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Introduction


‘It is a sad but incontrovertible fact that the world stands in profound ignorance of the phenomenon of Austria.’


Since Fritz von Herzmanovsky-Orlando wrote those opening lines to his anarchic comic novel, Maskenspiel der Genien (Masque of the Spirits) at the end of the 1920s, much more has become known of Austria than ‘the mistakes contained in a few tourist guides published abroad.’


Freud was already on his way to becoming a household name even then, but the other figures who are now widely associated with the cultural florescence of the turn-of-the-century Habsburg Empire were almost unknown outside Austria: Mahler, Schoenberg, Klimt, Kokoschka, Schiele, Wittgenstein, Mach, Schnitzler, Hofmannsthal. Now the whole concept of fin de siècle Vienna is so well-known that it is an effective tourist attraction vigorously promoted by the Austrian Tourist Board.


However, Herzmanovsky-Orlando’s lament, as far as it was intended to be taken seriously (and there is a serious concern lurking deep beneath the comic-grotesque surface of his novel), does not refer to these cultural icons of a golden age that was brought to an end by the First World War. For him, the ‘phenomenon of Austria’ was an essence, a mode of being that found expression in the Habsburg Empire or, rather, in his vision of Austria as a state where the elemental forces embodied in the myths of antiquity still managed to survive behind a grotesquely bureaucratic surface.


These two disparate elements are brought together in one of Herzmanovsky’s pictures (he was also an artist of some stature): ‘Austrian customs officials supervise the birth of Venus’. They are also present in the story included in this anthology, ‘Signor Scurri’, in the soldier who, when invalided out of the army, was given ‘The Sea’, just as others were given the more traditional barrel organ or tobacco shop. Herzmanovsky’s novel is set in an imaginary buffer state between the German, Slav and Latin areas of Europe, a concept that has reappeared on the political menu of the real world since the collapse of the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia. This state combines an anarchic vitality with the most rigidly formal of constitutions, which is based on the rules of Tarock, a popular Austrian card game. Hence its name: Tarockania.


Another more widely known fantasy version of Austria, and conceived at about the same time, is Kakanien (Cacania) in Robert Musil’s novel, The Man without Qualities. The name derives from a combination of the initials K. K. standing for ‘Imperial and Royal’ and seen everywhere in the old Empire, and Kacke, crap. Musil’s country might be regarded as the negative to Herzmanovsky’s positive, since in Cacania the dead hand of bureaucracy tends to stifle rather than protect positive forces, although it does allow Musil to examine potential realities as a counterweight to the actual world.


A third example of these fantasy states is the Dream Realm in Alfred Kubin’s novel The Other Side (Dedalus 2000). The Dream Realm is a state founded somewhere in the middle of Asia by Klaus Patera, a fabulously wealthy school-friend of the narrator. Its buildings have all been transported from various parts of Europe, none being later than 1860. The narrator never meets Patera, who remains a mysterious force at the centre of this kingdom where time has stopped, guarded by a punctilious and impenetrable bureaucracy. This combination of mystical force and rigid bureaucracy relates the Dream World to Herzmanovsky’s and Musil’s creations, though the atmosphere of Kubin’s country reeks of decadence and decay.


Probably the best-known literary evocation of the bureaucratic spirit is the castle in Kafka’s novel of the same name. There, whatever authority resides within the castle is surrounded by an impregnable wall of bureaucracy. Yet however mean, spiteful or stupid the subordinates seem to be, those qualities do not reflect on whatever is at the centre, which remains powerful but unknowable. These features are illustrated here in the little parable ‘Before the Law’. The intimidating figure of the doorkeeper cannot diminish the radiance of the light pouring out from the door he guards so effectively. Paradox becomes an existential mode of being.


