the Blind,” the paper noted, top right. Two censored articles on the front page were ostentatiously substituted by classifi ed ads. The weather report, top left, read: “Black weather. Suffocating temperature. The air is unbreathable. 

The country is being swept by strong winds.” 15
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On June 15, when there was still some hope that the protests and petitions might have some positive effect, Clarice wrote in her column, “As time goes by, especially in the last few years, I’ve lost the knack of being a person. I no longer know how one is supposed to be. And an entirely new kind of ‘solitude of not 

belonging’ started invading me like ivy on a wall.”16

To escape her solitude, Clarice began reaching out to friends. Still unable to sleep, awake at all hours, she telephoned in the middle of the night, some-times to confess terrible agonies, sometimes just to talk. In her heartbreaking and beautiful elegy for her sister, Elisa Lispector remembered these phone calls: “Today, to punish myself, I remember the impatience with which I answered the phone when you woke me up before dawn, just to chat—I didn’t know that you were going to die, that is my only excuse, because, before you died, death did 

not really exist.”17

The writer Affonso Romano de Sant’Anna and his wife, Marina Colasanti, Clarice’s editor at the Jornal do Brasil, also got desperate calls from Clarice. “I still remember,” Sant’Anna wrote, “that one day she called to say that she was completely lost. She no longer knew how to write. . . . Perplexed, unsure what to say, I made an excuse: ‘Who am I, Clarice, to give you advice?’ ” Sant’Anna later learned that she asked the same question of Renaud, Rio’s swankiest hairdresser, 

whose salon was in the Copacabana Palace. 18

Clarice’s further attempts at fi nding a life for herself were just as awkward as her ringing people up in the middle of the night. In Rio de Janeiro to this day, anecdotes of Clarice’s social eccentricities abound. Once, Affonso and Marina were giving a dinner party and learned that Clarice wanted to be invited. Marina was thrilled, since she very rarely went out. At the appointed hour, Affonso went to pick up the famous writer and bring her to their house. She arrived, look-ing “imperial,” walked into the living room and chatted awkwardly for a few minutes with the other guests. In the kitchen, she told Marina that she had a headache and had to leave immediately. Affonso drove her home.

It was not easier when she did stay. One host at a dinner party made borscht as a salute to her “Slavic origins.” She took a spoonful and exclaimed that it was delicious. She didn’t eat any more, though everyone pretended not to notice. She then proceeded to turn down drinks (she took sleeping pills), dessert (she was on a diet), coffee (she suffered from chronic insomnia). When she left at ten-thirty, 

the host wrote, “I felt I had survived once again.”19

Even those who loved her best found her exhausting. She evoked a sense of protection in others, an urge to help her through her great suffering, though her friends make it clear she never asked for anything. “It was more a feeling she aroused in you,” Rosa Cass said. And Clarice’s neediness was draining. Tati de 
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Moraes, the fi rst of   Vinicius de Moraes’s nine wives, once asked Rosa, “How long 

have you been friends with Clarice? Because nobody can stand it for long.”20

If she was radically independent artistically and intellectually, emotionally she was as dependent as a child. In Clarice’s private notebooks she recorded her diffi culty in connecting with other people: “I wondered if I didn’t avoid get-ting close to people out of fear of later coming to hate them. I get along badly with everyone. I have no tolerance. She told me . . . that I am someone to whom it is diffi cult to give affection. I answered: well, I’m not the type who inspires affection. She: you almost push away the hand people stretch out to help you. 

Sometimes, you need help, but you don’t ask for it.”21 Clarice does not name the woman with whom she was having this conversation, but the tone of the conver-sation suggests a therapist, either Inês Besouchet or the woman she began seeing at the beginning of 1968, Anna Kattrin Kemper, known as Catarina. Kemper was a German friend of both Inês Besouchet and Hélio Pellegrino and had come to Rio de Janeiro after the war.

Clarice was ashamed of, or felt awkward about, her analysis and did not want it to become public knowledge. In June 1968, in a letter to Marly de Oliveira —a fellow diplomatic spouse who had become close to Clarice when, in the early 1960s, she published a long series of articles examining and attacking some critics’ readings of Clarice’s work, and who in 1968 also published a long poem 

in Clarice’s honor,                      22 The Gentle Panther—she asked her friend not to mention that she was seeing Kemper. At the same time, the letter also suggests that she never told Marly about the years she had spent with Inês Besouchet:

 

I’m having a lot of diffi culty with my novel: it’s the fi rst one I’ve talked 

to other people about, and it’s the fi rst whose ending I know in advance. 

There’s still the shadow of The Passion According to G. H.: after that book 

I have the unpleasant impression that people expect something better from 

me. But I’m struggling against this nascent depression trying to fi nd  a 

better way to work and also leaning on Catarina (never tell anyone about 

my analysis: I wrote all my books before Catarina, except The Mystery of 

the Thinking Rabbit, which had been written since I was six anyway; so 

it’s easy to explain me by saying that I write this way because of analysis. 

Eliane Zagury was one of the people who asked me if I am or have been in 

analysis, I denied it, and she said it was because my books have the profun-

dity that is only attained in analysis).23

 

As Clarice was trying, however painfully and incompletely, to reach out to the world, her fi rst love, the hero of her adolescence, Lúcio Cardoso, was dying, six 
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years after his paralyzing stroke. After her accident, Clarice had met her friend in the hospital, where both of them were receiving therapy. “We fell into each 

others’ arms.” 24

Nursed by his sister Maria Helena, Lúcio had become a talented painter, using only his left hand, though he never regained his ability to write. In the eloquent memoir Maria Helena published at Clarice’s suggestion, she records his painful, fi tful, exhausting progress, until, near the end, he fi nally managed to start writing again. Even his shortest notes gave them great hope.

“Can be 100 years—I have in the spirit young—life, happiness, everything!” he scrawled. “I, writer by fate.” “I looked at him with great affection and admira-tion. God had tried him in the cruelest way yet he had more happiness and love in his heart than sadness and bitterness. The dark days passed quickly, followed by light, much light.” After saying it for years in order to keep up his spirits, Maria Helena could fi nally exclaim, this time with conviction, “Darling, the day 

is not far off when you will be able to write novels again.”25

The end soon followed, on September 22, 1968. When he was already in a coma, Clarice visited him. “I didn’t go to the wake, nor to the funeral, nor to the mass because there was too much silence within me. In those days I was alone, 

I couldn’t see people: I had seen death.” 26


34
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“I HUMANIZED MYSELF”

 

Despite her physical handicaps, political disappointments, and personal bereave-ments, Clarice intensifi ed her attempts to engage in the world, to rediscover “the knack of being a person,” throughout 1968. Part of that process was An Appren-ticeship or The Book of Pleasures, written in 1968 and published in the middle of the next year. She sometimes claimed to be unsatisfi ed with the result. “If the book is any good?” she wrote her son Paulo. “I think it’s detestable and badly 

done, but the people who read it thought it was good.”1

Though a best-seller when it was published, An Apprenticeship is now some-thing of an orphan. Even some of her most sympathetic critics have gone so far as to accuse it of superfi ciality and fl ippancy, words that ought to give pause 

when used in connection with Clarice Lispector.2 Perhaps some of this distaste is chronological: the book appeared between the summits of The Passion According to G. H. and the subsequent Água viva.

There is no question that An Apprenticeship requires a different kind of read-ing than Clarice’s metaphysical works. She knew that The Passion  According to G. H. would be a hard act to follow, as she noted in her letter to Marly de Oliveira. Indeed, artistically, that thunderous work would be diffi cult for any writer to surpass. But Clarice’s project had never been primarily aesthetic. It was, as Martin said in The Apple in the Dark, “the reconstruction of the world.”

So if An Apprenticeship lacks the titanic monumentality that readers of The Apple in the Dark and The Passion According to G. H. had come to associate with Clarice Lispector, its accessible language and its apparently banal love story mask a battle as fi erce as any Clarice had ever waged. It records, quite literally, a 
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struggle between life and death, between lucidity and madness, giving a rich and ambiguous answer to the question that G. H. begs.
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Clarice’s quest to identify with the inhuman world of “the God” reached a cli-max when G. H. placed the roach in her mouth. The moment was not only the climax of that great novel. It was the climax of a spiritual and artistic search that Clarice had been tracing for at least two decades, since Near to the Wild Heart. When the roach touches G. H.’s tongue, Clarice’s original artistic project has fi nally been exhausted.

The book is so shocking and extreme that the reader almost fears for its author. Where could a person possibly go from there? The experience left only two possibilities. She could continue down that radical mystical path, which would mean madness, “in human terms, the infernal,” “passing over defi nitively to the other side of life.” In her newspaper column, Clarice wrote about the “great sacrifi ce of not being mad,” a temptation she felt but nonetheless rejected. “I am not mad out of solidarity with the thousands of us who, in order to con-

struct the possible, also sacrifi ced the truth which would be a madness.” 3

The other possibility was a return to the human world. After eating the roach, G. H., too, knows she has to reject the truth she found within it. At the end of the book, she announces plans to ring up her friends, put on a nice dress, and go out dancing. It is an explicit choice for the human over the divine, and it is the same choice Clarice made when composing An Apprenticeship or The Book of Pleasures. When it came out, an interviewer said, “I thought The Book of Plea-sures was much easier to read than any of your other seven books. Do you think there’s any basis for that?” Clarice answered, “There is. I humanized myself, the 

book refl ects that.” 4

Coming from anybody else, this statement might seem enigmatic, or even incomprehensible. For Clarice Lispector, however, the desire to humanize her-self represented a complete revolution, philosophically and spiritually. “A being’s most pressing need was to become a human being,” she wrote at the beginning 

of                                          5 An Apprenticeship or The Book of Pleasures .

This is such an explicit repudiation of so much of her previous work that it comes as a great surprise. It is the morality, “the effort to elevate human life, to 

give it a human value,” that Clarice had so often, and so eloquently, rejected.6 After so many years of searching for the impersonal, inhuman, divine life, the effort to “become a human being” could only be excruciating. In an important sense, it meant the negation of most of her oeuvre.
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So it is not surprising that, upon the publication of An Apprenticeship,  Clarice announced that she would not write again. “Why?” the interviewer asked. “What 

a question!” Clarice exclaimed. “Because it hurts so much.”7
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“she was tired of the effort of the liberated animal,” Clarice wrote at the begin-ning of An Apprenticeship, with the unorthodox capitalization and punctuation 

that characterizes it in parts.8 It was one thing for an animal, or for Joana, to mate and then move on, but for a person to place freedom above all else was another matter. A person simply cannot survive without giving up a bit of free-dom and accepting the necessary ties that bind her to others. For Clarice, that meant human love.

Love—her fi lial love for her parents; her maternal love for her ill son, Pedro; her erotic love for Lúcio and Maury and Paulinho—had so often brought her heartbreak, and she was wary of new ties. When her friend Sérgio Porto died within days of Lúcio Cardoso, she wrote, “No, I don’t want to love anyone else because it hurts. I can’t stand one more death of a person dear to me. My world is 

made of people who are mine—and I cannot lose them without losing myself.”9

Maury understood her fear, if only once it was too late. In his letter attempt-ing reconciliation, he wrote, “I wasn’t mature enough to understand that, in Joana or in Clarice, ‘hate can transform itself into love’; not being more than ‘a search for love.’ I didn’t know how to free you from the ‘fear of not loving.’ ”

An Apprenticeship is an attempt at another kind of freedom. Clarice had to escape the fear of not loving, as well as her fear that love was futile. “It’s obvi-ous that my love for the world never prevented wars and deaths,” she wrote on March 9, 1968, perhaps thinking of her mother. “Love never kept me from 

crying tears of blood inside me. Nor did it prevent mortal separations.” 10 But if she feared new wounds, she also knew that eating roaches in the maid’s room would not help an actual person in an actual world overcome an immediate and desperate solitude.

For that, there was only human love, however imperfect and potentially disap-pointing. An Apprenticeship is accordingly a love story. It tells of a woman, Lori, gradually and meticulously shedding her isolation in order to learn how to love a man. Clarice explicitly links Lori’s struggle to the political struggles of 1968. “Everyone was fi ghting for liberty—that was what she saw in the newspapers, and she rejoiced that fi nally they were no longer standing for injustice,” she writes, 

before quoting a long song of freedom from  Czechoslovakia.11 There, as in Brazil, popular hopes of liberation would soon be crushed.
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Lori’s idea of freedom is not Joana’s. In Near to the Wild Heart, which Clarice wrote shortly before embarking on her own failed marriage, as in stories such as “Obsession,” in which she mocks Cristina’s desire to “marry, have children, and, fi nally, be happy,” Clarice is radically skeptical about the possibility of union between two people. So often in her work the isolation of the individual is abso-lute, the gap between people unbridgeable.

An Apprenticeship is Clarice’s attempt to discover just how two people might be joined. Lori’s is not an easy journey, and consequently the book is roughly writ-ten, lurching, sometimes giving the impression of an incomplete fi rst draft. The formal perfection of G. H. has been swept away, though not its emotional charge: it contains some of the most moving and beautiful passages Clarice ever wrote.

It is the only one of Clarice’s books that employs avant-garde devices in punctuation; it famously begins with a comma and ends with a colon. Words are not properly capitalized. One page reads “Luminescence . . .” and nothing else. The book advertises its own incompleteness, refl ecting, on the page, the hesitations and doubts of the search it describes. As she had in Near to the Wild Heart,  Clarice achieves, in An Apprenticeship, “the precious and precise harmony between expression and substance.”
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Like all of Clarice’s works, An Apprenticeship has a strong autobiographical ele-ment, though unlike G. H. it is not written in the fi rst person. But the “I” is hiding just below the surface. Clarice transformed long passages published in the Jornal do Brasil into this fi ction, often doing little more than switching the “I” for “she.” On May 18, 1968, for example, she wrote in the newspaper, “Tomor-row I will probably have some happiness, also without great ecstasies, and that isn’t bad either. But I’m not really enjoying this pact with the mediocrity of liv-ing.” In An Apprenticeship, this became “The next day she would probably have some happiness, also without great ecstasies, just a bit of happiness, and that wouldn’t be bad either. That was how she tried to make peace with the medioc-

rity of living.” 12

The word “Clarice” hid within “Lucrécia,” and the fi rst and the last two let-ters of “Lispector” lurk inside the odd and improbable name of the protagonist, Lori, short for Loreley, who hints at a hidden name: “Pretend that she was lying in the transparent palm of the hand of God, not Lori but the secret name that 

for the time being she still could not enjoy.”13

Lori is a childless schoolteacher who lives alone, but other than that she and Clarice have much in common. Like Clarice, Lori has spent long periods 
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abroad, particularly in Paris and Bern. Her face is compared to the Sphinx: “Decipher me or I shall devour you.” Her makeup is a bit too much. She suffers from paralyzing social anxiety: “It seemed to her that the tortures of a timid person had never been completely described—in the moving taxi she was 

dying a bit.”14 She takes pills to sleep; she consults fortunetellers; her mother is dead.

Her potential lover is Ulisses, a professor of philosophy. Though some crit-ics supposed the name referred to Homer or Joyce, Clarice stated that Ulisses 

was “a philosophy teacher I met in Switzerland.”15 This is the reappearance of the mysterious Ulysses Girsoler, who was so in love with the young  Clarice that he had to move to a different city. Could An Apprenticeship mask Clarice’s regret at not having seized that chance at love? Did she wonder if it might have turned out more happily than her loves for Lúcio Cardoso, Maury Gurgel Valente, or Paulo Mendes Campos? In Switzerland she was, of course, mar-ried, but Ulysses was always on her mind, even decades after she left Bern. She gave his name to this character, and a few years later she named her dog Ulisses, too.

This fi gure has annoyed some readers. Even Fernando Sabino, who confessed himself “stunned” by the book—“I no longer deserve to be your reader. You have gone too far for me”—was puzzled by him. “Who is that man? What is he 

saying? Why is he so pedantic and professorial? What’s his problem?”16

Ulisses has taken upon himself the task of educating Lori for love. He does have a rather fi nicky tone, like Girsoler’s in the Rorschach he wrote up for Clarice. He speaks in parables and essays with an air of all-knowingness and superiority, which, together with Lori’s often meek girlishness, have disconcerted Clarice’s feminist readers: “This didactic sense of mine, which is a desire to transmit, I 

also have it with you, Lori, even though you are my worst student.”17

Yet Clarice must have felt understood by Girsoler, whose description of her character is very accurate, even premonitory, notwithstanding its wooden lan-guage. Lori, too, feels that Ulisses, despite his “pedantic and professorial” tone, understands her. They meet on a street corner, where she is waiting for a taxi, and he desires her physically. But her notion of love is pure and absolute, differ-ent from his humanity. “Through her serious defects—which one day she might be able to mention without boasting—she had now arrived at being able to love. Even that glorifi cation: she loved the Nothing. The awareness of her permanent 

human fall had led her to the love of Nothing.” 18
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Over the course of the book, this pure philosophical love gradually makes way for a more human communion, emotional and, fi nally, carnal. Ulisses patiently trains Lori for their ultimate sexual encounter in a courtship that, like therapy sessions, takes the form of scheduled meetings, which Lori may or may not cancel. Like a therapist, Ulisses is neither offended nor surprised by her caprices, patiently trying to awaken her to the wonders of the world.

 

“But in your travels it’s impossible for you never to have been among 

orange trees, sun, and fl owers with bees. Not only the dark cold but also 

the rest?”

“No,” she said solemnly. “Those things are not for me. I am a big city 

woman.”

“First of all, Campos is not what I would call a big city. And anyway 

those things, as symbols are for everyone. That is why you never learned 

to have them.”

“And that can be learned? Orange trees, sun, and bees on fl owers?”

“It can be learned when one no longer has as a strong guide one’s own 

nature. Lori, Lori, listen: one can learn anything, even how to love! And 

the strangest thing of all, Lori, you can learn to have joy!” 19

 

Lori’s skepticism in the face of this is understandable. But though she some-times cancels their meetings and plays little games with Ulisses, she never spurns or mocks his advice, so desperate is she to liberate herself from her loneliness and rejoin the human world. The “strong guide” of her own nature has failed her, leading her only to isolation. “Your advice. But there is a great, the biggest obstacle for me to move ahead: me myself. I have been the biggest diffi culty along my path. It is with enormous effort that I manage to impose myself upon myself. . . . I am an insurmountable mountain along my own path. But sometimes 

with a word of yours or a word I read, suddenly  everything becomes clear.”20

It would be a mistake to see Lori’s desire to submit to this man primarily in the terms of gender dynamics, though the book certainly begs the question. (“It was a freedom that he was offering her. Yet she would have rather he ordered her around, setting a date and a time.”) This is not a coquettish pose. She needs help, and she feels that in Ulisses she has an ally: “Lori put up with the struggle because Ulisses, in his struggle with her, was not her adversary: he was struggling 

for her.” 21

Ever since her mother’s death, Clarice’s awareness of her own inadequacy and failure had been one of the strongest aspects of her character. “When I speak of 
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humility,” she wrote in October 1969, “I don’t mean humility in the Christian sense (as an ideal that can be reached or not); I mean the humility that comes 

from the full awareness of being truly unable.”22
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In an ironic echo of The Passion According to G. H., Ulisses says to Lori, “Your mouth, as I have told you, is passionate. It is through your mouth that you will come to eat the world.” In An Apprenticeship, no less than in G. H., the hero-ine makes contact with the world orally. This was a favorite theme of Clarice’s. Lori teaches her pupils something that recalls Virginia’s discoveries. “She wanted them to know . . . that the taste of a fruit is in the contact of the fruit with the 

palate and not in the fruit itself.”23

The Portuguese verb comer means to eat, and in Brazil it is also common slang for fucking, a meaning Clarice suggests in these fi nal chapters. Eating leads to sex, comer to comer. Lori’s redemption begins when she bites an apple—unlike a roach this is a food a person is allowed—and culminates when she fi nally goes to bed with Ulisses.

The Fall Lori’s apple triggers is nothing like the dry horror that greets G. H. in the maid’s room, when, in supreme isolation, all human qualities melt away. Lori leaves the divine perfection of that state and falls into her humanity, a state of grace, “light, so light,” that for Lori means profound pleasure in herself and the world.

“One who is capable of intense suffering can also be capable of intense joy,” Ulisses had told her, and in this state she discovers an “exalted physical happiness with which nothing could be compared. The body was transformed into a gift. And she felt that it was a gift because she was feeling, from a direct source, the indubitable blessing of existing materially.” G. H.’s state of grace made her less human; Lori’s makes her more. “She had experienced something that seemed to redeem the human condition, though at the same time it accentuated the nar-row limits of that condition. And exactly because after grace the human condi-tion revealed itself in all its imploring poverty, one learned to love more, to hope more. One began to have a kind of trust in suffering and in its ways that were 

so often intolerable.”24
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As Lori becomes more human, she is also tempted to humanize God. For the fi rst time Clarice lets a character invest a God with human attributes, as when 
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Lori prays that “the God” will “relieve my soul, make me feel that Thy hand is 

holding mine.”25 The hand recalls the hand G. H. invented to accompany her as she told what happened in the maid’s room. It also recalls the gesture Clarice mentioned in her unpublished notes: “I want somebody to hold my hand (That was how Papa, when I was hurting, helped me stand the pain).”

Has Clarice started to think of God as a comforting father fi gure? Surely not. But the desire to submit to a superior guiding presence animates An Apprentice-ship. Ulisses is as much father or therapist as lover. Lori needs someone above her, some kind of mediation between herself and “a God so vast that he was 

the world with its galaxies.”26 Having abandoned the religion of her childhood, determined to seek strength and guidance from herself alone, she is worn out by her hard-won independence, “tired of the effort of the liberated animal.”

In her utter abandonment, Lori even equates herself with the most famous of humanized gods: “Christ was Christ for others, but who? Who was Christ for Christ?” Loving God’s “impersonal vastness and without even wanting him to exist” is not enough for a person requiring urgent and immediate assistance. But the consoling lie of a Christ-like god is impossible for Lori, who “violently rejected a God to whom one could appeal. But she also didn’t want to appeal: 

she was lost and confused.” 27

It is remarkable how rarely in Clarice’s work sex has any emotional content, any meaning beside the purely animal: Joana and Martin, among others, see it as a physical satisfaction, never a remedy for their emotional isolation. Through sex, Lori learns to be emotionally intimate with another human being, without renouncing her animal physicality. Lori’s answer comes when she fi nally goes to bed with Ulisses, one of Clarice’s rare happy endings.

