THE WOVAN OF THE FOREST

l.

We have arrived at the height of summer by the banks
of a dry creek to observe, in a clearing, the delirious
gromh of the wild plants

Fascinated, we wtness a strange |iving nosaic of
parts of disnenbered creatures: crows, manticores, horned
bi rds , ducklings bearing jewel encrusted crowns, rabbit
eyes sprouting the antennae of insects; rooster's coxconbs;
dark green turtles' shells hosting purple spots, red
horse heads adorned with tassels, on threadli ke necks,
nei ghi ng over a Queen Anne's | ace.

We cone upon a plant isolated fromits nei ghbors,
imrersed in bracken: giant fly's wngs and bird feathers
shroud the stalk; a horse's head is fixed atop a nole's
neck, it's face flecked wth beetles , preening in
outl andi sh inpossibility above primtive virgina
| eaf i ness!

Each plant is a sinister, omnous, absurdity,
selfish , willful and vile. Inthe Iife and death of
heated summer they withe their crippled stalks, stretch
their filamentous tongues, wheeze, pant, cackle, titter,
screech and bark in wild rejoicing !

.

Far fromsettlenments, the forest stood between the
nmount ai ns and the | and. What roads there were that entered
it quickly disappeared, vanishing 1in the underbrush or
between the trees . No farnms or villages lay inits
vicinity;, along its outskirts one found only the odd
i sol at ed honest ead.

Twenty years had passed since a woman, scarcely nore
than a girl at the tinme, cane there seeking refuge from
manki nd. Now she lived alone, surviving off the land on
edi bl e shoots, berries and snmall gane. Her isolation was
never disturbed by outsiders. The rare intruder, notivated
by curiosity or the desire for adventure, soon retreated
fromit in bew |ldernent, and did not return.

Her native village lay several mles distant on the
other side of the nountains. Her nother had died in
childbirth; she was raised by her father and his famly.
It was on a stifling night in late sumer, shortly after
her 18th birthday, that a m ddl e-aged stranger, a vagabond
passi ng through the village, cane to call at her house. He



t ook advant age of her inexperience and her father's absence
to have his way wth her. Then he di sappeared and was
never again seen in the region.

The famly was cl ose. No one rebuked her for what had
befall en her. Nor did she consider it wong to have yiel ded
to love. The earliest unm stakabl e signs of pregnancy
unshackl ed a joy beyond bounds. There was exultation in
the sound of newlife ringing in her blood, the realization
of a purpose for being, a deeply possessive materna
pride.

Yet with the com ng of the spring, the anticipations
of fulfillment quickly gave way to the execrations of
hatred. For the child had died before its delivery, and
reeked as of a sick death. The little corpse which, in the
darkness of the wonb had never known the daylight, shed a
radi ance of its own, black and sour, emanati ng outwards
fromher body with i nhunman force.

She fled to the forest depths, shedding with her
garnents all association with humanity. Conceal nent was her
goal , her vow of chastity the |legacy of bitter experience.
Over the years she so nurtured her sickness that in many
ways she becane superhuman, perhaps no | onger human at all,
rat her an enbodi nent, a power, a diseased spiritual energy,
the malignant in nature.

As all traces of self-consciousness disappeared she
becane fully integrated with the envel opi ng abundance of
life . She, too, had cane to resenble the vegetation that
sheltered her and from which she drew her sustenance, yet
anot her inpossibility of ornanental growth. She grew
sl ovenly, neglected herself, becane obese. Congealed mlk
hardened in the swollen breasts that drooped over her
belly. Kneaded and conpressed by the incl enent weather and
the cycles of the seasons, her flesh becane suffused with

the texture of the humd carpets of | eaves covering
the forest floor , pressed down by the weight of their own
accunmul ation, rotting, densely conpacted, st eam ng,

i ngrown and overgrown, in all stages of decay.

