


Praise for Carlos Fuentes

W ritrten with a fervor tharc is borth fierce and compassionate, this is aa complesx, prow—
erfiil novel of huge scope.” —  Kirkres ez -zerzers

“For many, many writers of mmy young gecneration, Carlos Fucntes vwas a rmaster. We
studiced, pored over, all but traceecdd his Nnovels, INow, thircy vears omn. he is still rmaster.,
mndiminished .7 —  Richard Ford

“MMany in T.atin AAmmorica and Spain have souaghrt to deny the past. Fuentes, however,
has alvways urged them o acknowledge and embrace it, to carry the corpse, however
unapprealing. The irMmaginative task he has pursucd in an exrensive and inclusive cor—
pus of ficrional work has been the exploration of vwhat he sces as a distinctive Flis-
panic condition. It is a paradoxical world in vwhich time pplays erick s, imn vwhose presenc
thhe prast everywhere comes blazing through. . . . Whart strikes the reader firsct in
Fuenrtes’™s work may boe his eradirion and intellecrtrual rigor, but vwhat rermains in his
— Michacl Werrigan, Trrrees I srerary Szepprlerrzarzr

raind is his syrmmpeachy 77
U F Eerra Noszrra’s conceprtion is truly grand, its perceptions often uanidquie, its cnNnocrgy corr—
pclling and the invenriveness and auadacicty of some of its narrative mancuvers abso-
lTutely breathtaking: thhe animated paintings., the talking rmirrors, thhe rime machines
and metamorphosing rmurmuamies, the fusion of history., mycth anmnd ficrion, thhe varia—
rions on rthemes and dreams, the intervweaving of rich, violent, beautiful, grotesguie.,
mysterious, even magical images——nor withoue reason has this book been likened o
a vast and intricate tapestry.  —Roberte Coover, Nerer York Tirirrzes
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Seven Notes on Carlos Fuentes’s Terra Nostra

Rarely in the history of the contemporary novel has a writer singularly em-
bodied a literary tradition; in European literature, the examples can be counted
on one hand: Balzac, Proust, Mann, Joyce, Kafka. These are not writers of a
single masterpiece that summarizes their poetics and obsessions, but rather
creators of complex narrative universes parallel to our own. In a sense, each
wrote the same book throughout his life, bringing together an infinite variety
of characters, voices, scenes, and styles. Such is also the case with Latin Ameri-
can literature, which is nonetheless unique because many of the founders of
our novelistic traditions are still alive. The notable survivors of our literary
golden age—Gabriel Garcia Marquez, Mario Vargas Llosa, and Carlos Fuentes,
along with Rulfo, Borges, and Cortdzar—have built, over the past forty years,
not only a set of exemplary novels, but also a narrative cosmos that has changed
forever the literary landscape for this region of the planet.

If Garcia Mirquez realized the greatest ambitions of a writer by making
readers identify a whole continent as an extension of his imagination—
Macondo as extreme metonymy of Latin America—then Vargas Llosa and
Fuentes have taken different routes to this same realization. Vargas Llosa fol-
lows Flaubert’s purist ambition by creating a style that is increasingly trans-
parent, the ideal vehicle to reflect his world view, while Fuentes has pre-
ferred to conceive a new Human Comedy, more Latin American than Mexi-
can, taking new risks in each chapter and creating in essence a plurality of
authors, sometimes in collision with themselves and each other. As happens
with few writers, Fuentes’s real name could be Legion.

Applying a kind of theological metaphor to Latin American literature,
Garcia Mirquez could be seen as a primitive god, bent on inventing a tropical
and fabulous cosmos sprung from his plentiful imagination. Vargas Llosa would
appear as a rational god, something like the god of philosophers, and the planet
that has conceived him would be sober, sometimes cold, perfectly laid out
and ordered—an abysmal perfection. Fuentes, finally, would be a capricious
and voluble god, similar to the Jehovah of the Jews or the Greek Zeus, fasci-
nated with provoking his creatures, mingling with them and testing them,
mutating and transforming himself in ways that are progressively more dan-
gerous, playing in winding terrains full of traps, without ever showing fear in
the face of the unknown.

x1



If Fuentes’s main novelistic ambition is to diabolically provoke his characters
and take part in their destinies, then it is in 7erra Nostra that we see the bold-
est, bravest, and most vigorous example of his work. Not simply a master-
piece (an irrelevant concept for a limitless creator like Fuentes), this book
combines and concentrates his ambitions (his demiurgic obsessions are re-
newed each time he takes up the pen) to constitute a holographic image of his
poetics. His costumes and masks are as varied as those of Zeus, such that one
might think that the book had been written by hundreds of different people.
Yet Terra Nostra is more than a mosaic of voices; it is a universe within a uni-
verse, a cosmic anomaly, a black hole. In short, we are dealing with one of the
most dazzling, powerful, and incomprehensible works of our time.

3

We have been taught to see the world as a succession of events in time; His-
fory, as most of us understand it, is a thread or necklace upon which human
destinies are intertwined. In the past, critics have supposed that the novel
was something similar: the story of a few events strung together in a fictitious
narrative. As if God had condemned human beings to parcel out each tiny
portion of their lives in order to explain it, the undying need to #// came about
as the extreme consequence of the human desire to order chronologically the
disordered experiences we call life.

Following this logic, a good narrator would be one who has developed the
art of unifying disparate facts, applying the principles of composition derived
from rhetoric in order to awaken and maintain the reader’s interest until the
story’s end, building a plot that should seem natural and ordered. From classi-
cal antiquity to the end of the nineteenth century, no one doubted that the
only way to tell a story—to explain it, to memorize it, to take it apart—was
through this careful succession of instants. Unfortunately, this delicate arti-
fice had nothing to do with reality. As we see in our lives every day, the world
1s not reducible to a plotline.

The cosmos is too similar to its counterpart, chaos. Everything occurs si-
multancously without humans being able to contemplate (for example) what
is happening in other parts of the world; our experience is inevitably frag-
mented and therefore profoundly disheartening. We will never be able to
know everything, but are instead condemned to this frustrating partiality that
separates us from the gods; only #k¢y enjoy the gift that mortals are denied and
that we are barely able to imagine: simultaneity.

Aristotle and Saint Thomas Aquinas taught us that a Universal mind has
the power to know everything at the same time. Starting in the twentieth
century, a few writers—we should call them heretics and apostates, vain de-
stroyers of idols—understood that the novel was one of the few human inven-
tions that could bring us closer to this sort of divinity. Instead of conforming
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themselves to the inherently human task of telling an orderly story, appealing
to clarity, transparency, and sequence—rhetorical mirages—these modern nov-
clists felt obligated to challenge the Creator in order to become, in essence,
His rivals. Aspiring demons, they believed that their texts could dare to re-
produce the random simultaneity of the world.

