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Happiness is an
experience of
fitting together, quite
like that of the fitting
together of the bodies
of people in love, in the
act of love.
In each of us
resides an Emptiness
that waits for
something to fill it.
We are all feminine.
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Love can’t stand
forgetfulness.
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Love can’t stand to lose
what it has loved.
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I love you, yes,
but it isn’t actually
you I love.
I love some other
mysterious thing
that I don’t know
but which I seem to see
flowing in your face.
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How can one long
for someone who
is present?
The answer is simple: we long for a person who is present when he or she is in the
process of leaving.
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This is the pain of unsatisfied passion: the impassioned wishes to possess the object of the passion, but
it always gets away. Thus the lover’s suffering. Driven by pain, the lover wants to possess the loved. But
the lover doesn’t know that, for passion to continue to exist, the beloved must continue to flee. Passion
loves only free objects, like birds in flight.
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Love is born,
lives, and dies
by the delicate power
of the poetic image
lovers think they see
in the face of
the beloved…
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That’s how
old loves are:
faithful
and weary.
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love letters
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I

read and re-read a poem by Álvaro de Campos. I don’t know whether I should believe it or
doubt it. If I believe, I doubt. I doubt because I believe. Because it was he himself who said—or
better, his other person, Fernando Pessoa—that he was a pretender. “All love letters are ridicu-

lous. They wouldn’t be love letters if they weren’t ridiculous…”
In my office I have a reproduction of one of the most delightful paintings that I know of.
Woman in Blue Reading a Letter, by Johannes Vermeer (1632-1675). A woman, standing, reads a
letter. Her face is lit by the light of a window. Her eyes read what is written on that piece of paper
that her hands hold, her mouth slightly open, almost in a smile. She’s so absorbed that she doesn’t
even notice the chair at her side. She reads on foot. I think I’m capable of reconstructing the moments that preceded the one that the painter froze. Knocks at the door interrupt the household
routine. She opens the door, and there’s the mailman with a letter in his hand. By simply reading her
name on the envelope, she knows who sent it. She takes the letter, and with that gesture she touches a distant hand. That’s why love letters are written. Not to give news, not to tell anything, not to
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repeat things already known, but so that hands far apart touch each other by touching the same
sheet of paper. Barthes cites these words of Goethe:
Why do I see myself once gain compelled to write? It isn’t necessary, my dear, to ask
such an obvious questions because, in truth, I have nothing to tell you. However, your hands will
receive this paper…
I return to Álvaro de Campos. Could this be the cause of the ridiculousness of love
letters—the mismatch between what they say and that which they really want to do? Because the
explicit purpose of a letter is to give news, and that’s why they are made up of words. But what
they really mean to accomplish is always above and beyond the written word. They want to accomplish that which separation prevents—a hug. Anyone who wants to try to understand a love letter
through an analysis of the writing will always be off the mark because what it contains is that which
isn’t there, that which is absent. With any love letter, what matters isn’t what’s found written in it,
only talk of desire, of the pain of absence, the longing to meet again.
That letter made everything stop. The woman closed the door and walked through the
house without seeing anything, just looking for one thing, light, a place where the words would be
illuminated. What difference does a chair make to her? She forgot that she’s pregnant. Her eyes go
over the words that came from the same hands that had hugged her. Her body is suspended in that
magic moment of impossible affection that that little piece of paper opened in the time of her daily
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life.
A love letter is a paper that connects two lonelinesses. The woman is alone. If there are
other people in the house, she’s left them behind. It could very well be that the things written in the
letter are no secret, that they can be told to everyone. But for it to be a love letter, it has to be read
in solitude. As if the lover were saying, “I write so that you can be alone…” It is this act of solitary
reading that establishes complicity. Because it was in loneliness that the letter was born. The love
letter is an object the lover creates so the abandonment is tolerable.
I look at the sky. I see Alpha Centauri. The astronomers tell me that the star I see now is
that star that was two years ago. Because that’s the time that the light took to get to my eyes. What
I see is that which no longer exists. And it would be useless for me to ask myself, “How is it now?
Does it still exist?” I can get answers to these questions only two years from now, when its light
reaches me. Its light is always late. I always see that which has already been… In this way letters are
like stars. The letter that the woman has in her hands, which defines her moment of solitude, belongs to a moment that no longer exists. It says nothing about the present of the distant lover. Thus
her pain. The lover who writes extends his arms to a moment that does not yet exist. The lover who
reads extends her arms to a moment that no longer exists. The love letter is an embrace of space…
“It’s good the phone exists,” retort modern lovers who no longer have to live love in the
space of absences. Mistake. A telephone call isn’t a spoken letter because it lacks the essential. The
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silence of solitude, the calm of the pen poised over the table, waiting for and choosing thoughts
and words. The telephone does away with solitude. In a telephone call we never say that which
we would say in a letter. For example: “I was walking down the street when all of a sudden I saw
a blossoming pink ipê tree that made me remember that time when….” Or “Re-reading Neruda’s
poems I found this one which I imagine you would like to read….”
The difference between a letter and a telephone is simple. The telephone is an imposition. The conversation has to happen right then. It lacks the essential element of the word that is
said without expecting a response. And once it’s over, the two lovers are left with empty hands.
But the woman has in her hands a letter. The letter is an object. If she had not been
able to take it into her solitude, she would have been able to put it away in her pocket in the
delicious expectancy of an opportune moment. A telephone call can’t wait. The letter is patient.
It stores its words. And after being read, it can be re-read. Or simply caressed. A letter against the
face—could anything be as loving? A letter is more than a message. Even before being read, even
inside its closed envelope, it has the quality of a sacrament: a palpable presence of invisible happiness…
These thoughts came to me after reading the letters of a young scientist, Albert Einstein, to his girlfriend, Mileva Maric. It was they that led me to the poem by Álvaro de Campos.
They were ridiculous. All love letters are ridiculous. I think the editors thought the same. And as an
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excuse for their indiscreet act of making public something ridiculous that was a secret between two
lovers, they wrote a long and erudite introduction that transformed the ludicrous love letters into
documents of the history of science. They were worth something because, mixed in with the ridiculousness the lovers fed each other the editors found trails that give historians keys for the understanding of “the sources of the emotional and intellectual development of the correspondents.” Not
knowing what to do with (ridiculous) love, they put the letters into the archeology of science.
It was then that Vermeer’s painting had me see the scene that letters hide. And the
woman with a letter in her hand and a child in her womb? She might very well be Mileva, pregnant
with an illegitimate daughter that was given up for adoption and about whom nothing is known. The
child was given up. But the letters were kept. And for what reasons might a person have to keep ridiculous letters? Her absorbed face and half-open lips give us an answer. For those who love, ridiculous love letters are always sublime. I return to Álvaro de Campos’s poem and therein find what was
needed to finish the scene: “but in the end, the only ridiculous things are creatures who have never
written love letters.”
Rubem Alves
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