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The Adventures of the Black Girl in her Search for God




“Where is God?” said the black girl to the missionary who had converted her.


“He has said ‘Seek and ye shall find me’” said the missionary.


The missionary was a small white woman, not yet thirty: An odd little body who had found no satisfaction for her
soul with her very respectable and fairly well-to-do family in her native England, and had settled down in the African
forest to teach little African children to love Christ and adore the Cross. She was a born apostle of love. At school
she had adored one or other of her teachers with an idolatry that was proof against all snubbing, but had never cared
much for girls of her own age and standing. At eighteen she began falling in love with earnest clergymen, and actually
became engaged to six of them in succession. But when it came to the point she always broke it off; for these love
affairs, full at first of ecstatic happiness and hope, somehow became unreal and eluded her in the end. The clergymen
thus suddenly and unaccountably disengaged did not always conceal their sense of relief and escape, as if they too had
discovered that the dream was only a dream, or a sort of metaphor by which they had striven to express the real thing,
but not itself the real thing.


One of the jilted, however, committed suicide; and this tragedy gave her an extraordinary joy. It seemed to take her
from a fool’s paradise of false happiness into a real region in which intense suffering became transcendent
rapture.


But it put an end to her queer marriage engagements. Not that it was the last of them. But a worldly cousin of whose
wit she was a little afraid, and who roundly called her a coquette and a jilt, one day accused her of playing in her
later engagements for another suicide, and told her that many a woman had been hanged for less. And though she knew in
a way that this was not true, and that the cousin, being a woman of this world, did not understand; yet she knew also
that in the worldly way it was true enough, and that she must give up this strange game of seducing men into
engagements which she now knew she would never keep. So she jilted the sixth clergyman and went to plant the cross in
darkest Africa; and the last stirring in her of what she repudiated as sin was a flash of rage when he married the
cousin, through whose wit and worldly wisdom he at last became a bishop in spite of himself.


The black girl, a fine creature, whose satin skin and shining muscles made the white missionary folk seem like ashen
ghosts by contrast, was an interesting but unsatisfactory convert; for instead of taking Christianity with sweet
docility exactly as it was administered to her she met it with unexpected interrogative reactions which forced her
teacher to improvize doctrinal replies and invent evidence on the spur of the moment to such an extent that at last she
could not conceal from herself that the life of Christ, as she narrated it, had accreted so many circumstantial details
and such a body of homemade doctrine that the Evangelists would have been amazed and confounded if they had been alive
to hear it all put forward on their authority. Indeed the missionary’s choice of a specially remote station, which had
been at first an act of devotion, very soon became a necessity, as the appearance of a rival missionary would have led
to the discovery that though some of the finest plums in the gospel pudding concocted by her had been picked out of the
Bible, and the scenery and dramatis personae borrowed from it, yet the resultant religion was, in spite of
this element of compilation, really a product of the missionary’s own direct inspiration. Only as a solitary pioneer
missionary could she be her own Church and determine its canon without fear of being excommunicated as a heretic.


But she was perhaps rash when, having taught the black girl to read, she gave her a bible on her birthday. For when
the black girl, receiving her teacher’s reply very literally, took her knobkerry and strode off into the African forest
in search of God, she took the bible with her as her guidebook.


The first thing she met was a mamba snake, one of the few poisonous snakes that will attack mankind if crossed. Now
the missionary, who was fond of making pets of animals because they were affectionate and never asked questions, had
taught the black girl never to kill anything if she could help it, and never to be afraid of anything. So she grasped
her knobkerry a little tighter and said to the mamba “I wonder who made you, and why he gave you the will to kill me
and the venom to do it with.”


The mamba immediately beckoned her by a twist of its head to follow it, and led her to a pile of rocks on which sat
enthroned a welt-built aristocratic looking white man with handsome regular features, an imposing beard and luxuriant
wavy hair, both as white as isinglass, and a ruthlessly severe expression. He had in his hand a staff which seemed a
combination of sceptre, big stick, and great assegai; and with this he immediately killed the mamba, who was
approaching him humbly and adoringly.


The black girl, having been taught to fear nothing, felt her heart harden against him, partly because she thought
strong men ought to be black, and only missionary ladies white, partly because he had killed her friend the snake, and
partly because he wore a ridiculous white nightshirt and thereby rubbed her up on the one point on which her teacher
had never been able to convert her, which was the duty of being ashamed of her person and wearing petticoats. There was
as a certain contempt in her voice as she addressed him.


“I am seeking God” she said. “Can you direct me?”


“You have found him” he replied. “Kneel down and worship me this very instant, you presumptuous creature or dread my
wrath. I am the Lord of Hosts: I made the heavens and the earth and all that in them is. I made the poison of the snake
and the milk in your mother’s breast In my hand are death and all the diseases, the thunder and lightning, the storm
and the pestilence, and all the other proofs of my greatness and majesty. On your knees girl; and when you next come
before me, bring me your favorite child and slay it here before me as a sacrifice; for I love the smell of newly
spilled blood ”


“I have no child” said the black girl. “I am a virgin.”


“Then fetch your father and let him slay you” said the Lord of Hosts “And see that your relatives bring me plenty of
rams and goats and sheep to roast before me as offerings to propitiate me, or I shall certainly smite them with the
most horrible plagues so that they may know that I am God.”


“I am not a piccaninny, nor even a grown up ninny, to believe such wicked nonsense” said the black girl; “and in the
name of the true God whom I seek I will scotch you as you scotched that poor mamba.” And she bounded up the rocks at
him, brandishing her knobkerry.


But when she reached the top there was nothing there. This so bewildered her that she sat down and took out her
bible for guidance. But whether the ants had got at it, or, being a very old book, it had perished by natural decay,
all the early pages had crumbled to dust which blew away when she opened it.


So she sighed and got up and resumed her search. Presently she disturbed a sort of cobra called a ringhals which
spat at her and was gliding away when she said “You no dare spit at me. I want to know who made you and why you are so
unlike me. The mamba’s God was no use. he wasnt real when I tried him with my knobkerry. Lead me to yours.”


On that, the ringhals came back and beckoned her to follow him, which she did.


He led her to a pleasant glade in which an oldish gentleman with a soft silvery beard and hair, also in a white
nightshirt, was sitting at a table covered with a white cloth and strewn with manuscript poems and pens made of angels’
quills. He looked kindly enough; but his turned up moustaches and eyebrows expressed a self-satisfied cunning which the
black girl thought silly.


“Good little Spitty-spitty” he said to the snake. “You have brought somebody to argue with me.” And he gave the
snake an egg, which it carried away joyfully into the forest.


“Do not be afraid of me” he said to the black girl. “I am not a cruel god: I am a reasonable one. I do nothing worse
than argue. I am a Nailer at arguing. Dont worship me. Reproach me. Find fault with me. Dont spare my feelings. Throw
something in my teeth; so that I can argue about it.”


“Did you make the world?” said the black girl.


“Of course I did” he said.


“Why did you make it with so much evil in it?” she said.


“Splendid!” said the god. “That is just what I wanted you to ask me. You are a clever intelligent girl. I had a
servant named Job once to argue with; but he was so modest and stupid that I had to shower the most frightful
misfortunes on him before I could provoke him to complain. His wife told him to curse me and die; and I dont wonder at
the poor woman; for I gave him a terrible time, though I made it all up to him afterwards. When at last I got him
arguing, he thought a lot of himself. But I soon shewed him up. He acknowledged that I had the better of him. I took
him down handsomely, I tell you.”


“I do not want to argue” said the black girl. “I want to know why, if you really made the world, you made it so
badly.”


“Badly!” cried the Nailer. “Ho! You set yourself up to call me to account! Who are you, pray, that you should
criticize me? Can you make a better world yourself? Just try: thats all. Try to make one little bit of it. For
instance, make a whale. Put a hook in its nose and bring it to me when you have finished. Do you realize, you
ridiculous little insect, that I not only made the whale, but made the sea for him to swim in? The whole mighty ocean,
down to its bottomless depths and up to the top of the skies. You think that was easy, I suppose. You think you could
do it better yourself. I tell you what, young woman: you want the conceit taken out of you. You couldnt make a mouse;
and you set yourself up against me, who made a megatherium. You couldnt make a pond; and you dare talk to me, the maker
of the seven seas. You will be ugly and old and dead in fifty years, whilst my majesty will endure for ever; and here
you are taking me to task as if you were my aunt. You think, dont you, that you are better than God? What have you to
say to that argument?”


