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THE PERFECT LABYRINTH

'The only free cheese is in mousetraps’

For days we dug trenches. In a circle. Then we joined them with smaller side trenches. 
That’s how we made a spider’s web around ourselves — for the enemy.

It rained ceaselessly the whole time. It made our work easier because it softened 
the hard earth. It made it more difficult because we were constantly wet.

We prepared ourselves for the enemy as though we knew everything about him. 
We knew nothing. We felt his heavy, perfidious presence. We couldn’t see him. We 
waited for him. He didn’t come.

A marvellous sense of being surrounded by a future executioner or future victim, 
it didn’t matter, a special intimacy with the certainty of the encroaching moments put us 
in a state of rapture. We thought the last thought of a freshly guillotined head as it was 
hurled into the dust.

Gradually, the green grass grew yellow. It was covered in dry leaves, the leaves 
were covered in snow, under the melted snow new grass broke through, then new 
withered leaves, new snow and so on several times. The years passed and we had 
already grown accustomed to our trenches. Or, to be more precise, we had come to 
love them. Only we sometimes wondered why no one attacked us, because, to say the 
least, it was illogical to have trenches, and not to have an enemy.

At a certain moment we thought perhaps we were too well dug in, so the enemy 
was afraid of moving. We dug up and re-dug some of the trenches, we smoothed down 
a couple of protecting walls. A hole appeared in our spider’s web.

'A hole, great!’ shouted one of us.
'They’ll think it’s big enough to get through and they’ll get stuck.’
'And what if they do get through after all?’ another dared to doubt.
'Impossible! Our web is perfect. Or more exactly, with this gap, now it’s been 

gnawed, it’s even more perfect because it offers false hope.’
Generally speaking, in our ranks there was no place for doubt. 
Several more years passed, without anything significant happening. 
One day, quite unexpectedly, a black wall appeared on the horizon. It surrounded 

us, making a square, from the north and south, from the east and west. To start with it 
was barely perceptible because it was low. Over the next few days, however, it grew 
increasingly. From hour to hour.

Seen from our perspective, from the trenches, the wall quickly became higher 
than a man, then than the trees and finally it blocked our view of the surrounding hills. 
At one moment the wall separated us from the sky. All that was left was a blue segment 
way on high, above our trenches. Night took hold and day was diminished to just a few 
seconds in which the sun’s rays could warm us, at the right angle. That was quite 
enough for us in the trenches because we knew that in that fragment of time the sun 
shone only for us. And for no one else.

We regrouped and adapted ourselves to the new circumstances.
So, they surrounded us from all sides and we lost our last chance to see our 

enemy. However, we were surprised by our adversaries: were they so stupid as to build 
an impenetrable rampart around us and so help us in our fortification, because the wall 
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was a faultless protection from their attack. Combined with our spider’s web of 
trenches, this new wall made a perfect labyrinth — A LABYRINTH WITH NO WAY OUT.

'Timeo Danaos et dona ferentes!’ said one of the literate among us. 
We didn’t understand, so we took no notice.
From the very beginning, we realised the vital necessity of regular maintenance 

of the ramparts because with time there would be a crack or some damage. That’s why 
we formed a special team of the most able and most skilled experts for reinforcing and 
filling holes, cracks and fissures.

The enemy paid no attention to maintaining the rampart, but we saw through his 
false indifference, imbued with conquering intentions.

During one of the numerous repairs, the scaffolding accidentally collapsed and 
several of the best experts for mending and reconstructing perished. We paid tribute to 
them by putting up memorial busts in several central places in our labyrinth. We also 
called a certain number of the trenches by the names of their wives, children and 
grandchildren, relations, friends, neighbours, lovers and others close to them. The 
remaining trenches were left nameless because we did not yet have enough deserving 
citizens.

We situated the school for our children in one of the driest and nicest of the 
trenches. We called it by the name of the teacher, the only one we had. In fact, he was 
not a real teacher, but that’s what he had desperately wanted to be from his earliest 
childhood. However, that was immaterial given the situation we were in. The new 
teacher adapted the teaching plan and curriculum entirely to the circumstances. Infinite 
quantities of lessons, theories and rules were discarded from the education of the 
younger generations.

For instance, it was completely useless and senseless to teach children that the 
earth was a ball, as we had once been taught. For us it was now a square of trenches 
and walls and that was quite enough. Why study what was outside, when there was 
quite enough unknown within.

In that way education became accessible to all: the poor and the rich, the stupid 
and the clever. Poor and excellent marks disappeared, as did good and bad pupils, 
punishments and rewards, truancy ceased because there was simply nowhere to run 
away to. 

In the hospital in the next trench, just by the school, we had just one doctor. 
Actually, he was not a real doctor either. He had once studied medicine, but had 
abandoned his education in disillusion.

Our doctor immediately abolished all illnesses, apart from the ones he knew, so 
that we felt far healthier because we had incomparably less chance to fall ill or die. 
There was no need for medicines, which we didn’t have in any case, people died 
naturally and healthily — as God had ordained.

Thanks to the fact that he was the only one, our doctor was also the best, so that 
such distinctions disappeared as well — we were all treated by the best doctor.

In our only bar, the only waiter we had served the one single drink we had. The 
differences between the drunk and the sober disappeared. There was no credit, no 
tipping, no closing time, no fighting or disorder. Everyone had his own table and on it his 
own, free drink. The ideal was realised: no one treated anyone else, and we were all 
entertained.

