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PERSPECTIVES IN HUMANISM
THE FUTURE OF TRADITION

RUTH NANDA ANSHEN

®

Perspectives in Humanism is
designed to affirm that the world, the universe, and man are
remarkably stable, elementally unchanging. Protons remain
protons, and the other known elements are themselves, even
when their atoms are broken; and man remains, in his essence,
man. Every form of nature possesses what Aristotle called its
own law. The blade of grass does not exist to feed the cow; the
cow does not exist in order to give milk to man; and man does
not exist to be subdivided, for to subdivide him is to execute
him. Man is an organism, a whole, in which segregation of any
sort is artificial and in which every phenomenon is a manifesta-
tion of the whole. The lawfulness of nature, including man’s
nature, is a miracle defying understanding.

My Introduction to this Series is not of course to be construed
as a prefatory essay for each individual book. These few pages
simply attempt to set forth the general aim and purpose of the
Series as a whole. They try to point to the humanistic signifi-
cance of the respective disciplines as represented by those schol-
ars who have been invited to participate in this endeavor.

Perspectives in Humanism submits that there is a constant
process of continuity within the process of change. This process
lies in the very nature of man. We ask ourselves: What is this
constant? What is it that endures and is the foundation of our
intellectual and moral civilization? What is it that we are able
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to call our humanistic tradition? What is it that must survive
and be transmitted to the future if man is to remain human?

The answer is that this constant lies in recognizing what is
changeless in the midst of change. It is that heritage of timeless
and immutable values on which we can fix our gaze whenever
the language of change and decline which history speaks seems
to become too overwhelming for the human heart. It offers us
the spectacle of the constancy of certain basic forms and ideas
throughout a process of continuous social mutations, intellectual
development, and scientific revolution. The constant is the
original form maintaining itself by transformation and adapt-
ing itself to changing social conditions, the continuity which is
the very medium of change.

It is the loss of awareness of this constant in our time, not
through the failure but rather through the very success of our
modern scientific and technological achievements that has pro-
duced a society in which it becomes increasingly difficult to live
a life that is human.

Perspectives in Humanism tries to confront, and, if possible,
show the way to the resolution of, the major dilemma of our
epoch: the greatest affliction of the modern mind. This dilemma
is created by the magnificent fruits of the industrial revolution
on the one hand and by an inexorable technology on the other.
It is the acceptance of power as a source of authority and as a
substitute for truth and knowledge. It is the dilemma born out
of a skepticism in values and a faith in the perfectibility of the
mind. It accepts the results of scientific inquiry as carrying self-
evident implications, an obvious error. And finally it defines
knowledge as a product, accepting lines of force emptied of
lines of will, rather than, as indeed it is, a process.

The authors in this Series attempt to show the failure of
what has been called scientific humanism, to show the limita-
tion of scientific method which determines only sequences of
events without meaning and among these events none more
meaningless than man. For modern science is not concerned
with human experience, nor with human purposes, and its
knowledge of ascertained natural facts can never represent the
whole of human nature. Now man is crying out for the recogni-
tion of insights derived from other sources, from the awareness
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that the problem of mechanism and teleology is a legitimate
problem, requiring a humanistic solution.

It has always been on the basis of the hypothesis that the
world and man’s place in it can be understood by reason that
the world and man become intelligible. And in all the crises of
the mind and heart it has been the belief in the possibility of a
solution that has made a solution possible.

Studies of man are made in all institutions of research and
higher learning. There is hardly a section of the total scholarly
enterprise which does not contribute directly or indirectly to
our knowledge of man’s nature. Not only philosophy and the-
ology, not only history and the other humanities, not only psy-
chology, sociology, biology, and medicine investigate man’s na-
ture and existence, but also the natural sciences do so, at least
indirectly, and even directly, whenever they reflect upon their
own methods, limits, and purposes.

It is in the light of such considerations that Perspectives in
Humanism endeavors to show the false antinomy between the
scientist and the humanist and the Cartesian error of dualizing
mind and body. This Series tries to point to the incoherence of
our time which implies the breakdown of integrative relation-
ships, and to demonstrate that in science, as in all other fields
of human thought and action, humanism may be preserved
only through channels of shared experience and through mu-
tual hopes. Indeed, humanism in these volumes is defined as
that force which may render science once more part of univer-
sal human discourse. In this, it is here proposed, lies the future
of tradition. Our search is for the “ought” which does not de-
rive from facts alone.

In many realms of scholarly work there is an awareness of the
fragmentation of man. And there is an increasing recognition
that the study of man-made and natural ecological systems is as
necessary as the study of isolated particles and elementary reac-
tions. Most impressive has been the reaction of many scientists
to the problems of the “atomic age” created by the technical ap-
plication of their own theories. They realize that the question
of the human meaning of scientific research cannot be repressed
any longer in view of the immensity of these problems.

In biology and medicine the qualitative uniqueness of every

PERSPECTIVES IN HUMANISM xi



life process, and especially the uniqueness of that process which
is called human, has come into the foreground of investigation.
And, above all, biology, psychology, and medicine have made
parallel efforts to overcome the accepted but untenable split
between the psychological and the physiological aspects of hu-
man nature, remembering with Aristotle that the soul is the
meaning of the body.

Historical studies in all directions, including political, social,
economic, cultural, and religious history, have begun to ask the
question: What are the characteristics of man as they are mani-
fested in history? The exclusively factual and causal approach
to history generally, and its special divisions such as history of
the arts, of literature, of societal forms, of religion, has been
broken down in many places. The question of meaning has not
replaced the question of fact but has given research another
dimension and a direct relevance for man’s self-interpretation.

This is the situation. No convincing picture of man has arisen
in spite of the many ways in which human thought has tried
to reach it. But one thing has been achieved: The problem has
made itself felt with great force in many places in spite of con-
siderable resistance. This alone would justify a concentrated
attempt to seek for preliminary answers and new questions re-
sulting from them. And this is the aim of Perspectives in
Humanism.

There is, however, another rather serious reason for coopera-
tion in the study of this new and enlarged meaning of human-
ism. It is the fact that, under the impact of these developments,
a linguistic confusion in all important matters of man’s exist-
ence has taken place in the Western world — a confusion which
makes cooperation extremely difficult. Most concepts used in
scholarly attempts to draw a picture of man are ambiguous, or
obsolete, or fashionable clichés. It is impossible not to use them,
but they mislead if they are used. This is not a recent develop-
ment — although the methods of contemporary publicity have
supported it and are one of the greatest impediments to healing
it — but it is a result of the intellectual and social history of the
last centuries. A change is possible only if this history in all its
ramifications is studied from the point of view of the disintegra-
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tion of the language concerning man which has taken place in
the last centuries. Such a dialogue is formidable and must be
done in terms of a continuous exchange between representa-
tives of the different spheres of knowledge and of cultures. It is
our hope that this Series will provide favorable conditions for
such an exchange.

The historical approach must be done in interdependence
with a systematic approach. Concepts developed in one sphere
must show their relevance for other spheres. This also is being
done in a casual way in contemporary literature. It must be
done methodologically. The departmental boundaries must be
trespassed continuously. It is ultimately impossible to make a
true statement about the physiological dynamics of the human
body without taking into consideration the spirit which forms
the flesh. It is ultimately impossible to describe the self-destruc-
tive tendencies in a neurotic person without describing the
structures of estrangement in man’s social existence. These ex-
amples can be increased indefinitely. They show that the de-
partmentalization of our knowledge of man, although it was
and is a matter of expediency, is at the same time a cause for
distortion. Here lies the main positive task of Perspectives in
Humanism.

Humanism is the ideal pattern supposed to reveal the true
nature of man and the task for which he was born — the task
of shaping himself into a true man and thereby creating a so-
ciety worthy of him to be transmitted to future generations.
For humanism is a lasting truth, not merely a transitory histori-
cal phenomenon. Like the changeless logos of which Heraclitus
spoke, it pervades the whole process of eternal flux, and may
even be said to be like a divine fire that works in each of us
whether we know it or not. There stands behind our Western
tradition, just as behind the great traditions of the East, a com-
mon metaphysical faith which transcends all schisms and con-
flicts within it.

And just as humanism means that there exists a common hu-
manity beyond all divisiveness, so humanism also means that a
unitary nature unites scientist and humanist alike. It can no
longer be said that man is either a scientist or a humanist. The
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knower and the known, the doubter and the doubt, are one. To
identify the scientist with a single method, the scientific one,
that is, with a single procedure, is a distortion of science. All
the powers of the mind, of intuition, of observation (to which
the observer brings his own perception), of discursive and non-
discursive knowledge, are brought into play in the achievement
of scientific interpretation. And the pre-analytic data of science,
if called “facts,” are in reality but problematic facts. The only
facts initially given for exploration are the facts of humanistic
relevance, facts laden or saturated with loose or crude interpre-
tations and demanding therefore reinterpretations by proce-
dures free from what Bacon described as idols of the mind.

The difference between humanistic and scientific meaning is
a difference not of kind but of degree. Can it be seriously main-
tained that, prior to the advent of scientific knowledge, with its
elaborate hypotheses and theories, all intent upon the search for
the nature of things, men were acquainted merely with sense
data, or meaningless impressions? Prescientific knowledge is
also knowledge, involving in incipient or inchoate form most of
the activities in which science is engaged, such as naming and
classifying, numbering and measuring, describing and explain-
ing. And all these aspects are but the humanistic yearning in
man’s nature to establish a legitimate place for himself in the
cosmic scheme from which he feels that he has been estranged.
However far-flung its hypotheses or comprehensive its theories,
science has no objects for its application save such as can be
known through a humanistic interpretation and therefore
known through perception suffused with judgment and belief.
Science plunges into the phenomena, isolated and apart from the
wholeness of reality, interpreting with precision and even ac-
curacy and by devices that make possible more adequate infer-
ences, and sometimes even more reliable predictions, the very
same world of things which are antecedently recognized through.
the implicit perceptions of humanistic insights.

What this Series hopes to demonstrate is that humanism by
its nature is intent upon forcing the mind to make, since it is
unable not to make, judgments of value. It is to accept once
more the validity of the metaphysical hypothesis. What human-
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ism desires and demands is an insight into the meaning of the
universe of nature and of man as totality by the use of categories
more general or pervasive than those required for the things
segmented by a special science. The antihumanist prejudice,
prevalent in certain quarters, can be explained only by the
dogma that the universe and man in it are everlastingly divided
among and by the special sciences, the synopsis of each being
separate and exclusive so that a categorial synopsis of the total
nature of the thing remains a priori precluded.

It is the endeavor of Perspectives in Humanism to show that
there is no knowledge (knowledge which is synonymous with
being) save by a humanistic perception of what we know. For
we bring ourselves to every objective act of cognition, we are
always intimately involved in every cognitive act. And we can
no longer allow ourselves to separate thought from feeling nor
to push our subjective experiences into the cognitively irrele-
vant corner of the emotions (of which poetry, religion, meta-
physics, and morality are supposed to be expressions). Knowl-
edge which is at the same time humanistic will then be seen to
have a no less legitimate claim than that of any science.

In other words this Series attempts to affirm the truth that
man’s knowledge can be made relevant to life only by including
a knowledge about knowledge. And therefore the humanist can
no longer be isolated from the scientist nor can he defend,.as he
did in the Renaissance, his own studies against the claims of
other disciplines. For the humanist even as the scientist has to
face the problem of truth, a problem which may be treated in
multiple ways, retaining the emphasis, however, on the quest
for unity, for that which is constant, in the face of apparently
divergent and incompatible doctrines. Perspectives in Human-
ism suggests that one of man’s fundamental concerns, be he
scientist, philosopher, theologian, artist, or political thinker is
the humanist authority which derives from truth and not the
technological authority which derives from power.

Humanism, it is shown here, differs from the specific human-
isms of past history in that it forces the mind again and again
to recognize wider and subtler relations, lifting seemingly un-
related patterns into a higher harmony. A knowledge of past
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humanisms is of course indispensable since some of this knowl-
edge is intrinsically valid and true, and we are summoned to
recognize this before we can make significant contributions to
our own humanism. This is the heritage each generation is
called upon to transmit to the future. It is the humanist heri-
tage which is synonymous with a doctrine of man, explored,
enriched, and enlarged for the benefit of mankind and society.

Humanism as presented in this Series affirms the dependence
of cultural values on concrete realities. We cannot conceive the
former apart from the latter any more than we can conceive a
painting apart from its pigment and canvas. And the unity, the
constant, in both instances belongs to the realm of values.
Therein lie their essence, meaning, and reality. And it is no
difficult task to show that those who reject such interpretations
in the name of scientific method, of blood, of property, or of
economic necessity, and are therefore scornful of humanism
as an ineffective phantasm, are themselves actuated to this
scorn by dogmas, ideologies, or other value-impregnated
thought forms, which can come to terms with the former only
in the eternal arena of humanistic ideas.

The socialist program of humanism as envisaged by the com-
munists has failed, and henceforth we cannot speak of the prob-
lem of Man as having significance only after the collapse of
capitalism. For to offer man only what is human is to betray
him and to wish him ill, since by the principal part of him
which is the mind and the heart man is called to something
better than a merely historical or physical life. As Aristotle re-
minds us, “To propose to man a merely human end is to mis-
understand nature.”

It is clear that whoever uses the term humanism (and the
term itself is ambiguous) brings into play at once an entire
metaphysic, and the idea we form of humanism will have
wholly different implications according to whether we hold or
do not hold that there is in the nature of man a constant, an
essence, something which breathes an air outside of time and a
personality whose profoundest needs transcend time and space,
and even the self.

The authors in this Series try to show that humanism is the
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essence of all disciplines of the human mind. Humanism indeed
tends to render man more truly human. It makes man’s original
greatness manifest itself by causing him to participate in all
that can enrich him in nature and in history by concentrating
the universe in man and by dilating man to the universe. This
Series endeavors to show how, through humanism, man may
make use of all the potentialities he holds within him, his crea-
tive powers and the life of reason, and how he may make the
powers of the physical world the instruments of his freedom.

The question raised by the authors here is: Can humanism
become aware of itself and significant to man only in those mo-
ments of despair, at a time of the dissipation of its own energies,
of isolation, alienation, loss of identity, dissociation, and de-
scent; only when pain opens man’s eyes and he sees and finds his
burden unendurable? Does this lead to the proliferation of that
atomic anarchy of which Nietzsche has spoken and which Dos-
toevsky’s Grand Inquisitor offers us as a picture of a threatening
fate, the nihilism of our time? Is there a humanism conscious of
itself and free, leading man to sacrifice and greatness, which is
indeed transcendent because here human suffering and con-
sciousness of responsibility open man’s eyes? For it is on the
humanist answer to this question (and the grounds on which it
is decided) that the various positions men take in the face of the
travail of history enacted before our eyes and the diverse practi-
cal decisions which they feel obliged to make, do in fact depend.

Perspectives in Humanism tries to work toward defining a
sound and sane philosophy of modern history so desperately
needed. The authors in this Series work to substitute for the
inhuman system currently confronting us a new form of civiliza-
tion which would outline and represent humanism both sacred
and secular. Perspectives in Humanism tries to show that this
humanism is all the more human since it does not worship man
but has a real and effective respect for human dignity and for
the rights of human personality.

Our age, like every other, is in the grip of its own changing
and conflicting thought forms, but the scholar who deals with
“facts” cannot achieve objectivity by denuding these “facts’” of
value, for if he treats them as nonvalues he does not treat them
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at all. The best he can aspire to is the catholic comprehension
and the tolerance that find nothing alien in anything human.
Humanism requires that we interpret in our own terms, in the
terms of our culture, the total given reality, persistently evalu-
ating it all, means and ends in one, together with the sustaining
earth and the indifferent cosmos, and thereby transmuting fact
not only into value but also into symbol. This is its necessity, its
life, as well as its peril.

The Chinese ideograph, the symbol of humanism, on the
jacket and binding of each volume in this Series is found on
early Chinese bronzes in the year 1200 B.C. It reflects the vision
and image not of an individual man but of all mankind. It is
the symbol chosen for the ability of man to transcend his own
isolated self, a quality fundamental to his humanity. The “ob-
jectivity” of science cannot help man in his present human pre-
dicament, since for science in this sense there can be no com-
mitment. So that in the end we know everything but understand
nothing. In fact, we would seek nothing, not being motivated
by concern for any question. It is a symbol which is concise, not
precise; it is reflective, not descriptive. It is the impersonal self,
identical from man to man, and is even perhaps similar to the
essence of all life in its manifold expressions in nature. This
symbol* thereby shows us why, in our search for meaning, direc-
tion, historical unities, and experience in science or in life, we
must give logical priority as well as metaphysical preeminence
to what we call, for lack of a better term, humanism: that which
has something in common with intellectual achievement, with
moral action, and with love.

*1 am indebted and grateful to Professor Chiang Yee, Professor of Art and
Calligraphy at Columbia University. He has generously drawn my attention to
this ideograph.

R.N.A.
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PROLOGUE
®)

BY RENE D’OUINCE, S.J.







Numerous letters by Father
Pierre Teilhard de Chardin have already been published: let-
ters to his parents, to his cousin Marguerite Teilhard-Chambon,
to Léontine Zanta. Each of these correspondences covers a short
period of time and could be published as a unit.

The present collection follows a different plan. At the request
of Ruth Nanda Anshen, editor of the Perspectives in Hu-
manism series, two of the Father’s correspondents presently liv-
ing in America have chosen from a long series of letters ad-
dressed to themselves those passages dealing with the author’s
daily life and the development of his thought. In this way they
have succeeded in creating a kind of ““Journal of Pierre Teilhard
de Chardin,” extending from 1926 to 1952, or almost through-
out his life as a scientist and priest. In this ‘“‘journal” the Father
regularly notes his occupations, his plans, his meetings with a
number of well-known figures, the vicissitudes of his health, the
opposition and the support he encounters in his Order and in
the Church. I myself, who was Father Teilhard’s friend and for
several years his religious superior, found in these letters numer-
ous details that I undoubtedly knew once but had forgotten,
which indicates the exceptional interest of this volume.

A concern for rigorous objectivity and discretion has inspired
the choice of passages. When I received the letter asking me to
present the book to the public, I confess I was very moved by the
disinterestedness to which it attested: “By eliminating all per-
sonal reference, each of us has tried, insofar as possible, to efface
the personalities of the recipients. For if the publication of these
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letters is useful, it will be so solely for what they reveal of the
mind and thought of their author. It is for this reason that we
have wished to remain anonymous.” To such a desire the pub-
lisher could only respectfully accede.

The first group of letters was written by Father Teilhard in
French, the second in English. A double edition — in English
and in French — is appearing simultaneously in New York and
Paris. In each case, therefore, a part of the text has been trans-
lated; the other part is published in its original form.

This correspondence contains several long periods of silence.
These are sometimes the result of external circumstances, such
as the difficulty of sending mail during a scientific exploration or
during the years of the Japanese occupation. Usually, however,
the silences are due to the epistolary habits of the author. All his
life Teilhard, like many great workers, was economical of his
time, knowing how to maintain a strict hierarchy among his vari-
ous activities. The priority of “duties of state” was not an empty
phrase for him. During periods of intense scientific activity and
even more so of literary creation, he buried himself in his work
like a miner. Always polite and affable to those around him, he
nevertheless kept his distance, avoided long friendly conversa-
tions, and neglected his correspondence. Those who lived close
to him guessed him to be prodigiously occupied and respected
his reserve. A few months later he would emerge again, available
for communication, ready to resume a correspondence or a con-
versation with the same spontaneity as if the previous interview
had taken place the night before.

Despite a few lacunae, the “Journal of Pierre Teilhard de
Chardin” permits us to follow the story of his inner life almost
month by month. The spontaneity of the tone, the quality of the
remarks — the Father speaks of what is really on his mind —
make this collection a unique document.

The first letters date from 1926, when the Father left his pro-
fessorship at the Catholic Institute in Paris to lead the life of an
explorer in the Far East. This period was one of the most diffi-
cult of his life. It was not that his new assignment lacked interest
for him; he himself had desired it a few years earlier. “I would
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prefer Tientsin to the Catholic Institute,” he wrote to a friend
at that time, and it was with a youthful ardor that he had em-
barked for China in 1923 and brought off his first exploration in
the desert of Ordos. But this time his departure had something
of the aspect of a disgrace. He had been removed from Paris by
the prudence of his superiors, to whom he had been denounced
for propagating dubious ideas, and who feared a censure that
would be equally prejudicial to the career of the young scientist
and the good name of the Order. Thus he was leaving France
under a cloud for an indefinite time, and he saw the momentum
of his influence broken just as it was beginning to prove fruitful.
The penalty imposed on him seemed unjustified. It was hard for
him to “bend.” He obeyed in a spirit of faith, but without un-
derstanding.

At this same period a profound change took place in his
scientific vision of the World, or more precisely in his relation to
the World. He, who until now had been passionately interested
in the study of prehistory, felt an insidious aversion invade him:
he lost his taste for the past. Henceforth only the future of the
Universe would interest him. Thus he doubted both his reli-
gious vocation and his scientific vocation. Was it a momentary
weariness, or was it already the weight of age and the irrevers-
ible process of human erosion? Never, certainly, had he been so
profoundly shaken.

But Teilhard had always held that “everything that happens
is worthy of adoration.” Since at the time no other activity was
possible, he would continue to scrutinize the Earth’s past. He
applied himself to his “duties of state” with a kind of fierce de-
termination: “I must return from this second voyage stronger in
body and in soul. I owe this to God.”

And in fact, once in the field, the charm of Asia did its work,
the joy of discovery seized him once again, the contact with
“Mother Earth” restored his relish for living. Gradually he was
able to see his work as a geologist-priest as part of the evolution
of the World and of the Church. Geology was to be the necessary
scientific platform to attract the attention of those to whom he
was called to deliver his message.

Moreover, the temptation to rebellion receded. He reduced
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the incident that caused him to be removed from Europe to its
true proportions; he experienced a new awareness of his devo-
tion to the Church, his inevitable limitations, his irreplaceable
mission. A Christian must be ready to suffer for the Church and
by the Church. And in his pacified soul the song of creation —
the hymn of the Universe — became once again audible. “Be-
lieve me, when one has penetrated to this axis of the Christian
attitude, the ritual, disciplinary and theological encrustations
matter little more than musical or acoustical theories matter to
the enjoyment of a beautiful piece of music. Truly, there is a
Christian note which makes the whole World vibrate like an
immense gong, in the divine Christ.”

Soon, in the form of a discreet word of advice, he reveals his
own victory: “For you, as for everyone, there is only one road
that can lead to God, and this is the fidelity to remain constantly
true to yourself, to what you feel is highest in you. Do not worry
about the rest. The road will open before you as you go.” About
ten months after his departure, the road opened before him
again: “I have recovered that familiar and very precious state of
mind which makes me see and grasp some vital and intoxicating
element at the bottom (or more precisely, at the end) of every-
thing that exists and everything that happens. This is that
unique Note produced by the World that I mentioned in my
last letter. . . . For if I am now in China and if I am to set off
the day after tomorrow, I realize that it is solely to obey this
mysterious Attraction of the World to serve and to make serve
. . . I have confidence that my line of thought is essentially
Christian. . . .”

Teilhard has regained a human and spiritual equilibrium,
but it is a new equilibrium. The investigator bent on scrutiniz-
ing the past of the Earth has made a definitive about-face; he is
oriented toward the future. It is no longer enough for him to
enrich the patrimony of a science by the contribution of new
data; he longs to communicate a spirit, “a certain enthusiastic
vision of the immensity and promise of the World.”

This is why his thoughts turn more and more frequently to-
ward Paris, not only because his scientific roots are there, but
because only there does he find a milieu disposed to hear him. It
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is for his friends in Europe that between two field trips, he
writes his “pious book,” The Divine Milieu, which he dedicates
“to those who love the World.” Europe remains for him the
Promised Land, momentarily inaccessible: “In the end, if I have
come to China, if I am burying myself in my masses of fossils, if I
am playing the part of the ‘Knight Errant,’” it is in the hope of
better feeding this inner flame at all the great sources of inspira-
tion of the Earth, and of acquiring, through a bit of notoriety or
foreignness, the power to make myself heard, if only for one
brief moment, before I die.”

In August 1924, after eighteen months in China, he obtained
authorization to sail for France. He was to return there in 1930,
1932, 1937, and 1938 (when his stay was interrupted by a trip
to the United States), maintaining this ‘‘seesaw motion,” to use
the picturesque expression of Claude Cuenot, his first biogra-
pher, up to the Second World War, which was to immobilize
him in Peking for more than six years.

Each trip to Paris was an occasion for him not only to resume
relations with scientific circles and with old friends, but to
widen his influence and to compare his thought with the most
diverse minds. Harassed by visits, invitations, requests for
speeches and articles, he could not face the solicitations that be-
sieged him. “The life I lead would be absurd if it went on very
long . . . and yet I have the impression not of losing myself,
but of finding myself.” However, his growing prestige, although
it was limited to narrow circles, aroused the concern of his Ro-
man protectors, who exhorted him more and more earnestly to
use caution. He was careful not to prolong his visits: after a few
months in Paris (he was detained there longer in 1937 for rea-
sons of health), he hurried back to China and obscurity. A diffi-
cult life, of which it is not enough to say that he adjusted himself
as well as he could; he came to see its advantages: “We must to a
certain extent look for a secure port; but if life keeps tearing us
away, not letting us settle anywhere, this in itself may be a call
and a benediction. The World is understood and may, perhaps,
be saved . . . only by those who have no place to lay their
heads. Personally, I ask God to let me die (metaphorically, at
least) by the side of the road.”
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With the passing years, his spiritual life, refined by experi-
ence, ripened by fidelity, became simpler and calmer. In 1936,
on the occasion of his fifty-fifth birthday, he wrote, ‘“Decisive
year: all I hope for is to feel closer to God.” And again in 1940:
“Without feeling any less close to the World, I feel closer to
God. And without seeing any less clearly its rigidities and limi-
tations, I realize that I am more wholeheartedly a member of the
Christian movement — the phylum of the personal and of what
must become the true charity.”

During the Japanese occupation, Teilhard tried to continue
his scientific activities as long as possible. With his friend and
colleague, Pierre Leroy, he founded the Institute of Geobiology
in Peking, and, in a series of articles and reports, presented the
results of the Chou-kou-tien excavations, which were abruptly
halted. Finally, he took advantage of his forced inactivity to
write the final draft of his great work, The Phenomenon of
Man, which he had begun in 1938: eight months of happy work,
at the rate of one or two pages a day.

When the draft was finished, toward the end of summer, 1940,
the Father was obliged, like every religious, to submit his book
to the censure of his Order with a view to publication. Since he
could not communicate with France, which was disorganized by
the German invasion, he decided to address himself directly to
his general superior. He wrote him at the beginning of Novem-
ber, requesting Roman consideration, and also asking for per-
mission to participate in a conference that was to take place in
New York the following year on “the relation between science
and religion” and “the possibility for a human Credo.”

Like Francis-Xavier, lost in his remote Indies, requesting the
directives of Ignatius, Teilhard fully intended to remain, at all
costs, “an obedient son.” But his fidelity was to be severely put
to the test. The reply, which reached him in March 1941, be-
trayed abiding reservations: a discreet promise to have the book
examined by competent censors, and refusal to take part in the
conference in New York, to which he was, however, permitted
to send a written communication. The result is disappointing.
Teilhard put a brave face on his ill fortune — “After all, I ex-
pected worse” — and armed himself with a fresh provision of
courage.
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He would need all of it. Soon afterwards a typewritten manu-
script of The Phenomenon of Man (Teilhard possessed three
copies) was entrusted to a traveler leaving for America. From
there, through the offices of another friend, a diplomatic pouch
forwarded it to Rome, where it arrived in April 1941. Under the
circumstances, its arrival represents quite a feat. But the reply of
the examiners, slower to arrive than in the age of caravels, would
not reach him until 1944: publication judged untimely. In the
interval, the Father’s isolation worsened: the Ameri¢an colony
among whom he numbered so many friends received orders to
leave Peking; his ablest Chinese associates were recalled to the
southern provinces; the French Embassy remained his great re-
source, but it was itself isolated from the metropolis.

With the help of the rare news reports that reached him, he
tried to imagine the situation in Furope. He wanted to believe
that so much suffering would not be in vain, that “something
resembling a movement, a spirit” would come out of it. His let-
ters to various friends show him more than ever turned toward
the future. “The problem,” he wrote, “is to sublimate force in
the mind.” “Peace cannot be the consequence of a general las-
situde: it requires a passionate union of men with respect to
common objectives.” “I remain convinced that a flame is rising
without our being able to see it from here.” The apparent resig-
nation of occupied France worried him: “Life is fire, not
wisdom!” He hoped that from the pain and destruction of the
war there would emerge a more complete type of man who,
without repudiating his national ties, would feel himself at last a
citizen of the Earth. But he lacked too many facts to be able to
interpret events correctly, and his anticipations often took the
form of dreams. Meanwhile he pursued his personal medita-
tions, adding to the list of his “scientifico-philosophico-religious
writings.” “I work, I must confess, for Paris and for tomorrow.”

On August 1%, 1945, the Japanese troops called a cease-fire in
China. Teilhard longed to return to Paris and wrote asking me
to reserve a room at the Etudes, but he desired to do nothing
save in obedience. A few months later he received from his new
Provincial, who was also a friend, the long-awaited invitation.
He sailed with a minimum of baggage on a military transport
and arrived in Paris at the beginning of May 1946.
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This time he had the sense of being overwhelmed: during his
six years of absence the duplicated manuscripts intended for his
friends had proliferated beyond his expectations. He was wel-
comed by a crowd of strangers, as a prophet.

“Paris is very interesting,” he wrote. “Almost every day I
make contact with new and curious personalities who are inter-
ested in the construction of a new World, a new economy, a new
morality.” He felt himself living in harmony with a World “that
was seeking more light and more liberty.” He had hoped that this
war would deepen and transform the human conscience and he
was convinced that he had been right. The formulas that he had
meditated upon during his exile in Peking returned to his lips
with an accent of victory: “And there are still people who do not
see that Humanity is the collective subject of a veritable evolu-
tion!” “Something is in the process of rising and finding expres-
sion in the human conscience.” “The Christian faith can survive
and flourish only by incorporating faith in human progress.” He
even encouraged a few men of good will to form a group (short-
lived, however) with the significant name of “the Human
Front.” These first months in Paris were probably the most ex-
citing of his life.

Naturally because of his success he was more fiercely dis-
cussed, suspected, and denounced, and the recommendations of
his Roman superiors became more imperious. He must stop
circulating his typewritten essays and renounce articles and
speeches on all subjects not strictly scientific, which sometimes
raised psychologically insoluble problems for him. Hence, at the
end of a “purely scientific” speech which he gave at the Ecole de
Guerre, one of his listeners suddenly questioned him on Origi-
nal Sin. Could he remain silent? “I answered,” he writes, “trust-
ing to God.”

On June 2, 1944, a serious accident (infarctus of the myocar-
dium) temporarily released him from these perplexities. Moved
to the clinic of the Brothers of Saint John of God near the
Etudes building, for two weeks he hovered between life and
death, and then was obliged to take several months’ rest at Saint-
Germain-en-Laye with the Sisters of Mercy, whose attentive so-
licitude he celebrated in his letters.
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The following year saw a sudden change in the attitude of the
leading authorities of his Order. His general superior invited
him to come to Rome with the evidently benevolent intention
of introducing him to a certain number of ecclesiastical figures
who were in a position to protect him. His friends gave him
hope of at last publishing the two books delayed by the censors,
The Divine Milieu and The Phenomenon of Man, of accepting
a professorship that was offered him at the Collége de France
and an invitation to give a series of lectures in the United States.
Was this the end of the misunderstandings from which he had so
long suffered? He left, deliberately optimistic, but ready for any-
thing. I remember his parting remark: “I am glad to be seeing
the head authority; I shall tell him everything that is in my
mind.” Then with a gleam of malice in his eyes, “You heard me;
I said i» my mind and not on my mind, for I don’t have any-
thing on my mind.”

