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            ‘In Esther Kinsky’s new novel, language becomes the highest form of compassion and solidarity – not only with us human beings, but with the whole world, organic, non-organic, speaking out with many mouths and living voices. A miracle of a book; should be shining when it gets dark.’

— Maria Stepanova, author of In Memory of Memory

            ‘In Esther Kinsky, German literature has an author whose books are full of poetic intelligence. … A brilliant new novel.’

— Neue Zürcher Zeitung

            ‘Esther Kinsky has created a literary oeuvre of impressive stylistic brilliance, thematic diversity and stubborn originality. … [T]he radical view of the loner resumes its place in literature: wandering, observing, feeling their way out of an initial state of strangeness, Kinsky’s narrators regard human stories as a mere part of the natural history in which they are embedded. Although the Earth’s movements and geology, flora and fauna are given uncommon attention, the popular term “nature writing” by no means adequately describes this work. As far as setting is concerned, the author deems no material unworthy … it is always clear that for her the only landscape worth describing is the one in which she is currently situated. Far from “eco-dreaming”, without sorrow or critique, Kinsky’s novels and poems position humanity in relation to the ruins it has produced and what still remains of nature.’

— 2022 Kleist Prize jury

            Praise for River 

            ‘A magnificent novel.’

— New Yorker

            ‘An extraordinary book and a major writer.’

— Nelly Kapriélan, Les Inrockuptibles
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            ‘Finito questo, la buia campagna tremò sì forte, che dello spavento la mente di sudore ancor mi bagna. La terra lagrimosa diede vento, che balenò una luce vermiglia la qual mi vins ciascun sentiment.’

            — Dante Alighieri, La Commedia, Inferno,  Canto III, v. 130–135.

            
                

            

            ‘Unbeknownst to me at the time, I just wanted to be seen.’

            — C. Fausto Cabrera, The Parameters of Our Cage
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            I

         

         ‘One of the few phenomena that almost always accompany an earthquake, and often announce its arrival shortly beforehand, consists of a curious subterranean sound, seemingly of the same nature almost everywhere it is given mention. This sound consists of the rolling tones of a row of suspended explosions, and is often compared to the rolling of thunder, when it occurs with less intensity, with the rattling of many carts, travelling hastily over bumpy cobblestones.… In Peru the intensity of this curious clamour appears to correlate directly with the intensity of the quake that follows; the same is said in Calabria, where they call this dreaded phenomenon il rombo.’

         — Friedrich Hoffmann, A History of Geognosy and  an Account of Volcanic Phenomena (1838)
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         LANDSCAPE

         All around: a dwindling moraine landscape. Soft hills, fields, peat moss bogs in outlying depressions, karst protuberances with oak groves, chestnut trees, blades of grass sharp and thin, growing on ridges less mountainous than they appear, which nevertheless offer a view: over the hill country, the crests dotted with churches and villages, here and there a castle-like ruin that is in reality a mouldering vestige of the First World War. For its mellifluousness the landscape has a tremendous material shift to thank; glaciers, boulders, matter that it carried all the way here with an inevitable clamour that far exceeded the rumble of a rombo. Not a preluding roar, as it was referred to, two hundred years ago, but rather an ongoing rage that no human ear could have endured.

         To the south the hills surrender to flatland, to the magnitude of the sky, the openness of the sea. Giant cornfields, industrial strips, highways, gravel quarries at the rivers emptying into the Adriatic Sea. Piave, Tagliamento, Isonzo, each river carrying off its part of the Alps, dolomite metamorphic rocks, pre-alpine conglomerates, the Isonzo’s karstic limestone, whose dazzling white colour people still attribute to the many bones of the soldiers fallen in the Battles of Isonzo. On clear days one can see from the hillcrests all the way to the sea, to the Grado Lagoon with dabs of island bushes, to the chiselled hotels of resort towns, like sharp, uneven teeth on the horizon.

         The river that defines this hilly region is the Tagliamento. A wild river, as they say. Yet, aside from the few weeks of high water from snow melt and torrential downpours, the wild thing about it is rather the emptiness, the vastness of the unregulated stone bed, the caprice of the sparse rivulets, always seeking out new paths and courses. At the point where it exits the mountains and 11enters the moraine landscape, the river changes course, abandoning its eastward path and veering south, taking along with it the Fella from the north – hesitantly, both wavering, turquoise and white; a wavering that produced a giant triangular field of pebbles and scree, which separates the Carnic Alps from the Julian Alps, a bright plane like a wound, a space of procrastination before a backdrop of mountain valleys, before the secluded zones with their own languages, dulled by waning use, their own shrill, helpless songs and tricky dances.

         The cemeteries of the hill country villages all have their own small, secluded summits with little churches and a view to the north, to the mountains, the trench of the Tagliamento valley, the narrow passage of the Fella valley, which the Romans passed through, heading north, and the Celts, heading south. To the northwest lie the Carnic Alps, cleft peaks behind pre-Alpine mountain chains, a picture book of the violence that certainly transpired in order for these mountains to be formed. The picture book is located precisely at the unstable point where two lithospheric plates collide, uneasy about their positions. Their discontent radiates eastward, into the mountain valleys of Italia Slava and the mellifluous hill country north of the coastal strip.

         To the northeast one’s gaze is met by the Julian Alps and the Alps, the defensive wall of Monte Musi, appearing grey, blue, violet or orange, depending on the light and clarity. The cliffs are sheer in any light: a dark barrier, unclimbable, insurmountable, at the eastern end a mountain peak arching over it, that is, Monte Canin, white from chalk or snow, the dull eye tooth, the border tooth of the valley behind.

         Two zones meet before the mountains, continental and Mediterranean climates, the winds, precipitations 12and temperatures of two migratory fields, to the land and to the sea. Thunderstorms, gales, deluges, earthquakes that all tirelessly abrade the traces of human migration running through this region that – no matter how worn down they may become – still never allow themselves to be erased. The sky falls into a dark mood, the rombo is never far away.

         QUAKE

         The earthquake is everywhere. In the rubble of collapsed houses overgrown by ivy on Statale 13, in the cracks and scars on the large buildings, in the shattered gravestones, in the crookedness of reconstructed cathedrals, in the empty lanes of the old villages, interconnected like honeycomb, in the ugly new houses and developments modelled on the dream location of suburbia found in American television series. The new houses stand out in the open on the field, at a distance from the rattled towns, often with only a single story – here the main point being to minimize the material that might fall on one’s head, in case once again there is… as there was that year, the earthquake year of 1976. Now it’s half a lifetime ago or more, but the script it inscribed in everyone’s memories has not faded: it is forever being notched anew by the act of recollection, by speaking of all the wheres and hows, of searching for shelter and the fear and listening out for further rumblings – in garages, in the open air, squeezed into the family Fiat, buried beneath rubble, among the dead, a cat in one’s arm. If one laid them out, all these evoked images would stretch from here, the cemetery with a view to the north, all the way to the harshly hatched line of Monte Musi, purple-blue in the distance, more a peak-of-muzzle-and-snout than a mountain of muses, jags around 13the muzzle for the eye tooth Monte Canin. Everything spelled in the language of the mountains. Perhaps at the end there would be an unexpected trail leading up to its ridge, from where one could look down onto the valley at the foot of Monte Canin, a small river valley which would form a right angle with the path of evoked images from the earthquake. One would hope for doldrums on such a day in order to read the images, for a celebratory calm to walk in along the path of images.

