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THESE NOTES DEAL WITH UNSETTLED ACCOUNTS. They concern stories I imagined but could not write, or started to write but could not finish. Most were drafted to some point before being put aside, but a few went no further than a line or two in a notebook. Parts of them were woven into longer stories or recast as episodes in novels before they were abandoned. One story was actually drafted and then lost, and my attempt to reconstruct it failed.

The eleven case studies, as one might call them, are drawn from my notebooks of the past twenty years. They bring together ideas for stories and notes on why these stories remain incomplete. Only after the selection of ideas was made did it become apparent that they belong to three distinct periods.

The earliest pieces – ‘Acrobats’, ‘Gross’, ‘Frieze’, ‘The Last Walk’ and ‘Mrs B’ – go back to 1989–92. Looking over my notes from this time, I am struck by the proliferation of ideas involving documentary sources. In the course of 1992 alone, I had the ideas for a dozen ‘historical’ fictions that I could not write, including ‘Frieze’ and ‘Mrs B’.1 For a heady year or so, I imagined that I was some sort of historian.

History was hard to ignore in the late eighties and early nineties. Within months of one another, two apparently indestructible systems, the Soviet empire and the apartheid state, broke apart like badly made monuments, leaving their subjects to scavenge for building materials in the ruins. The high drama of the moment was relieved for me by a picaresque view of history discovered in the pages of Tim Couzens, Trader Horn, Mary Kingsley, Douglas Burden, Peter Freuchen and others. It was Freuchen who once hacked his way out of an ice cave in which a snowstorm had entombed him using a hand-crafted chisel fashioned from his own frozen excrement.

Perhaps the past seemed more bearable than the present? The years of negotiations were among the bloodiest in South Africa’s history. In the four years between February 1990 and April 1994, when the historic first democratic elections took place, some 15000 people died in political conflict.

The remaining pieces (it’s tempting to call them fragments, but that may be misleading) date from two later periods, namely 1996–99 (‘Dictionary Birds’, ‘Dr T’ and ‘Mouse Drawing’) and 2004–05 (‘Gravity Addict’, ‘The Cold Storage Club’ and ‘The Loss Library’). They feature libraries, research papers and dictionaries, and the means to read and write – or not read and not write – books. I take this as a sign that the appeal of history was wavering but had not died.

There were hundreds of failed stories to choose from. Presumably most writers have many more ideas than they are able to act on, and the number of stillborn schemes and incomplete drafts in my files is not unusual. My selections owe more to intuition than logic; their arrangement into the following sequence, which sets no store by the order of composition, is indefensible.

The Last Walk
Mrs B
Gross
Acrobats
Frieze
The Loss Library
Gravity Addict
Mouse Drawing
Dictionary Birds
Dr T
The Cold Storage Club


The Last Walk

The writer on his last walk, a solitary Spaziergang through a winter landscape. He is going towards his favourite view, and he means to turn back once he has seen it, but he will die before he gets there. As if they know it, his last words are already on the wing, flocking around his steaming head like birds of passage.

(1992)

THE SWISS WRITER ROBERT WALSER SPENT THE LAST twenty years of his life in a mental institution in the town of Herisau, capital of the canton of Appenzell, having been moved there against his will in 1933. On Christmas Day, 1956, after a solitary walk to settle his dinner, he collapsed on a snow-covered path and died. He was 78. The official cause of death was heart failure.

When I came across a photograph of Walser’s body in Jürg Amann’s book Robert Walser: Auf der Suche nach einem verlorenen Sohn, it touched me even though I had read nothing of his work.

The body lies in a field of snow. The frozen block of the photograph is a dirtier white than paper and this makes it visible on the page. There is not much else besides the snow and the body: a few posts and rails, iced with snow, jut into the frame from the right; in the distance, running obliquely towards the top right-hand corner, the pencil sketch of a fence.

In the foreground, a dozen footprints lead down a slope. He walked into the photograph, into the future, and stayed there. The snow is not deep but the prints are distinct, slanted to one side, as if he turned his feet to brace himself as he descended the path, resisting gravity, feeling the world slipping away beneath his soles.

Between the last prints and the outstretched body is a clear, untrodden band of snow. He fell on his back when his heart gave in – or perhaps he lost his footing and fell before his heart failed – and slipped further down the slope. It might have appeared comical in the moment, this fall and slide, this slapstick coming to an end. The footprints break off in mid-sentence: his fall carried him on to the silence of a blank page. All that speaks now, eloquently beyond language, is the unfeeling body.

He lies on his back, facing away from us, his bare head pillowed in the snow and turned to the left. His right hand rests on his chest, his left arm is outflung. Beyond this hand lies his hat, fallen from his head. If he was standing up in this attitude, you would think he had just tossed his hat into the air. But he is not standing up, he is lying there supine, with his head bared and his hat tilted on its brim, and nothing expresses the fact that he is dead more coldly than the space between the two.

When I first saw the photograph, I was struck by the blank expanse of snow all around the body. Amann’s text says Walser was found first by a dog, then by people from the neighbourhood, ‘finally by the world’. None of them left a mark. The dog’s skinny pawprints might be invisible in the snow, but did no human being rush to help the old man? Did the photographer himself set up his tripod at a cool distance and take this photograph without even approaching his subject to see whether he still breathed? Perhaps the people, recognizing him for who he was, stepped carefully in his footprints – it would explain why they are stamped so clearly in the snow – and gazed at him from the end of the line.

I want to write a story about the last days of a writer, but I am preoccupied with hats.

In a pictorial history of the Second World War, which I keep on a shelf in my study, is a photograph of Yugoslav men from the village of Pan[image: image]evo hanged by the Nazis in retaliation for attacks on German soldiers. A notice, posted on 21 April 1941, had warned that ten Serbs would be hanged for every German soldier who died. If this measure was unsuccessful, the figure would be doubled: ‘Sollte diese Massnahme keinen Erfolg haben, wird die Zahl verdoppelt.’ Massnahme. A weighty, technical term suited to a precise levy in pounds of flesh.

It is a horrifying photograph. The bodies of seven or eight of the ten victims are visible, apparently hanged from a single branch of the same tree.2 Most of them have their backs turned to the photographer. Close to the foreground is a man facing us, a youngish man in a suit with a waistcoat and tie. His head is bent to one side, and the rope, which seems too thin to support his weight, rises sharply past his ear. His neck is too long: presumably the bones were dislocated by the hanging. If not for this brutally suggestive fact he would appear almost peaceful, like a businessman who has nodded off on the evening tram with his head against the window.

There are many disturbing things in the photograph. The apparent calm of the spectators, for instance. I look in vain for horror or dismay. The men in the background are soldiers whose indifference might be expected, but the old peasant woman on the right, that busybody granny out of a folktale, bothers me. She seems calmly intent, pottering beneath the gallows. Could she be the wife or mother of one of these men? Impossible. Or have I misread her expression? Perhaps I don’t understand the physiognomy of fear or shock.

What pains me most when I look at this photograph, which I do repeatedly, with clichéd morbid curiosity, is that the young man with the peaceful expression is still wearing his glasses and his hat.

Of all the things that people wear, nothing is more expressive of character than a hat, perhaps because it is so close to the wearer’s face, or even to his mind. This dead man’s hat is small, light and jaunty, with an impish tilt in the brim. It makes the random ending of his life seem more outrageous.

The question troubles me: why is he still wearing his hat, in these circumstances, in this extremity? Perhaps I need to rephrase the question: why would a man used to wearing a hat, as most men were in those years, remove it before he was hanged? He would no sooner take off his hat than his glasses. Why would anyone want to meet their death bare-headed or half-blind? Then again, he may have had no option: he was seized and his hands bound behind his back before he had a chance to think about such things. Is the hat a sign that he offered no resistance? Surely it would have been knocked off had he put up a fight. Or is it a sign of hope: any minute now they’ll come to their senses and I’ll go home to my dinner.

Looking at the photograph again, I am reminded that there is a second hanged man, one of those with his back turned to us, who also wears a hat. His head is jerked cruelly to one side and his hat balances on it at an odd angle. This suggests another explanation: the hat was jammed there by his murderers after they put the noose around his neck. It is meant to mock the man who has no earthly use for it, his head having been emptied of thoughts about hats, history and everything else.

In The Ongoing Moment, Geoff Dyer traces the meaning of the hat through American photography in the thirties. Before the Depression took its toll, the hat was a sign of affluence, even optimism; later, the battered, buckled hat became a mark of poverty and defiant endurance. Hold on to your hat, hold on to your dignity. Dyer reproduces Dorothea Lange’s photograph of two men sleeping on the cracked asphalt of Skid Row in San Francisco in 1934; one of them, lying on his side with his knees drawn up, dead to the world as the saying goes, is asleep with his hat on.

A little further on in Dyer’s book, I find André Kertész’s photograph of ‘Washington Square Park’ in 1952. The park is covered with snow. The bare limbs of a few trees and the curved railing of a fence are inked against the white. On a slushy path, the blurred outline of a man in a dark overcoat, with his hands in his pockets.

This man looks to me like Robert Walser on his last walk in Herisau.

In a key passage on his understanding of photography, Dyer writes: ‘In photography there is no meantime. There was just that moment and now there’s this moment and in between there is nothing. Photography, in a way, is the negation of chronology.’

NOTEBOOK, OCT. 1992

What about the story the writer would have written on the day after he died?

As this scrap from my notebook suggests, I cannot get away from chronology.

I want to write a story about the last days, hours, minutes of a writer. But the fact is that Walser had not written anything for twenty years when he died. ‘Man schweigt auch ein wenig,’ Amann writes. One keeps silent a little too. A dying art. By the time he took his last walk, a field of snow lay between Walser and the dropped thread of his writing life. Clearly he is not the true subject of my story and that is why I cannot finish it.

Searching the internet to see if I can establish who took the photograph of Walser dead in the snow, I find instead a photograph of the same scene taken from the opposite side, further down the slope, looking back up at the body.

The new perspective changes my sense of the place completely. It clarifies things and I am sorry to have seen it. It shows, for instance, two men in the background, wearing dark coats and hats, watching from behind a rail: even if I revert to the old view, from now on these backgrounders will be looking over my shoulder. It reveals, as well, that Walser’s hat is further away from his outstretched left hand than I thought. In the other view, it appeared to be just beyond his fingertips, almost within grasp, but here the connection is broken. It also answers my question about the apparent lack of curiosity or feeling of those who found the body. There are footprints all around. I was misled by that small, indistinct image. And here is something new that I am glad to know: there is snow in the treads of Walser’s boots.

On the internet, I discover that J.M. Coetzee wrote an essay about Walser for the New York Review of Books. Only the Wikipedia entry on the author is more popular. And I see that the English writer Billy Childish made a series of paintings of Walser’s body based on the first photograph I described to you. I move on to the Google book results. A drift of information slides out of the monitor, burying my hands on the keyboard. I think of Peter Freuchen. Google him.


Mrs B

SINGAPORE, 1926. The verandah of the Raffles Hotel. Mrs B, the wife and travelling companion of an American naturalist, composes a letter. She has spent the past few months in the Lesser Sunda Islands, as a member of a herpetological expedition led by her husband, and now they are on their way home to New York. The following year Mr B will publish a book about the expedition, quoting extensively from his wife’s journal. But for now Mrs B writes a frank letter to a friend in which she shares those impressions of the journey that will never find their way into the formal account. At the end of the story, the reader is left wondering whether the letter will ever be posted; indeed, whether she has put these thoughts down on paper at all or simply turned them over in her mind.