In some ways, the history of the novel is the history of this fight against
linear time. Determined to break the limits of literature, contemporary novel-
ists have challenged all conventions that deny a work’s complexity. It is no
coincidence that modern science during this same time has traveled from rela-
tivity to quantum physics and chaos theory, breaking with Newton’s mechanical
order in an attempt to register the extreme confusion of atoms. In Ubysses,
Joyce tried to capture the infinite variety of thoughts and experiences that
occur in a single day, freeing narration from the weight of linearity; ever since,
his followers have attempted to recover the gods’ vision, like the unhappy
character in Borges’s “The Aleph,” a perfect allegory of the Faustian search
for an everything.

In the area of Latin American literature, Terra Nostra undoubtedly consti-
tutes the riskiest literary battle of our time. Haughty and brave, Fuentes in-
vents a new Aleph in which historical times and the limits of knowledge are
erased or fade away, giving way to a mythical space in which all eras and all
humans cohabit and where the present and the future cancel each other out.
A step beyond the historical novel, Fuentes’s work is a novel against History.

4

In one of his essays, Ludwig Wittgenstein referred to the possibility of con-
templating the successive as simultaneous, calling this state “perspicacious
vision.” Without realizing it, that humble philosopher described the human
desire to approach divinity. The murals of Diego Rivera or José Clemente
Orozco also strive to reach something similar: that the observer can gaze at
the entire history of Mexico in one glance.

In literature, Zérra Nostra extends this challenge: whoever traverses its pages
becomes, at least for a few hours, a real god—perhaps a mad god—able to
observe at once modern Paris and eighteenth-century Spain, prehispanic
Mexico and the Golden Age of Europe. The greatest sin does not lie in the
hubris of facing God, but rather in inventing a mechanism by which one can
become Him. This is what Carlos Fuentes—the supreme heretic—has accom-
plished in Zerra Nostra: our imaginary land, the fatherland of all his readers.

5

Phillip the Second is the main character of 7érra Nostra. Absurd, angry, grown
old, his specter inhabits the rotten Escorial, and from there he directs not
only an Empire where the sun never sets, but also the destinies of his sub-
jects, including his readers. Blinded by power, the old emperor lives at the
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center of an inverted siphon created by the novel (an imitation of hell) and
from there establishes the only norm that applies in his domains (which in-
clude the novel entitled 7zrra Nostra): “The only thing that exists is that which
is written.”

"This maxim, extracted from Roman law and pretending to order reality by
way of writing, achieves in this book its ultimate realization: when a reader
allows himself to be taken to the interior of the novel, the exterior suddenly
ceases to exist. From that moment on, the reader becomes one more of His
Majesty’s delusions. Trapped in his pages like heretics in the dungeons of the
Inquisition, the careless visitor is forced to contemplate the dream of rea-
son—as well as its infinite nightmare—transcribed by the best chronicler of
the Indies, that malicious and perverse scribe named Carlos Fuentes.

6

It would be impossible to summarize the plot of Terra Nostra; to attempt to do
so would be as vain as summarizing the story of all humanity. Fuentes did not
intend to write a novel, but rather a// novels. It is no coincidence, then, that in
his pages one finds all the protagonists of Spanish literary tradition, from the
Celestina to Don Juan, from Don Quixote to El Cid, to name just a few of the
better known. The never-ending roads of this never-ending adventure span
from one end of the planet to the other and from the Golden Age to the
ungolden twentieth century; these roads are traveled by bandits, hunters,
dwarfs, peasants, jokers, workers, friars, prostitutes, soldiers, conquerors, kings,
warriors, and poets—thousands of characters who try not to get lost forever in
the din of words pronounced by the Old Man.

The world of Térra Nostra, especially in the first part, is a world of specters,
or rather of chiaroscuros: its figures remain in the shadows of Veldzquez and
Murillo, of El Bosco, El Greco and Zubaran, and, jumping ahead in time, they
foreshadow the engravings of Goya. Each scene reverts to the Flemish and
Spanish painting traditions, to undefinable characters, shrouded in opacity,
evidenced by a divine light that barely touches their outlines—around the
Court of Miracles that is Charles the Fifth’s and Phillip the Second’s Spain,
with timeless characters drawn directly from the picaresque, imitations and
relatives of Lazarillo de Tornes and Sancho Panza, the common everyday men
who by means of sense and cunning are able to escape the caprices of their
masters and of History. A cosmos made of mirrors, Imperial Spain finds a new
face—deformed and luminous—on the other side of the ocean, in that other
universe that is America. There, all rules are inverted, madness becomes san-
ity, and gods and men live together and exchange roles with an ease that vio-
lates the Western world.

The second part of Terra Nostra tells of the creation—more than the dis-
covery or conquest—of this new world, this other possible world that exists
between myths and unknowing, between past and present. America is the
perfect metaphor for Terre Nostra (and not the other way around): it is the
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place—or, rather, the non-place, the utopia—where all dreams and nightmares
converge. That is why in the third part of this infinite book the old and the
new world not only clash and meet, not only discover each other and battle
one another, not only invent and destroy each other, but also reinstate a lost
order, finally unifying those two halves of history, those two partial histories,
that platonic division, and thus conceiving a new being, a renewed time and
an interminable space for this other world. In this restoration of utopia, the
Roman, Moor, Jew, Spanish, and Indian worlds finally reach a perverse har-
mony, that of creation.

One of the keys to the composition of the novel—and to the vision of the
world it offers—can be found in the chapter titled “The Number Three,”
which makes reference not only to the three parts of Terra Nostra, but also to
the obsessive recurrence of this number in the book’s plot:

One is the key of everything. Two is the denial of one. Three is the syn-
thesis of one and two. It contains both. It balances them. It announces the
plurality that follows. It is the complete number. The crown of principle
and the middle. The reunion of the three times. Past, present and future.
Everything ends. Everything begins anew.

Terra Nostra, then, is not a simple novel. It is a malfunctioning time tunnel;
the entrance to a labyrinth of mirrors; a hell—or a purgatory—in which all
memories and echoes intermingle; the gigantic rotting place of history; a jig-
saw puzzle put together incorrectly or Chinese boxes that become deeper ev-
ery moment; the prison to which all tyrants and heroes have been sent; the
underwater tunnel that joins Europe and America; the black hole that con-
nects past, present, and future. . . .

No, Terra Nostra must not be read as a simple novel. It is a key, a trap, an
infinite riddle, the celebrated book described by medieval cabalists that drives
mad whoever dares to glance at its pages.

Jorge Volpi
2003

"Translated by Cesar Valverde



What does that old spook want . .. ?

Gova, Los Caprichos

>

Fervid in her fetid rags. It is she, the first
False mother of many, like you, aggrieved
By her, and for her, grieving,.

Cernuda, Ser de Sansuefia

o

Transformed utterly:
A terrible beauty is born . . .

