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Creon and Oedipus

This is me, here and now, complete in this moment of endless time, like one who might come to the front of the stage and say:

I am Oedipus.

-- André Gide, Oedipe (1930), Act I.
Chapter One: Ouroboros -- the Dragon's Mouth
My words falter. What am I supposed to be telling them? I have had this dream before. Rows of students. The seats or ones just like them were here last year, I remember. The people sitting in them then have moved on, and those there now will all be gone next year. Others will take their place. What are they all looking for? 
Someone else is telling the story I am telling, I know. Lots of other people. I told much the same story myself last year, and feel I must tell it again next year. The students all know more or less what I am supposed to say and some would take pleasure reporting me if I did not say it or added too many ideas of my own. Behind us, more rows fill the other cars. They have all been there; I myself sat in them once, and there are more in front of us. 
The conductor is checking our tickets. I will be a conductor in my own right soon too. My tickets are in order. I will soon pass on to the next car. But I have to keep my eye on Mark. He does not even have his ticket anymore. He keeps talking about his book! He has his own questions. 
You may go forward. Bradley says to me, but he is keeping Mark in the car. Esther is staying with him, but I have passed. Bradley is the conductor. You'll be one too some day. Bradley promises. That's all they want -- to make you a conductor like them. Mark yells. At least I passed. Mark won't behave. It's all their railroad, he says. I want my own! Esther does not say anything. His own railroad. She could go anywhere she wanted on this railroad. I must go on.

I have a way. Mark says. I have to be sure. I say. If only he would let me think for a minute. Mark shows me the view from the window as we speed by. Not the train things nearby that make sense to me. He keeps looking in the distance. Sure it is beautiful. I can see that it is fascinating. But you cannot go there! You have to get off the train to go there. You cannot just get off the train. I cannot let him just get off the train! Esther used to think Mark was right to look in the distance. But now I am not sure. She is getting off the train now too. Something is happening at the front of the train. The professor was there. But I think he has gotten off. He will never get back on. 

It was no use trying to go back to sleep now, even if I could have. The funeral was in three hours and even if it was only in University Chapel across the street, I needed time to be sure to dress correctly. I frowned at my reflection in the mirror. I had put on the suit my father had given me when I decided to come to graduate school. Even for this occasion it was altogether too formal. I had never even worn it in the five years I had been in graduate school. I wondered what my father thought graduate school was when he chose it. He had not even graduated high school.

The professor’s death affected me deeply, but I doubted anyone else was aware of the special relationship that had grown up between us during the semester.


The relationship was not really with me directly anyway. It had been Mark Douglas’ project and Esther Lundberg had been the one to encourage it. I had merely been assigned to supervise it, which should have been a perfectly ordinary academic duty. But Mark and Esther had both left the university since the professor’s death, and I … it was as if my whole universe was somehow changing. I would have to face it alone. 
'Everything interesting takes place in shadows. We know nothing of the true history of men.'
 The phrase by Louis Ferdinand Céline haunted me though Mark would have protested to hear me use it out of context. 'You act like such the serious scholar,' he would have said. 'You won't let me say anything I haven't researched and double-researched and reasoned through according to your academic standards. And then you go around spouting quotations when you do not even know what the author really meant and, quite frankly, I doubt you would like his politics.' 

Esther would have understood my love of quotations, however. Her decision to leave the university was a particular blow to me. She had been a high school teacher before coming to graduate school in history and I had first met her as a student when she was a trainee teacher. Her story is tragic too, but I can do no more than hint at it here.

It is true I do not know what Céline 'really' meant. I wonder if he knew when he wrote it himself. I was not talking as a professional historian. The phrase just said something special to me as I prepared for the funeral. Mark had never been able to separate his work as a historian from his private intellectual speculations. Maybe that is what bothered me most about his project. Maybe that is what had changed in Esther.

