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            THE SHOT

         

         IT HAD BEEN A FAIRY TALE, of course—nothing but a fairy tale that had become reality for a few weeks. And now it was over. It would have been ridiculous to cling to power any longer: the election results in January had been too devastating for that. Two per cent, it was a joke, a cruel, bad joke. Ever since, the press had been subjecting him not only to more of their frenzied hatred, but to mockery and scorn as well. A people’s king without a people, a jester on the king’s throne, un-Bavarian crackpot, Jewish upstart.

         Kurt Eisner had given up. His negotiations with his archenemy Erhard Auer, the leader of the Social Democrats, had gone on late into the night. “Negotiations” was hardly the right word. He had nothing left to bargain with. Auer had offered him the position of Ambassador to Prague; he might as well have said Consular Secretary to Australia. It was over. He’d had his chance and done what he could to transform the Kingdom of Bavaria into a people’s republic, a land of solidarity and altruism.

         It was a dream, to suddenly find himself sitting in the prime minister’s seat on the night of 7th November. Sometimes you just had to be quick-witted enough to recognize the moment when it arrived. And it arrived on 7th November 1918.

         A sunny afternoon; tens of thousands of soldiers, sailors, unionists and workers had gathered on the western slope of the Theresienwiese. The mood was tense. The Minister of the Interior, von Brettreich, had had the city plastered with posters announcing that order would be maintained. The Social Democratic Party’s Erhard Auer had given him his personal assurance of that the previous day. A revolution was not about to break out. Kurt Eisner, parliamentary candidate for the Independent Social Democrats, who had been invoking the coming revolution for days, would be “forced to the wall”, that was how Auer had put it. He said he had the situation in hand.

         He didn’t have anything in hand. There was chaos that afternoon: more and more people arriving; soldiers streaming in from the barracks, most of them having torn off their insignia. The men—and a few women—stood in little groups, clustering first around one speaker, then another. Auer had secured the best position for himself, on the grand steps leading up to the statue of Bavaria. But when the crowds realized he was just trying to placate them, promising them jam in some far-off tomorrow, they moved on to the other speakers further down the slope.

         Kurt Eisner was standing right at the bottom. He was almost yelling, waving his arms in the air. A crowd was forming around the man with the long grey hair, the pince-nez, the wild beard and the large hat. He had a good name among those who were hoping for revolution: he had organized the munition workers’ strike in January, had spent six months in prison for it.

         His speaking style was not particularly rousing; his voice was scratchy and high-pitched. He had some trouble making himself heard above the other speakers. But the crowd sensed that, today, this was their man. He wasn’t going to send them home. He could feel the energy of the day, the rage, the will for some decisive thing to happen at last. The king had been seen that morning taking a stroll through the English Garden. Well, how much longer did he want to go on strolling? How much longer did he want to rule?

         
             

         

         A young radical pacifist in a black coat—a coarse-featured baker’s son from the town of Berg on Lake Starnberg, who works in a Munich biscuit factory and has been a successful black-marketeer for a few weeks now, who has written poetry and literary criticism for the Münchner Neueste Nachrichten—is also standing spellbound, listening to Eisner. It is Oskar Maria Graf. He’s there with his friend, the artist Georg Schrimpf, who painted the cover picture for Graf’s first poetry collection, The Revolutionaries. It contained a short verse called “Adage”:

         
            
               Sometimes we must be murderers;

               Humility has only defiled us all,

               And time passed us by, mantled in too much weariness.

               Hard-knocked, bowed by drudgery

               Fate’s mercenary grits his teeth

               And blindly hurls himself into the teeming flood

               He will be purified

               And rise again a raw, sleepless penitent,

               Knowing his final mission…

            

         

         For almost two years, the pair attended the pre-revolutionary Monday meetings at the Golden Anchor tavern in Ludwigsvorstadt, where Kurt Eisner was a regular speaker. That’s where they know him from, albeit at a distance. “Good God, the whole of Munich is here,” says Graf. “This is a real opportunity! I hope they don’t just go home again today without taking some action.” A bearded, uniformed giant hears and flashes him a supercilious smile. “Oh no, we ain’t goin’ home today… Goin’ somewhere else today… Any minute now.”

         At that moment the people around them start shouting “Peace!” and “Long live the world revolution!” and “Long live Eisner!” Then silence descends for a minute and from further up the hill, from Bavaria, where the conciliatory Auer is speaking, the sound of cheering reaches them. Eisner’s close friend Felix Fechenbach, a twenty-five-year-old writer with a doughy face and a sparse beard, calls out to the throng: “Comrades! Our leader Kurt Eisner has spoken! There’s no sense in wasting any more words! If you’re for the revolution, follow us! Follow me! March!”

         The crowd surges forward as one, up the slope, heading for the Westend. On they go, past shops with their shutters pulled down, on towards the barracks. Graf and his friend Georg, whom everyone calls Schorsch, are marching almost at the head of the column, just five paces away from Eisner. Graf will later say of the man who has suddenly become their leader: “He was pale and his expression deadly serious; he didn’t speak a word. It almost looked as if the sudden turn of events had taken him by surprise. Now and then he would stare straight ahead, half fearful and half distracted. He was walking arm in arm with the broad-shouldered, blind peasant leader Gandorfer, who strode along purposefully. His movements were much freer, he was heavy-footed and solid, and walked just as you’d imagine a Bavarian peasant might. The two of them were surrounded by a vanguard of loyal followers.”

         There are more and more of them. The police have fallen back, windows are opening, people looking out, silent, curious. The first armed men join the march, the mood is bright, as if they’re going to a festival. Someone tells them the seamen have taken the Residence, there is an effervescent cheer, the excitement grows.

         Where are they marching to? Their pale, determined leader seems to be following a schedule. They head resolutely further out of the city. Eventually the crowd plunges down a dark alley. Halt! comes the cry from the front. Where are they now? A school?

         It’s the Guldein School, which for the past few years has been used as a war barracks. The first shot is fired, people are on the edge of panic, some rush into the school, most push their way back out. Before long a window on the top floor of the school building is thrown open, and someone waves a red flag and shouts: “The men are for the revolution! They’ve all come over! Onward! March! March on!”

         That is the moment. From then on, everything seems to happen of its own accord. More and more soldiers join them, they have torn the epaulettes from their shoulders, tied scraps of red cloth to their uniforms, a new community is forming. Children walk alongside the crowd, cheering. At one point they meet a soldier coming the other way, a paymaster, still wearing his insignia. They rip off his epaulettes, shove him from one person to the next. A giant of a man wants to lay hands on him. The soldier starts to weep and the brawny Oskar Maria Graf steps in: “Let him go! Come on, it’s not his fault!” It takes some effort to placate the giant, who eventually mutters that Graf is right, but then also says: “Mind though, can’t afford to be too kind!”

         They march on from one barracks to the next. The same scene plays out again and again. A few men go in while Eisner and the others wait outside, and at some point a window opens and a red flag emerges. Cheering in the street; the crowd waits for their own people and the men they are bringing with them from the barracks, and then on they go.

         After a while the group splits. They have heard the Maximilian II Barracks on Dachauer Straße is going to give them trouble. Shots are being fired there. That spurs on the group around Oskar Maria Graf, and they hurry on. When the sentry at the gate catches sight of the men, he drops his gun and runs away. The revolutionaries walk in. An officer has assembled a small troop in the exercise yard and is putting them through their paces, his back to the main gate. He doesn’t even manage to turn around before someone hits him full-force over the head, ramming his helmet down far below his ears. At the same time, the soldiers abandon their weapons and run to the revolutionaries. “It’s over! Revolution! March!” they cry.

         
             

         

         Events are gathering pace, the people finding a sudden energy despite their exhaustion. The bloody war has lasted more than four years. They aren’t just going to let it burn out and leave them in this twilight. Something bright and new has to—has to—come out of the darkness.

         An Alpine herdsman whoops as if he is dancing a thigh-slapping Schuhplatteln, and a soldier on the fringes of the crowd gives an impromptu speech calling for the formation of soldiers’ councils. The crowd presses on, to the military prison. Soldiers batter the locked gate with hatchets and rifle butts until it gives way, seemingly of its own accord. Later, Graf recalls: “I can still see in my mind’s eye the cell doors opening and the prisoners coming out. One looked at us, wide-eyed and strange—he flinched and then suddenly broke into heartbreaking sobs. Then he fell wearily onto the breast of a short man and clung to him. Over and over, he howled: ‘Thank you! Thank you! God bless you, God bless you!’”

         Cell after cell is opened. The inmates stream out and join the crowd, which finally turns back towards the city centre. On Isartorplatz, Graf bursts into a hair salon where his friend Nanndl is working. He calls out to her: “Revolution! Revolution! Victory is ours!” She beams and drops the curling iron, but Graf is already gone.

         The procession splits up; people keep stopping at the roadside to give speeches, and the streets of Munich’s old town are too narrow to hold them all. Where now? Where will the republic be proclaimed?