It was now that flowers of every description bl ossoned
fromthe substance of her flesh. The | argest were red,
bl ack and white, the smaller of variegated hues. Garl ands
of wild daisies encircled her brow, clusters of thistles
and asters spangled the long black hair that fell to her
wai st. Myriads of tiny violets, buttercups and irises
sprinkled her legs and right side |ike stars. | mpl ant ed
above her heart blooned a great white chrysanthenmum Bl ack
or chi ds di spersi ng noxi ous aromas anchored their roots
beneath the folds of her right breast. Covering her vulva



were mats of vy , their | eaves edged with needle-Ilike
stickers, curling |like snakes or points of fire.

Her face also sprouted life. Carnations grew over her
eyebr ows,

a rose fromher right cheek. Below the | eft side of her
mouth rested a cluster of three small poppies.

The rest of her body was all but conceal ed by foliage
that grew around it.

War ped by the tragedy of her wonb, her body had, in
its own way, given birth to the cornucopia of life that, in
si ckness and paradox, grew upon it. She was once again
the pregnant nother decked with flowers; or |ike the plot
of an untended grave, gone to seed. Once again a
harvest, a springtine of growh created, not by the
radi ance of the sun, but by the black heat of her dead
child. She was, together, Persephone, spring and pregnhancy,
and Persephone, death and the underworld.

Her know edge of magic , absorbed fromthe trees and
the flowering plants, canme to her gradually . Intricate
wavefronts extending outwards to the forest's boundaries
evolved fromthe shapes and patterns of distribution of
unt ended vegetation. The wunraveling of their woven skeins
of nystery gave her conmmand over storehouses of natural
and supernatural energies. By resolving primtive riddles
atent for eons in wat ers, rocks and land , she
acquired control over magical forces of ancient provenance,
originating in those tines when the ferns were first
engendered fromthe pre-Canbrian swanps.

Through her know edge of magic a terrifying power
devol ved upon her: spells to quicken birth or cause
m scarriages, spells to cause or cure disease, to spread
blight, to shield creatures fromharm or bring about their
death. By neans of this magic she could disguise herself |,
assum ng any shape desired from a tall giddy plant crowned
with luxuriant flowers, to the hunbl est toadstool.

This was not the only magi ¢ she knew. Buried deep in
the processes and cycles of nature reside clues to the
origins of the world, rhythnms and trenors that pul sed
t hrough history, crossing and recrossing unto the end of
time. Through a slow assimlation she becane sensible of
all the innunerable conjunctions of place, of proximty,
of associations by kind and by distinction, by whole and
part , making tangible the spiritual climte of every
district of the forest. By neans of this nagic she
establ i shed rapport with its plants, grasses, aninmals and
insects, its' rock formations, its' rivers and soils.
Through the irrevocabl e extension of her powers the whole



forest | andscape cane to be shaped to the inage of her
m sfortune

Foll ow ng wupon a long period of trial and error, and
after severe ordeals of initiation, the woman gai ned
mastery over the nost sinister forns of black nmagic. Sexua
energi es of hideous intensity , of uninmaginable violence
lay | ocked away , latent , at the heart of pollens and
spores. It was this power over the tenporal nechani sns of
procreati on which gave her the awesone force of a
supernatural being, reigning like a veritable deity over
the life of the forest.

Her magi cal powers enabl ed her to escape detection by
out siders. Through her sensitivity to the bal ance of
forces acting at any place in the forest, she always
perceived the arrival of intruders |ong before they were
aware of her. She would then assune the formof sone
tall, gawkish ornanental bush or flowering tree. The
unsuspecting visitor, though unaware of her existence,
woul d i mredi ately be struck by the nenacing presence of
a netaphysical force in the surrounding environnent that,
inthe formof an ultimatum warned himaway. He was | ed
to understand that further lingering there would constitute
the violation of a natural |aw, inmutable though unknown.
This sense of the om nous and inexorable, of a
supernatural terror arising fromsone indefinable source
fell upon himsuddenly, |ike a heavy penance. Al who
received this warning left the forest imedi ately, and did
not return.

