In the Well

- Readers’ discussion

Story texts: 

Willaim Teunis's story, "Miss Snell": www.jonah.dk/Hemlock/MissSnell.doc
Ira Sher’s story, “The Man in the Well” (radio version): 

http://www.thisamericanlife.org/radio-archives/episode/27/the-cruelty-of-children?act=2#play
“The Man in the Well” (text version):  http://asyn.files.wordpress.com/2009/09/the-man-in-the-well.pdf. 

______________________________

Start with Carole Harmel's opening remarks!:

Richard III, Miss Snell, The Man in the Well

www.jonah.dk/Hemlock/RichardIIIpersona.pdf
___________________

Miss Snell is in fact not a librarian, but a teacher of educational principles, who also helps decide the county's reading curriculum in English classes.  At the time of writing, Mr. Teunis got considerable flack from both directions at Northwood. By wile and courage, he escaped routine conformity of curriculum and teaching methods, for him academic strangulation.

She's frustrated, middle-aged and alone, and her garden has only weeds. When she sees the chance to become a heroine, to actually physically save one of her former class-children, she jumps at it with calmly passionate determination, to the degree that she ignores the repeating strong warning signals (the kids comments during Horace's climbing up the wall's well) of common-sense hindrances. The movie-picture we see of her hauling the rope and not seeing Horace's grey dead face is the emotional climax, a mis-birth by strangulation.

"The man in the well" is a more horrible tale. For the wish to study the trapped man like an insect in a jar or a pet confined to a room is stronger for the kids than any taught magnanimity or respect for life or someone's need for daily comfort. Here was an adult they could control, instead of the other way around - but if anyone heard about it, there would be awful trouble for them all. They were afraid to be discovered, not of doing wrong. They wanted the drama to continue, and so brought the man food, but not a blanket or tools for survival, for these might be missed from home. They first retreated when their names were known, and they could get identified, if he ever got discovered.

And isn't this like the cruel curious streak in all of us? The kids are scapegoating, maybe because they're put too firmly low in the power hierarchy by the adults at home and in school. But how could they ignore inborn, common empathy? By the power of the peer group ("Lord of the Flies"), the want to be accepted by the other kids in the circle. And what don't their/our adults do to achieve this and thereby teach new generations that social warmth trumps mental ideals? 

(Oh America of my youth and now, I see your sinking ship, and the passengers yelling outrageously that they don't belong there and then, forgetting the price each paid for the luxury-liner's sense delights unto ignored intoxications.) 

This tale of everyman's cruelty is so unnerving because placed in the mouths of babes; of children, whom we're taught are innocent. And thus the man goes undiscovered for perhaps years, until his remains cause the adults' impartial study of what happened to him and how that progressed.

How so - behind these stories of the author's protest at the group's (educational hierarchy's, peer-goup's) legacy of a restraining conformity turning into inhumanity? 

The author Ira Sher I know not, but I see Mr. Teunis as an under-cover agent for anarchistic, free-thinking, energetic adventuring (the beatniks, Hemingway, Richard III, the savagery of Titus Andronicus, Griff Morris' dare-devil shenanigans (I was amazed at anecdotes about Griff and George Daly), his thesis hero's sawing down consumerism's billboards). But also as a stickler for classical literary grace and precision (Shakespeare, the poets he chose, copying authors' styles, red ink demands to use the right word). That his creativity and inspiring ways became recognized, getting free hands at Kennedy High School, even officially teaching other teachers how to innovate, must have been a great inner triumph. 

But interactive life behind the scenes was consistently introverted, quiet, shy, until its final tragic, heroic solution. I guess he lived mostly through the acting out of Shakespeare's drama, the acting out of his students and literary heroes, the astute dialogue with his young, energetic, and confused students.  

Ron

______________

I finally did my homework assignment for our Teunis class, and I read "Miss Snell" and listened to "The Man in the Well." 

I am not clear why you think Miss Snell was a librarian. As I read the story, she appears to be a former kindergarten teacher who has now become an educational consultant, as a number of teachers do after they retire. I think  Mr. Teunis himself was headed in that direction at the time he died, although this story apparently was written a lot earlier. Perhaps he was looking ahead. 

I find both stories to be parables, albeit on different subjects. To me, Sher's story refers to adults' lack of courage in the face of a moral dilemma, and to the group dynamics that lead to cruelty. (I think the analogy to Lord of the Flies came up in our group discussion.) There may be some theological overtones in it too. I'm not Sher what Ira's theological orientation may be. 

