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EDITORS’ PREFACE





Man has an ambiguous relationship with animals. He classifies and studies them, adopts them as pets, or rather, he anxiously keeps them outside, he lets them be of service or manipulates them, cuddles them, eats them …


The place where all these ambiguous and contradictory attitudes are found at the same time, is undoubtedly the zoological garden: a place where the animal is caged because we love it, but also because it frightens us and fascinates us, amuses us and distinguishes us from them. The ‘zoo’, that nineteenth-century metropolitan area of town for animals, is at the same time Garden of Eden and Noah’s ark, circus and amusement park, ghetto and jail …


What is the place of the animals in our times? How do we relate to them — in the media, for instance? Has a new imagination with regard to the animals come into existence? Is the lion still ‘courageous’, the fox still ‘sly’, and the owl still ‘wise’ as the mythical animals in olden days? Are animals individuals or is that one of our inevitable projections?


The contributions to this book are about the zoo and modernity, the fable beasts from Aesop to cartoons, antique imagination about animals, ‘natural histories’, the horse’s grandeur, bestiaries, designer chicken and swine fever, respect for animals.





This book or ‘cahier’ — a workbook — is published on the occasion of Ant-werpen 93, Cultural Capital of Europe, and is part of the Discourse and Literature programme. It offers a selection of original contributions by European novelists, poets, artists, essayists, literary critics, historians, sociologists, anthropologists, and philosophers. It also contains previously published materials and classic European texts.


Zoology. On (post)modern animals functions as a meeting-point and welcomes authors from numerous countries. Its purpose is to blend and merge into one the many genres which constitute Western written culture. Poetry and literary criticism, short story and essay, textual commentary and image, new and classic texts, share a propinquity, and supplement each other.


This book cannot be allocated to one single discipline. Its theme reaches beyond literature, sociology or philosophy. It is thematically open and can be approached in many different ways. It is not tied to topicality, but touches it obliquely — as will be observed in the contributions.





B.V. & M.V.


Antwerp, September 1993
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The Zoological Gardens


Roger Avermaete





It pleases man to look upward: he surveys a world beyond his grasp. (Except a few poets from a bygone age, no one has ever dreamt of seizing the stars.) If man chooses to pay attention to his own scientific knowledge, below him there is a world in action whose existence his imperfect senses cannot discern.


All the same, man is king. That goes back to the time he invented the creation. The fable may be puerile, yet he does play the leading part (did he not fashion God in his own image?) and that makes up for a fair number of errors. One does not give up a role one has made to one’s own measure. To the moon, the stars! To nothingness, the atoms! Behold man. And the beings that would match him had better beware! He accepts vassals (but only to reduce them to slavery). He exterminates the recalcitrant, except — supreme arrogance — those specimens he keeps in cages.


The eagle, that haughty predator, unable to spread its wings. The lion, that great traveller, obliged to wear out his paws in a spot a penpusher would deem too narrow. And all those others — claws and fangs — known to be ferocious and sanguinary, that you are free to go and scoff at your leisure, protected by solid bars, behind which all those untamed beasts slowly die of boredom, of nostalgia and of impotent rage.


This is just to tell you that, even if you consider it to be in extremely bad taste, the Zoological Gardens have been invented so that man’s omnipotence may be attested by all the species whose representatives languish in its gaols.
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Poster of Antwerp Zoo (Royal Society of Zoology, Antwerp)








Some can now assert that the Zoological Gardens in Antwerp are among the most beautiful in the world. I cannot — thank God! —judge whether this is so. I have never seen any other. My childhood has wobbled there on an elephant’ back. I have straddled ponies and dromedaries there. Animals from all the corners of the globe have seen me running and playing in front of their steel bars. The only memory I have kept of them is their display-dummy posing, behind the white enamel label bearing their family name in Latin. And the smell that radiated from them was to me like the very expression of the boredom exhaled by their bodies.





Boredom, sovereign god of the ‘Zoo’! From the marabou with its appearance of an old solicitor in its morning coat of faded black, to the elephant which resembles an old gentleman in disheartened trousers. Enormous yawn of the lion finishing in a roar. Owls like well-imitated curios. Giraffes, with a ceiling on their heads, astonished at their disproportionate necks. Immobile tigers you would put just as they are in furrier’s window display. A fox — ah, those useless mischievous eyes — in a cubic metre of space. The snake you would mistake for the fire brigade’s thick hose. Kangaroos, ostriches, bison. You are perfect models for the animal sculptors. They find you each day in the same place, immobile, stunned.