         Graf and Schorsch have come adrift from the main crowd. They cross over the River Isar to the Franziskaner beer hall. People are saying Eisner will speak there later. They order sausages and beer, ready for Eisner’s revolutionary speech. But conviviality still reigns in the Franziskaner. Someone shouts: “Hey Wally, a pork knuckle over here!” No one is talking about politics, councils, the king, the war. Just beer and sausages and tobacco. Is no one here going to get fired up? What a comfortable, convivial people the Bavarians are!

         When the two revolutionaries leave the Franziskaner, sated and merry, and turn back towards the old town, the streets are a bustle of activity. Everyone has heard some rumour or other. Evening promenaders are promenading up and down outside the Residence. Is the king still there? Will they see him one last time? Will they be present when the last of the Wittelsbach line leaves his city palace, where his family has reigned uninterrupted for 900 years? Oskar Maria Graf savours the new air and the possibilities hanging over the city, and above all the approaching end of this long, long war.

         In the meantime, the main contingent has moved on to the Mathäserbräu beer hall, between the central railway station and Stachus Square. Nine in the evening, and there are sausages and beer and pork knuckles here too, but no cosy conviviality, only an industrious hum, eager concentration, astonishment and resolve. A workers’ council is voted in, a soldiers’ and a peasants’ council too, organs of self-government, modelled on the Russian Soviets.

         The blind peasant leader Ludwig Gandorfer is always at Kurt Eisner’s side. Eisner is adamant that the peasants should be involved in the new government. The food supply situation in Munich is already difficult. If the peasants are not on their side and the people go hungry, then the revolution will be over in just a few days.

         Outside, in front of the Mathäserbräu, lorries loaded with guns and ammunition are arriving and leaving. When soldiers and workers turn up, they are given weapons and sent off in small groups by the revolutionary council to occupy the city’s public buildings.

         Ministries, the central station, the army headquarters—one site after another falls into the revolutionaries’ hands. Men wearing red armbands stride around the city. They are going to turn all of Munich red, red and new and peaceful and free.

         
             

         

         In the Wittelsbach palace, the family seat of Ludwig III, there is chaos, dissolution, horror, bafflement. Where is the palace guard? Disbanded. Where are the royal troops to put an end to the terror outside? Prime Minister von Dandl and Minister of the Interior von Brettreich report to the king. No, this could not have been anticipated. Yes, Auer, the leader of the Social Democrats, assured them there would be no revolution. No, there is nothing to be done now and it would be best for the king and his family to leave the city immediately.

         Then everything happens very quickly. The queen is ill with a fever; her physician has just been to see her. That doesn’t make matters any easier. Where should they flee to? They settle on Castle Wildenwart near the Chiemsee. But how to get there? The first chauffeur has gone over to the revolutionaries. The second is with his sick wife. He is called in. The ailing queen learns of their imminent flight at her dressing table. The king has an old valet help him into his grey hunting coat, lined with possum fur. He tucks a box of cigars under his arm and is ready. The princesses Helmtrud, Hildegard, Gundelinde and Wiltrud, the queen, two gentleman courtiers, a baroness and the lady-in-waiting come to join him. The little royal group slips out of the city under cover of darkness.

         
             

         

         By then, Kurt Eisner and his faithful followers have left the Mathäserbräu and are on their way to the Landtag, the state parliament in Prannerstraße. The night porter stops them on their way into the labyrinthine building, a large bunch of keys in his hand. No, he’s not letting anyone in now, it’s the middle of the night, and he’s not about to surrender the keys either. A worker steps up and claps him on the shoulder: “Now then my friend, let’s not cause a scene. Don’t you know what hour is at hand?” The confused porter looks at his watch to check; the worker grows impatient, says no, he wasn’t asking for the time, calls the porter an old fool and snatches the keys from him.

         The small revolutionary troop leaves the bewildered key-master behind and heads towards the debating chamber. The worker tries a few keys, finally finds the right one and they go in, Eisner, purposeful and self-assured, striding straight up to the prime minister’s rostrum. At his side are Felix Fechenbach and the dramatist and journalist Wilhelm Herzog, the husband of the celebrated film diva Erna Morena, who has just been appointed by Eisner as the new government’s Press Secretary and Chief Censor.

         Eisner sits down in the prime minister’s seat; Fechenbach and Herzog take the secretaries’ chairs to either side. Workers stream into the chamber, a few women carrying red parasols. “It was a picturesque scene,” Herzog later recalls. The noise, the excitement, the whispering, the shouts, the expectation, the disbelief, the joy, the Bavarian parliament in the middle of the night.

         
             

         

         Kurt Eisner looks down at all the people. He brushes his long hair back from his forehead. He is standing up now, and soon he will speak, proclaim himself provisional Prime Minister and Bavaria a free state.

         But for a moment he just watches. Is he casting his mind back? To his early days as a writer, his first book about Friedrich Nietzsche in 1892, when very little had been written about the man and his philosophy? To his critique of what he had called Nietzsche’s “religion of hardness”, which was “anti-socialist in its misanthropy”? When Eisner, even then, had considered socialism “a clear and achievable goal”.

         He had worked as a journalist for the Herold telegraph service, then as a sub-editor for the Frankfurter Zeitung, but already his ambition was driving him towards higher things. He wanted to review books, write leading articles, he asked for an interview with Leopold Sonnemann, the founder of that renowned paper. To no avail.

         Eisner went to the regional Hessische Landeszeitung in Marburg and wrote articles that were admired throughout Hessen, in which he confidently mocked Wilhelmine politics, landed gentry and the feudal system. At the start of 1897, when one of his articles was a little over-confident, he was sent to Plötzensee prison for nine months for lèse-majesté. He had written: “Give us a population of free, strict and demanding judges, and we might become king ourselves.”

         Is he recalling these lines now, as he suddenly finds himself on the throne? Or is he thinking of what came after his imprisonment? He had been hired at once by Vorwärts, the influential newspaper of the Social Democratic Party (SPD). He was responsible for the Sunday supplement, which he called “Sunday chatter”, a mix of private and political topics, family and party.

         But he had numerous enemies on the paper, especially among the elite and the party functionaries. Rosa Luxemburg, Victor Adler, Karl Kautsky, Franz Mehring: they called him a fanatic, a madman, a fantasist, a literary aesthete. Once, when he had heaped overly fulsome praise on a speech by August Bebel, Bebel wrote to him saying that Eisner’s admiration was exaggerated, and that his enthusiasm embarrassed him. He was sacked from Vorwärts in 1905.

         After that, he wrote for the Fränkische Tagespost and the Münchener Post, and moved to Munich with his family. In recent years he has appeared in public, speaking out against the war, with increasing frequency. His own party, the SPD, was pro-war. It approved war bonds in parliament, and any opposition to them from within the party’s ranks was viewed as treason against the Fatherland.

         Then, in April 1917, there was a split. A new national Independent Social Democratic Party (USPD) was founded in Gotha. The new party’s main aim was to end the war and win back international trust. Kurt Eisner attended the first party conference, kept taking the floor, and became one of the leading personalities in this new anti-war party.

         And the war was really over! It was finally over! Had everything now suddenly become reality? Had art become reality? His dreams of art, which he had written about in all his theatre criticism? His speech in Berlin that year, when he talked about Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony and recalled that, “On 18th March 1905, to commemorate the March Revolution and Friedrich Schiller, Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony was performed to the proletariat in a Berlin brewery hall, in the middle of the workers’ quarter. For the first time in history. Almost 3,000 people were packed into the hot, overcrowded hall—silent, reverential, doing their best to understand.” The proletariat, he went on, was now too strong and too mature to keep allowing itself to be patronized in matters of high art. “Everywhere, it is reaching for great heights, for the stars.” And: “A sense of release welled up from the depths. Joy!”

         He had put all his dreams and convictions into this Beethoven speech. All that he wanted to fight for. “Art is no longer an escape from life; it is life itself,” he proclaimed. And finally, he laid out his vision: “If mankind, having achieved freedom and maturity through the struggle of proletarian socialism, is one day reared on the global hymn of the Ninth, if it should become the catechism of their souls, then and only then will Beethoven’s art have returned to the home from which it once fled: to life.”

         His new book, which he had completed and prepared for printing while he was in prison following the strike in the munitions factories, is to bear the title Dreams of the Prophet. Yes, Kurt Eisner is a dreamer and a prophet. And he has spent a long time fighting and writing for this moment in the Bavarian Landtag.

         
             

         

         He has to pull himself together. He has to give his speech. At his side, Fechenbach is a little nervous. Eisner is not a good public speaker. He thinks too much, his thoughts lack structure and all too often he flounders, surprised by his own pathos.

         But when Kurt Eisner starts to speak he is assured, firm and clear, “with a fiery temper, and the effect of his words could be read on every face”. He talks for twenty minutes, completely off the cuff. Even the two men in the secretaries’ seats to either side of him are so captivated that they fail to take notes. No one takes notes. Kurt Eisner’s revolutionary speech, in which he declares Bavaria a free state and himself the head of its government, is undocumented.

