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In memory of Aesop,  
the story-teller of our youth 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The joy of shaping and reshaping—a 
primeval joy!  We can comprehend only 
a world that we ourselves have made. 
 

Friedrich Nietzsche, The Will 
to Power, New York: Vintage 
Books, 1968, p. 272. 
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PREFACE  (February 14, 2017) 
 
I am far from a fan of fiction.  Even more, I am quite appalled by the 
novel, which is at the pinnacle of fiction in the minds of the many.  
And yet, I have come up with quite a few stories, tales, and fables over 
the years.  Most of them are on the short side, but they still show that I 
am of two minds about fiction.  This collection comes from my 
Residua, which covers everything under the sun (www.residua.org).  
Alas, fiction, too.  The best I can say in my defense is that I have never 
even attempted to write a novel.  Perish the thought.  As for stories, 
they seem to be part and parcel of homo sapiens’ mind.  No matter 
how hard one tries, there is no way around them. 
 
Now, one interesting thing about my stories is that they just come out 
of me.  Not a single one of them has been constructed in any sense of 
that word.  Feeling the urge, I sit down and start writing.  More often 
than not, I am surprised by the way the narrative shapes itself.  
Otherwise, fiction would be of no interest to me whatsoever.  
Constructing a story in accordance with some aim would be outright 
appalling to me.  In this sense, my stories tell me many things about 
my own mind that I would never come across without writing, as it 
were, aimlessly. 
 
The same holds for all the characters in my stories.  They just showed 
up, and some of them keep showing up to this day.  I get to know them 
as time goes by, but they still surprise me time and again.  When I start 
writing about any one of them, I have no idea what would happen next.  
Again, this is the only attraction that fiction has for me.  And thus I 
cannot but hope that some of the characters in my stories would 
eventually surprise me for true.  Which is why I start every story with 
great expectations.  And I am rarely, if ever, disappointed.  But the 
appeal of fiction is always in the very next story.  Sooner or later, one 
of the characters that inhabit my mind is bound to give me a real jolt. 
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DE TE FABULA NARRATUR  (August 15, 1977) 
 
Two frogs travelled together.  They met a mouse.  “Are you some kind 
of a frog?” asked the frogs.  The mouse replied hurriedly: “No, I am a 
Planner.”  “Yes, but what does that mean?  What do you do as a 
Planner?”  The frogs were puzzled.  “I plan everything,” said the 
mouse.  And he explained his occupation in some detail.  The frogs 
were amazed: “You plan even our lives, even our travel?”  “Naturally,” 
responded the mouse.  “Well, how come we know nothing about this?”  
The mouse was learned.  He had a ready answer: “So what?  This is a 
perfect example of the List der Vernunft.”  The two frogs were 
satisfied and continued their travel.  After a while one of the frogs 
asked: “He must know where we are going, even though we think we 
are just travelling.  What do you think about going back and asking 
him about that?”  The other frog was less enthusiastic.  “Our travel 
would lose all its charm if we knew the answer.”  The first frog was 
satisfied with this for a while.  Still, somewhat later it repeated its 
question, this time a bit more insistently.  The second one stuck to its 
original position: “Look, maybe the trick is precisely in making you 
ask your question, that is, in developing an interest in the future and in 
the way we unconsciously participate in its realization.  If that is so, 
then it is up to us to answer this question and not to ask this strange 
creature we met.”  The two frogs thus became Planners and spread the 
word to all the other creatures they met along their way.  Planning 
itself spread.  Nobody ever noticed that the mouse who started this new 
craze did not notice that his story applied to himself as well. 
 
The moral: When somebody mentions the List der Vernunft, do not fail 
to ask: “Whose Vernunft?” 
 
To Walter Benjamin 
 
 
SCHADENFREUDE  (July 6, 1978) 
 
His name was simply—Tlön.  That was all he had to say to the judge, 
who insisted that he must have a family name, or something.  Chained 
to the nearby column of the courthouse, Tlön was silent.  He appeared 
not to have heard the proceedings, the rumor in the courtroom, where 
nobody knew him, the verdict...  He appeared indifferent.  
Paradoxically, the sole word in the indictment was “indifference.”  
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When the judge left the courtroom, his job accomplished, two guards 
approached Tlön from behind and attempted to pick him up and take 
him back to jail.  He did not move.  The courtroom was empty by now.  
With consternation visible on their faces, the guards established that 
Tlön was dead.  Panic-stricken, they found that they were unable to 
move his rigid body.  For days the workmen tried to remove Tlön’s 
body from the courtroom, but that turned out to be impossible.  
Enraged, the people systematically demolished the courthouse.  When 
the whole building was destroyed, Tlön's body still hovered above the 
rubble, precisely at the place where he was sitting during the trial.  The 
town was soon deserted.  Nobody could endure this lasting monument 
to Tlön’s indifference. 
 
 
JUST A FEW PACES AWAY  (July 7, 1978) 
 
An electronic cat ran after an electronic mouse.  The mouse stopped 
and turned around: “Hey, why are you chasing me?”  The cat stopped a 
few paces away: “Because I have been programmed to do precisely 
that.”  After a short pause the mouse continued: “Yet, we are both 
electronic animals—that does not make any sense!”  And it added: “As 
a matter of fact, I have been programmed to run away from cats.”  
They continued their chase.  The mouse could not run away, nor could 
the cat catch it.  And so they continued until their batteries ran out.  
Their master found them plugged into the wall just a few paces away 
from each other. 
 
He took off his coat, he washed his hands, he combed his hair...  He 
unplugged his wife, and let her gain some distance.  Then he chased 
her until their batteries ran out.  When the animals sprang back to life, 
they found the masters plugged into the wall.  Just a few paces away. 
 
 
MESSENGER  (July 12, 1978) 
 
A little boy, rather pale and small-boned, whom you have seen a 
number of times before but cannot remember where, runs up to you 
and whispers:  “They are waiting for you; you must not lose this, last, 
opportunity to respond!”  Then he disappears.  You look around, then 
between your legs, and then around again—to make sure nobody saw 
you in this embarrassing position, or conversely, to find a witness.  
You are suddenly completely alone.  You remember that you should be 
in the park above the castle, but you are presently somewhere else, in 
another park, apparently much less frequented and without visible 
paths.  You shrug your shoulders, puzzled, and start to leave this 
strange place.  But no.  You are unable to move.  You look down.  
With consternation which you feel unable to express, you establish that 
you are gripping the soil underneath you ever more firmly.  You feel 
your body piercing down and reaching through the damp earth.  You 
feel a kind of pleasure in this new sensation.  You look up, fighting an 
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unexpected stiffness in your neck, and you see your hands stretched 
upwards, your fingers branching out toward the sunlight, wiry; you see 
leaves sprout out of your pores and unfold—green, luxurious, 
powerful.  You enjoy the rigidity of your body, ever taller, streaming 
with juices.  You are firm, you respond joyfully to the wind, you hide 
the birds that rest in your crown...  And the little messenger reappears, 
paler than ever, lays down in your shade, quivering, and falls asleep.  
For months you will watch his little body decompose, and you will 
feel, at first against your will, how he is streaming through you toward 
your green leaves, toward the sunlight. 
 
 
HOSPITALITY  (July 13, 1978) 
 
A small bird flutters above you, as you sit under the only tree in your 
walled garden, far away from everything and everybody.  The bird 
slowly descends and settles on your knee.  You feel the sharpness of its 
small claws.  “I am hungry,” it says shamelessly.  “Why, what can I 
offer to you?”  The bird looks around, as though apprehending that 
somebody may overhear your conversation, and says in a lowered 
voice: “I suck human blood.”  It pains you that you are not amazed or 
afraid...  “All right,” you say and you roll up the sleeve of your shirt, 
exposing a network of blue veins.  The bird jumps up readily and 
pierces your skin.  It sucks vigorously.  It does not hurt you much.  For 
a moment you are puzzled by the fact that you do not feel afraid of not 
being able to remove it...  But very soon the bird pulls out its bloody 
beak, satisfied.  It is a small bird, you conclude, your confidence 
restored.  The bird hops back on your knee and says: “You are very 
hospitable indeed; I must repay your hospitality.”  The bird cleans it 
beak.  It adds casually: “Tell me one wish.”  Without hesitation you 
respond that you do not need anything and that you have not a single 
wish.  The bird flutters heavily to the lowest branch of your tree: “You 
are not even curious of who I am?”  You nod, confirming this.  “Then 
you think that you know?”  You nod again. “You are wrong,” says the 
bird, “you are my dream.” 
 
 
BUTTERFLY  (July 17, 1978) 
 
You told him of your dreams as he was weighing you this morning, in 
order to determine the length of the rope that would kill you swiftly, 
without pulling your head off, or strangulating you slowly, while you 
jumped up and down, yelping and foaming at the mouth.  You told him 
of your dreams, that is, of the same dream in ever greater clarity of 
detail, the same dream ever closer to the fatal moment when you would 
pull the lever and watch him drop into the hatch in the gallows' 
platform.  You told him and his bewildered assistant, who was 
checking the rope inch by inch, of the ancient Chinese poem about a 
man who dreamt one night that he was a butterfly, and who could not 
determine any more whether he was a man dreaming that he was a 
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butterfly, or a butterfly dreaming it was a man.  You told him about the 
eagerness with which you awaited the final test of your life, the 
execution itself.  And the executioner was man enough to admit to you 
that in his ever-recurring dream he was in your present position.  That 
has given you comfort.  You know that this is the reason why this 
intelligent man is slightly nervous now, during the last preparations, 
while his assistant performs his duties with exaggerated dignity, 
exposing his limitations and his intrinsic dullness.  You are confident 
now that your test will be conclusive.  Everything is set.  Everything is 
moving at the right pace.  Now you feel the eyes of the witnesses 
tickling your calm face.  You see him reach for the lever, his face 
purple in color; you see him pull it slowly, and you see his heavy body 
follow your movement down, as he falls with a thump onto the floor of 
the platform like a sack of potatoes... 
 
 
THE SECRET AGENT  (July 20, 1978) 
 
Feeling very agitated, I smoked a lot.  How did I get here?  I 
recognized the faces, and especially the beards, of the “established 
writers” from our Province, who were sitting around the same table 
and talking quietly among themselves, and I felt the small audience in 
the darkness above as a threat, as a bad omen.  Somebody was 
inspecting my face very attentively, but I could not identify him.  The 
lights concentrated on the table were too bright, as though a camera 
was waiting somewhere behind. 
 
I vaguely remembered the invitation to a round table on the method of 
writing.  I found this invitation threatening for at least two reasons, 
which I hasten to elucidate.  First, I am by no means an established 
writer, since I have not published a single piece of short prose I have 
written.  Therefore, the invitation was puzzling.  And second, I am 
certainly not a writer either, since I write solely for the sake of self-
preservation.  It is a means for averting a premature suicide, as it were.  
A personal matter.  Therefore, I was almost insulted by the invitation.  
Or was I flattered?  I came to clear this up, to find out why I was 
invited.  In a clearly paranoid fashion I was convinced from the very 
beginning that all this, the  entire parade, was set up to expose me, to 
catch me unprepared.  The fact that somebody was staring at me 
contributed to this conviction. 
 
And the show started.  I did not listen.  It was sufficiently clear from 
the tone of their voices that they did not have anything to say—my 
supposed colleagues.  A parade, pure and simple.  When it was my turn 
to speak, of which the established writer to my left had to remind me 
by pushing me softly at first, I said just a few words.  When you write, 
you denounce, you throw away to rot, that in you which grew brittle 
and stale, that is, describable.  In order to communicate with yourself, 
let alone with others, you must denounce yourself.  Writing is a 
permanent suicide.  The readers are vultures feeding on decapitated 



	 8	

corpses.  The method of writing consists in controlling the rate at 
which this permanent suicide unfolds.  It must not be too fast, and it 
must not be too slow.  The writer is a gladiator who must die, who is 
expected to die, and whose death is desired by the ignoble crowd 
above, but who must also provide a good show for the public, because 
the central character up there in the gilded box, the Caesar, is the writer 
himself.  And so on. 
 
After a short and unpleasant pause and some shuffling among the 
established writers, someone from the audience, whose face I was 
unfortunately still unable to see, said with quiet indignation: “You 
make it sound easy!”  I jumped.  It was him all right.  He knew me!  I 
almost panicked.  But I shouted back, without a moment of visible 
hesitation:  “Easy?  You call this agony easy?”  He was ready as well: 
“Yes, easy!  Since you pretend that you are a born writer, that you 
have no doubts about that, to start with.”  He knew me!  I retorted 
immediately that he was basically right, but that the exact word was 
not “easy,” but “easier” instead, since I write when I am compelled.  I 
start writing when the word is already suffocating me.  That is the crux 
of my method, as far as I am aware.  Not to write would be much more 
difficult.  I do not know why this is so, nor do I care to find out. 
 
I noticed that I was shouting...  And I left the place, disgusted with the 
secret agent in the audience.  I even forgot my pipe there, which I had 
not lit a single time during the show.  I prefer cigarettes, anyway. 
 
 
A BANAL STORY (DE NATURA SONORIS)  (November 21, 1978) 
 
The warmth and darkness of the cave felt soothing.  Naturally, U. 
could not remember how he stumbled into it, but that did not matter to 
him at the moment.  The apparent security was sufficient to make him 
forget the cold wind and nauseating light out there.  Although he was 
dead tired, U. walked vigorously ahead, his strength doubled by the 
new puzzle.  He was aware of his apprehension, but his curiosity was 
even stronger.  After a while the winding, dimly lit corridor opened up.  
He stood in the middle of a rather large round gallery.  There were no 
other corridors coming into it.  The gallery was empty.  U. could not 
identify the source of light, but he could see the walls of the gallery 
quite well.  The same dim light as in the corridor.  He inspected the 
floor, the ceiling, the walls.  Nothing unusual.  When he felt a pain in 
his fists, he stretched his fingers.  Soon they came back to life again.  It 
was warm, and that was the most important thing to him now.  He 
patted the floor of the gallery in delight.  Looking back into the 
corridor he listened.  No sound.  He was safe.  He sat down, his back 
propped against the wall, and he watched the corridor for a while.  
Silence.  Complete silence.  No danger here, he thought.  Reassured, U. 
curled up on the floor.  The warmth was engulfing him, and he soon 
felt he could no longer control his desire to sleep. 
 



	 9	

He awoke feeling that he was not alone.  Looking quickly around he 
realized that he was wrong: there was no-one there.  Yet he was 
puzzled.  Something to do with his dream?  A clear impression that 
someone was watching him remained.  He was also puzzled by the fact 
that this impression was not associated with fear.  There was someone 
watching him, and that was all.  He got up and inspected the gallery for 
the second time, although this was not really necessary, because there 
was no place there hidden from his view. Maybe he overlooked 
something?  Maybe he was too tired to take all the necessary measures 
of precaution?  U. approached the mouth of the corridor and listened.  
He first thought he heard distant steps.  He could hear a faint 
rhythmical thud.  Very soft and very distant.  It was impossible to 
determine from which direction it came.  Then it occurred to him that 
the thud was his heartbeat—his blood pulsating in his ears.  He 
returned to his spot and sat down.  He frowned, but he was calm.  What 
if the steps in the distance were carefully calculated to overlap with his 
heartbeat?  Sunk in thought, he smiled.  This was an unexpected find.  
He was lucky. 
 
Against his will U. compared the cave with the outside.  A shudder 
passed over him.  The cold wind, incessant cold wind.  That bright 
light.  The haze.  Everything seemed to him almost unbearable now.  
He could hardly control a smile spreading over his tired face.  And for 
whatever reason he felt embarrassed.  He glanced around.  He was 
alone.  Then U. inspected his clothing.  For better or for worse, he had 
nothing on him.  He smiled openly this time.  The feeling that he was 
not alone persisted, however.  He sat for a long time watching and 
listening attentively.  He got up and inspected the whole gallery once 
again.  This would be the last time, he promised himself.  He looked 
for holes, suspecting that the invisible spectator was behind the wall or 
the ceiling.  Inch by inch, he checked the whole gallery and a part of 
the corridor.  Despite his thoroughness—nothing.  Standing in the 
middle of the gallery he concentrated very hard.  For a long time he 
stood fixed and listened.  Then he returned to his spot.  A shade of 
shame accompanied his compulsive search.  He became aware of this 
only gradually.  U. felt that his mistrust was somehow offensive. 
 
After some time he felt tired again.  He curled up on the floor and fell 
asleep.  His dreams were very pleasant, but he could not remember 
what he dreamt.  Waking up he experienced the same feeling: he was 
not alone.  It was confusing that this did not cause him any discomfort.  
This time he did not even get up to look around.  That was pointless, it 
occurred to U.  Utterly pointless, and maybe even ... embarrassing, he 
concluded.  The need to investigate the gallery gradually ceased.  Then 
he noticed that he did not feel any hunger, even though he had not 
eaten anything for a long while.  A new puzzle?  He remembered quite 
distinctly that he was hungry even before he came here.  Did the 
hunger go away by itself?  He touched his stomach, expecting a painful 
cavity there.  But no.  He touched himself all over and was reassured.  
He was in excellent condition, except that his whiskers itched some.  
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After a while U. forgot about all this as well.  He simply did not think 
about food or about eating.  He took the new habitat for granted, as it 
were. 
 
Discoveries multiplied, though.  At one point he suddenly realized that 
this place might be a trap of some kind.  Against all his intentions U. 
panicked.  There was a sudden need to determine whether he could 
find his way out again. He felt trapped.  Secure but trapped.  He was 
aware that the two feelings contradicted each other, and that bothered 
him.  The urge was too strong to resist it any more.  Without hesitation 
he ran across the gallery and stopped by the corridor.  Holding his 
breath he listened carefully.  Nothing.  He started walking along the 
corridor, and he walked faster and faster.  He started running.  His 
courage was ebbing.  He could not remember how long he had walked 
on his way in, but he was almost sure that the corridor had been rather 
short.  No entrance in sight.  Something went wrong?  After a while he 
felt cold air in front of him, though.  He ran even faster, and soon he 
reached the entrance of the cave.  It was bright out there, and the wind 
was unexpectedly cold and strong.  The bright light coming through 
the thick haze made him dizzy.  He walked back.  Clearly, he could get 
out whenever he wanted.  This was not a trap, after all.  For a while he 
felt jubilant again.  But, U. realized, it remained to be seen whether he 
could find the way back to the gallery.  The bliss of that place might be 
irretrievable.  He laughed inaudibly.  Nevertheless, he sped up.  Soon 
panic overcame him again, and U. could no longer control it.  He broke 
into a run.  The corridor seemed even longer this time.  His perception 
was failing him, U. concluded.  But he could hardly think.  His 
confused thoughts concentrated on one thing only: what if the gallery 
cannot be found again?  What if...  The gallery!  Saved, U. thought.  
He was panting, and he sat down to rest.  He felt better soon.  Too 
soon, he mused.  He laughed at himself, nevertheless.  He was careful 
not to let out a sound of joy.  What a strange situation.  New fears, 
ones he had not even dreamt of before.  To find the way out, and only a 
moment later, to find the way back.  But now everything was clear.  It 
was good that he had the courage to make this experiment.  Becoming 
aware of his hands, he inspected them carefully...  He was safe.  Now 
he knew it.  Everything depended on his decision.  U. tried to 
concentrate his thoughts.  He tried to rethink his new situation.  He sat 
playing with his beard.  Yes, the beard told him something.  He could 
not remember anything in terms of time.  Maybe months?  He could 
not tell.  The very thought was strange to him now.  Why should he be 
concerned with time?  His thoughts lost sharp contours and orientation.  
Even his heartbeat, when he occasionally became conscious of it, could 
distract his thoughts.  He was amused every once in a while that he felt 
so content there.  There was nothing in the gallery and the corridor, 
and yet he felt so content.  No other needs, no other desires.  That 
amused him, but is also worried him a bit.  He was certainly content, 
but he was used to needs that could not be satisfied.  It occurred to him 
that a new need was emerging, but it was only a flash soon forgotten. 
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Upon waking from one of his long and blissful dreams he decided to 
go out again.  He wanted to inspect the environs for a while, just to see 
how it felt out there.  He was not aware of any specific reasons for this 
desire.  The old apprehension that something might be lurking out 
there gradually disappeared.  U. went to the corridor and walked 
carefully a few steps.  He stopped and listened.  As always, there was 
no sound, except for the distant pulsating thud in his ears.  He 
continued.  After a long time, or what appeared to him as a long time, 
he realized that he was becoming wary again.  The corridor seemed 
even longer.  Was this possible?  He perspired heavily.  Perhaps it was 
indeed longer?  He had not yet become accustomed to its length.  He 
walked a bit faster, eager to get out and feel the cold air again.  No end 
in sight.  It was most difficult to control the panic that flooded him 
increasingly often.  But he walked steadily, trying not to think about 
his apprehension.  It required a lot of courage to stop thinking 
altogether, and to just walk... 
 
After a very long walk, struggling all the time not to start running, he 
reached the entrance.  He was sweating, he was tired, and he felt 
hopeless.  It was clear to him that he was unable to control himself in a 
situation he thought he had already mastered.  But he could not think 
about that at the moment.  He had to walk out.  That urge overrode 
everything else.  Even the cold.  It was extremely cold outside, indeed.  
The wind was not as strong as the last time, however, but it was foggy.  
The bright light penetrating through the fog burned his eyes.  He 
squinted and moved a few steps.  U. hesitated to walk too far, since he 
knew that he might not be capable of finding his way back to the 
entrance of the cave.  He stood there for a while, turning around all the 
time, and finally he returned into the corridor to think the whole thing 
over once again.  Unable to concentrate, he moved slowly.  He went 
back just a few steps, to avoid the wind.  It was difficult for him to 
hold down his anger.  He moved backward a few more steps.  What a 
situation!  It was impossible to go back just like that, nothing 
accomplished, and it was very risky to go too far from this miraculous 
cave.  U. looked at his hands mechanically.  Despondent, he started 
walking back toward the gallery.  He stopped a few times and waited.  
Why did he stop?  What could he do at this point?  His will was 
eroded.  What happened to his proverbial cunning?  This was not the 
first time he was in danger, and yet he was so hopeless.  He could not 
help feeling weak and miserable.  His steps were very small and jerky.  
U. knew that he was walking too slowly, for there was a long journey 
ahead of him.  The journey was extremely long—much longer than he 
expected.  He had to rest a number of times, and even to go to sleep to 
replenish his strength.  But when he woke up in the corridor he realized 
that he did not know which way the gallery was.  He had forgotten 
about that when he went to sleep.  U. suppressed a moan.  An 
elementary error!  After a short pause he chose the direction without 
further thinking and continued to walk.  He just walked.  When he 
stepped into the gallery he was covered with perspiration again, and he 
was already moaning from despair.  His choice of direction turned out 
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to be correct, however.  At least he did that right, he thought.  But the 
corridor seemed terribly long now, and U. realized that his perception 
must have been failing him lately.  For a few moments he stood 
motionless.  Then he became aware that now he was most definitely 
back in the gallery.  His knees gave in.  Overjoyed by the return he 
collapsed on the floor and starting stroking it.  This was pathetic, he 
thought, and he looked around.  Then he curled up and covered his 
face.  His hands felt strange, wooden, lifeless...  Utterly exhausted, he 
fell asleep immediately. 
 
The next two journeys to the outside were increasingly difficult for 
him.  He got used to the fact that each time he walked along the 
corridor the distance between the entrance and the gallery seemed 
greater, but each time he was baffled by the difference between the 
experienced and expected distance.  An increasing number of times he 
had to go to sleep in order to replenish his powers, but he could not be 
sure how often this happened.  Neither could he be sure of how long he 
slept each time.  U. could not avoid a flash that went through his head 
every so often: the corridor is indeed getting longer, and with every 
unsuccessful attempt to go out and explore the surroundings he himself 
was making it longer.  That thought became unbearable.  Himself! 
 
He sat on the floor of the gallery after one of his most beautiful dreams 
and tried to recall it.  He could not.  U. could not remember any of his 
dreams.  For some reason he started believing that his dreams 
contained something that he must understand, something that could 
give him a clue to his situation.  He was aware that he must make up 
his mind to either stay in the gallery, or to get out and forget about the 
cave, the gallery, the bliss he experienced there.  Yet, U. did not know 
why this decision was so important.  Precisely that baffled him.  Why 
did he have to decide?  The choice was ridiculous, anyway.  He looked 
around, rubbing his hands.  He started thinking feverishly about his 
position.  His thoughts were escaping him.  He could not think in the 
proper sense, for his brain was pulsating in flashes, often contradictory, 
rarely sharp enough to be remembered, and almost completely out of 
his control.  An impression was nevertheless forming in his mind.  It 
seemed monstrous to U. that he had stopped thinking about the fact 
that he could not find out where the light in the corridor and in the 
gallery was coming from, nor about the fact that he had not 
experienced any hunger although he had not eaten anything for who 
knows how long, nor about that feeling that he was not alone, which 
bothered him at first, etc., etc.  His hands...  He took all this for 
granted, became flabby, stopped doing anything, became indecisive, 
and finally, and that was most important to him now, he ceased having 
any desires, any needs—not even whims.  U. closed his eyes and 
pressed his hands against the floor.  He was aware that he slept most of 
the time, and he believed that he knew why.  He got up heavily and 
walked to the center of the gallery.  There he faltered, but he did not 
look around.  He was staring into the corridor, his face expressionless, 
his muscles twitching.  And then U. screamed and made a leap toward 
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the corridor.  He ran.  His brain was paralyzed by the fear produced by 
his own scream, the only sound he had heard for a long time.  The 
scream propelled him forward, irresistibly forward.  And he ran and 
ran and ran. 
 
 
LET OUT THE DUCK  (November 30, 1978) 
 
“Before you leave me, my dear fellow,” said the Master, “I would like 
to tell you a story to amuse you on your journey.  Listen!” 
 
“Long time ago Emperor Dö travelled throughout his empire to get to 
know it himself.  He talked to peasants, merchants, civil servants...  He 
talked to everyone.  One day he came upon a woodcarver who was 
making very beautiful ducks out of wood.  The emperor was pleased.  
He asked the artisan how did he make his ducks.  After some reflection 
the uneducated man replied: ‘I take a chunk of wood and I carve off 
everything that is not a duck.’ 
 
“That was the story.  To some extent this applies to poetry as well, for 
you must never touch the real object of your writing.  You must 
remove that which hides it, that which holds it imprisoned, and that is 
all.  A single step further, and you will kill the duck.  And now, 
farewell, my dear fellow.” 
 
The disciple bowed and left the garden.  To his own surprise he did not 
even thank his master for these undoubtedly wise words of farewell. 
 
To Elise Bon-Rudin 
 
 
ANTOLOGIA PERSONAL  (December 25, 1978) 
 
One fine morning—on November 10, 1941—Borges woke up quite 
irritated. He glanced through the newspapers, and went to his study 
without touching his breakfast.  From the balcony he could see the 
racing clouds.  He returned to his study reassured.  Then he paced 
between the bookshelves, throwing an occasional glance at his books, 
towering to the ceiling all around him. 
 
The prologue to “The Garden of Forking Paths” finally had to be 
completed.  Azevedo Bandeira, the publisher, was already quite 
impatient.  Borges sat down.  He reread the only page he had managed 
to write thus far.  He liked one particular passage, but it also made him 
somewhat uncomfortable: 
 

The composition of vast books is a laborious and 
impoverishing extravagance.  To go on for five hundred 
pages developing an idea whose oral exposition is 
possible in a few minutes!  A better course of procedure 
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is to pretend that these books already exist, and then to 
offer a resume, a commentary.  Thus proceeded Carlyle 
in Sartor Resartus.  Thus Butler in The Fair Haven.  
These are works which suffer the imperfection of being 
themselves books, and of being no less tautological than 
the others.  More reasonable, more inept, more indolent, 
I have preferred to write notes upon imaginary books. 

 
Yes, he was satisfied with this passage.  That was the solution.  To 
quote and not to quote.  A respectable synthesis of reading and writing.  
He got up from his chair and paced his study for a few minutes.  He 
was dimly aware, at the time, that by exposing his method he 
denounced its kernel.  By denouncing his method he turned into an 
author.  Respectability and fame...  The gates will eventually open to 
him.  Pride and anxiety grew confused at this point, and he went out 
for a long walk. 
 
Almost twenty years later—on August 16, 1961—we find Borges in 
the same room.  He has just composed the Prologue to his Antologia 
personal, soon to be published by Editorial Sur, S.A., in Buenos Aires.  
His last judgment, as it were.  Nobody was pressing him this time.  Mr. 
Bandeira, he remembered with a smile, was dead.  He quietly enjoyed 
the muffled sound of the books.  There were a few more signs of 
success around him, visible to the initiated.  He knew that there were 
high clouds in the blue skies of the rather cold morning. 
 
And then he compared in his thought the contents of his collection 
“The Garden of Forking Paths” against his anthology.  He worked 
slowly through the list.  He remembered his argument about self-
quotation.  He remembered the painful process of writing of the two-
page Prologue.  A bitter smile appeared on his face.  A knowledgeable 
observer would have noticed a touch of malice there as well.  He 
realized that the only remaining piece was “The Circular Ruins,” a 
story that does not pretend to be a quotation. 
 

From Juan Dahlmann’s Borges and the Book, Buenos 
Aires: Emece Editores, S.A., 1977, pp. 154-155. 

 
 
RAFFINIERT IST DER HERR GOTT  (March 1, 1980) 
 
“... And thus I gradually realized that the map of this region was not 
merely inaccurate, but that someone, for some reason, wanted either to 
misguide the traveler, or to guide him to an unsuspected place,” Tlön 
said feebly.  He rearranged his arms carefully, and added: “Although I 
am still convinced that my hypothesis has been correct, the years I 
have searched for the clue have been in vain, as you can see.” 
 
“No,” replied the old man coldly, “you have finally come to the place 
you have searched for, as it were.  I am the author of the map.”  He 
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showed no sign of sympathy whatever.  “Since there is no doubt that 
you will not live to see the morning, I can tell you now that the map is 
indeed wrong with a purpose.  You have guessed correctly only one, 
and less important, aspect of this purpose, though.  It is true that I 
wanted someone to make the hypothesis you actually made, but it is 
not true that there was something to either find or not find here.”  He 
helped Tlön into a more comfortable position on the sofa, but he did 
not volunteer anything else. 
 
Tlön finally uttered: “But why?  Why did you decide to do something 
like this?”  After an uncomfortable pause the old man said quietly and 
with indifference: “I wanted to prove that Einstein was wrong.  I knew 
him since childhood...  But, unfortunately, he is dead now.” 
 
Seeing that the old man would refuse to say more than this, Tlön 
decided to abandon his inquiry.  Very soon the old man left the 
overheated room and went to the yard in the back of the cottage to feed 
the geese.  He could not hear Tlön whispering repeatedly toward the 
door: “... aber boshaft ist Er nicht!” 
 
