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If the Devil is in the Details, What Lives in the Expanse?

Faith and Reason in Marci Nelligan’s Infinite Variations

“We wish to bow down.
We wish to build a happy

ending, even if our young

must perish of belief.” (23)

After reading Marci Nelligan’s Infinite Variations, I was reminded of a quote from the movie Ever After: A Cinderella Story. When Prince Henry recovers Leonardo DaVinci’s Mona Lisa from the gypsies (obviously a fictional scenario), The Prince remarks that he doesn’t like the lady’s expression. The Mona Lisa looks like she knows something he does not. Leonardo replies, “The lady had many secrets. I merely painted one of them.” 

Similarly, there are many secrets in Nelligan’s book, of which I chose to write about only one. Maybe two. It would be impossible to follow every dangled thread in this complex tapestry to its raveled edge, but there are several overarching themes that appear as a complete design when viewed from a suitable distance. The most obvious design lies in Nelligan’s choice of two prominent texts: the Hebrew Bible and Darwin’s Origin of the Species, both seminal works of two seemingly mutually-exclusive camps. Christianity, with its philosophy of creation by an intelligent and loving Designer stands in opposition to Darwin’s thoughts on evolution and natural selection as a biological and survivalist process free of any emotional underpinnings. Yet, in Infinite Variations, the two texts are inextricably entwined into one symbiotic and effective union: “Two series organized as animal” (55). It’s as if Republicans and Democrats have gathered together on the floor of Congress to stand unified on a single human interest legislation that doesn’t involve the revocation of habeas corpus for “suspected” terrorists. We know how improbable such a union is, but then so is the idea that we exist at all. And yet, we do. 


Still evidence to this effect insists

we are impossible— (33)

The selection of these texts as the raw material for Nelligan’s book suggests that we will be confronted with a familiar argument of Belief versus Science. I have chosen to follow this thread, not only because of its prominence, but because of its relevance, especially in our current political climate. As science becomes more advanced, the stories told in the Bible attempting to explain how we got here are becoming more and more archaic and less believable. Scientists are busily working to explain away a loving Creator, though this is a byproduct of their research, not a specific goal. The eradication of a Creator is not their primary focus, but rather a secondary effect of resulting discoveries, suggested hypotheses, mathematical equations and verifiable experiments. This “attack” by science has led those who believe with all their hearts in the Bible’s infallibility to feel that the very core of their faith, the system whereby they live, is being threatened. This system, Belief, provides a structure within which to view the world. Structure helps the believer make sense of the constant barrage of images with which life showers us and reduces the infinte world of chance into something more understandable. Any perceived attack on the systems of Belief leads humanity (erroneously) into the slough of considering the two ideals mutually exclusive. By threading these texts together, Nelligan encourages us to put aside our ideological differences in an attempt to understand the system itself: the structure upon which our humanity is built.

Infinite Variations, at its core, is a book about people: how we perceive the world in the face of missing data and through the lens of our own limited (and often easily misled) vision. 

But how false the dependency—

our beautiful view—

on trees we cannot see

for all these trees. (26)

Those who rely on Belief have some advantage in this regard. Like creation, Belief provides all the answers. It is like a book we have already finished. We know the characters, the plot, and, most importantly, the outcome. Science seeks to un-mystery the universe, but the process is long and time consuming. Unfortunately for us, time is our most limited and unreliable resource. We never know how much of it is left to us. Therefore, it is often easier to rely on Belief which provides us with as much “certainty” as our uncertainty will allow. Belief has built a system—an infallible system—some of which are headed by a God (also infallible) who provides us with safety and security in an unsafe, completely fallible and insecure world. By “infallibility” I do not mean that the system cannot fail, but that its failure, when those failures happen, shakes the system to the core and threatens its total overthrow. In order for the system to work properly, it cannot fail. The fatal flaw of all systems of Belief occurs when its architects have not built into its structures the natural tendency toward variation (infinite possible variations); thus it is only a matter of time before our natural tendencies cause systematic failure. 

When a system does not build into itself the possibility for variation, for change, it is doomed to failure. Nelligan reveals to her readers the smouldering, bare bones of such a system— from the perspective of those who once abided by it— after it has fallen to ruin:

The need to vary is tenanted between

you and me, but we have lost the power

to escape. Disused, diminished wings incapable

of flap; their flight because this latter agency—

our directions gone, our nature. (37)
The System of Science is sometimes unable to answer the burning questions posed to it. There are certain gaps in the various systems of Science that cannot explain themselves (the existence of humanity, the evolution of the species, etc.). According to those who rely only upon systems of Belief, this is the primary flaw of Science. The presence of imperfections in Science’s systems makes it a less attractive model to those individuals. However, the failure of Science to always provide an answer or account for every variation in its universe is not a “flaw” of the system, but a built-in failsafe. In other words, Science profits most by not having all the answers. The fact that the systems of Science are constantly questioning themselves and adjusting their foundations to accommodate naturally-occuring differences makes them much more highly-adaptable, and thus, much more likely to survive. In order to advance, our systems must be built and designed to handle failure. And even then, not only to handle failure, but to expect it.

Change is all atmosphere


immutable as bone. (39)
If we deny the necessity of our systems to change , we will never attain the truth we so crave:

—not truth, but

a backwards course bitterly conceived. (39)
If, on the other hand, we maintain a sense of “plastic disbelief” in which our minds move constantly between belief and doubt, we will produce “reason.”

So simple, so rich

our plastic disbelief.

Follow a sight

and it disappears.

Give the sea a name

and its name produces reason. (39)
The only way we can clearly observe our path is to mold the two separate halves of Belief and Science together into one entity, and to admit and accept that we may always lack full understanding. 

To see it, we must make one thing

of two, belong to

what we lack. (40)
We should not expect to know and understand everything. Nor must we expect that, out there, even exists the possibility of such an understanding. Nelligan’s book begins with a statement of this fact:

We cannot explain the world. (1)

Because we cannot know, we make up for these inadequacies by crafting our own meaning, our own abundance, our own yield:

—of yourself you make the vineyard
of yourself the plow (49)
This concept of “making meaning” in the absence of supportable facts has troubled writers for years. Why do we humans require structure where there is none? Why closure where none exists? These questions are not lost on Nelligan who, like her forebears Hejinian and Scalopino, questions “why the mind is confined to its forms” (31). 

Why why why. The question is intellectual;

you can’t expect a savage to predict…

and no one can solve the simplest problem. (31)

Perhaps, the tendency of the mind to create meaning and structure where meaninglessness and chaos reign is based on one simple, inescapable fact: we are all going to die. Throughout centuries of our literature, our heroes have all accomplished one essential thing: they have defeated death. At the core of all our systems of Belief and Science is the lurking knowledge that eventually all our thoughts, philosophies, formulations, treatises, mythologies and experiments may one day come to nothing. After all,
We are mere matter, dying—

a common confidence of dirt. (57)
It is unfortunate that, while we are still alive, a blending of Belief and Science is not the natural behavior of our species. And that, sadly, after all the poet’s careful molding and shaping, stitching and hemming of philosophies: it may still be that the only place where Science and Belief can truly be reconciled is within the pages of Marci Nelligan’s book. 

