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Introduction


The Case of David Stacton





Might David Stacton (1923–68) be the most unjustly neglected American novelist of the post-World War II era? There is a case to be made – beginning, perhaps, with a simple inductive process.


In its issue dated 1 February 1963 Time magazine offered an article that placed Stacton amid ten writers whom the magazine rated as the best to have emerged in American fiction during the previous decade: the others being Richard Condon, Ralph Ellison, Joseph Heller, H. L. Humes, John Knowles, Bernard Malamud, Walker Percy, Philip Roth, and John Updike. It would be fair to say that, over the intervening fifty years, seven of those ten authors have remained solidly in print and in high-level critical regard. As for the other three: the case of H. L. Humes is complex, since after 1963 he never added to the pair of novels he had already published; while John Knowles, though he continued to publish steadily, was always best known for A Separate Peace (1959), which was twice adapted for the screen.


By this accounting, then, I believe we can survey the Time list today and conclude that the stand-out figure is David Stacton – a hugely productive, prodigiously gifted, still regrettably little-known talent and, yes, arguably more deserving of revived attention than any US novelist since 1945.


Across a published career of fifteen years or so Stacton put out fourteen novels (under his name, that is – plus a further raft of pseudonymous genre fiction); many short stories; several collections of poetry; and three compendious works of non-fiction. He was first ‘discovered’ in England, and had to wait several years before making it into print in his homeland. Assessing Stacton’s career at the time of what proved to be his last published novel People of the Book (1965), Dennis Powers of the Oakland Tribune ruefully concluded that Stacton’s was very much ‘the old story of literary virtue unrewarded’. Three years later Stacton was dead.


The rest has been a prolonged silence punctuated by occasional tributes and testaments in learned journals, by fellow writers, and around the literary blogosphere. But in 2011 New York Review Books reissued Stacton’s The Judges of the Secret Court, his eleventh novel and the second in what he saw as a trilogy on American themes. (History, and sequences of titles, were Stacton’s abiding passions.) Now in 2012 Faber Finds is reissuing a selection of seven of Stacton’s novels.


Readers new to the Stacton oeuvre will encounter a novelist of quite phenomenal ambition. The landscapes and epochs into which he transplanted his creative imagination spanned vast distances, and yet the finely wrought Stacton prose style remained fairly distinctive throughout. His deft and delicate gifts of physical description were those of a rare aesthete, but the cumulative effect is both vivid and foursquare. He was, perhaps, less committed to strong narrative through-lines than to erecting a sense of a spiritual universe around his characters; yet he undoubtedly had the power to carry the reader with him from page to page. His protagonists are quite often haunted – if not fixated – figures, temperamentally estranged from their societies. But whether or not we may find elements of Stacton himself within said protagonists, for sure his own presence is in the books – not least by dint of his incorrigible fondness for apercus, epigrams, pontifications of all kinds.





He was born Lionel Kingsley Evans on 27 May 1923, in San Francisco. (His parents had met and married in Dublin then emigrated after the war.) Undoubtedly Northern California shaped his aesthetic sense, though in later years he would disdain the place as an ‘overbuilt sump’, lamenting what he felt had been lost in tones of wistful conservatism. (‘We had founding families, and a few traditions and habits of our own … Above all we had our sensuous and then unspoilt landscape, whose loss has made my generation and sort of westerner a race of restless wanderers.’) Stacton was certainly an exile, but arguably he made himself so, even before California, in his estimation, went to the dogs. In any case his fiction would range far away from his place of birth, for all that his early novels were much informed by it.


Precociously bright, the young Lionel Evans was composing poetry and short stories by his mid-teens, and entered Stanford University in 1941, his studies interrupted by the war (during which he was a conscientious objector). Tall and good-looking, elegant in person as in prose, Evans had by 1942 begun to call himself David Stacton. Stanford was also the place where, as far as we know, he acknowledged his homosexuality – to himself and, to the degree possible in that time, to his peers. He would complete his tertiary education at UC Berkeley, where he met and moved in with a man who became his long-time companion, John Mann Rucker. By 1950 his stories had begun to appear in print, and he toured Europe (what he called ‘the standard year’s travel after college’).


London (which Stacton considered ‘such a touching city’) was one of the favoured stops on his itinerary and there he made the acquaintance of Basil ‘Sholto’ Mackenzie, the second Baron Amulree, a Liberal peer and distinguished physician. In 1953 Amulree introduced Stacton to Charles Monteith, the brilliant Northern Irish-born editor and director at Faber and Faber. The impression made was clearly favourable, for in 1954 Faber published Dolores, Stacton’s first novel, which Time and Tide would describe as ‘a charming idyll, set in Hollywood, Paris and Rome’.