(1992)

THE BURDEN EXPEDITION TO THE ISLAND OF KOMODO took place in 1926. Its aim was to find, document and if possible capture specimens of Varanus komodoensis, the dragon lizard of Komodo. Collectors from the Zoological Gardens at Buitenzorg on Java had documented these giant lizards for the first time in 1912, but they were still the stuff of legend. As the oldest living lizards, dating back 60 million years to the Eocene Age, they were seen as an important link in the unfolding story of evolution. Burden’s expedition had the backing of the American Museum of Natural History and one of its goals was to capture specimens for display at that institution.

W. Douglas Burden, the naturalist behind the whole adventure, gave an account of it in Dragon Lizards of Komodo: An Expedition to the Lost World of the Dutch East Indies. The book, published the year after the expedition, won the official approval of the Boone and Crockett Club.3

Burden and his wife, referred to in the book only as B or Mrs B, stopped in war-torn China on their way to Singapore. Despite being caught up in the civil war, they made it through to besieged Peking. They did not let the fighting spoil their stay. Besides shopping for antiquities, they played tennis and polo, hunted snipe and danced into the small hours. ‘When the airplanes were bombing the city, the foreigners amused themselves by attending bombing breakfasts at the Peking Hotel, where they could sit on the roof and watch the planes in their daily round of destruction.’

After a diverting fortnight, the Burdens travelled on to Singapore, where they met up with Defosse (another character whose first name is never mentioned in the book), a hunter with a vast knowledge of Indo-China and great skill in ‘handling natives’. They also took on Lee Fai, a Chinese cameraman with Pathé Frères, whose job was to make a documentary motion picture of the journey.

A liner carried this odd little party to Batavia. The Dutch Governor General of Java generously supplied them with a government steam yacht, the 400-ton SS Dog, and at the beginning of June 1926 they sailed for Surabaya. After a sojourn in Bali, they docked in Bima on the island of Sumbawa, took on a native crew and sailed for Komodo.

The weeks on Komodo were passed largely in hunting dragon lizards and trapping them in spring-traps built by Defosse and baited with the meat of wild boar and deer.

The Burdens returned to New York via Singapore, where they stayed at the Raffles Hotel. Mrs B had picked up various pets, including a baby honey bear, which made the return journey to America with them. Also in the baggage were two live lizards destined for the Bronx Zoo and twelve dead ones. The live specimens did not survive long in captivity, but the dead ones made a very lifelike display at the American Museum of Natural History. This display, shown in a plate at the end of Burden’s book with the caption ‘Completed Komodo Lizard group’, was for him the crucial measure of the expedition’s success.

I came across Dragon Lizards of Komodo among the second-hand books at a fête in 1991.

Initially, I was drawn by the photographs. Most of the 54 black and white plates show subjects you would expect in a book of this kind: the landscapes of Bali, Komodo and Wetar; ethnographic portraits, such as a vendor on the streets of Peking, a native climbing a lontar palm, a Papuan with his outrigger canoe; dragon lizards, cobras, centipedes and other creatures that would interest a herpetological expedition.

But the photographs of women are more intriguing. Mrs B features in nine plates, while another five show Balinese girls.

The photos of Mrs B are all beguiling in their own way: Burden must have been in love with his wife (he dedicated his book to her – ‘My Companion in the Adventure of Life’). One of the early plates shows her in Peking, in what must be the compound owned by Roy Andrews where the Burdens stayed during their visit, an old Manchu temple serving as the headquarters of the Third Asiatic Expedition. The plate is captioned ‘Mrs Burden on her way to breakfast’. Wearing a patterned silk robe with her hands folded into its sleeves, her hair loose around a long, somewhat boyish face, she is framed in an octagonal moon doorway.

This is the last picture of Mrs B in a dress for 130 pages. In the photos taken on Komodo, she is sporty and game, an adventurer’s wife, a modern woman. She wears pants and boots. Her hair looks shorter. Perhaps she had it cropped into a practical bob before they left Singapore or perhaps it is just cleverly styled.

In four of the pictures, Mrs B is with animals. In the Komodo photos, the animals are dead: she poses with a large grouper (Epinephelus pantherinus) that she caught on the shores of the island, standing in the surf and pulling on a line to make the fish’s mouth gape; and with ‘one of the smaller lizards that she shot’, kneeling beside the animal and gazing regretfully at the back of its head. Its jaw has been propped on a branch and its forked tongue pulled out. Mrs B holds her pith helmet awkwardly over its hindquarters. I suspect she is covering an unsightly bullet hole. This modest touch notwithstanding, it must be said that Mrs B liked to shoot things. On Bali she sat up all night hoping to bag a tiger, but had no luck.

In the later photos, towards the end of the book and the trip, the animals are alive; they are not trophies but pets picked up along the way. There is one of Mrs B with Cuscusoo, a small marsupial, another with John Bear, the honey bear already mentioned, which was captured in Jehore.

This last photo, taken in the grounds of the Raffles Hotel, is the most intriguing of all. This is Mrs B in mufti, the flapper, in a pale, loose-fitting dress and stockings, a cloche hat with a butterfly brim in fine mesh, very befitting a naturalist’s wife, and a parasol over her shoulder. She looks rather flat-chested and big-footed; her belt is pushed down on her boyish hips. Holding the pose, she looks directly into the lens. Perhaps she is relieved to dress up after the long weeks in the jungle. John Bear, small as a puppy, with a collar around his neck, tramps into the picture from the right, headed for Mrs B’s ankles. The long shadows of palms lie ruler-straight across the smooth lawns. In the background are the cool white arches of the hotel’s verandah where, in my unwritten story, I imagined Mrs B composing a letter.

It is not just the image of angular modern femininity that intrigues me; it is the contrast between this image and those of the petite Balinese girls in the other plates.

Douglas Burden candidly declares that the nudity common in the Dutch East Indies is one of its most attractive features. In the Botanical Gardens in Batavia, he was approached by two little Malay girls who offered to pose in the nude for a small fee. ‘Doubtless, their naughtiness was at the instigation of their parents,’ he writes, ‘so, while these dusky maidens sported like two immature Eves in the bed of a rocky stream, I took a few snapshots.’

In his chapter on Bali entitled ‘A Volcano, Nudity and Tigers’, he couches the appeal in other terms. ‘There are women, women, everywhere, such round, plump partridges, yet so lithe and graceful, and exhibiting such perfection of form as to inspire the artist.’ He himself was inspired to photograph various ‘golden hued daughters of Bali’.4 One of these plates shows ‘Two sisters of Den Passear’, the eldest of whom has dropped the end of her wrap to expose her breast; another shows two bare-breasted girls washing in a stream bed. The second part of Burden’s caption – ‘Mongolian features predominate in the Malay race’ – reads as an ethnographic aside thrown in to dress up what would otherwise be a pin-up shot. Elsewhere he describes hiding near a mossy pool to watch some ‘rather shy bronze water nymphs’ bathing.

One can well imagine that Burden was sorry to leave Bali. ‘Farewell, beautiful island! You typify the longedfor land of sunshine and beautiful women, that white men dream of.’

These images made me curious about the sexual energies among this band of adventurers blundering around in the tropics. Looking at the photographs of Defosse, the hunter, in his scoutmaster’s hat, and the bare-chested young men of Sumbawa hauling green turtles out of the surf, I wondered what Mrs B made of it all.

Probably, I should have written ‘Mrs B’ immediately, having glanced at the photographs and the maps to absorb an atmosphere, or dipped into the text at most, a quick plunge in a clear pool for some specimen phrase or idiom. There were clues enough for the invention of a world. But I could not leave well enough alone. I read the book.

This reading muddied the waters. It left me with a fuller sense of the Burdens and their world. I liked them less than I wanted to.

They were not without redeeming qualities. They certainly had a sense of adventure. Privileged though they were, protected by a white skin, a wealthy government and a colonial order, I had to admire the devil-may-care attitude with which they did things. This was long before GPS and air-ambulances. The corporate sponsors did not fly them home for Christmas and the occasional press conference, as is the custom with latter-day explorers. They were often isolated and in physical danger, and they took most of it in their stride. They were also humorous about their failings. Burden gives two separate accounts, disarming for their self-deprecating humour, of running away from buffalo. ‘Moreover there is a certain amount of fun and excitement, a certain thrill, in running away, when you know that nothing can be gained by holding your ground.’

But despite their likeable quirks, the further I read, the more my sympathies soured. Their charm wore off. The Burdens I see in these pages are filled with the stupid prejudices of their age. Burden despises nearly every ‘group’ they meet – the Chinese, the Dutch, the Malays, the inhabitants of Komodo – characterizing them all as dull, lazy and degenerate. When he does admire a group of people, like the Papuans, or an individual, like the Chinese servant Chu who accompanies them to Komodo, it is for some imagined purity and childlike simplicity. Our adventurers are racists and cultural chauvinists; their romantic mythologies about the unspoilt Edens they blunder through cannot hide their destructive disregard for everything they encounter, animal, vegetable or mineral, their sense of ownership, entitlement and superiority.

Take the lines in which Burden describes his sadness at parting from Chu in Singapore: ‘It may seem strange that one can develop such affection, that one can allow feeling to flow so deep for a Chinese “boy,” but it is an experience common to travelers in the Orient. If only we could have brought him back with us! But there is always some law in this free country to prevent one from doing what one would like to do.’ This comes at the end of a passage enumerating the pets, specimens and rare antiquities gleaned along the way.

I could add a dozen examples with a similar flavour, but a feeling of distaste prevents me. It is the same qualm that stopped me from writing the story in the first place. What could be easier than judging our predecessors for the attitudes we no longer share with them? The more I picked through Dragon Lizards of Komodo, looking for telling detail to spice up a fiction, the more I felt like Burden himself, the object of my disdain, stomping around in the East Indies.

At the end of his book, Burden gives an account of collecting specimens on the island of Wetar: ‘There is nothing very strange about collecting reptiles and amphibians. One simply wanders through the jungle, with eyes peeled alow and aloft. There goes a lizard scrambling up a tree trunk. A twenty-two pistol loaded with shot makes a mild report, and the dead lizard, after a superficial examination, is popped into a white cloth bag under the belt. Turning over stones and kicking rotting logs to pieces often yields good results.’

The past is a sitting duck. Bringing it home for the pot does a writer no credit.

Some of the most diverting material in Burden’s book is contained in the footnotes on venomous creatures. In one long note, he describes with glee the effects of being bitten by the cobra, viper and pit-viper. Later there is an even more remarkable account of the experiments of W.J. Baerg of Arkansas, who in 1923 induced various centipedes, scorpions and tarantulas to bite him on the small finger, in order to observe at first hand, as it were, the effects of their poison ‘on man’. Baerg was an empiricist beyond compare. After describing the stinging, throbbing and swelling caused by the tarantula’s bite, he concludes: ‘Sericopelma communis may, in view of these observations, be regarded as poisonous.’

The idea for a story called ‘The Book Lover’ came to me in April 1992, some three months – or, if you prefer, twenty pages – earlier than the idea for ‘Mrs B’. Both ideas echoed out of the same chamber of interests.