To me, Miss Snell reflects an attitude that Mr. Teunis may have had about the educational process. He may have believed that teachers ended up strangling their students intellectually in the course of dragging them out of the well. He certainly tried hard not to do that, but I am struck by the setting of this parable as being outside the classroom. Given that he was one of the few teachers I have known who had extracurricular relationships with his students, I wonder if he himself questioned the wisdom of it. That question becomes more poignant when you consider that an extracurricular relationship led to his death. 

Interesting things to ponder.

Howard

______________

Dear Howard,

Here I am sitting at my computer and trying to finalize the announcement for my upcoming exhibit "REWOVEN," looking for distractions, and Ms. Snell is so so interesting and distracting.  Thanks much for your remarks.  I am storing away all responses, to get back at some point when things calm down here, to Ron at Organization Central.

I did touch base  with several Teunisites post reunion, and I  find this a fascinating ongoing subject.  

Elaine wants to pursue the journalists' point of view of finding out if Ira Sher had ever read Teunis - wouldn't that be something!  

Bob Benjamin related his own experiences with management at Los 

Alamos and the 'strangulation" issue based on one's own personal point of view, that is, the discrepancy between those on the front line (teachers and researchers) vs. management, bean counters, etc.  I could really relate to that in terms of teachers vs. administrators!

Ron corrected me as you did on the "librarian" error (mea culpa) - red ink - Ms Snell seemed to me a "librarian type stereotype" and in fact I was arguing with Ron that this in no way had been my experience with librarians - in fact, to the contrary, they were always the one in my college system who stood up to authority and supported the teachers vs. the administration.

Your comments were most interesting.   I think "Lord of the Flies" is very apropos here, in terms of group dynamics.  In terms of "adults' lack of courage in the face of a moral dilemma" was it the adults or the children in Ms. Snell?  It seemed to me this was really about the kids, i.e. before adult morality had a chance to cultureize the kids.  The adults are in the background - i.e. the parents, who are fighting at home it seems.  Does this effect the children?  I guess, to me at this point, it raises the philosophical question of: are we born good or are we born "evil" or perhaps, both?  I guess that in Ms. Snell, I see the adult as most culpable, and in the Sher version, the kids.  That is what is to me, so chilling in the Sher version.

Anyway.  I think I am  interested in this because I am contemplating doing an art project on "The Iliad" (my last show was on the "Odyssey".)  It raises questions of our destructive nature and war.  It is definitely outside my comfort zone, but it seems so apropos in this world today .  In some way, Ms. Snell  or at least The Man In the Well seems to address this question. How do we become destructive? Is it in our nature or is it learned? In this vein, it seems to me that Teunis believed that the children were innocent (in contrast to Sher) who thought it was innate. 

Thanks, Howard.  

Carole

_______________

To Carole's contemplation:  "I guess, to me at this point, it raises the philosophical question of: are we born good or are we born "evil" or perhaps, both? ... It raises questions of our destructive nature and war. It is definitely outside my comfort zone, but it seems so apropos in this world today. In some way, Ms. Snell or at least The Man In the Well seems to address this question. How do we become destructive? Is it in our nature or is it learned?"

I think that the impulse to kill or maim comes from fear, greed, or anger. That is, from an undeveloped self or ego. Such as a single king's greed for power, possessions, fame, wealth, for which he'll sacrifice an army of individual men. Or a victim's anger at being hurt, which she takes out on to anything more helpless than herself. Or a tribal fear of death, epidemics, drought, which gets put into human or a group of substitute animals' sacrifice to the deciding gods.

Less often from a childlike, scientific, or artistic general curiosity for knowledge, as an experiment ignoring pain and pleasure, as in "what would happen if I...".

So our passionately destructive nature comes from desparation at being run beyond our personal limits by uncontrollable passions. The more developed person trains themself to widen their space of internal tolerance for these feelings, so as not to lose their balance so much when horrible things happen outside or inside.

As a perhaps related event, here's a story Mr. Teunis once told me with a perplexed chuckle outside class. I had asked about the other top students at Harvard (he was number one of his year's class), and he told me of a poetic fellow who most admired beauty. One day one of the Harvard's central pieces of outdoor sculpture was stolen, creating quite a scandal, and the authorities looked everywhere. They found it standing openly in that guy's room. "It was so beautiful," he explained, "that I had to have it near me." 

This young man  imagined diving into the Meditteranean Sea, with its romantic, mild, green-blue water, to be the most beautiful way to leave. So in the summer between semesters, he took a cruise there to experience that sea, but when the boat came into land again, he was not be found. Doesn't that remind a little of a man swimming into a dangerous water-current in a perplexed attempt to save a young, innocent female?  


Ron