“It isnt an argument: it’s a sneer” said the black girl.


“You dont seem to know what an argument is.”


“What! I who put down Job, as all the world admits, not know what an argument is! I simply laugh at you, child” said
the old gentleman, considerably huffed, but too astonished to take the situation in fully.


“I dont mind your laughing at me;” said the black girl “but you have not told me why you did not make the world all
good instead of a mixture of good and bad. It is no answer to ask me whether I could have made it any better myself. If
I were God there would be no tsetse flies. My people would not fall down in fits and have dreadful swellings and commit
sins. Why did you put a bag of poison in the mamba’s mouth when other snakes can live as well without it? Why did you
make the monkeys so ugly and the birds so pretty?”


“Why shouldnt I?” said the old gentleman. “Answer me that.”


“Why should you? unless you have a taste for mischief said the black girl.    “Asking conundrums is
not arguing” he said. “It is not playing the game.”


“A God who cannot answer my questions is no use to me” said the black girl. “Besides, if you had really made
everything you would know why you made the whale as ugly as he is in the pictures.”


“If I chose to amuse myself by making him look funny, what is that to you?” he said “Who are you to dictate to me
how I shall make things?”


“I am tired of you” said the black girl. “You always come back to the same bad manners. I dont believe you ever made
anything. Job must have been very stupid not to find you out. There are too many old men pretending to be gods in this
forest.”


She sprang at him with her knobkerry uplifted; but he dived nimbly under the table, which she thought must have sunk
into the earth; for when she reached it there was nothing there. And when she resorted to her bible again the wind
snatched thirty more pages out of it and scattered them in dust over the trees.


After this adventure the black girl felt distinctly sulky. She had not found God; her bible was half spoilt; and she
had lost her temper twice without any satisfaction whatever. She began to ask herself whether she had not overrated
white beards and old age and nightshirts as divine credentials. It was lucky that this was her mood when she came upon
a remarkably good looking clean shaven white young man in a Greek tunic. She had never seen anything like him before.
In particular there was a lift and twist about the outer comers of his brows that both interested and repelled her.


“Excuse me, baas” she said. “You have knowing eyes. I am in search of God. Can you direct me?”


“Do not trouble about that” said the young man. “Take the world as it comes; for beyond it there is nothing. All
roads end at the grave, which is the gate of nothingness; and in the shadow of nothingness everything is vanity. Take
my advice and seek no further than the end of your nose. You will always know that there is something beyond that; and
in that knowledge you will be hopeful and happy.”


“My mind ranges further” said the black girl. “It is not right to shut one’s eyes. I desire a knowledge of God more
than happiness or hope. God is my happiness and my hope.”


“How if you find that there is no God?” said the young man.


“I should be a bad woman if I did not know that God exists” said the black girl.


“Who told you that?” .said the young man. “You should not let people tie up your mind with such limitations.
Besides, why should you not be a bad woman?”


“That is nonsense” said the black girl. “Being a bad woman means being something you ought not to be.”


“Then you must find out what you ought to be before you can tell whether you are a good woman or a bad one.”


“That is true” said the black girl. “But I know I ought to be a good woman even if it is bad to be good.”


“There is no sense in that” said the young man.


“Not your sort of sense but God’s sort of sense” she said. “I want to have that sort of sense; and I feel that when
I have got it I shall be able to find God.”


“How can you tell what you shall find?” he said. “My counsel to you is to do all the work that comes to you as well
as you can while you can, and so fill up with use and honor the days that remain to you before the inevitable end, when
there will be neither counsel nor work, neither doing nor knowing, nor even being.”


“There will be a future when I am dead” said the black girl. “If I cannot live it I can know it.”


“Do you know the past?” said the young man. “If the past, which has really happened, is beyond your knowledge, how
can you hope to know the future, which has not yet happened?”


“Yet it will happen; and I know enough of it to tell you that the sun will rise every day” said the black girl.


“That also is vanity” said the young sage. “The sun is burning and must some day burn itself out.”


“Life is a flame that is always burning itself out; but it catches fire again every time a child is born. Life is
greater than death, and hope than despair. I will do the work that comes to me only if I know that it is goodwork; and
to know that, I must know the past and the future, and must know God.”


“You mean that you must be God” he said, looking hard at her.


“As much as I can” said the black girl. “Thank you. We who are young are the wise ones: I have learned from you that
to know God is to be God. You have strengthened my soul. Before I leave you, tell me who you are.”


“I am Koheleth, known to many as Ecclesiastes the preacher” he replied. “God be with you if you can find him! He is
not with me. Learn Greek: it is the language of wisdom. Farewell.”


He made a friendly sign and passed on. The black girl went the opposite way, thinking harder than ever; but the
train of thought he had started in her became so puzzling and difficult that at last she fell asleep and walked
steadily on in her sleep until she smelt a lion, and, waking suddenly, saw him sitting in the middle of her path,
sunning himself like a cat before the hearth: a lion of the kind they call maneless because its mane is handsome and
orderly and not like a touzled mop.


“In God’s name, Dicky” she said, giving his throat, as she passed him, a caressing little pull with her fingers
which felt as if she had pulled at a warm tuft of moss on a mountain.


King Richard beamed graciously, and followed her with his eyes as if he had an impulse to go for a walk with her;
but she left him too decisively for that; and she, remembering, that there are many less amiable and even stronger
creatures in the forest than he, proceeded more warily until she met a dark man with wavy black hair, and a number six
nose. He had nothing on but a pair of sandals. His face was very much wrinkled; but the wrinkles were those of pity and
kindliness, though the number six nose had large courageous nostrils, and the corners of his mouth were resolute. She
heard him before she saw him; for he was making strange roaring and hooting noises and seemed in great trouble. When he
saw her he stopped roaring and tried to look ordinary and unconcerned.


“Say, baas” said the black girl: “are you the prophetthat goes stripped and naked, wailing like the dragons and
mourning like the owls?”


“I do a little in that line” he said apologetically. “Micah is my name: Micah the Morasthite. Can I do anything for
you?”


“I seek God” she answered.


“And have you found Him?” said Micah.


“I found an old man who wanted me to roast animals for him because he loved the smell of cooking, and to sacrifice
my children on his altar.”


At this Micah uttered such a lamentable roar that King Richard hastily took cover in the forest and sat watching
there with his tail slashing.


“He is an impostor and a horror” roared Micah. “Can you see yourself coming before the high God with burnt calves of
a year old? Would He be pleased with thousands of rams or rivers of oil or the sacrifice of your first born, the fruit
of your body, instead of the devotion of your soul? God has shewed your soul what is good; and your soul has told you
that He speaks the truth. And what does He require of you but to do justice and love mercy and walk humbly with
Him?”


“This is a third God” she said; “and I like him much better than the one who wanted sacrifices and the one who
wanted me to argue with him so that he might sneer at my weakness and ignorance. But doing justice and shewing mercy is
only a small part of life when one is not a baas or a judge. And what is the use of walking humbly if you dont know
where you are walking to?”


“Walk humbly and God will guide you” said the Prophet.


“What is it to you whither He is leading you?”


“He gave me eyes to guide myself.” said the black girl “He gave me a mind and left me to use it. How can I now turn
on him and tell him to see for me and to think for me?”


Micah’s only reply was such a fearful roar that King Richard fairly bolted and ran for two miles without stopping.
And the black girl did the same in the opposite direction. But she ran only a mile.


“What am I running away from?” she said to herself, pulling herself up. “I’m not afraid of that dear noisy old
man.”


“Your fears and hopes are only fancies” said a voice close to her, proceeding from a very shortsighted elderly man
in spectacles who was sitting on a gnarled log. “In running away you were acting on a conditioned reflex. It is quite
simple. Having lived among lions you have from your childhood associated the sound of a roar with deadly danger. Hence
your precipitate flight when that superstitious old jackass brayed at you. This remarkable discovery cost me
twenty-five years of devoted research, during which I cut out the brains of innumerable dogs, and observed their
spittle by making holes in their cheeks for them to salivate through instead of through their tongues. The whole
scientific world is prostrate at my feet in admiration of this colossal achievement and gratitude for the light it has
shed on the great problems of human conduct.”


