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MY DEAR COGOI, to tell the truth I’m not so sure that no one is able to write a man’s life as well as he can, even though I was the one who wrote that. Of course, that sentence has a question mark. In fact, if I remember correctly—so many years have passed, a century, the world around us was young, a verdant, dewy-eyed dawn, still it was already a prison—if I remember correctly, that question mark, hauling all the rest along with it, was the very first thing I actually wrote down. When Dr. Ross urged me to write those pages for the yearbook, I would have liked to send him a batch of pages with just a nice big question mark and nothing else—it would have been the honest thing to do—but I didn’t want to be impolite toward him, kindly and benevolent as he was, unlike the others, and then too it wasn’t a good idea to irritate someone who could oust you from a comfortable niche, like the editorial office of the penal colony almanac, and send you to that hellhole, Port Arthur, where if you sat down to rest for even just a second, worn out from the rocks and icy water, you’d feel the cat-o’-nine-tails on your back.

So I only wrote the first sentence in front of that question mark, rather than my entire life … mine, his, whoever’s. Life, our grammar teacher Pistorius used to say—accompanying the Latin citations with calm, sonorous gestures in that room hung with red that darkened and faded away toward evening, childhood’s embers glowing in the shadows—life is not a declaration or a statement but an interjection, a punctuation mark, a conjunction, at most an adverb. In any case, never one of the so-called principal parts of speech—“Are you sure that’s what he said?”—Oh … you’re right, Doctor, it’s possible that … perhaps it wasn’t he who used that expression, it must have been Miss Perich, subsequently Perini, the teacher in Fiume, but later on, much later.

Besides, that initial question can’t be taken seriously since it implicitly contains the commonly known response, like a question in a sermon posed to the faithful in a rising tone. “Who so able to write a man’s life as the living man himself?” No one, of course, you can almost hear the congregation murmur in response to the preacher. If there’s one thing I’ve grown used to, it’s rhetorical questions, ever since I wrote the sermons for Reverend Blunt, who paid me half a shilling apiece, in the prison in Newgate, while he played cards with the guards and waited for me to come and play too, that way he frequently got his half shilling back—nothing strange about that, I was in there mainly because I had lost everything gambling.

But at least there, in that cell, as I wrote those bogus questions inside those grimy walls, it was I who formulated them, even though it was the Reverend who later trumpeted them from the pulpit, whereas elsewhere, everywhere, before and after, for years and years in saecula saeculorum, it was others who shouted them in my ears instead: “So then, that mayhem in Iceland was caused by you and you alone, just like that, for the sake of those godforsaken devils with their rickets and ringworm, no one helped you turn His Majesty’s seas into a shambles, did they, so you fessed up without thinking that you were lined up there with others to listen to the speech of the new prison commander,” down comes the cat-o’-nine-tails, “so you don’t recognize the face of that Communist, you never saw him before, and those flyers appeared in your pocket by some miracle,” here come the kicks and blows, “so then you’re not a spy, not a traitor intent on sabotage, pretending to be a comrade, the free socialist Yugoslavia of the workers, maybe you’re an Italian Fascist pig who wants to recover Istria and Fiume,” down goes your head in the shithole or scurry as fast as you can between the rows of convicts, forced to beat you as hard as they can, shouting “Tito Partija! Tito and the Party!” as you run by—but where are those shouts coming from, what an uproar, I can’t hear a thing anymore, whose ear is this, deafened, stunned, out of order, it must have been a wallop and if someone packed it, someone certainly caught it, me or somebody else.

There, it’s over, the roaring is subsiding. That too was a rhetorical question; it’s my ear, this one here, seeing that you, Dr. Ulcigrai, are bending over the other one, the left one, when you ask me “So then, your real name is supposedly Jorgen and you say you wrote this,” showing me that old tattered book that I found in that bookshop on Salamanca Place in Hobart Town. At least you don’t raise your hand to me, on the contrary, you’re very kind, you don’t take offence even when I call you Cogoi, and you don’t keep on asking me the same questions over and over again. If I don’t answer, you let it go, but the fact remains that you asked me and it’s pointless because you already know the truth, or think you know it, which is one and the same, and in any case you already know my answer, when I answer you—otherwise you suggest it to me, you put the words in my mouth.

An unwavering, firm response, essentially; at times, I admit, a bit confused as to the details. But what can you expect with all this coming and going, with so many things that pile up, years and countries and oceans and prisons and faces and events and thoughts and more prisons, and slashed evening skies gushing blood, and injuries and escapes and defeats … Life, so many lives, can’t be held together. On top of it all, when you’re worn out from relentless interrogations, you have even more trouble putting things in order, many times you don’t recognize your own voice and your own heart. Why, every so often, do you make me repeat your questions, playing that tape backward and forward? Maybe it’s to impress them on me more, I understand, it’s true that I sometimes get confused, but that way I get even more confused, hearing your words spoken by my voice. In any case, the more you’re questioned the less able you are to respond—you start contradicting yourself, they say, then they drive you even further into a corner, by hook or by crook, depending on their skill.

I don’t exactly know what contradicting yourself means, but you can certainly fall into it, that’s for sure. And then you disappear, soap shavings sucked up by eddies of water in a drain—here in the Southern Hemisphere the water in the bathtub whirls around the hole counter-clockwise, for us up there though it’s the reverse, clockwise. It’s a physical law, I read, they call it the Coriolis effect—marvellous symmetries of Nature, a quadrille in which one couple advances and the other retreats, both bow when it is their turn and the dance never misses a beat. One person dies, another is born, a line of infantry on a hill is mowed down by a barrage of artillery fire, other troops and flags gain the crest of the hill shortly afterwards, and a barrage mows them down in turn. “So then it all evens out …” Yes, give and take, victory and defeat, the penal swimming hole of Goli Otok and ocean bathing later on those same magnificent beaches of the Adriatic island, communism that freed us from the Lager and put us in a Gulag where we held out in the name of Comrade Stalin, who meanwhile put our other comrades in the Gulags.

“Accounts even out, and although blood stains the ledgers, it doesn’t erase the figures or the final zero, what the assets and liabilities add up to.” If anyone can say that, it’s me, having spent so many years in jail in this same city that I had founded years earlier, with its houses, its church and even its jail, at a time when there were only black swans and whales in this immense estuary of Derwent, where you can’t tell where the river ends and where the sea begins, in this great void in which there is nothing until the nothingness of Antarctica and the South Pole—whales that had never felt a harpoon plant itself in their backs, causing the blood to spurt high in the air like water spouting from their blowholes. The first whale was harpooned by me, Jorgen Jorgensen, King of Iceland and a convict, forced to build cities and jails, even my own jail, Romulus who ends up a slave in Rome. But all these whirlwinds that scatter the dust of the dead and of the living are of little importance. What is critical, Dr. Ulcigrai, is that I can answer your pleonastic questions accurately as far as the essentials go, because I know who I am, who I was, who we are.

What do you mean by that—“I know better”—You? Yes, I see, you’re convinced of it. The entire truth is contained in that folder you keep in the file cabinet—it wasn’t difficult to remove it without anyone noticing, right under your nose. Child’s play for someone who has spent his life being spied on, followed, written up and blacklisted, who’s had files kept on him by the police, the Lager, the hospital, OVRA, the Civil Guard, the Gestapo, the UDBA, the penitentiary, the Mental Health Centre, and has had to make the documents vanish each time. Even if it means swallowing them; or in any case shredding them, before they discover you. The folder is back there now, taken and returned to its place without anyone noticing.—Especially since none of you looks at those documents anymore, since you’ve become so modernized and all you have to do is press a key to know everything there is to know. In any case, the folder is in the file cabinet and in my head as well, even if it’s you who claim to control and construe my head. Mental Health Centre of Barcola, summary of the clinical file of Cippico—also Cipiko, Čipiko—Salvatore, admitted March 27, 1992, after a prior emergency hospitalization a month earlier. That may be. It’s been so long … Repatriated from Australia, formerly temporarily domiciled at the home of Antonio Miletti-Miletich in Trieste, Via Molino a Vapore 2. Fantastic, I tricked you. The main thing is to change your name and give a false address. They have a mania for labelling you once and for all, for sticking you in a neat loculus even now, name surname and address engraved by the undertakers for all time, and instead you mix up the names, dates, numbers … Some you leave as they are, correct, others you scramble a little, so they can’t make head or tail of it and won’t know where to go looking for you. It’s just fine with me if they think I’m up there in Barcola, with my head right side up, looking across the Gulf of Trieste at Istria, the cathedral of Pirano and Punta Salvore, that way it won’t occur to anyone down here, at the Antipodes, to look for me among those standing on their heads.

