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  The Street of Crocodiles




  
 





  Translator’s Preface




  He was small, unattractive and sickly, with a thin angular body and brown, deep-set eyes in a pale triangular face. He taught art at a secondary school for boys at Drohobycz

  in southeastern Poland, where he spent most of his life. He had few friends outside his native city. In his leisure hours – of which there were probably many – he made drawings and

  wrote endlessly, nobody quite knew what. At the age of forty, having received an introduction through friends to Zofia Nalkowska, a distinguished novelist in Warsaw, he sent her some of his

  stories. They were published in 1934 under the title of Cinnamon Shops – and the name of Bruno Schulz was made. Three years later, a further collection of stories, with drawings by the

  author, Sanatorium Under the Sign of the Hourglass, was published; then The Comet, a novella, appeared in a leading literary weekly. In between, Schulz made a translation of

  Kafka’s The Trial. It is said that he was working on a novel entitled The Messiah, but nothing has remained of it. This is the sum total of his literary output.




  After his literary success, he continued to live at Drohobycz. The outbreak of World War II found him there. Together with other Jews of the city, he was confined to the ghetto and, according to

  some reports, ‘protected’ by a Gestapo officer who liked his drawings. One day in 1942, he ventured with a special pass to the ‘Aryan’ quarter, was recognized by another

  Gestapo man, a rival of his protector, and was shot dead in the street.




  When Bruno Schulz’s stories were reissued in Poland in 1957, translated into French and German, and acclaimed everywhere by a new generation of readers to whom he was unknown, attempts

  were made to place his œuvre in the mainstream of Polish literature, to find affinities, derivations, to explain him in terms of one literary theory or another. The task is well nigh

  impossible. He was a solitary man, living apart filled with his dreams, with memories of his childhood, with an intense, formidable inner life, a painter’s imagination, a sensuality and

  responsiveness to physical stimuli which most probably could find satisfaction only in artistic creation – a volcano, smouldering silently in the isolation of a sleepy provincial town.




  The world of Schulz is basically a private world. At this centre is his father – ‘that incorrigible improviser . . . the lonely hero who alone had waged war against the fathomless,

  elemental boredom that strangled the city’. Father, bearded, sometimes resembling a biblical prophet, is one of the great eccentrics of literature. In reality he was a Drohobycz merchant, who

  had inherited a textile business and ran it until illness forced him to abandon it to the care of his wife. He then retired to ten years of enforced idleness and his own world of dreams. Father

  surrounds himself with ledgers and pores over them for days on end – while in reality all he is doing is putting coloured decals on the ruled pages; Father who has zoological interests, who

  imports eggs of rare species of birds and has them hatched in his attic, who is dominated by the blue-eyed servant girl, Adela; who believes that tailors’ dummies should be treated with as

  much respect as human beings; Father who loathes cockroaches to the point of fascination; who in a last apotheosis rises above the vulgar mob of buyers and sellers and, drowning in rivers of cloth,

  blows the horn of Atonement . . . Then there is Mother, who did not love her husband properly and who condemned him therefore to an existence on the periphery of life, because he was not rooted in

  any woman’s heart. There are uncles and aunts and cousins, each described with deadly accuracy, with epithets as from a clinical diagnosis.




  These were Schulz’s people, the people of Drohobycz, at one time the Klondike of Galicia when oil was struck near the city and prosperity entered it and destroyed the old patriarchal way

  of life, bringing false values, bogus Americanization, and new ways of making a quick fortune – when the white spaces of an old map of the city were transformed into a new district, when the

  Street of Crocodiles became its centre, peopled with a race of rattle-headed men and women of easy morals. The old dignity of the cinnamon shops, with their aroma of spices and distant countries,

  changed into something brash, second rate, questionable, slightly suspect.




  One could continue to quote from the stories: somebody might perhaps attempt a psychoanalysis of Schulz on the basis of his writings. Polish and other critics have drawn attention to the

  influence that Thomas Mann, Freud and Kafka exercised on him. This may or may not be true: although it is also said that Schulz first read The Trial when the book was sent to him for

  reviewing after the publication of Cinnamon Shops. What is undoubtedly true is that the atmosphere of both Kafka’s and Schulz’s lives in their respective provinces is not

  dissimilar. These distant outposts of the former Austro-Hungarian empire, with the memories of the ‘good’ Emperor Francis Joseph still a living tradition, looked up to Vienna as the

  centre of cultural and artistic life much more than to Prague or Warsaw.




  But whether or not these derivations existed in fact does not really matter, the stories still speak for themselves in the same voice as in the 1930s and there emerges from them in a sunken

  world, lost for ever under the lava of history, an ordinary provincial city with ordinary people going about their daily tasks, a city scorched by the hot summers of every school child’s

  holidays, sometimes shaken by unexpected high winds from the mountains, but mostly sleepy and lethargic – here brought to life by the magic touch of a poetic genius, in a prose as memorable,

  powerful and unique as are the brushstrokes of Marc Chagall.




  
 





  August




  1




  In July my father went to take the waters and left me, with my mother and elder brother, a prey to the blinding white heat of the summer days. Dizzy with light, we dipped into

  that enormous book of holidays, its pages blazing with sunshine and scented with the sweet melting pulp of golden pears.




  On those luminous mornings Adela returned from the market, like Pomona emerging from the flames of day, spilling from her basket the colourful beauty of the sun – the shiny pink cherries

  full of juice under their transparent skins, the mysterious black morellos that smelled so much better than they tasted; apricots in whose golden pulp lay the core of long afternoons. And next to

  that pure poetry of fruit, she unloaded sides of meat with their keyboard of ribs swollen with energy and strength, and seaweeds of vegetables like dead octopuses and squids – the raw

  material of meals with a yet undefined taste, the vegetative and terrestrial ingredients of dinner, exuding a wild and rustic smell.




  The dark second-floor apartment of the house in Market Square was shot through each day by the naked heat of summer: the silence of the shimmering streaks of air, the squares of brightness

  dreaming their intense dreams on the floor; the sound of a barrel organ rising from the deepest golden vein of day; two or three bars of a chorus, played on a distant piano over and over again,

  melting in the sun on the white pavement, lost in the fire of high noon.