         But today it is windy. Right by the wall with a view to the mountains that look as if folded together in this light without shadow, beside a grave sealed by a layer of cement smooth and white with a faded wreath of plastic flowers on it, stands a short man with white hair and bad teeth, talking into his phone. He is describing the grave, emphasizing that it is clean and orderly, and he slowly pronounces the name on it, even mentioning the wreath – on the fadedness of the flowers, however, he does not comment – and in conclusion, as if responding to the voice at the other end of the line, he says: Memory is an animal, it barks with many mouths.

         ANSELMO

         The short man with white hair and bad teeth is named Anselmo. He is a council worker who always requests work at the cemetery. There is a lot to do there the layer of dirt, covering the mound of rock is thin, and the number of graves limited. The columbaria have to be expanded, graves need to be levelled, remains brought into the ossuary, trees pruned and cut down, the stability of the grave plaques and stones tested. Anselmo knows his way around. He is familiar with the locations where the graves are sinking, knows what kind of damage gravestones can 14incur and which cemetery plot would be safest in case of an earthquake. He advises against mausoleums, pointing to the cracks in the walls of the showy family burial units. He banters with grave visitors and offers himself up as a confidant to bereaved persons visiting from out of town.

         The cemetery is a recommended stop for hikers and cyclists passing through: on the northwest side of the wall there is a long panorama board where one can read the name of every peak. There the semicircle formed by the peaks and crests, surrounding the moraine landscape as if holding it in a rescuing embrace – on the west, north, and east – stretches out like a straight chain before the beholder, who first has to get used to the distortion of the landscape, letting their gaze wander back and forth between the image and the mountain range, while they graze with their fingertips the peaks on the panorama board, as if they could thus feel their constitution. Anselmo is wont to approach these day-trippers, as well, and tell them about the landscape. He always directs their gaze to Monte Canin and its summit, covered in snow into spring, and mentions that he grew up in the shadow of this mountain. When the peak is hidden behind clouds, Anselmo says: It doesn’t want to show itself today. A moody one, that Canin.

         6 MAY

         On the morning of 6 May a rosy light falls on the snow clinging to Monte Canin’s peak. It soon fades, the sun lies low. The slopes are quiet in the valley on this morning in early May, chalk white and green from beeches and hazelnut bushes, metallic grey from silverberry at the riverside. Beneath thin clouds the heat disperses. 15

         —

         Olga leaves the house early, heading down the road to the bus. When asked later, she will say: That morning as I walked down the steps to the road I saw a snake, a carbon, the kind you usually find down below along the river, and not up in the village. It lay on a piece of the wall, as if to sun itself, a black stick, yet the sun wasn’t shining, although it was warm. The cuckoo was calling ceaselessly, already in the morning. The cuckoo and this snake and all the stories I’d ever heard about this kind of snake came to my mind then, all this I can remember very well.

         —

         In the afternoon Anselmo helps scythe. It is still early in the year to be cutting. He will remember that Thursday. I still remember it exactly, he will say. We got out of school early on Thursdays. I still remember that it was hot outside, and after lunch my sister and I had to help down below, in the valley on the hillside, with the first mowing. The grass was already high.

         The sun is a lurid hole in the clouds that day, it burns the children’s necks until they hurt. The crickets chat thinly, hastily, as if they have somewhere to be. Their grandmother cuts the grass with a scythe. The grass is heavy, she sweats, and the scythe becomes dull again and again, more often than usual, and the blade has to be whetted. The children hurry with their raking and piling. Get it done already! one can hear the grandmother calling out again and again, Do it faster!

         Anselmo will remember that she was angry at the children for being slow, but she is also angry at the grass, which appears so dry and bristly and yet dulls the scythe, 16as if it were wet. The whetting stone strikes the blade without an echo, as if the air had swallowed the sound. That whole time, Anselmo will later report, we heard our neighbour’s greenfinch all the way down in the meadow.

         It’s screaming as if there were a fire, says the man mowing the meadow lot next to theirs. He swings his scythe back broadly and drives it into the blades, and the sweet grass sinks down onto the earth. Still he has to pause and whet the blade just as often as Anselmo’s grandmother.

         —

         On 6 May snow on the peak shimmers into the shadowless morning light. The smallest mechanical action would be enough to cause the snow fields to slide into the valley. An imprudent hiker, falling rocks – that would already be enough. But this time of year there is no one out in the mountains.

         —

         The snake that Olga sees on the wall in the morning is black as coal. It loves dampness. It lives in water and on land and is not poisonous. In the spring when they mate, the male and female snakes entwine, as if to form a coiled rope. If they fear being interrupted, they close themselves off, thus coiled, forming a ring that can transfer an electric shock if touched from the outside. After mating, the two carbon snakes remain together until death do them part.

         —

         Lina is nervous this morning. The siskin calls out wretchedly. Her brother is looking for a job, and she knows 17he won’t find one. But something else remains in her memory.

         What I still remember about 6 May, she later begins one day, as if writing an essay for school: Because it had been so warm, on that day we were already mounding up the soil on the potato plants, that is certain. We heard sparrow hawks, their brief, tight tones calling out to one another, we talked about it. There were three of us in the field. My brother was back from living abroad. He always liked to tell us scary stories. On that day it was a snake that someone had driven over, by the village entrance. He saw it. If it was a female snake and had not yet laid its eggs, it will bring bad luck, he said. Then the male snakes will slither through the village, searching for the guilty person. Must have been the bus driver, he said. I know the bus driver now, I also knew him then. He didn’t live in our village. After his afternoon drive he always parked outside the cemetery, where he enjoyed his lunch. As my brother told his story, I wondered whether a snake would be capable of finding the bus driver. While we worked, a sudden gust of cold wind came, very brief. The wind comes from the snow, still lying up there, my brother said. The snow and this heat, they don’t go together.

         —

         On 6 May a thin white layer of clouds blankets the sky, causing the beams of sunlight to become particularly sharp, broken frequently as they are by tiny drops of steam. In the afternoon a peculiar phenomenon occurs. In a doubled reflection, two pale suns briefly grace the sky directly above the snowy peak of Canin, standing eye to eye with the sun, which glides in mist over the valley. The double sun soon dissipates. 18

         —

         In the meadows are already spurges, knapweeds, campions; on the waysides is blue bugle. And pale pink catchflies. Here they call it sclopit. The bloom consists mainly of a two-part bladder. Children pick the blossoms and crush them in their balled-up fists, letting them explode in two brief cracks. It sounds like sclo-pit. The flower is named after the sound of the blooms bursting. The leaves of sclopit are harvested before the flowers. They are pointy and narrow and of a pale, somewhat dull green colour. Everyone has their own sclopit spot. Some people divulge theirs, others keep it for themselves.

