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Preface

As a sophomore at Harvard in 1945, I took a beginning class on Homeric

Greekwith Eric Havelock.thescholarwho laterbecameadominant■gurein

Classicsstudies through his Preface to Plato and other work, We had been

reading of the unquenchable laughter that arose among the gods when the

affairsof Hephaestus,AresandAphroditewereexposed.Huvelockturnedto

us and asked, “Why are the gods such comic ci‘mracterx'?"There was a deM‘I.

no one spoke. He continued, “Because if you‘re not going to die. nothing

imponantcanhappento you."
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1 Introduction to the languageof life anddeath

In the late afternoon of July 29, 1963. I was lttlktttg to ;t retired .icwsh

postman named Jacob Schissel. in his brownstone house on New York ("in \
Lower East Side. I had reached the point in the lnlL‘erC“ thtit dealt uitlt

serious matters, and I asked, ”Were you exer in u \llthlllOll u here you thought

you were in serious danger of being killed'.’ Did that met happen to )ttlJ '

Schissel answered “Eh no, at no time" but then added. "Wail ti second. let me

contradict myself. Yes, once." I said. "thtt ltuppettetl'T‘ and St‘htswl ‘utl‘xl.

“My brother put a knife in my head." I \‘dltl. “lltm'tl that happen " .ind

Schissel then told me the story.

This was just a few days after my lullter lldtl (hell

and we were sitting shiva.

And the reasonthe tight started.
he saw a rat out in the yard

—this was out in Coney lslttnd —
andhestartedtalk aboutit.
And my motherhadjust szttdomi to hme ti cup ul' coltee
andI told him to cut it out.
'Coursekids. y‘know. hedon‘t hul’ttilistento me.
So that‘s when I grabbed his umi
andtwistedit up behindhim.
When I let go his am.
therewasa knife on the table.
hejust picked it up
andhe let me haveit.
And I startedbleeding—like a pig.
And naturallynrst thing to do. run to thedoctor.
andthe doctorjust says.“Just aboutthis muchmore."

he says. “and you‘d it been dead."

As I was leaving, going down the stairs. I heard Mrs. Sehissel say. “That‘s a
clever young man.“ I remember being puzzled. I didn‘t do anything clever.

I thOUghtto myself. But something important must have happened on that

Monday afternoon.






