The physical union of two people is a perfect solution to Lori’s previously irremediable solitude. “After Ulisses had been hers, being human seemed now to be the best way of being a living animal.” In the fi nal two paragraphs of the book, which ends with a colon, Lori has abandoned the quest for a humanized 

god. Instead she fi nds a deifi ed human. 28

 

My love, you don’t believe in the God because we erred by humanizing 

Him. We humanized Him because we don’t understand Him, so it didn’t 

work. I am sure that He is not human. But even though He is not human, 

He still sometimes makes us divine. You think that—

I think—the man interrupted and his voice was slow and muffl ed 

because he was suffering from life and love—this is what I think:
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MONSTRE SACRÉ

 

Alas, fi nding solutions to real problems in the real world was even harder for Clarice than fi nding solutions in her books. Lori’s answer to her isolation turned out to be as theoretical a response as G. H. had been. With her burned body and her diffi culties connecting to people outside of her writing, Clarice still struggled to discover the “knack of being a person.”

Her struggles with her ill son, Pedro, had grown more acute. He was almost twenty-one when An Apprenticeship appeared, a grown man, and as he grew older his schizophrenia had taken deeper root. During the fi rst half of 1969, Paulo was an exchange student in Warsaw, Indiana, and her letters to him offer rare glimpses of Pedro’s condition. He suddenly developed a fear of going to the movies. In June, she had to commit him to a clinic: “He went and he’s still there but it seems he’ll leave on the 30th of this month. He’s much better. I visit him often. Today, Sunday, I took him to lunch. . . . Don’t worry: it’s a comfortable 

treatment center, with a bar where you can eat sandwiches and drink sodas.”1

The effect of all this was not emboldening. “Pedro isn’t well at all and that takes away my joy in life,” she wrote Paulo. Her own health, fragile since the accident, suffered. “Today I had a real hysterical crisis and when he saw it Pedro said: I’m going to call Daddy. Your father doesn’t have the slightest notion of 

what’s going on here.”2

Maury did, of course, know what was going on. He and Pedro had not lived under the same roof for a decade, but the boys often visited their father and Pedro’s condition was evident even to casual observers. Still, Clarice generally avoided the painful subject.
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Even a person in much better shape than Clarice would have had a hard time dealing with a son so far gone. “Today Pedro went to have lunch with your father, luckily. I was literally getting sick with Pedro over the last few days, since now he stands in front of me or follows me around saying literally without stop-

ping: mother, mother, mother.” 3

Despite all this, Clarice had not given up on Pedro. As she wrote Paulo, 

“Hope is the last thing that dies.”4 A manuscript she wrote a year or so later suggests that her hope for Pedro was still alive: “The madness of the creators is different from the madness of the mentally ill. They—for some reason of which I am not aware erred along their paths. They are cases for the comprehensive and tough intelligent doctor—whereas creators fi nd fulfi llment in the act of madness 

itself. I know a ‘he’ who will soon be cured.”5
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Around the time that she was writing An Apprenticeship, Clarice found her own father fi gure, though their relationship lacked the sexual component that brought Lori into harmony with the world. For some reason, her analysis with the German Catarina Kemper had not lasted, and she became a patient of a Jewish psychiatrist named Jacob David Azulay. She would see Azulay fi ve days a week, for an hour each day, “without ever being late or missing a single session,” 

for a total of six years.6

During these meetings, Azulay remembered, Clarice played with her own writing, “citing passages, and constructing her books during our sessions.” He jotted down some of her phrases, which do indeed sound like phrases in her books. “I am nothing,” she said, for example. “I feel like those insects who shed their skin. Now I lost the skin. The name of that skin is Clarice Lispector.”

She had, Azulay could not help but notice, “an enormous maternal and pater-nal defi cit.” 

 

She was a rough diamond, wild. She had no method. Clarice happened 

like a volcanic eruption. That little girl who came from down there . . . As 

if a volcano had exploded and she had come along with it! Part of her was 

so childish. She had a fear, a youngest daughter’s respect for her sisters. . . 

I think that she didn’t allow herself to go further in her writing, in erotic 

matters for example, because of a very large super-ego. I think her sisters, 

mainly, acted as a very apparent super-ego.
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Clarice had always been very close to her sisters, especially to Tania, to whom she was closer in age. Elisa, however, may have been surprised to learn how much respect—and even, apparently, awe—Clarice had for her. By the end of the 1960s, Elisa was herself an established writer. In 1962, with  Clarice’s  encouragement, she had entered a contest sponsored by the publisher José Olym-pio, and the novel she submitted, The Stone Wall, won fi rst prize out of 119 entries. It was also later distinguished with a prize from the Brazilian  Academy 

of Letters.7                                                            8 In 1965, Thereza’s Longest Day was published.

Elisa had a very respectable reputation, though she lacked her youngest sister’s genius and, consequently, never enjoyed her fame. She was painfully aware of her inferiority, which only reinforced the self-image that comes across so brutally in all her writings: of a solitary woman, unimportant, unloved, utterly alone. “I have heard,” she wrote in her fi ctionalized memoir of Clarice, “that when a person is not loved by anyone, not even by an animal, by a cat, for example, or a dog, that person becomes dry and tough. Well, I was slowly transformed into 

a woman of straw.”9

Her solitude was, to some extent, self-imposed. Many people were fond of Elisa. One friend, the novelist Maria Alice Barroso, remembered that Elisa avoided discussing personal matters, preferring to talk about literature. She called Maria Alice frequently, but when it came to face-to-face visits she tended to become reclusive. “She cultivated that solitude,” Barroso said. “You had to force her to accept invitations. She always talked about not feeling well. She was pessimistic.” Still, Barroso knew that her friendship was important to Elisa and that her standoffi shness came out of shyness and insecurity rather than unsocia-bility.

Azulay’s recollection of Clarice’s “enormous maternal and paternal defi cit” and her deep respect for, and even fear of, her older sisters is interesting in this light. Despite Clarice’s almost religious veneration of Tania and Elisa, a reader of her book about Clarice cannot escape the impression that part of Elisa felt estranged from, inferior to, and unloved by her youngest sister. And Elisa noted the same behaviors in Clarice—the unreachability, the unsociability—that other people regretted in Elisa.

The horrors of their childhood had alienated them from the world of others, and the pogroms of Podolia cast a long shadow, even half a century on. First among them was a terrible diffi culty in connecting to other people. “Surviving means not knowing what to do with oneself,” Elisa had once written, recalling Clarice’s poignant statement, in a letter from Switzerland to her sisters: “There isn’t really a place one can live. It’s all somebody else’s country, where other people are happy.”
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Their letters from Clarice’s years abroad suggest that it was Elisa, whom Cla-rice called by the Portuguese diminutive, Leinha, of her Hebrew name, Leah, who had moved away from Clarice. Clarice was no stranger to depression, of course, but in her letters to her sisters she was just as often exorbitantly lov-ing and enthusiastic. Elisa’s tremendous insecurity can be gauged from Clarice’s responses to her. “But, darling, why are you so pessimistic?” she asked from Rome, already in 1945. “My little Elisa, it makes me suffer to see you like this, it makes me suffer to hear you say bad things about yourself, it humiliates me, it makes me suffer. Even saying that you don’t like Leda’s article, you make so many excuses for yourself. A dumb article, empty and pretentious. And about the lava [that Clarice had sent her from Vesuvius], ‘I’m all the more sorry that I can’t match such kindnesses.’ But darling, you seem to suffer from the love one 

gives you.”10

In February 1947, Clarice was complaining to Tania that “Elisa’s letters to me are getting shorter and shorter and with less in them. And when she says anything, she usually adds, as in the most recent letter: ‘but you’d say that none of that has anything to do with you.’ As if it were possible for me not to have 

anything to do with your lives.”11

Later that same year, still in Bern, Clarice offered Tania some advice about the exhaustion she was suffering, making explicit the connection between the sisters’ problems and their early years. Tania seemed to have been wearing herself out with worries about her young daughter Marcia. “Listen, little darling, you might be trying to make up for the fact that we have the idea that we didn’t do everything we could have for Mama. What I said is that you somehow seem to be wanting to sacrifi ce yourself—and that’s the same thing that happens, in another area, with Elisa. Realize, darling, you now want to do a thousand things, to dedicate yourself terribly to the house and to Marcia, to make up for, not only the idea that you didn’t do enough before, but to make up for the fact that when we were little, we didn’t get, because of the way things were, all the attention we 

needed.” 12

When Clarice was living in the United States Tania came to visit, and in 1956 a visit from Elisa was so immanent that Clarice could write, “Elisa, dear, we’re all eager for you to arrive, I’m even trying not to think about it so I don’t get too excited. Paulo got jealous. When I said you were coming, he was very happy. But I added: she’s my sister. He, after a pause, said: don’t say that or I’ll cry. I think 

he wants an aunt, but one that has nothing to do with me.”13 For some reason, the trip kept getting put off and ended up never happening at all.
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Much less than Elisa, though, who lived alone and who never married or had children, Clarice’s solitude was not due to a lack of company. As Maria Teresa Walcacer noticed during her four months’ employment, Clarice was surrounded by people. There were her two sons, fi rst of all. And like all middle-class Brazil-ians, Clarice had live-in servants. Despite her frequent complaints of poverty, she had quite a collection. She grew close to many of them and they featured prominently in her writings, from the absent black maid of G. H. to the women she described in her letters and journalistic anecdotes:

 

The cook is Jandira. But this one is powerful. So powerful that she is 

clairvoyant. One of my sisters was visiting me. Jandira came into the liv-

ing room, looked at her seriously and suddenly said: “The journey you are 

thinking about taking will come to pass, and you are going through a very 

happy period in your life.” And she left the room. My sister looked at me 

in fright. A bit embarrassed, I made a gesture with my hands that signifi ed 

that there was nothing I could do about it and explained: “It’s that she’s 

clairvoyant.” My sister answered calmly: “Fine. Everyone gets the maid 

they deserve.”14

 

Another presence in her home was Siléa Marchi, who, because of her nursing experience, had been hired to help Clarice after her accident and would remain with her until her death. Siléa was the all-purpose companion Clarice required and that Maria Teresa Walcacer could not be. Siléa slept in the house from Mon-day to Friday and was available to take Clarice to the doctor and to help with Pedro, as well as doing Clarice’s shopping and anything else that needed doing.

At the end of 1970, the household acquired a new member, Olga Borelli, who would become the key fi gure in the last years of Clarice’s life and whose tireless dedication and intellectual affi nity facilitated the creation of Clarice’s great fi nal works. The writer, with her “enormous maternal and paternal defi cit,” found in Olga the last of her mother fi gures, and the childless Olga, who seems to have spent much of her life in search of a charitable mission, found in Clarice a proj-ect worthy of her colossal devotion.

Olga was one of the many people who, moved by her writings, sought out Clarice in those years. In one of her newspaper columns, Clarice mentioned her perplexity at the outpourings of affection she received. “I’m going to call Elsie [Lessa], who’s been writing columns for longer than I have, to ask her what to do with the marvelous phone calls I get, with the roses pungent with such 
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beauty that people send me, with the simple and profound letters that people 

send me.”15

While she was reading The Passion According to G. H., Olga caught a glimpse of the writer on television. She had the strange sensation that she had known her for years, and decided to seek her out. She rang to ask Clarice to participate in a fundraiser for the Fundação Romão Duarte, where Olga was a volunteer. As it so happened, this was the same orphanage Clarice had visited in 1941, at the very beginning of her journalistic career, when she wrote a long piece about the 

institution’s two-hundredth anniversary. 16 Three decades later, she would return to autograph her two children’s books for the residents of the orphanage.

The two women had a chance to talk. “Her bearing,” Olga remembered of this fi rst meeting, “had something of the humility of a peasant mixed with the hauteur of a queen.” Two days later, Olga received a summons to Clarice’s home, where the writer handed her a letter.

 

11-12-70. Olga, I’m typing this letter because my handwriting is awful.

I have found a new friend. Which is too bad for you. I am an insecure, 

indecisive, directionless, rudderless person: the truth is I don’t know what 

to do with myself. I am a very fearful person. I have very serious real prob-

lems that I will tell you about later. And other problems, with my person-

ality. Do you want to be my friend despite all that?

If you do, don’t say I didn’t warn you. I don’t have qualities, only fra-

gilities. But sometimes . . . sometimes I have hope. The passage from life to 

death frightens me: it’s like passing from hate which has an objective and 

is limited, to love which is limitless. When I die (as a matter of speaking) 

I hope you will be near. You seemed to me to be a person of enormous 

sensitivity, but strong.

You were my best birthday present. Because on Thursday the 10th it 

was my birthday and you gave me a little baby Jesus who looks like a 

happy child playing in his rough cradle. Even though, without knowing it, 

you gave me a birthday present, I still think my birthday present was you 

yourself appearing, at a diffi cult time, of great solitude.

We need to talk. It so happens that I thought that nothing was any use 

any more. Then I saw an ad for a perfume by Coty, called Unexpected. The 

perfume is cheap. But it helped me remember that good unexpected things 

happen too. And whenever I’m discouraged, I put on Unexpected. It gives 

me luck. You, for example, were not expected. And I unexpectedly accepted 

an afternoon signing books.

Yours, Clarice 17
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Olga, who, by a magical coincidence, would indeed be nearby when Clarice died, was the daughter of Italian immigrants and she had been a nun. She spent years throwing herself with tremendous energy and enthusiasm into various charitable efforts, working with Peace Corps volunteers, teaching sewing classes in slums, volunteering at the orphanage, giving workshops on communication, and starting various organizations that promoted theater and dance. But her greatest project, one might even say her legacy, was Clarice Lispector, to whom she dedicated herself completely. 

Her possessiveness alienated many of Clarice’s oldest friends, but even they recognized that Olga’s unstinting commitment was a godsend for a progressively weakening Clarice. She acted as a kind of ambassadress between the writer and the outside world. “When I met Clarice,” Olga remembered after her friend’s death, “I saw the great solitude in which she lived, as a person and as a writer within Brazilian literature. It was as if I said to the world: Look at this marvel-ous person that you don’t know about. Because at that time she was absolutely, absolutely dysfunctional socially. Nobody sought out Clarice, there was little 

discussion of her work.”18

This was the kind of thing that annoyed Clarice’s many friends and admirers, who did not need Olga to remind them of Clarice Lispector “as a person and as a writer.” She was far from forgotten by the public and was surrounded by people who cared a great deal about her. But in a broader sense Borelli was, of course, correct. The same friends attest that Clarice had a harder and harder time functioning normally and badly needed help.

Around this time it became increasingly common to refer to Clarice Lispector as a monstre sacré, a person whose combination of genius and oddity placed her somehow outside normal human society. The epithet pained her terribly. “Sud-denly I discover that I am becoming for them [her readers] a sacred monster,” 

she told an interviewer.19 To another, she expressed her “horror at the monstre

sacré 20 .” “One of the things that makes me unhappy is this story about the sacred monster: others fear me for no reason, and I end up fearing myself. The truth is that other people created a myth around me, which trips me up a great deal: it scares people off and I end up alone. But you know that I am very easy to get 

along with, even if my soul is complex.”21

Yet there is no question that this was how many people saw her: weird, mys-terious, and diffi cult, an unknowable mystical genius far above, and outside, the common run of humanity. The reputation isolated her just at the time that she most needed help. “Christ was Christ for others, but who? Who was Christ for Christ?” she had wondered in An Apprenticeship. The ex-nun arrived just as Clarice was desperate for a savior.
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THE STORY OF INSTANTS THAT FLEE

 

Unlike Lori, Clarice would not have another sexual relationship. In the fi nal years of her life, her close relationships would be either fi lial, such as those with Jacob David Azulay and Olga Borelli, or maternal. Like a true youngest child, Clarice took full advantage of Olga’s incredible patience. “It’s not easy to be friends with very self-centered people,” Olga remembered.

 

Clarice was that type and so she was demanding and consuming of the 

people she liked. She had great trouble sleeping and called me countless 

times in the middle of the night to say that she was upset and tense. I 

don’t think I’ll ever forget the time I went to Salvador to teach a class. One 

night, arriving back at the hotel, I got an urgent message to call her. On 

the phone her voice was strange. “Olga, I’m so distressed. An enormous 

anguish. I don’t know what’s going to happen to me. Come back as soon 

as you possibly can.” I canceled everything and returned to fi nd her the 

next day at lunchtime, laughing, in a good mood. Do you know what she 

said to me? That I took her too seriously and had acted hastily by com-

ing back early. Of course I was very annoyed, but I learned a lot from the 

incident.1

 

The book of stories Clarice published in 1971, Covert Joy, refl ects a grow-ing preoccupation with childhood. Almost all of the book’s twenty-fi ve pieces had appeared elsewhere, mostly in The Foreign Legion, but three exceptions are instructive. The title story recalls the neighbor girl in Recife whose father owned a bookstore and who tortured the young Clarice with the promise of a book. 
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“Remains of Carnival” is the story of the little girl dressed as a rose whose carni-val was ruined by a crisis in her mother’s health; in “A Hundred Years of Pardon” Clarice remembers stealing roses from the gardens of Recife’s well-to-do.

So much of her work had been autobiographical, but rarely in the sense of these memories of her childhood in Recife. She had almost never written about herself so literally, preferring to hide behind her characters or inside her allego-ries. When she did appear, it was in newspaper columns or in little stories like those that make up the second half of The Foreign Legion.

To a reader, it does not much matter whether these stories are “true.” But Clarice was not really satisfi ed with this kind of autobiographical writing. The inclusion of so many personal anecdotes, so many extracts taken directly from her newspaper columns, may have been one reason she professed to be unsatis-fi ed with An Apprenticeship. Writing, especially about herself, had always been a means of learning about the world beyond the self rather than a merely descrip-tive, or even memoiristic, end.

“I am not going to be autobiographical. I want to be ‘bio,’ ” Clarice wrote in the book she was working on around the time she met Olga Borelli, Água viva. In a note she spelled out this goal: “I must, Olga, fi nd another way of writ-

ing. Very close to the truth (which?), but not personal.”2 This was the problem she had been struggling with since she began An Apprenticeship, when she con-fessed to her friends, and even to her hairdresser, that she “no longer knew how to write.”

In Água viva, she would discover a means of writing about herself in a way that transformed her individual experience into a universal poetry. In a body of work as emotionally powerful, formally innovative, and philosophically radical as Clarice Lispector’s, Água viva stands out as a particularly magnifi cent  tri-umph. The reviews refl ect the same amazement Clarice had provoked thirty years before, when she published Near to the Wild Heart. “With this fi ction,” wrote a critic who had attacked An Apprenticeship, “Clarice Lispector awakens the literature currently being produced in Brazil from a depressing and degrad-

ing lethargy and elevates it to a level of universal perennity and perfection.” 3 The book has inspired passions. The famous Brazilian singer Cazuza, for example, 

read it 111 times. 4
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In the form in which it was eventually published, Água viva is short, less than ninety pages of big print. Its brevity and apparent simplicity mask several years of struggle. A fi rst version, entitled Beyond Thought: Monologue with Life, was 
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already complete by July 12, 1971, when Clarice met Alexandrino Severino, a Portuguese professor at Vanderbilt University. She gave him a copy of the manu-script for translation into English, along with specifi c procedural instructions. 

He was not to budge so much as a single comma. 5

She was still “drying out the book,” she told Severino, before handing it over to her publisher. This was now Editora Sabiá, which Rubem Braga and  Fernando Sabino had founded after quarreling with their partner at the Editôra do Autor, and where they had already published An Apprenticeship and Covert Joy. But a year later, in June 1972, the book had not appeared, and Severino wrote to ask if she still wanted him to proceed.

When she answered, the manuscript had another name. “As for the book— I interrupted it—because I thought it wasn’t achieving what I wanted to achieve,” she wrote. “I can’t publish it as it is. Either I am not going to publish it or I am 

going to work on it. Maybe in a few months I will work on the  6  Loud Object  .”

The process of “drying out,” Severino noticed when he fi nally saw the subse-quent version, consisted mainly in removing its many explicit biographical refer-ences. But Loud Object, weighing in at 185 pages, was even longer than Beyond Thought (151). The manuscript seems to capture an everyday voice utterly unre-fi ned by literary or fi ctional artifi ce.

Clarice reminisces about her pets—abandoned Dilermando from Naples makes an appearance—listing almost every animal she ever owned or wrote about. As if she can no longer think of anything else to write about, she goes into great detail about her favorite fl owers. One of them remits her to her origins, a reference surprising because so rare: “The sunfl ower is the great child of the sun. So much that it is born with the instinct to turn its enormous corolla toward its creator. It doesn’t matter if it’s a father or mother. I don’t know. Is the sunfl ower a masculine or feminine fl ower? I think masculine. But one thing is for sure: the 

sunfl ower is Ukrainian.”7

If at times this manuscript is as brilliant and inspired as the mature work of a great artist, at other times it is as dull and uninspired as a housewife’s neighborly chitchat. Clarice often claimed that she was a simple housewife, and in this formless, plotless conversation, an unfi ltered “brainstorm”—she uses the English word—in which she types anything and everything that pops into her mind, that is often exactly how she sounds.

She complains, for example, about money, another constant topic: “I’m back. The day is still very nice. But things are very expensive—I say this because of the price the man asked to fi x [the record player]. I have to work hard to get the things I want or need.” She defends herself against her mythology: “I mean to say that my house is not metaphysical. They can hardly forgive bad food. All I 
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do is open and close my purse to hand out money to buy things. . . . Besides eat-ing we talk a lot about what’s going on in Brazil and in the world. We talk about what clothes are appropriate to different occasions.” And: “I sleep too and how! 

My readers think I’m always an insomniac. But that’s not true. I sleep too.”8
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Loud Object’s direct and confessional tone, the sense it offers of Clarice’s unfi l-tered conversational voice—she frequently pauses to answer the phone, light a cigarette, or pour herself a drink of water—can distract the reader from the real-ity that it, too, is a fi ction. In Beyond Thought, she bluntly addresses the reader: “Here’s what’s happening. I had been writing this book for years, spread out in newspaper columns, without noticing, ignorant of myself as I am, that I was writing my book. That is the explanation for readers who recognize this: because 

they have already read it in the paper. I like the truth.”9

She apparently did not like the truth enough to refrain from retouching it in the second draft. The critic Lícia Manzo points out that Loud Object contains a new, and completely contradictory, explanation: “This book, for obvious rea-sons, was going to be called Beyond Thought. Many pages have already been pub-lished. But when I published them I didn’t mention that they had been extracted 

from Loud Object or Beyond Thought.”10

It does not particularly matter whether Clarice took her newspaper articles and stitched them into a manuscript or whether she plundered a manuscript for material for her journalism. Yet the two confl icting explanations emphasize that in Loud Object she is still wrestling, and somewhat guiltily, with  fi ctionalization.

