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Hodie mihi, cras tibi.
Quis evadet?


 

On Saturday 19 November, 2002, sixty people incarcerated in a camp for illegal immigrants sew their lips together. Sixty people with their lips sewn reel around the camp, gazing at the sky. Small muddy stray dogs scamper after them, yapping shrilly. The authorities keep assiduously postponing consideration of their applications for leave to remain.

*

Tereza Acosta is a woman who has decided not to remember. Tereza Acosta does not remember her childhood; it is as though she had not existed until her tenth year. Her amnesia is dense and immobile. Five different Tereza Acostas live in Tereza Acosta. Each has her own voice and different facial expressions. None of them remembers conversing with the other Tereza Acostas. Each Tereza denies the existence of the other four. Each Tereza Acosta has her opinions about marriage, love, work, life in general, quite different from those of the other Tereza Acostas. After many sessions, the doctor decides not to interfere in the lives of the five Terezas, he decides to leave them in their shared oblivion. In which they live harmoniously.

Fausta Fink did not remember her life before the age of fourteen. The doctors gave her antidepressants and she began to remember. She said, Now I’m fine, I’m happy, then she killed herself. She threw herself from the fifteenth floor. In a red kimono. She fell, inflated like a balloon, fluttering. She soared. Then she crashed.

In an asylum in the south, or perhaps in the north too, thirty-nine inmates also sew their lips – with surgical thread. To carry out the sewing, the prisoners use a wide, curved needle, and each mouth is sewn with three, at most four, stitches. The patients were protesting against the staff who did not address them. Then, in the asylum, a still greater voicelessness reigned, a vast silence which now wafts like steam, like smoke, from the ceilings and walls of the ruined building in the back of beyond, and climbs in clouds towards the sky; in moonless nights that same voicelessness, that fateful human muteness, apparently insane, is borne back as a breeze; it falls like feathery rain on the opaque windows of our refuge in nowhere-land and, in order to survive, for that is their only air, the patients fill their by now slack, consumptive lungs with that sickly but odourless breeze, that invisible cobweb of silence. The landscape around the madhouse is sealed, petrified, motionless as a drawing. It lies beneath a lava of silence woven of inaudible footsteps that swish softly because they spill out of the asylum in which all the slippers are made of felt.

*

He could do that too. Stop speaking. Stop remembering.


 

So.

Now he is alone.

In a dilapidated apartment in a small town.

He has talked, written, thought, about this apartment, and about this town, and he isn’t going to do so again. He won’t think. Not about the apartment, where it is cold and dark, which is neglected, as he himself has become, dark and neglected, and growing steadily colder, not about the town, which he has written off completely, as though it does not exist, as though it has collapsed, sunk into a cataclysmic sepulchre and now he is floating above that abyss (like Fausta Fink in her red kimono), becoming increasingly distant, growing smaller to the point of silence, to disappearance.

He could be anywhere, it does not matter now.

He no longer opens the shutters, maybe occasionally, when some kind of music comes into his head and startles him. When a tiny joy runs through his body, a small pale bolt of lightning that flashes and is swiftly extinguished. Then he opens the windows wide and looks out. From the fourth floor he watches the arrival and departure of trains. He peers into the hangars. Into the rubbish skips where rats and cats are up early, and waits for them to dance through the trash and emits a brief ah which stops his breath. With an effort, he raises his eyelids and glances over the shred of sea, swaying there under the low mountain, then the clipboard claps, he withdraws into his cocoon again, and briskly, almost grotesquely, limps down the eleven-metre-long narrow corridor in order to snuggle like a mole into his darkness, into his sepulchral wordlessness and feel once again the way the walls of that virtual tunnel shift, gather, approach one another and then he scampers crazily down that path, up-down hop up-down up-down hop, not to be crushed by its high walls, flattened into a thin line of death like that on a hospital E.C.G. monitor.

My pump, he says, my pump, one, a second, a third.

Then it’s better. He can breathe.

He no longer thinks about anything. He has already thought out everything; his life. In little heaps, small piles, he has laid days, years, births and deaths, loves, the few there were, journeys, many, acquaintances, many, family dramas, his senseless chases and even more senseless small battles, on the whole lost, languages, foreign and local, landscapes, he has tidily classified it all, and tied up that baggage, that now unneeded burden, and arranged it in the corners of the spacious rooms as though yet another great removal awaited him.