  After tidying up, Adela would plunge the rooms into semi-darkness by drawing down the linen blinds. All colours immediately fell an octave lower, the room filled with shadows, as if it had sunk

  to the bottom of the sea and the light was reflected in mirrors of green water – and the heat of the day began to breathe on the blinds as they stirred slightly in their daydreams.




  On Saturday afternoons I used to go for a walk with my mother. From the dusk of the hallway, we stepped at once into the brightness of the day. The passers-by, bathed in melting gold, had their

  eyes half closed against the glare, as if they were drenched with honey. Upper lips were drawn back, exposing the teeth. Everyone in this golden day wore that grimace of heat – as if the sun

  had forced his worshippers to wear identical masks of gold. The old and the young, women and children, greeted each other with these masks, painted on their faces with thick gold paint; they smiled

  at each other’s pagan faces – the barbaric smiles of Bacchus.




  Market Square was empty and white-hot, swept by hot winds like a biblical desert. The thorny acacias, growing in this emptiness, looked with their bright leaves like the trees on old tapestries.

  Although there was no breath of wind, they rustled their foliage in a theatrical gesture, as if wanting to display the elegance of the silver lining of their leaves that resembled the fox-fur

  lining of a nobleman’s coat. The old houses, worn smooth by the winds of innumerable days, played tricks with the reflections of the atmosphere, with echoes and memories of colours scattered

  in the depth of the cloudless sky. It seemed as if whole generations of summer days, like patient stonemasons cleaning the mildewed plaster from old façades, had removed the deceptive

  varnish revealing more and more clearly the true face of the houses, the features that fate had given them and life had shaped for them from the inside. Now the windows, blinded by the glare of the

  empty square, had fallen asleep; the balconies declared their emptiness to heaven; the open doorways smelt of coolness and wine.




  A bunch of ragamuffins, sheltering in a corner of the square from the flaming broom of the heat, beleaguered a piece of wall, throwing buttons and coins at it over and over again, as if wishing

  to read in the horoscope of those metal discs the real secret written in the hieroglyphics of cracks and scratched lines. Apart from them, the square was deserted. One expected that, any minute,

  the Samaritan’s donkey, led by the bridle, would stop in front of the wine merchant’s vaulted doorway and that two servants would carefully ease a sick man from the red-hot saddle and

  carry him slowly up the cool stairs to the floor above, already redolent of the Sabbath.




  Thus my mother and I ambled along the two sunny sides of Market Square, guiding our broken shadows along the houses as over a keyboard. Under our soft steps the squares of the paving stones

  slowly filed past – some the pale pink of human skin, some golden, some blue-grey, all flat, warm and velvety in the sun, like sundials, trodden to the point of obliteration, into blessed

  nothingness.




  And finally on the corner of Stryjska Street we passed within the shadow of the chemist’s shop. A large jar of raspberry juice in the wide window symbolized the coolness of balms which can

  relieve all kinds of pain. After we passed a few more houses, the street ceased to maintain any pretence of urbanity, like a man returning to his little village who, piece by piece, strips off his

  Sunday best, slowly changing back into a peasant as he gets closer to his home.




  The suburban houses were sinking, windows and all, into the exuberant tangle of blossom in their little gardens. Overlooked by the light of day, weeds and wild flowers of all kinds luxuriated

  quietly, glad of the interval for dreams beyond the margin of time on the borders of an endless day. An enormous sunflower, lifted on a powerful stem and suffering from hypertrophy, clad in the

  yellow mourning of the last sorrowful days of its life, bent under the weight of its monstrous girth. But the naïve suburban bluebells and unpretentious dimity flowers stood helpless in their

  starched pink and white shifts, indifferent to the sunflower’s tragedy.




  2




  A tangled thicket of grasses, weeds, and thistles crackled in the fire of the afternoon. The sleeping garden was resonant with flies. The golden field of stubble shouted in the

  sun like a tawny cloud of locusts; in the thick rain of fire the crickets screamed; seed pods exploded softly like grasshoppers.




  And over by the fence the sheepskin of grass lifted in a hump, as if the garden had turned over in its sleep, its broad, peasant back rising and falling as it breathed on the stillness of the

  earth. There the untidy, feminine ripeness of August had expanded into enormous, impenetrable clumps of burdocks spreading their sheets of leafy tin, their luxuriant tongues of fleshy greenery.

  There, those protuberant bur clumps spread themselves, like resting peasant women, half-enveloped in their own swirling skirts. There, the garden offered free of charge the cheapest fruits of wild

  lilac, the heady aquavit of mint and all kinds of August trash. Both on the other side of the fence, behind that jungle of summer in which the stupidity of weeds reigned unchecked, there was a

  rubbish heap on which thistles grew in wild profusion. No one knew that there, on that refuse dump, the month of August had chosen to hold that year its pagan orgies. There, pushed against the

  fence and hidden by the elders, stood the bed of the halfwit girl, Touya, as we all called her. On a heap of discarded junk of old saucepans, abandoned single shoes, and chunks of plaster, stood a

  bed, painted green, propped up on two bricks where one leg was missing.




  The air over that midden, wild with the heat, cut through by the lightning of shiny horseflies, driven mad by the sun, crackled as if filled with invisible rattles, exciting one to frenzy.




  Touya sits hunched up among the yellow bedding and odd rags, her large head covered by a mop of tangled black hair. Her face works like the bellows of an accordion. Every now and then a

  sorrowful grimace folds it into a thousand vertical pleats, but astonishment soon straightens it out again, ironing out the folds, revealing the chinks of small eyes and damp gums with yellow teeth

  under snoutlike flashy lips. Hours pass, filled with heat and boredom; Touya chatters in a monotone, dozes, mumbles softly, and coughs. Her immobile frame is covered by a thick cloak of flies. But

  suddenly the whole heap of dirty rags begins to move, as if stirred by the scratching of a litter of newborn rats. The flies wake up in fright and rise in a huge, furious buzzing cloud, filled with

  coloured light reflected from the sun. And while the rags slip to the ground and spread out over the rubbish heap, like frightened rats, a form emerges and reveals itself: the dark half-naked idiot

  girl rises slowly to her feet and stands like a pagan idol, on short childish legs; her neck swells with anger, and from her face, red with fury, on which the arabesques of bulging veins stand out

  as in a primitive painting, comes forth a hoarse animal scream, originating deep in the lungs hidden in that half-animal, half-divine breast. The sun-dried thistles shout, the plantains swell and

  boast their shameless flesh, the weeds salivate with glistening poison, and the halfwit girl hoarse with shouting, convulsed with madness, presses her fleshy belly in an access of lust against the

  trunk of an elder, which groans softly under the insistent pressure of that libidinous passion, incited by the whole ghastly chorus to hideous unnatural fertility.