Born in Hobart Town, in Tasmania, on April 10, 1910. If you say so. Widowed—gross mistake. Married. Marriage is indissoluble, it doesn’t give a damn about death, yours or mine. Usual occupation, none—actually yes, in fact, convict. And interrogee. Has held several jobs in the past. In Australia appears to have worked as a turner, then as a typographer at the printing office of the Communist Party in Annandale, Sydney, and as a journalist for Il Risveglio and La Riscossa in the same city. A member of the Anti-Fascist League of Sydney since 1928 and the Matteotti Circle of Melbourne, a militant activist, involved in the Russell Street riots in Melbourne in 1929 and those in Townsville in 1931. Deported from Australia in 1932, he returned to Italy, where earlier as a boy he had lived with his father, between the end of the First World War and the advent of Fascism. How satisfied you seem to be, reading all this, Doctor, you’d think it was your work, you aren’t even aware of those erasures and touch-ups.

Thanks to you, not to me; I’m somewhat inept when it comes to using that contraption, with all those keys, and if they hadn’t told me that it’s called a PC, like that other one, the Party, I wouldn’t even have tried it. Computer psychotherapy, new technological treatments for mental disorders. It’s so much easier to break into a file cabinet this way. All it takes is a couple of key strokes, instead of all that wheedling to distract the dragon and steal the treasure, and it’s you who step into that file, into your life, and rewrite or reinvent it however you like.—Well, just a few modifications to dates and places plus a disguised name or two, modest alterations, no sense in overdoing it, then too I wouldn’t even have been capable of it. Anyway I don’t have many objections to that chart of mine. So then, where were we …

Worked for a time as a clerk in the Monfalcone shipyard and at the Sidarma shipping company. Fired after being arrested for propaganda and anti-Fascist activities. Activist in the underground Communist Party. Arrested a number of times. Confirmed. Took part in the war in Spain. A soldier in Yugoslavia; after September 8, a partisan. Deported to Dachau. In 1947, emigrated to Yugoslavia along with two thousand “Monfalconesi” who went there to construct socialism. Worked in the Fiume shipyards.

After the split between Tito and Stalin, was arrested by the Yugoslavians as a Cominform supporter and deported in 1949 to the Gulag of Goli Otok, the Naked or Bald Island in the Gulf of Quarnero. Like the others, was subjected to bestial, back-breaking labour, torture and cruelty. His delirious disorders and pronounced delusions of persecution likely date back to that time. I’d like to see you, Dr. Ulcigrai, after undergoing that kind of treatment, Dachau and Goli Otok, a double dose of intensive therapy. Next of kin to be notified, none. That’s right, none. Apart from everything else, it would be risky if anyone were to be notified about me—sooner or later somebody is liable to snitch, maybe convinced he’s doing the right thing because they told him you’re an enemy of the people, a traitor.

Emigrated to Australia in 1951. An exceptionally strong constitution. Scarring from osseous tuberculosis contracted at Dachau. Other scars on various parts of the body. A mythomaniac tendency to exaggerate his misfortunes. Easy to say, for someone who hasn’t been inside for even a day. Paranoid thoughts—right, after having been in all the Lagers in the world I have a mania about thinking they’re out to get me. Obsessed by deportation to Goli Otok at the hands of the Yugoslavians in 1949. Maybe you’re wondering about the reason for this obsession, another brilliant rhetorical question …

Still, I like those rhetorical questions—it must have been Reverend Blunt who told me that’s what they’re called—because they teach you that questions never have an answer, unless you already have one in mind and state it yourself, as you often do, putting words in my mouth, but then it’s pointless to bother asking. Though perhaps not, it’s good to hear someone answer what you already know; it’s only your own voice you’re hearing, like when you’re shouting in the wind up there on the ship’s mast. The shout is lost at sea, you’re the only one who heard what you shouted, but you’re not too sure it’s your voice, maybe a gust of wind brought you someone else’s, shouted from the top of another vessel that has vanished over the horizon, like the many I saw vanish in the years I spent at sea; the ship ploughs swiftly ahead, leaving behind voices rising from the deck and from the hold, birds that circle above the stern and are then left behind, lost. For a while you can still make them out, those voices, then it becomes an indistinct shrieking, the wind smacks you in the face and the wings of birds flap in your ears, voices, shouts, words, all one unruly, whipped-up swarm in your head.

Whomever it belongs to, a voice is nonetheless a solace after hours and hours of being alone in a dark, fetid cell or up there on the mast, amid heavy seas that surge up, impervious, cannonades of spray against walls of cloud. There’s quite a bit of shouting, alone or in a crowd—no, you’re never alone, someone’s always on your back—but there’s never anyone to answer when you ask for something you need. They all keep quiet then, like Sir George who remains silent when he receives my entreaties to forward my Petition for Pardon to London, after so many years in the penal colony down here.

I even mention Achilles and Agamemnon in there—as I read in that book I wrote, I bring them up saying that only kings and heroes like them require a Homer to sing their deeds—in order to make an impression on the governor and those at the Van Diemen’s Land Company. They should get it through their heads, and keep in mind, that not only can I handle an axe to repair the blade of an oar or cut a road through the forest—even better than many other convicts—but I can also wield a pen; it’s true that I set sail when I was fourteen years old on an English collier carrying coal from Newcastle to Copenhagen and sailed for four years between London and the Baltic, but I’ve read my share of books—and even written them—and I know the ancients maybe even better than our chaplain Bobby Knopwood knows the Bible.

But with this lot it’s a waste of effort. The only books they’re capable of reading are the company ledgers, with those fine profits resulting from its monopoly, and the Admiralty’s registries. Comrade Blasich—Professor Blasich, who taught high school—was a swine and sent me to that hellhole Goli Otok on purpose I think, but at least, with his Greek and Latin, he was able to appreciate culture; besides, the Party has always admired intellectuals and taught us to admire them, even when it silenced them, maybe forever.—But what difference does it make now, why are you asking me about Blasich, that’s a different story, what do I have to do with it, let me catch my breath, don’t confuse me, I’m confused enough as it is, like everyone else, for that matter …

Just let me finish, I was talking about Achilles and Agamemnon, who have a Homer conveniently at hand to sum up their exploits, while I have to do it all on my own, live, fight, lose and write. And it’s only fitting. It would be unseemly if they had to also start recapping the day—what with their battles, divine apparitions and the downfall of lineages and cities; it would be like requiring them to personally aid the wounded and bury the dead. They have slaves devoted to Aesculapius and gravediggers for that, just as they have stewards who cut their meat for dinner, and a bard who sings at the end of the meal and puts their lives in order, while they listen to him all sluggish and somnolent.