A barracks, he says, I’m living in a barracks.

One of these days he’ll ask someone to take it away, this debris, this rubbish into which his life has shrunk, he’ll get someone to move those accretions of his botched days out of his sight, so that he and those numerous piles should no longer look at one another as they begin to rot in the corners and give off a nauseating odour, not a frightening odour, but just irritating, intrusive, steadily crumbling into dust and interfering with his breath. Take it all, he will say, take it. He has piled up the books, thrown some away, given some as gifts, sifted out the trash. He gives away his clothes as well, and his shoes, at times manically. Too much ballast has accumulated, all kinds of rubbish. He gives away coats, jackets, suits, jumpers, shirts, oh how many shirts he has, shoes, some never worn.

His mother did the same, some thirty years or so earlier, towards the end, as she travelled, leaving behind, handing out pieces of her life, he had not understood it then. When she returned from China from her acupuncture training, with a packet of needles, with enormous rubber ears with acupuncture points marked on them, with a three-foot plastic model of the human body, which could be taken apart and put back together and all the organs could be re- moved and examined, charming miniature imitations of organs, heart, lungs, liver, intestines, pancreas, everything, three-dimensional blood vessels, veins and arteries, bones, brain, everything could be dismembered, relocated, rearranged, turned over, put together like a jigsaw, the whole human insides, and the model always stands upright, stuck to a wooden base and impaled on a shiny metal rod, when his mother came back from China to them, to her family and her psychiatric patients, from China, from some Chinese province, he no longer remembers which, China is a vast country, varied, from that impoverished desert province where, she used to say, the Chinese food was nothing like the European Chinese food eaten in European Chinese restaurants, but meagre and tasteless, watery, served (in field hospitals) in tin dishes, as once in the Yugoslav National Army, where she had her hair cut dry, his mother came almost without any luggage, holding a little note torn from a page of newspaper on which the diagnosis ca corpus uteri was written with a ballpoint pen (Chinese). She brought him a small antique Chinese tobacco box made of rosewood which had been gaping empty for a long time over there on his desk where he never went any more, she brought him a framed poem by Lu Hsun, and for his sisters Chinese robes, intensely azure and intensely crimson, with big golden dragons flying on them, and an old fan smelling of sandalwood, all that fitted into one suitcase, a small case in which his mother locked a glimmer of insight, which he later read as a decision and fear.

Now he squeezes that huge rubber ear with its reflex points for the whole body. An ear like a miniature foetus.

On that ear he sees a summary of his organs. All his organs. An overview of his pains. Sometimes he brings a needle, a toothpick or his nail to his ear and pricks his heart, his eye, his back, his brain, and he comes to life. For an instant. He pulsates. When he runs out of money, he finds the point for appetite control and becomes light, he sways as though about to faint.

Ears – a marvellous, ugly organ, as the whole human body is repugnant, man in general, a grotesque being of discordant shape, with extremities that branch out from a central mass, with thin tentacles that flail around, with tips grafted on them where whitish pinkish formations grow ceaselessly, while at the top of that monstrosity, on a short, soft, mobile stalk rocks a ball-shaped organ with a larger opening at the bottom and two smaller holes in the middle with warm air coming out of them. Towards the top, two small watery balls set in hollows with moveable covers roll about silently. In addition, this rounded mobile body is covered with hair that springs out of its top, and on the male also from the front.

There are a lot of ears in literature, there are ears for listening and ears for non-listening, ears for dropping poison into and ears for cutting off. They say that ears keep growing. Old people have big ears, even those old people whose ears were small in their youth acquire in old age large soft dangling ears with flabby lobes, deaf ears. That is why he was surprised by a recent event when, holding a pink folder against his chest, he got onto a bus, followed by an old gentleman wearing a hat, a man with a deeply lined, furrowed face, who asked him, Are you also going to that building, for the meeting at 4 p.m.? Then the old man who remained standing on the bottom step turned his back on him, the doors were open, and he observed the old man in a black coat from behind. And the old man had small ears, unbelievably small, demonic ears.

