Returning from bis last mission, Marco Polo found the
Kbhan awaiting him, seated at a chessboard. With a ges-

ture be invited the Venetian to sit opposite him and de-

seribe, with the belp anly of the chessmen, the cities be bad

visited, Marco did not lose beart. The Great Khan's chess-
men were buge pieces of polished ivory: arranging on the
board looming rooks and sulky knights, assembling swarms
of pawns, drawing straight or oblique avenues like a
queen’s progress, Marco recreated the perspectives and the
spaces of black and white cities on moonlit nights.
Contemplating these essential landscapes, Kublai re-
flected on the; zw@%dq that sustains cities, on the rules
that decreed how they tise, take shape and prosper, adapt-
ing themselves to the seasons, and then how they sadden
and fall in ruins. At times be thought bhe was on the verge
of discovering a coberent, harmonious system underlying the
infinite deformities and discords, but no model could stand

e SRS

up to tlzgﬁmmpamon with the game um Perbap:, in-
stead of racking one’s brain to suggest with the ivory pieces’
scant belp visions which were anyway destined to oblivion,
it would suffice to play a game according to the rules, and
to consider each successive state of the board as one of the

countless forms that the system_of forms assembles and de-

Stroys.

""" Now Kublai Khan no longer had to send Marco Polo on

distant expeditions: be kept him playing endless ga games of
chess. Krzowledge of the empire was hidden in the pattern
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it worable ups and downs of every game.
The Great Kban tried to concentrate on the game: but

o it was the game’s purpose that eluded him. Each game
ols in @ §4iN 07 @ loss: but of what? What were the true

qakes? At checkmate, beneath the foot of the king, Enocked f{ :5 |
wide by the winner’s band, a black or a white square éff éf
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L. The Great Khan tried 1o concentrase o the
ut now §¢ WS the game's reason that elyded bim. The s
of ever) 84T is @ gain or a loss: but of what? Wy, ‘:;.._ ;
the reat stakes? At checkmate, beneath the Joot of the kin |
brocked asice by the winner's hand, nothingness remaim:ga’;J pféf‘

yiack square, or @ white one. By Lsembodying Bis wome | 4| &
uets 1o reduce shem 10 the esential, Kublai bod arvived| & &

4t the extreme operation: the definitive conquest, of wbicb\ €. d“‘c
the »{mpire's multiform treasures were only %;7'):5“. %QN é‘A \ 1
W‘\it was reduced to a square of planed wood, \

Then Marco Polo spoke: “Your chessboard, sire, is in-

Liid with two woods: ebony and maple. The square on

which your enlightened gaze is fixed was cut from the ring
of a trunk that grew in a year of drought: you see how its v
fibers are arvanged? Here a barely hinted knot can be made

ot: @ bud tried to burgeon on a premature spring day, but

the night's frost forced it to desist.”

Until then the Great Khan bad not realized that the
forcigner knew how to express himself fluently in bis lan-
guage, but it was not this fluency that amazed bim.

“Here is a thicker pore: perbaps it was & larvum's nest;

"0t @ woodworm, because, once born, # would have begun

lo dig, but a caterpillar that gnawed the leaves and was

the cause of the tree's being chasen for chopping down -+ ¢
ith bis gouge 9

This edge was scored by the wood carver W1 d
that it would adbere to the next square; Mo -
ng, ., »
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The quantity of things that could be read in a litt
of smooth and empty wood overwhelmed Kublai; Pole
' already talking about ebon; forests, » Jen
. logs that come down the rivers, of

e—————

- windows. . - -

n“!‘b {?




N

i
A

\ .?\ p e

g O v ) .

\@ o 2 b / L rU ;‘»

¥ N: -&: /,U’" -y 5 p
i - _orkhi " g HT Ar
| - o 1121
& / / ’:,d§ RN

3
27
The Great Khan's atlas contains also the ‘maps of the

/)(S |Ce I"('}

= promised lands visited in thought but not yet discovered or 2
B E founded: New Atlantis, Utopia, the City of the Sun, /4 :;;;
g § Oceana, Tamoé, New Harmony, New Lanark, leatia. \“Z,‘;“{__ ;
g i Kublai asked Marco: “You, who g0 about exploring - ,‘
3 and who Jee{_@ can tell me toward which of these fu-
\/l tures the favoring winds are Ariving us. g < ’1
F B

“For these ports 1 could not draw a rouse on the map or ;/ﬁ Ba

: . ; T 2 e ®,

set a date for the landing. At simes all 1 need is a brief ' A

: <N, . ; | L e 5 2,
glimpse, an ;M:n the midst of an incongruous land- PR

scape, a g{zgt of lights in the fog, the dialogue of two pas- 9, <

v

sersby meeting in the crowd, and 1 think that, serting out
o from there, 1 will put together, piece by prece, the &»\rffg‘/ Y

T

"/ city, made of fragments mixed with the rest, gf instants ) R
' ing who receives them. I £ 1 tell you that the city toward A
now Scattered, now more condensed, you must not believe tbe'}A ‘
.

Ve == ] T o T S N
separated by intervals, of signals one sinds out, not know- ;")’g” SR
, ,.fi"" / : .
o bich my journey tends is discontinuous in space and time,
Z N R
(2 ¢ ‘/:@_r/clg[qr it can stop. Perbaps while we speak, it s rising,
scatteved, within the confines of your empire; you can bunt

[ for it, but only in »féf way 1 have said.” A 164
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| Already the Great Khan was leafing through his atlas, | RET
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: . o ' ALFARN
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N \ He said “It is all useless, if the _lgj landing place can

q
only Wﬂ[mal city, and it is there that, in ever-nar- Q)’L
qowing circles, the current is dyawing us.”

And Polo said: ‘“The inferno of the living is not some-

’tbmg that will be; if there is one, it is what is alveady

B {fﬁ‘f;

/ here, the inferno where we live every day, that we form by f’“«f-«ré -
L

" being together. There are two ways to escape mﬂ’ermg «.,
G v m&t@,
The first is easy for many: accept the inferno and become \ ¢ R,
such a part of it that you can no longer see it. The second ! o
is risky and demands constant vigilance and app ebemtfiz '»»{;; fonprese™
seek and Ieam to rgc_ggmze who and what, in the mzd.rt of ( w:‘ e s
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