There are the agitated ones. The polar bears overcome with the heat. The sea-lions that have water to swim in. The monkeys. Great attraction, the monkeys. Is it perhaps natural sympathy? They are so close to us. Their gestures are more impish, but their face is graver. The most sullen of our official expressions appear hilarious next to their mask fashioned for a tragedy whose theme is unknown to us. Are they really cheerful, those agitated animals who amuse themselves without laughing?


It was a monkey who ate my nanny’s hat. A beautiful hat, a fair imitation of a vegetable garden.


Only the hippopotami seem happy with their fate. When their large head emerges from the water and they snort complacently they carry the satisfied expression of a fat middle-class couple that can afford holidays at the seaside. In fact, if they were wearing swimming trunks I could give you their name, I mean the name of the satisfied fat bourgeois who resemble them like brothers.
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Antwerp Zoo: the human fauna (Royal Society of Zoology, Antwerp)








There are not only animals in the ‘Zoo’, there are also people. I am not talking about the visitors but about the members. For the ‘Zoo’ is part of an association to which it is proper to belong. Many Antwerp citizens are interested in this branch of the natural sciences. Some do not hesitate to cut down on their daily eating habits so as to have the right to frequent this useful institution assiduously. In fact, the true member never visits the animals. He occupies in that part of the gardens where only the human fauna stroll around in liberty. It is there, around the bandstand, and to the encouraging sounds of the music, that new dresses and original hats are worn for the first time; it is there that the learned assembly of mothers auscultates, judges, decides; it is there that romances and intrigues begin and end. Bait and hooks. Around the bandstand, young men and young girls, turn, always turn — do not fear, sooner or later it will bite! Watch your parents, young men, young girls: they are skilful anglers, at the right moment they will pull up the line and the game will be over. Others will replace you in the circling circle, and you will watch the game until the day when, gently, you will lower a line for your children so that a gentle fish may come and swallow it, a gentle fish of the circling circle of the ‘Zoo’.





The visitors are not very interesting. They only have eyes for the beasts which they watch as if they had never seen them before. Which is, after all, quite possible.





What I like most about the Zoological Gardens are the deer and the mouflon: they regularly spit in your face.





Translated from the French by Ortwin de Graef



















Animal garden for today’s children: third series


Kris Humbeeck






An Escape



Five o’clock. Mr Telleke, though no marquis, leaves the Book. It closes behind him on the endless susurrus of 313 satin ball-gowns on a sultry summer evening. Notary Public Telleke turns the corner. ‘I’ll find him’, the attentive reader still hears this strange person mumble.


This is Telleke, a gentleman, and he’s on the move. He’s searching. He goes a-searching towards the station — or rather, he is being moved: thirty-three trains inside him are coming and going. Coming-and-going. This gentleman, Telleke, escaped from a Collected Works (Volume III, Grotesques and Other Prose),1 resembles an automaton. People pass him by unnoticed, he pays only mechanical attention to things. Cars glide past with the soft whisper of windscreen wipers, trams screech on their glistening rails, the bells of the old railway cathedral strike 13:02. 13:02? Gentleman Telleke comes to a halt. The trams are dead animals. The cars close their eyes. On the dome of the impressive building a Belgian flag is dripping next to a multicoloured pennant: ANTWERP 93. Only a little girl with a hoop is still out on the streets. All extremely melancholy. ‘L’union fait la force’, thinks O.D.P. Telleke. And he starts moving again — or rather, something inside him starts moving again. The powerful wheels are thrown back into gear. Trams are sounding their bells, cars are bellowing, letters are being delivered again. From under the station roof a locomotive screams, O alluring motif. It sounds like an animal from the days of yore.
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Antwerp Central Station (Belgian National Railway Company)








Gentleman Telleke enters the station, an enormous arcade. His instinct drives him to the Zoological Gardens. The gardens are next to the station, that’s logical. ‘In the Zoological Gardens,’ hopes something deep inside Telleke, ‘I will meet someone. Someone who will rid me of all my anxieties.’ That, too, sounds logical, for today’s children.







Deracination, the staggering multitude of things and an ever-increasing confusion in time and space, we live through it day by day — joining the movement in a valueless world. Ostensibly, we have learnt how to live with it all, in merry acceptance: sure enough an accident more or less doesn’t matter! With an ease and a casualness that verge on the obscene, we make use of telephone, fax, train and motor car. Mindlessly, we yield to the civil law, which is the law of progress. And fathers no longer fill us with fear, they are simply there — or quite simply not: who cares?