Numer ous accounts testifying to the nysterious
character of the forest I|ay the foundation for a grow ng
lore of folk superstitions . Stories abounded of ghosts,
evil spirits, ferocious animals , savage runaways,
recluses, outlaws. The scope of these dangers nagnified
wth each re-telling, wuntil the forest cane to be
regarded t hroughout the region as treacherous and
unwel com ng , even haunt ed. Wthin a few years it was
deserted save for its | one occupant. Roads di sappeared,
choked by overgrowh, or blocked by rotting trees felled
by lightning. Once abandoned it grewwild with jungle-

i ke profusion, turning strangely beautiful.

The woman now ruled the forest as her own domain. Al
living things acknow edged her as their invincible queen,
united by a comon bond in which there was nutua
rej oi cing.

Love left the forest. Fashioned to the image of her
soul the living real mexuded pain and paradox. Under her
care weeds, bushes, flowers, the very bl ades of grass ,
spoke to her each inits own way . They stretched their



| anguorous tongues in nmad intensity at her presence. The
banks of the streans were burnished a dark red color. |ike
iron rust . Vines flourished, mnade of exotic netals never
before seen on this planet. To her ears cane the cornet
sounds arising fromthe sharp-edged grasses , and the
cries, as of open-nouthed hungry birds, of the w de-

bl aded grasses. \Wenever she roaned , a bird of pure
unal |l oyed silver perched on her shoul der. Locked away in
her heart's repository | ay the diabolical know edge of
magi ¢ and mal i gnancy. Ever did she radiate an inferna
aureole of death, fierce as the dazzling reflection of the
sun's light reflected fromthe polished surface of an
enbossed shi el d.

.

Twenty years fromthat August day when the woman had
sought refuge in the forest, a hunter wandered into it in
search of gane. He had been hunting since dawn in
nei ghboring woods, with little success. As he stood in a
meadow t hat norni ng he saw a deer suddenly burst forth
froma wooded covert. He raised his gun, took aim fired
but m ssed, then set out in pursuit of his quarry. Together
they covered nmuch terrain, nost of it unfamliar to him
until they cane to the outskirts of the forbidden
domai n .

Here only traces of past roads survived. To continue
his pursuit, he had to chop a path through the underbrush.
The deer knew its way about and doubl ed-back on itself
frequently. Though never |osing sight of his coveted prey
, he was unable to catch up with it. It was not until the
afternoon was well past its prine and the heat at its nost
intense that the hunter admtted defeat. Laying aside his
rifle he sat down on a large rock wunder the shade of a
clunp of trees.

Wiile he ate and rested he | ooked about for
i ndi cations of ways out of the forest. He'd known for
sonme time that he was |l ost. These fields and woods were
nore than unfamliar; dislocation was endemc to them Its
i nhabitants and their distribution around the countryside
were ali ke beyond his experience. Seas of grass, their |ong
narrow bl ades keen as knives, or curled |like snakes, or
pointed |like the sharp beaks of small birds, were |ocked in
endl ess strife against preening summer plants, |udicrous
and awkward, drunk with self-infatuation. Chaos abounded,
all things stained by strife , as if the region were
subj ect to sone universal |law of absurd form Nor was
there any evocation of the lyrical, nor the pastoral, nor



in any way was Nature at peace. Under the unsettling
pressure of the day's heat his hearing was assaul ted by
the clamour of teem ng choruses of angry, discordant
voi ces, vainly demanding their selfish right to life. Yet
through all this could a kind of vicarious lyric be heard,
voi ces cackling rather than singing, brimmng with nalice
and scorn, crying egoism not |ove.

The deer, taking himby surprise, as if fleeing a
greater danger, sprinted out froma brake into his visible
range on the open neadow. Seizing his gun, the hunter took
quick aim The shot rang against the hills as the bullet
flew through the enpty air. He stood up running and once
again fixed the deer in his sights.

Yet before he could fire the deer, emtting a savage
cry unlike anything the hunter had ever encountered, a
m xture of many aninmal voices , reared up on its hind | egs.
Its' body turned to silver; then to a bull's; which was
transnuted to that of a horse, saving only the horns; then,
save for these and the horse's mane, turned to a duck's,
its' neck sheathed with the stiff bristling nulti-colored
feathers of birds; then the duck's body quickly becane that
of a pig.