         Mara gathers sclopit on 6 May. Before she goes out, she has to lock in her mother, who has already half-forgotten the world. She had always acquiesced calmly, but that morning she cries out from behind the locked door, as if it were a matter of life and death. Mara walks uphill, away from the cries. When later the conversation turns to 6 May, she does not mention her cries: I reached a meadow at the edge of the forest above a steep slope, where the sclopit was everywhere, not a blossom yet in sight, she says. Jays called out among the pines. I filled my cloth, until I could hardly tie it shut. When I arrived home, the sclopit was wilted and droopy, as if someone had sat on it. It smelled like cut grass. I heard a child cry out and was startled. So came the evening.

         —

         In the afternoon on 6 May the sky above the mountain ridge turns grey-blue and dark in the southwest, as if a storm were coming from that direction, as rarely occurs. 19This pseudo-wall of clouds remains motionless for a while, then dissipates, and the sun rests white and lurid and large in the sky. Below it the snow plane facing the valley lies as if submerged in a tempestuous yellow.

         —

         At night in front of their doors some people place hollowed out slabs of wood filled with milk for the black snakes. In the morning the bowl is always empty, so they say. It brings luck. The carbon is a clever snake. One story goes like this: Once a sparrow hawk snatched up a carbon. In its talons the bird carried it back to its nest. Before the bird knew what had happened, the young snake had devoured all the eggs in the nest. I’ll return them to you if you bring me back, said the snake. The sparrow hawk promised, and the snake spewed out the eggs. Then the sparrow hawk brought back the snake, and since then in the valley sparrow hawks no longer snatch up snakes.

         —

         In the valley some people keep goats, while other people, who have more money, keep a cow or two. The stalls are not large. Gigi’s family had always kept goats. I only know about two things, Gigi says. Wood and goats. I know how to fell timber. I know how to milk a goat.

         On 6 May in the afternoon he comes home from his work in the forest. The sun burns, without shining. He passes by the cemetery, where there is not a shadow, and sweats. On the street he sees a runover snake. It lies there, black in a spot of blood. Flies rest on the blood. From the edge of the forest the cuckoo calls. Gigi still remembers that the goats were stubborn. Their fur felt sticky. It was 20hot. On days like this, one wondered when Canin would finally shed its snow. When I was finished with the first goat, the second one didn’t want to come, he remembers. That had never happened before. It stood crookedly behind the pushcart. Behind the cart, its head and legs seemed mismatched. Nearby a bird in a cage whistled so loudly the milk might have turned sour. All the dogs in the village were barking. When I finished milking, both goats wanted to stand behind the pushcart. They stood there, incredibly still. It was already turning dark. The milk smelled bitter.

         —

         In the late afternoon on 6 May a dark shadow falls over Canin’s peak and the remaining snow fields, resting on them, like a hand. A short burst of cold wind, and the shadow disappears, as if the hand were pulled away.

         —

         Why should I remember? Toni says. Why not forget it all instead? Come on, Toni, tell us something, people say, we all know something about 6 May. All right, Toni says:

         On Fridays my mother smoked cheese. The evening before I always had to gather wood, so that in the morning everything would be ready in the smokehouse. That evening I didn’t want to gather wood. I can’t remember why. I sat on the veranda and whittled something. Go get wood, my father said, but I remained there, seated. Below on the street people headed home. Someone whistled a tune, I think. All the dogs in the neighbourhood were howling. My father smacked me on the back of my head. I took the basket and went down to the woodshed. It wasn’t 21a proper shed, more like a few posts and shelves with a roof on top. The back wall was the side of a hill. Dirt and stone. It wasn’t late. Still light out. I took a log from the pile, and a snake shot out of the crack, between the woodpile and the hillside. It was black and long and must have been thick as my arm. After all, I was practically still a child. The grass rustled below the snake, which disappeared down towards the river. I ran back up to the house and yelled, I just saw a huge snake. I don’t believe you, my father said. I had to go back down alone for the wood and carry up the basket, all the while listening out for every sound. Everything was eerie to me, even the voices from below on the road, the yowling of the dogs, the bird calls.

         —

         Before dusk falls on 6 May the bare cliff on the south side of the peak lies bathed in an orange-red hue, as if reflecting the light of a sun, setting on the invisible western horizon. Briefly this glow reflects onto the snow fields, which are already in the process of sinking into the evening shadows.

         —

         The birds in the trees are restless. Silvia stands at the village exit, waiting for her father. She strains to hear the sound of a motor. But she hears only the brief, excited, flat trills of the birds in the trees. Like a rattling. How the birds rattled, she will say.

         The sky is heavy. The mountains to the west are indistinct. Like shadows.

         My father had promised to come home on a moped, Silvia says. He peddled off on the knife grinder’s bicycle, 22with our neighbour. That was weeks ago already. Then he wrote a letter, I’ll be back on 6 May. I still remember it exactly. He had got a job at the factory and would buy himself the moped, he wrote. I listened and listened into the valley. Then I saw him coming. He looked so small, and I could see that he was limping, and he was pushing the moped. I walked towards him, jumping over a crack in the street. Not until I was mid-air did I realize it was a snake. Run over. So not a snake any more, not really. Snake mush. I walked over to my father, I was so happy he had arrived. I was spooked out there, all alone outside the village, it was already turning evening.

         Silvia’s father is very tired. He lifts her up in the air and sets her down on the moped’s saddle. The fuel ran out. Someone had a bad day, he says, as they pass by the flattened snake. At least that’s how Silvia will tell of it later.

         —

         Occasionally the carbon is seized by fury: then it bites its own tail and stiffens into a ring, charged with electricity. In this form it throws itself into motion, and the rolling ring quickly picks up speed and races forward with a high-pitched buzzing and hissing, until it’s derailed by some obstacle, at which point the electricity is discharged and the jaws release the tip of the tail. The snake lies weary, as if from an incredible exertion, and is hardly able to take cover and seek shelter. In this weary state after the race the snake is open to attack.

         —

         Anselmo has to go to bed early, school is in session. It’s not dark out yet, a yellow gloaming. There are no swifts to 23be heard; usually at dusk they overtake the roofs and the church tower. But in the yard the dog wails, as if someone were kicking it. The musicians are arriving at Anselmo’s neighbour’s house, to rehearse. This is what Anselmo remembers: They tuned and tuned before playing a few bars, then cursed and tuned their instruments again, but before long the bass was back out of tune, or one of the fiddles, and the musicians cursed and argued, and then a bow glided over the strings of the bass, and then over the strings of the first and then the second fiddle, and the bass again, in this manner in a circle and back and forth, the canary in the cage at the house below near the path whistled and whistled as if it were a matter of life and death, so loud that the musicians complained about it, too, and from time to time it was utterly silent, near dark and silent like never before, a very deep kind of silence that came on all of a sudden, and then a deep drone started, and a rumbling and a trembling and a grinding coursed through everything, and I jumped up and looked out the window, where I saw, in the last light of dusk, the dark snow come loose from Canin.

         
      SISMA
    

         On the evening of 6 May an earthquake shakes the region. The ground opens up, houses collapse, people and animals are buried beneath the rubble, the clocks on the church towers stand still, it is nine o’clock, black snakes are fleeing into the river, below the peak of Monte Canin a cloud of snow travels through the evening into the valley.

