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Truth Telling, Credibility, and the Story of the Self in the
Didrio da Navegagdo of Pero Lopes de Sousa

MARIA JOAO DODMAN

York University

Cette étude se penche sur le Didrio da Navegacio de lauteur portugais Pero Lopes
de Sousa. Le Diério décrit un voyage de deux ans (1530-1532) et enregistre la
tentative énergique du Portugal de consolider ses possessions brésiliennes. Tout
comme dautres documents portugais de voyage de lépoque, il présente un récit
complexe et hybride qui emprunte a toute une gamme de styles décriture, de gen-
res et de techniques littéraires. Au début, le Diario prétend étre un journal de bord
qui offre une information objective et fiable au sujet de plusieurs aspects du voy-
age : des vents aux courants, en passant par les habitants. Toutefois, je propose que
le récit et lordre du jour du Diério est bien plus complexe. Au milieu des observa-
tions concrétes émerge un discours qui construit une image du héro portugais. De
cette fagon, le nouveau monde, ses habitants et les puissances européennes devien-
nent assujettis aux désirs portugais, et sont donc organisés en conséquence. Le
narrateur, [équipage et par extension tout lempire, sont transformés en modeles
exemplaires de protagonistes désintéressés, inventeurs d'un El Dorado brésilien.

CCT)ortugal gave New Worlds to the World” is a widely known axiom in

Portuguese culture. By the early sixteenth century this small European
nation had established a profitable and extensive empire. The 1415 conquest
of Ceuta, on the North African shore, signaled the initial steps that launched
this small nation onto the world’s stage as the first modern European overseas
empire. In the century and more that followed, national pride was at an all time
high, as the Portuguese revealed their prowess as gifted pilots, navigators, and
explorers. By 1532, when Pero Lopes de Sousa wrote his Didrio da Navegagdo,
the Portuguese had established routes in all corners of the globe, exploring the
African coast, opening the sea-route to India, making contact with Southeast
Asia, and reaching Brazil. Portugal’s discoveries were chronicled in a rich and
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160 MARIA JOAO DODMAN

varied literature that showed a keen desire to document the human and geo-
graphical alterity of these newly found lands. From the fifteenth to the seven-
teenth centuries, alongside the official accounts, many other records appear in
the shape of letters, chronicles, travel logs, guide books, diaries, and relagdes.
These writings were not an elitist activity, nor were they directed at a cultured
public; often, they were written by common men, eyewitness participants in
such adventures, for readers who were simply curious about the new world. The
style of writing was a hybrid, not only of themes, but also of literary techniques
and genres.'

The diary, or relagdo, of Pero Lopes de Sousa records a strenuous attempt
by Portugal to consolidate its Brazilian possessions. Although the Portuguese
had arrived in Brazil in 1500, they showed little interest in the land in the first
decades following the optimistic Carta de Pero Vaz de Caminha a El-Rei D.
Manuel sobre o Achamento do Brasil.> This indifference derived from the fact
that all of Portugal’s resources were being exhausted on the lucrative trade in
the Orient. Furthermore, as N. P. Macdonald points out, Brazil was a new kind
of venture for the Portuguese, very different from Africa or Asia, as it lacked a
local basis for trading and consequent settlement: “It would require the transfer
of a large number of settlers to a distant land in every way different from their
own, where they would be faced with innumerable hazards; in short, the build-
ing of a completely new world. This had not been foreseen and the country was
quite unprepared for it By the early 1520s, however, the threatening presence
of the Spaniards, plus the aggressive and habitual incursions of the French, led
the Portuguese monarch to organize an expedition with the clear goal of colo-
nization and territorial ownership.* In addition to protecting sovereign terri-
tory, the crew would explore previously unknown areas in both northern and
southern Brazil, make the first land distributions, and organize the first pockets
of formal colonization. The most problematic area for the colonizers was in the
south, particularly the Rio de la Plata, which the Portuguese contested with
Spain. Thus, de Sousa’s Didrio would provide the earliest descriptions of the Rio
de la Plata, carefully explored and documented by Pero Lopes de Sousa himself,
who, with a crew of more than 30 men, spent over 30 days exploring the river.

