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MIRABILE DICTU  

  

En el desierto siempre se está en el centro  

(In the desert one is always in the middle)  

–Jorge Luis Borges  

  

‘Mirabile dictu—had you ever heard the term before?’ the man spoke in the darkness, to the 

darkness. ‘Word for word,’ he continued in a French adorned by a prowling Arabic accent, mirabile 

dictu means “wonderful to relate”, but this begs the question, is the content of the story what is 

wonderful, or is it in fact the telling of the story in itself, the ability of language to incarnate reality, 

that should arouse our admiration? How language makes things real even when they are not, how 

all it takes is but a few words for something to happen… within us if not without…’  

He paused, as if lost deep inside himself. He seemed unsure as to how to find his way out 

of such a labyrinth. I hungered for his story, for I knew he was the only man in Alexandria who 

had witnessed with his own eyes a miracle of sand, the portent of the desert, what the locals called 

nadhir.  

‘It happened one day,’ my companion continued suddenly, ‘one day, as I wandered aimless, 

famished and thirst-stricken through the deserts of Egypt. You are well within your rights to think 

it was but a mere mirage; as I am well within my rights to trust with violent certainty the truth of 

what I saw, the truth of nadhir.   

‘Be it genuine or a fabrication of pure fancy, I can assure you my tale will be worth your 

time, for it will teach you something fundamental about life, something that, if retained, will spare 

you from an unfathomable amount of pain and suffering. However, I can also assure you you will 

not learn the lesson that, like a pearl in an oyster or a Minotaur in a labyrinth, awaits you at the 

centre of my story.’  

He stood pensive for a moment. The tide of language was receding in him and he seemed 

to go back into himself, deeper than before. I knew instinctively that it was midnight. But it was 

not just any midnight, but Laylat al-Qadr, the night of nights… when the moonlight ripens the figs 

that hang upon the trees, when, in short, the first verses of the Quran were whispered to the prophet  

Muhammad.  
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To me, on the other hand, nothing was revealed, nothing whispered. The silence was 

absolute. We were in the middle of the desert and I felt incredibly, inexplicably alone. It was not 

the solitude of two men who do not speak to one another, but the solitude of one man who has no 

one to speak to, of a man who cannot find his reflection upon a mirror, for in that reflection he sees 

someone else. In the darkness it was hard to tell where my companion’s body ended and mine 

began, and I felt the curious sensation that we might be the same person. And yet, I understood 

that the silence that hovered as a mist in the air all around us was not the silence of emptiness, but 

the pregnant silence of expectation, the tension in a concert hall before the first note of a symphony.  

‘It is far too late to start at the beginning,’ he began, giving me the impression that he had 

not stopped speaking at all, ‘for everything is in constant metamorphosis. If there even is a 

beginning, it is certain that we haven’t come across it yet. As such, to talk about myself, I should 

also talk about my childhood, and my father’s childhood, and so on, for generations untraceable. 

So let us instead begin with a question. What is it, indeed, a wonder?  

‘In our corrupted days, like desert snakes that discard their skins, words have shed their 

meanings several times over. Perhaps nothing remains of the truth—it would seem we arrived too 

late at the feast—but sometimes, if one is observant, it is possible to travel through time, to discover 

a forgotten scale, a footprint, an unexpected etymology, and stare in horror at a primitive truth.  

‘To you, to me, to the modern world at large, the word wonderful implies that something 

is fully good; to the modern imagination wonders are innocent, pleasant phenomena. But in fact, 

at its root, the term originally describes a state of sacred terror, of terrible awe, for the wondrous 

is a violent irruption of the metaphysical, of the illogical, of the inhuman, into our world. The 

prophet of Nazareth, as he resurrected Lazarus, performed a miracle, yes; he also performed an 

atrocity. I doubt Lazarus could ever forgive him. We forgive our fathers, but not our resurrectors.’  

It seemed to me that this time it was I who was lost in silence, or rather in music. I 

disappeared and melted into him, feeling like a cobra charmed by the flute of an enchanter.  

  

    
*  

I was the son of a merchant of Cairo. During Napoleon’s occupation of Egypt, my father made a 

trade of selling mummies to French antiquaries. He grew rich and prosperous and begat ten sons 

and daughters, all with similar (or rather archetypal) names and faces, all born into the purple of 
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privilege. Nevertheless, when Napoleon withdrew from Egypt and Mohamed Ali rose to the rank 

of Pasha, everything changed. From night to morn, the British had become friends of Egypt, and 

consequently the French were despised; Mohamed Ali even sent an obelisk to London as a gift, to 

cement the alliance between the two nations. As a result, my family lost everything. I was born the 

very night the obelisk arrived in London, the very night my father took his own life.  