By the tine the hunter ran up to it, the deer had
conpletely disappeared. In its place stood a tall,
bedr aggl ed, deep-rooted plant. Residual sounds humred in
the surrounding air , cries of terror, violence and
W |l ful ness that seened to emanate fromthe back of his
consci ousness.

Coll ecting his gear, the hunter noved on. He set his
direction by the sun and headed to the northeast. At the
edge of the neadow a woods descended the sides of a steep
hill; beyond this he discerned a stream coursing through
a narrow valley . Across the streamwas a clearing and
what appeared to be the prom se of a road.

Partway down the slope his attention was drawn to the
soft glow of a warmreddish light. He traced this to a
single herb. Its cluster of five leathery |eaves, shaped
like small billows and serrated, stood conceal ed beneath
the branches of a great oak bl ocking the sunlight. Its
aura, he realized, cane fromwthin ,for the patch of
ground on which it grew was covered by deep shadows.

The herb was devoid of any green col oration, giving
the inpression of a lost jewel, forgotten on the forest
floor. Apart fromthe glowng light its intrinsic hue was
dark and opaque to sunlight. Though odorless, a powerfully
tranquilizing atnosphere envelopped its surroundi ngs.

Its roots had not penetrated deeply into the sandy soil and



the hunter pulled it loose without difficulty. As he
contined his descent, he carried it in his left hand.

Unbeknownst to him the fields of force emanating
from the herb regulated the netabiological energies of
this part of the forest. It was by its activity also that
the woman of the forest detected the presence of
i ntruders. Possession of it would nake it possible for
soneone to approach her undetected.

Hs first sighting of her was in the clearing on the
opposite side of the stream Her back was turned to him
whi |l e she worked, gathering fruits and | eaves for the
eveni ng neal. What he saw was a nound of grasses and weeds
nmovi ng about in agitation . It did not occur to him
i medi ately that he was dealing wth another person .
Fording the stream he recogni zed the flesh tones that
energed through the overgrowh. This made himthink that
a large animal had sonehow gotten itself entangled with
the flowers and vines. Wen the unm stakable outlines of a
human form appeared, his astoni shnment was conplete .

In the course of his comng closer to this strange
being he had occasion to recognize the intimte
connection pertaining between her and the herb in his
possession . Wien turned in her direction, 1its tiny yet
forceful heart-beat pulsed sparks of a silver hue . Mving
very quietly, he was able to cone within a short distance
from where she stood. Then he halted, overcone by
incredulity . Up to then she had neither seen nor heard
hi s approach, nor sensed it in any other way . Finally he
broke the silence by saying :

" Hello there! Wo are you, may | ask? Have | cone
across sone being not of this earth ? Have the |aws of
nat ure been suspended? Have | gone nmad? Can you at | east
tell me where | anP"

Terrified she turned about to face him There is no
way to do justice to her state of mnd . Over the previous
decade no nore than a dozen persons had entered the forest
, and none had cone into her nei ghborhood unnoti ced.

Safely canouflaged , she would induce a climate of
supernatural dread over the wilderness , fromwhich they
al ways fled. None had ever returned.

The brutality of the shock overwhel ned her. The power
by which she gained conplete control over situations and
events was concentrated in the leafy cluster in the hand of
t he hunter.

" Stand back! " she shouted. Her voice rang wth
menace. " Cone no closer !"

He froze in his tracks , but did not retreat:



Fabul ous being that you are indeed, | dare not cal
you animal nor human ! This entire forest, so it appears

to me, has been shaped to your will and desire, for surely
it isinall ways as strange as you! Tell ne from what

real myou derive, if you be indeed real! O mght you be
an illusion, a mrage conjured up by ny inflanmed senses to

my depleted mnd ? Are you here by chance, or 1is it our
destiny that we should neet in this your forest, at this
time?"