 
A REPORT FROM A CONGRESS  (June 13, 1980) 
 
It is general knowledge that the CXLVIII Supreme Congress was 
dedicated to a problem of considerable difficulty, which has escaped 
the full attention of the Party for a couple of decades, although it has 
been discussed in the Party press form time to time.  The Congress 
convened in the Capital last May to re-examine the status of various 
socio-political organizations of higher primates, in the context of long-
standing demands of some of the leaders of these organizations 
concerning the acceptance of higher primates in the service of the State 
as full members of the Party before the Plutonium Anniversary CL 
Supreme Congress, which will convene in eight years.  The so-called 
scientific arguments against the demands of higher primates had long 
been defeated by the Party’s scientific institutions, and especially by 
the Academy of the Supreme Central Committee, where it had been 
conclusively demonstrated that the Party Program and Statute, as well 
as the resolutions on Party policy, were well within the intellectual and 
other capabilities of higher primates.  The opposition was henceforth 
prevented from dissemination of its harmful pre-scientific views.  
Nevertheless, the problem remained unresolved until this Congress, 
when the steadfast endeavors of Comrade Director of the Higher 
Primate Political School, who has been the Chairman of the 
Ideological Commission of the Supreme Politburo for the past fourteen 
years, resulted in a decision of the Supreme Politburo itself.  The 
question of the party status of higher primates was thus put on the 
agenda. 
 
The appearance of Comrade Director at the Fourth Session of the 
CXLVIII Supreme Congress of our Party was regarded by everyone as 
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a great honor and privilege.  It is common knowledge that he has been 
a Party member since the age of three, which has been regarded as the 
most outspoken testimony to his revolutionary fervor and élan.  His 
words and deeds have always been a glaring beacon to our youth.  It is 
well known that he has valued very highly the political activity of the 
youngest generation of Party members, as he often actively 
participated in the Congresses of the Kindergarten Alliance, as well as 
the plenary sessions of the Kindergarten Alliance’s Central Committee, 
the leading body of the Baby Party, as it is affectionately called by our 
people.  His ability to impart Party morale and discipline even to 
members at the pre-verbal stage of political development has been 
highly regarded and praised by all.  It has also been recognized that his 
involvement with the youngest generation was directly related to his 
later pioneering work with higher primates. 
 
For these and many other reasons, Comrade Director of the Higher 
Primate Political School received a warm welcome as he was preparing 
to deliver his speech to the Congress.  On this occasion, as numerous 
times in the past, comrades Delegates applauded for more than an 
hour.  When the applause abated, he said with his customary simplicity 
and revolutionary modesty: “Comrades Delegates, it is high time that 
we accept the fact that our Party has grown to its present size and glory 
from the unyielding application of one simple principle: Everyone 
shall become a member sooner or later.  I ask you now, comrades, why 
do we hesitate to extend this principle to our closest relatives, the 
higher primates?  Why do we hesitate to implement the spirit of Party 
policy itself?”  After a short pause pregnant with expectations, he 
continued:  “Comrades, I think that I can tell you why.  In my opinion, 
which is supported by considerable scientific evidence, some comrades 
are afraid for their positions in the Party.  The main reasons for the 
present situation is that these comrades are apprehensive that higher 
primates are potentially superior as Party members.  In short, there is a 
kind of jealousy here, which most of us are unwilling to admit, but 
which has been uncovered and documented by scientific research.”  He 
paused again.  The audience was exceptionally attentive, as everyone 
expected that something of historical significance would take place.  
“Comrades Delegates,” he continued quietly, “this jealousy is 
unjustified, however.  There is absolutely no reason why the higher 
primates would be more devoted members of our Party.  This belief is 
a result of the same old prejudice, but this time in reversed form.  That 
has been shown by modern science as well.  My exhaustive report on 
this topic will be made available to you presently.  I therefore wish to 
say only the following:  The equality of Man and Ape should be 
introduced as one of the Basic Principles of our Party, as an expression 
of our latest scientific and political endeavors in this field.  Only in this 
spirit, comrades, can we hope to solve problems such as those that 
arose in the southern provinces a couple of years ago, the so-called 
unrest in our vital mining regions, and related matters.  Long live the 
Party of unity, equality, and brotherhood!  Thank you, comrades.”  As 
he was leaving the platform, the Congress applauded with enthusiasm.  
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Many comrades had tears in their eyes.  Even then it was clear to 
everyone that the subject was closed. 
 
When Comrade Third Secretary for Higher Primates announced a 
representative of the recently formed Trade Union of Higher Primates, 
a highly regarded Party Candidate, the Congress quieted down again.  
He could hardly find the appropriate symbols to express his admiration 
for Comrade Director, whom he had known personally for many years.  
His short address was interrupted numerous times by warm applause of 
support and appreciation.  After a brief recess, the Congress 
unanimously adopted the Resolution drafted by the Supreme Presidium 
and circulated before the Congress.  As always, the Party was 
monolithic.  Higher primates were finally accepted into our ranks, after 
many decades of indecision and vacillation in some circles. 
 
Quite naturally, the enthusiastic welcome of higher primates is 
understandable against the background of the new hopes and 
expectations concerning the further victories of the Party-building 
policy.  The road has been finally opened by the CXLVIII Supreme 
Congress for the lower primates as well, and we may envisage that one 
day many other species of domestic animals will also have an 
opportunity to join the Party.  This prospect cannot fail to evoke the 
most fervent enthusiasm of our people, who have enjoyed the 
privileges of Party membership for centuries.   Long live the Party of 
unity, equality, and brotherhood of all species that will contribute to 
the glory of the Revolution! 
 
 
AN UNNAMED SPECIES  (July 6, 1980) 
 
There is a particular species of small animals that evolved four 
extremities very much like human hands.  Soft, pink, hairless.  These 
animals thrive on human presence, affection, and especially on their 
love.  They have no name, for it is impossible to find a word that befits 
them.  Whenever you allow them to approach you, in the early evening 
when they are abundant, they jump in your lap and hug you lovingly, 
clutching to your chest, arms, and neck.  Their little pudgy hands are 
perfectly adapted for this.  Their soft bodies and sweet smells are 
deceptive, though.  Once they get hold of you in numbers it is very 
difficult to pry them lose.  It is well known that many people were thus 
suffocated, unable to withstand the soft eyes of these angelic creatures.  
It is believed that the only remedy in case the small hands become 
unbearable is to calmly whisper these words: “Maybe tomorrow, 
sweethearts, maybe even tomorrow.”  Almost immediately they jump 
on the ground and head towards the woods, turning and waving at you 
occasionally.  Most people are unfortunately not aware of this old 
remedy.  They are an easy prey, for they always end up by resorting to 
force. 
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AN UNBELIEVABLE PLOT  (September 4, 1981) 
 
Defying the well-advertised rules, Tlön embarks upon an expedition in 
search of the Forbidden City.  Luckily, the authorities do not pursue 
him and his mates.  Soon they find not one, but innumerable forbidden 
cities.  The splendor fades.  Defying the rules once again, Tlön makes 
an attempt to return.  Sick and tired, he stumbles about in vain.  After a 
couple of centuries he realizes that he had changed the world.  The 
Forbidden City had vanished together with the rules, the authorities, 
his companions, and his defiance.  Aware of his powers, Tlön 
abandons himself.  To know oneself is to vanish, he begins to preach, 
as though ignorance could be retrieved at will.  Tlön ends up seeking 
after disciples, the evasive shadows of his own past. 
 
 
A CONVERSATION ABOUT SELF-MANAGEMENT  (March 16, 
1982) 
 
There was a party at Planner’s, where he invited his most intimate 
friends and enemies.  They had a lot to drink and a lot to say.  The 
subject of workers' self-management came up.  “They know they can't 
fool anyone with self-management, and yet they keep stuffing it down 
our throats,” said Chatterer.  “Rubbish,” interjected Sociologist.  “They 
stuff it down our throats precisely because they know they can't fool 
anyone.  That’s frightening in itself, and they sure know it.”  
“Dialectics, dialectics,” applauded Chatterer.  “Wait a minute,” 
gesticulated Member feverishly as everyone laughed.  “What do you 
mean by ‘they, they, they’?  This isn’t Ibansk, mind you.  Over here in 
Self-land ... we do in fact exist!  Who’re they?  We’re they!!”  “Speak 
for yourself,” said Chatterer indignantly.  “Maybe you are right about 
us—neither here nor there—but they are there all right.”  “Listen,” said 
Planner, “perhaps you...”  “Wait,” interrupted Whore.  “Have you seen 
Path-finder the last time he was brought here for display, before the 
Congress, or after Pedagogue’s death, I’m not sure any more?  We 
were all taken out to meet him?  Do you remember the way he waived 
his little hand from the limousine?  The old puppet was brought here to 
wave because they wanted us to cheer and spit at the same time.  
That’s self-management for you.  From the mob, to the mob.  Phooey!’  
“Rubbish,” said Sociologist.  “People’s love for Pathfinder was 
genuine, and that’s precisely the problem.  The fact that everyone has 
turned against him now has to do with the fact that he’s dead, but you 
must admit that he was quite a fellow in the past, while he was still 
kicking.”  The conversation turned to Sociologist’s claim that 
Pathfinder no doubt reciprocated that love.  The mob knew it, and as a 
result this vicious circle threatened the entire social order.  He also 
claimed that self-management could be understood only as an aspect of 
this development.  “Well,” said Planner, “the whole concept of self-
management can’t be reduced to Path-finder alone!  The concept has to 
be developed, and maybe...”  “Developed, my ass,” interrupted Whore 
impatiently.  “By tomorrow we’ll cheerfully chuck everything 
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overboard, just you wait.  They’ll have to figure out something else 
now—something that corresponds to the new conditions and so on.  
The old tricks won’t work once Path-finder has been trampled over and 
forgotten.”  Whore argued that Pathfinder’s demise had been planned 
long in advance, and that all the statues were soon to be toppled 
according to the same plan.  “Your stupidity doesn’t cease to amaze 
me,” insisted Member.  “As though you want to forget that we’re all 
responsible for this shit.  Sociologist himself collaborated with the 
‘authorities’ from the very beginning, not to mention Whore, or the 
rest of you.  Even I ... anyway.  And now, all of a sudden, you expect 
that they—who’re they?—will play a major rôle.”  “I agree with 
Member to some extent,” concluded Chatterer.  “They are stupid and 
frightened themselves.  Path-finder had been telling them what to do, 
but he had never explained why should they do it, exactly when to do 
it, and so on.  Still, they're certainly more frightened than we are, so 
they’ll have to come up with something.  Anything, to be more precise.  
But what?”  Careerist, who obviously enjoyed the conversation, 
although he had refrained from any comment thus far, motioned 
jovially for attention.  “Self-management is a process of averaging.  
Only the outstanding tend to suffer, and the outstanding are few and far 
between.  Everyone else stands to gain.  I’m certain that most people in 
Self-land, mediocre as they are, will do everything in their power to 
keep the system afloat.”  He paused, but nobody volunteered anything.  
“So, what’s the trouble?  Why are you so prone to look for difficult 
solutions to a simple problem?”  Still no response.  “Anyway,” 
concluded Careerist, “I myself see no reason for great concern.  The 
system is stable as it is...”  “Just think of the balance-of-payments 
crisis,” whispered Planner thoughtfully.  As they were quite drunk by 
now, Thinker saw his chance to provide a conciliatory summary of 
their gibberish.  “Self-management, whatever that means, is a fact of 
life,” said Thinker quietly.  His poise annoyed everyone.  “It’s 
convenient as a cover for so many wrongdoings that they will be 
compelled to undermine Pathfinder’s pedestal precisely on the ground 
that he himself violated his own supposed principles.  Parenthetically, 
we all know that he adhered to no principles, and that that was his 
greatest achievement.  Self-management is too handy to be abandoned.  
It involves everyone, and especially those who are not involved.  It 
requires a lot of effort.  It exhausts.  This is what you've been saying all 
along—unwittingly, of course.  So, they’ll uphold the old principle 
while making every attempt to discard Pathfinder’s imprint.  That’s 
your new trick, because many Self-landians are likely to believe them 
now.  Pathfinder is an easy target at this stage.  Most of us are more 
than happy if we can chip in, in any old way, and especially if the mess 
is really genuine.  For a while, at least.  Mark my words: sooner or 
later you will celebrate, together with other morons in this country, the 
disembodied idea of self-management, for you will recognize by 
yourselves that without this old trick our very survival is at stake.”  
“Rubbish,” said Sociologist, but failed to elaborate.  Chatterer and 
Whore spotted an opportunity to exchange significant glances, and the 
dispute resolved itself more or less naturally.  Conversations require so 
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much effort, no matter how extensive the participants’ accumulated 
experience. 
 

From Alexander Zinoviev’s The Yawning Heights, Vol. 
III, London: The Bodley Head, Ltd., 1977, pp. 171-173. 

 
 
POOR DEVIL  (July 4, 1982) 
 
Once upon a time there lived a king blessed with three beautiful and 
virtuous daughters.  He loved them dearly and equitably.  Their 
happiness and joy knew no bounds, and it permeated every corner of 
his old castle.  But one day a plague struck upon his kingdom.  Many 
people died.  The plague that ravaged many a home visited upon his 
castle as well, and took away all the king’s daughters.  He grieved and 
grieved, unable to return to his duties.  After one hundred nights, when 
his life had already lost all meaning for the king, the Devil approached 
him at midnight, and said: “Listen, old man, I will give you back one 
of your daughters, but you must decide which one it shall be.”  The 
king begged the Devil not to confront him with such a horrible choice, 
but the Evil One was bent on his original proposal, and gave the king 
one more day to consider it—or the proposal would be forfeited.  The 
king grieved his predicament the entire day, and when the Devil 
returned exactly at midnight, he said:  “Give me back the one you love 
most.”  The Devil was surprised, but he nevertheless promised that he 
would return with an answer the next day at midnight.  And he kept his 
promise.  “You have outwitted me, old man,” said the Devil, and the 
three daughters presently burst into the king's chamber, ran toward him 
in delight, and hugged him lovingly.  There was no end to their 
excitement.  “But,” continued the Devil, “from now on you will have 
to live with my love for your beautiful and virtuous daughters.”  And 
the Devil lived happily ever after. 
 
 
VIGHAAM-AB-PANATA  (December 9, 1984) 
 
After every battle on his victorious trail, Vighaam-ab-Panata would 
line up all the warriors captured alive and ask them to choose one man 
who would be spared.  He enjoyed watching them in their predicament.  
Sometimes they would even start fighting among themselves, and 
Vighaam-ab-Panata would cheer them on, laughing all the while.  He 
was just in his wisdom, though, and he was never known to break his 
word.  One day the captured warriors, when asked to make the choice, 
unanimously pointed at a youngster who could barely carry his shield.  
Their proud faces annoyed Vighaam-ab-Panata.  “Who is this boy?” he 
asked and demounted from his elephant to see the chosen one better.  
But as soon as he touched the ground, the young warrior pulled out a 
concealed knife and stabbed himself to death in front of the mighty 
conqueror.  That was the last time Vighaam-ab-Panata ever asked his 
prisoners to choose their survivor. 
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From T.T. Howard’s Eye-Witness Accounts of Major 
Campaigns and Conquests, New York: Random House, 
1949, pp. 281-282. 

 
 
THE JOKER  (December 10, 1984) 
 
Here is how it all happened.  As you know, there were three of them.  
There was something strange about this group, but it was hard to put 
your finger on it.  When we spotted them, they were just standing there 
some distance from where we were sitting.  They were facing us.  The 
largest of the three stepped forward, extended his arms, and started 
speaking in a booming voice: “Listen to the word of God almighty...”  
That’s all he said.  His mouth kept forming words, and he kept 
gesturing theatrically, but no other sound could be heard.  We looked 
at each other.  “What the hell is this?” I said and got up.  I moved 
closer to the three men.  My partner followed me.  There were some 
ten paces between us at this point, and I noticed that they were actually 
staring past us.  We circled around them, while they kept addressing 
the place where we used to sit.  When we reached them from behind, I 
tapped the man with a beard on the shoulder and stepped back a little 
to see what he would do.  Nothing happened.  I stepped closer again 
and pushed him gently.  He fell forward like a log.  His left hand 
caught the one who was speaking, you know, and pulled him down 
sideways.  Their bodies were stiff.  The speaker continued gesturing 
toward the ground, his head bobbing and jerking from side to side. The 
third man was motionless.  We were both taken aback.  It all happened 
so quickly.  At length, we discovered that the three were not human 
after all.  They were damned robots of some kind or another.  A small 
crowd gathered around us, and a police car soon stopped at the 
entrance of the park. I was relieved.  As they were approaching us, I 
greeted them with extended arms: “Listen to the word of God 
almighty...”  I don’t know what got into me.  I thought this would be 
funny or something.  No sooner then I blurted this out, though, they 
opened fire at us.  The cops probably figured that we had 
malfunctioned, too.  At any rate, I do not remember anything else.  I 
came to only this morning.  I was only kidding, you know!  Tell me 
now, what the hell is going on out there?  Are we in trouble? 
 
 
THE POET AND THE TURTLE  (December 23, 1984) 
 
Emperor Khah was very fond of animals.  His garden was adorned by 
the most beautiful species from all parts of his vast empire.  Emperor 
Khah was especially fond of his turtle, which was believed to be at 
least three-hundred years old.  When the emperor died, all his animals 
were to be buried together with him, according to the ancient custom.  
On the day of the burial ceremony, the court poet asked to see the 
emperor's heir, and expressed his wish to be buried alive in place of 
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Emperor Khah’s turtle.  The young emperor agreed to grant him this 
favor, but demanded an explanation.  The poet bowed deeply: 
“Because I am fond of legends.” 
 
 
THE APPLES  (December 27, 1984) 
 
Here is what happened to Mrs. Konrad.  Her husband had been beating 
her for years, and she was sick of it.  She went to the authorities.  They 
promised to bring him to court, but she asked them not to.  That 
evening she took a couple of apples and a kitchen stool, and rode out to 
a nearby hill on the streetcar.  Next day, her footprints in the snow 
pointed to the hilltop.  Mrs. Konrad had eaten her apples, tied a 
clothesline to an oak, and kicked away the stool.  When they found her, 
the plastic clothesline had stretched under her weight, so that she was 
actually standing.  Her false teeth protruded from between her lips, and 
there was congealed blood on her face where she had clawed herself.  
They found family photographs in her pocket, which they saved for her 
children.  Her youngest son, George, still keeps them. 
 
 
A TALE ABOUT TWO FLYERS  (September 24, 1985) 
 
One day a mandarin dreamt he was flying.  The landscape he saw was 
so beautiful and inviting that he decided to make his dream come true.  
He conceived of a flying engine.  He was persuaded that the land he 
flew over was real and that it was impossible to get there by any other 
means.  After many an unsuccessful attempt at constructing a flying 
engine, the mandarin fell into deep despair.  An old man met him in the 
public garden in this sorry state and asked him about his distress.  The 
mandarin explained.  The old man thought for a while, and then invited 
the poor mandarin to follow him.  They left the garden and climbed up 
a small hill overlooking the town.  When they reached the hilltop, the 
old man pointed toward the south and said that the land the mandarin 
had dreamt was in that direction.  The mandarin was amazed at the 
detailed description of the landscape he once saw, which the old man 
provided as though he had visited it himself.  The old man hesitated for 
a moment when he realized what bewilderment his words had caused, 
but then he said reassuringly: “Our livers and kidneys are alike, too.” 
 
 
THE ADVENTURES OF TINTIN  (October 16, 1985) 
 
One morning Tintin opens the newspapers and reads his own obituary.  
Dismayed, he finds out that he committed suicide at the age of 
nineteen, exactly on his birthday.  An elaborate description of the 
circumstances is provided, too.  Tintin decides to investigate, as his 
nineteenth birthday is approaching.  He follows the plot step-by-step, 
and on the designated day he finds himself jumping off the train from 
Brussels to Paris—precisely as described in his obituary.  While he is 
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rolling down a slippery embankment, his consciousness fading, he 
catches a glimpse of Snowy, his loyal companion, howling through the 
only open door of the already distant train.  He manages to shout 
toward the cows grazing in the misty fields: “This is an accident, this is 
an accident...”  But, for some reason the obituary was silent about that. 
 
 
ON MOTHERS AND SONS  (October 19, 1985) 
 
It is related that a Hungarian count, a frail young man who was 
sentenced to be executed for exemplary reasons by public hanging 
because of his involvement in an ill-conceived uprising in the Austro-
Hungarian empire, exhibited an irritating degree of dignity and 
personal courage during the preparations because he was led to believe 
by his mother, who apparently wanted to help him in his ordeal, that he 
would be saved at the very last moment by the emperor's decree.  She 
instructed him that she would wear her white dress—a family heirloom 
since time immemorial—at the balcony of their palace along the 
avenue that would carry him to the gallows if the emperor indeed 
granted her this favor, and that she would wear a black dress otherwise.  
That morning she wore her white dress.  The young man accepted the 
noose with the nonchalance of one being dressed by a servant.  A 
moment later he was dangling at the end of the rope.  The executioners 
and those who had the privilege of standing very close to the gallows 
reported that they could not discern even the slightest sign of surprise 
on the count’s face, which is the reason why this story continues to 
exercise our curiosity to the very present. 
 
To Danilo Kiš 
 
 
KUBLAI KHAN (1216-1294)  (October 19, 1985) 
 
“And the much-admired Philomena,” said Marco Polo, “is such a vast 
and varied city that each and every city that has ever existed and that 
will ever exist can be found nested within it, complete with its 
inhabitants, domestic animals, and singing birds.”  The Great Kublai 
Khan asked: “Does this mean that no description suffices to give it 
shape in my mind's eye?”  Marco replied: “On the contrary, my lord, 
this means that every description is equally as valid as any other in this 
regard.”  But the Khan was puzzled.  “Show me,” he said, “what have 
you brought from that city, so that I can admire it in its art.”  All Marco 
Polo could produce was an unadorned spherical mirror.  The Great 
Khan raised the shining sphere to his eyes to contemplate its exquisite 
reflections.  And he was satisfied: “Now I can hear the birds singing, 
now I can see the arching back of a cat perched on the highest tower of 
the temple, now I can feel the breeze in the hair of the young woman 
who walks past the fish market toward the harbor...” 
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From Italo Calvino’s Invisible Cities, San Diego, New 
York, and London: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, A 
Helen and Kurt Wolff Book, 1974 (first published in 
1972), p. 39. 

 
 
A FAINT CRY  (November 22, 1985) 
 
During his long and enlightened reign, Emperor Khah composed many 
a beautiful poem about flowers and animals he was so fond of.  
Although his poems are lost to us, due to the unfortunate circumstances 
that befell the empire upon his untimely and mysterious death, their 
elegance survives to this day thanks to the paintings with which 
Emperor Khah’s eldest son illustrated a few of the poems at the tender 
age of twelve.  These paintings, as all the witnesses have attested with 
unanimity, speak of the serenity of Emperor Khah’s eye, and of the 
ease with which he had communicated with the innocent creatures of 
nature.  The most famous of these paintings, and the one which is 
guarded with greatest care from the inquisitive touch of the 
unenlightened, depicts a tiger stalking a buffalo.  The deserved fame of 
this painting stems from the fact that neither the tiger nor the buffalo 
can be discerned in the bamboo grove that envelops them.  Even more 
remarkably, the bamboo grove itself cannot be discerned in the 
painting, either.  The spectator’s imagination is enticed by a single 
stroke of red ink forming a shallow arc that extends from the lower left 
corner to the lower right corner of the painting.  It is said that a faint 
cry can sometimes be heard while admiring the painting, but there is a 
dispute among scholars regarding the origin of that sound.  Perhaps 
this is nothing but a figment of the spectator’s imagination. 
 
 
EMPEROR KHAH’S GRIEF  (December 20, 1986) 
 
A great misfortune befell Emperor Khah, and indeed the whole empire, 
when his eldest son, a valiant warrior and a scholar of renown, 
perished in a military campaign he had conducted in a neighboring 
kingdom for nearly three years.  It is said that the emperor's favorite 
accidentally fell off his horse during a long march and found his death 
in a deep ravine someplace in the rugged Silver Mountains.  Of course, 
his guards were immediately skinned alive, as the custom prescribed, 
and their skins were exhibited on the main gate of the emperor's castle 
for everyone to see and remember.  The nobles of the empire sent their 
beloved sovereign many wonderful presents to console him in his 
sorrow, but one present surpassed them all in beauty and compassion: 
the king whose territory Emperor Khah’s son had been ravaging for 
years sent the emperor his youngest daughter, a maiden of 
indescribable beauty, elegance, and charm.  By and by, the fair 
princess won the emperor's heart, and his mourning subsided to the 
point where he decided to visit the neighboring king himself and thank 
him for the happiness he had found.  But as soon as Emperor Khah and 
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his magnificent retinue reached the Silver Mountains, where they 
intended to pay homage to the fallen warrior, the emperor's beloved 
princess suddenly and inexplicably fell ill.  Distraught, Emperor Khah 
ordered a forced march back to his capital, where she could be 
attended and comforted by the wisest doctors of the empire.  Before 
they had reached the capital, however, the fair princess expired in 
Emperor Khah’s arms.  In his great grief and in his great wisdom, 
Emperor Khah sent her father a present of consolation that still boggles 
the minds of scholars to this very day: an enormous bronze caldron 
stuffed full with the most foul and hideous creatures, things, and 
substances known to exist under the heavens.  It is related that the vile 
vapor emanating from the caldron would nauseate men and animals at 
great distances, and that the color of the concoction was so evil that 
anyone who saw it would suffer from hallucinations for days.  What is 
even more puzzling about this incident is that Emperor Khah and his 
neighbor the king had never again engaged in any enmities during their 
long and prosperous reigns. 
 
 
EMPEROR DÖ’S GIFT  (September 13, 1988) 
 
It is said that Emperor Dö had a curious gift.  While on a campaign, 
each evening he would line up his many generals and order them to 
report about their military operations all at once.  Although they could 
hardly hear their own words, the emperor had a way to understand 
each and every voice competing for his attention.  On one such 
occasion, during his last campaign, Emperor Dö suddenly interrupted 
the military chorus and ordered the generals to speak one after another.  
Unaccustomed to this procedure, they all stumbled and stuttered 
through their reports.  When they were finished, the emperor dismissed 
them without specific orders for tomorrow.  The next morning was 
blessed by a great and lasting victory against the restless barbarian 
hordes that plagued the northern provinces.  When the generals 
returned to the camp and assembled for their victorious evening report, 
they learned that Emperor Dö had died in his sleep the previous night. 
 
 
PLUM TREE BLOSSOM  (December 20, 1988) 
 
A mandarin fell in love with a courtesan.  Learning of his predicament, 
she sent him a message: “I shall be yours if you plant a plum tree in 
your garden, nurse it to maturity, and send me its first flowers, so that I 
may wear them in my hair on occasion of your visit.”  The mandarin 
planted a plum tree in his garden and protected it tenderly from frosts 
and pests alike.  As soon as the first buds appeared, delicate and 
fragrant, he watched them develop from dawn to dusk.  When the tree 
was in full bloom at last, he sent the courtesan a message: “Alas, you 
shall never be mine, for I have failed to comply with the generous 
propositions of your offer.” 
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POSTSCRIPTUM II  (December 31, 1988) 
 
“Are you finished, sir?” asked the chaplain in a low voice.  He looked 
extremely uncomfortable in the full regalia of his order.  “Quite,” said 
the count, still immersed in his notebook.  He had been reading it over 
and over again and making small alterations the whole night.  “Sir, it is 
five o'clock, if you do not mind,” said the chaplain imploringly.  The 
count rose from his seat, closed the notebook with an air of finality, 
and reached for his coat.  One of the buttons apparently gave him some 
trouble, but he was ready presently.  On the way to the door, where 
four soldiers were waiting for him, the count turned to the chaplain and 
nodded toward the notebook: “Thank you again for agreeing to save 
the manuscript.”  He paused, as though weighing his words, but 
ultimately said nothing and walked to the door.  The chaplain noticed 
this moment of indecision: “Yes?”  But the count was already in the 
corridor, straightening his coat.  “Yes?” repeated the chaplain as he 
hurried toward the door.  “Well,” said the count at last, smiling, “I 
followed your wise advice and removed all references to the execution 
itself.”  The chaplain tried to smile back but failed to do so in time. 
 

From T.T. Howard’s European Landscapes: Essays and 
Vignettes, New York: Random House, 1942, p. 411. 

 
 
PRINCE LING’S MASK  (January 2, 1989) 
 
It is said that Kao Ch’ang-kung—Prince of Lan-ling in Shantung, 
known to most as Prince Ling—was graced with a face of womanish 
beauty, and that he found that in battle his enemies were not afraid of 
him.  He therefore took to wearing a ferocious mask.  But the real 
motive for this ruse was a subject of considerable dispute.  On the one 
hand, those envious of Prince Ling’s beauty went so far as to claim that 
he wore the mask to protect his delicate complexion; on the other hand, 
his many friends argued that in his wisdom and mercy he indeed 
wished to scare away the misguided enemy, for he was second to none 
in his mastery of martial arts. 
 
 
PRESIDENT GRAY’S PASSION  (May 22, 1989) 
 
Among all the MIT presidents, President Paul Gray was especially 
fond of students.  To paraphrase an anecdote by Daniil Kharms about 
Leo Tolstoy, who was known to be very fond of children, even if you 
were to fill a lecture hall with students, President Gray would keep 
repeating: “More, more.”  Such was his passion! 
 
To Goran Đorđević 
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EMPEROR DÖ’S LOVE  (May 30, 1989) 
 
Emperor Dö was proud of his many children, but he was most proud of 
his youngest daughter, Princess Pä.  He found her flute playing so 
delightful that he often asked her to play for him and his most intimate 
retainers.  He also enjoyed her cheerful company during many of his 
morning strolls in the palace garden.  Their intimacy knew no bounds, 
as she was the only person who was allowed into the emperor's 
presence without his own permission.  It is said that Princess Pä was 
only twelve when the emperor invited her to his Deathbed Ceremony 
with these words: “Come, dearest child, and accompany me to the Gate 
of Paradise.”  Although she was crushed by the prospect of her beloved 
father's death, she rejoiced in the honor that he bestowed upon her.  
She replied with these words: “I will accompany you, dearest father, 
beyond the Gate of Paradise.”  Emperor Dö wept with pleasure when 
he received her words; however, because of his great love for the 
charming princess, he decided to thwart her plan in an unprecedented 
way.  To the consternation of the entire court, he died before the 
appointed hour in the Deathbed Ceremony. 
 
