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Soon after the mysterious arrival of its new inhabitant, new 
seeds were sowed in the garden of Wittgenstein’s house. The 
fields grew quickly, the grass became tall and bushy, and then 
its fresh green colour began to fade. Soon the house could no 
longer be seen from the street. The fields that surrounded it were 
golden yellow, wheat cIogged tracts. [1] The house showed no 
other signs of life, no one ever seemed to arrive or leave, there 
was no movement save the soft sway of the wheat crowning its 
walls.

—

In summer, I watched from my window across the street as the 
wheat was cut and carried into the house in bundles. The house 
showed its face once again, and I was eager to see its familiar 
form.

As evening came, I watched a man exit the house through an 
inconspicuous door in the outer wall, an athletic figure in a 
white tracksuit who quickly turned and ran off.
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What attracts most is the unknown. [2] Where there had long 
been a dark spot in the city’s night, the house now was a bea-
con of light. Those who found themselves lost and alone in the 
street gladly accepted the house’s invitation, and I watched as, 
in the darkness, a crowd gathered. I watched as they passed 
through the open gates, up the stairs, and disappeared into the 
house.

—

The next day I was summoned to the house. I was received at 
the small door in the outer wall, led through the cellars, and up 
into the belly of the house. There was a smell of sweat, smoke, 
and perfume in the air. As I stepped on to the landing some-
thing crunched under my shoe. A few stalks of wheat lay be-
neath my feet, and more was strewn about the stone floor, next 
to food crumbs, scattered objects and items of clothing. The 
whole of this […] stricken interior bore traces of having been 
overturned. [3]

I was led through another door. The room I was brought into 
came as more of a shock than all this upheaval. It was a large, 
elliptical space, which the house somehow accommodated 
within its cubic volumes and between its perfect, planar sur-
faces. The floor was lowered, so that you stepped down and 
into the room from the threshold, and covered in a thick layer 
of straw that totally obscured the surface beneath. From this 
tangled golden carpet rose the wall in a single smooth curve 
and seemed not to end.

I was so trapped in my surprise that some seconds passed be-





fore I noticed the figure standing in the middle of the room. It 
was Lenny Belardo, Pope Pius XIII. He looked at me with his 
pale blue eyes, grazing my cheek with his long white fingers. [4]

—Her priests have violated my law, and have profaned mine holy 
things: they have put no difference between the holy and profane, 
neither have they shewed difference between the unclean and the 
clean, […] and I am profaned among them. [5] I want this mess 
gone, and I want its very existence to remain unknown. [6] One 
more thing: other than that I should summon you, Do not enter 
here, you will profane this place, or sully yourself. [7]
He turned his back to leave, and I blurted out a burning ques-
tion.

—Why such a profound mystery? [8]

—Christ’s Ascension into heaven, whereby He withdrew His bodi-
ly presence from us, was more profitable for us than His bodily 
presence would have been. [9] That is the only way great love 
stories are born. [10]





I began to clean. I gathered the wheat and carried it away in 
baskets. I swept up nut shells, fruit peels, scraps of paper, ash, 
hair and dust. I scrubbed the stains out of the floor as best I 
could. Marks left on the walls, undefined stains, messages writ-
ten in marker pen — If you want to save yourself, take risks [11] 
— I painted over in white. The tones never quite matched, the 
house’s age left its own colours, patches and cracks. A hundred 
years is youth in a church and age in a house. [12]

I picked up the relics of the last night: paintings, drawings, stat-
uettes, waxworks […], gold weights, the woodwork of an altar, 
jewels, boxes and sacks with ultramarine, sulfur, quicksilver, 
and smalt […]; ivory boxes, mirrors […], a pair of compasses, a 
square, and a ruler; shells, medals, a leopards skin […], plaster 
models (e.g. of hands, feet, and breast), maps, and 71 books. [13] 
I took these things into the next room, where behind heavy 
steel doors I found bare rooms and cupboards, and stowed 
each one. The house resisted as I pushed the doors closed, but 
after considerable force they snapped shut.

—
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After that day, the house showed a fresh face, and it surround-
ed itself with bushy green fields. But the colour faded, and the 
house again began to disappear behind tall stalks of golden 
wheat. The next summer arrived, and I watched once again 
as the wheat was cut and carried into the house in bundles. 
And when even was come, [I watched as Lenny] went out of the 
city. [14] I watched as the house revealed its face, watched as 
the crowd gathered in the house’s inviting glow, then passed 
through the gates, up the stairs, and disappeared into the house. 
And the next day I waited for my summons, and went to set the 
house in order.

