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‘“Sometimes,” Père de Grandmaison tells us, “during the 
contemplation of a work of art, or while listening to a melody, 
the effort to understand relaxes, and the soul simply delights 
itself in the beauty which it divines . . . or merely a memory, 
a word, a line of Dante or Racine shooting up from the obscure 
depths of our soul, seizes hold of us, ‘recollects’ and penetrates 
us. After this experience we know no more than we did, but 
we have the impression of understanding a little something 
that before we hardly knew, of tasting a fruit the rind of which 
we have scarcely nibbled.” Such an experience is, among others, 
an instance of those “profane states of nature in which we can 
decipher the great lines, and discern the image and rough sketch  
of the mystical states of the soul . . .”’

Henri Brémond, Prayer and Poetry:  
A Contribution to Poetical Theory

‘It has been deduced from the belief in Pure Sound that the 
resultant meaning of the words need not be known, that it is 
enough to know the meaning of the words in isolation and 
enough of their syntax to read them aloud rightly. In a degree 
this is often true, but it is best to regard this state of limited 
knowledge as a complicated state of indecision which involves 
much estimating of probabilities, and is less ignorance than 
an ordered suspension of judgment . . . a musical chord is a 
direct sensation, but not therefore unanalyzable into its separate 
notes even at the moment of sensing. It can be either felt or 
thought; the two things are similar but different; and it requires 
practice to do both at once.’

William Empson, Seven Types of  Ambiguity
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BOOK I

‘If all time is eternally present 

All time is unredeemable.’

*

‘Burnt Norton’
Four Quartets, 1936
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3

The Dissident Corpus

It was not, to begin again, what she had expected. She had 
been waiting a month now for the results of a scan to 
reveal whether her renegade brain cells, caught late in the 
game of incestuous duplication, had been eradicated, and 
knew the outcome was unlikely to be favourable: Doctor 
Robertson, a greying, sprightly beanpole of a man, had 
told her so. The size of the tumour had been considerable, 
surgery had removed less of it than had been hoped. In 
such circumstances therapy could be counted upon to do 
only so much. And yet here was the doctor, looking even 
more sprightly than usual, handing her a sheet and 
informing her that not only had the rebel cells been 
disbanded but her white-blood-cell count was the best it 
had been for over a year, since the trouble first started. 

She peered at the paper over the tops of her glasses as 
if at an impostor. A moment passed before she said: ‘Are 
you sure these are mine?’

‘That’s your name, isn’t it?’ Robertson said. ‘To all intents 
and purposes you’re a well woman, Miss Stone. We couldn’t 
have hoped for a better result.’

She sniffed and raised her eyebrows. The paper trembled 
a little as she replaced it on the desk. 

‘Of course,’ he said, ‘we’ll keep monitoring you, but 
things look good. Have you had any more headaches?’ 

‘No.’
‘Nausea?’
‘Sometimes, after eating.’
‘That’s normal enough. Your body will take a while to 
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feel like itself again.’ He swivelled in the chair and smiled 
at her. ‘So, what are you going to do with yourself, now 
you’re up and about?’ 

She pursed her lips, flicking a speck from her skirt. She 
knew how she appeared: a spinster, bespectacled, sensible 
shoes, skin and lashes of a pallor that suggested dim rooms 
and silence; her eyes were the only thing that didn’t fit the 
rest of the picture because they were dark, flashing, almost 
feral and most people didn’t look at them for very long 
before turning away. She said, smiling a little: ‘Oh, back 
to work, I should think. I’m behind with my book and the 
department can’t do without me.’

‘Take some time out. Get away for a while – have you 
got a friend you could visit?’ 

‘Of course,’ she said, glancing at him.
He regarded her quizzically for a moment, perhaps a 

little sadly, then stood, holding out his hand. 
At the door he said: ‘Remember, no work.’ 
And she indulged him with a smile and said: ‘I promise.’

She stood in a long corridor with a shining floor. In front 
of her a column of dust eddied in sunlight. It was dust, 
but as Professor Stone looked the particles glinted, pirou-
etted, were alchemised into some grander matter, not dust 
but gold, and gold tinged with rainbows. To her left, beyond 
a glass wall, trees swayed, leaves whirled in blustery 
sunshine. They were trees, but as she looked the boughs 
became arms reaching towards the sun, fibres of some 
eternal matter imploring mediation. 

A noise startled her and she turned to see a man pushing 
a trolley towards her, pursing his lips. The word that came 
to mind to describe the sound, however, was not ‘whistling’: 
that was not nearly strange enough for the music, neither 
human nor inanimate, she was hearing. 