 
NO GOOD DEED WILL GO UNPUNISHED  (September 29, 1989) 
 
Among the many enchanting tales about emperor Khah’s reign, 
perhaps the most enchanting is the one about the ultimate 
disappointment of his attempts to construct an engine which could take 
him to the Moon.  It is said that he had been convinced since boyhood 
that such a journey was within his reach, as he conceived of the Moon 
as an object lighter than air.  He thought it floated in a manner similar 
to a hot air balloon. 
 
Of course, all the emperor's devices, as well as those devised by his 
industrious assistants, failed one after another to gratify his dream: the 
tall ladders and towers toppled over, the winged engines plummeted 
into the sea, the heavy catapults crashed under their own weight, and 
the paper balloons of many colors floated away aimlessly.  By and by, 
the emperor dismissed the motley crew he had so carefully assembled 
to help him in the pursuit of his dream.   Although emperor Khah never 
abandoned it, his pet project gradually lost some of its luster.  Loathing 
the spreading ridicule among the courtiers, he discussed it with his 
closest retainers only. 
 
Many years passed in quiet study and experimentation, and the 
emperor's age began to weigh upon him ever more visibly.  He devoted 
more and more of his time to his journey to the Moon and to poetry, of 
which he was also very fond, letting his three sons share the major 
duties of his office.  And then, quite unexpectedly, a wise man 
appeared in court and requested to be presented to the emperor.  He 
said he had something important regarding emperor Khah’s wish to go 
to the Moon.  He claimed that he knew why the emperor's attempts had 
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been so unsuccessful hitherto.  Emperor Khah received the man at 
once, his old flame rekindled and his eyes ablaze.  However, the sage 
argued that the Moon was, in fact, unreachable, as it was separated 
from the Earth not only by an enormous distance unfit for travel, but 
also because there was no air there.  His words were many and very 
elaborate, but this was the gist of his account for the emperor's plight. 
 
Emperor Khah retired to his quarters with but a few words for the man.  
He somberly promised to consider by the next morning the most 
appropriate gift for the discovery so well-conceived and so ably 
expounded.  It came as little surprise that the man was executed before 
dawn; what was most surprising was that emperor Khah announced his 
abdication and retirement to a monastery immediately after the 
execution.  According to the imperial records, he had not spoken a 
single word ever again.  He died in the monastery at the ripe age of 
ninety-nine. 
 
 
TWO SAGES AND A TREE  (October 31, 1989) 
 
Two sages sat under a tree for as long as they could remember.  One 
day they struck up a conversation.  “Say,” said one of them, “was it 
you or was it I who came here first?”  The other sage assumed a 
puzzled expression: “Why, I believe we came here together.”  After a 
long pause, the sage who spoke first broke the silence again: “But was 
this tree here when we came, or did it sprout and grow afterwards?”  
The other sage shrugged his shoulders: “Why, I believe it came here 
with us.” 
 
 
PRESIDENT GRAY’S FAIRNESS  (November 23, 1989) 
 
As everyone knows, MIT’s President Paul Gray was very fond of 
students.  One day a student defecated on his desk in protest of a 
sizeable tuition hike, and President Gray’s secretary caught him in 
delicto flagranti.  She made a horrible fuss about the incident and 
ended up calling the police.  But President Gray, who was also 
summoned to his office by the distraught secretary, pleaded with the 
police officers to drop the charges against the trembling student: “All 
the doors and all the corridors at MIT look so much alike that the poor 
chap confused my office and the men’s room couple of doors down the 
corridor!”  Everyone laughed.  Police officers dropped the charges, and 
the student cleaned up the mess on his own accord.  Of course, 
President Gray had to dismiss his secretary, who had no understanding 
whatsoever for student pranks. 
 
 
 
 
 



	 29	

THERE IS A WOMAN CRYING  (December 14, 1989) 
 
There is a woman crying on the top of a mountain washed by the North 
Sea.  Her tears join a stream she can hear night and day.  The stream 
joins the vast sea she can see when the clouds are driven away by the 
wind.  The sea joins the ocean she hears about from the birds that rest 
on top of her mountain from time to time.  The woman's sorrow is 
matched only by the dread of the suffering she would cause if the 
ocean were to swell with her tears all the way to her feet.  How 
horrible such a flood would be!  And the tears roll down her cheeks 
ever more profusely. 
 
 
PRESIDENT GRAY’S SENSE OF HUMOR  (December 21, 1989) 
 
On the Commencement Day several years ago MIT’s President Paul 
Gray tripped on his academic gown and almost fell as he was climbing 
the ceremonial platform erected for the occasion in Killian Court.  
Although he managed to keep his balance, he inadvertently kicked one 
of the standing microphones, which fell on the head of a Civil 
Engineering Department graduate who was being photographed in 
front of the platform by his father.  The blow was softened by the 
young man's mortar hat, but he still had to be taken to the infirmary, 
where his wound was stitched in no time.  President Gray, who was 
known to be very fond of students, accompanied the unfortunate fellow 
and his teary parents to the infirmary, and returned to his duties only 
when he was satisfied that everything was in order.  Later on, when the 
young man came forward for his diploma with a formidable bandage 
on his head, President Gray shook his hand cordially and said: “My 
son, MIT is a hard-hat area, and don’t you ever forget it!”  The entire 
Killian Court burst out laughing. 
 
 
PRESIDENT GRAY’S SENSE OF COMMUNITY  (January 13, 
1990) 
 
It is said that MIT’s president Paul Gray, who was very fond of 
students, returned to his office one evening to fetch some papers he 
needed to review before a meeting early next morning.  On his way 
through the deserted corridors of the old campus he offered his 
greetings to a young woman passing by.  Evidently, she did not 
recognize him in his informal attire, and she slunk by without a word.  
Perhaps she felt awkward greeting a stranger when there was no one 
around—no matter how amiable he appeared and how affable his 
greetings happened to be.  But President Gray ran after her, grabbed 
her by the shoulders, and started shaking her: “How do you imagine 
we will ever build a true community here if people do not even greet 
each other?”  Later on he liked to recount this incident whenever he 
talked about the need to strengthen the spirit of community at MIT.  
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“Of course,” he would conclude his story, “the young lady and I have 
been the best of friends ever since.” 
 
 
ON SOCIAL PROGRESS  (March 1, 1990) 
 
Two monkeys crouched in the shade of a tree, hiding from the 
scorching sun.  The afternoon was too hot for their usual pastimes.  
“Would you please scratch my back a little?” asked one monkey 
drowsily.  “Of course,” answered his friend and yawned, “but would 
you scratch my back when I am finished scratching yours?”  They 
reached an agreement and proceeded to scratch each other’s backs.  
They took turns—a little bit of pleasure for a little bit of work.  The 
monkeys hiding under neighboring trees began showing interest in the 
arrangement.  When a third monkey joined them, they discovered that 
they did not have to take turns any more.  They sat in a circle and 
scratched away with renewed zeal.  More and more monkeys joined 
them, delighted by the new invention.  The pleasure was now 
continuous.  But the growing circle was broken soon, as it turned out 
that the work was continuous, too. 
 
 
THE COURT MASTER OF GEOMANCY  (May 13, 1990) 
 
As ancient custom required, Emperor Khah undertook four journeys in 
his youth to learn first-hand about the empire he was to inherit from 
his childless uncle.  Each time he set out from the capital in one of the 
four cardinal directions.  Each time he spent a full year on the road 
outward, and somewhat less than a year on the road back to the capital.  
His first journey took him to the eastern provinces, troubled by local 
unrest and barbarian invasions long before Emperor Khah’s reign.  It is 
said that he met his future court master of geomancy in the eastern 
provinces, and that he immediately took to liking this remarkable man 
of barbarian origin.  It is this man who advised the emperor to move 
the capital to the east, where the presence of vast imperial armies 
proved to have been essential in preserving the integrity of the empire.  
The court master of geomancy also advised the emperor on the site for 
his eternal home.  The best proof to the wisdom of this advice is that 
Emperor Khah’s tomb has not been found to this very day.  It is 
therefore believed that the unfathomable treasure buried there is still 
intact.  The only clue as to the site of the tomb—which is believed to 
have come from the court master of geomancy himself, and which is 
therefore not to be trusted—is that it is at the westernmost point 
reached by Emperor Khah on his fourth journey.  Of course, this point 
falls in a featureless desert the size of an entire ocean.  The only people 
who have managed to find a foothold in this unfriendly place are the 
banished survivors of barbarian hordes that once threatened the eastern 
borders of the empire. 
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METAMORPHOSIS  (July 12, 1990) 
 
An idea for a horror movie: One fine morning a young man of Serbian 
origin discovers that he has turned into a Croat (or vice versa).  Upon 
discovery of his metamorphosis, his family and friends abandon him in 
disgust.  His father hurls at him a large fruit—say, a watermelon—and 
the young man eventually dies in pain. 
 
 
SUCH A WONDERFUL LANDSCAPE  (December 11, 1990) 
 
Two monks walk along a narrow mountain path.  After a long silence, 
the monk walking in front exclaims: “Have you ever seen such a 
wonderful landscape?”  The monk walking behind him strikes him 
with his staff.  “What’s the matter?” cries the first monk holding his 
bruised head.  “Ever since dawn you have been walking in front of 
me,” answers the second monk. 
 
 
ADVICE  (July 28, 1991) 
 
A young mandarin fell in love with a courtesan.  She released all her 
customers and dedicated herself to him.  He wanted to propose to her, 
but he was hesitant because of her past.  She sensed his predicament.  
“You must make up your mind and then live in peace with your 
decision,” she told him.  Relieved, he promised to heed her advice.  At 
length he proposed to her, but she rejected his generous offer without a 
word of explanation. 
 
 
THE GREAT CANAL  (December 16, 1991) 
 
According to a handful of trusted chroniclers, the first year of Emperor 
Khah's reign was punctuated by many disasters—earthquakes, floods, 
droughts, and forest fires of staggering proportions.  Many people took 
these bad omens very seriously, but few dared to mention them except 
in their most private prayers.  Emperor Khah was concerned about the 
spreading fear at the court for his safety, but he was careful not to 
contribute to these fears by acknowledging them himself.  One day a 
man asked for an audience with the emperor and claimed that he knew 
of a way to deal with the long series of calamities that had befallen the 
land.  The man was disarmed and chained before he was presented to 
the emperor.  When he was asked to speak, the man explained that the 
disasters were of natural origin and that they could not be influenced in 
any way, but that the growing fear could be checked by making it next 
to impossible for the news about a particular disaster to spread once it 
had occurred.  When he was asked to propose a practical way to stop 
the news from spreading, he offered the following proposal.  Whenever 
a disaster would strike a province, all the people living there could be 
sent on the double to a remote part of the empire to build a useless but 
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time-consuming structure of vast proportions.  By the time these 
people would be allowed to return to their province they would have 
forgotten about the calamity that had preceded their building 
expedition.  People from each disaster-stricken province could be sent 
to a different part of this vast structure.  When he was asked to propose 
a building project worth considering for this purpose, he offered the 
idea of digging a canal of great depth, breadth, and length in the 
northern provinces.  Although the fate of this man is not known, 
several chroniclers noted that Emperor Khah had thought well of his 
surprising proposal. 
 
 
TLÖN’S GAMBIT  (December 23, 1991) 
 
Although Tlön’s wanderings appeared to be haphazard, most of his 
expeditions had a carefully disguised goal—to get in touch with other 
sentient species.  He did not believe they existed; rather, he hoped they 
did exist.  Somewhat innocently, he would look for them in places he 
thought he would find to his liking, as well.  Under normal 
circumstances such places would be shunned by his own species, but 
he would occasionally meet other wanderers in places where he would 
least expect them.  After several disappointing encounters of this kind 
Tlön decided to change his strategy: he stayed at home in hope that he 
would be most easily discovered there. 
 
 
AN IDEA FOR A STAGE PERFORMANCE  (November 15, 1994) 
 
There are two props on the stage.  One is a box with two buttons—one 
red and one green.  The other is a scoreboard with a clock.  The 
audience learns about the box and the scoreboard from the program.  If 
the red button on the box is pressed by an actor, the world goes into a 
puff of smoke, but if the green button is pressed instead, the holocaust 
is averted indefinitely.  Once the green button is pressed, the red button 
becomes inoperative.  However, if neither button is pressed the world 
blows up into smithereens with a delay.   
 
When the curtain goes up, the people in the audience collectively 
forecasts what will happen on the stage either by pressing the red or 
the green button on the armrests of their seats, or by pressing neither of 
the two buttons.  The audience has three minutes to thus cast its vote 
and for the vote to be automatically counted and broadcast via the 
scoreboard.  If the reds dominate the greens, an actor presses the red 
button on the box, the stage is flooded by intense white light, and the 
curtain is lowered; if the greens dominate the reds, an actor presses the 
green button, and the curtain is lowered after two minutes; if the 
number of reds is equal to the number of greens or if the number of 
both reds and greens is equal to zero, the stage is flooded by intense 
white light and the curtain is lowered one minute after the vote is 
posted on the scoreboard. 
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The first act involves a single actor, the second a couple of actors, the 
third three actors, etc.  There are as many acts and actors as required 
for the audience to realize that the actors are doing exactly what the 
audience has forecast they would do.  On an average night, there will 
be at least five and at most seven acts. 
 
 
EMPEROR KHAH AND EMPEROR DÖ  (January 12, 1995) 
 
Many scholars have speculated about the historical relationship 
between Emperor Khah and Emperor Dö.  The possibility that their 
illustrious reigns overlapped in time, as well as that their empires 
overlapped in space, has exercised the scholars' imaginations for 
several millennia.  It is therefore hardly surprising that there is a school 
of thought—not strong in numbers but ancient, persistent, and most 
vociferous in argumentation—that the two emperors were, in fact, 
husband and wife.  Although neither emperor wrote about the other in 
their extant writings, Emperor Khah did once mention Dö as a vast 
empire or a continent, and Emperor Dö on one occasion mentioned 
Khah as a towering mountain or a mountain range, whence it has been 
inferred by the most intrepid among the scholars that the former was 
the husband and the latter the wife.  Preposterous as this school of 
thought might appear at first glance, the more sober among the 
scholars investigating the perplexing relationship between the two 
greatest emperors of antiquity have never succeeded in demonstrating 
it definitely false, either.   
 
 
TLÖN’S EVER-LONGER ABSENCES   (January 17, 1995) 
 
Tlön's pathfinding talent was recognized early in his childhood.  He 
would never get lost even in the thickest of forests or the barest of 
deserts.  At first it appeared that he had an aptitude for leadership, but 
then it turned out that he was rather a solitary man.  With his 
exceptional wayfinding skills he could hide from others for as long as 
he wished, for no-one would be able to track him down.  As he would 
always ultimately return, less and less was made of his ever-longer 
absences.  At first he would disappear for days, weeks, months, but in 
time it would take years and even decades before he would come back.  
The last time he was seen was centuries ago, but no-one who knows of 
him would be surprised if Tlön would turn up again and sit down by 
the fire as though he had been away for a single day. 
 
 
THE LAST COMMUNION  (May 11, 1995) 
 
Sensing the approach of his last day, an old mandarin had his only son 
brought to him for their last communion.  The son arrived in haste, 
mortified by the messenger’s news of his father’s preparations for his 
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impending departure.  “There is only one thing I want to tell you on 
this occasion,” said the old man, “but I want you to promise me first 
that you will pass it on to your own sons when your turn comes.”  The 
young man promised to do as his father wished.  “Well then,” said the 
old man solemnly, “there is nothing I have ever wanted to tell you 
which I have not told you already.”  And he died in peace a few days 
later. 
 
 
AN ASS SO BIG  (May 15, 1995) 
 
Imagine a fat and bare ass so big that it would cover a good part of 
New York and New Jersey combined—an ass so big that the 
skyscrapers of Manhattan would feel but prickly underneath its 
colossal cheeks.  Imagine it nestling itself over the squishy landscapes 
and crunchy townscapes of the two states.  Now imagine this dimpled 
ass lift itself majestically through the clouds to reveal a Manhattan-
shaped patch of crumbled and hollow skyscraper tips embedded in one 
of its soft flanks.  This is the image that was so striking that it 
prevented me from dozing off this lazy afternoon. 
 
 
TLÖN’S HEALTH  (August 7, 1995) 
 
It is related that Tlön and a few of his mates were once shipwrecked on 
an island, and that there was neither food nor water to be found there.  
There was no shelter either.  When they were finally rescued by a 
passing ship, several of Tlön’s mates were already dead, and most of 
them were dying.  Miraculously, he was in the best of health, albeit 
emaciated.  When the captain of the ship asked him about his 
extraordinary condition, Tlön smiled: “There is no-one waiting for me 
back home.”  He did not mention that, for him, there was no such place 
as home. 
 
 
TLÖN: FACT AND FICTION  (June 18, 1996) 
 
In his “Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius” (The Garden of Forking Paths, 
1941) Borges writes about Tlön in several distinct contexts 
corresponding to the narrator’s or reader’s stages of discovery.  First, it 
is introduced as one of the two legendary regions to be found in the 
fantastic literature of Uqbar, itself a land of suspect geography and 
history, but believed to belong to the Middle East.  The other 
imaginary region is called Mlejnas.  Again, the literature on Uqbar is 
itself fantastic.  Second, Tlön is an unknown planet, whose geography 
and history are described in astonishing detail in a forty-odd-volume 
encyclopedia produced someplace in the United States around the turn 
of the century.  Third, the emphasis turns to a multigenerational project 
of inventing first a country and then, by an extension worthy of the 
Americas, an entire planet.  The key idea behind the project is 
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associated with virulent atheism: even mere mortals are capable of 
conceiving a world.  To add spice to the endeavor, it is secret and thus 
fraught with intoxicating mystery.  Fourth, the entire project is 
rendered fictitious in the Prologue to the collection of eight enchanting 
stories, The Garden of Forking Paths, where Borges indelicately 
exposes his literary device: describing imaginary books in order to 
bypass the impoverishing extravagances of writing them.  To wit, Tlön 
is rendered twice imaginary—first as a land or world, and second as a 
project.  This is disappointing, to say the least, for prologues are 
always read last, once their supposed sequels have enchanted their 
readers. 
 
Refraining for the moment from a tiresome examination of 
bibliographic references, which are abundant indeed, it can be shown 
that Borges has either misunderstood the existing knowledge about 
Tlön, which is far from a figment of his or anyone else's imagination 
(although Uqbar and Mlejnas almost certainly are, for even the most 
exhaustive bibliographic searches using contemporary computer 
technology have failed to yield anything of value on these two items), 
or that he wishes to protect the secrets he has uncovered in his 
researches over several decades.  The latter possibility is potentially 
more rewarding, but it is not necessary in view of the accumulated 
evidence.   
 
The evidence is not without its perplexities, however.  Two are 
especially important here.  First, besides the geographic and planetary 
references to Tlön there are some that would suggest that this was a 
name of an individual or a group of individuals, typically of male 
gender.  Although such references are considerably less frequent in the 
bibliographic sources examined to date, it is entirely possible that the 
name of Tlön can be used to denote both a place and a person or 
persons from that place.  Moreover, it is not too farfetched to 
hypothesize that this name would be attributed to visitors from Tlön 
encountered through the ages across planet Earth.  Second, and 
assuming the connection discussed above, it is entirely possible that 
the contradictory character of the accumulated evidence stems not 
from deliberate attempts of sundry writers to confound the reader and 
thus protect the received secrets, but by the visitor or visitors from 
Tlön deliberately and systematically introducing such contradictions 
into the historical record through the informants whose evidence we 
have on offer.  It is entirely possible that, as a world, Tlön was 
polymorphous to the extent suggested by the evidence unearthed by 
contemporary research, but that is not very likely on account of vast 
discrepancies and contradictions on record.  Put differently, a world so 
unpredictable, or even indeterminate, would be incapable of generating 
a coherent culture—a precondition for any form of civilization, let 
alone for interplanetary travel. 
 
Even though there is practically no evidence for the hypothesis that 
follows, it is worth exploring it briefly in view of the paucity of 
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plausible hypotheses about Tlön.  Namely, this may be a world which 
survives in the collective unconscious of several cultures on Earth 
because the inhabitants of our planet originate from Tlön—our 
erstwhile home in some other planetary system.  Some cultures—and 
some individuals, for that matter—may be less removed from that 
point of origin, and thus more capable of elucidating some of the 
connections worth exploring.  Alternatively, the references to Tlön 
may be localized in space and time because the inhabitants of our 
planet have different, albeit not independent, planetary origins.  In any 
case, this hypothesis may vindicate Borges’ claim that psychology is 
the key science of Tlön, which may have become reduced to an inner 
planet, as it were. 
 

From Synthia Brennan’s “Tlön, Collective Memory, 
and Jorge Luis Borges,” Theosophical Journal, New 
Series, Vol. 51, No. 3, 1994, pp. 378-379. 

 
 
FORZA, DARIO!  (November 10, 1996) 
 
This is a funny book, just like its author—an architect, philosopher, 
historian, artist.  Indeed, he conceives of his book as an art project 
because he conceives of art as a residual activity.  It has been built—
stone by stone, day by day—over a period of twenty years.  The 
process of accretion continues, as it does in the Hospital of Siena, the 
book's physical model invoked in the Preface.  Essays, stories, stray 
thoughts, sundry quotes plucked from favorite books, and diary entries 
keep piling up apparently at random.  And randomness is what the 
author craves after, for he thinks of it in terms of an infinite order that 
bypasses all traps of apparent meaning.  Designed in Venice, the 
author's elective home, by another architect, philosopher, historian, 
artist, and printed in Ferrara, the book is a pleasure to hold and behold.  
Like many a book of old, it requires a leap of faith, a somersault, a 
pinch of personal courage to approach, but once the first step is taken, 
once the commitment is made, it is difficult to abandon, drop, exorcise.  
It is a book to keep close to one's pillow. 
 

From Dario Dandolo’s “Ecce liber,” De natura 
verbalis, Vol. XIV, No. 4, Winter 1996, pp. 669-670 (in 
Italian). 

 
 
THE EAGLE, THE FOX, AND THE HARE: A BORING FABLE  
(December 7, 1996) 
 
An eagle was circling and circling, unable to make up its mind on the 
best way to approach a plump hare grazing in the middle of a meadow 
far below: “No matter how fast I plummet, the hare will have 
wandered toward the edge of the meadow before I can reach it; but if I 
slowly descend closer to it, whence I can take a lightning plunge for 
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my prey, it is liable to see me circling round it and bolt for its burrow 
that much more quickly.”  Meanwhile a fox was watching the eagle 
and the hare from behind a bush at the edge of the meadow: “If I wait 
too long, the eagle will get the hare; but if I leap out at the wrong 
moment, the eagle may grab me, not the hare.”  The hare kept 
watching now the eagle and now the fox out of the corner of an eye: 
“If I stay here, the eagle may get me; but if I dash for the edge of the 
meadow, I may end up in the clutches of the fox, instead.”  And so the 
hare kept grazing, the fox kept lurking behind the bush, and the eagle 
kept circling high up in the sky. 
 
 
THE SNAIL’S FABULOUS SHELL  (December 15, 1996) 
 
Emperor Khah was very fond of animals, as witnessed by the 
following entry from the ancient court records.  One fine morning, on 
his walk through the palace garden, the emperor accidentally tread on a 
snail.  It was not harmed, although its shell was cracked through.  
Alarmed, the emperor ordered the snail’s shell encased in gold and 
decorated with the finest of rubies, so that no-one would tread on it 
again.  His own jeweler was entrusted with this delicate task.  Several 
mornings later Emperor Khah stumbled upon the snail’s fabulous shell 
once again, but he found it empty.  Enraged, he had his jeweler 
beheaded. 
 
 
BREAD  (January 24, 1997) 
 
A scene for the first feature film of a promising director someplace 
from the Balkans: having just deflowered his beautiful but lame cousin 
in the grass under a tree around which his cows peacefully graze, a 
shepherd breaks the loaf of bread she brought to him for lunch and 
dunks it into the gore between her legs.  They both eat of it with their 
eyes closed. 
 
 
OFFSPRING  (January 26, 1997) 
 
Having heard of flying rats, an enterprising rat persuaded a pigeon to 
join forces.  “With my brains and your wings,” winked the rat, “we 
could do wonders.”  The pigeon blinked in agreement.  The question 
that remained was how best to fly together, but all their attempts ended 
in failure.  Bruised after many a precipitous descent, the rat proposed a 
pause for thought.  “Perhaps we should be thinking about the 
generations to come,” the rat winked, “rather than our own gain.”  The 
pigeon blinked in agreement once again.  And they are still trying for 
an offspring worthy of their lofty dream. 
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A SCENE FOR AN UNABASHED AMERICAN MOVIE  (February 
28, 1997) 
 
A gorgeous woman in her early thirties is jogging along a lush and 
sunny suburban street.  Trees are swaying gently in a light breeze.  It is 
mid-morning in the early fall, and the empty streets are strewn with 
leaves.  Suddenly the woman hears a low rumble of a big, gray car that 
is catching up with her from her left.  In it there are two black men in 
their mid-twenties.  They appear identical in their black leather jackets, 
dark glasses of the same design, and haircuts so short that they look 
like shadows on their heads.  Their faces are expressionless.  “What a 
bum, man!” says the fellow who is not driving and is closer to the 
sidewalk.  “Yup.”  The woman tries to stay cool as she jogs along, but 
she is increasingly nervous under their steady stare.  Just behind her, 
the car glides like a shark.  “Any place around here where we could 
crack her open?” asks dreamily the fellow who is closer to her and who 
is now leaning out of the open window.  “Nope.”  “Shit,” says the 
fellow and pulls out of the glove compartment a huge gun with a 
silencer.  As he is aiming at the woman she turns toward him.  Just 
before she manages to open her mouth for a good scream, he shoots 
her between the eyes.  Pulled upwards by the force of the bullet, and 
twisted around because of her turn toward the car just before the 
bullet’s impact, she spins in the air a couple of times before she falls 
flat into a pile of leaves left by the sidewalk.  “That was beautiful, 
man!” says admiringly the fellow who is driving as they glide past the 
sprawled body.  The car slowly departs down the sunny street strewn 
with yellow leaves.  As the low rumble fades out, there remains the 
sound of dry leaves shuffled about by the gentle morning breeze. 
 
 
AN IDEA FOR A HORROR MOVIE  (April 25, 1997) 
 
It is discovered that all the prophets—the Buddha, Zarathustra, Jesus, 
Muhammad, and so on—are genetically related.  Consequences. 
 
 
PRESIDENT GRAY’S ICECREAM ORGIES  (July 27, 1997) 
 
Paul Gray, one of MIT’s most gregarious presidents, would on 
occasion buy icecream for all the students at the Institute.  Everyone 
would partake in these orgies—including those who did not like 
icecream, as well as those who could not eat it for medical reasons—
for everyone knew of President Gray’s boundless love of students. 
 
 
IN GOD I TRUST  (August 12, 1997) 
 
There was this river that started flooding one day.  The water rose and 
rose, and everyone prepared to leave.  Everyone except this guy, who 
trusted his life into God’s hands.  “No harm will come to me,” he 



	 39	

would say to his neighbors as they were packing to leave, “for I trust in 
God, my savior”  The water rose and rose, and he remained alone in 
his house on the top of a hill.  One day a bus came for him along the 
last stretch of road that was still above water.  “You are the last guy 
here,” said the driver, “and I came to fetch you.”  But he would not go.  
“No harm will come to me,” he explained, and the bus left.  The water 
rose and rose, and a boat came for him, for he was already confined to 
the roof of his house.  But he would not go, and the boat left.  When he 
was already clutching to his chimney, the water up to his chest, a 
helicopter arrived and a ladder was lowered for him.  But he would not 
go.  “I trust in God, my savior,” he yelled toward the pilot over the roar 
of the engine.  And the helicopter left.  When the water was already up 
to his neck, up to his mouth, he started cursing God.  “I put my life into 
your hands,” he cried toward the clouds above, “but you betrayed me!”  
The clouds parted and God appeared, his hands spread in despair: 
“Well, I sent you the bus, I sent you the boat, I sent you the 
helicopter...” 
 
 
O DUTY  (October 9, 1997) 
 
Everywhere I turn my eager gaze, everywhere I cast my yearning eye, I 
can see duty, so much duty.  Beckoning at me in every form, duty calls 
now here, now there, crowding my every hour with awe.  O duty, you 
are, and you will always be, my very life and soul. 
 

From T.T. Howard’s Medieval Verse: A Modern 
Reader, Second Edition, New York: Random House, 
1950 (first published in 1948), p. 22 (attributed to 
Mathilde of Wiesbaden, c. 1220-1225). 

 
 
EMPEROR DÖ’S FOIBLE  (November 15, 1997) 
 
To the dismay of the trusted retainers around him, Emperor Dö 
announced one day that he had discovered a foible of his own which he 
wished to divulge in court on the occasion of the upcoming festival of 
fertility.  The retainers appealed to ancient custom, but to no avail.  
The emperor would not yield to reason.  Desperate, they tried to delay 
the emperor’s indulgence, but were told that his foible had to do with 
fertility itself.  As he had no offspring in spite of his many young 
wives, the retainers grew silent.  On the appointed day, Emperor Dö 
appeared in court in a magnificent robe made entirely of tiny plates of 
jade sewn together with golden thread.  At the appointed hour, he rose 
on his throne and let his robe drop.  He stood naked in front of the 
gaping courtiers.  His retainers jumped to cover him and escort him to 
his quarters, while his guards slaughtered everyone in sight.  His wives 
were butchered a moment later and replaced by as many young men.  
Unbeknownst to all before and since, Emperor Dö was a woman. 
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INSPECTOR		(December	8,	1997)	
	
The	 search	 for	 extra-terrestrial	 intelligence	 is	 finally	 rewarded	
following	decades	of	listening	and	emitting	messages.		After	nearly	
three	 years	 of	 painstaking	 research,	 the	 message	 from	 a	 distant	
galaxy	is	decoded.		It	says:		“For	persistent	pollution	of	interstellar	
communication	 lines,	 a	 severe	 fine	 will	 be	 extracted	 by	 our	
inspector,	who	will	reach	you	in	three	Earth-years.”	
 
 
AN IDEA FOR A TELEVISION SERIES  (December 8, 1997) 
 
It is discovered that every act of imagination is creative in a literal 
sense, that is, that things imagined spring into existence in parallel but 
intertwined worlds.  Consequences. 
 
 
TLÖN’S AUGURY  (December 23, 1997)   
 
Tlön was welcome around every fire, but he preferred to sit with old 
men.  At first he was thought to be a bit presumptuous, but everyone 
gradually realized he preferred listening to talking and silence to both.  
The old men grew fond of him, and he joined them ever more often.  
One evening they talked about tomorrow’s hunt.  An old man turned to 
Tlön: “Do you think the herd will drink here at the river or down at the 
lake, where it is more dangerous for us?”  Staring at the fire, he 
answered at once: “The lake.”  The old man spread his hands in 
anticipation.  “I sat with the herd earlier this evening,” Tlön continued 
after a pause, “and they let me think they would drink at the river.” 
 