  Touya’s mother Maria hired herself to housewives to scrub floors. She was a small saffron-yellow woman, and it was with saffron that she wiped the floors, the deal tables, the benches, and

  the banisters which she had scrubbed in the homes of the poor.




  Once Adela took me to the old woman’s house. It was early in the morning when we entered the small blue-walled room, with its mud floor, lying in a patch of bright yellow sunlight in the

  still of the morning broken only by the frighteningly loud ticking of a cottage clock on the wall. In a straw-filled chest lay the foolish Maria, white as a wafer and motionless like a glove from

  which a hand had been withdrawn. And, as if taking advantage of her sleep, the silence talked, the yellow, bright, evil silence delivered its monologue, argued, and loudly spoke its vulgar maniacal

  soliloquy. Maria’s time – the time imprisoned in her soul – had left her and – terribly real – filled the room, vociferous and hellish in the bright silence of the

  morning, rising from the noisy mill of the clock like a cloud of bad flour, powdery flour, the stupid flour of madmen.
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  In one of those cottages, surrounded by brown railings and submerged in the lush green of its garden, lived Aunt Agatha. Coming through the garden to visit her, we passed

  numerous coloured glass balls stuck on flimsy poles. In these pink, green, and violet balls were enclosed bright shining worlds, like the ideally happy pictures contained in the peerless perfection

  of soap bubbles.




  In the gloom of the hall, with its old lithographs, rotten with mildew and blind with age, we rediscovered a well known smell. In that old familiar smell was contained a marvellously simple

  synthesis of the life of those people, the distillation of their race, the quality of their blood, and the secret of their fate, imperceptibly mixed day by day with the passage of their own,

  private, time. The old, wise door, the silent witness of the entries and exits of mother, daughters, sons, whose dark sighs accompanied the comings and goings of those people, now opened

  noiselessly like the door of a wardrobe, and we stepped into their life. They were sitting as if in the shadow of their own destiny and did not fight against it; with their first, clumsy gestures

  they revealed their secret to us. Besides, were we not related to them by blood and by fate?




  The room was dark and velvety from the royal blue wallpaper with its gold pattern, but even here the echo of the flaming day shimmered brassily on the picture frames, on door knobs and gilded

  borders, although it came through the filter of the dense greenery of the garden. From her chair against the wall, Aunt Agatha rose to greet us, tall and ample, her round white flesh blotchy with

  the rust of freckles. We sat down beside them, as on the verge of their lives, rather embarrassed by their defenceless surrender to us, and we drank water with rose syrup, a wonderful drink in

  which I found the deepest essence of that hot Saturday.




  My aunt was complaining. It was the principal burden of her conversation, the voice of that white and fertile flesh, floating as it were outside the boundaries of her person, held only loosely

  in the fetters of individual form, and despite those fetters, ready to multiply, to scatter, branch out, and divide into a family. It was an almost self-propagating fertility, a femininity without

  rein, morbidly expansive.




  It seemed as if the very whiff of masculinity, the smell of tobacco smoke, or a bachelor’s joke, would spark off this feverish femininity and entice it to a lascivious virgin birth. And in

  fact, all her complaints about her husband or her servants, all her worries about the children were only the caprices of her incompletely satisfied fertility, a logical extension of the rude,

  angry, lachrymose coquetry with which, to no purpose, she plagued her husband. Uncle Mark, small and hunched, with a face fallow of sex, sat in his grey bankruptcy, reconciled to his fate, in the

  shadow of a limitless contempt in which he seemed only to relax. His grey eyes reflected the distant glow of the garden, spreading in the window.




  Sometimes he tried with a feeble gesture to raise an objection, to resist, but the wave of self-sufficient femininity hurled aside that unimportant gesture, triumphantly passed him by, and

  drowned the feeble stirrings of male assertiveness under its broad flood.




  There was something tragic in that immoderate fertility; the misery of a creature fighting on the borders of nothingness and death, the heroism of womanhood triumphing by fertility over the

  shortcomings of nature, over the insufficiency of the male. But their offspring showed justification for that panic of maternity, of a passion for childbearing which became exhausted in

  ill-starred pregnancies, in an ephemeral generation of phantoms without blood or face.




  Lucy, the second eldest, now entered the room, her head overdeveloped for her childlike, plump body, her flesh white and delicate. She stretched out to me a small doll-like hand, a hand in bud,

  and blushed all over her face like a peony. Unhappy because of her blushes, which shamelessly revealed the secrets of menstruation, she closed her eyes and reddened even more deeply under the touch

  of the most indifferent question, for she saw in each a secret allusion to her most sensitive maidenhood.




  Emil, the eldest of the cousins, with a fair moustache in a face from which life seemed to have washed away all expression, was walking up and down the room, his hands in the pockets of his

  voluminous trousers.




  His elegant, expensive clothes bore the imprint of the exotic countries he had visited. His pale flabby face seemed from day to day to lose its outline to become a white blank wall with a pale

  network of veins, like lines on an old map occasionally stirred by the fading memories of a stormy and wasted life.




  He was a master of card tricks, he smoked long, noble pipes, and he smelled strangely of distant lands. With his gaze wandering over old memories, he told curious stories, which at some point

  would suddenly stop, disintegrate, and blow away.




  My eyes followed him nostalgically, and I wished he would notice me and liberate me from the tortures of boredom. And indeed, it seemed as if he gave me a wink before going into an adjoining

  room and I followed him there. He was sitting on a small low sofa, his crossed knees almost level with his head, which was bald like a billiard ball. It seemed as if it were only his clothes that

  had been thrown, crumpled and empty, over a chair. His face seemed like the breath of a face – a smudge which an unknown passer-by had left in the air. In his white, blue-enamelled hands he

  was holding a wallet and looking at something in it.