These fantasy images of Austria such as Tarockania or Cacania are not merely nostalgic recreations of the multinational Empire which was wiped from the map at a stroke in 1919, though there were also many of those. There is a quality of paradox underlying them all, and in this they hark back to the Monarchy’s increasingly desperate search, as the 19th century proceeded, for a unifying idea to justify a state which held together so many disparate nationalities. Immediately after the 1848 revolution a distinguished historian, J. G. Helfert, pointed out that for most citizens of the Empire there was a distinction between Heimat, the region to which they felt an emotional tie, and Vaterland, the state to which they owed loyalty, and he proposed a vigorous programme of education to inculcate an attachment to the fatherland. As far as they were ever carried out, Helfert’s ideas did not have any great success; until the end of the Empire the loyalties of its subjects were focused mainly on the person of the Emperor, rather than on the state he represented. This ambiguity the inhabitants felt as to where they actually belonged, can perhaps best be seen in the fact that the state had no real name. Although commonly referred to as ‘Austria’, that was only the name of two tiny medieval dukedoms that form the north-eastern corner of the present state. Its official designation was: The Kingdoms and Countries represented in the Imperial Diet. Not a name to engender a strong feeling of belonging.


The contrast between the ceremonial splendour of the centuries-old Habsburg Empire, with the apparently permanent Francis Joseph at its head, and the shifting sands of increasingly disaffected nationalities on which it was based, has something baroque about it and, indeed, the baroque is an important part of Austria’s cultural heritage. Baroque art has a splendour which is undermined by the fact that its all-too-palpable physicality is not important in itself, but as a symbol of a transcendental, spiritual world. Life is not something independent, self-sufficient, but merely a pale image of another, more real world. Life, in the words of the title of Calderon’s play which the Austrian Grillparzer also used, is a dream.


To the baroque inheritance and the awareness, often unconscious, of the insecurities beneath the glittering surface of Imperial society must be added the researches of a school of psychologists, of which Freud is only the best-known, which laid bare the powerful urges and desires beneath the surface respectability of the personality. It was also in Vienna that Ernst Mach, the scientist whose name has been perpetuated in the term for the speed of sound, concluded, when he was looking for a solid foundation on which to base his science, that the self as an independent, ordering entity was ‘irretrievably lost’. The literature which sprang from this background was one which casts doubt on the apparently solid surface of reality, which questions the meaningfulness of human activity, which is always ready to admit that the opposite might just as well be true. It is a literature that is a fertile ground for the fantastic.


It is this which distinguishes Austrian literature from German. A culture which emphasises the potential as much as the real, which has a taste for the humour of paradox, is one which does not take a too earnest view of itself. German literature takes itself, the world and the supernatural far more seriously. There was a fashion, in the first twenty years or so of the twentieth century, for literature of the supernatural in the manner of E. T. A. Hoffmann and Edgar Allan Poe in which some Austrian writers, in particular Karl Hans Strobl, were prominent. But more characteristic Austrian fantasy tends to emphasise the puzzling coincidences, parallels and paradoxes of this world, revealing it as less solid than we would think. A good example of this is Leo Perutz. He was a mathematician and his novels are finely calculated equations of chance, coincidence and mystery. It is a style which is less well-suited to the restricted length of the short story, but ‘Pour avoir bien servi’ has a typical twist at the end which turns its whole basis inside out, revealing the apparently clear relationships as a construction of the narrator’s imagination.


As part of Austria’s baroque heritage death, too, is seen not as the end, the negation of life, but rather as a continuation in another sphere. Dying is often shown not as an abrupt event, but a slow transition of which the character and the reader gradually become aware. A good example is Csokor’s ‘Shadowtown’ where the characters only gradually realise they are dead and where death is like ‘a safe, dark cave, which will protect me as I fall asleep.’ In Hofmannsthal’s ‘Sergeant Anton Lerch’, the whole subtle transformation of mood through the day is a prelude to Lerch’s unexpected and unexplained death. In Max Brod’s story the ‘first hour after death’ is a period of adjustment to a continuation of existence on a more spiritual level. The personification of death in the extract from Rilke’s novel, The Papers of Malte Laurids Brigge, is not a mere literary device. For Rilke, the depersonalisation of death was the ultimate sign of the loss of individual substance in life, which he experienced particularly strongly in Paris.