In Rome, he was won over by the simplicity and affability of
the Reverend Father Janssens; he obediently made a certain
number of visits and received a seemingly favorable welcome.
But apparently neither he nor his general superior had correctly
judged the force of the resistances to be overcome. His affairs,
which had seemed well under way, took longer than he had
foreseen. After a few weeks he left Rome, armed with vague
promises in which he was beginning to discern the premonitory
signs of a refusal. The answer was long in coming. Three times
his letters to his American correspondents begin with the same
words: “Still nothing from Rome!” The decision was finally im-
parted to him: defeat all along the line. Neither publication nor
teaching were authorized, and soon he would be asked to leave
Paris where, indeed, the restrictions imposed on the expression of
his thought were making his situation untenable. For never had
his moral authority been so great: the halo of persecution added
still further to his prestige, and he recalled the painfully glori-
ous precedent of Galileo.

He himself was sincerely grieved. What he had predicted and
feared was being confirmed: “More important than the discov-
ery of Galileo,” he wrote, “we are gradually discovering a move-
ment of Humanity as a whole, growing in organization and self-
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awareness. . . . Every day I test the power of this observation
on the minds of men.”

Teilhard wanted to leave France as quietly as possible: he de-
cided to go to South Africa and, by this roundabout route, back
to America, his land of refuge and the site of his last exile. Ob-
jectively his situation was much more difficult than in 1926. But
in the past twenty years Teilhard had made a long journey. He
felt no temptation to rebellion: peace had become a way of life.
A peace now serene and now sorrowful, which he protected by
this moving prayer: “Lord, give me the grace to end well!”

I have preferred to emphasize Father Teilhard’s fidelity to his
religious life because in reading this lovely book I myself have
been especially aware of this aspect. There are others just as de-
serving of the reader’s attention: I should like to underscore this
one.

The Father’s two correspondents, although they are just as
open to the things of the spirit, just as aware of the originality of
the thinker and the quality of the religious man, do not share his
Christian faith. Because of this, the tone of the letters published
here differs perceptibly from that of letters that have previously
appeared. The religious vocabulary, the choice of subjects, and
the light in which the great spiritual and human problems to
which the Father devoted his life are present but are adjusted to
the conditions of a dialogue that is always marked by candor,
affection, and respect.

The reader will discover here certain well-known traits of
Pierre Teilhard de Chardin’s personality: the influence he ex-
erted in circles far removed from Catholicism, his facility in
speaking the language of “children of the century,” his eager-
ness to compare his thought with that of nonbelievers of good
will who were hungry for sincerity and thirsty for human com-
munion.

Teilhard suffered too much from the narrow-mindedness and
prejudices of certain Catholic circles not to feel a kind of relief
in finding interlocutors who were strangers to the conformism of
“right-thinking” Christians. “Once again I felt to what degree
my sympathies and my nature, which are incapable of surviving
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without Christianity, are nevertheless one with this part of the
World which is not yet Christianized.” Teilhard also believed
that feminine intuition and sensibility provided a precious com-
plement to the too exclusively rational understanding of man, a
complement that was, for him at least, indispensable. Thus he
looked to his correspondents for light and help in choosing his
path more precisely.

At the same time he was too keenly aware of the blessing of
faith not to desire, insofar as possible, to offer to share it. So we
find in this correspondence a kind of spiritual guidance which
employs a different vocabulary from that of classic spiritual lit-
erature and which every person of good will can turn to account.
“The difficulties and improbabilities that you are struggling
against are the great, the fundamental, the eternal barriers that
the spirit must cross in order to reach God. I personally believe
the solution to lie in the eminent value of spirit and in the ulti-
mate connection of all the substances of the World. . . . The
more enormous the Universe is, the more precious is the spirit
that required such a deployment of varied energies in order to
be born; and the more numerous we are, the more magnificent
is the synthesis which is being prepared for our reunion.” And
again: “We say that God must be conceived in the direction of a
super-person (that is, an extension of the good qualities — and
not of the individual limitations — of the human being). He
must be as vast as the Universe and as warm as a human heart,
and incomparably more besides. This is all we can say.”

The Teilhardian formulas are more than a somewhat inge-
nious transposition of a received and transmitted doctrine; they
express a personal experience. The Father experienced sincerely
in his own heart the reluctance of men of our time before the
exigencies of the Gospel, and it was in his own conscience that
he also experienced the victory of faith and the triumph of Jesus
Christ. This accounts for the astonishing “multivalency” of cer-
tain passages in which it is impossible to distinguish counsel
from confession. In these passages the believer can decipher in
filigree the traditional doctrine of the Church (on the mystic
Body, on Grace) while the nonbeliever spontaneously recog-
nizes the history of his own inner life, the voice of the unknown
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God who speaks to him in the privacy of his heart. The corre-
spondence abounds in passages of this kind. Here, for example,
is the description of Christian renunciation: “The death of ego-
ism is to understand that one is an element in a Universe that
personalizes itself (if I may) by uniting itself with God (I do
not say, by becoming God). So it is no longer oneself that one
loves in oneself.” Here is an evocation of the divine omnipres-
ence in the apparent disorder of the Universe: “May Life be-
come for you, not merely some favorable blind fatality, but a
kind of living Presence or Benevolence in which it will be pos-
sible for you not only to trust but to confide.”

Certain penetrating psychological observations expose illu-
sions that are not the prerogative of devout minds. Is it not one
of the most frequent temptations of our generation, which wants
to be realistic, to confuse the real value of a life with its visible
results? “The point is not to do remarkable things, but to do
ordinary things with the conviction of their immense value.” Or
again: “What is an existence that is faithful to Life? Is it an
existence that is socially successful, one with an outward conti-
nuity, recognized success, a tangible result, an acquired stabil-
ity? Not necessarily. (Personally, I no longer concern myself
with the outward success of my time on earth.)” Since he has
entered the path of confession, he pursues his spiritual examina-
tion to the very end: “Why do you assume that an existence that
does not succeed in taking root or bearing fruit in the form of a
tangible work is less valuable than another? Why might not the
World, which has need of stable families and settled people,
need also those mobile and wandering creatures whose action
takes the form of a series of seemingly unrelated trials or tests
cutting across all kinds of areas? . . . It is a great thing not to
have a place to lay your head if you carry faith in the World in
your heart.”

Above all, as might be suspected, Teilhard himself practiced
and exhorted others to hope: “In itself, it is a magnificent hu-
man function,” he wrote at the moment of the declaration of
war, “to resist despair by faith in Existence. After this you will
perhaps understand that, in the formidable human conflict into
which we are entering, you can immerse yourself as in a better
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and new life. . . . Perhaps you do not belong to yourself. Have
you thought of that?”

If Teilhard was demanding of those he loved, he was also
realistic: he knew enough not to ask an impossible effort, to trust
to the action of time: “Do not brace yourself against suffering.
Try to close your eyes and surrender, as if to a great loving
energy. This attitude is neither weak nor absurd. . . . It is still
too soon, no doubt, for you to recover: try to ‘sleep,” with that
active sleep of confidence which is that of the seed in the fields in
winter. . . . This is the true and great prayer of moments of
great sickness.”

The last letter is dated January 1952. Teilhard was seventy-
one years old; he knew himself to be in danger. He ended with
this admirable wish: “The movement of the Universe . . . re-
veals itself as necessarily belonging to the species of a Life, and
even of a Love. Not the ‘black pit,” but the burning center,
whatever it is. May you and I grow in the Vision and the Pres-
ence of this Unique Necessity, through all the successes and fail-
ures of our lives!”

Surely the freshest and most dramatic contribution that this
correspondence makes to the biography of Pierre Teilhard de
Chardin has to do with the justification of his religious vocation
in the Society of Jesus. Like many other friends (Boule, Rivet),
his correspondents had trouble understanding the Father’s per-
severing devotion to an Order that seemed not to recognize his
value and that opposed the circulation of his thought. On this
subject Teilhard expressed himself with total candor, admitting
his uncertainties and his temptations to impatience, discourage-
ment, or rebellion, but also his unshakable desire to remain
faithful to the Church of Jesus Christ. “A revolutionary attitude
would be agreeable, but it would be suicide.” The Father be-
lieved steadfastly in what he called a “transformation” — today
we would call it an aggiornamentio — of the Church; he de-
voted himself to it with the whole measure of his strength and
his ability. He was aware of his limitations, of the imperfection
of his work; he did not doubt the rectitude of his intention.
Knowing that he could not expect the support of the Roman
Curia, he resisted provoking a rupture that would jeopardize the
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hoped-for reform. “I cannot make a break (which would be so
agreeable in certain respects), since that would kill the thing
that I wish not to destroy, but to liberate.” His whole strategy
if I may venture to use the word, consisted in keeping himself
in a state of active expectation. “The more it [the human world]
assumes this clarity and consistency in my eyes, the more I per-
ceive that it can continue to exist only by its effort toward some
divine principle. Would it be logical for me, by breaking with
my Church, impatiently to force the growth of that Christian
stem in which I am persuaded that the sap of the religion of
tomorrow is forming? I am held fast in the Church by the very
views which help me to see her insufficiencies. Is this not a bit
dramatic or cosmic? Help me by having confidence in me.”

Another time one of his American correspondents told him
humorously that it was unseemly for a young swan to gambol
among the ducks. Teilhard admitted the discomfort of the situ-
ation; but he meant to remain “among the ducks” to the very
end. The scientific incompetence of the theologians who im-
posed silence on him seemed to him flagrant, as he admitted
without equivocation. But he did not therefore reject the au-
thority they exercised. It was to the historical Church com-
posed of imperfect men that Christ delivered his message; these
imperfect men represented for Teilhard “much more than what
they were.” He himself assumed in their eyes the aspect of an
enfant terrible, or a lost child. No matter! By refusing to return
to freedom, by remaining in the paternal house, “I am not,” he
wrote, “a prodigal son.”

In 1955 Father Teilhard died, in apparent disgrace, within
his Order. A dozen years have sufficed to make his life —
thwarted, prevented, as he believed, from “bringing forth tan-
gible fruit” — appear today as that of a precursor: the first draft
of a work planned by the Spirit. As religious lives were once
devoted to the care of lepers or the liberation of captives, he felt
called to serve the liberation of man — a new type of man which
he saw emerging from the womb of modern civilization in the
vanguard of the evolution of the World, a man at once ambi-
tious and delicate, now intoxicated by his power and now over-
whelmed by it.
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The life of a priest dedicated to the service of man! This voca-
tion seemed singular at the time; today the whole Church
has embraced it.

Here I should like to reproduce a few passages from Paul VI’s
speech at the end of the Second Vatican Council:

The religion of the God who became man has encountered the
religion (for there is only one) of the man who became God. What
has happened? Conflict, condemnation? This might have happened;
but this has not occurred. The old story of the Good Samaritan has
been the model for the spirituality of the Council: a boundless sym-
pathy has pervaded it. . . .

The Church has proclaimed itself, so to speak, the servant of hu-
manity. . . . The Catholic religion and human life thus reaffirm
their alliance, their convergence in a single human reality: the Catho-
lic religion is for humanity; in a certain sense it is the life of humanity.
It is the life because of the explanation which our religion gives of
man; the only explanation, in the last analysis, which is right and
sublime. .

It gives this explanation precisely by virtue of its knowledge of
God: to know man, true man, man as a whole, one must know
God. . ..

But . . . if we recall that in the face of every man . . . we can
and must recognize the face of Christ, the Son of man, and if in the
face of Christ we can and must recognize the face of the heavenly
Father . . . our humanism becomes Christianity, and our Christian-
ity becomes theocentric, so that we can also declare that to know
God, one must know man.

But then might not this Council, whose energies and preoccupa-
tions have been devoted principally to man, be destined to open
once again to the modern world the paths of an ascension to free-
dom and true happiness? Might it not give, in the last analysis, the
simple, new, and solemn doctrine to learn to love man in order to
love God?

I knew Father Teilhard to be too indifferent to his personal
success for me to be tempted to adopt a triumphant tone in
speaking of him. Nor is this the place to pass judgment on his
work, but only on the intention that guided his life. I cannot
help thinking that he, before others, was able to discern the
“signs of the time” and to discover one of the major tasks of the
Christian community in the modern world: “to learn to love
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man in order to love God.” Few thinkers of his generation have
communicated as spontaneously with the depths of man, few
Christians have recognized so clearly in man the face of Jesus
Christ. In devoting himself to the service of the true grandeur of
man, he sought only “the ever greater Christ.”

When I evoke today the memory of the religious whose friend
I was for many passionate and difficult years, the image that stands
out in my mind is that of a priest who did honor to man, who
made anyone who came in touch with him proud to be a man.
To my eyes Teilhard was the living answer to Nietzsche and his
sarcasm: he had “the air of being saved.” This victorious radi-
ance which emanated from his whole person proceeded from a
hidden source: a grace, for which he attributed no merit to him-
self, had been given him. The power of his message, to quote the
penetrating observation of Father de Lubac, lay less “in a more
or less ingenious philosophy than in the extremely strong testi-
mony of a man perfectly attuned to the ideas and preoccupa-
tions of his time,” telling how he had found in his faith “the
equilibrium of his inner life and through this, a peace and ripe-
ness without end.”

In an age when a rift seemed to be forming between the most
vital elements of the modern world and the Church, when the
men most passionately interested in the study or the advance-
ment of man were turning away from the Catholic faith, the
Father had the opposite experience. More than anyone he had
shared the hopes, efforts, and ambitions of his contemporaries:
to no domain of thought or action did he feel himself a stranger.
But whereas a taste for terrestrial values distracted so many
others from the religion of their childhood, his own faith was
only confirmed by it. The modern world, as the Father knew
with compelling certainty, had need of Jesus Christ. This was
all his “gospel.” What he called “the religion of tomorrow” —
an expression that is ambiguous if you take it apart from its
context — was really the most authentic Catholicism, the reli-
gion of Saint Paul and Saint John, and of his pious mother. A
few days before his death, he declared this a last time: “Evidence
of the identity of what I see with what I had been taught.”

Hence that paradoxical blend of audacity and fidelity. As a
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biologist, he frequently applied the laws of germination and
evolution to the development of thought: “For ideas to prevail,
many of their defenders must die in obscurity.” As a believer, he
knew that no spiritual progress takes place without the medi-
ation of the Cross: “If, in my Gospel, there is a true ray of light,
this ray will somehow shine in a heart richer, I hope, for having
been guarded faithfully in me.”

Such seems to me to be the vocation of Pierre Teilhard de
Chardin. During those dark years in the history of the Church in
the wake of Modernism, I see him like Isaiah’s watcher, whose
image he loved, discerning in the uncertain future the imper-
ceptible glow of dawn: “Watcher, what sayst thou of the night?”

Anyone who really knew the Father would give the same tes-
timony. I will cite only a single case: one of the recipients of the
correspondence in the present volume has expressed the idea
with perfect accuracy: “In rereading the letters of Pierre Teil-
hard de Chardin,” she writes, “I have been struck by the image
they offer us of an energetic and tenacious man fighting to save
not only his own ideas, but the Church he loved; although he
may have seen this Church as it would be tomorrow rather than
as it was yesterday.”

Is this not, precisely, the vision of a prophet?

—Translated from the French
by Helen Weaver
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LETTERS 1
1926-1952

Translated from the French by Helen Weaver






Straits of Bonifacio, April 24, 1926

I write these first lines to you from the Straits of Bonifacio, be-
tween the plains of southern Corsica and the rocky peaks of
northern Sardinia. The sea is gray and choppy, and we have
been tossed about violently since leaving Marseille. But we are
heading toward the land of warmth and sunny skies. This year it
seems to me that I am not leaving with the same youthful enthu-
siasm that possessed me when I passed these same coasts, first on
my way to Egypt when I was twenty-four and again on my way
to China three years ago. But after all I am still conscious of
being possessed by the same persistent angel or devil who tells
me that I will be myself only by trying to possess the Earth. . . .

The Angkor is a somewhat mediocre ship as far as comfort is
concerned, but it seems to be making steady progress. No one, so
far, whose acquaintance seems worth pursuing. In Marseille we
picked up a detachment of Portuguese people some of whom are
going to Timor, without suspecting their good fortune. I plan to
work a little, do some thinking, write down some ideas in peace
— which I have not been able to do for a year, because of my
geological work.

April 27, 1926

The night before last we sailed through the Straits of Messina.
Both banks sparkled with lights, and the ship glided through an
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atmosphere heavy with the smell of orange trees in bloom. It was
(it had to be) very beautiful. But I find I have a curious inabil-
ity to enjoy and to be excited by a whole category of things. I
note that “nature” is almost dead for me. I used to be passion-
ately fond of the outward apparel of the Earth. Now it seems to
me that I love only the Life which is at the bottom of its heart.

On board, no one really interesting. I think that the people I
would most like to talk to (the arrangement of the ship does not
lend itself to sociability) are two Germans or Swiss, missionary
doctors who are going to Abyssinia to carry the Gospel to some
Negroes who, I am sure, killed the first white men who recently
came to see them. But when you think about it, what can the
Gospel accomplish all by itself? How can one preach goodness
and love to men without at the same time offering them an in-
terpretation of the World that justifies this goodness and this
love? And unless this interpretation is strictly personal (and
thus without much certainty) how can it fail to involve the cara-
pace — always worn out, but always being renewed — of an or-
thodoxy?

Red Sea, May 3, 1926

After spending a whole day passing the white sands of the Isth-
mus of Suez, we have entered the Red Sea. In the evenings the
sea often becomes sleek and oily, and its surface looks white
and opaque, like milk. Other times, the great storms that break
over the mountain of Africa form thick clouds which the setting
sun paints glorious colors. All this is magnificent, because it pro-
vides a kind of new and constantly renewed expression for the
aspirations and expectations of the spirit and the heart, so that
it is something that you pass through and that passes through
you.

Perhaps because of my first initiation and my first enchant-
ment in Egypt, I have always had a predilection for these hot
desert regions of Arabia, all perfumed with incense and coffee,
and once again I felt to what degree my sympathies and my na-
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ture, which are incapable of surviving without Christianity, are
nevertheless one with this part of the world which is not yet
Christianized. I felt this with increased clarity, and I will not
pretend that this observation does not have a distressing and
somewhat tragic quality. What can I do, but vigorously pursue
the course to which I find myself committed? I feel that if I were
to hesitate, I would be lost — or at least I would lose all my
force. I can no longer touch the Christ (the true, the great) in
myself except in the world. Therefore the two must glorify one
another mutually in me.

Indian Ocean, May, 1926

This landing at Djibouti was as abortive as the one at Port
Said. We docked at nightfall under a fine warm rain and left
again at dawn. So it was impossible to go and have the tradi-
tional coffee in the sun-drenched square, surrounded by So-
malis with bronze torsos and pale Jews selling ostrich feathers.
Above all I should like to have walked on one of the coral reefs
which crowd the bay in order to gather from it — with the mind
much more than with the hands — Life. I had to do without this.
To make up for Djibouti, we had Aden, which I had not seen
before. Picture a sandy bay wedged, as in a pincers, between two
absolutely bare volcanos of reddish rock. The sand of the sea
joins a pure white flat expanse of desert which bounds the high
plateau of Yemen at the horizon. It is beautiful because of the
light and the desolation. I was able to get off the boat for a few
hours, time enough to observe the mountain’s trachyte and to
pick a handful of fragrant plants from a dry river bed. When I
returned on board an Arab, balanced in his tiny canoe, was pull-
ing up some enormous goldfish with a fishing line.

Day after tomorrow, Colombo.

Actually, I am eager to arrive as quickly as possible, so I can
start work. However, the time passes quickly on board. Above
all, I read ( dear geologists) and write up the lecture on trans-
formism which I gave several times this winter. I am not quite
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sure about the value of this project (which is almost finished),
for I have written it in a rather informal manner. At least I am
sure that I have put into it, more clearly than into other analo-
gous works, certain ideas which I believe to be important. I will
type it in Tientsin. Also, I will try to place it somewhere.

May 16, 1926 (before Singapore)

So far we have no news of what is happening in China. On the
other hand, the radio brings us inadequate but disturbing re-
ports on things in Europe. I do not know what to think or what
to hope in all this chaos; and I am sorry to be absent at this par-
ticular moment.

The landing at Colombo was rather successful, although too
brief (as usual) to allow time to go and see the wonders of the
Ceylonese mountains and forest. In the company of a passenger
who is conversant with the people and things in the ports of the
Orient, I went to visit the shop of Ceylon’s leading dealer in
precious gems. He took some sapphires of admirable velveti-
ness out of his strongbox for our inspection. But it was the mine
that I should most like to have seen! After that I made a tour of
the Botanical Garden, which was filled with large brilliant but-
terflies, small striped squirrels, and Hindu women gardeners in
gaudy dresses who were as pretty as flower beds (especially from
a distance). At the museum I looked at the collection of chipped
stone found on the island (crude quartz and microlithic tools of
rock crystal). Unfortunately there is no indication of levels in
this collection, which is already old; and I did not have with me
the issue of 'Anthropologie (the latest, I believe) in which Sar-
razin discusses these industries in great detail. I have finished the
work I spoke of in my last letters. I hope that when I copy it over
in Tientsin I will not find it too far short of what I wanted to
say. But already this almost belongs to the realm of old ideas, of
the “déja pensé.” 1 feel the need to begin again, to reorient my-
self — in the same direction, to be sure, but more clearly, more
vigorously. I must return from this second voyage stronger -in
body and in soul. I owe this to God.
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May 23, 1926 (before Hong Kong)

Saigon: two whole days in port. I used all this time to make an
excursion to the borders of Annam, taking the little railroad
which a few years from now will be the Trans-Indochinese line
(from Saigon to Hanoi and Yunan-fou). I wanted to see the
bush; and on this point I was entirely satisfied. On the trip that I
took (six hours) the line cuts through dense forest for almost
four hours: it is a real cutting, continuous, right through the
trees. Sometimes you can see nothing but very dense thickets
of bamboo and liana from which glossy white trunks emerge at
great heights. Sometimes the underbrush is lighter (or lighted
by fire), revealing a forest of full-grown trees as far as the eye
can see. We are at the end of the dry season, and the rains are
late, so the vegetation was very impoverished: many trees with-
out leaves, most of the grass dead, a kind of winter in a stifling
temperature. This poverty of foliage gave me an advantage in
that the rock showed better: metamorphosed schist and granite
running from north to south following the great fold axes so
unmistakable throughout the face of Indochina and Malaysia.
What impressed me even more than the luxuriance of the vege-
table and animal life in these regions is the destructive and as-
similative power of Man. Already the savages (the Mois) are
fairly skilled in burning the bush. But before the Europeans
with their roads and railroads the forest is literally melting. It is
rubber, above all, which threatens to replace everything. Once I
would have been furious and inconsolable at the sight of this
devastation or conquest. Now I think I understand that we are
witnessing the establishment of a new Zone of Life around the
Earth, and that it would be absurd to regret the disappearance
of an old envelope which must fall. (And this envelope includes
the deer, the elephants, and the peacocks, but also these poor
Mois who are so picturesque but who belong to a bygone age.)
Temperamentally I am not disposed to think this way; it is
through reflection and deliberation that I passionately welcome
the life that is coming, without allowing myself to regret any-
thing of the past. But it seems to me that this attitude succeeds
and gives great strength. Certainly it is not true that the indi-
viduals composing the new layer are all —or even in the ma-
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jority — more sympathetic than the savages. But at least the
Life to come is in their mass; and then, at least we understand
them a little. On this trip I am deeply impressed by the airtight
compartments that separate human groups from each other.
What is in the head and heart of a Malaysian or an Annamite?

S.S. Tangshan Maru, June 2, 1926

I am writing to you from a little Japanese boat that follows the
Chinese coast between Shanghai and Tientsin. We arrived in
Shanghai on the twenty-ninth, and as we got off the boat we
learned that the railroads to the north were not yet operating.
Since the trains were not running, almost all the agencies said
that their steamers were full up well into the future. Luckily the
Tangshan Maru, being less in demand with the Europeans, was
there to take us.

From what I have written, you can already conclude that mat-
ters are not yet organized in China. It seems that for the mo-
ment the country is divided into five parts: Canton (followers of
the late Sun Yat-sen), Shanghai, Peking (Ou-pei-fou, represent-
ing the former government), Mokden (Chang-tzo-lin, supported
by Japan), finally the West, where Fun-yu-shien, aided by
Moscow, rules. Within each of these compartments there is
no disorder, and we have been repeatedly told by good sources
that particularly in the West, Fun’s troops are perfectly disci-
plined and travel reliable. Unfortunately it is less easy to go
from one compartment to another. Around Peking the railroad
service is poor; and when we left Shanghai the news (perhaps
false) had arrived that General Fun was again descending upon
the capital (which he had never left very far behind, since he
still occupied the famous Nankou Pass by which one arrives at
the first landing of the Mongol Plateau as you go west from Pe-
king). In only a few days, when we get to Tientsin itself, we will
be able to make definite plans for the summer trip. I have not
lost hope that it will prove successful. On arriving in Shanghai I
was surprised to see in the newspapers that the governor of
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Shanghai had taken as his right-hand man my friend K. V. Ting,
director (now honorary) of the Geological Department of Pe-
king. I was not able to see him, but at least I sent him a word of
congratulation. As M. Boule is fond of saying, one swallow does
not make a spring. Ting really is a swallow, though. With sev-
eral more like him, I believe that they would improve China -
remarkably. Naturally one hears many things for and more
against what is happening in China right now. What struck me
is the admission which I heard made by men hostile to Sun Yat-
sen and Moscow that both in Canton and in the West, people
were working and organizing.

For the spirit, as for the body, I will not be sorry to arrive
soon at port. In the long run a voyage relaxes and dissolves, so to
speak, the mind. I am eager to get back to books, fossils, and
letters. And then I long also to find myself in the field again.
After eighteen months of ruminating and meditating my past
observations, I feel that the slightest new observation will be
charged with an exquisite freshness. As a geologist, I really love
this old land of China and all of gigantic Asia. Do not be afraid
that I will lose the sense of Humanity. Yes, I will try to under-
stand the Chinese soul, and not just the geology.

Tientsin, June 11, 1926

I will probably not be sending you this letter for four or five
days, after my return from a little trip to Peking. But I want to
start it now, so that the things I have to tell you will not pile up
too much. As regards understanding of the Chinese and things
Chinese, I am not as well situated as I should be to progress
rapidly in this area. Here, in spite of the great freedom in which
I live, I find myself necessarily in an isolating cage; people and
events reach me only as filtered through the “missionary world.”
In the desert, or on trips, I hardly meet anyone but peasants or
savages. It is still in Peking that I will best be able to find the
little circle of personal friends who will reveal to me the China
of today as it really is. Unfortunately, I can go to Peking only
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now and then; and, as I told you, my best guide, Dr. K. V. Ting,
is right now an important political figure in the South, in
Shanghai. Perhaps in Kansu where the Kuominchun (“army of
the people”) are in power I will have firsthand experience of
the Russian influence on the Chinese. The more I hear about
this Bolshevizing segment of China, the more I notice the praise
concealed beneath the conventional criticism that is accorded it.

To get back to the Chinese in general, I continue to be puz-
zled by their incredible ability to “materialize” all things. Two
days ago, someone showed me two little Buddhist idols (two
marvels in chiseled wood, if one can apply that term to wood)
which had belonged to a young Chinese of very high station. One
is a happy Buddha — a plump little figure, represented in the
attitude of a joyous dancer, who has nothing morally seductive
about him. The other is a praying Buddha of a beauty that is all
the more divine because it remains essentially human. Well, the
owner of these two objects, when questioned as to the kind of
sentiments he had for these symbols, did not express the slightest
idea of the moral value of gaiety or of contemplation, nor of
how to harmonize the two; he was content to say that he honored
them “to protect his body” against the evil (purely physical) in-
fluences of the world. And yet works of art like these can only
have been produced by souls profoundly sensitive to inner cur-
rents. Is this simply very old, stereotyped art? Or, under the rit-
ualistic materialism, does the spiritual current still flow? I know
nothing about it, but I wish I did.

I am extremely sensitive to the excess of complication and
specialization that encumbers present-day religious confession.
Owing to atavism and education, no doubt, but also to reason, I
think, I seem to perceive in the parasitic network an inevitable
biological phenomenon which requires and foretells a slough-
ing off. I admit all the defects, but I tolerate them even as I react
against them, because for now they are inseparable from what
seems to be the only axis along which human activity can legiti-
mately progress. Believe me, when one has penetrated to this
axis of the Christian attitude, the ritual, disciplinary and theo-
logical encrustations matter little more than musical or acousti-
cal theories matter to the enjoyment of a beautiful piece of
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music. Truly, there is a Christian note which makes the whole
‘World vibrate like an immense gong, in the divine Christ. This
note is unique and universal and in it alone consists the Gospel.
Only it is real (happily). And for this reason it is inevitable that,
in trying to fix and hold its reality, men analyze it out of sight
(as the physicist does with the most divine nuances of sound and
color). This is what begets, under the very simple dogma, an un-
limited complexity which is aggravated by theorists’ presump-
tion in substituting their constructs for reality. In any case, for
you, as for everyone, there is only one road that can lead to God,
and this is the fidelity to remain constantly true to yourself, to
what you feel is highest in you. Do not worry about the rest.
The road will open before you as you go.

Since my arrival here, I have been extremely busy making
an inventory of an enormous find (5,000 kilograms of bones)
brought back last year from a deposit that we located two years
ago. The animal life seems to correspond to a rather old Pleisto-
cene, but not to a Pliocene. There is a great deal of horse, of
bos, gazelle, ibex, deer (munjack, sika, and megaceros, as well as
some extinct species), wolf, badger, and in addition an antelope
with spiral horns, some machairodus, a special fox, and a hyena
and a rhinoceros which are neither the Hyena spelaea nor the
Rhinoceros tichorhinus. The whole group is very fossilized. It is
certainly older than the Sjara-osso-gol group, and there may not
be a single species common to the two deposits; but the whole
group seems to me very Quaternary. We should find some trace
of Man in itl The day after tomorrow I am going to Peking,
where I am to meet the whole American expedition. It will be a
warm and joyous encounter. Andrews hopes to leave in July if
the calm continues.

Peking, June 13

The difficulties and improbabilities against which you are
struggling are the great, the fundamental, the eternal barriers
which the spirit must cross in order to reach God. I personally
believe the solution to lie in the eminent value of spirit and in
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the ultimate connection of all the substances of the World. The
immensity of the material Cosmos need not overwhelm us if we
perceive that ultimately matter, for all its admirable powers, re-
alizes itself only in us; and the very multiplicity of human souls
(not to mention other souls, perhaps) which is so frightening
need not make us despair if we observe the immense possibility
and need for union that stirs the thinking atoms that we are.
The more enormous the Universe is, the more precious is the
spirit that required such a deployment of varied energies in
order to be born; and the more numerous we are, the more mag-
nificent is the synthesis which is being prepared for our reunion.
Trillions of vibrations make intoxicating nuances for our eyes.
Trillions of souls, born of trillions and trillions of lower Units,
received, joined, and animated by God, can make a single
thought or feeling. As for this God, as you are right to think
(and no real theologian would deny it, outside of the manuals),
we cannot precisely distinguish his features. But since the hu-
man being, with his intelligence and his magnificent ability to
love, is the most perfect form we know in the scale of elements
in the world, we say that God must be conceived in the direction
of a super-person (that is, an extension of the good qualities —
and not of the individual limitations — of the human being).
He must be as vast as the Universe and as warm as a human
heart, and incomparably more besides. This is all we can say. A
God who was “a Law” or an “abstract truth” would have less
being than us! That is not possible. You mistrust the act which
consists in believing because we need to believe. It seems to me
that everything depends on the'meaning given to the word need.
If we mean an accessory, secondary, debatable need, you are
right. But if it is a question of a need so fundamental and uni-
versal that it is part of the very essence of the life “which is in us
without being us” (that is, received like a current which governs
us), then I think that one can conclude from this need that
there is an Object that satisfies it. Otherwise the World is stupid,
destructive of itself, incapable of nourishing what is, to our
knowledge, the most perfect thing it has brought forth, namely,
an intelligent mind. It may be that for certain people faith is
accompanied by some compelling belief, by evidence, by pure
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joy. I understand it more as a kind of calm Weltanschauung, in
terms of which everything is illuminated and becomes livable,
indefinitely, increasingly. This act requires both a passive sensiti-
zation of the mind in order to see and a positive act of the will in
order to try to achieve the point of view. Practically, I think that
every man who is true to his ideal arrives in a similar way at the
same adoration of That which conducts and unifies the World.
. . . Once having reached this summit, you will realize that
nothing is isolated, nothing is either small or profane, since the
humblest consciousness partially includes the destinies of the
Universe and cannot improve itself without improving every-
thing around it! The death of egoism is to understand that one
is an element in a Universe that personalizes itself (if I may) by
uniting itself with God (I do not say, by becoming God). So it
is no longer oneself that one loves in oneself.