The Didrio da Navegagio describes the entire two-year voyage (1530-
1532), but the time frame of the actual writing of the manuscript is uncertain;
most likely, it was not written on board. In any case, the Didrio is the result of
a profound preoccupation with a land that the Portuguese had barely begun
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to explore. The Didrio long remained in manuscript; Brazilian historian Fran-
cisco Adolfo de Varnhagem first edited the document in 1839.” The nineteenth-
century publication of the Didrio had several political motivations: First of all,
Varnhagem, in addition to being a scholar, was a diplomat with strong ties to
both Brazil and Portugal. Second, a patriotic mood in Brazil fueled a new ea-
gerness to rescue forgotten Portuguese heroes and founders of the new state.
And third, both the narrator and the captain, his brother, belonged to the house
of Braganca, the ancestral family of Pedro I and Pedro II, emperors of Brazil.®

The sixteenth-century expeditionary fleet had five ships and about 400
men. Among the eclectic crew of sailors, conquerors, tradespersons, exiles, and
ambitious adventurers were Tomé de Sousa, Brazil’s first vice-governor, and the
first wave of Jesuit missionaries. The famous and well-regarded Martim Afonso,
the narrator’s brother, commanded.” Reading the Didrio, we see the fleet leav-
ing Lisbon on December 3, 1530 and heading southwest. In the Atlantic cross-
ing, the crew faces many hardships and endures endless storms. The fleet is also
challenged on two occasions by French threats; first, near the cape of Santo
Agostinho (northern Brazil, state of Pernambuco), and later near the island of
Santo Aleixo (southern coast of Pernambuco). In both encounters, the French
are defeated. The expedition makes several stops along the Brazilian coast, al-
lowing the Portuguese to make contacts and gather important information
about the land, the inhabitants, the resources, and the most desirable areas to
develop and settle. Inland expeditions are also organized, such as the explora-
tions of the rivers Maranhdo and Plata, the latter commanded by the narrator
himself.® Along the way, the Portuguese succeed in fortifying several posts and
important ports, among them Bahia de Todos os Santos, Pernambuco, Rio de
Janeiro, and Sdo Vicente.” With the return to Portugal, on November 23, 1532,
the Didrio ends abruptly.

As the title of de Sousa’s book, Didrio da Navegagdo, indicates, the work
purports to be a log. But upon “arrival” in Brazil, it becomes richer than a log,
in ambition and scope, and takes on some of the traits of other genres, includ-
ing the early modern European “relation,” although there is no sign that the
author had any literary mode in mind. Certainly the Didrio soon deviates from
its log mode. The author may well have had an earlier, official log in hand; and
initially, as one might find in any log, there are chronological entries of assorted
importance regarding the tides, skies, routes, and other relevant nautical infor-
mation. Often, the entries are succinct, direct, and, as is typical of log entries,
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avoiding critical or interpretive statements. The brevity of these entries reveals
the familiarity of the Portuguese with their environment. It is clear that the
African Coast and the archipelagos of Cape Verde and the Canaries are well-
known territories.'” Pero Lopes de Sousa points out standard landmarks along
the way — among others, the West African points, Cape Bojador, Cape Roxo,
and Cape Sierra Leone — before the fleet ventures west onto the open Atlantic.
Yet, amid mundane reporting, the narrator mentions a political encounter at
Santiago, an island of Cape Verde: “here we found a vessel... and a small boat
[chalupa] with Spaniards; and upon arriving they told us that they were on the
way to the river of Maranhdo [in Brazil]: and the Captain ordered them not
to go to the said river as it belonged to the King, our Lord and it was within
his demarcation line”"! This statement, unlike the typical log entry, reveals
the crew’s intention of enforcing royal claims. It also reveals something about
Spain’s reluctance to respect Portuguese sovereignty, straying from its theme of
navigation to do so.