A Fox Inside followed in 1955, The Self-Enchanted in 1956: noir-inflected Californian tales about money, power and influence; and neurotic men and women locked into marriages made for many complex reasons other than love. In retrospect either novel could conceivably have been a Hollywood film in its day, directed by Nicholas Ray, say, or Douglas Sirk. Though neither book sold spectacularly, together they proved Stacton had a voice worth hearing. In their correspondence Charles Monteith urged Stacton to consider himself ‘a novelist of contemporary society’, and suggested he turn his hand to outright ‘thriller writing’. But Stacton had set upon a different course. ‘These are the last contemporary books I intend to write for several years’, he wrote to Monteith. ‘After them I shall dive into the historical …’


In 1956 Stacton made good on his intimation by delivering to Monteith a long-promised novel about Ludwig II of Bavaria, entitled Remember Me. Monteith had been excited by the prospect of the work, and he admired the ambition of the first draft, but considered it unpublishable at its initial extent. With considerable application Stacton winnowed Remember Me down to a polished form that Faber could work with. Monteith duly renewed his campaign to persuade Stacton toward present-day subject matter. There would be much talk of re-jigging and substituting one proposed book for another already-delivered manuscript, of strategies for ‘building a career’. Stacton was amenable (to a degree) at first, but in the end he made his position clear to Monteith:




I just flatly don’t intend to write any more contemporary books, for several reasons … [M]y talents are melodramatic and a mite grandiose, and this goes down better with historical sauce … I just can’t write about the present any more, that’s all. I haven’t the heart … [F]or those of conservative stamp, this age is the end of everything we have loved … There is nothing to do but hang up more lights. And for me the lights are all in the past.





Monteith, for all his efforts to direct Stacton’s oeuvre, could see he was dealing with an intractable talent; and in April 1957 he wrote to Stacton affirming Faber’s ‘deep and unshaken confidence in your own gift and in your future as a novelist’.


The two novels that followed hard upon Remember Me were highly impressive proofs of Stacton’s intent and accomplishment, which enhanced his reputation both inside Faber and in wider literary-critical circles. On a Balcony told of Akhenaten and Nefertiti in the Egypt of the Eighteenth Dynasty, and Segaki concerned a monk in fourteenth-century Japan. Stacton took the view that these two and the Ludwig novel were in fact a trilogy (‘concerned with various aspects of the religious experience’) which by 1958 he was calling ‘The Invincible Questions’.


And this was but the dawning of a theme: in the following years, as his body of work expanded, Stacton came to characterise it as ‘a series of novels in which history is used to explain the way we live now’ – a series with an ‘order’ and ‘pattern’, for all that each entry was ‘designed to stand independent of the others if need be’. (In 1964 he went so far as to tell Charles Monteith that his entire oeuvre was ‘really one book’.)


Readers discovering this work today might be less persuaded that the interrelation of the novels is as obviously coherent as Stacton contended. There’s an argument that Stacton’s claims say more for the way in which his brilliant mind was just temperamentally inclined toward bold patterns and designs. (A small but telling example of same: in 1954 at the very outset of his relationship with Faber Stacton sent the firm a logotype he had drawn, an artful entwining of his initials, and asked that it be included as standard in the prelims of his novels (‘Can I be humoured about my colophon as a regular practice?’). Faber did indeed oblige him.)


But perhaps Stacton’s most convincing explanation for a connective tissue in his work – given in respect of those first three historical novels but, I think, more broadly applicable – was his admission that the three lives fascinated him on account of his identification with ‘their plight’:




Fellow-feeling would be the proper phrase. Such people are comforting, simply because they have gone before us down the same endless road … [T]hough these people have an answer for us, it is an answer we can discover only by leading parallel lives. Anyone with a taste for history has found himself doing this from time to time …





Perhaps we might say that – just as the celebrated and contemporaneous American acting teacher Lee Strasberg taught students a ‘Method’ to immerse themselves in the imagined emotional and physical lives of scripted characters – Stacton was engaged in a kind of ‘Method writing’ that immersed him by turn in the lives of some of recorded history’s rarest figures.





