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Chapter 4


Hypochondria dominated the mind of the ruling class. Many of them lived like chronic  invalids from age 50 onwards.  Some, although nothing was wrong with them, remained bed-ridden for almost four centuries. They resented the least exertion and panicked at the smallest cut. A national character evolved combining avoidance of exertion,   a morbid fear of strangers and an aversion to travel. 


Deeming medical science inadequate they indulged freely in superstition. Ever obliging,  the priests compiled astrological almanacs combining the  esoteric learning of ancient civilizations, the most recent astronomical discoveries and ignorant folk beliefs. Superstitious notions and practices were associated with all body parts, the eyes in particular because of the ocular sensitivity induced by the elixir of longevity. Strong sunlight was universally avoided, and it was not uncommon to find individuals who elected to spend their entire lives within the confines of the palace walls. 


Fearful of human contact, even with one another, whining in sickly nasalized tones, obsessed by their preoccupation with their own state of health, they lay or sat about, useless to others and above all to themselves , waiting for death. With what eagerness did the priests nurture these infantile terrors !  Giving expression to the state of craven dependency  that bound them, the nobility  invented an abject vocabulary of honorifics:  “Reverend and blessed sage”, or “Merciful and benevolent healer”, “Saintly doctor”, “Wise Magus”, 

and so on. The court chancellor at Bellek in the first part of the 9th century, R.I., addressed his personal physician as:


“ ....king of science, healing master, who bindeth up the skein of our existence by means of  his wise, sagacious and exalted art, thrice-honored doctor of dazzling erudition, summit of all  compassion....” 



Within half a millennium the grounds of all the palaces of Nin had all of the trappings, and many of the same activities as the  hospices for the elderly. Young, able-bodied princes allowed themselves to be pushed about in wheelchairs. Others,  because of a sprained toe suffered in childhood, might elect to spend their whole life on  crutches. Priests followed closely on their heels, servile as domesticated pets, toting along  bags of pills and nostrums, snapping their fingers to servants and slaves, demanding litters or portable chairs when their wards showed signs of fatigue, fanning away insects, bathing their faces and limbs with aromatic lotions. 


Outside the palace walls the deluded populace of a great empire might believe their overlords immortal; while the denizens within cringed like meek sacrificial lambs before the inevitable reckoning. 


Though I count myself at best a scholar woefully aware of his deficiencies in literary art, I will labor to exercise my small skill as I attempt to recreate something of the atmosphere of a typical afternoon on the grounds of the palace at Bellek in the 7th century: 
It was part of the established routine that every day , provided the weather was temperate,  the priests wheeled their charges outdoors  at 4 P.M.  for an hour of sunlight. 


The superannuated dowager, baroness Nemirar, sits in her wheelchair poised near the grassy rim of the duck-pond. From head to foot she is shrouded in  black; her long veil covers the ground. Beside her stands Athanas, her attendant priest. Around her  moves her personal entourage of maids and slaves. Bustling with activity, they fan away insects, push sweetmeats into her toothless maw , readjust her seat, sweep the ground before her feet. 


Even by the standards of the aristocracy Nemirar is extremely old. Every eventless hour of 450  years of idleness  is etched in wrinkles  deep and thick as mountain crevasses. Her varicose veins  bulge like foraging earthworms. She rarely  speaks, and then  with difficulty. This is all to the good, for when she does it is only to reveal a nature capricious, willful and cruel. 


Whatever capacity for independent thought or feeling she may have once possessed has been atrophied for 300 years. A compulsive trembling seizes her whenever the consciousness  of her approaching death penetrates the lifeless reaches of her mind. Fear has frozen the muscles of her body and face into near total immobility. With horror she regards the flaking of her skin as , minute upon minute, it delivers  a few more atoms to her ultimate dissolution.


Like spinning mirrors the eyes of  Athanas, a man high in the priestly hierarchy, are huge, clear and crafty. Though in his 50’s  he has lost none of his  youthful vigor. The ugliness of his head is crowned by a tonsure. Smug hypocrisy radiates from the creases of his face. To ease  Nemirar’s arthritis his arms hold aloft a bowl of frothing lather. 


Her cousin, Tagar, sits a short distance from her in a cushioned chair. Like her he has emerged for his daily ration of sunlight. He  does his own walking;   he is, after all,  only 283 years old. His character is gloomy and bitter.  Life lost its meaning for him in his mid-hundreds. His mind darkened  by the shadows of obsessive fears , he thinks but little . 


While yet a young man of 80 he achieved a minor reputation as a writer of competent, if  conventional poetry of a pious character. Some of his hymns to the gods of Vanarosa have been anthologized in the hymnals. Yet a  few decades later  he grew disgusted with religion, without anything to replace it. Now neither family, sport, politics, learning or culture,  nor any  of life’s other distractions have held any appeal for him.


To his right stands a table covered with medications:  nostrums to protect him from ill effects of heat,  wind, moisture or dust. Among them are pills for a extremely painful intestinal condition which he has endured, with admirable stoicism, for almost two centuries . He cannot recall a time when he could digest anything but runny porridge. 