She hurled invective at him Begone! Get away from
here quickly! | ceased long ago to have traffic with
humanki nd! "

Her voice rang hollow to his ears. Sure of his
command, his tone becane nocking, i ndul gent:

" That | know is not true. Your body bears the
indications that, sonetine in the past, soneone left his

mar k upon you. Yet your age renmains a nystery to ne: in
sone ways you appear to be very young, little nore than a
girl; yet you are also older than I, ol der even than your

own years , bearing witness to events before the tine of
your own birth, older than anything that now lives in this
forest. | see the evidences in you of the origins of
life itself in the churning depths of the ocean. "

Terrified, she began to trenble:

" That is not for you to know Death was in ny
origins. Vengeance have | sworn against ny birth! Al ties
of comunity were broken when mankind cursed ne with its
mar k! And now you nust go, at once! Do you not understand?
You wll surely die."

He continued to gaze at her, unheeding, as if in a
trance. Her warnings were ignored:

" But now, see! Nature herself has restored to you
t hat abundance of |ife denied you by humanity! In you do |
see |life and death inseparable in intinmate union! You need
not fear me, nor anyone el se!l How |long have you been in
flight fromyourself ?"

In spite of her long rejection of human society, she
found herself relenting. Her voice, though stil
unfriendly, had lost its sharp edge of hostility:

" Twenty years. | amcontent to |ive here, nor have |
need of others. You have already seen how | have
refashioned this world to the inmage of nmy sorrow, and I am
content that it should remain so . | prom se you safe
conduct out of the forest; but you nust go at once."

It was as if the hunter heard nothing at all of what
she said to him He continued to stare with relentl ess
fascination at the foliage that grew about her.



VWhat are you like? | intend to see for nyself." He
noved forward to touch her.

" Stand back!" Her voice flashed hatred. There was
al so the suggestion of things far nore sinister, a distant
echo of her failed powers.

" Your womanly nature, which you can never shed, is
steeped in sorrow and unrequited desire. | wll bring
you back into the world of the living. | desire to have
know edge of you!"

" That is forbidden!" she cried. Her voice bristled
with malice:

" My skinis vilel”

" And to think that no nman has touched you in twenty
years! Let nme be the first to touch you! " He advanced
steadily upon her. Again she cried out:

" To touch what is forbidden is to inflict sacrilege
upon Nature. Touching nme you bring onto yourself the whole
of the living kingdomas a curse. Do you imagi ne you are
uniting nmere skin to skin? Heart to heart? No; you will not
be uniting skin to skin, heart to heart, but rather wll
you be uniting life with death! It is not a permssible
touch that you seek , but one that will call down upon you
the terrible vengeance of natural |aw

Do you imagi ne ny breasts yield ml|k? That ny body
gi ves delight? That ny wonb brings forth brood? Once ny
flesh , even as yours, was |linked within the great chain
of humanity. No longer! That is gone forever! |If you touch
me you unite the real with the unreal, the possible with
t he i npossi bl e and, excommunicated fromlife, you nust
die!"

Uni on between man and wonan", he replied, from
soul to soul : how can this transgress natural law? It is
Nature's law If we touch we forge a bond as ancient as
the soils of the tropical rain forests. How can it be
anyt hing but consecrated! Let us delay no longer: | wll
touch you with life!"

The hunter then resuned his steady march in her
direction. Beside herself with fear and unnasterable
desire, unable to flee, she shook |Iike the dense crop of
weeds upon an exposed heath at the advance of a sudden
storm.

I f you touch ne", she repeated, you will unite the
real with the unreal, the possible with the inpossible. Do
not do it: you will suffer!™

" But behold", he cried, " | have al ready touched
you!"

The fingers of his free hand gripped a patch of skin
on her left arm. Chills coursed through her body at the



sudden recognition of her nakedness. G ddi ness, shane and
t ender ness fl ooded her being.

" You see? Where is your natural |aw?"