  From the mist of his face, the protruding white of a pale eye emerged with difficulty, enticing me with a wink. I felt an irresistible sympathy for Emil.




  He took me between his knees and, shuffling some photographs in front of my eyes as if they were a pack of cards, he showed me naked women and boys in strange positions. I stood leaning against

  him looking at those delicate human bodies with distant, unseeing eyes, when all of a sudden the fluid of an obscure excitement with which the air seemed charged, reached me and pierced me with a

  shiver of uneasiness, a wave of sudden comprehension. But meanwhile that ghost of a smile which had appeared under Emil’s soft and beautiful moustache, the seed of desire which had shown in a

  pulsating vein on his temple, the tenseness which for a moment had kept his features concentrated, all fell away again and his face receded into indifference and became absent and finally faded

  away altogether.




  
 





  Visitation




  1




  Already for some time our town had been sinking into the perpetual greyness of dusk, had become affected at the edges by a rash of shadows, by fluffy mildew, and by moss the

  dull colour of iron.




  Hardly was it freed from the brown smoke and the mists of the morning, than the day turned into a lowering amber afternoon, became for a brief moment transparent, taking the golden colour of

  ale, only to ascend under the multiple fantastic domes of vast, colour-filled nights.




  We lived on Market Square, in one of those dark houses with empty blind looks, so difficult to distinguish one from the other.




  This gave endless possibilities for mistakes. For, once you had entered the wrong doorway and set foot on the wrong staircase, you were liable to find yourself in a real labyrinth of unfamiliar

  apartments and balconies, and unexpected doors opening on to strange empty courtyards, and you forgot the initial object of the expedition, only to recall it days later after numerous strange and

  complicated adventures, on regaining the family home in the grey light of dawn.




  Full of large wardrobes, vast sofas, faded mirrors, and cheap artificial palms, our apartment sank deeper and deeper into a state of neglect owing to the indolence of my mother, who spent most

  of her time in the shop, and the carelessness of slim-legged Adela, who, without anyone to supervise her, spent her days in front of a mirror, endlessly making up and leaving everywhere tufts of

  combed-out hair, brushes, odd slippers, and discarded corsets.




  No one ever knew exactly how many rooms we had in our apartment, because no one ever remembered how many of them were let to strangers. Often one would by chance open the door to one of these

  forgotten rooms and find it empty; the lodger had moved out a long time ago. In the drawers, untouched for months, one would make unexpected discoveries.




  In the downstairs rooms lived the shop assistants and sometimes during the night we were awakened by their nightmares. In winter it would be still deep night when Father went down to these cold

  and dark rooms, the light of his candle scattering flocks of shadows so that they fled sideways along the floor and up the walls; his task to wake the snoring men from their stone-hard sleep.




  In the light of the candle, which Father left with them, they unwound themselves lazily from the dirty bedding, then, sitting on the edge of their beds, stuck out their bare and ugly feet and,

  with socks in their hands, abandoned themselves for a moment to the delights of yawning – a yawning crossing the borders of sensuous pleasure, leading to a painful cramp of the palate, almost

  to nausea.




  In the corners, large cockroaches sat immobile, hideously enlarged by their own shadows which the burning candle imposed on them and which remained attached to their flat, headless bodies when

  they suddenly ran off with weird, spiderlike movements.




  At that time, my father’s health began to fail. Even in the first weeks of this early winter, he would spend whole days in bed, surrounded by bottles of medicine and boxes of pills, and

  ledgers brought up to him from the shop. The bitter smell of illness settled like a rug in the room and the arabesques on the wallpaper loomed darker.




  In the evenings, when Mother returned from the shop, Father was often excited and inclined to argue.




  As he reproached her for inaccuracies in the accounts his cheeks became flushed and he became almost insane with anger, I remember more than once waking in the middle of the night to see him in

  his nightshirt, running in his bare feet up and down the leather sofa to demonstrate his irritation to my baffled mother.




  On other days he was calm and composed, completely absorbed in the account books, lost in a maze of complicated calculations.




  I can still see him in the light of the smoking lamp, crouched among his pillows under the large carved headboard of the bed, swaying backwards and forwards in silent meditation, his head making

  an enormous shadow on the wall.




  From time to time, he raised his eyes from the ledgers as if to come up for air, opened his mouth, smacking his lips with distaste as if his tongue were dry and bitter, and looked around

  helplessly, as if searching for something.




  It then sometimes happened that he quietly got out of bed and ran to the corner of the room where an intimate instrument hung on the wall. It was a kind of hourglass-shaped water jar marked in

  ounces and filled with a dark fluid. My father attached himself to it with a long rubber hose as if with a gnarled, aching navel cord and, thus connected with the miserable apparatus, he became

  tense with concentration, his eyes darkened, and an expression of suffering, or perhaps of forbidden pleasure, spread over his pale face.




  Then again came days of quiet, concentrated work, interrupted by lonely monologues. While he sat there in the light of the lamp among the pillows of the large bed, and the room grew enormous as

  the shadows above the lampshade merged with the deep city night beyond the windows, he felt, without looking, how the pullulating jungle of wallpaper, filled with whispers, lisping and hissing,

  closed in around him. He heard, without looking, a conspiracy of knowingly winking hidden eyes, of alert ears opening up among the flowers on the wall, of dark, smiling mouths.




  He then pretended to become even more engrossed in his work, adding and calculating, trying not to betray the anger which rose in him and overcoming the temptation to throw himself blindly

  forwards with a sudden shout to grab fistfuls of those curly arabesques, or of those sheaves of eyes and ears which swarmed out from the night and grew and multiplied, sprouting, with ever-new

  ghostlike shoots and branches, from the womb of darkness. And he calmed down only when, in the morning with the ebb of night, the wallpaper wilted, shed its leaves and petals and thinned down

  autumnally, letting in the distant dawn.




  Then, among the twittering of wallpaper birds in the yellow wintry dawn, he would fall, for a few hours, into a heavy black sleep.




  For days, even for weeks, while he seemed to be engrossed in the complicated current accounts – his thoughts had been secretly plumbing the depths of his own entrails. He would hold his

  breath and listen. And when his gaze returned, pale and troubled, from that labyrinth, he calmed it with a smile. He did not wish to believe those assumptions and suggestions which oppressed him,

  and rejected them as absurd.