         Later, Herzog recalls a few lines. He says that Eisner began: “The Bavarian Revolution has triumphed. It has swept away the dead wood of the Wittelsbach kings.” And then he hands power to himself: “The man who is speaking to you at this moment presupposes your agreement to his assuming the role of provisional Prime Minister.” Cheering breaks out on the benches below. Eisner takes that as confirmation that he is now Prime Minister; he goes on, calling on everyone to stand united and keep the peace.

         When he has finished, he lowers himself back into the prime-ministerial seat. Then he beckons Herzog to him and whispers in his ear: “We’ve forgotten the most important thing. The proclamation. Draft the wording, please. Quickly. Then we’ll go into a side room and look through it together.”

         
             

         

         While Wilhelm Herzog is drafting the proclamation and Eisner is gazing pensively down at his people, far away on the Trudering road the royal family is slowly making its way towards Rosenheim. The night is foggy, the driver can hardly see the way ahead, and the car suddenly comes off the road and gets stuck in a potato field. All efforts to heave it out are in vain. The king, his cigars, his wife and his daughters are not going anywhere. The chauffeur sets off on foot to fetch help. The royal family is left in a field, in total darkness. Eventually the chauffeur comes back with some soldiers who are billeted in a nearby farmhouse, and a couple of horses. He also has a paraffin lamp. The sick farmer’s wife, whom he met in the yard, didn’t want to give it to him, but he finally managed to buy it from her for twenty marks. The horses pull the car out of the field—it immediately threatens to sink back into the mud on the other side of the road, but after a while they manage to right it. They drive on, cautiously and quietly, through the night.

         At four o’clock the next morning, the family reaches Castle Wildenwart. They left home as royalty and have arrived as ordinary citizens.

         
             

         

         “The Wittelsbach dynasty is hereby deposed.” These are the final words of the proclamation that Wilhelm Herzog has written out in a side room off the debating chamber. He rushed it to Kurt Eisner just before midnight; the latter read it over and, to Herzog’s surprise, largely approved it. There were just two or three sentences he wanted to change. And then: out with it to the telegraph offices and the newsrooms. Eisner has added a handwritten note: “To be printed on the 1st page (front page).”

         “Fellow countrymen!” it says in giant letters at the top of the page. “In order to rebuild after long years of destruction, the people have overturned the power of the civil and military authorities and taken government into their own hands. The Bavarian government is hereby proclaimed.”

         Looking at the little group who were left in the debating chamber, did Eisner have a moment of doubt as to whether these people were really “the people”? Perhaps not. His happiness was too great, the chance to realize his dreams had come to him too suddenly and too easily. And there was no time for reflection now, in any case: he had far too much to do.

         For example, the editor-in-chief of the Münchner Neueste Nachrichten, the large Munich daily paper, now bursts into the parliament building. He is denied entry to the chamber, and a worker brings Eisner the irate man’s visiting card. “You talk to him,” Eisner tells Wilhelm Herzog. “And by the by, we don’t have a press censor yet. As of now, that will be your responsibility.” And he writes down the new post he has just given Herzog on a slip of paper. An impromptu identity card for the Chief Censor of the new People’s Republic.

         Very well then: Herzog agrees, and strides out to see the furious editor, who roars that the whole of his publishing house and print works are occupied, it’s a catastrophe, if this situation continues the paper won’t come out tomorrow, or at least not punctually, which would be the first time that has happened since it was founded in 1848.

         “Yes, well,” says Herzog, “we haven’t had a revolution in Bavaria since then, either.” In any case, he says, it really wouldn’t be such a catastrophe if just this once people got their morning paper at nine or ten o’clock rather than six. “At least then, they will notice something has changed.”

         The Chief Censor is handed some copies of the proclamation. He gives one to editor-in-chief Müller, tells him to print it, and says his paper can come out as normal.

         But how? The whole place is still occupied by those ruffians with the red armbands. When Müller gets back to the editorial offices and the printing shop, he does at least see that everything is once again running in an orderly fashion. The revolutionaries are allowing his staff to get on with their nocturnal work.

         But where is he going to put the proclamation? The editor in charge of the machines has an idea. There is currently a full-page advert on the second page. He stops the machines, swaps the current page one to page two, and the news of the day goes on the front page, as instructed by the new government: “To the people of Munich!” it begins. There follows a brief account of the night’s events from the revolutionaries’ point of view, and then: “From this moment on, Bavaria is a free state. A people’s government, borne up by the faith of the masses, shall be appointed without delay.” It goes on: “A new age is upon us! Bavaria wants to prepare Germany for the League of Nations. The democratic and social Republic of Bavaria has the moral strength to bring about a peace for Germany that will protect it from the worst.”

         This text is also designed to have a placatory, reassuring effect on the populace, assuring it that the “strictest order” will be maintained through the Workers’, Soldiers’ and Peasants’ Councils. “The safety of people and property is guaranteed.” It is an appeal to everyone, to every man and woman in Munich: “Workers and citizens of Munich! Trust in the great and mighty future we are shaping in these momentous days! You can help to make the unavoidable transformation quick and easy […] Every human life is sacred. Keep the peace and play your part in building this new world!” Signed by Kurt Eisner, in the early morning of 8th November 1918, in the Bavarian Landtag.

         
             

         

         Shortly before this, at around midnight, the leader of the Social Democrats Erhard Auer and the union secretary Schiefer come to see Brettreich, the Minister of the Interior. The minister has summoned Auer. Hadn’t Auer given him his word that he need fear no revolutionary uprising? That order would be maintained? A demonstration, a little music, and then everyone would disperse peacefully. Had Auer lied to him? Did he not have his people under control?

         In fact, Brettreich already knows what has happened. Auer really did lead his calm, well-disciplined little group back into the city that afternoon and send his people home. No one was angrier than Auer at the fact that the Independents and the Communists had gone to the barracks with Eisner and then, like the denouement of some beer-hall comedy, had got themselves elected to government in the Mathäserbräu by a few of their fighting comrades and drinking companions, with shouting and tankards held aloft.

         And now, three men look helplessly at each other. Auer says that the government should have brought order over the course of the day. Brettreich says he no longer has any power over his people. Auer says the government needs to put down the uprising before morning. After that, the workforce will restore order by itself. The men part company. There is nothing for them to do. What will happen, will happen. Without them.

         The revolutionaries still have much to do on this night.

         The police headquarters is not yet in the hands of the uprising. Eisner sends Fechenbach off to see to that. Fechenbach sees to it. He hurries over to the headquarters, which is full of policemen standing around in little groups, discussing the events of the previous day and night. His red armband opens all doors to him. He goes from room to room, until he finally reaches the office of Chief of Police Rudolf von Beckh, who has gathered his section heads there for a meeting. Fechenbach explains that the councils have just taken provisional control of the government and would like to instruct him, the Chief of Police, to continue as head of the security services until they are reorganized. A police supervisory board will be appointed in the course of the night. And right now, he must sign a declaration for Fechenbach stating that he will follow all orders issued by the councils. The Chief of Police requests some time to think. There is complete silence in the room as the section heads look at each other awkwardly, then he makes up his mind, writes a declaration of loyalty on a sheet of paper and adds: “If I should be unable to fulfil this commitment, I must reserve the right to step down. Munich, 8th November 1918, 1 a.m. Chief of Police von Beckh.”

         That night Josef Staimer, a former warehouseman, union secretary and current head of the Soldiers’ Council, is assigned to von Beck to oversee his work; the next morning, this man is made Chief of Police himself.

         On this curious night, things seem to happen of their own accord. Power over the state simply falls to Kurt Eisner and his people.

         And who is this now, arriving at the Landtag at two in the morning and getting through to see the Prime Minister? A young artillery officer, out of breath, red-faced, stands before Eisner and says: “I’ve come from Schleißheim, where there are eight hundred men, twenty guns and a few howitzers. All at your service!” To which Eisner replies: “Excellent! Bring them all here and station the artillery outside the building.”

         So this forgotten problem also appears to have solved itself, for the time being. The city’s troops were, after all, disbanded in the afternoon. And even if many of the soldiers are on the side of the revolutionaries, or at least not on the side of the old king, there still isn’t a single functioning unit under the new government’s command. The soldiers are all just roaming around or sitting in beer halls, or they’ve gone home. Now the Schleißheim troops will provide a minimal level of protection for the first days of the regime.

         And now it is three o’clock in the morning. Kurt Eisner, the new ruler of Bavaria, the wild-haired theatre critic who recognized his moment so quickly and seized it with such determination, is tired. His friend Fechenbach has found a sofa in one of the meeting rooms for parliamentary groups. He and Wilhelm Herzog counsel the Prime Minister to sleep for a little while.

         “Where?” asks Eisner. “On the benches, where the honourable members of parliament liked to sleep?”

         “No,” says Fechenbach. “We’ve found a room with a day bed for you. You can lie down for an hour there.”

         He takes Eisner to the meeting room. As the people’s king flops exhausted onto the sofa, he says: “Is this not miraculous? We have staged a revolution without spilling a drop of blood! There has never been such a thing in history.”

         
             

         

         Outside on the streets of Munich, silence has long since fallen. An occasional shot is fired in the night. The stars are out. A drunk man in a dark overcoat staggers alone through the streets of Schwabing. “Movement! Bang! Bang! Bang!” he crows into the night. “Mooove-ment!” Does anyone hear him?