“Why didnt you ask me?” said the black girl. “I could have told you in twenty-five seconds without hurting those
poor dogs.”


“Your ignorance and presumption are unspeakable” said the old myop. “The fact was known of course to every child;
but it had never been proved experimentally in the laboratory; and therefore it was not scientifically known at all. It
reached me as an unskilled conjecture: I handed it on as science. Have you ever performed an experiment may I ask?”


“Several” said the black girl. “I will perform one now. Do you know what you are sitting on?”


“I am sitting on a log grey with age, and covered with an uncomfortable rugged bark” said the myop.


“You are mistaken” said the black girl. “You are sitting on a sleeping crocodile.”


With a yell which Micah himself might have envied, the myop rose and fled frantically to a neighboring tree, up
which he climbed catlike with an agility which in so elderly a gentleman was quite superhuman.


“Come down” said the black girl. “You ought to know that crocodiles are only to be found near rivers. I was only
trying an experiment. Come down.”


“How am I to come down?” said the myop trembling. “I should break my neck.”


“How did you get up?” said the black girl.


“I dont know” he replied, almost in tears. “It is enough to make a man believe in miracles. I couldnt have climbed
this tree; and yet here I am and shall never be able to get down again.”


“A very interesting experiment, wasnt it?” said the black girl.    “A shamefully cruel one, you
wicked girl” he moaned. “Pray did it occur to you that you might have killed me? Do you suppose you can give a delicate
physiological organism like mine a violent shock without the most serious and quite possibly fatal reactions on the
heart? I shall never be able to sit on a log again as long as I live. I believe my pulse is quite abnormal, though I
cannot count it; for if I let go of this branch I shall drop like a stone.”


“If you can cut half a dog’s brain out without causing any reactions on its spittle you need not worry” she said
calmly. “I think African magic much more powerful than your divining by dogs. By saying one word to you I made you
climb a tree like a cat. You confess it was a miracle ”

“I wish you would say another word and get me safely down again, confound you for a black witch” he grumbled.


“I will” said the black girl. “There is a tree snake smelling at the back of your neck.”


The myop was on the ground in a jiffy. He landed finally on his back; but he scrambled to his feet at once and said
“You did not take me in: dont think it. I knew perfectly well you were inventing that snake to frighten me.”


“And yet you were as frightened as if it had been a real snake” said the black girl.


“I was not” said the myop indignantly. “I was not frightened in the least.”    “You nipped down the
tree as if you were” said the black girl.


“That is what is so interesting” said the myop, recovering his self-possession now that he felt safe. “It was
aconditioned reflex. I wonder could I make a dog climb a tree.”


“What for?” said the black girl.


“Why, to place this phenomenon on a scientific basis” said he.


“Nonsense!” said the black girl. “A dog cant climb a tree.”


“Neither can I without the stimulus of an imaginary crocodile” said the professor. “How am I to make a dog imagine a
crocodile?”


“Introduce him to a few real ones to begin with” said the black girl.


“That would cost a great deal” said the myop, wrinkling his brows. “Dogs are cheap if you buy them from professional
dog-stealers, or lay in a stock when the dog tax becomes due; but .crocodiles would run into a lot of money. I must
think this out carefully.”


“Before you go” said the black girl “tell me whether you believe in God.”


“God is an unnecessary and discarded hypothesis” said the myop. “The universe is-only a gigantic system of reflexes
reproduced by shocks. If I give you a clip on the knee you will wag your ankle.”


“I will also give you a clip with my knobkerry; so dont do it” said the black girl.


“For scientific purposes it is necessary to inhibit such secondary and apparently irrelevant reflexes by tying the
subject down” said the professor. “Yet they also are quite relevant as examples of reflexes produced by association of
ideas. I have spent twenty-five years studying their effects.”


“Effects on what?” said the black girl.


“On a dog’s saliva” said the myop.


“Are you any the wiser?” she said.


“I am not interested in wisdom” he replied: “in fact I do not know what it means and have no reason to believe that
it exists. My business is to learn something that was not known before. I impart that knowledge to the world, and
thereby add to the body of ascertained scientific truth.”


“How much better will the world be when it is all knowledge and no mercy?” said the black girl. “Havnt you brains
enough to invent some decent way of finding out what you want to know?”


“Brains!” cried the myop, as if he could hardly believe his ears. “You must be an extraordinarily ignorant young
woman. Do you not know that men of science are all brains from head to foot?”


“Tell that to the crocodile” said the black girl. “And tell me this. Have you ever considered the effect of your
experiments on other people’s minds and characters? Is it worth while losing your own soul and damning everybody else’s
to find out something about a dog’s spittle?”


“You are using words that have no meaning” said the myop. “Can you demonstrate the existence of the organ you call a
soul on the operating table or in the dissecting room? Can you reproduce the operation you call damning in the
laboratory?”


“I can turn a live body with a soul into a dead one without it with a whack of my knobkerry” said the black girl
“and you will soon see the difference and smell it. When people damn their souls by doing something wicked, you soon
see the difference too.”


“I have seen a man die: I have never seen one damn his soul” said the myop.


“But you have seen him go to the dogs” said the black girl. “You have gone to the dogs yourself, havnt you?”


“A quip; and an extremely personal one” said the myop haughtily. “I leave you.”


So he went his way trying to think of some means of making a dog climb a tree in order to prove scientifically that
he himself could climb one; and the black girl went her opposite way until she came to a hill on the top of which stood
a huge cross guarded by a Roman soldier with a spear. Now in spite of all the teachings of the missionary, who found in
the horrors of the crucifixion the same strange joy she had found in breaking her own heart and those of her lovers,
the black girl hated the cross and thought it a great pity that Jesus had not died peacefully and painlessly and
naturally, full of years and wisdom, protecting his granddaughters (her imagination always completed the picture with
at least twenty promising black granddaughters) against the selfishness and violence of their parents. So she was
averting her head from the cross with an expression of disgust when the Roman soldier sprang at her with his spear at
the charge and shouted fiercely “On your knees, blackamoor, before the instrument and symbol of Roman justice, Roman
law, Roman order and Roman peace.”


But the black girl side-stepped the spear and swung her knobkerry so heartily on the nape of his neck that he went
down sprawling and trying vainly to co-ordinate the movement of his legs sufficiently to rise. “That is the blackamoor
instrument and symbol of all those fine things” said the black girl, shewing him the knobkerry. “How do you like
it?”


“Hell!” groaned the soldier. “The tenth legion rabbit punched by a black bitch! This is the end of the world.” And
he ceased struggling and lay down and cried like a child.


He recovered before she had gone very far; but being a Roman soldier he could not leave his post to gratify his
feelings. The last she saw of him before the brow of the hill cut off their view of on& another was the shaking of
his fist at her; and the last she heard from him need not be repeated here.


Her next adventure was at a well where she stopped to drink, and suddenly saw a man whom she had not noticed before
sitting beside it. As she was about to scoop up some water in her hand he produced a cup from nowhere and said


“Take this and drink in remembrance of me.”


“Thank you, baas” she said, and drank. “Thank you kindly.”


She gave him back the cup; and he made it disappear like a conjurer, at which she laughed and he laughed too.


“That was clever, baas” she said. “Great magician, you. You perhaps tell black woman something. I am in search of
God. Where is he?”


“Within you” said the conjurer. “Within me too.”


“I think so” said the girl. “But what is he?”


“Our father” said the conjurer.


The black girl made a wry face and thought for a moment. “Why not our mother?” she said then.


It was the conjurer’s turn to make a wry face; and he made it “Our mothers would have us put them before God” he
said. “If I had been guided by my mother I should perhaps have been a rich man instead of an outcast and a wanderer;
but I should not have found God.”


“My father beat me from the time I was little until I was big enough to lay him out with my knobkerry” said the
black girl; “and even after that he tried to sell me to a white baas-soldier who had left his wife across the Seas. I
have always refused to say ‘Our father which art in heaven.’ I always say ‘Our grandfather.’ I will not have a God who
is my father.”