Yeats, Easter, 1916
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CHARACTERS

THE LORDS

FELIPE, the Fair, married to

JOANNA REGINA, the Mad Lady

FELIPE, El Seiior, son and heir to the former, married to
ISABEL, La Serora (Elizabeth Tudor), his English cousin

THE COURT

THE JESTER at the court of Felipe the Fair

GUZMAN, secretary and chief huntsman to Felipe El Sefior
FRAY JULIAN, painter and miniaturist

FRAY TORIBIO, astrologer

THE CHRONICLER, poet and court scribe

PEDRO DEL AGUA

JOSE LUIS CUEVAS doctors

ANTONIO SAURA

FRAY SANTIAGO DE BAENA

THE BISHOP

THE INQUISITOR OF TERUEL

GONZALODE ULLOA, Comendador of Calatrava

INES, his daughter, novitiate

MILAGROS, Mother Superior

ANGUSTIAS

CLEMENCIA

DOLORES
REMEDIOS
ts: ICLELiA } maids to Isabel, La Seriora

THE DWARF BARBARICA, companion to the Mad Lady

nuns

THE BASTARDS

THE PILGRIM,son of Felipe the Fair out of Celestina
DON JUAN, son of Felipe the Fair out of Isabel, La Sefiora
THE IDIOT PRINCE, son of Felipe the Fair out of a she-wolf



THE DREAMERS

LUDOVICO, student of theology

PEDRO, peasant and sailor

SIMON, monk

CELESTINA, peasant girl, witch, and procuress
MIHAIL-BEN-SAMA, wanderer

DON QUIXOTE DE LA MANCHA, knight-errant
SANCHO PANZA, his squire

THE WORKERS

JERONIMO, blacksmith and husband to Celestina
MARTIN, son of serfs from Navarre

NUNO, son of a foot soldier of the Moorish frontier
CATILINON, rogue from the streets of Valladolid

THE MEDITERRANEANS

TIBERIUS CAESAR, second Roman Emperor of the
Augustan line
THEODORUS OF GANDAR A, his secretary and counselor
FABIANUS
GAIUS
PERSIUS sexual entertainers to the Emperor Tiberius
CYNTHIA
LESBIA
PONTIUS PILATE, Roman Procurator of Judea
THE NAZARITE, minor Hebrew prophet
CLEMENS, slave
THE GHOST OF AGRIPPA POSTUMUS
THE JEWISH DOCTOR at the Synagogue of Toledo
THE SCRIBE OF ALEXANDRIA
THE MAGUS OF SPALATO
THE GYPSY GIRL OF SPALATO
DONNO VALERIO CAMILLO, Venetian humanist
and bibliophile

THE FLEMISH

THE MISTRESS of the Beguine Monastery, Bruges

SCHWESTER KATREI, possessed Beghard

HIERONYMUS BOSCH, painter and adherent to the Adamite sect
THE DUKE OF BRABANT



THE INDIANS

THE LORD OF MEMORY

THE LADY OF THE BUTTERFLIES
THE FAT PRINCE

THE WHITE LORDS OF HELL
THE LORD OF THE GREAT VOICE

THE PARISIANS

POLLO PHOIBEE, sandwich man
CELESTINA, sidewalk painter

LuDoVIico, flagellant

SIMON, monk, leader of the penitents

MME ZAHARIA, concierge

RAPHAEL DE VALENTIN, man-about-town
VIOLETTA GAUTIER, consumptive courtesan
JAVERT, police inspector

JEAN VALIJEAN, former convict
OLIVEIRA, Argentine exile

BUENDIA, Colombian colonel

SANTIAGO ZAVALITA, Peruvian journalist
ESTEBAN and SOF1A, Cuban cousins
HUMBERTO, deaf-and-dumb Chilean

CUBA VENEGAS, Cuban torch singer

THE VALKYRIE, Lithuanian benefactress
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IEPM — Persion Gulf - Small Tousb Island

FLESH, SPHERES, GRAY EYES

BESIDE THE SEINE
%>

Incredible the first animal that dreamed of another animal. Monstrous
the first vertebrate that succeeded in standing on two feet and thus
spread terror among the beasts still normally and happily crawling
close to the ground through the slime of creation. Astounding the first
telephone call, the first boiling water, the first song, the first loincloth.

About four o’clock in the morning one fourteenth of July, Pollo
Phoibee, asleep in his high garret room, door and windows flung wide,
dreamed these things, and prepared to answer them himself. But then
he was visited in his dream by the somber, faceless figure of a monk
who spoke for Pollo, continuing in words what had been an imagistic
dream: ‘‘But reason—neither slow nor indolent—tells us that merely
with repetition the extraordinary becomes ordinary, and only briefly
abandoned, what had once passed for a common and ordinary occur-
rence becomes a portent: crawling, sending carrier pigeons, eating raw
deer meat, abandoning one’s dead on the summits of temples so that
vultures as they feed might perform their cleansing functions and fulfill
the natural cycle.”’

Only thirty-three and a half days earlier the fact that the waters of the
Seine were boiling could have been considered a calamitous miracle;
now, a month later, no one even turned to look at the phenomenon.
The proprietors of the black barges, surprised at first by the sudden
ebullition, slammed against the walls of the channel, had abandoned
their struggle against the inevitable. These men of the river pulled on
their stocking caps, extinguished their black tobaccos, and climbed
like lizards onto the quays; the skeletons of the barges had piled up be-
neath the ironic gaze of Henri de Navarre and there they remained,
splendid ruins of charcoal, iron, and splintered wood.

But the gargoyles of Notre-Dame, knowing events only in the ab-
stract, embraced with black stone eyes a much vaster panorama, and
twelve million Parisians understood finally why these demons of yes-
teryear stick out their tongues at the city in such ferociously mocking
grimaces. It was as if the motive for which they were originally sculp-
tured was now revealed in scandalous actuality. It was clear the patient
gargoyles had waited eight centuries to open their eyes and blast twaa!
twaa! with their cleft tongues. At dawn they had seen that overnight
the distant cupolas, the entire facade, of Sacré-Coeur appeared to be
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painted black. And that closer at hand, far below, the doll-sized
Louvre had become transparent.

After a superficial investigation, the authorities, far off the scent,
reached the conclusion that the painted fagade was actually marble and
the transparent Louvre had been turned to crystal. Inside the Basilica
the paintings, too, were transformed; as the building had changed col-
or, its paintings had changed race. And who was going to cross himself
before the lustrous ebony of a Congolese Virgin, and who would ex-
pect pardon from the thick lips of a Negroid Christ? On the other hand,
the paintings and sculptures in the Museum had taken on an opacity
that many decided to attribute to the contrast with the crystalline walls
and floors and ceiling. No one seemed in the least uncomfortable be-
cause the Victory of Samothrace hovered in mid-air without any vis-
ible means of support: those wings were finally justifying themselves.
But they were apprehensive when they observed, particularly consider-
ing the recently acquired density in contrast to the general lightness,
that the mask of Pharaoh was superimposed-—in a newly liberated per-
spective—upon the features of the Gioconda, and that lady’s upon Da-
vid’s Napoleon. Furthermore: when the traditional frames dissolved
into transparency, the resulting freeing of purely conventional space
allowed them to appreciate that the Mona Lisa, still sitting with arms
crossed, was not alone. And she was smiling.