Like Nemirar’s, his  face is trenched with deep crevices. Each furrow holds the residue of  some terrible confrontation with mortality. He is almost blind. Whether indoors or out, one may find him sitting for long hours, his mouth gaping wide. This posture gives one the strange impression that there was a time when he was the recipient of some privileged revelation forgotten  at the moment when  he was on the verge of uttering it.  


Tagar’s doctor is named Esdedes. With a show of great love, he fans away the insects hovering about his patient.


“ Nephew!”, rasps Nemirar, “I’m very cross with you ! You had the windows opened in the east courtyard ! I’ve always known you wanted to kill me! A puff of air will do it, at my age! Don’t  let it happen again!” This speech, with minor variations , has been spoken  a thousand times in the last century. 


Without looking at her directly, Tagar continues to gape and says: “Auntie,  what harm is there in a little air?”


“Kill that disgusting beast!” Nemirar snaps. Her attendants reach down into the grass and snuff out the life of a grasshopper. Tagar’s perpetual stupor is thereby illuminated with the glimmer of a philosophical reflection:


“ Auntie, are we not all like grasshoppers?” 


“ No, you blockhead! I’ve no time for your silliness today! A grasshopper has the bliss of a short life. Ahhhhhhh.....h!   ” Athanas springs into action, whipping up lather and rubbing it into the accretions of flesh that fold like volcanic lava around her neck . 


“ Auntie”, Tagar persists, “ That is not at all what I meant. A grasshopper is born withered and bent, just as we are today .” 


“ Have it your way!” she carps with extreme ill-humor. “What’s the entertainment tonight ? No more jugglers I hope! I’ve seen them too many times. They bore me to tears ,  even if I can’t figure out  how they do it!”


“ I know, Auntie ...I know...but...” Tagar moans softly, his eyes inexorably fixed on an unrecoverable  past.


“Alas!” he cries, “Memory! Of all our miseries , O ye Gods, why did you not spare us the sufferings of memory ! A hundred years have passed since I last kissed a loved one! I remember her exactly as she was then , as if it were yesterday. Such torment! Those lips, the sweetness of her caresses , the pin-points of light in those indigo eyes, iridescent as fireflies,  that special tenderness!  ..... but she has died...and all her grandchildren have died... and all that remains is memory , like a lost sunset,  the vanished ripples on the surface of a pond, brief as a summer breeze..... For creatures such as ourselves, Auntie, even a happy youth spells misfortune.  Nothing remains for us  but the torture of memory, remorse, regret!” 


Tagar weeps.


“ Nephew, your childish thoughts bore me! In fact, everything about you is a bore. My   youth was miserable! Not that I can  remember a thing about it, except that old age is worse. Thank goodness I’m not stupid like you:  I know   I’m going to die!”


Though the day is hot, he draws the blanket more tightly about his limbs, and shudders.  At another part of the grounds sits a group : the duke Malnuk, his sister s’teri , ( Aeshterizch ) duchess of ëmol ( Phemlouthk ) and cousin Sykira,  duchess of ’aio. 

( Beson) . Malnuk,  still young at 150 , is a direct descendant of the treasurer Malnuk, one of the co- conspirators from the time of the founding of the empire.  His health is excellent and he  retains most of his teeth and hair. His eyes are intense and full of fire. Within their inky pools ones reads the bitter drama of a man clinging desperately to a belief in life’s purpose. Nearby plays a puppy; tenderly he strokes its fur. Beside him kneels a man-servant, holding 

aloft a plate heaped with fruit and nuts. He is one of those who sold his freedom at a young  age in exchange for medical treatment. Having been Malnuk’s  slave for twenty years, he is about to be released. His name is Tal.


“ Tal, say something to me.” Malnuk orders. “ Anything; I’m bored.”


“ Sire, I know not what to say. I have had so little experience of life. This is the result of loss of liberty.”


“Liberty, eh? What’s liberty?" Malnuck snarls, "  Tal, you should know something about that. What do you think liberty consists of?” He cracks a nut, spits out the shell, yawns.


“ If I may speak frankly , sire.”


“  Have I ever denied you that privilege?”


Tal ignores the question: “Sire, I have lived among all the classes of our society. I grew to manhood begging in the streets. Then I became a day-laborer and finally a clerk. By the standards of my people I lived well. When I contracted typhus, I would have died without the marvelous skill of the doctor  ioritu.” (Diocritus)   Occupied  with mortar and pestle, Diocritus nods in acknowledgment.


“ That was when  I entered your service. I have served you faithfully for 20 years , and will continue to do so until my release in a few months. In none of these situations have I met anyone who considered himself a free man.”


“ Well”, Malnuk reflects, considering the observation ,  “At least you’re happier than we are. Eh, Diocritus, what d’you say? Aren’t the slaves our happiest citizens ?  I would give up my immortality to be one of them.”