In ‘The Book Lover’, a collector of books falls in love with a woman he imagines to life out of their pages. Arriving home one day from a fête with a pile of old volumes, he discovers that no fewer than four of them once belonged to the same woman. Her name – Helena Shein – is inscribed on the flyleaves. Over the following months, he finds several other books with the same inscription on the shelves of second-hand dealers. It starts to feel like more than coincidence. He is captivated by the idea that something is drawing him to one woman’s books, perhaps a dead woman whose library has been dispersed, and sets about tracing them and gathering them together. The more he is caught up in her books, the more real she seems to him, finally stepping out of the pages into the world.

I wrote ‘The Book Lover’ at about the same time I failed to write ‘Mrs B’. The relationship between the narrator of ‘The Book Lover’ and Helena Shein is the sort of relationship I hoped, in vain, to cultivate with Mrs B. You could say that Helena displaced B in my affections. In the end, real people are nearly always harder to like than fictional characters.5

Is it fair to weave fictions out of the lives of real people? How else are fictions to be made? All fiction is the factual refracted. Is the degree of refraction, that is, the extent to which the factual is distorted, the mark of accomplishment?

NOTEBOOK, 1998

 In a gloomy corner of hell reserved for readers, the damned clutch copies of the books they dislike most. The masters of scholarly misunderstanding and the critics who turned a profit on review copies fight over the armchairs, in which no one may sit. Instead, they crouch in the corners, where a little light lingers, trying to decipher the notes on the backs of their hands. Sometimes they open the books they carry and gaze dumbfounded at the spaces between the lines. The room is lined with shelves and the shelves are crammed with books, more books than you could read if you lived to be two hundred years old, but the damned, who have all the time in the world, are not allowed to touch.6


Gross

To begin with a grand concept: write a novella in 144 paragraphs of 144 words. Divide the novella into 12 chapters of 12 paragraphs. Divide the paragraphs into 12-word sentences. Simple arithmetic: 124 = 20 736 words.

(1990)

THE WRITERS OF THE WORKSHOP FOR POTENTIAL Literature or OuLiPo, founded in France in 1960, turned to mathematics and other systems for new models of composition. Treating language as material to be processed, Queneau & Ceau (pardon me) came up with formulas, algorithms and sets of rules to generate texts, and employed linguistic devices such as anagrams to shape them. Literary experiments of this kind are not a modern invention – for instance, the lipogram, a text that deliberately excludes one or more letters of the alphabet, goes back to the Ancient Greeks7 – but they had never before been conducted with such enthusiasm.

The stress on formula is deceptive, because the results of the experiments are anything but predictable. Operating within self-imposed constraints or carrying out a set of rigid procedures can lead to the discovery of new and surprising effects. Constraints are welcomed as a kind of resistance against which the imagination grinds and sparks. Difficulty often produces a daring imaginative response.

Georges Perec is the most endearing of these experimenters, I think. His obsessive operations are a pretext for a particularly complex expression of his experience and character; by masking much they make possible the most tender revelations. When he sets himself the task of describing the things on his work-table, what emerges from the lists of objects, and his thoughts and second thoughts about their use and significance, is as intimate a portrait of his mind as would be any attempt to capture an individual psychology through more conventional characterization. Drawing up a list is more complicated than people suppose, Perec points out, and contemporary writers have lost ‘the art of enumeration’ practised by the likes of Rabelais and Verne. Perec himself is a master.

A constraining ‘formula’ need not be a mathematical one. Don Barthelme performs a peculiar chemistry with the forms and protocols of idiom, register, metaphorical field, turn of phrase or cliché. His stories mimic the postures of the eyewitness account, the questionnaire, the interview, the sales pitch. By layering terms from a particular jargon or semantic field, and exploiting the ‘combinatorial agility of words’, Barthelme taps into the surprising energies locked up in the most superficial forms of language. There are traces of Barthelme’s revelatory patterning in David Foster Wallace and Don DeLillo.

‘Play,’ according to Barthelme, ‘is one of the great possibilities of art.’ The absence of play in a work of art is ‘the result of a lack of seriousness’.

He also writes: ‘The guards at the Tolstoy Museum carry buckets in which there are stacks of clean white pocket handkerchiefs. More than any other museum, the Tolstoy Museum induces weeping.’

It has become something of a cliché to include a dictionary definition in every piece of discursive writing, but it is a good strategy: at least one part of it will be well phrased and historically resonant.

Our word ‘gross’ is derived from the Latin grossus, meaning thick or massive. Gross has the positive meaning of ‘whole’ or ‘entire’, as in the gross (rather than the net) amount or sum; and various negative meanings suggesting indelicacy – vulgar, coarse in nature or expression, flagrant and so on. The sense of ‘twelve dozen’ is from the French grosse douzaine, large dozen. Hence a grocer (ME grosser, from the OF grossier) is one who deals by wholesale or in large quantities.

Having chanced upon both a form and the hint of a theme in a single word, I cast about for a character and found him in the dumpy figure of Bogomir Gross, an immigrant of Slavic and Germanic descent, now resident in Johannesburg, a person of gargantuan appetites, of ‘extremes and excesses’, but with a rigid cast of mind and a grocerly sense of discipline.

Hence this line in my notebook (1990): Gross, a novella. A text in 144 parts. A gross novella.

The idea was that Gross, whose name signals the text’s preoccupations, would bring a foreign temperament and an outsider’s perspective to bear on South Africa’s everyday morbidities. He would be free to detest the country’s bloody politics and fatty foods (to name two examples at random) or to love them with the same intemperate passion. In a note made when I turned to the actual writing of the novella, I have him timing his meals to coincide with the news on television, precisely with those episodes that sensitive viewers are advised not to watch.

Separating form and content for a moment, in a way that actual composition does not allow, the challenge seemed to be one of containing messy material in the neat, square packages of 12-sentence paragraphs. A metaphor from the world of fast food.

This led to a second thought: perhaps it would be more interesting to imagine Gross as a refined man, someone with a delicate stomach, quick to take offence. Rather than polystyrene caskets dripping gravy, think of fine china bowls nested in the shredded pages of remaindered novels, all packed in 12 sturdy deal crates with reinforced corners of tin. Curios.

In the event, Bogomir Gross was displaced from my imagination and my desk by Slobodan Boguslavi[image: image], a minor character in my novel The Restless Supermarket. Slobodan is slightly older than Bogomir: he appears in my notebook two pages earlier as ‘Boguslavi[image: image]: a man waiting for his story to begin’ (April 1990).

In The Restless Supermarket, Slobodan Boguslavi[image: image] has his ardent moments: he is fond of Balkan brandies and greasy sausages. The narrator of that novel, Aubrey Tearle, views Slobodan as a rival and presents him in an unflattering light. Even so, for the most part he seems to be a mild-mannered, unassuming fellow. His most objectionable habit is window-shopping.

I cannot say that I failed to write ‘Gross’ because the main character wandered off into another story, although that has happened to me before. In this case, it would have been easy enough to draw a line through Gross’s exit strategy. No, the idea was abandoned because I lacked the stamina. The thought of carving a text into 144 blocks of 144 words was more than I could stand. A conceptual mechanism can be every bit as intimidating as some massive machinery designed to crush rock or stretch steel. How to proceed? Should one pour a rough cast of say 24000 words and then chip it down to the right proportions? Or advance methodically one made-to-measure block at a time? I thought of producing one paragraph of 144 words a day for 144 days. Many conceptual artists have scheduled their obsessions in this way. Perhaps there was an easier solution? I thought of producing one 144-word block a month for 12 years. Perec was fond of the order of 12: he once selected 12 places in Paris that he was attached to and set himself the task of describing two of them each month. Following an algorithm that shuffled the places and the months of the year, he was required to go on for 12 years to produce 288 texts. But even Perec, with his maniacal capacity for repetition, was unable to sustain the scheme.

The more I thought about ‘Gross’, the more it – he? they? – depressed me. The idea was crushing. I lay awake at night, filled with gloom and overwhelmed by tedium, trying to count the number of words in a succession of woolly sentences. I saw the concept grinding away like a small electric pepper-mill on a speckled granite kitchen-counter in a Sandton townhouse.

Perhaps the idea was more suited to a story than a novella? Let’s say a story in 12 paragraphs of 144 words each (123 = 1728 words). Or a very short story of 12 lines (122 = 144 words). Or even a tiny fiction of 12 words compressed into one line.8


Acrobats

It begins with a man in a library reading a book. After a while, he slips a playing card between two pages, closes the book and lays it on the arm of his chair. It is a slim volume with a plain cover.

He goes to the shelves, searches for another book and takes it to his chair. The book is Sterne’s The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, a modern edition of an English classic first published serially between 1759 and 1767. The man turns to a particular passage and begins to read. In fact, this passage is a lengthy quotation from a classic two centuries older, namely Rabelais’s Gargantua and Pantagruel. It describes a duel between Gymnaste and Captain Tripet.

(Rabelais comes up in Tristram Shandy in peculiar circumstances – but then nearly all circumstances in this book are peculiar. Shandy’s father and Yorick are talking about circumcision, whereupon Yorick is reminded of Rabelais. He then reads – or pretends to read – the scene in which Gymnaste kills Tripet. Why is Yorick reminded of this specifically? One shouldn’t ask such questions of Sterne’s book with a straight face, but it may be that the delicate surgical procedure under discussion puts him in mind of expert swordplay.)

The man in the library closes Tristram Shandy and lays it on the arm of the chair. He retrieves another book from the shelves. This one is Rabelais’s Gargantua and Pantagruel, the sixteenth-century French masterpiece, of course, in a modern English translation. The man searches for the very passage recalled by Yorick and begins to read it.

(The scene is remarkable for the acrobatic combat skills of Gymnaste. He confounds the enemy army by performing a series of moves on the saddle of his horse, turning somersaults, tumbling, vaulting and spinning on his thumbs. Rabelais’s book is full of extravagant physical feats of this kind, satirizing other more abstract choreographies – political machinations, legal proceedings, scholarly debates, and so on.)

The man closes this book too and lays it aside. Now there are three books stacked on the armrest. Let us imagine them as an upturned telescope. The eyepiece, if you like, is the book you are reading. If you look through it, as you must be doing if you are following this, you see a book by Rabelais, and through that a book by Sterne, and through that a slim, plain-covered volume.

(1989)

THE INVOLUTED OUTLINE FOR ‘ACROBATS’ AROSE, unsurprisingly, from my reading of the classics, part of my apprentice work as a writer. When, like the man in the library, I came across the quotation from Gargantua in Tristram Shandy, I started puzzling over the relationship between Rabelais and Sterne, and conceived of a story in homage to them.

The story went nowhere. Initially, it was precisely the question of quotation that got in the way. I could not decide whether to quote the passage from Rabelais in my own fiction – to quote the quotation – or simply paraphrase it. With the quotation, my story might seem overladen and academic; without it, I had little more than a set of stage directions governing the movement of a featureless ‘man in a library’ between armchair and bookshelf. A postmodernist shell. Then again, empty gestures and extravagant rhetoric are in the spirit of the classic texts to which the story refers and might be at the heart of its meaning.9

Unable to resolve this satisfactorily, I lost interest in the idea and it drifted to the back of my notebook.