Thirty-three and one half days had passed during which, apparently,
the Arc de Triomphe turned into sand and the Eiffel Tower was conv-
erted into a zoo. We are confining ourselves to appearances, for once
the first flurry of excitement had passed, no one even troubled to touch
the sand, which still looked like stone. Sand or stone, it stood in its
usual location, and after all, that’s all anyone asked: Not a new ar-
rangement, but recognizable form and the reassurance of location.
What confusion there would have been, for example, had the Arc, still
of stone, appeared on the site traditionally occupied by a pharmacy at
the corner of the rue de Bellechasse and the rue de Babylone.

As for the tower of M. Eiffel, its transformation was criticized only
by potential suicides, whose remarks revealed their unhealthy inten-
tions and who in the end chose to play it cool in the hope that other,
similar jumping places would be constructed. ‘‘But it isn’t just the
height; perhaps even more important is the prestige of the place from
which one jumps to his death,’” a habitué of the Café Le Bouquet, a
man who when he was fourteen had decided to kill himself at the age
of forty, told Pollo Phoibee. He said this one afternoon as our young
and handsome friend was pursuing his normal occupations, convinced
that any other course would be like yelling ‘‘Fire!”’ in a movie theater
packed with a Sunday-evening crowd.

The public was amused by the fact that the rusted structure from the
Exposition Universelle was now serving as a tree for monkeys, a ramp
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for lions, a cage for bears, and as a very heavily populated aviary. Al-
most a century of reproductions and emblems and references had re-
duced the tower to the sad, but really affectionate, status of a common-
place. Now the continual flight—dispersion of doves, formations of
ducks, solitudes of owls, and clusters of bats, farcical and indecisive in
the midst of so many metamorphoses—was entertaining and pleasing.
The uneasiness began only when a child pointed to a passing vulture
that spread its wings at the very top of the tower, sailed in a circle
above Passy, then flew in a straight line right to the towers of Saint-
Sulpice, where it settled in a corner of the perpetual scaffolding of the
eternal restoration of that temple to watch with avarice the deserted
streets of the Quarter.

First, Pollo Phoibee brushed a strand of blond hair from his eyes,
then ran the fingers of one hand (for he didn’t have two) through his
shoulder-length mane; and finally he leaned out of his sixth-floor room-
ing-house window to salute a summer sun that like every summer-
morning Paris sun was supposed to appear borne on a chariot of warm
haze, attended by a court of street perfumes—the odors the sun king
disperses in July different, of course, from those distilled by the moon
queen in December. Today, nevertheless, Pollo looked toward the
towers of Saint-Sulpice, reviewing in his mind the catalogue of accus-
tomed odors. But as the vulture settled onto the scaffolding, Pollo
sniffed in vain. No freshly baked bread, no scent of flowers, no boiling
chicory, not even damp city sidewalks. He liked to close his eyes and
breathe in the summer-morning air, concentrating until he could distin-
guish the scent of the tightly closed buds in the distant flower market of
the Quai de la Corse. But today not even cabbage or beets in the nearby
market of Saint-Germain, no pungent Gauloise or Gitanes, no wine
spilled on straw or wood. Not a single odor in the whole of the rue du
Four—and no sun appeared on its customary vehicle of haze. The mo-
tionless vulture faded from sight amid billowing black smoke issuing
like a blast from a bellows from the towers of the church. The enor-
mous vacuum of odors was suddenly filled with foul and offensive
effluvium, as if Hell were discharging all the congestion from its lungs.
Pollo smelled flesh . . . burned fingernails and hair and flesh.

For the first time in his twenty-two summers, Pollo closed the win-
dow and hesitated, not knowing what to do. But he would scarcely re-
alize that in that instant began his longing for the visible symbol of lib-
erty provided by that always open window-—night and day, winter and
summer, rain and thunder. He would scarcely identify his unaccus-
tomed indecision with the feeling that he and the world about him were
irremediably growing older. He would not likely overcome that feeling
with a swift question: What’s happening? What is it that forces me to
close my free and open window for the first time . . . ? They must be
burning refuse; no, it smelled of flesh, they must be burning animals.
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An epidemic? Some sacrifice? Immediately Pollo Phoibee, who slept
in the nude (another conscious symbol of freedom), entered the stall
with the portable shower head, listened to the noisy drumming of water
against the white-enameled tin, soaped himself carefully, sudsing with
extra attention the golden pubic hair, raised his only arm to direct the
stream of water onto his face, letting water dribble through his open
lips, turned off the tap, dried himself, and left the small and impecca-
ble confessional that had washed him of every sin except one, that of
innocent suspicion; forgetting to prepare any breakfast, he slipped on
leather sandals, drew on khaki-colored Levi’s and a strawberry-col-
ored shirt, glanced swiftly around the room where he had been so hap-
py, bumped his head against the low ceiling, and ran down the stairs,
ignoring the empty, abandoned garbage pails on each landing of the
stairway.

At the entresol, Pollo stopped and with his knuckles rapped at the
concierge’s door. There was no answer, and he decided to go in to see
if there was any mail, a most unlikely possibility. Like the doors of all
concierges, this was half wood and half glass, and Pollo knew that if
the self-absorbed face of Madame Zaharia did not peer from between
the curtains, it was because Madame Zaharia was out, but since she
had nothing to hide from the world (this was her favorite saying: she
lived in a glass house), she had no objections to her tenants’ coming in
to pick up the infrequent letters she sorted and left tucked in the mirror
frame. Consequently, Pollo decided he could go into that cave of by-
gone gentility where the fumes of an eternal cabbage stew misted over
photographic mementos of soldiers twice dead and buried, once be-
neath the soil of Verdun, now beneath a film of vapor. And if his ear-
lier indecision had controlled Pollo Phoibee’s spirits when, like a
warning of disillusion and old age, he had noticed the absence of sum-
mer smells, now to enter the concierge’s room in search of a most im-
probable letter seemed to him an act of primordial innocence. Ab-
sorbed in this sensation, he entered. But the physical reality was more
novel than his new mood. For the first time he could remember, noth-
ing was bubbling in the kitchen, and the photos of the dead soldiers
were limpid mirrors of useless sacrifice and tender resignation. Even
the odor had evaporated from Madame Zaharia’s room. But not sound.
Lying on her sagging bed, upon an eiderdown covered with the blooms
of ancient winters, the concierge—less preoccupied than usual—was
choking back a gurgling moan.

