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“An Inventory of Losses tells of things that have disappeared – without sentimentality and with an awareness of the wholly transitory nature of all things”


Die Zeit


Judith Schalansky’s strange and wonderful new book, recalling writers as different as W.G. Sebald and Christa Wolf, Joan Didion and Rebecca Solnit, sees her return to the territory she explored so successfully with her best-selling Atlas of Remote Islands.


Following the conventions of a different genre, each of the pieces in Schalansky’s Inventory considers something that is irretrievably lost to the world, whether the paradisal island of Tuanaki, the Caspian Tiger, the Villa Sacchetti in Rome, Sappho’s love poems, Greta Garbo’s fading beauty, a painting by Caspar David Friedrich or the former East Germany’s Palace of the Republic.


As a child of the German Democratic Republic, it’s not surprising that “loss” and its aftermath should loom large in Schalansky’s work, but what is extraordinary and exhilarating is the thoroughly engaging mixture of intellectual curiosity, down-to-earth grasp of life’s pitiless vitality, ironic humour, stylistic elegance and intensity of feeling that combine to make this one of the most original and also one of the most beautifully designed books of recent times.


“With Schalansky, literature becomes a Noah’s Ark, preserving what has disappeared, including the dying art of book design”


Die Welt
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Preamble


While I was working on this book, the Cassini spacecraft burned up in Saturn’s atmosphere; the Schiaparelli Mars lander crashed in the rust-coloured rocky landscape of the planet it was supposed to be exploring; a Boeing 777 disappeared without trace en route from Kuala Lumpur to Beijing; in Palmyra, the 2,000-year-old Temples of Baal and Baalshamin, the façade of the Roman theatre, the Monumental Arch, the tetrapylon and parts of the Great Colonnade were blown up; in Mosul, Iraq, the Great Mosque of al-Nuri and the Mosque of the Prophet Jonah were destroyed and in Syria the Early Christian Monastery of St Elian was reduced to rubble; in Kathmandu an earthquake caused the Dharahara Tower to collapse for the second time; a third of the Great Wall of China fell victim to vandalism and erosion; unknown perpetrators stole the head from the corpse of Friedrich Wilhelm Murnau; Guatemala’s Lake Atescatempa, once renowned for its blue-green waters, dried up; the arch-like rock formation on the coast of Malta known as the Azure Window collapsed into the Mediterranean; the Bramble Cay mosaic-tailed rat, native to the Great Barrier Reef, became extinct; the last-known male northern white rhinoceros had to be put to sleep at the age of forty-five, survived by only two specimens of this subspecies: his daughter and his granddaughter; the only existing sample of metallic hydrogen, obtained after eighty years of fruitless efforts, disappeared from a laboratory at Harvard University, and no-one knows whether the microscopically small particle was stolen or destroyed or simply reverted to a gaseous state.


While I was working on this book, an archivist at New York’s Schaffer Library found in an almanac dating from 1793 an envelope containing several strands of grey hair belonging to George Washington; a hitherto unknown Walt Whitman novel and the lost album Both Directions at Once by jazz saxophonist John Coltrane came to light; a nineteen-year-old intern discovered hundreds of Piranesi drawings in Karlsruhe State Museum’s collection of works on paper; a double page of Anne Frank’s Diary which had brown paper pasted over it was successfully deciphered; the world’s oldest alphabet, carved on stone tablets 3,800 years ago, was identified; image data were successfully reconstructed from the photographs taken in 1966–7 by the Lunar Orbiters; fragments were discovered of two hitherto unknown poems by Sappho; ornithologists recorded several sightings, in a Brazilian tree savanna, of blue-eyed ground doves which had been presumed extinct since 1941; biologists discovered the wasp species Deuteragenia ossarium, which builds multichamber nests in hollow tree trunks for its young, placing a dead spider ready in each chamber as a source of nutrition; in the Arctic the wrecks of H.M.S. Erebus and Terror from the ill-fated 1848 Franklin Expedition were located; archaeologists in northern Greece unearthed an enormous burial mound, the final resting place probably not of Alexander the Great but possibly of his companion Hephaestion; Mahendraparvata, the first Khmer capital, thought to have been the largest settlement of the Middle Ages, was discovered close to the Angkor Wat temple complex in Cambodia; archaeologists working in the necropolis of Saqqara happened upon a mummification workshop; in the Cygnus constellation, 1,400 light years from our sun, a celestial body was found, in a so-called habitable zone, on which the average temperature is similar to that of Earth, meaning there may be or may once have been water there, and hence also life, such as we imagine life to be.
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Preface