“That need not prevent us loving one another like brother and sister” said the conjurer smiling; for the grandfather
amendment tickled his sense of humor. Besides, he was a goodnatured fellow who smiled whenever he could.


“A woman does not love her brother” said the black girl. “Her heart turns from her brother to a stranger as my heart
turns to you.”


“Well: let us drop the family: it is only a metaphor” said the conjurer. “We are members of the same body of
mankind, and therefore members one of another. Let us eave it at that.”


“I cannot, baas” she said. “God tells me that he has nothing to do with bodies, and fathers and mothers, and sisters
and brothers.”


“It is a way of saying love one another: that is all” said the conjurer.” Love them that hate you. Bless them that
curse you. Never forget that two blacks do not make a white.”


“I do not want everyone to love me” said the black girl. “I cannot love everybody. I do not want to. God tells me
that I must not hit people with my knobkerry merely because I dislike them, and that their dislike of me — if they
happen to dislike me — gives them no right to hit me. But God makes me dislike many people. And there are people who
must be killed like snakes, because they rob and kill other people.”


“I wish you would not remind me of these people” said the conjurer. “They make me very unhappy.”


“It makes things very nice to forget about the unpleasant things” said the black girl; “but it does not make them
believable; and it does not make them right. Do you really and truly love me, baas?”


The conjurer shrank, but immediately smiled kindly as he replied “Do not let us make a personal matter of it.”


“But it has no sense if it is not a personal matter” said the black girl. “Suppose I tell you I love you, as you
tell me I ought! Do you not feel that I am taking a liberty with you?”


“Certainly not” said the conjurer. “You must not think that. Though you are black and I am white we are equal before
God who made us so.”


“I am not thinking about that at all” said the black girl. “I forgot when I spoke that I am black and that you are
only a poor white. Think of me as a white queen and of yourself as a white king. What is the matter? Why did you
start?”


“Nothing. Nothing” said the conjurer. “Or — Well, I am the poorest of poor whites; yet I have thought of myself as a
king. But that was when the wickedness of men had driven me crazy.”


“I have seen worse kings” said the black girl; “so you need not blush. Well, let you be King Solomon and let me be
Queen of Sheba, same as in the bible. I come to you and say that I love you. That means I have come to take possession
of you. I come with the love of a lioness and eat you up and make you a part of myself. From this time you will have to
think, not of what pleases you, but of what pleases me. I will stand between you and yourself, between you and God. Is
not that a terrible tyranny? Love is a devouring thing. Can you imagine heaven with love in it?”


“In my heaven there is nothing else. What else is heaven but love?” said the conjurer, boldly but uncomfortably.


“It is glory. It is the home of God and. of his thoughts: there is no billing and cooing there, no clinging to one
another like a tick to a sheep. The missionary, my teacher, talks of love; but she has run away from all her lovers to
do God’s work. The whites turn their eyes away from me lest they should love me. There are companies of men and women
who have devoted themselves to God’s work; but though they call themselves brotherhoods and sisterhoods they do not
speak to one another.”


“So much the worse for them” said the conjurer.


“It is silly, of course” said the black girl. “We have to live with people and must make the best of them. But does
it not shew that our souls need solitude as much as our bodies need love? We need the help of one another’s bodies and
the help of one another’s minds; but our souls need to be alone with God; and when people come loving you and wanting
your soul as well as your mind and body, your distance: I belong to myself, not to you.’ This ‘love one another’ of
yours is worse mockery to me who am in search of God than it is to the warrior who must fight against murder and
slavery, or the hunter who must slay or see his children starve.”


“Shall I then say This commandment I give unto you: that you kill one another’?” said the conjurer.


“It is only the other one turned inside out” said the black girl. “Neither is a rule to live by. I tell you these
cure-all commandments of yours are like the pills the cheap jacks sell us: they are useful once in twenty times
perhaps, but in the other nineteen they are no use. Besides, I am not seeking commandments. I am seeking God.”


“Continue your search; and God be with you” said the conjurer. “To find him, such as you must go past me.” And with
that he vanished.


“That is perhaps your best trick” said the black girl; “though I am sorry to lose you; for to my mind you are a
lovable man and mean well.”


A mile further on she met an ancient fisherman carrying an enormous cathedral on his shoulders.


“Take care: it will break your poor old back” she cried, running to help him.


“Not it” he replied cheerfully. “I am the rock on which this Church is built.”

  “But you are not a rock; and it is too heavy for you!” she said, expecting every moment to see him crushed
by its weight.


“No fear” he said, grinning pleasantly at her. “It is made entirely of paper.” And he danced past her, making all
the bells in the cathedral tinkle merrily.


Before he was out of sight several others, dressed in different costumes of black and white and all very carefully
soaped and brushed, came along carrying smaller and mostly much uglier paper Churches. They all cried to her “Do not
believe the fisherman. Do not listen to those other fellows. Mine is the true Church.” At last she had to turn aside
into the forest to avoid them; for they began throwing stones at one another; and as their aim was almost as bad as if
they were blind, the stones came flying all over the road. So she concluded that she would not find God to her taste
among them.


When they had passed, or rather when the battle had rolled by, she returned to the road, where she found a very old
wandering Jew, who said to her “Has He come?”


“Has who come?” said the black girl.


“He who promised to come” said the Jew. “He who said that I must tarry til He comes. I have tarried beyond all
reason. If He does not come soon now it will be too late; for men learn nothing except how to kill one another in
greater and greater numbers.”


“That wont be stopped by anybody coming” said the black girl.


“But He will come in glory, sitting on the right hand of God” cried the Jew. “He said so. He will set everything
right.”


“If you wait for other people to come and set everything right” said the black girl “you will wait for ever.”


At that the Jew uttered a wail of despair; spat at her; and tottered away.


She was by this time quite out of conceit with old men; so she was glad to shake him off. She marched on until she
came to a shady bank by the wayside; and here she found fifty of her own black people, evidently employed as bearers,
sitting down to enjoy a meal at a respectful distance from a group of white gentlemen and ladies. As the ladies wore
breeches and sunhelmets the black girl knew that they were explorers, like the men. They had just finished eating. Some
of them were dozing: others were writing in note books.


“What expedition is this?” said the black girl to the leader of the bearers.


“It is called the Caravan of the Curious” he replied.


“Are they good whites or bad?” she asked.


“They are thoughtless, and waste much time quarreling about trifles” he said. “And they ask questions for the sake
of asking questions.”


“Hi! you there” cried one of the ladies. “Go about your business: you cannot stop here. You will upset the men.”


“No more than you” said the black girl.


“Stuff, girl” said the lady: “I am fifty. I am a neuter. Theyre used to me. Get along with you.”


“You need not fear: they, are not white men” said the black girl rather contemptuously. “Why do you call yourselves
the Caravan of the Curious? <br What are you curious about? Are you curious about God?”


There was such a hearty laugh at this that those who were having a nap woke up and had to have the joke repeated to
them.


“Many hundred years have passed since there has been any curiosity on that subject in civilized countries” said one
of the gentlemen.


“Not since the fifteenth century, I should say” said another. “Shakespear is already quite Godless.”


“Shakespear was not everybody” said a third. “The national anthem belongs to the eighteenth century. In it you find
us ordering God about to do our political dirty work.”


“Not the same God” said the second gentleman. “In the middle ages God was conceived as ordering us about and keeping
our noses to the grindstone. With the rise of the bourgeoisie and the shaking off by the feudal aristocracy of the
duties that used to be

the price of their privileges you get a new god, who is ordered about and has his nose kept to the grindstone by the
upper classes. ‘Confound their politics; frustrate their knavish tricks’ andso forth.”


“Yes” said the first gentleman; “and also a third god of the petty bourgeoisie, whose job it is, when they have
filled the recording angel’s slate with their trade dishonesties for the week, to wipe the slate clean with his blood
on Sunday.”


“Both these gods are still going strong” said the third gentleman. “If you doubt it, try to provide a decent second
verse for the national anthem; or to expunge the Atonement from the prayerbook.”


“That makes six gods that I have met or heard of in my search; but none of them is the God I seek” said the black
girl.


“Are you in search of God?” said the first gentleman. “Had you not better be content with Mumbo Jumbo, or whatever
you call the god of your tribe? You will not find any of ours an improvement on him.”