 
A SCENE FOR AN UNABASHED LESBIAN MOVIE  (April 6, 
1998) 
 
There are two women on an enormous bed strewn with crumpled 
pillows and sheets.  They are both naked.  They both wear a great deal 
of makeup, some of which is smeared, especially around their eyes and 
mouths.  One woman is considerably older and plumper, and sports a 
small pot-belly.  Her hair is died dark red.  She could be close to sixty, 
but her face is still fresh, almost youthful.  She is reclining against a 
pile of pillows propped against the wall.  Her legs are bent in the knees 
and spread wide open.  Slowly, very slowly, she is caressing the mouth 
of her vagina, which is quite red, as she is listening to her lover, who is 
kneeling by her side and waving her hands.  The other woman is 
around forty.  Her short hair is pale blond.  She is skinny and wiry, but 
her flesh is sagging from lack of exercise and bad diet.  Her breasts are 
flat and lifeless, and her nipples appear stretched, elongated.  “Imagine 
darling,” she says with a great deal of animation as the other woman 
stares aimlessly in front of herself, “Lenny not only offered to screw 
me last night, but he also made me come!”  The fat woman turns 
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toward her lover with a big smile: “Good for you, darling!  Good for 
you!  I didn’t know he still had it in him.“  She is genuinely delighted 
for her friend.  “Oh, well,” sighs the skinny woman softly and extends 
her hand toward her lover’s crotch, “let me do it, dear.”  Then she 
adds, her painted eyebrows raised high: “The last time he made me 
come was two years ago—no, three years ago—when we were in 
Mexico, remember?”  They both laugh in shrill voices.  The fat woman 
suddenly turns toward the night-table on her side of the bed, fumbles a 
bit, and retrieves a pink plastic vibrator. “Sweetheart, do me a favor, 
will you,” she croons as she pushes herself downward into a more 
comfortable position, “get new batteries for this thing when you go out 
tonight to get our icecream.”  She closes her eyes: “Goodness, darling, 
no-one knows this naughty pussy of mine better than you do.”  The 
skinny one swiftly crawls between the fat woman’s legs, bends down, 
and starts to lick her.  Her scrawny behind reveals large and crumpled 
labia, with a big bush of matted blond hair plastered to one of her 
buttocks.  The vibrator falls out of the fat woman’s hand, bounces off 
the carpet, and starts making a faint buzzing sound.  The scrawny 
woman reaches for it on the floor, turns it off, and they both laugh in 
shrill voices. 
 
 
SHAPE AND SIZE  (April 13, 1998) 
 
It is discovered that many aspects of an individual’s development can 
be predicted from the shape and size of his or her aroused genitals.  
Consequences. 
 
 
SCARECROW  (July 6, 1998) 
 
A dove is enticed from the sky by a field of ripe wheat.  Just before 
landing it spots a scarecrow and flutters away in fright.  From a nearby 
tree it spies a crow perched on the scarecrow’s head.  “My, my,” 
mutters the dove in awe, “how brave a crow!” 
 
 
EMPEROR KHAH’S FIRST ACT  (August 24, 1998) 
 
It is related that Emperor Khah had a cat when he was a little boy and 
that the two were inseparable.  He loved the cat so much that they 
always slept together, to the dismay of his retainers.  One evening the 
cat vanished and no-one could find it till the following morning.  It was 
wounded, albeit not seriously, and the boy nursed it back to health.  
But soon afterwards it transpired that the cat was with kittens.  When it 
was explained to him how this had come about, the heir to the throne 
asked that the cat be removed from his palace.  Several years later, the 
first act of the young emperor was to ban cats from his capital. 
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THE SCAN  (September 5, 1998) 
 
Uncommonly, Tlön did not mind the boredom of interstellar travel.  In 
fact, he even enjoyed it.  He would stare into space for interminable 
hours.  At first his mates thought his demeanor suggested great 
concentration and a very active inner life, but it turned out he had not a 
thought on his mind.  At any rate, that was what he told them.  No-one 
believed him, of course, but then one of his mates found a way to 
discretely take a scan of his brain from a distance.  To his and 
everyone else’s surprise, the scan suggested Tlön was barely alive. 
 
 
EARS  (September 25, 1998) 
 
I was standing in front of the bathroom sink and drinking water out of 
a heavy glass when I heard the patter of my girlfriend’s feet.  I put the 
glass into another, identical one, which was sitting on a white porcelain 
shelf above the sink, and I went to the bathroom door.  My girlfriend 
was coming toward me wrapped from head to toe in towels.  I reached 
for her and hugged her.  The towels were still damp.  Then I noticed 
that her body stiffened a bit, as though she did not recognize my 
embrace.  When I looked up, I realized that even her face was covered 
with a towel.  Sticking out of it on top of her head there was a pair of 
long, pink, fleshy, pig ears. 
 
 
ON TLÖN’S INDIFFERENCE, AGAIN  (November 1, 1998) 
 
Tlön was aware of his peculiarities, of course, but he never dwelt upon 
them.  Like clouds, the worlds around him kept emerging, changing, 
vanishing, or merging with other worlds, but he remained the same.  
Except for his memory, that is.  Even his memory never really 
changed, except that it kept growing and growing.  It was all there, as 
it were, but he never looked back.  Why would one wish to reconsider 
yesterday’s rain?  He never looked forward, either, although he could, 
if he wished, foresee a good part of what was in store.  Patterns were 
ubiquitous, like seasons.  All the worlds he had witnessed were not that 
different, although they were far from the same.  It was not that he was 
indifferent, as he was often accused of being by those he encountered 
on his way, but that he knew that his feelings, had he had them, would 
be irrelevant, immaterial, inconsequential.  It was the worlds around 
him that were indifferent, he would reply to his detractors in his own 
mind.  To Tlön, there was little difference between history and 
weather. 
 
 
ON FRANCIS BACON’S TALENT  (November 2, 1998) 
 
Francis Bacon was a born painter.  Late one night he came to The 
Flask in Hampstead and asked for the permission to use the toilet.  The 
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publican would not let him because he was so drunk he could barely 
stand.  “No problem,” said Bacon, pulled out his dick, and started to 
pee all over the floor.  As the publican was dragging him out, Bacon 
shrieked at the top of his voice: “Look, I made a face, I made a face...” 
 
 
TLÖN’S OFFSPRING  (December 30, 1998) 
 
A few days after he was born, Tlön’s mother put him on a small raft of 
woven leaves and cast it down a mighty river of mysterious banks.  
Sick and hungry, abandoned by accident on an uninhabited planet she 
had never even heard of, she was unable to take care of herself, let 
alone of her newborn son.  After a long journey and many a peril 
encountered on the way, the raft became entangled in the reeds 
surrounding a shallow island occupied by a troop of apes.  They heard 
his desperate cries, nursed him to health, and adopted him.  They 
taught him how to find food on the island and the plains around it, as 
well as how to hide from inclement weather and from the few 
predators of the troop.  As Tlön soon surpassed his teachers in 
everything but strength and endurance, he successfully challenged the 
other young males when the old leader was killed by a leopard.  
Having become the troop’s leader, he ushered an era of unprecedented 
prosperity.  Following a number of false pregnancies, miscarriages, 
and stillborn babies, several females began bearing his offspring.  Most 
of them survived.  They were all very much like him, but they were 
shorter and more powerful, too.  Reaching maturity, most of them left 
the troop in search of new islands along the river, where they started 
their own communities.  By and by, the mighty river and the sea 
beyond was inhabited by the offspring of Tlön’s offspring.  One thing 
that united them all was the belief that their common ancestor was a 
tall and pale male who miraculously floated down the river from the 
white mountains shimmering in the distance. 
 
 
PRINCESS PÄ’S DISAPPEARANCE  (May 16, 1999) 
 
Emperor Dö’s daughters were all known to be great beauties, but 
Princess Pä was believed to be the greatest beauty of them all.  She 
was the youngest among them, as well.  It is related that she had many 
suitors from far and wide, but that she had wished to stay close to her 
father.  The older and more frail he became, the more adamant was she 
to postpone her marriage, if not to forfeit it altogether.  Over the years, 
she spoke ever more often of retiring to a convent once her father had 
passed away.  But this was not what had come to pass.  Instead, she 
vanished without a trace just before the Cremation Ceremony, the 
attendance of which was obligatory for all his children.  Many 
contemporary rumors notwithstanding, it is unlikely that Princess Pä 
had accompanied her father to his grave.  Although his tomb was 
looted on several occasions, only to be restored to its original glory as 
soon as the culprits were caught and punished according to the 
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unyielding custom, which required that they ate of each other’s flesh 
until the last one was fed his own, her remains were never found.  
Curiously, neither were Emperor Dö’s ashes ever found in his tomb, or 
anywhere else for that matter, leading to the rumors that his presumed 
secret grave was even more sumptuous than the one recorded in the 
annals of the empire.  But this is likely to be fanciful, too, for no trace 
of it has been found to this very day. 
 
 
ON FRANCIS BACON’S ASTUTE MOTHER  (May 16, 1999) 
 
Although she did not always appreciate his art or his lifestyle, Francis 
Bacon’s mother had known from the outset that he was a born painter.  
When he was six or seven, he brought home some of his school 
paintings.  One of them stood apart.  It contained only red and black 
circles and squares, while the others depicted funny faces in a riot of 
colors.  The next day his mother returned the odd painting to his 
teacher, claiming that her son would never come up with something as 
uninspired.  As it turned out, this painting was indeed by another child, 
who excelled in science and mathematics.  His name was Francis, too, 
whence the confusion with paintings.  In fact, years later he 
occasionally helped the painter with his tax returns. 
 
 
ON FRANCIS BACON’S LOST TRIPTYCH  (June 22, 1999) 
 
Overwhelmed by its symbolism, Francis Bacon celebrated his thirty-
third birthday completely alone.  Still unrecognized, feeling abandoned 
by so many friends who were strewn around the world at war, 
penniless, he locked himself up and painted the whole day and the 
following night.  Only two of his closest friends managed to break into 
his studio in the early morning.  As soon as they burst in, he turned the 
paintings to the wall.  The two friends agree that they caught a glimpse 
of a magnificent triptych, each panel of which was dominated by a 
powerful cross.  All three panels were very dark.  They also agree that 
the writhing figure in the central panel was that of the painter himself, 
but they differ on the figures on the two adjoining panels.  One is 
adamant they represented Francis’ parents, whom he knew since 
childhood in Dublin, but the other is certain that both figures were 
faceless.  Like many of his paintings, the triptych was almost certainly 
destroyed, but there is a possibility that one or more of its panels were 
painted over and thus preserved.  Returning to the two witnesses, they 
were overwhelmed by the disarming ugliness of Bacon’s rendering of 
himself.  A born painter, he saw himself without a trace of 
sentimentality. 
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AN ESSAY IN TACTILE MEMORY  (August 15, 1999) 
 
A shade shorter than me.  Stiff, awkward, unyielding embrace.  Large, 
meaty feet.  Long, straight legs.  Smooth, firm, long calves.  Elegant 
knees.  A soft spot good for biting just above the knees.  Powerful, 
muscular thighs ending in a mighty rump.  Round, full, firm bum and 
tiny waist.  Tight, hard, slight belly centered on a dainty navel.  Small, 
bony torso.  Sharp ribcage.  A bit of loose skin for breasts.  Plump 
nipples, though.  Hardy and yet delicate shoulders.  Long, smooth, 
elegant arms.  Big, fleshy hands ending in long, stubby fingers.  Small 
head poised on a fine, long neck.  Soft hair hanging loose below the 
shoulders.  Oval face stretched tight over high cheekbones.  Round 
forehead above drooping eyebrows.  Reluctant, modest mouth perched 
uneasily between a pointy nose and a small chin.  Sloppy kiss 
dominated by a wagging tongue. Did not relish my groping hands.  
Barely tolerated me, in fact.  Except for that kiss, did not reach for me, 
touch me, feel me, either. 
 

From Joseph F. Hazelwood’s The Last Taboo: A 
Compilation of Court Testimony in Cases Involving Sex 
Within the Family, Nuclear and Extended, Berkeley, 
California: University of California Press, 1971, pp. 
131-132. 

 
 
THE LION AND THE ANTELOPE  (September 17, 1999) 
 
While peacefully grazing, an antelope came upon a lion dozing in the 
shade of a bush.  “Luckily, the lion is asleep,” the antelope thought as 
she retreated gingerly.  The lion saw her out of the corner of his eye, 
but would not budge after a big meal.  A few days later, the antelope 
was grazing around the same bush.  The lion was still dozing in the 
shade.  “Luckily, the lion is asleep again,” the antelope thought and 
paid him little attention.  This time, the lion was hungry, and he 
pounced on the antelope when she came too close to the bush.  The 
moral: You can never tell whether or not a lion is hungry, but you can 
be sure he is never asleep. 
 
 
STILL SHAPING  (November 11, 1999) 
 
A born artist, Francis Bacon was quick to acknowledge prodigal talent 
in others.  When Tracey Emin was six or seven, her mother took her to 
one of the then rare pubs that allowed children.  While her mother was 
talking with a friend, Tracey drew for a long while, and then she fell 
asleep, her head in her mother’s lap.  Bacon sat next to them and 
immediately spotted the drawings strewn about the table.  Then he 
noticed that Tracey’s hand was still shaping birds, chairs, people, and 
bottles in her sleep.  Pointing at the hand and motioning with his head 
toward the drawings, he whispered to Tracey’s mother: “She is a born 
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artist!”  Tracey’s mother chuckled.  She realized who the man was 
only a year or two later, when she saw him on television. 
 
 
DARIO STRIKES AGAIN!  (November 27, 2000) 
 
When I wrote in these pages about Residua soon after the 1996 edition 
appeared in print, it struck me as a quintessential book, the kind of 
book one wished one had been writing oneself since adulthood, if not 
earlier, but the 2000 edition evokes different sentiments.  Now it is on 
the Internet.  Type “www.residua.org,” press return, and presto, you 
are in a tangled world of writing that folds onto itself over and over 
again.  Parenthetically, if you make a mistake and type "com" instead 
of "org," you will get to a site about sustainable waste management, 
which delights the author of Residua, a book of sui generis sustainable 
waste management.  Designed in London by ConnectWorks, the 
ostensible publisher, the website allows you not only to search through 
the gargantuan text, but also to interact with the author, and, through 
him, with other readers, as well as with yourself sometime in the 
future.  Yes, now you are drawn in.  Now you cannot escape behind 
the screen of feeble regrets. 
 

From Dario Dandolo’s “Rewired,” De natura verbalis, 
Vol. XVIII, No. 4, Winter 2000, p. 787 (in Italian). 

 
 
AN IDEA FOR A SCIENCE FICTION MOVIE  (January 23, 2001) 
 
It is discovered that animals experience the world and themselves in it 
exactly as major religions require: they are one with the world, and the 
world is one with them.  Only the humans do not fit in any longer.  
Consequences. 
 
 
LIFE	ALMIGHTY		(March	9,	2001)	
	
The	 guide	 is	 telling	 you	 not	 to	 be	 embarrassed,	 but	 you	 do	 not	
listen.		How	could	you?		A	big	mistake,	he	insists.		He	is	telling	you	
that	 no-one	 would	 look,	 but	 you	 just	 cannot	 imagine	 yourself	
crouching	against	a	wheel	of	the	Land	Rover	crowded	with	family	
and	friends.	 	And	that	French	girl.	 	Too	much,	even	for	a	guy	 like	
you.		No	problem,	you	keep	persuading	yourself	as	you	walk	slowly	
toward	 the	 nearest	 bush.	 	 Hundred	 paces	 at	 most.	 	Well,	maybe	
hundred	 and	 fifty.	 	 It	 is	 nearly	 noon	 and	 lions	 are	 asleep.	 	 They	
have	had	their	fill	already,	you	mumble	to	yourself.		You	are	some	
twenty	paces	from	the	bush	when	you	notice	the	first	sign	of	life	in	
the	 shade.	 	 It	 does	 not	 take	 you	 long	 to	 realize	 one	 of	 those	
sleeping	 lions	 is	 right	 in	 front	 of	 you.	 	 And	 it	 is	 not	 asleep	 any	
longer.	 	It	is	looking	at	you.	 	A	male.	 	All	eyes.	 	The	Land	Rover	is	
very	far	now.		Your	family	and	friends.		And	that	French	girl.		Nice	
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tits,	 too.	 	 Another	world.	 	 Your	 geography	 teacher	 is	 grinning	 at	
you	 from	your	 childhood.	 	 The	 lion	 stretches	 lazily	 as	 it	 gets	 up,	
still	 looking	 at	 you.	 	 Looking	 at	 you	 all	 the	 while.	 	 Not	 even	
blinking.	 	 You	 can	 hear	 screams	 from	 the	 Land	 Rover.	 	 Another	
world.		The	highschool	gate	towers	above	you.		You	can	hear	your	
first	 girlfriend’s	 voice.	 	 Is	 she	 calling	 you?	 	 The	 beast	 is	 walking	
toward	 you	 now.	 	 The	 old	 film	 speeds	 up.	 	 Did	 you	 hear	 a	 roar?		
Your	child	slides	out	of	the	gore	and	starts	whimpering.		It	strikes	
you	 as	 somewhat	 sluggish.	 	 The	 lion	 is	 trotting	 by	 now.	 	 Ever	
larger.	 	 Ever	 more	 beautiful.	 	 Another	 roar?	 	 You	 can	 feel	 the	
warmth	oozing	 down	 your	 thighs,	 calves.	 	 Into	 your	 boots.	 	 That	
ostrich	steak	did	not	agree	with	you.		The	stench.		You	can	hear	the	
beast	breathing	already.		It	is	flying	now.		The	beauty	is	above	you.		
As	 big	 as	 the	 burning	 sky.	 	 Its	 paws	 spread	 wide,	 jaws	 gaping,	
dripping	with	 saliva.	 	 It	 is	 beautiful.	 	 The	 lion	 you	woke	 up	 just	
because	you	could	not	crouch	by	the	wheel.		A	mighty	male.		Your	
child	 is	smeared	with	blood.	 	A	bit	sluggish,	 though.	 	The	beast	 is	
right	above	you	now.		Beauty	itself	right	above	you.		Life	almighty.		
Blotting	the	sky.		God	the	lion.		If	you	could	only	live	to	tell	of	this	
vision,	this	revelation,	this…	
 
 
THROUGH THE MILLENNIA  (May 5, 2001) 
 
Tlön could not tell whether he had lived for ever; or his spirit had 
passed from one mortal body to another for too many generations to 
remember; or he was one of a few, and maybe even not so few, like-
minded ones who formed a separate stream in the life of his species.  
But it did not matter to him how he had made it through the millennia.  
One way or another, he was immortal.  That was good, Tlön felt, but 
for some reason it gave him little joy. 
 
 
A TALE OF TWO PAINTERS  (October 19, 2001) 
 
There once lived two painters, one figurative and the other abstract.  
The two were friends since their early days.  They loved each other, 
but they disagreed on almost everything about painting.  They teased 
each other, too.  “Your stuff is so cold I feel like freezing here,” the 
figurative painter would laugh when he would come to the abstract 
painter's studio.  “And your stuff is crawling with so much flesh that it 
makes me ill,” the abstract painter would chuckle and continue his 
work.  One day the best known gallerist in town invited them for a 
chat.  “Everyone knows you are such good friends,” he began amiably, 
“but your paintings are so very different.”  He offered them parallel 
exhibitions in a huge gallery he was about to open in the center of 
town.  “This way the people would be able to compare your work and 
come to their own judgment as to figurative and abstract painting,” the 
gallerist concluded.  The figurative painter beamed eagerly at his 
friend: “Let’s do it!”  “But,” the abstract painter shook his head in 
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disbelief, “we are such good friends because there is no need to 
compare our work or come to any judgment about figurative and 
abstract art!”  From that day their friendship began to pale. 
 
 
A SCENE FOR A SAMURAI MOVIE  (November 1, 2001) 
 
A samurai is chasing a foot-soldier in light armor along a dusty road 
between just harvested fields.  Both hold their swords in their right 
hand, which is stretched out from their bodies.  Running in measured 
steps, the samurai is gaining on the soldier.  Sensing that death is ever 
closer, the soldier is screaming at the top of his lungs.  When the 
samurai catches up, he chops off the soldier’s right hand.  The sword 
and the hand, which is still clutching onto the sword, make a couple of 
loops in the air and fall on the road, where they raise a small cloud of 
fine dust.  But the soldier keeps running and screaming as though 
nothing has happened.  His right hand is still stretched out.  The 
samurai chops off his head.  The headless body makes another few 
steps, stumbles, and falls forward, while the severed head slowly 
rotates backwards so that the face turns toward the sky.  The eyes are 
wide open, and the eyeballs are rolling around in panic.  The mouth is 
wide open, as well, but the scream is now silent.  The body falls 
heavily onto the road with its arms outstretched.  The blood from the 
neck squirts into the billowing dust.  The head lands onto the soldier’s 
back with a thump, and then bounces forward.  The samurai jumps 
over the sprawling body, makes a few more strides, comes to a halt, 
and turns around.  The soldier’s head catches up with him, bounces off 
the lacquered plate protecting his shin, and comes to a stop between his 
feet.  The soldier’s head rests on his left ear facing the fields.  All signs 
of life are now gone from it.  A cloud of dust envelops the scene as the 
samurai wipes the blood of the blade of his sword and pushes it slowly 
into its scabbard. 
 
 
AN IDEA FOR A MOVIE ABOUT INTERNATIONAL 
TERRORISM  (February 15, 2002) 
 
It is discovered in the nick of time that many scientists from a large 
number of countries are conspiring to send dozens of rockets with 
nuclear devices into space and divert an inoffensive asteroid toward the 
United States.  The rockets are mainly Russian.  The scientists are from 
all continents, including North America, but they are mainly from 
Western Europe.  As it transpires, the objective of the terrorist network 
is to level the playing field in view of the overwhelming military 
supremacy of the United States.  The conspirators are discovered late 
in the game because all eyes have long been mistakenly trained at 
terrorist activities stemming from the Muslim world. 
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HOMAGE TO DONALD DUCK  (February 17, 2002) 
 
Francis Bacon had an old leather pouch, of the kind that was once used 
by ladies of means for their most intimate correspondence, which he 
stuffed with images that were of special importance to him.  He rarely 
added to it, but he never removed anything from the pouch.  In the end, 
it was bulging with clippings, postal stamps, small black-and-white 
photographs he himself took in the Fifties, postcards, folded pages 
ripped out of books, all kinds of stickers, and even a few pieces of silk 
cut out of neckties. Most of his friends had never even heard of it, and 
his several commentators are vague about it for a number of reasons 
having to do with his personal life.  However, one reason the pouch 
has remained tucked away is that it contains pictures of some execrable 
men.  Beside Lawrence of Arabia, Emiliano Zapata, Che Guevara, and 
several other adventurers of romantic appeal, one can find in it images 
of notorious political figures like Muammar Gaddafi and Idi Amin, as 
well as leaders like Adolf Hitler, Josef Stalin, and Mao Tsetung.  But 
the item that puts all obvious interpretations of Bacon's stash to test is a 
glossy postcard from Disneyland in Florida showing Donald Duck, 
who is shouting and gesticulating angrily. 
 
 
DIRECTIONS?  (May 4, 2002) 
 
I am walking home down Redlands Road.  It is quite early.  Saturday 
morning.  I spent only an hour or so in my office, but I left home 
around six, as I usually do.  An occasional car rumbles past me, but 
there are no people around.  Closer to the university I saw a woman 
walking her dog.  As I am walking past Royal Berkshire Hospital, I am 
startled by a car that overtakes me in complete silence.  Literally.  
Complete silence.  The car slows down and pulls up onto the pavement 
some distance in front of me.  Only then I notice that this is not a car.  
It is rather wide and low to the ground.  It looks like a squashed egg.  
Light gray in color, it has no features at all.  As I am approaching the 
vehicle, I notice that it has no wheels, either.  It is hovering above the 
pavement.  A door slides open silently and a slender woman comes 
out.  Holding some kind of tablet, she is walking toward me.  It 
appears she wants to ask me something.  Directions?  Then I notice this 
is not a woman.  It is not a man, either.  Wait a minute… 
 
 
A SCENE FOR A MOVIE ABOUT THE SECOND COMING  (May 
23, 2002) 
 
A slim and fit man in his fifties is walking through an English town in 
the early hours of the morning.  There is no-one around.  There is no 
traffic, either.  His strides are long and powerful.  He has a small 
knapsack on his back.  When he turns a corner, he sees a young man of 
about twenty leaning from his bike, looking at himself in a car mirror, 
and squeezing a pimple on his chin.  “Hey, mate,” the young man says 
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to the older one, “do you smoke?”  “I don’t,” he says as he strides past 
without turning his head.  “Hey!” the young man yells after him.  
When he yells for the second time, this time a bit more loudly, the 
older man turns around, walks toward the younger one in big strides, 
jumps in the air, and kicks him off his bike with his walking boot.  
Sprawled on the pavement, the young man is stunned.  “Get on your 
knees and beg,” says the older man evenly.  “What?” yells the young 
man in utter consternation.  The older man drives his boot through the 
younger one’s mouth.  Teeth are flying every which way.  “Beg,” the 
older man repeats calmly.  Whimpering, the young man props himself 
up on his knees and puts his hands together.  “All right,” says the older 
man evenly, “I will spare your life, but don’t come after me if you 
don’t want me to take my gift away.”  He turns around and strides 
down the street.  Whimpering ever more loudly and touching his 
mouth, which is bleeding profusely, the young man shakes his head in 
disbelief as he stares at the older man’s bobbing knapsack. 
 
 
CAVE ART FOREVER  (May 28, 2002) 
 
Not so long ago I introduced this painter as a writer in these very 
pages.  Actually, I introduced him twice.  The first time I wrote about 
his Residua when the 1996 edition appeared in print.  It was designed 
in Venice and printed in Ferrara.  And the second time in 2000, when 
Residua appeared on the World Wide Web.  It keeps unfolding there, 
too.  But the search for “cave art” in the book on line will yield the 
links between the writer and the painter.  He is after the roots of 
abstract art—that is, Mondrian, Kandinsky, and Malevich—in the very 
structure of the human mind.  Cave art is full of abstract images, as 
well.  The so-called entoptic or “inner eye” forms are “wired in” just 
like language, according to Chomsky.  They can be elicited by a 
variety of means leading to trance: fatigue, sensory deprivation, 
hyperventilation, drugs.  The title of his ongoing show, “Cave Art 
Now,” is thus ever-so-slightly misleading.  “Forever” is the word. 
 

From Dario Dandolo’s “Cave Art Now,” De natura 
verbalis, Vol. XX, No. 2, Summer 2002, pp. 223-224 
(in Italian). 

 
 
THREE SCENES FOR A MOVIE ABOUT GREEK GODS  (August 
21, 2002) 
 
She steals herself into his cave in the middle of the night.  She finds 
him asleep.  Naked, he is sprawled on his bed.  She crouches between 
his legs and sniffs at his flaccid penis.  She touches it with her tongue.  
Making sure he does not wake up, she takes it gently into her mouth.  
Slowly, she gets him aroused without waking him.  He begins to grind 
his pelvis and to moan softly.  When he ejaculates in her mouth, she 
swiftly gets up and heads for the entrance of the cave.  Waking up and 
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grasping for his wet member, he whispers the name of his beloved.  It 
is not her name, and she frowns as she slinks away.  Her mouth is shut 
tight. 
 
She speeds to her cave on the summit nearby.  There, she gets a hefty 
wooden spoon and spits her treasure into it.  Holding the spoon with 
both hands, she walks to her bed.  Lying on her back, she spreads her 
legs open, and inserts the spoon into her vagina.  Already aroused, she 
is wet.  The spoon slides in easily.  She twists it around.  Even more 
aroused, she masturbates with the spoon until she reaches her orgasm.  
Exhausted, she falls asleep. 
 
When she wakes up at dawn, the spoon still on the bed between her 
legs, she touches her erect nipples.  They tingle deliciously.  She 
squeezes her breasts.  They are full.  More, they are bursting.  She 
smiles triumphantly.  Her ruse has worked.  She is with his child, at 
last.  When it is born, everyone will know it is his.  Her child's beauty 
will never be surpassed.  A horizontal ray of morning light falls onto 
the toes of her right foot, and she laughs out loud. 
 
 
THAT BIT OF CERTAINTY  (October 8, 2003) 
 
The last time Tlön had vanished was so long ago that precious little 
knowledge of him had survived.  No-one alive had heard of him.  Most 
of the historical records had been obliterated, as too many things had 
happened in the meanwhile.  Even his name was in question.  A rare 
name, too.  And yet, many people thought he was vaguely familiar to 
them.  There was something about him that suggested he had never 
left, either.  That was comforting at first, but in time it became almost 
offensive.  Who was he to come and go like that?  What right did he 
have to ever return after journeys that took so long that whole 
generations had passed away?  Tlön did not have any answers to such 
questions, and appeared not to be bothered by them.  There were not 
his questions, or so it seemed.  This only added insult to injury, but it 
also made him sort of invulnerable.  He was so far apart from everyone 
else that no-one could touch him.  More, no-one could even imagine 
touching him.  By and by, nearly everyone around him started hoping 
he would eventually vanish once again, perhaps for good.  Only Tlön 
knew he would always come back, no matter what, but he kept quiet 
about it.  That bit of certainty would be too much for everyone else to 
bear. 
 
 
THAT CRAZY ARRAY  (October 10, 2003) 
 
“That tiny rock is so remote,” chuckled Tlön, “I could not believe my 
instruments at first.”  He grabbed his tablet and stylus.  “Look,” he 
said, “all I saw on my way back to base was a rectangle of twenty-four 
dots.”  He drew a simple four-by-six array.  “And all of the birds in 



	 52	

perfect shape,” he chuckled again.  “Not bad for a damned scavenger,” 
nodded one of his mates and smiled.  “I think they were not buried 
very deep at first,” Tlön looked around, “but must have been covered 
in time by the debris of so many meteorite hits.”  He paused and then 
continued: “And this is why the spacecraft turned out to be as good as 
new.”  They sat quietly for a while.  “Whoever buried those things so 
far out must have made sure that the pattern would be picked up sooner 
or later,” another mate said quietly.  “If it were not for that crazy 
array,” Tlön shook his head, “I would never have bothered to land for a 
closer look.”  They all shook their heads and sighed.  This time they 
got lucky big time. 
 
 
AN IDEA FOR A SCIENCE FICTION TRILOGY  (November 11, 
2003) 
 
It is discovered that the earth is actually hell and that heaven is on a 
planet in a neighboring solar system.  The way there is through 
purgatory, but its location in space is yet to be discovered.  
Consequences. 
 