In Kafka’s story, ‘Gracchus the Huntsman’, death is an intermediate state, neither the one thing nor the other, since the hero’s funeral barge ‘went the wrong way,’ leaving him ‘on the great staircase leading up … sometimes at the top, sometimes down below, sometimes to the right, sometimes to the left, always in motion.’ But this is the state in which most of Kafka’s characters find themselves: Gregor Samsa is a man who has metamorphosed into an insect, but still retains human feeling; Josef K. in The Trial has been arrested but does not know what he is accused of, nor by what law; K believes he has been appointed surveyor to the castle, but cannot convince the administrators of the fact; the man from the country in ‘Outside the Law’ spends his life at the gate to the Law, hoping to be granted entrance, and the country doctor in the story of the same name does not belong in the country area he serves. This sense of not belonging doubtless had its roots both in Kafka’s relationship with his father and in his situation as a Germanised Jew in the increasingly Czech city of Prague, but in his writings it is raised to an existential plane. (The cryptic references to his own name in the names Kafka gave to his characters has frequently been commented on; kavka in Czech and graculus, in Latin, related to ‘Gracchus’, both mean ‘jackdaw’, for example.) These stories, which have been called ‘parables from which the first term is missing,’ present man as a displaced person in the scheme of eternity. For many readers they express the condition humaine of the twentieth century and this doubtless explains Kafka’s worldwide popularity since the end of the Second World War.


Like a number of the writers included in this anthology – Brod, Leppin, Perutz, Rilke, Werfel and Ungar – Kafka lived in Prague which, in the early part of this century, came to rival Vienna and Berlin as a centre of German literary life. But the figure with whom Prague, with its brooding castle, crowded ghetto and mysterious atmosphere, is most closely associated is Gustav Meyrink, who went to live there as an adult. An elegant dandy around whom legends naturally accumulated (he once supposedly challenged the whole of the officers’ corps to a duel), he began writing while recovering from tuberculosis in 1901. His popularity was established by his short stories (The Opal and Other Stories, Dedalus 1994), in many of which his fantasy has a sharp satirical edge, attacking all kinds of narrow-mindedness, especially military, religious and scientific.


The story included in this anthology, ‘The Master’, is an example of Meyrink’s combination of the grotesque and the occult, with which he became increasingly concerned. He joined many occult groups, only to be disappointed at their spuriousness, and spent much time investigating, and often exposing, mediums; at the same time he edited a number of occult texts and, despite his frequent disappointment in the practitioners, clearly believed in the existence of occult forces. He later claimed his novels and stories should be judged by spiritual rather than aesthetic criteria.


Paul Leppin was a disciple of Meyrink and the figure of Nicholas, who flits in and out of Severin’s Road into Darkness (Dedalus, 1997) is a tribute to him. However neither that novel, despite its subtitle of ‘A Prague Ghost-Story’, nor the piece in this collection, ‘The Ghost of the Jewish Ghetto’, is a story of the supernatural in the traditional sense. Rather, they evoke the atmosphere of decadence associated with fin de siècle Prague which captures young men in the clutch of its ‘ghostly’ tentacles.


It is perhaps worth pointing out that Prague as a city of decadence and mystery, where the Golem walks or a whore becomes a kind of succubus, is a German image. For most Czechs of the period, Prague was the vital symbol of a people who were about to take what they regarded as their rightful place in history.


Brod and Werfel belong to the next generation of writers, which made Prague the most important centre of Expressionism in the Monarchy. Although both later abandoned the exaggeratedly expressive style, they remained concerned with a renewal of the spiritual side of man which was fundamental to Expressionism and which informs both the stories in this anthology. Brod’s ‘The First Hour after Death’, first published in 1916, goes beyond Expressionism in its addition of humour to satire and spirituality. It creates a future world which has been at war for so long it is regarded as the natural condition of mankind. The apostle of this acceptance, the minister, is confronted with the spirit of a being from another sphere, whose punishment for his sins is to be sent for an hour to our – lower – world. What makes the story particularly attractive is that the ghost, who temporarily converts the minister away from his rationalistic relativism, is a comic figure who has great difficulty adapting to the physical conditions of this world.


At the beginning of his career Werfel was primarily a poet, and there is something of the expansive gestures of the writer of Der Weltfreund (The World-Friend) in the texture of ‘The Playground’. There is also something post-Freudian about its dreams within dreams, especially the first section recreating the hero’s relationship with his father. What Werfel takes from Freud is not, however, psychological analysis so much as archetypal relationships which he transforms into poetic symbols. The central section, on love/sex, is probably a working-out of some of the guilt Werfel felt at his relationship with Alma Mahler-Gropius, who was already pregnant with his child before she left Gropius for Werfel in 1920, the year in which ‘The Playground’ was first published.