         It is Oskar Maria Graf, filling the night with noise. In the evening he lost sight of the action, getting to the Mathäserbräu too late and then hurrying over to the royal Residence just as the king was leaving through another exit.

         There, Graf met his best black-market customer, Anthony van Hoboken, a fabulously wealthy Dutchman. In the last few weeks he has bought ox tongues, wine, butter and other rare delicacies from Graf, who gets them from a shady wholesaler. Hoboken—Graf just calls him the sheep-faced Dutchman—comes from a Rotterdam banking family. He has a great love of literature, an even greater love of music, and most of all he loves private parties with female artists, painters, witty writers who live large and drink heavily. After concluding their business, he has often asked Graf to stay and have a drink. And Graf has had a drink. Every time.

         Now they spot each other from a distance, wave, and Graf calls out to him: “The glory days are over now!” He actually means the Dutchman and his money and grandeur and high living. But the Dutchman himself seems to be in fine spirits, splendidly entertained by the city’s revolutionary mood. The lover at his side cries out in a little girl’s voice: “Yes, isn’t it fabulous!”

         She is a sparkling person who calls herself Marietta of Monaco. Her real name is Maria Kirndörfer and she is a petite, fine-boned twenty-five-year-old who grew up with foster parents in Munich, attended a convent school, spent some time on the streets and was discovered by chance as an elocutionist in 1913 in the Schwabing cabaret bar Simplicissimus. During the war she went to Zurich and became one of the founding members of Cabaret Voltaire. She used to introduce herself with a little piece she called “Who am I?”

         
            
               I am a bright bouncing ball.

               Rich boys roll me across silken rugs.

               Children coo over me.

               I slip through the elegant fingers of notable people.

               But sometimes rough lads come and play football.

               Then I sail from their shoes into the crystal bowl of

               The most noble queen.

            

         

         She has been back in Munich for some time, singing and declaiming in the Schwabing bars favoured by artists, which are now all revolutionary bars, and slipping through the elegant fingers of this notable Dutchman. People call her the “muse of Schwabylon”. Everyone who sees her is entranced.

         Marietta and the Dutchman, then, are delighted by the night’s events, and Graf, who was convinced that the primary targets of this revolution would be the bigwigs, parasites and millionaires, is momentarily surprised. How terribly his poverty has made him suffer! He became father to a baby girl in June and is unhappily married to Karoline Bretting—very unhappily married, from the first day on. But until he came up with his black-market scheme, his greatest suffering was caused by always being short of money. “Over time, money really became something like a demon for me, and it ruled my life. Everything the poets and philosophers went on about was all nonsense: morality, ethics and strength of character, idealism and God knows what other good qualities. These qualities were ultimately all subordinate—money made them or snuffed them out. Mankind had invented something to which, over time, he inevitably surrendered himself, body and soul,” he wrote later.

         Might the revolution now take this devilish invention and simply—abolish it? Wasn’t that inevitable, in fact? So why were this sheep-faced man and his muse of Schwabylon so cock-a-hoop?

         But Graf didn’t care now. The world had begun to teeter, a new world was emerging at long last, and he just wanted to celebrate. He went home with the Dutchman and Marietta, they drank and drank late into the night, and Graf finally staggered home in the early hours of the morning. The streets of Schwabing were empty and silent; now and then a shot echoed through the night. The revolution was asleep.

         When Graf gets home, he writes a letter to his wife: “I don’t like you any more! I never liked you! It was all just lies and  pity! Let me be! Let us go our separate ways!” Everything has broken open, in the city and within him, too; outside everything has changed, and now he has to change as well. He is in love with someone else, he calls her “the girl”, or sometimes “the black girl”: Mirjam Sachs, with her black eyes and her soft face. She is studying in Munich but comes from Berlin, and is a friend of the poet Rainer Maria Rilke. She, the black girl, is who Graf wants to live with. No more lies, no more pity, no more compromises. The letter is finished. He leaps up from the table. What he has written is sheer madness. He tears it up, gets into bed and falls asleep, the night’s last revolutionary. Drunk. Married. Ready for a new land. A new life.

         
             

         

         A slender, delicate man with large eyes and large lips spent the evening in quite a different way. With a young woman who calls herself Elya, Elya like the king’s daughter from the old Augsburg St George mystery play that she had acted in a few weeks earlier. He had seen her in it. “Rilke’s here,” her partner had whispered to her while they were still on stage. And the next day: “Rilke’s here again.” And on the day of the final performance: “Rilke wants to come up to the stage after the show. He wants to meet you.”

         But then he had not come after all, and she had written him a letter, the man whose poems she knew by heart—they had been a life to her. She knew him already from his words, was close to him without ever having met him: “Rainer Maria,” she wrote, “once I loved your soul almost as one loves God. That was when I first read the Book of Hours.” And she ended: “Can just one soul not live larger, this depressing workaday life—larger and more inwardly.”

         Rilke replied at once, inviting her to Schwabing, to his fourth-floor apartment in Ainmillerstraße where he read to her and sat in silence with her. In her letters she addressed him, quoting his poems, as: “God, Thou art great” and “Thou immortal”. He said: “When I think of you I see us kneeling side by side as in a dream, and that may well be our relationship to one another. When will you come and see me again?”

         Rilke liked to kneel with his admirers, his sweethearts, his lovers. To kneel in admiration before a work of art, an altar, until their eyes brimmed with tears.

         The poet Rainer Maria Rilke had almost fallen silent during the war. He wrote hardly any poems after being called up for military service and sent to Vienna at the start of 1916. Although influential friends got him released after just six months, the military exercises had shaken this slender, almost transparent man to the core.

         After that, he went to stay with some rich friends on an island, the Herreninsel in the Chiemsee, then spent a few months in Berlin, financially dependent on aristocratic ladies and the wives of captains of industry. In Berlin, he also met these ladies’ husbands: Detlev, Count von Moltke, the Kaiser’s aide-de-camp; Richard von Kühlmann, Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs who in early 1918 would go on to negotiate the peace of Brest-Litovsk with revolutionary Russia; Walther Rathenau, head of the electrical engineering company AEG and later Foreign Minister in the Weimar Republic. The Establishment figures of the German Empire met with the author of the Book of Hours and The Notebooks of Malte Laurids Brigge because their wives loved him, because he was a true independent, a listener, a taciturn, moral man whom these powerful gentlemen trusted.

         In summer 1917, the silent poet had met a young Russian woman in the royal palace of Herrenchiemsee. Her husband was a political prisoner in Berlin; she was Sophie Liebknecht,  the wife of the German Communist Party’s leader. The two became friends. Rilke, who had a deep love of Russia, liked Sophie a great deal for her heritage alone. He complained to her of how the war was making him suffer, and she told him his suffering would be easier to bear “if you did not spurn the times in which we live, if you paid more attention to them, read newspapers and took more interest, and thus developed a more real relationship with them”. She was sure he could go on writing then—“and after all, that is the most important thing to you”.

         Read the papers. Think about politics. Take heed of reality. Somehow be in our time! Not like the panther in Paris’s Jardin des Plantes, about which he had written at the start of the century:

         
            
               To him, there seem to be a thousand bars

               And out beyond those thousand bars, no world.

            

         

         But Rilke was in the world. And he was much too permeable for these daily catastrophes. There was too much happening in the world, brutality, noise everywhere, war.

         The war that he, like all of Europe, had welcomed with such naivety, drunk with joy:

         
            
               A god at last! Since the God of Peace often

               Escaped our grasp, the Battle God has grasped us,

               Hurling flames; and over a heart full of home

               He dwells thunderous in his screaming, crimson heaven.

            

         

         Yes, that poem was written by a man who looked as if a strong gust of wind would suffice to blow him out of his gaiters. He was carried away by the Battle God. But not for long. “Three  months after that I saw the spectre—and now, for how long now, it has been nothing but the evil effluvium from the human swamp,” he wrote just one year later. And fell silent.

         No, he was not an active opponent of war. He suffered quietly. He wrote to the wife of his publisher, Anton Kippenberg, after the October Revolution in 1917, saying that he was sustained only by “the thought of glorious Russia”. He had loved Russia since his early travels to that longed-for eastern land, loved Russian poetry, had a lot of Russian friends, especially female friends, and the revolution filled him with hope that the war would end, that a new age would begin.

         He knew Kurt Eisner and held him in high regard. Rilke had written to him at the start of 1918, seeking advice on behalf of a female friend who wanted to set up a relief organization for the poor. The letter didn’t reach Eisner at the time: he was in jail following the strike by munitions workers that he had helped to bring about.

         Rilke, a man removed from the times he lived in, the darling of the wealthy and the old aristocracy, and dependent on them, too, was ready for the new age—more than ready. On 24th October 1918 he wrote to his ex-wife, Clara Westhoff-Rilke, with a motto to be written on the hand-carved beams of her house in Fischerhude, near Bremen:

         
            
               When all was falling, self-belief began.

               The future says I may. I know I can.