Right, somnolence is a regal quality. Things drift away, muffled as though under a blanket of snow; do whatever has to be done, even kill or die, but indifferently. The rich, the powerful, possess this beatific unconcern, and we scum of the earth are here to shatter it for them, yet I too possess this sovereign virtue, and that’s why I’m still here, regardless of all the things that have fallen upon me, always, since I was a child, like the ceiling of the Hall of Knights, the walls and heavy portraits enveloped by flames in the fire at the Royal Palace of Christiansborg in Copenhagen, and there I am, indifferent to the blaze and the destruction, to the Black Tower that collapses with a roar, to the embers raining down on me; a child, but already regally lethargic amid the bedlam of the catastrophe, I who later reigned in Iceland for three weeks, indifferent as well to the ridiculous brevity of my reign, king only by virtue of this somnolence, which has protected my heart from the sharp hostility of things … What’s that? No, Doctor, don’t delude yourself, those pills and medications of yours have nothing to do with it, this calm is my own doing—as for the rest, however, galley slave, common seaman, convict, sentenced to manage the sails, fell trees in the forest, split rocks, quarry sand in the icy sea, write and …

And that rabble questions the opening sentence of my autobiography—which I wrote just for them, because Dr. Ross wanted it for the Hobart Town Almanack. That anonymous busybody, who takes pleasure in provoking me with messages that mimic me, when you bring us into the lab and let us fool around in front of those screens, never answers my questions, but merely repeats what I say. He repeated that sentence too and immediately found fault with it. Of course it isn’t true, nobody can recount his own life or know himself. A person doesn’t know what his voice sounds like; it’s others who recognize it and distinguish it. It’s you who know when it’s me speaking, just as I know you, all of you, them, not-me. How could Achilles recount his own wrath? That furious delirium, for him, is something that tightens your guts and makes your lips tremble with rage, like when you vomit because the ship is pitching in the waves, or because you drank too much, like my Norah used to do at the Waterloo Inn, and elsewhere, when she was allowed to leave the penal colony—me too, okay, but she was my wife and the only way to show my respect for her in front of all those people who snickered in the tavern, since by now they knew how it would end up once she began drinking, was to get drunk along with her. To have and to hold, for better or for worse, till death do us part, that was our course, the course we travelled together, a man and a woman in chains. But when I put that mob in its place, I couldn’t really say if I was a man fighting for his honour, standing up to misfortune’s unspeakable indecency, or just a drunken sot who fails to finish his sentences and tries to answer in kind to the louts who deride him and bow to him, calling him King of Iceland.

Yes, Doctor, we’ll talk about that Iceland story, of course I want to talk about it, the best story of my life. I see that it’s of great interest, there are many people, even on that monitor of yours, who want to hear it and perhaps retell it in their own way. It’s when I read that story that I understood who I am—when I reread it, since I also wrote it. I know, Hooker wrote it too, the great scientist who was part of the expedition and who honoured me with his friendship, even though, to tell the whole truth, he bungled the passages about my exploits a bit and falsified the story of that great revolution—they all falsify the revolution, tarnishing with their spite and lies those who tried to liberate the world. That’s why I had to write the true story of those events myself, my own story—but all in good time, Iceland too, let’s not tangle up the threads, which are already too entwined. I do my best, but it’s difficult to keep a multitude of things in order.

Even I don’t always understand what happens to me and what goes through my mind, though I have to continually take up my pen to rectify the inaccuracies and lies written about me by everyone, from that unknown who took it upon himself to reprint my book on the Christian religion as a religion of nature, adding a slanderous biography of me in his own hand, to those venomous articles, all false, that appeared in Borba, in La Voce del Popolo, and who knows where else. I know, later they had second thoughts, they all change their mind when it’s too late. But meanwhile … Lies about me, about us. That we were Stalin’s agents, or Fascists in disguise, and that it wasn’t the Party which sent us to Yugoslavia, which told us and made us repeat that Tito was a traitor to the revolution, that he had sold out to the West. And when I came back from Goli Otok, many comrades acted as if nothing had happened; on the contrary, they conspired so that no one, at least in our area, would give me a shred of work, and so I went down there, I came back down here, to the other side of the globe, to my Tasmania. It was also called Van Diemen’s Land, but earlier on, at another time.

At least I think so. I’m not sure, even though I sorted out the events and chronologies, that is, although I wrote and now retell and repeat the true and faithful story of my life as I write it or dictate it to this recorder, when we talk together. Naturally all of you will then capture it in your net and transcribe it however you want on those small screens of yours, in fact I thank you for this URL that you assigned me. I don’t really know what that acronym means, but I like the word site. “Three sailors go to Egypt / oh what a fine site / they go to see …” Do you know that song? It was sung in our region once. If you want, I’ll sing it for you, so you can record it. Of course later you’ll write whatever you want, however you want; when I press the keys like you taught me and read or listen to it again, I always discover new things. No, it doesn’t bother me, don’t worry. In fact, as far as I’m concerned …

It doesn’t matter so much if I’m unable to see it, my life, just as I can’t see myself while I drank and ranted in the tavern, at the Waterloo Inn. When I write, and even now when I think back on it, I hear a kind of buzzing, blathered words that I can barely understand, gnats droning around a table lamp, that I have to continually swat away with my hand, so as not to lose the thread.

It’s nothing new, right? That too is written on the chart. Hears voices that repeat what he’s thinking. It’s true, I hear them. And you don’t, Doctor. Stereotypical hallucinations. Delusion disorders. It doesn’t upset me, I’m used to insults. Displays—I display—a lively intelligence, but with an evident ideo-affective dissociation that disturbs his spatio-temporal orientation, mental images that he fails to place in the context of his own existential experience but tends to elaborate in a delirious fiction. He is not at all reluctant to recount it, either orally, on the recorder, or in writing; sometimes even on the computer, which he manages to use a little, with some help, along with the others during the computer psychotherapy sessions. He seems convinced that he is still in Australia, and above all that he is the clone of a certain Jorgen Jorgensen, a deported adventurer who died in Tasmania in the mid-nineteenth century, whose autobiography he sometimes says he read and sometimes claims he wrote—as though you couldn’t write and then read the same book, what an idea!

And even if I had read it before writing it, it wouldn’t change anything. It’s so difficult to determine what comes first and what comes later, Goli Otok, Dachau or Port Arthur; suffering is always in the present, here and now. He has—I’m said to have—the feeling that he’s not been told the truth about his origins. I’d like to see how you’d feel, Doctor, if they told you when and why you started being a traitor, if they claimed to tell you what you did and what you planned to do, your past and future offences, like the UDBA agents claimed to explain to me—even you think you know who I am and who I’m not better than I do. Your, that is my, Nosological History, Doc. No. 485, is indeed a fine fiction …

Not that I don’t have my problems. When in Newgate, amidst that thieving, murderous scum—though I made them respect me from the outset, I had after all witnessed and doled out death on the deck of the Admiral Juhl or the Surprize, under the Danish flag and the British flag—when I wrote about the truth of our religion revealed in the Scriptures and in nature, in that cell in Newgate where I had been unjustly thrown by the judges of His Majesty George IV, I realized that prophets hear the word of God, that it comes to them as tremendous, a thunderclap in their ears, and that to tell it to others they turn around, addressing those left at the foot of the mountain, looking down like Reverend Blunt from the pulpit when he preaches in the prison chapel, and they repeat it, but that word, spoken through their mouths, comes out muffled, distorted, it is no longer the word of God but of someone else.

That’s what happens to me when I encounter the words I use to try to recount my experiences; I don’t seem to recognize them anymore, neither the words nor the events. Who is it who’s throwing these globs of mud in my mouth, “bay” “bojkot” “revolution,” words, a pie in the face, what a funny taste they have, I can’t guess what it is, better to swallow them whole, get them down quickly … Sir George, the enlightened governor of our Austral colony, once said, in a benevolent tone, that my adventures seemed incredible to him, and I too am beginning to have trouble believing them; when I think about them, they come back up as if regurgitated, who knows what a face I make when I feel them weighing on my stomach.

It’s been raining since yesterday, an incessant rain that hammers the eucalyptus leaves and the ferns, shiny and bright in the murky, humid air, an insurmountable wall of water, and everything is on the other side, the faces, the voices, the years … Istria too, up there, is on the other side, in another world, it’s strange how from here I seem to see it so clearly, so near, like when you look at it from the coast of Barcola, but then it vanishes, dissolves … There were scores of black swans, that day we sailed up the estuary of the Derwent River on the Lady Nelson, a century ago, maybe two, flocks of black swans in the sky, and occasionally I would shoot one down. The meat had a pungent, gamy taste, I threw a few scraps to the convicts in chains, whom we had come to drop off and who were chewing their hardtack. The banks of the Derwent River were covered with clumps of drenched, shiny grass, waterfalls and cataracts white as snow plunged into the river from great heights, their fine particles glinting in the sunlight, rotted logs got trapped in coves of brownish water formed by the meandering current, a kangaroo ran off into the bush. A forest brimming with confusion stood where Hobart Town now stands, the light filtered in and disappeared like birds in the tangle of branches, fungi and lichens clung to giant trees a thousand years old.