Unlike the typical log, the Didrio was not written day-by-day, and might
not even have been written on board. The author tends to use the past tense, as
though the writing took place some time after the facts; there are also discrep-
ancies in dates and extended stretches of time left unaccounted for.’> Nonethe-
less, Varnhagem argued that the Didrio was written on board, late in the voyage
back. Varnhagem bases his findings on the anticipatory tenses of an entry for
February 5%, 1532: “and I was ordered to make preparations so I could leave
for Portugal in these vessels and tell the king what we had accomplished”"’
However, the errors in dates, the extended periods of silence, and the use of
the past tense lead us to consider the other possibility that the entire document
was written after the whole voyage, from recollection of events past, perhaps
in Lisbon. In addition to the discrepancies mentioned, the opening remarks by
the author offer yet another puzzling clue: “in the year of 1530, Saturday, third
day of the month of December, I left this city of Lisbon.** Clearly this passage,
suggesting that the author is at the city, is problematic. But the use of the past
tense shows that it was not written on board as the fleet was leaving Lisbon.
Rather, the passage might have been added mid-voyage, for political reasons
that hinged on the accuracy of the narrative, while at the same time, by anchor-
ing the writer in the capital, giving him a bit more gravitas. We will return to
this issue.
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For the initial part of the voyage the Didrio attempts to be concise and
objective. This remains the tone as the expedition reaches the cape of Santo
Agostinho, now in the state of Pernambuco, where the entries usually restrict
themselves to the several aspects of navigation. The familiarity of the Portu-
guese with this territory is clear, as the narrator highlights his knowledge of
the currents and winds of Brazil’s northern waters.”® Then, in a conscientious
attempt to show events without expressing judgments and subjective opinions,
the narrator relates a strange encounter with the natives at Bahia de Todos os
Santos:

While we were in this bay in the middle of the river, fifty dug-outs from
one side combated fifty dug-outs from the other. Each boat carries sixty
men, and they [the boats] were all rigged with bulwarks painted like
ours. And they fought from midday to sunset. The fifty boats from the
side we were on were the winners; and they brought many of the others
as prisoners, and they killed them with great ceremony, bound up with
ropes, and after they were dead, they roasted them and ate them. And,
if they didn’t taste good, they wouldn’t eat them and they would smoke
them. And later they did the same with the wounded ones.'

Any reader would expect the narrator to elaborate on this gruesome scene.
Yet de Sousa refuses to pass judgment and simply adds that “here the captain
left two men to experiment with what the land yielded, and he left them with
many seeds.”” Given this passage, de Sousa’s entire text has been interpreted as
objective, and therefore truthful."® In many documents of the time, Europeans
express horror at such barbaric scenes, usually described in great detail, and
label cannibalism a sin against humanity."” Yet, unlike the Spanish, who failed
to understand that “Christianization, like the export of any ideology or technol-
ogy, can be condemned as soon as it is imposed, by arms or otherwise,’® the
Portuguese, as if fully aware that they are on shaky grounds, are represented
here as far slower to take the usual colonizer’s approach. De Sousa’s refusal to
pass judgment does not produce a mere compilation of bare, observable facts.
Rather, while he injects the narrative with authentic description, he also dis-
closes information about the Portuguese. For instance, in the same cannibalistic
scene, we are also told that the winners were those who had pledged allegiance
to the Portuguese. Note, too, the size of this battle: each boat carried 60 men,
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and, says the Didrio, there were 50 boats from each tribe. Faced with anything
like such numbers, the Portuguese would have thought twice before acting or
even expressing disapproval towards these powerful natives. The Didrio docu-
ments their prudence. Yet other considerations, stemming from the narrator’s
assessment of these cannibals, might also have fed his silence regarding the
gruesome scene. These warriors were not the seemingly simple-minded crea-
tures encountered by Caminha 30 years earlier, but, to the writer’s eye, rather
more like the Portuguese. As de Sousa tells us, in their decoration the boats
were reminiscent of those in Portugal, and, although they only used bows and
arrows, the warriors in his account had some understanding of hierarchy and
warfare. In addition, for de Sousa perhaps their most troubling characteristic,
“the people of this land are all white”* Peter Hulme notes a similar process
with Columbus, in his literary reaction to the cannibals of the island of Bo-
hio, described as: “well-armed, intelligent, cultured, inspiring fear [...] like
the Spaniards”>* De Sousa may have viewed these people in a similar fashion.
Furthermore, the Portuguese were well aware of the troubles the Spaniards in
the New World incurred in their treatment of the indigenous populations; the
abuse was so notorious that Paul III in the 1537 bull “Sublimis Deus” would
condemn Spanish behaviour and proclaim the indigenous people as human
and capable of faith. As these were issues of great importance in the years be-
fore 1537, the Portuguese might have aimed to behave in such a way as to avoid
a similar conflict with the Church.