On an August day a few years ago I visited a town in the north. It lies on one of the innermost bays of a marine inlet that has extended far into the interior of the land since a prehistoric ice age, and whose brackish water is home in spring to herring, in summer to eels, in autumn to cod and in winter to carp, pike and bream, hence fishermen ply their trade there to this day. For centuries these men and their families have lived in a neighbourhood that can only be described as quaint, consisting of little more than two cobbled streets, a drying place for the nets and a monastery now occupied only by two aristocratic old ladies. In short, it is one of those seemingly timeless places that might very well tempt one to believe that some bygone age as vague as it is appealing is still alive today. Yet it was not the flowering rosebushes and leggy hollyhocks in front of the squat, whitewashed houses, nor their brightly painted wooden doors or the narrow alleys between the buildings, most of them leading straight down to the stony shore, that particularly lodged in my memory, but rather the peculiar fact that, in the village centre, instead of a market square, I found a graveyard, shaded by the green foliage of young lime trees and enclosed by cast-iron railings, in other words the fact that, in the place where normally goods would be exchanged for money, instead the dead and buried were doing what, out of entrenched wishful thinking, is generally termed “resting in peace”. My astonishment, which I initially took for unease, was considerable and was further compounded when someone pointed out to me the house of a woman who, while she cooked, was able to look out from her kitchen upon the grave of her prematurely deceased son, and it became clear to me that the centuries-old tradition of the guild that takes care of the funeral rites here had resulted in the dead and the living of the same family ending up in the kind of close proximity I had previously only heard of in the case of the inhabitants of certain Pacific islands. Of course I had visited other notable burial sites before: the cemetery island of San Michele, for instance, which, with its high red-brick walls, looms up out of the turquoise water of the lagoon of Venice like an impenetrable fortress, or the garish stalls in the Hollywood Forever Cemetery to mark the Día de los Muertos celebrated annually by the Mexican people, with graves decked out in orange and yellow, and skulls made from brightly coloured sugar and papier mâché, doomed by their advanced state of decay to grin in perpetuity. Yet none touched me as deeply as the fishing community’s cemetery, whose peculiar shape – a kind of compromise between a circle and a square – struck me as the very emblem of the remarkable utopia I saw embodied there: a life where death was always in view. For a long time I was convinced that in this place, whose Danish name means “small island” or “surrounded by water”, one is closer to life, precisely because its inhabitants had literally brought the dead into their midst instead of – as is otherwise the norm in our latitudes – banishing them from the heart of the community to beyond the city gates, although these burial sites often became reintegrated into the urban environment only a short time later, the result of unchecked urban sprawl.


Only now, having almost finished work on this book in which the diverse phenomena of decomposition and destruction play a central role, have I realised that this is just one of myriad ways of dealing with death, one that is fundamentally no more crude or caring than that of the Callatiae tribe whose custom, as Herodotus attests, was to eat their deceased parents, and who were horrified when they learned of the Greeks’ tradition of cremating theirs. Indeed opinions differ as to who is closer to life: someone constantly reminded of his own mortality or someone who manages to suppress all thought of it, and likewise on the question of which is more terrifying: the notion that everything comes to an end, or the thought that it may not.


There is no disputing, though, that death and the associated problem of how to deal with the sudden absence of a person at the same time as the presence of their legacy, from the corpse to the abandoned belongings, have, over time, demanded answers and prompted actions which have had a significance beyond their strict purpose, and which mark the elevation of our early ancestors from the animal to the human sphere. Not simply giving over the mortal remains of the fellow members of our species to the natural processes of decomposition is generally regarded as something peculiar to humans, although similar behaviour can also be observed in other higher animals: elephants, for instance, gather around a dying member of their herd, touch it with their trunks for hours on end, trumpeting in distress as they do so, and often try to push the lifeless body back upright before eventually covering the corpse with earth and twigs. What’s more, they return to the place of death regularly, even years later, something that undoubtedly requires a good memory, and possibly even a certain conception of the afterlife which, it is fair to imagine, is no less fanciful than our own and just as unverifiable.