Stacton was nurtured as a writer by Faber and Faber, and he was glad of the firm’s and Charles Monteith’s efforts on his behalf, though his concerns were many, perhaps even more so than the usual novelist. Stacton understood he was a special case: not the model of a ‘smart popular writer’ for as long as he lacked prominent critical support and/or decent sales. He posed Faber other challenges, too – being such a peripatetic but extraordinarily productive writer, the business of submission, acquisition and scheduling of his work was a complicated, near-perpetual issue for Monteith. Stacton had the very common writer’s self-delusion that his next project would be relatively ‘short’ and delivered to schedule, but his ambitions simply didn’t tend that way. In January 1956 Monteith mentioned to Stacton’s agent Michael Horniman about his author’s ‘tendency to over-produce’. Faber did not declare an interest in the Western novels Stacton wrote as ‘Carse Boyd’ or in the somewhat lurid stories of aggressive youth (The Power Gods, D For Delinquent, Muscle Boy) for which his nom de plume was ‘Bud Clifton’. But amazingly, even in the midst of these purely commercial undertakings, Stacton always kept one or more grand and enthralling projects on his horizon simultaneously. (In 1963 he mentioned almost off-handedly to Monteith, ‘I thought recently it would be fun to take the Popes on whole, and do a big book about their personal eccentricities …’)


In 1960 Stacton was awarded a Guggenheim fellowship, which he used to travel to Europe before resettling in the US. In 1963 the Time magazine article mentioned above much improved the attention paid to him in his homeland. The books kept coming, each dazzlingly different to what came before, whatever inter-connection Stacton claimed: A Signal Victory, A Dancer in Darkness, The Judges of the Secret Court, Tom Fool, Old Acquaintance, The World on the Last Day, Kali-Yuga, People of the Book.


By the mid-1960s Stacton had begun what he may well have considered his potential magnum opus: Restless Sleep, a manuscript that grew to a million words, concerned in part with Samuel Pepys but above all with the life of Charles II from restoration to death. On paper the ‘Merrie Monarch’ did seem an even better subject for Stacton than the celebrated diarist: as a shrewd and lonely man of complicated emotions holding a seat of contested authority. But this work was never to be truly completed.


In 1966 Stacton’s life was beset by crisis. He was in Copenhagen, Denmark, when he discovered that he had colon cancer, and was hospitalised for several months, undergoing a number of gruelling procedures. (He wrote feelingly to Charles Monteith, ‘[A]fter 48 hours of it (and six weeks of it) I am tired of watching my own intestines on closed circuit TV.’) Recuperating, he returned to the US and moved in once more with John Mann Rucker, their relations having broken down in previous years. But he and Rucker were to break again, and in 1968 Stacton returned to Denmark – to Fredensborg, a town beloved of the Danish royal family – there renting a cottage from Helle Bruhn, a magistrate’s wife whom he had befriended in 1966. It was Mrs Bruhn who, on 20 January 1968, called at Stacton’s cottage after she could get no answer from him by telephone, and there found him dead in his bed. The local medical examiner signed off the opinion that Stacton died of a heart attack – unquestionably young, at forty-four, though he had been a heavy smoker, was on medication to assist sleeping, and had been much debilitated by the treatment for his cancer. His body was cremated in Denmark, and the ashes sent to his mother in California, who had them interred in Woodlawn Cemetery, Colma.


From our vantage in 2012, just as many years have passed since Stacton’s untimely death as he enjoyed of life. It is a moment, surely, for a reappraisal that is worthy of the size, scope and attainment of his work. I asked the American novelist, poet and translator David Slavitt – an avowed admirer of Stacton’s – how he would evaluate the legacy, and he wrote to me with the following:




David Stacton is a prime candidate for prominent space in the Tomb of the Unknown Writers. His witty and accomplished novels failed to find an audience even in England, where readers are not put off by dazzle. Had he been British and had he been part of the London literary scene, he might have won some attention for himself and his work in an environment that is more centralised and more coherent than that of the US where it is even easier to fall through the cracks and where success is much more haphazard. I am delighted by these flickers of attention to the wonderful flora of his hothouse talents.





As mentioned above, it was in 1957 that Stacton set himself on the path of taking historical personages and themes as his near-exclusive focus. Remember Me, about Ludwig II of Bavaria, he first floated to Charles Monteith as:




a study in madness, of the regal temperament and its reflexes, pushed to that point when it has nothing but the past to govern. It will be a short, grandiose, and thoroughly insane book. Though I don’t intend to linger lubriciously [sic] over improper details, I don’t intend to pull my punches either, and the treatment will be from the inside, and hence matter of fact. The idea of grandeur brought low fascinates me.