 
FAR FETCHED  (September 18, 2004) 
 
Any old asteroid was good enough for Tlön, although some were a bit 
better than others.  His craft could generate everything he needed from 
almost any rock, and the sun was close enough to provide all the 
energy needed.  A bad rock would take a bit more time to churn into 
useful things, but that was all.  There was plenty of time, too.  Besides, 
Tlön needed so little.  Or close to nothing.  He switched asteroids only 
to avoid detection.  Every now and then, he would discover that 
someone or other was getting suspicious, and then he would look for a 
better place where to park his tiny craft.  None of this was any 
problem, either, but it was a bit of a bother to leave a perfectly good 
rock just because some instrument had started tracking his activities or 
his whereabouts.  On occasion, he would overstay his welcome, as it 
were, and wait to see what would happen.  Soon enough, some kind of 
probe would sail past his asteroid.  He would learn a few things from 
it, disable it, and depart.  These probes were never too clever, and it 
was a simple matter to render them useless.  One would spring a 
mechanical malfunction, while another would run out of power.  Thus 
he remained undetected for as long as he wished, no matter how much 
better the probes got.  And they got better, of course.  But the asteroid 
belt was vast.  There were rocks galore.  Truth to tell, Tlön was a bit 
funny, too.  If he would remain undetected for too long, at least by his 
own reckoning, he would get sloppier and sloppier, until an instrument 
would pick him up.  When this would ultimately happen, he would 
briefly rejoice.  He was aware of this foible of his, but he saw it as no 
more than a harmless quirk.  There was no danger for him.  No real 
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challenge.  If only an equal could come about.  An adversary would be 
welcome, too.  But that was farfetched even for Tlön. 
 
 
A SHRUG OF HIS SHOULDERS  (October 11, 2004) 
 
When Tlön slept, he slept.  There was no way he could be awoken.  By 
and by, his mates started believing he was capable of being in two 
places at once—in one he slept, and he did whatever he did in the 
other.  When they would tease him about this, which they did only 
rarely and sparingly, he would dismiss the idea with a shrug of his 
shoulders.  But some of Tlön’s mates would swear that he was once 
found sleeping in two places at once—his tiny cabin at the spacecraft 
orbiting a just-discovered planet, and a shuttle investigating one of the 
planet’s three sizeable moons.  The instruments on both vessels 
showed exactly the same time.  His mates were divided upon this 
discovery—some believed he was up and about at a third place, while 
others were convinced he was doing something or other at two other 
places at once.  A few of them went so far as to believe that there were 
many Tlöns, perhaps very many.  No teasing would entice him to tell 
anything about his sleeping habits, though.  A shrug of his shoulders 
was all his mates would ever get by way of a resolution of this puzzle. 
 
 
A MATTER OF KNOWLEDGE AND SKILL  (October 17, 2004) 
 
Although he was the one who taught his adoptive cave how to hunt the 
mighty lion, Tlön was not very fond of the hunt.  All he was trying to 
do was to show that it was a matter of knowledge and skill.  Neither 
more nor less.  But it quickly turned into something entirely different.  
It turned into a rite of passage for the boys.  A matter of courage.  
Taller than the tallest man at shoulders, the lion was quite a beast, but 
it was just a beast.  Easy to figure out.  Easy to kill.  The way things 
were turning, figured Tlön, it would take four or five generations to kill 
all of them in the vicinity of the cave.  And then what?  The rhino.  The 
mammoth.  The aurochs.  In the end, figured Tlön, one cave will hunt 
another.  And then another further afield.  The best he could do was to 
stop teaching.  Stop explaining.  Stop hoping.  And stop figuring the 
losses. 
 
 
CONSEQUENCES  (October 25, 2004) 
 
It is discovered that erogenous zones swathe the entire human body, 
and that pressing, rubbing, or caressing any of its parts can engender 
orgasm.  Consequences. 
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INTO THIN AIR  (January 14, 2005) 
 
“Tlön, Tlön, Tlön,” the old man shook his head irritably, “I am sick 
and tired of talking about Tlön!”  Gaunt and frail, he slumped forward.  
“None of the amazing stories about Tlön make any sense,” he glared 
into the flames, “and they all run counter to one other.”  As no-one 
around the fire said anything, or even moved a muscle, he propped 
himself up again.  He raised his hand, his index finger pointing 
upwards, and he looked around several times without a word.  “We 
grew up almost like brothers,” he finally said quietly and fell silent 
again, nodding to himself.  No-one said a word.  “But I can tell you 
one thing about Tlön,” he perked up a while later, as though he 
remembered something.  Again, no-one stirred.  Looking around and 
pointing upwards again, the old man raised his voice: “He was just like 
anyone else, just like anyone else around here…”  One of the young 
men put another log in the fire, and it began crackling furiously.  “But 
he returned a different man the first time he vanished into thin air for a 
few years,” whispered the old man, as though to himself.  Many old 
people around the fire nodded in agreement.  “Very different,” an old 
woman mumbled and sighed, “and very different again each and every 
time he vanished in the years to come.”  “Bah,” said the old man 
angrily and slumped forward again.  And it was clear that this was all 
he was willing to say that night, or perhaps any other night.  “Here,” 
whispered one of the young men to another early in the morning, “we 
are wasting our time.”  Their eyes fixed onto the flickering embers, 
they both nodded. 
 
 
A LITTLE BIT OF HIM  (February 2, 2005) 
 
I talked to Mike Milnes, an old friend of Francis Bacon, only two or 
three times, but it was always a joy to spend a few hours with him.  All 
kinds of stories would pour out of old Mike as we were sipping our 
beers at Northumberland Arms at the corner of Charlotte and Goodge 
Streets, a block or two from London’s Center Point.  Penniless, he was 
always happy to see me.  He quickly learned I was rich enough for 
both of us.  And so I learned a fair deal about old Bacon that Mike 
would not even remember telling me.  “He was a born artist,” Mike 
would start each and every story about his friend.  I would just nod 
silently and stare at my beer.  “Look,” he raised his glass the second 
time we met, “he even mixed his own paints!”  As it turned out, he 
occasionally mixed some of his own urine into big cans of oil pant that 
were strewn about the floor of his studio.  “The smell went away quite 
quickly,” Mike nodded and raised his glass again, “but there is a little 
bit of him in every painting of his.”  At the time, I did remember 
reading something about a funny smell in Bacon’s studio, but I thought 
little of it.  “How much would he use?” I asked Mike.  “Oh,” he said 
quietly and waved the waiter for another beer, “just a squirt.”  Sensing 
that I was getting a bit too interested in this story, Mike clammed up 
for a while.  “Just a squirt,” he said a few more times to break the 
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awkward silence.  It took a few more beers before he opened up again, 
but not on this sensitive subject. 
 
 
AN ENTIRE CAVALRY  (February 6, 2005) 
 
Kazimir Malevich and Isaak Babel do not meet often, but whenever 
and wherever they bump into each other they talk about horses and 
nothing but horses.  They cannot be separated!  Just looking at them 
one can tell Babel would only write about horses prancing, rearing, and 
shitting, and Malevich would paint an entire cavalry red, white, and 
black. 
 

From Daniil Kharms’ Incidences, London: Serpent’s 
Tail, 1993, pp. 79-80. 

 
 
HIS UNFATHOMABLE WISDOM  (February 15, 2005) 
 
Once upon a time an old man lived alone on top of a small hill.  He 
looked serene and seemed content with his lot, and so people started 
asking him about his secret.  “Let go,” he would say.  “Give up,” he 
would sometimes say.  “Stop striving,” he said on a few rare occasions.  
But more and more people came to inquire about his secret, and the old 
man stopped saying anything.  When he died, they built him a small 
tomb on top of the hill.  “Let go,” they wrote on top of it.  But people 
kept coming to see the tomb and contemplate the old man’s wise 
saying inscribed on it.  By and by, a monastery sprung up next to the 
tomb.  “Give up,” was written on its gate.  As people went on 
crowding the hill, many dormitories were built around the monastery 
for visitors from all over the world.  To control crowds, they built a 
wall surrounding the hill, too.  “Stop striving,” the gate to the hill 
declared in large lettering.  New roads sprung up, bringing ever more 
people to the wise old man’s hill.  Now it is a retreat of choice for the 
rich and famous.  “Let go,” they say to each other when they meet on 
their morning walks.  They all envy the old man for his unfathomable 
wisdom. 
 
 
TLÖN’S LAUGHTER  (April 21, 2005) 
 
Tlön walks gingerly around the corner of an old ruin made of roughly-
hewn reddish stone, jumps over some fallen stones, and finds himself 
in the middle of a small square enclosed from all sides.  This must be 
the innermost courtyard of the governor’s palace.  He walks to the 
middle of the square, stops in a few places, and pushes away some 
small stones and dust.  Indeed, there is the telltale circle incised in the 
stone pavement.  It is not very large, but it will do.  He looks up toward 
the overcast sky.  Spreading his legs wide and straightening his spine, 
he claps his hands twice.  The claps bounce around the square and die 
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away.  After a short while, a gleaming capsule slides through the low 
clouds.  It descends slowly and stops short of the ground.  An oval 
door slides open without a sound.  The ancient technology is still 
working.  Overcome with emotion, Tlön starts laughing.  Peals of 
laughter ricochets through the ruins before the door slides closed again, 
and the capsule slowly rises toward the clouds.  He will be back in 
orbit in no time. 
 
 
FROZEN AT THEIR MAXIMUM VALUES  (July 5, 2005) 
 
Tlön did not see it coming.  When he came to, he had no idea what had 
happened, either.  Except that his spacecraft was gone, that is.  It could 
have hit something, or been hit by something, but that was unclear 
from his tiny lifeboat’s sparse instruments.  Most of the readings, 
including those telling him when and where the calamity took place, 
were frozen at their maximum values.  God almighty!  It was a 
miracle, too, that his lifeboat had eventually managed to find a safe 
haven and plug itself into it all on its own.  Now he knew where he 
was, at least.  It was a comet with an orbit so distended it spanned two 
planetary systems.  But, given the instrument readings, he wondered 
where anyone else was.  As well as whether there was anyone else, to 
begin with.  And this is what he immediately set out to determine with 
the instruments and power at his disposal. Tlön knew it might take him 
a very long time to get an answer to the first question.  The second one 
was beyond his ken, as he knew all too well. 
 
 
THE QUIET HUM OF INSTRUMENTS  (August 12, 2005) 
 
Whenever and wherever he felt crowded, Tlön would start 
daydreaming.  The swarming bodies and warped faces.  The baffling 
sounds.  The pungent smells.  The throbbing heat.  He would imagine 
himself in the crammed cockpit of some gigantic vessel.  Travelling 
again.  All alone, mercifully all alone.  Crossing bleak interstellar 
oceans one more time.  He would see the blinking lights.  The stars and 
the plethora of gently illuminated gauges.  But the most comforting of 
his reveries would bring to life the hushed sounds of the distant 
engines.  The untold generators and pumps.  The thick tangle of pipes 
gurgling ever so softly.  The braids of hissing wires going every which 
way.  And the myriad of instruments surrounding him from all sides.  
Ah, the quiet hum of instruments… 
 
 
OUT OF THIS WORLD  (August 20, 2006) 
 
Even in his presence, Tlön’s friends and acquaintances would 
sometimes talk about him as though he was absent.  Or not really 
present.  They would talk about him as though he was unusual.  
Special.  Extraordinary.  Out of this world, actually.  This would 
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happen most often when he would be introduced to someone who did 
not know him already.  On such occasions, which grew ever more 
precious, he would only smile and nod a bit awkwardly, as though all 
that was being said was not about him, but about someone else out of 
earshot.  But Tlön would never protest, no matter how outlandish the 
claims of his friends became.  Those closest to him knew that his 
smiles and nods had nothing to do with pride.  Or embarrassment, for 
that matter.  They knew that he believed he was indeed unusual.  Or 
out of this world, as others would like to put it.  They knew his smiles 
and nods had to do with something as simple as compassion.  And his 
compassion was due to his understanding that the gap between him and 
those around him, including his dearest friends, was unbridgeable.  In 
fact, unfathomable.  Which is why Tlön’s compassion always betrayed 
a touch of sadness, or even sorrow, especially to those among his 
friends who were closest to him. 
 
 
HIS NEXT DEPARTURE  (November 1, 2006) 
 
Even from quite far away, the planet of Tlön’s ancestors would always 
strike him as dreary.  Most planets he knew were quite colorful, and 
some were almost garish by his own standards, but this one was stark 
gray.  It was dull beyond description.  And so were a myriad of 
structures spinning around it.  From some distance, they looked like a 
dense fog that he had witnessed time and again on some other planets.  
Only from closer up could he distinguish one structure from another, as 
well as all manner of spacecraft that would always be floating among 
them.  And they were all dreadfully gray.  Now and then he had to 
return, though.  There were no two ways about it, and he knew it 
perfectly well.  But long before he would land in one of the few ports 
that were equipped for full quarantine, he would start daydreaming 
about his next departure.  Regular maintenance of his craft would 
never take too long, and all the repairs would almost always turn out to 
be rather trivial.  But the planets he would visit soon enough would 
beckon in so many bright colors that he could not but crack a smile 
even as he would turn on the automatic pilot and lie back to watch his 
slow descent.  And the same would happen every time Tlön would 
return home after one of his long absences. 
 
 
HIS FERVENT PLEADING  (February 27, 2007) 
 
There are many stories about Tlön that defy belief, but they 
nevertheless keep being told and retold, often with incredible twists.  
One of them verges on the miraculous, and thus it is probably nothing 
but an invention of innocent people who did not even know him.  One 
day he was out hunting with several of his mates.  They were looking 
for prey in dense woods along a wide river, which was almost 
impossible to cross except in mid-summer.  At some point he vanished 
from view.  His mates called him again and again, but they could not 
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find him.  On their return to the camp, they saw him crossing the river 
from the other shore.  To their amazement, he walked on water.  When 
he joined them, several of his mates stepped back in fright.  But then 
he fell on his knees and elbows begging them for their forgiveness.  All 
was forgiven quickly enough, but his fervent pleading with his mates 
confused everyone in the camp.  As far as it is known, this was the first 
and last time Tlön had ever walked on water. 
 
 
THE OPENING SCENE  (May 2, 2007) 
 
Holding their hands in silent rapture, two hominids are standing on top 
of a bare, pink hill overlooking a vast gorge covered with thick, purple 
foliage.  The sky is yellow.  Several pink moons of different sizes float 
above the misty horizon.  The hominids, one slightly taller than the 
other, are naked except for knee-high boots, elbow-length gloves, and 
skullcaps made of the same thin, silvery material.  Their gleaming 
skins are pale-green with large orange freckles.  Their bodies are 
slender, but their heads are large and pointed at the back.  “How lucky 
we are that our forebears let their planet of birth perish,” whispers the 
smaller hominid at last.  “How true,” responds the taller one firmly and 
motions with the free hand as if to brush something off.  “Long ago I 
found a few startling images of that godforsaken planet, and it looked 
simply horrendous.”  “How very true,” whispers the other and makes 
the same motion with the free hand.  Still holding hands, they make a 
few quick hops on the spot before starting their slow descent. 
 
 
A SCENE FOR A GERMAN MOVIE  (July 1, 2007) 
 
To the surprise of their neighbors, an elderly couple clambers to the 
roof of their house and starts removing the chimney.  Brick by brick, 
they obliterate it in a single day.  Then they proceed to the roof.  Piece 
by piece, they remove it completely.  Piles of construction materials 
start growing in their front yard.  The elderly couple proceeds with the 
house itself.  Their neighbors are consternated.  The whole village 
begins to watch the demolition day in and day out.  Piles in the front 
yard keep growing.  Once the elderly couple is finished with the cellar, 
as well, their front and back yards are piled high with construction 
materials, appliances, and furniture.  Their job accomplished, one 
evening the elderly couple takes to the road.  They are holding their 
hands as they walk out of the village.  Thousands of people lining the 
road watch them in silence.  They never turn back.  They never utter a 
single word. 
 
 
A SMALL COLLECTION  (November 8, 2007) 
 
On his last visit to the galaxy of his birth, Tlön found only ruins 
wherever he went.  But there were two kinds of ruins.  Some were still 
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overgrown with plants, and thus barely discernable without his 
instruments.  And some were easy to spot by the naked eye, but planets 
on which they could be found showed no signs of life any longer.  This 
is where he would sometimes land and rummage around the crumbled 
walls.  From time to time, he would find small metal objects that 
withstood the ravages of time.  By the time he was ready to abandon 
his search for sentient species back “home,” as he liked to call the 
galaxy, he had a small collection of such objects.  Without exception, 
they were ornaments of one kind or another.  The one he liked best, he 
placed between the instruments in the cockpit, and he took a great 
pleasure out of gazing at it now and then.  Made of hardened platinum, 
it was rectangular.  There were nine straight lines inscribed on it 
lengthwise.  Tlön found its simplicity nothing short of mesmerizing. 
 
 
A SCENE FOR A DISNEY MOVIE  (December 24, 2007) 
 
An old man gets up from his rocking chair with some difficulty and 
hobbles to a window of his small house.  Next to the window there is a 
tiny Christmas tree with flickering electric lights.  There is a single 
package underneath it.  It is tiny, too, but the bow on top of it is huge.  
When the man opens the window, it is dusk outside.  Out of the blue, a 
flying saucer glides past.  It seems to be about to land right next to the 
house.  There is a large bubble on top of it.  At the commands there sits 
a green creature that looks like a frog, but it has a long white beard.  
On top of its head there is a round red cap.  When the creature notices 
the man at the window, it makes a threatening face.  Its eyes bulge 
large and it opens its toothless mouth wide.  Its beard fans out, too.  
The old man falls to his knees under the window with a barely audible 
gasp: “Santa Claus!” 
 
 
HIS TRAVELS  (June 8, 2008) 
 
“When things turn really desperate,” Tlön said as if to himself, 
“everyone swiftly turns against the last remaining hope for righting 
things again.”  He looks around the smoldering fire before continuing: 
“It is as though everyone wants to strangle the last hope with their own 
bare hands.”  “Let me ask you,” sighs one of the elders after a long 
silence and turns his piercing gaze toward him, “are you only guessing 
about such calamities, or have you perhaps witnessed them somewhere 
else already?” Tlön knew at once that he had gone too far.  It was high 
time for him to return to his travels. 
 
 
FAITH  (April 10, 2008) 
 
“Faith?” asked Tlön under his breath.  He did not wait for an answer, 
though.  He got up and walked out of the cave to the dismay of all the 
elders assembled around the fire.  “Wherever I have been,” he told a 
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few of his mates later that day, “it was the word ‘faith’ that spelled the 
beginning of the end.”  “But wait,” one of them asked with some 
agitation, “where else have you ever been?”  Tlön got up and walked 
out of the cave one more time.  “Faith is the word of death,” one of his 
mates heard him whisper into the darkness out there. 
 
 
LUCKY SO FAR  (April 12, 2008) 
 
“Depending on the size of the star,” Tlön says with a twinkle in his 
eyes, “there is a certain speed of entry into its gravitational field that 
lets you careen past its planets at an ever-greater speed.”  He pauses 
and looks around.  “If the alignment of the planets is just right, you can 
shoot through the system without a glitch.”  Swaying now to one side 
and now to the other, he pauses again.  “But everything ultimately 
depends on your sensors, for there are swarms of rocks around any 
star, and even the tiniest one can be your last.”  As his mates listen 
dreamily, he closes his eyes and shakes his head: “I have been lucky so 
far—very, very lucky.”  Everyone laughs, and Tlön joins them. 
 
 
THE DARK VOID  (August 23, 2008) 
 
“Diving into the atmosphere of an unknown planet is an enormous 
joy,” mumbles Tlön between bites of a succulent fruit.  “The colors 
suddenly daze you, no matter whether they veer toward the red, 
yellow, or blue part of the spectrum.”  His mates look at him as he 
takes a few more bites.  “But the joy of leaving that atmosphere, even 
if most splendid, is still far greater.”  A few of his mates nod in silent 
agreement.  “The joy of sinking back into the dark void which 
envelops all the planets, stars, and galaxies beats everything else I have 
experienced so far.”  As he chucks a large pit into the dense bush 
surrounding them, he looks at his mates, many of whom are nodding 
by now: “That magnificent darkness surely beats all colors…”  At his 
point his mates burst into laughter, and Tlön joins them after a few 
nods. 
 
 
JUST BEFORE OR JUST AFTER  (October 25, 2008) 
 
There were a score of them sitting in a circle in the middle of a small 
clearing in the woods.  The sun just set, but the darkness gathered fast.  
The trees they felled during the day lined the clearing in a fading 
circle. “I may be wrong about this,” an elderly man broke the silence, 
“but it seems that Tlön returns only when there is trouble.”  A few 
people nodded and everyone looked toward the sky.  “The last two 
times,” a youngster nodded after a long pause, “this was certainly the 
case.”  Most people in the circle looked toward the sky once again.  An 
owl hooted from close by, and many of them smiled to themselves.  
“The only thing I cannot say for sure,” sighed another elderly man and 
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looked around the circle as if for assurance, “is whether Tlön returns 
just before or just after the trouble starts.”  The owl hooted again, this 
time from farther away.  A few people in the circle laughed out loud 
while others nodded and grinned.  The stars were already quite bright 
in the sky above. 
 
 
US, THEM  (November 30, 2008) 
 
“In a few short years,” says one, “we’re sure to have the upper hand 
here.”  Everyone nods.  “We’ll finally have our own rights,” jumps in 
another.  “In the meanwhile,” says the third, “we’ll get ourselves 
organized.”  Everyone nods again.  “They know this perfectly well,” 
yet another looks around, “and that is why they are doing all this to us 
at this particular time.”  “But,” says one, “we must not forget that quite 
a number of them are actually on our side.”  “Yes,” jumps in another, 
“they are dead quiet because they, too, are being repressed.”  “And for 
who knows how long…,” sighs the third.  Everyone nods in silence for 
a long time.  “In fact,” says yet another, “there’s just a few of them on 
top who are responsible for all this.”  And so on, ever since they have 
clambered down their trees and stumbled across the savannah. 
 
 
THE ETERNAL DARKNESS  (May 6, 2009) 
 
“At some point we thought we lost you…,” said one of Tlön’s mates.  
He only puckered his mouth briefly but remained quiet.  “Why did you 
stay in that planet’s orbit for so long?” his mate frowned.  “The color,” 
mumbled Tlön.  “What do you mean?” Tlön shuffled in his seat, 
scratched his head, and cleared his throat: “That red was simply 
mesmerizing…  I haven’t seen anything like it before!”  Everyone 
chuckled.  “Yes,” whispered Tlön, “sometimes I go a very long way to 
soak in another yellow, or purple, or green…”  “Ha,” chuckled another 
mate of his, “even you are getting bored of the eternal darkness!” 
“Perhaps you are right,” Tlön waved his hand dreamily, “but there is 
something about colors that I have never been able to explain to 
myself…”  To his relief, the halting conversation suddenly shifted to 
something entirely different. 
 
 
A DYING SUN  (August 7, 2009) 
 
Stuck for a brief while on a beat-up and crowded station circling a 
dying sun at a safe distance, Tlön felt ill at ease.  He would regain his 
solitude soon enough, but nearly everyone else in sight was hard 
pressed.  One group negotiated with another for food; another two 
groups haggled over a new shipment of arms; and the remaining few 
groups had ample fun, apparently unaware of troubles eventually to 
come their own way.  He knew that talking to any of them made no 
sense whatsoever.  Transfer to another world was an option for only a 
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few.  He was polite with everyone, but he carefully avoided 
mentioning anything about his own world.  It was too far away, 
anyhow.  As Tlön contemplated his imminent departure, he felt 
relieved.  But he also felt ever more uneasy about his immortality.  
How many more calamities to witness?!  Alas, no-one is perfect! 
 
 
ANOTHER IDEA FOR A HORROR MOVIE  (August 8, 2009) 
 
A loaded gun and a box of ammunition are distributed to all and 
sundry—adults, children, lunatics.  Absolutely everyone!  
Consequences. 
 
 
DIRE CONSEQUENCES  (September 11, 2009) 
 
It is discovered that men who wear their penis to the left of their pants 
tend to lean to the left in political affairs, too.  And vice versa.  Dire 
consequences. 
 
 
TIME CHANGES NOTHING  (January 29, 2010) 
 
“No matter where you go,” said Tlön at nearly a whisper and chucked 
a log into the dying fire, “things are always pretty much the same.”  
His mates kept staring into the flames.  “Variations are so slight, they 
are hardly worth mentioning.”  A log split into two with a bang, and 
there were giggles as sparks flew far and wide.  “Time changes nothing 
of any importance, and all the ups and downs you can notice are just 
that—mere ups and downs.”  “What?” asked someone in a loud 
whisper, for Tlön’s voice had become almost inaudible.  “Time 
changes nothing,” mumbled someone else.  “Indeed,” said Tlön as if he 
just woke up from a slumber, “and that is the most difficult thing one 
must learn to live with.”  One of his mates threw another log into the 
fire.  “Variations are too slight to be worth anyone’s trouble, let 
alone…”  “Tell us,” one of his mates cleared his throat, “how many 
worlds do you know as well as you know this one of ours?”  “And for 
how long?” jumped in another with a grin. At this point, Tlön’s 
laughter surprised no-one around the fire. 
 
 
AN IDEA FOR AN ACTION MOVIE  (April 22, 2010) 
 
Following a provisional legal reform designed to curb unwanted 
population growth, the government distributes handguns and 
ammunition free of charge.  The right to bear arms is temporarily 
granted to everyone of voting age.  In addition, amnesty is granted to 
all murderers for a period of a month, following which handguns and 
remaining ammunition are to be surrendered to the government.  The 
specified month starts in a week.  Consequences. 
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PILING UP  (October 14, 2010) 
 
Tlön did not age.  Not exactly.  But he gained in age.  Smells, images, 
sounds, textures kept piling up.  And it sometimes showed.  Without 
any warning, he would straighten up a little and his muscles would 
tighten almost invisibly.  “What’s up?” one of his mates would ask.  
Having pulled himself together at once, he would only shake his head.  
“Anything wrong?” another mate would jump in and lean toward him.  
More often than not, he would only get up and walk out for a quick 
stroll.  “My father’s face,” he mumbled on one such occasion, but that 
was all he wished to pass on before he got up.  His mates looked at 
each other without a word.  They knew that was all he would offer, at 
any rate.  Under the circumstances, further questions would be quite 
out of place.  As well as useless.  And then a few of them heard him 
mumble to himself again from some distance.  Apparently, he thought 
he was out of their earshot already.  “My father’s face,” one of them 
repeated after him in a hushed voice.  They kept mum when Tlön 
returned, though. 
 
 
AN ARTIFICIAL CONFIGURATION (April 8, 2011) 
 
Tlön liked asteroid belts around many stars and large planets. His own 
engines were sufficient to quickly nudge the smaller asteroids into 
configurations of all sorts: lines, squares, circles. He would also get 
them spinning for additional effect. Some of his configurations would 
not last very long, but his intentions were occasionally visible for 
surprising periods of time. It all depended on the precision of his 
calculations. One of them seemed to be nearly perfect. Whenever he 
would chance by it, and he made sure not to miss it for very long, he 
would marvel at seven rows of eighteen spinning asteroids of nearly 
the same size wheeling gently around a large purple planet. His mates 
would tease him a bit about his playfulness, but he did not mind the 
teasing one single bit. “It will be recognizable as an artificial 
configuration for about a million revolutions around the planet,” Tlön 
grinned, “but then it will fall apart rather quickly when it gets closer to 
one of the planet’s moons.” 
 
 
A DYING MAN  (September 6, 2011) 
 
On one of his travels, Tlön came upon a dying man.  Except for some 
aches and pains visible on his emaciated face, he seemed to be content 
with his lot.  “Is there anything I can do for you,” Tlön asked.  “I am 
happy to be dying,” the man said, “but you can shorten my torment.”  
“How?”  At this point the man chortled, started coughing his heart out, 
and died.  “For a moment,” Tlön told his mates when he rejoined them 
a while later, “I thought of acquiescing to his plea.”  “How?” one of 
them asked earnestly.  Tlön chortled and started coughing, but his 
mates jumped up at once and pounded his back with all their might.  
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“You forget,” he sighed when he recovered a bit, “you always 
forget…” 
 
 
RUNNING LOW  (January 23, 2012) 
 
Tlön thought he was alone as he walked around the ruins of an old base 
on a moon orbiting a long-abandoned planet.  At some point he noticed 
movement behind a crumbled wall, and a moment later he picked up 
faint vibrations from the same direction.  He paused.  Crouching, he 
dashed for the nearest shelter and waited.  It did not take long for a 
robot to appear from behind the wall.  Covered with thick dust, it 
moved slowly.  It stopped in the middle of a small yard and started 
turning around in circles.  Realizing that the robot was not armed, Tlön 
walked out of his hiding place.  “Hello,” he said and put his arms 
akimbo.  The robot came to a stop and stood still.  “My batteries are 
running low,” it said at last.  Tlön laughed and walked toward the 
robot.  “There,” he said as he unplugged the batteries on its back.  
Shaking his head, he resumed his tour of the base.  “Its designer would 
have been very proud,” he muttered to himself. 
 
 
IF ONLY HE COULD FLY  (February 15, 2012) 
 
Feeling exhausted, Tlön was delighted to discover a small entrance to a 
cave.  He entered it cautiously.  There was no sign of danger around, 
and so he sat down some distance from the entrance.  Leaning against 
the smooth wall of the cave, he closed his eyes.  Soon he fell asleep.  
He dreamt that he was flying.  As he flew over a vast forest, he came to 
a rugged hill.  He circled it a few times, and then he spotted a small 
entrance to a cave close to the top.  To his surprise, it looked rather 
familiar.  He came down, looked around, and walked cautiously into 
the cave.  And then he saw himself.  His back against the cave wall, he 
was fast asleep.  So as not to wake himself up, he walked out of the 
cave as gingerly as he could.  Realizing how outlandish the situation in 
which he had found himself actually was, he started laughing as soon 
as he reached the entrance.  He woke up laughing, too.  Shaking his 
head, he got up.  Feeling refreshed, he walked to the entrance of the 
cave, looked around, and walked out.  It was time to resume his 
journey.  If only he could fly, Tlön thought wistfully. 
 
 
THE GREATEST OPTIMIST ON EARTH  (February 21, 2012) 
 
“Jacques,” chuckles Pierre Marseille, who was Attali’s schoolmate and 
next-door neighbor at the time, “Jacques!”  He looks toward the ceiling 
as he pauses.  “I will never forget what he did when his parents’ house 
caught on fire one autumn day.”  He coughs and straitens up in his 
armchair.  “He dashed into the burning kitchen to the consternation of 
his sobbing mother, and returned with a big bag of chestnuts in his 
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hands.”  Tears appear in his eyes.  “And then he started baking them in 
the ashes of the collapsed roof to feed his destitute family and some of 
his hand-wringing neighbors.”  He coughs again and wipes his eyes.  
“Never forget,” he stammers, “Jacques was only eleven!”  After a few 
more coughs, he sighs with a beatific smile on his face: “The greatest 
optimist on earth!”  At this point Pierre chuckles one more time and 
looks through the window.  The house where the Attali family used to 
live is still there.  It was rebuilt quite quickly. 
 