I grew up in extreme poverty; famine was a regular meal, seasoned only with the distant 

memory of cornucopias, of pomegranates, and figs. I believe that it was at this point that I 

developed the disease that was to haunt my soul: a conviction that life had been stolen from me, 

that I had been deprived by an accident of faith of a destiny that was rightfully mine. A life of 

luxury and wealth had disappeared from right under my nose, as a mirage that evaporates into the 

desert air. Thus began my torture. I became convinced that I was living the wrong life. Isn’t it 

extraordinary? To be tortured by an ideal, by something that is not real? To be tortured by words! 

And yet the worlds that they contained!   

It was at this point that I begat a spectre. My imagination concentrated all my grief into the 

image of another me, a sort of monstruous, invisible twin, my ideal I, who did not lose his father, 

who grew up in wealth, who became the most trusted advisor of the Pasha, who undertook 

diplomatic missions for him, like the vizier of Harun al-Rashid in the Arabian Nights. This persona 

was of course not real, but I couldn’t help but compare myself to him at every waking moment. I 

imagined him to be happy, whole, content. Blessed is he who is not of this world. I, on the other 

hand, was here.   

Upon the western threshold of youth, I procured some money to establish myself as a rug 

merchant. Cairo was a monument to my family’s failure, so I decided to abandon the city and find 

my destiny in Alexandria. Fortune smiled at me at first, and I forgot about my archetypal twin: I 

prospered, had many a friend and married a beautiful woman who decorated her hair with peacock 

feathers.   

And yet, the problem with happiness is that it often proves but the prologue to despair. The 

very night I embraced my wife for the first time, cholera descended upon the city. She died a few 

weeks later.  

Following this atrocity, I began wondering what might have been at every waking moment. 

In my diseased imagination, she had left this world, and gone on to wed my imaginary other; she 
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became his wife; and in so doing became more ideal than the mere creature of flesh whose touch I 

experienced but for a few hours.  

Upon her death, everything came undone. In vain I tried to wrestle from the rock of life the 

gold that rightfully belonged to me until my hands bled. I managed to earn some coins which I lost 

just as quickly… Debts drove me to penury, penury to destitution. I still needed to eat, so I resorted 

to questionable characters. When I defaulted on my loans, I suffered violence, but even the patience 

of a vulture has a limit. Sun followed sun and still I couldn’t repay the piastres I had borrowed. *  

My companion paused for an instant. A thought suddenly went through my mind, like a bolt of 

lightning through cloud-heavy heavens: a story can be wondrous, but can it be a wonder? Whatever 

the case, this pause was shorter than the previous ones, and quickly enough my star fell out of 

orbit. His voice had eclipsed mine once again.  

*  

I forget the exact circumstances that brought me to the nadir of my life, but whatever they were, 

they conduced me to the nadhir, what you call the wonder. I speak about my past and it doesn’t 

seem to belong to me. I feel deeply when looking at my memories that their protagonist could just 

as easily have been another man; that the narrator could have changed suddenly with no harm to 

the story; if you are fated to come across this wonder yourself, why, I might as well have been you, 

and you might as well tell this tale.  

It befell that one day two particularly ruthless moneylenders came to collect upon my debts 

at the same time. After a violent examination of my finances made it apparent that I possessed no 

money, they became inspired and thought of a way to make some coins off me.   

In short, a bet was proposed. I would be stranded in the middle of the desert with nothing 

but a canteen of water. One man wagered I would perish of exposure, the other that I would make 

it back and perish of glee. An addiction to games had ruined my finances. Now I was to receive a 

fitting punishment. I stopped being a punter to become a horse in a death race. If I survived, I could 

have my life; if I passed away, my life was to prove an example, or rather, a deterrent.  

This, I believe, is what must have happened. I was unconscious during these negotiations 

and my following recollection is waking up under the scorching sun. Next to me lay a small 

canteen. My shoes had been removed, no doubt to render more agonising my exodus through the 

desert. Far away in the distance I could see a small dot which I assume was the retreating camel of 

one of my abductors. I started running towards it, but the sand crumbled like civilisations under 
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my feet, until, falling on the dunes, I lost my bearings. When I was able to stabilise myself, I 

scanned the horizon and saw nothing. I couldn’t remember which way I had seen them leave. The 

wind effaces man’s footprints as quickly as he imprints them upon the sand.  