After our first meeting, the Pope never showed himself to me 
again. I abided by his word, and for years I never joined the 
crowds that gathered. But I felt a growing loneliness, and I sat-
ed it with increasing attention to the relics I found. Each histo-
rian traces, to some extent, the particular feature which pleases 
him amid this pell mell. [15] I felt like a historian in reverse, and 
I hid the traces of each night.

The house celebrated the life that had entered it, and fought 
me at every step. Where I painted over writings and drawings 
on the wall, I would return to find the paint peeling off. Where 
I stashed the relics of each night, the house would violently 
throw open its doors, and the relics, so densely layered, would 
spill to the floor with a crash of breaking porcelain and tearing 
paper. To make or to destroy, it is all one to him; change is what 
he seeks, and all change involves action. [16]





We all want to see that which is hidden, we all want to stare the 
forbidden in the face. [17] One year I could not hold myself any 
longer. I watched as the wheat was cut, I watched as Lenny left 
the house, I watched as the house beamed its invitation into the 
night, and I put on my shoes and went out into the street to join 
the crowd that had gathered.

I saw a voluptuous woman, naked and fleshless […] I saw a mi-
ser, stiff in the stiffness of death […] I saw a proud man with a 
devil clinging to his shoulders […] a man and a woman clutching 
each other by the hair […] The whole population of the nether 
world seemed to have gathered to act as vestibule. [18]

They gazed expectantly up at the house, and spoke:

—Hear my prayer, O Lord, and let my cry come unto thee. Hide 
not thy face from me in the day when I am in trouble [19]

 I found my voice joining the chorus:

—I am like a pelican of the wilderness: I am like an owl of the 
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desert. I watch, and am as a sparrow alone upon the house top 
[20]

There was a woman who took the first step, and her movement 
pulled the crowd with her. They approached the open gate, and 
I moved with them. There was no rush, no impatience, they 
passed through one by one, walked up the stairs, across the 
freshly cut field, through the front door and into the house. I 
followed them to the elliptical room.

The floor was laid out with a thick covering of wheat. The 
woman stepped on to it with her bare feet and began to thresh, 
stamping heavily. She turned, and she saw us standing hesitant 
in the threshold, and she called out to us.

—Abandon your proud, slow yielding resistance. [21] If the body 
finds relief in lamentations, let it; if it wants to toss about, let it 
writhe and contort as much as it likes; if the body believes that 
some of the pain can be driven off as vapour by forcing out our 
cries […] just let it shout out. [22]

I stepped out of my shoes and down into the room. It was as if 
my feet pressed against something as elastic as air or water, which 
was in this case unyielding to my weight. [23] I was swept up in 
the movement, chaotic and uniform. The at first cacophonous 
noise, bouncing off the walls in an endless echo, settled into a 
steady rhythm.

The woman was part of the movement but also its static cen-
tre. She saw all of us, she touched us, embraced us, kissed us, 
washed us, and poured her precious perfume on our heads. 





And she felt so virtuous for the free gift she made of herself, and 
so uplifted. [24] And I asked myself, frightened and rapt, who 
was she who rose before me like the dawn, beautiful as the moon, 
radiant as the sun, […] terrible as an army with banners? [25]

I saw her pale blue eyes, and I recognised her. What a change 
did I discover in [t]his person! [26] She was Lenny, differing only 
in gender, [27] two natures in one Person. [28] Then the house 
dropped a veil over us, and no more distinctions were possible. 
We felt this fabric forming around [ourselves]: this invisible veil 
[…] this laminated corridor between the skin and things, stretch 
out, unfold, spread, exhibit and flatten it. [29]

In this heaving turmoil I found another woman, but this time it 
was the whore of Babylon. I was not so much struck by her form 
as by the thought that she, too, was a woman like the other, and 
yet this one was the vessel of every vice, whereas the other was the 
receptacle of every virtue. But the forms were womanly in both 
cases, and at a certain point I could no longer understand what 
distinguished them. [30] Our shadows, now parallel, now close 
together and joined, traced an exquisite pattern at our feet. [31]

The bare rubbing of […] bodies violently one upon another, pro-
duces heat, [32] and the veil swelled and, carried by the hot air, 
formed a dome above our heads, floating upwards. Our gaze 
followed it, and landed on the only solid figure in all this up-
heaval: on Lenny, Lenny the Pope, bathed in the morning sun, 
with a whip in his right hand.

