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bent cunts, straight cunts, cunts gray and hoary,

cunts without hair, cunts thick and furry,
and virgin cunts, narrow and tight,

wide, gaping cunts, and cunts made right,
cunts large and small, oval and round,
deep cunts, and cunts raised on a mound,
cunts on her head, cunts on her feet...

the peasant’s joy is now complete.

“Husband, what have you done?” said she.

“Why have you wished this thing on me?”
The good man said, “One cunt won’t do
for all the pricks | got from you.

Don’t be alarmed, for your condition
will lead to widespread recognition:
when you go walking, you’ll continue
to be known for all the cunt in you.”
“Husband,” she said, “what can | say?
That makes two wishes thrown away,
and now you must use one to fix

us and remove these cunts and pricks.
You'll still have one left out of four,

and we'll be rich forevermore.”

The peasant wishes thereupon

that all their cunts and pricks were gone,
but she was anything but cheered

to find her cunt had disappeared,

and he, too, had an awful shock

to find himself without a cock.

Both of them were extremely wroth.
“Husband, it’s time to make the fourth
wish we have left to us,” said she;

“one prick for you, one cunt for me.
WEe'll return to our former state

no poorer off, at any rate.”

He wished the wish that still remained;
and thus he neither lost nor gained:

he got his prick back at the cost

of the four wishes, which he lost.

My Language and I (1978)
Ilse Aichinger
' Translated by Uljana Wolf & Christian Hawkey

My language is one that tends towards foreign words. | choose them, | retrieve
them from far away. But it is a small language. It doesn’t reach far. All around, all
around me, always all around and so forth. We advance against our will. To hell
with us, | sometimes say to it. It turns, it doesn’t answer, it lets us happen. Some-
times Customs officers appear. Your passports? We pass, they let us pass. My lan-
guage didn’t say anything, but | did, | nodded obligingly, | did them this favour. One
person, and something around him, unsuspicious. But what was around him? A
coiled spring. No, smoke. There is something around everyone, don’t you know
this? These poor boys, | honestly feel sorry for them. Honestly. Now you’re bab-
blingWhat do they have or not have that makes you feel sorry? They’re young,
that’s all—what’s there to feel sorry about? They'll grow, that’s inevitable. They will
get powerful and they will become a force. While we remain stuck in the ink, like
a farce, slaving away, pretending to be cheerful—while we're losing our cheerful-
ness. Honestly. Who is that, who says that? Me. This cracks me up. This always re-
minds me of the one who said Me!, when he arrived too late at his own house and
wanted to be let inside. | am reminded of him, what was his profession? Custodian,
| believe. Yes, custodian. Are you hungry? Because | definitely am. But | have this
habit of always omitting one hunger. First one, then two, then three. But then there
will be a meal, | swear, where nothing is omitted, where everything will be on the
table, spread out before me. Then they all cavort around, all around me, and then |
have it. Sleepy? Well sleep, go ahead and sleep. I'll keep watch for you.

This is where | sit with my language, only 3 metres away from the people who
talk like that. But we made it through, we have passed, we can take a rest when
we are out of breath. There are plenty of empty spots, put a blanket down, the
sun shines everywhere. My language and I, we don't talk to each other, we have
nothing to say to each other. | know what | have to know—it likes cold food better
than warm food, not even the coffee should be hot. This can really keep you busy.
It's a lot of work, laying out the plates, cutting the food, measuring the cold, letting
the warmth dissipate. While my language stares out at the sea. It's easy for my
language to stare, because | do everything. | don’t rush like | used to, | now calmly
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smooth the blanket, | calmly weight it with stones when it gets windy, but it’s true: |
work and it stares. It doesn’t even express wishes. This wouldn’t be the utmost one
could ask of it, but it would be something. A good deed, a service to me, a way to
help me progress. But my language doesn’t care, that much | understand. It only
stares or listens to the surf, my language. | make sure that we are always near the
sea. |, not it. | would like to know what would happen to my language if one day |
walked inland, if | simply took a turn like other people do, picking a stone table for
us between the hollows, the shaved pines. What would it do then—would it come
with me? The coastal wind is bad for my ears, this much | know. Sometimes | begin
to sing, or to bang the silverware, then everything becomes quieter. Even though
our kind of food doesn’t require utensils, | unpack the silverware, the plates and
glasses, too. | hold up a knife and then | let it fall, carefully, on the plate, always from
the same height. For five weeks now everything has been getting quieter. Recently
| tried to let the knife fall on the plate from a slightly higher distance. It banged
loudly, | heard it clearly, but the plate broke. My language remained calm, its gaze
pinned on the sea, always, | believe, on the same spot. It seems to be the opposite
of certain paintings where the gaze follows you everywhere— its gaze follows no
one. Sea monsters and fishing boats would be equally lost on it. And none come
anyway. At some point | begin to set out our cold meal, | pour the cold coffee, but
in vain, Carefully I've set everything on our blanket, | even placed a coastal flower
in the middle or right next to its plate. But my language doesn’t turn around. | then
put the plate in front of my language—right between it and the sea foam. My joy
is gone, the hearing test has dampened my spirits, and the sea annoys me. My
language used to have a lavender shawil, but it’s gone. | fear we might ruin our
health in this place. If my language loses its voice, then it has one more reason to
stop talking to me. While | continue to besiege it with questions and offers—whis-
pering, coughing. The lavender shawl! looked good on my language, it covered its
overly long neck and gave its unspoken appearance both gentleness and resolute-
ness. Now all of that’s gone and my language doesn’t even turn its collar up. The
way it looks now, it sometimes reminds me of a mature swan but very dull in col-
our, as if its maturation were still ahead of it. But it shouldn’t flatter itself. From afar
| hear the voices of the Customs officers. They talk and talk, or at least one of them
is always talking. It wasn’t my idea to settle down so close to the Customs booth,
but my language refused to go further. The fourth country has ended, | shouted in
its ear, the fifth is right over there. It followed me reluctantly—and no further than
right here. The truth is, we might as well be Customs officers. Among them, only
one does the talking, too—about food and youth while the other sleeps or stares at
us through the windows, like right now. Earlier, when | searched for our passports,
he was sleeping. | don’t let my language carry our passports any more since it lost
its shawl, | have them now.

30

They are bored over there. Or maybe they find us suspicious. They find my lan-
guage suspicious, not me. | am normal, | eat and drink, and when | let the knife
fall on the plate it doesn’t look to them—at such a distance—like a hearing test, it
looks like clumsiness, and that’s quite all right with me. But if we stay longer, it will
stop looking like clumsiness and will start to look like intent. If only my language
talked to me, then | wouldn’t need this kind of hearing test, but it does very little to
keep us free of suspicion. Not even for my sake. It should really care more about me
but | suspect it of only caring about itself. Or not caring about itself at all. Or both
—how convenient. My language didn’t touch what | put out, it lets sea foam salt its
food. Each to his own, | think. | can also take others for my own. Or mistake them.
| can become a Customs chef, a Customs entertainer, Customs officer. The two
over there will not ignore what | put in front of them. We will talk about Customs,
about Customs items, silver and lead and similar things. About card games—I also
know card games. And about my language, which | suspect will never move away
from here. From its salty meal, its grey gaze. | will do what | can for it. The talking
alone will help, the conversations about it, the observations which will soon repeat
themselves. In time, no one will want anything from my language. And | will do my
part. | will weave in a sentence here and there to make it free of suspicion.
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