I leave you to go and visit the Americans. I shall walk there
slowly, at sunset. I shall follow the little streets (hutungs) that
zigzag between the tent-shaped houses shaded by large trees full
of tame crows. I shall skirt the ancient imperial pavilion, the
forbidden ex-city whose yellow and red walls are washed by wide
moats filled with lotus and water lilies. And if the weather is
clear I shall see, to the west, those western hills — the Si-chan —
which are the gateway to Mongolia.

Tientsin, June 25, 1926

It seems decided, now, that we will leave Tientsin in three days,
on the twenty-eighth. Our plan is to take the Peking-Hankow
line at Peking and go down to Chengchow (a little south of the
Hwang Ho), where we will take a train heading west, and to
leave in convoy for Kansu (Lanchow). The difficult part (not
dangerous, but subject to delays or stops) is going through
Shensi. If we do not succeed, we shall still have the expedient of
working there, although we did not plan to. There is no dearth
of material to explore. All I ask is to reach a field of investiga-
tion, whatever it may be. If all goes well, our return to Tientsin
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is expected for November; it will be sooner if events disturb us.

My last letter was from Peking. I returned from there in the
same train as Granger, Matthews, and Nelson, who came to the
Museum here the next day. I took great pleasure and a certain
pride in showing them the latest collection of fossils (the Pleis-
tocene fossils I told you about). I believe they were seriously
interested. We parted better friends than ever. Since then, I
have been taken up by tiresome preparations: passports, arms
permits, etc. These are endless procedures to which, to tell the
truth, the Chinese authorities lend themselves with an ill grace:
they are always afraid that traveling Europeans will make trou-
ble for them. By the way, a conversation with Andrews showed
me that relations between the Russians and the Third Asiatic
Expedition are a bit dubious at the moment. It seems that the
Russians (1) fear (wrongly, I think) that the Andrews mission
may have economic repercussions, or even (2) take umbrage at
the American scientific work. Andrews seems to think that the
Russians would rather like to keep the “hunting rights” for
themselves. In any case, geological emissaries have been sent
from Urga to look for dinosaur eggs in the same deposit located

*by the Americans. How difficult it is to arrive at that disinterest-
edness that places love of Truth, in all its forms, above all indi-
vidual or national interest! And yet we shall arrive at it, we
must; or else it would be the end of Humanity, which I cannot
accept.

Inwardly, I am fine. I have recovered that familiar and very
precious state of mind which makes me see and grasp some vital
and intoxicating element at the bottom (or more precisely, at
the end) of everything that exists and everything that happens.
This is that unique Note produced by the World that I men-
tioned in my last letter. Anyone who saw these lines without
knowing me would think I am completely insane. And yet it has
been over thirty years now that I have lived more or less con-
sciously in this atmosphere, from which it seems to me that I
draw all the joy, force, and precision of my activity. For if I am
now in China and if I am to set off the day after tomorrow, I
realize that it is solely to obey this mysterious Attraction of the
World to serve and to make serve. I know very well that on this
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path no retreat is possible. But is it not written in the Gospel,
“He who having put his hand to the plow looks back is not
worthy of me”? Truly (perhaps because I am further away and
more isolated from specific quarrels) I have confidence that my
line of thought is essentially Christian, in spite of the fact that I
am sometimes forced to define it to myself with a word that
looks rather dangerous: hyper-Catholic.

July 8, 1926

This evening the rain keeps us in a village twenty-five kilome-
ters east of Tangkwan, right below the great loop of the Hwang
Ho River. Yesterday we left Shanchow (present terminus of the
Franco-Belgian line known as Lung-hai) with our customary
caravan of ten mules, which required six days of palavering to
get ready! We hope to arrive in Lanchow at the beginning of
August. So far the trip has gone rather well in spite of the delays
and difficulties caused by the disorganization of the country. In
Peking we arrived three hours late and left ten hours late due to
the arrival of Marshal Ou-pei-fou, who had finally decided to
meet his enemy Chang-tzo-lin, the king of Mukden, in Peking
on the twenty-ninth of June. The incident made me very late
for a luncheon at the French Legation where I met Mme. Her-
riot, but on the other hand, I was one of the only Europeans to
witness the departure of Ou-pei-fou, whose train left in the eve-
ning from the same station as ours. Strange, infantile, and savage
spectacle. Picture a hundred or so cars, headlights lit and inte-
riors dark, armed soldiers on their runningboards, horns honk-
ing steadily, moving at top speed down the blocked and silent
streets; station occupied by armed troops; military bands in
cream-colored uniforms and immense braid-trimmed kepis; a
group of stout high-ranking officers and weasel-faced Mandarins.
It all smelled of conspiracy. As a matter of fact, it was a question
of which of the two great leaders present could bring the most
troops into Peking and not get assassinated. The conference does
not seem to have had great results, especially since the Kuomin-
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chuns (Bolshevizers of the West) continue to threaten the East.
What is certain is that here in Honan, as elsewhere, people are
convinced that the “military” are the plague of China. There
was much fighting in the country in the spring: the armies of Ou-
pei-fou against the Kuominchun. At the present time the latter
have been driven back as far as Sianfou. But there remain some
deserters, antimilitary peasant groups, and one hears of nothing
but executions. The soldiers are radically disorganizing the
countryside, business, and also the railroads. In Shanchow, on
the arrival of the train, there are scenes that are outrageous in
their waste of resources and indifference to all regulation. It is a
kind of vast chronic brigandage, without great violence, but
profoundly harmful. It is impossible to build anything under
these conditions. I have told you that the Kuominchun (peo-
ple’s army) seem not to act in this way; yet in their wake they
raised the tax until 193o0.

I am following the Hwang Ho River through an enormous
loessic basin located between the bleak mountains of Chengh-
sien and Honan. The rather smooth loess forms a terrace one
hundred meters wide over the river: a sandy loess of the middle
Pleistocene period lying, with an intervening layer of gravel,
over the famous ancient Pleistocene beds with the large mussels
(Quadrila), whose study is becoming so interesting. I have
taken cuttings here which I believe no one has published. No
fossilized mammals, unfortunately. The trip by mule does not
have the charm of the crossing of the Mongol steppes. We are
going through the oldest provinces of the Chinese empire,
whose first capital was Laoyang (east of Shanchow) and whose
second Sianfou. Everything is cultivated on the loess. Every-
where there are towns enclosed by crenelated walls, dilapidated
pagodas surrounded by cypress trees and, in the middle of fields,
high rectangular steles resting on tortoises. One should be able
to savor this ancient past but the retrospective charm is domi-
nated by the desolation and insecurity of the present. Honan is a
hard country, with all the hardships of China: drought, floods,
heat, dust, deforestation, dilapidation. Note that I am not a Sin-
ophobe, on the contrary; but I see China as an immense edifice
to be rebuilt. And to rebuild it, it would probably be necessary
to turn it inside out.
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We run no risks and the fatigue is healthy. Inwardly I feel
calm and at peace, but without great excitement for things. I
desire this trip, its effort and its results, tenaciously, with all the
force and logic of my life; but I cannot say that I am enjoying it.
It is rather curious.

Tangkwan, July 10, 1926

The rain has stopped and we arrived here yesterday in the night.
Everything seems to indicate a smooth departure with an escort,
from the immediate vicinity of Sianfou. The town of Sianfou
is still occupied by the Kuominchun, but surrounded by Ou-
pei-fou’s troops. Tangkwan is a very picturesque town but un-
fortunately a very dirty one, especially after the rain. Directly to
the south a magnificent jagged chain of mountains cuts off the
horizon: the Houochan, a branch of the Tsinlings, which I will
follow for a long time without, however, having to climb them.

Tangkwan, July 19, 1926

This letter, like the one that preceded it, is from Tangkwan. We
have come back here. Wednesday we arrived at the walls (five
kilometers away) of Sianfou, the besieged town, and there we
realized that to go straight ahead, that is, to reach Kansu, was
impossible. We had to retrace the 150 kilometers we had come.
It is a serious setback, and a disappointment.

This business upsets all my plans for work in China. We are
going to begin by spending about three weeks exploring the
south of Shensi, a province which is peaceful but very ordinary.
Then we will return to Tientsin — toward mid-August, no
doubt. After that we will have to await the development of po-
litical events.
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August 6, 1926

This time I am writing you from a little inn located somewhere
in the southern third of Shensi. It is raining. As I told you, we
have employed our caravan (paid one month in advance) to
travel in the south and southwest of this province. There have
been no sensational results. I have seen and learned much; I
have gathered the elements of a study on the Chinese Quaternary
in these regions; but I have encountered neither fossil-bearing
layers, nor traces of human beings (even Neolithic!). M. Boule,
who likes results that lend themselves to exhibition in show-
cases, is not going to be satisfied. If only Kalgan became acces-
sible, we would go in the fall and work the fine strata of Sangkan
Ho. I am afraid, alas! that in this area, too, the fronts are stabil-
izing. Unless combined Chinese forces intervene, I do not see
how either of the two parties (Peking and the revolutionists or
Kuominchun) will be able to defeat the other. Perhaps we will
have some news on the subject in a week when we arrive at Tai-
yuan-fou, the capital of Shensi. At that point the present and
mediocre trip will end: Tai-yuan-fou is a railroad terminus.
Once there, we will be within twenty-four hours of Tientsin.

Once the disappointment of Sianfou was over, the last three
weeks have not been completely disagreeable, after all. Even so,
I am returning to Tientsin somewhat in the state of a man leav-
ing a restaurant without having eaten enough. I feel a kind of
physical privation at not having been able to taste either the joy
of the desert or the joy of handling fine fossils. I believe one
should be able to place the substance of one’s joy above things of
this kind and I am trying to arrive at that point.

The landscape I have been over is rather monotonous. Imagine
wide parallel valleys separated from each other by high moun-
tains which are for the most part very bare: that is the setting.
The valleys, marshy at the bottom, are bounded by high Qua-
ternary terraces (loess, mostly) featuring unusual fissures which
may be fifty meters deep and several kilometers long. Where
erosion has not yet done its worst and where the moisture is
sufficient, you travel through an ocean of corn, cotton, and
sorghum. Certain sections are real forests of fruit-bearing trees
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(kakis and jujubes especially); but as a whole the area is rather
bare. The road goes through an interminable series of villages,
usually enclosed by walls. From far away they look attractive;
from close to, you discover the dirt and dilapidation. And yet
the people around here are rich, but they seem completely lack-
ing in foresight and method. They are the peasant masses in the
bottom of their rut. Good people, all the same; only it is cer-
tainly not they who will build the new China. At the entrances
to the villages the rural pagodas are numerous and seem to be
used rather often — for waiting for a son or keeping out of the
rain. In them I have seen little besides the figures of grotesque
or childish divinities. Evidently the interesting China is not to
be found in the country; here there is only an inert mass which
awaits leaven from another source. We found the beginning of a
highway and even a few bicycles jogging along. These are symp-
toms of change.

Naturally, we did not keep to the cultivated plains except for
the necessities of traveling. The mountains are much more in-
teresting. With reason, L. laments the incredible negligence of
the Chinese, who are destroying and wasting all their forests
without seeming to suspect that they are helping to feed the
floods and to destroy their fields. But while I regretted the disap-
pearance of beautiful plants and green valleys, as a geologist I
profited by the deforestation: the structure of the ranges stood
out less clearly than in the desert, but with a fine vigor. Forma-
tions that are rather well known now, though, and rather mo-
notonous: an immense series ranging from Precambrian to the
Carboniferous, almost always formed of massive limestone in
which the fossils are very difficult to find. Over these rocks fly
large black butterflies with metallic-green reflections and long
tails.

Physically I am very well. Mentally, as I told you, I lack that
precious inner dilation of excitement and success; but I have
enough “deep relish” for life to continue the effort. You know
me well enough to know the kind of not-exactly-passive adora-
tion I profess for the internal and external forces of the World.
Even in failure or indifferent success I try to live by this faith,
and to find in it a compensation for the rest.
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Tientsin, August 26, 1926

Like every man, and perhaps more than most, because I am pos-
sessed by a certain demon or angel of the All and the Universal,
I have need of a rich and lasting contact with the individual
concrete.

I sometimes live in the frustrating state of a deaf man strain-
ing in his effort to hear a music which he knows to be all around
him. We live within an immense and magnificent drama of
which we perceive only stifled rumors. Who will give us the per-
ception of roundness, intensity, and harmony which Man could
attain this very moment if he knew how, or dared, to live? Do
you know that the Nuit dur de Transsibirien that you sent me is
strangely suggestive and pathetic? But if you think it over you
realize that the magic and mystery that surround that remote
vision belong in reality neither to Asia, nor to the Mongols, but
to the evocation of human force which desires at all costs to be
born through us. . . . You know my “faith”: I think that Chris-
tianity will recover that force of contagion and conquest which
is the only method of propagation worthy of the Truth only
when men have perceived more distinctly the World through
Christ, or better, Christ at the end of the World. It is the con-
junction of the two realities that will save us, whereas their
present opposition is our undoing. If you only knew how I
should like to have been for ten minutes in the Chicago Stadium
to shout to the crowd what it is to ““communicate” and to “sym-
pathize.” It seems to me that a whole lifetime of effort would be
nothing if only I could reveal for one instant what I see.

My trip since Tai-yuan-fou has ended peacefully, the only
difficulties being caused by a railway system that is completely
disorganized. Along the way I made one or two geological excur-
sions in the course of which I collected a bit of Neolithic (not
recorded in the region) and an interesting rock. Eventually my
cases of findings, which are rather minimal, will have a certain
value. I have some hope that when I compare my cuttings and
specimens (even Paleozoic) with those of the Geological Survey,
I may confirm my feeling that I have something new, even for
the structure of the old mountains. You know that the Kuomin-
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chun (supported by Moscow) have been driven back west of Kal-
gan; this will enable me, I hope, to go and work the lower Qua-
ternary of Sangkan Ho (two days west of Peking) in September:
and in this respect the victory of Peking would be useful to me.
For the good of China, however, I wonder whether the Kuomin-
chun would not be preferable to the soldier-bandits of Ou-pei-
fou and Chang-tzo-lin. The final word has not been said. I am
always in search of opportunities to approach active Chinese cir-
cles but this is not easy. As I wrote you, the country is sluggish:
an ocean of sorghum and cotton, scattered with decrepit pagodas
and muddy steles. It is the end of one order and the indifferent
waiting for another. As I was approaching Tai-yuan-fou, I came
upon a landscape profoundly symbolic of this end and this wait-
ing: in the center, a road — the great Mandarinal road from the
west — in the condition of an immense rut filled with water; to
the left, a ruined pagoda; to the right, a tall secular tree, verdant
toward the bottom, dead in its high branches; all this under a
pure and gilded sky. I wished I were a watercolorist, or could
have meditated before this for a long time. I should add that a
little way away a highway had just been opened.

Tientsin, September 15,1926

I enjoyed with you that plunge into “the Elements,” an immer-
sion for which I periodically experience an intense need. The
mass of humanity is also a magnificent element. But ordinarily
we perceive, of necessity, only the atoms, the individuals, and as
a result its grandeur escapes us. I find that the sea, the moun-
tains, the Milky Way, reveal and enhance Humanity as an im-
mense cosmic energy; and it seems to me that this grandeur, far
from overpowering the individual, imparts to him an inexhaust-
ible charm and mystery.

I feel a distaste for hunting, first because of a kind of Bud-
dhist respect for the unity and sacredness of all life, and also
because the pursuit of a hare or chamois strikes me as a kind of
“escape of energy,” that is, the expenditure of our effort in
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an illusory end, one devoid of profit. Of course, the exercise
in itself is a stimulant, an inducement to pursue other, more
substantial, prey; and indeed we all know remarkable men who
are ardent hunters. All the same, the pursuit of things unknown
strikes me as more worthy of us than the pursuit of things to eat.
Getting back to the respect for Life, we find ourselves, of course,
in a natural system in which the mutual destruction of living
things seems to be a condition of equilibrium and survival. But
what is true of the animal world may perhaps diminish progres-
sively with the establishment of the human sphere: a decline in
useless destruction and, as Vernadsky predicts, the discovery
of nourishment drawn from the inorganic. Horrible prospect,
which warns me of the danger of overintellectualizing on the
subject of life! I think you have submissively accepted the fatal
prophecy of your dramatic shepherd: “And there is nothing,
nothing.” If this were true our human life would have to come
to an end immediately, and this is impossible to accept: that the
immense resources of goodness, light, and love enlisted in the
world are condemned to disappear by the very fact of their be-
ing perceived. What is true is that for a thinking person it is “all
or nothing.” If it is not “nothing,” as I just said, it must be
“all”: which is to say that our hopes are insatiable and require a
divine end.

What can I say of my activities of these last two weeks? Noth-
ing very important. I have been occupied with the classification
of my findings, and the writing of a rather long report with nu-
merous cuttings on the Pleistocene of the Shensi, which I took to
Peking three days ago. I took advantage of the opportunity to
submit my Paleozoic fossils to my friend Grabau. They have
merit: there is a pygidium of a large Ordovician trilobite which
is something entirely new for China; and small organisms in the
shape of horns or cones which are also new to China and which
may represent a type of primitive cephalopod, having therefore
a general paleontological value (they come from the lowest
Cambrian). But this last point seems doubtful to me; I am more
inclined to believe them pteropods. Cuttings are to be made.
This consoles me for a profound photographic vexation.
Throughout this ill-fated excursion, one button of my Vera-
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scope (a borrowed camera, quite different from the one I had
in 1923-1924) stayed at exposure, with the result that all my
negatives are fogged and ruined. The loss is not serious, but an-
noying: I do'not think I would have published any of the shots I
took, but they were souvenirs. In such cases I try to apply my
philosophy of serenity by abandoning myself to the forces of this
World, which I believe to be animated (or at least capable of
being animated) even in their apparently most insignificant de-
tails. But it is not easy to put a philosophy into practice.

We are still contemplating going to the famous deposit of
Kalgan. But we must continue to wait. Although cleared of sol-
diers, the region remains in such a state of disorganization that
means of transportation seem still to be lacking. On the whole,
China seems to be going from bad to worse. The North is no
sooner calm than the South is upside down, from Canton to
Yangtze. My friend Wang, director of the Geological Survey,
seemed rather anxious and foresaw great changes. This is only
the beginning, he told me. As far as geology is concerned, it is
certain that travel in the country becomes more difficult from
one day to the next, even for the Chinese.

Tientsin, October 12, 1926
(on returning from Sangkan Ho)

In spite of the part of my life that is turned toward God — or
rather, precisely because of this part, which stimulates my inner
forces instead of absorbing them — I have need of an “outlet.”
As I have, unfortunately, no aptitude for either music or poetry,
nor even (which I regret most of all) the talent or art of the
novelist, I have up to now tried to express myself in all kinds of
philosophico-literary essays of which I have had occasion to show
you only an infinitesimal part. Unfortunately, these essays are
almost all destined to perish in my desk drawers, or at any rate,
to be read only by a limited group of friends. It seems to me that
I have arrived at the point in my life when the best outlet would
be speech. To awaken a spirit, a flow of passions in a group of
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people: this is what I would like to do. Not, I think, for the
simplest enjoyment of acting and influencing, but because I
seem to have, deep inside myself, something that needs to
emerge and to be disseminated: a certain enthusiastic vision of
the immensity and promise of the World, a certain relish, a cer-
tain intoxication with real concrete “being” as it is revealed to
us in the Universe. In the end, if I have come to China, if I am
burying myself in my masses of fossils, if I am playing the part of
the “Knight Errant,” it is in the hope of better feeding this in-
ner flame at all the great sources of inspiration of the Earth, and
of acquiring, through a bit of notoriety or foreignness, the
power to make myself heard, if only for one brief moment, be-
fore I die. However, public action and speech is, in the majority
of lives, exceptional. So one must return to the written word. To
write about China is beyond my capacities. Of China I have seen
the hard life, the desolation, the immense layer of dust over
people and things. I possess neither the knowledge of the lan-
guage and the past that would open the hidden treasure for me
rationally, nor the magical intuition that would enable me to
perceive the secret beauty instinctively and more surely than any
science. One thing only would inspire me: to discover the new
spirit that is struggling to emerge from the ruins of the old crene-
lated towns and the old pagodas; to recognize and reveal that
specific and essential element which the East must bring to the
West so the Earth will be complete. But, as I told you, even for
this I am badly handicapped by my ignorance of the language
and also by a kind of existence which does not allow me to im-
merse myself freely in the Chinese mass any more than in the
Parisian mass. The only book I want to and need to write would
not be the book of China, but “the book of the Earth.” In short,
I would like to speak as I think, without concern for what is
accepted, with the sole idea of translating as faithfully as pos-
sible what I hear murmuring in me like a voice or a song which
are not of me, but of the World in me. I would like to express
the thoughts of a man who, having finally penetrated the parti-
tions and ceilings of little countries, little coteries, little sects,
rises above all these categories and finds himself a child and citi-
zen of the Earth. “Nothing but the Earth,” Paul Morand said in

44 LETTERS TO TWO FRIENDS, 1926-1952



a recent publication, and these four words are worth more than
the whole book. There is a whole gamut of impressions and pas-
sions which belong to what I would like to say: there is first of
all the deep joy, which we owe to our new perspectives on Life,
of feeling our being expand to the measure of all the past, all
the future, all space: our rootedness in Matter which wraps us
round, weaves us, binds us together, and is spiritualized in us. It
is the Note of China, the Note of the All, joyous and magnificent.
Then there is the anger against the ridiculous disproportion
which is everywhere manifested between these perspectives of
unity or common pursuit and the egoistical preoccupations of
almost all present social institutions. I am too soft, perhaps, or
too much the pure theorist to call for an immediate destruction
of what exists. But what I think I understand very clearly is that
the only natural condition of the human stratum of this earth is
a joining, a continuity that can be established only by tearing
down all kinds of old walls. This is the gesture of Man waking,
stretching, and taking possession of himself. But after this exal-
tation and this expansion, I foresee other links in the chain of
human impressions: I mean the awareness of our imprisonment
and the vertigo of our solitude. Have you ever thought how hu-
miliating and distressing it was to be placed upon a sphere? For
friendship it is a boon never to be able to be further apart than
the antipodes. But suppose that you are leaving together to go
on and on; it is impossible. To go beyond a certain point is to
return to where you began. When I am here, the West fascinates
me: but once west of Turkistan, I would dream of the East. You
would not believe how conscious I have been this year of this lim-
itation of our spatial excursions or how physically I have felt that
the geographic mystery of our Earth was melting like snow in
the summer sun. Already, even in Asia, only shreds of the un-
known remain. Thus, at the same time that the human stratum
is being united in exaltation and rebellion, by the same impulse
we are moving toward another realization, which is a sense of
the meagerness of the domain which we thought vast. I think
there will be a moment when the Earth will be for men as if
exhausted, uninteresting, inadequate; and at the same moment
men, less preoccupied with looking at the ground under their

LETTERS I, 1926-1952 45



feet or with quarreling among themselves, will look around
them and will be as frightened at feeling themselves alone on
the Earth as a child who wakes up in a dark room in the middle
of the night. Feelings of glorious unity and of profound lassi-
tude, dreams of conquest and of flight, aggressive confidence and
anguish: how is it that this vast psychological domain is still vir-
tually closed to men, who think, desire, or love like Frenchmen,
Americans, or Chinese, and never like men, that is, like inhabi-
tants of the Earth. I know that I shall be thought mad if I write
these things. But why? Is it not the sensible and the reasonable
who are blind? Truly, we lead a circumscribed existence in a
milieu that requires unlimited respiration. This, in some form
or other, is what I should like to put into a book of the Earth.
What do you think? I would want it to be a work of art as well
as of thought.

I am back from Sangkan Ho with seven crates of fossils,
most of them good, but not sensational: Rhinoceros sp., a large
horse, spiral-form antelope horns, deer antlers of the megaceros
type. The layers are geologically very interesting: they form a
great homogeneous whole (lake bottom?) whose age seems more
and more certainly to be early Pleistocene. It would be the very
place to find Chellean Man. Unfortunately the deposits, which
are completely muddy or torrential, could not provide any cen-
ter, and there are no really good stones in the vicinity to have
served the Paleolithics. If something human is found there some
day it will be a femur or a jawbone, and it would be a magnifi-
cent discovery, because the level can be very well dated. At this
moment I do not see any spot more promising than Sangkan Ho
for encountering very early Man in China.

The trip went well, except for the usual difficulties of travel.
We only stayed two weeks for the following reasons: the neces-
sity of returning a borrowed car, the onset of frost, and the
troublesome proximity of a band of brigands who plundered
two villages near our own. I saw the women and children of our
village escape to the ravines nearby; the few animals not yet
carried off by the soldiers were concealed; the men banded to-
gether to make plans. One sensed a habitual, often repeated ma-
neuver, and it was infinitely sad. The military plague in China
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(the bandits are former soldiers, and vice versa, and there is, in
practice, neither commissariat nor regular pay) exceeds any-
thing one can imagine, and the intensive recruitments of this
war year are drawing off a very bad element. The peasants of
Sangkan Ho, after being impressed by two armies at war, are
now held by garrisons “of peace”; and when the latter remain
within their walls, it is the bandits who come out of the moun-
tains. Poor people, resigned and passive unless they engage in
counter-brigandage. The Kuominchun have left a good impres-
sion, but they are terribly xenophobic. I am beginning to be-
lieve that China will be reorganized only through the success of
the Cantonese in the South and the Kuominchun in the West;
but it will be a hard blow for the American-European installa-
tions. Perhaps this tabula rasa is necessary; the strength of the
Chinese revolutionaries consists in having a kind of faith and
ideal. Opposing them they find only leaders and armies who are
crudely egoistical, vulgar appetites.

We stayed pleasantly in a little Chinese house. A land com-
pletely earth-colored in this season when the poor fields of sor-
ghum and millet have been harvested, but a light incredibly
golden and transparent, in which the jagged crests of the moun-
tains and the vast surfaces of erosion took on harmonies of design
and nuances of color of which the eye never managed to tire.

And now I am at peace. On the twenty-first I am going to
Peking to speak at a meeting being held in honor of the Prince
of Sweden, who is an enthusiastic archeologist.

. Tientsin, October 30, 1926

I agree completely and have for some time with the principle,
“Spirit through Matter.” Some day I shall have to show you a
semifictional piece I have written on “the Spiritual Power of
Matter,” with a kind of hymn to “Holy Matter.” The principle
seems to me not just true, but so essential that I do not under-
stand how a man who has not understood it can live fully and
consciously without falling (or without being unable to explain
why he does not fall) into either the Charybdis of pleasure and
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gross egoism, or the Scylla of a false and debilitating asceticism.
The delicate part is to adapt the general principle to each indi-
vidual life. You see, I think that life places each of us at a specific
point on the material slope which leads to the spirit, and each of
us must embrace and attack this matter from the point where he
finds himself, neither to one side, higher, nor lower.

It gives me pleasure that you are rediscovering the Son after
the Father in the New Testament. However, I will say this: I do
not like that evangelism which limits itself to a glorification of
the purely human or moral qualities of Jesus. If Jesus were no
more than “a father, a mother, a brother, a sister”” to us, I would
not have need of Him; and, in a sense, the past does not interest
me. What I “ask” of Christ is that He be a Force that is im-
mense, present, universal, as real (more real) than Matter,
which I can adore; in short, I ask Him to be for me the Uni-
verse: complete, concentrated, and capable of being adored.
This is why, while acknowledging the irreplaceable value of the
first three Gospels in presenting the real, historical beginnings
of Christ (with a practical code of moral comparison with Him),
I prefer Saint John and Saint Paul, who really present in the res-
urrected Christ a being as vast as the World of all time. Have
you read, for example, the beginning of the Epistle to the Colos-
sians (Chapter I, verses 12—23), and tried to give it the full, or-
ganic meaning it requires? Here Christ appears as a true soul of
the World. It is only thus that I love Him.

Since my last letter I have made the little trip to Peking which
I told you about. The meeting presented by the Peking Societies
of Geology and Natural History to honor the Crown Prince of
Sweden was very brilliant, and it was quite an honor for me to
have to give (in English!) one of the three speeches. I spoke
after a Chinese and before a Swede, an internationalism that I
triumphantly savored. The same internationalism reigned at the
banquet. The prince is very charming and seems quite a scholar.
He is certainly one of those men whom every democracy should
maintain and multiply, even if they are pleased to change their
names. Almost all my time in Peking was spent with my geolo-
gist friends, Chinese and Americans. Did I tell you that some
little conical organisms that I collected at the end of July in the
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lowest Cambrian of Shensi are probably ultra-primitive cepha-
lopods? The walls are difficult to distinguish, but they now seem
certain.

You would like Peking at this season: there is a little too
much dust, the leaves have fallen and the great water lilies are
withering around the yellow and red walls of the Imperial Palace,
but the light is admirably pure, and it is an unending spectacle,
as much for the spirit as for the eyes, to trace, beyond the crene-
lated walls of the old capital, the jagged violet line of the west-
ern mountains, the gilded sky which bends toward Turkistan
and Europe.

Here, in Tientsin, I am working in peace; and for the mo-
ment, I have plenty to keep me busy with preliminary study of
the fossils of Sangkan Ho (the definitive study cannot be done
until I reach Paris). Incidentally, I have discovered among my
findings of three weeks ago some pieces of the foot of an enor-
mous rhinoceros — at least half again as big as a good-sized
tichorhinus! If it is not an elasmotherium, it is an absolutely
new form. What a shame not to have a tooth!

I have made a clear copy and had typed a kind of dissertation
that I wrote on the ship. In this paper I clarify the ideas on evo-
lution that I expounded four or five times in lectures last win-
ter. I will send you a copy of it. I am not absolutely without hope
that I may have it published in Louvain. I would like this pub-
licity, for I have the feeling that I say sincere and incontestable
things. I am more and more struck by the emptiness or rigidity
of what is being written in France. Writers say the same things
over and over again or, if they add some new nutritive element,
it is in a tiny dose: a grain of wheat in a ton of sawdust. They are
not truthful, and this irritates me. Men love only those who heal
or liberate them: the Church too often forgets to imitate Jesus
Christ on this last point.

Tientsin, November 14, 1926

What to tell you of my Chinese existence? Since my last letter I
have not moved a kilometer beyond the university, whose large
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airy spaces satisfy me. Have I told you that my window looks out
onto ponds or marshes where, in 1925, I still saw cormorants
fishing? Now the nearest ponds are partly filled in, but I still
have a wide vista of fields and fresh water which enchants me
every evening with the sweetness and purity of the hues it takes
on in the setting sun. I spend the daylight hours at the Licent
Museum, where I am preparing under the microscope a whole
family of little animals (Siphnes, Lagomys, hedgehogs) whom I
find admirable. How I wish I could return to the deposit! When
night comes I write letters, as I am doing now. Also I work on a
project that is going to amaze you: I am starting to put down in
as simple a form as possible, with the idea of seriously attempt-
ing its publication, my religious point of view, not in its theoret-
ical foundations, but in its practical applications. I call this The
Divine Milieu, and I am trying to show how Christianity can
and must fill human life with God without dehumanizing it. I
have said that you may be disappointed to learn that I am writ-
ing a book “of piety” instead of the Book of the Earth; but this
does not mean that I am abandoning the latter. I am beginning
with the other because it has long been ready in my mind, and
because it suddenly occurred to me that the tranquillity of
Tientsin was the opportunity I have been awaiting to put into
words what I have so long been saying. This in no way resembles
a sermon, and it is the sincerest expression of my Christian
thought. As I told you in October, I feel that I have arrived at
the moment when I must try to communicate what I have seen
over ten years of calm inner delight.

