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Kublai Khan does not necessarily believe everything Marco
Polo says when e describes the cities visited on bis expedi-
tions, but the emperor of the Tartars does continue listening
to the young Venetian with greater attention and curiosity
than be shows any other messenger or explover of his. In the
Jives of emperors there is a moment which follows pride in
the boundless extension of the territories we have congquered,
and the melancholy and relief of knowing we shall som
give up any thought of knowing and understanding them.
There is a sense of emptiness that comes over x5 at evening,
with the odor of the elephanis after the rain and the san-
dalwood ashes growing cold in the braziers, a dizziness that
makes rivers and mosntains iremble on the fallow curves of
the planispheres where they are portrayed, and rolls up, one
after the other, the despatches announcing to us the collapse
of the last enemy troops, from defeat to defeas, and flakes
.the wax of the seals of obscure kings who beseech our
armies’ protection, offering in exchange annual tributes of
precious mesals, tanned hides, and vortoise shell. It is the
desperate moment when we discover that this empire, which
bad seemed 1o us the sum of all wonders, is an endless,
formless ruin, that corruption’s gangrene has spread too far
to be bealed by onr scepter, that the triwmph over enemy
sovereigns has made us the heirs of their long undoing.
Only in Marco Polo’s accounss was Kublai Kban able to



Cities & Memory
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destined 10 crumble Leaving thete and proceeding for three days toward
i o sl the east, you reach Diomira, a city with sixty silver

the mracery of & pastern so subtle it could escape the termises’ domes, bronze statues of all the gods, streets paved
grawing. with lead, a crystal theater, a golden cock that crows
each morning on a tower. Al these beauties will al-
ready be familiar to the visitor, who has seen them
also in other cities. Bue the special quality of this
city for the man who arrives there on a September
evening, when the days are growing shorter and the
multicolored lamps are lighted all at once at the
doors of the food stalls and from a terrace a woman's
voice cries ooh!, is that he feels envy toward those
who now believe they have once before lived an eve-
ning identical to this and who think they were
happy, that time.
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Cities & Memory

\When a man rides a long time through wild regions

he feels the desire for a city. Finally he .comes .to

[sidora, a city where the buildings have spiral stair-

cases encrusted with spiral seashells, where perfect

telescopes and violins are made *where the forcigner
hesicating between two women always encounters a
third, where cockfights degenerate into bloody
brawls among the bettors. He was thinking of all
these things when he desired a city. Isidora, there-
fore, is the city of his dreams: with one difference.
The dreamed-of city contained him as a young man;
he arrives at Isidora in his old age. In the square
there is the wall where the old men sit and watch the
young go by; he is seated in a row with them. De-

sires are already memories.
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Cities & Desire

There are two ways of describing the city of
Dorothea: you can say that four aluminum towers
rise from its walls flanking seven gates with spring-
operated drawbridges that span the moat whose
water feeds four green canals which cross che city,
dividing it into nine quarters, each with three
hundred houses and seven hundred chimneys. And
bearing in mind that the nubile girls of each quarter
marry youths of other quarters and their parents ex-
change the goods that each family holds in mo-
nopoly—bergamot, sturgeon roe, astrolabes, ame-
thysts—you can then work from these facts until you
learn everything you wish about the city in the past,
present, and future. Or else you can say, like the
camel driver who took me there: “I arrived here in
my first youth, one morning, many people were hur-
rying along the streets toward the market, the
women had fine teeth and looked you straight in the
eye, three soldiers on a platform played the trumpet,
and all around wheels turned and colored banners
fluctered in the wind. Before then I had known only
the desert and the caravan routes. In the years that
followed, my eyes returned to contemplate the desert
expanses and the caravan routes; but now I know this
path is only one of the many that opened before me
on that morning in Dorothea.”

1



Cities & Desire

At the end of three days, moving southw?rd, you
come upon Anastasia, a city with concentric can?ls
watering it and kites flying over it. I should now list
the wares that can profitably be‘bought here: agate,
onyx, chrysoprase, and other varieties of chalcedony;
I should praise the flesh of the golden pheasant
cooked here over fires of seasoned cherry wood and
sprinkled with much sweet marjoram; and tell of the
women I have seen bathing in the pool of a garden
and who sometimes—it is said—invite the stranger
to disrobe with them and chase them in the water.
But with all this, I would not be telling you the
city’s teue essence; for while the description of Anas-
tasia awakens desires one at a time only to force you
to stifle them, when you are in the heart of Anastasia
one morning your desires waken all at once and sur-
round you. The city appeats to you as a whole where
no desire is lost and of which you are a part, and
since it enjoys everything you do not enjoy, you can
do nothing but inhabit this desire and be content.
Such is the power, sometimes called malignant,
somerimes benign, that Anastasia, the treacherous
city, possesses; if for eight hours a day you work as a
curter of agate, onyx, chrysoprase, your labor which
gives form to desire takes from desire its form, and
you believe you are enjoying Anastasia wholly when
you are only its slave.
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Cities & Signs

You walk for days among trees and among stones.
Rarely does the eye light on a thing, and then only
when it has recognized that thing as the sign of
another thing: a print in the sand indicates the
tiger's passage; a marsh announces 2 vein of warer;
the hibiscus flower, the end of winter. All the rest is
silent and interchangeable; trees and stones are only
what they are.