The caesura of death is the point where legacy and memory begin, and the lament the source of every culture by which we seek to fill the now gaping void, the sudden silence with chants, prayers and stories in which the absent one is brought back to life. Like a hollow mould, the experience of loss renders visible the contours of the thing mourned, and it is not uncommon for it to be transformed by the transfigurative light of sorrow into an object of desire or, as the Heidelberg professor of zoology put it in the foreword to a slim volume published by Neue Brehm-Bücherei: “It seems to be one of the characteristics of western man that defies rational understanding that he prizes the lost more highly than the existing. There is no other explanation for his curious enduring fascination with the Tasmanian tiger.”


All manner of strategies are used to keep hold of the past and ward off oblivion. If tradition is to be believed, our historiography begins with a series of devastating wars between the Persians and the Greeks, while the now almost forgotten art of memory starts with an accident in which many perished: it was in Thessaly, where in the early fifth century B.C. a collapsing house buried an entire party of festive revellers and the only survivor, the poet Simonides of Ceos, succeeded, with the aid of his trained memory, in re-entering the destroyed building in his mind’s eye and recalling the seating arrangement of the guests, thus enabling the bodies crushed beyond recognition by the falling rubble to be identified. It is one of the numerous paradoxes inherent in the either-or of life and death that, by labelling the deceased as something irretrievably lost, the sorrow at this loss is at once doubled and halved, whereas the indeterminate fate of a person missing or presumed dead keeps the relatives trapped in a confused nightmare of anxious hope and denied sorrow that makes it impossible either to come to terms with it or to get on with one’s life.


Being alive means experiencing loss. The question of what the future holds is presumably nearly as old as the human race itself, given that one feature of the future, as inevitable as it is disquieting, is that it defies prediction and hence gives no clue as to the timing and circumstances of death. Who can deny the protective magic of bittersweet anticipation, the fatal urge to forestall the feared event by mentally pre-empting it? We picture the cataclysm ahead of time, imagine possible disasters and believe this renders us immune to nasty surprises. In ancient times, dreams promised consolation: the Greeks said of them that, like oracles, they prefigured what was to come and thereby rid the future not of its immutability, but at least of the terror of the unexpected. Quite a few people take their own life out of fear of death. Suicide seems perhaps the most radical means of conquering the uncertainty of the future, albeit at the cost of a curtailed existence. It is reported that the gifts presented by the Indian delegation that Augustus once received on the island of Samos included not only a tiger and an armless youth who was able to use his feet as hands, but also a man named Zarmarus from the Brahmin caste who was intending to end his own life for the very reason that it had turned out the way he wanted. To make quite sure that no calamity could ever befall him, he leaped onto the pyre in Athens, naked, anointed, and with a smile, was burned alive, undoubtedly in excruciating pain, and in staging his self-determined death, went down in history, if only as a curious anecdote in one book of Cassius Dio’s once eighty-volume Roman History, the content of which happened to be passed down to us. In the end, all that remains is simply whatever is left.


*


A memory that retained everything would essentially retain nothing. The Californian woman who, without the aid of mnemonics, can recall every single day since February 5, 1980 is trapped in the echo chamber of the memories that constantly overwhelm her – a modern embodiment of that Athenian general Themistocles, who knew the names of every single citizen of his native city and who told Simonides, the father of mnemonics, that he would rather learn the art of forgetting than that of remembering: “I remember even what I do not want to remember, but am unable to forget what I want to forget.” However, the art of forgetting is an impossibility because any allusion represents a presence, even when it refers to an absence. Encyclopaedias claim to know the names of almost every person condemned to damnatio memoriae under the Roman Empire.


To forget everything is bad, certainly. Worse still is to forget nothing. After all, knowledge can only be gained by forgetting. If everything is stored indiscriminately, as it is in electronic data memories, it loses its meaning and becomes a disorderly mass of useless information.