  In daytime, these were more like arguments and persuasions; long monotonous reasonings, conducted half-aloud and with humorous interludes of teasing and banter. But at night these voices rose

  with greater passion. The demands were made more clearly and more loudly, and we heard him talk to God, as if begging for something or fighting against someone who made insistent claims and issued

  orders.




  Until one night that voice rose threateningly and irresistibly, demanding that he should bear witness to it with his mouth and with his entrails. And we heard the spirit enter into him as he

  rose from his bed, tall and growing in prophetic anger, choking with brash words that he emitted like a machine gun. We heard the din of battle and Father’s groans, the groans of a titan with

  a broken hip, but still capable of wrath.




  I have never seen an Old Testament prophet, but at the sight of this man stricken by God’s fire, sitting clumsily on an enormous china chamberpot behind a windmill of arms, a screen of

  desperate wrigglings over which there towered his voice, grown unfamiliar and hard. I understood the divine anger of saintly men.




  It was a dialogue as grim as the language of thunder. The jerkings of his arms cut the sky into pieces, and in the cracks there appeared the face of Jehovah swollen with anger and spitting out

  curses. Without looking, I saw him, the terrible Demiurge, as, resting on darkness as on Sinai, propping his powerful palms on the pelmet of the curtains, he pressed his enormous face against the

  upper panes of the window which flattened horribly his large fleshy nose.




  I heard my father’s voice during the intermissions in these prophetic tirades. I heard the windows shake from the powerful growl of the swollen lips, mixed with the explosions of

  entreaties, laments, and threats uttered by father.




  Sometimes the voices quietened down and grumbled softly, like the nightly chatter of wind in a chimney, then again they exploded with a large, tumultuous noise, in a storm of sobs mixed with

  curses. Suddenly the window opened with a dark yawn and a sheet of darkness wafted across the room.




  In a flash of lightning I could see my father, his nightshirt unbuttoned, as, cursing terribly, he empties with a masterful gesture the contents of the chamberpot into the darkness below.




  2




  My father was slowly fading, wilting before our eyes.




  Hunched among the enormous pillows, his grey hair standing wildly on end, he talked to himself in undertones, engrossed in some complicated private business. It seemed as if his personality had

  split into a number of opposing and quarrelling selves; he argued loudly with himself, persuading forcibly and passionately, pleading and begging; then again he seemed to be presiding over a

  meeting of many interested parties whose views he tried to reconcile with a great show of energy and conviction. But every time these noisy meetings, during which tempers would rise violently,

  dissolved into curses, execrations, maledictions, and insults.




  Then came a period of appeasement, of an interior calm, a blessed serenity of spirit. Again the great ledgers were spread on the bed, on the table, on the floor, and an almost monastic calm

  reigned in the light of the lamp, over the white bedding, over my father’s grey, bowed head.




  But when Mother returned late at night from the shop, Father became animated, called her and showed her with great pride the wonderful coloured decals with which he had laboriously adorned the

  pages of the main ledger.




  About that time we noticed that Father began to shrink from day to day, like a nut drying inside the shell.




  This shrinking was not accompanied by any loss of strength. On the contrary: there seemed to be an improvement in his general state of health, in his humour, and in his mobility.




  Now he often laughed loudly and gaily; sometimes he was almost overcome with laughter; at others, he would knock on the side of the bed and answer himself. ‘Come in,’ in various

  tones, for hours on end. From time to time, he scrambled down from the bed, climbed on top of the wardrobe, and crouching under the ceiling, sorted out old dust-covered odds and ends.




  Sometimes he put two chairs back to back and, taking his weight on them, swung his legs backwards and forwards, looking with shining eyes for an expression of admiration and encouragement in our

  faces. It seemed as if he had become completely reconciled with God. Sometimes at night, the face of the bearded Demiurge would appear at the bedroom window, bathed in the dark purple glare of

  Bengal fire, but it only looked for a moment benevolently on my sleeping father whose melodious snoring seemed to wander far into the unknown regions of the world of sleep.




  During the long twilight afternoons of this winter, my father would spend hours rummaging in corners full of old junk, as if he were feverishly searching for something.




  And sometimes at dinnertime, when we had all taken our places at the table, Father would be missing. On such occasions, Mother had to call ‘Jacob!’ over and over again and knock her

  spoon against the table before he emerged from inside a wardrobe, covered with dust and cobwebs, his eyes vacant, his mind on some complicated matter known only to himself which absorbed him

  completely.




  Occasionally he climbed on a pelment and froze into immobility, a counterpart to the large stuffed vulture which hung on the wall opposite. In this crouching pose, with misty eyes and a sly

  smile on his lips, he remained for long periods without moving, except to flap his arms like wings and crow like a cock whenever anybody entered the room.




  We ceased to pay attention to these oddities in which Father became daily more and more involved. Almost completely rid of bodily needs, not taking any nourishment for weeks, he plunged deeper

  every day into some strange and complex affairs that were beyond our understanding. To all our persuasions and our entreaties, he answered in fragments of his interior monologue, which nothing from

  the outside could disturb. Constantly absorbed, morbidly excited, with flushes on his dry cheeks he did not notice us or even hear us any more.




  We became used to his harmless presence, to his soft babbling, and that childlike self-absorbed twittering, which sounded as if they came from the margin of our own time. During that period he

  used to disappear for many days into some distant corner of the house and it was difficult to locate him.




  Gradually these disappearances ceased to make any impression on us, we became used to them and when, after many days, Father reappeared a few inches shorter and much thinner, we did not stop to

  think about it. We did not count him as one of us any more, so very remote had he become from everything that was human and real. Knot by knot, he loosened himself from us; point by point, he gave

  up the ties joining him to the human community.




  What still remained of him – the small shroud of his body and the handful of nonsensical oddities – would finally disappear one day, as unremarked as the grey heap of rubbish swept

  into a corner, waiting to be taken by Adela to the rubbish dump.