Perhaps the least satisfying part of An Apprenticeship was the way Clarice extracted large chunks from her newspaper columns and dropped them, often unmodifi ed, into her novel. The process could work fl awlessly, but sometimes the pieces felt undigested. In Loud Object she does the same thing. A column about her childhood friend Leopoldo Nachbin appears, for example, modifi ed only by the replacement of his name with the words “a he.” The deliberate ano-nymity belongs to her project of depersonalizing her personal experience, replac-ing proper names with less specifi c pronouns. But the effort is halfhearted. She still names their school and their city, Recife. She must have known that these reminiscences were out of place, since almost none reached the fi nal book. In the drafts, doubts about how to use her personal experience lead to repeated medita-tions on the creative process itself.

Throughout Loud Object, she is aware that she is doing something completely different, but she does not yet know what or how: “What will my liberty lead 
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to? What is this that I’m writing? As far as I know I never saw anybody write like this.” Such remarks frequently recur in the manuscript. The knowledge of the novelty of her invention is sometimes thrilling, sometimes frightening, and in one case is followed by a surprising interjection: “Who invented the chair? Someone with love for himself. So he invented greater comfort for the body. Then the centuries went by and nobody noticed a chair because using it was a merely automatic question. One needs courage to do a ‘brainstorm’: we never know what might come and frighten us. The sacred monster died. In its place 

was born a little girl who lost her mother.”11

Of all Clarice Lispector’s works, Água viva gives the strongest impression of having been spontaneously committed to paper. Yet perhaps none was as pains-takingly composed. Even the apparently artless exclamation about her mother reappears in at least two other books, including an essay she later published about Brasília. As she writes in Loud Object, “Art is not purity: it is purifi cation. 

Art is not liberty: it is liberation.”12
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For the fi rst time in her career, Clarice had help in the work of “purifi cation.” She had always done this by herself: she typed out a mind-bending eleven ver-sions of the lengthy Apple in the Dark and spent three years revising The Besieged City. Her journalism had occasionally been edited, but nobody had ever touched her literary work. Olga Borelli was the fi rst person, including Lúcio Cardoso and Fernando Sabino, to edit Clarice.

A sensitive, well-educated reader with a refi ned sense of language, Olga proved ideal for the task. Her posthumous memoir of her friend, Clarice Lispector: Sketch 

for a Possible Portrait, displays her writerly talents with concision and elegance.13 It stands out in the vast body of reminisces by Clarice’s friends as by far the best, though Olga, unlike so many of them, was not a professional writer.

She would have a hand in all of Clarice’s late works, but the fi rst challenge was helping transform the lumpy and chaotic Loud Object into the classic Água viva. “Structuring” a book was the hardest task in writing, Clarice complained. As she grew older, editing herself had become more and more exhausting and she needed a sympathetic reader. 

“She just didn’t have the nerve to structure those manuscripts, all those fragments,” Olga remembered. “One day, seeing all that material, I said Clarice, why aren’t you writing? The book is ready. She said, no, I don’t feel like it, don’t bother with it. So I said, No, I’ll help you. So I started to structure the book. That was when I got to 

like structuring and worked up the courage, later, to try my hand at the others.”14

318    Why This World

 

Without this help, Água viva might never have been completed. Clarice had serious doubts about the work. “She was insecure and asked a few people for their opinion,” Olga recalled. “With other books Clarice didn’t show that inse-curity. With Água viva she did. That was the only time I saw Clarice hesitate 

before handing in a book to the publisher. She herself said that.”15

“I don’t know why you liked my book Loud Object,” Clarice wrote Marly de Oliveira. “Since once the fi rst impulse had passed, I reread it and was horrifi ed. It’s so bad, so bad, that I’m not going to publish it, I already pulled it from the 

publishers.”16 Olga’s delicate interventions may have saved the book, and with it the new kind of writing Clarice was pioneering.

Her editorial method, Olga said, was “breathing together, it’s breathing together.”

 

Because there is a logic in life, in events, as there is in a book. They follow 

one another, they must. Since if I took a fragment and wanted to move it 

further ahead, there wouldn’t be anywhere to put it. It was like a puzzle. 

I took all the fragments and collected them, kept them in an envelope. 

On the back of a check, a piece of paper, a napkin . . . I still have some of 

those things at home, and some of them still even smell of her lipstick. She 

would wipe her lips and then stick it in her purse. . . . Suddenly she noted 

something down. After collecting all those fragments, I started to note, 

to number them. So it’s not diffi cult to structure Clarice, or it’s infi nitely 

diffi cult, unless you commune with her and already are in the habit of 

reading her.17
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As ultimately published in August 1973, the book was called Água viva. This is the only one of Clarice’s titles that offers no ready translation. Literally “living water,” the words can mean a spring or a fountain, a meaning often suggested inside the book, but to a Brazilian the words will fi rst of all refer to a jellyfi sh. This was not the meaning Clarice intended—“I preferred Água viva, a thing 

that bubbles. At the source”18—but for a work without plot or story, the hint of invertebrate fl oating is especially apt. Perhaps this is what Olga Borelli had in mind when she compared this book to those that had come before it: “The Pas-

sion According to G. H. has a backbone, doesn’t it?”19

Água viva does not, and this initially made Clarice nervous. “That book, I spent three years without daring to publish it, thinking it would be awful. 

Because it didn’t have a story, it didn’t have a plot.”20 The question of what 
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exactly she was writing preoccupied Clarice, and with good reason. “This is not 

a book because this is not how one writes,” she announces at the beginning.21

It does not, in fact, resemble anything written at the time, in Brazil or anywhere else. Its closest cousins are visual or musical, a resemblance Clarice emphasizes by turning the narrator, a writer in the earlier versions, into a painter; she her-self was dabbling in painting at the time. The epigraph comes from the  Belgian artist Michel Seuphor: “There must be a painting totally free of dependence on the fi gure—or object—which, like music, illustrates nothing, tells no story, and launches no myth. Such painting would simply evoke the incommunicable kingdoms of the spirit, where dream becomes thought, where line becomes exis-tence.” The title Beyond Thought referred to these “incommunicable kingdoms of the spirit,” the unconscious realm she had meant to simulate, and provoke. “Could it be that what I am writing you is beyond thought? Reason is what it isn’t. Whoever can stop reasoning—which is terribly diffi cult—let them come 

along with me.”22

She is writing not for the mind but for the ears and nerves and eyes: “I see words. What I am saying is the pure present and this book is a straight line in 

space.”23

 

This text I am giving you is not to be seen from close by: it gains its previ-

ously invisible secret roundedness when seen from a plane in high fl ight.24

 

This is not a story because I don’t know any stories like this, but all I know 

how to do is go along saying and doing: it is the story of instants that fl ee 

like fugitive tracks seen from the window of a train. 25

 

Clarice compares the book to scents (“What am I doing in writing you? try-ing to photograph perfume”), to tastes (“How to reproduce the taste in words? The taste is one and the words are many”), and touches, though her most insis-tent metaphor is of sound: “I know what I am doing here: I am improvising. But what’s wrong with that? improvising as in jazz they improvise music, jazz in fury, I improvise in front of the crowd.” This is abstract music, “a melody without words”: “Dissonance is harmonious to me. Melody sometimes wears me out. And also the so-called ‘leit-motif.’ I want in music and in what I write to you and in what I paint, I want geometric streaks that cross in the air and form 

a disharmony that I understand. Pure ‘it.’ ”26
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The Chandelier, published almost three decades before, moved with agonizing slowness, a tension built up, page after glacial page, to climaxes that, because so unexpected, were as potent as the cresting of great waves. Though essential to its power, the long intervals could also make the book unendurable. Freed from the constraints of plot or storytelling, Água viva is all cresting. “What I write is all 

climax? My days are all climax: I live on the edge.” 27

“I think Água viva is the fragmentation of her thought made concrete in a book,” said Olga Borelli. “There are several moments in Água viva where I feel that: days of light, days of darkness, days of discoveries, days of great happiness, 

of climax. . . . She loved to live in a climax, in the climax of things.”28

Clarice’s relentless revision of the fragments that make up Água viva, some of whose ancestors go as far back as The Foreign Legion, nine years before, her paring them down and fi tting them together, fi nding the “climaxes” inside them, 

seeking “the               29 is of a thing,” make the book peculiarly hypnotic. The quest for the “is” and the “it” is not, as such, new to her work, but when shorn of the inter-mediate devices of story and character, her writing gains a riveting  immediacy.

As Borelli understood, this “spineless” writing is not random, or even abstract. Instead, its consistency more properly belongs to the realm of thought or dreams, in which ideas and images connect with a logic that may not be immediately apparent but is nonetheless real. This was the writing Clarice described when she wrote in The Foreign Legion that “in painting as in music and literature, what is called abstract so often seems to me the fi gurative of a more delicate and more 

diffi cult reality, less visible to the naked eye.”30

When The Besieged City appeared, a critic wrote, “Its hermeticism has the texture of the hermeticism of dreams. May someone fi nd the key.” In contrast to that earlier novel, however, the dreamlike Água viva is not hermetic in the least. It can be opened to any page, just as a painting can be viewed from any angle, and it pulses with a sensuality that gives it an unequaled and direct emotional appeal: “I see that I’ve never told you how I listen to music—I press my hand lightly to the record player and my hand vibrates spreading waves through my whole body: that is how I hear the electricity of the vibration, last substratum in 

the domain of reality, and the world trembles inside my hands.” 31

The “more delicate and more diffi cult reality” Clarice captures is not time lost but time present, “the instant-now.” Her ability to arrest time, which itself has no beginning or end, is the most uncanny aspect of the book.

 

Now it is an instant.

Now it is another.32
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The pulsating, fragmentary form conveys the actual experience of being alive, moving through time, better than any artifi cially constructed perspective could. The narrator, and with her the reader, is attentive to each passing instant and electrifi ed by the sad beauty of her inescapable destination: death, approaching with each tick of the clock.

As time runs out, awareness of the passing instants takes on the solemnity of a religious ritual. Time belongs to the occult force that Clarice assigns the neutral English pronoun “it,” the unpronounceable and unknowable name: “the God” or, elsewhere, “X.” “The transcendence inside me is the ‘it’ alive and soft and has the thought that an oyster has. Does the oyster when torn from its root feel anxiety? It is troubled in its life without eyes. I used to squeeze drops of lemon onto the living oyster and watch with horror and fascination as it writhed all 

over. And I was eating the living it. The living it is the God.”33

Alongside the “life without eyes” that a person shares with an oyster (and a cockroach) is a deeply human religious impulse. As the author nears her own denouement, she, “an unbeliever who profoundly wants to hand myself over,” is overcome by a longing for the God who had abandoned her, and whom she in 

turn had abandoned. 34

 

Even for the unbelievers there is the instant of despair which is divine: the 

absence of the God is an act of religion. Right this instant I am asking the 

God to help me. . . . The God must come to me since I have not gone to 

Him. Let the God come: please. . . . I am troubled and harsh and hopeless. 

Though I have love inside me. But I don’t know how to use love. Some-

times it scratches like barbs. If I received so much love inside me yet still 

remain troubled it is because I need the God to come. To come before it 

is too late.35

 

At the end of An Apprenticeship, Clarice had written, “Though He is not human, He still sometimes makes us divine.” The dominant impression of Água viva is not of the divine “it” but of the woman with her hand on the record player, feeling the ultimate substrata of the universe and radiating her own “it” outward, the God that is inside her, the God that is her: “I am not joking because 

I am not a synonym,” she writes. “I am the name itself.”36
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PURGED

 

By the time Clarice at last completed Água viva, Fernando Sabino and Rubem Braga were no longer in the publishing business. Their editorial ventures had taken too much time away from their own writing, and they sold Sabiá to the prestigious José Olympio. For some reason, perhaps because she was still insecure about the reception Água viva would meet, she did not follow her previous titles to José Olympio, choosing instead Artenova, run by the sometime poet and fi lm producer Álvaro Pacheco, who also worked at the Jornal do Brasil.  Clarice had come to know him when she called him to express her admiration for a book of his poetry. In early 1973, he published an anthology of her older material called The Imitation of the Rose, soon followed by Água viva in August.

In September, Clarice decided to go on a vacation. With the exception of visits to conferences, including her one brief trip to Texas, she had not taken a proper holiday since 1959. This was not because she had lost her wanderlust. Olga Borelli remembered that Clarice went through “periods of great dynamism: she would start exercising, riding a stationary bicycle, applying creams to her face, wearing a lot of perfume. She would drink orange, melon, or strawberry juice, cutting out sodas.” And she would dream of travel.

 

She would call travel agencies, making appointments, dreaming of itin-

eraries and spending day after day fantasizing about the places she would 

visit: contemplating landscapes and listening to the buzz of the insects 

in the Italian summer afternoon; or ecstatically watching the snow fall, 

transmuting the glimmering yellow-gold of the European autumn into 

purplish tones. She would watch the smoke rising from the chimneys and 
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hear the rain falling heavily on the rooftops and tumbling over the paving-

stones. She would delicately walk through the fl owering gardens of the 

Rosegarten, in Switzerland, on her way to the museum with works by Paul 

Klee. . . .

It was all so real that suddenly there was nothing left to be seen or expe-

rienced; an inevitable sluggishness came over her when she imagined her 

dreams transformed into reality. Exhausted, she would cancel the trip. 1

 

This time, Clarice actually managed to get on the plane. She had not been to Europe for fourteen years, since she visited the Netherlands with Alzira Vargas in 1959. She and Olga embarked on a one-month trip across the continent, follow-ing a sentimental itinerary that showed her new friend the places she had lived as a young woman: London, Paris, Rome, Zurich, Lausanne, and Bern.

The day they arrived at Gatwick, September 11, 1973, was a watershed in Latin American history and would touch the lives of millions of people, including Clarice’s own. As she was fl ying over the Atlantic a brutal military coup was beginning in Santiago de Chile. In one of the continent’s most vener-able democracies, the presidential palace was bombed and the leftist president, Salvador Allende, committed suicide in his offi ce. Forty-fi ve thousand people were arrested, and, with the active encouragement of the Nixon administra-tion, a little-known thug named Augusto Pinochet was installed as military dictator.

Brazil, too, was still suffering under a tense military dictatorship. Artur Costa e Silva had been removed from offi ce following a stroke in August 1969, eventu-ally succeeded by Emílio Garrastazú Medici, a hard-line general who encour-aged the further institutionalization of torture and censorship. Torture in Brazil became an international scandal, even earning an unprecedented papal condem-

nation in March 1970. 2

Censorship reached absurd heights, perhaps most emblematically in Septem-ber 1972, when Filinto Müller, a pro-government politician (formerly Getúlio Vargas’s anti-Semitic police chief ), found that his statement that there was no 

censorship in Brazil had been censored. 3 This state of affairs produced some memorable protest journalism, starting with Alberto Dines’s front page of the Jornal do Brasil in 1968, announcing the imposition of the AI-5. To mock the censors, editors took to featuring, in place of repressed articles, classifi ed adver-tisements, favorite recipes, or long extracts from the poetry of Camões.

When news of the coup in Chile arrived in Rio, the censors stationed at the Jornal do Brasil informed Dines that he could place the death of Allende on the front page on the condition that he not make it the headline. Meeting the 
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request, he ordered a page prepared with no headlines or photographs at all, 

notifying Brazil of the coup in long columns of uninterrupted black print.4
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This was not the kind of thing that endeared the paper, then still Brazil’s most infl uential, to the military authorities. At the time of Allende’s overthrow, the country was tensely anticipating its upcoming “elections.” Under the regime, presidents were chosen by the Congress, which the military controlled. The owner of the Jornal do Brasil, Manuel Francisco do Nascimento Brito, was opposed to Ernesto Geisel, a general who was one of the contenders, and this opinion was known in high circles. In the backroom politicking that led to  Geisel’s appointment, Nascimento Brito bet on the wrong horse.

Geisel, from Rio Grande do Sul, was the son of a German immigrant, and German was the language of his childhood home. Geisel was not outspokenly anti-Semitic and had not been an Integralist, but there were a few elements in his biography that raised Jewish eyebrows, such as his youthful affi liation with 

the active Nazi sympathizer General Álcio Souto. 5 He is recorded as describing Professor Eugênio Gudin (who was not Jewish) as “that crook Gudin, who is a 

rogue, a shameless Jew.”6 Unlike many elements in the Brazilian military, who were awed by Israel’s martial prowess, there is no hint that he was favorably dis-posed to the Jews.

The Yom Kippur War infl uenced Geisel’s thinking, as it did that of so many oth-ers. It broke out a bit more than a month after Água viva’s publication, and three months before Geisel’s “election.” As director of  Petrobras, the giant national oil company, Geisel already had strong Arab connections; Brazil was not (as it later 

would become) self-suffi cient in energy. 7 The war and the new administration brought about a revolution in Brazilian foreign policy; the country whose ambas-sador had presided over the United Nations vote authorizing the creation of the State of Israel now threw its diplomatic support to the Arab nations.

The Jornal do Brasil, refl ecting Brazil’s traditional foreign policy orientation, had always been pro-Jewish and Zionist. Nascimento Brito, its rich and infl u-ential owner, was an admirer of Israel; he had even sent his son to a kibbutz on his fi rst trip abroad. But business was business, and his indiscreet opposition to Geisel created the need for a gesture toward the new ruling clique. As Samuel Wainer, among others, had learned, the military regime could make life very dif-fi cult for an uncooperative media magnate.

The solution he hit upon was clear enough: fi re the Jews. That this move might have appealed to Geisel is suggested by the rest of his comment about 
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the “crook” Eugênio Gudin: “O Globo opens its columns for Gudin to write his drivel every day.” O Globo was the Jornal do Brasil ’s principal competitor in Rio, and a hint of Geisel’s distaste for the “shameless Jew” in its pages might have reached the ears of, and suggested an opportunity for, Nascimento Brito.

In December, Clarice Lispector heard a rumor that she would be let go at the end of the year. Panicked, she called up Alberto Dines and Álvaro Pacheco, who stayed at her apartment most of the night, assuring her that she had nothing to worry about and that it was all a misunderstanding. The next morning Alberto Dines awoke to see an announcement of his dismissal on the front page of his 

own newspaper. 8

The stated reason was “a lack of discipline,” though Dines had run the paper for years and had never heard such a complaint. It was not done all at once; “his people” were let go one by one. “I was very careful not to bring on too many Jews, so that they couldn’t accuse me of favoritism. And those I did hire were of the highest quality. Nobody could say that Clarice Lispector didn’t deserve to be there,” Dines recalled. “The paper ended up Judenrein. But they did it carefully enough that it wasn’t immediately obvious. They never said it, but the result was 

clear enough. Typically Brazilian.”9 Not one of the non-Jews he had hired were dismissed.

On January 2, 1974, Clarice received an envelope with her still unpublished columns and a dry letter, “not even thanking [her] for [her] services over the 

last seven years.” 10 Outraged, she hired a lawyer, but Dines said that despite the insult and the serious damage to her income the loss of her job represented, she was secretly proud of having been fi red. Her prominence in the 1968 demon-strations notwithstanding, it was the fi rst time in her life she had gotten into trouble for being “political,” though of course nothing in her columns related directly to the country’s tense politics. She had always wanted to “belong,” and now, for the fi rst time, she belonged to the growing opposition to a dictatorship she despised.

Her dismissal was also a tacit slap in the face of the cartoonist Henfi l. In the satirical magazine O Pasquim, which, despite its relatively (and necessarily) ano-dyne content, became a symbol of resistance to the dictatorship, Henfi l had been assigning prominent Brazilians whom he judged to be insuffi ciently “engaged” to what he called the “Cemetery of the Living Dead.” At the beginning of 1972 he buried Clarice Lispector. The attack occasioned protests, including from the writer herself. In the next issue Henfi l drew a fretting and hysterical Clarice, “a simple writer about fl owers, birds, people, the beauty of life . . .”

She ended up in the cemetery, Henfi l wrote, because she was a reincarna-tion of Pontius Pilate. He drew her inside a glass dome, washing her hands, 
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 surrounded by birds and fl owers, while Christ was being crucifi ed. 11 Clarice was offended by the ugly and unprovoked attack, which came complete with the original anti-Semitic slur, collaboration with Christ’s crucifi xion. In public, all she said was “If I ran into Henfi l the only thing I would say is: listen, when you 

write about me, it’s Clarice with a c, not with two s’s, all right?” 12

Now she, too, was an unambiguous victim of the dictatorship, and Alberto Dines thought that she also liked “belonging” to a Jewish identity she rarely discussed with Gentiles. This identity was not without its anxieties, fi nancial and personal. During the Yom Kippur War, she called up a friend of Lebanese descent and asked point-blank if she would like her less if she knew Clarice was Jewish. The friend and her mother both assured Clarice that it made no differ-ence to them and that she was always welcome to the Arab foods Clarice often 

enjoyed in their home. 13

“Clarice didn’t like labels,” Dines says. “But around that time we were talk-ing about the Jewish motifs in her work and she asked me if they were obvious. I said that she was like Kafka, whose literature is very Jewish though he never 

deals with Judaism as such. And she liked the comparison.”14
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BATUBA JANTIRAM LECOLI?

 

Another phase of Clarice’s life, commenced around the same time she started writing for the Jornal do Brasil, ended in 1973, when her psychoanalyst, Jacob David Azulay, suggested that they call off her therapy. She had been seeing Dr. Azulay four or fi ve times a week for the previous six years. “I was exhausted,” Azulay told an interviewer. “Clarice drained me more than all my other patients put together. The results were minimal. I was very tired of her and she of me. The effort that I made with her and that she made with me was very great for 

the little we got in return.”1

Clarice begged him not to abandon her, and so he suggested she try group analysis. This soon failed; all of Azulay’s patients wanted to be in the same group 

as the famous writer, and she could not adapt to the group.2 Azulay explained:

 

She was a fantastic fi gure, an extremely generous woman, but even so it 

was not easy to be with her. She carried a load of anxiety that I have rarely 

seen in my life. It’s very diffi cult to be around someone like that. Full-time 

self-centered, not because she wanted to be, out of vanity, but a real dif-

fi culty, in connecting. She couldn’t turn herself off, and when her anxiety 

heated up, it reached overpowering levels, and she had no rest, she could 

not calm down. At those times living was a torment for her. She couldn’t 

stand herself. And other people couldn’t stand her. I myself, as her analyst, 

couldn’t stand her.3

 

The doctor was stunned to learn just how many tranquilizers and antidepres-sants Clarice was taking. He himself did not prescribe them, aware of what had 
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happened a few years before when she fell asleep with a cigarette in her hand. A different doctor, and probably several, gave her whatever she wanted. “When she told me she took that amount of stuff I simply did not believe her. I said,  ‘Clarice, that’s unacceptable, bring it here and show me.’ She brought it, it was true. So she 

swallowed that colossal amount of medicine and even then often couldn’t sleep.” 4

The analysis having failed, and group analysis having only attracted tourists, Dr. Azulay offered Clarice, terrifi ed of being abandoned, another alternative. She could see him once a week, not as a patient but as a friend, and he would try to do what he could for her. “I think that was when I was most useful to her. That was when I thought: I’m not going to be her analyst, I’m going to be an advisor, confi dant, teacher. Clarice was very naïve, and people often took advantage of her. With her royalties, for example, it was always like that. And she didn’t have a father, a mother, anyone to help her with it. I liked her a lot and 

decided to be that person.”5
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In 1973, Pedro, twenty-fi ve years old, moved to Montevideo, where Maury was ambassador to the Latin American Free Trade Association. He had sought the posting in part because Montevideo was the closest foreign post to Rio, and there he could take the more active role he had always desired in the lives of his grown sons. This was especially essential for Pedro, the burden of whose illness Clarice could no longer carry alone. Isabel Gurgel Valente, Maury’s beautiful, aristocratic second wife, whom Clarice had so tormented during the fi rst years of her marriage, became an unexpected ally in the struggle to care for Pedro.

