Extracts from “Invisible Cities” by Italo Calvino

Thin Cities 3

Whether Armilla is like this because it is unfinished or because it has been
demolished, whether the cause is some enchantment or only a whim, | do not
know. The fact remains that it has no walls, no ceilings, no floors: it has nothing
that makes it seem a city except the water pipes that rise vertically where the
houses should be and spread out horizontally where the floors should be: a
forest of pipes that end in taps, shouwers, spouts, overflows. Against the sky a
lavabo's white stands out, or a bathtub, or some other porcelain, like late fruit still
hanging from the boughs. You would think that the plumbers had finished their
job and gone away before the bricklayers arrived; or else their hydraulic systems,
indestructable, had survived a catastrophe, an earthquake, or the corrosion of
termites.

Abandoned before or after it was inhabited, Armilla cannot be called deserted.
At any hour, raising your eyes among the pipes, you are likely to glimpse a young
woman, or many young women, slender, not tall of stature, luxuriating in the
bathtubs or arching their backs under the showers suspended in the void,
washing or drying or perfuming themselves, or combing their long hair at a
mirror. In the sun, the threads of water fanning from the showers glisten, the jets
of the taps, the spurts, the splases, the sponges' suds.

| have come to this explaination: the streams of water channeled in the pipes
of Armilla have remained in th posession of nymphs and naiads. Accustomed to
traveling along underground veins, they found it easy to enter the new aquatic
realm, to burst from multiple fountains, to find new mirrors, new games, new
ways of enjoying the water. Their invasion may have driven out the human
beings, or Armilla may have been built by humans as a votive offering to win the
favor of the nymphs, offended at the misuse of the waters. In any case, now they
seem content, these maidens: in the morning you hear them singing.

Cities & Desire 5

From there, after six days and seven nights, you arrive at Zobeide, the white
city, well exposed to the moon, with streets wound about themselves as in a
skein. They tell this tale of its foundation: men of various nations had an identical
dream. They saw a woman running at night through an unknown city; she was
seen from behind, with long hair, and she was naked. They dreamed of pursuing
her. As they twisted and turned, each of them lost her. After the dream, they set
out in search of that city; they never found it, but they found one another; they
decided to build a city like the one in the dream. In laying out the streets, each



followed the course of his pursuit; at the spot where they had lost the fugitive's
trail, they arranged spaces and walls differently from the dream, so she would be
unable to escape again.

This was the city of Zobeide, where they settled, waiting for that scene to be
repeated one night. None of them, asleep or awake, ever saw the woman again.
The city's streets were streets where they went to work every day, with no link
any more to the dreamed chase. Which, for that matter, had long been forgotten.

New men arrived from other lands, having had a dream like theirs, and in the
city of Zobeide, they recognized something from the streets of the dream, and
they changed the positions of arcades and stairways to resemble more closely
the path of the pursued woman and so, at the spot where she had vanished,
there would remain no avenue of escape.

The first to arrive could not understand what drew these people to Zobeide,
this ugly city, this trap.

CITIES AND EYES 1

The ancients built Valdrada on the shores of a lake, with houses all verandas one
above the other, and high streets whose railed parapets look out over the water.
Thus the traveler, arriving, sees two cities: one erect above the lake, and the
other reflected, upside down. Nothing exists or happens in the one Valdrada that
the other Valdrada does not repeat, because the city was so constructed that its
every point would be reflected in its mirror, and the Valdrada down in the water
contains not only all the flutings and juttings of the facades that rise above the
lake, but also the rooms' interiors with ceilings and floors, the perspective of the
halls, the mirrors of the wardrobes.

Valdrada's inhabitants know that each of their actions is, at once, that action
and its mirror-image, which possesses the special dignity of images, and this
awareness prevents them from succumbing for a single moment to chance and
forgetfulness. Even when lovers twist their naked bodies, skin against skin,
seeking the position that will give one the most pleasure in the other, even when
murderers plunge the knife into the black veins of the neck and more clotted
blood pours out the more they press the blade that slips between the tendons, it
Is not so much their copulating or murdering that matters as the copulating or
murdering of the images, limpid and cold in the mirror.