After the delivery of the first draft Monteith certainly pressed Stacton on the cutting, re-shaping and shifts of emphasis that he felt would be essential to the novel’s creative success. ‘[Y]ou have set yourself here one of those supremely difficult literary undertakings’, Monteith wrote to Stacton in 1956, ‘where complete success is the only kind of success worth having.’ Stacton, though declaring himself ‘fussy as a hen about this book’, was good enough to take Monteith’s major points (even the unglamorous counsel that the ideal length for a novel to be priced at 15/-was approximately 80,000 words).


Remember Me is by no means ‘lubricious’, but through Stacton’s refined, rich and evocative prose it certainly does conjure a sense of Ludwig’s inner world, including his famously suppressed sexuality. The mental universe of ‘The Mad King’, with its complex sensitivities and creative passions, emerges as one exquisitely ill-suited to the cut and thrust of politics; and Stacton traces the path toward Ludwig’s downfall with considerable sympathy. ‘Reliving another man’s life is not always so agreeable’, he wrote of his long labours over Remember Me. ‘But this, too, is part of the magic of Bavaria … a landscape slightly mad, but altogether loveable. I hope I have been able to catch a little of its feeling here.’ This would be to make the most modest estimation of his achievement, for Remember Me is a stunning work, the first of Stacton’s novels to suggest that truly great things might lie ahead.


Richard T. Kelly


Editor, Faber Finds


April 2012
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This introduction was prepared with kind assistance from Robert Brown, archivist at Faber and Faber, from Robert Nedelkoff, who has done more than anyone to encourage a renewed appreciation of Stacton, and from David R. Slavitt. It was much aided by reference to a biographical article written about Stacton by Joy Martin, his first cousin.

























For three Spiegelbergs


and in particular for


Enrico d’Assia;


from time to time they, too,


have walked away




























When suddenly there is heard at midnight


A company passing invisible


With wonderful music, with voices——


Your fortune giving way now, your works


Which have failed, the plans of a lifetime


All turned illusions, do not mourn uselessly.


   As one prepared long since, courageously,


Say farewell to her, to Alexandria, who is leaving.




      .         .         .         .         .         .





And listen with emotion, but not


With the complainings and entreaties of cowards,


Listen, your last enjoyment, to the sounds,


The wonderful instruments of the mystic company,


And say farewell, farewell to Alexandria you are losing.


CAVAFY


(Copyright 1951 by John Mavrogordato. The Hogarth Press: The Poems of C. P. Cavafy)




























PROLOGUE





It sometimes happens that when we can find no comfort among the living, we turn for advice to the dead. Most of us have friends in history. But the dead are eager for life. As soon as they sense our sympathy, they invade us and take us over utterly, until we can no longer tell whose life we are living, ours or theirs. Yet the tyranny of history is not without certain benefits. It can teach us wisdom. It can soothe us tenderly. It can console us for the burden of ourselves.


Thus it was that three years ago I found myself entering into the mind and soul of someone else, an experience both peculiar and strange.


I had come to Munich, that city that so loved its rulers and so hated everything they did. I was alone. I leaned over the parapet of a bridge across the Iser and watched the progress of a dirty swan through a thin mist of rain. It had escaped from the pond built for it, and had ventured on the river. Usually swans are graceful: the posture of this swan was not. He was searching for something, though I could not see for what. For some reason I did not want to see for what. I furled my umbrella and yet remained there, not caring about the rain. I was in Bavaria at last, although I did not quite know why I had always felt impelled to go there.


It was Oktoberfest, and I was deeply moved and a little shaken. It seemed that there was something in Munich that was asking to be spoken. It was like black magic, turning white.


So in Munich I did not notice the fashionable shops; the inner courtyards, or the stout ladies in pastry shops imitating the chatter of some Vienna of the mind; but only saw the desolate bombed squares, the massive ruins of that Northern Florence invented by Ludwig I, a parochial yet imperial wilderness where, in the great state square, at dusk, with the gutted shells of splendour all around them, now only leather motor-cyclists spun in the dim light of some moth-like game. Here the grass grew wild where it had once been disciplined. Munich has the unmistakable air of a place accustomed to rule. It has it most near the Theatinerkirche, in these bomb-shattered ruins made permanent by an overgrowth of weeds.


I did not want to linger long, but no matter what I did, I should go to Nymphenberg. Actually by Nymphenberg I meant two other buildings there.