It was there in that bay, at Risdon Cove, that we landed, that we put ashore the convicts sentenced to forced labour; that’s how Hobart Town was born. I remember the day perfectly, September 9, 1803. I went to check my autobiography and I’m glad to see that this date is reported accurately, it shows the author’s diligence and meticulousness. Hobart Town, the first civilian, military and penal colony of Van Diemen’s Land. Above all penal. Every city is founded on blood; it’s not surprising that the Risdon Creek massacre occurred a short time later, perhaps the Aboriginal who climbed naked on the Lady Nelson that first day to trade us his spear for a roasted swan may have been among those massacred.

I’m just saying that, since afterwards no one bothered to find out how things really went; even our Reverend Knopwood turned a blind eye. Everyone always turns a blind eye to these things, massacres I mean. Nelson did too, when he continued to bombard my Copenhagen for hours and hours after the Danish fleet, trapped in the strait, had been sunk; the city, battered and in flames, had raised the white flag and Admiral Parker himself, the British commander, had sent a ceasefire signal.

But Nelson brings the spyglass to his blindfolded eye, observes the carnage with the wrong eye, the blind one, and sees only the black patch, no white flag, I’m damned if I see it, the shells continue to fall on people who no longer defend themselves, then come the surrender ceremonies, admirals and dignitaries in full dress, swords handed over and magnanimously returned, a blindfold is convenient, it helps you close an eye to the slaughter.

Butchery down here and up there, the aurora borealis and the aurora australis herald the same bloody sun and everyone exalts the rising day, so much the worse for those for whom it no longer rises. The rising sun … History, the Party taught us, or rather the bloody prehistoric times in which we live and will continue to live until the world is redeemed by the ultimate revolution, has a tragic need to combat barbarism with barbarous acts. And so it’s hard to tell anymore who is the barbarian, Tito or Stalin, us or them, Nelson or Bonaparte. That one ended up in St. Helena—I put ashore there more than once—and I, King of Iceland, wound up here, I’m not exactly sure where. “Don’t worry, as long as someone knows, it doesn’t matter who, someone who’s heard about the voyage and the disastrous return.”

Who would have thought at the time, when we transported the convicts here, that so many years later I too would come here in chains, like them—in chains, so to speak, they never put me in irons on the ship that carried all those wretches here from London, I was a prisoner on the Woodman but they made me act as surgeon and eat with the officers. But I would never have believed that one day I would return to Hobart Town that way, as a convict, back when I harpooned the first whale in the bay ever to be hunted and killed in those parts since the day of Creation. The bay was a favourite of the whales; they came to play and splash about, thinking it was still the dawn of time, that blissful era at the beginning when there was no harpoon to fear, and instead harpoons have been stabbing and slashing and causing blood to spout since time immemorial. The world is old, everything is old; even those increasingly fewer Aborigines are decrepit, a race that should have already disappeared at the time of the Flood. Nature was distracted, but we arrived on the scene to correct her inattention.

I continued harpooning whales on the Alexander as well, during its return to London from Hobart Town—it took us nearly twenty months, because we encountered a terrible wind at Cape Horn that blew us off course, forcing us to sail three thousand miles farther than expected, passing through Otaheiti, St. Helena and along the Brazilian coast, in an ocean that was never-ending. Now the rain conceals everything, streams of water dense as a palisade and long, pendulous eucalyptus leaves obscure the view toward the sea, but the sea is there behind it, boundless, an immense nightfall that descends over things—by contrast, as a boy in Copenhagen, when I went to see the ships at Nyhavn, the wind in the rigging making the flags flap, the smell of the sea and that luminous blue sky were like a fresh, breezy morning, calling you to run away from home.

I know, Doctor, I know what young Hooker said, pathetically trying to follow his illustrious father along the paths of science, botany in particular. That I talk nonsense and make up stories, too many kangaroos and too many whales, even Cape Horn rounded too many times, not to mention the plagiarism. And what am I supposed to have plagiarized, his father’s book on Iceland? Aside from the fact that, if anything, he’s the one who used my unpublished and conveniently missing diary; no one knows better than I, having had to endure it unjustly, how futile the accusation of plagiarism is. Can there possibly be anything that isn’t copied? However, when I decided to write my story that time it’s because it didn’t seem right to me, as I note at the outset, humbly relying on God’s mercy and the readers’ charitable hearts, that—wait, here it is—“that my sad but instructive vicissitudes might descend unwept into the darkness of a long, silent night …”
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SO THEN, you want to know if my name is Tore. I see there are a lot of you asking me that. Do I know what online means?— Aye-aye, captain. English is still the language of the seas and even Argo, as you decided to call this contraption, just to be funny, is the name of a ship. Of the ship. Navigare necesse est, it was even written on the pamphlet giving us directions on how to become Cybernauts. Although I prefer the tape recorder, as you can see; yes, I like using my voice, especially when I want to tell someone to go screw himself. Like you now, all of you so quick to pressure a poor devil with indiscreet questions, spying on him, never letting him out of your sight. Right, Argo is also the name of that dragon with a hundred eyes … Still, I’m not so sure that there are really so many of you, maybe you’re alone too, there on the other side, and don’t want anyone to know who you really are—“Hang on, in this game, seeking the truth is not allowed. However, you like to interrogate, but when it comes to responding …”—Oh all right, my name is also Tore (Salvatore) Cippico-Čipiko (Cipico), and for that matter I had other names as well, it should be obvious, during those years of underground fighting. A far cry from chatroom screen names. Even Commander Carlos, Carlos Contreras, founder of the glorious Fifth Regiment, nucleus of the Spanish Republican Army—No pasarán, we shouted, they shall not pass, then they broke through, but it cost them dearly, inch by inch, Viva la muerte, they shouted, and we doled it out to many of them, that death, and we weren’t afraid to take it—even Carlos, who had lived in the blissful shadow of the sword, accustomed to no longer being able to distinguish his own blood, spilled liberally and fearlessly, from that of others—even Commander Carlos had a great many names, when the Party sent him around the world in the name of the revolution, and in fact was supposed to send him down here as well, to organize the Australian Communist movement. When he tried in vain to organize a mutiny of the sailors in Spalato and Pola against Tito and we were in the Gulag of Goli Otok subjected to kroz stroj, by then instead he was called only by his humble real name, Vittorio Vidali.

So then, my name is Salvatore—like Jason, Comrade Blasich said mockingly, a healer, one who saves, a physician familiar with the drugs of life and death. History is an intensive care unit and it’s easy to get the dose wrong and send patients you hoped to save to the other world. Salvatore; Tore, in dialect, to my friends. Salvatore Čipiko, then Cippico, in the twenties, after we had returned to Europe, and Trieste, Fiume, Istria and the Quarnero islands had become Italian, the Vattovaz had become Vattovani and the Ivanĉić Di Giovanni or at least Ivancich, all Slavic names rinsed clean as they should be, the Isonzo and Jadransko More filtered and purified in the Arno.