In the realm of outward event I find very little to note besides
a visit to the museum last Wednesday (the twelfth) by the
Prince of Sweden. Unfortunately the visit coincided with a
frightful snowstorm which made the crossing of the yards of the
university, which are still full of rubbish, extremely unceremo-
nial. I am now on good terms with some members of the Swedish
colony of Peking, which is not unpleasant. I believe that if the
university were in Peking instead of Tientsin I would lead
almost as hectic a life as I do in Paris. As I was saying, the
arrival of the Prince of Sweden coincided with that of the cold.
On that very night I came home around midnight from a bois-
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terous dinner of veterans. It was mild and peaceful. Suddenly I
was amazed to hear a flock of wild geese go by, honking. An hour
later winter was upon us. Every year it begins abruptly like this,
when the Siberian regime arrives to replace the other, and set-
tles down over Northern China.

Politically China appears more and more unsettled. For the
moment the storm is confined to the area of Nanking, where
the Cantonese seem to be about to arrive. But it is probable
that the West will begin to move again. The Kuominchun have
raised the blockade of Sianfou (the point where I was stopped in
July), and they threaten to reappear in coastal China along the
valley of the Hwang Ho. I am growing more certain that it is the
“Reds” who are going to reorganize China. If only they could let
me work in the spring!

Peking, November 28, 1926

I am writing you from Peking. I came here the day before yes-
terday to meet M. Lacroix. Now it appears that he is traveling
the length of Japan and will not be here until the eighth of
December! I have temporarily decided to wait for him here, and
not to return to Tientsin, and in his absence I am making con-
nections with certain members of Congress, which partly makes
up for the mistake I made, I fear, in not going to Tokyo. Yester-
day I spent the day in the company of Chinese, Americans, Aus-
tralians, and New Zealanders, which allowed me to savor that rich
delight of being a “citizen of the Earth.” Yes, I believe we are
approaching the moment when new affinities — the true panhu-
man affinities — will break down nationalistic boundaries, in
politics as in religion. And I imagine that, in accordance with a
general law of matter, this enormous quantitative modification
will produce new qualities on our Earth.

In the Book of the Earth I mean to devote a paragraph to that
“power to love” which is now scattered and diffused throughout
the human dust. People are preoccupied with reserves of me-
chanical energy on the Earth. When will they realize that bil-
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lions of horsepower and kilowatts are nothing, physically, com-
pared with the voltages and possibilities for transformation
stored in our minds and hearts? When will they stop relegating
to narrow-minded casuists, rigid moralists, or Freudian analysts
— when, in short, will they regard as other than the work of
mystical dreamers — the task of saving and liberating what is
the essential resource of the world? What accounts for the im-
mortal power of Christianity and is the underlying source of
Saint Paul’s success is that the Church channels toward a precise
end, or at least along a precise axis, those hopes for universal
union which are, in terms of cold psychological analysis, our
sole definitive reason for performing the smallest action.

To return to my outward activities, the days spent in Tientsin
passed peacefully, following the same rhythm and plan. More
interesting finds among my Kalgan collection: more fragments
of the large rhinoceros, a huge enigmatic radius, the jawbone of
a curious ruminant similar to the musk ox, etc. Since this work
involves constant comparison with or reference to the Licent
material, which I cannot consider transporting to Paris en masse,
it does not duplicate what I might do in Paris. In another area, I
have finished the first of three parts of The Divine Milieu. Here
in Peking, my schedule is determined by the visits of various
interesting geologists and by meetings with Pekinese friends. It
is, accordingly, a little confused. Thursday I am to see Bailey
Willis, who is one of the current leaders in the science of the
Earth. Tuesday I am having lunch at the Peking Union Medi-
cal College (Rockefeller Foundation) with a Professor Parker
of Harvard. I no longer entertain Americans.

I am taking advantage of my prolonged visit here — and also,
occasionally, of the cars furnished to the Pan-Pacifics — to see
more of the city than I have done before. Thus, yesterday I went
to the Summer Palace. Somewhat childish in certain respects,
bizarre too, crumbling and dusty, alas! like all things Chinese, it
is, on the whole, a splendid creation. Very much like the Palace
of Peking, whose yellows, reds, marbles, and monumental doors
emerge from and contrast so singularly with the delicate dusti-
ness of individual constructions or ornaments, the Summer Pal-
ace charmed me, despite the gray of winter, with the total effect
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of its colors and lines. I am beginning to have, in the presence of
ancient China, the curious impression of a productive power
which crumbled into bits as it created. Was this a weakness in
the creative spirit, a weakness in the materials available, or a
weakness in the will which could neither complete nor conserve?
I do not know the country or its history well enough to try to
decide. The real answer will be given a century from now by
young China.

Peking, December 16, 1926

I am writing you a little late, and still from Peking. The two
things have the same cause, namely, M. Lacroix’s trip to China.
M. Lacroix is a man whom I like and admire very much, besides
being one of the strongest supporters of my scientific mission in
China. So I do all I can to be with him and welcome him here,
which in turn enables me to benefit from the facilities placed at
his disposal for seeing all the beauties or curiosities of Peking
and its environs. The most important item on the agenda was an
excursion to Kalgan, which we succeeded in making without too
much difficulty in three days. In spite of the personal support of
the Director of the Geological Survey, who accompanied us, the
train ride was arduous: fourteen hours in cars with broken win-
dows, arriving at two o’clock in the morning. Fortunately we
survived with a few head colds (I escaped even that), and we con-
quered the tedium by laughing a good deal. In Kalgan, thanks
to a passport obtained through the American consul, we were
able to go by car on the Urga road to the basaltic edge of the
Mongolian High Plateau, which gave M. Lacroix an excellent
idea of the principal eruptive ranges of Northern China. The
“local color” was violent: never had I seen Kalgan so intensely
Asiatic and Siberian as it was in this glacial cold and this state of
siege. No Europeans, except for a few Russians or Americans.
Everywhere, soldiers or Mongols wearing enormous fur hats,
galloping on wild little horses at breakneck speed. On our way
up to look at the basalts we passed the automobiles that cover the
Kalgan-Urga road in four days: two little cars that would nor-

LETTERS I, 1926-1952 53



mally hold six persons, each containing some fifteen Mongols,
shaggy with furs and flushed with the cold, all this in a cloud of
dust. The whole effect was extraordinarily savage and intense,
with a savagery and an intensity that were human. I was not dis-
pleased that M. Lacroix observed for himself the difficulties of
traveling and geological work in China. After the strain of Kal-
gan, we relaxed with easy little outings to palaces, pagodas, etc.,
and endured numerous dinners. I am trying to increase my con-
tacts with the people of Peking, insofar as this fatal plurality of
languages permits, and I miss no occasion to introduce my “hu-
manitarian” ideas. I almost always notice that they sink in im-
mediately, which is to say that they preexist in my interlocutor.
As for myself, I am amazed at the invasion I have undergone for
the past two years at the hands of these humane preoccupations
or aspirations. The study and love of the Earth and of Life, sus-
tained by the precision and power of Christian perspectives,
have introduced me to a view of the “human terrestrial stra-
tum” and an awareness of its biological autonomy, its order of
grandeur, and its value, which tend increasingly to absorb my
preoccupations. It is in the discovery, analysis, and presentation
of this immense and mysterious entity that I shall, no doubt, be
increasingly engaged. I hope that the inner path will become
clearer to me with each step.

As for China, everything I see and hear points toward an ac-
celeration of the crisis. The party of the North (Chang-tzo-lin),
which seemed to be concentrating and consolidating, now seems
to be dividing. The Cantonese also have their difficulties
(caused by jealousies between leaders), but they are moving
like water over damp soil that is ready to receive them. An offi-
cial of the Peking government said recently, in conversation,
that the present drama had to do with the fact that China is
simultaneously undergoing three revolutions which other states
have known only successively: an intellectual revolution, a po-
litical revolution, and a social revolution. This interpretation is
probably very accurate.

While waiting for the new China, whose elements I like to
recognize in a few good Chinese friends, to discover herself, it is
a curious pilgrimage to visit the abandoned palaces and temples,
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as I have been doing for two weeks. I am more and more struck
by the element of childishness and the absence of solid material-
ity which characterize the finest Chinese creations. Except for
jade, bronze, and porcelain, everything crumbles, and the most
magnificent lines fall into dust. Moreover, when one looks at the
most magnificent bronzes, one is always shocked by an anatomi-
cal strangeness or an infantilism. There is nothing that has the
total majesty of Egypt or Assyria. The most terrible lions show a
ridiculous number of teeth and wear little bells around their
necks.

Tientsin, December 25, 1926

. . . Either because of my findings themselves (the fauna of
Sangkan Ho is one of the finest fossil faunas of China at the pres-
ent time), or because of the fact that this work is part of the vast
scientific and humanistic work which is now being done around
the Pacific, I am sure that my year has been better employed
here than in France. My roots are in Paris, and I will not pull
them up. But if you only knew what a marvelous field of action
there is here right now, and what a wide space to breathe in,
despite the political unrest! In four or five months I shall feel
the imperious need to come and immerse myself again in the
incomparable milieu of that warm and wonderful Paris. But 1
cannot regret, even scientifically, having responded to the call of
events and risked the journey of this year 1926.

M. Lacroix is in Tientsin, waiting for his boat for Shanghai.
When he is gone, I will return to a peace that I desire. Spring
will come very quickly now, and I will have to think again about
going into the country. Mentally I need a few weeks of peace.
Physically I am absolutely fine.

Tientsin, January 22, 1927

If you ever read my “pious book,” you will see that there is a
paragraph devoted to Holy Matter, a matter that has nothing
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emaciated or Franciscan about it. You see, if you continue to be
true to yourself, I think you will come to realize that Spirit is
not the fleshless thing, the insubstantial specter, that is some-
times presented to us. True spirit must be formed of all the vi-
tality and all the consistency of the body: it is an extension in
the same direction. The spiritual life of all the great saints has
been a richer and more intense life, not a restricted life. We live,
in this respect, in a dim ambiguity. And it is my fundamental
difficulty not to be able to voice as I would, by word and by
example, my certitude that the Kingdom of God can only be
established by a much more complete immersion of the Chris-
tian forces in the most powerful currents of the Earth. Ah, the
great symbol of Baptism, in which ordinarily men see no more
than the drop of water that cleanses, and miss the river that
sweeps away! In everything that I have happened to read on the
World, I seem never to have found an accent, a cry, that has not
already escaped me. I repeat: Spirit is the most violent, the most
incendiary of Matters.

Outwardly, a trying piece of news: I have just learned that,
despite the efforts of Monsignor B., Rome does not want me to
return to my professorship. They do not seem to have taken a
dislike to me, far from it; but they want to save Religion. So I
am beginning to think about reinforcing my roots in Paris. I
foresee stays at the laboratory interrupted by trips enabling me
to pursue my scientific efforts without losing opportunities for
a steadier position in a few years. At bottom, I remain quite
calm. The less the people who inconvenience me (by doing their
job, I realize) interest me, the greater is my passionate confi-
dence in the Force — much greater than they — which they
represent in my eyes. I would take enormous delight in break-
ing all ties; but that would be a vital absurdity, and I do not
believe that solution can even be considered right now. Natu-
rally, I still expect to be taken back in November.

We are in the middle of the cold season here. A dry cold, from
fifteen to twenty below, following a snowfall. I work at the Li-
cent Museum or at my desk: various geological notes, and the
“pious book” of which I am about to begin the third and final
part, which is already very much prepared. The “Noosphere”
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looms ever larger on my horizon, and I am beginning to believe
that its manifestation represents the properly human or pro-
fane aspect of the species of little spiritual “mission” to which I
feel I am destined, and from which I feel no power in the world
can dissuade me. Still plenty of socializing and projects with my
Peking friends. The work and the possibilities for work mul-
tiply before one’s eyes. If only one had a little peace! (Actu-
ally, I am perhaps illogical in desiring this peace, when the pres-
ent agitation is undoubtedly productive: the formation of a
mountain is of greater value to a geologist than the opportunity
to study those that already exist.) Sven Hedin is to leave Peking
in April for Tien-chan, with a veritable army. If only I could go
with himl!

Peking, February 14, 1927

The day before yesterday at a dinner I found myself sitting next
to a quietly desperate woman who told me that one day she had
awakened to the view that the World was empty. And so while
in the setting and under the guise of a mundane conversation,
we thus touched on what is most dramatic in human relations
— namely the problem of faith in Life discussed in wivo, be-
tween persons who speak without concealing anything — with a
kind of start, I swore to myself once again that I would have so
much faith in the divine virtue that impinges on us through all
things, that I would end by setting fire to what is around me
and first of all to what is closest to me. Let us not doubt it, and
let us awaken to that light: the world is full of God. For if it
were empty, the world would long ago have died of disgust.

I am writing you from Peking. The meeting of the Geological
Society is proceeding with its customary cordiality; I would even
say that from one year to the next there is a perceptible increase
in the warmth and mutual sympathy of the members. If only
you had seen the banquet the day before yesterday: Chinese,
Americans, Swedes, Germans, Frenchmen (myself and a guest
of mine). What warm and intelligent internationalism! And
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what a practical demonstration of the reality of those new forces
which can emerge from a synthesis of nations! The meeting was
reinforced by the presence of Sven Hedin, who is about to leave
for Turkistan again. He is a strange man; insolently young be-
neath his sixty years, truculent in his Nordic coldness, brimming
over with kindness despite an incontestable vanity, ready for any
sacrifice for the sake of “knowledge” despite his egoism. We are
to dine together this evening. He would take me with him at the
drop of a hat. But how to come back in three weeks with all the
ties that bind me?

I wish I knew that you were not too alarmed by my dismissal
from the Catholic Institute. In your heart, I know, like Boule
and like many other friends, you will find me weak, and perhaps
you will think less of me, because I shall not make the gesture
(which would be such a relief for me) of dropping those who
prevent me from telling what I see. Understand me: in this
whole business only one thing concerns me, only one thing
guides me: to try to be as true as possible to Life. As I have told
you, before my eyes the World — particularly the human world
—grows, I would almost venture to say, from week to week.
Now, the more it assumes this clarity and consistency in my eyes,
the more I perceive that it can continue to exist only by its effort
toward some divine principle. Would it be logical for me, by
breaking with my Church, impatiently to force the growth of
that Christian stem in which I am persuaded that the sap of the
religion of tomorrow is forming? I am held fast in the Church
by the very views which help me to see her insufficiencies. Is this
not a bit dramatic or cosmic? Help me by having confidence in
me. I still do not know what my life will be. I would like to
make the role of Paris as large as possible. But I suspect that I
will also have to make the role of work here rather large (to save
Paris). I have decided to go forward with a shameless optimism.
If there is a God, as I believe, he will make the obstacles serve
my progress; and in the end I will find myself more able than
ever to make the light shine which some would like to see extin-
guished. . . . In this connection, I have made (or more pre-
cisely made again, with greater clarity) a personal discovery. It
is that, fundamentally, what I desire so greatly to propagate is
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not exactly a theory, a system, a Weltanschauung, but a certain
taste, a certain perception of the beauty, the pathos, and the
unity of being. This may even account for the incomprehension
I encounter. I try to translate the species of calm intoxication
produced in me by an awareness of the profound substance of
things into theories (how I wish I could translate it into
musicl), but these theories really matter to me only by their
vibrations in a province of the soul which is not that of intellec-
tualism. Those who do not hear the fundamental harmony of
the Universe which I try to transcribe (fortunately, many do)
look in what I write for some kind of narrowly logical system,
and are confused or angry. Fundamentally, it is not possible to
transmit directly by words the perception of a quality, a taste.
Once again, it would be more to my purpose to be a shadow of
Wagner than a shadow of Darwin. Taking myself as I am, I see
no better course than to strive by all means to reveal Humanity
to Men.

In any case, I expect to return to Paris in the fall. Between
now and then I will undoubtedly make a trip to the north-
east of Peking (April-August). M. Boule is not giving me money
this year; but I am only half sorry about this. It leaves me
free to undertake a broad geological research whose importance,
oddly enough, exaggerated anxieties of a “Gallery curator”
completely prevent my dear old teacher from perceiving. In
reality I continue here ex aequo with the Americans and the
Swedes; and I am now, by mutual agreement, in charge of
“supervision” of Paleontological Studies (Vertebrates) at the
Chinese Survey. I can do without the 10,000 francs from the
I.P.H. — now nationalism is killing minds, now, after systemati-
cally elevating them for centuries! It is because something else is
being born.

Tientsin, February 27, 1927

And now what to tell you on the subject of Boule? As a matter of
fact I had a letter to him on my desk that might have brought
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out his bad auvergnat side. I tore it up, and I have written an-
other in which I have said the same things in a different tone of
voice. Briefly, I remind him that I came to China this year be-
cause this seemed the only way for me to remain in paleontology
and in the laboratory (short of breaking with my Order, which I
would have regarded as a moral blunder). I point out that I
work for Licent only very secondarily: my center is in Peking,
where I am looked upon essentially as “Boule’s student” and the
representative of the museum. Finally, I assure him that I am not
the least bit annoyed that he has cut off my salary this year. I still
have enough to travel this spring, and I prefer not to have new
financial responsibilities, given the political situation. If I find
fossils there will always be time to send me funds afterwards. I
have written to Lacroix asking him not to be too insistent with
the faculty meeting. I have said all this as nicely as possible. This
done, I have sent a note to Lacroix and a long letter to my friend
Lemoine (Professor of Geology at the museum) letting him
know discreetly that Professor Licent had taken away none of
the fifty crates brought back by me in 1924 but only a load sent
by him for study in 1g922. (In this affair Licent has been just as
auvergnat as Boule, but correct.) To Lemoine, who is influen-
tial and a smooth talker, I have openly and without modesty
given a summary of my work here for the past eight months.
After all, these things must be known. I fail to understand why
Boule is so fascinated by his showcases or his little personal ad-
vantage that he does not wish to interest himself in the findings
of which my letters are full (and which bear directly on that
Pliocene he loves so much). This pains me, for him more than
for myself. But it does not bother me in the least. I would say
rather that it is for me a kind of goad which points and keeps me
more fiercely than ever in that single direction: to penetrate
everything that is not, or everyone who does not love, only the
Truth. “Truth”! Does not the Gospel say, Veritas liberabit
vos? I want to do everything I can to surround my old master,
to whom I owe so much, with affection and respect. But I will
never put the museum before the general interests of human
research.

I wrote you last, if I am not mistaken, on my return from the

60 LETTERS TO TWO FRIENDS, 1926-1952



meeting of the Geological Society. Since then my time has still
been rather taken up. To begin with, for two days I have had
four young members of the Sven Hedin expedition to whom I
was supposed to give as much information as possible on re-
search on the Paleolithic and vertebrate fossils. Next, I spent
three days at the mining center of “Kailan” three hours north
of Tientsin by train. Kailan is probably the second largest coal
mine in the world for production, and since its isolation obliges
it to be self-sufficient, it forms a veritable little state that even
manufactures its own trucks and its own central heating. The
governor of this city, an excellent Belgian, received me in an
extremely cordial and princely manner. I lived in an atmosphere
of cigars and champagne! The real purpose of my visit was to
look in the quarries of the region for cracks with fossil-bearing
filling such as exist south of Peking. The cracks were numerous,
but almost all sterile. Even so I eventually found one that con-
tained some hedgehogs, rodents, etc. This first find will perhaps
develop further. For lack of enough bones, I collected a series of
interesting Ordovician cephalopods: Actinoceras, Endoceras,
etc. These fossils are found in excessively hard gray-blue lime-
stone in which their sections appear sculpted by the superficial
disintegration of the rock. In the kingdom of Kailan their col-
lection is exceedingly simple. I was escorted by three or four
Chinese armed with chisels and hammers. I would draw chalk
circles around the desirable sections, and move majestically on.
Then a coolie would start to work, and in the evening I would
be brought the specimens, quarried from the living rock. I wish
I had extractors like these when I travell Among the Chinese
who accompanied me in this way there was one marvelous one
who has long been the “boy” of a prospector of the mine. I
would love to take him away with me some day.

Nothing new with my personal affairs. The man with whom I
can discuss them (by correspondence) will not return to Lyon
(from Syria) until the beginning of March. My letters are wait-
ing for him, but I will have no answer before a month. The
more I think about it, anyway, the more necessary my return
in the fall seems. I have too much work to finish and too many
shadows to dispel (in Paris and in Rome).
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March 13, 1927

Very little has happened since my last letter. I have led a per-
fectly peaceful life between my typewriter (I am typing my
“pious” book), and a binocular microscope or a camera lucida
at the museum. I will not say that this life absolutely satisfies me,
or that the absence of the social factor does not seem excessive.
But after all, it is only a temporary period. I will probably go to
Peking shortly; and the presence there of one of my friends, Dr.
Ting, who seems to be returning to geology after being a big
political man in Shanghai for a year, promises renewed entry
into the young China milieu. If I succeed in catching this Dr.
Ting in private conversation, I imagine we will embark to-
gether on vast utopias embracing the pan-Pacific world and the
entire globe. Speaking of Peking, I will tell you that I am receiv-
ing increasingly urgent and definite offers to take charge of ver-
tebrates at the Geological Survey down there, allowing for all
the necessary part of my time spent in Paris. I do not yet know
how all this will end, since I cannot have news from Rome be-
fore the beginning of April. But Boule is really too simple in
imagining that a change in my schedule is going to “lose me for
science,” or even further, to prevent me from engaging in free
science. I feel a sacred aversion to ecclesiasticism, and anything
that happens to me can only serve to reinforce these sentiments.
You know, I understand very well the preference of certain per-
sons for rebellion and rebels. And I will say again that nothing
would be easier or more appealing to me than this attitude. Un-
fortunately (and perhaps you will say that here precisely lies my
weakness or my tameness) I do not feel I have the right, just
now, to adopt it. First of all, because I am not being asked to
make any theoretical renunciation of what I believe to be true
(they are content to impose restrictions which will not, if God is
with me, prevent me from going where I will). Next, because I
feel too much a part of a mass of people who cannot go as fast as
I, to dare to jeopardize the movement of life by making a break
for my personal satisfaction. To tell the truth, all this is not as
absolutely clear in my mind as it is on paper. I let things take
their course with the firm hope that I shall not arrive at an im-
passe.

62 LETTERS TO TWO FRIENDS, 1926-1952



I have experienced for a long time and I still experience, as a
first reaction, your antipathy for Man. I have tried to analyze it,
and it seems to me that it has to do with the fact that another
Man is, for each of us, another World, a rival World to our own,
that is, the one centered around us. Animals seem to belong to
our World, because they are subordinate to us in some way; so
they do not bother us. We assume that they have no Weltan-
schauung, or else we lend them ours. Another Man is another
Weltanschauung; this is what bothers us, or even gives us a con-
stantly renewed hatred for him. It seems to me that this repul-
sion between men is something that must be overcome in order
to arrive at a higher human state. To attain this result I have
found no other method than to look at Man either impersonally,
in the Noosphere, as a drop of water in the sea, or as an atom in
Matter (why do you not love the Noosphere if you love the sea
and the sky?), or else personally, in Him in whom, for the Chris-
tian faith, all are and shall be physically one (but here again, as
in mutual affection, plurality, the other, disappears as a rival,
and survives only as the increase that it brings).

It is really the other, the rival, whom we fear and hate in
Man; and this aversion ceases as soon as we find a way to bring
this other back into our unity.

I need to make a trip to Peking since I cannot make one to
Paris, which would be infinitely superior for restoring my tone.
To tell the truth, at certain moments it seems to me that I no
longer feel anything, but that I have passed into a state of pure
force, that I am turned toward something great in which I lose
myself without yet being able to make out either the face or the
name.

Peking, March 24, 1927

Here I am in Peking again. I have come for the annual meeting
of the Society of Natural History, a recent offshoot of the Geo-
logical Society. Nothing new since my last letter. Still no word
from Rome or Lyon that might help me to make my plans for
the future. I am reduced to idle conjecture, and to following the
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course of events in China, which is more and more troubled.
Politically, what is happening in Shanghai and Nanking seems
to be the climax of the crisis, and possible indication of an un-
derstanding between the North and the South at the expense of
the foreigners (without violence, but by a process of elimina-
tion). Deeper than politics is the growing movement of antipa-
thy toward everything that is not Chinese. Even here in Peking
we just had a demonstration against Sven Hedin by some stu-
dent organizations —a very ill-conceived act, considering the
fact that Sven Hedin took some Chinese geologists with him by
agreement with the Geological Survey. But the “young Chi-
nese” do not look that closely, and do not wish to tolerate any
expeditions that are not led by Chinese. Andrews will have diffi-
culty doing anything this year. What the Chinese do have a right
to protest are the forays made in their country by foreign inves-
tigators. In this they talk exactly like Boule on the subject of
French deposits. Nevertheless they should understand (as the
most intelligent among them do) that they still need to be
helped and educated. All this convinces me that the stage of
the “Museum missions” in China is gone forever, and that we
have arrived at the age of “collaboration.” This collaboration is
being asked of me more and more formally. The other evening I
had dinner with the Director (Wong) and the former Director
(Ting) of the Survey. Once again they urged me to take charge
of the Department of Vertebrate Paleontology without jeopar-
dizing possible stays in Paris. I had not seen Ting since 1924 (on
my return to China, he was in Shanghai), and I almost em-
braced him when I saw him again. We understand one another
admirably, he and I. His is a remarkably open mind — geolo-
gist, historian, philosopher; he is deeply Chinese, without
being at all xenophobic. For me he represents, in his ideas, the
axis along which China must reorganize and advance, and in his
very person he may well make a considerable contribution to
domestication and orientation of the new forces. So far, the
North of China is perfectly calm. I still hope to make a small
trip at the end of April.

As I have told you quite often already, I feel completely at
home in Peking, where I lead the social life that all Christians
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should lead, and breathe a good humane air which is cleared of a
great many prejudices. Even so, the atmosphere does not equal
that of Paris; and although the Far East may be a favorable place
to widen one’s personal experience and enrich one’s own ideas,
it will never be a soil that I can work or a milieu that I can re-
create in speaking or in writing. I am born to speak in Frgnch to
Europeans. So you need not fear that I will let myself be di-
verted from my objective, which is some day to reappear defini-
tively in France, better armed to make myself heard. I remain,
at heart, of an invincible optimism.

A week ago I found, in the bottom of an old crate in the Li-
cent Museum, a human incisor, very fossilized, taken by my col-
league with some gazelle’s teeth from the Paleolithic strata of
Ordos. This tooth will tell us nothing either about the existence
of Man (since we already have tools) nor about his anthropo-
logical characteristics, but it is the first fragment of Paleolithic
Man in China, which is always interesting. It will be described
in Peking.

April 6, 1927

On my return from Peking last week I found a letter from
Rome. It seems that the authorities are not yet desirous of hav-
ing me reenter the domain of ideas by way of teaching, but that
they see no difficulty in my returning for a few months to Paris
for my scientific work. The idea that I might eventually be relo-
cated permanently in Paris (restricted to pure science) is not
dismissed. Under the circumstances I am contemplating return-
ing to France at the end of the summer and staying long enough
to write up a report on my Pliocene fauna. Afterwards I would
return to China. If the country has not become completely
xenophobic, I will have a very interesting position with the
Geological Survey, in a Chinese-American-Swedish milieu which
I like very much. This would enable me to combine Paris and
Peking in a way that would place at my disposal the double
and complementary riches of East and West, not to mention that
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my quality of perpetual “traveler” both here and there would, I
hope, allay much suspicion. I am, therefore, moving in the di-
rection of this arrangement of my life. Moreover, I remain abso-
lutely determined to do all I can to “swallow” the obstacle, that
is, to spread as many of my ideas as I can by utilizing the very
restrictive conditions that certain elements are trying to impose
on me. I have not concealed this from my “authorities,” and I
have told them that I was counting on them to help me! Actu-
ally, it is useless to discuss theoretically what I will or will not be
permitted to do. As in so many cases, I hope that the problem
will resolve itself very simply by movement. One thing is cer-
tain, that they will have trouble confining me to pure science.
For me, geology is like a root that pushes me with its sap toward
the human questions: unification, prospection, and organization
(especially psychological) of the human stratum. I cannot live
outside of this realm.

Although you mischievously claim that in these tastes I am
like the men of the eighteenth century (such a nice century, if it
hadn’t been such an unimaginative one!), I think I am rather
different, in my perspectives and preoccupations, from my re-
spectable great uncle! I neither believe in nor sympathize with
logical systems or frameworks. But I am very sensitive to the
existence and value of living organisms, and it is from this point
of view that I try to interpret Humanity. For us it is a question
of becoming collectively more sensitive, more receptive, more
free: a question of life or death, which we shall be more and
more obliged to face.

Meanwhile, China is more and more in a state of crisis. If
Chang-tzo-lin does not succeed in stopping the Cantonese in
their march toward the Yellow River, we will be Red — here
and Peking — in twenty-four hours. Chang-tzo-lin has no sym-
pathy in China and the terrain that he still occupies is heavily
undermined, that is, favorable to the South, or even ripe for
rebellion. The American and English consuls are already begin-
ning to recall their nationals to Tientsin! Here we fear nothing,
except superficial inconveniences (like partial evacuation); and
these are still only pessimistic prognoses. The European troops
are strong. Besides, the Southern movement will surely reach us
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in reduced form. Fong-hin-shiang would be our future master:
he does not have the reputation of being brutal. In the end,
nobody knows what will be left of the European establishments
(notably the missions) in China in a year, short of very con-
siderable foreign intervention (and even in this case, we will
probably be under a regime similar to the Turkish regime). I
cannot yet foresee that the North will allow itself to be Soviet-
ized. From my insignificant point of view this squall is rather ill-
timed, since it threatens to buffet the young and promising tree
of the Geological Survey in Peking. I imagine that my friends
will remain in charge (they are irreplaceable, and besides very
nationalist); but will they be able to resume, before several
years, that friendly collaboration with the “whites” which is the
charm of Pekinese scientific life just now? That is the question.
They have to reckon with a group of ignorant young xeno-
phobes who are very vocal (as Sven Hedin can testify). Six
months from now, I guess, all this will begin to be clear.

Whatever happens, I am not sorry to be an eyewitness to this
great human movement of truly geological magnitude. It is the
modern individualization of Asia that is taking place. A surpris-
ing aspect of this phenomenon is the infinitesimal part that
seems to be played in the event by the so-called good powers. In
reality I imagine that this is an appearance. Under the inevi-
table surface foam the forces that are bubbling up are fine and
noble. But what a pity constantly to see the good identified with
memories of the past or of the established order!