[image: image]

His ears are alright, his ears are quite respectable, decent ears without hairs. He can hear well, he can hear perfectly well, it would be better if that were not the case. Once, however, the sea had surged in his left ear, occasionally high waves had beaten, roaring, against his frontal bone and dissipated round his temple and nose, words were drawn out into slow unintelligibility with an unbearable echo. They put him in a soundproof room and tested his hearing. The doctor said, Your hearing in your right ear is far above average. You don’t need your left ear at all. But this schizophrenic state of his ears, that noise in his head, that cacophony, only lasted a short time, after a month or two a becalmed sea swayed once again between the walls of his skull. Now he is again surrounded by terrible sounds that come from outside, that hammer on his brain and that he cannot exclude, by the appalling, rending din of this town, unlike any normal city noise.

He has recently read an article about Jewish ears. In it three women were discussing scanned irises and scanned faces in general, and the possibility of implanting chips into people. One of the three women said that she had been dismayed when she was having her photograph taken for a new passport in Vienna and was told, Uncover your ears, we have to see your ears, both ears, they said. That reminded the woman of her mother’s war stories, she said. The other woman said that she was sent back twice by the police when they were getting passports for her grandchildren because her grandchildren’s ears were, first, very small, and second, they were stuck close to their heads. After several attempts they succeeded in getting photographs on which the tips of the children’s ears could be seen, but then there were problems with her grandchildren’s eyes, because her grandchildren’s eyes were not open enough to be scanned. When they got to the photographer’s the children would immediately fall asleep. On passport photographs it is forbidden to laugh, even to smile, there was no problem with this second woman’s grandchildren smiling, the second woman explained, because her grandchildren never smiled. In the end, her grandchildren did manage to leave with their parents. From Romania. To where they never returned. Then the first woman talked about her mother saying that in the Nazi era it was not permitted to touch up photographs on Jews’ documents and that on them the left ear had to be visible, because the Jewish race was allegedly distinguished by the shape of the ear. The Nazis believed that Jews had special ears. In the article, the three women compared their ears but could not discern significant deviations even though one of the three pairs of ears was Jewish. In the end, the Jewish woman found the wartime identity cards of some of her relatives murdered in Treblinka and, indeed, on all the photographs the left ear was clearly visible.

For the time being the police have not analysed noses although some scientists maintain that there is great biometric potential in scanning noses. The scientists complain that in biometric techniques noses have been unjustifiably neglected. Scanned noses could significantly speed up the recognition of people in the course of processing the entire photograph, which is not the case with standard biometric techniques. A nose does not alter with a change of facial expression, the experts state, while ears do, which is not quite accurate. When people smile, their noses broaden, while there are those whose ears do not stir when they laugh, although there are also those whose ears move up-down, forwards-backwards, while some people can move their ears even when they are not laughing, by an effort of will. Anyway, the scientific study of forty noses was first carried out in England, then this scientific testing spread through Europe, and now databases (of noses) for future testing are springing up all around.

He has a nice little nose. Regular.

He gathers up souvenirs from around the flat for the rubbish. He thrusts them into black plastic bags. Decisively, jerkily. Who needs his recollections, which not even he wishes to remember, which have fallen into a pit of forgetfulness. And he lets them sink.

People collect idiocies to remember things by because that’s easier for them, there’s no strain – walks, landscapes, smells and touches, there’s no time for that while life flows, or for most people trickles, he realises that now. People half-wittedly arrange all their life’s paragraphs on shelves and walls and from time to time cast them an icy smile in passing and say, stay there, wait for me. When the lights begin to fade, people imagine that they will be together again, they and their derelict past squeezed into small dead objects, that they will touch each other again, tell each other mislaid, withered tales. Some hope. Memories die as soon as they are plucked from their surroundings, they burst, lose colour, lose suppleness, stiffen like corpses. All that remains are shells with translucent edges. Half-erased brain platelets are a slippery terrain, deceptive. One’s mental archive is locked, it languishes in the dark. The past is riddled with holes, souvenirs can’t help here. Everything must be thrown away. Everything. And perhaps everyone as well.

He might keep the little china shoe his mother had given him, a little shoe that had not taken him anywhere. He would also keep the miniature antique grandfather clock, rusty, patinated, a clock with a crooked pendulum that looked as though it had escaped from Wonderland, whose hands moved only when a small coin was inserted into it – a gift from his son Leo. And Elvira, he’ll keep Elvira – he takes her everywhere with him, close to him. There, that’s what he’ll keep.