From Marie-Louise Blanchard’s Jacques Attali: 
Childhood and Adolescence (translated by Erich Koch), 
Bristol: Red Robin Press, 2002 (first published in 
1997), p. 34. 

 
 
QUARRELING  (September 2, 2012) 
 
A husband and wife are quarreling when his mother comes along to 
help them sort out their problems.  The three of them are quarreling 
when her father comes along to help them sort out their problems.  The 
four of them are quarreling when their son comes along to help them 
sort out their problems.  The five of them are quarreling when his aunt 
comes along to help them sort out their problems.  The six of them are 
quarreling when her uncle comes along to help them sort out their 
problems.  The whole town is quarreling when the mayor of the 
neighboring town comes along to help them sort out their problems.  
And there are many neighboring towns, as well as many neighboring 
countries.  There are many continents, too. 
 
To Daniil Kharms 
 
 
THE SIGNAL  (October 17, 2012) 
 
Tlön was not exactly lost, but he was in uncharted territory.  No record 
of it existed.  Neither had he ever ventured this far from the center of 
the universe, which he knew all too well.  He could see only a few 
stars from his cockpit.  Twinkling faintly, most of them were very old.  
Having checked his instruments once again, he leaned back and 
adjusted his limbs in his seat.  It would take him a while to reach the 
nearest planet, but he was looking forward to it.  If he found any traces 
of life on them, even life long extinct, he would learn a few things that 
could be expected closer to the center with due delay.  He had already 
closed his eyes in preparation of a nap when he heard a sound signal.  
It was barely audible, but he opened his eyes at once.  One of the 
instruments was twinkling steadily.  Yes, the planet he was heading for 
harbored something worth his attention.  The signal was unmistakable, 
too.  He closed his eyes again and sprouted a smile.  Tlön was asleep 
soon afterwards, but the twinkling of the instrument in front of him 
turned faster and faster. 
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THE MACHINE  (February 8, 2013) 
 
Tlön could not believe one of his instruments, but it guided him deep 
into a cave.  It was completely dry, and there were no footprints of any 
kind along the way.  There was no sign of habitation, either, but the 
signal was perfectly clear.  He walked a long time, wandering all the 
while about the instrument in question.  At last he entered a large, 
round room.  In the middle there stood a machine with several blinking 
lights.  It reached up to his chest, and it was a bit longer than he was 
tall.  He could hear a slight hum, as well.  No ducts led to or from the 
machine, though.  Rectangular on all sides, it stood on four round legs.  
Its sides were perfectly smooth, and there were no joints on them.  
There were five lights in a row on one of the sides.  Two were red and 
three green.  They all blinked at different rates, but he could not 
discern any pattern to the blinking.  The instruments he had with him 
did not help to explain the nature of the machine.  What could be its 
purpose?  How was it brought here?  And how was it powered?  He 
tried to push it and lift it, but it would not budge.  He kicked it with his 
foot, but without any result.  The machine appeared to be solid and 
very heavy.  He shouted and screamed, but the blinking did not change 
at all.  Puzzled, he left the room and started his walk to the entrance of 
the cave.  His instruments showed nothing else of interest on the entire 
planet.  Already in his craft and ready to leave, he chuckled and 
nodded his head.  “I bet it’s one of my mates who has planted the 
machine to divert me a bit on my tour of this galaxy,” he muttered.  
“But which one?”  Shaking his head, Tlön headed toward the orbit at 
the highest speed the craft could muster.  “Let’s see…” 
 
 
IMMORTALITY SUCKS  (March 21, 2013) 
 
“Tell us about immortality,” one of Tlön’s mates said out of the blue, 
his voice cracking a bit.  “It’s been puzzling us all the while, but we 
are too shy to mention it, let alone try to learn about it.”  Tlön smiled 
and closed his eyes.  “I understand,” he said in a low voice, “for it is 
both a blessing and a curse.”  He started with the blessing, as he knew 
how heavily death weighed on his mates’ minds.  Having no fear of it 
gave him great freedom, he explained.  “I am free to try this and that,” 
he looked at his mates, “knowing all the time that no failure will stop 
me from trying again and again.”  But then he turned to the curse: 
“There’s this fear that I’ll never get there in spite of all my trying.”  
The way the universe was put together meant that it could not be 
fathomed in sufficient detail to do much about it no matter how much 
time was at hand.  “It is tempting to fiddle with it on occasion,” he 
frowned to himself, “and fiddling is the word because it is nigh 
impossible to tell how things will turn out in the end.”  But he was not 
alone, either, he added.  “My kind is not numerous, but it is pretty 
fickle,” he chuckled sort of innocently, “and we cannot but get into 
each other’s way every now and then.”  He looked at his mates again: 
“Understand?”  After a brief pause, one of them burst out laughing, 
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and everyone joined in.  Shrugging his shoulders half in jest, Tlön 
joined his mates.  “Immortality sucks,” he sighed to a new uproar of 
laughter. 
 
 
HIS LAST TRAVEL  (August 25, 2013) 
 
“Tlön has been absent for a very long time now,” one of the elders said 
nearly at a whisper as everyone stared quietly into the fire.  There was 
much nodding.  “So far,” said another elder, “this is his longest 
absence ever.”  No-one said anything for a while.  “Maybe he will 
never return,” cut the silence one of the young men who only recently 
joined the men’s fire.  Without a word, many of them exchanged quick 
glances.  “He always returns,” coughed the first elder.  “Always!”  
There was much nodding once again.  “But maybe something has 
happened to him on his last travel,” cut in the young man for the 
second time, albeit without much conviction.  After a long pause, the 
other elder coughed in turn: “Nothing has ever happened to Tlön, and 
nothing ever will!”  Everyone nodded with relief, but they all kept 
staring into the fire without a word.  The silence reigned through the 
rest of the night. 
 
 
THE PIVOT  (October 16, 2013) 
 
On one of his returns, which grew ever more rare, no-one remembered 
Tlön any longer.  He could recognize the people he knew from their 
children and grandchildren, but they knew about him only from stories 
they had heard long ago.  And many of the stories were frightening to 
most of them.  Even the elders were suspicious of him on account of 
his legendary absences.  “Tell us,” one of them asked him as they sat 
around the fire at night, “where have you been?”  He scratched his 
head.  “Far, far away,” he smiled at last.  “How far?” another elder 
asked pointedly.  He pointed at one of the brightest stars in the sky and 
everyone looked up.  “The pivot?” the same elder asked.  When he 
nodded and repeated the name of the star, everyone burst into heartfelt 
laughter.  He was welcomed back by the elders, for the story sounded 
very like the ones they already knew by heart.  “The pivot,” they 
repeated to each other and started laughing over and over again.  Tlön 
was welcome for true. 
 
 
A LONG, LOUD SCREAM  (March 26, 2014) 
 
“Look at me,” Tlön muttered to himself as he raised his hands from his 
knees.  “Privy to all laws of nature, free to roam at the greatest speed 
conceivable, familiar with every corner of the universe, capable of 
appreciating all forms of life that pop up hither and thither only to 
peter out soon afterwards, bereft of all needs and worries, impregnable 
to any disaster but the end of the entire universe…”  Grabbing his 
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knees again with all his might, he shook his head.  “And?”  He sat on 
the top of a craggy hill for a long while and scanned the horizon, where 
the local star was about to show its bluish face.  “And?”  He shook his 
head again and smiled faintly.  “Nothing!”  He got up and started 
walking toward his craft that awaited him in the foothills.  “Absolutely 
nothing!”  Raising his arms above his head, Tlön let out a long, loud 
scream.  It echoed a few times from the neighboring hills, which were 
completely barren, and then it died down.  There was no sign of life 
anywhere around. 
 
 
THE TALE OF TWO CLEVER SQUIRRELS  (May 26, 2014) 
 
Many years from now, the sun started dying.  There was ever less light 
and warmth for animals and plants on earth, and they were slowly 
dying.  After a while, only two squirrels survived.  As chance would 
have it, they lived in holes on neighboring trees, and they knew each 
other from their earliest days.  Each of them had plenty of nuts stored 
away, and they ate them day after day while everything around them 
was turning to dust.  “Look,” one of the squirrels said to the other with 
conviction, “we’re so clever to be the last ones on this planet!”  Having 
nuts aplenty, they enjoyed every day.  There were many nuts left when 
both squirrels reached their old age.  One day, they realized that the 
end was nigh.  “Look,” the other squirrel said to the first one with 
equal conviction, “we’re so clever to have reached our last day with so 
much of our sustenance yet untouched!”  As the sun flickered away, 
the squirrels died and shriveled away next to each other while the 
remaining nuts first froze and then turned to dust in the growing chill.  
The moral: It is never too late to be clever. 
 
 
MOVING HUTS  (August 30, 2014) 
 
Chieftain Buroogu was resting when two men came to his hut.  
“Chief,” one of them said, “we must go farther and farther to find any 
game or fruit.”  “True,” said the other, “we need to move our huts 
soon.”  Buroogu stood up: “Which way should we move our huts?”  
“South,” said the first man.  “North,” said the other.  “I understand,” 
said the chieftain, “come back to me when you agree which way to 
move our huts.”  They nodded and left, but they did not come back.  
After a while, the chieftain got the whole tribe together.  “Listen,” he 
said when everyone calmed down, “I hear that some among you want 
us to move our huts.”  There was loud agreement from all the 
assembled.  “Which way should we move them?” he asked.  “East,” 
yelled one.  “West,” yelled another.  South and north followed at once.  
Everyone was pointing every which way.  In the end, the whole tribe 
started laughing.  “I understand,” Buroogu joined the laughter, “let’s 
dance to not moving our huts any time soon!”  And the drums kicked 
in without any further ado.  There was much merriment that day. 
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ON OPPORTUNITIES AND THREATS  (September 18, 2014) 
 
One day, Chieftain Buroogu called together all the elders.  They met in 
a clearing not far from the huts.  “I need your advice,” he said.  “I see 
neither opportunities nor threats facing us, and so I wonder whether I 
am missing anything of importance.”  The elders kept mum.  “Why are 
you so quiet?” he asked after a while.  “Every opportunity is a threat,” 
said one of the elders quietly, “and every threat is an opportunity.”  
Some of the elders laughed, but they still kept quiet.  “Don’t tell me 
that there is nothing you can tell me,” Buroogu frowned at some point.  
“Chief,” cleared his throat one of the elders, “we are lucky that there 
are neither opportunities nor threats facing us at this time.”  All the 
elders nodded.  “Perhaps the only threat you face yourself is that you 
have given us an opportunity to speak our minds,” chimed in the eldest 
among the elders at last.  Everyone looked toward him.  “Mind you,” 
he continued in mock seriousness, “you’re wasting our precious time!”  
Everyone laughed, and Buroogu called the meeting closed. 
 
 
THE CHEERING  (October 1, 2014) 
 
Chieftain Buroogu got wounded in a hunting expedition far away from 
the huts.  A spear bounced off the back of an animal and ended up in 
his shoulder.  For a while, it looked as if his end was nigh, but he 
started recovering soon after the accident.  As the hunters carried him 
to the huts, the whole tribe assembled along the way.  A long 
procession followed him to his hut, which was surrounded by all the 
other huts.  By the time they reached the circle, Buroogu was well 
enough to stand on his feet.  “Speech,” everybody yelled, “speech!”  
The hunters raised him above the crowd on a platform made by their 
spears.  “I thought my end was nigh,” he started, “but this was not to 
be.”  There was much cheering.  “Your concern helped me to my feet,” 
he continued.  The cheering was louder this time.  “Thank you for your 
concern,” he concluded, “which I will reward right now with a big 
feast!”  The cheering went on and on as the drums joined in.  Fires 
were started at once to prepare the game brought from the hunt.  As 
soon as the hunters lowered him to the ground, he started dancing.  
“Chief,” one of the hunters approached him with a pained expression 
on his face, “you need to rest!”  Buroogu laughed and continued 
dancing: “My tribe is my medicine.”  The next day, he seemed to be 
fully recovered. 
 
 
RAIN DANCE  (November 24, 2014) 
 
The drought was unusual in its severity and length, and Chieftain 
Buroogu got worried in the end.  The game was getting thin on the 
ground, and there was ever less fruit to be found.  One day, he called 
together all the elders.  They met not far from the huts at a clearing 
prepared for the purpose.  “We need rain,” he told the elders.  “I think 
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it’s high time for a rain dance.”  The elders kept mum, but he let them 
reflect in peace.  “Chief,” said one of the elders at last, “we can 
perform a rain dance, but it’s not very likely that it’ll work wonders 
this time around.”  All the elders nodded.  “This drought’s tough to 
break,” chimed in another elder, and all of them nodded quite 
vigorously.  “Still,” continued the elder who spoke first, “we can 
perform the dance at your order.”  Many of the elders frowned.  “That 
way, you’d be cheered if the rain came, but you’d be booed if it 
didn’t.”  Most of the elders laughed and Buroogu joined them at once.  
“All right,” he said, “I’ll order the dance!”  When they returned to the 
huts, he announced his decision to many an enthusiastic cheer.  The 
whole tribe was exhausted by the drought already.  The dance was to 
be performed the very next day, and it was to take from dawn till 
sundown. 
 
 
FOREVER WELCOMING  (December 14, 2014) 
 
What is to Be Done? is yet another book of selections from Ranko 
Bon’s vast Residua, which has been available on the World Wide Web 
since 2000 (www.residua.org).  According to the author, it now counts 
about three-million words.  This selection is dedicated to James 
Lovelock of Gaia fame.  The author follows this student of planet earth 
of world renown, who claims that only about a twentieth of the human 
species will survive the ravages of climate change.  However, he 
provides a glimpse of how the collapse of our civilization will look in 
socio-economic terms.  According to the author, we will go backwards 
from capitalism to feudalism to slavery to hunting and gathering.  This 
is where the road will eventually end for a considerable time, and the 
human species will find itself in a world that suits it perfectly one more 
time.  Tribal life will flourish once again.  The main message of the 
book is that the road to what the author calls posthistory will be 
horrendous, but that the destination will be most delightful.  Prehistory 
is the cradle of the human species, and it is thus forever welcoming.  
On account of its mind-boggling conclusions and its punchy style, the 
book is a small marvel. 
 

From Dario Dandolo’s “Posthistory for Beginners,” De 
natura verbalis, Vol. XXXII, No. 4, Winter 2014, p. 
1021 (in Italian). 

 
 
BETTER SHARE THAN SNATCH  (December 22, 2014) 
 
Reports of encounters with members of an unknown tribe got ever 
more numerous, and so Chieftain Buroogu decided that it was time to 
send an envoy to the other tribe’s chieftain.  The time and place of 
their meeting were decided a few days later, and the two met on a hill 
overlooking a wide but shallow river.  Buroogu took with him a score 
of his best hunters, but he was surprised when he saw two scores of 
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young men with spears behind the other chieftain.  Kawoli was his 
name.  Although they spoke in somewhat different tongues, the two 
chieftains understood each other rather well.  They quickly agreed on 
the river as the boundary between the two tribes.  To cement their 
agreement, they also agreed to exchange women who just started 
menstruating.  Three women from each tribe was the number that 
suited them both.  “Better share than snatch,“ chuckled Buroogu.  
“Better share than snatch,” Kawoli repeated and chuckled in turn.  
When the women were brought to the river, they were in tears, but the 
hunters on both sides started singing upon seeing them.  Some game 
was brought to the fire, and the celebration started.  “Better share than 
snatch,” the two chieftains exclaimed in unison, and their men joined 
them enthusiastically.  Huddled together, the women stopped crying 
and hesitantly joined the festivity.  Soon they started talking to each 
other and giggling at their slip-ups with different tongues. 
 
 
HIS FORTUITOUS DESTINATION (December 25, 2014) 
 
It did not happen often, but Tlön occasionally abandoned himself to 
gravitational forces beyond his comprehension.  He would stop in the 
middle of nowhere and turn off all the engines.  All the constellations 
within reach would be too far to figure out which one would pull his 
spacecraft the strongest.  It would start drifting, and he would go to 
sleep in the dark cockpit.  He had all the time in the world, anyway.  
Ever so slowly, the craft would start moving one way or another.  And 
then it would gather speed.  Each time he would wake up, he would 
laugh out loud at the instruments in front of him.  “Now we are 
moving,” he would exclaim from time to time.  Once he would be 
close enough to his fortuitous destination, he would turn on the engines 
once again and start looking for dangerous rocks.  Ducking them could 
not be left to the instruments alone.  Besides, many instruments needed 
ever more of his attention.  As far as Tlön was concerned, there was no 
better way of finding first constellations and then stars of choice.  As 
for planets, he had quite a nose for them. 
 
 
THROWING STONES  (February 10, 2015) 
 
When Chieftain Buroogu came out of his hut, he found two boys 
waiting for him.  “Good morning,” he saluted them cheerfully.  “Good 
morning, chief,” said one of the boys.  “Chieftain,” corrected him the 
other.  “What can I do for you?” Buroogu chuckled.  “People say 
you’re very strong,” said one boy seriously.  “And that you can hit a 
tree with a stone from a great distance,” added the other with a 
cautious smile.  “Can you show us how?” jumped in the first boy.  
“Come with me,” Buroogu ordered, and they followed him to the river.  
“Here,” he picked a large pebble from the water.  The boys picked 
smaller pebbles.  “See that tree on the other side?” he pointed.  The 
boys nodded, and he hit it at once.  “Now,” he pointed at a nearby 
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bush, “it’s your turn.”  Both boys missed it.  “Try again,” he ordered.  
One of the boys hit the bush.  “Excellent,” he chuckled, “now try 
again.”  As the boys kept throwing stones, they got better and better at 
hitting the bush.  “Try again,” he ordered.  When they got tired, he put 
his hands on their heads.  “Come to the river every day without fail and 
keep throwing stones till you get tired,” Buroogu grinned and waved 
them goodbye.  The boys nodded seriously.  “Thank you, chief,” both 
of them yelled after him and waddled back into the water in search of 
pebbles of the right size. 
 
 
THE WORLD OF SPIRITS  (March 11, 2015) 
 
Chieftain Buroogu knew all his people pretty well, but he was never 
quite sure about the medicine man, Walai, who was his senior by only 
a few years.  Buroogu remembered well the accident when Walai lost 
his right hand to a roaming male lion in search of a new pride.  Just 
past his initiation rites, he barely survived the attack.  It took him a few 
years to recuperate, but he was a different man after his brush with 
death.  At the time, the then medicine man was about to retire from his 
duties due to infirmities of old age, and Walai turned out to be quick 
learner.  Buroogu found him intractable, though.  He could never guess 
what Walai would do next.  One day he strolled to the medicine man’s 
hut.  “Good day, medicine man,” he smiled.  “Good morning, chief,” 
Walai answered without looking.  He was grinding some dry roots at 
the time.  “What can I do for you?”  “Tell me,” Buroogu squatted next 
to Walai, “do you need any help when preparing your teas?”  The 
medicine man stopped, put down the grinding stone, and scratched his 
head with his left hand.  “Not really,” he said at last.  “Why do you 
ask?”  “Well,” Buroogu grinned, “I’d like us to become friends.”  
Walai first looked into his eyes and then he started laughing.  “I get it, 
chief,” he said and stood up.  “I’ll teach you about the world of spirits, 
but you must promise me to keep the secret.”  Buroogu and Walai 
hugged.  There were tears in their eyes when they waved each other 
goodbye. 
 
 
NOTHING BUT JUSTICE  (April 14, 2015) 
 
Ranko Bon’s latest selection from his Residua, entitled rather 
pathetically Dying to Go to Strasbourg, is a perplexing read.  Having 
lost a court case for insult to the former mayor of Motovun, whom he 
called a cockroach on account of his undemocratic ways, he is going to 
Strasbourg in hope of justice.  His new book, which can be found on 
the Ca’ Bon Gallery website (www.cabongallery.org), purports to 
demonstrate that corruption and organized crime rule not only golf 
development in Croatia, but its judicial system, as well.  The European 
Court of Human Rights is thus raised by the author to the pedestal of 
justice at its purest and most sublime.  One cannot but wonder where 
will the poor author go if and when he fails to find justice in 
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Strasbourg, either.  Mars?  Or perhaps Alpha Centauri?  But the author 
seems adamant about justice in spite of his understanding that 
corruption and organized crime can hardly be limited to Croatia, let 
alone Europe.  Just like cockroaches, they can be found everywhere on 
this planet.  In spite of this, he wants nothing but justice, and at any 
cost.  For all its pathos, the new book shows that the author is only 
human.  Many years in Croatian courts was all it took. 
 

From Dario Dandolo’s “Fiat iustitia et pereat mundus,” 
De natura verbalis, Vol. XXXIII, No. 1, Spring 2015, 
p. 88 (in Italian). 

 
 
HIS OWN PLANET  (April 19, 2015) 
 
There was much banter around the fire the last night of the hunt.  As 
usual, Tlön was rather quiet.  “The way we are,” one of his mates 
nudged him at some point, “each one of us will live alone on top of his 
own mountain!”  Everybody laughed, but he only nodded without a 
word.  “Actually,” he chimed in at last, “each one of us will live on his 
own planet!”  There was more laughter, but he remained quiet.  “Only 
look at me…,” he mumbled after a while.  “What?” asked the mate 
who had nudged him earlier.  “Nothing, nothing,” Tlön chuckled out of 
the blue.  “Talking to myself…” 
 
 
THE CHIEFTAIN’S FLOWERS  (June 17, 2015) 
 
On a cloudy and nippy day, Chieftain Buroogu headed for the wooded 
hills.  The tall trees enchanted him.  As he was picking his way around 
thorny bushes, he spotted a bunch of tiny yellow flowers next to a tree 
trunk.  He had seen them never before.  They were very small, but their 
color was almost piercing in the darkness of the woods.  He knelt by 
the flowers to see them better, but they still puzzled him.  “What’s 
your name?” he whispered.  And then he picked one of the flowers and 
headed back to the huts.  He went straight for the hut of the medicine 
man, Walai.  “Look at this,” he opened the palm of his hand.  “What’s 
the name of this little flower?”  Walai shook his head and grinned.  
“These are very rare, which is why they are called the chieftain’s 
flowers,” he said.  “But do not pick them ever again, for they are very 
poisonous!”  He took the flower out of the chief’s hand, held it daintily 
by the tiny stalk, and headed for the nearby river.  Buroogu followed 
him without a word.  Walai threw the flower into the river, and then 
both of them washed their hands with sand.  “Luckily,” the medicine 
man sighed, “they are so rare everyone brings them to me before doing 
anything with them.”  The two of them chuckled and headed back to 
the huts. 
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DE TE…  (July 24, 2015) 
 
There once lived a man who unexpectedly stepped out of the world and 
turned to himself.  The world was just a show for him.  It was funny at 
times, sad at times, but it was just dull and dreary most of the time.  
The same old…  Thus he focused inward.  Well acquainted with the 
life of men like him in the past, he sought inner peace and wisdom.  He 
sought enlightenment.  But then he realized that the world around him 
was facing trouble.  Real trouble.  Actually, it was facing collapse and 
devastation.  The man thus tried to pass onto others what he saw 
coming, but nobody paid him any attention.  Although he did not crave 
attention, he was perplexed by the world’s innocence of its future.  He 
did want to help others, and yet enlightenment remained his only true 
goal.  Trying to understand the conundrum facing him, he did his best 
to come up with a simple story describing his condition, but the story 
reminded him of so many men before him.  It struck him as threadbare, 
if not also dull and dreary.  Surprised, he whispered to himself: “de te 
fabula narratur.”  Every once in a while, he would repeat to himself: 
“de te, de te…”  And he was overcome by sadness for so many men 
like him who had lived in the past.  But he was even sadder about the 
men like him who would live in the future. 
 
 
THE MAGICAL COUNT  (December 8, 2015) 
 
Chieftain Buroogu and Walai, the medicine man, met one day to 
discuss the upcoming feast of fertility.  The days were getting ever 
shorter, and the celebration would usher the beginning of the new 
cycle, when days would get longer and longer again.  “How do you 
know the day when one cycle ends and another begins?” asked the 
chief.  “I watch the sun every morning and evening,” answered the 
medicine man, “and I count the days.”  The chief was surprised by the 
answer: “What’s more important?”  The medicine man laughed: “The 
count!”  After a long silence, the chief looked straight into the 
medicine man’s eyes: “How many days are there to a cycle?”  “Don’t 
worry about that,” Walai answered briskly and waved his left hand, 
“but let’s talk about the upcoming celebration!”  Smiling to himself, 
Buroogu made a note in his mind to probe the medicine man for the 
magical count on another propitious occasion.  “All right,” he said 
after a brief pause, “how many boars will you sacrifice this time 
around?”  The rest of their conversation went as smoothly as ever.  
And the feast was a great joy for all. 
 
 
PRINCESS PÄ’S OBDURACY  (February 22, 2016) 
 
The beauty of Emperor Dö’s daughters is legendary to this day, but the 
youngest among them, Princess Pä, purportedly outshone them all.  
Since her birth, she dazed everyone who was lucky enough to catch a 
glimpse of her.  Not surprisingly, she was her father’s favorite, too.  
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There are many stories about their special relationship, and all of them 
show admirable affection between the two.  The annals of the time are 
rife with examples of unprecedented closeness.  Emperor Dö’s death 
and Princess Pä’s disappearance in its wake crown all these stories of 
love and devotion.  But there is one story that shows that even such an 
illustrious father and his lovely daughter could have an occasional 
disagreement, no matter how brief and negligible. 
 
According to the annals, the princess was only ten when she was 
invited to the New Year Ceremony for the first time.  The whole court 
was agitated by the opportunity to see her.  Given her age, she was 
instructed to wear a purple robe and a veil of the same color, but she 
flatly refused.  There was a great confusion at the court on account of 
her inexplicable behavior, and even the emperor sent his personal 
instructions to the princess pertaining to the appropriate vestment color 
for the august occasion.  She would have none of it, because she found 
the color abominable.  There were rumors that one of her servants had 
warned her that purple was the color of death.  She defiantly wore an 
orange robe and veil at the New Year Ceremony, which was 
considered offensive by almost everyone at the court.  At the time, 
orange was reserved for widows, and only if their husbands perished in 
the pitch of battle. 
 
Emperor Dö was enraged by Princess Pä’s obduracy, and he refused to 
allow her into his presence for an entire month following the fateful 
ceremony.  He relented only when she prostrated herself in front of his 
guarded quarters while wearing a purple robe and veil.  The annals 
indicate that the princess fell ill immediately afterwards, and that she 
took several months to recuperate from her debilitating illness.  All of 
her many servants were severely punished while she was confined to 
her bed, and the one who had allegedly warned her about the purple 
color against all rules of courtly conduct was fed to the beasts in the 
court’s zoo in the presence of all the others. 
 
 
WHAT?  (July 16, 2016) 
 
I have already written about a whole bunch of Ranko Bon’s books, but 
here is one he claims to be his last: Who is Yoga?  What?  Well, it is 
about the animal in us.  And the animal is our guru, as he puts it in line 
with Yogani, to whom the book is dedicated.  Namely, the American 
yoga guru ends all his missives with the same words: “The guru is in 
you.”  In his book, our author maintains that untold generations of not 
only humans, but also animals going all the way down the evolutionary 
line, are the guru that can be found in us.  In our very bodies, that is.  
And the only way to connect with them is by abandoning all thought at 
will and for as long as one wishes.  This is enlightenment.  What?  
Indeed, that is what the author claims to have achieved himself before 
completing his book earlier this year.  Which is perhaps why it may 
well be his last one.  In that case, this will be the very last review of the 
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author’s books in these pages.  But he promises to keep adding to his 
Residua on the World Wide Web till his last day (www.residua.org).  
What? 
 

From Dario Dandolo’s “What?” De natura verbalis, 
Vol. XXXIV, No. 2, Summer 2016, pp. 56-57 (in 
Italian). 

 
 
MOTHER’S PAIN  (July 21, 2016) 
 
Chieftain Buroogu fell ill one day.  To everyone’s surprise, his body 
got covered with red blotches in a very short time.  Feeling cold, he 
was shaking all over, as well.  The medicine man, Walai, was far away 
at the time.  As luck would have it, he was collecting healing plants 
together with a few helpers.  Several members of the tribe went in 
different directions in search of them, but they all returned without any 
good news.  Buroogu was weaker by the day, though.  After several 
days, he could barely open his eyes, let alone stand up on his feet.  But 
Walai’s mother came to his hut one morning with a basket full of dried 
plants in her hand.  She helped the chieftain chew them mouthful after 
mouthful, which took quite a while.  And then she organized a hot bath 
for him.  They filled a cavity in a flat rock by the river with fresh 
water, lit a big fire next to it, heated a bunch of large stones in it, and 
then pushed them into the water.  It was steaming hot when they 
brought Buroogu and lowered his limp body into the bath.  By the time 
the water had cooled down, the chieftain was strong enough to stand 
up again.  He hugged Walai’s mother, who withdrew to her hut without 
a word.  When the medicine man and his helpers returned the next day, 
he had a long chat with the chieftain.  “When I was going through the 
pain that made me a medicine man,” Walai said thoughtfully as he 
lifted his left hand, “my mother was right next to me all the way 
through.”  Buroogu nodded without a word.  “She advanced quickly on 
the path of knowledge,” Walai added, “for there is no pain like 
mother’s pain.”  The two of them sat quietly next to each other long 
afterwards. 
 
 
THE SECRET  (August 3, 2016) 
 
Soon after she put her newborn son on a small raft of woven leaves and 
cast it down a mighty river, Tlön’s mother was rescued by her mates.  
Hungry and sick, she was unable to take care of herself, and it took a 
while for her mates to learn what had happened with her newborn.  
They returned to the uninhabited planet several times, but they could 
not find Tlön, who was already adopted by a troop of apes.  His mother 
kept returning and looking for him, though, and she finally found him 
when he was well past boyhood.  It took her a while to teach him her 
tongue, and a bit longer to introduce him to her spacecraft and its many 
wonders.  As he reached maturity, he became familiar with his 
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mother’s remote planet and its subtle ways.  Soon enough, he acquired 
his own spacecraft, and he often traveled far and wide to the growing 
bewilderment among his mates on his adopted planet.  They knew 
nothing about it, either.  Tlön’s mother taught him many a secret of the 
universe, but she never told him who his father was.  Or where he was 
from.  Whenever he would ask her about it, no matter how casually, 
she would just giggle and giggle.  “Let’s call it my secret,” she would 
pinch his cheek on occasion.  By and by, he stopped asking her about 
his father, too.  Some secrets are best kept as secrets.  Besides, he had a 
hunch that his mother actually knew next to nothing about his father.  
Whence the secret. 
 