NOTEBOOK, APR. 1989 

The characteristic quality of Rabelais’s work – Rabelaisian – is named for its author, whereas that of Sterne – Shandyean – is named for his most memorable character. How many writers have been supplanted in this way by one of their creations?

In 1993, I published my first novel, The Folly. Some time later, it struck me that my character Nieuwenhuizen was descended from Gymnaste. My novel begins when Nieuwenhuizen, an ‘unfinished’ character in Bakhtin’s sense of the term, one sufficiently rudimentary to be regarded as a principle, arrives on an empty plot and sets about building a house. He measures out the foundations of this house by leaping about on the ‘plot’, waving his arms and shooting out his legs, even making marks with the back of his head. The more I looked at it, the more these antics reminded me of Gymnaste, twirling around on the saddle of his horse, turning ‘heels over head’ and making ‘summersets’, ‘frisks’ and ‘demi-pommadas’.

As discomfiting as the resemblance was – no writer likes to appear derivative – it promised to unlock my story about the man in the library: the plain book he is reading at the beginning, the one at the bottom of the pile, must be The Folly. For the first time, I thought I understood what the yet-to-be-written story was about: it would show that my character Nieuwenhuizen had a lineage, that my ostensibly postmodern novel stood in a pre-modern tradition. The idea made perfect sense.

Unfortunately, it was wrapped around a paradox. The outline for ‘Acrobats’ predated The Folly by three or four years. How could the story possibly refer to a novel that had not yet been written?

That should have been the end of ‘Acrobats’. But a writing apprenticeship is never done. Some years later, my reading revealed an affinity between Sterne and his contemporary, Diderot. Having made this connection, I went back to my outline and tried to reshape it in homage to the Encyclopedist.

Sterne and Diderot were both born in 1713. In the middle of his work on the Encyclopedia, which occupied him for a quarter of a century, Diderot found time to write a novel called Rameau’s Nephew. Although the text cannot be dated precisely and was revised over many years, internal references put the initial drafting at around 1761, just when the early volumes of Tristram Shandy appeared.

In Rameau’s Nephew, the narrator bumps into the nephew of the title in the gardens of the Palais-Royal. This Rameau, nephew of the composer Jean-Philippe Rameau, is a notorious idler and sycophant who has just lost his position in a wealthy household due to an uncharacteristic access of honesty. The two fall into conversation – the book takes the form of a dramatic dialogue – that ranges across many subjects, from the harm done by men of genius to the merits of French opera. The tone is satirical, although the point of the satire is slippery. Rameau especially is full of irony, his positions are sometimes contradictory, as he admits, and both speakers concede positions they start out opposing.

The novel’s most remarkable feature, I think, is the behaviour of Rameau. He often interrupts the exchange to act things out. It begins with him miming the performance of a piece on the violin, acting out every detail, down to the retuning of the instrument when he plays the wrong note. His expressions of rapture at the imagined harmonies are so convincing that the narrator begins to hear the music too. By the end of the novel, Rameau is engaged in a baroque pantomime of mimicry. Not just a one-man band but a one-man orchestra, he mimes ‘a complete opera-house, dividing himself into twenty different stage parts’.

In the satirical spirit of the text, I take these antics to be parodies of the forms of society, in particular the posing and posturing required of a flatterer like Rameau. He constantly draws attention to himself as a set of attitudes or positions – ‘I look about me and take up my positions.’ At one point, he mentions the ‘contortions’ and ‘dislocations’ of body and mind he has had to endure to maintain his position as a freeloader, including a special ‘admiring way of twisting my spine’. But the satire is directed at social roles more broadly. For Rameau, what matters in every field is not knowledge or skill but the ‘tricks of the trade’. Diderot satirizes this attitude by which the form – we would say ‘having the moves’ or ‘going through the motions’ – is more important than the content. In the end, the ‘taking up of positions’ is not the sign of the flatterer and the flunky but native to us all: ‘Good heavens, what you call the beggars’ pantomime is what makes the whole world go round.’ Fake it till you make it.

For a while I imagined, through a familiar haze of pride and anxiety, that my character Nieuwenhuizen, with his position-taking and posture-making, was descended from Rameau. It was this lineage, rather than the one going back to Gymnaste, that I now meant to trace in ‘Acrobats’.

Unfortunately – fortunately? – this idea held a sequential paradox of its own: I first read Diderot’s book after The Folly was published. How could my novel possibly have been shaped by a book I had not read?

NOTEBOOK, DEC. 2009 

Returning to the outline for ‘Acrobats’ now, after twenty years, the upturned telescope strikes me as an introverted, defensive image of influence. It is the sign of a young writer flinching from an insight into his lack of originality. Too much concern with precedence is a mark of immaturity.

Every writer belongs to one bastard bloodline or another, and laying claim to one can be a liberating lesson in perspective. But standing on the shoulders of giants is a skill that comes from long practice. When you start out, you are more likely to get under their feet. Don’t be surprised if the giants – or their legitimate progeny – come stomping after you in the playground: ‘We walk straight, so you better get out of the way!’


Frieze

To begin with a simple idea: A story built around a series of friezes.

(1992)

SPECULATING ON HOW THESE FRIEZES COULD BE contained in an ‘overarching narrative’, I was struck by how it is almost impossible to describe literary structures without resorting to architectural metaphor. In this instance, the enclosing story ‘built around’ the friezes would be something like a museum in which the imaginary artworks are displayed. In the term ‘frieze’, already chosen as a title, lay a pun on figures or landscapes ‘frozen’ in marble or a similarly unfeeling medium, although the term has nothing to do with the weather, going back more obliquely to the Latin Phrygium (opus), ‘(work) of Phrygia’. It is interesting that we do not often think of figures or landscapes frozen in words.

The seed of a simple idea can grow a field of reference while you sleep. The imaginary artworks demanded an imaginary artist. I pictured a sculptor who in his youth makes a series of friezes depicting scenes from South African history (what else?). Now, in his old age, he is interviewed by a journalist and must explain his choice of subject matter to this hostile – or merely curious? – interpreter.

The sculptor’s ‘subject matter’ eluded me. Perhaps I had projected myself into the position of my imaginary artist and already saw the pair of us facing the interrogators. Should the friezes show representative scenes from colonial history or explore a single theme like the Frontier Wars in more detail? The Bambatha Rebellion has a ring to it – but am I able and willing to do the research? What about episodes from the history of apartheid focused on something specific like the Soweto uprising? I have the books at hand.

Among my notes towards this unwritten story, I find a news clipping headlined ‘Pierneef’s “political” art unmasked’. Barry Ronge reports on the 32 panels commissioned from J.H.Pierneef for the Johannesburg Station in 1929, which had gone on exhibition at the Unisa Art Gallery in Pretoria the day before. Much of the report deals with the arguments of the Unisa art historian Nic Coetzee, who wrote the catalogue for the show, positioning Pierneef as an active collaborator in a ‘programme of Afrikaner nationalism’. Coetzee establishes a lineage between Pierneef and his godfather Van Wouw, whereby the younger artist is seen to continue in his landscape painting the project of Afrikaner myth-making, the task of ‘inventing the image of the Afrikaner’ begun by the older artist in his sculpture. ‘These panels speak of the white man’s sense of owning and ruling the land, which is a form of cultural imperialism in an artistic mode.’ Ronge’s closing paragraph refers to the contemporary political context in South Africa, namely the negotiations towards a democratic dispensation: ‘Far from being purely decorative, Pierneef’s work emerges as a crucial mirror of a process of colonisation and domination, the knots of which Codesa is now struggling to unravel.’

In the early nineties, when I was trying to write ‘Frieze’, change was in the air. The expression ‘the new South Africa’ was on everyone’s lips. The old was being ‘unmasked’ (the key term in the headline above) and the new unveiled. Old lies were making way for new truths. Under the pressure of this conceptual shift, a crowd began to gather at the scene of my story. In addition to the journalist I’ve already mentioned, I noticed an artist’s assistant (naturally black) and an art historian, among a host of bystanders maintaining their innocence.

The new schema for ‘Frieze’ took this elaborate shape: An Artist withdraws from public life in the 1970s and devotes himself to completing a series of monumental friezes. This legendary work in progress is seldom seen and never photographed. The only person with an intimate knowledge of the artworks, besides the sculptor, is his Assistant. Just as the new order is coming into being in the early 1990s, the Artist dies. When his studio is opened, there is no sign of the friezes. The Assistant has also disappeared. Rumour has it that the works have been stolen or destroyed, that they are buried somewhere, even that they were never produced at all. In the years that follow, the sculptor and his work fall out of sight.

However, fifty years later – that’s right, my story is set in 2040 – an Art Historian tracks down the granddaughter of the Assistant. This young woman, a Poet, gives our Historian detailed descriptions of the absent friezes, her grandfather’s eyewitness accounts passed down to her mother and then to her as a sort of family mythology. The Historian records these ‘oral documents’ and writes a commentary on them.

When the Historian’s book is nearly finished, a researcher somewhere turns up a folder containing an interview that a Journalist conducted with the Artist towards the end of his life but never published. The Historian must reassess his readings in the light of these old facts. 

Are you still with me? I’m having trouble keeping track myself. Let me unravel it if I can.

Five versions of the absent artworks collide: the Journalist’s sceptical interpretation, the Artist’s selfserving defence, the Assistant’s businesslike descriptions, mediated across three generations by the Poet’s lyrical recollections and the Historian’s clinical analysis. All the adjectives being tentative, of course, as the actual writing of the piece might reveal the Journalist’s forgiving interpretation, the Artist’s moving defence, the Assistant’s niggardly descriptions, mediated by the Poet’s unreliable recollections and the Historian’s tendentious analysis (to mention some alternatives at random).

Five versions? There must be one more at least. The descriptions of the artworks by the Assistant’s daughter – or if you prefer, the Poet’s mother – who does not feature in the story at all but forms a crucial link in the historical chain, would have to be imagined and erased.

How could all these points of view be managed?

As the perspectives proliferated, the outline of the story became even more elaborate, it acquired a scholarly apparatus – introduction, bibliographies, appendices – it looked more and more like a critical edition of the life and work of an imaginary artist. The layering of speculations, revisions, judgements and defences was challenging and the leap into the future bold. As they grappled with the transformed present, the first instinct of many writers was to look to the past. I was facing in that direction myself. But a leap into the future might offer a more clear-sighted view of the present, the present as past – if it could be imagined. 2040! It was an ambitious idea, too big for a short story. It was a novel. Perhaps a trilogy.

I tinkered with the schema, added a chronology and a list of plates (still to be invented), tried to picture the lost friezes as the starting point. From whose perspective were these non-existent artworks to be imagined? Mine? Where do ‘I’ stand in all this? I saw myself walking backwards into the future, stumbling through thickets of interpretation, like an earthbound angel of history, erasing his tracks with the feathers of one costume-hire wing, footsore and fed up.

NOTEBOOK, 2003

The most compelling motive for including a photograph in a fiction is to discount it. There are 44 plates in André Breton’s Nadja and not one of them clarifies a thing. The snaps from Koos Prinsloo’s family album seem more unreal, more obviously made up than his fictions. In Sebald, the images are cut down to size and drained of authority. They are always less than or more than illustrative; they do not live up to the text or they carry an excess that demands an explanation. Their purpose is less to define than to disrupt, to create ripples and falls in the beguiling flow of the prose. They are pebbles and weirs.