To describe my pains, my thoughts, my despair during the first hours of my martyrdom is 

a futile exercise. What will interest you more is a brief moment of crisis, before I encountered the 

nadhir. Fearing that I would run out of water, I refused to drink a single drop from the canteen, 

despite the burning in my throat. Such was my determination that I eventually came across an 

oasis, all while keeping my water reserves fully intact. There, I decided to finally slake my thirst 

and opened the canteen… It was completely empty, had been empty from the very start, a sick joke 

from my captors. I realised that if I had tried to drink from it before coming across the oasis, my 

desperation would have proved fatal. Strange to think I was physically capable of trudging on this 

long without drinking a single drop of water, for had I taken stock of my provisions at the beginning 

of this ordeal, I would have died of despair.   

I stayed in the oasis for hours or months, but eventually decided to venture forth pursuing 

fortune, towards the occident, where the sun dies. After many days of insolation and thirst, I came 

upon it, the wonder…  

How better to describe it? A sense of things ending; a sense of things beginning, an arbitrary 

line in the desert. There was a point where I felt there was no more. Imagine walking confidently 

in a straight line, until by chance one happens to catch a curious reflection, out of the corner of the 

eye. One has the feeling one is about to walk into a glass door, and one stops midstep. Imagine this 

occurs in the middle of the desert, where there is no obstacle in sight. And yet, I had reached a 

point where I could simply go no further, though the horizon extended beyond me. I wasn’t 

physically precluded from venturing on—it was a different kind of limitation, the kind of dark 

spirit that keeps people from leaving the house on tragic days.  

But to better understand what I felt, I must ask you to indulge your imagination one more 

time. Imagine that you don’t catch the reflection of a mere pane of glass, standing supportless in 

the desert. Imagine that what you suspect you find is not a mirror, but a magic mirror, a mirror in 

which you’re not reflected. A mirror that reflects the horizons of sand behind you, but only because 

they look just like the horizons of sand before you, a mirror immune to time.  

What is a mirror? Anything that reflects us back to ourselves. Only a dogmatist would 

define it as a reflective surface of glass. People, places, stories can be mirrors, as long as they show 
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us an image of ourselves, distorted. There is something terrible in a mirror that doesn’t reflect you. 

There is something terrible in a mirror that does.   

I don’t know where he came from, the man, the Other, but suddenly I realised I was not 

alone. Behind the invisible line that separated East from West, stood a figure of roughly my size 

and build. At first I really thought him my reflection, but other than the universality of the human, 

he was very different from me, and yet I had the nauseous impression that I knew him. He seemed 

rich, he wore a wedding ring; he seemed whole in a way I was not, and yet he was visibly 

distressed; He did not seem blessed. What had this man in his silk and with his jewels to be unhappy 

about? He didn’t cross over to my side, nor I to his. We both stayed behind the invisible line that 

divided the desert. Suddenly, I experienced a strange sensation, I felt like a cat trying to battle his 

reflection in the mirror, unable to understand that it is himself he fights.  

‘Praised be Allah,’ the stranger greeted me.  

‘What is your name, oh, traveller?’ I asked.  

He replied not. I was glad for this, in a way. I was afraid of the answer. I think we both 

experienced a kind of disgust for each other, as well as a relief that our solitude was suspended for 

an instant.  

‘I am an emissary of Harun al-Rashid,’ he said at last, “I bear a gift for Charlemagne: a 

clepsydra.’  

A thought occurred to me: a water-clock would not work in the desert.  

*  

I grew weary of my companion’s story. Was this the wonder? The hallucinations of a dehydrated 

man hardly interested me. I had come to Egypt in search of answers to my Weltschmerz, the pain 

that to me was being in the world, alone just like everybody else… Hearing of the nadhir had given 

me hope, hope that there was meaning in existence, and yet this man had nothing but words to 

offer me. Now, however, he had grown quiet, and silence seemed the only thing in his possession.  

‘When will you take me to the wonder?’  

‘Can you not see, oh, brother, where we are?’  

*  

I looked deeply into the eyes of my companion; he looked back just as intently. For an instant I 

lost track of who was who.  
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