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The Death of Ying
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—and others were bewailing a corpse—he knew whose, having certified it in the afternoon. There were owls,
the Punjab mail ... and flowers smelt deliciously in the station-master's garden. But the mosque—that alone
signified, and he returned to it from the complex appeal of the night, and decked it with meanings the builder
had never intended. Some day he too would build a mosque, smaller than this but in perfect taste, so that all
who passed by should experience the happiness he felt now. And near it, under a low dome, should be his tomb,
with a Persian inscription:

Alas, without me for thousands of years
The Rose will blossom and the Spring will bloom,
But those who have secretly understood my heart—
They will approach and visit the grave where | lie.
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"Then tell me everything you will, or | shall never understand India. Are they the hills | sometimes see in the
evening? What are these caves?"

Aziz undertook to explain, but it presently appeared that he had never visited the caves himself—had always
been "meaning" to go, but work or private business had prevented him, and they were so far. Professor Godbole
chaffed him pleasantly. "My dear young sir, the pot and the kettle! Have you ever heard of that useful proverb?"

"Are they large caves?" she asked.
"No, not large."
"Do describe them, Professor Godbole."

"It will be a great honour." He drew up his chair and an expression of tension came over his face. Taking the
cigarette box, she offered to him and to Aziz, and lit up herself. After an impressive pause he said: "There is an
entrance in the rock which you enter, and through the entrance is the cave."

"Something like the caves at Elephanta?"

"Oh no, not at all; at Elephanta there are sculptures of Siva and Parvati. There are no sculptures at Marabar."
"They are immensely holy, no doubt," said Aziz, to help on the narrative.

"Oh no, oh no."

"Still, they are ornamented in some way."

"Oh no."

"Well, why are they so famous? We all talk of the famous Marabar Caves. Perhaps that is our empty brag."
"No, | should not quite say that."

"Describe them to this lady, then."

"It will be a great pleasure." He forewent the pleasure,
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"Good-bye, Professor Godbole," she continued, suddenly agitated. "It's a shame we never heard you sing."
"l may sing now," he replied, and did.

His thin voice rose, and gave out one sound after another. At times there seemed rhythm, at times there was
the illusion of a Western melody. But the ear, baffled repeatedly, soon lost any clue, and wandered in a maze
of noises, none harsh or unpleasant, none intelligible. It was the song of an unknown bird. Only the servants
understood it. They began to whisper to one another. The man who was gathering water chestnut came naked
out of the tank, his lips parted with delight, disclosing his scarlet tongue. The sounds continued and ceased
after a few moments as casually as they had begun—apparently half through a bar, and upon the subdominant.

"Thanks so much: what was that?" asked Fielding.

"I will explain in detail. It was a religious song. | placed myself in the position of a milkmaiden. | say to Shri
Krishna, 'Come! come to me only. The god refuses to come. | grow humble and say: ‘Do not come to me only.
Multiply yourself into a hundred Krishnas, and let one go to each of my hundred companions, but one, O Lord of
the Universe, come to me.' He refuses to come. This is repeated several times. The song is composed in a raga
appropriate to the present hour, which is the evening."

"But He comes in some other song, | hope?" said Mrs. Moore gently.

"Oh no, he refuses to come," repeated Godbole, perhaps not understanding her question. "l say to Him, Come,
come, come, come, come, come. He neglects to come.”
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The caves are readily described. A tunnel eight feet long, five feet high, three feet wide, leads to a circular
chamber about twenty feet in diameter. This arrangement occurs again and again throughout the group of
hills, and this is all, this is a Marabar Cave. Having seen one such cave, having seen two, having seen three,
four, fourteen, twenty-four, the visitor returns to Chandrapore uncertain whether he has had an interesting
experience or a dull one or any experience at all. He finds it difficult to discuss the caves, or to keep them apart
in his mind, for the pattern never varies, and no carving, not even a bees'-nest or a bat distinguishes one from
another. Nothing, nothing attaches to them, and their reputation—for they have one—does not depend upon
human speech. It is as if the surrounding plain or the passing birds have taken upon themselves to exclaim
"extraordinary," and the word has taken root in the air, and been inhaled by mankind.
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They are dark caves. Even when they open towards the sun, very little light penetrates down the entrance
tunnel into the circular chamber. There is little to see, and no eye to see it, until the visitor arrives for his five
minutes, and strikes a match. Immediately another flame rises in the depths of the rock and moves towards

