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CONTINUOUS CITIES 1

The city of Leonia refashions itself every day: every morning the people wake 
between fresh sheets, wash with just-unwrapped cakes of soap, wear brand-new 
clothing, take from the latest model refrigerator still unopened tins, listening to the 
last-minute jingles from the most up-to-date radio.

On the sidewalks, encased in spotless plastic bags, the remains of yesterday's 
Leonia await the garbage truck. Not only squeezed tubes of toothpaste, blown-out 
light bulbs, newspapers, containers, wrappings, but also boilers, encyclopedias, 
pianos, porcelain dinner services. It is not so much by the things that each day are 
manufactured, sold, bought that you can measure Leonia's opulence, but rather by 
the things that each day are thrown out to make room for the new. So you begin to 
wonder if Leonia's true passion is really, as they say, the enjoyment of new and 
different thins, and not, instead, the joy of expelling, discarding, cleansing itself of a 
recurrent impurity. The fact is that street cleaners are welcomed like angels, and 
their task of removing the residue of yesterday's existence is surrounded by a 
respectful silence, like a ritual that inspires devotion, perhaps only because once 
things have been cast off nobody wants to have to think about them further.

Nobody wonders where, each day, they carry their load of refuse. Outside the
city, surely; but each year the city expands, and the street cleaners have to fall 
farther back. The bulk of the outflow increases and the piles rise higher, become 
stratified, extend over a wider perimeter. Besides, the more Leonia's talent for 
making new materials excels, the more the rubbish improves in quality, resists 
time, the elements, fermentations, combustions. A fortress of indestructible 
leftovers surrounds Leonia, dominating it on every side, like a chain of mountains.

This is the result: the more Leonia expels goods, the more it accumulates them; the 
scales of its past are soldered into a cuirass that cannot be removed. As the city is 
renewed each day, it preserves all of itself in its only definitive form: yesterday's 
sweepings piled up on the sweepings of the day before yesterday and of all its days 
and years and decades. 

Leonia's rubbish little by little would invade the world, if, from beyond the final crest 
of its boundless rubbish heap, the street cleaners of other cities were not pressing, 
also pushing mountains of refuse in front of themselves. Perhaps the whole world, 
beyond Leonia 's boundaries, is covered by craters of rubbish, each surrounding a 
metropolis in constant eruption. The boundaries between the alien, hostile cities are 
infected ramparts where the detritus of both support each other, overlap, mingle.

The greater its height grows, the more the danger of a landslide looms: a tin can, 
an old tire, an unraveled wine flask, if it rolls toward Leonia, is enough to bring with 
it an avalanche of unmated shoes, calendars of bygone years, withered flowers, 
submerging the city in its own past, which it had tried in vain to reject, mingling 
with the past of the neighboring cities, finally clean. A cataclysm will flatten the 
sordid mountain range, canceling every trace of the metropolis always dressed in 
new clothes. In the nearby cities they are all ready, waiting with bulldozers to 
flatten the terrain, to push into the new territory, expand, and drive the new street 
cleaners still farther out.



CITIES & THE SKY 2

This belief is  handed down in Beersheba: that, suspended in the heavens, there 
exists another Beersheba, where the city's most elevated virtues and sentiments 
are poised, and that if the terrestrial Beersheba will take the celestial one as its 
model the two cities will become one. The image propagated by tradition is that of a 
city of pure gold, with silver locks and diamond gates, a jewel-city, all inset and 
inlaid, as a maximum of laborious study might produce when applied to materials of 
the maximum worth. True to this belief, Beersheba 's inhabitants honor everything 
that suggests for them the celestial city: they accumulate noble metals and rare 
stones, they renounce all ephemeral excesses, they develop forms of composite 
composure.

They also believe, these inhabitants, that another Beersheba exists underground, 
the receptacle of everything base and unworthy that happens to them, and it is 
their constant care to erase from the visible Beersheba every tie or resemblance to 
the lower twin. In the place of roofs they imagine that the underground city has 
overturned rubbish bins, with cheese rinds, greasy paper, fish scales, dishwater, 
uneaten spaghetti, old bandages spilling from them. Or even that its substance is 
dark and malleable and thick, like the pitch thar pours down from the sewers, 
prolonging the route of the human bowels, from black hole to black hole, until it 
splatters against the lowest subterranean floor, and from the lazy, encircled 
bubbles below, layer upon layer, a fecal city rises, with twisted spires. In 
Beersheba's beliefs there is an element of truth and one of error. It is true that the 
city is accompanied by two projections of itself, orie celestial and one infernal; but 
the citizens are mistaken about their consistency. The inferno that broods in the 
deepest subsoil of Beersheba is a city designed by the most authoritative 
architects, built with the most expensive materials on the market, with every device 
and mechanism and gear system functioning, decked with tassels and fringes 
and frills hanging from all the pipes and levers.

Intent on piling up its carats of perfection, Beersheba takes for virtue what is now a 
grim mania to fill the empty vessel of itself; the city does not know that its only 
moments of generous abandon are those when it becomes detached from 
itself, when it lets go, expands. Still, at the zenith of Beersheba there gravitates a 
celestial body that shines with all the city's riches, enclosed in the treasury of cast-
off things: a planet aflutter with potato peels, broken umbrellas, old socks, candy 
wrappings, paved with tram tickets, fingernail-cuttings and pared calluses, 
eggshells. This is the celestial city, and in its heavens long-tailed comets fly past, 
released to rotate in space from the only free and happpy action of the citizens of 
Beersheba, a city which, only when it shits, is not miserly, calculating, greedy.



CITIES & SIGNS 1

You walk for days among trees and among stones. Rarely does the eye light on a 
thing, and then only when it has recognized that thing as the sign of another thing: 
a print in the sand indicates the tiger's passage; a marsh announces a vein of 
water; the hibiscus flower, the end of winter. All the rest is silent and 
interchangeable; trees and stones are only what they are.

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. Other signals warn of 
what is forbidden in a given place (to enter the alley with wagons, to urinate behind 
the kiosk, to fish with your pole from the bridge) and what is allowed (watering 
zebras, playing bowls, burning relatives' corpses). From the doors of the temples 
the gods' statues are seen, each portrayed with his attributes - the cornucopia, the 
hourglass, the medusa - so that the worshiper can recognize them and address his 
prayers correctly. If a 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; the volumes of Averroes, learning; the ankle bracelet, voluptuousness. Your 
gaze scans the streets as if they were written pages: the city says everything you 
must think, makes you repeat her discourse, and while you believe you are visiting 
Tamara you are only recording the names with which she defines herself and all 
her parts.

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. Outside, 
the land stretches, empty, to the horizon; the sky opens, with speeding clouds. In 
the shape that chance and wind give the clouds, you are already intent on 
recognizing figures: a sailing ship, a 
hand, an elephant. ...