“We have a very miscellaneous collection of Mumbo Jumbos” said the third gentleman, “and not one that we can
honestly recommend to you.”


“That may be so” said the black girl. “But you had better be careful. The missionaries teach us to believe in your
gods. It is all the instruction we get. If we find out that you do not believe in them and are their enemies we may
come and kill you. There are millions of us; and we can shoot as well as you.”


“There is something in that” said the second gentleman. “We have no right to teach these people what we do not
believe. They may take it in deadly earnest. Why not tell them the simple truth that the universe has occurred through
Natural Selection, and that God is a fable.”


“It would throw them back on the doctrine of the survival of the fittest” said the first gentleman dubiously; “and
it is not clear that we are the fittest to survive in competition with them. That girl is a fine specimen. We have had
to give up employing poor whites for the work of our expedition: the natives are stronger, cleaner, and more
intelligent.”


“Besides having much better manners” said one of the ladies.


“Precisely” said the first gentleman. “I should really prefer to teach them to believe in a god who would give us a
chance against them if they started a crusade against European atheism.”


“You cannot teach these people the truth about the universe” said a spectacled lady. “It is, we now know a
mathematical universe. Ask that girl to divide a quantity by the square root of minus x, and she will not have the
faintest notion what you mean. Yet division by the square root of minus x is the key to the universe.”


“A skeleton key” said the second gentleman. “To me the square root of minus x is flat nonsense. Natural Selection
—”


“What is the use of all this?” groaned a depressed gentleman. “The only thing we know for certain is that the sun is
losing its heat, and that we shall presently die of cold What does anything matter in the face of that fact?”


“Cheer up, Mr Croker” said a lively young gentleman. “As chief physicist to this expedition I am in a position to
inform you authoritatively that unless you reject cosmic radiation and tidal retardation you have just as much reason
to believe that the sun is getting hotter and hotter and will eventually cremate us all alive.”


“What comfort is there in that?” said Mr Croker “We perish anyhow.”


“Not necessarily” said the first gentleman.


“Yes, necessarily” said Mr Croker rudely. “The elements of temperature within which life can exist are ascertained
and unquestionable. You cannot live at the temperature of frozen air and you cannot live at the temperature of a
cremation furnace. No matter which of these temperatures the earth reaches we perish.”


“Pooh!” said the first gentleman. “Our bodies, which are the only part of us to which your temperatures are fatal
will perish in a few years, mostly in well ventilated bedrooms kept at a comfortable temperature. But what of the
something that makes the difference between the live body and the dead one? Is there a rag of proof, a ray of
probability even, that it is in any way dependent on temperature? It is certainly not flesh nor blood nor bone,though
it has the curious property of building bodily organs for itself in those forms. It is incorporeal: if you try to
figure it at all you must figure it as an electromagnetic wave, as a rate of vibration, as a vortex in the ether if
there be an ether; that is to say as something that, if it exists at all — and who can question its existence? — can
exist op the coldest of the dead stars or in the hottest crater of the sun.”


“Besides” said one of the ladies, “how do you know that the sun is hot?”


“You ask that in Africa!” said Mr Croker scornfully. “I feel it to be hot: that is how I know.”


“You feel pepper to be hot” said the lady, returning his scorn with interest; “but you cannot light a match at
it.”


“You feel that a note at the right end of the piano keyboard is higher than a note at the left; yet they are both on
the same level” said another lady.


“You feel that a macaw’s coloring is loud; but it is really as soundless as a sparrow’s” said yet another lady.


“You need not condescend to answer such quibbles” said an authoritative gentleman. “They are on the level of the
three card trick. I am a surgeon; and I know, as a matter of observed fact, that the diameter of the vessels which
supply blood to the female brain is excessive according to the standard set by the male brain. The resultant surcharge
of blood both overstimulates and confuses the imagination, and so produces an iconosis in which the pungency of pepper
suggests heat, the scream of a soprano height, and the flamboyancy of a macaw noise.”


“Your literary style is admirable. Doctor” said the first gentleman; “but it is beside my point, which is that
whether the sun’s heat is the heat of pepper or the heat of flame, whether the moon’s cold is the coldness of ice or
the coldness of a snub to a poor relation, they are just as likely to be inhabited as the earth.”


“The coldest parts of the earth are not inhabited” said Mr Croker.   “The hottest are” said the first
gentleman. “And the coldest probably would be if there were not plenty of accommodation on earth for us in more
congenial climates. Besides, there are Emperor penguins in the Antarctic. Why should there not be Emperor salamanders
in the sun? Our great grandmothers, who believed in a brimstone hell, knew that the soul, as they called the thing that
leaves the body when it dies and makes the difference between life and death, could live eternally in flames. In that
they were much more scientific than my friend Croker here.”


“A man who believes in hell could believe in anything” said Mr Croker, “even in the inheritance of acquired
habits.”


“I thought you believed in evolution, Croker” said a gentleman who was naturalist to the expedition.


“I do believe in evolution” said Mr Croker warmly. “Do you take me for a fundamentalist?”


“If you believe in evolution” said the naturalist “you must believe that all habits are both acquired and inherited
But you all have the Garden of Eden in your blood still. The way you fellows take in new ideas without ever thinking of
throwing out the old ones makes you public dangers. You are all fundamentalists with a top dressing of science. That is
why you are the stupidest of conservatives and reactionists in politics and the most bigoted of obstructionists in
science itself. When it comes to getting a move on you are all of the same opinion: stop it, flog it, hang it, dynamite
it, stamp it out.”


“All of the same opinion!” exclaimed the first lady.“Have they ever agreed on any subject?”


“They are all looking in the same direction at present!” said a lady with a sarcastic expression.


“What direction?” said the first lady.


That direction” said the sarcastic lady, pointing to the black girl.


“Are you there still?” said the first lady. “You were told to go. Get along with you.”


The black girl did not reply. She contemplated the lady gravely and let the knobkerry swing slowly between her
fingers: Then she looked at the mathematical lady and said “Where does it grow?”


“Where does what grow?” said the mathematical lady.


“The root you spoke of said the black girl. “The square root of Myna’s sex.”



In 1934 Shaw altered the original text in two places, changing“minus x” to “minus one,” and “Myna’s sex” to “Myna’s
one.” Shaw had first summed up the mystery of existence in the equation “the square root of minus x.” From the equation
he created the Black Girl’s misconstruing of the concept, which she identified with the sex of the goddess Myna, thus
innocently suggesting a female divinity. When charged with inaccuracy in his use of Einstein’s Relativity theory, Shaw
altered the equation and weakenedthe pun. In this edition and future editions authorized by the Shaw Estate, art will
be granted precedence over mathematics and the original pun preserved.




“It grows in the mind” said the lady. “It is a number. Can you count forwards from one?”


“One, two, three, four, five, do you mean?” said the black girl, helping herself by her fingers.


“Just so” said the lady. “Now count backwards from one.”


“One, one less, two less, three less, four less.”


They all clapped their hands. “Splendid!” cried one. “Newton!” said another. “Leibniz!” said a third. “Einstein!”
said a fourth. And then altogether, “Marvellous, marvellous!”


“I keep telling you” said a lady who was the ethnologist of the expedition “that the next great civilization will be
a black civilization. The white man is played out. He knows it, too, and is committing suicide as fast as he can.”


“Why are you surprised at a little thing like that?” said the black girl. “Why cannot you white people grow up and
be serious as we blacks do? I thought glass beads marvellous when I saw them for the first time; but I soon got used to
them. You cry marvellous every time one of you says something silly. The most wonderful things you have are your guns.
It must be easier to find God than to find out how to make guns. But you do not care for God: you care for nothing but
guns. You use your guns to make slaves of us. Then, because you are too lazy to shoot, you put the guns into our hands
and teach us to shoot for you. You will soon teach us to make the guns because you are too lazy to make them
yourselves. You have found out how to make drinks that make men forget God, and put their consciences to sleep and make
murder seem a delight. You sell these drinks to us and teach us how to make them. And all the time you steal the land
from us and starve us and make us hate you as we hate the snakes. What will be the end of that? You will kill one
another so fast that those who are left will be too few to resist when our warriors fill themselves with your magic
drink and kill you with your own guns. And then our warriors will kill one another as you do, unless they are prevented
by God. Oh that I knew where I might find Him! Will none of you help me in my search? Do none of you care?”


