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Introduction


Grimmelshausen quickly followed up the success of Simplicissimus (1668, though dated 1669) with a number of other books to which he himself refers in the foreword to the last as the ‘Simplician writings’. Probably the best of these – and certainly nowadays, since Brecht’s appropriation of the heroine, the best-known – is The Life of Courage, the Notorious Thief, Whore and Vagabond, which appeared in 1670. All these books were published under elaborate anagrammatic pseudonyms (German Schleifheim von Sulsfort, Philarchus Grossus von Trommenheim, Michael Rechulin von Sehmsdorf) and the identity of Grimmelshausen as author was not established until 1835.


The Life of Courage is conceived as A Counterblast to Simplicissimus. Courage is the woman with whom Simplicissimus has an affair, then discards as a ‘man-trap … whose easy virtue soon disgusted’ him. Neither her name, nor the means by which he gets rid of her are mentioned in Simplicissimus but his nasty and embarrassing trick is described in some detail in Courage and is part of the fictional motivation for her recounting her life story. She does it, she tells us, to shame Simplicissimus by showing the world what a depraved woman he boasted of having had an affair with. This allows Grimmelshausen to make his heroine give a frank confession of all her misdeeds: cheating, lying, stealing and, above all, fornication. The claim of a serious purpose in using her story as a dire warning is really a piece of moral sticking plaster rather crudely applied in a note from the author at the end. The third of these ‘Simplician writings’, Der seltzame Springinsfeld (The strange life of Tearaway), starts with a meeting between Simplicissimus, Tearaway and ‘the author’ in which the latter tells how he met Courage and was conned into writing down her life story for her.


Courage is in many ways the female counterpart to Simplicissimus. Like him, she is swept away in the wars as a young innocent and like him makes her way through the devastation of war-torn Germany by using her considerable talents, in her case her beauty, a nimble and resourceful mind and an extremely elastic conscience. Unlike Simplicissimus, who becomes involved in the war as a boy only after the battle of Nördlingen in 1634, Courage goes through almost the whole thirty years, from the initial Bohemian campaign of 1619–1620 to the Peace of Westphalia in 1648.


As in Simplicissimus, Grimmelshausen again employs the device of the heroine’s mysterious parentage which, of course, turns out to be aristocratic. Although her father is only referred to by initial, as Count T., a nobleman who ‘had been the most powerful in the kingdom’ but had been forced to flee to Istanbul because of his rebellion against the emperor, the reference is clearly to Mathias Thurn, the leader of the Bohemian rebels. This device is borrowed from the courtly romances which Grimmelshausen, and his Spanish models, parodied. It is interesting to note that he also wrote a courtly novel himself, Dietwalt und Amelinde, perhaps, like Sullivan desperately trying to make his name as a composer of grand opera, in order to appear to the public as a respectably serious artist.


Courage’s life is set against a real historical background, which Grimmelshausen emphasises by frequent reference to battles, sieges and campaigns, regiments, armies and generals. In her odyssey she covers almost the whole of the territory drawn into the German wars, from Slovakia in the east to the Rhine in the west, from Holstein in the north to Mantua in the south. This background is matched by the realism of the characterisation, realism not so much in the sense of detailed psychology as in the concentration on physical reality and an absence of idealistic motivation. Most of the men offer Courage violence (some getting more than they bargained for) and she is frequently raped; a particularly graphic episode, with deliberate humiliation, is in chapter 12. She, for her part, almost comes to expect this and is quite happy to use her attraction to gain money and power over men. She has seven husbands (or similar), numerous lovers and hundreds of customers for her services as a prostitute. She accepts the brutal facts of life in a brutal age and makes the most of them. One aspect that will perhaps strike the reader as modern is the way in which she insists on preserving her independence, especially in the financial and contractual arrangements she makes with some of the men she marries or otherwise lives with.


Courage tells her own story and the crude facts of her life are matched by a language which is vigorous and earthy. Despite the occasional moral reflection the author obviously feels obliged to put into her mouth, Courage has a great capacity for enjoyment and is completely unrepentant. (The relationship between morality and entertainment is well put by Henry and Mary Garland in their comment on another of Grimmelshausen’s books: ‘The moral basis of the story is somewhat impaired by the gusto devoted to the description of obscene incidents.’) As the first chapter makes clear, this is no old woman regretting the aberrations of youth, but one who has enjoyed life to the full and intends to go on doing so for as long as she can. To describe this she is not afraid of crude, down-to-earth expressions, but she also uses suggestive remarks, vivid images and even outrageous puns. The whole narrative throbs with the personality of its heroine.