At times the mirror increases a thing's value, at times denies it. Not everything
that seems valuable above the mirror maintains its force when mirrored. The twin
cities are not equal, because nothing that exists or happens in Valdrada is
symmetrical: every face and gesture is answered, from the mirror, by a face and
gesture inverted, point by point. The two Valdradas live for each other, their eyes
interlocked: but there is no love between them.



Cities & Eyes 5

When you have forded the river, when you have crossed the mountain pass,
you suddenly find before you the city of Moriana, its alabaster gates transparent
in the sunlight, its coral columns supporting pediments encrusted with serpentine,
its villas all of glass like aquariums where the shadows of dancing girls with
silvery scales swim beneath the medusa-shaped chandeliers. If this is not your
first journey, you already know that cities like this have an obverse: you have
only to walk a semi-circle and you will come into view of Moriana's hidden face,
an expanse of rusting sheet metal, sackcloths, planks bristling with spikes, pipes
black with soot, piles of tins, behind walls with fading signs, frames of staved-in
straw chairs, ropes good only for hanging oneself from a rotten beam.

From one part to the other, the city seems to continue, in perspective,
multiplying its repertory of images: but instead it has no thickness, it consists only
of a face and an obverse, like a sheet of paper, with a figure on either side, which
can neither be separated nor look at each other.

Trading Cities 4

In Ersilia, to establish the relationships that sustain the city's life, the
inhabitants stretch strings from the corners of the houses, white or black or grey
or black-and-white according to whether they mark a relationship of blood, of
trade, authority, agency. When the strings become so numerous that you can no
longer pass among them, the inhabitants leave: the houses are dismantled; only
the strings and their supports remain.

From a mountainside, camping with their household goods, Ersilia's refugees
look at the labyrinth of taut strings and poles that rise in the plain. That is the city
of Ersilia still, and they are nothing.

They rebuild Ersilia elsewhere. They weave a similar pattern of strings which
they would like to be more complex and at the same time more regular than the
other. Then they abandon it and take themselves and their houses still farther
away.

Thus, when travelling in the territory of Ersilia, you come upon the ruins of
abandoned cities, without the walls which do not last, without the bones of the
dead which the wind rolls away: spiderwebs of intricate relationships seeking a
form.

Cities & The Sky 3



Those who arrive at Thekla can see little of the city, beyond the plank fences,
the sackcloth screens, the scaffoldings, the metal armatures, the wooden
catwalks hanging from ropes or supported by sawhorses, the ladders, the
trestles. If you ask "Why is Thekla's construction taking such a long time?" the
inhabitants continue hoisting sacks, lowering leaded strings, moving long
brushes up and down, as they answer "So that it's destruction cannot begin." And
if asked whether they fear that, once the scaffoldings are removed, the city may
begin to crumble and fall to pieces, they add hastily, in a whisper, "Not only the
city."

If, dissatisfied with the answers, someone puts his eye to a crack in a fence,
he sees cranes pulling up other cranes, scaffoldings that embrace other
scaffoldings, beams that prop up other beams. "What meaning does your
construction have?" he asks. "What is the aim of a city under construction unless
it is a city? Where is the plan you are following, the blueprint?"”

"We will show it to you as soon as the working day is over; we cannot interrupt
our work now," they answer.

Work stops at sunset. Darkness falls over the building site. The sky is filled
with stars. "There is the blueprint,” they say.

Cities & The Dead

What makes Argia different from other cities is that it has earth instead of air.
The streets are completely filled with dirt, clay packs the rooms to the ceiling, on
every stair another stairway is set in negative, over the roofs of the houses hang
layers of rocky terrain like skies with clouds. We do not know if the inhabitants
can move about the city, widening the worm tunnels and the crevices where
roots twist: the dampness destroys people's bodies, and they have scant
strength; everyone is better off remaining still, prone; anyway, it is dark.

From up here, nothing of Argia can be seen; some say "It's down below there,"
and we can only believe them. The place is deserted. At night, putting your ear to
the ground, you can sometimes hear a door slam.