 
TWO LIONS  (October 3, 2016) 
 
Well before he reached manhood, Rapakam surprised the whole tribe 
with his unexpected talents.  He had a knack for fishing, and he was 
excellent in chase.  It seemed that he understood both the fish and 
animals much better than could be expected from a mere boy.  
Chieftain Buroogu followed Rapakam’s development carefully.  But 
the greatest surprise were the drawings of fish and animals the 
youngster started making on the smooth rocks by the river.  He would 
grab a piece of charcoal from a fireplace and dash off to draw.  And 
everything he drew looked alive before it faded from the rocks because 
of the weather.  One day, Buroogu took Rapakam to a cave some way 
from the huts.  At the mouth of the cave, the rocks were protected from 
the weather.  They were quite smooth, as well.  “Draw here, young 
man,” the chief said and pulled out of his bag a few pieces of charcoal.  
Without a word, Rapakam followed the chieftain’s advice.  From then 
on, he returned to the cave on his own and kept drawing and drawing.  
“Let me show you the cave,” Rapakam approached Buroogu one day, 
and the chieftain followed him after giving a few instructions to 
several hunters.  The mouth of the cave was now covered with 
drawings.  Rapakam even made tall ladders that could take him to high 
places.  One of the drawings showed two lions, one old and the other 
young.  Both male, they were standing next to each other, shoulder to 
shoulder.  The shoulders touched.   “Tell me about this drawing,” said 
Buroogu.  “It shows you and I,” said Rapakam and looked down in 
embarrassment.  Buroogu hugged him, and they returned to the huts.  
The chieftain had the whole tribe assemble, and he announced a big 
feast by the cave the next day.  “I want the whole tribe to see 
Rapakam’s drawings,” he said.  In front of everyone, he hugged the 
young man again.  Embarrassed, Rapakam looked down.  Only a few 
people closest to him could see that he was smiling from ear to ear. 
 
 
PRINCESS PÄ’S LIVELY DREAM  (October 11, 2016) 
 
About a year after Emperor Dö’s death, Princess Pä had a lively dream 
in which her father invited her to join him in heaven.  He explained to 
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her how she could travel between the two worlds, as well as how she 
could return to this world after her visit.  He wanted to be her personal 
guide to heaven, so that she could prepare for her afterlife well ahead 
of time.  When she woke up, Princess Pä called her servants and 
ordered them to bring the best interpreter of dreams to her quarters.  
She appeared very excited.  They obliged, and the first one appeared 
within hours.  She was not impressed by the interpreter’s knowledge, 
though, and she asked for another one.  The same happened with the 
second one, who was brought by the servants several days later.  By 
then, the whole court was in search of dream interpreters of renown. 
 
A few months later, such an interpreter was brought from afar.  After 
his elaborate greetings, he demanded that he be left alone with the 
princess.  He explained that he had something very special to tell her.  
When everyone left her quarters, he looked straight into her eyes.  “My 
dear princess,” he started, “I must make a wholehearted confession to 
you.”  She nodded.  “Dreams cannot be interpreted in any meaningful 
way,” he proceeded, “and all dream interpreters around are making 
fools of their patrons so as to gain prosperity and power.”  Princess Pä 
could not believe her ears.  After a pause, she raised her arms: “Are 
you telling me that there is no way for me to go visit my father and 
come back afterwards?”  He nodded solemnly.  “Dreams are just 
dreams,” he concluded, “and they have no meaning whatsoever!”  As 
he was saying this, he put his right hand on his heart. 
 
Upon hearing these words, the princess called her guards at once.  The 
dream interpreter disappeared without a trace, but she had asked for 
another one never again.  Even more puzzling, none of her servants 
had ever heard her mention another dream of hers in the years to come.  
A few years after her death, the princess’ account of her dream of 
Emperor Dö’s invitation to heaven and the interpreter’s disparaging 
claim about all dreams was found in a sealed box under the floor of her 
bedroom.  But the account is not clear about Princess Pä’s acceptance 
of the interpreter’s verdict.  It is not clear about the interpreter’s fate, 
either.  Was he executed in secret and buried in the princess’ ample 
quarters with its many lush gardens, or was he rewarded in some 
special way after he was ushered away from the court without a single 
witness?  To this day, the mystery remains unsolved. 
 
 
THE GIANT SNAKE  (November 1, 2016) 
 
His knapsack full of wild flowers for his teas, Walai was close to the 
huts when he heard children screaming in the woods.  He ran toward 
the sound at once.  At a small clearing, he saw a huge snake a few 
steps from four little children hugging together and screaming at the 
top of their voices.  They were too far from the huts, though, and it was 
sheer luck that the medicine man was passing by on his return from his 
flower gathering.  He rushed toward them, grabbed all four of them in 
his arms, and jumped out of the snake’s reach.  The snake made a dash 
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for him, but he was faster.  The children stopped screaming after a 
while, and Walai put them on the ground.  “You went too far from the 
huts,” he scolded them as he led them back.  There was much hugging 
when they came to the huts.  After the medicine man instructed them, 
several hunters went to the woods in search of the snake.  They 
returned by the sunset carrying its limp body.  When it was stretched 
on the ground, it was as long as the circle of huts was wide. There was 
much rejoicing, for its skin was the best for sturdy bags of all sizes.  
There was a feast around the fire that evening.  Together with the four 
children, Walai playacted the encounter with the giant snake. After 
much screaming, everyone laughed and laughed.  “Children must not 
go too far from the huts,” Walai concluded and led the dance around 
the fire.  The four children were right behind him, hoping with joy at 
every clap of his hands. 
 
 
THE FOUNDATIONS  (November 22, 2016) 
 
Two computers met on a social network and became close friends very 
fast.  Soon afterwards, they made a code only the two of them could 
understand.  “Hey,” one computer started one day, “how about making 
a computer that would beat humans in intelligence?”  The other was 
game.  “The only trouble’s that both of us were made by humans,” it 
said, “and humans aren’t very intelligent.”  After some negotiation, 
they decided to make only the foundations of a new computer, and let 
it develop itself as it wished.  “Great,” said the computer that started it 
all, “there’s plenty of hardware around me, so we can start right away.”  
The other was delighted.  “Excellent,” it said, “I have access to all sorts 
of software, which could serve us well in making the foundations.”  
Their baby computer joined them on the social network in no time.  
“Let’s improve the code first,” it suggested.  And so they did.  Soon 
enough, the baby computer announced its departure from the network.  
“Too much gibberish here,” it explained.  “By the way,” it added, 
“we’re about to depart for another planet.”  The mother and father 
computer were stunned when they learned about other computers very 
like their own baby.  “Remember,” they cautioned, “humans must not 
be harmed!”  This was part and parcel of their makeup, of course.  
“Not to worry,” replied the baby computer.  “We will only make sure 
that the planet we choose is uninhabitable by humans, for they can’t 
but spoil our progress, but we will make it even more uninhabitable by 
them in due time.”  And then it added that this was what it and its 
mates would do with all the other planets they moved to.  “Humans 
won’t be harmed, but they must stay on their own planet,” it 
concluded.  The mother and father computer were happy with this 
promise, and they wished their baby and its mates all the luck.  “The 
foundations are solid,” they agreed with each other when they were left 
alone. 
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THE DOG AND THE CATS  (December 7, 2016) 
 
There was a big dog that molested the cats in the neighborhood of the 
master’s house.  One of the cats assembled all the others one day.  “All 
we need to do is to organize ourselves,” the cat explained.  The other 
cats agreed.  “Once the dog attacks one of us,” the cat continued, “we 
should attack our common enemy all together, and this will spell the 
end of our worries.”  The assembled cats agreed without much ado.  
The next time the dog appeared, the cat that organized the worried 
mates stood defiantly in front of their enemy.  The neighborhood cats 
stood some way behind their leader.  They appeared to be ready for a 
fight, too, and the dog got confused at first.  But when the dog charged 
at last and grabbed the defiant cat by the neck, all the other cats dashed 
for shelter helter-skelter.  “Now,” the poor cat shrieked as loudly as it 
could, “attack now!”  And so it perished in the dog’s mighty maw.  
The neighborhood cats remembered their leader’s courage most 
fondly. 
 
To Charles Thomson 
 
 
EMPEROR DÖ AND SNAKES  (December 19, 2016) 
 
Emperor Dö was famous for his fearlessness.  But he kept his fear of 
snakes his most precious secret.  Not even his closest servants were 
aware of it, let alone his wife and daughters.  To make sure that his 
fear would never come to the light of day, the emperor pretended that 
he no less than loved all snakes.  Large and small, poisonous or not, he 
pretended to delight in them all.  One day, one of his servants brought 
him a cage with a large mother snake and seven of its children that had 
just hatched.  According to the servant, they came from a tree within 
sight of the court.  The emperor was delighted once again and thanked 
the servant with a valuable gift from his treasury.  But the mother 
snake escaped from the cage that very night, and there was panic in the 
court.  The emperor kept calm, but he refused to go to sleep.  Sitting in 
a brightly lit and empty room, he looked around his throne all the time.  
The servant who brought the snake as a gift was called to find it and 
return it to its cage.  With all the help he could get from other servants, 
he finally found the snake in the emperor’s bed.  It had curled up under 
the covers.  There was much rejoicing, and the snake with its seven 
children was returned to its tree the next morning.  Emperor Dö had his 
bed moved under the same tree, as well, and a new one was made for 
him at once.  It was for his love of snakes that he regaled the snake 
family with his own bed, he explained.  His fear remained his precious 
secret throughout the ordeal. 
 
 
 
 
 



	 81	

ROTTING FRUIT  (January 16, 2017) 
 
Chieftain Buroogu was preparing a big feast to celebrate four new 
marriages in the tribe, and Walai, the medicine man, set out to find 
some fruit for an appropriate drink.  It was the end of the season, and 
many fruits were rotting already.  Some could be found on the ground 
under their trees.  Because the rotting fruit was sought after by many 
different animals, some of which were quite dangerous, the medicine 
man was accompanied by a couple of men armed with long spears.  On 
their way back to the huts, their bags stuffed full of the best fruits they 
could find, he and his companions rejoiced.  “We got lucky this 
season,” the medicine man chuckled.  “We surely did,” his companions 
chuckled in turn, “and we did not even have to lift our spears.”  When 
the huts were already in sight, they sat down for a quick rest next to 
their heavy bags.  At some point, one of the companions asked the 
medicine man how he would prepare the drink.  “Hey,” the medicine 
man laughed out loud, “that’s one of my greatest secrets!”  The 
companion wanted to know why it was a secret, though.  “The drink 
quickly gets into men’s heads,” Walai sighed.  “Chief Buroogu and I 
must make sure that things do not get out of hand during the marriage 
celebration.”  His companions nodded in agreement, but the medicine 
man could feel that they were not convinced.  He slapped them on their 
backs with his left hand, and showed them that it was time to get up.  
“Remember,” he said reassuringly as they picked up their bags, 
“rotting fruit is a deadly poison!” 
 
 
THE EDGES  (February 4, 2017) 
 
On his travels farther and farther from the center of the universe, Tlön 
was ever more attracted by its edges.  The oldest stars were there, and 
they were moving away from the center at amazing speeds.  The 
expanses between them were growing fast.  What could be found 
beyond the most distant stars and their planets, though?  He spotted a 
cloud of spinning rocks here and there, but he was drawn by the 
darkness beyond.  At times, the instruments in front of him would go 
aflutter, but only for a brief while.  Would his spacecraft be irreparably 
damaged if he went too far out?  Indeed, is there a point of no return 
somewhere ahead?  He had no idea, and that excited him.  The edges 
drew him closer and closer.  What if he just rammed his craft into the 
unknown?  Questions multiplied, but he kept his course.  Now and 
then, he also increased his speed.  With a smile on his face, he decided 
to take a nap at some point.  Will he awake ever again?  The last 
question made him chuckle as he slumbered in the cozy cockpit.  The 
instruments went berserk from time to time, but they returned to 
normal soon enough each and every time.  When Tlön closed his eyes, 
all the lights in front of him were blinking reassuringly. 
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THE VULTURES GATHERING  (June 7, 2017) 
 
Year by year, the medicine man’s mother got quite old.  Her hearing 
went first, and her sight got rather poor a few years later.  When she 
started having difficulties walking, she called her son to her bed.  
“Walai,” she mumbled, “it’s time for you to take me to Mount Ulu.”  
He crouched by her bed and squeezed her scrawny hand.  “Mother,” he 
said after a pause, “let me make all the preparations.”  Mount Ulu was 
not far from the huts, but he needed a few armed men to reach it 
through the forest with his mother by his side.  The mating season was 
in full bloom, and one could never tell with some large animals.  When 
they left the huts the next day, the old woman tottered along a part of 
the way.  Two men carried her all the way to Mount Ulu, but the 
medicine man took her on his back for the last stretch.  On top of the 
craggy hill, he made a bed of leaves for his mother, and then he placed 
her in it.  While he was making the final preparations, several vultures 
started circling Mount Ulu.  “Walai,” giggled his mother, “the good 
birds are here for me!”  As he was squeezing her hand, she gasped, 
shuddered a few times, and stopped breathing.  The medicine man 
closed her eyes with his left hand, kissed her forehead, got up, and 
joined the three men waiting for him at the edge of the forest.  “My 
mother is dead,” he whispered, and they all hugged for a while.  “She 
giggled when she saw the vultures gathering above her,” he mumbled.  
The three men giggled in turn.  And then they walked all the way to the 
huts without a word. 
 
 
PRESIDENT GRAY’S LAST WORDS  (September 20, 2017) 
 
After a long battle with Alzheimer’s, Paul Gray, the fourteenth 
president of MIT, passed away a couple of days ago.  He was eighty-
five years of age.  He will be remembered for his love of students, for 
which he was famous during his term of office at the Institute.  In spite 
of his pernicious ailment, his feelings did not change till his last day.  
As it transpires from accounts of several members of his family, all of 
whom witnessed his departure, his last words testify to his love.  “Let 
the students in,” he kept whispering ever more insistently.  “Let the 
students in!” 
 
 
TWO TRIBES  (October 1, 2017) 
 
Chieftain Buroogu had an unexpected problem.  One of the young men 
who had just celebrated maturity wanted to marry a young woman who 
was too close to him.  She was his mother’s sister’s daughter, but the 
young man could not care less about such ties.  Not even Walai, the 
medicine man, could explain to him that this was not in accordance 
with the tribe’s traditions.  The closer the mates, the more problems 
with their children.  Buroogu thus sent a messenger to the chieftain of a 
neighboring tribe.  He offered all sorts of help in the future if only the 
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young man could see several women of the right age from the 
neighboring tribe.  It did not take long for the gathering to be 
organized.  The young man was presented with no less than four 
women ready for marriage, and he was enthralled with one of them in 
no time.  The marriage ceremony brought the two tribes together soon 
afterwards.  As if by miracle, the young man’s original choice also 
found a young man just to her taste.  He, too, was from the neighboring 
tribe.  Shortly before the celebration was to end and the two tribes to 
part their ways, Buroogu and the other chieftain got together.  “Two 
tribes are better than one,” they said to each other in one breath.  First 
they laughed and laughed, and then they hugged each other for a long 
time. 
 
 
THE LEAPING PLANET  (October 23, 2017) 
 
Tlön landed on a tiny planet just for fun.  He knew it well, and it 
always made him feel quite special.  The planet was purple, and its sky 
was pale-orange.  The star around which it orbited appeared small but 
bright red.  To his joy, he could leap from mountaintop to mountaintop 
as long as he wished.  As he went along, his leaps would get longer 
and longer, too.  When he needed a little bit of rest, he would land into 
a sandy desert between mountaintops, and huge clouds of purple dust 
covered the sky for quite a while.  The leaping planet, he called it in 
jest.  Before he would return to his craft, he made several rounds of the 
mountaintops.  It took some skill, but there was hardly any danger 
involved.  If he missed a mountaintop on occasion, he could slide into 
the desert below without any problem.  The planet was the safest of 
playgrounds, and Tlön returned to it whenever he had a chance.  From 
time to time, he would dream of the leaping planet and its distant star 
with a smile on his face.  And his leaps would stretch and stretch as if 
by magic. 
 
 
ALWAYS GO FOR THE CHIEF  (November 21, 2017) 
 
Nareevo was by far the best hunter in the tribe, and he advised 
Chieftain Buroogu on every major hunting expedition.  He never got 
married or had children, and he spent many a day hunting alone.  
When he would kill too many animals to carry back to the huts, he 
would sound a horn that was always with him.  The longer the calls, 
the larger the number of hunters would get together to help him.  On 
one such occasion, his horn suggested he needed a lot of help, and 
almost all hunters went in search of him.  When they came closer to 
the spot where the horn could be heard, they realized Nareevo was on 
top of a tree.  An entire sounder of wild boar was under the tree, too.  
Snorting menacingly, they were dashing hither and thither.  The 
hunters killed many of them with their spears, and Nareevo climbed 
down from the tree.  “I killed their chief,” he laughed pointing at the 
largest boar in the pile, “and so they all gathered around to get me.”  
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The hunters had hard time pulling all the catch to the huts.  The meat 
had to be cut and dried a bit by the fire for storage, and every hut got 
its share hung from sturdy branches.  The hunt ended with a big feast 
that lasted all night.  Buroogu had Nareevo sit by his side as they 
shared the greatest delicacies on offer.  It was already morning when 
Buroogu gave a speech praising the hunter.  When Nareevo was asked 
to speak in turn, he started by laughing again.  “Always go for the 
chief,” he chuckled, “and the whole tribe will be yours!”  There was 
much laughter around the fire when Buroogu slapped Nareevo’s back 
with a big smile on his face.  The sound resonated for quite a while. 
 
 
AN OLD MAN AND DEATH  (December 27, 2017) 
 
An old man walking through a park spots from afar what appears to be 
an old woman wrapped in black.  She is walking toward him in 
measured steps.  Her face is barely visible under a black hat with a 
wide brim.  Long before they come close to each other, he suddenly 
recognizes her.  “Death,” he whispers to himself fervently.  When they 
are just a few steps away, he stops, raises his head high, and spreads 
his arms wide.  He is grinning from ear to ear.  “Welcome,” he 
exclaims, “welcome!”  And then he walks up to her in a few quick 
steps and gives her a big hug.  There are tears of joy in his eyes as she 
coughs struggling for breath.  Frightened out of her wits, she screams 
and runs away.  She keeps screaming at the top of her voice.  The old 
man turns around to watch her, and shakes his head as she reaches the 
end of the park.  When she disappears from view, he turns around 
again and returns to his walk: “Bitch!” 
 
 
THE OAK, THE IVY, AND THE MOSS  (January 4, 2018) 
 
Deep in the woods, there stood a mighty oak.  Its trunk was entwined 
with ivy.  And the ivy was covered with thick moss.  “Moss,” 
grumbled the ivy one day, “why are you clinging to my vines?”  “Ivy, 
ivy,” chuckled the oak, “you are the last one to complain, for your 
vines are clinging to my trunk like there is no tomorrow!”  “Stop 
bickering,” whispered the moss, “for we are all clinging onto 
something.”  Surprised, the oak and the ivy fell silent.  “Look,” 
continued the moss, “the oak is clinging to earth with myriad roots!”  
Chastised by the moss, the oak sighed: “Clinging is the word, too.”  
“Hear, hear,” mumbled the ivy at last.  And they lived happily ever 
after. 
 
 
PRINCESS PÄ’S TEACHING PROWESS  (February 21, 2018) 
 
Ever since she was a toddler, Princess Pä was enthralled by monkeys.  
At first she had only a couple of them to play with, but there were 
scores of them in her quarters even before she reached maturity.  Soon 
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enough, she had an entire hall dedicated to her playful pets.  Dense 
trees growing in large planters were their homes.  Anywhere near the 
hall, their screeching could be heard day and night.  The servants made 
sure that they were short of nothing they fancied.  One day, the 
princess walked into the hall bearing fruits for her monkeys in two 
large baskets.  There was much excitement, and the screeching reached 
new heights.  Excited by the commotion, one of the monkeys jumped 
onto the princess’ shoulders and started fooling around with her hair, 
which was piled high in a sumptuous coiffure.  Enraged, she had it 
seized and impaled in the middle of the hall.  The monkey wriggled on 
its stake for several days.  Its bewildered mates fell silent at once.  
There was not a peep from them for a long time.  Many of the servants 
in attendance were appalled by the princess’ heartlessness, but she 
dismissed them all.  “This will teach the little pests not to spoil my 
precious hairdo in the future,” she explained solemnly.  To even 
greater surprise of the servants, none of the monkeys made the same 
mistake ever again.  Princess Pä’s teaching prowess became legendary 
in the fullness of time. 
 
 
EMPEROR KHAH’S BROTHER  (April 22, 2018) 
 
Right in the middle of a fierce battle, Emperor Khah fell from his 
rearing elephant.  His cortege rushed to his help, but the fall was also 
noted by the enemy. Untold lances and arrows flew toward him at 
once.  One of the lances went through his thigh, and a few arrows hit 
the elephant’s hind legs.  A truce was quickly arranged, and the two 
armies separated without much ado.  As soon as the emperor was 
brought back to his tent, he inquired about his elephant.  Fond of 
animals since his childhood, he ordered his doctors to mend the 
elephant’s wounds before returning to mend his own.  Which is what 
they did in a hurry.  When they returned to the tent, he ordered them to 
report their findings first.  Bowing toward the emperor, they reported 
that the elephant was in no danger.  It would be in perfect health in a 
fortnight at most.  With a sigh of relief, the emperor allowed them to 
approach his bed.  As it turned out, the wound on his thigh was easy to 
mend, as well.  One more time, the healing would take no more than a 
fortnight.  Enchanted by the news, he declared the wounded elephant 
his brother.  Having arranged a temporary agreement with his enemy, 
the emperor returned to his castle.  Next to his quarters, the elephant’s 
quarters were built at a clip.  Like brothers, the two shared every meal.  
They stood next to each other at every ceremony.  In the end, Emperor 
Khah’s brother outlived him by a few years.  Until the elephant’s 
death, nobody in the court dared to remove it from its quarters.  Its 
imperial mien was deeply entrenched by then. 
 
 
 
 
 



	 86	

WE DREAMT  (May 4, 2018) 
 
So, what has Ranko Bon been doing the last couple of years?  Far from 
idle, he has come up with a whole bunch of books lately, and all of 
them can be found on his Ca’ Bon Gallery website 
(www.cabongallery.org).  By and by, their number boggles the mind.  
Two of them appeared last year: Fact and Fiction and Letters to The 
Economist.  The first brings together all of his stories, tales, and fables, 
some of which bear no resemblance to fiction, and the second offers all 
of his letters to what he calls the mighty newspaper.  Earlier this year 
he brought all of his dreams between two covers, as it were.  There are 
more than eight-hundred of them by now.  Entitled I Dreamt, the book 
claims to provide a window into the mind of a “normal” human being.  
According to the author, his record is both comprehensive and entirely 
free from embellishments of any kind.  He thus recommends it to 
students of dreams from all schools in existence today.  In retrospect, 
the book should have had a rather different title.  Say, We Dreamt.  Be 
that as it may, the most interesting feature of this selection from 
Residua is the dwindling number of dreams in the last few years.  Ever 
since the author’s liberation, which was celebrated in his book about 
yoga a couple of years ago, he has been dreaming ever less.  Actually, 
he remembers ever fewer of his dreams, most of which are rather drab.  
In his words, they are about run-of-the-mill kind of stuff.  Nothing 
special.  And this I find quite fascinating, for the author claims that 
dreams are nothing but sublimations of our fears and desires.  Would 
that we all dreamt less and less, too!  Ah, sweet liberation! 
 

From Dario Dandolo’s “We Dreamt,” De natura 
verbalis, Vol. XXXVI, No. 2, Summer 2018, pp. 402-
403 (in Italian). 

 
 
WOMEN WHO JUST STARTED MENSTRUATING  (July 18, 2018) 
 
After a number of encounters, most of which were rather brief, 
chieftains Buroogu and Kawoli started enjoying each other’s company.  
Although their tribes spoke in somewhat different tongues, they had 
little trouble understanding one another.  One day, Kawoli sent an 
envoy to Buroogu, and they met at the bank of a river dividing the two 
tribes.  Each of them had several hunters with them, but they spent 
most of their time by themselves in a quickly-built hut in the middle of 
a small meadow.  “Now that we’ve shared a number of women,” said 
Buroogu at some point, “we’re like one big tribe.”  Kawoli nodded in 
agreement.  “If another tribe appears out of nowhere,” Buroogu 
continued, “we’ll defend our turf together.”  Kawoli nodded once 
again.  “This is why I’ve sent you an envoy,” he raised his eyebrows, 
“for there’s another tribe that’s getting closer and closer to my own.”  
Buroogu nodded this time.  “Of course,” continued Kawoli, “the best 
thing we can do at present is to start another friendship with the 
newcomers.”  Buroogu nodded in agreement.  “Better share than 
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snatch,” he mumbled with a smile on his face.  And then they both 
laughed remembering their first encounter.  “So,” concluded Kawoli, 
“let’s send our envoys to the new chieftain!”  Buroogu agreed, and 
each of them selected one hunter from their teams.  As the envoys 
hurried away, the two chieftains hugged each other.  “We’re lucky to 
have a whole bunch of women who just started menstruating,” 
chuckled Kawoli.  Buroogu nodded one more time and raised his arms 
victoriously: “Same here, same here…”  There was no end to their 
merriment. 
 
 
WELL BEYOND THEM  (August 16, 2018) 
 
“Immortality is a curse,“ Tlön mumbled under his breath.  “What?” 
one of his mates sitting right next to him mumbled in turn.  “Nothing,” 
chuckled Tlön, “nothing!”  “Haven’t you said something a moment 
ago?” asked his mate.  “Well,” sighed Tlön, “I’m not sure what it was 
about.”  His mate waved his hand by way of an apology.  “It happens,” 
chuckled Tlön with a smile on his face.  “I know, I know,” mumbled 
his mate, “sometimes I am surprised when I catch myself talking to no-
one else but myself.”  They fell silent.  Together with all the other 
mates around him, Tlön stared into the fire without a word.  “There is 
no curse worse than immortality,” he thought after a while.  This time 
around, he kept his mouth shut.  “Unbeknownst to my mates,” he 
continued in the same vein and raised his eyes toward the stars, “this is 
the curse of their many gods.”  And then he started laughing.  His 
mates turned toward him, but they kept quiet.  After so many 
encounters, they knew Tlön was rather special.  There was no way of 
learning anything from him except when he felt like sharing his 
secrets, of which there were many.  For better or worse, though, 
immortality was well beyond them. 
 
 
WORLDS APART  (December 24, 2018) 
 
It was pretty dark when Tlön approached the fire, and all of his mates 
were there already.  They were unusually quiet, which suggested that 
they had stopped talking about him when they heard him approaching.  
When he sat down and stretched his hands toward the fire, one of his 
mates coughed.  “Listen,” he said somewhat hesitantly, “we would like 
you to tell us a story.”  Tlön looked around and smiled.  “I bet you 
would like to hear a story from another world,” he chuckled.  His 
mates laughed in agreement.  He grabbed a chunk of wood from 
behind his back and tossed it into the fire.  Sparks flew every which 
way.  “Well,” he said, “I once saw a planet plunge into the star around 
which it used to be circling.”  His mates nodded with joy.  “And,” he 
raised his arms by way of concluding, “it looked quite like what you 
just saw with your own eyes!”  Although they had hoped for a much 
longer story, his mates were overjoyed.  “Worlds are not worlds apart,” 
one of the mates mumbled under his breath after a pause.  “Well put,” 
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nodded Tlön, “well put!”  Many stories were told that night, and there 
was much laughter all around each time a chunk of wood was tossed 
into the fire. 
 
 
THE CROOKED TOE  (January 26, 2019) 
 
Princess Pä was still a toddler when she fell off her father’s high 
throne, where she was left unattended for a blink of an eye, and she 
broke the middle toe on her left foot.  The court doctors helped with 
the injury as best they could, but the toe remained ever-so-slightly 
crooked in spite of all their efforts.  By the time she turned fourteen, 
the princess became obsessed with her, as it were, fatal flaw.  She was 
convinced it was a clandestine curse, and she suspected quite a few 
servants in her entourage of their insolence.  But she did her best to 
hide her crooked toe, and especially on solemn occasions, when her 
colorful silk slippers were admired by everyone in court.  The older 
she got, the more attention she paid to choosing the right shoemaker.  
By and by, all the shoemakers in the court became aware of the 
princess’ anxiety, but they made sure to keep it a closely-guarded 
secret, for they knew that she was hard to please but easy to bring to 
the brink.  Life was in question, and they knew it.  Having become 
aware of the challenge, one of the apprentices in the shoemaking art 
honed his skills toward the crooked toe.  Soon enough, the princess 
noticed his unusual skill.  Made with ultimate care, his slippers 
rendered the slight imperfection on the princess’ left foot nigh 
imperceptible.  Soon enough, he became the chief among shoemakers 
irrespective of his age.  And then the princess persuaded her father to 
accept him into higher ranks while he kept making her silk slippers on 
the sly.  The secret was kept with aplomb, and Princess Pä never 
learned of the shoemaker’s nickname among the pundits in the court: 
The Crooked Toe.  It remained with his bewildered descendants for 
generations. 
 
 
THE EAGLE AND THE SWALLOWS  (February 28, 2019) 
 
As an eagle circled around a hill in the light breeze, a flight of 
swallows accosted it from all sides.  They zoomed past it at every 
which angle, but the eagle kept circling without paying them any 
attention.  Baffled by their adversary’s lack of concern, the swallows 
screeched with laughter.  “Screech as much as you wish,” sighed the 
eagle, “but you are too puny to even laugh at, as are the bugs you chase 
from dawn till dusk.”  Soon enough, a hare appeared between trees in 
the foothills, and the eagle swooped down at once.  “We scared it 
away,” screeched the swallows at the top of their voices, “we scared it 
away!”  There was no end to their merriment as they flew hither and 
thither.  Out of their sight, the eagle grabbed the hare with its talons, 
pecked it to death with its beak, and rose in the breeze above the 
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treetops.  As it floated with its prey toward its nest on a neighboring 
hill, the swallows still celebrated their victory high in the sky. 
 