         The earthquake is the result of tectonic plates shifting. There are countless words to explain what transpired at the end of a day of three suns, yowling dogs, restless carbon snakes, shrill birds. Words like tectonic plate boundaries, 24spreading centre, lithosphere. Beautiful words that you can hold in your hand like small foreign petrified life forms: Hypocentre. Surface rupture. Earthquake lights. Rupture velocity. The tremor’s path. An earthquake modifies the surface of the planet, it is said. It can be measured. The magnitude of the earthquake on 6 May was not even that great, according to the units of the man-made scale. ‘The assessment relates to the physical body and overlooks the fact that the planet may well be measured by man, but not in relation to him,’ is written in a book. In any case: The world is not the same.

         Tremors seized parts of the Earth’s crust, rattling everything far and wide. Dislocations occurred, and all the frightened survivors were unavoidably reminded that they live in a zone of disruption, and without going so far as to examine the landscape for hinge lines and fractures, fault lines and radial cracks, without consciously knowing what a ‘mine tailing landscape at the edge of a subsidence area’ means, they nevertheless understand, even if only by the streaks of mortar and mites of stone in their hair, that what they have just experienced cannot be erased or redeemed, because it is beyond the categories of good and evil.

         DISTURBANCES

         What did the land look like before? One forgets all at once, and over the years will continue to search for it in dreams – what did the ground look like before the crack, before the fragments, the rubble and the grinding marks, the ground beneath one’s feet, from one day to the next?

         The ground of daily life becomes a disturbed terrain, where everyone searches for what they have lost: groping, looking, listening out. 25

         Meanwhile, at the foot of Canin, in the beech-lined low grounds the limekilns stand firm, where they once fired the white stones from the beds of brooks and rivers, a tedious work that is all but forgotten today: gathering the limestone and firing it, abiding by the limekiln and covering the stone with clay. Wood and lime: two fruits of a barren land, all memory driven out of them in the act of securing a living. Sites where fire briefly rules over a stone shaped by water.

         MONTE SAN SIMEONE

         At the point where the Fella and Tagliamento rivers meet, near Venzone, Monte San Simeone ascends: a high, conical mountain with a forested back and a rocky face. In the rambling, varying, forever trembling stories about the earthquake, the rombo is said to have originated here. Below, or inside of it, as the current narrative would have it, the Orcolat once rumbled, the monstrous earthquake of 1976. A mythical creature whose traces can never be erased.

         The peak of Monte San Simeone can be climbed from two sides: the steep, rocky side of the river confluence, or the gentler way, up the many serpentine curves on the side of deep blue Lago di Cavazzo, the icy lake left behind in the former Tagliamento riverbed. One can only speculate as to why the river changed course; nothing appears to have shifted and blocked its way. Call it a mood swing. Drawn to the other river, to the other valley, to other rocks, towards the east. Rivers have their own reasons. Even now, centuries later, the deserted beds, long conquered by settlement, draw attention to themselves on autumn and winter mornings with some thin mist, some impalpable trace. 26

         Monte San Simeone, and all the monstrosity attributed to it, is framed by the Tagliamento riverbeds: the old one, the new one, and the one that joins the Fella. From above, to the west one looks down onto the placid lake, and to the northeast onto the large, pebbly triangle formed at the confluence. And one sees each river’s colour, the Tagliamento, white despite many darker stones, and the Fella, turquoise despite the limestone’s blazing white. Both rivers flow to the south in a single bed, yet they do not mix; they remain side by side, turquoise and white, until the colours peter out under the light and are only blindingly reflective, a web of streams in an ever-expanding gravel bed that separates the eastern and western sides of the Tagliamento.

         From the eastern side of Monte San Simeone one looks onto Venzone, the reconstructed cathedral, beside it the untouched ruins of a white stone church. One looks onto the overgrown earthquake remains of small towns near the mountain and alongside the river, and the new settlements of uniform houses on ground presumed more solid. This is where the mountains recede. The moraine hills flatten out into the plains, stretching all the way to the sea. Here, at Monte San Simeone, one could draw a line, dividing the light into two kinds: the sharp, richly shadowed blue light of the mountains, and the soft, vibrating, shadow-poor light of the plains. A twofold land of passage. Countless people marched through here, brought things and took others, learned, kept moving. Gold takers and glass bringers, those hungry for war and those weary of war, those disabled by war. Tired seekers of the right place, who followed the green woodpecker’s call and ultimately named themselves after the bird, as if by doing so they might shed whatever foreignness clung to them, as if they could thus conjure a homeland, a repository for 27all their stories, from their legendary departure down to their legendary sedentariness. Multitudes were flushed into the valleys by the woes of one era or another; they climbed uphill, the river always on their minds, the river that had made the valley its own, that they did not want to let fade from their memories. By following the river it was always possible to find a way out of the valley, should the need arise. They learned to live, to outlive, to live on; they conferred a name to all they saw, in their languages from elsewhere, and they sang, as one does, their songs in the name of that Elsewhere, in languages that otherwise wasted away in isolation and, aside from song, were suitable only for confirming their state of affairs: driven off course, in a valley alongside a river. Languages suited to naming an us in a landscape favourably disposed to no one, which behaved according to laws that no one could ever grow old enough to understand. Avalanches, boggy brooks, moors, every discord and displacement accompanied by a deep, trembling sigh. A material sigh, without melancholy.

         STRADA STATALE 13

         Statale 13 – la Pontebbana, as it was once called, back when it was narrower, bumpier – is 222 kilometres long and runs from Tarvisio to Venice. It passes through the Val Canale, following the course of the former Via Iulia, the Roman road that brought trade, migration and conquests. Advances into the foreign from both sides, north and south; in the mountainous region it leads through a valley at times cramped, at times mellifluous, a road of natural resources with labyrinthine turn-offs into treasure hunters’ terrain. North of the spot that went down as the earthquake’s epicentre, the state road runs in the 28shadow of a highway, built after the earthquake, which dissects the towns that were once well-disposed to all travellers and embedded into the landscape, cutting them off from the migration that nurtured and nourished the valley for so long, and through so many tremors.

