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« + « Neuwly arrived and quite ignorant of the languages
of the Levant, Marco Polo could express himself only by
drawing dbjects from bis baggage—drums, salt fish, neck-
laces of wart hogs' teeth—and pointing to them with ges-
sures, leaps, cries of wonder or of horvor, imitating the bay
of the jackal, the hoot of the owl.

The conmecions between one element of the story and
anosher were not always obvioss to the emperor; the objects
could have varions meanings: a guiver filled with arrows
conld indicate the approach of war, or an abundance of
game, or else an armover’s shop; an hourglass could mean
time passing, or time past, or sand, or a pl.m where
bourglasses are made,

But what enbanced for Kublai every event or piece of
news reported by bis inavticulate informer was the space
that remained avound it, a wid not filled with words. The
descriptions of cities Marco Polo visited had this viriue: yox
could wander throwgh them in thought, become lost, mp
and enjoy the cool air, or ran off.

As time went by, words began 1o replace objects and ges-
dures in Mared's tales: first exclamations, isolated nouns,
dry verbs, then phrases, vamified and leafy discourses, meia-
bhors and tropes. The forsigner had learned to speak the
emperor’s language or the emperor to anderstand the lan-
grage of the foreignes.

But you would have said communication between them

was less bappy than in the past: to be sare, words were
more xseful than objects and gestares in listing the most im~
portant things of every province and city—monuments,
markets, costumes, fauna and flora—and yei when Polo
began 1o talk about how life muss be in those places, day
afier day, evening after evening, words failed bim, and
listle by little, he went back to relying on gestures, gri-
maces, glances.
So, for each city, after the fundamental information
given in precise words, be follonwed with a mute commen-
tary, holding up his hands, palms out, or backs, or side-
ways, in straight or oblique movéments, spasmodic or slow.
A new kind of dialogue was established: the Great Khan's
white hands, heavy with rings, answered with stately
movements the sinewy, agile hands of the merchant. As an
wnderstanding grew besween them, their hands began o as-
sume fixed attitudes, each of which corresponded to a shift
of mood, in their alternation and repesition. And as
the vocabulary of things was renewed with new samples o
merchandise, the repertory of mute comment tended to be-
come closed, stable. The pleasure of falling back on it also
diminished in both; in their conversations, most of the time,
they remained silent and immobile.
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Cities & Eyes

The ancients built Valdrada on the shores of a lake,
with houses all verandas one above the other, and
high streets whose railed parapets look out over the
water, Thus the traveler, arriving, sees two cities:
one erect above the lake, and the other reflected, up-
side down. Nothing exists or happens in the one
Valdrada that the other Valdrada does not repeat,
because the city was so constructed that its every
point would be reflected in its mirror, and the Val-
drada down in the water contains not only all the
flutings and juttings of the facades thac rise above
the lake, bur also the rooms’ interiors with ceilings
and floors, the perspective of the halls, the mitrors of
the wardrobes.

Valdrada's inhabitants know that each of their ac-
tions is, at once, that action and its mirror-image,
which possesses the special dignity of images, and
this awareness prevents them from succumbing for a
single moment to chance and forgetfulness. Even
when lovers twist their naked bodies, skin against
skin, secking the position that will give one the
most pleasure in the other, even when murderers
plunge the knife into the black veins of the neck and
“more clotted blood pours out the more they press the
blade that slips between the tendons, it is not so
much their copulating or murdering that matters as
the copulating or murdering of the images, limpid
and cold in the mirror.
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At times the mirror increases a thing's value, at
times denies it. Not everything that seems valuable
above the mirror maintains its force when mirrored.
The twin cities are not equal, because nothing that
exists or happens in Valdrada is symmetrical: every
face and gesture is answered, from the mirror, by a
face and gescure inverted, point by point. The two
Valdradas live for each other, their eyes interlocked;
but there is no love between them.
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