Hidden Cities 1

In Olinda, if you go out with a magnifying glass and hunt carefully, you may
find somewhere a point no bigger than the head of a pin which, if you look at it
slightly enlarged, reveals within itself the roofs, the antennas, the skylights, the
gardens, the pools, the streamers across the streets, the kiosks in the squares,
the horse-racing track. That point does not remain there: a year later you will find
it the size of half a lemon, then as large as a mushroom, then a soup plate. And



then it becomes a full-size city, enclosed within the earlier city: a new city that
forces its way ahead in the earlier city and presses its way toward the outside.
Olinda is certainly not the only city that grows in concentric circles, like tree
trunks which each year add one more ring. But in other cities there remains, in
the centre, the old narrow girdle of the walls from which the withered spires rise,
the towers, the tiled roofs, the domes, while the new quarters sprawl around
them like a loosened belt. Not Olinda: the old walls expand bearing the old
guarters with them, enlarged but maintaining their proportions an a broader
horizon at the edges of the city; they surround the slightly newer quarters, which
also grew up on the margins and became thinner to make room for still more
recent ones pressing from inside; and so, on and on, to the heart of the city, a
totally new Olinda which, in its reduced dimensions retains the features and the
flow of lymph of the first Olinda and of all the Olindas that have blossomed one
from the other; and within this innermost circle there are always blossoming--
though it is hard to discern them--the next Olinda and those that will grow after it.

CITIES AND DESIRE 1

"There are two ways of describing the city of Dorothea: you can say that four
aluminium towers rise from its walls flanking seven gates with spring-operated
drawbridges that span the moat whose water feeds four green canals which
cross the city, dividing it into nine quarters, each with three hundred houses and
seven hundred chimneys. And bearing in mind that the nubile girls of each
guarter marry youths of other quarters and their parents exchange the goods that
each family holds in monopoly--bergamot, sturgeon roe, astrolabes, amethyst--
you can then work from these facts until you learn everything you wish about the
city in the past, present and future. Or else you can say, like the camel driver
who took me there: 'l arrived here in my first youth, one morning, many people
were hurrying along the streets toward the market, the women had fine teeth and
looked you straight in the eye, three soldiers on a platform played the trumpet,
and all around wheels turned and colored banners fluttered in the wind. Before
then | had known only the desert and the caravan routes. In the years that
followed, my eyes returned to contemplate the desert expanses and the caravan
routes; but now | know this path is only one of the many that opened before me
on that morning in Dorothea.™

CITIES AND MEMORY 5



In vain, great-hearted Kublai, shall | attempt to describe Zaira, city of high
bastions. | could tell you how many steps make up the streets rising like
stairways, and the degree of the arcades' curves, and what kind of zinc scales
cover the roofs; but | already know this would be the same as telling you nothing.
The city does not consist of this, but of relationships between the measurements
of its space and the events of its past: the height of a lamppost and the distance
from the ground of a hanged usurper's swaying feet; the line strung from the
lamppost to the railing opposite and the festoons that decorate the course of the
gueen's nuptial procession; the height of that railing and the leap of the adulterer
who climbed over it at dawn; the tilt of a guttering and a cat's progress along it as
he slips into the same window; the firing range of a gunboat which has suddenly
appeared beyond the cape and the bomb that destroys the guttering; the rips in
the fish net and the three old men seated on the dock mending nets and telling
each other for the hundredth time the story of the gunboat of the usurper, who
some say was the queen's illegitimate son, abandoned in his swaddling clothes
there on the dock.

As this wave from memories flows in, the city soaks it up like a sponge and
expands. A description of Zaira as it is today should contain all Zaira's past. The
city, however, does not tell its past, but contains it like the lines of a hand, written
in the corners of the streets, the gratings of the windows, the banisters of the
steps, the antennae of the lightning rods, the poles of the flags, every segment
marked in turn with scratches, indentations, scrolls.