—Remove yourself [33]





He cried with a loud voice […] And the veil of the temple was 
rent in twain from the top to the bottom. [34]

We fled, for [we] feared him, because all the people was aston-
ished at his doctrine. [35] We fled the house, barefooted, and 
the stubble of the wheat field pricked and cut at our feet.

—

I was summoned to the house a few hours later. I was led into 
the familiar room, fearful that Lenny might appear again. He 
forbade me his presence. [36]

I gathered the straw from the threshing floor. I picked up the 
relics of the last night and carried them into the next room. The 
house had once again thrown open its doors and the contents 
of the reliquaries were spilled out in proud display.

Between two open doors I found an image sketched on the wall. 
Naked bodies, exposed by centuries of painting, are not aimed 
at voyeurs, but reveal what belongs to the realm of the senses. 
[37] Paint roller already in hand, I hesitated. There are still some 
traces of heat and emotion after the fever. [38]

The workman cannot alter his materials [39] but I allow myself 
to discover something new, to alter, to reject. [40] I dropped the 
paint roller, and instead reached for the objects that lay scat-
tered on the floor. In each thing I touched, I searched for the 
bodies I had felt in the dance. Individual figures detach them-
selves from their material matrix. [41] I reordered them, piled 
them up at the foot of the painting, placed them in relation to 





other figures within the same image. [42] It is an assemblage that 
includes, but is not limited to the painting. Relics, reliquaries, ce-
lestial vault, and viewer are all intricately implicated. [43]

I step back. This, then, is our story, and after the substance naught 
abideth but the trace. [44]
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thresh (v.)
Old English þrescan, þerscan, “to beat, sift grain by tram-
pling or beating,” from Proto-Germanic *threskan “to 
thresh,” originally “to tread, to stamp noisily” (source 
also of Middle Dutch derschen, Dutch dorschen, Old 
High German dreskan, German dreschen, Old Norse 
þreskja, Swedish tröska, Gothic þriskan), from PIE root 
*tere- (1) “to rub, turn.”

The basic notion is of men or oxen treading out wheat; 
later, with the advent of the flail, the word acquired its 
modern extended sense of “to knock, beat, strike.” 
The original Germanic sense is suggested by the use of 
the word in Romanic languages that borrowed it, such 
as Italian trescare “to prance,” Old French treschier “to 
dance,” Spanish triscar “to stamp the feet.”

And now is not Boaz of our kindred, with whose 
maidens thou wast? Behold, he winnoweth barley to 
night in the threshingfloor.
Wash thyself therefore, and anoint thee, and put thy 
raiment upon thee, and get thee down to the floor: 
but make not thyself known unto the man, until he 
shall have done eating and drinking.
[Ruth 3:2-3]



threshold (n.)
Old English þrescold, þærscwold, þerxold, etc., “door-
sill, point of entering,” a word of uncertain origin and 
probably much altered by folk-etymology.

The first element probably is related to Old English þres-
can (see thresh), either in its current sense of “thresh” 
or with its original sense of “to tread, trample.” The 
second element has been much transformed in all the 
Germanic languages, suggesting its literal sense was 
lost even in ancient times. In English it probably has 
been altered to conform to hold.

Liberman (Oxford University Press blog, Feb. 11, 2015) 
revives an old theory that the second element is the 
Proto-Germanic instrumental suffix *-thlo and the origi-
nal sense of threshold was a threshing area adjacent to 
the living area of a house.

From Neolithic times onward, in cultures all around 
the world, the threshing floor was a place of work 
but also a place of gathering, dancing, ritual, and 
worship. [Koolhaas, Elements of Architecture]



mystery (n.1)
early 14c., misterie, in a theological sense, “religious 
truth via divine revelation, hidden spiritual signifi-
cance, mystical truth,” from Anglo-French *misterie, 
Old French mistere “secret, mystery, hidden meaning” 
(Modern French mystère) and directly from Latin myste-
rium “secret rite, secret worship; a sacrament, a secret 
thing.”