Another Jew from what is now the Czech Republic who wrote in German was Hermann Ungar. Like the short piece, ‘The Reason for It’, the two novels (eg The Maimed, Dedalus 2002) he completed before his early death are stories of degradation descending to the grotesque and macabre narrated with an unemphatic, bleak matter-of-factness which only serves to intensify the monstrousness of the events.


Much closer to Freud was the oldest writer represented in this anthology, Arthur Schnitzler. He trained as a doctor (his father’s profession) and continued to practise for some years after his initial success as a writer. His interest in psychology was scientific as well as literary (he had been an assistant in the clinic of Freud’s teacher, Theodor Meynert). Freud, six years his senior, even felt a superstitious thrill at the similarity between them. In a letter congratulating Schnitzler on his sixtieth birthday, he wrote:





I have plagued myself over the question how it comes about that in all these years I have never sought your company … The answer is this much too intimate confession. I think I have avoided you from a kind of awe of meeting my ‘double’ … whenever I get deeply interested in your beautiful creations I always seem to find, behind their poetic sheen, the same presuppositions, interests and conclusions as those familiar to me as my own.





Schnitzler’s style is, in general, a finely nuanced social and psychological realism, and the suggestion of the supernatural in the story in this anthology is used to highlight the psychological analysis, rather than out of sensationalism. The hero of ‘Flowers’ feels the ghost of his former lover is taking possession of him through the flowers that come to him after her death. In fact, it is his belated pangs of conscience for his heartless treatment of her that give the memory its hold over him. His release from the spell, when his healthy, uncomplicated current mistress throws the withered stalks out of the window, has much of the moral ambiguity that abounds in Schnitzler’s work. Life wins over death, health over sickness, but also, so it seems, egoism over moral sensitivity.


Schnitzler’s characters tend to live for the moment. Ethical values which suggest a longer-term commitment usually crumble when faced with immediate demands. In some younger writers of the generation that followed Schnitzler and Freud, writers who appeared in the 1890s, this developed into an extraordinary sensitivity to mood and atmosphere, which threatened to dissolve the personality into nothing more than the focus for a multitude of separate impressions, which was all that was left of the ‘self’ in Ernst Mach’s philosophy. Rilke’s early poems are products of this subjective impressionism, which in his New Poems of 1907–8 he attempted to overcome by concentrating on objects from the world outside. The Papers of Malte Laurids Brigge is a product of that period of what has been called the ‘crisis of subjectivity’, when Rilke learnt, from his association with Rodin, for whom he acted as secretary for a time, to ‘see’ the external world, rather than the reflection of his own soul in it.


The main representative of this ‘impressionism’ in this anthology is Hugo von Hofmannsthal. He astonished the Viennese with his delicate, almost perfect lyrics published in the early 1890s when he was still at school. They reproduce moments of intense harmony with the beauty of the world, a beauty which he was aware was fragile, that could easily be shattered by contact with social and political realities, with ugliness and squalor. The problem of this aesthetic mode of existence runs through his short verse plays, which show a clearer awareness that it might come into conflict with the demands of ethical values than one finds in Schnitzler, who appears to record the problem without taking sides. Around the turn of the century Hofmannsthal went through a crisis of confidence in the ability of language to express what he really wanted to say, caused to a certain extent by his own facility, which is almost paradigmatic of twentieth-century European intellectuals’ difficulties with language.


His short story, ‘Sergeant Anton Lerch’, was written in 1899, three years before the ‘Chandos Letter’, in which he described his crisis of language. Although the hero of the story is not one of the aesthetes of Hofmannsthal’s early verse plays who shut themselves off from the world outside, there are parallels in the intensely experienced inner world and the squalor outside. Lerch sets off with his cavalry troop on reconnaissance during the Italian campaign of the year of revolution, 1848. An apparently trivial incident during a highly successful series of operations turns his thoughts away from reality and into a day-dream of a future where he can mould his life to his own, rather crude desires. From then on the narrative hovers with remarkable sensitivity between the real and the unreal until the sergeant comes face to face with his own double. His death at the end (summarily executed for insubordination) is crude reality breaking in on a state of mind which he cannot or will not relinquish; it is left to the reader to decide the balance of daydream, trance or supernatural, but that is one of the factors which make the story so powerful.