“Our guns have saved you from the man-eating lion and the trampling elephant, have they not?” said a huffy
gentleman, who had hitherto found the conversation too deep for him.


“Only to deliver us into the hands of the man-beating slave-driver and the trampling baas” said the black girl.
“Lion and elephant shared the land with us. When they ate or trampled on our bodies they spared our souls. When they
had enough they asked for no more. But nothing will satisfy your greed. You work generations of us to death until you
have each of you more than a hundred of us could eat or spend; and yet you go on forcing us to work harder and harder
and longer and longer for less and less food and clothing. You do not know what enough means for yourselves, or less
than enough for us. You are for ever grumbling because we have no money to buy the goods you trade in; and your only
remedy is to give us less money: This must be because you serve false gods. You are heathens and savages. You know
neither how to live nor let others live. When I find God I shall have the strength of mind to destroy you and to teach
my people not to destroy themselves.”


“Look!” cried the first lady. “She is upsetting the men.I told you she would. They have been listening to her
seditious rot. Look at their eyes. They are dangerous. I shall put a bullet through her if none of you men will.” And
the lady actually drew a revolver, she was so frightened. But before she could get it out of its leather case the black
girl sprang at her; laid her out with her favorite knobkerry stroke; and darted away into the forest. And all the black
bearers went into ecstasies of merriment


“Let us be thankful that she has restored good humor” said the first gentleman. “Things looked ugly for a moment.
Now all is well. Doctor: will you see to poor Miss Fitzjones’s cerebellum.”


“The mistake we made” said the naturalist “was in not offering her some of our food.”


The black girl hid herself long enough to make sure that she was not being pursued. She knew that what she had done
was a flogging matter, and that no plea of defence would avail a black defendant against a white plaintiff. She did not
worry about the mounted police; for in that district they were very scarce. But she did not want to have to dodge the
caravan continuously; and as one direction was as good as another for her purpose, she turned back on her tracks (for
the caravan had been going her way) and so found herself towards evening at the well where she had talked with the
conjurer. There she found a booth with many images of wood, plaster, or ivory set out for sale; and lying on the ground
beside it was a big wooden cross on which the conjurer was lying with his ankles crossed and his arms stretched out.
And the man who kept the booth was carving a statue of him in wood with great speed and skill. They were watched by a
handsome Arab gentleman in a turban, with a scimitar in his sash, who was sitting on the coping of the well, and
combing his beard.


“Why do you. do this, my friend?” said the Arab gentleman. “You know that it is a breach of the second commandment
given by God to Moses. By rights I should smite you dead with my scimitar; but I have suffered and sinned all my life
through an infirmity of spirit which renders me incapable of slaying any animal, even a man, in cold blood. Why do you
do it?”


“What else can I do if I am not to starve?” said the conjurer. “I am so utterly rejected of men that my only means
of livelihood is to sit as a model to this compassionate artist who pays me sixpence an hour for stretching myself on
this cross all day. He himself lives by selling images of me in this ridiculous position. People idolize me as the
Dying Malefactor because they are interested in nothing but the police news. When he has laid in a sufficient stock of
images, and I have saved a sufficient number of sixpences, I take a holiday and go about giving people good advice and
telling them wholesome truths. If they would only listen to me they would be ever so much happier and better. But they
refuse to believe me unless I do conjuring tricks for them; and when I do them they only throw me coppers and sometimes
tickeys, and say what a wonderful man I am, and that there has been nobody like me ever on earth; but they go on being
foolish and wicked and cruel all the same. It makes me feel that God has forsaken me sometimes.”


“What is a tickey?” said the Arab, rearranging his robe in more becoming folds.


“A threepenny bit” said the conjurer. “It is coined because proud people are ashamed to be seen giving me coppers,
and they think sixpence too much.”


“I should not like people to treat me like that” said the Arab. “I also have a message to deliver. My people, if
left to themselves, would fall down and worship all the images in that booth. If there were no images they would
worship stones. My message is that there is no majesty and no might save in Allah the glorious, the great, the one and
only. Of Him no mortal has ever dared to make an image: if anyone attempted such a crime I should forget that Allah is
merciful, and overcome my infirmity to the extremity of slaying him with my own hand; But who could conceive the
greatness of Allah in a bodily form? Not even an image of the finest horse could convey a notion of His beauty and
greatness. Well, when I tell them this, they ask me, too, to do conjuring tricks; and when I tell them that I am a man
like themselves and that not Allah Himself can violate His own laws — if one could conceive Him as doing anything
unlawful — they go away and pretend that I am working miracles. But they believe; for if they doubt I have them slain
by those who believe. That is what you should do, my friend.”


“But my message is that they should not kill one another” said the conjurer. “One has to be consistent.”


“That is quite right as far as their private quarrels are concerned” said the Arab. “But we must kill those who are
unfit to live. We must weed the garden as well as water it.”


“Who is to be the judge of our fitness to live?” said the conjurer. “The highest authorities, the imperial governors
and the high priests, find that I am unfit to live. Perhaps they are right.”


“Precisely the same conclusion was reached concerning myself’ said the Arab. “I had to run away and hide until I had
convinced a sufficient number of athletic young men that their elders were mistaken about me: that, in act, the boot
was. on the other leg. Then I returned with the athletic young men, and weeded the garden.”


“I admire your courage and practical sagacity” said the conjurer; “but I am not built that way.”


“Do not admire such qualities” said the Arab. “I am somewhat ashamed of them. Every desert chieftain displays them
abundantly. It is on the superiority of my mind, which has made me the vehicle of divine inspiration, that I value
myself. Have you ever written a book?”


“No” said the conjurer sadly: “I wish I could; for then I could make money enough to come off this tiresome cross
and send my message in print all over the world. But I am no author. I have composed a handy sort of short prayer with,
I hope, all the essentials in it. But God inspires me to speak, not to write.”


“Writing is useful” said the Arab. “I have been inspired to write many chapters of the word of Allah, praised be His
name! But there are fellows in his world with whom Allah cannot be expected to trouble Himself. His word means nothing
to them; so when I have to deal with them I am no longer inspired, and have to rely on my own invention and my own wit.
For them I write terrible stories of the Day of Judgment, and of the hell in which evildoers will suffer eternally. I
contrast these horrors with enchanting pictures of the paradise maintained for those who do the will of Allah. Such a
paradise as will tempt them, you understand: a paradise of gardens and perfumes and beautiful women.”


“And how do you know what is the will of Allah?” said the conjurer.


“As they are incapable for understanding it, my will must serve them for it instead” said the Arab. “They can
understand my will, which is indeed truly the will of Allah at second hand, a little soiled by my mortal passions and
necessities, no doubt, but the best I can do for them. Without it I could not manage them at all. Without it they would
desert me for the first chief who promised them a bigger earthly plunder. But what other chief can write a book and
promise them an eternity of bliss after their death with all the authority of a mind which can surround its own
inventions with the majesty of authentic inspiration?”


“You have every qualification for success” said the conjurer politely, and a little wistfully.


“I am the eagle and the serpent” said the Arab. “Yet in my youth I was proud to be the servant of a widow and drive
her camels. Now I am the humble servant of Allah and drive men for Him. For in no other do I recognize majesty and
might; and with Him I take refuge from Satan and his brood.”


“What is all this majesty and might without a sense of beauty and the skill to embody it in images that time cannot
change into corruption?” said the wood carver, who had been working and listening in silence. “I have no use for your
Allah, who forbids the making of images.”


“Know, dog of an unbeliever,” said the Arab, “that images have a power of making men fall down and worship them,
even when they are images of beasts.”


“Or of the sons of carpenters” interjected the conjurer.


“When I ‘drove the camels” continued the Arab, not quite catching the interruption, “I carried in my pack idols of
men seated on thrones with the heads of hawks on their shoulders and scourges in their hands. The Christians who began
by worshipping God in the form of a man, now worship Him in the form of a lamb. This is the punishment decreed by Allah
for the sin of presuming to imitate the work of His hands. But do not on that account dare to deny Allah. His sense of
beauty. Even your model here who is sharing your sin will remind you that the lilies of Allah are more lovely than the
robes of Solomon in all his glory. Allah makes the skies His pictures and His children His statues, and does not
withhold them from our earthly vision. He permits you to make lovely robes and saddles and trappings, and carpets to
kneel on before Him, and windows like flower beds of precious stones. Yet you will be meddling in the work He reserves
for Himself, and making idols. For ever be such sin forbidden to my people!”