            

         

         In the final days of the war, Rilke plunges into life, into the assembly halls of Munich. “I have been going out every evening until late for some days now, and the same today and tomorrow as well,” he writes on 3rd November to his princess Elya. He sends his elegies, the poems he began before the war and will  complete years later, when they will be published under the title Duino Elegies, to his publisher in Leipzig for safe keeping, away from what is happening in Munich. Because anything might happen now. And he wants to be there. He will be there.

         The following day, on 4th November, the famous Heidelberg professor Max Weber comes to the city. He is an opponent of the war and of the revolution, a left-leaning liberal who advocates a parliamentary system like the one in England.

         And three days after that, Rilke’s excitement can be read in every line he writes to Clara in Fischerhude:

         
            On Monday evening I was with thousands of others in the halls of the Hotel Wagner; the speaker was Professor Max Weber from Heidelberg, national economist, who is regarded as one of the best minds and a good orator. Afterwards, in the discussion, the overwrought anarchist Mühsam spoke, and then students, men who had been four years at the front, all so simple and open and plain-speaking […] The haze of beer and smoke and people was not stifling, one was hardly aware of it, so important was the discussion, and above all it was immediately clear that people could finally say the things that needed to be said. The simplest and truest of these things, when they were put at least to some degree in plain language, were greeted by the enormous crowd with hearty, loud applause. Suddenly a pale-faced worker got up, spoke quite simply: “Did you, or you—did any of you”, he said, “make the armistice offer? And yet we are the ones who ought to be doing it, not those gentlemen up there; if we take over a radio station and speak, ordinary folk to other ordinary folk, we will have peace in no time.”

         

         Oskar Maria Graf had been in the same hall on that 4th November 1918. The professor from Heidelberg had sent him into a white-hot rage. “A tall man, he stood there, large, gruff, solid, wearing a frock coat and looking like a Baden democrat,” said Graf. The professor spoke against Bavaria’s breakaway from Prussia, against militarism, but above all against revolution: “It is a nonsense, it would be a crime, it is impossible for bourgeois society to be transformed into a future state based on socialist principles by means of a revolution!” The people on the benches called “Oho!” but Weber would not let himself be cowed: “We would have the enemy in the country, and later a reaction of the worst kind!” he prophesied.

         But this evening, that was something no one wanted to hear. The wild, bearded anarchist Erich Mühsam shouted that Weber should ask the troops on the front lines how they felt about peace, and he urged the women to demonstrate for peace again, to keep demonstrating. Finally Graf himself leapt up, trembling, and shouted into the hall, into the crowd, at the professor: “The revolution is coming! It’s coming! I call on the soldiers to disobey orders and leave their barracks!” He sat back down to a chorus of cheers and boos.

         Did Oskar Maria Graf see Rilke that evening? They knew each other, they liked each other very much: the rough, revolutionary people’s poet and the gentle poet of the stars. Was this the evening that Graf would remember much later with such fondness? “In those eventful weeks of the Eisner revolution in Munich, he (Rilke) often went to loud, chaotic public meetings. No one knew him, and he preferred it that way. He never pushed forward to the speaker’s lectern; he remained inconspicuous in the crush of people and disappeared again just as inconspicuously. ‘Rilke’, acquaintances whispered to each other as they saw him pass; they glanced  after him, nodded shyly and were momentarily surprised. No one expected to see him there.”

         They will see each other more often in the coming weeks, in the transformed state of Bavaria. But perhaps it was on this evening that they walked side by side for a little while on their way home and Graf spoke of his doubts, his unease at the fact that the rural folk, the peasants, would not be involved in this great, important uprising. The peasants scorned all the clever, self-important speech-makers in the city because they were so clueless about real life, about work, earning money, milking cows, slaughtering cows and suchlike. And in fact these were the very people who had to be involved; the revolution was conceived and made for them and it would all be pointless if the peasants out in the countryside rejected the whole uprising, the whole of this beautiful new age. His hopes were pinned on the people, said Graf. And Rilke said quietly: “Yes, any benevolent person may hope… No one is able to see and feel something new yet, but we must be patient… ‘The people’ includes our kind, too—the people, without restriction or addition… So we have been told…”

         
             

         

         Rilke did not stop attending the public meetings. An end to the war was his greatest hope, and he was prepared to be swept along in spirit by the new age, by the revolution, even if he also feared it. “For more than four years we stood in that fiery glow,” he writes on 6th November to the actress Anni Mewes, “And all our lights have gone out to such a degree that when the war is extinguished, it will leave us in the most terrible darkness there has ever been, unless in their desperation the people light another mighty fire, the sparks of which are already kindling little flames here and there on the fringes of the crowd. And to think that the luminance of intellectual  life will be as feeble in this new atmosphere as it was for four years in wartime air!”

         He hopes things will turn out differently. This “luminance of intellectual life” is where he has placed his faith and he knows that, in this, Kurt Eisner is on his side. But will the people see things the same way? “Art”, he goes on, “always promises the most distant future—the one after next, at the soonest—and for that reason a crowd which is passionately reaching for the next one will always be iconoclastically minded.”

         Fear is mixed with hope. Rilke cannot understand why the old rulers don’t recognize the deadly danger that threatens both them and the old power structures, and why they don’t come out to meet the people. They will be too late to avert their own downfall. He writes to his publisher Kippenberg’s royalist wife, on the very day before the king is deposed, saying that he believes a revolution might still be prevented if the government can gain more popular appeal. But he has grave doubts about that: “It will be the downfall of the man who comes too late, if it should prove that the long-neglected will of the people can now only draw breath in a mighty explosion.” Those who come too late are punished by life. Rilke saw everything very clearly.

         And then, when the will of the people really does explode the following evening, the poet is at a concert with his pretend princess, Elya, a Lieder evening of “melodies from ages past and ancient times”. “It was not really an evening to immerse oneself in ‘ages past’ or ‘ancient times’, when these (perhaps) came to an end yesterday,” he will write a day later. A past age is ending, a great epoch, and a new one is rising. Rainer Maria Rilke listens to the sound of the past dying away.

         The very next morning, he comments on the events of that “remarkable night”, as he calls it: “Now all we can do is  hope that this unaccustomed state of uprising puts people’s minds into a reflective mood and does not tip them over into catastrophic intoxication. So far all seems calm, and one cannot help but concede that this is the time for trying to take great strides.”

         Thomas Mann, too, had been at a Lieder evening on 7th November. He was annoyed even as they set out that evening, because no trams were running. He’d been annoyed all day at the “ridiculous mob” marching through the city yelling “Republic!” and “Down with the dynasty!” And now he and his wife Katia had to get to the Türkenstraße concert hall on foot. Their seats were up in the gallery, where there was such a terrible draught that they went back down into the stalls. The composer Hans Pfitzner was conducting that night. He was an anti-democratic ultra-nationalist and a Wagnerian, who during the war had composed and premiered the opera Palestrina. Thomas Mann had attended four performances in a row. He was truly inspired by what he regarded as a perfect, and quintessentially Germanic, work of art. He had devoted pages and pages of his recently published book Reflections of a Nonpolitical Man to enthusing about this musician and this piece. Thomas Mann saw all the perfection of Wagner, of German Romanticism, in Palestrina: “What great artistry, in combination with the most nervous agility, penetrating harmonic audacity with a pious ancestral style!” In Pfitzner, he had discovered a true kindred spirit: German composer, anti-democratic invoker of general decline, romantic, artist, humorist. “Pessimism and humour—I have never perceived their correlation more strongly and never more sympathetically than in the face of the second Palestrina act. The optimist, the reformer, in a word, the politician is never a humorist; he is lofty-rhetorical.”

         In the Reflections Thomas Mann had rejected in the strongest terms words like politics, optimism, democracy, progress, civilization, claiming they were un-Germanic in the most profound sense. He had called the book a “general revision of my intellectual principles”; it was his war service, carried out from behind a desk. It was a defensive book: against France, against the threat of defeat, against democracy, against his brother, the early democrat Heinrich Mann, whom he openly vilified as a “literatus of civilization”, and who he says exhibits every ridiculous, dangerous, anti-German emotion there is.

         The book has only just been published. At the worst possible time. He had telegraphed his publisher Samuel Fischer at the last minute to try and stop it being distributed. The publisher replied at once, saying that unfortunately it was too late: distribution had already begun. “God damn it all,” Mann writes in his diary—a sigh of resignation.

         So at the very moment when everything is pointing towards defeat for Germany and a victory for democracy, Thomas Mann, whose greatest goal is to be Germany’s most representative writer, brings out a fundamentally anti-democratic work. This really is a very bad move.

         But his principal concern is his feud with his older brother. Heinrich still knows nothing about this attack on him. A week before the book was distributed, Thomas Mann had a nightmare: “I dreamt I was somewhere with Heinrich on the best of terms, and out of goodwill let him eat up a great number of cakes, small a la crème ones and two pieces of torte, giving up my own share. Puzzled how this friendship relates to the publication of the Betrachtungen. I kept thinking this surely won’t do, it is a totally impossible situation. On awakening, the feeling of relief that it was a dream.”