This is what gentleman Telleke means: delivered from an age-old fear, man allows himself to float on free waves of ether and he tunes in to the vain chatter of opinion-makers as to the truth of the day. One feels secure: ‘We are being looked after.’ Notary Public Telleke, who is pathologically afraid of going off the rails and regularly falls prey to a sense of complete disorientation, is now looking for his spiritual father. He is a-looking for his father. Oh! oh! that is considerably less logical, in these postmodern times. Yet classical. ‘And anything classical is good’, says our beloved mayor Fuckle in his office at the same moment. Amedée Fuckle loves what is classical. He is classical, an archetype even. For 313 years to the day he has been the keeper of this city. This high official is just on the point of breaking into a song of self-praise, when his loyal servant Engelbert Druyventruyt rushes in with alarming news: the Notary Public has escaped! Or has he perhaps been kidnapped?


Uniforms rise behind their desks, blue light and sirens take over the port, alien elements are subjected to violent interrogations. Mayor Fuckle is personally in charge of the Operation: ‘No matter how classical one may be, the possible abduction of a modern hero is no trifling matter. And van Ostaijen, too, belongs to our cultural heritage, to be sure!’ Thirteen out-of-the-blue paparazzi hold a gigantic microphone under the mayor’s olfactory organ: ‘Presumably we are dealing here with some sort of bad joke, gentlemen. Fi! Those young foreigners had better stay home and do their homework in peace and quiet!’ At the other side of the metropolis meanwhile, brown-shirted gangs are running around, plundering, raping and starting fires. Their leader, going by the name of Staf Fillokok, has spoken hard words in the Atupalian parliament. Blood is in the air, the sun sets. ‘Van Ostaijen must be avenged!’ sounds from 3113 hoarse throats in a neglected suburb. About this Amedée Fuckle is of course not in the know; that, too, is classical. At the moment the first non-Atuplian dies in the run-down working-class district of Orthouberg, gentleman Telleke enters the Zoological Gardens.



Zoological Gardens and station



‘In the Zoological Gardens and the station’, thought Notary Public Telleke, ‘the nineteenth century experiences its greatest triumph.’ Behind the apery, the stone dome of the railway cathedral rose up high. So much splendour had never been beheld; gentleman Telleke raised his enraptured eyes to heaven and spoke: ‘In this colossal house, modern man tames his worst nightmare, the monster incarnate of the iron road. Thus he allays his most primitive fear, the fear of losing himself along the way.’


‘CENTRAL STATION’, O.D.P. Telleke had read upon entering this sanctuary. The words rose in capitals from his memory, and a beatific smile appeared on the Notary Public’s otherwise quite impassive face: everything breathed out liberation. ‘The station is alpha and omega of modern man. Here he departs to arrive at a Better World, here he surpasses his physical constraints.’ The citizen-schlemiel Telleke, suddenly a philosopher, drew a deep breath and spoke: ‘Transcendence, revelation and finality, those are the things man has always longed for. But only with the advent of the train did these essentially human, purely Utopian, desires become real. The fairy tale came true, the dream of paradise regained became a concrete project. Like a golden terminus this paradise has begun to shine ever since on the horizon of our history.’ Only now did Telleke really warm to his subject: ‘The steam horse is history, and our modern history is a secular apocalypticism: man destroys what is, so as to rebuild the world to his own divine likeness. It is called progress. And progress is sacred, our history is a modern eschatology.’ Gentleman Telleke approached the apery, the sun sank blood-red behind the station: ‘Under this much too high roof we appropriate the world.’ Then Notary Public Telleke looked at the ape. The ape, a chimpanzee, looked back in sadness. Intently, Telleke nibbled a nut.


This is the man Telleke and his thoughts start soaring.




In the advent of the train, man lived through his mystical rebirth: he became modern. As a child of God, a reader of the Book of Nature, man belonged as of old to a history which seemed written in advance, once and for all, only to unravel itself slowly to believers under the watchful eye of a Higher Being. L’amor che move il sole e l’altre stelle!





Many years passed by in Notary Public Telleke’s mind’s eye.