I had other names as well, which was customary in underground combat.—“Yes, Nevèra, Strijèla and …”—Enough. You all know everything about me, so many spies against one single man … This PC controls the world even better than that other one, of course, the old PC has been seized up since who knows when. History presses a key and the Party disappears; I disappeared with it but now I press a key and delete those curious strangers who want to know my names. Jorgen’s name was given to me not by a Party cell but by another one, still a cell, but a different kind—but all in due course. Port Arthur, a century and a half ago, Dachau and Goli Otok, yesterday, today. Be careful with those keys; otherwise you end up deleting some passage and then you’re lost, you don’t know who it is who’s speaking, whom that voice belongs to—when it changes on its own, and comes out differently, from your throat and from who knows where, even you don’t recognize it—

However, that’s your problem. We’re willing to talk in any case. We wanted to talk even before, only no one wanted to hear us. Even you must have known little or nothing about it, Dr. Ulcigrai, if, as I saw in that file of mine, you had to borrow some studies about that forgotten old atrocity to understand it. That’s the real Nosological History, not mine—it’s History that’s sick, that’s taken leave of its senses, not me. Or maybe I’m crazy because I was under the illusion that I could heal it, crazy like all healers, like you, like Jason, who for a sheepskin provokes destruction and horrendous crimes and madness …

Take notes, Doctor, fill out the chart, explain kroz stroj to your assistants, that ingenious, atrocious system that puts prisoners at the mercy of their companions of misfortune, to torment one another as cruelly as they can in order to ingratiate themselves with their superiors … Maybe even try it among yourselves, that way you’ll understand better. Write it down, if you want I’ll dictate, but write it. Maybe if you had done it then, when they were slaughtering and torturing us, with everyone deaf and dumb; the screams didn’t carry across the expanse of sea, they didn’t even reach Arbe, the island closest to Goli Otok, that infernal Naked Island. Bald too, they call it. Well, Arbe too had had its hell, when the Italians chose it to slaughter the Slavs …

I hope you understood that story well. How we went to Yugoslavia, in 1947, to help that country, which had been liberated from the Nazis, construct communism, how we left our homes, in Monfalcone, for that reason and sacrificed everything, we who already bore the brand of Fascist torturers of half the world on our flesh, and how soon afterwards, when Stalin and Tito began to go at one another, the Yugoslavians accused us of being Stalin’s spies, traitors of Yugoslavia, enemies of the people, and they deported, tortured, massacred us on that island, without anyone knowing, or wanting to know anything about it … You see, I was in Dachau, I risked my life to eliminate all the Dachaus from the face of the earth. Dachau is the culmination, the unparalleled apogee of evil, but at least everyone knew immediately what Dachau was, who the murderers were and who the victims, while at Goli Otok it was our comrades who massacred us and called us traitors, while still other comrades didn’t want to know anything about it, gagging our mouths and plugging other people’s ears. And if nobody’s listening, it makes no difference whether you keep quiet or speak out; even raving to yourself in the street, gesturing and grimacing, doesn’t mean much.

It took another sudden reversal for anyone to remember that story and that disaster, an even bigger reversal, which rocked the world and the future and dealt me a final blow, relegating our red flags to the attic and throwing a bucket of water on our blood that had been shed for everyone. It’s clear that when things blow up, tongues are loosened and ears unplugged. Talking is nonetheless a consolation when the revolution, for which you’ve lived through the centuries and years of your life, is a wrinkle of a burst balloon twisted on the ground and those shrivelled rubbers are what’s left of your life. Now I’m the one who’s talking, it’s up to me, a wornout rag used since time immemorial to wipe the bottom of the hold and scrape the dirt from under History’s fingernails. This old rag, hung on the rigging, flaps and flutters in the wind; if it’s drenched in blood it looks even better, a red flag, nicer looking than that blue one with the three white stockfish that we hoisted in Reykjavík, We Jorgensen, His Excellency the protector of Iceland, Commanderin-Chief by Sea and Land, for three weeks, then back in irons again, like so many other times.

It’s good to talk. You yourself know it, Dr. Ulcigrai, that’s why you stimulate me with those questions of yours—discreet, barely suggested, just to stir up the waters. The words rise, get clogged up, mingled with saliva, they smell like breath. Talking, coughing, gasping—you could easily ruin your lungs in Port Arthur or Goli Otok, in those cold, fetid cells, subjected to torture. The words spill out. The water surges against the manhole cover and overflows, rusty-brown, in the street, like that day in Trieste in the rain, as I was going up Via Madonnina to Party headquarters and the abyss of my life.

When you talk, and everything repeats on you, the memories the horrors the fear the prison stench the stomach acid, you delude yourself that those words are something more than the scars you feel on your face, than the obscure throbbing of your body being consumed and whose consumption they describe, than the silent catastrophes that occur in the cells and in the blood cells, daily hecatombs of neurons, appalling like those in the Lagers and Gulags recounted by those who survived the Leviathans who pulverized them, broken vessels that turn into small bluish splotches under the skin, much smaller and shorter lived than those inflicted by the torturers in the Lager from which we did or did not return, ready to sacrifice ourselves for the future, for a life that doesn’t exist, and throw our present into the ovens of all the infernos, the only life we had and would have in the billions of years between the big bang and the final collapse, not only of the revolution but of everything.

Immersed in shadows that begin imperceptibly and make the body, that shell that is given a first and last name or a concentration camp serial number, into a dark underground cell, like those in which so many of us ended up, when the world became the prison’s isolation cell, the murk of the shithole down which the jailer stuck our head—In these shadows, viscous as the prison walls, we deceive ourselves that words are of another world, free messengers pronouncing a judgment on the executioner which is higher than that of his puppet court and which are capable of passing through the prison walls like angels, off to tell the truth about what has been and proclaim good tidings of what is to come.

Perhaps, at some point, the survivor who is happy to talk remembers when, undergoing torture, the no he meant to say, the suppressed groan and the reflux of blood running down his chin were all one thing, and he’s afraid that words too are merely a regurgitation of flesh that can no longer stand it, a death rattle, a burp and nothing more. But then he thinks that the dizziness is a deception, one of the Lager’s tricks to bend you and throw that which most sustains you into confusion, and that he must therefore resist as he did then, say no and sing the Internationale, which is not a scream but the song of a world in which there will be less screaming from pain. And so he resumes talking, recounting—to anyone, to you, to those maniacs on the Net, to me—because a man cannot live without words and without faith in words; to lose that faith is to surrender, to give up. But I …—“To abdicate though, like in Iceland …”—Another slander, another story, all in due time. That is, never, it’s never the right time. Anyway, I never gave up and, in spite of everything, this much I feel I owe to the Party. The Party wrung us out like rags used to wipe up clotted bloodstains, and in its passion to scrub the world’s floors our blood got mingled with that which we had to swab, but it taught us to be gentlemanly, yes indeed, to behave, even with our jailers, like a grand gentleman ill treated by the rabble. Those who fight for the revolution never sink very low, even if the revolution, in the end, comes to nothing. And even the realization of having failed is part of the ability to see the objectivity of History, of what the Party called dialectic but which I have long preferred to call refinement, and that perhaps comes only from a lengthy familiarity with defeat.

Talking, even just between us, is perhaps the only way left for me to be faithful to the revolution. The reaction is less loquacious, it fires ruthlessly but acts as if nothing has happened; it keeps quiet and makes sure no one talks about what takes place. It’s not surprising that it has kept silent for so long about Goli Otok as well, about that dishonour that rained down on everything and everyone, on the Party, the anti-party and those who kept their mouths shut on the other side and were overjoyed to see how the Communists ended up.—“Actually that’s all they talk about now, the jackass kicking and also braying at the lion breathing its last.”

—You think I don’t see it? When the revolution is over, there’s a lot of talking, because that’s all that’s left: everyone blathering, like people who’ve witnessed a horrifying car accident and stop on the sidewalk, in the crossroads, to comment on what happened.
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MY DEAR COGOI, I said to myself that morning in Trieste, leaving the Party headquarters on Via Madonnina, semo cagai, we’re in deep shit. Unlike my father, who used it even for trivial mishaps—a bad hand you’re dealt during a game of trump or the house key you can’t seem to find, at night, outside the locked door—I try to reserve this amiable expression of my dialect, or what I can almost consider my dialect (and yours, Dr. Ulcigrai, although I understand that here, at the Antipodes, you may have forgotten it, even though you pretend to be still up there, perhaps to make sure you’re not standing on your head), I try to reserve it for real blows of fate. In a word, I treat it with respect. It seems to me an affable and dignified way to acknowledge disasters and also a mark of a good upbringing—of Kinderstube, my father would say. When you meet an acquaintance, even a disagreeable one, it’s only right to greet him and tip your hat, and if that lout is death or misfortune, of course you try to avoid him and turn the corner before he can bore you with his story, but that doesn’t mean you should forget good manners and sink to his level.