         Thomas Mann is extremely on edge during these days, and has been for months, while he was still writing the Reflections. The children—there are currently five of them—feel this most acutely. Whenever their father is working or sleeping or reading, absolute silence has to be maintained in the large new house on Poschingerstraße, overlooking the Herzogpark on the south bank of the Isar. And in fact he works and sleeps and reads all day, when he’s not out with the dog, walking on the nearby riverbank. Golo, who is nine years old at the end of the war, later recalls: “We had to stay quiet practically all the time: in the morning because Father was working, in the afternoon because he was reading or napping, and towards evening because that was when he would start doing serious work again. If we ever disturbed him, we would get a fearful scolding.”

         He is even more on edge when Hans Pfitzner comes to see him. If he stays to dinner, the children aren’t even allowed to sit at the table, because Pfitzner, as Klaus remembers, has “very raw nerves”. Even his host, Pfitzner’s greatest admirer, is rather unsettled by the visitor: “I doubt that he felt at ease,” Thomas Mann wrote to his neighbour and friend, the musical director of the Munich Opera Bruno Walter, who had conducted the premiere of Palestrina, “although he drank at least five glasses of Moselle wine, consumed a great number of home-made biscuits and so at least in this regard reacted positively to what he was offered. In general, I suspect he never really feels at ease anywhere.”

         Thomas Mann did not let this dent his admiration one bit. What was he supposed to do? He had been deeply affected by this opera, which he regarded as a fraternal project to his Reflections. And when one evening, out on the terrace, Pfitzner described the prevailing voice of his work as one of “sympathy  with death”, the author of Buddenbrooks and Death in Venice was completely convinced. Sympathy with death: that was his theme, his motif, his temptation. That was the seductive power of German Romanticism, which was to be the downfall of the pale, wavering hero of his mountain novel, a book he had begun before the war and then set aside to work on the Reflections. Sympathy with death: that was Schubert’s “Lindenbaum” song, it was Gustav von Aschenbach surrendering himself to his love for a boy, it was German music, German irresponsibility. Yes, The Magic Mountain should be permeated by this mood. The diligent engineer Hans Castorp, who only means to visit the magical mountain world for three weeks, will be infected by it and it will make him ill. He will be infected by love, music, inertia, his own reluctance to take an interest in politics. Sympathy with death: it was the opposite of everything that now seemed to threaten Germany—democracy, active participation in politics by ordinary people, responsibility. The opposite of the world in which Thomas Mann felt at home. The lowlands. The counter-world to the magic mountain.

         He had completed just a few chapters of the novel before the war. And really, it was only supposed to be a novella, a counterpart to Death in Venice, but Mann had already realized that it was in danger of outgrowing that form, that the material would flood the banks of a novella. Now finally, after four years, he was thinking about taking it up again, forging ahead, climbing back into the mountains of Davos.

         Forging ahead: that suited his present state of mind. He had just finished his dog story, the tale of Bauschan, the short-haired German pointer. “A Man and his Dog—an Idyll” is what he had called the story, and indeed it was. A tale simply told, of small, everyday kinds of happiness. For once he wasn’t  inventing, striving, struggling to shape the material—just letting his pen carry him forward from where he started: “When the beautiful season does credit to its name, and the warbling of the birds has been able to awaken me early because I ended the previous day at the proper time, I like to go out without my hat even before breakfast for a half-hour’s walk down the avenue of trees in front of my house, or even to the more distant park areas, in order to draw a few breaths of the early-morning air and to participate to some extent in the pleasures of the fresh forenoon before my work occupies me fully.”

         But that was over now, too. He had written the final sentence on 14th October. The walk was at an end: “And then I hasten to go in and take off my hobnailed boots, because the soup is already on the table.” That same day, Thomas Mann had heard about a soldier who’d arrived at the central station after a short furlough, intending to travel back to the front, but had been turned away. There are no more trains to the front now. Stay at home, lad, they’d told him.

         Time too for Thomas Mann to recognize the direction history was taking. In these days, the whole country was a whirl of frenzied confusion and collapse, and the censored, royalist, pro-war press hadn’t prepared people for it. Germany had marched from one victory to the next for four years, and now it was supposed to concede a total defeat? Thomas Mann vacillated. What was to become of his book? Of his life? Of his country? “Provided it is acknowledged beforehand (and I assume that the world, too, will acknowledge it) that Germany is the real victor in this war—insofar as ‘war’ is the proper word—there remains no other choice, and it is the only sensible and dignified choice, but to view things from the comic side and declare the victory of the virtuous Allies a colossal humbug.”

         A writer takes his leave of reality. It is simply wrong; it doesn’t fit the world view he has painstakingly created. So: there was no war, he declares from on high, behind his desk. Germany is victorious, the world is a comedy, and this supposed victory for democracy is a huge joke.

         All he can do now is hold his head up. Save his own empire. Defend it against France. Against Heinrich. All that’s left is to retreat into his own universe. And now, he writes, his task is to “recognize and accept the political direction in which the world is moving, to salute the democratic new world with good grace as a kind of world convenience that it will be quite possible to live with […] and keep everything cultural, national, philosophical separate from politics and free, on a plane high above politics, something not in the least affected by democratic utilitarianism”.

         But how do you escape this downward pull? When your own country and everything you believe in, everything you have fought for in your writing, has been defeated? Retreat, retreat. Thomas Mann thinks of The Magic Mountain and decides to forge ahead with it soon. But if he is honest, Thomas Mann has only one real desire in these turbulent days: “I don’t wish to be impoverished, to that much I can testify.”

         He is absent, of course, from the beer halls of the pre-revolution. But he has his contacts, he gets reports. He hears about the mass meeting on 4th November at which Max Weber spoke and Erich Mühsam and Oskar Maria Graf shouted, “The revolution is coming!” Franz Ferdinand Baumgarten, a Hungarian essayist who wears a monocle, reports back to him the following day that “intellectual Munich” had been there, and that he and the young writer Hanns Johst had agreed “that this dreadful confusion of people talking over each other had given an impression of sadness, hopelessness  and nationalistic, human bleakness”. Mann adds in his diary with some satisfaction: “That certainly tallies with my own experiences.”

         This Hanns Johst is, however, not so very critical of the revolutionary movement. In these days, he sees in the people “a great deal of pure conviction” and the will to “force a new ideal into being”. Fifteen years later Hanns Johst, by then president of the Prussian Academy of Arts’ literature division, will warmly welcome the burning of books written by former colleagues. Two years after that he will be head of the Reich Writers’ Union and preside over the official canon of German literature, newly reorganized along national, racial and political lines.

         But all this still lies at the end of a long road. Thomas Mann summons people out to his house on the Isar, to bring him news from the city. The more depressing they make the situation seem, the more justified he feels in escaping to his idyll. That so-called reality out there has no bearing on him. Perhaps Monocle Baumgarten also tells him about Oskar Maria Graf’s bluster at the meeting. And perhaps Thomas Mann then recalls that this Graf wrote to him just a few weeks earlier to tell him about a new project, a “magazine for new humanity and ethical literature” that he intended to start. He hoped so ardently for a kind word, said Graf, some support, some sign of goodwill from the acclaimed creator of Buddenbrooks. And Thomas Mann wrote him a very kindly postcard, welcoming the new venture and wishing him the best of luck. The young magazine founder was speechless with happiness. “I was on top of the world,” he wrote.

         And now, three days after that 4th November, Thomas Mann has been to Pfitzner’s concert with his wife Katia, “not overwhelming, though it had its beautiful moments,” he notes  later. The two had actually agreed to have supper with Pfitzner later that evening in the Vier Jahreszeiten hotel. They didn’t go in the end, but returned home accompanied by another composer, Walter Braunfels, who wrote the opera Princess Brambilla. Braunfels was not a nervous nationalist like his colleague Pfitzner, just a little highly strung when it came to religion. His Jewish father had converted to Protestantism, and Braunfels himself had just recently converted from Protestantism to Catholicism on his return from the war—a subject he was always talking about.

         But not this evening. This evening there were a thousand rumours to be discussed on their walk home. Had the king really fled the city? Had the mob really thrown gas grenades into the Türkenstraße barracks? Hounded the soldiers out and ripped the imperial cockades from their uniforms? The soldiers they had encountered certainly weren’t wearing their cockades any more. And what had happened after that? The police were nowhere to be seen. The mood was silent, tense; the sound of gunshots echoed through the night. Bruno Walter and his wife had rushed home in a state of high anxiety even before the Manns and Braunfels set off. The conductor feared for his house, his money, his life. Where were the police? Why was all this just being allowed to happen?

         The Manns and their companion are taking a rather more relaxed view of things. In the past few days, Thomas Mann has swaddled himself in something like a magic cloak. His idyll, far away from all this. None of it—the mob, democracy, the war, the German defeat—has any bearing on him. From his lofty observation post he looks down at the German people, at so-called reality far below. “An ersatz Carnival” is what he calls the people’s exertions, with a bitter laugh. Let them get on with it. What does it matter to him. The night is clear and  cold. Thomas Mann stops for a moment, asks his companion to stand with him and cast a brief glance up at the skies. “Look at this beauty, this luminous eternal heaven,” he says. “Eternity puts one in a contemplative mood,” he adds solemnly, and then repeats the basic tenet he has adopted in recent days: “Fundamentally, what is human is alien to politics.”