Up until the first half of the preceding century our cities rested in scenic seclusion behind their old, oft-times crumbled, yet still symbolic walls and bulwarks. In the small picturesque port of Antwerp, for instance, which in 1800 counted a mere 56,000 souls, toll collection remained customary well into the century. Antwerp, 1832, the last Dutchman has been chased away. God is in his heaven and peace reigns once more, merry Middle Ages. Not that there were no paupers or destitute around, on the contrary, but riches or needs are not ordained by man — one merely helps where possible. Apart from that, the affluent Sinjoor2 drowses and swoons in ancient blandness, revelling in a petty merchant happiness. Steam engines can still be counted on the fingers of one hand. On the ramparts, mills are grinding interminably slowly, to the rhythm of the wind. Within these walls reigns an antique esprit de clocher. At ten in the evening, when the citizens pull nightcaps over their ears and only a few dead drunk paupers still hobble down the narrow streets of the city, the entrance gate is closed. All those who still want to get in with horse and cart have to pay a high levy. Sentinel and night watchman keep an eye on things. Military force there is no further need to fear, but fire remains a dreadful adversary. Oh! oh! that red brute. And suddenly the train was here, the fiery salamander: totally and bewilderingly new, producing strange noises, oh! never heard. A green eye — and a red — in the dark. Thunder — smoke — and spark. All very confusing, sir. Please tell me, don’t you like to see it lap the Miles? Listen! oh! listen: it shatters an ancestral silence with its shrieks and squeals. Don’t you hear the rumbling and rattling in the bowels of this terrible space-gobbling beast? Its hot breath still lingers in the frightened firmament when its thud and thunder are already dying down behind the horizon. Where art thou, Time? Where art thou, Space? It acknowledges no limits, this puffin’ Colossus of Steam, pulling into old fortified cities, one by one, in royal triumph, smoking and snorting, conquering the world at a speed which only to us moderns (train travellers in our deepest thoughts) is incongruous with the accompanying stench and dirt and smother. Lo! isn’t it truly diabolical, this roaring ‘wild thing’: it moves too swiftly, accidents will happen …





Then everything went purple in Notary Public Telleke’s imagination. The man of the law pricked up his ears, blew frankincense and myrrh from his nose. Rustling. Crackling. Sizzling. Was there a sound? This is Telleke, a gentleman, he hears Pope Gregory XVI in a piping and creaking voice (as if 3113 knives were being honed at the same time or a train stretching for miles were braking hard) curse the godless steam engine and the iron road: vade retro, Ferrovias! For a moment the beatific smile on Brother Telleke’s thought-furrowed face disappeared; he realized: the creator of the steam horse no longer yields meekly to the quirks of Nature, he violates the divine order of things and spurns heavenly mercy.
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Old train (Belgian National Railway Company)










What the train-man cultivates, he no longer does in the name of a Supreme Being. In his demonic pride he rewrites the Book of Nature. He makes the most of forces that are only secretly present in the world, that rest inside Mother Earth’s belly or are engendered artificially, yes unnaturally. Black gold, the diabolical force of compressed steam, these herald a second Copernican revolution. As a potential ruler of a nature-in-full-movement, man henceforth writes history himself, in his own name. The Central Station, pride of this city, is a visible sign of this.





The ape looked stupidly at Notary Public Telleke. The latter, by no means out of breath yet, resumed his monologue.




The station is a metaphor. It is the monumental idea that man moves freely and on his own, and preferably in concord, toward a hoped-for terminus: his paradise on earth. In the station, where trains ceaselessly come and go, modern man celebrates the imminent end of his own history, his self-made destiny. Here he rises to heaven on the wings of his bourgeois imagination. The station is magnificent. The Zoological Gardens are also magnificent. Station and Zoological Gardens are both magnificent, each in their own ways. In the station, man cancels all distance — the station is order and perfect communication, not counting minor accidents. The Zoological Gardens are also order, but they are of a totally different order. Smaller in a way, more childlike, ridiculous almost. The Zoological Gardens evince a bookkeeper’s order, no Egyptian pavilion can alter that. In the Zoological Gardens, modern man is secretly ashamed of the littleness he unintentionally puts on show and displays as the king of creation — after all, he is in the open air. In the station, a covered space, on the contrary, this insignificant worm imagines himself a hero, a lion or eagle. It is more magnificent to tame the monster of the iron road than to lock up wild animals great and small in cages or aviaries. Nevertheless, station and Zoological Gardens continue to be inextricably bound up with each other in our imagination as well, like the labyrinth and the Minotaur. The phantom and the opera.
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Antwerp Central Station (Belgian National Railway Company)








Again the Notary Public looked at the ape. And again the ape looked back, in endless sadness. ‘This chimpanzee is sick of the sea’, the attentive reader was still able to hear the melancholy gentleman Telleke whisper, before his thoughts once more slipped down to the train.




