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Douglas Adams On the Planet of Oracles and Seers

DOUGLASADAMS
(1952- 2001)
On the Planet of Oraclesand Seers

In this*“ fifth bodk in the increasingly inaccurately named Hitch
Hiker's Guide to the Galaxy trilogy” , Arthur Dent, one of the
main human protagonists, is dill on some knd d odyssey
through space and time. Convinced that the planet Earth was
destroyed (in order to buld an intergalactic bypasg, Arthur
finaly finds out that if one is at a loss as to ore's persond
future and havto shapeit, one can dways consult a prophet...

He headed to the outer Eastern Rim of the Galaxy where, it was
said, wisdom and truth were to be found, most particularly on
the planet Hawalius, which was a planet of oracles and see's and
soathsayers and also take-away pizza shops, because most
mystics were completely incapable of cooking for themsedves.

However it appeared that some sort of calamity had befallen
this planet. As Arthur wandered the streds of the vill age where
the major prophets lived, it had something d a crestfallen air.

After a while, Arthur learns it is because of the omnispresence
of radio and TV reports from across the universe that fewer
and fewer people turn to the wise men of Hawalius for advice
— Just before he leaves, Arthur visits a vill age that consists
entirely of extremely high pdes; one @an go upthe poles by
climbing onthe short wooden pegs that were hamnered into
themin slomy ascending spirals. Sanewhat out of breath from
climbing a coude of those pales, he finally sees a man who
seansto bethe Knd o person heislooking for.

Oddy, the man's face was now only a couple of fed away. He
seaned in ore way to be a perfectly narmal shape, but his body
was stting crosslegged ona pole forty fed away while his face
was only two fed from Arthur’s. Without moving Hs head, and
without seaming to do anything oddat all, he stood up and
stepped onto the top of anather pole. Either it was just the hest,
thought Arthur, or space was a diff erent shape for him.

T..] We dl like to congegate, he [said], ‘at boundary
condtions.’

‘Really? said Arthur.

‘Where land meds water. Where erth meds air. Where
body meds mind. Where space meds time. We like to be on ore
side, and look at the other.’

Arthur ga terribly excited. This was exactly the sort of
thing ke’ d been promised in the brochure. Here was a man who
seamned to be moving through some kind d Escher space saying
really profound things about all sorts of stuff.



45

50

55

60

65

70

75

80

85

90

Douglas Adams On the Planet of Oracles and Seers

It was unnerving though. The man was now stepping from
poleto gound, from groundto pole, from poleto pole, from pole
to haizon and back: he was making complete norsense of
Arthur’'s gatial universe. ‘Please stop!’ Arthur said, suddenly.

‘Can't take it, huh? said the man. Without the dlightest
movement he was now back, sitting crosslegged, on top of the
pole forty fed in front of Arthur. ‘You come to me for advice,
but you can’t cope with anything yau dorit recogrise. Hmmm
So we'll have to tdl you something yau already knav but make
it sound like news, en? W, business as usual | suppose’ He
sighed and squinted mournfully into the distance. ‘Where you
from, boy? he then asked.

Arthur decided to be clever. He was fed up with being
mistaken for a completeidiot by everyone he ever met. ‘Tell you
what,” hesaid. ‘You're a see. Why dorit you tel me?

The old man sighed again. ‘1 was just,’ he said, passng Hs
hand round behind Hs head, ‘making conwersation” When he
brought his hand round to the front again, he had a globe of the
Earth spinning on his up-pointed forefinger. 1t was unmistakable.
Heput it away again. Arthur was gunned.

‘How did you—

‘I can't tel you.’

‘Why nd? I’ ve comeall thisway.’

‘You canna seewhat | seebecause you seewhat you see
You canna know what | know because you know what you
know. What | seeandwhat | know canna be added to what you
seeand what you know because they are nat of the same kind.
Neither can it replace what you seeand what you know, because
that would be to replace you yoursdf.’

‘Hang on can | write this down? said Arthur, excitedly
fumblingin his pocket for a pencil.

“You can pick up a copy at the spaceport,” said the old man.
‘They’ve gat racks of the stuff.’

‘Oh,” said Arthur, disappointed. ‘Well, isn't there anything
that’s perhaps a bit more specific to me?

‘Everything yau seeor hear or experience in any way at all
is gecific to yau. You create a universe by perceving it, so
everythingin the universe you perceiveis ecific to yau.’

Arthur looked at him doubtfully. ‘Can | get that at the
spaceport, too? he said.

‘Check it out,” said the old man.

‘I't says in the brochure, * said Arthur, pulling it out of his
pocket and looking at it again, ‘that | can have a special prayer,
individually tail ored to me and my special needs.’

‘Oh, all right,’ said the old man. ‘Her€'s a prayer for you.
Got a pencil ?

‘Yes,” said Arthur.

‘I't goes like this. Let's seenow: “Protect me from knowing
what | dorit nead to know. Protect me from even knowing that
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there are things to knaw that | dorit know. Protect me from
knowing that | decided na to knowv about the things that |
decided nd to knaw about. Amen.” That's it. It's what you pray
silently inside yoursdf anyway, so you may as well haveit out in
the open.’

‘Hmmm’ said Arthur. ‘Wdl, thank you—

‘Therés anather prayer that goes with it that's very
important,” continued the old man, ‘so you'd better jot this down,
too’

‘OK.

‘I't goes, “Lord, lord, lord ...” It's best to put that bit in, just
in case. You can never betoo sure. “Lord, lord, lord. Protect me
from the consequences of the above prayer. Amen.” And that’s
it. Most of the trouble people get into in life comes from missng
out that last part.’ [..]

‘Wdll, thank yau for your help,” said Arthur.

‘Don't mentionit,” said the man onthe pole, and vanished.

Douglas Adams, Mostly Harmless(London Heinemann, 1992 Pan, 1993, pp. 71-84.
Annotations

8 rim edge; 11 socthsayer (arch.) fortune-teller, prophet; 13 calamity
disaster; 15 crestfallen air sad atmosphere; 40 Escher reference to
M. C. Escher (18981970, a Dutch artist known for works which trick the
eye (see below: “The Waterfall”, 1961); 45 spatial relating to size, area
position (> ‘space’) ; 52f. Where you from? (colloquial omisson of ‘are’);
55f. Tell you what (colloguial omisson of ‘I'; ‘what’ instead of
‘something’); 85 individually tailored to me ‘maf3geschneidert’; 98 to jot
down write down in the form of a short, informal note; 101f. just in case as
aprecaution; 107 Don't mention it ‘nicht der Rede wert'.

Tasks

1  Findan example of anti-climax in this text and explain how it works.

2  Look at the beginning o the conversation between the prophet and
Arthur (Il. 32-41) and elucidate what Arthur’s central problem in this
medingis.

3 Trandate lines 65 to 79 into idiomatic German. Think of how you
would stressindividual words.

4 Explain what the prophet means here (II. 101f.):
““Lord, lord, lord ...” It's best to pu that bit in, just in case.
You can reve betoo sure.’

5  Doyou think it iswise to consult a prophet? Give reasons.

M. C. Escher, “ The Waterfall” (1961)
The picture @n ke viewed at the following URI:
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