This is from Greek mystērion (usually in plural mysteria) 
“secret rite or doctrine (known and practiced by certain 
initiated persons only), consisting of purifications, sac-
rificial offerings, processions, songs, etc.,” from mystēs 
“one who has been initiated,” from myein “to close, 
shut” (see mute (adj.)); perhaps referring to the lips (in 
secrecy) or to the eyes (only initiates were allowed to 
see the sacred rites).

But Christ’s Ascension into heaven, whereby He 
withdrew His bodily presence from us, was more 
profitable for us than His bodily presence would 
have been. [Aquinas, Summa Theologica]



person (n.)
c. 1200, persoun, “an individual, a human being,” from 
Old French persone “human being, anyone, person” 
(12c., Modern French personne) and directly from Lat-
in persona “human being, person, personage; a part 
in a drama, assumed character,” originally “a mask, a 
false face,” such as those of wood or clay, covering the 
whole head, worn by the actors in later Roman theater. 
OED offers the general 19c. explanation of persona as 
“related to” Latin personare “to sound through” (i.e. 
the mask as something spoken through and perhaps 
amplifying the voice), “but the long o makes a difficulty 
....” Klein and Barnhart say it is possibly borrowed from 
Etruscan phersu “mask.” De Vaan has no entry for it.

From mid-13c. as “one of the persons of the Trinity,” 
a theological use in Church Latin of the classical word. 
Meanings “one’s physical being, the living body; exter-
nal appearance” are from late 14c.

Six days thou shalt work, but on the seventh day 
thou shalt rest: in earing time and in harvest thou 
shalt rest.
And thou shalt observe the feast of weeks, of the first-
fruits of wheat harvest, and the feast of ingathering 
at the year’s end.
[Exodus 34:21-22]



And they come to Jerusalem: and Jesus went into the 
temple, and began to cast out them that sold and 
bought in the temple, and overthrew the tables of 
the moneychangers, and the seats of them that sold 
doves;
And would not suffer that any man should carry any 
vessel through the temple.
And he taught, saying unto them, Is it not written, 
My house shall be called of all nations the house of 
prayer? but ye have made it a den of thieves.
And the scribes and chief priests heard it, and sought 
how they might destroy him: for they feared him, be-
cause all the people was astonished at his doctrine.
And when even was come, he went out of the city.
[Mark 11:15-19]



Further, as in the mystery of the Trinity there are 
three Persons in one Nature, so in the mystery of the 
Incarnation there are two natures in one Person.
[Aquinas, Summa Theologica]



theology (n.)
mid-14c., “the science of religion, study of God and his 
relationship to humanity,” from Old French theologie 
“philosophical study of Christian doctrine; Scripture” 
(14c.), from Latin theologia, from Greek theologia “an 
account of the gods,” from theologos “one discoursing 
on the gods,” from theos “god” (from PIE root *dhes-, 
forming words for religious concepts) + -logos “treat-
ing of” (see -logy). Meaning “a particular system of the-
ology” is from 1660s.

Theology moves back and forth between two poles, 
the eternal truth of its foundations and the temporal 
situation in which the eternal truth must be received. 
[Paul Tillich, “Systematic Theology,” 1951]

for Hilary says (De Trin. vii) that “in the divine per-
sons there is nothing diverse, nothing alien, nothing 
separable.” [Aquinas, Summa Theologica]



discourse (n.)
late 14c., “process of understanding, reasoning, 
thought,” from French discours, from Latin discursus 
“a running about,” in Late Latin “conversation,” in Me-
dieval Latin “reasoning,” noun use of past participle 
of discurrere “to run about, run to and fro, hasten,” 
in Late Latin “to go over a subject, speak at length of, 
discourse of,” from dis- “apart” (see dis-) + currere “to 
run” (from PIE root *kers- “to run”).

Meaning “a running over a subject in speech, commu-
nication of thought in words” is from 1550s; sense of 
“discussion or treatment of a subject in formal speech 
or writing,” is from 1580s.

For thus saith the LORD of hosts, the God of Israel; 
The daughter of Babylon is like a threshingfloor, it is 
time to thresh her: yet a little while, and the time of 
her harvest shall come.
[Jeremiah 51:33]



heave (v.)
Old English hebban “to lift, raise; lift up, exalt” (class VI 
strong verb; past tense hof, past participle hafen), from 
Proto-Germanic *hafjan (source also of Old Norse hefja, 
Dutch heffen, German heben, Gothic hafjan “to lift, 
raise”), from PIE *kap-yo-, from root *kap- “to grasp.” 
The sense evolution would be “to take, take hold of,” 
thence “lift.”