That Mr. Cogoi must be an ideal companion in stricken situations; gentle, composed, perhaps he’s already seen the hand tracing the fiery letters on the wall and realizes that there’s nothing more to be done, but he isn’t troubled by it, indeed he doesn’t even talk, he merely listens and nods assent. Is he here, by any chance? Have you seen him? If only someone like that were nearby, amid the turmoil of things, someone who does everything he can not to upset you. I remember quite well addressing him in the usual way, as I left Party headquarters that day when they told me that I too had to go along with those two thousand Monfalconesi, give or take, who had decided to leave everything behind, their home their work their country, to go to Yugoslavia to construct socialism.

It was late morning, but the rain and the air were dark, a steely grey. Torrents of filthy water streamed down Via Madonnina, grimy streaks lined the sooty walls; the rain fell hard and straight, shutting off the world behind the bars of a prison. As I walked along trying to take cover close to the buildings, I ran into an old woman huddled near the wall, dressed in black; she had pulled a kind of shawl over her head, and its fringes, soaked from the rain, coiled on her head like snakes. At that point the rain had caused a sewer to overflow; in the middle of the street the brownish liquid, swollen by the rushing streams, widened like a river. The woman grabbed my arm; her dark eyes searched my face, so close to hers and to her open mouth, as she asked me to help her across the flooded street, encumbered as she was by a bundle she held under her arm, a rolled-up carpet or blanket or something. The thick fur, clumsily wrapped in paper, was wet and shiny from the rain; for a moment the headlights of a passing car, which splashed mud on both of us, lit it with a golden glow.

She clung to me, I held her up but kept my face turned away so as not to smell her old woman’s odour, despite the rain and gusts of wind.

In the middle of the street the woman stumbled, right over the deepest muddy rivulet; I lifted her up and jumped over that seeming vortex but I slipped, and trying not to let her fall, forcing all my weight on my ankle, I wrenched it violently—a stabbing pain, the foot twists and slides out of the shoe, which the little stream carries off to a drain a little farther down. I found myself on the sidewalk, on the other side of the street, with an aching foot, wearing only a drenched sock. The old woman deftly released her hold, wiped my face with her hand and quickly went off, turning into the first cross street. Before rounding the corner she turned. Her eyes blazed, a dark, sweet, vulgar fire; she murmured a blessing and disappeared, again the headlights of a car made the fur she held in the tattered bundle under her arm shine like gold in the darkness of the street and of the air.

Comrade Blasich, shortly afterwards, made fun of me seeing me come in with only one shoe, but then he broke off, looking at that foot of mine almost uneasily. The Party headquarters was large and sprawling; small rooms, corridors, stockrooms, a large hall for conferences, an internal staircase that wound upwards, spiralling like a chute, to the areas of the upper floors that overlooked Via della Cattedrale, high on the hill of San Giusto. Now it seems to me that that staircase was a shortcut between two universes, you enter at the point where they are planning the revolution and you come out in another world; the city is at our feet, indifferent, beyond the sea, jagged pale blue mountains can be seen, a broken wall, the peaks are splinters of glass scraping the sky. Revolution is a word as senseless as the ones children make up and repeat over and over until even things around you become as nonsensical as that word. I for example used to recite salmoiraghirhodiatoce rhodiatocesalmoiraghi, I must have seen them in some ad. I think they were two different ads but it doesn’t matter, salmoiraghirhodiatoce rhodiatocesalmoiraghi, after a while the whole world became a meaningless babble, things melted, heaving and surging, a thick, amorphous chocolate. And now revolutionrevolutionrevolution.—“Great, my friend, we’re on the right track. Revolutionrevolutionsalmoiraghirhodiatoce, if we understand this, recovery is not far off. Matrix revolutions, simulated turmoil that doesn’t happen to anyone, those slaves in irons whom you broke your back to liberate don’t exist, avatars of avatars of nobody in a video game. No more proletarians, a keyboard replaces the working class, workers of the world unite in a chip and leap out on command only when a key is struck. Learn to keep pace with the times. It’s easy, because they don’t have a pace; all you have to do is not insist on the march of progress. Schluss with delusions of grandeur, redeem the world, engage in revolution, get sunstroke beneath the rising sun. Why go out and look for trouble? That weeping and gnashing of teeth, out there, is a program like any other, it’s not worth the trouble to …”

Why ask me questions, if you’re only going to interrupt me? As I was saying, Blasich was sitting in the administrative office, behind him a portrait of the Leader with his small cruel eyes and kindly moustache. “Eeta son of the sun that grants light to mortals, with his terrible gaze.” Indeed, those classical citations were a mania of his, a vain affectation. He watched the steam rising from his coffee cup and wiped the left lens of his eyeglasses—only that one, as usual—with his handkerchief. On his neck, his pale, reddish hair, almost albinic, was sweaty, his even paler eyebrows aged the smooth-skinned, childlike face. “I think the best place for you is the Fiume shipyards,” he said in a calm and persuasive professorial voice; on his table were notebooks, class assignments that he had brought from school to correct, and the Argonautics of Apollonius Rhodius, open perhaps to the passage assigned for translation. He was known for the rigour of what he demanded of his students: without Greek, he said, we cannot comprehend the humanity that we must liberate and create. “That’s where the best men go, the most qualified, and also the most politically experienced; excellent comrades, these Monfalconesi, they’ve been through it all, many spent time in Fascist prisons and in the German Lagers, like you for that matter, without giving up … some were even in Spain, in the Fifth Regiment. Yes, I know, in this case too like you. Men of sterling character, true revolutionaries … but it’s not child’s play, nor is it a noble fight. The Party isn’t for hotheads, there’s no place here for people like Oberdank, and the childish extremism of certain revolutionaries has done more harm than all the police forces of the oppressors … in Spain too, if it was up to the Trotskyists and anarchists …”—Every so often he unintentionally glanced at my shoeless foot, under the table.

“But it’s pointless to go on reciting the ABC’s. We all admire these people, these comrades from Monfalcone and the others who, along with them, are leaving everything behind to go and construct socialism in the closest country, that is to say, that of our neighbours.

“Yugoslavia has been destroyed by war; we must build a world, a new world, and the Monfalconesi will go at it hammer and tongs … of course the situation is complex, the Yugoslavian Party has its problems, the remains of old ideological, nationalist dross … For that matter we here in Trieste are familiar with it. And Comrade Tito, certainly congenial, sometimes even too … and these extraordinary comrades, ready to sacrifice everything, enthusiastic, and enthusiasm is precious, but … the national issue is also delicate there, especially after Yugoslavia took Istria. Of course, the question of nationalism doesn’t exist for us, it’s a bourgeois relic, but meanwhile, politically, until a people and its ruling class are mature, we have to deal with these positions, not think that we’ve overcome them when they’re still facing us, walls that remain sturdy … it would be a typical extremist error, and these comrades …

“In short, it would be good to have someone with a head on his shoulders there on site to observe, report, cooperate and assist, naturally to avert as well, if need be and if possible, in any case to keep an eye out … and especially to inform us, to let us know the internal composition, the groups, the sympathies … The Party should be aware of everything. With discretion, of course, above all not to offend those extraordinary comrades … then too because, if they were to become aware of it … it might not be pleasant.” He looked at me with a satisfied air, pleased with himself. “Besides, we all know that being sent on a Party mission is no picnic …

“And you’re more useful there than here. Perhaps the Party thought that to be the Secretary of a federation—important, certainly, autonomous, but still local—an official like me is all that’s needed, while for a delicate, risky assignment … within certain limits, of course … And so, if I may speak frankly, as comrades should, that little misunderstanding between the two of us over the secretary position is closed— Oh, I know you weren’t seeking it, it was only rumour, but rumours can be dangerous for the Party—I know you, you’re interested in other things, more adventurous things—like them,” he smiled radiantly, “fundamentally you’re already one of them, it’s fitting that you go with them—while I sit here in the office awaiting orders from the Central Committee and correcting Greek compositions between one phone call and another … but if it’s what the Party wants … We’ll let you know how to communicate reports to us, whom to get in touch with.” He stood up, holding out his hand. “Comrade Tavani will explain all the details to you. Farewell, Comrade.”