She blinked, the trolley passed, the dust scattered, the 

265EE_tx.indd   4 02/05/2013   12:13



5

leaves went on whirling. Something had happened: what 
was it? Words seemed to lag behind her perception of 
things this morning, sorry messengers of a secret too subtle 
for comprehension. She said, ‘I am well,’ but these too 
were inadequate to describe the disparate thing her body 
had become ever since Robertson had handed her the paper. 

She was now standing in the column of sunlight, dust 
whirring madly about her: fabric, flesh, veins, nails and 
sunspots were all suddenly quite dazzling, touched into 
being by a luminescence she felt all around her. She said, 
‘Thank you,’ cautiously, as if testing the words, and these 
alone seemed to retain some of their meaning this strangest 
of mornings – though she was not sure to whom she was 
speaking and did not like to think what talking to herself 
in the middle of the day suggested. 

Professor Stone began to walk slowly, and then with 
more certainty, down the long, shining corridor.

Elizabeth Stone (professor of English poetry, celebrated 
author of The Dissident Corpus: John Milton and the 
Poetics of  Difference, fellow of two bodies of higher 
learning, chair of two; contributor to ten journals, editor 
of one) was in her fifty-second year when life as she knew 
it came to an end. As it happened, she was standing in a 
lecture theatre about to demonstrate the swoon that ‘by 
communion raised/from earth to heaven’ the rapturous 
Wordsworth, when in striking counterpoint, and to the 
surprise of more than two hundred undergraduates, the 
earth raised itself to meet her, a light flashed across her 
brain, her left hand dropped the papers it was holding and 
the world went black. She woke to find Matthew Cullum, 
head of English, bending over her, saying: ‘Elizabeth, can 
you hear me?’

She put the fall down to low blood sugar and resolved 
not to skip breakfast. A week later she got out of bed and 
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the world went black again; the next morning while she 
was brushing her teeth her left arm went limp, her hand 
contracted to a claw and the vision dimmed in her left eye. 
After twenty minutes things were back to normal, though 
her arm remained weak for the rest of the day. 

She told no one; it was tiredness, a trapped nerve, some 
sort of deficiency. She had had similar symptoms once with 
migraine. She would get it checked out next week when 
she had finished the Donne lectures, at the end of the 
month when she had sent off the paper on Dryden. The 
fact was Professor Stone was used to dealing with her 
body’s revolts. Over the years it had supplied her with a 
baffling array of ills and she had become a skilled opponent 
of it, though it had never before behaved with quite such 
abandon. She drank tincture of opium when she was 
afflicted with diarrhoea and needed to give a lecture at 
Harvard, hobbled about on a stick when a bout of lumbago 
threatened to prevent her travelling to the John Ryland’s 
Library to consult a manuscript, woke herself up at random 
intervals when writing her first book on Milton to play the 
insomnia at its own game; she prevented her hands trem-
bling at conferences by gripping them so hard that half-
moons appeared in her palms. 

At the time of the fall she had just begun the long-awaited 
second instalment of her magnum opus, The Dissident 
Corpus: John Milton and the Poetics of  Difference, the 
culmination of a love affair with the literary giant that had 
occupied her to the inclusion of little else for eight years, 
though perhaps ‘obsession’ should be substituted for ‘love’ 
and ‘battle’ for ‘affair’ because there were times when the 
combatants had come to mortal blows and it was doubtful 
that one of them would survive the encounter. Survive the 
professor must, however, because the grim truth was she 
had not written a book, despite eager anticipation from 
critical circles, since her first foray into Milton’s Hell; 
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though she hadn’t been wasting time – on the contrary she 
had been researching obsessively; indeed, towards the end 
the temptation was to continue researching because the 
thought of transforming the teetering piles into some sort 
of structure itself bordered on hellish. 

When she was sure of her argument she began to write 
up the first draft. This took three times as long as she had 
expected, first because of the quantity of material, and 
second, because of her desire to include as much of it as 
possible. She was contending with the weakness of her left 
arm and an odd but fleeting darkness that would descend 
upon her left eye when the headaches appeared. They were 
unusual in their severity, began on the left side and, if she 
didn’t catch them early, soon rendered her immobile. 
Nothing, though, was as debilitating as a growing foggi-
ness, an ability to fall deeply and sometimes dangerously 
asleep at a moment’s notice: she arrived in Epping instead 
of Holborn on the Underground and would have travelled 
back to West Ruislip if the guard hadn’t woken her; called 
to a faculty meeting to discuss the necessity of enlivening 
the syllabus, she was nudged by the new historicist Felicity 
McGowan and woke to find herself attached by a chain 
of spit to her own cardigan; marking papers at home, 
reading in the British Library, sitting in Lincoln’s Inn Fields 
working on her book, she had felt her grip on the world 
weaken. 