The Loss Library

She’s pretty, this librarian, the young man thinks, sunbrowned and outdoorsy, with none of the papery pallor he associates with the profession. Perhaps she goes waterskiing or horse-riding on the weekend, or perhaps she has interests even more at odds with book-tending, like fire-eating or swordplay. Her high heels are as sharp as nails.

Not very sensible, he thinks.

‘We don’t need to be sensible here,’ she says. ‘This way please.’

He follows her down a corridor, his eyes on her supple calves, and they stop before a locked door. She takes a key from a pocket of her dustcoat, pauses – for effect, he supposes – and unlocks the door.

The room beyond is long and narrow. Parquet gleams underfoot as if winter sunlight is falling from high windows, although the walls are blank. Against the far wall is a glass-fronted cabinet.

In the doorway, the librarian steps out of her heels into a large pair of sheepskin slippers and motions the young man to do the same. There are a dozen pairs moored like dinghies to the skirting board. He stoops to unlace his boots but she tells him not to bother, and so he hunts for the largest pair of slippers and steps into them boots and all.

It is impossible to walk normally in the loose-fitting slippers: they have to shuffle. In slow, gliding steps they cross to the cabinet. ‘We like to start here,’ she says, ‘because the idea is easy to grasp.’ She pauses so that he can take in the books behind the glass, before she goes on with the cheery authority of a tour guide: ‘These are the lost books, the ones that would have been written had their writers not died young. Arranged alphabetically and classified by cause of death.’ A wave of her slender hand. ‘Accidental death. Booze, of course. Disease – those old standbys, consumption and syphilis, and the new one, Aids, a growing collection. Duels – little sign of growth there. Motor accidents. Murder. Suicide. A disproportionate number of Russians and Japanese, as you’d expect, and quite a few of your countrymen and women too.’

The young man leans closer to the glass and a misty speech bubble forms before his mouth.

‘Any special interests?’ she asks. ‘Poetry or prose? The mature work of Keats? That’s a drawcard.’

He looks at the regular rows of plain, sturdy spines. He cannot make out the titles: the words run together as he reads them.

‘Looking for someone in particular?’

‘Bruno Schulz, the Polish—’

‘I know who he is. Lovely choice, very popular. He’ll be down there among the war dead. Let’s see, Schouwen, Schuitevoerder, Schulmann – quite a roll-call and none of them known at all, I’m sorry to say. All turned up their toes before they published a book. NIP. See the green dot? That means “never in print”. If you knew half of what we’ve lost, you’d run out of here weeping. Here we are, Schulz, B. These six little volumes.’

He wipes the misty bubble away with his fingertips and looks at a row of identical leaf-green books. He makes out the author’s name on the spines, because he knows what he’s looking at, but the titles blur and fade. Squinting does not bring them into focus.

‘May I look at one of them?’

‘Oh no! That’s not allowed at all. If you were a close relative, let’s say a brother or a son, we might make an exception and let you hold something for a minute, under strict supervision. Once a year we open the cabinets for dusting and I can’t tell you what a performance it is. If a cleaner were to nick a book off this shelf – and they try their luck, of course, because they think the books are full of dirty pictures – we’d be in hot water.’

‘Why is that?’

‘Well, when a reader opens one of these books it has consequences in others. Things are shaken up. Matters that appeared to be settled are reopened for discussion. The extent of the disruption depends on the book. There are certain slim volumes of poetry, minor novels in littleread languages, ephemeral chapbooks and pamphlets and the like, the reading of which would hardly cause a ripple. Open one of them, let its influence be felt for a moment, and a line or two might change in all the world’s libraries. If such works had actually been written, published and read in good time, they might have exerted some small pressure on a corner of the real. There is scarcely a writer so unoriginal or unloved that he is not read by his friends and family, at worst by his rivals. But the effect is so slight it can hardly be felt.

‘And then there are others with the power to change everything. These later works by Kafka, for instance. The disappointing end of his career. He wasn’t up to much in his sixties, I believe, he was hardly even Kafkaesque. Not that I’ve read any of them myself; they’re under lock and key. I am familiar though with the unwritten work of Schuitevoerder, the Frisian modernist, whom you met a moment ago but can’t be expected to recall. Completely unknown, of course, because he drowned at the age of seventeen. Terrible business. He fell through the ice while skating on some frozen canal. Open Odysseus, his unwritten masterpiece, and entire books melt away under the reader’s eye, schools of imitators dwindle to nothing, towers of study guides topple over in the shops. It was after reading Odysseus that Joyce abandoned Ulysses and started working on Mulligan – but the less said about that the better. You can imagine the trouble you would cause if you let such a book out of its cage. The rumble in academe!’

She gives a grim laugh and takes him by the elbow, but he holds his ground.

‘Just a sec. I can’t make out any of the titles.’

‘Old trick of the bindery. We can’t have people going back into the world, where things are more sensible, and talking potential books into existence.’

‘Is that why the bindings are all the same?’

‘Yes. And to underline the fact that there are no favourites here, no best-sellers and prize-winners. Their potentials are by no means equal – one might have been a squall and the other a tempest – but in fact there is no difference among them. They are all equally powerless. There isn’t a single book in here that will change your life.’ She says this with a stagy sigh of relief and an appraising glance.

They leave the narrow room and she walks ahead of him down another passage. She slides over the parquet, it is almost like skating. That must be what keeps her trim, he decides, watching her calf muscles and trying to mimic her long, easy strides. But he is unused to fantasy: his legs feel heavy. His heart is heavy too. He sees her reflection in the wood, the hem of the dustcoat swirling, the promise in the shadows beneath her skirt, and suddenly he feels that they are on thin ice. The sorrowful face of Schuitevoerder, the Frisian modernist, rises from the depths of the wood and peers up through the polish.

She glides to a stop before another door and waits while he labours up. The smile on her lips is not unkind.

‘In this room we have another lot of books that were never written, but for a reason I find harder to fathom: their authors lost faith in them and turned their hands to other things.’

She unlocks the door and they go in. The room is larger than the first and, to the young man’s surprise, lined with open shelves.

‘May I?’

‘Be my guest. These books are powerless to change anything.’

He browses along the uniform rows, brushing the spines with his fingertips. The names of the authors are clearer, and there are some he recognizes – Elias Canetti’s The Art of Falling, Richard Brautigan’s Moose – but as soon as hand and eye move to the next volume, the details of the last float out of his memory.

‘All the books in our library are lost in their own way,’ she says, ‘but the sorriest of all, in my opinion, are those that were talked away by their authors. Talking is easier than writing, and that is why so many stories are frittered away in conversation, told to pass the time in a queue, or to impress a dinner companion or a stranger in a bar. The lucky ones have a second life of sorts: you will find their shadows in someone else’s book. Nothing spurs a talker more than the company of a writer, even though everyone knows that writers have big ears and long fingers. They’ll steal the life story off the lips of a dying man.’

At this, the young man flushes and takes out a notebook, but the librarian lays a hand on his arm. ‘No cribbing, please.’

‘Sorry.’ He puts the book away at once, but he has already offended her, he thinks, there is a cross line at the corner of her mouth.

Hurrying him a little, hooking her arm into his, she guides him down yet another passage. He tries to match her stride. He’s becoming more fluent, he thinks, he’s getting the hang of it. As they pass from room to room, side by side like dancing partners, she speaks in her quietly commanding way.

This is a new section of the library: the books here once existed but were lost for one reason or another. In this blue antechamber, the books that were swept away in the flood; in this grey one, those that were fed to the fire. Down those stairs, the books mislaid in bottom drawers and attics – ‘And in libraries,’ she adds. In that vault, behind three steel doors, the 65 lost tragedies of Aeschylus.

On a landing under an open window stands a small cabinet with leaded glass doors, and on the single shelf within, between bookends shaped like elephants, a short row of books. The young man bends to look at them. Unlike all the others he has seen, these have tooled leather bindings in rich colours. Although the covers are trimmed with gold, the spines are blank.

‘And these?’ he asks.

‘Who do you think?’

‘Borges?’

‘Mr Borges it is then.’

He sees that Borges’s name and the titles of the books have appeared on the spines. The bookend elephants have turned into tigers.

‘I hope it wasn’t too obvious,’ he says, suddenly unsure of himself.

‘Not at all. The obvious choice is nearly always the right one. A depressing number of our visitors assume these books must be their own. Everyone wants to be a writer.’

Her pleasure makes him mistrust the innocence of his answer. Am I telling the truth, he wonders, or just trying to charm her?

‘Mind your head,’ she says, stooping under the window and leading the way upstairs. They pass cabinets and vitrines, which she dusts aside with a feathery wave of her hand, and come at last into a room silvered with light. Rows of ghostly books float on the air, the shelves around them dissolved in the shimmer, barely substantial.

‘People usually want to guess the names of these,’ she says with a glance at her watch, ‘but at the end of a tour, as at the end of a story, time is short and the guide must simply tell you how things are. These are the books that came to their authors in dreams and were forgotten in the light of day. These are the unwanted gifts.’

There is a door in the wall, a rectangle sketched by a hairline crack of light, and she opens it with one finger. ‘I’ll be with you in a moment,’ she says and pushes him out into the waking world.

It was only a dream. Surely not.

Yes, even this is possible.

The young man rises with the sleep still in his eyes. Pencil and paper lie ready in his study. On the way there, he stops to empty his bladder. Then he puts the kettle on and while he waits for it to boil, flings open the curtains. Doused in the daylight, he sees the dream in the air all around him like steam on a cold morning. The kettle whistles but he ignores it, filled with a new sense of urgency, and hurries to his desk. There is a thread of the story left as he pulls up his chair and squares the stack of blank pages between his palms, but while he thumbs the end of his propelling pencil it slips from the back of his mind.

(2005)


Gravity Addict

This woman means to write a book, provisionally titled ‘The Art of Falling’, a serious book, thoroughly researched and extensively footnoted, and she has files full of papers to prove it, she has reproductions of artworks, photocopies of poems, extracts from novels, but for now the crumpled reproduction of Landscape with the Fall of Icarus, in which the poor fool makes a splash in the bottom right-hand corner of the Aegean, along with her copy of Paradise Lost annotated in a serpentine hand, lie forgotten on the dining-room table, where papers are piled profusely enough to suggest that the room has been looted, while she is on the couch, the woman who means to write a book, with the remote in her hand, watching cartoons, pressing pause, rewind, play with the tip of her thumb to watch again as one furry rabbit – tomcat – mouse – after another steps off a window ledge or hurries over a cliff, searching for the moment that intrigues her, the moment after the frantic running on air, the whirl of splayed toes and curved claws, the disbelieving double- and treble-takes, the moment when the disenchanted space below the soles will no longer support this animated life form and the creature plummets, ears raised in surrender, through the bottom of the frame into our hard-edged reality.

(2004)

WHEN CALVINO PUBLISHED MARCOVALDO IN THE mid-1960s, he found it necessary to explain to his readers what a supermarket trolley is: ‘This was a self-service supermarket. It provided those carts, like iron baskets on wheels; and each customer pushed his cart along, filling it with every sort of delicacy.’ Consumerism was still a novelty.

The woman on the couch watching cartoons has an eye for the trifles in which the memorable events of history are packed like precious artefacts in polystyrene chips.

