"Did you etJer happen to see a city resembling this one?"
KNblai asked Marco Polo, extending his beringed hand
from beneath the silken canopy of the imperial barge, to
point to the bridges arching wer the canals, the princely
palaces whose marble doorsteps were immersed in the water,
the bllStie of light craft zigzagging, driven by long oars,
the boats unloading baskets of vegetables at the market
squares, the balconies, platforms, domes, campaniles, island gardens glowing green in the lagoon's grayness.
The emperor, accompanied by his foreign dignitary, was
witing Kin-sai, ancient capital of deposed dynasties, the
latest pearl set in the Great Khan's crown.
"No, sire, Marco answered, "I should never have
imagined a city like this could exist.
The emperor tried to peer into his eyes. The foreigner
lowered his gaze. Kublai remained silent the whole day.
After sunset, on the terraces of the palace, Marco Polo
expounded to the sovereign the results of his missions. As a
rille the Great Khan concluded his day savoring these tales
with half-closed eyes until his first yawn was the signal for
the suite of pages to light the flames that guided the monarch to the Pavilion of the August Slumber. But this time
Kublai seemed unwilling to give in to weariness. "Tell me
another city," he insisted.
". . . You leave there and ride for three days between
the northeast and east-by-northeast winds . . . " Marco
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resumed saying, enumerating nam8J and customs and wares
of a great numbet' of lands. His repertory could he called
inexhaustihle, hut now he was the one who had to give in.
Dawn had "'oken when he said: "Sire, now I have told
you ahout all the cities I know."
"There is still one of which you never speak."
Marco Polo bowed his head.
"Venice," the Khan said.
Marco smiled. "What else do you l;e/ieve I have !Jeen
talking to you ahout?"
The emperor did not tum a hair. "And yetI have never
heard you mention that name. II
And Polo said: "Every time I descrihe a city I am saying something ahout Venice."
"When I ask you ahout other cities, 1 want to hear
ahout them. And ahout Venice, when I ask you aholll
Venice."
"To distinguish the other cities' qualities, I mllSt speak
of a first city that remains implicit. For me it is Venice."
"You should then hegin each tale of your travels /rom
the departure, descrihing Venice as it is, all of it, not
omitting anything you rememher of it. "
The lake's sur/ace was harely wrinkled,' the copper reflection of the ancient palace of the Sung was shattered into
sparkling glints like floating leaves.
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"Memory's images, once they are fixed in words, are
erased," Polo said. "Perhaps I am afraid of losing Venice
all at once, if I speak of it. Or perhaps, speaking of other
cities, I have already lost it, little by little."

In Esmeralda, city of water, a network of canals and
a network of streets span and intersect each other. To
go from one place to another you have always the
choice between land and boat: and since the shortest
distance between two points in Esmeralda is not a
straight line but a zigzag that ramifies in tortuous
optional routes, the ways that open to each passerby
are never two, but many, and they increase further
for those who alternate a stretch by boat with one on
dry land.
And so Esmeralda's inhabitants are spared the
boredom of following the same streets every day.
And that is not all: the network of routes is not arranged on one level, but follows instead an up-anddown course of steps, landings, cambered bridges,
hanging streets. Combining segments of the various
routes, elevated or on ground level, each inhabitant
can enjoy every day the pleasure of a new itinerary to
reach the same places. The most fixed and calm lives
in Esmeralda are spent without any repetition.
Secret and adventurous lives, here as elsewhere,
are subject to greater restrictions. Esmeralda's cats,
thieves, illicit lovers move along higher, discontinuous ways, dropping from a rooftop to a balcony,
following gurrerings with acrobats' steps. Below, the
rats run in the darkness of the sewers, one behind the
other's tail, along with conspirators and smugglers:
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they peep out of manholes and drainpipes, they slip
through double bottoms and ditches, from one hiding place to another they drag crusts of cheese, contraband goods, kegs of gunpowder, crossing the
city's compactness pierced by the spokes of underground passages.
A map of Esmeralda should include, marked in
different colored inks, all these routes, solid and liquid, evident and hidden. It is more difficult to fix on
the map the routes of the swallows, who cut the air
over the roofs, dropping long invisible parabolas
with their still wings, darting to gulp a mosquito,
spiraling upward, grazing a pinnacle, dominating
from every point of their airy paths all the points of
the city.