As well as these writers, who represent the main streams of literature in Austria in the period before and after the First World War, there were a number who used the supernatural and macabre in a more direct manner as a means of arousing horror. The best known of these, Karl Hans Strobl, was probably as responsible as anyone for the spread of the influence of Edgar Allan Poe in the German-speaking world. Between 1900 and 1920 he initiated something of a fashion in the ghost/horror story, at which many writers tried their hand. Strobl himself brought out numerous anthologies and collections of his own stories. He is generally not seen as a serious writer, but ‘The Head’, which presents incidents during the French Revolution from the point of view of a head which has been cut off from its body by the guillotine, is a masterpiece of the macabre genre.


Paul Busson was another once popular writer who used elements of the supernatural, including folk beliefs, in his novels. The short story, ‘Folter’s Gems’, published in 1919, is a good example of the influence of Edgar Allan Poe. The 1929 Guardian review of Hermann Hesse’s Steppenwolf quoted Busson’s novel The Rebirth of Melchior Dronte as a typical example of German novelists ‘overdoing the exploitation of the macabre in fiction.’


Perhaps the best example of this type of story, however, is Csokor’s ‘The Kiss of the Stone Woman’, written in 1915. Csokor was a dramatist, the main representative of Expressionism in Vienna, who also wrote a number of short stories. ‘The Kiss of the Stone Woman’ is his only foray into the Gothic, which was probably written as a stylistic exercise or in the hope of being able to sell it. What raises it above the others is the trace of Expressionism in the style. His deliberate choice of active vocabulary, especially verbs, for what are really static objects – trees, houses, churches etc – invests the whole setting with a dynamism and sense of threat which is not unlike the effect of distorted backgrounds used in the German Expressionist films of the time (e.g. The Golem or The Cabinet of Dr Caligari).


*


The small state created in 1919 by the Treaty of St Germain had never attracted the loyalty of the majority of Austrians, who either looked back to the days of the Monarchy, or wanted to be part of a greater Germany, which the treaty expressly forbade. The authoritarian state, set up by Dollfuß in 1933 and continued by Schuschnigg after Dollfuß’s murder by Nazis, attempted to remedy this by combining all conservative elements in a Patriotic Front. Despite the signal lack of impact this made on the population in general, when Hitler invaded in March 1938 it was because the Austrian government was about to hold a plebiscite which was expected to result in a majority in favour of Austria’s continued independence. When the Nazis held their own referendum a month later, however, the result was a 99.5 % majority in favour of union with the German Reich. There were many reasons for the size of the majority, but there is no doubt that a substantial portion of the population welcomed the German troops and their Führer.


The one certain and, as it turned out, permanent cure for the Austrians’ wish for union with Germany was to have that wish granted. As the Second World War came to its inevitable end, they embraced with fervour the Moscow Declaration of 1943 in which Austria was designated ‘the first free country to fall a victim to Nazi aggression.’ This allowed the state to bask in the status of ‘liberated victim’, which to an extent it was, and sweep the crimes committed by the many willing collaborators in the country under the carpet. Amnesia as to what happened between 1938–1945 became official policy. A history of Austria published with government support as late as 1970 stated that ‘The Second World War … was not an Austrian war. Austria as a state did not participate in it;’ its only sections on the Nazi period are headed ‘Austrian victims’ and ‘Austrian resistance’.


As far as literature was concerned, there was, in the immediate aftermath of the war, no shortage of calls for a complete break with the past and the development of a new culture of critical awareness. It soon became apparent, however, that what the public at large wanted, after decades of instability, culminating in the horrors of the Nazi dictatorship and the destruction of the war, was a return to the familiar, the tried-and-tested. Official cultural policy, too, started to look backwards rather than forwards, to the policies of the authoritarian state of the 1930s, which itself had propagated the ‘Austrian idea’ developed in the latter days of the Habsburg Empire.


Continuity, then, rather than innovation was to be a major aspect of Austrian literature in the post-war years. Although Austrian writers such as Ilse Aichinger were associated with the German Gruppe 47, no similar critical forum developed in Austria. When a radical group, including H. C. Artmann among others, did appear in the 1950s, it was aesthetically rather than politically or socially radical, its method a critique of language rather than of politics or society. This was also true of the loose grouping around the Forum Stadtpark in Graz, which dominated avant-garde Austrian literature in the 1960s and later. It was only in the mid-1970s and 1980s that a substantial literature which dealt critically with contemporary society emerged, with writers such as Franz Innerhofer, Elfriede Jelinek, Michael Scharang and Josef Winkler.