  
 





  Birds




  Came the yellow days of winter, filled with boredom. The rust-coloured earth was covered with a threadbare, meagre tablecloth of snow full of holes. There was not enough of it

  for some of the roofs and so they stood there, black and brown, shingle and thatch, arks containing the sooty expanses of attics – coal-black cathedrals, bristling with ribs of rafters,

  beams, and spars – the dark lungs of winter winds. Each dawn revealed new chimney stacks and chimney pots which had emerged during the hours of darkness, blown up by the night winds: the

  black pipes of a devil’s organ. The chimney sweeps could not get rid of the crows which in the evening covered the branches of the trees around the church with living black leaves, then took

  off, fluttering, and came back, each clinging to its own place on its own branch, only to fly away at dawn in large flocks, like gusts of soot, flakes of dirt, undulating and fantastic, blackening

  with their insistent crowing the musty yellow streaks of light. The days hardened with cold and boredom like last year’s loaves of bread. One began to cut them with blunt knives without

  appetite, with a lazy indifference.




  Father had stopped going out. He banked up the stoves, studied the ever elusive essence of fire, experienced the salty, metallic taste and the smoky smell of wintry salamanders that licked the

  shiny soot in the throat of the chimney. He applied himself lovingly at that time to all manner of small repairs in the upper regions of the rooms. At all hours of the day one could see him

  crouched on top of a ladder, working at something under the ceiling, at the cornices over the tall windows, at the counterweights and chains of the hanging lamps. Following the custom of house

  painters, he used a pair of steps as enormous stilts and he felt perfectly happy in that bird’s eye perspective close to the sky, leaves and birds painted on the ceiling. He grew more and

  more remote from practical affairs. When my mother, worried and unhappy about his condition, tried to draw him into a conversation about business, about the payments due at the end of the month, he

  listened to her absent mindedly, anxiety showing in his abstracted look. Sometimes he stopped her with a warning gesture of the hand in order to run to a corner of the room, put his ear to a crack

  in the floor and, by lifting the index fingers of both hands, emphasize the gravity of the investigation, and begin to listen intently. At that time we did not yet understand the sad origin of

  these eccentricities, the deplorable complex which had been maturing in him.




  Mother had no influence over him, but he gave a lot of respectful attention to Adela. The cleaning of his room was to him a great and important ceremony, of which he always arranged to be a

  witness, watching all Adela’s movements with a mixture of apprehension and pleasurable excitement. He ascribed to all her functions a deeper, symbolic meaning. When, with young firm gestures,

  the girl pushed a long-handled broom along the floor, Father could hardly bear it. Tears would stream from his eyes, silent laughter transformed his face, and his body was shaken by spasms of

  delight. He was ticklish to the point of madness. It was enough for Adela to waggle her fingers at him to imitate tickling, for him to rush through all the rooms in a wild panic, banging the doors

  after him, to fall at last on the bed in the farthest room and wriggle in convulsions of laughter, imagining the tickling which he found irresistible. Because of this, Adela’s power over

  Father was almost limitless.




  At that time we noticed for the first time Father’s passionate interest in animals. To begin with, it was the passion of the huntsman and the artist rolled into one. It was also perhaps a

  deeper, biological sympathy of one creature for kindred, yet different, forms of life, a kind of experimenting in the unexplored regions of existence. Only at a later stage did matters take that

  uncanny, complicated, essentially sinful and unnatural turn, which it is better not to bring into the light of day.




  But it all began with the hatching out of birds’ eggs.




  With a great outlay of effort and money, Father imported from Hamburg, or Holland, or from zoological stations in Africa, birds’ eggs on which he set enormous brood hens from Belgium. It

  was a process which fascinated me as well – this hatching out of the chicks, which were real anomalies of shape and colour. It was difficult to anticipate – in these monsters with

  enormous, fantastic beaks which they opened wide immediately after birth, hissing greedily to show the backs of their throats, in these lizards with frail, naked bodies of hunchbacks – the

  future peacocks, pheasants, grouse, or condors. Placed in cotton wool, in baskets, this dragon brood lifted blind, walleyed heads on thin necks, croaking voicelessly from their dumb throats. My

  father would walk along the shelves, dressed in a green baize apron, like a gardener in a hothouse of cacti, and conjure up from nothingness these blind bubbles, pulsating with life, these impotent

  bellies receiving the outside world only in the form of food, these growths on the surface of life, climbing blindfold towards the light. A few weeks later, when these blind buds of matter burst

  open, the rooms were filled with the bright chatter and scintillating chirruping of their new inhabitants. The birds perched on the curtain pelmets, on the tops of wardrobes; they nestled in the

  tangle of tin branches and the metal scrolls of the hanging lamps.




  While Father pored over his large ornithological textbooks and studied their coloured plates, these feathery phantasms seemed to rise from the pages and fill the rooms with colours, with

  splashes of crimson, strips of sapphire, verdigris, and silver. At feeding time they formed a motley, undulating bed on the floor, a living carpet which at the intrusion of a stranger would fall

  apart, scatter into fragments, flutter in the air, and finally settle high under the ceilings. I remember in particular a certain condor, an enormous bird with a featherless neck, its face wrinkled

  and knobbly. It was an emaciated ascetic, a Buddhist lama, full of imperturbable dignity in its behaviour, guided by the rigid ceremonial of its great species. When it sat facing my father,

  motionless in the monumental position of ageless Egyptian idols, its eyes covered with a whitish cataract which it pulled down sideways over its pupil to shut itself up completely in the

  contemplation of its dignified solitude – it seemed, with its stony profile, like an older brother of my father’s. Its body and muscles seemed to be made of the same material, it had

  the same hard, wrinkled skin, the same desiccated bony face, the same horny, deep eye sockets. Even the hands, strong in the joints, my father’s long thick hands with their rounded nails, had

  their counterpart in the condor’s claws. I could not resist the impression, when looking at the sleeping condor, that I was in the presence of a mummy – a dried-out, shrunken mummy of

  my father. I believe that even my mother noticed this strange resemblance, although we never discussed the subject. It is significant that the condor used my father’s chamberpot.




  Not content with the hatching out of more and more new specimens, my father arranged the marriages of birds in the attic, he sent out matchmakers, he tied up eager attractive birds in the holes

  and crannies under the roof, and soon the roof of our house, an enormous double-rigged shingle roof, became a real birds’ hostel, a Noah’s ark to which all kinds of feathery creatures

  flew from far afield. Long after the liquidation of the birds’ paradise, this tradition persisted in the avian world and during the period of spring migration our roof was besieged by whole

  flocks of cranes, pelicans, peacocks, and sundry other birds. However, after a short period of splendour, the whole undertaking took a sorry turn.