         At the confluence of the Fella and Tagliamento rivers, Statale 13 leaves the mountains for the mild rolling hills. It is a transit road, a bustling trucker’s stretch, marked by black brake skids on the roadway and crosses on the crash barriers, dusty plastic flowers twined around them in remembrance of driving casualties. Shacks stand at a discreet distance from the road, their parking spaces large, like those outside a factory. Souvenir shops with amphorae, concrete angels and garden gnomes for tourists heading home back north, motels, restaurants in the shadow of receding slopes with a view to the no-man’s-land strips separating the road from the riverbank. Trucks crowd the parking lot of a pink motel. The motel has a bombastic name featuring an English word, spelled incorrectly. Next to the motel is a small petrol station with a luncheonette; the petrol station attendant is also the cook. People take their lunch there, sometimes having to stand in line; there is always a dish of the day, water and wine. When a car pulls in to fill up, lunch service is interrupted, but this doesn’t happen very often. The woman is tall and thin and wears her hair, streaked by grey, twisted at the nape of her neck. Her name is Silvia. Once the luncheonette customers have all left, she takes her lunch standing, leaning against the door, a bowl in her hand. She squints in the sunlight. Traffic rolls past on the street. Some truckers beep their horns. She always wears a dress, polka-dotted, striped, flowered – faded clothing of a bygone era. If it weren’t for her dress and the pink motel, this entire section of the state 29road could be taken for the set of a black-and-white film. Nearly every day a delivery truck full of rubble stops at the gas station. The driver exits the vehicle, sometimes he gets petrol, he never eats. Occasionally he places himself directly before the woman, balancing a hand on the frame of the door that she leans on while eating, the way men in old films often place themselves in front of a woman and look down at her. Do you always eat standing up? he might ask. The woman merely shrugs her shoulders. She doesn’t answer his question, doesn’t suggest he come in and take a look at the old suits of a former lover – be he deceased, withered, or dropped – that might be piling up in the back room of her quarters. She carries the dishes over to the sink and gets to work, stopping only when a customer pulls up. The driver climbs back in and heads off, northbound. He is headed to the drop-off location for construction waste, also on Statale 13. This is his occupation. He is paid to collect construction rubble throughout the entire region and bring it to the drop-off location, which, according to the sign on the gate, is already full up on concrete waste and cannot accept any more everlasting scrap. Everything is covered in a thick dust, as if emitted by the rubble. A few men in dirty overalls always loiter around the unshapely fragments, waiting for acquaintances who pay for permission to unload behind the breakroom sheds, sign notwithstanding. The overall-clad men rearrange the smaller pieces and restack piles of balanced toilets, sinks, bidets and bathtubs. Inerti is the elegant name for this rubble; it does not stir, already familiar with the lethargy of eternity. It will not decompose in any period of time measurable in human terms, but will simply remain as it is, whiling away its life expectancy vastly superior to that of humans, becoming at most overgrown with moss, offering up its coarse pores 30and cracks to undemanding creeping plants. The rubble driver is amicable with the men in overalls, who wave to greet him, Toni is his name, a welcome guest. They clear out the back of the delivery truck, dust rising into the air as the rubble falls to the ground, and after they’ve finished unloading the men drink a beer. If the sun doesn’t burn too hot they take their beer outside, sitting down on a concrete block that almost looks like a bench and, forever smoothed by the men’s tired backsides, has neither creeping plants nor moss growing on it. If it rains or is too hot, they drink inside, in the shack with blind glass panes facing the road. Ascending behind the rubble yard is a rocky acclivity, not very high, yet steep, and notched on one side where a rockslide was set loose by the earthquake. The boulders that slipped down now lie in a pile on the meagre ground, where sheep once grazed; it is said that the rockslide struck the animals and shepherd dead, buried a hut. Stories and rumours like this one have lined the state road since the earthquake, covering its traces like a creeping vine, a bare whisper that can be wiped away with an arm motion, beer bottle held tightly in the raised hand, just like that.

         BED

         For a short distance Statale 13 runs parallel to the Tagliamento, which has already swallowed the Fella. More than anything else, this river is a bed, a landscape of stone that changes with the water’s rise and fall and flow and trickle, a border land that builds its islands and then levels them, sowing thin-trunked willows only to rip them back out, washing away its banks and eroding them, building them up and then turning its back on them, until they sink as flat tongues and bleed into the water, as if 31searching for a new form. The bed digests its own history of the wars and the ringing names, with all those drowned, those killed in action, the fallen horses and broken carriages and lost treasures and surrendered weapons, with bones and bullets and splinters and helmets and skulls.

         Among the boulders, pebbles and shards of glass washed milky and smooth are variously sized concrete fragments that stand tilted, defying the water in a different way than the leftover solid and stony things which gradually submit to the currents and learn to want to reach the sea. The concrete fragments are rigid and inflexible, positioning themselves against any current. They distinguish themselves from the meticulously smooth stones with implicit drawings and lines and veins of a different nature, and seek the edges, the banks, the coves set apart from the current, where they come into their own as wreckage, maintain their fragmented nature and remain witness: earthquake breakage, remains of house and farm and charge, things carted away that do not submit to anything new. A young addition to the old river: the earthquake rubble.

         VOICES

         On the state road, not far from the turn-off into the valley, an elderly woman tends a small stall with a pointy gable roof and decals emulating wood carvings in alpine style; ‘generic alpine’, say the gable and carvings, but the presentation is further specified by small Italian flags rustling in the wind. A last stop before the final leg to the border, in the shade of highway stilts. Bright red lipstick crumbles in the corners of the woman’s mouth, and when the wind blows through her carefully arranged hair, she immediately smooths it with her hand. Her hair is dyed 32a coppery colour, a piercing shade in this peculiar light between mountains moving together. Below a corrugated plastic roof, dangling from the crossbeams of her small stand are bunches of garlic, rustling, dry and old. There are embroidered napkins for sale, as well as carved roots, pebbles with miniature paintings of Alpine glow and shepherds with goats. Postcards. In a cardboard box at the edge of the table are a few CDs. The cover art is inserted aslant, printed carelessly in bright colours, homemade. The various images depict a choir with snow-covered Monte Canin in the background, two musicians holding the local instruments – a violin known as the zitira and the bunkula, a type of bass – before the backdrop of Monte Canin in a bonnet of snow, and an exposed bell, hanging from a crooked frame in a broken tower – this, too, before the backdrop of the snow-covered mountain. There are no words, the images should speak for themselves, although the woman cannot possibly expect any locals to shop here. At best she can hope for expats, people who have left this place to escape the hardship, the narrowness, the poverty and lack of prospects, people who return now and then, in order to puncture the uncomfortable bubble they carry around inside them, which fills up again and again with the seepage of an indistinct longing: perhaps it will burst in a bar, at the cemetery, in a narrow lane. On a box of several CDs only the mountain is shown. Rombo is written on it. And: 25 anni dopo. Le voci del terremoto. Voices of the earthquake.

         A few young people hang around behind a closed buffet shack, smoking. A tourist bus whooshes past. During a pause in the traffic, a green woodpecker calling out from the forested hillside. And from very far away, an oriole.

         The woman named Olga closes her stand at evening. A shutter pulls down and is secured in front of the sales 33window. She locks the door on the back wall of the stand and carries her bag and the box of CDs over to her old, dull-red Fiat Uno and drives off, southbound, along the river.

         VALLEY

         Shortly after the confluence of the Fella and Tagliamento rivers, after the mountains have moved together to form a defensive wall in front of the hill country vista, a narrow road turns off Statale 13. The road marking the way into the valley is inconspicuous, and the road itself appears indecisive, winding through an ugly village of modern houses with dull shimmering aluminium window frames, and ultimately leaving behind on its right the road into the valley, in order to turn back to Statale 13. No venture into remote territory. Squeezed between the Fella, the highway, and the steep limestone mountains, there is something random about this place. Transit, barracked soldiers and bitumen were their bread and butter here, but the bitumen has since run dry or been plugged up and the mine is a sight in the mountains that no one asks to see, no matter how good of a black story it makes against the white rocks of the valley that is petering out. The workers who marched in long rows up to the higher-lying mine and returned, smeared black, to the village after their shift – from time to time carrying down an injured worker on a hastily cobbled-together stretcher – these workers are bergfertig, as they say, mountain spent; they toiled to death and were then done away with, and if anything now roam about as spirits, so that superstition may never die and they, the workers, will not be entirely forgotten. Whoever searches for work goes away – this has already been the case for decades; they go abroad, to 34other mines, to build roads, to the industrial zones further in the West. The soldiers are still here, these loitering young men who fill the bars along the state road and slog through the mountains with heavy heads, completing drills; once tourist season is over, they sit with the hungry eyes of children at long tables in the highway restaurants, where behind the alpine décor in the kitchen are stacked boxes of pale, grey-pink pieces of poultry, each piece waiting to be routinely processed into a portion of grilled chicken by the deliberate hand movements of a line cook.