In the cannibalistic scene, although surrounded by hordes of natives,
the Portuguese do hold an important advantage: they have in their company
a revered man of the land, “the Caramuru,” “who had been in this land for
twenty-two years, and he told us extensively about what was in the land”* This
man, Diogo Alvares, now a well-known historical figure, was held in great es-
teem by both Portuguese and indigenous people. Such figures functioned as
intermediaries between the two cultures; they were important for more than
just relating information. They were responsible for the integration of local
tribes into the colonial project — for Portugal, lacking manpower and wealth
to exploit the new world, needed Indians to lay hold of Brazil.** De Sousa is
fully aware of the great importance of the intermediaries, and often records the
interpreters that accompany the crew at all times: “while anchored, the captain
sent a brigantine inland and with them a ‘tongue’ to see if there were people
and to find out where we were”” These tongues are very valuable in establish-
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ing dialogue and relating important information, such as tribal identification:
“and he spoke two or three words in Guarani, and the tongues he brought with
him understood him** On another occasion, we will find in the brigantine
three interpreters: Pedre Annes Piloto; Francisco de Chaves, and a man called
“0 Bacharel” [the bachelor], who had lived in the land for over 30 years.”” The
go-betweens mentioned by de Sousa were all famous castaways, who, according
to Bill Donovan, had an almost mythic stature in early Portuguese Brazil. Their
knowledge and connections proved critical for Portuguese exploration. All had
excellent connections, alliances, and even family ties due to marriages with the
daughters of important tribe leaders.”® Perhaps the most important facet of this
mission was that only these men, owing to their extensive connections, could
help to establish a slave trade and perhaps find a Brazilian El Dorado. De Sousa
notes, “Francisco de Chaves pledged that within ten months, he would return
to said port [island of Cananéia, south-west of Sao Paulo] with four hundred
slaves, all loaded with silver and gold.”* These men were also involved in trad-
ing with the Spanish and the French;* thus, it was in the best interests of the
Portuguese to develop relationships with these powerful intermediaries in the
hope of binding them to the Portuguese Crown. As de Sousa remarks, when
he records meeting the Caramuru and other important local figures, all hap-
pily welcomed the coming of the Portuguese.’ Indeed, in the years following
the expedition, Portuguese colonists would rely heavily on the support of these
men.*”? Another rather practical reason to establish favourable bonds with these
interpreters was to ensure the survival and security of the crew and to coax the
indigenous people to support the interests of Portugal.

Although de Sousa attempts to present an idyllic image of best relations
with the locals, contradictions in his text allude to the necessity of relying on
the castaways. Perhaps the natives were less submissive than they had seemed
initially. On one occasion, they refused to supply the expedition with much
needed water.”” In the report of another incident, one cannot help noticing the
anxiety of the Portuguese when faced with large numbers of natives, all of them
strong, fast, and often fearless:

and they signed me to come in by way of a river that was near their tents. I
sent a sailor swimming in to see if there was a good way in, and he looked
it over and returned and told me that it was very narrow, and that we
could not be safe among the people: who appeared to be many: — he
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thought maybe around six hundred men [...] and as soon as I saw this, I
bid them farewell, and I gave them much merchandise, and they gave us
fish. And they came after us, some swimming and some in dug-outs, for
they swim better than dolphins. And we had the wind behind us blowing
briskly — they swam as fast as we were going. These men are all very
big, and muscular; and it seems like they have much strength. The women

seem to have much strength.*

The crew, unable to cope with the vastness of the land and the strength of its
people, and impeded by ignorance of local cultures and customs, could only
succeed with the mediation of the castaways.