Finally the journey leads to the city of Tamara.
You penetrate it along streets thick with signboards
jutting from the walls. The eye does not see things
but images of things that mean other things: pincers
point out the tooth-drawer’s house; a tankard, the
tavern; halberds, the barracks; scales, che grocer's.
Statues and shields depict lions, dolphins, towers,
stars: a sign that something—who knows what?—
has as its sign a lion or a dolphin or 2 tower or a star.
Other signals warn of what is forbidden in a given
place (to enter the alley with wagons, to urinate
behind the kiosk, to fish with your pole from the
bridge) and what is allowed (watering zebras, play-
ing bowls, burning relatives’ corpses). From the doors
of the temples the gods' statues are seen, each por-
trayed with his attributes—the cornucopia, the hour-
glass, the medusa—so that the worshiper can recog-
nize them and address his prayers correcely, If a
building has no signboard or figure, its very form
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and the position it occupies in the city’s order suffice
to indicate its function: the palace, the prison, the
mint, the Pythagorean school, the brothel. The
wares, t00, which the vendors display on their stalls
are valugble not in themselves but as signs of other
things: the embroidered headband stands for ele-
gance; the gilded palanquin, power; the volumes of
Averroes, learning; the ankle bracelet, voluptuous-
ness. Your gaze scans the streets as if they were writ-
ten pages: the city says everything you must think,
makes you repeat her discourse, and while you be-
Jieve you age visiting Tamara you are only recording
the names with which she defines herself and all her
parts.

However the city may really be, beneath this thick
coating of signs, whatever it may contain or conceal,
you leave Tamara without having discovered it. Out-
side, the land stretches, empty, to the horizon; the
sky opens, with speeding clouds. In the shape that
chance and wind give the clouds, you are already in-
tent on recognizing figures: a sailing ship, a hend, an
elephant. . . .
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It is the mood of the beholder which gives the city of
Zemrude its form, If you go by whistling, your nose
a-tilt behind the whistle, you will know it from
below: window sils, flapping curtains, fountains. If
you walk along hanging your head, your nails dug
into the palms of your hands, your gaze will be held
on the ground, in the gutters, the manhole covers,
the fish scales, Wastepaper. You cannot say that one
aspect of the city is truer than the other, bue you
hear of the upper Zemrude chiefly from those who
remember it, as they sink into the lower Zemrude,
following every day the same strecches of street and
finding again each morning the ill-humor of the day
before, encrusted at the foot of the walls. For every-
one, sooner or later, the day comes when we bring
our gaze down along the drainpipes and we can no
longer detach it from the cobblestones. The reverse is
not impossible, bue it js more rare: and so we con-
tinue walking through Zemrude’s streers with eyes
now digging into the cellars, the foundations, the
wells.
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Cities & Nameg

faults, a foy, cccentricities, some punctilious regarq
for rules. Ancienp observers, whom there js o feason
not t(-) Presume truehfyy, attributed to Aglayr its
endunng assortment of qualities, surely comparing
them ¢o those of the other cities of their times. Per.
haps nejcher the Aglayg, that is reported nor the
Aglaura thyy ;o visible hag gready changed since
then, but whye was bizarre hae become usual, whae
seemed normyg] g 80w an oddity, anq virtues and

S0 if I wished ¢o describe Aglaurg ¢ you, sticking
to what | Personally saw a4 €Xpetienced, I should
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of something unmistakable, rare, perhaps magnifi-
cent; you would like to say what it is, but everything
previously said of Aglaura imprisons your words and
obliges you to repeat rather thag say.

Therefore, the inhabitants still believe they live in
an Aglaura which grows only with the name Aglaura
and they do not notice the Aglaura that grows on the
ground. And even I, who would like to keep the two
cities distinct in my memory, can speak only of the
one, because the recollection of the other, in the lack
of words to fix it, has been lost.

68

“From now on, I'll deseribe the cities to you,” the Khan
bad said, “in your journeys you will see if they exist,”

Bur the cities visited by Marco Polo were always dif-
Jerent from those thought of by the emperor.

“And yet 1 bave construcsed in my mind a model city
Jrom which all passible cities can be deduced,” Kublai
said. “It contains everything corvesponding to the norm.
Since the cities that exist diverge in varying degree from the
norm, I need only foresee the exceptions to the norm and
calculate the most probable combinations.”

“I bave also thought of a model city from which 1
deduce all the others,” Marco answered. “It is & city made
only of exceptions, exclusions, incongruities, contradictions.
If such a city is the most improbable, by reducing the
number of abnormal elements, we imcrease the probability
that the city really exists. So I bave only to subtract excep-
tions from my model, and in whatever direction I proceed, 1
will arrive at one of the cities which, always as an excep-
tion, exist. But I cannot force my operation beyond a cer-
tain limis: 1 would achieve cities too probable to be real,”