         But coming back to that narrow, easily overseen turn-off before what few shops the village has to offer. It leads up into the valley, into outlying land, far off from transit routes, into the rugged territory, rocky terrain. First it travels over another confluence, a smaller version of the Tagliamento-Fella triangle, a broad, blazing field of gravel with thin rivulets, white and green; a ubiquitous rush, greater than anything the visible water is capable of producing. At the foot of a mountain, at the end of the steep way down, rivers and streams are wont to relocate beneath the surface, beneath gravel and pebbles, undermining one’s perception with their rush, their invisibility, only to rise back to the surface once the mountains are behind them. A camouflage manoeuvre, to avoid being held up.

         The valley is a world in itself. From within there is no view to the outside, unless one were to follow the road out, scale a mountain, far exceed all limits of quotidian performance in order to look to the hill country blurred by mist, and the plain shimmering out to the horizon, the subsidence field extending to the sea.

         Four, five villages, all scattered, with views of cliffs, forests, rivers. The terrain is accessible. Traversed and 35beribboned by bumpy paths and trails – following streams, following the river, along agricultural stretches. Here livestock was once driven to pasture, limestone brought for firing, felled timber taken into the valley. A network of traces runs through the forests and across the stony fields, leading around ravines and searching out fords. Paths of duty, paths of desire, paths of flight, some concealed by pillows of heather, distorted by severe weather, broken open by roots. Interventions by nature, a force that seems to be well-disposed yet. Newborns were brought to baptism in padded panniers, in long funeral processions coffins were carried slowly over forest paths to the only cemetery in the valley, cheese was brought in; there were deserters, off-season hunters, partisans sent on a safe path into the thicket, across a border, to a shelter undetectable to those not familiar with it. Everyone in the valley would have said about at least one path: I could walk it in my sleep. There I know what to expect, what’s lurking, what sustains. But the earthquake subverted this accessibility and dashed all certainty about the paths. Fallen rocks, mudslides, diverted waterways, dammed lakes and ravaged forests disrupted the paths, changing their courses, even their destinations. Sparse terrain, as they say. No more sleepwalking. A time to learn, wide-awake, about the new situation, the new order of things. The old stopping places and mountain locations became the stuff of legends, thrust offside, then left untouched. The sparse traces left by those gone lost, which the clueless bereaved had read continuously, were wiped away or displaced. Uncertainty spread. Doubt about what belonged to which cardinal direction, which view, the sun’s path. New routes were trampled, as if in determined defiance to the obliteration of the familiar, and the confusion that that entailed. The new paths acquiesced to the 36terrain, levelled off, became a transcription of that intervention, became a sign for the renewed accessibility.

         At the midpoint of the lower valley, the river is dammed. The dam isn’t very high, just high enough that youths can place themselves behind the curtain of water and lean in, or dare advance and then fall, pulling in others along with them; in rainy summers an eddying pool forms near the dam, the water mountain-cold and pale green. The river describes an arch. Between the rising hillside and the bank is a space for cars, tents, two or three trailers that remain parked there all year round, surrounded by improvised attachments made from lumber, tarps and poles, alongside a wooden hut, declared a buffet. A crooked, shuttered kiosk bears a label in the local language, still spoken by a few hundred people. Perhaps there are souvenirs tucked away behind the shutter. Or in busier times the kiosk functions as an information desk with a specialist available to take questions and share news of people who stayed in the villages. Deaths, births, weddings, accidents. Events of all kinds. Whether it’s souvenirs or news, this service applies only to those stealthy fleeting visitors who return to the homeland they shed like dead skin, yet dare not travel any further into the valley, to the villages, uphill, lest they become caught in the snares of memory and sentiment.

         The earthquake doled out its traces unevenly; one or two villages were rebuilt entirely, while others appear only to have been mended. The last village on the road, high at the end of the upper valley, still lies mostly in shambles. High red dahlias grow beside a fence; someone planted them and in winter must stow them away: it certainly gets cold here. From the dahlia fence, Canin is visible. Past the lean meadows, the small clump of Scotch pines, outcroppings of sheer rock; from a distance it appears as if not a 37single plant could find a hold here, not even moss. Two tiny figures, also in red, cross a snow field. Or is it bare limestone? White rocks – grooved, ribbed – false snow with a brief memory.

         GRADES OF DISRUPTION

         It is said that animals are much quicker to sense the vibrations that gradually build up in the Earth’s interior and eventually exceed the stress limit in the spreading centre, causing the tectonic plates to snag and tip, irrevocably shifting the order of hollow cavities and mass, the order of emptiness and fullness.

         A human being, with two legs planted on the ground, with scythe, hammer, saw, wood and fiddle, becomes the most clueless creature of all, once the vibrations can no longer be overheard.

         Olga wonders if the carbon – its entire body arrested to the ground – has a particular feel for the early phases of the quake; whether the snake, lying on the wall in the early morning, was listening to some processes deep in the earth, or perhaps even should have served as a warning to passers-by; whether the run-over snake, utterly lost in anticipation of the tremors, was able to forget the dangers of the immediate world; whether the bus driver knew what he had wrought; whether the bus driver really was responsible for this unforgettable and, as it appeared on the day of the event, unredeemable defilement of the road, now suddenly erased and suppressed, overwritten by the crack. 38

         —

         And the birds? How can one explain their disquiet? They who do not touch the ground. Does the air vibrate? Is it the light? The odd shift from shadows and hazy light and the air’s reflections, the brief little gusts that the birds pierce in pointed flight, or flutter around in in the white light – are these all messages, communicating something to them?

         To Toni, the drone – this deep, unfamiliar, tremendous rumble – seems to go on for minutes before the actual quake begins. His father thrusts him, his mother, his younger siblings onto the street. A piece of the neighbour’s wooden balcony had broken off and slid down the hillside, along with the birdcage and greenfinch, whose shrill whistle of all afternoon and evening is now but a squawk. Toni feels his father’s fist on his back: Go, get the farmer! he commands, and Toni is afraid. A beam breaks from the piece of fallen balcony roof, smothering the squawk.

         —

         The dogs’ yelping mixes with the clanking and rattling of the chains they struggle to break free from. As if driven by a sense of urgency, here and there someone bends down to let their dog off its chain before they drop their head into their hands in recognition of what has happened. The dogs do not run away, they understand nothing, attack no one, do not even chase one another or the stealthy, concealed cat; the dogs seek cover.