She makes observations along these lines: ‘I remember that summer well. It was the year it became de rigueur to sprinkle the rims of the dinner plates with turmeric or ground parsley, so that the plate would always look full, no matter how small the portion. Sometimes the parsley was compressed into little bales, like the blocks of cut grass that fall from the treads of lawnmower wheels, as if the plate had been left on the garden path while the gardener trimmed the lawn.’

She wants to tell a big story, she wants to give an account of the Fall, but she keeps descending into trivia. She is beginning to suspect that there are no big stories left, just paths through the clutter and the inevitable soft landing.

In our world, the labyrinthine world of the flesh, actions are endless, their consequences continue to unwind long after their subjects have turned to dust. In the animated world, the flat world in the play of light, actions are violently truncated, decisive spectacles. My narrator is intrigued and appalled by the action on the Cartoon Network, which is too rapid and disjointed to follow. The cutting is relentless, images flicker like blades and leave the storyline in pieces. Her children are tired of explaining things to her. She takes refuge in the sedately brutal comedies of her own childhood.

In the early years of the new millennium, I was walking in my neighbourhood when a sign on the Vallivue Centre caught my eye. The Vallivue is a squat little building with a handful of shops at street level – a second-hand goods dealer, a hairdresser, once a soap wholesaler – and two floors of flats above. They have narrow balconies upon which no human being has ever ventured. The side of the building that faces Bez Valley (the ‘Vallivue’ side) is a windowless expanse of grey brick, and this is its commercial appeal: the wall looms over one of the city’s main thoroughfares and one of its most congested intersections. It is the ideal location for a billboard. For many years, the entire wall was covered by an advert for L. Ron Hubbard’s Dianetics.

The sign that caught my eye was much more modest, a small rectangle on the west-facing façade, close to the roof, that read: Gravity Addict. There was a telephone number, but I failed to record it.

The ‘Falling Man’ in Don DeLillo’s novel of that title is a performance artist who suspends himself from bridges and balconies in the attitude of a person plunging from a blazing tower. David Janiak (we only learn his name in the closing pages) jumps – or falls – head first until his plummet is halted by the safety harness he wears under his suit, and then hangs there motionless, upside down, necktie dangling, with his arms at his side and one leg bent. This is no bungee jump; the fall ends with a bone-jarring jerk. Still, the fall is broken. There is no impact.

The destruction of the World Trade Center in 2001 restored the trope of the Fall to its spectacular dimensions. The moment is almost too big to be contained by DeLillo’s book: the description of the towers coming down is deferred until the last page. At the beginning of the novel, Keith Neudecker has the roar of the collapsing south tower in his ears, but he does not describe it. A little later, he hears the fall of the north tower, the one from which he has escaped, and he sees other people watching, but he does not turn to look. The entire book will pass before the moment of Keith’s escape is described, and then it will be from inside the building, on the dust-choked staircase, going down. When the first fall finally arrives it occupies a breathless line – ‘They came out onto the street, looking back, both towers burning, and soon they heard a high drumming rumble and saw smoke rolling down from the top of one tower, billowing out and down, methodically, floor to floor, and the tower falling, the south tower diving into the smoke, and they were running again’ – the visual image engulfed immediately in its aftermath, in debris, in wind, smoke and ash. It comes and goes in real time, it is over in a flash; only the endless repetition on television screens will score it into memory.

The word ‘falling’ appears in the first line of the novel, and the word ‘fall’ appears in the last. The words ‘fall’, ‘falling’, ‘fell’ drift down, along with the word ‘down’ itself, through the dust and ash of the final scene like scraps of paper. The word ‘fallen’ is all but absent. The final image of the book is of an unmanned garment, a falling shirt: it was falling in the opening pages of the novel, ‘down toward the river’, and here it is again, 240 pages later, still falling. It will never come to rest.

For a year after I noticed the mysterious ‘Gravity Addict’ sign on the roof of the Vallivue Centre, I imagined that I would write a story about it. At that time I was obsessively documenting my corner of the city, and so the story came to me as a research project rolled up in a fiction. I would phone the number on the sign, enquire after the Gravity Addict and write about what I discovered. Frequently, as I passed the building, whether in my car or on foot, I meant to make a note of the number, but I couldn’t find a pen in the cubbyhole or the lights were about to change or something distracted me. By the time I walked over there one day with a notebook, the sign was gone.10

My conception of the potential story changed over time. I began to see the narrator (who was no longer me) as the investigator of a mystery. Intrigued by the sign, he goes up to the top floor of the building and knocks on a door. Who answers? What do they say about the sign outside their window? That is where the story starts.

Later, I came to associate the ‘Gravity Addict’ with Elias Canetti’s unfulfilled scheme to write an essay on the art of falling. My narrator evolved into a person researching a book on this subject. He notices the sign on the Vallivue Centre and goes in search of the Gravity Addict. A professional interest.

Even later, this narrator became a woman who means to write a book, a serious book, on the art of falling, but finds herself lying on the couch instead, watching cartoons, with the remote in her hand, pressing stop, rewind, play. Then one day the Gravity Addict leaves a message on her answering machine.

Several years after the Gravity Addict sign disappeared from the Vallivue Centre, but not from my mind, I was queuing to use an ATM in the Eastgate Mall. There was a kid in baggy shorts and a talkative T-shirt in front of me, and I was idly examining the back of his head, as one does to pass the time in a tedious queue, when the label on his collar caught my eye: Gravity Addict. For a disorienting moment I felt as if I had stumbled into the pages of my unwritten story and found the Gravity Addict himself. Then the realization that ‘Gravity Addict’, the phrase that had charmed my imagination for five years, was no more than a clothing label, a brand of leisurewear, sluiced over me like ice water. By the time I got home, my interest in the ‘Gravity Addict’ had melted away so completely I could barely bring myself to google it.

all of a sudden ~

When I was a schoolboy, I came upon this innocuous phrase in a storybook one day and found myself teetering over a void. Between one word and the next, the line unravelled before my eyes. ‘All of a sudden?’ How could such an odd sequence of words possibly mean ‘quickly and unexpectedly’? How could it mean anything? I grasped that the ‘book’ might be the object in my hand, that ‘I’ was me, the person holding the book and reading the story, but the bond that kept ‘all of a sudden’ joined to its meaning had dissolved. The perception of words as weird shapes that stand for strange noises made me dizzy.

I looked in the dictionary (as I am doing now) for assurance and saw that ‘sudden’ goes back to the Latin subitus, from subire (to come on, to steal upon), from sub (secretly) and ire (to go). ‘To go secretly.’ Knowing the derivation gave me no comfort. The archaic formulation was no help either: ‘all of a sudden’ made even less sense than ‘sudden’ or ‘suddenly’ on its own. The longer I pored over the phrase, the stranger it seemed.

My equilibrium was not ruined forever. After a momentary panic, I stepped cautiously over the gap and carried on with the story. Behind me, those four words settled back into the surface of language and lost their power to alarm. Here I am, I go on reading and writing, trusting ‘all of a sudden’ to bear my weight.


Mouse Drawing

On a midsummer morning, three or four months into my residency in Stuttgart, a drawing appeared in my apartment.

The sunlight in the south of Germany is a gentle critic. I was standing at my window reading through the previous night’s work, letting the light soften its rough edges, when I noticed something on the white melamine surface of the table beside me. Curious, I stooped closer. It looked like a drawing. Some of the lines were faint and curly, others were emphatic, shooting off at angles like fragments of a graph. Together they made up an image as tangled as a ball of hair in the bristles of a brush. My first thought was that a previous occupant of the apartment had scarred the surface with a knife during a careless cut-and-paste job. But when I rubbed at one of the lines, graphite came off on my fingertip.

The drawing made no sense. All I could say for certain was that it had been done very recently. I used the table every day and something so striking could not have escaped my attention for long. Where on earth had it come from?

Several possibilities passed through my mind, the most compelling being that one of the resident artists had come into my apartment – while I was sleeping? – and left a calling card. Someone was playing a practical joke.

The drawing was the size of a dinner plate. Again I thought about knives. But then its precise position on the table snagged another association: this was where I had been working the night before. I drew up a chair and sat down facing the drawing. My computer was here, to the left, the mouse over there. Reaching out with my right hand, miming the action, I discovered that the drawing was exactly where the mouse had been.

The little mystery dissolved in an instant. I uncoiled the mouse from my laptop and turned it over. Lodged in a recess in the plastic was a fragment of lead, the tip from a propelling pencil. The artist was me, blindly making pencil marks as I slid the mouse over the smooth white surface.

How many movements in three or four hours of work? I imagined my hand in the shadows, a manuscript beside the computer on a lily pad of light, the cursor wavering across the screen, blocking, dragging, deleting, inserting, cutting, pasting. Clicking on icons, dropping down menus. Do, undo, redo. In the chance drawing on the table top, every single thought, second thought and final action had been translated into a line.

The mouse drawing, as I called it, haunted the following days. I willed it to represent something. I remembered a newspaper article about a man who found a cinnamon bun shaped like Mother Teresa, another about an amateur photographer who captured a dollar sign in a cloud. But my image remained stubbornly indecipherable. At best, there was the white of an eye in the swirl, a quieter centre where the lines were sparse.

Naturally, I turned the incident into a fiction. In my story, ‘Mouse Drawing’, a writer discovers a mysterious image on a table top. Like me, he works out how it got there. But he is luckier than I am: for him, the drawing is full of meanings, he recognizes people and places in it, he sees figures and signs. Convinced that the world is talking to him in a strange tongue, he embarks on a series of experiments, typing up his fictions in the dark, with the mouse resting on a clean sheet of paper secured to the table top. His every creative act now excretes a secondary product, a shadowy illustration, in which he discovers a surfeit of new meanings: faces, animals, ships, the profile of his father, a map of his country.

When the story had been drafted, I fetched a kitchen sponge and wiped the table clean.

As you can tell, perhaps, the fiction was more elaborate but less satisfying than the factual account I’m giving you now. And this factual account is only possible because the fiction came to nothing, just as it had come out of nowhere, by chance.

By the end of my residency in Stuttgart, I had accumulated a quantity of papers and books. These I packed into two sturdy boxes, which Herr Friedrich had hauled down from the attic for me and reinforced with packaging tape. Another conspirator, Frau Babel, helped me to bind the boxes as tightly as hostages and address them to myself in Johannesburg. All twelve sides were inscribed with my name and address in indelible ink. Then Herr Friedrich and I delivered them to the airport: two loaded dice freighted with my work of the past year. Despite every precaution, the boxes were lost in transit and I never saw them again.

In the decade since then, I have forgotten exactly what was lost. The books that mattered were replaced long ago, and I soon learned to live without the halfformed fictions and copies of correspondence. But ‘Mouse Drawing’ will not rest. I hear it rustling now in the waste-paper basket. It wants to begin again.

(1999/2006)


Dictionary Birds

The menagerie of creatures seen only in the dictionary: natterjacks, buffleheads, dotterels, douroucoulis, mummichogs, macaroni penguins. The nouns in their linguistic habitat. Build an aviary for the dictionary birds. Or an aquarium for the fish?

(1996)

I LOOK IN THE DICTIONARY NEARLY EVERY DAY, A hundred times on some, and my eyes are always peeled for beaks and feathers in the verbiage. If I spot some rare bird, a piculet or a widgeon, I make a note in a dove-grey file. I am no naturalist: I discover nothing new. All that makes these birds noteworthy is that I have chanced upon them for the first time in the dictionary.