 

His name is Andreas Ban.

He is a psychologist who does not psychologise any more.

A writer who no longer writes.

He is a tourist guide who no longer guides anyone anywhere.

A swimmer who has not swum for a long time.

He has other occupations that no-one any longer needs. He, least of all.

He is sixty-five, he looks pretty good, like fifty. The upheaval for which he was prepared, for which he had prepared (he knew how to do that, he had trained himself for it), nevertheless happened in an instant, caught him unawares when a half-educated female colleague, a perfect bureaucrat, an obedient apparatchik, when that frighteningly respectable and reticent colleague flung in his face, in front of the whole staff, the fact that he was no longer needed by their institution, because, you’re about to retire. Was that the trigger? Your suggestions are irrelevant and won’t get you anywhere, she had said, you’re about to retire. This happened when he and a few others were seeking to tighten up the criteria for evaluating scholarly and artistic works, for evaluating one’s presence in life as a whole, one’s political, social and cultural visibility because, they maintained, the teaching staff had withdrawn into their cesspits, 1 per cent of professors appeared in public, the others did not exist, like the majority of Croatian academicians who say nothing and have their photographs taken for various anniversaries and have no problems with their pension, so here Andreas Ban asked his colleague where and when she had ever spoken out, who had heard of her, who wrote about her, and she said, That’s not important, you’re leaving, I’m staying. And those tedious, deadly regular and empty Kafkaesque meetings of the faculty board chaired by four or five men dressed up in blue suits and women in little waisted costumes with hairstyles à la Prince Vaillant, directing their cadre to fill in senseless forms, to record without fail data of no use to anyone in special little boxes, persistently reading aloud documents distributed to them all, which were additionally reproduced in power point on the wall, as though 90 per cent of the professors were attending a course on reading administrative nonsense, addressing them all anonymously, rolling titles through their false teeth, and then sending all that, this amateur sketch in the form of extended minutes, by e-mail, by name, to all the teachers, after which that “administration” informs the entire teaching staff, with the threatening notification that the message is “urgent”, that the university mailboxes are full and they must empty them immediately.

There are university teachers who want to show they are engaged, so at meetings some women complain that there are no shelves in the toilets for women’s handbags and then hold forth at great length on their toilet and physiological requirements, and ninety people say nothing and listen while the secretary takes notes. Then there is voting, which, as soon as some slightly delicate question appears on the agenda, results in either mass abstention or unanimous for or unanimous against, with no variation, a blessed harmony reigns, solid unity on the margin of life. Those who protest are quickly silenced, all according to regulations, according to the rule book, according to the statutes, a convenient hole is always found. When some, let’s say more important, issue happens to come up, the assembly suddenly becomes tired, the more significant the issue, the more the teachers’ fatigue grows in a geometric progression, the teachers are thirsty and hungry and meetings are interrupted, or postponed, so that in the end nothing is decided, or it is decided in an indeterminate, tepid and flabby way.

That’s when it begins, when it condenses.

She, that malicious, uneducated woman with great scholarly ambitions in a small provincial university, will look repulsive in old age. She will have big ears. Her nose will become still sharper, and, weighed down, it will sink towards her top lip, upon which it will come to rest; because of a lack of teeth, her chin will turn upwards, warts will break out all over her face, and her speech will come to resemble snarling.