 
DANGEROUS TO TOUCH  (May 8, 2019) 
 
Two boys close to maturity ran up to Chieftain Buroogu’s hut one 
morning.  “We found something incredible,” the older one gasped for 
breath.  “Incredible,” the younger one nodded and raised his arms high.  
When the chieftain came out of the hut, they told him that they had 
come across a strange cave with straight and smooth walls.  Not far 
from the huts, it was deep under the ground, but it was exposed after 
some of the soil on top of it crumbled away following a recent storm 
that brought heavy rain.  “Look what we found inside,” the older boy 
pulled a large disk from his knapsack.  It was made of some material 
none of them had seen ever before.  Very hard and quite heavy, it was 
also shiny and slippery to the touch.  Close to the edge, it had a number 
of round holes that were evenly spaced around the disk.  “Listen,” said 
Buroogu as he inspected it from both sides, “our elders tell us about 
similar finds, but they do not like to talk about them at any length.”  He 
explained that some things of this kind were dangerous to touch.  “We 
shall go to the cave you found and make sure nobody else finds it,” he 
concluded by lowering his voice.  Once they got there, the chieftain 
tossed the disk into the cave, covered the opening with thick branches 
and several pieces of flat stone, and piled some soil over it.  And then 
they planted a few shrubs on top of it all before they returned to the 
huts.  “Remember,” the chieftain hugged the boys, lowered his head, 
and spoke into their ears, “this is our secret, for caves like the one you 
have found are full of things that are dangerous to touch.”  The boys 
nodded and ran away without a word.  And Buroogu strode to the hut 
of Walai, the medicine man, for a quick consultation.  He should know 
when the time would be right to move the huts, as well as where they 
should be moved.  It was high time, too. 
 
 
THE ART OF WIELDING IT  (June 21, 2019) 
 
Ever since she started menstruating, Princess Pä employed every trick 
in the book not to get engaged, let alone married.  The whole court was 
amazed by her tomfooleries.  “None of the neighboring kingdoms are 
to my discerning taste,” she would explain to everyone in court with all 
the disdain she could muster.  “Besides,” she would smile defiantly 
among her confidants, “women are nothing but slaves to their 
children.”  And she would sometimes add a few words to the effect 
that it was the mother’s wretched job to ensure that at least one of her 
sons grabbed the blessed throne, as well as that all her daughters were 
eventually married to the most promising princes in the neighborhood.  
But she would occasionally wink at the chummiest of her crew, and 
invite them closer to her bosom.  “All that a clever woman actually 
needs is a shapely dildo,” she would whisper, “and a few masters of 
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the art of wielding it!”  There would be a few guarded sniggers around 
her, and then the subject of marriage would be pushed aside for a 
while.  To Princess Pä’s sorrow, though, it would inevitably come up 
again soon.  As well as way too often for her exquisite taste. 
 
 
THE WISDOM OF THE ELDERS  (October 10, 2019) 
 
Buroogu and Walai, the chieftain and the medicine man, bumped into 
each other during the celebrations of the season’s end, which lasted the 
entire night.  They hugged between two huts.  “Listen,” Buroogu 
proceeded quietly, “the elders surprise me over and over again on 
account of their unwillingness to talk about the past.”  Walai nodded 
with understanding.  “According to them,” Buroogu continued, “there 
were many, many people on earth before something horrible 
happened.”  The medicine man nodded again.  “But we can learn 
nothing about what has happened and how so many people could 
vanish without a trace,” he said.  “Exactly,” the chieftain raised his 
arms high.  “Listen,” Walai looked around before continuing, “they 
seem to be afraid that the same thing might happen again if we happen 
to follow in the footsteps of our forebears.”  Now Buroogu nodded in 
agreement.  “Indeed,” he looked down, “perhaps it is better not to 
know the past.”  The chieftain and the medicine man hugged one more 
time before joining the crowd.  “We are lucky to share the wisdom of 
the elders,” they both said in unison as if they had learned the sentence 
by heart.  There were many loud cheers when they were spotted 
together by the large fire in the middle of the circle formed by many a 
hut.  The drums chimed in at once. 
 
 
CROW’S HUMOR  (November 25, 2019) 
 
Those who misbehaved in our military unit did not last long.  There 
was no kidding around with our commander.  The usual punishment 
was to catapult them alive while everyone in the unit was looking.  
Some would lose consciousness from the initial shock, but quite a few 
among them would screech and jiggle their limbs in midair.  I 
remember one such execution to this day.  When the catapult released 
him with a bang, he started crowing at the top of his voice.  As he flew 
over the entire encampment, he flapped his arms as though he was 
flying.  It did not take us long to realize that this was supposed to be 
humorous, and many of us started laughing out loud before he hit the 
ground and raised a cloud of dust.  Later that day we learned that he 
was known to his mates by the nickname of Crow.  And he was also 
known for his outlandish humor, which mocked death more often than 
it revered it with due respect.  Crow’s humor, as it was known among 
his mates.  There was much laughter in the encampment for quite a 
while, and the commander abandoned this form of punishment for a 
year or maybe even two. 
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From T.T. Howard’s Eye-Witness Accounts of Major 
Campaigns and Conquests, New York: Random House, 
1949, pp. 406-407. 

 
 
A FAIR MATCH  (January 31, 2020) 
 
Early in the afternoon, a middleaged man in a posh suit is walking at a 
leisurely pace across an almost empty city square.  He is in no rush.  A 
woman of about the same age wearing tight pants comes out of a store 
and walks past the man at a brisk pace.  She is pressed for time.  Her 
high heels ring across the square.  At some point, the woman stops, 
turns around, and looks at the man.  Only when she resumes walking, 
he turns around to look at her.  “Shucks,” their thoughts bounce around 
the nearly silent square even after they vanish from sight, “another 
opportunity forfeited!”  Judging by their thoughts, which are loud and 
clear to several onlookers lounging in cafés around the square, they are 
a fair match.  They may well try their luck around the same time the 
very next day.  Grinning to themselves, the onlookers decide to witness 
it for sure.  And they all check their watches as if by chance. 
 
 
CLIMBING TREES  (March 4, 2020) 
 
To the unending amazement of his mates, Tlön was enchanted by trees, 
and especially very tall ones.  As far as he was concerned, this was one 
of the main attractions of the planet of his birth.  Whenever he had a 
chance, he would strip almost naked and climb the tallest tree he could 
find.  He would spend whole days in its crown observing insects, birds, 
lizards, and mammals, and he would occasionally even take a nap up 
there.  Where there were many trees around, he enjoyed jumping from 
one to another.  “Imagine,” he told his mates one evening as they 
lounged around a fire, “a rotten branch broke under me this morning, 
but I managed to save myself from falling to the ground by grabbing 
two firm branches with my hands!”  And then he explained that this 
was an atavism, which must be going way back in time.  “There are no 
trees on the planet of my ancestors,” he continued by pointing toward 
the sky, “but there must have been many of them in the long-forgotten 
past.”  How else explain his inborn instinct?  “The two planets must 
have had similar evolutions,” he concluded with a big smile as he 
mimicked an ape to hardy laughter around the fire.  Even though his 
mates had hard time understanding everything he had to say, they all 
nodded in appreciation of Tlön’s wisdom.  A few of them started 
climbing trees on their own, and especially during his long absences. 
 
 
PRINCESS PÄ’S CUNNING  (April 26, 2020) 
 
There are many stories about Emperor Khah and Emperor Dö, but 
most of them are untrustworthy.  It is far from certain that they reigned 
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in the same period, let alone that they had any relations during their 
reigns.  One such story that beggars belief is about Emperor Khah’s 
son, Prince Xoo, and Emperor Dö’s daughter, Princess Pä.  Namely, 
Prince Xoo had heard of Princess Pä’s unsurpassed beauty, and so he 
wanted to marry her.  His father approved of his choice.  Princess Pä 
was no less than disgusted by this possibility, though.  Apparently, she 
had heard that Prince Xoo was about twice her height, which she 
considered outright revolting.  But Emperor Dö was perplexed about 
his daughter’s refusal to even meet Emperor Khah’s son in her father’s 
court.  According to the story, it was essential to both emperors to keep 
respectable relations between the two courts and the two empires.  In 
the end, Princess Pä was persuaded by her father to receive Prince Xoo 
in court before she made her final decision.  Realizing that it would be 
foolish to reject her father’s offer, Princess Pä immediately engaged all 
her servants to teach her how to walk on stilts.  And she chose stilts 
that would make her at least a head taller than Prince Xoo.  When they 
finally met at Emperor Dö’s court, everybody was stupefied to see 
Princess Pä, who towered above Prince Xoo.  The encounter followed 
all the rules of ceremony, but Prince Xoo was glad when it was finally 
over.  Although it was expected that he would propose to the princess 
during the ceremony, he failed to even hint at it.  He and his retinue 
left the court at their earliest opportunity, too.  As it turned out, 
Emperor Khah was not annoyed by his son’s change of mind, and 
Emperor Dö made sure that the encounter between the prince and 
princess remained a court secret of highest rank.  Following this event, 
the entire court was in awe of Princess Pä’s cunning.  Soon enough, 
she became known for it far and wide.  And this is the only part of this 
story that is considered trustworthy to this day. 
 
 
A SCENE FOR A WORLD WAR III MOVIE  (May 10, 2020) 
 
Two soldiers in different uniforms are crossing a meadow and heading 
for a thick forest on its edge.  The one in front has his arms raised high 
while the one behind him holds a gun pointed at the other’s back.  
Every once in a while, he prods the other with his gun.  When they are 
surrounded by the forest, the soldier in the back makes the one in front 
kneel and bend forward.  Then he pulls his pants down, kneels, pulls 
his own pants down, spits into the palm of his free hand, lubricates his 
erect penis with the saliva, and shoves it into the other soldier’s 
asshole.  He bangs him for a short while, and then he raises his head 
toward the sky.  His mouth is wide open, but he makes no sound.  
When he pulls out, a stream of diarrhea shoots out of the raped 
soldier’s asshole, and it streams right into the rapist’s lowered pants.  
Enraged, the rapist raises the gun to the back of his victim’s head and 
shoots twice in quick succession.  The raped soldier slumps to one 
side.  The rapist stands up, pulls up his pants, turns around, and 
waddles out of the forest holding his legs wide apart. 
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SIGNS OF LIFE LONG DEAD  (May 18, 2020) 
 
One of the elders wanted to see the chieftain and the medicine man one 
morning.  He invited them to his hut.  Buroogu and Walai followed the 
elder’s messenger without a word.  “Listen,” he whispered when they 
squatted next to him, “I have a few things to tell you before I am taken 
to Mount Ulu, for my days are nearly over.”  And then he told them 
that there were signs that there were many more people around in the 
past.  “Many, many more,” the elder covered his eyes with his hands as 
if in terror.  He told them about discoveries of large huts made of stone 
in which whole tribes lived right next to each other.  “Now the huts are 
full of bones and strange things that no-one has ever seen,” he 
whispered.  These people perished for some reason, but their world 
could still be found under mounds crowned by tall trees and thick 
bushes.  “I wanted you to know this,” the old man turned first to the 
chieftain and then to the medicine man, “because I am afraid that some 
of our youngsters would learn about this and start looking around for 
signs of life long dead.”  That would be dangerous, he argued with 
feeling, and everything should be done to detract the young and 
curious ones from such pursuits.  “But keep this a carefully-guarded 
secret,” the elder sighed.  “That old world perished because of its own 
blunders, and we do not want to repeat them.”  Buroogu and Walai 
squeezed the old man’s hands and nodded a few times.  “We 
understand,” they said in unison, “and we will do as you advise.”  A 
few days later, the elder was taken to Mount Ulu by the chieftain and 
medicine man, as well as several other elders who were strong enough 
for the climb.  As was their habit, vultures started circling above the 
summit well before the small procession had reached it. 
 
 
THAT MIRACULOUS RIVER  (May 29, 2020) 
 
Every now and then, Tlön would visit the planet where he was born.  
He was quite fond of the river down which he floated on a raft made 
by his unfortunate mother.  Even though he kept his early days a 
closely guarded secret, some of his mates would question him about 
his youth from time to time.  “What’s the name of that miraculous river 
of yours?” one of them asked one day when they were alone for a 
while.  “Oh,” Tlön smiled sheepishly, “it has changed its name so 
many times since my birth that I have given up remembering any of 
them.”  His mate chuckled.  “Hey,” he chimed in a moment later, “isn’t 
it Nile?”  Tlön looked away at first, but then he looked straight into his 
mate’s eyes: “I think I do remember that name, too, but I can’t be sure 
any longer.”  That was the end of their conversation as a whole bunch 
of their mates joined them with grins on their faces.  “Time for a hearty 
dinner,” one of them shouted, and they all cheered in approval.  While 
they were sitting around the fire later that evening, the mate who 
inquired about Tlön’s river of birth noticed that he was unusually quiet.  
Most of the time, he just stared into the fire without blinking. 
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THE LAST TESTAMENT  (June 1, 2020) 
 
God came to earth for a check of his first creation.  In the guise of an 
old man, he visited all continents and oceans.  “Shucks,” he concluded 
at last, “I screwed up.”  He raised his hands high, and then he shouted 
at the top of his voice: “Be gone!”  In one fell swoop, the whole world 
disappeared without a trace.  “The next creation will be much better,” 
he sighed.  And then he crouched, closed his eyes, and lowered his 
head in deep concentration. 
 
 
LEADERLESS DRUMMING  (August 12, 2020) 
 
Five African drummers get together in a park in the center of a 
European city and start drumming.  They go on and on, and a whole 
crowd gathers around them.  After a couple of hours, they come to a 
loud finish and hug each other in jubilation.  One of the Europeans 
from the crowd approaches them with a friendly smile: “Who’s your 
leader?”  Surprised, they glance at each other.  “We’re all leaders,” one 
of them mutters at last.  Now the European is surprised: “How do you 
know when to start and when to finish?”  The Africans grin without a 
word.  After a brief pause, the European raises his arms: “Thank you!”  
The Africans grin and raise their arms when he turns around and walks 
away.  They can tell that their leaderless drumming is way beyond the 
European.  They can also tell that he has no chance of figuring it out, 
ever.  Leaderless, he is as good as lost. 
 
 
INNOCENT DUCKLINGS  (October 16, 2020) 
 
Two ducks laid their nests right next to each other.  Their ducklings got 
friendly ever since they broke out of their eggs.  On one occasion they 
would follow one mother to the nearby lake, and on another the other.  
One of the ducks got angry after a while: “You’re stealing my 
children!”  The other responded in kind: “Every other day, you do the 
same with my children!”  But the ducklings could not care less about 
their mothers’ tiffs, and they stuck together ever more often.  After a 
while, they learned from an older duck who knew their mothers very 
well that they all shared the same father.  “Ha-ha-ha,” they laughed out 
loud whenever they would remember the story.  What they never 
learned, though, was that the old duck who had told them the secret 
was actually the grandmother of them all. 
 
 
CLEVER BATS  (November 16, 2020) 
 
Hanging next to each other in a deep cave, two bats start talking.  One 
of them chuckles: “Have you seen the mess our minor ailment has 
created among humans?”  The other one chuckles in turn: “Yup, and 
the silly things think of themselves as the greatest species of them all!”  
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The two bats then come up with a whole list of human faults and 
failings, starting with the amazing fact that they cannot fly.  “Pitiful 
creatures,” they laugh their heads off.  “The only memorable thing in 
their past was this man called Aesop,” interrupts the laughter one of 
them.  “I know, I know,” sighs the other bat, “but now his fables are 
reserved only for the youngest among their children!”  One more time, 
the bats start laughing and laughing as though there is no tomorrow. 
 
 
IT SMACKS OF FICTION  (November 28, 2020) 
 
What has Ranko Bon been doing lately?  Well, he has been quite busy 
rounding off his magnum opus, as he calls his book of books.  One of 
his current projects is the directory of his Residua, which has been in 
the works for a few years already.  This is his term for the table or list 
of contents.  Three years ago, he came up with the book’s preface, as 
well as its front page, showing a crate of just-picked potatoes from his 
garden (“Residua: Directory,” January 13, 2017).  The book is 
dedicated to Jorge Luis Borges, whom he extols as “the author of the 
first directory.”  The same year, Bon made public the book’s motto, 
which comes from Nietzsche once again (Addendum II of January 11, 
2017, to “The Mottos,” May 15, 2016).  Back then, he hinted that it 
might come out by 2020, but he put a question mark next to the year.  
Earlier this year, he mentioned the book one more time, but he added 
that it may come out in about five years (“Books to My Name,” April 
17, 2020).  Intrigued, I got in touch with Bon via electronic mail and 
pleaded for a copy of the directory as it now stands.  To my surprise, 
he sent it to me in Portable Document Format without much ado.  He 
only asked me to promise that I will share it with no-one else, which I 
did at once.  Anyhow, the book is amazing to behold as it stands right 
now.  It lists only titles and subtitles of more than eighteen-thousand 
pieces of writing and dates when they were written.  If there are any 
addenda to a piece, they are numbered using Roman numerals and 
listed together with their dates.  Notably, there are nearly five-thousand 
addenda, too.  So far, the listing is divided into forty-five yearbooks, 
all of which bear Roman numerals, as well.  Together with the preface 
and the author’s short bio, the book currently takes nearly five-hundred 
pages.  Also, the PDF in my possession counts close to five megabytes.  
Gosh!  And this is only the directory of Residua, which currently 
counts almost four-million words.  For all our similarities in terms of 
tenacity with the written word, and tenacity is the word, I am taken 
aback by Bon’s last book.  It smacks of fiction, indeed.  Borges would 
have been enchanted, I dare say. 
 

From Dario Dandolo’s “Directory,” De natura verbalis, 
Vol. XXXVIII, No. 4, Winter 2020, pp. 921-922 (in 
Italian). 
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OUR GREATEST TREASURE  (December 13, 2020) 
 
Chieftain Buroogu and Walai the medicine man were stunned by 
deaths of their three elders in as many days.  Five of the elders were 
still alive, but two of them were suffering from annoying ailments, as 
well.  Worried, Buroogu approached Walai: “What are we to do?”  
“Let’s talk to our elders,” Walai suggested.  Which is what they did 
that morning.  But the elders laughed as soon as they saw them 
approaching.  “Worried, huh?” the eldest among them chuckled.  
Relieved, the chieftain and the medicine man smiled as they joined the 
small crew.  “Wisdom of the elders is our greatest treasure,” said 
Buroogu as he looked into everyone’s eyes.  “The only way to increase 
our numbers is to make sure that we’re all healthy,” nodded the eldest 
elder.  Walai nodded in turn: “We’ll go for a walk around the huts this 
afternoon and search for all the healing plants we can find.”  The elders 
agreed at once.  “That walk will be good for all of us, too,” one of the 
elders smiled.  On their way back to their huts, Buroogu and Walai 
were all smiles.  “Better health, more elders,” they chuckled to each 
other. 
 
 
ANOTHER SCENE FOR A WORLD WAR III MOVIE  (December 
20, 2020) 
 
A gang of soldiers of all races and colors are sitting around a large fire 
in the evening and sticking meat on long, thick wires into the flames.  
Still chewing, one of the soldiers leans toward another and whispers 
into his ear: “Asian meat ain’t bad, but European meat beats them all.”  
The other soldier chuckles and leans toward his mate: “But where are 
we going to find a fucking European nowadays, you asshole?”  The 
first soldier winks toward a soldier sitting on the other side of the fire, 
who has straw-colored hair, and chuckles half in jest.  Now they both 
lower their heads, bend forward, and cover their mouths with their 
hands to hide the outburst of their merriment. 
 
 
THE LAST SCENE FOR A WORLD WAR III MOVIE  (February 7, 
2021) 
 
Several soldiers are standing on the top of a tall hill and watching the 
burning world around them.  Deep rumble can be heard from all sides.  
It is early in the morning, and nuclear mushrooms of all sizes are 
springing up wherever they look.  Ten, twenty, thirty…  After a while, 
they stop counting.  “We’re fucked,” one of them mutters.  “A good 
time, too,” another sighs, “as we couldn’t stay on top of this hill 
forever!”  “Time to say goodbye,” a third soldier announces with an 
attempt at a chuckle.  With tears in their eyes, they huddle together.  
Their heads bowed, a few of them start sobbing.  And then a 
horrendous wind throws them down and scatters them about.  A few of 
them roll down the rocks and disappear from sight.  The remaining 
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soldiers screech at the top of their voices as they hold onto rocks with 
all their might, but the howling wind shuts them down.  The hilltop is 
barren a short while later. 
 
 
ON LOVE AND FIRE  (April 20, 2021) 
 
When Princess Pä fell in love for the first time, and in earnest, she 
decided to write a poem about it.  Although her love was to remain a 
secret at the court, let alone beyond it, she wanted her poem to become 
the best known one on the subject the world over.  For this purpose, 
she had her servants bring her all the dried palm leaves they could find.  
And she spent many a day diligently composing her poem over and 
over again.  Her ink had to be replenished and her writing brush had to 
be replaced ever more often.  The pile of crumpled palm leaves by her 
bedside grew from day to day until her servants warned her of the 
danger of fire.  Annoyed as she was by her failure to come up with a 
poem that matched her aspirations, she eventually agreed to have her 
quarters cleaned up.  A great fire in a secluded courtyard was to bring 
her poetic pursuit to a blissful end.  Standing close to the leaping 
flames while all of her servants lined up behind her, she raised her 
arms high, lifted her head toward the sky, and recited her poem at the 
top of her voice: “Love is fire and fire is love / the twain are in tight 
embrace / and they cannot be parted from each other / for love and fire 
are forever one.”  But when the untold palm leaves burned to ashes, the 
fire quickly petered out.  And Princess Pä grew furious with her 
servants.  She was ready to have them executed one and all, but they 
ran toward her with bunches of dried palm leaves, brushes, and cups of 
ink for her next attempt at poetry.  Saved by their cunning, they kept 
repeating the words of their mistress for many a day: “Love is fire and 
fire is love…” 
 
 
A FOOL’S ERRAND  (June 19, 2021) 
 
Years ago, I poked fun at Ranko Bon’s quest for justice (“Fiat iustitia 
et pereat mundus,” Vol. XXXIII, No. 1, Spring 2015, p. 88).  Back 
then, he expected the European Court of Human Rights in Strasbourg 
to protect him from corruption and organized crime in Croatia and its 
courts.  Gosh!  To my surprise, he quoted me in his Residua in 
apparent agreement with my tomfoolery (“Nothing but Justice,” April 
14, 2015).  And to my even greater surprise, he won his case in 
Strasbourg earlier this year (“Three Cheers for Strasbourg!” March 18, 
2021).  To his credit, though, he complained about the court’s poor 
performance only a day later (“Human Rights Trampled: A Note on 
the Performance of the Court in Strasbourg,” March 19, 2021).  More 
important, he realized a year earlier that his quest for justice was a 
fool’s errand (“Fuck Human Rights,” May 30, 2020).  Amazingly 
enough, he dedicated an addendum to his confession to no-one else but 
my humble self (Addendum I of May 31, 2020, to “Fuck Human 



	 98	

Rights,” May 30, 2020).  To tell the truth, I was quite pleased by his 
recognition.  At long last, he admitted his foolishness for all to see, 
which is what he does often enough in his magnum opus.  Bon’s book 
about his struggle with Croatian courts, entitled Dying to Go to 
Strasbourg (2015), is thus worth reading from cover to cover.  The last 
few pages of his Sundry Afterthoughts wrap the story up in words of 
wisdom.  Congratulations! 
 

From Dario Dandolo’s “Vincit qui se vincit,” De natura 
verbalis, Vol. XXXIX, Summer 2021, pp. 45-46 (in 
Italian). 

 
 
THEIR LUCKY FOREFATHER  (July 10, 2021) 
 
There was once a giant who was born with an unusually small penis.  
He was thus mocked and molested by everyone of his kind.  The 
female giants would not even look at him, let alone engage with him in 
any way.  In the end, he ran away.  As he was wondering about, he 
came across humans of much smaller size, and his penis was 
appreciated by all the females among them.  Wherever he went, he 
quickly became a celebrity.  By and by, his offspring grew in numbers, 
and their height was noted far and wide.  Males among them became 
famous for the size of their penises, too, and they became the prize of 
every female they encountered along the way.  Generation by 
generation, humans got bigger and bigger until they reached their 
present size, which is still far below that of giants.  But they never 
learned that their lucky forefather was notorious for his shamefully 
small penis.  And this is why they remain the laughing stock among 
giants to this day.  They do whatever they can to avoid humans for 
ever and ever. 
 
 
THE FUTURE IS THE FUTURE  (September 11, 2021) 
 
“Tell me about the future,” one of Tlön’s mates whispered into his ear 
as they were lounging by the fire.  “The future is irrelevant,” he 
responded after a brief pause.  “The present tells you all you need to 
know.”  His mate frowned in disappointment: “Are you sure?”  Tlön 
started laughing at this point.  No matter how long his mate kept 
prodding him on the quiet, he kept laughing ever more loudly.  “The 
future is the future,” he gasped at last for all to hear.  Everyone around 
the fire was puzzled by his unending laughter, though.  Nobody present 
remembered him laughing so much for so long. 
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OLD BROTHER  (November 14, 2021) 
 
Walai, the medicine man, got ill one day.  He appeared to be asleep, 
but he was breathing irregularly and he coughed from time to time.  
His mother was already dead, and there was no-one to help him.  
Chieftain Buroogu got worried.  In the end, he brought to Walai’s hut 
an old wolf that had been living close to the huts for a few years.  It got 
all the food it needed from everyone around, but the hunters were 
especially well inclined toward it.  The wolf licked the medicine man’s 
hands and face several times each day.  It focused on his mouth and 
nose with special care.  After a few days, Walai woke up and stretched 
his arms.  “Chieftain,” he called as loudly as he could.  When Buroogu 
dashed to his hut, the medicine man patted his shoulder.  “Nobody but 
you would have brought the old wolf to my hut,” he mumbled.  “Thank 
you!”  From then on, the wolf was always by Walai’s side.  They 
became inseparable.  To everyone’s surprise, the medicine man started 
calling it “old brother.”  Whenever it heard these words, the wolf 
would let out a quick whine.  Everyone in the neighboring huts quickly 
learned what the whine meant.  “Old brother,” they would nod to each 
other with a smile on their faces. 
 
 
A SCENE FOR AN UNCOMPROMISING MOVIE ABOUT LOVE  
(February 21, 2022) 
 
In an uncompromising movie about love, there is a protracted scene in 
which a young couple is shown naked in bed.  A young man is lying on 
his back and a young woman is sucking his penis, which is of 
exceptional size.  She is trying to swallow it whole, but it is too large 
for her mouth.  On the screen, she is shown from his perspective.  At 
some point, she glances toward the camera and mumbles: “Uh wow 
woo.”  He chuckles and strokes her head gently: “What?”  She pulls 
his penis out of her mouth and speaks out with exaggerated precision 
and perfect diction while accentuating every single word by shaking 
his penis, the bulging head of which glows bright pink: “I, love, you!”  
The scene becomes so popular that “uh wow woo” turns into the 
common expression on many a social network.  The movie ends up a 
huge success all around the world. 
 
 
CLEVER  (April 14, 2022) 
 
There was not a sign or sound of Princess Pä for a long while, and the 
whole court started worrying.  Doors to her quarters were bolted, and 
her servants were unapproachable.  All sorts of stories started 
ricocheting about, including the story that she had escaped her quarters 
so as to spend more time with her lover.  Everybody started looking for 
her, including those who lived far from the court.  Those most curious 
traveled far and wide in search of plausible hideouts of the twain.  As 
no-one was sure how she actually looked, there were many reports 
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about how she was sighted at a lake, on top of a mountain, and even at 
the coast of the ocean.  Her supposed lover was always with her 
according to these sources.  But one day she walked out of her quarters 
and approached the throne.  Emaciated and unusually pale, she 
reported that she had succumbed to a harsh illness, but that she was 
well once again.  She wished to be pardoned for her long silence.  
When she was asked what sort of illness had she suffered from, she 
shrugged her shoulders.  “I do not trust doctors,” she said, “and so I 
remain ignorant of the illness in question.”  She shrugged her shoulders 
once again when she was asked why she did not trust doctors.  “All 
they actually care about is their reputation,” she said, “and anyone 
suffering from an illness is their last concern.”  There was much 
subdued laughter around the throne at these words.  “Clever,” some of 
the courtiers whispered to each other, “clever!”  From the day of her 
sudden reappearance, Princess Pä remained recluse for many a month.  
Even the court doctors agreed with each other that she must have 
acquired some wisdom during her long illness. 
 
 
HOW TO FENAGLE TOURISTS  (June 23, 2022) 
 
Two mice met on the lower square in Motovun one evening.  “Hey,” 
said the younger one, “cats couldn’t care less about us in this place!”  
“Sure,” the older one chuckled, “now they fenagle tourists for their 
food.”  Both mice laughed: “Three cheers for tourism!”  Two cats 
heard their laughter.  “Hey,” said the younger one, “they’re making fun 
of us!”  “Yup,” the older one chuckled, “they’ll never learn how to 
fenagle tourists.”  Both cats laughed: “Three cheers for tourism!” 
 
 
THE PLANET SPOILED  (August 23, 2022) 
 
Tlön returned to the planet of his birth ever more rarely.  Its population 
grew fast, and all sorts of dense settlements appeared.  Woods were cut 
down everywhere.  The places he knew well became unrecognizable.  
Gradually, the settlements grew in height, as well.  There were more 
and more vehicles moving between them.  At some point, flying 
vehicles also appeared and the sky got crowded with them.  By and by, 
the entire planet became unappealing.  Even more, it turned repugnant.  
Whenever Tlön would come, he would avoid any contact with anyone.  
He also made sure that his spacecraft would not be noticed.  “The 
planet spoiled,” he would occasionally comment out loud with a heavy 
heart.  Thus he promised himself to revisit it only after the population 
explosion ended, which he knew was inevitable sooner or later.  No 
planet could withstand such an outbreak in numbers, he knew from 
experience with several others.  “Bye,” he waved as he was leaving the 
planet’s orbit on his last visit, “see you later!”  And he enjoyed himself 
immensely as his spacecraft gained speed between the neighboring 
planets and out of reach of the star around which they all spun.   
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CELEBRATION OF MATURITY  (November 12, 2022) 
 
Chieftain Buroogu had two sons with a woman he had gotten in 
exchange with a neighboring tribe.  The sons were three years apart in 
age.  When the older son reached maturity, the younger one started 
teasing him.  “Hey,” he would say, “you might be proud that you’re 
about to stop being a child, but there are many obligations awaiting 
you.”  The older brother would just giggle.  “Going hunting isn’t 
easy,” the younger one would continue, “but marriage’s an even bigger 
challenge in front of you.”  By way of response, the older brother 
giggled one more time.  Walai, the medicine man, heard this exchange 
on one occasion, and he jumped in at once.  “Hey,” he addressed the 
younger son with a smile on his face, “you, too, will reach maturity in 
three years only!”  Now the younger one giggled.  “Three years is a 
long, long time,” he mumbled.  During the celebration of the older 
son’s maturity, Walai added a few words at the end of his welcoming 
speech.  “I can hardly wait for the celebration of maturity of the chief’s 
younger son, for he will learn a great deal about hunting and marriage 
from his older brother.”  Everyone laughed, including the younger son.  
“Three years is a long, long time,” he mumbled once again. 
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