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Epitaph of a small winer

Machado De Assis
translated by Abdollah Kowsari

4. The Fixed Idea:

My idea, having performed its acrobatic capers, became a fixed
idea. God deliver you, dear reader, from affixed idea; better a mote in
vour eves, better even a beam. Remember Cavour: it was the fixed
idea of the Iralian unitv that killed him. True, Bismarck has not died;
but this merely substantiates the observation that nature is immenscly
whimsical and that history is cternally irresponsible. For example,
Suetonius  told us about Claudius the simpleton — or
“pumpkinhead”, as Seneca called him — and about Tito, who was
deservedly the delight of Rome. Now along comes a professor and
finds a wav of proving that, of the two caesars, the truly delighttul
one was Seneca’s “pumpkinhead.” And you, Madame Tucrezia,
flower of the Borgias, if a poct painted vou as the catholic Messalina,
a skeptical Gregorovious turned up and almost completely absolved
vou of that quqlm so that, if vou have not become exactly a lily, at
least vou have emerged from the mire. As for me, I rake no sides
between the poet and the scholar.

Then long live history, voluble old history, which is all things to
all men. Returning to fixed ideas, let me say that it is they that make
both %upermcn and madmen; supple, tlexible ideas make only men
like Claudius, i.e., like Suentonius’ Claudius.

My idea was reall\ fixed, as fixed as ... [ cannot think of anv thing
so fixed in this world: perhaps the moon, perhaps the Egvptian
pyramids, perhaps the late Germanic Diet. Let the reader make
whatever analogy pleases him most, let him make it and be content;
there is no need for him to curl his lip at me merely because we have
not vet come to the narrative part of this memoirs. We shall get to it
The reader, like his fellows, doubtless prefers action to reflection,
and doubtless he is wholly in the right. So we shall get to it
However, I must advise him that this book is written leisurely, with
the leisureliness of a man no longer troubled by the flight of time;
that it is a work supremely philosophical, but of a philosophy
wanting in uniformity, NOW austere, NOw plavful, a thing thar neither
edifies nor destroys, neither inflames nor chills, and that is at once
more than pastime and less than preachment.

AY
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Come now, uncurl vour lips and let us go back to the plaster. Let
us leave history and its clegant-lady capriciousness. Noen of us fought
in the battle of salamis, none of us wrote the Augsburg Contession;
for mv part, it 1 ever think of Cromwell, 1t 1s only to tancy that His
Highness, with the same hand with which he closed Parliament,
might have forced the English to use the Braz Cubas Plaster. Do not
mock at the idea of a phamaceutic victory alongside the Puritanic.
Who does not know that, together with the great, imp()x‘inr public
banner, there are often various other flags, modest and private, that
are hoisted and wave in its shadow and thar infrequently survive 1tz
By wayv of a questionable analogy, it is like the common people who
used to seck protection in the shadow of the feudal castle; the castle
fell, but the common people are stll with us. In fact, thev have
become great and noble in its stead... T think T shall withdraw the
analogy.

5. In Which a Lady Appears at the Door:

While 1 was developing and perfecting my invention, a draught of
air caught me full on; I fell ill and took no steps to cure myself. T had
the plaster on my mind, the fixed idex ot supermen and of madmen. |
would say my \dt, at a distance, rising above the common herd and
ascending to the sky like an immortal cagle, and 1t is not before so
grand a spgcmda that 2 man can feel pain. The next day T was worsce:
I began then to take care of myselt, bur impertectly, unmethodically,
carelessly, sporadically. Such was the origin of the illness that carried
me off to eternity. You alreadyv know that I died on a Friday, which s
a bad-luck dav, and T believe T have proved that it was my invention
that killed me. logical demonstrations less perspicuous than minc
have been accepted as conclusive.

Until then, it appeared to be quirc within mv power to leap to the
pinnacle of the age and to figure in the newspapers along with other
big men. T was heal thy and strong. Let us suppose that, instead of
11\m<r the foundations for a pharmacecutic innovation, 1 had tried to
set up a new political institution or a religious reform. The current of
air would have come along just the same Aﬂd, with 1ts efficacy greater
than that of human plans, would have carried evervthing oft with it.
On such factors depend the destinies of men

With this thought, [ said farewell to the most, I shall not say
discreet, but certainly the most beautiful woman of her time, the
anonymous onc of the tirst chapter, she whose imagination, like the
strokes of the llissus... She was then fifty-four years old, a ruin, an
imposing ruin. You sc, reader, we had loved cach other, she and 1,
many vears before, and one dayv, after I had fallen ill, I saw her appear
at the door of mv bedroom...

AD