Isabel was interested in psychology—she later trained as a psychoanalyst— and cared so well for Pedro that Clarice’s feelings toward her changed com-pletely, from sullen resentment to gratitude. Clarice felt terribly guilty about her inability to cope with Pedro, but after all the long years of trying she was no longer strong enough to deal with his incurable schizophrenia. For a woman who had so eagerly wanted to be a mother and who was proud to say “There is no question that as a mother I am more important than as a writer,” this felt like 

a particularly bitter failure.6

Perhaps it was this failure that led Clarice to seek out children she could mother more successfully, and to fall into a childlike role herself. For the past few years, Clarice had been increasingly retreating from the adult world, as Olga Borelli stepped into the maternal role and Jacob David Azulay into the paternal. As she neared the end of her life, her memories of her happiest time, her early childhood, crept into her consciousness with increasing insistence. In a draft of Água viva, she wrote:
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I am walking a tightrope now because I’m not writing well. It’s because I’m 

hiding something. Here’s what it is: I bought a doll for myself. To sleep 

with me. I’m only a little bit embarrassed. But when I was a girl I wanted 

a pretty doll so badly. I only had those little ones made of rags. Filled with 

dried fl owers or straw. I had so much love to give. And now my love was so 

great that it became compulsive. She is pretty. I’ve already kissed her and 

hugged her. I sleep clutching her to me. I animate objects. She closes her 

eyes when she is horizontal. She just didn’t inherit my hair which is soft 

enough to drive you crazy: hers is shiny and rough. Her name is Laura. 

And now I have a girl—since I only had sons. She’s so sweet. Now I gave 

Laura to a poor girl because I wanted to see a girl happy.7

 

In the form of the doll, she was almost literally clinging to her childhood. Her desire to rediscover the rebelliousness that she had most memorably described in Near to the Wild Heart appears in another scene in Loud Object, which, like the passage above, did not make it to the fi nal draft:

 

I buy clothes ready-to-wear but I wanted to have a black knit dress made. 

I received it at home and expected a masterpiece. What it was was horrible. 

In a rage I ripped it to shreds with my two hands. The person watching 

said: but it still could have been adjusted! The little temperamental one. 

But I felt so good afterwards. So sated fi nally that I understood that I have 

to return to wildness every once in a while. I seek out the animal state. And 

every time I fall into it I am being me. And how good it is to do what you 

want without even thinking about it beforehand.8

 

The scene recalls the animal ferocity of Joana. But that wild young girl was pain-fully fading, even dying. In Água viva, she wrote:

 

On Sunday inebriated with the sun and with Jupiter I was alone in the 

house. I suddenly doubled over as if in childbirth—and I saw that the girl 

in me was dying. I will never forget that bloody Sunday. To heal the wound 

took days.

And here I am tough and silent and heroic. Without a girl inside me. 9
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To compensate for this loss, Clarice sought the company of children,10 and her mothering impulse now extended to Dr. Azulay’s precocious nine-year-old daughter, Andréa. Azulay had shown Clarice some of her writings, and Clarice 
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was instantly smitten by an intelligence and innocence that must have reminded her of her own. She wrote Andréa a letter:

 

To the beautiful princess Andréa de Azulay,

You need to know that you already are a writer. But don’t pay any atten-

tion to that, pretend you’re not. What I wish for you is to be known and 

admired only by a delicate but large group of people spread across the 

world. I hope that you never attain cruel popularity because that is bad 

and invades the sacred intimacy of our hearts. Write about eggs because 

that works. It also works to write about stars. And about the warmth that 

animals give us. Surround yourself with divine and human protection, 

always have a father and mother—write whatever you like without worry-

ing about anyone else. Do you understand?

A kiss on your princess hands.

Clarice11

 

Like so many of the artists she esteemed, Paul Klee, for example, Clarice admired and even envied the spontaneous felicity and unforced ease of child-hood expression. As her experience in creating Água viva had proven, that kind of writing was terribly diffi cult, even, or especially, for a mature artist who had spent years perfecting her language. “Make no mistake,” she later wrote, “I only 

achieve simplicity through hard work.”12

That simplicity came naturally to a child, who had none of the self- conscious  refi nement of the adult artist. For Clarice, caught in “the shipwreck of introspection,” Andréa’s lack of linguistic self-consciousness suggested an innocence now lost to her, a fi nal chance to relive the happy and innocent years when she too still had a father and a mother. In 1975, enchanted by her “spiritual daughter,”  Clarice published a small edition of Andréa’s stories, such as the following:

 

On a moonlit night something happened by the sea that is hard to describe. 

I was sitting on a bench, near the beach. It wasn’t very cold, but the waves 

like fans were calling the wind to dance an unknown dance. The sea was 

gray like the sky.

It turned blue-green and didn’t stop changing colors. Then the tide 

came in, came in . . . And then went back out, back out . . .

And everything stopped. The moon started to turn off and went dark. I went to sleep and dreamed about everything that happened by the 

sea. 13
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In her letters, Clarice sent the little girl ready-made phrases to use in her sto-ries. She also confi ded many of her fears, telling her, for example, of a nightmare: that she had left Brazil and returned to fi nd her name had been stolen. From their correspondence, it seems that Clarice imagined Andréa’s future literary career as completely as she imagined the buzz of the insects of the Italian summer after-noons of all those trips she never managed to take, offering a presumably baffl ed Andréa all sorts of practical advice about her career. The nine-year-old girl was “not to abuse commas,” “to always keep a simple humility in life as in literature,” and to “try to write in prose, even poetic prose, because from a commercial point 

of view nobody publishes books of poetry.” 14

Andréa, who eventually became a lawyer, grew very attached to Clarice and was hurt when her older friend, apparently going through a diffi cult time, tem-porarily vanished. “Why don’t you write?” the girl asked. “Why do you disguise 

your voice when you call to speak to Daddy?” 15 Clarice was still dependent on Andréa’s father, but her relationship with Andréa became one of the closest in her life. The two often shared meals together, and on one occasion Clarice took 

her to buy a puppy.16
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A puppy was a particularly appropriate gift for Andréa. Clarice was as drawn to animals as she was to children, and in similar ways; in her writings they are often inextricable. Where she writes about a child, or for children, she always writes about an animal, too. Her own childhood memories were inseparable from her memories of the animals—dogs, cats, hens—that surrounded her in Recife. The connection was so automatic that the fi rst chapter of her fi rst book, Near to the Wild Heart, is a memory of Joana as a girl, playing with the hens in the yard. Every one of the children’s books she later wrote concerns animals. As she grew older and increasingly nostalgic for childhood, her connection to animals grew stronger, and they take an ever more important role in her writing.

One animal in particular now became as close to Clarice as she was to Andréa Azulay: her dog Ulisses. This mutt’s eccentricity gave him a wide reputation for being as extraordinary as his owner, who wrote about him in several books and 

even composed an entire book in his voice, a children’s story called Almost True.17 In that book, Ulisses introduces himself by saying, “I’m a little impolite, I don’t always obey, I like to do whatever I want, I pee in Clarice’s living room.”

In the late 1960s, the director Luiz Carlos Lacerda, whose fi rst love, like  Clarice’s, had been Lúcio Cardoso, worked on a screenplay with Clarice based on “The Egg and the Hen.” Arriving at her apartment to discuss this project, 
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which never materialized, he sat on a sofa beneath a whole wall of portraits of the mistress of the house, an intimidating constellation of almond-shaped eyes staring down at him.

Clarice went into the kitchen, and he lit a cigarette, placing it in an ashtray when she came back in. When he reached back down for his cigarette, it had vanished. Baffl ed, he thought, It’s true what they say: the woman really is a witch. At a loss, he lit another, but after only a couple of minutes, it, too, disap-peared. By now completely spooked, he looked over to see Ulisses the dog spit-ting out the butt.

In 1974, a woman who came to interview Clarice (for the same magazine, O Pasquim, in which Henfi l had attacked her) was struck by the dog, “who madly swallowed all the cigarette butts, sometimes still partly lit, that the interviewers 

put out in the ashtray. . . . She calmly let him do whatever he wanted.”18 Ulisses was a part of her return to childhood, and to motherhood. She told an interviewer  that “I bought Ulisses when my sons grew up and went their own way. I needed to love a living creature who would keep me company. Ulisses is mixed-race, which guarantees him a longer life and a greater intelligence. He’s a very special 

dog. He smokes cigarettes, drinks whisky and Coca-Cola. He’s a bit neurotic.” 19
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Ulisses was a friend to Clarice, of course, and her love of animals and chil-dren was a love of their innocence and warmth. They eagerly absorbed the love that had brought her so many disappointments when directed at adults. Unlike  Clarice, increasingly sinking in the “shipwreck of introspection,” animals were 

enviably simple. “How I envy you, Ulisses, since all you do is be.”20

In all of Clarice’s writings, the animal, especially the horse, was a metaphysi-cal ideal, a union of “impression and expression.” The hens who laid eggs were intimately connected to the mystery of birth. And like children such as Andréa Azulay, animals had a special relationship to language. Animals and children, particularly babies, spoke a language that was not made of words with meanings, which Clarice always mistrusted, but of pure sound. 

Clarice had many names for her dog Ulisses: “Vicissitude,” “Pitulcha,” “Pornó-sio.” Her son’s name, Pedro, may have been ordinary enough, but when he was only a few months old his mother had already embroidered it spectacularly, as she wrote Elisa and Tania: “Euríalo (that’s Juquinha’s new name) is already receiving affection in your names. I’ll tell you straightaway what his names are: Juquinha, Euríalo, Júbilo, Pinacoteca, Vivaldi, Evandro, etc. He answers to any 

of these names. He also answers to any other name, he’s so dim-witted.”21
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This naming recalled an old habit of Clarice’s: when she was a little girl in Recife, she had even given names to all the tiles in her shower, and when Joana is fi rst encountered as a child, she has already established an unconscious link between an occult language and the world of animals, as in the dialogue from Near to the Wild Heart.

 

“Daddy, I made up a poem.”

  “What’s it called?”

  “Me and the sun.” Without waiting long she recited: “The hens who are 

in the yard already ate two earthworms but I didn’t see it.”

 

It is not a coincidence that “The Egg and the Hen” has an animal theme and is written in a language that is almost, but not quite, nonsensical. Another great story, “Dry Study of Horses,” is also abstract, and similarly is about animals. In her last book, the incomplete A Breath of Life: Pulsations, she writes:

 

If I could describe the inner life of a dog I would have reached a summit. 

Angela [the book’s protagonist] also wants to enter the living-being of her 

Ulisses. I was the one who transmitted to her this love for animals. . . .

Oh God, and I who compete with myself. I detest myself. Happily 

other people like me, that’s a relief. I and my dog Ulisses are mutts. . . .

I know how to speak a language that only my dog, the honorable Ulisses, 

my dear lord, understands. It’s like this: dacoleba, titban, ziticoba, letuban. 

Joju leba, leba jan? Tutiban leba, lebajan. Atotoquina, zefi ram. Jetobabe? 

Jetoban. That means something that not even the emperor of China would 

understand. 22

 

For her entire life as a writer, Clarice had pushed against the limits of language; here, abandoning intelligibility, she breaks through them entirely, attaining the ideal to which Água viva had alluded, when she aimed not at the mind but at the senses. In another fragment, not published in A Breath of Life, she explic-itly makes the link between nonsensical language and precisely those realms of life that are impossible to defi ne and describe: “Angela—Batuba jantiram lecoli? adapiu quereba sulutria kalusia. I enjoy speaking this way: it is a language that resembles an orgasm. Since I don’t understand, I hand myself over: tilibica 

 samvico esfolerico mazuba! I am the water of a lovely cistern.” 23

The “language that resembles an orgasm” is, like an orgasm itself, as far beyond intellect as the words “tilibica samvico esfolerico mazuba.” In this language, “impression and expression” are united. Without moral or human  meaning, 
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these words are the linguistic equivalents of the insides of the cockroach or the bark of a dog; like music, they are nothing but sound.

How could language, which by defi nition carries meaning, achieve a mean-ingless purity? The question had always intrigued Clarice Lispector. In Água viva, she had wanted to compose a kind of music of words, or a book that, like an abstract sculpture, could be seen (and not read) from an airplane. In A Breath of Life, she says that she wants to write a book that would be like a dance, “pure 

movement.”24

Delight in meaninglessness and sonorous words rings throughout Clarice Lispector’s work. Perseu, in The Besieged City, shares it:

 

“They feed on basic microvegetation, infusorials, etc.”

“Etc.!” he repeated brilliant, unconquerable. 25

 

The state-without-language is what Ulisses the dog had in common with  Martin: 

“he, too, pure, harmonious, and he too without meaning.”26

Still, Clarice’s writing, even at its most abstract, always has a comprehensible meaning, a human grammar. Nothing in her work resembles “tilibica samvico esfolerico mazuba.” These words call to mind the meaningless words the caba-lists created as a stimulus to meditation. For the Jewish mystic, creating and contemplating random combinations of letters was a path to hidden knowledge, and even a means of discovering the Holy Name itself: that word which, by defi nition, can belong to no human tongue.

But as the mystics also knew, a meaningless language is a mortal danger. Clarice was aware of this, too. She often mentioned, in The Foreign Legion, for example, her fear of “going too far” in her writing: “I restrain myself, as if hold-

ing the reins of a horse that could gallop off and take me God knows where.”27
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God knows where: it is no coincidence that the manuscript containing this non-sense is incomplete and would not be published in her lifetime. Even more than the cockroach of G. H., “tilibica samvico esfolerico mazuba” is the end of the search, artistic and spiritual, that Clarice Lispector had begun decades before, in Near to the Wild Heart, when she had sought “the symbol of the thing in the thing itself.”

Sounds, shapes, and movements can be independent of meaning. But lan-guage, by defi nition, cannot. The Name that is beyond human meaning cannot be pronounced. “I write through words that hide others—the true words. Since 
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the true ones cannot be named,” she wrote. 28 And so if Clarice Lispector had pursued a divine meaninglessness throughout her life, she knew, as she neared the end of that life, that senseless babble was as close as she was going to get to the “true words.”

Perhaps the best solution would have been to stop writing entirely. She increas-

ingly despaired of her “damned profession that gives no rest.” 29 But because she had to write, she could not say “Atotoquina, zefi ram.” Her own defi nition of madness, after all, was “losing the common language.” She was not kidding when, in A Breath of Life, she wrote, “And I—all that’s left for me is to bark 

at God.”30
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HEN IN BLACK SAUCE

 

“If I could describe the inner life of a dog I would have reached a summit,”  Clarice wrote, and though she did not try to describe the nonsensical language of animals she nonetheless wrote more and more for children, about animals. Her dog Ulisses was the protagonist of Almost True, written in the mid-1970s and published after her death, a book that is a kind of satire of the social fi ction then being produced by artists chafi ng at Brazil’s censorship and dictatorship.

Ulisses, the narrator, ventures to a neighbor’s yard and fi nds chickens being oppressed by a crooked fi g tree, who has entered into an alliance with a witch who has tricked the chickens into believing that the sun never sets. This atmo-spheric inversion makes the cocks crow themselves hoarse and wears out the hens, who lay eggs without rest. The fi g tree plans to sell the eggs and become a millionaire—until the poultry revolt. Victorious, the  chickens win back their right to sleep, crow, and lay eggs whenever they like.

The book has a magical, happy ending, as do all her books for children. But the best children’s literature is scary, and in a book published in 1974, Laura’s Intimate Life—dedicated to, among others, Andréa Azulay—Clarice does not spare the gore. “I understand a hen, perfectly. I mean, the intimate life of a hen, 

I know how it is,” she once said.1 She had grown up with hens, of course, and the hen and the egg form one of her central themes.

The short book’s heroine is a hen named Laura, the same name Clarice gave to the doll she bashfully confessed to buying in Loud Object. Laura’s intimate life (“I’ll explain right away what ‘intimate life’ means. It’s this: intimate life means that we don’t have to tell everyone what happens in our house”) is not especially 
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complex. 2 She is married to a vain cock named Luís who has an exaggerated idea of his infl uence over the sun. And she is terrifi ed of being killed.

As a prolifi c egg producer, she is not in immediate danger, or so she has been led to believe. Clarice tells some cute stories about Laura before abruptly informing her young readership, “There’s a way of eating hens called ‘hen in black sauce.’ Have you ever eaten it? The sauce is made with the hen’s blood. But you can’t buy a dead hen: she has to be alive and killed at home to be able to use the blood. And I don’t do that. I don’t kill hens. But it’s good food. You eat 

it with well-cooked white rice.” 3

This grisly recipe fascinated Clarice. She refers to it in Loud Object, and it is the subject of a conversation in An Apprenticeship:

 

I don’t remember what restaurant in Tijuca Forest has hen in black sauce, 

nice and dark because of the thick blood that they know how to make 

there. When I think of the voracious delight with which we eat the blood 

of others, I realize how brutal we are, Ulisses said.

I like it too, said Lori softly. Me of all people, who could never kill a 

hen, I like them so much alive, moving around their ugly necks and look-

ing for worms. Wouldn’t it be better, when we go there, to eat something 

else? she asked a bit fearfully.

Of course we should eat it, we have to remember and respect the vio-

lence we have. Small violences save us from greater. Who knows, if we 

didn’t eat animals, we would eat people in their blood. Our life is brutal, 

Loreley: we are born in blood and with blood the possibility of perfect 

union is forever cut: the umbilical cord. And many are they who die with 

blood spilled inside or out. We have to believe in blood as an important 

part of life. Brutality is love as well. 4

 

Laura, the hen, is a proud mother, and the references to the cruelty of the world and the umbilical cord in the passage from An Apprenticeship suggest that Clarice, here as so often, was thinking of her mother’s fate and, increasingly, her own. Previous assurances to the contrary, the same gloomy destiny hangs over an aging and less productive Laura.

 

The cook said to Miss Luísa, pointing at Laura:

“That hen isn’t laying many eggs and is getting old. Before she gets sick 

or dies of old age we could cook her in black sauce.”

“I won’t ever kill that one,” Miss Luísa said.
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Laura heard it all and was afraid. If she could have thought, she would 

have thought this: it’s much better to die being useful and tasty for people 

who always treated me well, these people for example who never once 

killed me. (The hen is so dumb that she doesn’t know you only die once, 

she thinks we die once a day.)

 

The choice falls on her fourth cousin, Zeferina, who that evening is served on a silver platter, “all cut into pieces, some nicely browned,” in a sauce of her own blood. As death seems to be inevitably nearing, Clarice rescues the hen with a dramatic deus ex machina, a one-eyed, chicken-size inhabitant of the planet Jupiter named Xext, “pronounced Equzequte.” He invites her to make a wish. “ ‘Ah,’ said Laura, ‘if it’s my destiny to be eaten, I want to be eaten by Pelé!’ ” Xext assures her that she will never be eaten, and that is that. “Laura is alive and well,” the story ends.

It is hard to read this story and not think of Clarice’s own childhood stories, the reason she became a writer in the fi rst place: to save another female threat-ened with an incomprehensible death. But the story’s gallows humor, and its ironic extraterrestrial denouement, belong to an adult, and Clarice, as much as she liked Laura, was not a sentimental child. She had not saved her mother, and though she saved Laura in the pages of the book, a real Laura would be sacrifi ced in honor of the one she invented.

“On the day Laura’s Intimate Life came out,” Olga Borelli remembered, “to cel-ebrate we went out to eat just that: a hen in black sauce. She then gave me a copy 

of the book with a dedication: ‘To Olga, to the little Laura whom we ate.’ ”5
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Laura’s Intimate Life was one of three books Clarice published in 1974. Her new-found prolifi cacy may have had something to do with a fi nancial situation that had sharply deteriorated since she lost her job at the Jornal do Brasil. Money had always been a worry for her. As she explained to a journalist in 1971, “I need money. The 

position of a myth is not very comfortable.”6 Her great dream, according to her 

son Paulo, was to get rich and to dedicate herself entirely to literature. 7

Since 1967, the newspaper had been her main source of income, and though she still had her alimony from Maury, she could not easily replace the money. After thirty years of publishing her highly regarded and sometimes best-selling books, which had been translated in countries from Czechoslovakia to  Venezuela, she earned almost nothing from them. This was not an exceptional situation. Even Brazil’s most important writers struggled. In the twentieth century, only 
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three writers managed to live from their books: Erico Verissimo, Jorge Amado, and Fernando Sabino.

In a group interview with Clarice at the end of 1976, her friend Affonso Romano de Sant’Anna remarked, “In a better organized, more developed coun-try, a writer like you would have . . . a comfortable standard of living. I think Clarice’s position refl ects the problem of the Brazilian writer.” Clarice expressed her wonderment that it could be otherwise: “A book that’s well received by the 

critics in the United States makes the author rich! A book!” 8

At this time, she approached several wealthier friends, including Marina  Colasanti and Maria Bonomi, offering to sell them some of her paintings.  Clarice had been portrayed by many of Brazil’s leading artists, and she still had the valuable De Chirico portrait. Maria Bonomi did not want to take advantage of her friend’s need and at the time could not afford what she thought would be a fair price. Marina Colasanti said that the subject came up every once in a while: “I remember going back to her house and the pictures were still there. 