We’re in the latter half of the nineteenth century: Hear! Everything labours, everything sings. A beehive is the Nation — everywhere the soft buzz of industry and prosperity is heard, nowhere do peace and quiet still reign. Like a gigantic web the iron road is spun over the fatherland. One big maze of rails, that’s what life from now on is. And see how the winged steam steed floats above these glistening rails, hither-and-thither, lo! hither and, lo! thither …





Here gentleman Telleke indulged in one or two dance steps. It resembled a Viennese waltz and stopped as abruptly as it had started. Telleke, not a little startled by himself, plunged into his memory.




Even though the iron horse at first still bent to the oddities and irregularities of the land, now modern rationality wins out. Expropriations occur in massive numbers: houses, indeed churches, are torn down. Soils are levelled and the land is raised. Tunnels are bored and viaducts built. Then railway workers in Fochania dug up a bizarre creature, half ape (an ape in Fochania?), half human.





Petrified, gentleman Telleke, a one-time dancer, stood before the pit. In the pit was something that should always have remained hidden, a grotesque monstrum, barely five feet, with enormous cheekbones and an excessively flat head. ‘How incongruous,’ sighed the old man Telleke, ‘a misprint in the Book of Nature!’ He closed his eyes in terror. Lime and loam were supplied, the monster was hidden from view. To this very day the rails on this spot swerve strangely.


But what does a small layer of earth avail: man is curious, his memory fatal. He is unable to efface the recollection of the ape-man. At night he wakes up, bathed in sweat: is he an animal, then! Never again will man know peace if he cannot find a solution to this problem: for his divine origin, and with it his whole being, is at stake.




Man racks his brains — not since the Sphinx had his thoughts been so profound. He looks, and looks, and finds a solution. He demotes himself to ape — oh! to a worm or a fish if need be — only to be able to ascend heaven as an Übermensch.





This quasi-oedipal ambiguity he acclaims with all his dialectical ingenuity as evolutionary principle: this is where I come from (‘from still black waters deep under the earth’), that is where I am going (‘like an eagle straight upwards’). With this disposition man also studies his body and woman’s — which he experiences, in all its bestiality, both despised and fondled, as an essential shortcoming — only so as to ingeniously escape this corporality, the shortcoming incarnated by woman, and shame: he is no beast. Or is he? Man hides his shame, literally — especially that of woman, eternal keeper, like it or not, of an ineffable secret. Much is suppressed and forgotten by man, much he declares sacred or taboo: for not everything is meant for the ordinary ear or eye. But look, these peculiar blades on our backs: used we not to have wings there? Oh! oh! man wants to become a bird of paradise, the mythical creature he used to be before his imagined ‘Fall’ to earth. Seven walls were pushed away, much became suddenly clear to the archaeologist Telleke:




That’s why modern man scratches about in the earth so much, to be able to flee it as quickly as possible. That’s also why he invents sources of energy that have no place in the Bible and why he resolves forces whose origin remains unclear, whose effects are incalculable — so as to transcend this world as fast as possible, and with it his own, imaginary shortcomings. Chimpanzees are sent into outer space by modern man — then he himself leaves. Feverishly he feels his way, away from this terrible labyrinth. He sighs but for one thing: the world has to become orderly and transparent again, a second Eden.





Then, Notary Public Telleke dwelt in glass buildings entrussed with cast steel from which was suspended, shockproof: future Man, a computer-controlled winged phallus. ‘We must abolish lack’, mumbled Telleke.




To that end knowledge is required: where do I come from, where do I have to go to? But along with this knowledge, confusion and insecurity grow, too. Everything turns to ashes and is blown away. In his laboratories, nervous man searches for the ultimate antidote, a remedy against, excuse me, for life — and its endless diffusion: the canker of our daily existence. But modern alchemy disappoints and in the heart doubt rises. Man, therefore, to set his mind at ease, builds Zoological Gardens. He means: look, the animals have already been conquered — we’re on the right track.





Gentleman Telleke fed a nut to the ape, which was in violation of all the rules of the gardens. Not a mouse stirred, only the zebras got nervous — or was that an illusion? O.D.P. Telleke, innocently, wound up his argument.







In the Zoological Gardens man reigns like a demigod over the world, his private domain. He manages his own history and structures the endless differences to which this history gives sense, aim and direction, with an ease and an obviousness as if only one combination of the so-called facts were thinkable, only one narrative. Man says: Behold, that is an ape — and this is me. From that ape I descend. At the same time, in Zoological Gardens this modern man draws an advance on his promised paradise. He confirms himself as the Other, who is yet to come: the mythical god-man he would have been once. He sees a bird majestically flying heavenwards, higher and higher, apparently weightless, moving in the welkin. Man realizes: this is the way to do it, freely and on one’s own, totally of one’s own accord.