The organisation of every archive may, like its prototype, the ark, be guided by the desire to preserve everything, but the undeniably tempting idea of transforming, say, a continent like the Antarctic or even the moon into a central, democratic museum of the Earth in which all cultural products are accorded equal status is just as totalitarian and doomed to failure as the re-creation of paradise, a tantalising primal object of longing kept alive in the beliefs of all human cultures.


Fundamentally, every item is already waste, every building already a ruin, and all creation nothing but destruction, and the same is true of the work of all those disciplines and institutions that claim to be preserving the legacy of humanity. Even archaeology, however cautiously and soberly it may profess to probe the debris of past ages, is a form of devastation – and the archives, museums and libraries, the zoological gardens and nature reserves are nothing more than managed cemeteries whose stored specimens, as often as not, have been plucked from the lifecycle of the present to be filed away, allowed to be forgotten even, like those heroic events and figures whose monuments populate urban landscapes.


It should probably count as a good thing that the human race is not aware of all the great ideas, the poignant works of art and revolutionary feats that have already been lost to it – wilfully destroyed or simply vanished over time. What we do not know cannot weigh us down, we might think. It does seem surprising, though, that quite a few European thinkers of the modern age saw the periodic demise of a culture as a reasonable or even beneficial occurrence. As if cultural memory were a global organism whose vital functions could only be maintained by a brisk metabolism in which each intake of food was preceded by digestion and elimination.


It was this world view, one both limited and autocratic, that enabled the uncontrolled occupation and exploitation of foreign territories, the subjugation, enslavement and murder of non-European peoples and the obliteration of their scorned cultures to be regarded as part of a natural process, and the evolutionary principle misunderstood as meaning the survival of the strongest to be used as justification for crimes committed.


Naturally we can only mourn what is absent or missing if some vestige of it, some whisper, perhaps little more than a rumour, a semi-obliterated trace, an echo of an echo has found its way to us. How I would love to know what the Nazca lines in the Peruvian desert mean, how Sappho’s Fragment 31 ends, and why Hypatia was considered such a threat that not only her complete works but even she herself was hacked to pieces.


Sometimes certain remnants seem to be commenting on their own fate. For instance, all that remains of Monteverdi’s opera “L’Arianna” is, of all things, the lamento, in which the eponymous heroine sings in despair: “Let me die! What do you think can comfort me in such harsh fate, in such great suffering? Let me die!” The picture by Lucian Freud that now survives only as a reproduction since it was stolen from a Rotterdam museum and incinerated in a Romanian stove by the mother of one of the thieves, shows a woman with her eyes closed, and one cannot tell for sure whether she is just sleeping or is actually dead. And of the work of the tragic poet Agathon only two aphorisms have found their way to us, because they are quoted by Aristotle: “Art loves chance and chance loves art” and “Not even the gods can change the past”.


That which is denied the gods is something that despots through the ages all seem to aspire to anew: the destructive drive to make their mark is not satisfied by inscribing themselves in the present. Anyone who wants to control the future must obliterate the past. And anyone who appoints himself the founding father of a new dynasty, the source of all truth, must eradicate the memory of his predecessors and forbid all critical thinking, as Qin Shi Huang, the self-appointed “First Sovereign Emperor”, did when in 213 B.C. he ordered one of the first recorded book burnings and had anyone who opposed the measure executed or sentenced to forced labour, working on the expansion of the imperial road network and the Great Wall of China – or otherwise on the construction of that colossal mausoleum whose megalomaniac funerary art includes the Terracotta Army of life-size soldiers along with their chariots, horses and weaponry, copies of which now tour the world, thereby both fulfilling and undermining the purpose of the memorial its patron had so craved by untold profanation.


The dubious plan to make a tabula rasa of the past often springs from the understandable desire to start afresh. Apparently, in the mid-seventeenth century, the British parliament seriously discussed burning the Tower of London archives to extinguish all memory of the past and start life over again, at least according to Jorge Luis Borges in a passage I have been unable to locate.


The Earth itself is, as we know, a heap of rubble from a past future, and humanity the thrown-together, bickering community of heirs to a numinous yesteryear that needs to be constantly appropriated and recast, rejected and destroyed, ignored and suppressed so that, contrary to popular belief, it is not the future but the past that represents the true field of opportunity. That is precisely why its reinterpretation is one of the first official acts of new governing regimes. Anyone who, like me, has experienced a historical upheaval, the iconoclasm of the victors, the dismantling of monuments, will readily recognise every vision of the future as effectively representing a future past in which, say, the ruins of the rebuilt Berlin City Palace will have to make way for a replica of the demolished Palace of the Republic.