When I did go it was alone, in the rain, the soft, gentle, melancholy rain that turned the landscape purple pewter. I got off the trolley at some distance from its ultimate terminus, and walked along the motionless canal into which the rain dissolved, scuffing the brown and yellow autumn leaves which damp had moulded into patterns of its own. I was sad, yet content, for all my life I had known that one day I would walk down this canal, towards this palace.


Here, I knew, was an answer waiting to a question framed when people of my temperament were first born, a special, shy, negative answer as important as an affirmation. That question has no words. As I walked beside the canal, a desiccated leaf solemnly detached itself and eddied down to the water, where huddled also swans.


Then, in the great circular parterre, there was Nymphenberg, behind its flowers, filling one with the shock of the expected. How Dutch it looked, a Teutonic Regent’s Park, but parochial once more, and curiously childish, with its horseshoe of similar villas for the attendant nobility of yesterday, surrounding the vast but somehow maternal country house.


I did the usual things. I went to see the Museum of Carriages in what was once the riding ring. The day was grey and overcast. There was not much light, and because of the rain one approached the past through slowly separating veils. In that low shed lies all of Ludwig II Wittelsbach, his carriage when he rode, his carriages. That was what I had come to see.


Here and there in the gloom was the glint of gold: the noisy but comfortable state coach surmounted by the crown he did not want and was afraid of; the carefully glassed-in and crimson cushioned prison of a state occasion. But there were other carriages, too: the small sleighs whose figureheads hold always aloft a dusty lantern, long unlit, articles for laughter and pleasure, for affection in the snow; the marriage coach that was never used; the cutters, the light dashing barouches, all there, horseless, immobile, but crisp as yesterday.


For some reason these carriages were deeply moving. The German tourists felt that and they wept, for they weep easily. Ludwig was not loved, and the unloved have an inexorable power. I could not stay with those carriages driving relentlessly nowhere. I could not stay with those Germans. I fled outside, around the palace, to the Amalienberg.


In that little placid palace garden it was still raining. This seemed appropriate, for in the heart it often rains, and the Amalienberg is a palace of the heart. Deep in its heart the world must sleep alone. The Amalienberg knows that secret. I fled for good.


So that, having gone from there, I stood on the bridge over the Iser, while behind me toy bands in children’s uniforms went wanly tootling through the streets; and watched the swan, that curious, bedraggled, yet determined swan, battling against the upstream current.


It seemed to me that Ludwig was all around me, and that he stretched out his hand. I took that hand, for that was what I had come to Munich to do; and I asked the question that he always asked, and to which he seemed to have found the answer.


What is love?


So insistent was that question, that for a while I seemed to inhabit him and to relive his experience.


That experience began one day long ago, in a country that can no longer be found on any map, on a late winter’s morning sometime in the 1860’s. But in one way or another it has happened at one time or another to almost everyone, and happens still.
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I





Life burns us away with a fine omnivorous rush, even though subjectively the years seem banked. But when does the fire catch? In his case it caught in 1864.


11th March 1864 was an important day to the citizens of Munich. Their old king Max was dead, and their new king Ludwig would that morning take the oath to the constitution which in Bavaria was equivalent to a coronation.


Of Ludwig they knew only that he was young and handsome, and so they were prepared to feel young and handsome themselves. There would be street dancing and heavy dinners. After that they would go home. For the moment they had no worries. They slept.


Clouds lay over the city like a folded napkin. The napkin opened and the light poured down. It was the dawn of what must surely be a favourable day. They stirred. They stretched out an arm. They had no terrors, for there was no unrest in the city, and no danger of assassination whatsoever.


Nonetheless there were more troops in barracks than usual. In part this reflected the German love of order; in part it showed the German love of uniforms. In any event it explains why the citizens remained unaware of the body in the Iser.


It was discovered by two bored young policemen on early duty, who conveyed it to the morgue. The youth was not yet twenty; the river was extremely cold; he had not been dead for long; the swans had not yet discovered him; and he was extremely handsome. Clearly it was a case of suicide. The matter was hushed up only because the authorities could see no point in causing any public annoyance on the morning of the constitution oath.


There are, however, several ways of committing suicide, and among these the destruction of one’s own body is merely the simplest, the least important, and the soonest over with. To destroy the self takes much longer, and is totally beyond the provenance of our guardians.


Such at any rate were the thoughts of the coroner, who finding himself up so early, was in the garden of his house watching the progress of the two puppies of his terrier, Triebschen.