Although Brecht, in Mother Courage and her Children, borrowed the name of Courage and the regimental canteen she runs for part of the book, that, together with the background of war and devastation, is really all the two works have in common. Grimmelshausen’s Courage, for example, is barren and has no children. Whereas she often manages to come out on top, and always comes up smiling, Brecht’s character is a rather grim survivor. This reflects the different purposes of the two authors. Grimmelshausen wants to entertain his readers and teach a moral lesson, Brecht intends the audience to derive a political message from his play. While both figures exploit circumstances whenever possible, Grimmelshausen’s does so with zest, fully aware that it is a dog-eat-dog world and determined to eat rather than be eaten. Brecht’s Courage takes advantage of people where she can, but is unaware of what the audience (supposedly) sees, namely the contradiction that all her activities ultimately support a system which is so arranged that it is impossible for her to thrive. Zest, perhaps not surprisingly, is not a characteristic we associate with Mother Courage.




Chronology


As with Simplicissimus, frequent reference to battles, generals and armies sets the fictional story of Courage against a real historical background. The following chronology records the main datable events in the novel to give a general indication of the time scheme against which the story is set.


Summer 1620: ‘When the Duke of Bavaria and General Buquoy marched into Bohemia to depose the Winter King, I was a pert young girl of thirteen …’


8 November 1620: ‘I wished I were a man so I could spend my whole life making war. And this desire was only increased by the Battle of the White Mountain …’


Spring 1621: ‘In the meantime we had entered the Hungarian province of Slovakia … and taken Bratislava.’


10 July 1621: ‘… but at Nitra we suffered a reverse in the course of which not only did my captain receive a fatal wound, but our General, Count Buquoy himself, was killed.’


27 April 1622: ‘… for my captain was shot dead at Wiesloch …’


6 May 1622: ‘In that pleasant, not to say lively encounter at Wimpfen …’


2 July 1622: ‘I carried on this way until we defeated the Duke of Brunswick at Höchst …’


29 August 1622: ‘… the Count of Anhalt defeated Mansfeld and the Duke of Brunswick again, this time at Fleurus … my runaway husband was captured, recognised as a deserter and strung up from the nearest tree …’


27 August 1626: ‘… it was the second day after we had joined with Tilly that we came up against the King of Denmark at Lutter.’


12 December 1626: ‘… while I was leaving Hoya, tearful and downcast, with our men, who had surrendered for fear the castle might collapse on top of them …’


Summer/autumn 1627: ‘It was at about this time that Wallenstein, Tilly and Count Schlick overran Holstein and other Danish territories …’


May 1629: ‘We were soon out of the wood and that evening reached the musketeer’s regiment, which was preparing to set out for Italy with the forces of Collalto, Altringer and Gallas.’


Autumn 1629: ‘But at a time when our army was marching at full speed for Italy and had to force its way through Grisons, not many sensible officers were thinking of looking for a wife …’


Winter 1629/30: ‘After the first siege of Mantua we went into winter quarters in a lively little town …’


18 July 1630: ‘Shortly before the imperial army took Mantua …’


29 August 1631: ‘… peace itself broke out between the Empire and the French, just as if our clash had signalled the end of the Italian campaign.’


4 May 1632: ‘I stuck it out there until I heard that Wallenstein had captured Prague …’


16 May 1634: ‘I had hardly settled down and started to enjoy all the money I had amassed when the Saxons under Arnim defeated the imperial forces at Liegnitz.’


5/6 September 1634: ‘… the imperial army was now besieging Nördlingen and a bloody battle ensued, the course of which will never be forgotten.’


1644: ‘At that time there were no imperial troops anywhere near that I could join.’


5 May 1645: ‘Now that I and my baggage were carried I found the life more bearable and put up with it until the beginning of May, when Mercy dealt us some telling blows at Mergentheim.’


24 October 1648 (Peace of Westphalia): ‘Not only did I and my mule remain with the army until the peace treaty was concluded, I stayed with the gypsies even after peace had been established.’




Chapter 1


A very necessary explanation of the reasons why the old swindler, vagrant and gypsy Courage felt impelled to recount her truly strange and remarkable life and to whom the account is addressed.


‘What?!’ I can hear you gentlemen say. ‘Who would have thought the old bag would have the cheek to try and escape God’s wrath on the Day of Judgment? But needs must when the devil drives, I suppose. Her youthful frolics are over, her wanton high spirits have evaporated, her anxious conscience has woken and she has reached that sour-faced age which is ashamed to continue its foolish excesses and feels disgust at the idea of keeping all her previous misdeeds locked up inside her. It has begun to dawn on the old reprobate that death is sure to come knocking at her door soon to collect her last breath and send her off to another world, where she will have to account for all her actions here on earth. That’s why she’s starting to unload her poor pack-horse of a soul of its heavy burden in full public view. She’s hoping she can relieve it of enough to qualify for divine grace after all.’