“Pooh!” said the sculptor “your Allah is a bungler; and he knows it. I have in my booth in a curtained-off corner
some Greek gods so beautiful that Allah himself may well burst with envy when he compares them with his own amateur
attempts. I tell you Allah made this hand of mine because his own hands are too clumsy, if indeed he have any hands at
all. The artist-god is himself an artist, never satisfied with His work, always perfecting it to the limit of His
powers, always aware that though He must stop when He reaches that limit, yet there is a further perfection without
which the picture has no meaning. Your Allah can make a woman. Can he make the Goddess of Love? No: only an artist can
do that. See!” he said, rising to go into his booth. “Can Allah make her?” And he brought from the curtained corner a
marble Venus and placed her on the counter.


“Her limbs are cold” said the black girl, who had been listening all this time unnoticed.


“Well said!” cried the Arab. “A living failure is better than a dead masterpiece; and Allah is justified against
this most presumptuous idolater, whom I must have slain with a blow had you not slain him with a word.”


“I still live” said the artist, unabashed. “That girl’s limbs will one day be colder than any marble. Cut my goddess
in two: she is still white marble to the core. Cut that girl in two with your scimitar, and see what you will find
there.”


“Your talk no longer interests me” said the Arab. “Maiden: there is yet room in my house for another wife. You are
beautiful: your skin is like black satin: you are full of life.”


“How many wives have you?” said the black girl.


“I have long since ceased to count them” replied the Arab; “but there are enough to shew you that I am an
experienced husband and know how to make women as happy as Allah permits.”


“I do not seek happiness: I seek God” said the black girl.


“Have you not found Him yet?” said the conjurer.


“I have found many gods” said the black girl. “Everyone I meet has one to offer me; and this image maker here has a
whole shopful of them. But to me they are all half dead, except the ones that are half animals like this one on the top
shelf, playing a mouth organ, who is half a goat and half a man. That is very true to nature; for I myself am half a
goat and half a woman, though I should like to be a goddess. But even these gods who are half goats are half men. Why
are they never half women?”


“What about this one?” said the image maker, pointing to Venus.


“Why is her lower half hidden in a sack?” said the black girl. “She is neither a goddess nor a woman: she is ashamed
of half her body, and the other half of her is what the white people call a lady. She is ladylike, and beautiful; and a
white Governor General would be glad to have her at the head of his house; but to my mind she has no conscience; and
that makes her inhuman without making her godlike. I have no use for her.”


“The Word shall be made flesh, not marble” said the conjurer. “You must not complain because these gods have the
bodies of men. If they did not put on humanity for you, how could you, who are human, enter into any communion with
them? To make a link between God- hood and Manhood, some god must become man.”


“Or some woman become God” said the black girl. “That would be far better, because the god who condescends to be
human degrades himself; but the woman who becomes God exalts herself.”


“Allah be my refuge from all troublesome women” said the Arab. “This is the most troublesome woman I have ever met.
It is one of the mysterious ways of Allah to make women troublesome when he makes them beautiful. The more reason he
gives them to be content, the more dissatisfied they are. This one is dissatisfied even with Allah Himself, in whom is
all majesty and all might Well, maiden, since Allah the glorious and great cannot please you, what god or goddess
can?”


“There is a goddess of whom I have heard, and of whom I would know more” said the black girl. “She is named Myna;
and I feel there is something about her that none of the other gods can give.”


“There is no such goddess” said the image maker. “There are no other gods or goddesses except those I make; and I
have never made a goddess named Myna.”

nbsp;  “She most surely exists” said the black girl; “for the white missy spoke of her with reverence, and
said that the key to the universe was the root of her womanhood and that it was bodiless like number, which has neither
end nor beginning; for you can count one less and less and less and never come to a beginning; and you can count one
more and more and more and never come to an end: thus it is through numbers that you find eternity.”


“Eternity in itself and by itself is nothing” said the Arab., “What is eternity to me if I cannot find eternal
truth?”


“Only the truth of number is eternal” said the black girl. “Every other truth passes, away or becomes error, like
the fancies of our childhood; but one and one are two and one and nine ten and always will be. Therefore I feel that
there is something godlike about numbers.”


“You cannot eat and drink numbers” said the image maker. “You cannot marry them.”


“God has provided other things for us to eat and drink; and we can marry one another” said the black girl.


“Well, you cannot draw nor mould them; and that is enough for me” said the image maker.


“We Arabs can; and in this sign we shall conquer the world. See!” said the Arab. And he stooped and drew figures in
the sand.


“The missionary says that God is a magic number that is three in one and one in three” said the black girl.


“That is simple” said the Arab; “for I am the son of my father and the father of my sons and myself to boot: three
in one and one in three. Man’s nature is manifold; Allah alone is one. He is unity — He is the core of the onion the
bodiless centre without which there could be no body He is the number of the innumerable stars, the weight of the
imponderable air, the —”


“You are a poet, I believe” said the image maker.


The Arab, thus interrupted, colored deeply; sprang to his feet; and drew his scimitar. “Do you dare accuse me of
being a lewd balladmonger?” he said. “This is an insult to be wiped out in blood.”


“Sorry said the image maker. “I meant no offence. Why are you ashamed to make a ballad which outlives a thousand
men, and not ashamed to make a corpse, which any fool can make, and which he has to hide in the earth when he has made
it lest it stink him to death?”


That is true” said the Arab, sheathing his weapon, and sitting down again. “It is one of the mysteries of Allah that
when Satan makes impure verses Allah sends a divine tune to cleanse them. Nevertheless I was an honest camel driver,
and never took money for singing, though I confess I was much addicted to it.”


“I too have not been righteous overmuch” said the conjurer. “I have been called a gluttonous man and a winebibber. I
have not fasted. I have broken the sabbath. I have been kind to women who were no better than they should be. I have
been unkind to my mother and shunned my family; for a man’s true household is that in which God is the father and we
are all His children and not the belittling house and shop in which he must stay within reach of his mother’s breast
until he is weaned.”


“A man needs many wives and a large household to prevent this cramping of his mind” said the Arab. “He should
distribute his affection. Until he has known many women he cannot know the value of any; for value is a matter of
comparison. I did not know what an old angel I had in my first wife until I found, what I had in my last”


“And your wives?” said the black girl. “Are they also to know many men in order that they may learn your value?”


“I take refuge with Allah against this black daughter of Satan” cried the Arab vehemently. “Learn to hold your
peace, woman, when men are talking and wisdom is their topic. God made Man before he made Woman.”


“Second thoughts are best” said the black girl. “If it is as you say, God must have created Woman because He found
Man insufficient. By what right do you demand fifty wives and condemn each of them to one husband?”


“Had I my life to live over again” said the Arab “I would be a celibate monk and shut my door upon women and their
questions. But consider this. If I have only one wife I deny all other women any share in me, though many women will
desire me in proportion to my excellence and their discernment. The enlightened woman who desires the best father for
her children will ask for a fiftieth share in me rather than a piece of human refuse all to herself. Why should she
suffer this injustice when there is no need for it?”


“But how is she to know your value unless she has known fifty men to compare with you?” said the black girl.


“The child who has fifty fathers has no father” cried the Arab.


“What matter if it have a mother?” said the black girl. “Besides, what you say is not true. One of the fifty will be
its father.”


“Know then” said the Arab “that there are many shameless women who have known men without number; but they do not
bear children, whereas I, who covet and possess every desirable woman my eyes light on, have a large posterity. And
from this it plainly appears that injustice to women is one of the mysteries of Allah, against whom it is vain to
rebel. Allah is great and glorious; and in him alone is there majesty and might; but his justice is beyond our
understanding. My wives, who pamper themselves too much, bring forth their children in torments, that wring my heart
when I hear their cries; and these torments we men are spared. This is not just; but if you have no better remedy for
such injustice than to let women do what men do and men do what women do, will you tell me to lie in and bear children?
I can reply only that Allah will not have it so. It is against nature.”