The first puppy was a melancholic. The second was the good doctor’s favourite. It was like a child and his one desire was to keep it from harm. He picked it up and let it slide yelping happily through his fingers. He held it in his hand, reverent for a moment to feel the quick confident life there, and then set it back on the gravel path and let it gallop with a drunken toddle towards its mother’s dugs. It was white with two black spots.


The process of weaning had begun. The mother growled. The puppy stopped and cocked its head. The other puppy heard, shuddered, and squinched down under a geranium. It had already learned better. The white puppy shrugged, cocked its head once more, sniffed, yawned, and bounded forward. The mother swatted it with her left front paw. The white puppy scittered across the path and came up against the geranium.


Usually it bounded up again. Now it lay there silently, watching. The process of weaning was not pretty. The good doctor stooped and picked the white puppy up. He felt for it bitterly. He held it in his hand, soothing it, stroking its tiny ears, and making faces at it. But he was too late. Even in his hand the puppy did not feel quite as it had felt only a minute before. Something had changed. Forgetting the runt under the geranium, the doctor took the white puppy indoors and gave it warm milk with a little melted butter, but even that did not seem to cheer it up very much. He was sorry. Taking the puppy he went upstairs to wake his wife.


He was a Swedenborgian, and it seemed to him that the sadness of the puppy in some way tied up with the body he had been wakened to receive, for he believed it quite possible that all events are symbolic, if only we could find the person to whom they had meaning, for they often occur in lives to which they are not pertinent, as though they had been mislaid. But events can happen to anyone, and search his memory though he did, he could not see how these applied in any way to him. And he was quite right. They did not. With a sigh of relief he continued up the stairs. Idly it occurred to him that he was probably the only person awake in Munich who was worrying about the nature of love. In this, however, he was not quite so right. He paused on the landing and went into his wife’s room. It was becoming day.


But the light in Bavaria is sudden, bright, and treacherous. From definition it shifts rapidly to a high, shadowy gloom. The corners of the Residenz Palace were full of shadows, which leapt from chair to chair. The palace seemed to be waiting. The walls listened. The court was alone. And in that peculiar ancestral light it was cold and damp.


In a small bedroom that was little more than a dressing-room an agile boy lay in bed, too active to sleep, but too frightened to get up. Pomps had come upon him very suddenly. For years he had been stuffed with knowledge, as though he were a Strasbourg goose tethered in a cage, but of wisdom he had learned none, except for the sad wisdom of the watchful young. He did not feel like a king. He felt like a boy. He did not know what would happen to him next.


All he had to do was to walk down a corridor, mount a dais, take an oath, and listen to a speech he had not even written. Yet his bed was clammy with too much tossing, and he knew the reason. It was because once he was King, he would be more alone than he had ever been, for a king cannot expect love. Everything else he may have, but not that, for love can exist only between equals, and he has none. He would not be Ludwig any more to anyone. He would only be Ludwig II von Bayern.


He had a sudden vision of his father, an impersonal beard in a court uniform, and of his mother, an alien in her own kingdom, whose most personal act it was to be allowed to wash teacups with her own fingers, at her summer chalet, as Marie Antoinette had played dairymaid at Versailles. Neither could help him now. The one was dead, and the other was dead to him. Nor was there anyone else for him to love. He thought of his governess and of his friends. He had no friends, and Fräulein Meilhaus was married now. He could only write her letters. If a prince is too sensitive to put up with the love of sycophants, where can he find love?


He had a secret. He thought he knew. He had a name he would soon be able to utter, for he could only love greatness, and for years now greatness to him had had but one name.


But as he lay in bed, that name did not help him, even though he repeated it in silence to himself. For the self has many secrets, the greatest of which is the secret of its own nature, and that it would take him many years to learn. As the years went by in single file he would ask them each a question, and it would always be the same question. He could not know that now.


Against a side wall of his bedroom stood a dusky Venetian mirror in a frame of tasseled swags. It was an old mirror, of lead glass from which the mercury had fallen away in strips, leaving a mottled, distorted image of the past. From where he lay he could see it now, but it was not himself he saw reflected there. It was his brother Otto, peering out at him from the silent mirror world. It was the face of an abandoned faithful dog. The eyeballs rose too high against their upper lids. If even Otto could not be with him, then he would indeed be alone.


He waited for his servants to come to dress him, and he had ugly thoughts. He had always thought that to become King would be to force understanding from the stones around him, and to move in a celestial company. But it was not like that. There was no company at all.