I don’t think she ever really had to sell them.”9

To try to make ends meet, she began to translate English and French works, often for Álvaro Pacheco’s Artenova. For another publisher, she adapted classics for children, including the stories of Edgar Allan Poe and Oscar Wilde’s The Pic-ture of Dorian Gray. She also translated Burning Lights, the Yiddish memoir of Bella Chagall, Marc Chagall’s fi rst wife. She presumably translated this from the English or French, but the story of Mrs. Chagall’s childhood in Vitebsk, today in Belarus, would have kindled memories of the stories her family told her about their own past.

Clarice may not have chosen all the titles she translated, but she did have 

a choice with at least one publisher that employed her,10 and it is nonetheless remarkable how many of them deal with the same themes of crime, sin, and violence that so often appear in her own work. There were the Poe stories and Dorian Gray, there were two novels by Agatha Christie, and there was Anne 

Rice’s                                11 Interview with the Vampire . (She had once said that her “ideal would be 

to write something that at least in the title recalled Agatha Christie.”) 12

Perhaps the choice of books is a coincidence, but Clarice’s interest in crime was not simply metaphysical. “Though incapable of an act of violence,” Olga Borelli wrote, “she only watched powerful fi lms. Crime movies exercised a great attraction over her. . . . She enjoyed detective novels. Principally those of Georges 

Simenon.” 13 As early as 1946, in Rome, she had written to Elisa that she longed 

to be back in Brazil, where they could watch detective movies together.14 In a story published in 1974, she quoted Goethe: “There is no crime we have not 

committed in our thoughts.”15
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Her work as a translator was not distinguished, and she seems to have thrown her translations together in off hours. “I work quickly, intuitively,” she said. 

“Sometimes I check the dictionary, sometimes not.”16 This lassitude was partly inspired by the pittance she was paid. Álvaro Pacheco, who paid translators by the page, remembered the pathetic spectacle of Brazil’s greatest writer coming to his offi ce with a few pages at a time.

This did not encourage her to do her best. In 1976, one of Pacheco’s assis-tants chastised her translation of a French book. Among its faults were “entire sentences omitted,” “words translated by deduction, or by the closest sound to a Brazilian word,” “modifi cation of the meaning of words and even reversal of the sentence’s meaning.” She concluded haughtily, “I think that you have been assisted in this translation by someone who did not take the work very 

 seriously.”17
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Clarice’s nostalgia for childhood may have been growing more intense at this time because she herself was growing older. The fi re cost her the queenly beauty for which she had been famous and made her physically fragile. Her addictions to cigarettes and prescription drugs had weakened her. She was only fi fty-four when she published Where Were You at Night, the collection of stories she pub-lished in 1974. But sadness about growing old casts a shadow across the book, in which, for the fi rst time, she wrote about the melancholy and helplessness of aging.

In these short works, the fervently searching Clarice Lispector, the woman whose stunning ambition had not shied from direct confl ict with God and the universe, is no longer desperate, as she had been as recently as fi ve years earlier, in An Apprenticeship, to “humanize herself.” Life itself has humbled and domes-ticated her, and Where Were You at Night has none of the rebellion of Near to the Wild Heart, the rococo of The Besieged City, the heroic allegories of The Apple in the Dark, or the mystic glory of G. H.

The author of Where Were You at Night has retreated from her previously Himalayan heights, and her language refl ects a new modesty. The book is short, about a hundred pages, divided into seventeen stories. Its powerful and direct emotional appeal is typical of her last books. Through her characters—avatars of herself, as tenuously fi ctionalized as always—she is asking another question, so basic that it is unanswerable: What is a person to do with herself ?

The housewives of Family Ties, struggling to balance the demands of family and marriage, have given way to women who are struggling to fi nd a place for 
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themselves now that their husbands and children have departed. The title of the fi rst story, “In Search of a Dignity,” refers to this attempt to fi nd a new life for themselves once they have outlived their usefulness as wives and mothers.

In this story, Mrs. Jorge B. Xavier—she does not even have her own name—is on her way to a conference: “The conference might even have already started. She was going to miss it, she who made an effort not to miss anything cultural because that was how she kept herself young inside, since even on the outside nobody imagined that she was almost 70, everyone guessed she was around 

57.”18 En route, she gets trapped in the cavernous entrails of Rio’s immense Maracanã Stadium. It is an unexpectedly hot day, as hot as summer, though it is midwinter.

“There has to be an exit,” she repeatedly thinks, her panic increasing. At length a man turns up to help her, and she realizes that the meeting was not in the stadium but nearby. She does not want to appear crazy to the man who helps her fi nd her way out, but when she gets onto the street and into a taxi, she can remember only a part of the name of the street she is looking for. By the time she and the patient driver fi nally track down the address, she is exhausted, feeling foolish and old, and has to sit down.

As the man in the stadium and the taxi driver had done, an acquaintance at the conference takes charge of her, fi nding another taxi to take her home. She is an old woman, unable to fend for herself, being handed off from one caretaker to another. But the new taxi driver does not know the way to her neighborhood, and she cannot explain it. The streets, like the hallways of the stadium, feel like an exitless labyrinth. The driver hails down another taxi who knows the way, and hands her over to him.

Arriving at home, she throws herself onto her bed, her body “as anonymous as a hen’s,” awaking to a sexual fantasy about the matinee idol Roberto Carlos. “So the lady thought this: in my life there was never a climax as in the stories you read. The climax was Roberto Carlos. . . . There she was, trapped in an out-of-season desire just like the summer day in the middle of winter. Trapped in the tangle of the halls of Maracanã. Trapped in the moral secret of old women. She wasn’t used to being almost seventy years old, she lacked practice, she didn’t have any experience at all.” But she sees her weak old body: “Were her lightly rouged lips still kissable? Or was it by chance disgusting to kiss an old woman’s mouth?” “It was then that Mrs. Jorge B. Xavier bent brusquely over the sink as if she was going to vomit out her insides and interrupted her life with a shattering 

muteness: there! has! to! be! an! exiiiiit!” 19
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“The Departure of the Train,” the next story, also shows an old woman trying in vain to revolt against the irrelevance that age has forced upon her. As her long string of names suggests, Mrs. Maria Rita Alvarenga Chagas Souza Melo is a wealthy lady, “but you reach a certain point—and it doesn’t matter what you were.” Like Mrs. Jorge B. Xavier, Maria Rita is in search of dignity: “ ‘I’m old but I’m rich, richer than everyone else in this compartment. I’m rich, I’m rich.’ She glanced at her watch, more to see its thick gold than to see what time it was. ‘I’m very rich, I’m not just any old lady.’ But she knew, oh she knew very well that she 

was just any old lady, a little old lady spooked by the slightest things.” 20

She sits across from a younger woman, Angela Pralini, who has just left her lover. Angela watches Maria Rita as she thinks about the man she has left, 

 Eduardo, and “seeing the old Maria Rita was afraid to grow old and die.” 21

Clarice was never far from the surface of her fi ctions—Angela Pralini, for example, lost her mother when she was nine and has a dog named Ulisses—and in this story the irrepressible author suddenly bursts to the forefront.

 

The old woman was as anonymous as a hen, as a certain Clarice had said 

on the subject of a shameless old woman who was in love with Roberto 

Carlos. That Clarice made people uncomfortable. She made the old 

woman shout: there! has! to! be! an! exiiiiit! And there was. For example, 

that old woman’s exit was the husband who would be back the next day, 

it was the people she knew, it was her maid, it was an intense and fruitful 

prayer when faced with despair. Angela said to herself as if biting herself in 

rage: there has to be an exit. For me as for Maria Rita. 22

 

In a copy of the book Clarice gave to Autran and Lucia Dourado she scrawled, in the almost illegible handwriting that was a legacy of her injury in the fi re, “This book is no good. I’ll only make allowance for ‘In Search of a Dignity,’ ‘Dry Study of Horses,’ and ‘The Departure of the Train.’ ” “Dry Study of Horses” is a hallucinatory, abstract collection of short prose poems about horses that also includes a quick stylized summary of The Besieged City.

Many of the other stories had been published elsewhere, but to the three stories she approved of Clarice might also have added the title story, “Where Were You at Night.” As in “The Departure of the Train,” in which the voices of Angela and Maria Rita alternate and comment on each other, “Where Were You at Night” is a series of voices captured at random throughout a single night. In this kaleidoscope of characters, the author herself is close by: “ ‘My life is truly a novel!’ cried the failed woman writer.” The only Jewish character named as such anywhere in Clarice’s work also appears, perhaps a fi ctionalized memory of her 
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father: “ ‘I am Jesus! I am a Jew!’ screamed in silence the poor Jew.” Praying to God, he says, “Deliver me from the pride of being a Jew!” But if the story mourns this poor man and speaks of “the person living unanaesthetized the terror of life,” it also betrays the light touch and subtle wit that readers rarely expect, but frequently meet, in Clarice’s writing: “As a child Max Ernst was taken for Baby 

Jesus during a religious procession. Later he provoked artistic scandals.”23

Clarice combines this playfulness with the abstraction of “The Egg and the Hen” in the sparkling “Report on a Thing,” the thing being an alarm clock called Sveglia:

 

I went fi ve years without getting a cold: that is Sveglia. And when I got a 

cold it lasted three days. Then I had a dry cough. But the doctor prescribed 

me antibiotics and I got better. Antibiotics are Sveglia.

This is a report. Sveglia doesn’t allow stories or novels or anything else. 

It only allows transmission. It can hardly stand my calling this a report. 

I call it a report on the mystery. And I do what I can to make it a dry 

report like extra-dry champagne. But sometimes—I beg your pardon—it 

gets wet. A dry thing is made of sterling silver. Gold is already wet. Could 

I speak of diamonds in relation to Sveglia?

No, it just is. And in truth Sveglia has no intimate name: it remains 

anonymous. In any case God has no name: he remains perfectly anony-

mous: no tongue can pronounce his real name. 24
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PORNOGRAPHY

 

Like Mrs. Jorge B. Xavier and Mrs. Maria Rita Alvarenga Chagas Souza Melo, Clarice Lispector feared that she, “the failed woman writer,” had become out-moded, superfl uous. As Olga Borelli remembered, she quite literally did not know what to do with herself. “She always said: ‘Now what?’ Can you imagine being friends with someone who is constantly saying: ‘Now what?’ Now . . . let’s have something to eat, have tea in such and such a restaurant—we would go to the Méridien. We’d fi nish the tea, pay the bill, and she’d be asking: ‘Now what?’ Now we’re going home to watch TV. ‘Now what? Now what? Then what? Then 

what?’ Clarice was like that.”1

By the middle of the 1970s, Clarice’s reputation as an eccentric genius, more or less unfi t for society, had grown to legendary proportions. Autran and Lucia Dourado invited her to lunch almost every Sunday. In the late afternoon, sit-ting in their apartment, she would take a sleeping pill and begin removing her jewelry so that she would not fall asleep wearing her bracelets and earrings. They would put her in a cab and dispatch her to her house, where she sometimes arrived sound asleep.

When, in this “mystic phase,” she received them at her house, the lights were usually out, the curtains shut, a single candle flickering on the cof-fee table, half-illuminating the gallery of portraits that commemorated the vanished beauty of her youth. “Those who pray, pray to themselves, call-ing themselves by another name. The flame of the candle. Fire makes me pray. I have a secret pagan adoration for the red and yellow flame.” She was increasingly incapable of small talk. “God, death, matter, spirit” were 

the subjects of her everyday conversation.2 Every once in a while, though, 
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she resolved to reengage, and did so with characteristic élan. Olga Borelli remembered:

 

There were periods in which she made up her mind to break out of her soli-

tude and communicate with the outside world. She would repaint the walls 

in white, decorate the living room with foliage, have the maid polish her few 

pieces of silver, the chandelier, rearrange the paintings. She would make a 

guest list. She would take from the sideboard the crystal and china that she 

reserved for special occasions, spread out her best linen tablecloth, and order 

Rio’s most famous vatapá (she never had a good cook). She would light her 

long jasmine incense-burner, fi ll the ice bucket, bring out a bottle of whisky 

and lemon-juice cocktails, and torture herself waiting for the guests.3

 

These excursions into society were not always successful, as Olga’s friend Gilda Murray remembers. Once, Clarice and Olga had planned a birthday party for Clarice two months in advance. At the appointed hour, the guests, including Chico Buarque and Maria Bethânia, the famous singers, began to arrive. Clarice opened the door, very welcoming and polite, leading one guest after another into the living room. As more and more people appeared, Clarice turned, aston-ished, to Olga, and whispered, “What do you think got into them? It’s almost 

like they planned it!”4 She had no idea she had invited them.

On another occasion, Clarice’s old friend Walther Moreira Salles, who had been ambassador in Washington in the 1950s, invited her to what he described as an “intimate dinner.” When she arrived at his mansion in Gávea, one of the most beautiful houses in Rio de Janeiro, she found him waiting with two cou-ples she had never met. By the time the salad was being served, she had already decided to leave. Rising from her chair and pointing a fi nger at the ambassador, 

she shouted, “Walther, you betrayed me!” before storming out.5

What was Moreira Salles’s crime? When Clarice told Luiz Carlos Lacerda the story, he realized that she had no idea that her outrage might suggest that she and Walther were sexually involved. “Do you think I did something stupid?” she asked, utterly astonished. He thought she had. What would the other guests think? “But 

I didn’t know those people! There was absolutely no                 6 intimacy there!”

Moreira Salles had betrayed her by misusing a word.
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Despite her social diffi culties, Clarice was often invited to literary conferences. Affonso Romano de Sant’Anna and Marina Colasanti recall her at a seminar on 
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literary theory, where two scholars were discussing epistemology. Clarice  vanished. When Affonso called her to see if she was all right, she answered, “That whole 

discussion made me so hungry. I came home and ate an entire chicken.” 7

Alberto Dines remembers hearing her work discussed in terms of structural-ism. She leaned over and grumbled, “I don’t even have any idea what that is, structuralism.” For Dines, it was a very Jewish contrarianism, a way of mocking 

the pomposity of the grandees.8

Her irreverence hid a genuine frustration that she was not understood through the haze of terminology and theory. Nélida Piñon recalled her at yet another conference, where she “rose indignantly from her chair, ordering me to follow her.” She said, “Tell them that if I had understood a single word of all that, 

I wouldn’t have written a line of any of my books.”9

As a young writer, she had keenly followed critical appraisals and accepted even the harshest judgments. “Everything he says is true,” Clarice wrote Lúcio Cardoso about a devastating review of The Chandelier—though she added that the critic was acting “like the man who beats his wife every day because she must have done something.”

Now, with a lifetime of work behind her, she was no longer interested in the opinion of the critics. She proved this with the bravura of The Via Crucis of the Body, the last of the three books she published in 1974. The woman who had spent years revising her books now dashed one off in the course of a single weekend.

In Loud Object, she had written, “I wouldn’t write a story here because then it would be prostitution. I don’t write to please anybody. But it’s great when I do 

please. I have to follow the pure line and keep my ‘it’ uncontaminated.” 10 In Via Crucis, she explicitly links storytelling and prostitution.

The book is defi antly, spectacularly sexual in a way Clarice had never been before and would never be again. In its eighty-odd pages, we meet a drag queen, a stripper, a horny nun, a sixty-year-old lady with a teenage lover, a couple of murderous lesbians, an old woman masturbating, and an English secretary who has ecstatic intercourse with a being from the planet Saturn.

As a provocation to her critics, it is not subtle. (“She was subject to judg-ment,” the fi rst line of the fi rst story reads. “That is why she never told anybody 

anything.”)11 In a foreword that she calls an “explanation,” Clarice explains the book’s genesis. Her publisher at Artenova, Álvaro Pacheco, had commissioned three stories based on true events. At fi rst she hesitated, but, feeling a nascent inspiration, she decided to accept the challenge.

Just as she had when she started writing for the Jornal do Brasil, however, she distances herself from the whiff of whorishness she associated with writing 
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for money. “I simply want to say that I write on impulse and not for money,” she emphasizes on the fi rst page. Imagining the reactions, she uses a metaphor alluding to the punishment meted out to a biblical prostitute: “They will throw 

stones. Which hardly matters. I don’t joke around, I’m a serious woman.”12

She had her doubts about publishing the stories and asked Pacheco if she could use a pseudonym. He said she ought to be free to write whatever she wanted, and Clarice agreed. “One person”—this may have been Olga Borelli— “read my stories and said this isn’t literature, this is trash. I agree. But there is a 

time for everything. There is also a time for trash.” 13

It was less that she savored the provocation as that she increasingly did not care what people thought of her work. In the story “Day after Day,” she writes, “Who knows if this book is going to add something to my oeuvre. My oeuvre be damned. I don’t know why people think literature is so important. And as for 

my good name? it can be damned too, I have other things to worry about.” 14
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The Via Crucis of the Body added to Clarice’s reputation for being weird and unpredictable—and even, for the fi rst time, “pornographic.” Her interest in deviant sexuality did not, at least as far as is known, derive from personal experi-ence. As she writes in her preface, “If there are indecencies in these stories it’s not my fault. Needless to say they didn’t happen to me, my family, or my friends. 

How do I know? Knowing. Artists know things.”15

Some friends found her touchingly naïve on the subject of sex. Maria Bonomi, who left her husband to begin a relationship with a woman around this time, was peppered with “technical questions” by an intrigued Clarice. This interest is further substantiated by a tantalizingly brief and possibly apocryphal reference to Clarice’s having “swapped imported pornographic magazines” with the cel-

ebrated poet Carlos Drummond de Andrade. 16

“I was even frightened . . . by how much I knew about the subject,” she told an interviewer when the book came out. “Álvaro gave me three ideas, three facts that really happened: an Englishwoman who said she had slept with an alien; a woman in Minas who thought she had been impregnated by the Holy Ghost; and the Argentine man who lived with two women. The rest was my 

 imagination.” 17

Despite the exoticism of some of its settings and characters, only a person of the most rigid and archaic moral principles could fi nd the book scandalous.  Clarice’s tone ranges from the serious to the farcical, as in “The Body,” in which two women who share a male lover kill him and bury him in the garden, where 
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he provides excellent mulch for their roses. The stories are written with a free-dom and spontaneity that Clarice must have found exhilarating.

The Via Crucis of the Body is remarkable as a portrait of Clarice’s creative life captured in real time, her fi ction intruding into her everyday life, and her existence as a mother and a housewife constantly penetrating and undermining her fi ction. The imaginative, “fi ctional” stories alternate with diary-like notes of her daily activities: the phone rings; she runs into a man she used to know; her son Paulo arrives for lunch. These alternating tableaux add up to a picture of May 11 to 13, 1974, the days Clarice spent writing the book. That weekend, on Sunday, May 12, signifi cantly included Mother’s Day. And the theme that unites the collection is not, in fact, sex. It is motherhood. A transsexual has an adopted daughter, to whom he is a “true mother.” The woman who bears an immacu-

lately conceived child knows that he will walk the via crucis: “They all do.”18

In the parts of the book that include her day-to-day jottings, Clarice writes, “My dog is scratching his ear and with so much delight that he’s even moaning. I am his mother.” Meeting a wreck of a man, once a promising poet she had known in college, she writes, “Today is Sunday, May 12, Mother’s Day. How 

can I be a mother to this man?”19 On that same day, Clarice’s son Paulo remem-bered, they went out to lunch to celebrate. When she was paying, “in place of dating the check the 10th of May (maio) she wrote the 10th of mother (mãe),

1974.”20
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The most shocking aspect of the book has to do precisely with the connection between motherhood and illicit sex, though there is nothing teasing or porno-graphic about the fact that on Monday, May 13, 1974, the day after Mother’s 

Day, Clarice Lispector wrote her only explicit description of rape.21

“Pig Latin” is a story about Cidinha, a prim English teacher from Minas Gerais, who is on a train to Rio de Janeiro. Two men enter her compartment, “one tall, thin, with a small moustache and a cold look in his eyes, the other short, potbellied, and bald.” “There was an uneasiness in the wagon. As if it were too hot. The girl worried. The men on alert. My God, the girl thought, what do they want from me? There was no answer. And to top it all off she was a virgin. 

Why, but why had she thought about her own virginity?”22

The men begin speaking an incomprehensible tongue, which Cidinha soon recognizes as pig Latin. But she has to pretend not to understand, because they are saying that as soon as the train enters a tunnel they will rape her. “Save me, Virgin Mary! save me! save me!” she inwardly begs, as the men prattle in the 
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childish language. They can always kill her, they say, if she puts up a fi ght. Light-ing a cigarette to buy some time, inspiration strikes her: “If I pretend to be a prostitute, they’ll lay off, they don’t like sluts.”

 

So she hitched up her skirt, grimaced sensually—she didn’t even know she 

knew how, so little did she know about herself—opened some buttons to 

leave her breasts halfway exposed. The men suddenly startled.

“Eshay isway azycray.”

She’s crazy, they meant.

And there she was boogying like a samba dancer from the slums.23

 

The men laugh at her, and her antics are spotted by the conductor, who decides that he’ll turn her in to the cops at the next station. When she is escorted onto the platform, a young woman with a suitcase gets in, casting the whorish Cidinha a disparaging gaze. Cursed and despised, Cidinha spends three days in 

jail. “There was a fat cockroach crawling across the fl oor.” 24

When she is fi nally released, she takes the next train to Rio. “So little did she know about herself ”: to her terror, she realizes that “when the two had talked of raping her, she had wanted to be raped. She was brazen. Iway amway away ookerhay. That was what she discovered. Eyes downcast.” Walking through the streets of Rio, she sees a newspaper headline. A girl has been raped and mur-dered in a train. “So it had happened. And to the girl who had looked down 

on her.”25

Without Cidinha’s unexpected realization that she had desired the men, “Pig Latin” would lose much of its impact. For Clarice, who found God inside a roach, the conventional, moral solution was never attractive. Still, perversely, this is a happy ending. The way she defl ects her protagonist’s rape recalls the stories she told as a child, her vain attempts to cure her mother. The horror is transferred from a woman with a name and a history to someone anonymous— as if by magic.
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THE WITCH

 

“Trash indeed,” huffed the leading newsmagazine Veja, reacting with foreseeable 

thickness to the bait in The Via Crucis of the Body.1 “One critic said it was trash, 

dirty, unworthy of me,” said an unsurprised Clarice.2 Even the Jornal do Brasil, where she had worked for so many years, piled on. Its critic opined that “it would have been better not to have published the book, rather than being forced 

to defend herself with this phony contempt for herself as a writer.”3

“My kids liked it and that’s the judgment that interests me the most,” Clarice said. “Usually, after reading reviews of my work, positive or negative, I stop writ-

ing for two or three days in order to forget that I’m a writer.”4 The subject of good and bad literature, of “being a writer,” in any case no longer interested her. 