         The air is full of sounds, from the distant thunder of the mountain faces to the trees groaning in the gardens and the wood bursting in the roofs, the shattering glass and the angry, dry rumble of stone. Human voices in a shrill state of agitation, taken to shelter, searching for 39neighbours, screaming from below the wreckage, clutching rubble, rolling, calling, sobbing, a wail in the dark.

         —

         Gigi gropes his way through wreckage and darkness, out to the goat shed. At the doorpost his hand brushes against something that feels like hair, sticky and moist. He climbs over fallen beams, hears no sound. Once his eyes have adjusted to the darkness he sees an outline of both goats. They stand behind the pushcart beside the intact wall. He runs his hand along their backs and feels their faint trembling, like an echo of the Earth’s vibrations, not knowing where to go.

         —

         Boulders rolled into the valley, bowing watercourses. On their way down they felled aisles in the forest, bare earth now lies where woods once were; knapweeds, campions, catchflies, dandelions and bugle protrude along the avalanche tracks in the meadows; small blooming weeds have been ripped out at the roots, grey-silver field poplars and alders snapped at the banks’ edges. Walls gape, roofs angle inward, doors protrude crookedly in this vast room where things are no longer in their right places.

         —

         Silvia stands beneath the archway to the yard and screams, her face hidden by her hands, small hands that her grandmother is now yanking at, they are solid as stone. Her grandmother’s apron strings have come untied and dangle about her legs. Her hand is bleeding, a trace of 40blood smeared across the back of her hand. The moped is buried under the buckled shed. Only the back wheel sticks out, like a body part.

         —

         After the tremor a crack runs across the masonry wall of Mara’s house on the side facing the yard, and the window is knocked out of its hinges. Mara, who since returning from gathering sclopit has heard her mother’s cries and quiet whimpering, unlocks the bedroom door and guides out her mother, who, silent and smiling and dusted in white limestone debris, appears almost angelic.

         —

         Later everyone would talk about the sound. About the rombo. So it began. So everything changed, at a blow, as they say, although it was more of a collision, like the muffled, dull end of a motion rolled in from far away. Everyone committed this sound to memory under various names. Humming, whirring, roaring, murmuring, thundering, clattering, whooshing, rushing, rumbling, whistling, droning, blaring. And so on. Always dark, though. Even those who refer to it as a whistle emphasize how it whistled darkly. No one experienced it as screeching, piercing, or high-pitched. No one disagrees that it rose from the depths and did not, for instance, huff down the mountainside, even if a certain repetitive rumbling did follow – again and again on that first evening – once the shaken mountain mass came loose from the slope and descended into the valley. 41

         —

         Anselmo fumbles and pushes his way out behind his sister. His father roars, they should wait it out. Anselmo’s hand brushes against the neck of his fiddle, jammed below the table beside the window, now completely warped. He extracts it and once outside he turns it this way and that, shaking the dust and mortar powder out of the hollow cavity, out of the body, still intact, after the quake’s tremors have caused it to vibrate, perhaps as to save the entire fiddle.

         —

         In Lina’s house the grey jug of wine broke, and her drunk brother cut his hand picking up a bulbous shard still swashing with wine.

         TA LIPA POT

         In the local Slavic language it means: the beautiful path.

         Even if the way markers begin elsewhere, this trail commences as nearly all trails do: at an inn. The inn lies in the sun on the village outskirts, between the church and cemetery, on a kind of landscape gallery, a balcone with a view to the sparsely populated, rocky and wooded valley. Elderly men sit in the sun, drinking their morning wine. The inn has its own small grocery. A female salesclerk stocks the shelves, adjusts the position of a box on a side table collecting donations for foreign earthquake victims. Inside are four or five packets of cheap spaghetti, a pair of socks, a dishevelled Barbie doll, sugar.

         On the counter are jars of garlic: green, white, chopped, whole cloves. On each jar a sticker reveals that the contents were prepared by Lina. Lina the garlic woman. Lina also runs the inn’s kitchen. The menu is short. Polenta, 42potato cake, garlic soup, rabbit ragout, beans. While the men drink their morning wine, Lina stands at the rear kitchen door beside a stack of beverage crates, smoking. Her face is in the sun, her eyes are closed. Difficult to say her age. With her eyes closed, basking in the sun, entirely absorbed by the cigarette smoke caressing her larynx and airways, any question about the number of years she has accumulated is irrelevant. She is alive.

         From the small lookout point in front of the restaurant, the beautiful path leads into a rocky hollow. From some height a thin stream falls between rocks marked by horizontal bands; grasses have established themselves along the bands, and between the grassy stripes the surface of the rocks is grey-black. On the front side of the depression the crumbly rock is a whitish yellow, like a glistening scab beside the smooth, layered blocks. On the upper edge of the rockfaces, a crown of alders, beeches, spruces, small oaks. Across the fresh, bright limestone scree on the floor of the hollow, the path continues up the gentle hillside across from the waterfall. Dwarf pines stand among limestone fragments, thicket, oleaster bushes.

         It leads through beech woods and needle forests. Spruces, black pines. Occasionally a distant chiming from the valley – with any luck, a lengthy exchange, chiming in a winding series of slightly varied tonal sequences, a back-and-forth chiming, a for-and-against chiming, a zigzag chiming, the sources invisible, the direction indiscernible from the forest path.

         Why this of all paths is the ‘beautiful’ one remains a mystery. Perhaps they call it that because it leads through a multitude of small landscapes, all manageable, each one spanning a few hundred, a few dozen steps: illustrations of the world. Fallen trees, felled by storms or tempests, boulders half-overgrown, the growth pattern of the 43trees above revealing the aisles they felled on their way down. Forests, meadows, small farm fields in clearings where garlic grows, unlocked shepherd’s huts and cow pastures, boulders, swamps, rivers, brooks, arid terrain. Traces of water’s abundance, traces of drought. Traces of mudslides, traces of flooding. An abundance of stone. Occasionally the view opens up to the mountains all around. Monte Musi to the south. Canin in the northeast. Again and again, Monte Canin; one’s gaze searches for it everywhere, for orientation, to affirm one’s own place in the world. The river – nothing but a brook according to its name – rushes louder than the water dares in summer. As if it were rushing below the Earth’s surface, in some invisible Beyond, in order to lend the hungry scree field weight and significance.

         Every bend, every crossroad has its marker: lines carved into boulders, crooked crosses, small stacked stone pyramids. Messages for the initiated, memory aids, memorials. Reminders not to forget. At the lowest point of the path, near the fire house, lies a small plain, a grazing meadow, where no livestock graze. The scattered shepherd’s huts and cowsheds have been repaired and cleaned up, as if an old farm were going back into business. This is where the Sunday clothing swap once took place. Few people were able to afford festive garments in addition to their everyday clothes. But on Sundays, whoever was able would go finely dressed to the early service at the valley church, and on their way home, when they reached this point, would swap their garments with poorer people, who attended the later service. Or at least that’s what they say, in the reports and stories about better times.

