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1. The Pen and the Inkstand
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In a poet’s room, where his inkstand stood on the table, the remark was once
made, “It is wonderful what can be brought out of an inkstand. What will come next?

It is indeed wonderful.”

“Yes, certainly,” said the inkstand to the pen, and to the other articles that stood on the
table, “that’s what I always say. It is wonderful and extraordinary what a number of things come
out of me. It’s quite incredible, and I really don’t know what is coming next when that man dips
his pen into me. One drop out of me is enough for half a page of paper, and what cannot half
a page contain? From me, all the works of a poet are produced; all those imaginary characters
whom people fancy they have known or met. All the deep feeling, the humor, and the vivid
pictures of nature. I myself don’t understand how it is, for I am not acquainted with nature, but
it is certainly in me. From me have gone forth to the world those wonderful descriptions of
troops of charming maidens, and of brave knights on prancing steeds; of the halt and the blind,
and I know not what more, for I assure you I never think of these things.”

“There you are right,” said the pen, “for you don’t think at all; if you did, you would see
that you can only provide the means. You give the fluid that I may place upon the paper what

dwells in me, and what I wish to bring to light. It is the pen that writes, no man doubts that; and,
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indeed, most people understand as much about poetry as an old inkstand.”

“You have had very little experience,” replied the inkstand. “You have hardly been in
service a week, and are already half worn out. Do you imagine you are a poet? You are only
a servant, and before you came I had many like you, some of the goose family, and others of
English manufacture. I know a quill pen as well as I know a steel one. I have had both sorts in
my service, and I shall have many more when he comes—the man who performs the mechanical
part—and writes down what he obtains from me. I should like to know what will be the next
thing he gets out of me.”

“Inkpot!” exclaimed the pen contemptuously.

Late in the evening the poet came home. He had been to a concert, and had been quite
enchanted with the admirable performance of a famous violin player whom he had heard there.
The performer had produced from his instrument a richness of tone that sometimes sounded
like tinkling waterdrops or rolling pearls; sometimes like the birds twittering in chorus, and
then rising and swelling in sound like the wind through the fir-trees. The poet felt as if his own
heart were weeping, but in tones of melody like the sound of a woman’s voice. It seemed not
only the strings, but every part of the instrument from which these sounds were produced. It
was a wonderful performance and a difficult piece, and yet the bow seemed to glide across
the strings so easily that it was as if anyone could do it who tried. Even the violin and the bow
appeared to perform independently of their master who guided them; it was as if soul and spirit

had been breathed into the instrument, so the audience forgot the performer in the beautiful
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sounds he produced. Not so the poet; he remembered him, and named him, and wrote down
his thoughts on the subject. “How foolish it would be for the violin and the bow to boast of
their performance, and yet we men often commit that folly. The poet, the artist, the man of
science in his laboratory, the general,—we all do it; and yet we are only the instruments which
the Almighty uses; to Him alone the honor is due. We have nothing of ourselves of which we
should be proud.” Yes, this is what the poet wrote down. He wrote it in the form of a parable,
and called it “The Master and the Instruments.”

“That is what you have got, madam,” said the pen to the inkstand, when the two were
alone again. “Did you hear him read aloud what I had written down?”

“Yes, what I gave you to write,” retorted the inkstand. “That was a cut at you because of
your conceit. To think that you could not understand that you were being quizzed. I gave you a
cut from within me. Surely I must know my own satire.”

“Ink-pitcher!” cried the pen.

“Writing-stick!” retorted the inkstand. And each of them felt satisfied that he had given a
good answer. It is pleasing to be convinced that you have settled a matter by your reply; it is
something to make you sleep well, and they both slept well upon it. But the poet did not sleep.
Thoughts rose up within him like the tones of the violin, falling like pearls, or rushing like the
strong wind through the forest. He understood his own heart in these thoughts; they were as a
ray from the mind of the Great Master of all minds.