When you have arrived at Phyllis. you rejoice in observing all the bridges over the canals. each different
from the others: cambered. covered. on pillars. on
barges. suspended, with tracery balustrades. And
what a variety of windows looks down on the streets:
mullioned. Moorish, lancet. pointed. surmounted by
lunettes or stained-glass roses; how many kinds of
pavement cover the ground: cobbles. slabs, gravel.
blue and white tiles. At every point the city offers
surprises to your view: a caper bush jutting from the
fortress' walls. the statues of three queens on corbels,
an onion dome with three smaller onions threaded on
the spire. "Happy the man who has Phyllis before
his eyes each day and who never ceases seeing the
things it contains." you cry, with regret at having to
leave the city when you can barely graze it with your
glance.
But it so happens that. instead. you must stay in
Phyllis and spend the rest of your days there. Soon
the city fades before your eyes, the rose windows are
expunged. the statues on the corbels. the domes.
Like all of Phyllis's inhabitants, you follow zigzag
lines from one street to another. you distinguish the
patches of sunlight from the patches of shade. a door
here. a stairway there. a bench where you can put
down your basket. a hole where your foot stumbles if
you are not careful. All the rest of the city is invisi-

90

ble. Phyllis is a space in which routes are drawn between points suspended in the void: the shortest way
to reach that certain merchant's tent, avoiding that
certain creditor's window. Your footsteps follow not
what is outside the eyes, but what is within, buried,
erased. If, of two arcades, one continues to seem
more joyous, it is because thirty years ago a girl went
by there, with broad, embroidered sleeves, or else it
is only because that arcade catches the light at a certain hour like that other arcade, you cannot recall
where.
Millions of eyes look up at windows, bridges,
capers, and they might be scanning a blank page.
Many are the cities like Phyllis, which elude the gaze
of all, except the man who catches them by surprise.
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For a long time Pyrrha to me was a fortified city on
the slopes of a bay, with high windows and towers,
enclosed like a goblet, with a central square deep as a
well, with a well in its center. I had never seen it. It
was one of the many cities where I had never arrived,
that I conjured up, through its name: Euphrasia,
Odile, Margara, Getullia. Pyrrha had its place
among them, different from each of them, and like
each of them, unmistakable to the mind's eye.
The day came when my travels took me to Pyrrha.
As soon as I set foot there, everything I had
imagined was forgotten; Pyrrha had become what is
Pyrrha; and I thought I had always known that the
sea is invisible from the city, hidden behind a dune
of the low, rolling coast; that the streets are long and
straight; that the houses are clumped at intervals,
not high, and they are separated by open lots with
stacks of lumber and with sawmills; that the wind
stirs the vanes of the water pumps. From that moment on the name Pyrrha has brought to my mind
this view, this light, this buzzing, this air in which
a yellowish dust Hies: obviously the name means this
and could mean nothing but this.
My mind goes on containing a great number of
cities I have never seen and will never see, names
that bear with them a figure or a fragment or glim-
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mer of an imagined figure: Getullia, Odile, Euphrasia, Margara. The city high above the bay is also
there still, with the square enclosing the well, but I
can no longer call it by a name, nor remember how I
could ever have given it a name that means something entirely different.
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Never in all my travels had I ventured as far as
Adelma. It was dusk when I landed there. On the
dock the sailor who caught the rope and tied it to
the ballard resembled a man who had soldiered with
me and was de8d. It was the hour of the wholesale
fish market. An old man was loading a basket of sea
urchins on a carti I thought I recognized him; when
I turned, he had disappeared down an alley, but I
realized that he looked like a fisherman who, already
old when I was a child, could no longer be among
the living. I was upset by the sight of a fever victim
huddled on the ground, a blanket over his head: my
father a few days before his death had yellow eyes
and a growth of beard like this man. I tumed my
gaze asidei I no longer dared look anyone in the face.
I thought: "If Adelma is a city I am seeing in a
dream, where you encounter only the dead, the
dream frightens me. If Adelma is a real city, inhabited by living people, I need only continue looking
at them and the resemblances will dissolve, alien
faces will appear, bearing anguish. In either case it is
best for me not to insist on staring at them."
A vegetable vendor was weighing a cabbage on a
scales and put it in a basket dangling on a string a
girl lowered from a balcony. The girl was identical
with one in my village who had gone mad for love
and killed herself. The vegetable vendor raised her
face: she was my grandmother.
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I thought: "You reach a moment in life when,
among the people you have known, the dead outnumber the living. And the mind refuses to accept
more faces, more expressions: on every new face you
encounter, it prints the old forms, tor each one it
finds the most suitable mask."
The stevedores climbed the steps in a line, bent
beneath demijohns and barrels; their faces were hidden by sackcloth hoods; "Now they will straighten
up and I will recognize them," I thought, with impatience and fear. But I could not take my eyes off
them; if I turned my gaze just a little toward the
crowd that crammed those narrow streets, I was assailed by unexpected faces, reappearing from far
away, staring at me as if demanding recognition, as
if to recognize me, as if they had already recognized
me. Perhaps, for each of them, I also resembled
someone who was dead. I had barely arrived at
Adelma and I was already one of them, I had gone
over to their side, absorbed in that kaleidoscope of
eyes, wrinkles, grimaces.
I thought: "Perhaps Adelma is the city where you
arrive dying and where each finds again the people he
has known. This means I, too, am dead." And I also
thought: "This means the beyond is not happy."
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