Oh yes, he would have liked to abandon all those collectives that devour, those consumers of ideas, that cacophonic din, those blank masks that disguise a still greater nullity, and give himself up to cheerful occupations, nourish his brain cells so that they pulse and drum, but a pathetic pension in the small, ruined, pompous country in which he lives (how did this horror of destiny befall him, how?), in a country which all rush headlong to leave if they can, in a country where one minister of education threatened that he was going to introduce the subject patriotism into the school curriculum, in which publicly, in the open air and on television, in order for the message to reach the most remote village, people sing songs with the refrain our Croatian mother bore me, so that those whom the Croatian mother did not bear feel unwanted, while all those whom their Croatian mother did bear leap up, proud and superior, prepared one way or another to eliminate those whom the Croatian mother did not bear, by stoning if necessary, in that country, a country in which people want to believe that people are brought into the world by their homeland rather than by a woman, in a country of such false decorum and hypocrisy that people have executed names, and at work address one another as director, dean, professor, boss, a pension in this country, then, a pension earned after twenty-five years of education, studying, after forty years of work, guarantees a relatively swift and objectively awful – death; that pension, that retirement benefit that really makes one wind down, run down, insidiously and meanly drilling into one’s ears on a dozen fronts at the same time takes away one’s life. So he, Andreas Ban, cannot accept that his pension should dictate how he will wind down, that the undying Croatian mother should say when she has had enough of her son, and decides to take things into his own hands. He, Andreas Ban, cannot be resigned to living on chicken wings which he can’t abide, and if he could, and if he wanted to, that possibility eludes him because chicken wings are becoming increasingly expensive, in the end all that would be left to him would be the spleen and the lungs and other repulsive animal innards which some people feed to their dogs. He is already imprisoned, already chained, nailed to this little country because he can’t travel, he can’t run away (he has no money), even though he is mobile and still (though not for long) receiving a salary. He will not walk around in worn, outmoded shoes, he won’t wear grey matted jumpers, he won’t thrust badly made dentures into his mouth, no. (He recently told somebody that his pullover was completely matted, and she laughed and said, What a funny word, matted, what does it mean?) He won’t travel on the town buses in the morning (between 10 and 12) (even though the Croatian mother offers pensioners those rides for free), buses that are full of incapacitated, very loud, deaf creatures carrying bags back from the market, containing two apples, one bell pepper and instant polenta. He will not listen to:


They put her in a home, she hopes she’ll get out, but she won’t.

Can she walk?

They put her in a home and immediately sold her flat.

Is she senile?

They haven’t told her she doesn’t have a flat anymore, if they told her she’d drop dead, she’s not senile.



he won’t look at those sagging, hungry, insatiable faces, those wizened people who cross themselves when the bus passes a church, mumble something into their chins and bow their heads humbly before “God”, he won’t look at those toothless faces rhythmically sucking the inside of their drooping cheeks with a revolting infantile smacking sound, those ravenous faces, which can best be seen on holidays and feast days when on town squares the Croatian mother bestows on them two sardines or a child’s portion of beans, for which they wait for hours, patiently, lined up, while marshals watch them from the side, just in case, heaven forbid, they should have a rush of blood to the head and charge forwards in a frenzy. Those benign feast days for the sick, the old, the abandoned fanatically in love with life, begin at 9 a.m. and end at midday, when all that was on offer has been eaten and drunk, falling like a stone into those thinned, shrunken old people’s stomachs, so that the squares can be cleaned with jets of water, in time for the evening’s musical entertainment for the young and well fed. Andreas Ban watches that horde of half-rotted living corpses, which multiply, proliferate, there are more and more of them everywhere, especially at clinics, waiting rooms are full of them, they go there for the company, in winter – for the warmth, they occupy all the chairs in waiting rooms, they go to doctors’ surgeries and clinics because they are anxious about their health, they particularly like giving blood samples, although the queues at the laboratories are unbelievably long and there are no chairs, there’s no commotion, no slacking, just wearisome waiting and shifting from foot to foot, in that queue stretching over two floors, in which those old people touch, stick to one another, they wait, they stand and wait, where do they get such patience, such hunger and thirst for an already devastated, shrivelled, nothing of a life, such a desire to live over the line, beyond beauty, in a desert, let them be downtrodden, it doesn’t matter, they are those quiet, persistent, stubborn types accustomed to suffering and forbearance. One woman insisted that she should have a cataract operation, although she was riddled with metastases, You’re riddled with metastases, the doctors told her, you haven’t long to live, they told her, that’s medical practice today, throw it all in a patient’s face, tell them the outcome but without explanation, just the bare outcome, because doctors don’t have time for refinements, and that woman kept repeating, I want to be able to see clearly, she said, so the doctors relented, they did her a favour, they restored her sight, although it was questionable whether she had ever had it, so that she then had a clearer perception, without clouding, of her corroded, dying body.

Andreas Ban watches these bedraggled nags clutching their lives in their embrace as they stagger and hobble their way across the road in a grotesque race, so what if someone knocks into them, so what if a car runs them down, that would at least be a worthy end, but no, their eyes are wide open, their mouths gaping, and, as though rescued from drowning, they leap onto the pavement, because they love life, because that life, that beautiful, rich life was gifted to them by their Croatian mother.