“To Him be all the honor.”
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2. The Farm-yard Cock and the Weather-cock
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There were two cocks—one on the dung-hill, the other on the roof. They
were both arrogant, but which of the two rendered most service? Tell us your
opinion—we’ll keep to ours just the same though.

The poultry yard was divided by some planks from another yard in which there was a
dung-hill, and on the dung-hill lay and grew a large cucumber which was conscious of being a
hot-bed plant.

“One is born to that,” said the cucumber to itself. “Not all can be born cucumbers; there
must be other things, too. The hens, the ducks, and all the animals in the next yard are creatures
too. Now I have a great opinion of the yard cock on the plank; he is certainly of much more
importance than the weather-cock who is placed so high and can’t even creak, much less crow.
The latter has neither hens nor chicks, and only thinks of himself and perspires verdigris. No,
the yard cock is really a cock! His step is a dance! His crowing is music, and wherever he goes
one knows what a trumpeter is like! If he would only come in here! Even if he ate me up stump,
stalk, and all, and I had to dissolve in his body, it would be a happy death,” said the cucumber.

In the night there was a terrible storm. The hens, chicks, and even the cock sought shelter;

the wind tore down the planks between the two yards with a crash; the tiles came tumbling
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down, but the weather-cock sat firm. He did not even turn round, for he could not; and yet he
was young and freshly cast, but prudent and sedate. He had been born old, and did not at all
resemble the birds flying in the air—the sparrows, and the swallows; no, he despised them,
these mean little piping birds, these common whistlers. He admitted that the pigeons, large and
white and shining like mother-o’-pearl, looked like a kind of weather-cock; but they were fat
and stupid, and all their thoughts and endeavours were directed to filling themselves with food,
and besides, they were tiresome things to converse with. The birds of passage had also paid the
weather-cock a visit and told him of foreign countries, of airy caravans and robber stories that
made one’s hair stand on end. All this was new and interesting; that is, for the first time, but
afterwards, as the weather-cock found out, they repeated themselves and always told the same
stories, and that’s very tedious, and there was no one with whom one could associate, for one
and all were stale and small-minded.

“The world is no good!” he said, “Everything in it is so stupid.”

The weather-cock was puffed up, and that quality would have made him interesting in the
eyes of the cucumber if it had known it, but it had eyes only for the yard cock, who was now in
the yard with it.

The wind had blown the planks, but the storm was over.

“What do you think of that crowing?” said the yard cock to the hens and chickens. “It was
a little rough—it wanted elegance.”

And the hens and chickens came up on the dung-hill, and the cock strutted about like a

lord.
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“Garden plant!” he said to the cucumber, and in that one word his deep learning showed
itself, and it forgot that he was pecking at her and eating it up. “A happy death!”

The hens and the chickens came, for where one runs the others run too; they clucked, and
chirped, and looked at the cock, and were proud that he was of their kind.

“Cock-a-doodle-doo!” he crowed, “the chickens will grow up into great hens at once, if |
cry it out in the poultry-yard of the world!”

And hens and chicks clucked and chirped, and the cock announced a great piece of news.

“A cock can lay an egg! And do you know what’s in that egg? A basilisk. No one can stand
the sight of such a thing; people know that, and now you know it too—you know what is in me,
and what a champion of all cocks I am!”

With that the yard cock flapped his wings, made his comb swell up, and crowed again;
and they all shuddered, the hens and the little chicks—but they were very proud that one of
their number was such a champion of all cocks. They clucked and chirped till the weather-cock
heard; he heard it; but he did not stir.

“Everything is very stupid,” the weather-cock said to himself. “The yard cock lays no eggs,
and I am too lazy to do so; if I liked, I could lay a wind-egg. But the world is not worth even a
wind-egg. Everything is so stupid! I don’t want to sit here any longer.”

With that the weather-cock broke off; but he did not kill the yard cock, although the hens

said that had been his intention. And what is the moral? “Better to crow than to be puffed up

and break off!”
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