At the Paris Salon of 1796, in the fifth year of the Republic, the architecture painter Hubert Robert, who had captured the storming of the Bastille as well as the demolition of the Château de Meudon and the desecration of the royal tombs in Saint-Denis, exhibited two paintings in the Palais du Louvre. One depicted his proposed design for the transformation of the royal palace to create the Grande Galerie – a room packed with paintings and sculptures, teeming with visitors and flooded with light thanks to its glass roof – while the other painting showed the same room in ruins. The skylights visible in the first vision of the future are replaced in the second by an uninterrupted view of a cloudy sky: the arched roof has caved in, the walls are bare and unadorned, broken sculptures lie on the floor. Only the Apollo Belvedere, a trophy from Napoleon’s Italian foray, is left standing among the rubble, sooty but unscathed. Disaster tourists wander among the ruins, salvage toppled torsos, warm themselves by a fire. Weeds sprout from the cracks in the vault. The ruins are a utopian place in which past and future become one.


The architect Albert Speer went even further with his speculative theory of a “ruin value”: decades after the end of National Socialism, he claimed that its plans for, literally, a thousand-year Reich would not only have made use of exceptionally durable materials, but would even have taken into account the future appearance of each building once it fell to ruin, so that, even in a dilapidated state, it could still compete with the grandeur of the Roman ruins. Auschwitz, on the other hand, was referred to, for good reason, as a case of destruction without ruins. It was the utterly dehumanised architecture of a minutely organised industrial annihilation machine whose workings left no trace which, by exterminating millions of people, left behind the biggest void in Europe in the twentieth century, a trauma still not fully processed in the memory of the survivors and their descendants on either the victims’ or the perpetrators’ side, one which forms a dissociated foreign body that resists integration. The genocides committed have lent added urgency to the question of the extent to which loss can ever be made tangible and have led many from later generations to the frustrating yet understandable conclusion that what happened eludes all representation.


*


“What do historical sources preserve? Not the fates of the violets trodden underfoot in the Battle of Liège, nor the sufferings of the cows as Leuven burned, nor the cloud formations on the approach to Belgrade,” writes Theodor Lessing in his book History: Making Sense of the Senseless, published during the First World War, in which he exposes the chapters in any history that advances in a reasonable way as retrospectively giving form to the formless – stories of beginnings and endings, of ascendancy and downfall, of blossoming and decay which tend to follow narrative rules.


The fact that faith in progress, the legacy of the Enlightenment, persists virtually intact, even though the principles of evolution have shown that what survives for a certain time is determined, rather, by a disturbingly complex interplay of chance and adaptation, is perhaps due to the simple appeal of the nerdy historical timeline and its equivalents in the linear scripts of western cultures – which make it all too easy to fall prey to the naturalistic fallacy, despite the loss of significance of the divine entities, of perceiving everything that exists as intended and meaningful. In the simple-minded yet compelling script of ceaseless advancement, the only use for the past consists in it being inferior to the present, whereby history – the history of one’s own life or of a nation or of the human race – is imagined as representing necessary, or at least not random, progress. It has been proved however that, as every archivist knows, chronology – the allocation of sequential numbers for each new addition – is in its banal logic the most unoriginal of all organisational principles, being only a simulation of order.


In a sense, the world is a sprawling archive of itself – and all animate and inanimate matter serves as documentary evidence forming part of a monstrous, highly tedious inscription system that attempts to draw lessons and conclusions from past experience, while taxonomy is merely the retrospective attempt to index the muddled archive of biological diversity by keyword and impose an apparently objective structure on the sheer inexhaustible chaos of evolutionary legacy. Fundamentally, nothing can be lost in this archive, because its overall energy level is constant and everything seems to leave a trace somewhere. If there is truth in Sigmund Freud’s perplexing dictum – reminiscent of the law of energy conservation – that no dream and no thought is ever really forgotten, then not only could past experience – an inherited trauma, two random lines from a poem, a hazy nightmare from a stormy night in early childhood, a pornographic horror scenario – be exhumed from the soil of human memory by an effort akin to an archaeological dig in the same way as bones, fossils or fragments of pottery. It might also be possible to wrest from the underworld the actions of countless lost races, if only one started to look for traces of them, in which case the truth, even that which has been suppressed or obliterated, recast as a mistake or consigned to oblivion, could not be denied and would remain ever-present.