Lo! here is a modern man, Telleke, he arranges things in accordance with his own views. He imprisons the wild animals and studies them — all quite objectively. If necessary, he cuts the animals open: he will fathom! Then he sets the seal on his work and builds, next to the Zoological Gardens, a station. In this station the beast of the future lives, the vapour steed. Like a god, man has created this animal out of iron and water, to conquer space. The train is the likeness of man. It is reliability itself, even if in railway accidents everything returns, that modern man in his youthful recklessness represses and denies. Yet, in spite of all minor accidents and derailments, this man-beast is not bound by nature. It can handle all climates. It links coasts and continents, bridges mountain passes and explores the darkest heart of Africa. When it sleeps, it is because its master is tired. It is itself indefatigable.


Then night fell. In the station dome, the last lights were extinguished, the Zoological Gardens were sunk in a sound sleep. Even the night watchman was snoozing. Not at all surprised, Notary Public Telleke found the door of the apery unlocked. With an infectious yawn he laid his head down to rest. ‘It all began here’, the attentive reader was still able to hear this strange person mumble, before he entered another world.



The first day: yet another escape



That first morning something strange happened. Somebody must have been scandalously negligent, for a zebra had escaped its cage and in the morning rush had run onto the street. Across the entrance of the Central Station the animal lay oddly folded up underneath a small, bright red Japanese car. It seemed asleep, its head peaceful on its broken forelegs — not a drop of blood in sight. The lady owner of the conspicuous vehicle stood watching and crying. Typists buried their faces in their hands, mothers roughly pulled their pointing offspring from the scene of the calamity. The tormented policeman Benny Dorm, who had seen it all happen, wrote out a ticket in his logbook, his seventh already this week. The Zoological Gardens opened their doors half an hour later than usual. Apart from that it was a summer’s day like any other. Notary Public Telleke, woken up by the dogged sound of an ambulance, had, upon seeing the first keepers, retreated into the apery’s deepest darkness. The somewhat full-bosomed lady who had been feeding the animals had failed to notice him. These were holidays. Trains were ceaselessly supplying tourists. Colourful balloons and children’s cries filled the gardens. Gentleman Telleke peeled a banana and, as always, lost himself in speculation.


‘Well then, here I am,’ Telleke thought, ‘among primates. And nobody noticing anything, because that’s how I want it.’


From under the station dome a metallic voice announced the departure of a train on platform 13. Lost in thought, the Notary Public moved along with the many-headed multitude. Barely had the platform started moving when an indescribable panic seized the man of the law. The train was picking up speed, Telleke went wild. The rattle, hiss and groans swelled in his ears until they sounded like an apocalyptic cacophony. ‘I’m jumping’, Telleke thought. Just as he was about to yank the window open, he was woken up by the loud giggle of a giraffe, the funniest animal in the entire zoo. Gentleman Telleke opened his eyes and stared straight into a schoolboy’s astonished face (freckles, squint-eyed, a check cap on inevitable straw hair). He was no longer standing in the dark. Here is a man, Telleke, he is standing in an apery and sticks three fingers between the bars. The schoolboy offered him a banana. Telleke, nonplussed, took hold of the banana and wanted to say thanks. He changed his mind, unconsciously pulled a jolly face and peeled the fruit in silence. The bystanders laughed, relieved it would appear — or did gentleman Telleke imagine this? ‘Well then, here I am’, thought Telleke for the second time, ‘among primates. And nobody noticing anything. Because that’s how I want it?’
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The second day: station and Zoological Gardens



A shock ran through the Cultural Capital of Europe. The day before, the bizarre accident in front of Zoological Gardens and station had been amply commented on in its many taverns. And that morning the unfortunate zebra appeared to have made the front page of both the somewhat popular Antwerp Daily News and the more serious Atupalian. Many happened to be reading the journalistic explanation of the facts when the national radio service reported a second accident. Same protagonists, same scenario: a perfect repetition of history. All very uncanny. The shudder running through the city was surpassed only by the tremor produced in the local telephone network by Mayor Fuckle’s powerful timbre. Antwerp’s high repute was in danger, ‘Right now, when all the eyes of Europe are directed at us. As if that van Oskade case weren’t enough!’ A terribly tense managing director of the Zoological Gardens once more summoned his personnel: the culprit would be punished severely and in ways that would set an example. But who was the culprit?