As regards China, I am beginning to be puzzled about her real
possibilities. Up to now I have held — and I am still inclined to
believe — that our inability to come to an understanding with
this country is due to the fact that we regard it with eyes and
minds that are narrow and Mediterranean. In the light of the
convergent evidence that I have gathered here from the most di-
verse men, I see an increasing possibility for another hypothesis,
namely, that the Chinese are arrested primitives, victims of re-
tarded development whose anthropological substance is inferior
to ours. “They have quick minds,” one hears, “but no construc-
tive ability, no tenacity to sustain an effort, no will power, no
great passion. And there emanates from their mass an invincible
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force of leveling and ‘dissolution.” Everything that tends to stand
out among them is immediately reduced to zero. Everything that
lives for a long time among them is psychologically diminished,
weakened.” I have a good half-dozen friends who do not seem to
me to correspond to this portrait. But are they exceptional, ter-
minal individuals, or do they represent a germ and a blueprint
for the future? Scientifically, I believe that the problem is still
unsolved and that it is the outcome of the present crisis which
will begin to determine the solution. Neither the Christian atti-
tude of love for all mankind, nor humane hopes for an organ-
ized society must cause us to forget that the “human stratum”
may not be homogeneous. If it were not, it would be necessary
to find for the Chinese, as for the Negroes, their special func-
tion, which may not (by biological impossibility) be that of the
whites. I do not like these prospects. But they may some day
become necessary. Is not the real way to conquer the world to
utilize its faults, and not to deny them, if they are irremediable?
Think it over and you will see that it is not “opium” that I am
offering you.

Your visit to Breuil amused me very much. The fact is that
this old archeologist has fitted out a delightful cave for himself;
and, by the way, I think that an artistic and personal setting
must be one of the rarest pleasures and stimulants of life. Un-
fortunately it is the one that a “communistic”’ life like mine
renders most impossible to achieve. But after all, is not this pri-
vation compensated by a kind of liberation? I would rather in-
habit “the World” than a home.

Tientsin, April 20, 1927

I am more uncertain than ever about what I shall be able to do
this summer before my return to France. Yesterday we were in
the midst of preparing for a trip to the west of Mukden (a re-
gion of mediocre interest), when a missionary told us that there,
too, the Chinese masses had suddenly begun to rise. I still hope
that this is a false report. But if it is confirmed, the possibilities
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for field work tend rapidly to approach zero. Meanwhile, I am
beginning to feel an intense need to return somewhere, to look
for anything at all. The fine weather is almost here, and it would
be really annoying to be here, on site, without being able to use
a year. I am sick and tired of poring indefinitely over specimens
collected last year. The “new” is not far away, and it is the
“new”” for which I long. _
Things are happening so fast here that it is almost pointless to
describe a situation that will no longer be true by the time you
read these lines. Briefly, it is this. Since my last letter, the halting
of the Southerners north of the Yangtze, together with the dis-
sension that seems to be breaking out in their ranks between the
civilian-extremist faction and the military-moderate party, has
averted the risk of a sudden and brutal revolution in Northern
China. Chang-tzo-lin is dealing harshly with the Kuomintang
propagandists of Peking and Tientsin, and his handful of brig-
ands, however unpopular, is still secure and feared. He is evi-
dently being supported by the Japanese and the whites. Under
the circumstances the crisis will probably assume a slow pace;
but it has not been stopped. The whole country is undermined
in its deepest strata, and the English forces will not prevent the
birth or individualization of a new China and a new Asia which
is taking place. As I may already have said, one may well won-
der what is going to emerge from this difficult labor: an abortion
or a real man. But something is coming. I still see a good num-
ber of Europeans who imagine that after a vigorous foreign in-
tervention, things will return to the calm and freedom that fol-
lowed the Boxer Rebellion. This hope seems to me a childish
illusion such as could only be entertained by diplomats, soldiers,
or businessmen, for whom spiritual forces do not exist. Nothing
stops ideas; outward restraint only lends them force. It seems
unbelievable that intelligent people have not yet accepted this
fact, which fills the history of the World! Meanwhile, China is
probably becoming the most difficult country on earth to travel
in. The West is openly deteriorated. In Ordos, the missionaries
are abandoning two thirds of their Christendoms and banding
together in a general residence for protection. Even here the
consuls are recalling many people from the interior; but I con-
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fess that I do not understand the move, unless armed interven-
tion is secretly being prepared. To finish with the subject of
China, I should tell you that I sent a moderately pro-China and
humanitarian article to an (intelligent) new Catholic journal
in Calcutta, The Week (first issue). It was received with the
highest praise! Unfortunately I do not have a copy to send to
you (they have not sent me a single onel). It was a satisfaction
to be able to say in India a little bit more than would have
passed in Paris. After long being absorbed by the physical zones
of the Earth, I am beginning to feel increasingly familiarized,
by that very Matter, with the taste and preoccupations of the
“human stratum”; and in this new domain I perceive that theo-
retical research is being inexorably transformed into a need to
influence and manipulate which leads logically to social conflicts
and struggles. I observe this shift in direction in myself with cu-
riosity, without having the slightest idea where it is taking me.
But I am fully aware of the savage beast that sleeps within the
instinct to preserve “‘established orders.”

The latest issue of I’Anthropologie, which arrived here the
day before yesterday, plunged me once again into the Museum-
L.P.H. milieu and made me realize forcibly that I have an intel-
lectual and physical need to return to it sometime. China alone
would be just as stifling, after a certain point, as Paris alone.

As I have already said, the fine weather is arriving. But the
Chinese spring is not a real spring: it is a series of gusts of in-
creasing heat, laced with violent dust squalls. Besides, around
Tientsin, there is nothing to turn green except some scraggly
willows. Even so, after the cold, one enjoys these meager and
austere favors.

Tientsin, April 30, 1927

I am a bit late in writing you because of a little trip to Peking
from which I did not return until the day before yesterday. At
present the state of China seems much calmer. Apparently noth-
ing (fortunately!) is to stop the transformation in progress. But
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it seems that they have managed almost to brake a machine that
was accelerating wildly. The raid on the Russian embassy in Pe-
king seems to have contributed as forcefully to the restoration of
calm as the dissension among the Southerners and their halt
north of the Yangtze. The fact is that in the course of this raid
some documents were found that are singularly compromising
to Moscow, not only from the diplomatic point of view, which
would not impress me very much, but from the human point of
view. There was a whole plan of agitation, not excluding blood-
shed, which is absolutely lacking in idealism or nobility. The
more I try to understand and to understand myself, the more I
long — as much as any communist, I suppose — for a human
renovation; but also the more convinced I am that the future
belongs to those who, across all nationalist and bourgeois con-
ventions, boldly give the example of a greater faith in the forces
of good and intelligence hidden in Man and a greater love for
everything that rises or tries to rise. We have need of a group of
new Saint Francises — broader, more aggressive, and more mod-
ern than he was in their way of loving the World, but just as
logical and nonconformist as he was in the practice of their
ideal. We must leave the dead with their dead money, their dead
nationalism, their dead ideas, and create, by living it, an atmos-
phere of new hopes, ambitions, and sympathies. “Spirit” is a
much greater destroyer than violence, and it builds with the
same gesture with which it tears down. Oh, how I would love to
be able to live, like a madman or a lama, the Humanity that I
discover.

In those last days in Peking I once again felt intensely the
presence of that new spirit. On the occasion of Dr. Andersson’s
departure for a year in Europe, we attended an informal dinner
given by Ting, of whom I have often spoken to you — he is the
most remarkable neo-Chinese I know. There were three other
Chinese (the Director of the Geological Survey, a professor at
the National University and finally, a representative of the old
Pekinese aristocracy), as well as Sven Hedin, Granger (the
“splendid fellow” of the Osborne expedition), Dr. Grabau, Dr.
Black (of the Rockefeller Institute), and another geologist,
Barbour. I believe that never in all my life — family life in-
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cluded — have I spent hours so rich and cordial as that evening.
As so many other times in Peking, the occasion was pervaded by a
dimly sensed triumph at the overcoming of racial, national, and
religious barriers. But combined with this there was that spe-
cial intimacy of eves of departure or times of trouble: Andersson
was going away for some time; Hedin was about to set off for
Turkistan; Granger was unhappy, at heart, because his mission
is temporarily impossible. Well, in this almost pathetic atmos-
phere, in a China full of incomprehension, everyone freely
opened his heart; and before the profusion of apple blossoms
that covered the table in a symbol of spring and transience, we
spoke of mutual aid, glorious collaboration, and the future. And
I thought of the parable of the mustard seed. As you know, I
believe that nothing human will be built without the support of
a Divine Center, distinct from Man; but I also believe that for
this Divine Center there were not, that day, many temples more
agreeable than that room in the North Hotel, Hata-men Street,
in Peking.

Two days after this dinner a small group of us went to see the
excavations presently being made in Chou-kou-tien. I am a bit
skeptical about the presence of a Man or an anthropoid in this
region, but Zdansky continues to be so affirmative that I feel
myself wavering a little. One would have to see the casting of his
pieces. While awaiting the discovery of the “Peking Lady,” as
the alleged prehistoric creature is known here among friends,
the excavations are amassing numerous fossils: rodents, bats,
and larger animals. We ourselves found a fine macaco jawbone.
The day was pleasant, but in the afternoon a violent “yellow
wind” arose, and it was in the middle of an unbelievable dust
storm that our car returned to Peking.

I now hope to leave in a few days for the region southeast of
Mukden. The country is calm and we were given our passports
without difficulties. In itself the objective is not exciting, and we
shall not go very far from civilized regions; but one always gains
something by going into the field.

P.S. When I wrote you that “I no longer feel anything,” as if
“I had passed into the state of force,” I was trying to express a
state which is not exactly an absence but no doubt an extreme, a
climax of sensibility.
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Song-chou-tchoelz, May 24, 1927

I left Tientsin twelve days ago and I am writing you on the eve
of our departure, in a caravan, for the region of Dalai-nor. We
are in a large Belgian mission center, full of devoted friends; it is
the same spot that I left in 1924 to enter the eastern Gobi. I had
a curious sensation on finding myself here after three years: the
same but not the same.

To get here we took. the Mukden railroad almost to the bot-
tom of the Gulf of Petchili and from there, cars. After tomorrow
we will be using mules. It is an extremely dismal landscape:
rocky or glaciated, ravaged by innumerable severe floods, with
no vegetation other than clumps of poplars and willows in the
low places, and a soil that is uniformly gray. The vegetation is
barely in bloom and the weather is still heavy with squalls. But
we are moving toward the fine weather, and also toward a coun-
try that is said to be rich in fine mountains and even in impres-
sive remains of forests. The land is calm and the little bandits
respectful. If all continues to go well, I think we will indeed be
getting back to Tientsin by the end of July. The exorbitant
price of the mules is enough to oblige us to do so. I have begun
to gather an impressive number of geological notes. The day be-
fore yesterday we visited a “petrified forest” which has been
known for a long time, but which is badly situated geologically
(it is Upper Jurassic). In addition to the silicified trunks
(stumps) for which the spot is celebrated, I observed a very fine
flora of ferns and conifers. In a few days we will go through a
stretch of shale with fish of approximately the same age.

Personally I am fine. I have been sufficiently absorbed in
study of the terrain not to have time to think about personal or
serious things. But as I was telling you, this contact with the real
does me good. And then, amid the complexity and immobility
of the rocks there rise suddenly toward me “gusts of being,” sud-
den and brief fits of awareness of the laborious unification of
things, and it is no longer myself thinking, but the Earth acting.
It is infinitely better.
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Chan-wantze, June 11, 1927

I am writing you from a little Belgian mission lost in the Wei-
tchang mountain near the southern extremity of the Grand
Khingan (a mountain on the eastern border of the High Mon-
golian Plateau). We have almost reached the central point from
which we plan to radiate for three weeks or so into the marginal
zone of the Gobi. Here there are vestiges of what was once a
great forest, in which Licent hopes to kill lynx, panthers, grouse,
etc.; and I can always find work to do in this chaotic and com-
plex country. For the past three weeks I have had my hands full
keeping up to date the geological log of our itinerary, which has
led us, at the rate of forty kilometers a day, through stretches of
rock separated by breaks from which streams of various lavas
have emerged. The region is very picturesque and must have
been even more so fifty years ago, before the Chinese tenant
farmers stupidly cleared it of trees. Imagine a plateau fifteen to
seventeen hundred meters high and divided by a labyrinth of
valleys into a series of rocky hills, most of which look toward the
northeast. It is across these obstacles that our caravan has been
finding its way since my last letter. It is not a thrilling trip, for
it lacks the vast horizons of the West, but an interesting one
nevertheless. My cargo of rock specimens is growing with a ra-
pidity that is almost alarming. For example, aside from a group
of Cretaceous fish and a few plants, I have nothing in the way of
fossils, nor do I foresee finding any. The chief results of the ex-
cursion will take the form of a map. The country is calm because
the bad elements have enlisted in the armies of Chang-tzo-lin.
We have encountered small groups of bandits (in three passes
out of five). But these are “little” bandits who are content to
rob or tax humble solitary travelers. They let us pass very civ-
illy. Physically I am very well. So the trip has a good chance of
ending without incident. The only question would be how
Chang-tzo-lin is holding out against the Southerners. The latest
rumors we have heard seem to indicate that the situation is not
victorious in that respect. Our plans are, therefore, to radiate
from this center for about three weeks, after which we will work
our way back down to Jehol and Peking. I still plan to be in
Tientsin by the beginning of August.
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As you see, all is going well for me on the whole. I am suffi-
ciently happy in an isolated and independent life which pre-
vents me from feeling the discordances that exist between me
and my milieu. But I also understand clearly that I must not
become too satisfied and that, whatever the reactions to this new
contact may be, I need to immerse myself again in the European
milieu. I vitally need to be in Paris for a while to understand
myself and to get back into life again.

Tong-kia-yinze, July 4, 1927

I am writing you only a few kilometers from the Belgian mis-
sion. For three weeks we have been constantly radiating in the
region, first camping in the forests and pasturages of Wei-tchang,
then making a trip to Ting-pang (three days from here), a re-
mote little town on the edge of the Gobi, eighty kilometers
southeast of the large lake Dalai-nor.

You would have loved Wei-tchang. Picture an immense ba-
saltic plateau, averaging eighteen hundred meters in height,
covered with vast meadows, without a living soul, and here and
there in the ravines or on the ridges, bits of forest land: fir,
larch, birch. Especially since the wars of last year, the country is
entirely deserted and considered dangerous. But we had a con-
siderable escort of Christians (all the peasants are armed and
mounted in this region) and so were able to enjoy the landscape
with easy minds. Except for two periods of rather intense cold
(down to two degrees above zero), the weather was magnificent.
While our men hunted deer and grouse and Licent gathered
plants, I made some interesting geological discoveries; but this
work did not prevent me from keenly enjoying this luxuriant
solitude which was, in certain respects, so similar to that of my
lofty Auvergne. In this rugged country the flowering season is
sudden and opulent, as I imagine it is in Siberia. Everywhere
there were carpets of yellow and red lilies, dwarf or tall iris, tall
scarlet primroses, large white peonies, rhubarb with cream-
colored tufts, silver, violet, or turquoise blue flowers. In the
moist lowlands, orchids (lady’s slippers) flaunted calyxes as fat
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as walnuts. It was enchanting in its life, spaciousness, and soli-
tude.

The landscape of Ting-pang is absolutely different. There
there is no more tabular basalt, but a series of high jagged
ridges at first covered with verdure and then gradually disap-
pearing under a shroud of white sand from which the peaks of
dark rock emerge like mountains from snow. This is the begin-
ning of the great western dunes which took us three days to cross
at their narrowest point in 1924. Ting-pang is a picturesque lit-
tle town nestled between dunes and mountains. Unfortunately
it is also the home of a garrison of such dubious character that
we thought it best to break camp on the morning after our ar-
rival for fear our arms and mules would be confiscated. However
curtailed it has been, this trip has taught me many things, and
has enabled me to fix clearly the geological shape of this almost
unknown region, which is virtually inaccessible to Europeans. I
am bringing back a load of rocks, for M. Lacroix especially. No
fossils around here, but a profusion of volcanic rock.

Now we are planning our return. We are waiting for the lat-
est news to see whether we can go back by way of Jehol and
Peking. I hope to be in Tientsin by the beginning of August.

Jehol, July 24, 1927

Just a word to let you know that all continues to go well, and
that in twelve days I expect to arrive in Tientsin. We are now in
Jehol, a small town, but famous for its lamaic temples, north of
the Great Wall and Peking. It is very warm and humid in spite
of the mountainous country: this temperature is a disagreeable
change for us after the coolness of Wei-tchang.

Nothing new during the last weeks of travel. I merely contin-
ued to improve my knowledge of the structure of the region. As
we leave here to go toward the sea, the area is better known; and
I do not think I will find anything new. So I am eager to get as
fast as possible to Tientsin, where a tiresome job of packing
awaits me.
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The country — that is, China — seems to be in a period of
lull. But it is still far from the calm that would permit normal
work. If it were not for friends in Europe as well as “‘causes” to
defend, I believe I would prefer not to return to France. But
there are the friends, and there are the causes. It is absolutely
necessary that I return in order to try and reconstruct a solid
base for the work ahead. I believe that God will help me to do
1t.

Tientsin, August 6, 1927

I got back to Tientsin two days ago, after a favorable end of
the trip. Circumstances were very much with us from Jehol. The
mountain was swarming with bandits and for a time it would
have been impossible for us to continue our journey. By good
fortune, in the worst place, we came upon a convoy escorted by
one hundred soldiers (!) and were able to travel in its wake. In
spite of everything, I was able to complete my geological profile
in a satisfactory manner, but I lost my fountain pen, and now I
am writing painfully with a bad quill pen.

For reasons of scientific positivism, or inability to overcome a
tide of universal prejudice, I was able to “question” the human
value of the Chinese and to judge the Russian action in China
severely (this severity was born largely of disappointment). But
never has my faith in Humanity as a whole diminished for a
single minute. It is even with curiosity that I observe the extent
to which, after the simplification and consolidation which these
months of traveling have produced in my head, faith and hope
in the terrestrial World have come to dominate my inner life
like great mountains. I find myself fiercely determined to defend
Humanity and Matter on all occasions and against all oppo-
nents. The solution is there. Probably for reasons of environ-
ment and heredity, perhaps with an excess of theory, but very
sincerely in any case, I believe that faith in Humanity can find
its final expression and its ultimate assurance only in a con-
sciousness superior to ours, in which the individual consciences
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(the flower of Humanity) will lose themselves without ceasing
to be themselves.

I am surrounded by heat, humidity, and — what is worse —
packing cases. I should like to be able to take the boat on the
twenty-seventh of August, but I do not know whether I will be
ready in time. It seems to me that I leave for Europe as one
moving toward a great cloud: so many uncertain and shifting
things. But God also inhabits the clouds, and it is his trace that I
come to seek.

Shanghai, August 27, 1927

I am sailing in a few hours on the Chenonceaux, which will
bring me to Marseilles at the beginning of October.

Marseilles, October 2, 1927

I found your letter yesterday upon landing. How I wish I were
more than a man so that I could reassure you and could heal the
person you love so much.

As you know, I believe that the World is an immense plastic
thing subject to the influence of Spirit. We shall band together
our desires so that the principle, necessarily good, which ani-
mates all things, will restore your friend’s strength. This desire,
this hope, this supplication for immediate and tangible well-
being is our first duty, as the Gospel itself teaches us.

But in our present Universe, as is all too clear, nothing can
absolutely resist, but everything must sooner or later yield to the
forces of death. Your love of Life is a healthy and magnificent
power; and you must jealously guard this spirit of resistance to
physical diminution which helps you to bear suffering. But
there is still something missing in your attitude: you do not yet
sufficiently love all of Life, all of the Universe to agree, once the
inevitable moment has come, to diminish (in appearance) and
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to pass lovingly into it. We must struggle against death with all
our force, for it is our fundamental duty as living creatures. But
when, by virtue of a state of things (transitory, no doubt, but in-
evitably linked to the state of growth of the World) death takes
us, we must experience that paroxysm of faith in life that causes
us to abandon ourselves to death as to a falling into a greater
life. To love Life so much, and to trust it so completely, that we
embrace it and throw ourselves into it even in death — this is
the only attitude that can calm and fortify you: to love extrava-
gantly what is greater than oneself. Every union, especially with
a greater power, involves a kind of death of the self. Death is
acceptable only if it represents the physically necessary passage
toward a union, the condition of a metamorphosis.

July 7, 1933

My physical self is at this moment riding over the Pacific. I left
Peking June 22 with four geologists, and in three days we will
go through the Golden Gate. As you know, I am going to the
Washington Conference at the end of July. On September 8, I
will take the President Coolidge back to San Francisco. In late
fall and winter I plan to do some prospecting in Southern China.
After that, I don’t know, naturally. But I would be very much
surprised if some reason did not eventually call me back to
France again, if only to make a connection and transmit an im-
pulse.

This, outwardly, is my position. Inwardly, I am not too sure
where I am or where I am going. I think I told you that in May
my Order requested me to turn down any offer I might receive
of a position in Paris, because my ideas are not sufficiently “reli-
able.”” The more I think about this interdiction, the less it
affects me (I don’t think it seriously bothered me for a minute).
On the.contrary, I appreciate the advantages of having a clear
road ahead and not being tied down in any way. On the other
hand, it is no longer possible for me to have any illusions about
the struggle in which, by an inevitable development of my na-
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ture, I find myself engaged. . . . There is only one course open
to me: to develop what I believe more intensively than ever, and
mingle more intimately than ever with the blood I dream of
correcting. What is needed is not revolt, but greater love. I don’t
know if it is possible, but I want to try. One thing seems clear to
me. In a cause like this, I am afraid of nothing.

. . . As for the present political situation, we are suffering
one defeat after another. But on closer inspection one realizes
that these defeats may be the best thing that could happen to us.
In Geneva, as in London, nothing but conflicting egotisms. A
World built on this slime cannot last. What we are waiting for
must come from another source. I await more steadfastly than
ever the coming of the Spirit of the Earth.

Peking, October 77,1933

. . . Tonight I am leaving again for Tientsin, where I am going
to spend all of next week. I want to get hold of myself intellectu-
ally and spiritually, and if I don’t do it immediately, I never
will. The work here is interesting but I am swamped. There
really is Upper Paleolithic in the recent deposits in Choukou-
tien. It’s rather fun and intriguing.

Peking, December 21,1933

. . . One thing that might be important is that a letter from
France seems to indicate a serious possibility of my having a con-
versation with my General in Rome. I will not decline the invi-
tation if it really materializes. But you know my feelings: I am
afraid that an interview of this kind might serve to bring out
ultimate divergences. . . .

After I got back I went last week to spend three days in Chou-
koutien. Nothing new down there; the upper cave with the
Upper Paleolithic is practically exhausted. The work of excava-
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tion of the top layers with Sinanthropus is well under way, and
by next spring we hope to make real advances into the deposit
proper. The other fissures (washouts with fish, and washouts with
“salmon-like” rodents) are extremely interesting.

Peking, February 11,1934

. . . Nothing new in my existence aside from the ups and
downs of the laboratory. The work is just as interesting as ever.
My daily program does not vary. . . . The sky remains an in-
variable blue, but the weather is growing milder: an exquisite
time of the year.

Inside, no great changes either. An impression, however, that
things are becoming more and more simplified without becom-
ing fixed. Thus there is beginning to dwell in me a kind of great
and large faith, relatively free of illusions as to any existing or-
ganization, but with sufficient sympathy for what is necessarily
transmitted by the effort of the past. I entrust myself to the fu-
ture. And I feel that I am ready to defend this faith, in all its
logic, to the very end.

Peking, June 30,1934

. . . As I was writing this winter at the end of a paper that I
will certainly show you some day, when Man at last finds the
means to control and utilize the formidable resources of the
heart, it will be in his History like a second discovery of Fire. I
cling madly to the conviction that this conquest is necessary and
possible.

. . . Since Easter I have been traveling constantly, working
toward Black’s and my common goal of connecting the Tertiary
and Quaternary of the Yangtze with that of the Hwang Ho.
From Easter to May I explored the Nanking-Hangkow sector.
From May to the end of June we did the Hangkow-Chungking
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part, and I pushed on as far as Chengtu, and the first foothills
of Tibet. The gorges of the Yangtze deserve their reputation,
and Szechuan is a magnificent garden disturbed only by the
“military” and their insane taxes. The communists have just
formed a new “pocket” in the northeast of the province. On a"
smaller scale this trip will have rendered me the same service as
the Croisiere Jaune (Yellow Crossing). It has shown me a world.

. . . Right now I am getting ready to leave again for a few
weeks in Honan, where a political lull makes it possible for me
to explore a region that is still blank on the geological maps. I
expect to be back in Peking by mid-August, at which time I
intend to devote myself to the writing of some necessary reports.
Choukoutien continues to yield. We are gradually working our
way down through the layers. An upper level untouched by the
preceding excavations has yielded a very fine jawbone, very
“Neanderthaloid” (probably still Sinanthropus), along with
some remarkable tools. It is urgent that we have a professional
anthropologist to replace Black as soon as possible. No one has
been chosen yet.

So much for the outside. Inside, I continue to push forward,
rather blindly, obscurely conscious of growing divergences, but
determined to believe to the end that for the essential part I will
succeed in making a synthesis. I cannot allow either my faith in
God or my faith in the World to fail. So I try not to look too
closely at what makes my present life a provocation or a chal-
lenge and let myself be carried forward, contrary to all proba-
bility. It seems to me that as long as I retain (and am therefore
able to radiate) a passionate relish for “Being” and for its possi-
bilities to come, absolutely nothing can represent a real loss for
me.

Nothing particular to tell; still no idea when I might be re-
turning to France. Black’s disappearance doesn’t help matters
any.

Peking changes very little. Politically, things are marking
time. Is it a lull, or the beginning of a better era?
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Peking, August 18, 1934

“Have faith in Life.” . . . May Life become for you not just
some blind, favorable fatality, but a kind of living Presence or

" Benevolence in which it will be possible for you not only to
trust but to confide. You know how deeply, by a combination of
native inclinations, religious education, and independent reflec-
tion, I have come to be imbued with the conviction that the
Universe in us and around us is ultimately a great birth, at the
heart of a gradual quickening which nothing can escape. The
more I explore this path the more convinced I become of its
firmness and of the fundamental, unassailable joy to which it
leads. Try it — that is, learn to love and to accept serenely (as
the influence of a great loving power) those uncontrollable
events which thwart your action —and you will see that you
will come closer to peace. . . . I believe I have already told you
that, basically, my whole “religion” can be reduced to this active
surrender to a World which I understand less and less in detail
(in the sense that the traditional explanations that people give
of it seem more and more inadequate), but whose “diviniza-
tion” or “personalization” seems clearer to me every day. That
my existence has been as much as possible an act of fidelity to
Life is the only thing that interests and reassures me from now
on.

But what is an existence that is “faithful to Life”? Is it an
existence that is socially successful, one with an outward conti-
nuity, recognized success, a tangible result, an acquired stabil-
ity? Not necessarily. (Personally, I no longer concern myself
with the outward ‘“‘success” of my time on earth.) . . . But let
me add this: Why do you assume that an existence that does not
succeed in taking root or bearing fruit in the form of a tangible
work is less valuable than another? Why might not the World,
which has need of stable families and settled people, need also
those mobile and wandering creatures whose action takes the
form of a series of seemingly unrelated trials or tests cutting
across all kinds of areas? . . . It is a great thing not to have a
place to lay your head if you carry faith in the World in your
heart.
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. . . I have returned from a month of rather arduous but
very interesting travel in Honan, which is now free of the ban-
dits who have made it inaccessible for the past twenty years. I
covered Tsinling from north to south, thus tying together the
basins of the Hwang Ho and Yangtze rivers. The picturesque
aspect of travel affects me less and less. But I feel more and more
devoted to the “service of the World.” I now plan to stay put
until the end of autumn (at which time I hope to go and see
those famous caves with fossils relating to human industry in
Kwangsi). More and more I go beyond Northern China. Then
Breuil will come. I wonder whether I'll be coming to France in
the spring. From September to December I'll have to get a lot of
work done at the lab. We are up to our ears in results to be
published.

Tientsin, November 17,1934

What to tell you in the way of news? My existence has been very
calm since summer. Except for some very short trips to Tientsin
I have not left Peking and its two labs: my “office” at the Sur-
vey in the morning and the P.U.M.C. in the afternoon (I even
write at poor Davy’s desk with pencils that he sharpened him-
self). I had to write a lot of reports, the most pressing of which
are finished or even on the point of being published: the latest
discoveries at Choukoutien for 1933-1934 (nothing new since
summer), a report of my July trip, with beautiful specimens
from the Tsinlings), and a note on Tienshan for an anniversary
book of Sven Hedin’s. Never, I think, has the scientific side of
my life been more interesting. My plans for the immediate fu-
ture are becoming complicated. I must combine the following
elements: (1) a short trip to Canton and Kwangsi in December
or January (inspection of the terrain and of two caves with well-
known fissures); (2) Breuil’s arrival in March; (3) Professor
Weidenreich’s arrival in April, to replace Black (Weidenreich
seems to be a distinguished anthropologist and very congenial;
as a Jew, he has to leave the University of Frankfort); (4) my

84 LETTERS TO TWO FRIENDS, 1926-1952



own trip to France, where it is urgent that I renew contacts; (5)
possibly a few months in India (Siwaliks), where de Terra is
asking me to join his next expedition. It is this last factor, still
undecided, which will determine whether I go to Europe in the
spring or fall of 1935.

December 31,1934

. . . What to tell you about the life of the continent? For a
month (a long month) my life has followed its usual pattern
under the beautiful cold sky. But now this beautiful calm is com-
ing to an end. The day after tomorrow I leave with Young and
Pei for Canton and Kwangsi, with the ambition of putting a
little order into the Quaternary and Tertiary of that region (in
five weeks!). There must be traces of human life in the country,
but so far nothing seems to have been understood about the for-
mations that contain them. We expect to be back by mid-Febru-
ary. Breuil arrives the first of March, Weidenreich the fourth of
April. At the end of April I expect to go to France (I'll go back
with Breuil, no doubt). In September I'll probably meet de
Terra in northern India to work on the Pliocene and Pleisto-
cene of the Siwaliks and the Salt Range. After that I'll have to
get back to Peking right away, since the Cenozoic Laboratory
still can’t function by itself! It’s a rather hectic existence, but
since I love Life, I don’t mind feeling a bit dominated and
pushed by it. Still, I admit I regret leaving my life in Peking
even for a few months.

Inside, too, things are moving along. I am taking the liberty
of sending you in the same mail a copy of my latest essay, “Why
I Believe.” It seems to me that these pages are clear and that I
have almost succeeded in expressing my present position. . . . 1
am now ruminating another “paper” on “The Discovery of the
Past.” I find it more and more deceptive to spend my life in
the scrutiny of dead things, and I want to make an analysis of
what is truth and what illusion in the study of what hkas been. 1
need to set this down so that I can clarify my ideas and justify in
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my own eyes the use I have made of a part of my life. “Why I
Believe” was originally intended for publication, but as it has
expanded it has taken on characteristics that may cause it to be
considered unpublishable. In that case there is always private
circulation.

Peking, April 10, 1935

. . . I am gaining more confidence in the spirit that leads me.
. . . Storms are still possible, of course, and also, which is per-
haps worse, dead calms. Still, I believe that when one has suc-
ceeded in penetrating to the essential and omnipresent element
of things, these squalls or depressions do not go beyond the sur-
face of our being.

Here, in spite of a wind full of sand which raged only today,
we are enjoying an admirable spring such as I have rarely seen
in China. Everywhere there are masses of pink, white, yellow:
lilacs, apple trees, apricot trees. I write these lines in my little
room in Peitang before going to bed. Outside the wind seems to
be dying. Breuil is in the next room. Tomorrow we will resume
the daily routine: at eight o’clock to the Survey; in the after-
noon, I go to P.U.M.C. Weidenreich has arrived. Naturally, he
can’t take the place of Black, but we are really congenial and I
look forward to a fruitful collaboration.

My plans are unchanged, except that now I can take a trans-
Siberian train sooner, arriving in Paris the fifteenth instead of
the twentieth of May. So my next letter will probably be from
Paris.

Paris (undated)

. . . Somewhere in the Scripture, which I am not in the habit of
quoting, there is this saying, which has always seemed to be the
true solution to life: “It is faith that conquers the World.”
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Nothing can resist the person who smiles at life — I don’t mean
the ironic and disillusioned smile of my grandfather, but the
triumphant smile of the person who knows that he will survive,
or that at least he will be saved by what seems to be destroying
him.