Yet the laws of physics offer only limited consolation. For the principle of energy conservation with its triumph of transformation over the finite fails to mention that most conversion processes are irreversible. What use is the heat of a burning artwork? Its ashes will retain nothing worthy of admiration. Those billiard balls fashioned from the recycled, desilverised material used to record early silent movies roll over the green felt-covered table with indifference. The meat of the last Steller’s sea cow did not take long to digest.


True, the demise of all life and endeavour is a condition of its existence. It is naturally only a matter of time before everything has disappeared, disintegrated and decayed, before everything is annihilated and destroyed, even those peculiar products of the past whose existence we owe entirely to disasters: the only documents written in the long unfathomable, pictogram-style ancient Greek syllabic script, Linear B, which have been preserved only because the major fire that destroyed the Palace of Knossos in around 1380 B.C. at the same time caused thousands of clay tablets on which the palace’s income and expenditure were recorded to harden, thereby preserving them for future generations; the plaster casts of people and animals buried alive in Pompeii when Vesuvius erupted whose corpses, having decomposed, left fillable cavities in the set stone; or the silhouettes left like ghostly photographs on walls and road surfaces in Hiroshima by people vaporised when the atomic bomb went off.


*


To acknowledge one’s own mortality is painful, and the vain urge to defy the transience of life and leave traces for unknown future generations, to remain in memory, “unforgotten”, according to the valiant declaration of intent chiselled into the granite of gravestones, is understandable.


The poignant desire to draw attention to the existence of an intelligent species is also manifest in the messages carried by the two time capsules on board the Voyager I and Voyager II space probes as they drift further and further into interstellar space. The two identical gold-plated copper discs contain images and diagrams, pieces of music and sounds, as well as spoken greetings in fifty-five different languages, the intrepid awkwardness of which – “Hello from the children of the planet Earth” – reveals much about humanity. There is a certain appeal in imagining that all that will one day remain of humanity is Mozart’s “Queen of the Night” aria, Louis Armstrong’s “Melancholy Blues” and the blare of Azerbaijani bagpipes, assuming the extraterrestrial finders succeed in both deciphering and following the instructions for playing the analogue-encoded record, which are engraved on the disc in diagrammatic form. The likelihood of this, as the authors of this space-age message in a bottle themselves conceded, is so slim that this undertaking can be viewed as the product of a kind of magical thinking that lives on in the scientific community which, in this project, has staged a ritual that serves first and foremost as a means of self-reassurance for a species unwilling to accept its own utter meaninglessness. But what use is an archive without a reader, a time capsule without a finder, an inheritance without inheritors? Experience shows that it is the discarded rubbish of past ages that proves most enlightening to archaeologists. Forming a geological layer of technological junk, plastic and nuclear waste, it will stand the test of time without our assistance, provide genuine information about our habits, and burden the planet for generations to come.


It may be that, by then, our descendants will have long since relocated to that second Earth we have yearned for since time immemorial, which would enable us to turn back time, put right past mistakes and if need be painstakingly recreate all that was thoughtlessly destroyed. And perhaps by then the cultural legacy of the human race will actually be stored as artificial D.N.A. in the genetic material of a particularly resistant strain of bacteria.


There exists a papyrus roll dating from the middle years of the first Egyptian dynasty in around 2900 B.C. that, owing to its precarious state of preservation, has not been opened to this day, so we cannot know what message it contains. Sometimes I imagine the future thus: generations to come standing baffled in front of today’s data storage media, strange aluminium boxes whose contents, owing to rapid advances in platforms and programming languages, file formats and playback devices, have become nothing but meaningless codes, and moreover ones which, as an object in themselves, exude less of an aura than the knots of an Inca quipu string, as eloquent as they are mute, or those mystifying ancient Egyptian obelisks that may commemorate triumph or tragedy, no-one knows.