the surface like an imprisoned spirit: the walls of the circular chamber have been most marvellously polished.
The two flames approach and strive to unite, but cannot, because one of them breathes air, the other stone. A
mirror inlaid with lovely colours divides the lovers, delicate stars of pink and grey interpose, exquisite nebulae,
shadings fainter than the tail of a comet or the midday moon, all the evanescent life of the granite, only here
visible. Fists and fingers thrust above the advancing soil—here at last is their skin, finer than any covering
acquired by the animals, smoother than windless water, more voluptuous than love. The radiance increases, the
flames touch one another, kiss, expire. The cave is dark again, like all the caves.
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Professor Godbole had never mentioned an echo; it never impressed him, perhaps. There are some exquisite
echoes in India; there is the whisper round the dome at Bijapur; there are the long, solid sentences that voyage
through the air at Mandu, and return unbroken to their creator. The echo in a Marabar cave is not like these, it
is entirely devoid of distinction. Whatever is said, the same monotonous noise replies, and quivers up and down
the walls until it is absorbed into the roof. "Boum" is the sound as far as the human alphabet can express it, or
"bou-oum," or "ou-boum,"—utterly dull. Hope, politeness, the blowing of a nose, the squeak of a boot, all produce
"boum." Even the striking of a match starts a little worm coiling, which is too small to complete a circle but is
eternally watchful. And if several people talk at once, an overlapping howling noise begins, echoes generate
echoes, and the cave is stuffed with a snake composed of small snakes, which writhe independently.
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The crush and the smells she could forget, but the echo began in some indescribable way to undermine her
hold on life. Coming at a moment when she chanced to be fatigued, it had managed to murmur, "Pathos, piety,
courage—they exist, but are identical, and so is filth. Everything exists, nothing has value." If one had spoken
vileness in that place, or quoted lofty poetry, the comment would have been the same—"ou-boum." If one had
spoken with the tongues of angels and pleaded for all the unhappiness and misunderstanding in the world, past,
present, and to come, for all the misery men must undergo whatever their opinion and position, and however
much they dodge or bluff—it would amount to the same, the serpent would descend and return to the ceiling.
Devils are of the North, and poems can be written about them, but no one could romanticize the Marabar
because it robbed infinity and eternity of their vastness, the only quality that accommodates them to mankind.
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Adela lay for several days in the McBrydes' bungalow. She had been touched by the sun, also hundreds of
cactus spines had to be picked out of her flesh. Hour after hour Miss Derek and Mrs. McBryde examined her
through magnifying glasses, always coming on fresh colonies, tiny hairs that might snap off and be drawn

into the blood if they were neglected. She lay passive beneath their fingers, which developed the shock that

had begun in the cave. Hitherto she had not much minded whether she was touched or not: her senses were
abnormally inert and the only contact she anticipated was that of mind. Everything now was transferred to the
surface of her body, which began to avenge itself, and feed unhealthily. People seemed very much alike, except
that some would come close while others kept away. "In space things touch, in time things part," she repeated to
herself while the thorns were being extracted—her brain so weak that she could not decide whether the phrase
was a philosophy or a pun.
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But she accepted her good luck without enthusiasm. She had come to that state where the horror of the
universe and its smallness are both visible at the same time—the twilight of the double vision in which so

many elderly people are involved. If this world is not to our taste, well, at all events there is Heaven, Hell,
Annihilation—one or other of those large things, that huge scenic background of stars, fires, blue or black air.
All heroic endeavour, and all that is known as art, assumes that there is such a background, just as all practical
endeavour, when the world is to our taste, assumes that the world is all. But in the twilight of the double vision,
a spiritual muddledom is set up for which no high-sounding words can be found; we can neither act nor refrain
from action, we can neither ignore nor respect Infinity. Mrs. Moore had always inclined to resignation. As soon
as she landed in India it seemed to her good, and when she saw the water flowing through the mosque-tank,
or the Ganges, or the moon, caught in the shawl of night with all the other stars, it seemed a beautiful goal

and an easy one. To be one with the universe! So dignified and simple. But there was always some little duty to
be performed first, some new card to be turned up from the diminishing pack and placed, and while she was
pottering about, the Marabar struck its gong.
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That was the climax, as far as India admits of one. The rain settled in steadily to its job of wetting everybody and
everything through, and soon spoiled the cloth of gold on the palanquin and the costly disc-shaped banners.
Some of the torches went out, fireworks didn't catch, there began to be less singing, and the tray returned to
Professor Godbole, who picked up a fragment of the mud adhering and smeared it on his forehead without
much ceremony. Whatever had happened had happened, and while the intruders picked themselves up, the
crowds of Hindus began a desultory move back into the town. The image went back too, and on the following
day underwent a private death of its own, when some curtains of magenta and green were lowered in front

of the dynastic shrine. The singing went on even longer ... ragged edges of religion ... unsatisfactory and
undramatic tangles...."God si love." Looking back at the great blur of the last twenty-four hours, no man could
say where was the emotional centre of it, any more than he could locate the heart of a cloud.
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Chinese passages are written by Yang Bodu;
English passages are excerpts from A Passage to India (1924) by E. M. Forster.
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