Diocritus allows himself a sally with a gentle touch of malice:


“ Your responsibilities weigh heavily on you, lord Malnuk. Even with eternal life  there  is scarcely enough time in which to fulfill them.”


The bell in the clock tower chimes five. It is the onset of evening.   In a few minutes the priests will begin wheeling the residents back to their quarters.  Frightened cranes,  giddy with the approaching  of nightfall,  fly over the grounds. From  behind the hedges concealing the pleasure gardens emerge the youthful cries  of revel.  


Aesteriszch , Malnuk’s sister, cannot arrest her hacking cough. She is younger than her brother by forty years. Guarding the palms of her hands lest they touch  the ground, she pulls herself to a standing position. In her youth she had been very beautiful with many lovers. Before the onset of menopause she produced 25 children. Now she is misshapen and gone to fat, her jowls pasty and overstuffed, her breasts flabby, her heart bitter with smoldering resentments. Even in her decline an aura of seduction hovers about her. Her obstinate longing for those pleasures that alone gave life meaning is  all that stands between her and the wish for a merciful death.  


At each side stand her priests, Oskan and Nemi. They feed her with potent opiates  without which she could not endure the tedium of the waking existence. Dupe to every superstition current in her day, she is in constant need of them  to accompany her through the daily routines of ritual and prayer. 


Each day on awakening a sacred amulet is thrust into her mouth. Before getting out of bed she swallows a score of pills designed for the relief of chronic ailments:  stomach ulcers, heart palpitations, arthritic spasms and the like. The priests test her food for poisons  before dousing it with a medley of narcotics. Three times daily her feet are bathed in a mixture of chemicals, herbs and milk.  In line with a prevailing opinion of the day she  believes that  diseases enter the body through the ontact of exposed flesh with the ground. She rarely ventures outdoors,  moving slowly through most of the day in  darkened and  over-heated chambers. Only at 4 o'clock , and then only if the weather is temperate and dry, does she  allow herself an hour of sunlight. 


" O Malnuk my brother!" she sobs, 


"How existence wearies me! “ 


" I don't suppose", he cracks, "  you've come out to flap your limbs for an  hour to tell me that!"


"Oh my dearest brother!  You understand nothing! Don’t you realize yet that I am terribly, terribly sick! I’ve been sick for centuries, yet you have no pity for me! What’s your opinion, Nemi?"


The flatulent priest Nemi,  his face filled with boredom and spite, glares at Malnuk through glazed eyes:


" That's very true, lord Malnuk: Your sister is a very sick woman! She would have expired years ago  had we not put her on a strict regime. "  Aesteriszch shudders as from an  imagined draft, 

" She needs the very best of care at all times. Why do you not pay heed to our teaching, Malnuk? Don't you know that it is a cardinal sin not to protect one's life to the best of one's ability?  Neglectful disbelievers will not enter Vanarosa!"


" Vanarosa, Vanarosa!" Malnuk whines , "  More of the same cant! Who invented that stupid myth anyway, the priests or us? When you're dead you're just dung. When I die I hope you throw my  body on a mound of  buffalo dung!"


Oskan chokes with indignation: "Vanarosa is not a myth, sire!" But Aesteriszch, turning her impish gaze upon him as she daubs another beauty lotion on the monstrous  network of crow’s feet around her eye sockets replies, laconically and with a gesture of coy helplessness: 


“Brother dear: we are far less than that.”


Nemirar weeps a veritable sea of mucus and tears. Soon she will be wheeled back inside. Tagar sits apart, totally abstracted, pondering lost questions hidden in the depths of his stagnated mind. 


Youngest among them, the retiring and contemplative Sykira is only 80.  We learn from the ancient chronicles that she was single all her life and something of a recluse. She loved most to sit by herself for long hours in the fruit groves ,  or stroll the palace grounds  in the company of her family and friends of long standing . She appears to have been satisfied to while away the centuries through quiet industry and private meditation. Others could have profitably followed her example. While the majority of her contemporaries yearned after perishable fruits to embitter them for half a millennium, she cultivated the inner life and found little reason for complaint . To us she has  bequeathed several thousand pages of poetry, enough to fill fifty books. Much of it is very  good, though it is not to be expected that inspiration could be sustained over so long a period. She passed away as she had lived, without anguish. Free from most of the superstitious beliefs and practices current at the time, she retained few doctors and suffered few ailments. In a world pre-occupied with little more than a continual whining about death, based on a class system derived from the unmerited longevity of an ungrateful few, she withdrew from the entanglements of the living and took comfort from solitude. 

She died peacefully at the age of  325.  She is worthy of our consideration as an example of the tiny percentage of the nobility who knew how to benefit from their advantages. Even the priests paid her honor, placing this epitaph upon the wall of her chapel:


Sykira, granted long life


Beloved in the sight of citizens of every station


Wise, simple and courageous,


Who died,  as she had lived,


Wishing for little more than the sound 


Made by the running waters 


Of the willow brook in the early spring


Or that of the winds from the eastern provinces


In  autumn.