“Any cat, any dog is worth more than literature,” she wrote in Via Crucis.5

The literature of Clarice Lispector, however, was increasingly interesting to others, both at home and abroad. The pornographic tingle that attached itself to her name with the publication of Via Crucis added to her notoriety in Brazil, and by the time the book appeared in mid-1974 she already enjoyed a wide reputation throughout Latin America.

In August 1974, she was with her friend and fellow writer Lygia Fagundes Telles in Cali, Colombia, for another conference. They had traveled together in the same plane, which suddenly started to bounce around wildly in the air. Seeing Lygia’s alarm, Clarice took her arm and laughed. “Don’t worry,” she said, 

“because my card-reader already told me, I’m not going to die in a disaster!”6

Once they had arrived intact, Clarice, as usual, avoided the bigwigs, pre-ferring to walk around the city. In August of the next year, she returned to  Colombia. This appearance, though brief and by most accounts unremarkable, 
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has become a central part of the legend of Clarice Lispector. Perhaps impressed by her appearance in Cali the year before, a Colombian aristocrat named Simón González invited her to participate in his First World Congress of Sorcery: 

 

We feel that this will be for you an important experience, eminently 

revealing, fraught with new insights, whether your fi eld of research be 

witchcraft or parapsychology, astrology or alchemy, ancient magic or 

modern sorcery, extrasensory perception or any other of the countless 

means whereby men and women become aware not only of capacities 

ordinarily untapped within themselves but also of a pulsing reality beyond 

their senses, and mystic realms of love, joy, and power never attained by 

unbelievers.7

 

“Everyone is having a convention these days. So why not Satan?” the Evangel-

ical Missions Quarterly            8 wondered. And Satan, sure enough, did it in style, luring notables such as the spoon-bending Uri Geller to Bogotá, where two thousand people paid $275 to participate in the gathering’s forty seminars, and where an estimated 150,000 individuals, presumably less committed, visited the various occultists offering their services and wares in a hall open to the public. The spectacular opening, the New York Times reported, on a stage dominated by “a huge white plaster reproduction of a pre-Columbian idol,” featured “150 young women in black and colored robes swirling to a voodoo dance on a moonlit 

outdoor stage.”9

Perhaps not surprisingly, the press took a somewhat patronizing interest in Clarice’s participation in the convention, even before she left Rio. She herself took it seriously. “At the conference I plan to listen more than speak,” she told Veja. “I will only talk if I can’t avoid it, but I will speak about the magic of the natural phenomenon, since I think it is entirely magic that a dark and dry seed contains within it a brilliant green plant.” Creating another one of the paradoxes that were a trademark, she said, “Magic as well is the fact that we invented God 

and that, miraculously, He exists.” 10

She prepared several versions of a speech but did not read any of them.11 Instead, she limited herself to a brief introduction that summed up her entire approach to writing and its relationship with the world it refl ects and creates:

 

I have little to say about magic. In truth I think that our contact with the 

supernatural must be made in silence and in a profound solitary medita-

tion. Inspiration, in all forms of art, has a touch of magic because creation 

is a thing that is absolutely inexplicable. No one knows anything about 
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it. I do not think that inspiration comes from outside, from supernatural 

powers. I suppose that it emerges from the deepest I of a person, from the 

deepest individual, collective, and cosmic unconscious. But it is also true 

that everything that has life and is called by us “natural” is in truth as inex-

plicable as if it were supernatural. It happens that all I have to give you is 

just my literature. Now someone is going to read in Spanish a text I wrote, 

a kind of story called “The Egg and the Hen” which is really mysterious 

for me and has a secret symbology. I ask you not to listen only with your 

reason because, if you just try to reason, everything that will be said will 

escape your understanding. If a dozen listeners feel my text I will consider 

myself satisfi ed.12

 

Clarice was very fat, the Mexican journalist Horácio Oliveira recalled, and her lipstick a loud shade of red. She sat silently while, to the amusement of the audience, someone reading her story rambled on for two hours about an egg. “Nobody understood a word,” Oliveira said. After it was translated and printed, Oliveira wrote, everyone understood it was the most brilliant thing at the con-

ference.13 But Clarice had no illusions about the impression she made. “My presentation, in English, was not a resounding success,” she reported. “ ‘The Egg and the Hen’ is mysterious and does indeed have a bit of occultism. It is a diffi cult and profound story. That is why I think the audience, very mixed, would have been happier if I had pulled a rabbit out of my hat. Or fallen into a trance. Listen, I never did anything like that in my life. My inspiration does not come from the supernatural, but from unconscious elaboration, which comes to the surface as a kind of revelation. Moreover, I don’t write in order to gratify 

anybody else.”14

When she returned home, she was besieged by the press, until, “worn down by persistence or perhaps fatigue,” she conceded an interview to the same jour-nalist who had met her before the trip. She emphasized that the reports of her walking around Bogotá dressed in black were mistaken. “For her, the reporter who saw her strangely dressed and covered with amulets was the victim of poor 

vision, excessive imagination, or bad faith.”15

As usual, though, the mythology was resistant to facts. The few days she spent in Colombia were enough to earn her a lasting moniker: “the great witch 

of Brazilian literature,” in Affonso Romano de Sant’Anna’s phrase. 16 “Be careful with Clarice,” her old friend Otto Lara Resende told the Canadian writer Claire Varin when she came to Brazil to do research on Clarice. “It’s not literature. It’s 

witchcraft.” 17
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Ironically, or psychically, enough, Clarice seems to have anticipated this latest wrinkle in her legend, even before she heard of the Bogotá conference. The year before, in Where Were You at Night, she had imagined a ditzy journalist calling up a friend: “Claudia, sorry for calling so early on a Sunday! But I got up with a fabulous inspiration: I’m going to write a book about Black Magic! No, I didn’t read that book about the Exorcist, people said it was no good and I don’t want everybody saying I copied it. Think about it. Human beings have always tried to communicate with the supernatural, from ancient Egypt with the secret of the Pyramids, to Greece with its gods, to Shakespeare in Hamlet. Well, I’m going to 

do it too.” 18
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Back in Rio, Clarice announced, as she did periodically, that she was tired of, “indeed nauseated by,” literature. This was not a pose: writing increasingly exhausted her and she feared it had become an obsessive tic. “I am writing because I don’t know what to do with myself,” she wrote in one of the fragments that would become A Breath of Life. “I mean: I don’t know what to do with my 

spirit.”19

She was tired of writing, but she was equally unable to halt the restless cre-ative urge that throughout her life had pushed her from one experiment to the next. Just as Lúcio Cardoso turned to painting after his stroke made it impossi-ble for him to use language, Clarice, too, began to paint. She had been dabbling in painting since the time of Água viva. In the fi rst versions of the manuscript, the narrator is a writer; in the published version she has been transformed into a painter.

That book began with Michel Seuphor’s evocation of a “painting totally free of dependence on the fi gure—or object—which, like music, illustrates nothing, tells no story, and launches no myth.” Água viva was full of allusions to painting and its connection to creation: “And now just as in painting all I say is: egg and 

that is enough.”20 In Vision of Splendor, an anthology of mainly older works she published in 1975, she wrote, “If I knew how to paint, I would struggle to man-

age to paint the complete shape of an egg.”21

By the middle of 1975, she was painting in earnest. Olga Borelli published a note in which Clarice described the process by which she began producing these weird works. “What relaxes me, incredible as it may seem, is painting,” she said. “Without being in any way a painter, and without learning any tech-nique. I paint so badly it’s not even funny and I don’t show my quote-unquote 
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 ‘paintings’ to anyone. It’s relaxing and at the same time exciting to play with 

colors and forms for no reason at all. It’s the purest thing I do.”22

Many of her pictures have the same fascination as certain of her abstract writings. Like Água viva, they give the impression of having been composed without any modifi cation or elaboration, of being “brainstorms.” But unlike the  painstakingly refi ned Água viva, their colors and forms were, in fact, applied directly, without subsequent editing, to their wooden supports. Clarice could not polish her paintings as she could her words, and this immediacy gives them a primitive, visceral impact.

“I painted a picture that a friend advised me not to look at because it would hurt,” Clarice said. “I agreed. Because in this painting which is called fear I managed to express, maybe even magically, all the fear-panic of a being in the 

world.” 23 Dated May 16, 1975, Fear shows a bright blob dabbed with eyes and a mouth, hurtling through black space. Looking at it, one might recall what a man said in Washington after reading “The Buffalo,” included in Family Ties:

“He said the whole story seemed to be made of entrails.”24

She did not, in fact, have any training in painting, but it is not true that she had no technique. “I am so upset that I never perfected what I invented in paint-ing,” she wrote in A Breath of Life. “Or at least I’ve never heard of this way of painting: it consists of taking a wooden canvas—Scotch pine is the best—and paying attention to its veins. Suddenly then a wave of creativity comes out of the subconscious and you go along with the veins following them a bit—but 

maintaining your liberty.”25

Using this method, she created Rorschach-like images that do indeed seem to be direct fl ashes of her subconscious life. They have none of the beauty of the language that made her famous. But it may have been easier for her to use color and form to reach the state “beyond thought” that she had sought in mystical writings such as The Passion According to G. H. or Água viva. After a lifetime of writing, her mastery of her language was so complete that she now had to delib-erately seek its roughness and novelty.

In language, she feared that she could not attain “the symbol of the thing in the thing itself ” without being reduced to gibberish and “barking at God.” Per-haps in painting, without the imperfection of words, she could reach that goal more directly. The goal, though, was unchanged. “My ideal,” she wrote, “would 

be to paint a picture of a picture.”26
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THE THING ITSELF

 

“A picture of a picture,” a representation of a representation, the symbol of the thing in the thing itself: the ideals Clarice sought in her painting inevitably came from, and led her back to, her writing. The phrase above, like so many of her thoughts on painting, appears in A Breath of Life (Pulsations), the book she 

began sketching out around 1974.1

She would not live to see it published. At her death, a mountain of fragments remained to be “structured” by Olga Borelli. But if an unfi nished, posthumously published work necessarily feels incomplete, and if readers will naturally wonder if what we are reading is what the author would have wanted us to read, A Breath of Life, like so many of Clarice Lispector’s works, achieves “the precious and pre-cise harmony between expression and substance” to an almost spooky degree.

Not only published but also, to some extent, written after Clarice’s death, A Breath of Life is completed and perfected precisely by its incompletion and imperfection. This is the kind of uncanny paradox in which she had always delighted, and it was exactly what she anticipated and intended when writing it: “This I suppose will be a book made apparently out of shards of a book. But in fact it is about portraying quick fl ashes of me and quick fl ashes of my character Angela. I could grab onto every fl ash and go on about it page after page. But it so happens that the essence of the thing is sometimes in the fl ash. . . . My  life  is 

made of fragments and that’s how it is for Angela.”2

These fragments form a dialogue between an author and a character, Angela Pralini, the same name Clarice used for the woman in the train in Where Were You at Night. A discarded subtitle of Água viva was “Monologue with Life,” and A Breath of Life could be called a dialogue with life, between a godlike artist who 
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infuses the breath of life into his creation, and that speaking, breathing, dying creation herself: Angela Pralini.

The miracle of creation through words was the same wonder that had always fascinated Clarice, but in her other meditations on the subject, The Apple in the Dark, for instance, the fi ctional edifi ce is less visible, the author hidden in the tangles of her dense and allusive allegory. The author and her creation were often identical: “I am Martin,” Clarice said in an interview, referring to the protago-

nist of                           3 The Apple in the Dark . This was exactly what Álvaro Lins had criticized in Near to the Wild Heart, speaking of its “feminine” incapacity to disguise the author in her work: “There is, however, in masculine temperaments, a greater tendency to hide the author behind his creations, to disconnect from the fi n-ished and completed work. That means that a writer can put all of his personal-ity into a work, but diluting himself inside it so that the spectator sees only the object and not the man.”

This was not a criticism that Clarice Lispector had taken to heart, to say the least. In her last books, the identity of the divine author with her creations reaches a poetic climax. In A Breath of Life, both Angela and the male author character Clarice interposes between herself and Angela are Clarice Lispector, far more than any of her previous creations had been. Even in a body of work as richly autobiographical as Clarice’s, no character, not Martin or Joana or G. H., had ever been as boldly and transparently Clarice. Angela says:

 

The object—the thing—always fascinated me and in a certain sense 

destroyed me. In my book The Besieged City I speak indirectly of the mys-

tery of the thing. A thing is a specialized and immobilized animal. Years ago 

I also described a wardrobe. Then came the description of an immemorable 

clock called Sveglia: an electric clock that terrifi ed me and that would terrify 

any living person in the world. Then it was the telephone’s turn. In “The 

Egg and the Hen” I talk about the crane. It is my timid approach to the 

subversion of the living world and of the threatening world of the dead. 4

 

The male author, Angela’s purported creator, also bears certain similarities to Clarice Lispector, though she distances him with irony. “I never had a vocation for writing,” he says, “the number fascinated me since I was a boy. The only reason I awkwardly and daily write down notes is because I can’t have a conversa-

tion with my wife.” 5

There is more to this distancing than irony, though. Clarice emphasizes over and over again the fi ctional qualities of this and all writing. Angela and “the author” are her creations; so, too, is the “I”. “The I who appears in this book is 

The Thing Itself    357

 

not I. It is not autobiographical, you all know nothing of me. I never have told 

you and I never shall tell you who I am. I am all of yourselves.”6
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Painting had prepared Clarice for her new experience in writing. After returning from Bogotá, she described her two previous books, Where Were You at Night and The Via Crucis of the Body, as “light” and “direct,” and announced that she would not be continuing in that direction: “I am afraid of acquiring a detest-able facility. I don’t want to write out of habit but out of necessity, as has been the case until now. A while ago I thought about stopping, but a desire came to me that was so strong that I started again. Today, I am thinking once again about abandoning literature. If I continue, it will be the old Clarice Lispector, since my vein of ‘light’ literature has run out. But the experience was important. After all, 

profundity is not the only thing that exists. The surface is a real aspect.” 7

Just how much she understood of the surface as “a real aspect” is most imme-diately visible in her paintings. Her technique is the opposite of the trompe l’œil. By allowing herself to follow the grain of the wood she painted over, she covers the surface at the same time that she calls attention to its reality, and thus to the artifi ciality of her own creation. She is not trying to make a piece of canvas look like wood or marble. She is not creating a fake surface but, by following the contours suggested by a natural surface, making that natural surface reveal its depths. The tension between the “natural” and the “invented,” between the “real aspect” of the surface and the profundity of human artifi ce, is the source of the paintings’ disquieting power.

In A Breath of Life, Angela Pralini is a painter. More signifi cantly,  Angela Pralini is a painting, the “picture of a picture” that Clarice sought, and A Breath of Life is a picture of Clarice creating her. In creating the character, she does not strive to paint over the raw material, in this case the author herself; the canvas is never occulted by the creation overlaying it. Few characters in fi ction are as self-consciously fi ctional, as obviously avatars of their creator, as Angela Pralini.

“I call the grotto by its name and it begins its murky life,” Clarice had written in Água viva of one of her paintings. The process of infusing a “breath of life” into inanimate objects was one of her oldest mystical themes; the link between language and creation was the same link that she had pondered so poetically in her many books, in The Apple in the Dark, for instance, or in Virginia’s rumi-nation on the anise liquor. “The thought . . . was the taste of anise,” she wrote three decades earlier in The Chandelier. Now Clarice’s thought about Angela Pralini is Angela Pralini. “Does Angela feel that she is a character?” the author 
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wonders. “Because as for me I sometimes feel that I am someone’s character. It is 

 uncomfortable being two: I for me and I for others.” 8

At the same time, Clarice longs to be two. She desperately longs to be some-one other than herself. With Angela, and with her male “author,” Clarice is liter-ally trying to escape her own self. “Angela is my attempt to be two.” And: “I and Angela are my interior dialogue—I in conversation with myself. I am tired of 

thinking the same things.” 9

Plagued by these doubts about the fragility and the reality of her creation, the divine author nonetheless revels in the creation: “As I was saying: it was God who invented me. And so do I—as in the Greek Olympiads the athletes who ran passed forward the burning torch—so too do I use my breath and invent Angela 

Pralini and make her a woman.” 10
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The two characters enter into an incantatory dialogue that lasts throughout the book, shedding names, changing roles, and engaging in mystical speculations that burn with a fi erce intensity as the author, in this case the “real” author,  Clarice Lispector, feels her death approaching.

 

 author:   I am in love with a character I invented: Angela Pralini. Here she 

is speaking:

 angela:   Ah how I would love to have a languid life.

I am one of the interpreters of God.

 author:   When Angela thinks about God, is she thinking about God 

or me?

 angela:   Who makes my life? I feel that someone orders me about and 

destines me. As if someone created me. But I am also free and do 

not obey orders. 11

 

Angela has been planning a “novel of things,”12 but the author knows she will not fi nish it. Like the young Clarice, who only fi nished law school because of a friend’s taunt that she never fi nished anything, the author notes that “Angela never fi nishes what she starts. Second because the random notes for her book are all fragmentary and Angela doesn’t know how to unify and construct. She will 

never be a writer.” 13

But as in law school, it is Clarice herself who cannot fi nish what she started. Page after page, the author wonders what to do with Angela. By this, it becomes clear, she means whether to allow Angela, and thus herself, to die. The author 
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has given her life, and the author now must decide whether, and how, to unmake it. “And suddenly—suddenly! a revolted and demoniacal avalanche bursts up inside me: I’m wondering whether it’s worth it for Angela to die. Do I kill her? 

does she kill herself ?” the “author” writes. “I want to justify death.”14

Yet Clarice still cannot justify Angela’s. She tries throughout to fi nd a way to let her character go. “At the hour of my death—what do I do? Teach me how 

to die. I don’t know,” Angela implores. 15 But Clarice Lispector, at the end of her own life, is still addicted to the spells she cast as a child, still searching for the words that might mean salvation. At the very end of the book, an eerie and astonishing paragraph recalls Clarice’s very fi rst magical stories:

 

Last night I had a dream within a dream. I dreamed that I was calmly 

watching actors working on a stage. And through a door that was not 

locked men came in with machine guns and killed all the actors. I began to 

cry: I didn’t want them to be dead. So the actors got up off the ground and 

said: we aren’t dead in real life, just as actors, the massacre was part of the 

show. Then I dreamed such a good dream: in life we are actors in an absurd 

play written by an absurd God. We are all participants in this theater: in 

truth we never shall die when death happens. We only die as actors. Could 

that be eternity?16

 

She could not save her mother, but she still hoped to save someone, even a character as unabashedly artifi cial as Angela Pralini, and Clarice’s desire—“I am looking for someone whose life I can save. The only one who allows me to 

do this is Angela. And as I save her life, I save my own” 17—gives the book its tragic magnifi cence. This is no longer a fi ctional author talking. This is Clarice  Lispector.

Clarice knew all too well that if she let Angela die, she herself would have to follow. On the very last page she spares her creation, allowing her to drift off, a fi gure vanishing from a stage: “I pull back my gaze my camera and Angela starts 

getting small, small, smaller—until I can see her no longer.”18 Angela may have been the painting of a painting—“The I who appears in this book is not I”—but she was also quite literally Clarice. Olga Borelli understood that the connection was not theoretical: “She asks to die. . . . I left out one sentence. I left it out to spare the family’s feelings. I mean, the book was fragments, and one fragment touched me deeply, in which she says ‘I asked God to give Angela a cancer that she can’t get rid of.’ Because Angela doesn’t have the courage to kill herself. She needs to, because she says ‘God doesn’t kill anyone, it’s the person that dies.’ 

Clarice also said that everyone chooses the way they die.” 19
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LISPECTORIAN SILENCE

 

On November 28, 1975, after a Thanksgiving dinner with his daughter,  Clarissa, and her American family, Erico Verissimo died in Porto Alegre. Clarice was stunned. “It was such a shock that my blood pressure dropped to almost zero and I had to lie in bed, without the strength to move so much as my hands,” she wrote Mafalda. “Excuse me for letting you down at a time like this. I too wanted to see you in order to—as incredibly illogical as it seems—, for you to 

console me.”1

For Clarice it was a sad end to a tough year, one that included publishing headaches, as so often before. Early in the year, Álvaro Pacheco’s Artenova had brought out a compilation of the interviews she had done through the years with notable Brazilians, under the title The Whole Body. This brought to fi ve the number of books she had published with him: Água viva, The Via Crucis of the Body, Where Were You at Night, and the anthology The Imitation of the Rose.

“Artenova wasn’t a publisher, it was a printing press,” said Alberto Dines, 

who was also published there for a time.2 Clarice liked Pacheco at fi rst, when he took a chance on Água viva. But she, a perfectionist in her writing, loathed the slovenliness with which her books were published. Especially compared with the stylish editions Autor and Sabiá had produced for her, the Artenova productions do indeed stand out as astonishingly ugly. The fi rst edition of The Via Crucis of the Body, for example, is decorated with an inexplicably grotesque brownish-yellowish African mask. 

But she let this slide until she began to feel that he was cheating her out of her royalties. “He didn’t enjoy paying authors for their work,” Dines said of Pacheco. 
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“He thought he was doing authors a favor by  publishing them.” Despite her legal training, Clarice had never been able take care of her own contracts; this incompetence when it came to business was part of the childlike helplessness Dr. Azulay had noticed. But now, when her paychecks became too insultingly piti-ful, even she smelled a rat. “Even published in Portugal and translated in France, the United States, and other countries, and even with my work published in countless school anthologies of Brazilian authors, I never could live exclusively from literature. The reason, however, is not that the public isn’t interested in my 

work, but an unjust exploitation that only benefi ts publishers.”3

She rang Artenova to discuss the matter. After several attempts, she managed to schedule a meeting with Pacheco and immediately got into a taxi. Arriving thirty minutes later, she was told to wait: the boss had gone out to lunch with a group of foreigners. When he fi nally returned, a leisurely two hours later, he gave her a grand total of 140 cruzeiros: her royalties for half a year, for all fi ve books. Olga said that she never saw Clarice so enraged. She stormed out and gave the 

money to a beggar.4

Her friend Nélida Piñon, a novelist of Spanish parentage who was well- connected in her ancestral country, put her in touch with Carmen Balcells, the Barcelona literary agent who represented so many fi rst-rate Latin Ameri-can authors, from Gabriel García Márquez to Júlio Cortázar and Mario Vargas Llosa. (“When Cervantes appeared,” the Mexican writer Carlos Fuentes said, 

“Carmen Balcells was right there.”) 5 At long last, but still years after it would have made a difference in her career, Clarice had professional representation.
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With these unpleasant chapters behind her, 1976 was shaping up to be a better year. Early on, Clarice consulted the I Ching. “What attitude should I take in 1976?” she asked the ancient Chinese text. “What awaits me this year?”

 

Answer: 42. “I win.”