Yet, as the text progresses, the indigenous inhabitants, cannibals or other-
wise, and the new world itself become a less prominent subject. The narrative,
I argue, shifts focus and turns to the Portuguese themselves, more precisely to
the actions of the narrator, to his quest for praise, heroism, survival, and even,
in the worst case, martyrdom. The strategies used to transmit authenticity —
eyewitness accounts, citation of reliable sources, the nobility and prowess of
the narrator — become tools that define, not the new world, but the self, the
Portuguese hero. As the fleet makes its way south along the Brazilian coast, the
entries become more elaborate and diverse; progressively, de Sousa’s text moves
from log to relation. As it evolves under its author’s hand, the Didrio more and
more resembles a guide book “written by a cultured author, with a curiosity
much superior to a common pilot’s, [who] does not limit himself to the dry, yet
precise, annotations of what he has happened to observe””® Such descriptive
and elaborate accounts are also in line with the relation [relagdo], for the vast
majority of such documents associated with the discoveries (as noted earlier)
have a rather hybrid, composite character and do not fit within a single genre
or category.*

As we might expect of a relation, accounts of events are supported by
the participation of the narrator as an eyewitness. But Pero Lopes de Sousa is
an eyewitness of notable importance, a fact he highlights from the very begin-
ning: “in the year of 1530, Saturday, third day of the month of December, I left
this city, Lisbon, under the command of Martim Afonso de Sousa, my brother,
who was the captain of the fleet and governor of the land of Brazil”*” With this
concise introduction, first stating carefully both time and place, the narrator
establishes his nobility as well as his relation to a captain of considerable fame
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and authority. Martim Afonso de Sousa was a distinguished member of the
royal council, who, as a young man, had been trained in the arts of naviga-
tion, nature, cosmography and geography, knowledge that would further his
future endeavours.”® As for the narrator, the captain’s youngest brother, there
is very little information. However, from the scarce references, it is clear that
he was a notable man. A skillful navigator, already distinguished by his ex-
perience in Africa and in the archipelagos of Madeira and Agores, he may
have also gone on an earlier expedition to Brazil (1526-1528) commanded by
Cristovao Jacques.” Indeed, the narrator’s knowledge and seamanship are clear
throughout the text. For instance, near the island of Santo Aleixo, he remarks,
“in this area the waters run west-northwest: at certain times they run stronger
[...] from March to October they run with greater force,” or, “in this area, the
navigation is uncertain: from truthful experience, to know if one is upwind
or downwind of the island of Ferndo de Loronha, when you are upwind you
will see many birds, mostly frigate birds and black albatross and if you are to
leeward you will see very few birds, only white albatross”* In addition to his
nautical experience, he is also praised for his military successes in Brazil, which
gain him respect and will lead to posts on future important expeditions: among
others, as commander-in-chief of a fleet to India in 1539.*

As Margarita Zamora reminds us, in the sixteenth and seventeenth cen-
turies only an authority could guarantee truth, and historical facts “were not
transformed into ‘truth’ until they were consecrated by the power of tradition
or by the personal prestige of the author*> Without a doubt, both the captain
and the narrator are prestigious sources, guarantors of truth. The fact that Pero
Lopes de Sousa chooses to open his Didrio by introducing the nobility and status
of the captain, his brother, recalls an important feature of historical discourse
as examined by Roland Barthes. According to Barthes there are two shifters
present in historical discourse: The first, the monitorial mode, corresponds to
the evidential category, where the historian will choose to mention sources or
witnesses” accounts. The second type “covers all those devices by which the
writer declares a departure from or return to his itinerary, any explicit signpost
to the organization of his discourse”* As Barthes adds, “even chronological se-
quence of historical time may be disrupted by the organizational shifters which
mark the onset of historical discourse” A performative opening might signal
the onset of the discourse.* These shifters do add a level of subjectivity; with
the opening words of the Didrio, they reveal an attempt to establish the superior
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rank of the whole voyage, commanded and elevated by Martim Afonso, and by
extension or contagion, by the rank of the narrator himself.* However, Pero
Lopes de Sousa, throughout the text, continues to perform in an early modern
manner contrary to Barthes’s modern model of the objective author.* Not only
does he continue, in the relation mode, to inject himself in the narrative; he
does so in a way that demonstrates his prowess, and honorable and heroic con-
duct, because “historical discourse is essentially a product of ideology, or rather
of imagination [...] It is for this reason that the very notion of historical ‘fact’
has at various times seemed suspect””” Artistry and imagination are key ele-
ments of any discourse, including those seemingly artless ones like de Sousa’s
that make an implicit claim to objectivity. Hayden White points out that:

like any philosophy of history, a historical narrative gains its effects
as an explanation by its revelation of the deeper meaning of the events
that it depicts through their characterization in figurative language [...]
In the historical narrative the figurative element is placed to the interior
of the discourse where it takes shape vaguely in the consciousness of the
reader and serves as the ground whereon “fact” and “explanation” can be

combined in a relation of mutual adequation.*®

For its noble author, the relationship between the deeper meaning of the Didrio
and the impact on the reader would have been of considerable interest, as he
is well aware of the expectations for this mission. Its success depended on the
ability to rise above obstacles and lay the foundations of a Portuguese empire
on this new, largely unfamiliar terrain. Therefore, the narrative, rather than fo-
cusing on the New World, tells a story of the self, building on a Portuguese ideal
of enterprise. This aspect is present even in the initial pages of the Didrio, where
references to Portuguese prowess pepper an otherwise routine voyage. Amid
the mundane observations of the sky and sea, one cannot miss the emphasis on
hardship, owing to the many storms that curse the voyage: “the ocean was so
rough, that if we had not had a bit of wind from the north, we would have been
doomed”; “the wind became so strong that we could not use the sails [...] our
foremast broke by the mast partner-chock™ As well as damage to equipment,
there is also human loss, hunger, and thirst, and there are those very desperate
moments that lead the narrator to confess that: “we couldn’t take the sea, which
was very foul”* Yet, defying all odds, the Portuguese triumph.
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In addition to their superior navigation skills, the Portuguese also reveal
their moral superiority. The behaviour of other Europeans in Brazil does not
pass unnoticed. The French in particular are singled out for failing to respect
the land, its inhabitants, and, most importantly, Portugal’s possessions. Their
unrestrained exploitation of Brazil is obvious in their overloaded vessels, on
several occasions captured by the Portuguese. De Sousa also quotes local wit-
nesses who speak of the sack of the trading-station of Pernambuco by the
French and its subsequent destruction.”® But, although the Portuguese man-
age to survive despite these attacks, the Didrio reveals their enduring suffering,
which sometimes requires the intervention and patronage of the divine: “in
the caravel they [the French] did not kill or wound any of my men, and I was
very grateful to God, our Lord”* Divine intervention is no subtle theme, but a
constant presence that guides and protects the fleet. Near the island of Cananea
on the Brazilian coast, de Sousa credits our Lady with clearing away the fog that
had been distressing the mission, and again, near the island of Gorriti, it is our
Lady and her blessed son who save the fleet from an otherwise certain death.”
Such expressions of gratitude to divine power do appear frequently in almost
all accounts of voyages and expeditions. Here the narrative departs from the
log mode. In these instances, the document resembles much more the popular
Portuguese tales of shipwreck, sharing with that genre the common themes of
the uncooperative sea, storms, attacks, the cruelty of enemies, and divine in-
tervention.* In such tales, the divine also determines the fate of the expedition
when it faces shipwreck.”® De Sousa’s expedition, in spite of several difficulties,
never goes under, as if this venture had the blessing not only of the king, but
also of the heavens.

For de Sousa, signs of divine favour and accounts of the moral conduct of
the Portuguese help to support both a mission that competes with the French
and Spaniards, and hopes that exemplary conduct will win the favour of the
Church. Greenblatt’s Renaissance Self-Fashioning comments on the plasticity
of European identities and on the use of concrete models, often Christian, to
construct a convenient version of a self.*® Thus, Pero Lopes de Sousa carefully
constructs for his expedition tale a Portuguese identity rooted in the best of
Christian conduct. As proof of their exemplary behaviour, well aligned with
the duties of religion and the imperatives of justice and civil existence, the nar-
rator catalogues the