“I know that we cannot go against nature” said the black girl. “You cannot bear children; but a woman could have
several husbands and could still bear children provided she had no more than one husband at a time.”


“Among the other injustices of Allah” said the Arab “is His ordinance that a woman must have the last word. I am
dumb.”


“What happens” said the image maker “when fifty women assemble round one man, and each must have the last word?”


“The hell in which the one man expiates all his sins and takes refuges with Allah the merciful” said the Arab, with
deep feeling.


“I shall not find God where men are talking about women” said the black girl, turning to go.


“Nor where women are talking about men” shouted the image maker after her.


She waved her hand in assent and left them. Nothing particular happened after that until she came to a prim little
villa with a very amateurish garden which was being cultivated by a wizened old gentleman whose eyes were so striking
that his face seemed all eyes, his nose so remarkable that his face seemed all nose, and his mouth so expressive of a
comically malicious relish that his face seemed all mouth until the black girl combined these three incompatibles by
deciding that his face was all intelligence.

“Excuse me, baas” she said: “may I speak to you?”


“What do you want?” said the old gentleman.


“I want to ask my way to God” she said; “and as you have the most knowing face I have ever seen, I thought I would
ask you.”


“Come in” said he. “I have found, after a good deal of consideration, that the best place to seek God is in a
garden. You can dig for Him here.”


“That is not my idea of seeking for God at all” said the black girl, disappointed. “I will go on, thank you.”


“Has your own idea, as you call it, led you to Him yet?”


“No” said the black girl, stopping: “I cannot say that it has. But I do not like your idea.”


“Many people who have found God have not liked Him and have spent the rest of their lives running away from Him. Why
do you suppose you would like Him?”


“I dont know” said the black girl. “But the missionary has a line of poetry that says that we needs must love the
highest when we see it.”


“That poet was a fool” said the old gentleman. “We hate it; we crucify it; we poison it with hemlock; we chain it to
a stake and burn it alive. All my life I have striven in my little way to do God’s work and teach His enemies to laugh
at themselves; but if you told me God was coming down the road I should creep into the nearest mousehole and not dare
to breathe until He had passed. For if He saw me or smelt me, might He not put His foot on me and squelch me, as I
would squelch any venomous little thing that broke my commandments? These fellows who run after God crying ‘Oh that I
knew where I might find Him’ must have a tremendous opinion of themselves to think that they could stand before Him.
Has the missionary ever told you the story of Jupiter and Semele?”


“No” said the black girl. “What is that story?”


“Jupiter is one of the names of God” said the old gentleman. “You know that He has many names, dont you?”


“The last man I met called Him Allah,” she said.


“Just so” said the old gentleman. “Well, Jupiter fell in love with Semele, and was considerate enough to appear and
behave just like a man to her. But she thought herself good enough to be loved by a god in all the greatness of his
godhood. So she insisted on His coming to her in the full panoply of His divinity.”


“What happened when He did?” asked the black girl.


“Just what she might have known would happen if she had had any sense” said the old gentleman. “She shrivelled up
and cracked like a flea in the fire. So take care. Do not be a fool like Semele. God is at your elbow, and He has been
there all the time; but in His divine mercy He has not revealed Himself to you lest too full a knowledge of Him should
drive you mad. Make a little garden for yourself: dig and plant and weed and prune; and be content if He jogs your
elbow when you are gardening unskilfully, and blesses you when you are gardening well.”


“And shall we never be able to bear His full presence?” said the black girl.


“I trust not” said the old philosopher. “For we shall never be able to bear His full presence until we have
fulfilled all His purposes and become gods ourselves. But as His purposes are infinite, and we are most briefly finite,
we shall never, thank God, be able to catch up with His purposes. So much the better for us. If our work were done we
should be of no further use: that would be the end of us; for He would hardly keep us alive for the pleasure of looking
at us, ugly and ephemeral insects as we are. Therefore come in and help to cultivate this garden to His glory. The rest
you had better leave to Him.”


So she laid down her knobkerry and went in and gardened with him. And from time to time other people came in and
helped. At first this made the black girl jealous; but she hated feelings like that, and soon got used to their comings
and goings.


One day she found a redhaired Irishman laboring in the back garden where they grew the kitchen stuff.


“Who let you in here?” she said.


“Faith, I let myself in” said the Irishman. “Why wouldnt I?”


“But the garden belongs to the old gentleman” said the black girl.


“I’m a Socialist” said the Irishman “and dont admit that gardens belong to annybody. That oul’ fella is cracked and
past his work and needs somewan to dig his podatoes for him. Theres a lot been found out about podatoes since he learnt
to dig them.”


“Then you did not come in to search for God?” said the black girl.


“Divvle a search” said the Irishman. “Sure God can search for me if He wants me. My own belief is that He’s not all
that He sets up to be. He’s not properly made and finished yet. Theres somethin in us thats dhrivin at Him, and
somethin out of us thats dhrivin at Him: thats certain; and the only other thing thats certain is that the somethin
makes plenty, of mistakes in thryin to get there. We’v got to find out its way for it as best we can, you and I; for
theres a hell of a lot of other people thinkin of nothin but their own bellies.” And he spat on his hands and went on
digging.


Both the black girl and the old gentleman thought the Irishman rather a coarse fellow (as indeed he was) but as he
was useful and would not go away, they did their best to teach him nicer habits and refine his language. But nothing
would ever persuade him that God was anything more solid and satisfactory than an eternal but as yet unfulfilled
purpose, or that it could ever be fulfilled if the fulfillment were not made reasonably easy and hopeful by
Socialism.


Still, when they had taught him manners and cleanliness they got used to him and even to his dreadful jokes.


One day the old gentleman said to her “It is not right that a fine young woman like you should not have a husband
and children. I am much too old for you: so you had better marry that Irishman.”


As she had become very devoted to the old gentleman she was fearfully angry at first at his wanting her to marry
anyone else, and even spent a whole night planning to drive the Irishman out of the place with her knobkerry. She could
not bring herself to admit that the old gentleman had been born sixty years too early for her, and must in the course
of nature die and leave her without a companion. But the old gentleman rubbed these flat facts into her so hard that at
last she gave in and the two went together into the kitchen garden and told the Irishman that she was going to marry
him.


He snatched up his spade with a yell of dismay and made a dash for the garden gate. But the black girl had taken the
precaution to lock it; and before he could climb it they overtook him and held him fast.


“Is it me marry a black heathen niggerwoman?” he cried piteously, forgetting all his lately acquired refinements of
speech. “Lemme go, will yous. I dont want to marry annywan.”


But the black girl held him in a grip of iron (softly padded, however); and the old gentleman pointed out to him
that if he ran away he would only fall into the clutches of some strange woman who cared nothing about searching for
God, and who would have a pale ashy skin instead of the shining black satin he was accustomed to. At last, after half
an hour or so of argument and coaxing, and a glass of the old gentleman’s best burgundy to encourage him, he said
“Well, I dont mind if I do.”


So they were married; and the black girl managed the Irishman and the children (who were charmingly coffee-colored)
very capably, and even came to be quite fond of them. Between them and the garden and mending her husband’s clothes
(which she could not persuade him to leave off wearing) she was kept so busy that her search for God was crowded out of
her head most of the time; but there were moments, especially when she was drying her favorite piccaninny, who was very
docile and quiet, after his bath, in which her mind went back to her search; only now she saw how funny it was that an
unsettled girl should start off to pay God a visit, thinking herself the centre of the universe, and taught by the
missionary to regard God as somebody who had nothing better to do than to watch everything she did and worry himself
about her salvation. She even tickled the piccaninny and asked him “Suppose I had found God at home what should I have
done when He hinted that I was staying too long and that He had other things to attend to?” It was a question which the
piccaninny was quite unable to answer: he only chuckled hysterically and tried to grab her wrists. It was only when the
piccaninnies grew up and became independent of her, and the Irishman had become an unconscious habit of hers, as if he
were a part of herself, that they ceased to take her away from herself and she was left once more with the leisure and
loneliness that threw her back on such questions. And by that time her strengthened mind had taken her far beyond the
stage at which there is any fun in smashing idols with knobkerries.
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