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HOT AND COLD

..."Don't rip me away from myself!" he entreated; "I'm sorry!" he shouted
between his shrieks, "Don't flay me for piping!" In spite of his cries, the skin
was peeled from his flesh, and his body was turned into one great wound; the
blood was pouring all over him, muscles were fully exposed, his uncovered
veins convulsively quivered; the palpitating intestines could well be counted,
and so could the organs glistening through the wall of his chest ...

Probably the hottest, and coldest, scene in Western music: Ovid's
Metamorphoses, Book VI. Marsyas, a satyr — think hairy, hearty, panty, piggy
— learns to play Minerva'’s aulos, a kind of double pipe. He challenges Apollo,
the god of music, to a duel. Apollo, the coolest of the gods, plays his lyre, and
wins. Of course. And as punishment Marsyas is bound to a tree and flayed
alive. The scene’s counterweight is the unspeakably tender image of nymphs,
fauns, fellow satyrs, watching, listening, mouths cupped in horror, waterfalling
tears drunk up by the earth, “absorbed deep into her veins and discharged
back into the air.” Eventually a spring, a stream, then a river, the clearest of
the Phrygian channels. Myth is a cosmos of applications: Marsyas is mimesis,
passion, expression, exposure; he is the risk of speaking, the catastrophe
awaiting anyone who dares tangle with language, who leaves infancy (literally,
“speech-less-ness”) behind for the world of ceaseless synonyms—the sucker
sweating for the mot juste. Apollo: number, measurement, ratio, a spherical
music of concord and proportion, the comfort of coordinates. Melody/
Harmony. Time/Space. Mouth/Hand. Etc. But something continues to tear
at my imagination: how could Marsyas — how could anyone — have made
Apollo so angry? We're talking Apollo here, calmer than the moon, mountain-
top-calm. Maybe it wasn’t anger at all: maybe Apollo was Marsyas’ closest,
best, most loving listener. Here, says Apollo: this skinless, airborne neurality,
this sharing of blood, this desperate opening, this radical resonance — this is
your wish, | hear it. And so |, reason itself, cannot but grant it. Metamorphosis as
an ecosystem of pneuma and noise. Satyr exhales, god calculates, faun weeps,
earth drinks, earth exhales. An ecosystem of affection too, unmasking the
primordial lie of preferences. “There is another thing as noisy as pain,” Proust
writes, “namely pleasure.”
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