Although nothing lasts for ever, some things do endure longer than others: churches and temples survive longer than palaces, and written cultures outlive those that got by without complex semiotic systems. Writing, which the Khwarezmian scholar Al-Biruni once described as a being propagating itself in time and space, was from the outset a system for passing on information in parallel with inheritance and irrespective of kinship.


By writing, as by reading, one can pick one’s own ancestors and establish a second, intellectual hereditary line to rival conventional biological heritage.


If you want to regard the human race itself, as is sometimes suggested, as the world-archiving faculty of a deity, one that preserves awareness of the universe, then the myriad written and printed books – with the exception, of course, of those written by God himself or his numerous emanations – appear as attempts to discharge this futile duty and capture the infinite nature of all things within their finite bodies.


It may be due merely to my inadequate powers of imagination that the book still appears to me as the most complete of all media, even though paper, in use for several centuries now, is not as durable as papyrus, parchment, stone, ceramic or quartz, and not even the Bible – the most commonly printed, most widely translated collection of writings there is – has been handed down to us in its entirety, though its multiplicity of versions increases the chances of its being passed down for the duration of a few human generations, an open time capsule in which the traces of the time that has passed since it was written and printed are recorded as well, and in which every edition of a text proves to be a utopian space not unlike a ruin in which the dead communicate, the past is alive, the written word is true and time is suspended. The book may be inferior in many ways to the new, seemingly incorporeal media that lay claim to its legacy and overwhelm us with information, and may be a conservative medium in the original sense of the word, but it is the only one which, by the very self-sufficiency of its body, in which text, image and design dovetail perfectly with one another, promises to lend order to the world or sometimes even to take its place. The theological division of being into a mortal and immortal part – the body and soul – may be one of the most consoling strategies for overcoming loss. However, for me, the inseparability of form and content is the reason why I like not only to write but also to design books.


This book, like all others, springs from the desire to have something survive, to bring the past into the present, to call to mind the forgotten, to give voice to the silenced and to mourn the lost. Writing cannot bring anything back, but it can enable everything to be experienced. Hence this volume is as much about seeking as finding, as much about losing as gaining, and gives a sense that the difference between presence and absence is perhaps marginal, as long as there is memory.


For a few precious moments during the long years of working on this book, the notion that all things must pass struck me as just as consoling as the image of all the copies of it gathering dust on the shelves.









[image: image]


Southern Cook Islands


Tuanaki


also known as Tuanahe


* The atoll was situated around two hundred nautical miles south of the island of Rarotonga and around one hundred nautical miles south-west of the island of Mangaia.


† Tuanaki must have sunk in a marine earthquake in late 1842/early 1843, for in June 1843 missionaries could no longer locate the island. Not until 1875 was the atoll erased from all maps.


*


It was on a bright, perfectly windless April day exactly seven years ago that I discovered, on a globe in the map department of the National Library, an island by the name of Ganges that I had never heard of. The solitary isle was located in the empty expanse of the north-eastern Pacific Ocean, in the wash of the mighty Kuroshio, that blue-black rippling ocean current that sweeps great bodies of warm salty water tirelessly northwards from the island of Formosa along the Japanese archipelago, and formed the imaginary northern vanishing point of the Mariana and Hawaiian Island chains, the latter of which still bore the name of John Montagu, the Fourth Earl of Sandwich, at least on that sphere of plaster and elaborately printed papier mâché roughly the size of a child’s head. Intrigued by the familiar name and unusual position, I embarked on a bit of research which revealed that, close to the coordinates 31°N 154°E, there had been two sightings of a coral reef and no less than four sightings of land. Its existence, however, was repeatedly called into question by various authorities until, on June 27, 1933, a posse of Japanese hydrographers, after a thorough search of the region in question, announced the official disappearance of Ganges, though the world at large paid little attention to this loss.


Indeed, old atlases record scores of phantom islands. The more accurate the maps became and the less scope they left for uncharted territory, the more frequently seafarers claimed to have sighted such islands, excited by the latest white dots, inspired by the desolation of the fathomless sea, fooled by low-hanging clouds or drifting icebergs, nauseated by briny drinking water, maggoty bread and stringy salt meat, thirsting so eagerly for land and fame that, in their boundless greed, everything they desired coalesced into a cluster of gold and glory, tempting them to note wondrous names in their logbooks alongside prosaic coordinates, to cut through the monotony of their days with would-be discoveries. And so names like Nimrod, Matador and the Auroras started to appear on charts in bold cursive lettering next to the sketchily defined outlines of scattered chunks of land.