The funeral was my first opportunity to represent my position toward this whole affair in public. I felt a strong desire to find clothes that would express my special role. The formal suit might indeed have been a suitable gesture to the professor, but it would have looked too out of place and people probably would not have understood my intention. I tried on the plain blue suit I wore on other special occasions on campus. The university administration had probably not seen me as in any way different when it sent me the invitation. It merely wanted to present the public with a decorous image of itself as it mourned the loss of one of its own. In my nice formal suit, I would merge in perfectly with the other students and lose myself in the awesome continuity and timelessness of the University. I would be lost among the other students. Was that what I wanted?
I settled finally on the corduroy suit that made me feel most comfortable. It made no pretenses to real formality but was still a suit. And, as a private gesture of respect, I also put on my best tie. Later, I realized that this suit actually made me blend in even more with the other students, most of whom were wearing something similar. I guess that is only fair. I am just one of the students after all.

***

I had heard the university chapel bells toll out their arrogant melancholy so often that it no longer meant anything to me and the officious bustling at the chapel doorway gave me no solace. I felt out of place in the careful organization of the chapel. What role was I meant to play? I took my seat alone in a pew about two-thirds of the way back. I chose not to sit with the other graduate students toward the back of the chapel and face their comments and questions. Part of me wanted to be with them and look at this event as just another chapter in the unending story. Esther and Mark, who may have really understood the full meaning of the investigation, were no longer there and only I had decided to remain in the profession – perhaps it was only right that I should sit alone. In the event, no one noticed me at all and few even seemed to be thinking about the professor. 
What had I expected to hear? The ceremony that morning said nothing to me about the man who lay in the coffin or the people who cared how he had died. The mere fact that the Administration had reserved the front pews for members of the press made it clear that it saw the essence of the ceremony primarily in their portrayal. 
What story had these reporters come to hear? What were they writing on the blue note pads the University had distributed? What could the words the President pronounced mean to them? So many words were spoken that morning, words that would be recorded, quoted, and rephrased. That whole semester, we had done nothing but talk about words, analyze words, produce and manipulate words. Where was truth? 

I recognized one of the six honor students carrying the coffin that contained the professor’s physical body impassively up the long center aisle. Gabby Livingstone was taking my undergraduate European history survey class that semester. She walked stiffly in the long formal dress they had chosen and they had even given her face a solemn expression to represent the moment’s significance. It was just a job to her. I doubt she had ever seen the professor in life and she certainly was not there because she cared about him. Who were we supposed to see, I wondered, in this woman and the dress she had been given to wear? 

Sandra Karenson only made it back to campus from her conference to join me now. She had missed the events that led up to the funeral, indeed she had not wanted to participate in the supervision of Mark’s project directly. But we had talked about the professor and Mark for months privately. It was good to feel her support now even though we could not exchange any words and have her witness the funeral directly so that I would not have to find words to share that either.
The President of the university spoke of ‘profound feelings of personal loss’ and of the professor's 'outstanding contribution to the university'. More words! Who was he speaking to and what was he speaking about? I doubt he had ever met the professor outside the ritualistic atmosphere of a formal faculty reception or that he either cared about or could understand what the professor had done. What did he know about the nature of the professor's death or the life he had led? So eager to brush the older generation aside and assume the rights and privileges they had enjoyed, he did not even ask who they had been or what kind of incestuous inheritance he coveted. How far would he be willing to go to step into his predecessors’ shoes? Would he kill for his inheritance or just wait at the edge of the grave for them to die naturally or watch complacently as someone else killed them off one by one?

What was it all about really? The professor was lying in that long white coffin so pompously draped in the university’s light blue banner and he was dead. And the handles of the coffin were made of gold! I suppose that was what struck me most. Everything led in the end to gold. Had this been the professor's own idea: one last statement in the endless debate? Or had he even realized he was going to die, that he could ever die? 

 Perhaps the handles were only brass. A hollow fraud. A failure as devastating as everything else that had happened. I wonder if I was the only one to think they might be real gold. The remaining senior professors and their wives, his colleagues and closest friends on campus, huddled together grimly in the first pew available to people outside the press. They were am odd bunch—all over 70, like the professor who died, all veterans of the Second World War, hanging on as if there was nothing after them, as if they would live for ever. They all used to talk of gold. What did it mean to them to watch the handles on the coffin pass by? The professor’s own wife was there too, her face a mask of personal grief that contrasted with the abstract representations that surrounded her during the ceremony.