Many suns will pass before Pollo Phoibee condescends to analyze
the impression provoked by Madame Zaharia’s condition and posture:
which cause and which effect? Perhaps it would be possible to pro-
pose, without the authorization of the protagonist, that the terms of his
matutinal equation had been inverted: the world, irremediably, was
growing younger—and decisions had to be made. Without stopping to
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think, he ran and filled a pail of water, he lighted the fiame of the burn-
er and set the water to boil on the stove, and with a blend of atavistic
wisdom and simple stupefaction he gathered towels and tore strips of
sheets. The same thing had happened too many times during the past
thirty-three and one half days. With his teeth Pollo rolled up the sleeve
of his one good arm (the other sleeve was pinned over his stump), and
knelt between the open, febrile thighs of Madame Zaharia, ready to re-
ceive the tiny head that must soon appear. The concierge uttered a
sputtering howl. Pollo heard the water boiling; he lifted the pail from
the flame, threw the pieces of sheet into it, and returned to the foot of
the bed to receive, not the expected head, but two tiny blue feet. Ma-
dame Zaharia moaned, her belly was gripped by oceanic contractions,
and Pollo’s stump throbbed like a piece of marble longing for the com-
panionship of its mate.

After the breech birth had been effected, and once Pollo had spanked
the babe, cut the cord, tied the umbilical cord, disposed of the placenta
in the pail, and mopped up the blood, he did certain things in addition:
inspected the infant’s male genitals, counted six toes on each foot, and
observed with amazement the birthmark on its back: a wine-red cross
between the shoulder blades. He didn’t know whether to hand the baby
into the arms of the ninety-year old woman who had just delivered it or
to take charge of it himself, care for it, and carry it far from possible
contamination and death by asphyxia. He chose the second; in truth,
he feared the ancient Madame Zaharia might drown or devour her so
untimely son, and he walked to the antique gold-framed mirror where
the concierge customarily inserted, between the glass and the frame,
the few improbable letters addressed to her tenants.

Yes. There was a letter for him. It must be one of the official notices
that arrived from time to time, always inordinately late, for the almost
total collapse of the postal services was a normal fact in an epoch when
everything that a hundred years earlier signified progress had ceased to
function with either efficiency or promptness. No chlorine purified the
water, the mail did not arrive on time, and microbes had imposed their
triumphal reign over vaccines: defenseless humans, immune worms.

Pollo leaned closer to look at the envelope and noticed that the letter
bore no recognizable stamp; gripping the newly born infant against his
chest, he slipped the letter from the frame. It was sealed with ancient,
grimy sealing wax; the envelope itself was old and yellow, as the writ-
ing of the sender seemed old, and curiously antiquated. And as he took
the letter in his hand a few quivering drops of quicksilver rolled across
it and dropped onto the floor. Still clasping the child, Pollo broke the
ancient red wax seal with his teeth and extracted a fine, wrinkled sheet
of parchment, as transparent as silk. He read the following message:

““In the Dialogus Miraculorum, the chronicler Caesarius von Hei-
terbach warns that in the city of Paris, the fountain of all knowledge
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and the source of the Divine Scriptures, the persuasive Devil inculcat-
ed a perverse intelligence in certain few wise men. You must be on the
alert. The two forces struggle between themselves not only in Paris but
throughout the world, although here the combat will seem to you more
acute. Chance has determined that it was here you would be born,
spend your youth, and live your years. Your life and this time could
have coincided in a different space. It does not matter. Many will be
born, but only one will have six toes upon each foot and a wine-red
cross upon his back. This child must be baptized Iohannes Agrippa. He
has been awaited through long centuries; his is the continuity of the
original kingdoms. Further, although in another time, he is your son.
You must not fail this duty. We are expecting you; we shall find you,
make no effort to look for us.”’

This extraordinary missive was signed Ludovico and Celestina. As-
tounded by this reversion from the death he had smelled in the smoke
of Saint-Sulpice and divined in the zealous vultures to the life he held
in his single arm and believed to have extracted but not introduced, as
the letter so mysteriously indicated, Pollo had no time to reread it.
Twice he shook his head in negation: he knew no one named Ludovico
or Celestina, and he had never slept with the ancient woman. He
dipped his fingers in the bloody water, sprinkled a few drops on the
head of this infant as exceptional as recently born, and in accordance
with what the letter had requested, he murmured: ‘‘Ego baptiso te:
Iohannes Agrippa.”’

As he did so, he winked an eye in the direction of the robust poilu
killed in some forgotten war of trenches, tanks, and mustard gases who
was the ephemeral, the certified, the only husband of the aged Madame
Zaharia; he placed the child in the arms of the startled old woman,
rinsed his hand, and without a backward look left the room with the
satisfaction of a duty well done.

Truly? He opened the heavy street door onto the rue des Ciseaux,
that imperturbable narrow little street that for centuries has stretched
between the rue du Four and the Boulevard Saint-Germain, and he had
to struggle against a new alarm that threatened anew his wish to enjoy
this glorious July morning. Was the world growing younger? growing
older? Pollo, like the street itself, was partly bathed by the sun but
partly in deserted shadows.

The open doors and sidewalk tables and chairs of the Café Le Bou-
quet, usually filled with the faithful, looked inviting, but the mirrored
wall behind the bar reflected only orderly rows of green and amber bot-
tles, and the long copper stripping showed only light traces of hastily
smeared fingerprints. The television had been disconnected and bees
buzzed above the cigarette showcase. Pollo reached out his hand and
directly from the bottle drank a gulp of anise. Then he searched behind
the bar and found the two large posters advertising the bar-café-tobac-
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co shop. He thrust his head between the panels and adjusted the leather
straps that joined across the shoulders. Thus outfitted as a sandwich
man, he returned to the rue du Four and without concern walked by the
open and abandoned shops.

Buried in Pollo’s young body, perhaps, was an ancient optimism.
Sandwiched between his posters, he was not only doing the job for
which he received his modest stipend. He was also adhering to a code
according to which, when the subway has been stalled for more than
ten minutes and all the tunnel lights go out, the proper thing to do is
continue reading the newspaper as if nothing had happened. Pollo Os-
trich. But as long as none of the things that had happened to Madame
Zaharia happened to him (and considering the times, who was going to
stick his only hand into the fire?), he saw no reason to interrupt the nor-
mal rhythm of his existence. No. Just the opposite: ‘‘I still believe that
the sun rises every day, and that each new sun announces a new day, a
day that yesterday lay in the future; I still believe that, as one page of
time closes, today will promise a tomorrow invisible before and ir-
repeatable afterward.’” Immersed in these reflections, Pollo did not no-
tice he was walking through thicker and thicker smoke. With the inno-
cence of habit (which inevitably is solidified by the malice of the law),
he had walked toward the Place Saint-Sulpice and was now prepared to
parade before the faithful, the usual café customers, the posters that
fore and aft covered him to the knees. His first thought when he saw he
was surrounded by smoke was that no one would be able to read the
words recommending the choice of the Café Le Bouquet. He looked
skyward and realized that not even the four statues on the Place were
visible; nevertheless, they were the only witnesses to the publicity
posters trussed upon Pollo, and entrusted to Pollo. He told himself, idi-
otically, that the smoke must be coming from the mouths of the sacred
orators. But not even Bossuet’s teeth, Fénelon’s lips, Massillon’s
tongue, or Fléchier’s palate—aseptic stone cavities all—could be the
source of that nauseating odor, the same stench that had been so no-
ticeable at the window of his garret room. What accentuated it now,
more than proximity, was the beat of unseen marching feet his ear first
located on the rue Bonaparte. Soon he realized what it was: the sound
of universal movement. '