It is, of course, socially considerate and convenient that we should be unable to share our sorrows; but that we should be unable to share our joys is a crime against the human spirit. He was permitted so few human acts, that even childhood seemed snug behind him now, like a shore he was leaving. As King, he foresaw, he would be permitted even fewer. Once on that sea, and it might be dangerous to seek a port.


He threw back the covers and leapt to his feet. The parquet was icy. As he stood up a knocking began at the door, at first deferential, and then peremptory, as servants always are. They had come to dress him, and he was not ready for them yet. Perhaps he would never be ready. He looked angrily round the room and then told them to come in. It was too soon. His father’s body was scarcely cold.






















II





Between himself and his father there had been little sympathy. To Ludwig his father had always been a stern and unapproachable bureaucrat. When he heard he was dying he felt the wild jubilance an animal feels when its keeper disappears. But once inside the sickroom and he felt differently about the matter. He had never seen death before, and once the door closed behind him, he was alone with it and saw it plain.


King Max had been recuperating from an illness in Italy. That their monarch should take his sniffles abroad had so incensed the public press, and of all those who fear the public press, those who own it fear it most, that the cabinet had clamoured for his return. He came unwillingly. Once in the capital, and death had methodically prepared to gather him in, with the others of that day, as an unforeseen but valuable catch.


The sickroom was too high, too dusky, and too closed up. The state bed was very tall. And on the bed lay what was left of his father. It was curious how important that body had become, now that it had no importance whatsoever. A sound came from the bed. It wasn’t a pretty sound. It was the sound of an actor who has reached those lines he never had the time to rehearse. Ludwig moved towards the bed reluctantly.


It was the first time he had seen that expression which, like the features of the sleeping, seems to show the naked soul within. His father now looked vulnerable and human and curiously tired, for the face of the judicious public servant he had forced himself to become had dropped away, revealing the innocent face of a conscientious stoic underneath.


Ludwig was moved, and because he was moved, he was frightened. He did not want to see any more, and desperately waited for his father to die. It did not take long, but the process was far from comforting. In the hours just before death we look in the face and see for the first time how little age has been able to alter the ultimate self within. The dying in this are beyond mortality.


The King’s bedroom was shadowy. His father lay under the sheets of the state bed like an abandoned bundle. Not only his country, but his priest had finished with him, and he knew it. It did not make his death any easier.


Death for Ludwig had never been and never could be the hobbled old man of the Christians, rattling his scythe. Death for him would always be a cool, aloof, and dangerous young man, Hermes Psychopompos come for a stroll down into the sulphur shades.


Yet the young men of the gymnasia, summoned to their fathers’ couches in the atrium, must also have glimpsed the truth that smiling beauty is not a matter of the body, but of the spirit, so that Hermes is a youth to all ages, who comes laughing and friendly to the suicide, but it is grave and consoling to the state councillor. Age is mortal, for it is ugly, but youth is a fragment of eternity. To kings age is an occupational disease, and so is death. It is inherited. Each succeeding king is a little less alive, for the weight of the dead monarchs of his line, and ancestors are vampires. They suck out our substance. They leave nothing but a shell. That is the way dynasties die. They silt up with themselves, until they grow useless, like abandoned ports which time leaves far inland.


Even as he watched, his father disappeared, leaving behind him no heritage but his mortality. Ludwig turned and fled the room, as one would flee contagion.


Outside the corridor he bumped into that silly old man, the Archbishop. The Archbishop cleared his throat.


“The Lord has taken a good King from us. Let us now pray that he may give us such another,” he said.


Ludwig merely stared at him. Did he really believe a good king was that empty, rattling shell in the bedroom? The Archbishop bowed down before him. It was certainly gracefully done. Your headsman on the block could have done it no better. For the first time he heard himself called “Your Majesty”.


He did not like the sound of it at all. It was as though the Archbishop had wielded a snuffer instead of a crozier. He did not want to be King. He wanted to be alive. He did not want to be extinguished by the leaden weight of a crown. He wanted to burn. He needed privacy to think, and now he was King there would be none.


*


That had been three days ago. And now, deferential and contemptuous as trained nurses, the servants had finished preparing him for immolation downstairs. He went out into the ante-rooms, to his suite, a collection of uniforms without faces. The little company moved towards the stairs and then went down. Ludwig felt locked up in himself. It was difficult to walk with the proper gravity. He went down the steps with the peculiar gait of a painted steel duck at a shooting gallery. The duck has no volition. It can only hope the marksmanship is bad.