Over the years, I have seen the avadavat, the bobolink and the capercaillie, wax-billed, finch-like and large, alongside the godwit, the tanager and the ortolan, long-legged, brightly coloured and small. Of all these, my favourite is the avadavat, named for the city of Ahmadabad and very nearly a palindrome. It is sometimes kept as a cage bird.

In some countries, the songbird is eaten as a delicacy. In The Story of San Michele, Axel Munthe describes the trapping of birds on Capri. For six weeks in spring and six in autumn, on the slopes of Monte Barbarossa above his home, more than a thousand birds a day were trapped – ‘woodpigeons, thrushes, turtle-doves, waders, quails, golden orioles, skylarks, nightingales, wagtails, chaffinches, swallows, warblers, redbreasts … In the evening they were packed by hundreds in small wooden boxes without food and water and despatched by steamers to Marseilles to be eaten with delight in the smart restaurants of Paris.’ Munthe tells how the birds were lured by decoys, which were made to sing incessantly by being blinded with a red-hot needle.11

My search for the dictionary birds has taken 15 years and I still haven’t bagged a full alphabet. I could sit down with the Oxford on a Sunday afternoon and leaf through a hundred pages, bagging a bird at every turn, but it would be unsporting. The point is to happen upon them by chance. Beating systematically through the dictionary would be like shooting birds in a cage. You might think that a dictionary bird is a tame one, no matter how it is found, but in the thickets of language every creature is wild.

When you take chance as a principle, you must expect to miss your deadlines. My list grows slowly, year by year (writing this note turned up a motmot). Eventually, my catch will be large enough to make a story. But you might ask: how many birds to fill an aviary? How can you tell when you are done?

Some years ago, the photographer Maryvonne Arnaud came to Johannesburg and took portraits of people in the streets. Then she sent these pictures to a dozen writers and invited them to write something in response.

Among scores of subjects, I was drawn to a man in a herringbone jacket and checked shirt, his hair combed across a bald forehead. He made me think of birds, although I cannot say why. Perhaps it was his owlish eyebrows, tatty and awry, or the hawk’s eyes beneath them, one darker than the other, both far-seeing, filled with distance. Until then, I had been hunting for birds in the dictionary on my own behalf, but now this stranger in a stranger’s photograph took the words out of my mouth. This is what he said (or had me say):


The dictionary birds have flown,

scared up from the pages, one by one,

bobolink, tanager, pratincole.



Later, enlargements of Arnaud’s portraits and the writers’ texts were fixed to minibus taxis, which became a mobile gallery. I went down one morning to the taxi rank in Commissioner Street where the buses were assembled, to see the results of everyone’s work, but I could not find the bird man or his prophecy.12

The birds were provoked: since then they have been shyer than ever. They must hear me before they see me, crashing through the pages in my city clothes.


Dr T

Remember to write the life story of Dr T. 

(1998)

PEOPLE GIVE ME THEIR PAPERS. THE REASON IS obvious: I hoard such enormous quantities of my own. My house looks like a public library or some archive of the ordinary; I cannot get rid of a book or throw away a receipt from Pick n Pay. What difference will another little stack of documents make? I am like an animal lover who gets a reputation for taking in strays. Need a home for a scrawny kitten, a lame dog, a blind parrot? Don’t take it to the SPCA – they’ll put it down as soon as you’re out the door – give it to him. The book lover.

Of course, there’s more to it than storage. These papers are entrusted to me, placed in my care and assigned as my responsibility. People put their papers in my hands because they want me to read them, think about them, edit them or otherwise reorder them, and write about them. They would like me to make something of their leavings.

More than twenty years ago, Louis Fehler (not his real name) left me his papers to look after while he went abroad, travelling light, and then promptly died. I’ve been carrying his blue trommel around with me ever since, packed with outlines of novels, biographical notes and other things, and have yet to squeeze more than a few lines of prose from them.

The case of Dr T is much worse. I came by his trunks ten years ago shortly after he passed away. I brought this burden on myself. I’d had my eye on his disjecta membra (the lovely Latin for ‘severed limbs’) for years before he died, and when I was offered a look inside the caskets by his guardian and heir, I more or less insisted on taking them over, voetstoots.

I had them moved to my house and for a while lived around their sullen presence. Then I went abroad for some time, which gave me an excuse to put them in storage, where they had in fact languished for much of the past forty years, and where I could safely ignore them. But as soon as I was able, I had them returned to my house and tried to live with them once again.

From the beginning, the contents of the trunks frightened and depressed me. I had thought of them as one man’s possessions; in fact, they contained the paper trails of two complicated lives, Dr T’s and his father’s, obsessively documented but jumbled together in chaos. Not one indecipherable inheritance, but two! The mere thought of trying to separate out the strands filled me with dread.

Over the years, I have made several attempts to sort and classify all the material in the trunks, and I keep these unfinished lists and charts in a file on my bookshelf. Although my archiving efforts have always proved unsustainable, they have turned up some crucial documents which would make the task of revealing the shape of the two lives that much easier. If I so wished, I could reach for the file now, without even rising from my work-table, and look through it yet again. But I resist.

For practical reasons, most of the material is still in the trunks, which makes it difficult to access and order. Every time I open one of these battered containers, now stacked against the wall in the spare room, I feel as if I am starting from scratch. I tell myself that lack of space is the major obstacle to my pursuing the research in a focused way, and that extending my study and adding enough shelving to allow for the proper, convenient arrangement of all the papers should be my priority. Then again, I wonder whether a course in French or maritime history might be of greater benefit.

I cannot say that Dr T’s papers are not a burden, yet it has never occurred to me to return them to his heir. That would be a failure more complete than my inability to write his life story. Over the years they have been in my possession, I have developed a rapport with the trunks, less as repositories of evidence than as objects interesting and valuable in themselves, and this may well be the key to completing the task.


The Cold Storage Club

Only amateurs collect books in order to read them. The professionals wrap their investments in archival plastic and put them away in the safe. Idea: a syndicate of pros, old friends and rivals, buy a defunct meatprocessing plant and use its refrigeration rooms to store their books. Reconstruct the minutes of the Cold Storage Club.

(2005)

ON 10 MAY 1933, THE DAY OF THE BOOK-BURNING in Berlin, it poured with rain. It is tempting to read this chance event as divine disapproval, but worse conflagrations have passed without the heavens shedding a tear. In any event, the wood that stood ready to fuel the fire on Opernplatz was damp and had to be doused with petrol before it would catch.

The condemned books were brought to the Square in a pompous Nazi procession. It included a brass band and mounted policemen, torch-bearing students in Sturmabteilung uniform, and three trucks loaded with books purged from libraries and other institutions. When they reached the Square, the marchers tossed their torches on to the pyre, symbolically merging and intensifying the purifying flames of their judgement. To start the proceedings, selected books representing the various categories of literature deemed alien or against the German spirit were introduced by name over a PA system before being consigned to the flames. Then the crowd joined in, passing the rest of the books along a human chain from the trucks, or lobbing them into the bonfire from a distance. Bonfire: bone fire. For the burning of heretics. Goebbels made a speech in which he railed against the erroneous and the subhuman. The proceedings were broadcast on the radio.

When the spectacle was over, the flames were doused by the fire brigade. Some quick-witted wheeler-dealers raked a few charred books out of the ashes and in the following days sold them on the streets as souvenirs.13

Micha Ullman’s memorial to the book-burning on Bebelplatz, as Opernplatz is now known, is called Bibliothek. It is a subterranean room that you can look into through a glazed hatch in the cobbles. The room is cold and white, and lined with empty shelves. You cannot see the whole of it through the hatch, and moving around from one vantage point to another, as many people feel compelled to do, merely brings more white shelving into view. At least this confirms an obvious fact: there are no books.

Look up from the edge of this dead space and you will see the façade of the law library at Humboldt University, and through its tall, arched windows, shelves filled with books of every size and colour. That human clutter, no less than the empty shelves, lets you feel the heat of the fire on your face. You scarcely need the quotation from Heine on the plaque nearby to remind you that where they burn books, in the end they burn people.

Bibliothek is luminous on a winter’s night. I was drawn to it by a column of light rising from the ground. Dirty snow on the edge of the hatch, tramped into icy typography by the soles of boots and trainers, made the white room underground seem even colder. While I stood there shivering, two women approached, a local acting as a tour guide and her visitor from out of town (or so I gathered). They peered down into the void.

‘There’s nothing there,’ said the visitor.

‘It’s a monument,’ her friend explained.

‘It cost 500 000 Deutschmarks?’

‘Yes.’

‘For nothing?’

‘The shelves are empty,’ the guide said impatiently, ‘use your imagination!’

There is room for 20 000 books, as many as the Nazis reduced to ashes.

I retreated to a coffee shop on Unter den Linden to warm my feet and look at my guidebook. I learned that more than 300 authors were blacklisted by the Nazis – Jews, socialists, pacifists, troublesome journalists, freethinking scientists. Some of the prohibitions were picky: for instance, in the case of Erich Kästner, Emil und die Detektive was expressly excluded. I had read this charming book in my German class at school; what came back to me now was the fact that its boy hero had painted a moustache on a statue.

Nearly a hundred book-burnings took place across Germany in 1933.

There were other sights to see, but Bibliothek gaped in my memory: I could not go home without seeing it again. I returned to the Square. Although it had begun to snow, the hatch was clear. Perhaps the heat from the lights had melted the snow or a previous visitor had wiped it away.

Once again, as I looked down at the empty shelves, I heard company approaching, a dozen sightseers stubbornly following their itinerary despite the bitter weather. Spaniards, I thought, or Spanish-speakers anyway, talking in loud, musical voices and jostling one another as they made their way over the slippery cobbles. The leader pretended that he was going to stand on the hatch – which he might have done quite safely – and then leapt over it like a mischievous schoolboy. His charges gathered around the square of light.

‘What is it? What is it?’

‘Is it a crypt?’ This from a woman in a coat with a fur-lined hood that made me think of a capuchin monkey.

‘Ah!’ they exclaimed together. ‘It’s a tomb! A tomb!’

And while the guide was still explaining, they began drifting away towards the opera house, satisfied that the mystery had been resolved.

Ullman is an artist of the absent. His public sculptures – monuments is too grand a term – tend to be small, unobtrusive things, sometimes underfoot, often overlookable. His memorial to Graf von Stauffenberg, the man who led the failed plot to assassinate Hitler in July 1944, is on a street corner in the middle of Stuttgart. It is no more than a little well carved into a flagstone, a hollow the size of a cup that is sometimes full of water, and many people step over it every day. A few strides away, a plaque bearing Von Stauffenberg’s name is attached to the wall of a building above the water mains and manholes, near a blue city signpost that says Wasser Nr 3065.

One afternoon, I was loitering on the corner, trying to understand why I found this small thing so compelling. The hollow was brimming with water and a shark’s fin of green bottle-glass glinted in the bottom. A man stopped to read the plaque. Afterwards, he turned and gazed at the chestnut avenue on Schlossplatz. Then he gave a scarcely perceptible shrug, a movement of the mind rather than the shoulders, and walked off along Stauffenbergstrasse.