Totally innocent, in any case, was Notary Public Telleke, who had not even been woken by the tumult in the street. He woke up when a monkey nut hit his brow none too softly. He opened his eyes and descried a small commotion around the zebra cage: it was long after noon, he had slept far into the day. Here was a man, Telleke, lying in the dark of an apery. He had dreamt how he was standing in the full sun, three fingers between the bars that separated him from the others, gaped at by an astonished crowd. Then, a schoolboy had offered him a banana. He had wanted to refuse but been unable to do so. A strange dream. Or had it all really happened like that? Notary Public Telleke could not recapitulate the past day’s events. A ray of light fell through the rails in the cage, the rose windows of the railway cathedral reflected the sun. Zoological gardens and station had not only been built on each other, they kept in touch in more mysterious ways as well.


‘These Zoological Gardens, this station, they differ from everything man had been dreaming of before’, judged gentleman Telleke (though a level-headed man).




To be sure, before the advent of the train, too, man took pleasure in ambling around animal parks. Oh! all along we seem to have given in to the urge to prove our strength over the other animals by locking them up and displaying them. From time immemorial their sumptuous captivity is taken to be a sign of our divine descent and historical destination: Thou wilt subject nature to thyself! More than 3000 years ago, the Chinese Empress T’ang Ki had instructed her subjects to build a marble Home for her Deer, and the no less powerful Wen Wang, some twenty centuries later, had the vast Ling-Yu park laid out: the Garden of Genius. Genius in those days still used to mean superhuman wisdom, which the famous Solomon, too, possessed. Solomon was a zoologist, as was Nebuchadrezzar II, who was also called Nabu-kudurri-usur II and not only had the Hanging Gardens in heavenly Babylon but also an entire menagerie. On the subject of these wild animals and the like, Aristotle wrote: Here all being is revealed. Or was it Heidegger? In any case, the Stagirite’s most combative pupil was Alexander the Great. Many a tribe there was which he crushed, looking for acquisitions to fill his world-famous animal park. Thus, from the beginning our rich tradition linked Zoological Gardens, divine truth and power.





Once again, many years passed by in Notary Public Telleke’s mind’s eye. He visited the royal zoo in Rome (a she-wolf’s gift) and watched the freshly crowned Charlemagne in Aix-la-Chapelle put a mouse on trial (he would accept no denial). ‘Philip VI bred foreign rabbits in the Louvre — he went bananas — but the oh so well-balanced Bourbons introduced piranhas to the ponds of Versailles!’ In Schönbrunn, where later Romi Schneider would live, the royal throne was said to have been defaced by the droppings of exotic birds. (Oh, that’s very nice, isn’t it!) And on the red carpet in front of the palace an iguana is reported to have drowsed, while alligators were seen in the large drawing-room eating lackeys. ‘The Vatican, verily, it is too little known, was a second Noah’s Ark for centuries on end. Animals lived there, ah, from nearly every country.’ Woe to us! Have we understood the man of the law correctly or not: was there something going on between Gregory XVI, the female babiroussa and a dwarf elephant?3


Then the train came.


It is 27 September 1825. In ways never before beheld the Locomotion bridges the distance between Stockton and Darlington. And look: the whole world starts moving, everything revolves and turns with a will. Was this the beginning of a New World? Telleke, a professor now, lectured:




Certainly, even before the coming of the steam horse, reason had already been called sovereign and the world was a wonderfully glistening machine. But a machine, so to speak, which did not really move, nor set anybody moving: cogwheels set with superhuman precision, a clock. The maker of that clock was God, in this way Newtonian man settled amicably with his heavenly father.





We’re in the year 1700. At midnight, when the villagers are asleep and only a few lovers are still rustling in the thicket, the researcher sits in his garden. Through his telescope, an articifial eye, he watches things coldly; nothing distracts him. Not the lovers’ rustle, nor the hoohoo of the Carine Noctua. In the firmament, 313 bright stars stand stiffly in line. Like splashes of paint frozen in space, poetized the morbid poetaster, oh! 313 traces of a god touching himself a little too lewdly. Yet, what would poets know these days? The new man has learnt to see the world differently with the aid of his lenses and microscopes. More sharply, more precisely: flowers, books, beasts, people, planets, bells — the whole of ‘nature’, it is no impenetrable cipher any more than it is an insane scribble. God is no dauber — nor is he a lecherous bear — he is an abstract genius. Descartes already knew, the letters from the Book of Nature are numbers and these numbers, to those able to read, form significant combinations. So it is with the stars, too. Look, there the Pole Star stands, bright and clear-cut — that’s the anchorage. Once it has been discovered, the rest follows on fast: a whole zoo! O yes, these heavenly bodies move, like our very own Mother Earth, yet they do so in fixed orbits. Of course, there is variation, there are differences — in time and in space. But those differences constitute phases or periods, thereby allowing space to be mastered in time. All is eternal recurrence and identical repetition, hence perfectly calculable: from the apple falling from the tree up to interplanetary dynamics. Devious leaps, quirks and whims are not what things indulge in; they never swerve for no good reason from the course which the Lord prescribed for them at the time of Creation. There is a single iron law, a single ingenious programme. And every exception to the rule is a clue from above. Yes, yes, the cosmos is a clever mechanism, the great heretics already knew that. Copernicus, Kepler, Galileo and even Newton, they all sang in unison: the Great Clockmaker may well have retired, but he has done an expert job!