Yet it was not these long-unchallenged claims that piqued my interest, but the islands whose one-time existence and subsequent disappearance are vouched for in numerous accounts, and especially the testimonies referring to the sunken isle of Tuanaki, owing in some part, no doubt, to its sonorous name, which has the ring of a long-lost magic word, but above all to the strange reports about the inhabitants of this island stating that fighting was entirely unknown to them and the word “war” was not familiar to them in any of its unpleasant shades of meaning, something that, out of some deep-seated remnant of childlike hope, I was immediately disposed to believe, even if at the same time it reminded me of the wishful utopian dreams outlined in countless treatises which went so far as to claim that another world was possible, but that – as the often verbose descriptions of their increasingly elaborate and hence inhospitable social systems went to show – it was generally only preferable to the existing world in theory. So against my better judgment, I, like so many before me, set out on a search for a land that knew no memory, but only the present, a land in which violence, hardship and death were forgotten, being unknown. And so Tuanaki appeared before me – every bit as magnificent as the sources suggest: an atoll of three islands rising only slightly above sea level in the shallow milky-blue waters of a shimmering lagoon teeming with fish, protected from pounding breakers and relentless tides by a coral reef, home to slender skyward-reaching coconut palms and lush fruit trees, inhabited by a peace-loving people of unrivalled friendliness, in short, a delightful place which, for simplicity’s sake, I pictured in my mind’s eye as paradise, differentiated from that much-vaunted archetype only by the subtle yet significant fact that no knowledge whatsoever was contained within the fruits of its trees besides that truism that it was more of a blessing to stay here than to go, for, as I soon discovered to my astonishment, in this part of the world the Garden of Eden was held to be a place of refuge rather than one of banishment.


The reports describing this improbable patch of land were just detailed enough to plausibly prove that it did indeed once exist, even if the chronometer never determined its exact position, for neither Tasman nor Wallis, neither Bougainville nor even a captain of some wayward whaling ship ever sighted its gentle shores. Again and again I studied the routes of the major South Sea expeditions, followed the dashed and dotted lines across the graticule and through the paper ocean, and compared them with the presumed position of that island which, in a rush of imperial sentiment, I had marked in the bottom-most empty square.


There was no doubt about it: the explorer celebrated to this day by a small continent as the greatest of all its many seafarers to have criss-crossed the globe, must have only narrowly missed Tuanaki on his third and final voyage. Indeed it must have been only just out of sight when his two vessels, launched originally as colliers in the Whitby fog, passed by it on March 27, 1777 – with sails billowing, proud as frigates, in full regalia. It was more than a month since James Cook’s long-serving flagship Resolution and her newer, more manoeuvrable consort ship Discovery had weighed anchors in their customary bay in Queen Charlotte Sound, New Zealand, as a slight breeze blew up, and travelled through the strait named after their captain, after two days finally leaving behind them the hills of Port Palliser, which shimmered blackish-green in the mist, and heading out to the open sea. But the winds were not in their favour. Fresh, changeable breezes were followed by miserable windless spells, and rain-swept squalls by torturous lulls. Even the drift of the westerly winds, which should have carried them with familiar constancy north-east into the same circle of longitude as Otahaiti, failed – contrary to all seasonal forecasts – to materialise, leaving an ever more worrying distance between them and the next anchorage. A lot of time had already been wasted. And with every passing day, hope faded further of still being able to sail along the coast of New Albion during the approaching northern summer in search of the entrance to that much-attested passage which, on the incomplete charts, promised the long-awaited shortening of the maritime route between the Pacific and Atlantic oceans. For the dream of that corridor, fringed with pack-ice yet still navigable, was old and stubborn like all cosmographers’ dreams and had become all the more pressing since the vision of a vast southern continent had had to be abandoned after Cook, in his quest for this legendary land, had ploughed the southern seas in huge, sweeping zigzags and discovered nothing but mountains of ice.
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