 "Around us, everything is preparing for change." The president was saying. "We are witnessing the passing of the professor’s generation to make room for younger colleagues. This is natural. It is a sign of growth. And yet we have come together to acknowledge our debt to and profound respect for those who have gone before.”
The president eyed the surviving senior professors as he spoke. How pathetically young he must look to them. Too young to have served in the war, too young to understand what life was really about. How dare he declare the end of their rule? For the older professors, little time remained. They could hardly fail to notice that the generation the president described as 'passing' was their own and, despite his ritual grief, his angelic face was beaming. His peers would soon hold undisputed sway and the idea intoxicated him.

"This is not a time for sadness," the president pronounced gravely. "Our colleague lived a full and productive life. This is not a time for regrets or recriminations. It is a time to look forward to the challenges he left behind!" 

Had the professor’s death been only natural? One day, I knew, we would bury the remaining senior professors and then the president of the university and his generation as well. And then it would be our turn. For most of us, this was our first real contact with the death of a person we had worked with, who had been one of us. The horror of the moment cried out for explanation. 

What had really happened to the professor who lay so silent now in his coffin? So many people had died! Did that mean nothing? How many people had really known the professor? The senior faculty members had been his closest friends, but they would never talk now and may not even have understood themselves. Or maybe they had all been involved. 


“We are in 1992,” the President droned on. “Elections will reflect at national level the transition we are observing here.” He was perfectly at home in these surroundings and, if he had little to say that had not been said many times before, he enjoyed saying it again, over and over. He spoke of the professor he had ignored in life, of the entire postwar era that was now coming to an end. He had been watching powerlessly for many years and now hoped finally to shape a new world order he and his own generation could dominate. The professor's generation had won the Cold War, he acknowledged, but the time had come for change. I wondered what kind of change this faceless generation could have to offer.
He did not even mention Mark or his accusations of murder and unnatural death. Had he honestly asked himself whether the professor had really just died naturally or did that merely fit his program and worldview better? Why did I even bother to ask? Had not each generation in turn done the same since the beginning of time? 

I looked idly for Mark among the other graduate students, although I knew he was not there. Still his very absence made the ceremony more horrible. His story of serial murder and vast dreams had merely embarrassed the police and annoyed the university administration and even he no longer cared to tell it. I wondered how much I had been responsible for allowing him to develop his dread discoveries. He had cared deeply for the professor in the end. Had I lost control of him? I had been with Mark for much of the semester and even I did not know what had happened for certain. 

The other students and professors no longer talked about Mark and his theories now, but they had all admired him at the time.  Should we just forget it now the professor was dead? It seemed grossly unfair to think of the professor lying in his coffin, honored, if only for his passing, and truly at peace, perhaps for the first time, in death. I knew I would have to find out what had really happened for myself. I could not let them simply lock the professor's death up anonymously in the sacred confines of a cemetery.

I have called up a blank screen on my computer. As an academic historian, I suppose I should probably make my conclusions clear and then in good academic style provide arguments and evidence to back them up. But I am not sure I really know what the story was about.  I may even be accused of presenting what happened as a mystery, a mystery in the old meaning of mystical experience as much as the murder mystery with which it began. And perhaps that is intentional. The whole semester was a mystical experience for me, one I will never forget. The resolution of these events, if there has in fact been a final resolution, has not fully clarified the mystery for me. I am not sure of my conclusions and this is never became a history paper. If I began by explaining straightforwardly what I think actually happened, I would be missing the point. I am less interested in convincing readers of any one conclusion than in examining the way in which the events themselves unfolded. 

The story I feel I must tell now fits neatly in the fall semester of Mark's first and my final year in graduate school.  
�	Tout ce qui est interessant se passe dans l'ombre. On ne sait rien de la véritable histoire des hommes.





