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The author of the end of the world 

 

 

IF SOME OF US CONSIDER READERS TO BE JUDGES –why else would we put 

to them our parables if we were not to seek their approval and their verdict, even our 

final redemption through their wondering eyes– we should provide more than just a 

single version of a story.  There should be two at the very least, defence and accusation, 

so that the narrative can be effectively appraised. 

 

And if we were to talk about a woman who is none other than the author of the 

end of the world, we could perhaps tell two stories:  one would refer strictly to the final 

and most pitiful annihilation of the universe as we know it, and the other would be 

about the way in which this particular character decided to carry out such a 

reprehensible deed.  The first would take the form of a chronicle depicting 

straightforward facts; the second would be an outline of how the actual destruction was 

carried out.   

 

And so, the first story could begin like this: 
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“It is the end of the world, and we know it officially because, without being able 

to silence it any further, they have announced it with large multilingual titles in the only 

newspaper still being published.  There was also a single evening broadcast, just a 

couple of minutes long, telling us that we have a few days to go and then, without 

further claptrap, nothingness is to follow. 

 

“For months, people have spoken only about this, and yet rumours were denied 

persistently by officials.  This is why, now that the hearsay has been publicly confirmed, 

people take it as nothing more serious than yet another news item and not as the 

unhappiest of sentences.  Most prefer to concentrate on daily chores and on trivialities 

relating to basic survival.  If there are complaints, they are predictably directed against 

the last few remaining authorities and their mishandling of the situation.  Very few –

learned or otherwise– seem to mention the likely terror or apprehension felt by the 

public as a result of impending events.  Instead, there is much talk concerning general 

and even practical matters.  In this very last hour, the subjects discussed are to the point: 

the weather, local news, gossip.  There is also talk in some polished circles about our 

fortunes being but droplets of rain or grains of rice or granules of sand, and that in such 

minute elements live the storm or the field or the dune.  And so, these circles conclude, 

if the world is finally being wiped out it is only because we have been destroying one 

another over centuries.”  

 

“There is one final group of particularly cynical observers who state that, in the 

face of absolute devastation, neither allegorical conjecture nor matter of fact 

descriptions are of any use. 
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  “People have decided to maintain a semblance of normality, or at least they seek 

refuge in pretending that nothing too terribly serious is happening.  This is why 

everything continues to run as routinely as always, despite the many victims that the 

long list of natural disasters has claimed until now.  However ghastly, no seismic 

activity, no typhoons, no pitch-black skies have managed to stop the flow of things, 

and there are still guests in dilapidated hotel rooms and people sitting in empty 

restaurants, waiting for dinner to be served. 

 

“Most buildings and monuments have been destroyed, some by the hand of 

Nature, others for reasons of health and safety.  Art is now for the public and by the 

public, exhibited on pavements and street walls.  Poetry is recited in public squares by 

anyone having anything to say.  Every open space is a stage, and actors will perform 

any lines they can still remember from the old days.  And all of this takes place under 

a stellar rain that falls relentlessly without a sound, eating away slowly and painlessly 

at anything it touches. 

 

“Under that perpetual night, people stagger along the streets, dressed in clothes 

of incongruous sizes, most probably stolen from the dead bodies lying in most corners.  

Wandering without a purpose seems to be the only thing that one can do for now; there 

is no point of reference or direction to follow.  Any personal links are forever broken, 

and so children will not follow their parents, couples go back to being individuals, 

groups with common interests have scattered without end; in short, to see a familiar 

face in the crowd does not produce feelings of relief any longer, but mostly unconcern. 
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“In one particular street, someone is handing out small grey loaves of a brackish 

taste; in another, a truck is blocking the road and the driver is giving away mouldy fruits 

of unknown and mutated varieties.  All this is part of the maintenance operations that 

our bewildered authorities have hastily organised throughout the few remaining 

populated areas.   

 

“Not much is left, materially or otherwise.  But the little there is –a few people, 

a few cars, a few working traffic lights, just a handful of police officers– no longer 

allows us to identify with our time.  If united at all it is in our disaffections.” 

 

 “Tomorrow is the big day: it is expected that the universe will revolve 

unceremoniously and spin around itself at faster speed than it has ever done, and that 

the planets in our solar system will burst into dissonant chords of the lowest bearable 

pitch.  As a result of this lack of harmony the heavens will manifestly shatter and 

collapse.  In a way, some claim, it will not be the beginning of the end but the unleashing 

of the regression we had been expecting for some time.  Such is the regression seen in 

Nature, namely going back to one’s origins at the end of a life cycle, as in dust to dust, 

nothingness to nothingness.  It is not known whether the process will happen in a single 

and gargantuan stroke, or by phases of increasing intensity as magnificent contractions, 

obliterating all in their path as mere flakes of air, fire, water and wood.  But this is a 

piece of information that from tomorrow onwards will be of no consequence in the 

human context, since no one will be there to register anything for future generations, if 

they come to exist again one day.  Such a process will mean the total and absolute 

elimination of all known beings, down to the last drop of blood.  And to conclude, the 

known universe will be shredded into coloured streamers as if it were a gigantic pencil 
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being sharpened and from which, festively, more successful civilizations may one day 

arise.” 

 

And this would be the second story: 

 

“In front of her was the whitest sheet of paper, ready to be tainted with the 

meanders of her twisted writing.  She pulled her long black hair backwards and sank 

her chin in the cup of her hand, meditating –yellow light from a burning fireplace, 

washed-out light from a wintry afternoon– on what she should write about that day.  

She knew that her writing-time was the only experience that allowed her to live life to 

the full.  Outside the limits of that page, things could never be controlled, went sour, 

even turned against her as the unforeseen machinations of some nameless and 

omnipresent enemy, possibly another writer like her, but then of course someone of 

higher qualities, more convincing technique, further-reaching ideas.” 

 

 “She liked to start a new story as a handwritten draft, and about to set the process 

in motion she decided to do something indispensable.  From a drawer in her desk, she 

took out a minute penknife and began to sharpen a pencil.  And in doing that, seeing 

how the fine wooden flakes with yellow borders began to fall gradually on the table, 

she thought that perhaps it would be good to write a story about something really 

significant, a matter of true interest such as… yes, such as the end of the world, for 

example, she said to herself.  And she also said: look how gracefully these pencil 

shavings tumble like falling leaves, now on the table and now on the floor, what a 

calculated and deadly process this is.  There is poise in such dissolution and gentleness 

in inflicting such cruel damage.  One could even compare it to the universe as we know 
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it:  its destiny ruled by strict mechanical laws, yet all of it presided by an impassive 

maker.  And so, if for whatever reason there was to be a whole world inside a pencil, 

this would be the surest way to put an end to it.” 

 

 

 

____________ 
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