  It soon became necessary to move my father to two rooms at the top of the house which had served as storage rooms. We could hear from there, at dawn, the mixed clangour of birds’ voices.

  The wooden walls of the attic rooms, helped by the resonance of the empty space under the gables, sounded with the roar, the flutterings, the crowing, the gurgling, the mating cries. For a few

  weeks Father was lost to view. He only rarely came down to the apartment and, when he did, we noticed that he seemed to have shrunk, to have become smaller and thinner. Occasionally forgetting

  himself, he would rise from his chair at table, wave his arms as if they were wings, and emit a long-drawn-out bird’s call while his eyes misted over. Then, rather embarrassed, he would join

  us in laughing it off and try to turn the whole incident into a joke.




  One day, during spring cleaning, Adela suddenly appeared in Father’s bird kingdom. Stopping in the doorway, she wrung her hands at the fetid smell that filled the room, the heaps of

  droppings covering the floor, the tables, and the chairs. Without hesitation, she flung open the window and, with the help of a long broom, she prodded the whole mass of birds into life. A fiendish

  cloud of feathers and wings arose screaming, and Adela, like a furious maenad protected by the whirlwind of her thyrsus, danced the dance of destruction. My father, waving his arms in panic, tried

  to lift himself into the air with his feathered cock. Slowly the winged cloud thinned until at last Adela remained on the battlefield, exhausted and out of breath, along with my father, who now,

  adopting a worried hangdog expression, was ready to accept complete defeat.




  A moment later, my father came downstairs – a broken man, an exiled king who had lost his throne and his kingdom.




  
 





  Tailors’ Dummies




  The affair of the birds was the last colourful and splendid counteroffensive of fantasy which my father, that incorrigible improviser, that fencing master of imagination, had

  led against the trenches and defence-works of a sterile and empty winter. Only now do I understand the lonely hero who alone had waged war against the fathomless, elemental boredom that strangled

  the city. Without any support, without recognition on our part, that strangest of men was defending the lost cause of poetry. He was like a magic mill, into the hoppers of which the bran of empty

  hours was poured, to re-emerge flowering in all the colours and scents of Oriental spices. But, used to the splendid showmanship of that metaphysical conjurer, we were inclined to underrate the

  value of his sovereign magic, which saved us from the lethargy of empty days and nights.




  Adela was not rebuked for her thoughtless and brutal vandalism. On the contrary, we felt a vile satisfaction, a disgraceful pleasure that Father’s exuberance had been curbed, for although

  we had enjoyed it to the full, we later ignominiously denied all responsibility for it. Perhaps in our treachery there was secret approval of the victorious Adela to whom we simply ascribed some

  commission and assignment from forces of a higher order. Betrayed by us all, Father retreated without a fight from the scenes of his recent glory. Without crossing swords, he surrendered to the

  enemy the kingdom of his former splendour. A voluntary exile, he took himself off to an empty room at the end of the passage and there immured himself in solitude.




  We forgot him.




  We were beset again from all sides by the mournful greyness of the city which crept through the windows with the dark rash of dawn, with the mushroom growth of dusk, developing into the shaggy

  fur of long winter nights. The wallpaper of the rooms, blissfully unconstrained in those former days and accessible to the multicoloured flights of the birds, closed in on itself and hardened,

  becoming engrossed in the monotony of bitter monologues.




  The chandeliers blackened and wilted like old thistles; now they hung dejected and ill-tempered, their glass pendants ringing softly whenever anybody groped their way through the dimly lit room.

  In vain did Adela put coloured candles in all the holders; they were a poor substitute for, a pale reflection of, those splendid illuminations which had so recently enlivened these hanging gardens.

  Oh, what a twittering had been there, what swift and fantastic flights cutting the air into packs of magic cards, sprinkling thick flakes of azure, of peacock and parrot green, of metallic sparkle,

  drawing lines and flourishes in the air, displaying coloured fans which remained suspended, long after flight, in the shimmering atmosphere. Even now, in the depth of the greyness, echoes and

  memories of brightness were hidden but nobody caught them, no clarinet drilled the troubled air.




  Those weeks passed under the sign of a strange drowsiness.




  Beds unmade for days on end, piled high with bedding crumpled and disordered from the weight of dreams, stood like deep boats waiting to sail into the dank and confusing labyrinths of some dark

  starless Venice. In the bleakness of dawn, Adela brought us coffee. Lazily we started dressing in the cold rooms, in the light of a single candle reflected many times in black window-panes. The

  mornings were full of aimless bustle, of prolonged searches in endless drawers and cupboards. The clacking of Adela’s slippers could be heard all over the apartment. The shop assistants lit

  the lanterns, took the large shop keys which mother handed them and went out into the thick swirling darkness. Mother could not come to terms with her dressing. The candles burned smaller in the

  candlesticks. Adela disappeared somewhere into the farthest rooms or into the attic where she hung the washing. She was deaf to our calling. A newly lit, dirty, bleak fire in the stove licked at

  the cold shiny growth of soot in the throat of the chimney. The candle died out, and the room filled with gloom. With our heads on the tablecloth, among the remains of breakfast, we fell asleep,

  still half-dressed. Lying face downwards on the furry lap of darkness, we sailed in its regular breathing into the starless nothingness. We were awakened by Adela’s noisy tidying up. Mother

  could not cope with her dressing. Before she had finished doing her hair, the shop assistants were back for lunch. The half-light in the market place was now the colour of golden smoke. For a

  moment it looked as if out of that smoke-coloured honey, that opaque amber, a most beautiful afternoon would unfold. But the happy moment passed, the amalgam of dawn withered the swelling

  fermentation of the day, almost completed, receded again into a helpless greyness. We assembled again around the table, the shop assistants rubbed their hands, red from the cold, and the prose of

  their conversation suddenly revealed a full-grown day, a grey and empty Tuesday, a day without tradition and without a face. But it was only when a dish appeared on the table containing two large

  fish in jelly lying side by side, head-to-tail, like a sign of the zodiac, that we recognized in them the coat of arms of that day, the calendar emblem of the nameless Tuesday: we shared it out

  quickly among ourselves, thankful that the day had at last achieved an identity.