She clutched his hand and fell into his opened arns.

|V
Toget her they grappled in the clearing, noving down
towards the river. Maddened by desire both gave thensel ves
us to passionate enbraces. She buried her head on his
breast as he took her by the hand and quietly |ay her down
, clinging to him besi des the banks of the flow ng
stream

The hunter envisaged no further obstacles to her
seduction. H s senses inflanmed, he noved to overpower her.
Kneeling forward he bent over to kiss her; but as his
i ps grazed hers wi thout yet touching, she gently pushed
hi moff of her and turned away. She pulled herself to a
sitting position, but did not nove away, torn by internal
conflict. Finally she said:

" You have triunphed. Destiny has brought you here to
violate ny inaccessible domnion . Now | nust yield to
you; but there is one nore thing that you nust do."

The hunter sat down at a short distance from her.

"And what is that?" he asked, his voice brimmng wth
ill-conceal ed anger. Tenderly |eaning her body agai nst
his, her dark gaze penetrated into his eyes, intoxicating
him :

" In the forest , to the north , grows a white pine,
al one, ringed about and hidden by greener kindred. One
sprig cut fromits branches is sufficient to break the
forest's power over ne. Then nmay | depart from here
safely. You nust go there and bring it back to ne. Only a
few weeks remain of the season during which this is
possi ble; you nust start at once. If you return before
the comng of autum | wll be able to invoke the
incantations that will break its spell , and then | wll
be free. Then can | once again avail nyself of mankind' s
protection, as a wonan and as a nother. Then may we | ove
one another in freedom "

The hunter was not appeased and continued to argue
W th her:

" WIld creature; why do you inmagi ne that your ties
with humanity have ever been, or could ever be, broken? It
is you al one who have proclai ned yourself an outcast! Your



heart continues to long for maternity and fulfillnent. Your
wonb is still fertile despite the death of your child. Your
breasts are still filled with mlk. Wat has all this to do
wth a sprig of pine?"

"No", she replied with a new determ nation that
caught him off bal ance : "You understand not hi ng of what
you are saying. You must |eave on your m ssion at once.
Follow this silver bird that perches on ny shoulder. | give
her to you as a sign of fidelity. She will take you to the
w | derness of the north. You will have adventures. You w ||
undergo rites of purification, fromwhich you will energe
victorious. And when vyou return, bearing the sprig of the
white pine, we can be united for all tine. "

She | ooked at himstraightly. Startled, his breath
caught in his throat. Her eyes, fornerly hard and gl eam ng
wth points of terror, now burned with a wld sensuality,
possessi ng and overpowering him a pair of deep whirlpools
warni ng himaway even as they enticed him with infinite
prom ses of bliss, to enter . Once again she pressed his
arns, darkly, w th nmeaning.

" Go bring ne what | ask of you. Then we may | ove one
another until tinme itself is at an end . "

Hi s soul was devastated by confusion. Lacerated by
enotion , he lifted her up once again and tried to kiss
her. Pressing a hand against his |lips she seductively, yet
very firmy, pushed himaway.

" G now. Soon it will be dark . " He realized now
that he had no choice but to obey.

One final tine, just before vanishing fromsight, did
he turn to face her, as if pleading for her to relent. In a
friendly fashion, vyet firmin her resolve, she waved him
of f. She watched himgo until no visible sign of him
remai ned. Then she began wal ki ng back across the clearing.

The twilight was settling in and a faint yet stiff
breeze, the first to relieve that hot summer day, aroused
sad keenings anong the clustered | eaves of the trees. She
began wal ki ng al ong the banks of the streamto the prepared
arbor in which she had chosen to spend the night.
Emerging fromthe neadow, she entered onto a strip of
mar shl and ext endi ng about a quarter of a mle along the
river banks.

There she noticed a brightly shining golden |ight
comng froma clunp of bushes and vines at the boundary
bet ween the marsh and the woods. It was not famliar to her
and she approached it with caution. But when she cane cl ose
enough to see what it was, she pulled back in terror.

Concealed in a frothing sea of | awl ess vegetati on,
swaddl ed by the sil ken husks of decayed life, lay the body



of a baby, newy delivered, mred in nucus and bl ood , yet
whose delicate skin glowed intensely frominterior |ight,
as if it were a piece of sun entangled in the vines. An
all-consum ng horror filled her soul, as froma

premoni tion. But when she ran over to examne it nore

closely, it disappeared.
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