Related to have (Old English habban “to hold, possess”). 
Meaning “to throw” is from 1590s. Nautical meaning 
“haul or pull” in any direction is from 1620s. Intransitive 
use from early 14c. as “be raised or forced up;” 1610s 
as “rise and fall with alternate motion.” Sense of “retch, 
make an effort to vomit” is first attested c. 1600. Relat-
ed: Heaved; heaving. Nautical heave-ho was a chant in 
lifting (c. 1300, hevelow).

Now when Jesus was in Bethany, in the house of Si-
mon the leper,
There came unto him a woman having an alabaster 
box of very precious ointment, and poured it on his 
head, as he sat at meat.
But when his disciples saw it, they had indignation, 
saying, To what purpose is this waste?
[Matthew 26:6-8]



pollute (v.)
late 14c., polluten, “to defile, violate the sanctity of, 
render ceremonially unclean,” a back formation from 
pollution, or else from Latin pollutus, past participle of 
polluere “to defile, pollute, contaminate.” Related: Pol-
luted; polluting. Meaning “make physically foul” is from 
1540s; specific sense “contaminate the environment” 
emerged by 1860, but was not yet in the 1895 Century 
Dictionary.



relic (n.)
early 13c., “body part or other object from a holy per-
son,” from Old French relique (11c., plural reliques), 
from Late Latin reliquiæ (plural) “remains of a martyr,” 
in classical Latin “remains, remnants,” noun use of fem. 
plural of reliquus “remaining, that which remains,” re-
lated to relinquere (perfective reliqui) “leave behind, 
forsake, abandon, give up,” from re- “back” (see re-) 
+ linquere “to leave,” from PIE *linkw-, nasalized form 
of root *leikw- “to leave.” Sense of “remains, ruins” is 
from early 14c. Old English used reliquias, directly from 
Latin.

Burrowing behind the scenes, they set up through-
out the convent stations of religious devotion, altars, 
shrines, relics, and paintings, often brought from 
their familial homes, which supplemented the reli-
gious drama of their conventual church.
[Payne, Renaissance and Baroque Architecture]



The altar again is conceived of as a grave, while the 
Madonna stands for the earth, which, according to 
the universal mythological conceptions, is at the 
same time the mother of mankind and the tomb of 
men. [Hirn, The Sacred Shrine]



ornament (n.)
c. 1200, ournement, “an accessory; something that 
serves primarily for use but also may serve as adorn-
ment; ornamental apparel, jewels,” from Old French 
ornement “ornament, decoration,” and directly from 
Latin ornamentum “apparatus, equipment, trappings; 
embellishment, decoration, trinket,” from ornare “to 
equip, adorn,” from stem of ordo “row, rank, series, 
arrangement” (see order (n.)).

The sense shift in English to “something employed sim-
ply to adorn or decorate, something added as an em-
bellishment, whatever lends grace or beauty to that to 
which it is added or belongs” is by late 14c. (this also 
was a secondary sense in classical Latin).

Such a representation is called a “trace”: for a trace 
shows that someone has passed by but not who it is.
[Aquinas, Summa Theologica]



order (n.)
c. 1200, “body of persons living under a religious dis-
cipline,” from Old French ordre “position, estate; rule, 
regulation; religious order” (11c.), from earlier ordene, 
from Latin ordinem (nominative ordo) “row, line, rank; 
series, pattern, arrangement, routine,” originally “a row 
of threads in a loom,” from Proto-Italic *ordn- “row, or-
der” (source also of ordiri “to begin to weave;” com-
pare primordial), which is of uncertain origin. Watkins 
suggests it is a variant of PIE root *ar- “to fit together,” 
and De Vaan finds this “semantically attractive.”

The original English word reflects a medieval notion: “a 
system of parts subject to certain uniform, established 
ranks or proportions,” and was used of everything from 
architecture to angels.

I answer that, The more fully anything corporeal 
shares in the Divine goodness, the higher its place in 
the corporeal order, which is order of place.
[Aquinas, Summa Theologica]