How should I do my book?

Answer: 8 of “Unity, Coordination.”

Will I have sublimity, daring, perseverance?

Response: 55. “Abundance.”6

 

The book was right, after a fashion. She would have “abundance” of a wide-spread and sustained recognition that throughout most of her life had arrived only in reluctant bits and pieces. A bit amazed by all the attention, she made 
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note of everything that had been happening, as if she couldn’t believe her good fortune.

 

This year there is so much happening around me, God knows why, since 

I don’t know. 1) The Colóquio Letras [a Portuguese literary magazine] asked 

me for a story; 2) the Argentine literary magazine Crisis, considered perhaps 

the best in Latin America, asked me for an interview; 3) Manchete inter-

viewed me; 4) a paper from São Paulo interviewed me; 5) Bogotá invited 

me; 6) students from the Communications Department in São Paulo are 

making a non-profi t fi lm based on a novel of mine, An Apprenticeship; 7) 

TV Globo scheduled a “special” adapted from one of my stories for next 

January; a magazine invited me to do a book review section (I turned them 

down because I’m not a critic, and because I wanted to avoid the fuss of 

having my name in the spotlight); 8) I was invited to the city of Marília, in 

São Paulo, for a debate with students; 9) lots of unknown people call me, 

even more than before, to talk and sometimes to confess; 10) I’m going to 

be invited by the professor and critic Affonso Romano de Sant’Anna to 

speak with the students at the Catholic University about my experience of 

creation; 11) I was the Brazilian representative in a story collection with 

different writers from Latin America; I think they should interview all the 

young writers, some are very good and they have a lot to say; 12) Julio Cor-

tázar sent me a message saying he’d like to meet me; 13) several translations 

came out of my books (but I earn little from them); 14) Marília Pera, in her 

one-woman show, uses phrases of mine from Água viva; 15) two Brazilian 

magazines published my stories, not to mention that last year Benedito 

Nunes wrote a book interpreting me.

This all leaves me a bit perplexed. Could it be that I’m fashionable? 

And why did people complain they didn’t understand me and now seem 

to understand me?

One of the things that makes me unhappy is this story about the sacred 

monster: other people fear me for no reason, and I end up fearing myself. 

The truth is that some people created a myth around me, which gets in my 

way: it drives people off and I end up alone. But you know that I’m very 

easy to get along with, even if my soul is complex. Success almost pains 

me: I looked at success as an invasion. Even a little bit of success, such as 

I sometimes have, disturbs my inner ear.7

 

An interviewer asked her to describe what a friend is.
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“Someone who sees me as I am. Who doesn’t mystify me. Who treats me 

as an equal. Who allows me to be humble.”

“It makes you uncomfortable to be treated as a famous person, doesn’t it?”

“Too much praise is like too much water for a fl ower. It rots it.”

“It gets frightened?”

“It dies.”8

 

At the same time, her sister Tania said, toward the end of her life Clarice knew how peerless her achievement had been, and this knowledge was a private comfort for the diffi culties she had suffered in her life. By 1976, her success was at last being widely recognized and celebrated. Though ambiguous, it was a kind of consolation.
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On April 7, 1976, her son Paulo, who was twenty-three, married. He had already been living on his own for over a year. Rosa Cass recalled that “Clarice almost keeled over on the spot” when he fi rst broached the subject, asking for his share of Maury’s child support in order to set up on his own. But Rosa advised her to let 

him go: “You’ll have more of him that way than if you try to cling on,” she said.9

And she did cling. Paulo lived close by in Leme and ate lunch with her almost every day. He soon became engaged to a woman named Ilana Kaufman.  “Clarice was overjoyed that Ilana was Jewish,” said Rosa, who told Clarice that if she had been a pushy yiddishe mama Paulo never would have married a Jewish girl.  Clarice wholeheartedly agreed, and reportedly told Elisa that Paulo’s marriage 

was a way of making up for her own.10

Clarice was also nervous about the wedding. Perhaps part of this was because she knew Maury and Isabel would be coming up from Montevideo, the fi rst and only time Clarice would meet her ex-husband’s second wife. By then, however, Clarice was very grateful to Isabel for taking charge of Pedro, and the early frosti-ness of their relationship had warmed.

She begged Maria Bonomi to come from São Paulo, saying that she feared being left alone. Faced with Clarice’s insistence, Maria came, though she did not understand how the mother of the groom could lack for company. But she was surprised to see that Clarice’s premonitions were right: the other guests gave the “sacred monster,” with all her social inhibitions, wide berth, and Maria was glad she was there to keep her company.

Clarice was not entirely ignored, of course. An aunt came up to her and men-tioned, to Clarice’s tremendous astonishment, that Mania Lispector had been 
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a writer, too, keeping a diary and writing poems. Clarice had no idea. Perhaps her mother had stopped writing after all the disasters that overcame her and her family in their homeland, or perhaps she continued the habit in Brazil until, in the face of her advancing illness, she could no longer summon the energy. In any case, Clarice had never known that they had writing in common. Clarice’s own writing had always been so intimately connected with her mother that the news 

came as a shock. “It was a present to learn that,” she said. 11
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Later in the month of April, she was invited to a book fair in Buenos Aires, whence she traveled with Olga Borelli and where she was surprised to see her books in unauthorized, and thus unpaid-for, Spanish translations. She was also surprised at the level of interest her work provoked in Argentina. “I was amazed when I got there, I didn’t know they knew me,” she said upon her return. “They gave me a reception, thirty journalists. I spoke on the radio. All a bit on auto-matic pilot because (laughing) it was all so strange, it was so unexpected that I was just going through the motions. I didn’t even notice that I was on the 

radio. Who knows (Pause) A woman there kissed my hand.”12

A month later, she had another occasion to remember her mother. On May 30, 1976, Clarice and Olga arrived in Recife. On the plane she ran into Alberto Dines and told him that she was going to “stuff herself with the Jewish food” that her aunt, Mina Lispector, had promised to prepare for her. Mina’s son Samuel had made the trip possible. He had prospered in the low-end jewelry business; he later built an apartment building on the Avenida Boa Viagem, Recife’s most exclusive street, and named it in honor of his beloved cousin.

She stayed in the Hotel São Domingos, on the same Praça Maciel Pinheiro, the pletzele, where she had spent her childhood. The old house from whose balcony the paralyzed Mania had sat staring away her fi nal days, and which the family had had to leave because they were afraid it was going to fall over, was still 

defying gravity. “The only thing different is the color,” Clarice said.13 She sat on the benches in the square listening, enraptured, to the distinctive Pernambuco dialect of the fruit sellers.

Clarice was not a good speaker, Samuel’s wife, Rosa Lispector, remembered, after the presentation at a cultural center. She was anxious about being pho-tographed. After her event, the press rushed forward, and Clarice cried, “No pictures, no pictures!” Rosa noted that Olga spoke to her as if she were a child: “Don’t you want to go to the bathroom?” she asked gently, and Clarice allowed 

herself to be led to the bathroom.14 She inspired in Rosa the same protective feeling. When she found out Clarice’s shoes were hurting and that they wore 
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the same size, Rosa simply removed hers and gave them to Clarice, ending up barefoot herself. When a reporter asked her what had had the greatest impact on 

her life, “I think it was my birth,” she answered, “and its mystery.” 15
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She would never again see the city of her childhood, but after years without traveling, Clarice was in demand. In July 1976 came word of a great honor. Her lifetime achievement was to be honored by the Federal District Cultural Founda-tion in Brasília. The prize came with a whopping 70,000 cruzeiro cash award.

Before she left for Brasília, she gave an interview to a journalist named  Edilberto Coutinho. Unlike the many journalists who had to make do with a few grudg-ingly proffered phrases, Coutinho found her in such a chatty mood that if he 

hadn’t taken the initiative to leave he feared she would have talked all night.16

“I was extremely happy,” she said. “I didn’t expect it. A complete surprise. But then came a terrible depression. I, winning all that money and so many children out there who need it.”

“Why don’t you make a donation to those children?” Coutinho asked.

“Because the adults would keep the money. Listen here, I already tried to change the world. That’s why I went to law school. I was interested in the prob-lem of prisons. But ever since I got the news of the prize, all I can think is: children starving to death, children dead of starvation. But who am I, my God, to change things?”

In a confessional mood, she spoke a bit about the Jews as a chosen people— “That’s ridiculous. The Germans ought to be because they did what they did. How did being chosen ever help the Jews?”—and about her vanity, which had nothing to do with her writing: “I like for people to think I’m pretty,” she con-fessed. “That, yes. It does me an enormous amount of good. I’ve had many admirers. Some men couldn’t forget me in ten years. There was the American poet who threatened to commit suicide because I didn’t feel the same way. I think 

about those things a lot.”17

In Brasília, relieved and delighted, she said, “I really needed this money. I feel humbled, since I don’t deserve it,” she said. “Someone told me that when they give us a prize it’s because they think we’re retired. But I shall never retire. I hope 

to die writing.”18
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On October 20 she gave a long interview for the Museum of Image and Sound in Rio de Janeiro, which collected recordings of notable individuals. The inter-view was conducted by close friends, including Marina Colasanti and Affonso 
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Romano de Sant’Anna. The familial atmosphere allowed Clarice to let down her guard and talk comfortably. But despite her friendly disposition, it was becom-ing increasingly clear that she was unwell.

In that same month, she visited Porto Alegre, home of Mafalda Verissimo, for a writers’ conference. “When I saw her again,” the writer Luiz Carlos Lisboa said, “I was shocked: she was already very sick, with large bags around her eyes, and hardly recognized me. For the fi rst time I noticed that she was hiding her arm. Even so, you could still glimpse the stunning woman she had been in her 

youth.”19

Caio Fernando Abreu, a young writer from Porto Alegre who was literally obsessed with her—“I eventually had to forbid myself to read Clarice Lispector. Her books gave me the feeling that everything had already been written, that there was nothing left to say”—remembered this trip: “She—who almost didn’t speak, smoked a lot, and could hardly stand to be around people—invited me to a café on the Rua da Praia. We went. Dense, Lispectorian silence. At the bar, through the cigarette smoke and with that extremely strange accent, she sud-denly asked: ‘What’s the name of this city again?’ And she had been in Porto 

Alegre for three days.”20

Back in Rio, she was briefl y hospitalized. She wrote Mafalda to promise to 

wean herself from sleeping pills and tranquilizers.21 But after so many years, this was easier said than done. One macabre anecdote from around this time suggests just how tormented she was by her inability to sleep, and how lost she was to the dreadful addiction that resulted from it. Clarice, who liked being attractive more than she liked being a great writer, hired a makeup artist named Gilles to come to her house once a month and apply “permanent” makeup. 

Month after month, surrounded by magazines and papers, and with her type-writer close at hand, Clarice sat for Gilles’s sessions. He touched up the blonde in her eyebrows and applied false eyelashes and fl esh-colored lipstick. She talked a bit about herself, telling him, for example, that she had left her husband because she wanted to be a writer, and mentioning that she didn’t see the point in living any more. But these confessions had not prepared Gilles to be awakened by the famous writer at one in the morning, or to have her schedule her makeup ses-sions for the middle of the night.

Like so many others who felt her vulnerability and made exceptions for her they would not have made for anyone else, Gilles agreed to come. Occasionally, when he arrived at her apartment, she would be sound asleep: she had taken her pills. Clarice had warned Siléa, her live-in assistant, and Gilles of the possibility and instructed them to make her up anyway. The patient esthetician did what he 

could. The false eyelashes, he remembered, were the biggest challenge.22
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SPEAKING FROM THE TOMB

 

The most enduring image of Clarice Lispector at the end of her life, perhaps the most enduring image of Clarice Lispector at any time of her life, comes from an 

interview she gave in February 1977.1 This was the only time Clarice ever spoke in front of a camera, and because these images are unique the interview has had a much greater impact on her popular image than the interviews she gave when she was younger, healthier, or more energetic.

The footage is diffi cult to watch. With her famously penetrating gaze, Clarice stares straight at the interviewer, her face an almost immobile mask. She sits in a drab leather chair, clutching a big white purse in her left hand and a Hollywood cigarette in her right, burned, hand. Smoking incessantly in the middle of a giant gray studio, punctuating the interview with long, pregnant silences, she answers the questions in her strange and unmistakable voice.

Everyone in the room felt a sense of portent, said the interviewer, a Jewish journalist named Julio Lerner. He was aware of the tremendous weight of the moment and felt a responsibility to history: “Neither Kafka, nor Dostoevsky, nor Fernando Pessoa, nor Peretz” would ever be captured on fi lm. It was up to 

him to capture Clarice Lispector. He had thirty minutes.2

She had arrived at the studios of  TV Cultura in São Paulo with Olga Borelli to participate in a program about fi lm. The director of the station took the chance to ask her for a personal interview, which invitation, to general astonishment, she accepted. Lerner was hauled out of his offi ce and given no time to prepare for the interview. “In only fi ve minutes I get a studio and a team outside the normal hours to interview her. It is 4:15 in the afternoon and I only have half an hour. . . . At fi ve the children’s program begins and I’ll have to be out of studio B fi fteen minutes before.”

368    Why This World

 

Meeting her, he was “pierced by the most unprotected gaze a human being can cast on another.” In an extremely hot studio—February is the height of the southern summer—under heavy lighting, he began to ask the fi rst questions that occurred to him.

 

“Is it harder for you to communicate with adults or with children?”

“When I communicate with a child, it’s easy, because I’m very maternal. 

When I communicate with an adult, I’m actually communicating with the 

most secret part of myself. And that’s when it gets diffi cult.”

“Are adults always solitary?”

“Adults are sad and solitary.”

“And children?”

“Children . . . have  their  imagination. They’re  free.”

“At what point do you think a human being starts becoming sad and 

solitary?”

“That’s a secret.” [She pauses.] “Sorry, I’m not going to answer.” 

[Another pause.] “At any point in life, a slightly unexpected shock is all it 

takes. And that happens. But I’m not solitary. I’ve got lots of friends. And 

I’m only sad today because I’m tired. Usually I’m happy.”

 

She discusses her ambiguous fame:

 

“Do you consider yourself a popular writer?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Well, they even call me hermetic. How can I be popular and hermetic 

at the same time?”

“And what do you think of that description—‘hermetic’?”

“I don’t understand it. Because I’m not hermetic for myself. Well, there’s 

one story of mine that I don’t understand very well.”

“Which one?”

“ ‘The Egg and the Hen.’ ”

“Among all your writings, there’s always, naturally enough, a prodigal 

son. Which one do you have the tenderest feelings for?”

“ ‘The Egg and the Hen,’ which is a mystery for me. A thing I wrote 

about a gangster, a criminal named Mineirinho, who was shot thirteen 

times, when one shot was enough. And who was devoted to St. George and 

had a girlfriend. And which completely revolted me. . . .”

“What, in your opinion, is the role of the Brazilian writer today?”
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“To speak as little as possible. [ . . . ]”

“Do you have contact with young university students?”

“Sometimes they seek me out, but they are really scared of getting in my 

way, they’re scared that I won’t . . . meet them.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know why.”

“But the ones who manage . . . ”

“Then they’re perfectly welcome to visit me, to have coffee with me, to 

come to my house. I greet them as friends.”

“What do the young students who seek you out normally want to talk 

about?”

“It’s surprising. They get me.”

“What does that mean, they get you?”

“It’s that I thought, that I sometimes think that I’m isolated, and then 

I see university students, very young people, who are completely by my 

side. I’m surprised and it’s gratifying, isn’t it? . . . ”

“Of all your writings, which one do you think most speaks to young 

people?”

“It depends. It entirely depends. For example, my book The Passion Accord-

ing to G. H., a Portuguese teacher from Pedro II [an elite Rio high school] 

came to my house, said he’d read it four times, and he didn’t know what it was 

all about. The next day a young girl, seventeen years old, came over and said 

that that book was her very favorite. I mean, you can’t understand it.”

“Has this happened with your other books as well?”

“It has. It either touches people, or it doesn’t. I mean, I guess the question 

of understanding isn’t about intelligence, it’s about feeling, about entering 

into contact. So the Portuguese and literature teacher, who ought to be the 

one most prepared to understand me, didn’t, and the seventeen-year-old girl 

read and reread the book. It seems I gain by rereading, which is a relief.”

“Do you think that this diffi culty belongs only to certain people today 

and that the younger generations will understand you immediately? . . . ”

“I don’t have the slightest idea. I don’t have the slightest idea. I know 

that nobody used to understand me and now they understand me.”

“How do you explain that?”

“I think everything changed because I didn’t change, no. I didn’t . . . as 

far as I know, I made no concessions.”

 

This is the last remnant of the young Joana’s defi ant pride in her uniqueness, now uttered in the resigned voice of a woman who knows she is at the end of 
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her life. It is followed by the most uncanny moment in the interview, Clarice’s apparent announcement of her impending death.

 

“Do you ever write something only to tear it up again?”

“I put it aside or te . . . No, I tear things up,” she says, abruptly 

annoyed.

“Is that reaction purely rational or more of a sudden emotion?”

“Anger, a little bit of anger.” [Her tone hardens; her eyes are downcast 

and her hands are fi ddling with a pack of cigarettes.]

“With whom?”

“With myself.”

“Why, Clarice?”

“Who knows. I’m a little tired.”

“Of what?”

“Of myself.”

“But aren’t you born again and refreshed with every new work?”

“Well.” [She takes a deep breath before fi nally looking up.] “For now 

I’m dead. We’ll see if I can be born again. For now I’m dead . . . I’m  speaking 

from my tomb.”

 

The camera pans out to reveal a room as bare, hot, and silent as the room in which G. H. encountered the cockroach. The cameraman and Olga Borelli said nothing as an intern stood softly crying. Clarice whispered a request to Lerner that the footage be broadcast only after her death. The wish would be respected.


45
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OUR LADY OF THE GOOD DEATH

 

This was not the fi rst time that Clarice had proclaimed that she was about to die. She imagined her death in many of her writings. “Ah how she wanted to die,” she wrote in An Apprenticeship. “She had never tried dying before—what an opening 

she had before her.”1 “I almost know what it will be like after my death,” she told a Portuguese journalist in 1975. “The living room empty, the dog dying of loneli-

ness. The windows of my house. Everything empty and calm.”2

There was the line Olga cut from A Breath of Life—“I asked God to give Angela a cancer that she can’t get rid of ”—and there was her unexpected declara-tion to Olga, two years before: “I’m going to die of a nasty cancer.” There was the phone call she placed to Jacob David Azulay: “She had heard about my mother’s death and wanted to offer some comforting words. My mother had died a few days before, of an intestinal complication. When I told Clarice this, she said: ‘Look, Dr. Azulay, I’m going to die exactly like your mother.’ And this was in 1972! I remember that she frequently said to me: ‘Doctor, I won’t live to see the 

end of this year.’ Living for her was torture. She no longer wanted to live.”3

She had, Olga said, “an unbearable genius, for herself and for others.”4 By June 1977, she was already feeling the fi rst signs of illness. Perhaps a foreboding of the end inspired her to depart, almost without warning, for Paris, where she planned to spend a month with Olga. She got there on June 19 but wanted to go home as soon as she arrived. The city was full of painful memories—of her lost friends Bluma Wainer and San Tiago Dantas, of her years with Maury, of her departed beauty and youth—and fi ve days later she was back in Rio de Janeiro.

After her return, the journalist Norma Couri, Alberto Dines’s wife, spoke to her. During the conversation, Clarice mentioned that when she was walking 
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down the street, she always went against the oncoming tide of people.5 “She was a brutal example of the singularity of the human person,” a friend wrote when 

she died.6 Her infl exible individuality would fi nd its last and greatest expression in the book she published in October: The Hour of the Star.
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Much of Clarice Lispector’s subsequent fame, her enduring popularity among a broad public, rests on this thin book, in which she managed to bring together all the strands of her writing and of her life. Explicitly Jewish and explicitly Brazil-ian, joining the northeast of her childhood with the Rio de Janeiro of her adult-hood, “social” and abstract, tragic and comic, uniting her religious and linguistic questions with the narrative drive of her fi nest stories, The Hour of the Star is a fi tting monument to its author’s “unbearable genius.”

In her legendary interview with Julio Lerner, Clarice mentioned a book she had just completed. “Thirteen names,” Clarice smiled, when asked what it was called. “Thirteen titles.” “It’s the story of a girl who was so poor that all she ate was hot dogs. That’s not the story, though. The story is about a crushed inno-cence, about an anonymous misery.” But she refused to tell Lerner the protago-

nist’s name: “It’s a secret.” 7

This is Macabéa, who, far more than the elderly women in Where Were You at Night, is superfl uous and useless, more so, even, than Laura the hen: “Anyway I never saw anyone clumsier than that hen. Everything she does is pretty much wrong. Except eating. And, of course, she knows how to make an 

egg.”8 Macabéa is so poor that she hardly eats, and, Clarice says, her ovaries are dried up.

She is a poor girl from Alagoas, the state where the Lispectors fi rst landed in Brazil, who has migrated, like the Lispectors and so many millions of others, to the metropolis of Rio de Janeiro. Her strange name, Macabéa, comes from a promise her mother made to a saint widely venerated in northeastern Brazil, 

Our Lady of the Good Death.9 It alludes to the biblical story of the Maccabees, the band led by Judas Maccabaeus, one of the greatest heroes of Jewish history.

The Maccabees are the stars of the Chanukah celebration, and Clarice would have known their story from childhood. Judas Maccabaeus and his brothers defi ed the orders of a foreign king who desecrated the Temple in Jerusalem, ordered the Jews to worship false gods, and tried to destroy those who resisted. Resistance was not the easiest path, as an offi cer told Judas’s father, Mattathias: “Mattathias answered and spake with a loud voice, Though all the nations that are under the king’s dominion obey him, and fall away every one from the 
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 religion of their fathers, and give consent to his commandments: Yet will I and my sons and my brethren walk in the covenant of our fathers. God forbid that 

we should forsake the law and the ordinances.”10

Judas Maccabaeus’s story of sacrifi ce and doomed struggle against impos-sible odds would have appealed, like the climax of his glorious “good death,” to  Clarice Lispector, who had spent her life fi ghting through a crowd headed in the opposite direction.

The “failed woman writer,” of course, was the last person to think of herself as a heroine. But the suggestion of the Maccabees’ manly and warlike valor is even more ironic when applied to their namesake, Macabéa, a smelly, dirty, starving typist living with four other girls in a cheap boardinghouse in a scummy part of downtown Rio, the Rua do Acre.
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As she had on her last visit to Recife, when she sat in the Praça Maciel Pinheiro listening, captivated, to the dialect of the fruit sellers, Clarice in her fi nal years often went with Olga to a market, the Northeastern Fair, held in São  Cristóvão. This was near the area, north of downtown, where she, her father, and sisters had lived when they fi rst moved from Recife to Rio. It represented a double return: to the northeast of her childhood and to the Rio de Janeiro of her early adoles-cence, before her father’s death.