         They walk home along the Isar. The lamps are lit in the villa at the end of Poschingerstraße. They have supper, drink a glass of punch, and together they decide not to take the whole thing too seriously.

         Until the next morning. Thomas Mann has caught a cold; the long walk through the cold night has not done him any good. Now the sun breaks through the fog, and the telephone rings. It’s Katia’s mother, the self-assured, wealthy Hedwig Pringsheim, who has never quite taken her son-in-law seriously. She informs her daughter of the previous night’s events, the king’s flight, the proclamation of the Free State.

         Then the Münchner Neueste Nachrichten arrives, two hours late, with its new front page. And Thomas Mann is a little surprised after all. He turns pale. He may well have underestimated the situation. He reads the proclamation on page one, signed by “colleague Eisner”, as he notes in his diary. He reads with relief that colleague Eisner is guaranteeing “Strictest order, security of persons and private property”. He hears gunfire in the distance. He sees his daughter, his beloved Elisabeth, lying outside on the lawn, and thinks that at the moment they are realized, all revolutions become essentially conservative, and therefore German. He thinks and thinks about how the new situation might be made to fit his old world view, his old dream.

         In fact, this is not such a difficult task. “The German Revolution is after all German, though nonetheless a revolution,”  he writes. It is what it is. Thomas Mann is an instant conservative. As soon as the country has changed, he is immediately in favour of preserving the new status quo. Or tries to be, at least.

         Is Eisner not a good man? Patriarchal, kindly, a little eccentric but well meaning enough, and actually a “colleague” in the best sense of the word, without any hint of irony. And is this not a good thing for the country? Will the mere existence of this moral government with its international outlook not ensure that the world makes a peace that is good for Germany?

         Mann rehearses his new role in the new state through the daily declarations he makes in his diary: “I can say that my attitude towards future developments, if they really take the form I envision, is rather friendly, hopeful, receptive, consenting.”

         And he mocks his friend Bruno Walter, who is constantly afraid for his life and his money. Now, on the first afternoon of the republic, Walter tells the Manns with utter horror that a band of looters is approaching. Thomas Mann doesn’t quite take it seriously, but still decides to remain fully dressed when he lies down on the chaise longue for his afternoon nap. Meanwhile, Katia and the children empty the larder and hide provisions all over the house. One never knows.

         The master of the house prepares for the worst. As he lies there, his head is filled with images of revolutionary tribunals and executions. He notes: “If things are taken to extremes, it is not impossible that I will be shot for my behaviour during the war.” And for a less extreme situation, he has already composed a few good lines. “I intend in such a case to say: listen, I am neither a Jew nor a war profiteer, nor any other despicable thing; I am a writer who built this house with the money earned from his intellectual work. I have 200 marks in my drawer: I will give it to you. Divide that between you rather than carving up my property and my books.”

         Thomas Mann was planning to speak to the revolutionaries as if they were a group of friendly (if anti-Semitic) tradesmen. Luckily for him, he was never forced to give his speech and offer up his small sum of money. What he said about the house was not entirely true, either: it had been purchased before the war by his mother-in-law, who was married to the rich Jewish mathematics professor Alfred Pringsheim. It made his relationship with her rather strained, especially since she didn’t share his German-nationalist, pro-war, anti-democratic position in the slightest. She was horrified by the Reflections of a Nonpolitical Man, and when Katia told her about a positive review of the book in a Viennese daily newspaper, Hedwig Pringsheim retorted coolly: “Well, that’s Vienna for you…”

         What Thomas Mann meant by planning to tell the revolutionaries he was not a Jew is also not entirely clear. It was probably just self-evident to him that this assurance would protect him against all kinds of resentment. He himself was prone to anti-Semitic thoughts in these days, and he was sure that Munich, intellectual Munich, the majority of Munich, shared this fundamental aversion. “Both Munich and Bavaria, governed by Jewish scribblers. How long will the city put up with that?” he writes. The hatred will grow even greater over the days and weeks to come. Not against every Jew in the new government—he remains essentially well disposed towards Eisner—but Wilhelm Herzog attracts the full force of his rage, his disgust: “Our own co-regent a slimy literary racketeer like Herzog, who let himself be kept for years by a movie star, a moneymaker and profiteer at heart, with the big-city piss-elegance of the Jew boy, who would lunch only at the Odeon bar, but neglected to pay Ceconi’s bill for partially patching up his sewer-grate teeth. That is the revolution! The ones involved are almost exclusively Jewish.”

         
            
[image: ]
            

         

         One of these Jews, a handsome, knowledge-hungry young man, had sat in Thomas Mann’s house a year or so earlier, reciting his poems. They had met at a tavern to which Professor Arthur Kutscher, with whom the young man was studying German literature, regularly invited writers to give readings and meet his students. Thomas Mann had read there and the young student, who had been invalided out of military service at the start of 1916, took the opportunity to request a private audience with the man he so admired.

         Now he is sitting here, Ernst Toller, the student, his pockets full of poems, drinking tea and not quite knowing when the proper moment would be to get them out. And read them, at long last. That, after all, is the reason he’s here. What will Mann say? Will he acknowledge him as a kindred spirit? As a writer?

         Ernst Toller, Jew, born in 1893 in the Province of Posen, had begun the war as an enthusiast, like everyone else. He had written:

         
            
               In the roaring storm, a curly-headed

               boy unfurls his limbs:

               Wake up, wake up, what was is dead;

               Wake to this new beginning.

            

         

         And:

         
            
               Never so keenly have I felt

               My love for Germany

               As when springtime fills the air

               In the midst of the melee.

            

         

          And more along the same lines. But now he has turned away from the war and started throwing himself into university, books, poetry, and he has almost finished his first play. He is brimming with faith in the power of words, poetry, drama. A poem written shortly before he was released from the war is entitled “New Year’s Eve 1916”:

         
            
               A ghastly, greenish visage now appears:

               Seize life, it tells me with a mirthless grin,

               Take courage boy, for I am the New Year!

               It thunders: Curse the god who let me in.

            

         

         That afternoon in Thomas Mann’s villa, he does finally venture to take out some poems. He reads and reads and Thomas Mann says: “Hm.” Then nothing, then “Hm” again. What does that mean, asks the nervous Toller. Then Thomas Mann asks Toller to give him the pages, and they read through the lines together once more. He praises the things he likes, criticizes what he regards as vulgar, and when they have finished he asks the young man to leave the poems with him. Toller thanks him and leaves the villa on the Isar with a spring in his step.

         A few days later he receives a long letter in which Thomas Mann gives more detailed praise and criticism, having taken a thorough look at the texts. Later in his autobiography I Was a German, Toller will write that the young man he was then “never forgot this extraordinary courtesy”.

         Ernst Toller is an open-hearted poet, a great admirer; he is looking for role models, guiding stars, people he can follow. He studies with great zeal, but before long, of course, that isn’t enough for him. Germany is still fighting a war, and the war must end, the people must rise up and form an alliance:  the intellectuals and the people, the writers and the workers, the many and the few.

         He goes to study in Heidelberg and attends a meeting of Germany’s intellectuals at Castle Lauenstein, convened by the publisher Eugen Diedrichs, where the old and the young, professors and poets, Richard Dehmel and Max Weber, Werner Sombart and Walter von Molo have come together to talk about a new Germany. But they are so cautious, so old, so quiet. Ernst Toller listens, but he can’t comprehend this muted opposition in the face of the war raging outside. He knows it’s presumptuous of him to speak here, but speak he must. He calls out: “Show us the way! The days are burning and the nights too, we can’t wait any longer!”

         But where are the people who will lead Germany’s youth? Toller writes to Gerhard Hauptmann: “We are waiting for a word from an intellectual leader we can believe in!” Hauptmann says nothing. In Munich, Toller sees Rainer Maria Rilke in a bookshop: “I haven’t written any poetry for years,” he tells the young man in a soft voice. “The war has struck me dumb.”

         Toller already knows that he must speak. That he has to take matters into his own hands. It was his admiration for all the greats, all the masters of words that made him look on despondently from the sidelines for so long.

         But now he has had enough. In Heidelberg he starts a combat league, which he calls the “League of German Youth for Culture and Politics”. He attracts no more than a few founding members. The league’s guidelines are his own composition. “Love of the people forces us to take action,” he writes. “We want to step forward and become leaders.” “We do not want communities artificially fettered, our hearts clamped in a steel ring.” The aims of the league, the aims of the fight  are absolute: “The elimination of poverty”, “A peaceful solution to the contradictions of living as nations”, “Harmony of physical, spiritual and intellectual culture”, “comprehensive schools” and the cheap or free distribution of “recent literature with real humanity”, such as Tolstoy’s Resurrection and Under Fire by Henri Barbusse.

         The league’s writings do not escape the notice of those in power, and Toller risks being redrafted into the army. But Toller is a fighter now. And more importantly, he is a speaker.