Smoke enveloped him, but someone besieged by smoke always be-
lieves there is clean air about his own body; no one trapped in haze
feels he is devoured by it. ‘‘I am not become haze,’’ Pollo said to him-
self. ““The haze simply swirls around me as it surrounds the statues of
the four sacred orators.”” From smoke, but also toward smoke, Pollo
extended his only hand, then immediately drew it back, frightened,
and thrust it behind the panel that covered his chest; in that brief instant
his outstretched fingertips, invisible in the smoke, had touched other
_ flesh, fleeting, naked . . . other flesh. He hid the fingers that remem-
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bered and still bore the traces of a film of thick oil almost like butter:
other bodies, invisible but nevertheless present bodies . . . swift,
grease-covered bodies. His only hand never lied. No one had seen
him, but Pollo felt ashamed for having been afraid. The true motive of
his fear had not been the casual discovery of a quickly moving line of
bodies marching toward the church in the obscuring smoke, but the
simple image of his only hand, his outstretched hand, devoured by the
smoke. Invisible. Vanished. Mutilated by the air. I have only one. ]
have only one left. With that recovered hand he touched his testicles to
assure himself of the continuance of his physical being. Higher, far
from his hand and his genitals, his head whirled in a different orbit,
and reason, again triumphant, warned him that causes provoke effects,
effects propose problems, and problems demand solutions, which are
in turn, by their success or failure, converted into the causes of new
effects, problems, and solutions. This is what reason taught him, but
Pollo didn’t understand the relation between such logic and the sensa-
tions he had just experienced. And he continued to stand there in the
midst of the smoke, exhibiting his posters for no one to see.

‘‘Don’t be too persistent, it’s annoying, counterproductive,’’ the pa-
tron had admonished him when he contracted for his services. ‘‘A turn
or two in front of each competitor’s, and away . . . alley-
oop . . . off to a new spot.’’ Pollo began to run, far from the Place
Saint-Sulpice, far from the smoke and the stench and that contact; but
there was no escape; the smell from Saint-Sulpice was stronger than
any other; the odor of grease, of burned flesh and fingernails and hair
stifled the remembered perfumes of flowers and tobacco, of straw and
wet sidewalks. He ran.

No one will deny that in spite of an occasional slip our hero basically
is a dignified man. The awareness of that dignity caused him to slow
his pace as soon as he saw he was approaching the Boulevard, where,
unless everything had changed overnight, the usual (for the last thirty-
three and one half days) spectacle awaited him.

He tried to think by which street he could with least difficulty reach
the church, but they were all the same; down the deserted rue Bona-
parte and rue de Rennes and rue du Dragon, he could see the compact
mass of heads and shoulders on the Boulevard Saint-Germain, the
crowd lined up six-deep, some perched in trees or sitting in the tempo-
rary stands they had occupied since the previous night, if not before.
He walked along the rue du Dragon, which was, at least, the farthest
from the spectacle itself, and in two long strides had overtaken the
owner of the Café Le Bouquet walking toward the Boulevard with his
wife, who was carrying a basket filled with bread and cheese and arti-
chokes.

‘“You’re late,”’ Pollo said to them.
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‘‘No. This is the third time this morning we’ve gone back for more
provisions,’’ the patron answered condescendingly.

““You two can go right up to the front. What luck!”’

The patronne smiled, looking at the sandwich boards and approving
Pollo’s fidelity to his employ. ‘‘More than a right. An obligation.
Without us, they’d die of hunger.”’

‘““What’s happened?’’ Pollo would have liked to ask. ‘*Why are two
miserable tightwads like the two of you (that’s the truth, I’m not com-
plaining) going around giving away food? Why are you doing it? What
are you afraid of 7’” But, discreetly, he limited himself to a ‘‘May I go
with you?”’

The owners of the café shrugged their shoulders and indicated with a
gesture that he could accompany them through the ancient narrow
street as far as the corner. There, Madame placed the basket on her
head and began to call out: ‘‘Let the supplies through, make way for
the supplies,”” and the patron and Pollo forced a path through the fes-
tive multitude jammed between the house fronts and the police bar-
ricades set up along the edge of the sidewalks.

A hand reached out to steal one of the cheeses and the patron
clipped the scoundrel on the head: ‘“This is for the penitents, ca-
naille!”’

The patronne, too, rapped the joker on the head. ‘“You! You have to
pay. If you want a free meal, join the pilgrims!”’

‘“That really tears it!”” Pollo muttered. ‘‘Did we come here to laugh
or cry? Are we dying or being born? Is it the beginning or the end,
cause or effect, problem or solution? What are we living through?’’
Again reason proposed the questions, but the film of memory, swifter
than reason, rolled back in time to a cinema in the Latin Quarter . . .
Pollo walking with his employers, carrying their supplies along the rue
du Dragon . . . Pollo remembering an old film he’d seen as a child,
terrified, paralyzed by the meaningless profusion of death, a film called
Nuit et brouillard (fog, the smoke from the Place Saint-Sulpice, the
haze pouring from the vulture-guarded towers), night and fog, the final
solution . . . cause, effect, problem, solution.

But now the spectacle burst before his eyes, interrupting his pen-
sive, nostalgic, fearful mood. Circus or tragedy, baptismal ceremony
or funeral vigil, the event had revived ancestral memories. All along
the avenue, people were decked out in peaked Liberty caps that pro-
tected their heads from the sun; there were tricolor ribbons for sale and
assortments of miniature flags. The first row of seats had been reserved
for a few old ladies, who, quite naturally and in respect to certain well-
known precedents, knitted ceaselessly, commenting on the groups
passing before them, men, boys, and young children carrying banners
and lighted candles in broad daylight. Each contingent was led by a
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monk wearing a hairshirt and carrying a scythe across his shoulder; all
of them, barefoot and exhausted, had arrived on foot from the diverse
places identified by their gold- and silver-embroidered scarlet banners:
Mantes, Pontoise, Bonnemarie, Nemours, Saint-Saéns, Senlis,
Boissy-Sans-Avoir-Peur. Bands of fifty, a hundred, two hundred men,
dirty and unshaven, boys who could scarcely drag their aching bodies,
young children with filthy hands, runny noses, and infected eyes, all of
them intoning the obsessive chant:

The place is here,
The time is now,
Now and here,
Here and now.