NOTEBOOK, JUN. 2007 

I took the idea for ‘The Cold Storage Club’, the one about the bibliophiles who buy a disused meat factory, from a story told to me in confidence by a friend who loves books. Do I have the right to use it? Whenever I try to gather my thoughts about this, they go off at a tangent. How much resistance does the path of least resistance offer?

And how can absence be represented without lapsing into banality? Libeskind’s Jewish Museum in Berlin seeks to embody absence (a paradoxical task) in the empty spaces of the ‘Holocaust Tower’ and the ‘Memory Void’. When I visited the museum, the former was truly empty, while the latter housed Menashe Kadishman’s installation Shalechet (Fallen Leaves), an immense drift of iron disks shaped like screaming faces. Some schoolchildren, relishing the invitation to walk on the leaves, stomped up and down and made an infernal racket, which suited this elaborate building better than reverent silence. The museum requires an apparatus of architectural models and floorplans to explain its workings. Consult the plan showing how the ‘Axis of Holocaust’ intersects with the ‘Axis of Exile’ and you will find a red dot: YOU ARE HERE.

Near the Memory Void, I found Ullman’s minimalist works on paper Stuhl I–IV. The images were barely there on the surface: four shadowy impressions of chairs, absences registered by scatterings of red-brown sand, as if someone had carried the solid objects from a room that had not been dusted for years. This ghostly furniture made me homesick.

Not all of Ullman’s small memorials are sombre. When he was commissioned to make a public sculpture in Bad Oeynhausen, a spa town on the Weser renowned for its healing waters, he made a spoon and set it into a paving stone. Those of us who have read Life and Times of Michael K know that a great deal of faith may be placed in the bowl of a spoon. But the town’s citizens were not all convinced: they mounted a campaign to have Löffel replaced with something more conspicuous and dignified. Enter the Friends of the Spoon – Die Freunde des Löffels – who sold soup to raise money for the sculpture’s preservation.

Ullman spoke about Löffel in a lecture he gave on his work. What I remember most from his talk, aside from the spoon, is how often he used the word ‘vielleicht’. Perhaps.

In April 1999, a NATO jet fired a rocket into a convoy of Albanian refugees near the village of Meja and killed 60 civilians. At first, NATO tried to shift the blame to the Serbs, but after a few days they admitted responsibility. One of their jet pilots, ordered to fly at high altitude to avoid enemy fire, had mistakenly identified the convoy as a military one and attacked it. A fortnight later, Serb militias would massacre more than 300 people in Meja.

Goran Tomasevi[image: image]’s photograph of the shattered convoy was published in the Independent on 15 April. It was in colour and covered nearly half the front page.

A red tractor and flatbed trailer slant across the background. The tractor looks well used, its tyres are worn; the trailer is piled with goods under tarpaulins, blankets, perhaps a mattress. A twisted piece of metal is lodged behind the steering wheel and buckled over the engine cowling. The silence in the picture comes from that stalled engine. Life has stopped dead here. Nothing will ever go forward again.

On the road, in front of the tractor, lie two bloodied bodies. I think they are both women, although blood and printer’s ink have blurred their features. One of them wears a red shawl sodden with gore and her left arm is twisted across her body. The face of the other is a smear of blood. Her mouth is open and her eyes are closed. All around them: stones. Near the rear wheel of the tractor: a shoe. There is always an empty shoe in a scene like this. (If hats are an index of character, shoes are emblems of circumstance.)

The living creature in the photograph is a boy, an ‘ethnic Albanian boy’ according to the caption. He takes up the foreground, with the sole of his dusty shoe touching the frame at the bottom, the top of his blond head nearly touching the frame at the top, and his body dividing the photo in two. He is wearing creased brown pants and a green sweater with long sleeves. He comes from a poor home; the bottoms of the pants are rolled three or four times, the cuffs of the sweater cover his hands.

In his right hand he is holding a black object. At first, I thought it might be a Bible with a bookmark dangling from it, but perhaps it is a leather pouch with a zipper tab, something like a shaving kit. What would a child want with a shaving kit? Perhaps it belonged to his father. He has something in his raised left hand too, a white plastic bag from a supermarket, nearly transparent. He grips the bag in the middle and the tattered loops of the handles flop down. Is it food? The dark stains on his fingers and the plastic may be blood or only ink.

The collar of the boy’s sweater is pulled to one side and his skinny neck sticks out of it naked and exposed. He looks to the right, in the same direction as the round headlight of the tractor, the way the convoy was going. I wonder what he sees there in the future. He is flinching, fending something off with his left arm, holding out the packet as if he does not want it to touch his body. There are lines around his mouth and under his eyes that do not belong on the face of a child. His boyish blond fringe has become an anachronism.

When I bought this newspaper at the foreign press stand in Stuttgart’s Hauptbahnhof, I noticed that some of the other papers carried enlargements of the bodies and other aspects of the photo. Those details would answer some of my questions about these people. But would it bring them any closer to me?

The report accompanying the picture says: ‘The Reuters photographer filmed blood-stained bodies lying on a road near abandoned tractors. Pillows and blankets were scattered around as well as human remains.’ I understand why people fleeing their homes reach for blankets and pillows. But they have no need for them now, laid out on the front page of my newspaper with their heads on the stony ground.

After Hitler came to power in 1933, he established a memorial in Munich to the casualties of the failed Beer Hall Putsch. The site chosen was the Feldherrnhalle on Odeonsplatz, where some of the plotters had been shot dead by police ten years earlier. This arched gallery, modelled on the Loggia dei Lanzi which adjoins the Uffizi in Florence, was built in the 1840s by Ludwig I to honour the Bavarian Army. Hitler had the loggia tricked out with Nazi paraphernalia, including an altar-like memorial tablet surmounted by a swastika and eagle, rows of flags and wreaths, and a huge torch. A permanent guard of honour was mounted there and all who passed it were required to give the Nazi salute. A photograph from the period shows twenty or thirty citizens in hats and coats, dutifully saluting as they pass soldiers with shouldered rifles. Who knows what was in their heads, whether they were proud or ashamed or simply glad not to be arrested.

One way of avoiding the obligatory salute was to nip down Viscardigasse, which runs behind the Feldherrnhalle. The alley acquired the nickname Drückebergergasse – ‘Shirkers’ Alley’ – which it retains today.

In 1995, Bruno Wank made an artwork in Viscardigasse in memory of those who shirked their duties to the Nazi state. It is called Arguments. He removed some of the cobbles and replaced them with bronze casts, tracing a tapering line along the alley, a path with a lazy swerve in it like an elongated ‘S’, never more than three or four cobblestones wide. This hint of divergence from the high road commemorates the small, oblique acts of resistance to power that people make in their everyday lives.

When I went down Viscardigasse on the advice of my friend Dominik, who is a neighbour of Bruno’s, when I turned into Shirkers’ Alley with the weight of my own history as a white South African on my shoulders, I found nothing to show the presence of an artwork. In relation to this work, Thomas Köllhofer writes, you are not a viewer but a pedestrian. As you pass down the alley, the bronze cobbles, buffed by thousands of footsteps like your own, exert a subtle force on your movement. You feel yourself tugged to one side, as if a ghost has taken your elbow and is steering you off course. Suddenly you are walking on the bias, whether you know it or not, remembering through the soles of your shoes.

IN THE PROLOGUE TO THESE NOTES, I SUGGESTED THAT in different circumstances, in another time and mood, I would have arrived at a different range of ‘case studies’. Be that as it may, now that they have been set out here, my failures seem more congruent than I anticipated. The sequence is almost a table of contents. I see the pieces folding out of one another like a leporello, or leading from one to another like stepping stones, or facing one another like bookends with nothing to hold up but ‘The Loss Library’.

Is it wise to evoke the beginning and end of storymaking: the icy death of the author and the frozen life of the book? A warm-blooded reader, breathing air into these frostbitten pages, could bring them back to life. A hot-blooded one, unafraid of the consequences, could pluck an entombed writer from beneath the ruins of a paper inheritance years after the event. A small miracle.

An imperfect mechanism is often beautiful. There must be play in the mechanism for it to function properly: the perfectly tooled device, one whose components fitted together perfectly – by what measure? – would be rigidly immobile. It would seize up, it would not move.

Not writing is always a relief and sometimes a pleasure. Writing about what cannot be written, by contrast, is the devil’s own job. Yet words on a page make all things possible. Any line, even this one, may be a place to begin.


Notes

1    In the same year, I had the ideas for four others that were written and published: ‘The Book Lover’, ‘Isle of Capri’, ‘Propaganda by Monuments’ and ‘The WHITES ONLY Bench’.

2    The use of the living limb of a tree rather than a purpose-built gallows to hang your enemies goes beyond mere practicality. Symbolically the act turns the victims into the ‘fruits’ of victory. See, for instance, Jacques Callot’s etching of a hanging tree (from The Miseries of War, 1633) on which no fewer than 21 men are dangling. And hear, by comparison, Billie Holiday’s ‘Strange Fruit’.

3    Dragon Lizards of Komodo appeared within a few months of Trader Horn by Alfred Aloysius Horn and Ethelreda Lewis.

4    Presumably the photos not attributed to Mrs B or other sources were taken by the author. Most of Burden’s photographs of Komodo were lost, the plates having been ruined in the developing by Lee Fai the cameraman.

5    There is an account of the invention of Helena Shein in Johannesburg Circa Now, 2005. It confirms that I should have gone no further than looking at the pictures in Dragon Lizards of Komodo.

6    Jacques Derrida once expressed his regret at not knowing more about the main traditions of English literature: ‘I would like to live two hundred years and really enter the English literary tradition. I’m fascinated, for instance, by English Romanticism, and I know that if I had time I would be totally captured by it. But, well, it’s too late now.’

7    Ross Eckler quotes Georges Perec’s ‘History of the Lipogram’ to the effect that the first practitioner of the art was ‘Lasus of Hermione, who lived in the sixth century B.C.; he excluded sigma from an “Ode to the Centaurs” and a “Hymn to Demeter.”’

8    My story may have been doomed by a simple miscalculation: I have always been partial to the number 11.

9    In fact, the question of quotation is more complicated than this. My copy of Gargantua and Pantagruel is the Penguin Classic translated by J.M. Cohen (1955). The version of the fight between Gymnaste and Tripet given in this edition is strikingly different to the self-evidently older English translation quoted by Sterne. It is not just a matter of a word here or there: the variation is so marked that it requires an effort even to match the broad flow of the lines. As Cohen points out in his introduction, the art of translation has changed much over the years, and earlier translations of Rabelais’s great work often recast and expand on the original rather than seeking to render it accurately.

10 
The sign appears in my book Portrait with Keys as follows: ‘Vallivue Centre, cnr Kitchener & Appolonia (rooftop) “The Gravity Addict” (unknown).’ The final parenthesis refers to the ground and medium of the sign rather than its meaning.

11 
What a wonderfully strange book The Story of San Michele is, laid, as its author confesses, ‘on the illdefined borderland between the real and the unreal, the dangerous No Man’s Land between fact and fancy where so many writers of memoirs have come to grief’. One can hardly imagine it finding a publisher these days – unless it became known in advance that the first edition would be reprinted thirty times in four years.

12 
Arnaud’s project, part of the Urban Futures conference on cities held in Johannesburg in July 2000, was documented in a publication called Face to Face.

13 
This passage draws on a richly detailed article by Werner Tress in Der Tagesspiegel marking the 75th anniversary of the book-burning.
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