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“Did you ever happen to see @ city resembling this one?”
Kublai asked Marco Polo, extending bis beringed hand
from beneath the silken canopy of the imperial barge, 1o
point to the bridges arching over the canals, the princely
palaces whose marble doorsteps were smmersed in the water,
the bustle of light oraft zigragging, driven by long oars,
the boats unloading baskess of vegetables at the market
squares, the balconies, platforms, domes, campaniles, is-
land gardens glowing green in the lagoon’s grayness.

The emperor, accompanied by bis foreign dignitary, was
visiting Kin-sai, ancient capital of deposed dynasties, the
latest pearl set in the Great Khan's crown.

“No, sire,” Marco answered, I should never bave
imagined a city like this could exist.”

The emperor tried to peer into his eyes. The foreigner
Jowered bis gaze. Kublai remained silent the whole day.

After sunset, on the terraces of the palace, Marco Polo
expounded to the sovereign the vesults of bis missions. As a
vule the Great Kban concluded bis day savoring these tales
with balf-closed eyes until bis first yawn was the signal for
the suite of pages to light the flames that guided the mon-
arch 1o the Pavilion of the August Shumber. But this vime
Kublai seemed unwilling 1o give in to weariness. “Tell me
another city,” he insisted.

“ .. You leave there and vide for three days bevween
the novtheast and east-by-nostheast winds . . .7 Marco
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resumed saying, enumerating names and customs and wares
of a great number of lands. His repertory could be called
inexhanstible, but now be was the one who bad to give in,
Dawn had broken when ke said: “Sire, now I have told
you about all the cities I bnow,”

“There is still one of which you never speak.”

Marco Polo bowed bis head.

“Venice,” the Khan said.

Marco smiled, “What else do you believe T have been
talking to you about?”

The emperor did not tum a hair. “And yet I bhave never
beard you mention that name.”

And Poly said: “Every time I describe 4 city I am say-
ing somerhing about Venice”

“When I ask you about other cities, 1 want to heay
about them. And about Venice, when 1 ask you abour
Venice."

“To distinguish the other cities’ qualities, I must Speak
of a first city that remains implicit. For me it is Venice.”

“You should then begin each tale of your travels Jfrom
the departure, describing Venice as it is, all of it, not
omisting anything you remember of it."

The lake's surface was barely wrinkled: the copper re-
JSlection of the ancient palace of the Sung was shattered into
sparkling glints like floating leaves.

“Memory's images, once they are fixed in words, are
erased,” Polo said. "“Perhaps 1 am afraid of losing Venice
@l at once, if I speak of it. Or perhaps, speaking of other
cities, 1 have already lost it, lirtle by little.”
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Cities & Evi

When you have arrived at Phyllis, you rejoice in ob-
serving all the bridges over the canals, each different
from the others: cambered, covered, on pillars, on
barges, suspended, with tracery balustrades. And
what a variety of windows looks down on the streets:
mullioned, Moorish, lancet, pointed, surmounted by
lunettes or stained-glass roses; how many kinds of
pavement cover the ground: cobbles, slabs, gravel,
blue and white tiles. At every point the city offers
surprises to your view: a caper bush jutting from the
fortress’ walls, the statues of three queens on corbels,
an onion dome with three smaller onions threaded on
the spire. “Happy the man who has Phyllis before
his eyes each day and who never ceases seeing the
things it contains,” you cry, with regret at having to
leave the city when you can barely graze it with your
glance,

But it s0 happens that, instead, you must stay in
Phyllis and spend the rest of your days there. Soon
the city fades before your eyes, the rose windows ate
expunged, the statues on the corbels, the domes.
Like all of Phyllis's inhabitants, you follow zigzag
lines from one street to another, you distinguish the
patches of sunlight from the patches of shade, a door
here, a stairway there, a bench where you can put
down your basket, a hole where your foot stumbles if
you are not careful. All the resc of the city is invisi-

ble. Phyllis is a space in which routes are drawn be-

tween points suspended in the void: the shortest way

¥ to reach that certain merchant's tent, avoiding that

' certain creditor's window. Your footsteps follow not

what is outside the eyes, but what is within, buried,

erased. If, of two arcades, one continues to seem
more joyous, it is because thirty years ago a girl went
by chere, with broad, embroidered sleeves, or else it
is only because that arcade catches the light at a cer-
tain hour like that other arcade, you cannot recall
where.

Millions of eyes look up at windows, bridges,
capers, and they might be scanning a blank page.
Many are the cities like Phyllis, which elude the gaze
of all, except the man who catches them by surprise.
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