Each contingent joined the others in front of the Church of Saint-
Germain, amid the hurrahs, the toasts and jokes of some, the sepulch-
ral fear and fascination of others, and the occasional scattered, drifting
choruses repeatedly singing the stirring La Carmagnole and Ca Ira.
Antithetically and simultaneously, voices demanded the gibbet for the
poet Villon and the firing squad for the usurper Bonaparte; they ad-
vocated marching against the Bastille and the government of Thiers at
Versailles; they recited chaotically the poems of both Gringore and
Prévert; they denounced the assassins of the Duc de Guise and the ex-
cesses of Queen Margot; paradoxically, they announced the death of
the ‘‘Friend of the People’’ in his tepid tub and the birth of the future
Sun King in the icy bed of Anne of Austria. One cried, *‘l want a
chicken in every peasant’s pot on Sundays!’’; another, ‘‘A marshal’s
baton in every knapsack’’; over here, ‘‘get rich’’; over there, ‘‘all
power to imagination!’’; and one, a sharp, ululating, anonymous voice
drowning out all the others, shouting obsessively, ‘‘O crime, what lib-
erties are committed in thy name!”” From the rue du Four to the Carre-
four de 1I’Odéon, thousands of persons were struggling for a favored
spot, singing, laughing, eating, wailing, embracing, pushing, exhaust-
ing themselves, joking among themselves, crying, and drinking, while
Time flowed into Paris as if toward a roaring drain, and barefoot pil-
grims took each other’s hands to form a double circle before the
church, an enormous circle whose extremes touched, to the north, the
Gallimard bookstore and the Café Le Bonaparte; to the west, the
Deux-Magots; to the south, Le Drugstore, the Vidal record shop, and
the Boutique Ted Lapidus; and to the east, the church itself, towering
and severe. An escaped prisoner and an Inspector of Police timidly
raised a heavy metal manhole cover, could not believe what was hap-
pening before their eyes, and disappeared again, lost in the black ho-
neycomb of the sewers of Paris. A tubercular courtesan watched with
languor and disillusion from behind the closed windows of her high-
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ceilinged apartment, closed her curtains, lay back upon her Empire
couch, and in the shadowy room sang an aria of farewell. A young,
slim, febrile man, dressed in a frock coat, top hat, and nankeen trous-
ers, strolled along, indifferent to the throng, his attention fixed on a
piece of skin of wild ass shrinking upon the palm of his hand.

Pollo and his employers reached the corner of the Deux-Magots and
there, according to agreement, Madame handed the basket to her hus-
band.

““You go on, now,’” he said to his wife. ‘“You know they won’t ac-
cept anything from a woman.”’

Madame faded into the crowd, not without first musing: ‘‘Some-
thing new every day. Life is wonderful these days.”’

Pollo and the patron walked toward the double circle of silent pil-
grims, who were beginning to disrobe, and as the two men approached
with the basket, those nearest looked at each other without speaking;
they suppressed an exclamation, probably joy, and fell to their knees;
with humility, heads bowed before their two providers, each took a
piece of bread, a piece of cheese, and an artichoke, and still kneeling,
heads still bowed, and with sacramental piety, broke the bread, sa-
vored the cheese, and peeled the artichoke, as if these were primary
and at the same time ultimate acts, as if they were both remembering
and foreseeing the basic act of eating, as if they wished never to forget
it, wished to inscribe it upon the instincts of future generations (Pollo
Anthropologist). They ate with increasing haste, for now, whip in
hand, a Monk advanced toward them from the center of the circle.
Again bowing their heads before Pollo and the patron, the pilgrims
finished removing their clothes, until, like all the other men, boys, and
children who formed the double circle, they were clad only in tight jute
skirts falling from waist to ankles.

In the center of the double circle the Monk cracked his whip and the
pilgrims in the first circle, the internal one, fell, one after another in
slow succession, arms spread, face down upon the ground. The impa-
tient, distracted, and excited murmurs of the crowd diminished. Now
every man and boy and child standing behind those who had prostrated
themselves stepped over one of the prone bodies, dragging their whips
across them. But not everyone in the enormous circle lay flat, with
arms outstretched. Some had adopted grotesque postures, and Pollo
Catechist, as he glanced around the circle, could repeat, almost ritually
(for haven’t we been educated to know that every sin contains its own
punishment?), the cardinal expiations demanded by fists clutched in
rage, an avariciously grasping hand, those bodies sprawled in green
isolation, the unrestrainedly plunging buttocks, the stuffed bellies
bared to the sun, lolling heads propped upon lifeless hands, the pride-
ful poses of disdain and self-esteem, the gross mouths, the greedy
eyes.
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As the Monk walked toward the penitents, a blanket of silence de-
scended over the crowd: the whip cracked first in the air and then
against those fists and hands and buttocks and bellies and heads and
eyes and mouths. Almost all choked back their cries. One sobbed. And
with every whiplash the Monk repeated the formula: ‘‘Rise, for the
honor of sainted martyrdom. Whoever say or believe that the body will
arise in the form of a sphere, with no resemblance to the human body,
be he anathematized . . .”’

And he repeated the formula as he stopped only a step away from
Pollo before an old man clenching and unclenching his fists, an old
man whose stooped shoulders were covered with gray hair. With every
blow on the penitent’s livid hands, our young and beautiful friend shiv-
ered and bit his lips; he felt that everyone in the dense crowd was shiv-
ering and biting his lips, and that, like him, they had eyes for nothing
but the Monk’s whip and the old man’s flailed hands. Yet a force
stronger than Pollo made him look up. And as he looked, he met the
Monk’s eyes. Dark. Lost in the depths of his hood. An expressionless
gaze in a colorless face.

For the last time the Monk lashed the clenched hands of the old man
so visibly containing his fury, and repeated the formula, staring direct-
ly at Pollo. Pollo no longer heard the words; he heard only a breath-
less, timbreless voice, as if the Monk were forever doomed to that
breathless panting. The Monk turned his back to Pollo and returned to
the center of the circle.

The first act had ended; a noisy roar surged from the throats of the
crowd: old women clicked their needles, men shouted, children agitat-
ed the branches of the plane trees where they perched. The same Police
Inspector, lantern held high, continued his pursuit of the fugitive
through the rat-infested labyrinths of black water. In her shadowy
room, the courtesan coughed. The thin and febrile young man
clenched his fist in desperation: the wild-ass skin had disappeared com-
pletely from the palm of his hand, as life flowed from his liquid gaze.
A new whiplash, a new silence. The penitents rose to their feet. In his
hand each held a whip, a cruel instrument ending in six iron-tipped
thongs. The Monk intoned a hymn: Pollo could scarcely hear the first
words: ‘‘Nec in aerea vel qualibet alia carne ut quidam delirant surrec-
turos nos credimus, sed in ista, qua vivimus, consistimus et move-
mur.”’