And so, dear Cogoi, I departed. That farewell from Comrade Blasich was solemn, unexpectedly almost noble, affectionate, a leave-taking for someone exiting a scene, to whom you can therefore open your arms sincerely, moved by his departure. Blasich would no longer have anything to fear regarding his secretarial post and what it had to offer. I went down Via Madonnina, along with the runnels of muddy water, awkwardly holding in my hand that edition of the Argonautics which he had given me at the last minute, with unusual impulsiveness. “Here, as a memento …,” he said. “I don’t know if you’ll have time, but—you like good literature, don’t you? And with the translation on the facing page …” I felt myself vanish in that greyness, under the rain and amid the people; at a certain point I imagined Blasich, at the window, watching me grow smaller and fade away—I can almost see myself, my back drenched, my shoulders a little hunched, the rapid stride of someone disappearing over the horizon.
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A LITTLE ORDER, I agree, I was just about to say so, for one thing because otherwise I’m the first to get lost. Moreover it’s not my fault; with all these questions piling up, the responses get tangled up too, because each time I have to stop and think and by the time I answer there’s already another question, and so it seems like I’m answering chaotically. For that matter, it’s a technique used in all interrogations.

And don’t say you’re not asking me anything because I can sense your questions just the same; I can read them on your clamped lips, in the faces you make, even over there, in those other rooms, or who knows where, when everyone questions all those things about me. I hear them in my ears, your repeated cries, shouts, questions questions questions; everyone wants to know everything, drag everything that’s his out of a poor devil’s head, thoughts, images, memories, facts. There are so many things in your head, smiles, seas, cities, screeching hurricanes; the wind coils among the shrouds shrieking, enters the convolutions of the brain and can’t get out, an eddying whirlwind between one hemisphere and the other, right and left, here and there, boreal and austral. I saw that photograph of mine, Dr. Ulcigrai, on your table, I knew it was mine by the name, though the name is debatable … but I would have recognized myself just the same in that nocturnal galaxy exploding in the immensity, in that grey and white corolla that exfoliates in the darkness, Identi-Kit for wanted prisoner Salvatore Cippico-Čipiko, passport photo of convict Jorgen Jorgensen, official portrait of His Majesty King of Iceland, a section obtained through Brainvox magnetic resonance imaging, I heard your henchman say in the usual sibylline jargon of inquisitors.

Yes, there are many things in a man’s head. Or there were, because they take them from you, they empty you out; those black plates, scored with white filaments like shooting stars in the night sky, that bear my name, are the image of the dark, empty space that’s in your head after they’ve taken everything from you throughout your entire life. That milky obscurity, those clots floating through infinity are me—if this is the portrait of a man, can one tell his story, does he have a story, a life, this mushy pulp? But then Maria, white daisy in the dark glade, her eyes slanted, tender, ironic … those dark stars, gleaming in the night …

I have some difficulties, however, with those translucent portraits of mine in your folder, Dr. Ulcigrai. I recognize myself more clearly in the photo printed in the Hobart Town Almanack that accompanies my autobiographical sketch. I doubt that your x-rays are as durable and I’d like to see them, after a century.

It’s sharp, distinct. Moreover you’re already familiar with it, it must have been you who stuck it in that magic lantern of yours the other day, like my uncle Bepi used to do sometimes in the evening … I’m making magic, he would say. As you see I’m diligent in following your urging not to let ourselves idle away in here, to cultivate our interests, as you say, to take part in your games—well, if only … No nothing, nothing, it’s great in fact, I make use of the library and I’ve even learned to manage with these screens a little, at my tender age—of course if we wanted to go see what my age really is—childhood perhaps? I heard that underling of yours talk about game therapy; so with all these little machines, this must be the room where children play games in the nursery—How old would you say the man in this portrait is? A vigorous man, with large, pale, almost colourless eyes that are expressionless, gazing out with serene innocence and looking beyond. The world is mirrored in that water, a mere blink of the eye and there’s nothing left in that rippled water, it all slips away. Unclouded, unfathomable eyes, a gaze that holds no fear of God. See things without wondering what they mean? Otherwise you pay dearly, I know something about it. High forehead, dishevelled grey hair, big nose and full, avid lips. He’s wearing an old tailcoat that’s all patched, but with a foulard around his neck …

I’m not all that different, I look like me. This shouldn’t surprise anyone, not even you, Dr. Ulcigrai. Even Dolly the sheep—I saw the photos—looks like Dolly, because she is Dolly, and you know it better than I do, Doctor, because you learned it, at least I hope so, through somewhat more extensive study than reading those newspapers in your clinic, like I do. Furthermore I see that you liked this story about the sheep, about me and the sheep, about the clone, you were convinced by it. Fortunately—and here I was afraid that all of you, being so skeptical … It’s true, scientists always think that others are talking nonsense, but they take everything literally. I’m only trying to explain who I am, who we are. And so, like when you want to get something across to children, it’s important to be clear and simple, like in the fairy tales. Which, in any case, tell the truth.

But then History, of course, changes a face. So if Dolly gets hoof-and-mouth disease, her muzzle sheds its fur and erupts in sores, she no longer looks like Dolly, so much for the diploid that was placed inside her.

Sometimes I don’t look like myself either. Look at the photo where I’m with Maria, for example, my face when I see her smile, a white surf breaking upon the shore, and look at my face when I returned from Goli Otok, those eyes of mine that would rather not look at anything, and tell me if there isn’t a greater difference than between the passport photo and that old portrait. Maybe it was Westall who did it when he came to Van Diemen’s Land on the Investigator to paint the fresh, brand-new world on behalf of the Royal Society of Sciences—a world that turned out to be as decrepit as its people, who were on their last legs. We, when we arrived, dealt them a final blow; we pulled the plug on a dying breed, a colonial euthanasia and therefore somewhat violent—like all euthanasias for that matter.

If they’d been capable of working, we would have worked them like horses, like the convicts in the penal swimming hole, but since they were worthless as slaves and were only good for suffering and dying, we cultivated this inclination, we did away with them altogether. Even the encyclopedia here in the library says so: “Tasmania … Persecuted and massacred by the first settlers, and later decimated by diseases introduced by the Europeans, the Tasmanians became completely extinct in 1876.” The last one died asking only that they not put her skeleton on display in the museum and in fact they did so, an example of a race doomed to extinction and to being violated even after extinction. I myself can tell you, since it was I who dropped the first anchor, harbinger of annihilation, in this estuary; I who brought death, the Coriolis force destined to drag those halfnaked people, painted with coloured, evil-smelling grease, into the foul whirling hole.

Who’s there now, who is this message from? Aha, your nick is Jorundar, I know you, you can’t fool me! …—“Even she, Mangawana, my wife for one night in the forest, had a strong odour that evening among the leaves, she tasted gamy. I grabbed her kicking feet, like you take hold of an animal, and clasped her breasts, but later I kissed her on the lips and on the hand, those long, beautiful fingers, like you kiss a white woman. It’s not true that I didn’t like women, I was just too shy to talk about it, but that evening, in the forest …”—Where did you come from, what do you think you’re doing? It doesn’t bother me, it’s useless for you to try to confuse me with these tricks. I’m a navigator, aren’t I? On all the seas, North and South, and on this Internet of yours. Then too, you’ve betrayed yourself badly, my dear Cyberidiot, if you think you’re being ironic with that nickname when instead—it’s obvious that you’re copying it extemporaneously. Jorundar did not yet exist that night; he comes later, it’s only in Iceland that they called me that. My name, that night, was Jorgen—your night, Mangawana, my wife, my ancestress, Mena coyeten nena, I love you, dark earthy Eve in my arms …

“Just as later, who knows, maybe a granddaughter or great-granddaughter of the daughter of that night, in the arms of my father; the account gets muddled, it’s not easy to find birth certificates for those born in the bush, dropped while standing up, legs spread. Jan Jansen.”—Wrong again; I don’t know how many of you there are online, but each of you knows less than the other. I was called Jan Jansen when I was on board the Surprize. However, I knew nothing about it; shortly after that night I left Hobart Town on the Alexander, a twenty-month voyage with hurricanes that kept driving us back. In any case, anyone born of a black Eve in the forest was born dead, with no right to exist, the non-existent issue of an extinct race that no longer lives and can no longer procreate. No one is born: if something happens in the jungle and a pulp of clotted blood is found under a bush, it’s an animal matter.