At the fair, poor northeastern migrants gathered, and Macabéa’s dodgy boy-friend, Olímpico, appeared there one day, Olga Borelli remembered.

 

Take the Olímpico of Macabéa, he was born in a trip to the São Cristóvão 

fair, which is the northeastern market. We had walked around quite a bit 

on that visit, and she was eating beiju and eating rapadura and listening 

to the Northeastern songs. Suddenly she said: “Let’s sit on that bench.” 

She sat down and wrote, I think, about four or fi ve pages about Olímpico, 

described Olímpico completely and she herself says in the book: “I caught 

the eye of a man from the Northeast.” She got his entire story. Distract-

edly, she picked up on everything around her at that market. And she 

was wolfi ng down her beiju and talking about one thing and another and 

laughing at the singer. You’d never have guessed that Clarice was already 

working on that character. 11

 

Macabéa’s genesis was similar, Clarice writes at the beginning of the book: “On a street in Rio de Janeiro I suddenly got a glimpse of the feeling of  perdition 
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in the face of a northeastern girl. Not to mention that I as a boy grew up in the 

Northeast.”12

As in A Breath of Life, the narrator of this “true though invented” story is a 

man, Rodrigo S. M., 13 but behind him Clarice Lispector is even more visible than usual. The book opens with a “Dedication by the Author (Actually Clarice Lispector),” who a couple of pages later says, 

 

I know there are girls who sell their bodies, their only real possession, 

in exchange for a nice dinner instead of a mortadella sandwich. But the 

person I am going to talk about hardly has a body to sell, nobody wants 

her, she’s a virgin and innocuous, nobody would mind if she dropped off 

the face of the earth. Moreover—I discover now—nobody would mind 

if I vanished either, and even my writing somebody else could do just as 

well. Another writer, yes, but it’d have to be a man because a woman writer 

could get all weepy and maudlin. 14

 

The symphonic dedication—“So I dedicate this thing here to old Schumann and his sweet Clara who today alas are bones”—in which Clarice recalls all the musicians and spirits who have “inhabited her life” and remembers “her former poverty, when everything was more sober and dignifi ed and I had never eaten lobster,” is one of the most beautiful pages in her oeuvre; it is followed by the thirteen titles she mentioned in her interview with Julio Lerner.

 

The Hour of the Star

It’s My Fault

Or

The Hour of the Star

Or

Let Her Deal with It

Or

The Right to the Scream

 

clarice lispector

 

.As For the Future.

Or

Singing the Blues

Or

She Doesn’t Know How to Scream
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Or

A Feeling of Loss

Or

Whistling in the Dark Wind

Or

There’s Nothing I Can Do

Or

Register of the Preceding Facts

Or

Cheap Tearjerker

Or

Discreet Exit through the Back Door

 

Between the fourth and fi fth titles, Clarice Lispector signed her name, not in the shaky handwriting that was a legacy of the fi re a decade before, but clearly, boldly, a fi nal assertion of the creator’s identity.

The number thirteen was not casually chosen. Speaking of the composition of Água viva, Olga Borelli said, “When she had me type for her, she would say: ‘Count to seven, put seven spaces in the paragraph, seven. Then, try not to go past page 13.’ So superstitious! When it was a story, she would say: ‘Tighten it up. Don’t leave so much space so that it doesn’t go past page 13.’ She really liked the numbers nine, seven, and fi ve. It’s sort of a strange thing about Clarice, but she would ask the publisher not to go past page number x, to end the book there. 

It’s a bit cabbalistic, isn’t it? She had a lot of that.”15
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The book begins with Rodrigo S. M.’s lengthy search for the story he is going to tell. “So that’s why I don’t know if my story is going to be—be what? I don’t know anything about it, I still haven’t worked up the nerve to write it. Will 

things happen? They will. But what? I don’t know that either.”16

At last the story of Macabéa begins, a girl who was “incompetent for life,” a girl who earns less than the minimum wage. “Some people have it. Some people don’t. It’s very simple: the girl didn’t have it. Didn’t have what? That’s it: she 

didn’t have it.”17 At work, she makes too many mistakes—she has a third-grade education—and invariably dirties the paper.

Macabéa stinks, but her roommates, afraid of offending her, cannot bring themselves to tell her so: “She didn’t have that delicate thing called charm. Only I fi nd her charming. Only I, her author, love her.” She is an orphan who “no 
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 longer knew what it was to have a father and mother, she had forgotten the taste.” But she is not unhappy, because her self-consciousness is as rudimentary 

as her education. “She thought that people should be happy. So she was.” 18

Clarice’s identifi cation with the girl who “didn’t have it” is so complete, she writes, that she hopes she never has to describe a lazar, because she would break out in leprosy. “When I think that I could have been born her—and why not?— I tremble. And it seems a cowardly escape not being her, I feel guilty as I said in 

one of the titles.” 19

Macabéa has her pleasures, though. “I am a typist and a virgin and I like Coca-Cola,” she thinks with satisfaction. Like Clarice Lispector, she likes listen-ing to Clock Radio, which offered “ ‘the correct time and culture,’ and no music, just dripping in the sound of falling drops—each one the drop of a minute passing by. And especially the radio station used the intervals between those drops of minutes to run commercials—she loved commercials. It was the perfect station because also between the drops of time it gave little lessons about things she might need to know some day. That was how she learned that the Emperor 

Charlemagne was known as Carolus in his own country.” 20

She fantasizes about buying a tub of cream she saw advertised in an old newspaper “for the skin of women who simply were not her,” a product so 

luscious that she dreamed of eating it.21 And once, for the only time in her life, she lies to her boss in order to spend the day sitting by herself in her lousy boardinghouse.

And she has her boyfriend, who enters her life on a rainy street.

 

“And if you’ll allow me, what’s your name, little lady?”

“Macabéa.”

“Maca what?”

“Bea,” she had to fi nish.

“Sorry but that sounds like a disease, a skin disease.” 22

 

Olímpico de Jesus never grows much more charming, but Macabéa, who has nobody else, is, of course, charmed by him. His surname is “the surname of those who have no father,” and his fi rst name is another reference to the story of the Maccabees, to the false god the Jews refused to worship when the Tem-ple was polluted and called “the temple of Jupiter Olympius” (in Portuguese, Zeus Olímpico). Like the pagan idols, which were covered with precious met-als, Olímpico has saved up for months in order to have a perfectly good tooth 

removed and replaced with one of gold.23
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They didn’t know how to take a walk. They walked through the heavy 

rain and stopped in front of a hardware store where the window dis-

play  featured piping, tin cans, large bolts, and nails. And Macabéa, 

afraid that the silence might already mean separation, said to her new 

boyfriend:

“I just love bolts and nails, what about you, sir?” 24

 

This comical scene recalls another, more ghoulish, which the writer José  Castello described, dating from the time Clarice was writing The Hour of the Star:

 

Clarice has halted before a shop window on the Avenida Copacabana and 

seems to be looking at a dress. Embarrassed, I come up to her. “How are 

you?” I say. It takes her a while to turn around. She doesn’t move at fi rst, 

but then, before I dare repeat the greeting, she turns slowly, as if to see 

where something frightening had come from, and says: “So it’s you.” At 

that moment, horrifi ed, I notice that there is nothing in the shop window 

but undressed mannequins. But then my silly horror becomes a conclu-

sion: Clarice has a passion for the void.25

 

Macabéa shares this passion: “Most of the time she had without realizing it the void that fi lls the souls of the saints. Was she a saint? So it seems. She didn’t know that she was meditating because she didn’t know what the word meant. 

But it seems to me that her life was a long meditation on the nothing.” 26
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Macabéa’s relationship with the loathsome Olímpico, whose ambitions include working as a butcher and becoming a congressman, ends when Olímpico discovers a more promising prospect in her colleague Gloria, whose father works in a butcher shop and who eats three square meals a day—and who, unlike Macabéa, with her withered ovaries, has hair bleached 

“egg-yellow.”27

Gloria is a know-it-all who constantly dishes out advice to Macabéa, includ-ing sending her to a cheap doctor who gives the girl more advice, telling her she has a touch of tuberculosis and then suggesting she eat more “nice Italian spaghetti,” a dish the half-starved Macabéa has never heard of.

When Gloria suggests that Macabéa visit her psychic, Clarice suddenly, vio-lently butts in.

378    Why This World

 

I am absolutely tired of literature: only muteness keeps me company. 

If I still write it’s because I have nothing better to do in the world 

while I wait for death. The search for the word in the dark. My small 

s uccess invades me and exposes me to glances on the street. I wanted to 

stagger through the mud, my need for abjection I can hardly control, the 

need for the orgy and the worst absolute delight. Sin attracts me, prohib-

ited things fascinate me. I want to be a pig and a hen and then kill them 

and drink their blood. I think of Macabéa’s sex, mute but unexpectedly 

covered with thick and abundant black hairs—her sex was the only vehe-

ment sign of her existence.28

 

When Clarice resumes the story, Macabéa borrows money from Gloria and goes to the psychic, Madame Carlota, a former hooker who lives in a luxury Macabéa had never imagined—“Yellow plastic covering the couches and chairs. And even plastic fl owers. Plastic was the greatest”—and who overwhelms Macabéa with her affectionate words. She is a “fan of Jesus”: “I’m just wild about him,” she tells her bedazzled visitor, launching into her inspirational life story: sought after by visitors to the red light district, she “only got syphilis once but 

penicillin cured [her].”29 When her charms had faded, Jesus wasted no time in setting up her and a colleague with a brothel of their own.

Madame Carlota fi nally tires of talking about herself, spreads Macabéa’s cards, and sees her horrible destiny before her. But “(explosion) suddenly it happened: Madame’s face lit up all illuminated.” She tells Macabéa that as soon as she walks out of her house her life will change entirely. “Madame was right: Jesus was fi nally paying attention to her.” She learns that she is about to meet a rich foreigner named Hans, “blond with blue or green or brown or black eyes,” who will fall in love with her and buy her a fur coat. Macabéa stammers:

 

“But you don’t need a fur coat in the heat of Rio . . .”

“You’ll have it just to dress up. It’s been a while since I’ve had such good 

cards. And I’m always honest: for example, I was open enough to tell that 

girl who just left that she was going to be run over by a car, she even cried 

a lot, didn’t you see her bleary eyes?” 30

 

Dazzled, amazed, already burning with passion for Hans, Macabéa’s life has been changed: “And changed by words—we have known since Moses that the word is divine.” As she walks out of Madame Carlota’s house, “pregnant with the 

future,” she is struck by a giant yellow Mercedes.31
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At the suggestion of Marina Colasanti and Affonso Romano de Sant’Anna, Clarice, in her last years, had frequented a fortune-teller in the working-class neighborhood of Méier. This woman, with the Dickensian name of Miss Nadir, often gave Clarice rosy prognoses: “Health tending to improve, nothing seri-ously wrong. Ex-husband to leave posting with son, who is well and making a lot of progress. Happiness will chase away problems! Romance confi rmed and in your house. Not family love,” Miss Nadir wrote on October 7, 1976, for 

example.32

“I went to a fortune-teller who told me about all kinds of good things that were about to happen to me,” she told Julio Lerner in the interview with TV Cultura, “and on the way home in the taxi I thought it’d be really funny if a taxi 

hit me and ran me over and I died after hearing all those good things.”33 The combination was typical of Clarice: of wanting to believe, of seeking out for-tune-tellers and astrologers, only to dismiss their pronouncements with a dark and ironic joke.

Yet in the same dark and ironic fashion, Madame Carlota’s predictions do come true. Macabéa does “meet” the foreigner she has been promised. And by now, after a fashion, Clarice did believe. In the book’s dedication to the musi-cians, she wrote, “And—and do not forget that the structure of the atom is invisible but nonetheless known. I know of many things I have never seen. And so do you. There is no proof of the existence of the truest thing of all; all we can 

do is believe.”34

“God is the world,” she wrote on the fi rst page of The Hour of the Star, a fi nal distant echo of the Spinoza she had read as a student. “The truth is always an interior and inexplicable contact. My truest life is unrecognizable, extremely 

interior and not a single word can describe it.”35

Macabéa, who like Clarice meditates on the nothing and “bathes in the no,” is a kind of saint: “In the poverty of body and spirit I reach saintliness, I who want to feel the breath of my beyond. To be more than I, who am so little.” Macabéa has “reduced herself to herself. And so have I,” writes Clarice, “from failure to failure, reduced myself to myself but at least I want to meet the world and its God.” “Like the northeasterner, there are thousands of girls spread though the slums, vacancies in boardinghouse beds, working behind counters till they drop. They don’t even notice that they are easily substitutable and that they could just as soon not exist at all. Few complain and as far as I know none of them protest 

because they don’t know to whom. Could this whom exist?”36
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The tormenting question persists. “She prayed but without God, she didn’t 

know who He was and therefore He did not exist,” Clarice wrote of Macabéa.37 But at last she herself did know who He was. When the book came out in Octo-ber 1977, she sent Alceu Amoroso Lima a copy. This was the same Catholic writer who had contributed an introductory essay to the fi rst edition of The Chandelier. In that book, he had written thirty-one years before, “there is the most complete absence of God.” Now he received a copy of The Hour of the Star

with an inscription in Clarice’s shaking hand: “I know that God exists.” 38
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“Before I could read and write I already made up stories,” Clarice once said, remembering her earliest childhood. “I even invented, with a somewhat passive friend of mine, a never-ending story. . . . I started, everything got very diffi cult, they both died. . . . Then she came in and said they weren’t actually as dead as all 

that. And then it all started over again.”39

In The Chandelier, Virginia is killed by an oncoming car, but in Near to the Wild Heart the child Joana pulls off the same magic trick Clarice had performed as a child: “Joana had already dressed the doll, had already undressed her, she had imagined her going to a party where she would shine among all the other girls. A blue car crossed the girl’s body, killed her. Then along came the fairy and 

the girl came back to life.” 40

Clarice could not let Angela die; now, at the end of The Hour of the Star, she still wants to rescue poor Macabéa. As soon as the Mercedes strikes, she rushes back to save her, only to pull herself back: “I could happily start again at the point that Macabéa was standing on the sidewalk—but it’s not up to me to say that the blond and foreign man looked at her. Because I’ve gone too far and can-

not turn back now.”41

“I’m going to do everything I can to keep her from dying,” Clarice writes on the next page. “But what an urge to put her to sleep and to go to bed myself.” The rest of the book is Clarice’s desperate effort to save her. “Is Macabéa by chance going to die? How do I know?” she writes. “And not even the people there knew. Though just in case a neighbor had lit a candle next to the body. The 

luxury of the rich fl ame seemed to sing glory.”42

For pages and pages Clarice holds the girl’s fate in her hands. “For now Macabéa is nothing more than a vague feeling on the dirty cobblestones. I could leave her on the street and simply not fi nish the story,” she writes, exactly as she had done with Angela. Yet doubt has crept in. “But couldn’t she be needing to 
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die? Since there are times when a person needs a little bitty death and doesn’t 

even know it.”43

Macabéa crimps into the fetal position.

 

Then—lying there—she had a moist and supreme happiness, since she 

had been born for the embrace of death. Death which is my favorite char-

acter in this story. Was she going to say farewell to herself ? I don’t think 

she is going to die because she wants to live so much. And there was a cer-

tain sensuality in the way she had huddled up. Or is it because pre-death 

resembles intense sensual throes? Because her face looked like a grimace of 

desire. Things are always days before and if she doesn’t die now she is like 

us on the day before her death, forgive me for reminding you because as 

for me I can’t forgive my clairvoyance.44

 

This time, the character will not stand up again. Clarice lets her beloved Macabéa die.

“But do not mourn the dead,” she insists. “They know what they are doing.” 45
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In October, only a couple of days after the publication of The Hour of the Star, Clarice Lispector was suddenly hospitalized. In the taxi on the way to the hospi-tal, she said, “Let’s pretend that we’re not going to the hospital, that I’m not sick, and that we’re going to Paris,” Olga Borelli remembered.

 

So we started making plans and talking about everything we would do 

in Paris. The taxi driver, poor thing, already tired from working all night 

long, timidly asked: “Can I go on the trip too?” And Clarice said: “Of 

course you can, and you can even bring your girlfriend.” He said: “My 

girlfriend is an old lady, seventy years old, and I don’t have any money.” 

Clarice answered: “She’s coming too. Let’s pretend you won the lottery.” 

When we got to the hospital, Clarice asked how much it was. Only twenty 

cruzeiros, and she gave him two hundred. 46

 

Clarice had said that “everyone chooses the way they die,” and the way she chose was spookily appropriate. After a lifetime writing about eggs and the mys-tery of birth—in The Hour of the Star she insistently referred to Macabéa’s with-ered ovaries—she herself was now suffering from an untreatable ovarian cancer.
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After an exploratory operation on October 28, she was transferred to a public hospital, the Hospital da Lagoa, and from her room she had a view of Rio’s tre-mendous mountains and the Botanic Garden she so loved. She received few visi-tors: Tania and Elisa; Paulo and his wife, Ilana; Rosa Cass; Olga Borelli; Nélida Piñon; Autran Dourado; Siléa Marchi.

The diagnosis was terminal, but she was not told the news. “Clarice talked a lot,” Siléa said. “She was very alert. . . . Moreover, she knew nothing about her illness and indicated, to everyone she talked to, how optimistic she was and how 

much she wanted to go home as soon as possible.” 47

The woman who had so often announced her own death gave no sign of knowing what was happening to her. She continued creating her magical fi c-tions. In her nearly illegible handwriting, she drew up guest lists for the gath-erings she would host back home. “She got very excited thinking about these lunches and about the relatives and friends she would invite. It would be a party. 

Which never happened,” Olga said.48

But it is more likely, as many who accompanied her fi nal weeks felt, that she knew perfectly well what was happening. For their sake, she put on a bold face. “A person knows when they’re dying,” said Rosa Cass, who at Clarice’s request smuggled a black Caracu beer into the hospital. (She had also requested an igurke, a kosher pickle.) She laughed at the situation: “What nonsense,” she told Rosa, when asked about its gravity. But Rosa remembered that Clarice often 

camoufl aged her real feelings. “Clarice never let on what she was thinking.” 49

She was less tactful with one of her doctors, who was pained by the worried 

patient’s persistent questions about what they were going to do with her. 50 And the words she wrote or dictated to Olga show that Clarice meant it when she said that she hoped to die writing: “Inside the most interior of my house I die at the end of this year exhausted.” On her deathbed, she returned to the myth she had made about her name, the lily on the breast (lis no peito).

 

I am an object loved by God. And that makes fl owers blossom upon my 

breast. He created me in the same way I created the sentence I just wrote: 

“I am an object loved by God” and he enjoyed creating me as much as 

I enjoyed creating the phrase. And the more spirit the human object has, 

the greater God’s satisfaction.

White lilies pressing against the nudity of my breast. The lilies I offer 

to whatever hurts inside you. Since we are beings and needy. Even because 

certain things—if not given away—wither. For example—beside the 

warmth of my body the petals of the lilies would wilt. I call out to the 

light breeze for my future death. I will have to die because otherwise my 
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petals will wilt. And that is why I give myself to death every day. I die and 

am reborn.

I have also already died the death of others. But now I am dying intoxi-

cated with life. And I bless the warmth of the living body that withers the 

white lilies.

Desire, no longer moved by hope, calms and longs for nothing. . . . I will be the impalpable substance that has no memory of the year 

before. 51

 

Heavily sedated, she was still dictating words to Olga on the morning of Decem-ber 9, 1977.

 

Sudden lack of air. Long before the metamorphosis and my indisposition, 

I had already noticed in a painting in my house a beginning.

I, I, if memory serves, shall die.

And you do not know how much a person weighs who has no strength. 

Give me your hand, because I have to hold it so that nothing hurts this 

much. 52

 

The day before her death, Olga Borelli reported, Clarice Lispector suffered a powerful hemorrhage.

 

She turned very pale and lost a great deal of blood. Desperate, she got up 

from her bed and walked toward the door, wanting to leave the room. The 

nurse stopped her there. Clarice looked at her angrily and said, distressed:

“You killed my character!”53
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After their fi rst meeting seven years before, Clarice wrote Olga Borelli that she hoped to have her near at the hour of her death. Now, at ten-thirty in the morn-ing of December 9, 1977, she died holding Olga’s hand.

“She became her own fi ction,” wrote Paulo Francis. “It is the best possible 

epitaph for Clarice.”54
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EPILOGUE

 

Clarice Lispector could not be buried the following day, her fi fty-seventh birth-day, because it fell on the Sabbath. On December 11, 1977, in the Israelite Cemetery of Cajú, not far from the port where Macabéa spent her rare off-hours, Clarice Lispector was laid to rest in the Orthodox ritual. Four women from the burial society, the Chevra Kadisha, washed her body inside and out, wrapped it in a white linen sheet, placed her head on a pillow fi lled with earth, and nailed her inside a simple wooden coffi n. The Ninety-fi rst Psalm, the funeral prayer El malei rachamim, and the burial Kaddish were read. There were no speeches from among the mourners. Three spadefuls of dirt were tossed upon the coffi n as the words from Genesis rang out: “Dust you are and unto dust you shall return.”

On the tombstone, engraved in Hebrew, the hidden name: Chaya bat Pinkhas. Chaya, daughter of Pinkhas.
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Do not read what I write as a reader would do. Unless this reader works, he too, in the soliloquies of the irrational dark.

 

If this book ever comes out, may the profane recoil from it. Since writing is a sacred thing which no infi del can enter. I am making a really bad book on purpose in order to drive off the profane who want to “like.” But a small group will see that this “lik-ing” is superfi cial and will enter inside what I am truly writing, which is neither “bad” nor “good.”

 

Inspiration is like a mysterious scent of amber. I have a small piece of amber with me. The scent makes me the sister of the sacred orgies of King Solomon and the Queen of Sheba. Blessed be your loves. Could it be that I am afraid to take the step of dying at this very instant? Careful not to die. Yet I am already in the future. This future of mine that shall be for you the past of someone dead. When you have fi nished this book cry a halleluiah for me. When you close the last page of this frus-trated and dauntless and silly book of life then forget me. May God bless you then and this book ends well. That I might at last fi nd respite. May peace be upon us, upon you, and upon me. Am I falling into discourse? may the temple’s faithful forgive me: I write and that way rid myself of me and then at last I can rest.

[image: ]

 

—CLARICE LISPECTOR 

(1920–1977)
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