A king has no identity. As a man sitting for his portrait loses for an hour or so his identity, to become merely what the painter sees in him, so, too, a king, and in particular a constitutional king, is no more than the living model of the state portraits in his own halls. He is merely a number after a royal name. His only importance is to be a link in a chain. Ludwig shrank from that.


The party reached the state apartments, the Reich Zimmer, high-ceilinged and rococo. He felt slim and naked in his uniform. The throne room lay unavoidably ahead, with courtiers ranked on either side in order of precedence. He could not turn back, but neither would he look back. He walked instead into a maelstrom of swirling tulle, amongst which stood red trouser legs like the inimical legs of wading birds. He had entered upon that long corridor which has no doors, and the emptiness was vast.


And what did the courtiers see? No doubt they thought him more pliable than he was, for he was too beautiful to have a mind. People of that beauty appear but seldom and bloom only for a little while. The young king was a work of art, and people will worship a work of art the first time they see it, for it momentarily shocks them into awe. That might seem to give him a margin of time. He saw a sea of faces. They saw a beautiful boy who had a reputation for reading too much. They could not see his future or his mind. He was seventeen, very tall and very slim. His face was the face of a kitten who knows too much. The eyes had a tarsier brilliance, which concealed the fact that they opened on vast echoing caves. The lips were as perfect as any Cupid by Canova, and his teeth were small, pointed, and white. Angels must look like this, when completely preoccupied by the necessities of their calling. But it was not so much the features, as the radiance that made him so unusual to see. It was a disembodied face. It did not belong to anybody. It was a silver death mask of someone a god had ruinously loved. And silver tarnishes.


He reached the dais and ascended the steps to stand before the throne. He glanced at the assembly, hedged in as he was by the Cabinet and officers of state, creaking around him like dead trees. From the walls of the room twelve statues of dead Wittelsbachs looked down at him. Thus would a captive animal look round the confines of his first decent cage. Thus Charles I must have gone to the scaffold, and Schiller’s Maria Stuart to the block. Thus the victim was made King.


He did not listen. As everyone knew, he read too much, and he had early developed the habit of consoling himself with legends. Lohengrin, Parsifal, and Tristan ruled his mind, and he was eager for their creator. Meanwhile he retold himself a story. The prime minister stepped forward, clutching the speech from the throne.


Ludwig changed the scene. Instead of himself, Elsa of Brabant looked into the distance. She was waiting for a champion to save her from those around her court. She had prayed and her prayer was about to be answered. Her eyes were tightly closed. For a moment Ludwig also closed his eyes. From the far end of the estuary a swan appeared, sailing calmly towards Antwerp, rising and falling over the flaccid water, drawing the small boat of Lohengrin. The swan reached the jetty of that town, the saddest of the Northern ports. Elsa of Brabant and her stomachered ladies moved slowly towards the foreshore, through a landscape by Tiepolo. Ludwig II Wittelsbach opened his eyes and took the oath to the constitution. It was noticed by the assembly that his voice, though firm, was thin, and had in it some abstracted quality. It was almost as though he were calling on someone.


He was.


The prime minister read the speech from the throne, a speech Ludwig had not written and had not seen. To the prime minister, however, it was clearly a moment of great importance. He was neither a sensitive nor an agreeable man, but he seemed to feel the occasion. Ludwig wanted very much to laugh. But he did not dare to laugh. Very soon now he would be able to send for Lohengrin. For the moment he concentrated on something else.


He did not precisely have hallucinations, but his mind had the tricky ability of making mental experience actual. It was sometimes an enormous help, particularly when he felt lonely, or afraid and in need of friends.


So now on the steps of the dais, beside the throne, lay the warm, palpitating bulk of a black-haired Alsatian with yellow eyes. Ludwig took comfort in his sudden presence. His name was Doppelgänger. His pink tongue flicked in and out over white fangs. He, at least, was real, and lovable, and loving. His right paw hung languidly over the dais.


Imperturbably Prime Minister von Shrenk went on reading the speech from the throne, fully aware that he would be reproduced in the newspapers as a steel engraving by the end of the week. As a matter of fact, he rather looked like a steel engraving.


Meanwhile the dog Doppel offered some comfort, except that Ludwig did not really want to remember him. He had been shot accidentally many years ago, and since then Ludwig had disliked dogs. He did not know why.
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