But blood courses along, an unseen, almost dry trickle in the desert that nonetheless spills out in the distance, it rushes into a face when the heart trembles … When my father took Mangawana in his arms, he didn’t care whose granddaughter or great-granddaughter that brown girl from Tasmania was—and why should it have mattered to him? He called her that in jest, at tender moments; he liked those old indigenous names that had vanished. I too called that dark girl who worked with us in Sydney, in the editorial office of Il Risveglio, by that name, when— No, it’s not a delirious fiction, Doctor, as you insinuate in those papers and tapes of yours. Of course I listened to them, then I put them back in place. You’re quick, you are, to tell lies. “Distorted oedipal fantasies, personality dissociation. Confuses his sexual and romantic experiences in Australia, with a woman of Aboriginal or mixed blood, with his alleged double’s raving about his erotic experiences—that double of whom he considers himself a clone—and projects these delusions onto his parents, as sublimated incestuous fantasies.” What rubbish! “Naturally he says he’s not surprised by these diagnoses, that he’s used to having all possible accusations thrown at him. The usual defence mechanism known to one and all, the typical denial.” Right. The accused, naturally, denies! Aggravating circumstances, before all the courts. You know what you’re doing, when you put all these things in my mouth and make me repeat them, using the excuse of making sure I understood the question, and then you record what you’ve dictated to me. But that still doesn’t mean …

My father married my mother in 1906. He had just arrived from Trieste—at a time when immigrants, especially those from our areas, were few and coming down here was difficult, the Immigration Restriction Act of the Australian government discouraged those who were not Anglo-Saxon. Even after 1945, when many came down here—especially from our area, people from Trieste, Istria, Fiume, Dalmatia, shortly afterwards I too returned—even then it wasn’t easy, with that displaced persons tag they labelled us with, still, fifty years earlier it was worse, but my father managed to do it. He started out cutting sugar cane in Queensland, but moved to Tasmania almost immediately, and his fishing gear store in Hobart Town did quite well.

On the wall, behind the counter, he put up a beautiful painting by Vincenzo Brun, pseudonym Almeo, which depicted fishing boats in the Adriatic. Now that’s a sea, he pronounced pompously, I’d like to see you in the Quarnero, in the Morlacca channel, when the bora blows, or, worse yet, on San Pietro in Nembi—right, Ilovik in Croatian, no need to tell me—with clashing seas when the bora and the tramontana blow at the same time. And he would show and explain those two-masted trawlers and swift sailing boats, the bragozzi and the passere, which the Australians would have done well to build too, he said, hulls and keels made expressly to cross the Bass Strait.

Of course he also knew that those sudden storms, the neverin and nevèra, are frightening, true, but typhoons are another thing entirely, as is that furious ocean south of Port Jackson. I travelled it when Dr. Bass had just baptized his strait and circumnavigated Van Diemen’s Land with Captain Flinders, discovering that it was an island. I crossed the Bass Strait on the Harbinger; they didn’t want to take me aboard because of my Danish nationality and because I had arrived illegally both on the Surprize and the Fanny, but then Michael Hogan, who made money on anything that came his way, from whales to the slave trade to the transport of convicts, found me a position as second-in-command, practically without pay. Even my two sententious biographers, Clune and Stephenson, pointed it out, with unbefitting sarcasm, in that book of theirs that I found in that bookshop on Salamanca Place, not far from where my father’s store was, one Thursday afternoon. An entire shelf dedicated to me, modestly. There’s even a handwritten label in capital letters, Jorgen Jorgensen. I don’t know if those volumes are more or less reliable than your charts and reports, Dr. Ulcigrai, still I read them with relish and I also took a lot of notes, as you can see. And, as you suggested I do, every so often I copy a few paragraphs from them, maybe even on the computer, even though …

I crossed those waves and dark foamy waters on the Harbinger, which was to follow the Lady Nelson through Bass Strait, taking advantage of its course, with a cargo of rum to be sold upon arrival in Port Jackson. So we ploughed those enormous rollers, whitish waves of seemingly black foam. The great South is black, even the sea is black. We also discovered an island that Bass and Flinders had not come upon and we christened it King Island—in honour of the governor of New South Wales, my biographers explain. It must surely be so, I don’t recall, but I must have written it, somewhere, otherwise how could they know it.

By contrast I seem to recall quite well the beach full of elephant seals, spongy masses rubbing against each other, tumbling over one another like muddy waves, rolling in the surf, raucous snorting when they mate, barking when they fight, it’s sometimes difficult to distinguish the two …—Still, the first is scarier, if you lose you don’t just get bitten once or twice, you lose yourself, everything, I don’t even know what exactly—

Better to keep away from the islands, in that strait. The rollers race along, surging immense and black toward the black horizon, a far cry from the Adriatic, the Quarnero and the Morlacca. Still, even those waters of ours must be a good training ground, and my father wasn’t all wrong when he held forth in his store in front of that painting by Brun— You want to know more about this Brun? Hold on … I can tell you’re nostalgic for our far-off lands, since there are even books on Triestine painting in the library of this hospital down here. So then, here we are … “Born in Trieste, a studio in Melbourne on Flinders Street, exhibitions at the Victorian Artists Society and even in New Zealand, after 1905 we lose track of him.” Indeed, the Pacific is an immense evening in which to disappear—my father wasn’t all wrong, as I was saying, if Gino Knesić, who learned to sail his boat in Lussino before he too came down here as an emigrant, after Lussino became Yugoslavian in 1945, was the victor in the Sydney–Hobart regatta, more or less my course.

My father, then, was married in 1906. In Sydney. He also had his photograph taken by Degotardi, the renowned photolithographic studio founded by Giovanni Degotardi, born in Lubiana, and it seems that Alberto Vittorio Zelman, also originally from Trieste, played at his wedding—an eminent Australian violinist, director of the Melbourne Philharmonic Society, concert performer, an instructor at the Conservatory, etc. etc., worthy son of the author of the memorable and forgotten work Il Lazzarone, memorable and forgotten like every noble human effort.

In the photograph, taken by Degotardi Jr. Jr., you can see my mother’s somewhat brownish skin, those unusual, prominent Asiatic cheekbones, Australo-Asiatic in this case—Pannonian cheekbones, my father, who loved them very much, used to say, because they reminded him of those of certain women in Fiume of Hungarian origin. In fact Maria … Yes, my mother, who was from Launceston, certainly had some Tasmanian blood—extinct blood, from the race that was erased from the face of the earth, officially wiped out, and therefore, if it had survived in some unknown recess of the forest, it had done so illegitimately. I wish that clandestine blood were in my veins as well, sucked in when I was in her womb, an alien abusive invader yet welcomed with love and accepted as her own. My own blood was even shed in Spain, in Germany and in Yugoslavia, under the delusion that I was shedding it so that no one could ever again exterminate a race …

It’s because of my mother that my father, who had met her in Queensland when he was still cutting sugar cane and married her in Sydney, went to Tasmania, where she had been born and raised, where I was born—in 1910, Doctor, believe me, don’t go on about it. That’s where, years later, I had the good fortune to discover and read that autobiography of mine written at the time for the Almanack of the Van Diemen’s Land Company in Hobart Town. A somewhat sketchy autobiography, full of gaps, but the space allotted me was what it was. Besides, if I had to compete with my biographers and recount everything that happened to me, I’d be the first to lose my head; it would be like lighting a flame under a powder keg, a huge explosion and the ship blows up …
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