         The twenty-year-old poet Gustav Regler, born in Saarland, received medals for bravery in the war, but when faced with the true horror at the front found himself, like Toller, in a psychiatric hospital. During these days, he stops off in Heidelberg with his Baltic lover Hanna, and watches his beloved lose her composure when faced with this fiery young man, who is standing on a little platform in the shadow of Heidelberg Castle. She describes him as “a sort of prophet”. He must meet this man, she tells him. He, Gustav Regler, still has a lot to learn.

         Regler himself sees Toller as a kind of “oracle priest”, which he means disparagingly. Probably in part because his girlfriend admires this man so much and turns red whenever she talks about him. Toller calls out: “Wake up! Wake up!” He criticizes the mothers who have let their sons go to war. Criticizes the warmongering press. Criticizes the clerics, “the most miserable scoundrels who ever walked the earth!”. He rages against the silence of the lambs: “Your silence is more dreadful than the agonized screams of those brothers whose eyes were burnt out with devilish flamethrowers”. And who is to be the leader? Whom should they believe, whom should they follow, to whom should they entrust themselves? “Believe in yourselves, if you don’t believe in me!”

         Regler stands there with Hanna below the red castle and marvels: “I was struck by the face that turned towards mine in the moonlight. It was big and white with eyes like those of an ancient owl, their gaze penetrating and then suddenly dreamy. The man was in the act of speaking and he did not stop on my account. ‘I want to collect the embittered ones,’ he said.

         His gestures were those of a tired actor. He had the Jewish countenance, on which the fate of that persecuted race is imprinted like the traces of a secret malady.”

         Toller burns, Toller fights, Toller speaks. All the while fearing he will be called up again. His health, however, is not always good. His heart, his nerves—he is taken to hospital, then transferred to a specialist in Berlin, who sends him to a sanatorium in Grunewald. Numerous psychiatric evaluations testify that Toller suffers from a tremendous variety of nervous complaints. One calls him a “severe hysteric, with a pathological addiction to making himself interesting”. Another sees him as a “neurasthenic with a very inflated sense of self”, while a third doctor testifies that he has “a hysterical personality, leading to a disharmonious disposition, excitability and a tendency towards enthusiasm, uncritical acceptance, obstinacy and credulity when it comes to the idea he has currently latched on to”.

         He himself writes to the well-loved anarchist, literary scholar, Shakespeare researcher, Hölderlin reader, social reformer and radical pacifist Gustav Landauer about himself and his great aims: “I want to get under the skin of life, in whatever form it appears, I want to plough love into it, but I also want to overthrow everything that has become rigid, if I have to, for the sake of the human spirit.” He demands that “those who walk with us” give their all. The mission life has handed to us: “As I understand it, you must come to an insight  in its fullness through adversity, suffering, must have seen yourself ‘uprooted’, must have wagered your life and danced with death, must have suffered intellectually and overcome that suffering—must have struggled with humanity.”

         He knows how that will sound to someone who doesn’t know him yet. To be on the safe side, he adds: “I am not a mystic, who only sees myself and God, and not the rest of humanity.” No, his main focus is the new community—a nascent thing, in which he will play a decisive part—and for that reason he wants to use all the strength and power of the word to set people like the bearded guru Landauer in motion.

         The same goes for Kurt Eisner, the other bearded guru he meets in Berlin at the start of 1918. Sanatorium or no, in Berlin Toller has read parts of his first play aloud to a circle of friends. At that point it was called The Uprooted; later it will be staged as Transformation. It is also the story of his own transformation, from a volunteer soldier into a pacifist, a man hoping for a new world, a rhetorician of the revolution. Toller himself described the play as a big political pamphlet, theatre as a means of agitation. The prologue is called “Shake-up”, and it ends:

         
            
               A brother bore within him a strong will

               To build ecstatic temples to great joy

               And open wide the gates to suffering

               Ready to act.

               He hurled this hard and blazing cry:

               The way! The way!

               Thou poet, show us.

            

         

         At the end of the play, everyone on stage joins hands and cries out:

         
            
               Brothers, now raise up your tortured hands,

               Sing out an end to persecution!

               Rebellion shall stride through our free land,

               Revolution! Revolution!

            

         

         And that was what Toller read, in the sculptor Krone’s gallery in Berlin’s west end. The play and the dramatist made such an impression on his friends that they told Kurt Eisner about them, and he set off at once for the sanatorium in Grunewald to meet this young man. They see eye to eye immediately, talk about the persecution of the Heidelberg students, about poetry, theatre and politics. Eisner invites Toller to visit him in Munich, if he should ever find himself there.

         And it won’t be long before he does. Toller travels to Munich at the end of January; on the train he works on an appeal to the German people, which he will show to Kurt Eisner not long after he arrives. They meet in the Deutscher Kaiser restaurant, where Eisner always has lunch, and the following day Eisner invites him back to his apartment in Großhadern. Toller shows him his call to action and asks if it could be printed on a flyer; Eisner says no, it’s not good enough. But he tells Toller to come to the Colosseum the following day, where he is going to give a speech, an important speech.

         And Toller goes. It is a fantastic speech. Later, Eisner will say that these days in January were the best of his life. He has fought against the war alone for so long, and in these days he realizes he is not alone any longer. He talks about German war guilt, about the guilt of German industry. The police are present in great numbers, and “for that very reason” he speaks “with the greatest recklessness”. The audience is electrified. One member in particular—Toller—is beside himself. “Once his speech was over I went up to Eisner. He must have seen  how worked up I was and tried to calm me down. I myself did not take the floor; in my excitement I would never have been capable of it.”

         Ernst Toller is a young man who often gets carried away. Excitable, given to enthusiasm, he can be lifted off his feet by words. He is invited to the discussion evening at the Golden Anchor the following evening. He goes, listens, and this time is immediately disappointed by that day’s nameless orator. A political speech constructed from syntactical building blocks, lifeless, dull. That can’t be it. He pipes up. Might he be permitted to say a few words. Yes, he might. And he does.

         Oskar Maria Graf is in the audience. He feels as if a storm has broken over him: “Fiery, ecstatic, gesticulating and grimacing wildly, he shouted out his feelings. He trembled as if feverish and foamed at the mouth.

         He seemed quite black to me. Deep, dark eyes, thick black hair, handsome eyebrows and a rather sallow face.

         ‘You mothers!’ he cried out—again and again—as he painted the horrors of war with a poetical, rhetorical fire: ‘You brothers and sisters!’

         He carried everyone along with him. Here and there, women were weeping or growing quite agitated.

         ‘Down with the war! Send Ludendorff to the gallows!’ Everyone agreed.”

         Graf gets up and says he’s glad someone is finally talking about universal human concerns, not party politics. And then he himself speaks about Tolstoy and his ideas on saving humanity, eliminating poverty and abolishing property. Then a party man speaks up and says all right, enough of the general “bluster”. It’s time to turn back to specific issues.

         Graf and Toller take the tram home together. “Do you write, too?” Toller asks him eagerly. “Yes, all kinds of things,”  says Graf. Toller tells him about his first play, which is already being printed. He is accompanied by a petite blonde girlfriend who gazes at him all through the journey in mute admiration.

         Over the next few days there are large gatherings on the Theresienwiese. The first of the mass strikes takes place, Kurt Eisner is arrested and imprisoned until October, and shortly afterwards Toller is taken into custody as well. He is charged with treason and calling for strikes. He spends three months in a military jail.

         When Toller hears about Eisner’s triumphal march through Munich, months later, he is in bed with a high fever at his mother’s house in Landsberg. But no matter: he has to be there. He sends a telegram to Eisner, asking if he can help. He is ready to serve. Eisner sends a prompt, friendly reply, thanking the young man without really extending an invitation. But that’s enough for Toller. He takes it to mean that he will be welcomed by the new Prime Minister, and travels to Munich. He has to be there. He is elected as the deputy chair of the “Executive Committee”. Finally turning words into deeds. Toller is happy.

         
             

         

         In a military hospital in Western Pomerania, the lance corporal and dispatch-runner Adolf Hitler is slowly regaining his eyesight. Almost a month earlier, he had nearly been blinded in an English mustard-gas attack on the front at Comines. It was the same place he had been positioned four years previously, when the Germans were on the attack and the mood was euphoric. Now the enemy was advancing, and Hitler delivered his last message. A small act of heroism before the world went dark for him, according to his own melodramatic description: “Towards morning the pain gripped me more fiercely from one quarter-hour to the next, and at about seven o’clock I staggered and  stumbled back, my eyes burning, to deliver my last message of the war. Just a few hours later, my eyes were transformed into glowing coals, and I was plunged into darkness.” The pale man with the thin face and the little moustache was taken first to the field hospital near Oudenaarde, and from there to the reserve hospital in Pasewalk near Stettin. Here he slowly regained his sight. Some researchers later claimed the blindness was caused not by mustard gas, but by the lance corporal’s own hysterical reaction to the attack. In the Pasewalk hospital, they say, the psychiatrist Edmund Forster restored his vision using hypnosis—and then forgot to wake the patient from his trance. But that is mere speculation.
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