She woke from the naps thick-headed and disoriented. 
Coffee made the sleepiness worse. Fresh air, brisk walks, 
early nights and fewer carbohydrates all failed to invoke 
industry. She skimmed the mellifluities of Milton’s lines 
and the world darkened, anatomised Satan’s soliloquies 
only for her eyes to begin to throb – was the problem the 
thesis itself? she wondered. Was it her argument? Had she 
researched too much? 

She had started and restarted four times now but the 
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work refused to become a gestalt. Sometimes she felt she 
was seeing things clearly, but when she looked again, she 
had fallen short. 

The truth was, there had been times even before the fall 
when Professor Stone had written no more than a sentence 
a day, when she had paced for hours before sitting down 
in front of the computer screen. It was as if her body was 
turning its back on an old lover, for so she had always 
thought of poetry, as one who gave or withheld favours. 
Now though it looked as though she might no longer have 
stamina for the pursuit, knowing through experience what 
many (especially those who contended that the pen was 
lighter than the sword) did not: that in order to write 
anything at all one had to be just as vital in spirit and 
body as in mind. 

Years before, the professor had made a discovery: whenever 
her body sent her a new ailment all it needed was a shock 
of some sort, another assignment, a deadline brought 
forward, a bad review, the realisation that there was material 
for another whole book awaiting development in an appendix 
– in short more, much more, to do than it had imagined 
and less time to do it in – and, hey presto, it began func-
tioning normally again; sometimes even better than before. 
The present events, she felt sure, were merely a case in point. 
Nevertheless, despite the annual Milton conference she was 
heading, extra faculty work and two journal articles to finish 
within the month, the symptoms not only failed to improve, 
they worsened. She told Professor Cullum she was experi-
encing some minor health problems. It was preferable to  
his thinking the reason was a more mysterious complaint 
– one lurking in the corridors of the mind, for instance, an 
affliction to which a worrying number of the English faculty 
had at some time fallen prey. He urged her to take a sabbat-
ical and she declined. 
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Ironically it was mental rather than physical disturbance 
that finally prompted Professor Stone to seek help. It was 
early September, the evenings drawing in and London 
preparing itself for what looked set to be an unseasonably 
chilly autumn. She was not usually perturbed by the arrival 
of the darker months but walking home along the Strand 
she could not shake off a feeling of impending doom. The 
lights of passing traffic, white noise of the city, hurrying 
shapes of commuters, the sky seething pink and then 
orange and then blackish ochre, all seemed to presage some 
unspeakable disaster. In addition to anxiety, she began to 
experience startling fits of anger: jamming her key into the 
front door so hard that she bent the metal, trembling with 
rage as she rifled through the teetering pile of post in the 
hall, denting the plaster of the wall as she burst through 
the swing doors in the English Department, Dr Chakrabarti, 
head of Middle English, along with it. Worst of all, she 
found herself weeping often, profusely, and apparently for 
no reason: when opening an invitation to the annual Donne 
conference, when marking a quite astonishingly bad essay 
on Lovelace; midway through steak and kidney pie in the 
cafeteria; on the top of a double-decker bus. 

Professor Stone had always made a point of engaging in 
outbursts as little as possible and found the latest develop-
ment distressing in the extreme: how could she analyse 
Milton’s Michael when it was all she could do not to screw 
up the page? What good were floods of tears when 
dissecting Satan’s rhetoric? Things came to a head when, 
taking Witwoud’s part in a tutorial, she was surprised to 
find she couldn’t speak; she mastered the obstruction only 
for the letters to blur. Her students glanced at one another. 
The tutor they privately referred to as ‘The Stone’ appeared 
to be dissolving. She rose abruptly and went to the window; 
but now the roofs of Somerset House were moving, tears 
were falling. ‘Excuse me,’ she said, and strode to the door. 
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She spent the next twenty minutes locked into the small 
bathroom down the corridor, attempting to compose 
herself. 

Fainting, neuropathy, headaches, narcolepsy, fits of anger 
could all be borne, but not weeping in a tutorial. Professor 
Stone made an appointment to see the doctor. 
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