We had a factory as well, a shop, a barber’s, a bakery, a cemetery, a mine, our 
own little field and church, our own little wood with an avenue of trees, a park, a square 
and a crossroads, a cinema and theatre, tobacconist’s, our own car, bicycle, ball, dog 
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and cat… In short, we had everything we needed, just one of everything — and that was 
quite enough.

The differences that used to oppress and characterise us disappeared and life 
became unbelievably easy and agreeable. Many dreams were fulfilled. Everyone was 
important and well-known, because he was the only one: the only baker, the only chef, 
hairdresser, painter, writer, but we still all together had everything we needed. We were 
all the best, we all had the best, and, all in all, everything was the best, although there 
was nothing to compare it with. I chose to be the best in ideas, to be the cleverest in our 
little empire, and so I was able to realise my old, youthful dream.

The labyrinth continued to protect us and we lived our great lives serenely.
That is how it was for a long time, I myself no longer remember how long, 

because we had also abolished time. And we ignored all other units of measurement 
too. We didn’t need them. However, one day, quite out of the blue, misfortune came to 
the labyrinth.

The earth shook, the trenches caved in, and the walls in the distance swung like 
spider’s webs in the wind. From the depths, from the womb of the earth, the sound of 
muffled thunder reached us. Everything whirled and rocked, we fell on top of one 
another, got to our feet, then stumbled again, fell head-over-heels, confused and 
helpless, not understanding what had happened to us. It was a powerful earthquake. At 
one moment, when the tremor reached its peak, the earth groaned painfully and 
trembled, the ground beneath our feet split open and separated into two uneven parts. 
In the middle gaped a deep, dark, bottomless chasm. We were divided forever. All that 
connected us now was our shared misfortune. The wall  — our defence and security — 
diverged as well. Great unease settled in our hearts and homes.

Growing horror overcame those who were left in the smaller part. Their ranks 
filled with panic, lawlessness and doubt in the righteousness of our battle. The sense of 
rejection and isolation, the thought that they had been tricked and abandoned to their 
fate, had the effect of making them weak and hesitant.

We decided to punish them, so we divided ourselves from them by a high wall, 
this time on the inside. And, in response, they also built a wall on their side.

That bottomless chasm between us stayed in the same place, only now it was 
deeper, or higher, I myself no longer know which. By then we had quite lost any sense 
of measure.

After some time we heard cries for help and wailing coming from the other side of 
the internal wall. They were slowly dying. We could manage without them, but not they 
without us. Everything that was vital and essential for life had remained on our side. 
What use was the museum, say, to them (empty in any case because we were just 
making history), when they had nothing to eat (the chef was our man)? Or what good 
was a poet (without a single poem) when the best baker (the only man who knew how 
to make bread) had remained on our side?

Soon the first vultures began to flutter over their part of the trenches. They were 
perishing gradually. Gradually, but not with dignity, because in the end they submitted. 
Unable to hold out any longer, they broke down the outer wall and gave themselves up 
to the enemy.

Evil tongues say that they are now living very well among the strangers, but that 
simply cannot be true. In any case, here this story takes on an unexpected and tragic 
tone.

The perfidious enemy, hidden all these years, exploited our disagreement and 
stirred up our former brothers against us. It was only they, who had fought alongside us 
till the day before, people who knew our language and culture, our customs and 
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traditions, our way of thinking, only they, who knew how we breathed, were able to 
destroy us systematically. They and no one else.

They stretched an enormous, black cover over the edge of the walls, hiding the 
sky from us. Only our former brothers could have known how much that moment meant 
to us, those few seconds in the day when the sun shone only for us. And only they could 
have known how hard it would be for us to lose it.

Endless dark reigned. Light and fire disappeared. Everything stilled and stopped, 
no longer crawling or walking, swimming or flying, giving birth or reproducing, blooming 
or germinating. The earth grew cold, the water froze, the air became stale. Everything 
was disturbed, altered and corrupted. We wandered through the trenches, lost, we 
collided with one another in the darkness, we walked aimlessly and stumbled, blinded 
and bewildered.

Those were difficult days and we gathered for the first and last time to consult. 
There I presented the only sensible proposal. It would be best, I said, if, for the common 
good, we were every one of us to commit suicide and only one should be left alive, the 
cleverest and best, who would represent all the others fittingly and, when a propitious 
moment came, he would raise the nation out of the ashes and renew our labyrinth. 
There was no alternative because with our remaining reserves only one person could 
survive for any length of time.

I was very surprised when they unanimously chose none other than me. There 
was no doubt, they said, that only the greatest and best could make such a courageous 
and wise proposal and sacrifice himself to such a degree in the interests of the nation 
and humanity in general, offering death as a pledge of future life.

We embraced, said farewell and they all leapt into that bottomless pit, while I 
remained to lead my extinct nation, to await a propitious moment and engender my 
nation anew.

And, here I am, now, in the famous labyrinth in which many were lost and hardly 
any found, recording on a dark day, in a dreary month and a confused and deceitful 
year, at a late hour, the bitter fate of my nation and its struggle, to preserve it from 
oblivion and give it eternal life.

I don’t know what will become of me, recently some unfavourable winds have 
been blowing, it is a bad time for our cause, while I sit and hope. Hope is healing and 
nourishing. It cheats hunger. And, apart from that, I think. That is my calling. I think did I 
go wrong somewhere for I imagined all of this differently. But, that simply cannot be 
true, for: there is only one true and right path — the path of the righteous.

176


	THE PERFECT LABYRINTH
	'The only free cheese is in mousetraps’