And Andreas Ban wants none of those calendars which the Croatian mother distributes to its pensioners before the end of each year, because, as if in some régime setting, in some penitentiary, in some ghetto, he would have to strike off his days.

*

In 2011, twenty-five members of the Macedonian organisation U.N.I.T., an association of dismissed workers, killed themselves. They could no longer bear life in poverty. They were all over fifty. Some hanged themselves, some jumped off bridges or buildings, and one set himself on fire. (Newspaper report)


 

He is a good-looking man, Andreas Ban, a refined decadent, former inhabitant of the big cities of the world, who, despite having battled for twenty years with this provincial town, was finally crushed by it. Now he is rapidly fraying, inside and out. Andreas Ban covers up the external fraying with clothes, for his own sake, so as not to have to look at it. He camouflages his flabby belly, his slack muscles, the puckered skin on his thighs and upper arms, his flaccid testes, he wears caps and hats, he is not entirely bald, he has his own teeth. As for his internal wasteland, he lets that spread. There had been an effort, yes, he had endeavoured, he had tried with hoses and water cannon to shift, disperse that heavy desert sand around him, but got nowhere. Now he is tired.

What had been important to him he had registered and in his imagination touched at a distance, in the distance: old friendships, dead loves, abandoned towns, books, books, real and unreal characters, spending more and more time with writers, mostly deceased, but some living ones as well, because the small town had grown like dough steeped in yeast, enveloping him, sucking him into its porous innards and finally swallowing him up. That is why he has difficulty breathing, wedged in that clammy mass. He is sinking.

He has found characters, male and female, who bear parts of his history, which he is now erasing. Those figures seem to him what is most alive in the shallow, dead town surrounding him. They crouch, squeezed between the covers, they thrash about, wriggle, sometimes they burrow through the paper like woodworms and he lets them sit at the table, lie down with him, accompany him on his infrequent walks, sometimes, like crazed spirits, like swifts, they circle around his rooms, flying right up to the ceiling, then drop to the floor and drag themselves along, legless, and he is afraid he might step on them, trip on them, squash them, and what then? There would be unbearable loneliness, black silence.


In a crowd of tourists from many countries, on the shore of Lake Geneva, I found a man who was seeking solitude. The man had sat down on “my” bench, with his stick he drew a circle around himself in the sand and said, There, we’re sitting on the same bench, I’m addressing you, you’re listening to me, but this circle separates us and you are more remote from me than the remotest planet. That is solitude. But solitude is not only the force that sometimes raises us to the skies, sometimes casts us into an abyss, it is also a refuge for lost loves.

My name is Edouard Estaunié, I am a writer of solitude. I know that our past, with all its secrets, winds around us, suffocates us, restricts our space, cramps our life, until it crushes it completely. Beneath our visible reality is hidden another that would astonish our acquaintances should they become aware of it. There is no sickness so terribly elusive as this one. The more it weighs us down, the deeper is our silence. Solitude need not be dramatic, but it is like a sack filled with stones, brimming with sorrow.

Piling up experiences brings about changes in the brain, chemical changes. This can be seen very well in animals; there is no reason why this should be different with the human brain. When two groups of adult rats,



Oh, Andreas Ban cannot bear rats. Stefan Biber had kept 1,300 rats in his flat and heaven knows how many cats. The floors of the flat were covered in rat and cat droppings and urine. While the cats were loose, the rats were crammed into cages, many of them without eyes or legs. That is why the town authorities dislodge Stefan Biber from the flat and he buys a ten-metre yacht to which he moves his rats and his cats. On Biber’s yacht the situation with regard to the rats and the cats is no better than it had been in his flat. Representatives of the Society for the Protection of Animals come onto his yacht and take away thirty-seven of Biber’s rats and six cats, and report him for cruelty, for keeping animals in too confined a space. Veterinary examinations establish that all of Stefan Biber’s animals are healthy. Biber gives a statement to the press saying that he is a victim of vengeance and persecution.


when two groups of adult rats, over the course of, say, eighty days, are exposed to conditions in which the rats from one group are isolated and put into miserable environments, while the rats from another group are placed together (in good company, so they become lively), in environments “enriched” by various toys and activities, the mass of the cerebral cortex of the rats living “a rich life” increases, and the activity of the cortical acetylcholinesterase becomes more significant. With the other, from every point of view impoverished rats, the brain mass shrinks, the brain empties, their experience evaporates, images disappear. Other areas of the brains of the rats living dynamic lives also show visible positive changes.