         The path climbs steeply out of the pasture, the escarpment covered by scrubby blueberry bushes, moss and heather. 44

         At the cemetery outside the village, the path again meets the road. The cemetery is small, lined by high columbarium walls. On the iron-barred gate is a latch, which every visitor is requested to close behind them when leaving the cemetery. The walls with fornetti, the chambers for bones or urns, frame the burial yard, and the grave markers on the ground appear small, small as urns, the soil spread thinly over the rock; space for coffins must be limited. As in the other villages, here a small pool of last names is repeated in various combinations and constellations – the people were born, widowed, married in every sequence of four or five names. If one waited until old age to photograph a woman, her face would be marked by bewilderment and absentmindedness, staring blankly at a skimpy bouquet of wildflowers or a black handbag. Changes in marital status are noted only for women. The photographs of men show no trace of bewilderment. An in-lawed, connected world of siblings and young go-getters boasting with chainsaws or cars, of old boors and careworn, hurt, bewildered elderly women. Younger women with yearning or pride in their eyes, and upswept hair. Taken from the blunt angle photographers reserved solely for female portraits, her head ascending into the image from the lower right corner, she gazes upwards, an air of submissiveness about her face. Travel agents, saleswomen were once photographed in this manner for promotional material. An upward gaze on the gravestone or memorial cross, a look that saw its way out, much like the eyes of the portrayed. Individual plastic flowers are stuck in the grave vases, while never-wilting floral arrangements adorn the cement of small grave plaques. Perhaps the buried are looking forward to autumn, when the chrysanthemums arrive, yellow, white and rusty red, pails of flowers, whose days may be 45numbered, but which nevertheless have a few weeks. The flowers of death, luminous in the mornings after the first frost.

         In summer goldmoss and St. John’s wort spring forth from crevices between the stones. Lizards scurry across the graves and straight over the faces on the plaques. An old woman polishes a gravestone bearing a photograph of an old woman who resembles the cleaner herself. She is depicted in a state of demented rapture, smiling at a bouquet of pale knapweed flowers. Occasionally the iron-barred gate screeches, a watering can rattles. Ta Lipa Pot, the beautiful way, leads to the dead: here one can become acquainted with them and learn their names and faces. And so from the start the villagers might appear silhouetted by a series of shadows, which stand behind them or hover over their heads or tremble in the back of their profiles in the vibrating spring air and emphatically announce to the new arrival: You are not from here.

         FABLE

         A fable of the region goes like this:

         An animal finds a letter. Let’s say this animal is a hen. The hen reads the letter, it’s an invitation to a party. Seven animals are invited. The hen, the rooster, the duck, the swan, the oriole, the goldfinch and the – . The final name is missing from the page. Each time the hen runs into an animal, she looks at the letter and goes over the list again: the hen, the rooster, the duck, the swan…and so on. She stops at the neighbour’s yard and picks up the rooster. They go on together. Down in the valley they meet a duck, then a swan. Come along! the hen waves. They make it out of the valley and reach the large river. They take a break in a forest, where the oriole sings. Come 46along! the hen cries, you too are invited. As if someone had called out his name, the goldfinch also appears. The six of them push on, and eventually reach the plain, tired, exhausted and in no state for a party, but still searching for the final name to complete the list, along with hen, rooster, duck, swan, oriole and goldfinch. On the horizon the evening light already shimmers over the sea, where it appears – the butterfly. The riddle is solved, their joy is great, night falls.

         MEMORY

         Monte Canin is a limestone massif. It forms a high plateau with individual peaks rising out of it. The massif draws the valley to a close, ruling over it in the east. The eye meets its highest peak from so many different angles; depending on one’s perspective it appears to either turn toward the lower abe summits at its side, or away from them. Bábe are women, Canin is a tooth, a dogtooth, pointy and rough and a bit crooked; in winter the snow hangs thinly in the shallow, crooked fissures on the south side, and on the east side it lies blue into summer, in the shadow of the peak.

         OLGA

         What is memory? It comes and goes as it pleases. It disappears and intrudes, and we can’t do anything about it. I see the wall, I remember the carbon. I remember the carbon, and my memory of the earthquake returns. Just like that, everything is connected and interwoven. I hear chickens and think of my childhood in Venezuela. Of the sweet fragrant tree in the yard and spots of sun on the floor. Everything has changed, but all this is still there. Memory 47is something that is being forever woven. All that we see and hear and think and smell, everything is like a thread in this woven cloth of memory. The cloth becomes longer and longer; in old age it is so long it would practically stretch the valley’s length, all folded tightly in one’s head. And the blood in one’s veins courses over it, ceaselessly, and tiny threads come loose and wash up some place else, and so you forget. But it’s still lying somewhere in your head. Yes, what is memory? We ourselves are memory.

         —

         The river rises from the Canin massif stone and flows a good dozen kilometres through the valley into the Fella, the white river, which soon thereafter flows into the Tagliamento, and so to the sea, to the sea. The river has only rock to call its origin, white Canin limestone. Along the way it winds around boulders of various stone, a landscape speaking the language of the past, of translations, of displacements.

         ANSELMO

         Memory is like a shadow. It follows you wherever you go. And if you had none, perhaps you would be left standing there, as awkward as without a shadow. Like the story about the man who sold his shadow. Whoever sells their shadow goes through the world not leaving a trace. And if a person can no longer remember anything, it’s as if they have no trace of the world left inside them. My grandmother forgot everything in her old age, she recognized no one, she no longer recognized the village, save for a lane or two: to the cemetery and to the field, where she always went, as if searching for something. There must 48have been something still there, even if she no longer knew it by name. Sometimes she would sing. To herself, but beautifully. Something was there that she could still remember. But it was only for her.

         —

         Canin is a karst mountain. In a state of constant flux, karst is testimony to stone’s inferiority to the power of water. In its barrenness karst demands the water that relentlessly eats away at it, forgetting what it has eaten. The nicks and chasms and cavities the water leaves behind are its memoryless traces.

         GIGI

         There isn’t a whole lot I remember. I don’t spend much time thinking about the past. About what happened. Still, you need a memory. Who would you be, if you forgot everything? But memory can be cruel, it can hurt you. Then it’s better to forget. But no one can forget on command. Remembering on command – now that’s possible. To say to yourself: This is how it was, and you see it before your eyes again, just as it had been. Or something close to it. But then other memories pop up, unprompted, and get in the way. You have no control over the type of memory. Or forgetting. When you have nothing to do, all is memory. When you’re working in the forest, it is possible to forget. Or when you’re up in Alpine pastures. Then you can look and look, and you can forget, but whatever you see will somehow become memory again. We are all damned to memory. To what remains in memory and what is forgotten. 49

         —

         The river’s edge, between rocks: oleasters, alders, black poplars, aspens. Fast-growing copses prepared for injustice, for floods and tremors. Greyish green and pale green, nourished on limestone and two-faced in the wind. Further up the slopes: beeches, hazelnut bushes. The darker green of fern fronds. Open meadows, sparse grass. Goat terrain. Knapweeds. Bugles, sage and mint. In spring, pale green primroses. Then the yellow spurge cymes, becoming later reddish, as if they rusted. Pincushions. Crane’s bills. Dog daisies. Small-leafed thyme, yarrows, wild chervil, wild marjoram. Something vetch-like and yellow. Bell flowers. Wild orchids. Timber is felled everywhere. A hand is laid on the forest at all times.
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