CITIES AND SIGNS 1

"Finally the journey leads to the city of Tamara. You penetrate it along streets
thick with signboards jutting from the walls. The eye does not see things but
images of things that mean other things: pincers point out the tooth-drawer's
house; a tankard, the tavern; halberds, the barracks; scales, the grocer's. Statues
and shields depict lions, dolphins, towers, stars: a sign that something--who
knows what?--has as its sign a lion or a dolphin or a tower or a star. .. . Ifa
building has no signboard or figure, its very form and the position it occupies in
the city's order suffice to indicate its function: the palace, the prison, the mint, the
Pythagorean school, the brothel. The wares, too, which the vendors display on
their stalls are valuable not in themselves but as signs of other things: the
embroidered headband stands for elegance; the gilded palanquin, power . . .
Your gaze scans the streets as if they were written pages . . . However the city
may really be, beneath this thick coating of signs, whatever it may contain or
conceal, you leave Tamara without having discovered it."

CITIES AND MEMORY 5



"Beware of saying to them that sometimes different cities follow one another on
the same site and under the same name, born and dying without knowing one
another, without communicating among themselves. At times even the names of
the inhabitants remain the same, and their voices' accent, and also the features
of the faces; but the gods who live beneath names and above places have gone
off without a word and outsiders have settled in their place. It is pointless to ask
whether the new ones are better or worse than the old, since there is no
connection between them, just as the old post cards do not depict Maurilia as it
was, but a different city which, by chance, was called Maurilia, like this one.

CITIES AND NAMES

"Clarice, the glorious city, has a tormented history. Several times it decayed, then
burgeoned again, always keeping the first Clarice as an unparalled model of
every splendour, compared to which the city's recent state can only arouse more
sighs at every fading of the stars. . . . In its centuries of decadence, emptied by
plagues, it height reduced by collapsing beams and cornices . . . the city slowly
became populated again as the survivors emerged from the basements and lairs,
in hordes, swarming like rats, driven by their fury to rummage and gnaw, and yet
also to collect and patch, like nesting birds. They grabbed everything that could
be taken from where it was and put it in another place to serve a different use . . .
Put together with odd bits of the useless Clarice, a survivors' Clarice was taking
shape . . .The order of the era's succession has been lost; that a first Clarice
existed is a widespread belief, but there are no proofs to support it. The capitals
would have been in the chicken runs before they were in the temples, the marble
urns could have been planted with basil before they were filled with dead bones.
Only this is know for sure: a given number of objects is shifted within a given
space, at times submerged by a quantity of new objects, at times worn out and
not replaced,; the rule is to shuffle them each time, then try to assemble them.
Perhaps Clarice has always been only a confusion of chipped gimcracks, ill-
assorted, obsolete."

From near the end of the book:

The Great Khan's atlas contains also the maps of the promised lands visited in
thought but not yet discovered or founded: New Atlantis, Utopia, the City of the
Sun, Oceana, Tamoé, New Harmony, New Lanark, Icaria.

Kublai asked Marco: "You, who go about exploring and who see signs, can tell
me toward which of these futures the favouring winds are driving us."



"For these ports | could not draw a route on the map or set a date for the
landing. At times all | need is a brief glimpse, an opening in the midst of an
incongruous landscape, a glint of light in the fog, the dialogue of two passers-by
meeting in the crowd, and | think that, setting out from there, | will put together,
piece by piece, the perfect city, made of fragments mixed with the rest, of
instants separated by intervals, of signals one sends out, not knowing who
receives them. If | tell you that the city toward which my journey tends is
discontinuous in space and time, now scattered, now more condensed, you must
not believe the search for it can stop. Perhaps while we speak, it is rising,
scattered, within the confines of your empire; you can hunt for it, but only in the
way | have said."

Already the Great Khan was leafing through his atlas, over the maps of the
cities that menace in nightmares and maledictions: Enoch, Babylon, Yahooland,
Butua, Brave New World.

He said: "It is all useless, if the last landing place can only be the infernal city,
and it is there that, in ever-narrowing circles, the current is drawing us."

And Polo said: "The inferno of the living is not something that will be; if there is
one, itis what is already here, the inferno where we live every day, that we form
by being together. There are two ways to escape suffering it. The first is easy for
many: accept the inferno and become such a part of it that you can no longer see
it. The second is risky and demands constant vigilance and apprehension: seek
and learn to recognize who and what, in the midst of the inferno, are not inferno,
then make them endure, give them space."