Yes, my dear sirs, that’s what you will say. And others will think, ‘Does Courage imagine that after all the things she’s done to her old, raddled skin to give it a different colour – smearing it with French lotions for the scab in her youth, then with all kinds of Italian and Spanish creams, and finally plastering it with gypsy louse-repellents and pounds of goose-fat, smoking it black at the camp fire – does she imagine she can make it white again? Does she think she can remove the deep-ploughed furrows from her dissolute brow and restore it to the pristine smoothness of her innocence by relating her vices and villainies? Does she think she can clear out her conscience so easily? Does this old hag,’ I can hear you say, ‘who already has both feet in the grave – if she deserves a grave at all – , who has spent her life wallowing in all kinds of wickedness and debauchery, with more misdeeds than years, more acts of fornication than months, more thefts than weeks, more mortal sins than days and more venial sins than hours, who has never given a thought to mending her ways in all these years, does this old crone,’ you will say, ‘have the effrontery to presume she can make her peace with God? Does she suppose, now that her conscience is already inflicting more hellish torment on her than all the carnal pleasure she enjoyed during her life, she can still make things right? Perhaps if this useless, decrepit lump of clay had not wallowed in iniquity of the worst kind as well as the aforementioned carnal delights, if she had not sunk to the lowest depths of evil, she might be vouchsafed a glimmer of hope.’


Yes, gentlemen, that is what you will say, that is what you will think, such will be your astonishment when the news of my general and public confession reaches you. And when I hear of your reaction I will forget my age and laugh fit to burst, or perhaps even to make myself young again.


‘Why, Courage? Why will you laugh so much?’


Because you believe that an old woman who has enjoyed life for so long she feels her soul has taken root inside her should think of death. That a woman such as you know me to be and to have been all my life should think of turning over a new leaf. That a woman who has lived such a life that the priests tell me I am heading straight for hell should now think of going to heaven. I openly admit I cannot yet bring myself to prepare for that journey, much as the priests are trying to persuade me to, nor entirely to give up those pleasures they say will hinder me. For that there is one thing I am short of and others (a pair in particular) I am overendowed with. What I mean, of course, is that I lack remorse when what I ought to lack is greed and envy. If I hated the pile of gold I have amassed at danger to life, limb and even, some say, my eternal soul, as much as I envy my neighbour, and if I loved my neighbour as much as my money, why yes, then I might enjoy the heavenly gift of remorse.


I know from my own experience the way women are at different ages and my example confirms the saying that you can’t teach an old bitch new tricks. With the years my yellow bile has increased and I can’t remove my gall-bladder, as a butcher would a pig’s stomach, to give it a good clean-out, so how can I be expected to resist anger? Who can rid me of my excess of phlegm and cure me of my lethargy? Who will clear my body of the melancholy humour and with it my inclination to envy? Who can persuade me to hate ducats when I know from long experience they can rescue me from need and be the sole comfort of my old age?


O you priests and preachers, the days of my youth and innocence would have been the time to set me on the path you say I should follow now. Even though I was approaching that dangerous age when the flesh starts to itch with carnal desire, it would still have been easier for me to resist my hot-blooded urges than now to ward off the violent attacks of the three other humours combined. Address your sermons to young people, whose hearts have not yet been defiled, like Courage’s, with other images, and instruct, exhort, beseech, implore them not, out of heedlessness, to let things go as far as poor Courage has done.


‘But listen, Courage, if you don’t mean to mend your ways, why are you going to tell the story of your life and confess all your misdeeds to the whole world?’


I am doing it to spite Simplicissimus, because it is the only way I can get my own back on him. That nasty piece of work not only got me pregnant (or so he thought!) at the spa of Griesbach and then ditched me by a mean trick, now he goes and announces our shame to the world in his fine autobiography. So I’m going to tell him what an honest pussy he was dealing with so that he’ll know the truth of what he was boasting about and perhaps wish he’d kept quiet. The lesson for respectable society is that stallion and mare, whore and whoremonger are each as bad as the other. Birds of a feather flock together, as the devil said to the charcoal-burner, and sinners and their sins are generally punished by other sins and other sinners.




Chapter 2


Libuschka, a young girl afterwards known as Courage, is caught up in the wars, calls herself Janko and for a while has to play the part of a manservant. How she behaved and what other remarkable things happened to her.


Those who know how the Slavs treat their serfs may well think I must have been got upon some peasant’s daughter by a Czech noble. However, there is a world of difference between thinking and knowing. There are many things I think, yet do not know. If I said I knew who my parents were, I would be telling a lie, and not for the first time, either. But what I do know is that I had a kindly upbringing in Prachatice, was sent to school and taught more young gentlewoman’s work, such as sewing, knitting and embroidery, than common girls. The money to support me was sent punctually by my father, though I could not say where from, and my mother often gave me her best wishes, although I never spoke a word with her.


When the Duke of Bavaria and General Buquoy marched into Bohemia to depose the Winter King, I was a pert young girl of thirteen and just beginning to wonder where I came from. This concerned me more than anything else because I was not allowed to ask and could not find out anything on my own. I was kept apart from other people, just as a fine painting is protected from dust, and the woman who looked after me never let me out of her sight. I was not allowed to play with other girls of my age, and this only served to increase the fanciful imaginings which were the sole preoccupation of my precocious mind.
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