. . . Right now I am still a little dazed by my reimmersion in
a Western world that I had really completely forgotten in the
course of the last two years. I hope that the dip will be salutary.
But I now want to live only by faith, “shamelessly.”

Have seen the lab, naturally. The first time, I even showed
up on Wednesday at 2:45 sharp for a lecture by M. Boule (on
the Artiodactyls!), just like the old days. You remember: going
down the big wooden staircase together at g:00 to the room
where the aging and immortal group of listeners waits. It took
me back to 1924. I fought back a slight feeling of melancholy.
Yes, life is elsewhere, and ahead.

Paris (undated)

. . . I don’t sail for Bombay until the sixth of September, at
Marseilles . . . I won’t try to give you all the news that would
interest you now. Generally speaking, the political situation
here seems to be reaching a critical point. The “Popular Front”
and the “Croix de Feu” are confronting each other, each party
trying to enlist the majority of the country. I am more inclined
to believe in the first, especially if it succeeds in ousting certain
undesirable secondary leaders such as Daladier. The “Croix de
Feu” have no positive program and are beginning to worry.
Impossible to foresee what the France of tomorrow will be. At
least I have the impression that beneath the chaos a certain com-
mon desire to and hope of building something is emerging.
That would be an advance over the lethargy from which we
suffer.

As for myself, for the past two months I have been leading a
life of excitement that would be absurd if it had to continue. I
can’t say no to all kinds of friends who want to take advantage of
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the too short time I am spending in France. And this program
becomes a little exhausting in the end. The best result from my
own point of view is, through conversation, seeing my thought
clarified and even discovering new areas of development for my
ideas. In short, I will have done rather little science, and in this
regard I sometimes wonder if my enthusiasm is as great as ever.
I owe the best of myself to geology, but everything it has taught
me tends to turn me away from dead things.

Paris, September 13,1935

. . . We must, to a certain extent, look for a stable port; but if
Life keeps tearing us away, not letting us settle anywhere, this in
itself may be a call and a benediction. The World is understood
and will be saved, as I have already written to you, only by those
who have no place to lay their heads. Personally, I ask God to let
me die (metaphorically, at least) by the side of the road.

$.S. Cathay, September 18, 1935

. . . We arrive in Bombay the day after tomorrow. . . . The
trip has gone very quickly, with no other disadvantage than a
very hot Red Sea, the hottest I have ever seen (because the wind
came off the stern at this time of year). And now we have come
into a cooler wind, with the last swell of the monsoon.

. . . I'decided to write a few pages on a point that has preoc-
cupied me for a year, ‘“The Discovery of the Past,” a criticism of
the interest that there can be in digging up dead things. I am
going to send Max this short essay, which may be used as a con-
clusion to his father’s anniversary book. Tell me what you think
of it. I am afraid it may upset several of my friends (Breuil, Miss
Garrod, etc.) or at least annoy them. But in it, as in my other
papers, I wanted to try to clarify my own ideas. The fact is that I
cannot feel the same passionate interest I once had in the study
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of what is now finished. The big job was to prove that the world
progresses, and it is this fundamental truth that has just been
established. From now on, is not all interest in the future? I felt
as if I couldn’t breathe, those last months in the galleries of
Place Valhubert, and I couldn’t believe I was the same person
who had filled his lungs there for so long. What is the meaning
of these new inclinations, and where can they lead me at this late
date? I really don’t know, but I am inclined to follow them to the
end as long as they whet, rather than dull, my taste for action.
Meanwhile, if all goes according to plan I shall soon find myself
in the field facing big problems. Don’t worry. I'll do my best to
solve them even if I am less convinced of their importance. First,
because this importance still exists for other people. And then,
to the very end I must set the example of an effort to discover
everything, to try everything; and outwardly there is no other
line of research possible for me but geology and paleontol-
ogy. Without geology I would have understood nothing of the
World, and now that I think I have understood the World, I
want to work more directly from the living thing.

I plan to spend a week in Bombay, and then meet de Terra in
Rawalpindi before the first of October. All this is unknown ma-
terial ahead of me.

$.S. Tjinegara, January 22, 1936
(en route to China)

. . . Right now I am coming to the end of a period that is one
of the most interesting of my life. In India (with de Terra) and
more recently in Java (with von Koenigswald, another charm-
ing young German), I had an orgy of prehistoric finds. Never
had it been my luck to collect so much untouched Chellean or
Acheulean in newer or more unexpected regions: in the Punjab,
in the wasteland of the Salt Range; in Sind, in the delta of the
Indus; on the verdant banks of the Narbada; and finally, the
crowning touch, among the coconut palms of Java. All this, of
course, part of a stratigraphy which in some ways alters the prob-
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lem of Fossil Man in southern Asia. What a shame that Davy
Black is no longer here to appraise and inspire these develop-
ments in the plan to which he gave his life! I am returning to
Peking with a much clearer view of the work to come, and with
reliable collaborators in India, Singapore, and the Dutch East
Indies. At the same time, would you believe it, never has ‘“The
Discovery of the Past” seemed to me more obviously a secondary
thing which decidedly no longer holds the profound interest of
my life. . . .

So everything is going well. I come out of this new experience
with the strengthened conviction that we can do nothing better
in life than take and follow the threads it offers us, step by step,
toward something that we do not see but which must be there
ahead, as surely as the World exists.

Peking, October 30, 1936

. . . Externally and materially, my personal situation has
changed very little. I am writing you from the same office at the
Survey. The biggest difference is that the headquarters are now
in some imposing buildings in Nanking, which has caused a de-
cline in activity and working facilities here. From now on we are
only the “North Branch” of the Survey, which does not prevent
discoveries and publications from proceeding as fast as ever. Dr.
Wong is now an important political figure (First Secretary to
Chiang Kai-shek), which does not prevent him from keeping a
close watch on the Survey, of which he is still the director. He is
fine, still cheerful in spite of his responsibilities, but was very
shaken up by the untimely death of V. K. Ting (in December
1935), which was a great sorrow to me and a grave loss for the
Survey. I still have a vivid memory of my months in India, then
in Java — months that revealed to me a new area of research
(related to the one I am exploring there) and resulted in the
formation of a deep personal bond with de Terra in India and
von Koenigswald in Java. I am forming ambitious plans for the
systematic exploration of southeastern Asia with these new al-
lies.

Since I got back in February I have not moved except to
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spend a month in the field on the peninsula of Shantung, a real
Brittany. The rest of the time I have spent finishing up some
notes on various “Novitates,” and have begun a more substan-
tial report on an enormous Pliocene fauna recently found in
Shensi. So that’s where I am. The future is a little uncertain. It’s
possible that at the end of March I may go to an important sym-
posium on ‘“Early Man” in Philadelphia. If the international
geological conference at Moscow really takes place in July 1937,
I would stop in Philadelphia on the way to Europe, where I
would then spend May and June. But what state will Europe be
in by then?

But, as you know, I am less and less absorbed or even inter-
ested in the mere “Discovery of the Past.” It is the extensions of
the Universe into the Human that fascinate me. Like everyone
else, I am anxiously trying to follow and understand what is
going on in the West. But what strikes me is the necessity to
bring about a general reorganization of forces, not on a “popu-
lar front,” but on a “Human Front,” and according to the fol-
lowing program: faith in a Future, faith in Universalism, faith
in the priority of the Personal. “Futurism, Universalism, Per-
sonalism” must replace or complete the old slogan that stirred our
fathers, “Liberty, Equality, Fraternity.”. . . Then, no doubt,
the “technical” solution to the immense problem of the ma-
terial organization of the Earth would become much simpler,
for people would be in agreement on the road to follow, or at
least on the position to adopt. I am trying to write a few pages
on this subject, for publication, if possible. Naturally, I have
written other things. In the spring, a rather long piece, “Out-
line for a Personal (i.e., personalistic) Universe,” which Max
has probably shown you: a good synthesis, but still clumsy, per-
haps. At the urging of L. S., I printed (for private circulation)
an English edition of the Spirit of the Earth and of Why I Be-
lieve (I thought I had a perfect right to do it, but I know I'll
“catch it” when it becomes known). It loses in translation, of
course, but at least it is one way of reaching people. And I am
constantly observing how easily ideas of this kind spread. In
spite of the interest of my scientific work in China, I would like
to renew contact with Paris in order to enlarge my views and
keep them up to date. Everything changes so quickly nowadays.
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Paris, May 6, 1937

. . . Since my arrival in Paris I have been living a frantic exis-
tence in which I can’t do what has to be done. . . . From the
tenth to the thirteenth of May I am going to Lyon to see friends
and also to pay my respects to a new superior. He is really a
friend, but I'll have to defend myself a little since Rome is
alarmed by the repercussions in the American press (you know
American reporters!) of my purely scientific lecture in Philadel-
phia. Imagine, the headlines described me as “the Jesuit who
says that Man is descended from the ape”! I hope everything
will work itself out without unpleasant consequences, since on
this point at least I am on very firm ground. Here, for the writ-
ing of the “Studies,” I find myself in a sympathetic milieu that
supports me openly.

As you know, I will be in France until the fifteenth of July. I
am thinking of going to the Moscow conference and on the Sibe-
rian excursion, if I have enough money. It is quite expensive.

Murols, June 28, 1937
Puy de Déme

. . . Your letter reached me here the day before yesterday in
the peaceful and rather dull countryside where I have come to
rest at the home of one of my brothers for a couple of weeks. I
feel perfectly all right now, and I am sorry I gave up the Moscow
conference and especially the Siberian excursion. But I had to
make my decision (to go or not to go) just as I was having a new
attack, and now it is too late to change my plans. For various
reasons my present plan is to leave Paris toward mid-August via
Siberia (alas!). On the whole, these few weeks in France have
been full of disappointments for me. And yet in spite of these
disappointments (or possibly because of them) I have rarely felt
as fundamentally alive. It is as if having been cut off from most
of my activities in the area of the “Study of the Past” had made
me freer to look to and long for the future. Actually, the only
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reality that can interest me — or excite me, to be more precise
— from now on is the “Human Energy” to be measured, discov-
ered, and developed, and I am surprised to meet in so many
different circles in America and Europe so many people who, in
the last analysis, perceive precisely the same goal and the same
problems. My major work, if I ever get to it, will be entitled
simply “Man.” After one or two more preliminary essays I will
probably try to write it. These preoccupations, together with
the totally new welcome that was shown me in France (even
within my Order!) tend to make me suspect that my life is
changing and that the time may be coming when I will be giv-
ing more and more time to something besides geology. And yet
geology must continue to be my root in the real as well as my
platform, and I will not be satisfied until I have made the con-
nection between Yunnan and Burma which must, I know, com-
plete the stratigraphic work I have been carrying on in China
for the past fifteen years. There is a vague possibility of plans
that, without forcing me to leave Peking, would permit me to
extend my periodic trips to France. I don’t know. My natural
inclination would be to settle down in China. But might this
not be inertia, and the line of least resistance? I know from ex-
perience the fascination exerted by the Far East. But I continue
to believe that ultimately the real battle is being fought in
America and Europe, and that China will follow our lead. This
leads me to explain my position on the idea that “in these days,
only action counts.” I have been thinking about this for a long
time. (In Philadelphia I saw my friend de Terra troubled by
this idea to the point of anxiety.) But when it comes to trying to
decide how to carry out my aspirations, truthfully I see no other
course (at least for the moment) than to continue as intensively
as possible to hasten a Christian renaissance (revolution?). . . .
I am speaking very seriously, with my full freedom of thought
as it has formed for the past twenty-five years. You see, what now
dominates my vision of Human Energy is that its totalitarianism
(without which one understands nothing) must culminate in a
maximum of personal consciousness which in turn is incompre-
hensible without the equivalent of a personal Divinity in which
the personal elements of the Universe attain their maximum
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personality while losing what is separatist in their individuality
through union. The World cannot endure, advance, or realize
itself without the action of a power that is a species of love. This
is why, much as I sympathize with the “totalitarian” faith of
popular fronts, I am forced to acknowledge that their imper-
sonal forms of ideal (“Humanity,” “Society,” a fortiori the
“Race” or “Empire” of fascist doctrines!), without soul or
“face,” are going to nip the Evolution that they want to pro-
mote and save in the bud. This is why, just as I rebel against all
desperate religious representations and attitudes that are prov-
ing powerless to totalize the World, so I am convinced that to
show men (in a really universalist, human, and triumphant
form) the love of a Universal-Personal (imparted, this is the
blunt fact, only by the Christian phylum) is the most urgent
and effective work to be accomplished. To advance this work, I
admit, there might in fact be a necessary gesture, different from
but comparable to those of Christ or Saint Francis. It is this
which I await but which I do not yet see, but to which, I promise
you, I will give myself as to the betrothed I have dreamed of all
my life as soon as it appears to me.

. . . I have never known how to write anything but theses
and dissertations. The highest pleasure must be to pour one’s
soul into a living creation: a novel, music, or better still, into
another living soul. . . .

Not much news to give you. I am sure that Wong must have
watched the military demonstrations in Berlin, so like the ritual
of the Coronation, with an inexpressible inner smile: “It’s curi-
ous,” he told me, “to have seen this once in one’s life.” His affec-
tion touched me: his first visit in Paris was to me, and he was in
my room (I was in bed) two hours before he took the train to
Germany. Yes, there are treasures in China.

Paris, July 20, 1937

You must have received my letter from Auvergne. Here I am
back in Paris preparing for my departure under conditions I did
not then foresee. The fact is that shortly after I got back I had a
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third bout of fever (a brief one), the real third, in fact; and
although they do not have absolutely positive proof, the doctors
lean more and more toward malaria. Under the circumstances
the trans-Siberian appears to be contra-indicated (not to men-
tion the fact that it may not be possible because of events in
China), and I now expect to leave France August 6 from Mar-
seilles on the d’Artagnan, in a comfortable first-class (private)
cabin kindly provided by the Messageries. I think that nothing
will do more to put me back on my feet than knowing I am on
my way again. I am anxious to get back on the spot in China, to
see how things are working out at the Survey and give a hand if
necessary. I still hope that if the Japanese win new “advantages”
in the northern provinces, the authority of Nanking will remain
sufficiently nominal that the Survey will maintain its “North
Branch” in Peking and not withdraw completely to its base in
Nanking.

Actually, as I told you in my last letter, I have the impression
that, for a number of reasons, something is changing in my
mode of existence. On the advice and urging of several friends
(Piveteau, Leroy, Jacob), I am taking the first steps to obtain a
laboratory at the Hautes Etudes (with a chair at the I.P.H.), a
job that would be purely nominal but that would have the ad-
vantage of giving me a social position in Paris without keeping
me from devoting the necessary time to China. In a sense it
would be much simpler and more comfortable for me to settle
more and more permanently in the Far East, and this is what I
anticipated only three months ago. But in the course of this trip
to Europe I felt more strongly that the moment had perhaps
come for me to leave Fossil Man for the Man of Tomorrow. The
tricky part is to negotiate this transition without losing the sci-
entific platform that I will continue to need in order to be
heard.

At Sea, August 15, 1937

. . . The boat is very crowded, and with people who are not
very interesting on the whole (should I make an exception for
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Miss Pondichery?). Still, since Port Said the ice has been melt-
ing (and no wonder). . . . Actually, I am keeping to myself
rather, and am on page 22 of my essay on Human Energy. And I
am feeling fine. Apparently Paris did not cost me anything, this
time at least.

. . . It is very, very hot and yesterday, to make matters worse,
the sky was obscured by a fine dust from Arabia. Tomorrow af-
ternoon, at last, we are hoping for the first breeze of the Indian
Ocean.

It would be useless as yet to comment on the events in China
which we are following on the radio. Will the d’Artagnan be
able to dock at Shanghai, or will I have to get to Tientsin by
coastal steamer from Hong Kong or Kobe? We shall see. In any
case my place right now is there.

Peking, November 2, 1937

. . . You will no doubt have heard that I had an easy trip via
Kobe back to Northern China, which is completely overrun.
The first few weeks I was lulled by the illusion that somehow or
other we would manage to maintain the status quo at the Ceno-
zoic Laboratory. But for the past few days things have been dete-
riorating, largely because of a sentimental and unfortunate pol-
icy of Nanking’s which consists in clearing out wherever the
influence of the opposing party takes hold. All my colleagues
have gradually withdrawn to the South and for the time being I
remain virtually alone to save what is left. Already the leaders of
the opposing party are beginning to circle around the prize. We
are trying to protect a center at the P.U.M.C., but Nanking is
giving us very little help, and I am afraid we may see the excava-
tions of Choukoutien fall into other hands. How long can I stay
in the North without giving my friends the impression that I am
deserting them? Meanwhile, I see my chances of joining de
Terra in Burma, where he expects me in December, disappear. 1
must make my decision in the next two weeks. How can I leave
here without the last remnants of the organization collapsing? It
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is a great disappointment for me to have to give up this little
expedition which I helped to launch.

. . . I now live in the north of Peitang in a house of my
Order that was just established to teach Chinese to new mem-
bers. It’s too far away, and this costs me some freedoms, but the
situation also has some advantages, particularly the feeling of
being among my own (up to a certain point!). I continue to
think and write. And I am making preparations for a book on
Man in which I would gather all the ideas that are dear to me.

P.U.M.C., Peking, February 9, 1940

. . . About myself I have very little to tell you that you do not
already know. The situation is the same, and so is my routine.
Every day I cover the ground that we have been over together:
the Western Survey with its little office, the P.U.M.C., with the
same chair Black used, and the Peking Hotel. You would easily
recognize all this, in spite of an amount of traffic that is begin-
ning to look like Mukden, the increasing rarity of “foreigners,”
and the painful atmosphere of a fine thing coming to an end (at
least right now) at the hands of something less human and less
fine. The same roofs under the blue sky. The same street cries
(especially that of the man selling fragrant potatoes). Is it I,
after all, who am in danger of getting in a rut?

The fact is, as you know, that at the moment I can hardly do
anything besides what I am doing, and I still manage, I think, to
go forward. Above all, there is the Cenozoic Laboratory, re-
duced to its simplest form, but surviving, I hope, like a seed.
Will we be able to resume work at Choukoutien this year? We
will have to if New York is to continue to support us, and I have
some hope that we will. Meanwhile, I am publishing ten times
more here than I could in France. And I am even making prepa-
rations for a basic work on the geology of China that I could not
possibly make at any other time or in any other place. I had
hoped to get away to Yunnan this winter. I have just given up
the idea for good because of the situation at the Laboratory. An-
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other thing that occupies me and keeps me here is the probable
transfer to Peking itself, in an excellent location, of the Licent
Institute transformed into an Institute for special research. I am
not directly involved in the plan, which leaves me free. But I
can’t avoid a certain supervision of the metamorphosis. And
finally, as you also know, my best thinking goes every day to the
writing of ““The Phenomenon of Man.”

Deep down, I cannot help knowing that my physical stamina
is no longer quite what it used to be. Since my return here I am
too often nervously depressed. A phase, no doubt, and one that
will pass. The main thing is that I can work. On the whole, nat-
urally enough, I feel that the time has come for me to assemble
and relate my best insights into the world of the heart and the
spirit. Without feeling any less close to the World, I feel closer
to “God.” And without seeing any less clearly its rigidities and
limitations, I realize that I am more wholeheartedly a member
of the Christian movement, “the phylum of the personal and of
what must become the true charity.” In short, many things in
me are at last becoming simplified and clarified. I want so much
to “finish well” (whatever the desirable length of the end), to
finish proving the value of the ideas I have defended!

Peking, August 5, 1941

. . . Externally and materially, my existence has been infinitely
ordinary for the past two years. Arriving in Peking just a week
before the war, I haven’t left it since, so that I have no personal
experience of the upheavals the West has undergone (just the
opposite of what happened to me in 1914). I could have gone
back to France before the débdcle. I’ll tell you later why I did
not. In fact, I found an important intrinsic reason for staying
here in the necessity of keeping the Cenozoic Lab alive, and for
the past year, of nursing along a second baby, I mean the “Insti-
tute of Geobiology” newly established in Peking. This Institute
(born of the transfer and transformation of the Licent Museum
of Tientsin) could become something new and interesting if I
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had two more men and some money with which to build real
laboratories. Currently, with the help of an excellent friend (P.
Leroy, a pupil of Cuénot and a zoologist) I am spending my
time getting out a series of notes and reports in which I am put-
ting the best of what I have learned or found in China for the
past twenty years. The sort of work that is done at the end of
one’s career and that I was not expecting to start for several
more years, but which the impossibility of going into the field
obliges me to do now. I'll feel freer afterwards.

In a few months Peking has almost completely emptied of the
international population that accounted for its liveliness and
charm. Until a new order, I'll still have the R.’s. He is still just
as nice and caustic, but basically very discouraged by the rise of
an anti-Semitism whose odious imbecility his case alone would
be sufficient to establish. It’s work that saves me — as long as it
lasts. Outside of the scientific work I have written quite a few
things, notably a real book, The Phenomenon of Man, which
has been under consideration in Rome (!) for the past three
months, and some pamphlets (one of which I sent you a week
ago). These Notes on Progress, if you receive them, will show
you that my thoughts about the future continue to take the same
direction. I am currently working on a new and more up-to-date
statement which will be called “The Atomism of the Spirit.”

Getting back to the events of the day, I would like to know
what you think, you who have lived in the very heart of the
storm and who saw it coming for a long time. A profound source
of personal irritation is my inability to take sides in the conflict.
You have often told me and you would probably tell me again,
“one must choose.” But on the contrary, I do not see what to
choose between, because the conflict seems badly stated theoreti-
cally (not to mention that at this time the two sides include the
most incongruous elements). Fundamentally, the only thing 1
believe in, the only thing I have chosen, is that one must believe
in a Future of the Earth which will coincide with a “totaliza-
tion” of Humanity. My “enemies” are those who deny Progress.
And this, by the way, is why since September 1939 I have not
cared for this war which, from the French point of view, was
merely a defense of egoism and the status quo. The constructive
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idealism, however distorted, was “on the other side.” For the last
year, fortunately, things have been changing, and the democra-
cies are beginning to understand that freedom is a thing that is
won by means of organized effort. But the separation of the ele-
ments is far from complete. In the present conflict I see above all
the unlawful clash of two complementary human ideals — the
clash being caused by the baneful influence on both sides of
those who, under cover of noble words, are only interested in
their own immediate gain. No one will ever dissuade me from
thinking that the real divide, the real human conflict of today, is
not between democrats, fascists, communists, and Christians, but
between those who do and do not believe that there is a Human-
ity to be constructed over and above man (to save and complete
Man, to be precise). It is a struggle between Stability and Move-
ment. If only this essence of the conflict could appear for what it
is, then would we not have the courage to fight and the willing-
ness to give our lives! And how the shape of the front would be
transformed!

In the meantime, it is clear that we are surrounded by absurd-
ity, and I have no taste for a pan-European serfdom that would
lead us straight to the anthill (which it is biologically necessary
to avoid). It seems that in the shadow of Vichy a sincere effort at
Teconstruction is under way which is not simply a reaction (that
would be the end of everything!). Granting this, it seems evi-
dent from a distance that “honor is lost” on that side. And I
have no confidence in reforms, however timely, that are built
upon a foundation of cowardice. I think I cried a year ago when
I read the famous slogan, “Work, family, country!” It is not
with prudence that you make people move, but with a little pas-
sion. Where are our fathers of ‘89! Actually I feel as if for the
moment I no longer have a country. But there is still the Earth.

Paris, October 16, 1947

. . . Thank you for making the pilgrimage to the Museum of
Natural History for me. I'm glad you saw my friends; what you
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tell me helps me to clarify my plans for the future. I am think-
ing of writing to Weidenreich to ask him (just in case) for a
letter of invitation that will enable me to obtain a visa of entry
into America, if necessary. Incidentally, four days ago I ran into
Henry Field and Wendell Philips. The latter formally requested
me to join the Expedition. I had to tell him that unfortunately
there could be no question of anything before next June or
July; a matter of health. We shall see. Meanwhile I continue to
do well and before the end of the month I am going to see the
doctors again to discuss an unrestricted program that is to begin
the first of December. In the meantime the days pass quickly.
First, because my nights are long, and next, because I have
started seeing quite a few people again. . . . In Rome they are
applying the new measures even more strictly than my friends
here had expected. They did not want me to publish, in Les
Etudes, two carefully edited pages on Lecomte de Nouy, a per-
sonal friend! There is only one possible explanation: the Gen-
eral felt obliged (?) to make a formal commitment to silence me
for the time being under pain of public condemnation. On the
other hand, the ideas I believe in continue to make their way
better than ever and the friends who are in the best position to
know urge me to keep going with the means I have left just as
straight ahead as before, advice that I have no difficulty in fol-
lowing, especially since circumstances seem to guide me comi-
cally (that is, providentially) and keep forcing me to take an-
other step forward. So life remains completely interesting, even
exciting, and I am happy, even in my uncertainty about what
will happen tomorrow. I feel as if I have never seen so clearly or
so passionately the vision of the future that I will have spent my
life trying to apprehend, express, and propagate.

Yesterday, a very nice lunch with Max and Simone at Mlle.
M.’s. Once again one had a chance to observe that convents are
the refuge of good cooks and good cooking! A week before I had
lunch with B. I liked him, and we promised to see each other
again. Difficult to get a good look and come to an accurate con-
clusion at a lunch for five; but it was an interesting meeting. My
impression is only that, with his strictly evangelical (as it were)
ideal, B. is still much more attracted to an ideal of human justice
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than an ideal of human progress. And not for the world would I
want to disturb a vision to which he has found the courage to
devote himself as he does. But if the occasion arises I will try to
give him a glimpse of something more. As I have been repeating
constantly for the past year, the great event of modern times is
the discovery that for Man, imprisoned within himself, there
is a way out ahead (by self-development of something beyond
Man), whereas previously the only way out we saw was above
(by escape into God). It is the dawn of this “faith in Man” that
appears about to eclipse the traditional faith in God. Under
these conditions, my conviction is that if “ahead” (carried to
the limit) cannot be understood without “above,” conversely
“above” is even less understandable without ‘‘ahead,” which
means that the Christian faith can recover and survive only by
incorporating faith in human progress. And it is also my convic-
tion that if this synthesis between faith in God and faith in Man
were put into effect we would again see (and in much more
universal and intense form) what has happened a few times in
history (for example with Buddhism, Christianity, and Marx-
ism); I mean the spreading like wildfire of a new state of mind.
Is it not this climate and this new atmosphere that are necessary
if our incredible technological resources are to succeed in pro-
ducing their natural result of human unification?

I wonder if from America you feel you have a clearer view of
the political, economic, and psychological condition of the
World. Here people are still living as if they had fallen from the
seventh floor, that is, as if it is inevitable that a radical transfor-
mation occur at any moment. But where, and of what kind? And
there are still people who do not see that Humanity is the collec-
tive subject of a real evolution!

Listen to me holding forth the way I used to do. You see how
true it is that nothing has changed!

New York, March 7, 1948

. . . I have barely started to look around in this great New
York, where I have not yet seen half the people I have to see.
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Actually, I don’t really know yet what might eventually come of
these various contacts. The most interesting result would cer-
tainly be to be able to prepare myself (since work in the field
seems contra-indicated) to develop an anthropology worthy of
the name, I mean a science of ‘“Humanization” (rather than
merely a description of the psychological and social particulari-
ties of Man). But I still don’t see exactly how to arrange this.
Not to mention the political clouds ahead. . . . I make fairly
regular appearances at the Museum of Natural History. But I
now have a kind of nausea of fossils. Explain that for me!

New York, April 16, 1948

I just received your letter. . . . My mind is still in a state of
confusion. All I can find to say from the whole edifice of my
experience, my reason, and my deepest convictions, is this:
“Whatever happens, even in this apparent disaster, hold fast and
do not lose confidence (however ironic it may seem) in the
value, the interest, and even the fundamental and ultimate
goodness of the World.” For some time I have often had to think
about this: In a Universe in which we find that we have awak-
ened one day, without asking to or understanding why, and in
a Universe which, however, really seems to be going somewhere,
engendering something, after we have done our best to stay
afloat and our strength fails, the great infallible and fundamen-
tal gesture is to abandon ourselves confidently (I think that with
the whole Christian experience we must say, lovingly) to the
current that bears us along. In this atmosphere of blind surren-
der, the absurd and the unjust are transformed and take on a
meaning. This is the prayer of prayers. This is the first defense,
the first response. In itself, it is a magnificent human function to
resist despair by faith in Existence. After this you will perhaps
understand that, in the formidable human conflict into which
we are entering, you can immerse yourself as in a better and
newer life. . . . Perhaps you do not belong to yourself. Have
you thought of that?

LETTERS I, 1926-1952 103



April 19, 1948

Do not brace yourself against suffering. Try to close your eyes
and surrender yourself, as if to a great loving energy. This atti-
tude is neither weak nor absurd, it is the only one that cannot
lead us astray — unless life itself is inherently a contradictory
and stupid thing, which its very existence belies. It is still too
soon, no doubt, for you to recover: try to “sleep,” with that ac-
tive sleep of confidence which is that of the seed in the fields in
winter. . . . As I've said before, this is the true and great
prayer of moments of great sickness.

May 13,1948

I find your letter on my return from Boston, where I went to
spend two days at Harvard at the home of my friend Movius. I
am afraid you have too high an idea of me. Sometimes I feel
terribly weak and helpless, especially these days. But what reas-
sures me a little (for my friends and for myself) is that, as the
great Saint Paul said again and again, what force and ardor I do
have are not me, but deeper than me, and are the more active
the more personally vulnerable and fragile I feel. I suspect that
it is precisely from this profound source that little by little you
will see the light reappear. . . . This is why the best thing I can
find to tell you is always the same: trust blindly and wait pa-
tiently, for all things take ¢ime; indeed, this is the very reason
for the existence of Time in the World. Trust and patience:
borne on these two wings, you have a chance of seeing the face of
a God appear within you. Also, do not hesitate to look for and
recognize around you some influence of P. This is my sincere
and rational conviction. A Universe that did not collect the in-
dividual, incommunicable elements of personality in the course
of its progress toward Personalization — such a Universe, in the
end, would collect nothing and culminate in nothing. The old
idea of the “immortality” of souls (like that of the super-Per-
sonality of the divine source) appears once again as more neces-
sary and better founded than ever from our modern perspective.
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May 26, 1948

. . . How weak and vulnerable I feel at this moment! But as I
was saying in my last letter, is it not one of the principles dearest
to Christianity that God is all the more likely to act through us,
the more aware we are of our helplessness? . . . Now that the
veil of my person is beginning to wear thin (because I feel so
vulnerable), I have confidence that God will take over for me
somehow. . . .

Is not the world tending to become one so quickly these days
that certain differences between countries are disappearing?
Really, sometimes I no longer see much difference between
being in Paris and being in New York. The main thing is to live
in the direction in which everything converges (and conse-
quently in which “God” arises): forward.

The meeting on Monday went well. I was in good form, and
said what I wanted to say. The audience (ten people) was com-
posed mainly of professors from Fordham. I got on very well
with the President. This may have importance for the future,
for he certainly has a great deal of influence in the Order around
here. So everything would be fine if it weren’t for this nervous
weakness that paralyzes me in everything.

Paris, July 8, 1948

. . . What to tell you about myself? I am still in something of a
nervous depression, but I am trying to think about it as little as
possible. . . . I managed to write a short essay on the directions
and conditions of the Future which I want to give to Psyché for
an issue on The Destiny of Man; and I am now working on
another piece (unpublishable) and on my general Weltan-
schauung, which may be of interest for private circulation. This
keeps me busy. I must not have told you yet that the Collége de
France is making overtures to me about filling a proposed chair
in prehistory. I have written to Rome to find out whether or not
they will let me do it this time. Actually, I would have barely
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two years to teach, but it would give me time to say certain
things. I am still waiting for the answer (which is pretty normal
— everything goes slowly in Rome). In the same letter to the
authorities I spoke of the plan for lectures in America next
spring.