  The shop assistants ate with unction, with the seriousness due to a calendar feast. The smell of pepper filled the room. And when they had used pieces of bread to wipe up the remains of the

  jelly from their plates, pondering in silence on the heraldry of the following days of the week, and nothing remained on the serving dish but the fishheads with their boiled-out eyes, we all felt

  that by a communal effort we had conquered the day and that what remained of it did not matter.




  And, in fact, Adela made short work of the rest of the day, now surrendered to her mercies. Amid the clatter of saucepans and splashing of cold water, she was energetically liquidating the few

  hours remaining until dusk, while Mother slept on the sofa. Meanwhile in the dining room the scene was being set for the evening. Polda and Pauline, the seamstresses, spread themselves out there

  with the props of their trade. Carried on their shoulders, a silent immobile lady had entered the room, a lady of oakum and canvas, with a black wooden knob instead of a head. But when stood in the

  corner, between the door and the stove, that silent woman became mistress of the situation. Standing motionless in her corner, she supervised the girls’ advances and wooings as they knelt

  before her, fitting fragments of a dress marked with white basting thread. They waited with attention and patience on the silent idol, which was difficult to please. That moloch was inexorable as

  only a female moloch can be, and sent them back to work again and again, and they, thin and spindly, like wooden spools from which thread is unwound and as mobile, manipulated with deft fingers the

  piles of silk and wool, cut with noisy scissors into its colourful mass, whirred the sewing machine, treading its pedal with one cheap patent-leathered foot, while around them there grew a heap of

  cuttings, of motley rags and pieces, like husks and chaff spat out by two fussy and prodigal parrots. The curved jaws of the scissors tapped open like the beaks of those exotic birds.




  The girls trod absent mindedly on the bright shreds of material, wading carelessly in the rubbish of a possible carnival, in the store room for some great unrealized masquerade. They

  disentangled themselves with nervous giggles from the trimmings, their eyes laughed into the mirrors. Their hearts, the quick magic of their fingers were not in the boring dresses which remained on

  the table, but in the thousand scraps, the frivolous and fickle trimmings, with the colourful fantastic snowstorm with which they could smother the whole city.




  Suddenly they felt hot and opened the window to see, in the frustration of their solitude, in their hunger for new faces, at least one nameless face pressed against the pane. They fanned their

  flushed cheeks with the winter night air in which the curtains billowed – they uncovered their burning décolletés, full of hatred and rivalry for one another, ready to fight for

  any Pierrot whom the dark breezes of night might blow in through the window. Ah! how little did they demand from reality! They had everything within themselves, they had a surfeit of everything in

  themselves. Ah! they would be content with a sawdust Pierrot with the long-awaited word to act as the cue for their well rehearsed roles, so that they could at last speak the lines, full of a sweet

  and terrible bitterness, that crowded to their lips exciting them violently, like some novel devoured at night, while the tears streamed down their cheeks.




  During one of his nightly wanderings about the apartment, undertaken in Adela’s absence, my father stumbled upon such a quiet evening sewing session. For a moment he stood in the dark door

  of the adjoining room, a lamp in his hand, enchanted by the scene of feverish activity, by the blushes – that synthesis of face powder, red tissue paper, and atropine – to which the

  winter night, breathing on the waving window curtains, acted as a significant backdrop. Putting on his glasses, he stepped quickly up to the girls and walked twice around them, letting fall on them

  the light of the lamp he was carrying. The draught from the open door lifted the curtains, the girls let themselves be admired, twisting their hips; the enamel of their eyes glinted like the shiny

  leather of their shoes and the buckles of their garters, showing from under their skirts lifted by the wind; the scraps began to scamper across the floor like rats towards the half-closed door of

  the dark room, and my father gazed attentively at the panting girls, whispering softly: ‘Genus avium . . . If I am not mistaken, Scansores or Psittacus . . . very remarkable, very

  remarkable indeed.’




  This accidental encounter was the beginning of a whole series of meetings, in the course of which my father succeeded in charming both of the young ladies with the magnetism of his strange

  personality. In return for his witty and elegant conversation, which filled the emptiness of their evenings, the girls permitted the ardent ornithologist to study the structure of their thin and

  ordinary little bodies. This took place while the conversation was in progress and was done with a seriousness and grace which insured that even the more risky points of these researches remained

  completely unequivocal. Pulling Pauline’s stocking down from her knee and studying with enraptured eyes the precise and noble structure of the joint, my father would say:




  ‘How delightful and happy is the form of existence which you ladies have chosen. How beautiful and simple is the truth which is revealed by your lives. And with what mastery, with what

  precision you are performing your task. If, forgetting the respect due to the Creator, I were to attempt a criticism of creation, I would say “Less matter, more form!” Ah, what relief

  it would be for the world to lose some of its contents. More modesty in aspirations, more sobriety in claims, Gentlemen Demiurges, and the world would be more perfect!’ my father exclaimed,

  while his hands released Pauline’s white calf from the prison of her stocking.




  At that moment Adela appeared in the open door of the dining room, the supper tray in her hands. This was the first meeting of the two enemy powers since the great battle. All of us who

  witnessed it felt a moment of terrible fear. We felt extremely uneasy at being present at the further humiliation of the sorely tried man. My father rose from his knees very disturbed, blushing

  more and more deeply in wave after wave of shame. But Adela found herself unexpectedly equal to the situation. She walked up to Father with a smile and flipped him on the nose. At that, Polda and

  Pauline clapped their hands, stamped their feet, and each grabbing one of Father’s arms, began to dance with him around the table. Thus, because of the girls’ good nature, the cloud of

  unpleasantness dispersed in general hilarity.




  That was the beginning of a series of most interesting and most unusual lectures which my father, inspired by the charm of that small and innocent audience, delivered during the subsequent weeks

  of that early winter.




  It is worth noting how, in contact with that strange man, all things reverted, as it were, to the roots of their existence, rebuilt their outward appearance anew from their metaphysical core,

  returned to the primary idea, in order to betray it at some point and to turn into the doubtful, risky and equivocal regions which we shall call for short the Regions of the Great Heresy. Our

  Heresiarch walked meanwhile like a mesmerist, infecting everything with his dangerous charm. Am I to call Pauline his victim? She became in those days his pupil and disciple, and at the same time a

  guinea pig for his experiments.
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