On Sitting Down To Read Descartes Again

In the fall of 1955, I bought the sport coat that I am wearing and enrolled as a freshman in the College of Commerce of the State University of Iowa in Iowa City.  I did so for social reasons and to please my father.  I had no academic interest, knowledge or ambition.

“Western Civilization” was a year long freshman core course.  Eight hundred of us collected in the second floor, two story auditorium in Memorial Hall to watch Weber.  Weber was an apparently troubled, middle aged, light suited man with a microphone about his neck—his eyes on his black shoes, his hands against his tailored back—who paced quickly across the brown, planked stage and spoke to us in an unfamiliar accent about ice.  “Imagine a map of Europe,” he said.  “Imagine the northern half of Europe covered with ice.”  I tried.  I had trouble.  I couldn’t imagine a map of Europe.  I did, suddenly, picture my globe in my parent’s house.  It was on the top shelf of my bedroom bookcase next to my abandoned dinosaur models.  Its top half was covered with ice, as if part of the ceiling above the globe had blown away and sleet had blasted through.  Someone near me said, “What’s Europe?”  Someone else said, “Let’s leave.”  I looked to Raymond for help.  He was next to me.  We had met during Rush Week and drank beer together during Orientation.  As we walked past the Airliner, he told me that he was a history major.  “How does he know so soon?”  I thought later.  “Am I behind already?”  Raymond’s back was stiff as he leaned toward Weber from our balcony seats.  His face looked, from the side, as if he understood everything that Weber said.  He was imagining the map and the ice perfectly.  His hand took notes.  “Notes about what?”  I thought.  I wrote down the words “map of Europe.”  I wrote down the word “ice.”  I looked to the notebook of the girl sitting on the other side of me.  She was drawing a map of Europe with colored pencils that she held in her fist like a wand.  She rubbed in water, mountains and national borders.  She drew the ice line as Weber spoke about sliced rock.  “I’m not a history major,” I thought.  “I’d better stick with Commerce.”  As the lecture ended I discovered that the girl beside me was Gretta.  I hadn’t seen her since the spring of first grade, several days after I hooked a homemade May Basket of red construction paper, wilted violets and candy corn on her front door knob.  “Did you like it?”  I asked her as we walked from Memorial Hall.  “Oh yeah!”  she said.  “Weber’s terrific.”  “No,” I said.  “Did you like the May Basket?”  “What May Basket?  Did Weber mention May Baskets?  God, he’s terrific!  Weber knows everything!”  Gretta’s best friend Nikki—another first grade friend of mine—who also had been in the balcony with us, watching Weber, later married Raymond.  Gretta and I stood at their marriage and called at their divorce.

In the fall of my second year at Iowa, I switched from the College of Commerce to the College of Liberal Arts and made philosophy my major.  Although I knew little about academic philosophy, it seemed, from the sound of it—phil-oss-o-phee sufficiently important, difficult and esoteric to serve as a safe rebellion from my father and his business plans for me.  I also liked the shape, print and language of the philosophy texts in the bookstore and the oddness of their questions.  I was one of three philosophy majors in my class of twelve hundred.  I took my first graduate seminar in philosophy in the spring.  Some undergraduates were allowed in these graduate seminars to fill chairs around a chalk-dust, ashes and pen marked table.  I took Popkin’s “Hume.”  The following year I took Popkin’s “Descartes.”  Richard Popkin was a famous historian of seventeenth and eighteenth century European philosophy.  His book The History of Scepticism From Erasmus to Descartes became a standard.  He also wrote part of a book called Philosophy Made Simple and another to show that Oswald didn’t or Oswald alone didn’t kill Kennedy and essays to show that  Columbus was a Jew.  His interest in scepticism only went so far.  For our “Descartes” seminar, he brought in huge, blue bound French, English and sometimes German library books and several thick, beat up manila folders of his handwritten notes.  After he set them down at the head of the table, he opened a folder, chose a place in his notes, seemingly at random, and began to read aloud.  He read—standing, properly disheveled in a sack tweed coat, white shirt, plaid tie, head down, smoking—from his notes and the books most of our class hours, interrupting himself to write lists of French proper names and coupled dates on the small blackboard behind him.  He spoke with a frequent, soft sniff—he forced air out his nose—and an enormous concern for Descartes’ words.  We watched with fascination.  The graduate students asked questions, took notes, smoked and drank coffee from plaid thermos bottles.  Popkin almost never asked questions of us.  One day he did.  “For next time, will you give an account of Descartes’ ‘First Meditation’?” he said looking at me.  I nodded “Yes” in astonishment.

I worked most of the weekend on Descartes’ “First Meditation.”  I read it, reread it, underlined it, outlined it line by line, found its form, made it over.  I read parts of it aloud.  I was glad that it was short.  I didn’t read any of the secondary literature on Descartes or talk with my philosophy friends, but I did make notes from what I remembered of Popkin’s talks and browsed through the objections and Descartes’ replies to the objections at the back of my text.  I made several pictures of the meditation, selected the best and made an outline of my talk.  My talk was a description of Descartes’ “First Meditation” and two sentences of commentary.  When our next seminar meeting began I was nauseous.  Popkin asked for my report.  I gave it.  I have no idea what I said or how badly I said it.  I remember being stared at.  I remember a graduate student named Billings writing something down.  I was elated.  I thought that I had said something important and true.  Then grinning, Billings shoved his notebook toward a neighbor.  His neighbor grinned too.  I remember Popkin poking through his notes.  I remember following my outline, standing and putting my picture on the board.  I remember saying my two sentences of commentary at the end.  I remember sitting down.  I remember the clock.  I had spoken for half an hour.  No one said anything until Popkin sniffed softly and said, “Thank you.  But that’s not quite it, is it?”  He stood and turned toward my picture.  “Let’s start with Descartes’ room,” he said, “and the city and the country it’s in and the countries to the south and the people that Descartes was writing for and against.”  He erased my picture of the “First Meditation” and drew a rough map of Northern Europe in its place.  I tried once more to imagine my own map of Europe, a map with Descartes’ room on it and Amsterdam, Holland and France.  “I want,” I thought, “the map to have the names of all the philosophers on it and all the people in Descartes’ life and their dates and pictures and places, like the map of the United States that we had in grade school, with pictures of the Presidents and their dates and lines showing where each President was from, and I want this map to picture the philosophers’ views and I want colored lines to show all their interconnections.  Then I will read my map out loud!  Then Popkin will say “That’s it!”  But what I pictured instead was my glove on the top shelf of my bookcase, next to my dinosaur models, half covered with Weber’s ice.  “Where is Raymond?” I thought.  “Where is Gretta with her pencils?”  Popkin spoke quietly and eloquently to us about the outside and the inside of Descartes’ “First Meditation” for the rest of that afternoon and for another afternoon as well and for an afternoon after that.  I cannot remember anything that he said.  I do remember the way that he talked—the order of it, the fullness, the associations, the scholarly brilliance—whenever I read Descartes’ Meditations now and whenever I prepare and give my own, still very different, talks and pictures about them here.
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