Paris, August 13, 1948

. . . I beg of you, hold fast to “faith above all.” Once again, in
one of its outwardly simplest sayings (like “Love one another”),
I mean in its reiterated recommendation to trust in the World
as fundamentally and ultimately good (and even loving!). I am
more and more convinced that the Gospel has touched upon one
of the profoundest structural laws of the Universe. The Uni-
verse yields, it is plastic somehow, under the influence of faith; it
comes to life and grows warm.

. . . Still nothing very definite here except, as you already
know, that I am cordially invited to come and talk in Rome in
October. These are obviously peace offers. But I have lived with
opposition so long that this good will embarrasses me. The pre-
text of the visit is to settle the question of the publication of
The Phenomenon of Man, and there have been hints that I will
receive full permission for the Collége de France and America,
and greater latitude in writing. I have no doubt about the sin-
cerity of their sentiments, but I am somewhat dubious about the
possibility of a real agreement. In fact, if I do go down, it will be
primarily to take advantage of the opportunity to say to the
head of the hierarchy himself exactly what I have not on my
mind but in my mind. The fundamental question really at issue
is whether or not official authority is willing to accept (and to
integrate into the Christian faith) “faith” in a future (ie., a
superevolution) of Humanity on earth. . . .

Meanwhile, I am going to leave August 16 to visit my brother
in Auvergne, where I plan to spend a month. Paris is almost
empty right now while awaiting the invasion of the O.N.U. in
September. Since my return to France I have written two things,
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one of which is a rather long essay entitled “How I See,” divided
into three parts, a “Physics” or “Phenomenology,” a Metaphys-
ics, and a Mystical theology. In it I have tried to present the
totality of my Weltanschauung in its most recent formulation. It
certainly isn’t publishable (although perfectly orthodox, in my
opinion), but it might be useful to “professionals” or selected
intelligent people. Another semiclandestine publication, proba-
bly. I'll send you a copy when I have one. This work has dis-
tracted me, and I needed that. I still can’t manage to completely
shake off this form of anxiety (whose origin is purely physical,
that has become quite clear) which began in New York. I have
told you that it is something I have had before. I must be pa-
tient. I have a good doctor friend (now on vacation, natu-
rally). . . . _

You heard about the death of Weidenreich, which grieved me
very much. I still don’t know any of the details. Neither do I
know who will be entrusted with finishing the almost complete
report on Java Man.

Paris, December 3, 1948

. . . In our souls, as on the sea, storms subside gradually. Hold
your course toward confidence, not exactly in the World, but in
the “Heart” of the World, that is, in the center of convergence
toward which I am convinced that we fall, by an attraction more
irresistible and just as universal as that imposed on the heavenly
bodies by the Einsteinian curve. This is almost all that I live by
myself these days.

. . . You already know the result, so far negative, of my visit
to Rome. On the whole I have a good memory of the place (the
country, the golden light, a very sympathetic welcome from the
authorities of my Order, etc.). But I was forced to observe that
if on the one hand the main axis of the World’s Faith in a super-
personal and loving God really passes through Saint Peter’s, on
the other hand the Vatican and all around it is characterized by
a radical lack of human faith and fervor. And this experience,
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which I was expecting without really being prepared for, has
had the advantage of confirming me more definitely than ever
(if possible) in my resolution to devote what time and energy I
have left to developing and disseminating the rationally and bi-
ologically established conviction that Man is not complete and
that under the appearances of the social phenomenon it is still
the World that is unfolding in and around us in order to give off
more conscious light and heat. On this point henceforth nothing
could make me retreat or weaken my position. The only ques-
tion is the purely technical and strategic one of how to behave
most effectively in the World. To break with my Order could
only hurt my influence, and in fact I have no pretext for doing
so except minor harassments which are obviously inflicted on
me reluctantly (because in Rome they are forced to consider the
“impression” everything makes on other Romans). The Collége
de France has fallen through. But there is still a ghost of a
chance for the book, and a little better than that for America.
We shall see. In any case, remember that I am by no means
crestfallen, but rather heartened by the turn things are taking. I
only wish I felt more robust physically. I have not yet recovered
my inner “euphoria,” which may not be essential, after all. And
then I ought to find a “primary occupation” to replace work in
the field. As far as the laboratory goes, it’s hard to see what I
could do that would interest me, at the point I've reached. The
study of the “human social phenomenon” is just about the only
thing I really care about. But it is hard to see how I might tackle
that subject at my age without remaining in generalities. I count
on events to guide me and show a solution. As a last resort I can
concentrate on a new “book” dealing with the structure and
progress of Humanity (a sketch for a treatise on Anthropogene-
sis).

. . . Max and Simone must be leaving Paris as I write. I
found them unchanged, that is, just as affectionate, luminous,
and strangely healthy in spite of their fatigue or thinness (Max).
. . . Breuil recently sent me some details on his summer cam-
paign (or winter campaign, if you prefer) in the West: a lot of
painted rocks. He plans to come back in the spring. I wonder if
the political defeat of Smuts and the new spirit now prevailing
in Africa won’t hinder him a little.

108 LETTERS TO TWO FRIENDS, 1926-1952



Paris, July 19, 1949

. . . Personally speaking, I am more and more struck by the
tragic condition of a Humanity that is sufficiently reflective to
raise the problem of the Future and the beyond but not yet suffi-
ciently enlightened to be able to answer it. Pascal and many
others have already felt this, but they probably did not see as
clearly as we do how closely this situation is linked with the suc-
cessive and inevitable phases of the appearance of consciousness
in the World. This is a phase of half-light, in which one must
know how to wait and trust.

For I don’t see anything else to say to you (at least to begin
with), or to myself for that matter. What can really allay our
anxieties about the meaning of the World and of Life is total
confidence, not blind confidence, but a confidence based on the
fact that the Universe exists, that in spite of everything it suc-
ceeded in producing a thinking being, and that consequently
our most intelligent and safest course is to continue in the same
direction and according to our new stature the movement that
produced us. Therefore, “no retreat”: no capitulation. You talk
about convents. I know that in certain cases they can serve as
sanitoriums. But this is neither their true origin nor their true
function. Normally the monk and the nun are persons who have
decided that life has a precise meaning, even to the point of
often underestimating the role that Mother Matter (Materia
Matrix) must inherently play in the genesis of Spirit.

Confidence then, to begin with, in a World that presents itself
to us as a process of genesis. And as an inevitable consequence,
in one form or another, the sense of a Presence. This is the ker-
nel, the germ to which you must cling patiently, persistently.
This is what must gradually take form in your reason and your
heart. This is how the Christian Christ, the most adaptive and
progressive form of the Divine, grew in the womb of human
consciousness. Above all, look for and rekindle in yourself the
fundamental spark of faith in the World: this is how the fire
bursts forth. And don’t forget, of course, that faith is nourished
and fortified by action.

I am in the midst of writing my fifth and final lecture, “The
Socialization of Repression.” v

LETTERS 1, 1926-1952 109



Paris, September 1, 1949

. . . These few lines to wish you bon voyage and a speedy re-
turn, although I hope that we will see each other in America
before that. May these last days in Paris finish giving you the
vitality you recovered in June! I hope that now, with the help of
Brittany, the evil spell is broken and you are turned toward the
Future. This is the order I give myself, this “no retreat.”
Actually, for the moment I am not too sure where I am going.
I have a clear vision and I feel the same great passion for what I
call “my gospel.” But I have no clear picture of the forms of a
possible action, except that I would need some event to get me
moving. While waiting for the thing to happen I console myself
by thinking that it may be the day-to-day germinal activity that
is most effective, if the force of the virus is there. So it is “the
virus” that I am working on. For lack of anything better, I shall
try to give some “seminars” at the I.P.H. this fall and winter.

Paris, January 25, 1950

. . . In a scattered way I have been rather busy of late, except
that a recurrence of that nervous anxiety which is more or less
my birthright (and which returns a little with age) has slowed
down my activity a little. But everything passes except the fun-
damental taste for life, which is the main thing, or, as the Gos-
pel says, “the unique necessity.”

More and more, what counts for me is the elaboration and
diffusion of a certain sense or vision of the Universe, Man, and
God which it will have been my life’s work to define, compre-
hend, and express. I can do without field work if it is beyond me
and official positions if they are forbidden me, as long as I am
able to see and help people to see what seems to be the next step
in the advance of things. For the moment what fascinates me
still, and more than ever, is the study of what I now call the
“ultra-human” (as in “ultra-violet”). By this I mean the proba-
ble forward curve of a “humanization” whose mechanism ap-
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pears to me more and more clearly to be biologically defined. I
have given several private talks about this lately. And the manu-
script of a book on the subject is even now on its way to Rome to
try its luck once more. This new manuscript is a shorter and
better focused version of the long Phenomenon of Man which is
still held up by censorship (and of which, by the way, I made
this fall a limited mimeographed edition of two hundred copies
not for circulation, exactly, but for “preservation”). I suppose
that its chances of success (permission to publish) are fifty-fifty.

To occupy myself in a more Platonic manner, I am contem-
plating another essay (not for publication) in which I would try
to describe the actual psychological process by which, ever since
I have known myself (seven or eight years), a certain obscure
attraction for the Earth and Matter has, in conjunction with my
religious training, gradually changed into a well-defined and all-
consuming love for some “Universal Center” whose type and
reality are provided for me by the Christian God. There is a
whole evolution here that is perfectly recognizable and whose
analysis might be of general interest. But to find my place and
follow myself through these subtly overlapping phases would
take me time. No matter, the work is interesting.

Outside of this underlying work, which proceeds pretty con-
stantly in my daily encounters and in chance conversations, my
life goes on in a rather ordinary way, interspersed with interest-
ing meetings, as always in Paris. No plans on the horizon. As I
have told you, my interest is concentrated more and more
within. But who knows whether external events will not come
along and call everything into doubt? Not that I believe in war;
but one way or another the present tension must be resolved.
This is why it is so important that Man rediscover, in a new
form, the ‘““sense of Species.”

Paris, March 31, 1950

. . . These few lines to wish you a sunny Easter (without and
especially within). . . . Here, nothing sensational. The winter
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has gone smoothly for me. A series of lectures at the Sorbonne
(technical ones on the Pleistocene and prehistory of the Far
East), and two or three longer speeches (the last of these at the
Cité Universitaire was rather amusing; it was on “the phases of a
living planet”). I think I'll write this last one up. Incidentally,
my second book, which I sent to Rome for consideration at the
beginning of February, seems to have some chance of getting by
(?). The council of examiners (unintelligent on the whole) is
only asking for a series of easy minor alterations (mostly a
question of dotting the i’s). I am constantly sending the text
back to Rome. If only they don’t take it into their heads down
there to submit it to a “supercensorship”! For then it would
never get published. Meanwhile, I observe with satisfaction that
the ideas are circulating and spreading a little like fire, and that
makes up for everything. We all need a new face of God to wor-
ship, and I am more and more convinced that this face can ap-
pear to us only through and beyond an “ultra-human.” It is still
the study of this “ultra-human” that absorbs the best part of my
time. Several interesting meetings recently: for example, lunch
in Place Beauvau with the head of the Criminal Investigation
Department! (a graduate of the Ecole Normale Supérieure who
is very much concerned with human problems). It reminded me
in another field of that time in ’48, when I had to give a speech
on original sin at the Ecole Supérieure de la Guerre.

. . . Editions du Seuil has just accepted a book on (or more
precisely by) my younger sister, the invalid, who died in ’g6:
primarily things she wrote herself. I wrote a very short preface
for it, but one that suggests quite a few things. I think the book
will make its way and leave a trace.

Paris, May 29, 1950

. . . By a series of unforeseen circumstances, I have just been
elected to the Institut (Académie des Sciences). What with the
decoration, I'm getting to be a regular “grand old man.” What
would dear old Boule say if he were still here — what scorn!
Actually, the chief advantage I anticipate from the business is
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that after this Rome will think twice before “banning” me. On
the other hand, they may think more than twice before letting
me publish. So the advantages of the operation are still uncer-
tain. The Father General is still thinking it over (for the past
month!) to decide whether my last book (the “five lectures” on
Man) can appear or not. . . .

R. very shaken by the death of her brother. . . . [She] is su-
persensitive to the pain of the world; the suffering of others
affects her almost as much as her own. This is an immense (al-
though painful) force, provided it is not tinged with pessimism.
The future belongs to a faith (or religion) that will place Hope
above Pity (without diminishing the latter, quite the con-
trary!): this is what I think.

Paris, July 25, 1950

. . . Thank you for your good letter of the twentieth. I wrote to
Mme. de la B. immediately, telling her that I would go to see
her as soon as she let me know of her return to Paris. Another
person who is looking for the face of a God great enough to be
adored. . . .

I understand the poignant quality of your consciousness or
perception of the World. But for me, as you know, this poignant
quality, which is only increasing, always tends to take the form
of a formidable and irrepressible metamorphosis of “matter”
into “spirit,” the former being the stable form of the transfor-
mation. In other words, the vague impressions of my youth are
now invading everything in the form of participation in some
immense energy which is a curious blend of Hindu “totality,”
Western ““technology,” and Christian “personalism.”

More and more I see growing in me the evidence and the
human consequences of the great thing that is happening right
now. Not “God who is dying,” as Nietzsche said, but “God who
is changing,” so that, as I am in the habit of saying, the Upward
movement is now reinforced by a Forward movement never be-
fore considered by the religions.

. . . Take advantage of your sea and your rocks. And try to
believe in the World’s future more than in its end.
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Les Moulins, August 30, 1950

. . . These few lines to send you my best thoughts . . . at the
time of your redeparture for America. Another visit in which we
have seen too little of each other. More and more I find that one
of the most painful aspects of life is that it keeps us from follow-
ing so many things to the end. No doubt (according to my phi-
losophy) we are still too far from the point of convergence to-
ward which I am “scientifically” convinced that the Universe is
inevitably rushing, psychologically and biologically speaking. I
hope that you will have a good school year, with the rise of some
light up ahead to guide your way!

About myself I have nothing to tell you that you don’t already
know. Scientifically speaking, the “dream” of South Africa is the
only interesting work I can still do. I am being urged to do it
from several sides and I would like to prove that I am still active,
not just at my desk, but in the field. Not to mention that a tem-
porary disappearance from Paris would allow things to cool off
in Rome. We shall see.

In other respects, you also know that for some time now the
principal interest of my life is no longer Fossil Man, but the
Man of tomorrow; or, more exactly, “the God of tomorrow,”
since I am more and more convinced that the great event of our
time is a kind of change in the face of God in which the pure
“God of above” of yesterday is being combined with a kind of
“God of ahead” (in extension of the Human). I seriously be-
lieve that all this is completely in the mainstream of the Chris-
tian “phylum,” and I know that hundreds of people around me
feel it (hence the success of the books I've circulated privately).

. . . Naturally I'l] keep you informed in the months to come
of developments in all these plans and ideas. It is a little like
building a house on the side of a volcano. But I often tell myself
that if, by chance, an eruption did occur, certain molds would be
broken and what I desire would happen. Still, I cannot believe
in a world war, and I hope with all my heart that it will be
avoided. In which case it would be a serious proof that some-
thing in the world has already profoundly changed.
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Paris, January 2, 1951

. . . About two weeks ago I sent you The Heart of the Matter.
I hope you received it and that you recognized me in it.

Actually, as time goes by, I have a curious impression of liber-
ation and simplification: interest in old evidence, and an inten-
sification of this evidence along lines that are so fresh that I feel
as if I were discovering a World that is radically enlarged and
transformed. For the moment one realizes that the Universe
flows (and always has flowed) in the direction of “ever greater
order and consciousness,” a whole group of values is introduced
into things which, without making one blind or insensitive to
Disorder or Evil, give everything an extraordinary savor, warmth,
and limpidity: a superior and synthetic form of “mysticism” in
which the strengths and seductions of Oriental “pantheism” and
Christian personalism converge and culminate! Impossible for
me not to pursue this vision in a series of essays that keeps get-
ting longer without my yet having managed to grasp exactly and
fully what I feel: fortunate situation!

Finally, and in spite of a few alarms (notably, some impru-
dent articles written by friends), 1950 has ended for me without
major difficulties. It even looks as if Rome has almost forgotten
me, partly, perhaps, because I've talked up my plan to go and
study Australopithecus. Even so, Paris has become a little hot
for me. It is time I disappeared for a while, if possible, or else
(Heaven forbid!) that some big political upheaval diverted at-
tention elsewhere.

Like everyone else, I feel the shadow and weight of the threats
of war. But at the same time I cannot help feeling with greater
intensity than ever, the reciprocal warmth and intimacy of all
peoples. Ultimately, I am convinced, it is always a little more
“planetary unity” that is being purchased at the expense of these
frightful battles. Another threshold to cross. As far as the conflict
in the Far East goes, I do not agree with those who already see a
rising supremacy of Asia over Europe and America. In my opin-
ion the new wars (of the modern type) are no longer for the
possession, but for the leadership of the Earth. Now, in the pres-
ent business, though Asia presents a supremacy of mass, it has no
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human “ideology” to offer. So it will be a long time before Asia
will dominate the world. On the other hand, it is urgent for the
West to develop its Weltanschauung, or simply its Faith. And it
is certainly remarkable that people as positivist and “agnostic”
as Julian Huxley feel and proclaim the biological necessity for
this. I have had a very interesting correspondence with him on
this subject and even talked with him in Paris recently.

Socially, my life remains very much the same. I plan to give
five lectures at the Sorbonne this month on “the phyletic struc-
ture of the human zoological group,” a sort of ‘‘seminar” outside
of the regular courses in paleontology.

Still no news of Fejos (Viking Fund). He is too reliable a
friend for this silence to worry me. But I am beginning to need
definite advance information. Meanwhile, reservations have
been made on the Union Castle Company for the end of July.

Johannesburg, August 12, 1951

I feel very happy here, free again in this vast milieu. Of course,
the exhilaration I once felt for exoticism and rocks is no longer
the same. Here I am vividly aware of how the interest (the
quick) of the World has passed from the background to the
foreground of my life. No matter; it is salutary to lose oneself
again for a moment in the bedrock of the continents, and in
those old fissures where the process of humanization once oc-
curred.

Marvelous weather. Sky invariably cloudless over fruit trees
in full bloom, like February in Peking. But nearby the bare hills
are covered with pink aloes. And for a hundred miles the white
slag is piled like a row of ghosts: dust from the Rand quartzite,
where they are digging over a mile into the earth in search of the
auriferous conglomerate. An extraordinary expression of Life in
all its degrees (even the human), springing from Matter!
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New York, January 16, 1952

. . . These lines to send you my deep sympathy, my prayers,
and my wishes for a quick recovery. May the calm of your letter
have been illuminated and warmed for you by that sense of
Confidence and Surrender which we should all feel for the vast
and powerful movement of the Universe which, at first approxi-
mation, is a “process” in the eyes of science, but which upon the
complete study of Man reveals itself as necessarily belonging to
the species of a Life and even of a Love. Not the “black pit,” but
the burning center, whatever it is.

May you and I grow in the Vision and the Presence of this
Unique Necessity through all the successes and failures of our
lives.
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Maison Chabanel, r Shih Hu Hutung,
5 Ville Intérieure, Peking 9, June 5, 1938

Since my last letter, things have been going smooth and just a
bit monotonous for me. After the rush of the first days [after his
return from Burma], I have come back to the normal routine:
laboratory work morning and afternoon, social life between 5
and % p.M., and from time to time a small party (very little cock-
tails . . . ). Peking is pretty much “deflated”; and yet there is
still a nice circle of good friends, surviving in the midst of the
Japanese atmosphere.

Scientifically, I am busy enough, with two paleontological
memoirs. In addition I have just finished a “mixed paper” on
Burma which I will send to H—— as soon as I know where to
address it safely. Impossible to make excavations this year in
Choukoutien, because the place lies just between the Japanese
soldiers and the Chinese Reds. Should I not have the chance to
work in the field this winter, I would find the time long and dull
in the laboratory! And yet, my presence is rather useful there for
keeping the Cenozoic Lab alive as long as the Sino-Nippon “in-
cident” is not settled. I am still needed in China, and I feel that
I need it still more. That does not make my position easier, on
this ground also, so far as the balance is concerned between Pe-
king and Paris. From Paris, I have just heard that I have been
definitely elected to the Laboratoire des Hautes Etudes, and
with a somewhat flattering and touching eagerness — three in-
stitutions wanting to shelter my laboratoire (of course I will
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join Boule at the Institut de Paléontologie Humaine). My plan
is, as I have told you, to go to Europe in October, via America,
and to stay in Paris up to next June; then I will come back to
China, for several months — and so on. So many unexpected
things may happen, in the meantime.

In the meantime, too, I am slowly but steadily preparing my
essay on Man, which I will probably start writing this summer. I
feel more and more attracted and absorbed by this part of my
activity. And it seems that this last winter has brought me a new
harvest of clarity and certitude: I have an impression to perceive
more and more distinctly the few central points which, if better
understood and conquered, would change the face of our fasci-
nating world. I believe that the next winter in Paris will have a
decisive influence on the final maturation and the possible
spreading of whatever may be good in my “gospel.” . . . Here,
in my pious Pekinese house, I feel much more comfortable than
in the fall, partly due to a new direction, partly because I make
more and more interesting connections with several of the
young people here. Something is growing, most evidently, in the
spiritual atmosphere of the world — and something is dying, ac-
cordingly.

Physically, I feel perfectly all right. Another result of Burma.
This year, the Pekinese weather is moist and gray. People accuse
the war!

Peking, June 22,1938

My American friends are really those who are impressing their
stamp on the depth of my life, largely because they are so alive
themselves. It is not so simple a matter to keep “young” and
warm after fifty-five years. . . . You can and you must help me
in preserving, and even in increasing, the particular faith which
is the real fire of my life. Concerning the impression you had
that it might be unpleasant to fall back the next year with the
black “pongies,” don’t worry. Of course the Burma life was bet-
ter. But, at the same time, the Paris atmosphere is so tense psy-
chologically that the sense of the fight will obliterate for me
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many other feelings. To keep very strong the fighting spirit:
this is the essential thing for being happy under any circum-
stances. As I told you, I am not specially attracted by the pros-
pect of the next winter in France. But I see more and more
clearly that I have to go through this experience. The letters of
my friend B—— are full of the exciting news about the diffu-
sion of the views which are the most precious part of my soul. I
feel that a kind of last (or fore-last) touch will be given to my
“gospel” by this fresh contact with the Occidental world.

Nothing interesting to tell you, since my last letter. The life
goes on, along the same routine. The summer is rather rainy and
moderately warm, so far — and the conventual atmosphere posi-
tively more bearable, as I told you, under the new influence.
Besides one does not mind so much to cover long distances by
rickshaw when the trees are richly green and the sky dark blue,
above the yellow tiles of the imperial city. I am very busy with
my two paleontological papers. But I hope to finish both of
them at the middle of July. That would give me a long time
before my departure from China for starting the redaction of
“Man.” The frame of this work is now approximately clear in
my mind. I have also several interesting schemes of lectures for
the next winter.

Socially, too, things are going well, gaily and smoothly. A few
interesting tourists or newspapermen are visiting us these days
— for instance a young R. , who has been traveling in Abys-
sinia and Spain during the wars. In spite of his traditionalist
views he is an interesting man, not blind at all on the fascist
weaknesses. I suppose that you are fretting, as myself, when you
read the papers. Personally, I would forgive the ruthless ways of
fascism if fascism did not shelter and foster antiprogressive forces
and reaction. But maybe they will not do it much longer, even
in Spain and in Italy.

Peking, August 3, 1938

I begin to realize that it is easier to burn than to keep the spark
always more alive, more easy to start one’s life than to end it
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_nicely. In other words, I become aware of the fact that I have
come to the difficult part of my existence.

Things are essentially the same as described in my last letter.
Work goes on, rather monotonously, in half-empty laboratories;
and social life is not yet entirely dead, in spite of too many
friends on furlough, or at the seashore. We are in the midst of
the worst of the hot rainy season. Something like Singapore, in
the middle of the day. But the nights are cool. Rain, this year,
was terrific. Walls, and even houses (they are built mostly with
mud) have collapsed everywhere in the more primitive districts
of the town, and consequently in my own ‘“convent,” where we
lost a goat. Some days, I had to navigate the streets, the water
reaching the middle of the wheels of my rickshaw. Now the sun
is glorious, and the trees full of cicadas — but everything still
pretty hot. I can work nevertheless. Two paleontological mem-
oirs are in the press. And I have definitely started writing
“Man,” with interest, and even with pleasure. I proceed slowly
(one or two pages the day). But the whole thing seems to de-
velop easily and naturally . . . so far. And yet I am busy with
the most difficult part: La Prévie. The further I advance, the
clearer are the things in my mind. At such a rate, I may finish
the manuscript by the end of 1938.

My plans otherwise are the same. I still think of leaving Pe-
king in the middle of September. . . . As you know, I have to
force myself a bit for leaving Peking. I foresee many clouds
ahead. But I see very clearly too that life expects me there; and I
must go. This year may be the decisive one. I wish only that I
should feel myself closer to God.

15 Rue Monsieur, Paris VII,
November 12, 1938

Here, in Paris, I experienced a very warm welcome from my

colleagues, and I am now fairly well settled in my monastery. A

“nice” invitation to pay a visit to my superiors in Lyon (next

week) seems to indicate that the high officials of my Order are
.
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slightly scared of my presence in France. But I hope to go on
without major troubles. Officially, my situation in Paris is now
well fixed and definite; and I have even the prospect of a small
sum of money to support my work. So, everything seems O.K.
materially.

Scientifically speaking, my next steps are not yet very decided.
Yet, from a few'casual conversations, I feel that there are great
possibilities ahead, in the way of organizing and developing a
new study of continental deposits. With the young B (son
of a prominent Italian man, you saw him, probably), we are
already planning a spring trip in Italy to the places pointed by
H . Luckily, I will not be asked for too many lectures. In
the meantime, I will try to keep to my plan to stay home every
morning. Maybe I will succeed in finishing “L’Homme” before
summer. Mind is not so quiet here as in Peking; but more ac-
tive, perhaps.

In any case, a large part of my activities will surely be ab-
sorbed by ‘“parascientific”’ efforts. Along this line, I believe to
see more and more clearly the aim: to develop a new psychology
and ethics of research or, if you prefer, a new type of scientist,
who would carry on his task with the consciousness of his func-
tion, which is to achieve the World as a faithful servant of Evo-
lution. I am more and more convinced that this new spirit is es-
sential to the future of Man. This future is obviously bound to
be more and more under the spiritual and material control of
research. But so far research is still egotistic, meaningless. Scien-
tists have a narrow soul, a short sight, and generally an underde-
veloped heart. They are dry and inhuman, and so often ugly. All
that because they are burrowing without looking at any sky. I
dream to open this sky, right in the line of their tunnels! And I
have precisely met here, a week ago, a group of brilliant youths
who are going the same way, instinctively. Something is going
on, in Man — I am so sure of that. . .

One thing I envy you: to be in New York.
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15 Rue Monsieur, Paris VII,
December 14, 1938

Personally, I am now quite busy — thinking, and talking.
People are swarming around me, searching and asking about a
broad and idealistic representation of life — in the most various
and unexpected corners of society. So many contacts give me a
new life, and require a continuous improvement, in my “gos-
pel.” In fact, I find myself, more and more, in the paradoxical
condition which has been mine since years. In France, the best
part of my colleagues back me and support me. But, in Rome, I
look more and more suspicious. In Lyon, I was confronted with
a very strong letter of my “General,” complaining of a new
paper of mine which has leaked out (not a bad one, but not the
type I would have selected for Roman criticism), and complain-
ing also that I should disturb the minds of my younger col-
leagues of China (?). Naturally, that means new restrictions.
Fortunately, my French superiors are most understanding, so
that I have serious hopes to get through practically unham-
pered. I guess easily your first reaction: better for me to resist
and break. But, this is precisely, I think, the thing not to do. I
am a hundred times more active inside than outside. And, in
addition, my own “philosophy’” obliges me to stick to a religious
movement which I regard as the true seed of the things to come.
A ““descent on the marketplace”? I don’t see how to make it, at
least just now. My feeling is that it would be unwise to force the
things as long as they keep growing. And they are growing in
France (I don’t mean the external and political France, of
course) in a stupendous way. My conviction is that, if really a
break of some sort has to happen, the natural breaking point is
not yet here. My plan is to finish my paper on Man in such a way
that I may start the real fight on the question of its publication.
In the meantime, I have just written a few pages on La Mys-
tique de la Science for publication in the Jesuit Review edited
here. If they are printed (as I hope) that would be the most
polite indication to Rome that I am still alive. And maybe they
will understand. At bottom, they do not dislike me: they are
only bewildered and anxious to defend “tradition.”
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Paris, January 16, 1939

My precious mornings have been dangerously encroached, since
a fortnight, by an increasing number of visitors: very suggestive
and useful talks, in the course of which I had the feeling to ad-
vance deeper in the understanding of my own thoughts. I cannot
regret such meetings, which are perhaps the best part of my
work. And yet, when one has seen three people between 8 and
12 A.M., there is not much space left for private writing. . . .

I enjoy watching the results on you of your last experiences.
Just trust Life: Life will bring you high, if only you are careful
in selecting, in the maze of events, those influences or those
paths which can bring you each time a little more upward. Life
has to be discovered and built step by step: a great charm, if only
one is convinced (by faith and experience) that the world is
going somewhere.

Since my last letter, I went for a week to my native Auvergne,
where I spent a week with my dear “holy” brother and his witty
wife. A very cold weather in a cold old country place. But it was
so pleasant to crowd around the fireplace, despite the fact that
clods of snow, introduced by the wood shoes, did not melt in the
staircase. My sister-in-law is very busy grouping the country girls
in one of the professional Christian associations which are
spreading so fast over France since a few years. It is really amaz-
ing to observe how quickly those previously shy and sullen girls
turn into active, direct, and even enthusiastic young persons, as
soon as they awake to the pride of their condition and to the
esteem of “good earth.”

And now I am again in the midst of the Parisian life. New
contacts almost every day, amongst which, curiously enough, I
have not the feeling to lose, but to find myself. Yet it would be
excellent if, next year, I could have six or eight months isolated
in China. I need such a period to assimilate and to write down
what I see now; and, for some obscure reason, the Far East is the
climate where I get the excitation to write. With Rome, tension
(as far as I am concerned) seems to settle down: I am well sup-
ported by my French friends and colleagues. Yet I foresee that, if
I am allowed (as most probable) to go back to China, I will
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have to locate my headquarters in Tientsin rather than in Pe-
king (where I am frankly undesirable to the Canadian director
of the new “monastery”), at least for a while.

Toulouse, February 26, 1939

Just now I am stranded in a passage room of the monastery (or
rather a college) of my Order in the sunny, brick-built, strongly
provincial town of Toulouse. I came here three days ago, and I
am leaving tomorrow to go back to Paris. And in the meantime I
will have delivered four lectures — one of them before the local
Société de Philosophie. For the circumstance I am dressed in a
long black gown: and in spite of your preferential taste for this
kind of dress, I feel completely unnatural to myself. Anyhow,
people are perfectly nice to me, and, thanks to my lantern slides,
I have been quite a success. And nobody seems to have been
scared, neither by my philosophical utterances, nor by the ape-
like face of great-grandfather Sinanthropus.

Concerning my ‘“gospel,” I realize more clearly that my possi-
bilities and tendencies are not exactly to start any definite social
movement, but to help to create a kind of spiritual atmosphere
in which the whole of each life should be enlightened, trans-
formed, just as a precious stone by a ray of the proper light:
suppose the feeling that the whole world is permeated by a crea-
tive love. This is, of course, essentially the Christian attitude, but
made richer by a confluence with the best and subtle essence of
what is hidden behind the various pantheisms. I will send you
the paper you ask me. The last part of it will help you to under-
stand what I mean. (The first part is unsatisfactory, because too
schematic: a mere catalog.) Anyhow, my views become more
definite, day by day, in the course of innumerable talks, which
are always, more or less, concerned with the same subject. My
lecture in Nancy (La Mystique de la Science), which approaches
the question, will be published before the end of March. And I
have two other short things under preparation. But I must as
soon as possible come back to the main work: Man.
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In Rome things are apparently much better for me. Rather
providentially, a colleague of mine in Tientsin went to Rome a
month ago. And, as a consequence of several hours of serious
talks with the “big ones” there, atmosphere seems to be much
improved in my favor. People are not so bad there: but they do
not know what is happening really outside of their precincts. So,
it seems that, just now, the sea is almost open ahead. I will take,
and try not to waste, my chance.