Then the earth trembled and doubt crept up on the enlightened man Telleke:




For if the world is a big clock, and God the intelligent maker of that clock, perhaps then, God be praised, man is the only creature in the whole wide world that knows this clock to be a clock and is at all able to learn how to read this clock — but as a reader of this clock, clever man must unfortunately always stand outside of ‘nature’ … as opposed to the delightfully stupid animals (soulless mechanisms). But then, for the first time in history, thinking man and the animal are creatures of a totally different kind, bien étonnés de se trouver ensemble on this planet — thus science and knowledge sever a time-honoured, ‘natural’ alliance between all creatures great and small: the illusion of an organic community founded in God. Instead, we get an equally illusory model of cosmic harmony, the delusion of a divine architect or clockmaker.





Here gentleman Telleke paused for a moment, as if he wanted to let the consequences of this and that sink as deeply as possible into his Notary Public’s soul. Then he spoke:




Can it come as a surprise, therefore, that in the blinding light of these classical mathematics, physics and astronomy, the Zoological Gardens shrivelled into a curiosity, a playground for monarchs? And can it come as a surprise, furthermore, that the common man remained insensitive to the cold splendour and iron systematics of things, of which, as a working and stupid person, he was, after all, no part, nor could ever be? Can it come as a surprise, finally, that this gruff science did not really leave the study and never really changed the world? Indeed, does anyone truly wonder why this ‘inhuman’ theory of cosmic abstinence was not pushed to its furthest limits even by its most eminent representatives and the most brilliant mathematicians? Descartes, Galileo, Newton: which one of them did not honour the Creator, in the Vanessa cardui, chancing to flutter past as a tender father, the author of the ancient Book of Nature, rather than as the retired inventor of a complex watch?





We’re in the year 1700, it is 7 o’clock exactly, the sun rises — excuse me, again the earth has made half a turn around its imaginary axis. Still sitting in his garden, the researcher. (The lovers and all Strigiformes are asleep.) Patiently, this researcher notes down the coordinates, then adds everything. To be sure, the real fact of the matter and deeper meaning of things remain hidden from the exact scientist — as a physicist or an arithmetician he remains outside these things — but apart from that everything turns and revolves as it mathematically should, in this best of possible worlds. Constancy, regularity: these are enough for the number-loving man. It is entirely reliable, the-clock-the-world. Lo! never before had man feigned so much metaphysical peace of mind. On the ramparts of the old fortified cities, the mills were grinding interminably slowly, in accordance with the eternal laws of classical dynamics.


Then the train came.


And there was movement, real movement, as well as hurry, oh! chaos even: life became one big mess with all this vapoury violence; it almost looked like the Day of Judgment. Panic broke out and the panic was great, for lo and behold: the monster of the iron road had not even yet torn man loose from his heavenly father when abysses opened under his feet and never-suspected evils spread. Gentleman Telleke, bell-wise and loud-voiced: ‘Hear, O hear: the hellish fast-coach races like mad over the shins, insanity lurks in every corner. A primeval law has been broken!’ Under a pale moon the dead raised themselves from their desecrated graves with indignation. They were not given the opportunity of wailing much: in front of their baffled eyes an old man — his name was God, he had a long beard — ran to his death under the onrushing Colossus of Steam. Lamentations ascended into heaven. But behold: the train became God, and with that train also man. O.D.P. Telleke, visionary, spoke:




Ever since that remarkable transubstantiation, train and man have been steaming together to the terminus of their dreams: a world without unbridgeable distance or immeasurable difference. A homely world, that is the goal of our history, a world without unlit rooms. And steam means light, is source of victory: triumph of thermodynamics! Thus everything is on the move, oh! everything is moving — even the species, which shortly before, Linnaeus and Buffon had still believed to be capable of fixing forever in Latin. Man, behind his compartment window, starts having an eye for alteration, change, variation. Apparent transitions and transformations of the species mix up all existing classifications. In short, the whole world is upside down, the watchmaker’s industry is undergoing a crisis.
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