I’m becoming retarded, my brain is shrinking, says Andreas Ban.

Your voice is losing modulation, Andreas, your sentences are slow and monotonous, you wash less frequently, Andreas, and you twiddle your thumbs in silence.



An ambulance brings in a patient who had cut off his tongue two hours earlier. The patient had also cut off his testicles, but now that’s not an issue. The patient is evaluated as normal. Before he had cut off a third of his tongue, the patient had injected an ampule of anaesthetic (Lidocaine HCI 20 mg, Epinephrine 0.125 mg/mL) into its root and tip, so that he would feel no pain during the “operation”. In order to prevent the doctors from restoring, sewing on, the piece of his cut-off tongue, the patient had snipped it into little pieces with scissors. There was not much bleeding. The patient was given an anti-tetanus injection and sent home to recover. Two months later he killed himself playing Russian roulette. The patient was called Daniil Demidov and lived in the Russian enclave of Kaliningrad.

Estaunié’s Solitudes remind Andreas of Loti’s An Iceland Fisherman, a book that had moved him so deeply as a teenager that he wept over it. And now he hesitates – to abandon himself to “the insatiable sea” or continue to languish in solitude.


What a vast desert without shadow or water! Listen, Andreas, a man cannot open up even to his neighbour. That is the tragedy of all my lonely souls who, parallel to their conventional, publicly visible lives, live terrible, painful, secret existences. They are silent sufferers. In your previous life, Andreas, you would have judged that state of men and women ashamed by their desolate, destructive silences as repression, quite professionally, according to the books, yet in that silence life does not stop, it does not end, but gradually expires, becomes paralysed, continues to languish in secret, in darkness. Such a life in a glasshouse, a life of isolation, is a life of suffering. You know that now, Andreas. All that is needed is to be, to exist! Write, Andreas, write it down.



A quoi bon? A quoi bon? Andreas Ban asks Estaunié. Or perhaps he does not ask anyone, because there is no-one, perhaps he just mumbles and catches his breath.

Then Conrad, that depressive who tries to kill himself but refrains, leaps up in front of Andreas Ban:


Who knows what true loneliness is – not the conventional word, but the naked terror? To the lonely themselves it wears a mask. The most miserable outcast hugs some memory or some illusion. That’s how I survived.

Oh come now, Conrad, says Andreas Ban. What memory, which illusion. Memories are illusions, and illusions are elusive. Couéism is for idiots. Only the blind (and the insane) chant the mantra: Tous les jours à tous points de vue je vais de mieux en mieux.1



Andreas Ban still reads, less and less now, but still. He seeks confirmation of his discoveries even though to him the situation is clear. He reads discourses on Dürer’s “Melencolia”, that engraving from 1514, of which Benjamin affirms that it represents the deadening of emotions, a high degree of sadness. But he is not sad, Andreas Ban. I’m not sad, he says. Dürer’s inconsolable angel evokes compassion in him, not identification. It is only that landscape, that landscape with the transcendent sea in the distance that disturbs Andreas Ban. That is my vista, he says, and glances towards his already rotten closed shutters. That’s it, end game, he says. Benjamin believes that there is “enigmatic wisdom” in each object in Dürer’s cataclysmic world; Andreas does not. Foolishness, says Andreas Ban, shuts the book and puts Dürer away.

Andreas Ban knows that the impasse he is finding it increasingly hard to cope with did not arrive overnight, it slunk into his days quietly and gradually, following his footsteps like a shadow, until he tripped over it. Ah, the disharmony, the collision of what had been and what is now, what a mess. That is why he is now standing, leafing, leafing through himself, through those close to him, through his surroundings, and before their final erasure all kinds of things leap out. Secrets that fall at his feet, uninvited, and outlines of the past, whose edges he endeavours to sharpen by squinting, shreds of memory that land, singed, on his shoulders, little sparks of joy under which he rests, imagining that they are small fireworks (or soft waterfalls). And then, like an immense deadly wave, he is flooded with unbearable irritation, fury and impotence.
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