Besides, nothing much new: writing, talking, lecturing. Very
little left to scientific research: but I do not mind. I plan to
spend a few days in London — Cambridge at the end of March.
So far as I can see, I would leave Paris for New York at the end
of June. I do not think that anyone will prevent me now to go
back to China. A few days ago, I met in Paris some American
friends, and had lunch with the Lindberghs. Is that not funny?
America and France are interlocking in such a way in my life,
that I wonder sometimes where I belong.

114 Mount Street, Grosvenor Square,
London, W., March 30, 1939

As you see I am in England. That will account, at least partly, to
explain you why I have been so slow to answer your letter of
March 8. Well, you know, I am groping myself for my way, and
I do my best. But sometimes you wonder where the right path is.
In fact, I must confess (and you have been extraordinary quick,
quicker even than myself in perceiving) that I am probably
feeling closer to my Church and Order just now than I was a
year ago. Not at all, I sincerely think, that I am slackening in my
line of progress. And because, for the first time in my life, I
have felt and realized, during the past three months, that my
people really needed and wanted me, I feel a bit more certain
possibilities, and certain responsibilities. And it seems to me
that since I don’t want (and since it would be a mistake) to
break off, I have logically to “adjust” myself somewhat more in
the possible things. You know, I have got, recently, so many evi-
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dences that people (outside as well as inside of what they call
Church) expect me to be, if I dare say, another type of Christian
in Christianity, that I do not see how I could do anything useful
and true, except by pushing in some way Christianity above it-
self. . . . I am not yet absolutely sure of what has been decided
in Rome concerning my going back to China. (I have told you,
I think, that, in November, I heard that the new Peking supe-
rior of my Order did not like to see me there so close to his
youngsters — Tientsin wants me back, on the contrary.) I am
practically sure that the thing is settled now in my favor. But I
have not yet the final answer (it will come in a few days), so that
all my plans were hanging. In the meantime I have published a
rather good article (La Mystique de la Science); and I will soon
finish another one, rather good too I think, on a new way to
understand the question of human races; so that I come slowly
on the stage. I have the feeling to have understood a lot of things
more, this winter.

I am in England since a week; but tomorrow I will be back in
Paris. I had a most impressive dinner with the staff of Trinity
College in a huge Elizabethan hall, amongst I don’t know how
many ‘“Nobel Prizes,” etc. England is surely a funny, but pleas-
ant, mixture of dignity and progress.

And, as you know, we are hanging between war and peace. I
bet for peace. But the situation is tense — and it is queer not to
be able to make any definite plans a fortnight ahead. . . .

May 7, 1939

I am ashamed and sorry not to have answered earlier your letter
of April 15. I have been more busy than ever since Easter. Any
kind of people stick to me, including unfortunately such unex-
pected customers as Catholic dreamers, young geniuses, and
even a feminist “spiritual association of Women.” . . . I get
mixed with matrimonial affairs, and tomorrow I must christen a
baby. Well, it is almost time for me to escape — one thing which
I plan to do about June 24, provided S.S. Champlain should not
burn in the meantime.
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A first thing I must tell you is that I had a long interview with
my chief superior in France, since I wrote you. He arrived
rather in a low mood, since another one of my papers (a rather
strong one) had reached Rome since last November. But,
thanks to my friends here, he left in a better spirit. In fact, al-
though he does not understand much about ideas, he is a very
fair man, and he likes me. So that presently everything is practi-
cally O.K. I am allowed to go back to China, and back to Eu-
rope, according to the old routine. In the meantime, I try to
express my views (my real views) in a printable shape. Another
article on Races will probably come out by the end of the pres-
ent month. I get a real fun from the game, and, at the same time,
I improve distinctly my ideas concerning Man. A third paper on
the meaning and value of human education is ready, to be used
as a conclusion for a book edited by a friend of mine. So, you see,
I am not inactive. Your proposition that “rebels accomplish the
most” is one of the worst paradoxes of life. I wonder whether the
solution has not to be searched in a definition of what means
exactly the word rebel. Of course, I do not feel exactly as a prod-
igal son. Simply, the very development of my mind brings me to
a new understanding of several things which I would have been
inclined formerly to dismiss too simply, “the child with the
bath.”

Nothing much new, besides. Because of lack of time and of
material, I do very little scientific work. And the worst is that I
have a distinct feeling that I am losing the thrill of geology. And
yet geology is my real platform. What to do? . . . Maybe that I
am just needing to be back somewhere in the field. Something is
sure: I must get some feathers in my cap. An expedition to the
Hundes Basin would be a blessing: but I have no news from this
side.

Useless to tell you anything about political considerations.
Everybody talks and talks; and nobody in the world, even Adolf,
knows where we are shifting to. The general feeling, just now, is
that there will be no war — or rather the war will not go further
than the present type of war: a “tension war,” without actual
bombing and fighting. My secret hope is that, in the meantime,
a deeper evolution, toward some sound internationalism, is go-
ing on in the masses, so that a new world will emerge. A mass
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experience (and unfortunately a mass suffering) seems to be the
condition for a mass transformation.

Berkeley, August 2, 1939

My stay here was definitely a pleasant one. I saw lots of interest-
ing people in my line, and my interest for science has been dis-
tinctly rejuvenated. G was awfully kind and friendly; and
so many others. At the same time, I gained fresh evidences of the
need amongst scientists for a higher understanding of their sci-
entific effort. Most of them are positively working by mere in-
stinct —and they do not realize how deeply their activity is
hampered, or even undermined, by their incomprehension of
the meaning of research, and sometimes by an explicit mistrust
of human value. Really “Moral Rearmament” is the fundamen-
tal need today. But it has to be based on a more consistent
ground, and to be planned along more constructive ways than
those broadcast by the Monterey Buchmanites. Yes, I know what
you think. Some day, perhaps, I shall see. . . .

I am leaving tonight. Plenty of clouds, west. But I feel, in an
unmistakable way, that if I do not make the step to China, I
shall not know where to put my foot next. There are links in
life. My next position depends on the way my situation is going
to mature in Peking.

Kobe, August 23, 1939

I am leaving Kobe tomorrow, on a small Japanese boat, to
Tangku, under rather ominous conditions. The German-Soviet
pact, disclosed today, does not make the human atmosphere
clearer, in spite of the far-reaching fact that it breaks, a second
time, the Nazi creed (along the anti-Comintern dogma) still
deeper than did the Czechoslovakian annexation (contradicting
the races theory). I wonder how much this spiritual loss is going
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to be compensated for Hitler by any material advantage. Any-
how, we are facing troubles everywhere. We shall see. In the
meantime it seems easy for me to reach Peking, which, after all,
is a rather good and safe place to watch things. After these weeks
of incessant moving, I feel the moral and physical need to settle
for a while. And, as I told you, I perceive clearly that I have to
make this new tentative contact with Peking, in order to know
where I shall put my foot next. Unless I get somewhere a letter
suggesting a different method, my plan is to avoid Tientsin,
flooded and blockaded, and to go directly to Peking. I will write
you from there.

Peking, September 17, 1939

And now, what! . . . Such a terrible mess all over the world,
with so many clouds left perhaps to burst (Russia? Italy?). I
wonder what you think, what you feel.

So far as I am concerned, the situation is as follows. From
Kobe, I succeeded in reaching Peking almost easily, if you ex-
cept one night spent on the floor of a room in Tangku (the
harbor, coming from Japan), and an uncomfortable eight-hours
trip on a crowded tender between Tangku and flooded Tien-
tsin. Impossible to stay in Tientsin. I went straight to Peking,
thus being forced by the “facts of God” to reintegrate my Pekin-
ese house, where I got a perfectly nice welcome from the famous
Canadian superior. Things are all right from this side; and I am
glad for it. I am therefore well stationed in the imperial city for
the time being. In Tientsin, the water is receding. But since a
part of the city stands below the level of the river, remains of the
flood will have to be pumped out. I plan to go, by the end of the
month, to look for my friends and my things there. Presently,
the university shelters some eight hundred refugees, and there is
no place for me.

Consequently I have resumed my old life in a Peking which,
in spite of a small core of friends (mostly Americans), is far
from being the old Peking, except for its glorious autumn sky.
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Morning and evening I go to my almost deserted laboratories,
where I have still by chance a lot to do with the undescribed
material (no more excavations in Choukoutien, of course); and
in the meantime I progress slowly, but steadily, in the redaction
of Man, my best and only way to fight for a better world. Here,
one can scarcely realize that there is war in Europe, as long chiefly
as no letters have arrived, describing the new situation. The past
war has made me. I would like to think that the present one will
achieve me. But I don’t know how that might be possible so far!
In any case I prefer that the war should have surprised me here
rather than in Europe. Being too old for active service, I should
have been terribly embarrassed what to do best. Here, at least, I
have no choice, but to wait, to watch, and to work. No news so
far, from my family nor from my various friends.

Besides nothing new. My plans are just as vague as the devel-
opment of the war.

Peking, October 6, 1939

I wonder what is going to be your next step in life: I think of it,
and even I pray for it. May you find the path which will lead you
to the highest and the truest of yourself! Keep the right direc-
tion upwards —and the hope for perpetual discovery — and
trust Life. That’s all.

Personally, I am still in a rather “mixed” condition. For some
obscure reasons I do not feel yet exactly myself, physically, or if
you prefer, nervously. A mere temporary accentuation, I guess,
of some dispositions which I had to live with since childhood. In
the meantime I keep my old routine, with this only difference
that there are much less parties now, which of course I do not
mind. Social life is somewhat reduced in Peking; and in addi-
tion I have to be specially careful not to scare the people in my
monastery. Things will gradually adjust themselves, I am sure.
Provisionally I do not see anything better for me than to keep
the lab and my personal work going. I write several scientific
papers (rather interesting notes, for our Bulletin), and chiefly I
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try to advance my paper (or rather book) on Man. And, at the
same time, I am wondering whether I should not do something
more adapted to the present conditions of the world. But
what? . . .

In fact, I have the greatest difficulty to understand and to feel
the present war. Is it because I am too far geographically from
the European atmosphere, or too far psychologically from the
military clashes and methods? But I do not react to the crisis as I
did in 1914. Even I have the suspicion that in Europe, in spite of
being decided to bring the Nazis down, people do not have any
spirit of war. Would it be possible that we are gradually getting
“vaccinated” against spells of mere brutal violence? Maybe I am
all wrong, because my perspective is distorted by the Peking air,
where everything is going on practically unchanged (nobody
here, practically, has been recalled so far to Europe, from any
country!). But I have a kind of feeling that we are going toward
tremendous political and social changes through an abortive
war. And by the changes only I am interested. When they come
out, an internationalistic (and really “Earthy”) objective and
ideal will be required. Along this line of research I can perhaps
do something. And in this spirit I try my best to finish my book.
In the meantime, if I can see something to do with my life . . .
well, we shall see. Help me to see.

No news from France, so far. I have not the slightest idea what
my two brothers, and so many friends are doing. Waiting for
new developments in the conditions, I do not see any reason,
and even any pretense to move. What could I do in France, just
now? . . . Just to be in the hot spot of the living world? Yes,
after all, that might be a real reason. I always felt anxious to
stand at the border of the moving things. What do you think?

P.U.M.C. Departme nt of Anatomy,
Peking, November 20, 1939

Such a long time since I wrote you, and since I heard of you. It
seems that mail is desperately long these days (two months to
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get a letter from France!). And then one gives up the hope to
receive, and the hurry to write, any letter. . . .

So far as I am concerned, no change, except that I feel dis-
tinctly better. Days are slowly following days, in a most “regu-
lar” life. From time to time I have lunch in town, or even, as
yesterday, a delightful picnic in the barren beauty of the West-
ern Hills. I write a number of scientific notes, to be published
soon in our Bulletin. And I go on, step by step, along the long
road leading to the end of my dreamed book on Man. In
February, I may have reached the middle of the work; and
then, I feel, the second half will be like going down a gentle
slope. Writing this essay has become the axis, and the most seri-
ous part of my activity. Something has to be said (or at least
prepared: who would listen these days? . . .) clearly and strongly
for Man. It is so easy to be pessimistical or cynical, like dear
Hooton, about the present and the future of Earth! I must
show the other and truer side of the things. If I can do it, my life
will be full and fulfilled. And if, in order to do it, I have to stay
here in the quiet Peking, instead of taking my part of the Euro-
pean troubles, I will not regret it. When the storm is over, in the
West, then people will need some constructive hope.

Of the Western war, I have scarcely any more news, so far,
than those read in the newspapers’ propaganda. Sometimes,
looking from here, the impression is growing that the whole
thing will end in a kind of huge readjustment, without any great
fight along the old style. Funny to observe how things grow in-
vincibly different from what we had sowed and planned. . . .
But, in any case, I think that the readjustment will be great
and deep—and not conservative, I think and hope. Many
things can be hated and fought against, in this world. And yet,
there is only one foe against whom I should fully like to give my
life: immobility.
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P.U.M.C. Department of Anatomy,
Peking, December 13,1939

Here, my life is going mostly along the same routine. But the
occupations begin to be pretty thick.

To begin with, I am gradually more and more involved in the
scientific side of things. We have just sent to press a new number
of our Bulletin, entirely written or rewritten by me. And now,
in addition to more paleontological descriptions, I have de-
cided to write an outline of the Continental Geology of Eastern
Asia, where I should condense the best of what I got in the field
since almost twenty years. On another hand, it seems that our
Tientsin Museum is going to move, during the spring, to Pe-
king — under the shape of a Research Institute, for the idea of
which I am responsible. This change might turn out to have a
considerable importance for the development of geological and
human researches in China. Of course, I do not belong to the
staff of the institution, directly and officially; but I act very
much in the thing as an adviser. Such a transformation would
give me a much more independent and pleasant situation in
Peking. But at the same time I would not like to get more tied
here, in case something more important would call me else-
where. In fact we are building here on a very moving ground:
nobody knows how much an Occidental Institute is going to be
tolerated here in the next future. It may well happen therefore
that I get free, from this side, even faster than I should like.

And, now, so long for science. As you know, the axis of my life
is running somewhere else above. The book on Man is progress-
ing steadily. Not specially fast, but, on the average, a page a day.
After two months, maybe, the most intricate part of the work
(Life) will be over, and I will stand safely on Thought and
Man. Then I shall feel on the safest and descending side of the
journey. In fact, I am more than halfway, already, because the
scheme of the book ahead gets more and more elaborated, even
for the details, at the same time as I am writing the definite text.
Now the four parts are definitely these: La Prévie (Matter), La
Vie, La Pensée, La Survie. The fourth is my pet.

In the meantime, I went to Tientsin to make what we call a
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retraite. Eight days of self-recollection are pretty long. Yet, that
was a useful time, and in Tientsin I had a very comfortable and
sunny room. Well, I tried to perceive more distinctly and practi-
cally a loving influence at the “alpha” and mostly at the
“omega” of our World and lives in the making, and I hope not
to have too much deceived myself. . . . Externally, Tientsin
had apparently recovered from the flood. But the blockade was
just as bad. The French are relatively well treated. But it is a
sight to watch the long “queue” of Chinese waiting hours and
even days before being admitted in the concessions, and the pro-
cession of cars loaded with vegetables, and the coal or eggs un-
loaded for examination. The problem is to know who is going to
get tired first, the British or the Japanese. And both seem to be
perfectly stubborn.

Finally I have gotten, a few days ago, a bunch of letters from
France. One of my brothers is mobilized (in a safe place), and
the other not (but his twenty-year-old son will be called this
winter). At the time the letters were written (in October) the
question was how to keep the national and private life going on,
in spite of extensive mobilization of people and material or sup-
plies. I think the situation has been improving since then, decid-
edly. Reading these letters, I felt a little more the spell of the
events, and a kind of longing for joining home. And still I can-
not yet be really excited by this war. I realize its urgency, and its
drama, and even the great Object it is to repel the reign of mate-
rial force. But I have an obscure feeling that the Allies are fight-
ing too much for quietness and stability (or rather immobility);
and this point becomes always clearer in myself: the only fight
in which I would like to mix and to die should be a battle for
construction and movement ahead. In the same line, historians
ought to distinguish more clearly two very different types of cru-
saders or martyrs: those who were killed for keeping, and those
who were killed for changing, an old thing. I suppose that the
mutual positions will become clearer in Europe after a while,
and I still hope that some agreement may be reached without
any major clash. So strange that Russia should have turned
enemy no. 1. Whatever should be the end, the world needs a
thorough readjustment under a more definite human common
ideal. That is the only thing I believe to see.
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January 1o, 1940

Well, for the present time, my existence, I am afraid is overregu-
lar. Due to the geographical location of my North Pekinese
monastery, I do not see much of the world — and more specially
of the evening world. But, for a while, and because I am busy
inside, I do not object essentially to the situation. Since my last
letter, I wrote another scientific Note; I sent to my Parisian Re-
view (the austere Etudes) some pages on the meaning of the
present war, which will probably be printed; I made a long
recension of the H ’s memoir on India (with a few friendly
criticisms to P ); I built an incipient scheme for a book I
dream on the Continental History of China; and finally I wrote
every day a few paragraphs more of Man, which brings me
rather close to the half of the whole redaction. Since I have every
day one hour and a half to sit in my rickshaw, gazing at the icy
blue sky and at the Sino-Japanese crowd, you will agree that I
have some excuse for keeping on my table a heap of reproachful
unanswered letters. To be true, by cross-examining me, you
would perhaps detect by times in all this a touch of feverishness.
But, on the whole, I feel much better than last autumn. And
really, since my mind feels clear and alive, I think that there is
nothing better for me than to go on along an interesting and
creative line. In spite of what I told you above d propos de my
monastic life, occasions for relaxing are not so rare. Two days
ago, for the seventieth birthday of Dr. Grabau, we had a very
merry evening, in a beautiful Chinese house, with fantastic
cocktails and food. I was toastmaster (!1) and the first one to talk
after me was the American ambassador (!1). Several pleasant
meetings for Xmas too.

I forgot to tell you that I am (or rather was) planning to
spend February and March in Yunnan, in order to get in touch
with things and friends, down there. But some material difficul-
ties in the lab seem to prevent me from leaving now. Besides, I
have no plan for the middle and the end of 1940. As for every-
body, everything depends on the evolution of the war. Here, in
the Far East, invasion is going on. But no indications so far of
any real reconciliation between yellow cousins: the gap in the
feelings was never deeper, I am afraid. And yet, there is no pos-
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sible peace without sympathy. In spite of all these troubles, I am
always more convinced that the present crisis is for the birth of a
new world. I should like it if my book would be ready (and al-
lowed . . . ) for publication just when the fight is over.

P.U.M.C. Department of Anatomy,
March 4, 1940

Well, February went on, with its usual cold spell, and the red
lanterns of the Chinese New Year. Very little snow, a beautiful
and dry powdery dust, evanescent under a bright sun. Chinese
were as merry as possible; but this “possible” was limited by the
food question, which, for the natives, if not for the foreigners,
becomes acute. Prospects are bad, for the next month, up to the
next crop (if there is no drought and no flood . . . ). No ex-
port, very little import, and the money falling down. And no
indication whatever that we are approaching the end of the Ori-
ental “incident.” . . . I was planning, you know, to go to Yun-
nan this winter. As I wrote you already, perhaps, I had to give
up the trip, because my presence was supposed to be necessary at
the lab here. Consequently, I went on along the same routine.
In fact, I never had such time to work peacefully, since years.
Several scientific papers already printed, or under preparation.
And “Man” is proceeding, too, at the regular speed. Now, I am
decidedly along the slope down. Maybe, before July, I shall
reach the end. Good, I hope. But I am so much immersed in the
subject, since months, that I have no more perspective. Anyhow,
I must finish — and now I hope to.

From France, news are coming regularly now. My impression
is that the end of the war will come from the side we are expect-
ing the less. We think still of a final battlefield. But in the mean-
time a new order is gradually forming itself and developing
under the strain. And when the order is born, maybe an impos-
sible and useless struggle will stop by itself. In France itself I am
struck by the mixture of people and social classes brought by the
evacuations, mobilization, and general pressure: a complete stir-
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ring up and recasting of the nation under a generous spirit. The
same is true, I guess, for other nations.

Socially speaking, I live very moderately. Yet, I get a pleasant
afternoon, or a merry lunch, from time to time. Last Sunday, we
had a nice picnic in a temple of the Western Hills: a marvelous
“Mongol sheep,” which you roast yourself, with long chopsticks,
on a grill — I enjoyed the walk in the barren hills. But I felt
sick to be in the field again. Since Burma I did not properly
come in close contact with Mother Earth!

Nothing to tell you, so far, concerning my plans for the fu-
ture. Eventually, I will have to go back to Europe, and I suppose
I need it. But it should be useless to make any decision before
spring gives (perhaps) a new turn to the war. And in the mean-
time I am stuck here. Weidenreich does not come back before
July. And decidedly we move here the Tientsin Museum in
April or May.

Peking, April 8, 1940

It was sweet of you to send me the Ugly Duckling and the nice
Easter card, which arrived almost exactly at the proper time.
. . . Clearly, after having been left for years practically loose
and free in my Order, I feel gradually tightening on me (at least
as long as I am here, in my monastery) the frame of “regular-
ity,” which does not fit at all my type of activities, but which, for
a lot of higher reasons, I feel obliged to accept and to some ex-
tent to respect — because I have no choice between breaking
(which would be egotistical and foolish) and being as much
régulier as I can manage to be. Probably it is difficult for you to
understand the problem. But the problem exists. This time
again I hope to go through just by being as much as possible
responsive to various and apparently contradictory sides of real-
ity, at the same time. But I can not yet foresee exactly where is
leading me this complicated evolution. One thing I know, is
that this evolution is just going always straighter to the aims of
more comprehensive and more human Truth which are since
years the only reason and soul of my life. I know what you think,
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the duckling with the ducks, and the little swan with the swans.
. . . I did never see so far, and I will apparently never see, the
real reason (for which I have been often instinctively longing)
which should allow me, in the face of Life, to return to free-
dom. . ..

Nothing much new, since the last weeks. Spring has come, a
typical North Chinese spring: clear, dry, windy, dusty. Cherries
and apricot trees are everywhere like pink clouds mixed with
clouds of dust. Yesterday I spent my Sunday afternoon in the
hills. A pleasant time we had. But always this feeling that long
trips on the field are impossible, and impossible for a long pe-
riod, now. At least we have some solid hopes to resume before
long our Choukoutien excavations, for more Peking Man. If
so, that would be a new life and blood running in the labora-
tory.

I told you, probably, about the plan of moving here in Peking
the Tientsin laboratories, and to have in town our small private
institute. If it does materialize (as I still hope), the scheme
would solve automatically a lot of my domestic difficulties. But,
just when everything was ready, some authorization has become
necessary, which is not yet there. Thus, we are still hanging on
our old position. If things turn well, transfer should begin im-
mediately. Lot of troubles. But after them, peace.

From Europe, nothing, except what you know from the pa-
pers in America. And the propaganda is so confusing and awful,
almost from both sides equally. What I am still afraid of is that
the Allies do not seem to understand that no end and no peace
— a real peace, I mean — can be expected except from a com-
plete readjustment. The trouble is that the readjustment should
include an intellectual and moral change in the men themselves.
Maybe that will come out of the long and terrible pressure we
are undergoing now.

Peking, April 18, 1940

Today I am rather in a hurry, because tomorrow I am going to
Tientsin, for several days, and I have to make many things ready
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before. The reason for this trip is (I hope, at least!) the trans-
portation of our Tientsin labs to Peking. But there is a little
flaw. At the last minute, the head of my Order was a bit scared
by the prospect of such a change under the present world condi-
tions. And we are still expecting the cable giving a final answer.
A positive answer is expected, but still nothing is absolutely
sure. . . . Let us hope for the best. If the worse happens, that
is if I have to stay here in my monastery, instead of moving to a
more merry place, well, I think I will take the thing philosophi-
cally. After all, this is a heavy business to transfer a whole library
and innumerable collections. In my next letter, I will tell you.

Nothing new, besides. Spring is marvelous, and I enjoy just
facing my Chinese window, two large apple trees covered with
flowers as by a heavy snow. Not too much wind or dust. These
last weeks my writing has been going on tolerably, so that I
begin to feel the end of my book: in two months, maybe. . . . I
feel that it is going to be for me a relief to get free for thinking
in a less strenuous and less limited way. I need to face other
problems, or the same problems from a different angle.

These days things seem to move faster in Europe. I feel, as you
do, the scandal of the whole situation. And yet, at the same time,
I am so convinced of the bigness of the change which Earth
needs and expects, that I feel ready to accept any perturbations
and any pressure. For a new world we need new mass feelings,
and the feelings of the masses do not evolve except under world-
wide reactions. The question comes always back to the same di-
lemma. Either the World is absurd; and then, of course, nothing
to do; we have just to retire. Either the World is going
somewhere. Then he will find his way through any emergencies.
And World cannot be absurd: otherwise, how could we be here,
criticizing him? . . .

Peking, May 29, 1940
I have well received your letter of April g. In fact, I would have

answered it much quicker, but for the rather hectic time I am
having since a few weeks — first on account of the transporta-
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tion of our Tientsin labs, and also as a consequence of the dread-
ful things which are just now happening in France. It is not easy
to keep exactly one’s balance in such occurrences. I am sure you
feel the situation deeply, too.-

Well, coming to my Chinese life, I told you that I was busy.
To sort and to pack the Tientsin material was a job. Now I have
only to wait, for a few weeks perhaps, till the boxes cross the
blockade, and find the railway trucks to cover the 8o miles sepa-
rating Tientsin from Peking. In the meantime I hope to be set-
tled, in a week from today, in our provisional home, decidedly
too dark, but so well located in the Legation quarter. In the
meantime, too, I have finished writing my book, a part only hav-
ing still to be typed. Now that the thing is over, I begin to won-
der what it is really worth. Anyhow, it is over, and I will not
change it any more. Possibly, after a few weeks, when my mind
has settled down, I will discover that what I was trying to express
is still something else. In any case, I am decided to try my best to
have the present essay accepted and printed. But then I must
wait for the end of the war. And what is going to be the
peace? . . .

I should like tremendously, to talk with you about these
things. On the whole, I am still optimist, but mostly on a long
range. Since the beginning, I was positively afraid to see how
“conservative,” only, was the Allies’ position in war. To keep a
situation, they were fighting, and not clearly enough, to make
Man and Earth better. If only this awful shock would awake us
to the sense of construction and progress, then, in any turn of
events, we should profit from this war. But, by all means, Man
must emerge out of this devilish condition to have to spend his
whole resources in building more tanks and bombers. I am sure
we will emerge, some day. But then the face of the world will be
terribly different from what it is now. And we have to pay.

Peking, June 18, 1940

Just today, after the French final defeat, you can suspect what I
am thinking. In fact, I can’t say that this provisional end of a
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part of the World’s transformation took me by surprise. Since
three weeks, the situation was pretty clear; and, since the begin-
ning, I did not like this war; because I felt (maybe I told you)
that, on the Allies’ side, there was not any spirit of conquest and
renovation: only fighting to keep going on an old-fashioned,
“bourgeoise,” conception of Man. There is something dread-
fully primitive and narrow in the Hitler’s religion and ideal.
But the Germans had an internal flame, and this was too strong
for us, much more than the tanks. So, I am just there, facing
what was bound to come.

It is much too early, of course, to appreciate the magnitude of
the collapse, and chiefly the span of the impending changes. But
one thing is sufficiently clear. It should be absurd to decide that
the world is definitely lost or bad. The problem is to find the
right place where to apply the right kind of force. And that is
what I am mostly thinking, these days: to repress useless and
sentimental reactions, and to search how a new Man may rise
out of the crisis. My hope is that, from awakening to the threat
of a mechanized Earth, we shall be forced into the conception of
and the belief in a spiritual structure of the world. This is the
very moment, paradoxically, for Man to discover the biological
value, and the possible extension, of the only energy which can
group and achieve individual Man, without turning him into a
gadget or a slave: a mutual form of love, based on the conscious-
ness of a common Something (or rather Somebody) into which
all together we converge. Am I true? To spread this half-
scientific, half-religious faith of my all life is the only and the
best thing left to me ahead, I guess. I am not specially afraid if
people think me dangerous, or naive, or mad. What I should
like to know, next, is who amongst my friends in France are still
alive — or dead. No news of course, so far, about any of them.
And, for the coming years, how much is going to be left out of
France? Shall we escape revolution? Everything is possible, after
such a shock. If sometimes you are doing something like pray-
ing, ask for me spiritual and physical strength. This is not the
time for a breakdown, just now. Nothing really bad, with me;
but an unpleasing feeling of depression, the reverse of myself.

Since a fortnight, I am living rather pleasingly in my new
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home. The bulk of the Tientsin material did not yet arrive, on
account of the blockade; but some day we shall get it. In the
meanwhile, I have plenty to keep busy. The book on Man is
finished, but has to be retyped in three copies, and here the typ-
ists are not easy to find. I hope to succeed. And then I must go
through the censorship. I do not forecast any special difficulties
in this line, chiefly now.

Don’t let you be disturbed by the world’s events, but excited
to do still more. This is the time to sow in a newly open field.

Institut De Géobiologie, August 3, 1940

I hate to think that the present mess of the world makes you
unhappy. And yet, at some extent, I rejoice that you should feel
an attack of Weltschmerz. Is this not a divine pain? Provided, of
course, that you get not finally depressed on account of it, but in
some way excited and driven to the best limit of yourself. In fact,
the great pity is that too many, just now, are only weeping over
their own small losses, and do not experience the real magnitude
of what is going on, for evil or for good. Personally, I stick to my
idea that we are watching the birth, more than the death, of a
World. But the scandal, as you point it exactly, is that England
and France should have come to this tragedy because they have
sincerely tried the road of peace! But did they not precisely
make a mistake on the true meaning of “peace”? “Peace” can
not mean anything but a higher process of conquest. And, since
1919, France at least did scarcely do more than to stick comfort-
ably to the old routines. World is bound to belong to its most
active elements. If we are defeated today by sheer brutal force,
the reason is, I believe, that we did not, after the last war, find a
spiritual and constructive outlet for force. Just now, the Ger-
mans deserve to win because, however bad or mixed is their
spirit, they have more spirit than the rest of the world. It is easy
to criticize and despise the fifth column. But no spiritual aim or
energy will ever succeed, or even deserve to succeed, unless it
proves able to spread and to keep spreading a fifth column. To

146 LETTERS TO TWO FRIENDS, 1926-1952



incorporate spirit in Force (or either to sublimate Force into
spirit), this is the problem, and this ought to be our dream.

From France, since the collapse, I have no letters, and nobody
has. And I do not expect news before long. So I am left com-
pletely in the dark concerning the fate and the present life of my
brothers and friends. In fact, I am even unable to understand
what did really happen in June, and what this funny Pétain
government really means. Looking from China, the whole thing
seems to have been rather a shame. A most curious and unpleas-
ing feeling to have the impression that there is no more France.
Still I hope for some kind of revival. The sad part of the thing is
that, as I told you the last year, I had left France with the convic-
tion that something was growing there which could have been a
ferment for the world. Maybe the seed is not crushed and killed,
but ready to develop in a rejuvenated ground. But I long for
news telling me those things which are not to be found in any
newspaper.

In the meantime, I am really enjoying our new house, in the
Legation quarter. We are four friends living there, with our
books, the best of our col