The initial words of the celebrant were expected; whether thirty-
three days and twelve hours old or new, never heard or ancient, they
were received with the same amazement, bathed in the same aura, as
when this hooded man had first sung them, standing in the center of the '
double circle of penitents lines up before the Church of Saint-Germain.
It seems that on that extremely distant occasion the spectators had
stood in silence until the end of the hymn and then had run to buy all
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the L.atin textbooks in the Quarter’s bookstores, for the most informed
among them barely knew that Gallia est omnis divisa in partes tres.
But now, as if they all knew somehow that the opportunities for the
purely oral excitement of every performance would necessarily be-
come fewer, or at least less exalting, the crowd immediately erupted
into shouting and weeping as the Monk chanted the first words.

This echoing wail, this long loud lament was passed from voice to
voice, it died out on one corner, was resuscitated at the next, was
muffled in a pair of hands, and recovered between breaths . . . It was
one vast onomatopoetic bell, prayer, poem, chant . . . a sob in the
desert, a howl in the jungle. As they chanted, the penitents looked to
the heavens; the Monk exhorted them to prayer, to piety, and warned
against the terror of the days to come; whips snapped against naked
shoulders with a rhythmical crack interrupted only when a metal point
dug into a penitent’s flesh, as now happened to the young man whose
flying hair formed a black aureole against the sun, who yelled above
the anticipated howl of the crowd, the moaning of his companions, and
the chanting of the Monk. Added to the crack of leather against skin
was the tearing of metal upon flesh, and this robust young man,
trapped in the perpetual rhythmic, circular movement of the flagel-
lants, struggled to remove the iron dart from his thigh; gouts of blood
stained the paving stones of the atrium; and at that moment Pollo
thought the young man’s skin was not actually dark but greenish, swol-
len, and inflamed. He saw a flash of agony in the protruding green eyes
of the wounded flagellant, whose olive-colored forehead was as hard as
a breastplate, crisscrossed with throbbing veins and trickles of cold
sweat.

The news of the self-flagellation spread from mouth to mouth until it
exploded into a moving ovation, a blend of compassion and delight.
Pollo turned away from the spectacle and walked toward the Place Fur-
stenberg, opening a path through the crowd with the posters that were
his breastplate, the sails of his useless windmill. And as he walked
away from the abbey that was also the tomb of the Merovingian kings,
that had been burned by the Normans, reconstructed by Louis VII, and
consecrated by Pope Alexander III, it was too late to see the flagel-
lant’s arms reaching out to him, as he muttered through clenched teeth
in a Spanish-accented French: ‘I am Ludovico. I wrote you. Didn’t
you receive my letter? Don’t you remember me?”’

The Place Furstenberg was untouched. Pollo sat upon a bench and
admired the symmetrical arrangement of blooming poincianas and
round white street lamps: an island of calm, a place privileged to con-
vey the belief and to engender the belief that no time had passed. He
clamped his hand over one ear: so Paris was a dream; the patronne had

- been grateful; life had become marvelous; things were happening; the
desperate routine had been broken. For her (for how many others?),
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things again had meaning; for many (for her too?) there was vision
again in existence, vibrations with everything that, unlike life,
identifies life. He could see the Monk’s lips moving, his words
drowned out by the roar from the spectators and the flagellants. Pollo
had no proof that the man with the dead eyes had really said what he
was attributing to him now, sitting here on the bench in the Place Fur-
stenberg; he didn’t understand the corollaries to this extremely simple
proposition: in Paris, this morning, an ancient woman had given birth,
and a patronne had found life enchanting. This average, chubby, ador-
able patronne with her rosy cheeks and tight-knotted bun; vile, greedy,
dull patronne, counting every centime that came into her coffers. What
frightening force, what terrible fear, had brought her to this new gener-
osity? Pollo looked at his only hand, at the traces of the grease so ob-
stinately clinging to his palm, congealing in the creases of the lines of
life and fortune and love and death. That film he had seen as a
child . . . night, fog, the meaningless profusion of death, the final
solution. Pollo shook his head.

““It’s time to be practical. It is mathematically exact that this morn-
ing I walked among several thousand spectators. Never before at one
time have so many people been able to see the advertisements for the
Café Le Bouquet. But it is also true that no one noticed them. My post-
ers could not compete with the spectacle in the streets, and so the day
when most people could have received the impact of the publicity so
desired by the patron turned out to be the day when fewest people were
disposed to be seduced by an advertisement. Neither the number of the
crowd .nor their lack of interest is my fault. Ergo: it doesn’t matter
whether 1 walk among the crowds or through the most deserted
streets.’’

Quod erat demonstrandum: Cartesian Pollo. This reflection neither
cheered him nor disheartened him. Furthermore, clouds were building
up in the west and soon would be speeding to meet the sun, which was
traveling in the opposite direction. The beautiful summer day was
about to be spoiled. With a sigh, Pollo rose and walked along the rue
Jacob, neither too slowly nor too fast, preserving a kind of impossible
symmetry, displaying the profile of the sandwich boards in the win-
dows of the antique shops, stopping from time to time to admire some
display of trinkets: gold scissors, antique magnifying glasses, famous
autographs, miniature dictionaries, little silver bookmarks in the shape
of fists, a cloth or a mask worked of feathers with a design of dead
spiders in the center. It was so serene on this street that his spirits were
almost calm again. But as he saw himself reflected in the shop window
he asked: can a one-armed man ever be truly serene? Pollo Mutilatum.

He stopped before an abandoned kiosk exhibiting dusty, yellow
newspapers, he read some of the more provocative headlines: Urgent
Meeting of Geneticists Called by WHO in Geneva, Madrid Mysteri-
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ously Deserted, Invasion of Mexico by U. S. Marines. He realized that
the clouds were gathering more swiftly than he had expected and that
in the narrow canyon of the rue de 1’Université the light and shadow
were changing with the regularity of heartbeats. It’s light from the
clouds and shadow from the sun, Pollo repeated, or maybe it’s some-
one making jokes with the old tin pan in the sky. No, it isn’t; that isn’t
the smoke from Saint-Sulpice stagnating somehow over the Place Fur-
stenberg. That smoke was filled with ash, but this promises water. Pol-
lo walked down the rue de Beaune to the Seine, murmuring the words
of his baptismal poem (for when he was born it was no longer the fash-
ion to baptize with an obsolete saint’s name, but rather to choose a
name from a book of poems). This poem had been written by a mad
old man who had never learned to distinguish between political treach-
ery and raving humor; he was a man who detested equally mimicry of
the archaic and avant-garde ingeniousness, who would not accept a
past that had not been nourished in the present or a present that did not
comprehend the past, who confused all symptoms with all causes:
‘“‘Bah! I have sung women in three cities. / But it is all one. /I will sing
of thesun. /. . . eh