Although, in comparison to its size, Austria seems to have provided a surprisingly large number of important writers to post-war literature in German, it was in painting that Austrian artists enjoyed the greatest international success through the group known as the Vienna Fantastic Realists, to whom might be added Friedensreich Hundertwasser (whose ‘Bleeding Houses’ is used on the cover of this anthology) and Gottfried Helnwein. Rudolf Hausner’s portraits of himself as Adam, the representative of humanity, and Helnwein’s pictures, painted with almost photographic realism, of heads bound in bandages with metal forks and similar implements over the eyes, nose or mouth are immediately recognised throughout the world. The post-war rediscovery of Freud’s psychoanalysis was one stimulus to these painters who plumbed the subconscious to give expression to fears, longings and obsessions in the guise of myths, daydreams and fantasies painted with masterly precision.


This combination of unreal or surreal subject matter with a realistic style also characterises some of the best Austrian writing of the post-war years. In literature the rediscovered Kafka, banned like Freud under National Socialism, was an equally important inspiration in producing stories which seem to work as parables, yet do not dictate to the reader what truths they illustrate.


Examples of this are Jeannie Ebner’s ‘The Singing in the Swamp’ and ‘The Moving Frontier’ and Ernst Fuchs’s ‘Ebb and Flow’ which inhabit a mythical world beyond history and yet reflect on contemporary concerns. Ilse Aichinger’s ‘Where I Live’, on the other hand, has a very precise location, which, however, turns out to be not as stable as we assume our everyday world to be. But it is the protagonist’s unhesitating acceptance of the dislocation which encourages the reader to look for meaning in the surreal events and places her close to figures in Kafka. A similar type, not uncommon in post-war German literature as well, whom one might describe as ‘by Oblomov out of Kafka,’ is the protagonist of Rudolf Bayr’s ‘Something to be Said for the Rain’ who takes to his bed as a kind of training for his ‘one long, last look’ before he takes his leave of the world.


Fantasy is also a vehicle for explorations of the conscious and subconscious mind. Two stories look at suicides from almost opposite perspectives. In Barbara Frischmuth’s ‘The Journey to the World’s End’ a young woman’s suicide by drowning becomes a journey under water in the course of which her experiences, her hopes, desires and fantasies are revealed as she gradually takes her leave of the world. In Barbara Neuwirth’s ‘The Furnished Room’ we learn little about the woman who moves in there, but her alienation is reflected in the objects and furnishings that come to life around her. Death as a journey rather than a single point is the subject of Hannelore Valencak’s ‘At the World’s End’, though it relies on more classical forms. Two suicides meet on the banks of the Styx in a Rilkean soulscape.


Subconscious desires of a more violent nature are laid bare in two stories in which cannibalism surfaces in a railway carriage, Jakov Lind’s ‘Journey through the Night’ and Marlen Haushofer’s ‘Cannibals’. While Haushofer reveals the secret desires triggered off by the presence of an apparently innocent, scarcely pubescent girl, Lind’s unrepentant cannibal is more an extremely vivid concretisation of the secret fears of the victim.


In Florian Kalbeck’s ‘The Toad’ the account the madman writes in his own ‘defence’ develops inexorably into a megalomaniac vision of himself and his like freeing the world of the people he sees as ‘toads’. The parallel to recent history is hinted at in the doctor’s final comments.


In two pieces the bizarre events have the surreal qualities of a dream. George Saiko’s fantasy in which the insides of the protagonist’s body and his internal organs are at the same time the city of Paris complete with buildings and monuments, people, trains and traffic, is entitled ‘The Dream’. Günther Kaip’s ‘Novak’, on the other hand, narrates its dreamlike happenings with a certain comic élan but as if they were normal, everyday reality. The increasingly surreal events narrated with the straightest of faces in Gert Jonke’s ‘My Day’ result in grotesque humour.


More traditional types of Austrian fantasy are represented by Peter Marginter, whose witty and sometimes grotesque inventions mark him out as the successor to Fritz von Herzmanovsky-Orlando. Peter von Tramin’s ‘The Sewermaster’ takes up the menacingly macabre atmosphere of Karl Hans Strobl. Michael Köhlmeier, who has had great success with his retelling of Greek myths, is represented by two stories from his amusing and inventive collection of pastiche folk tales.


A more modern variant of fantasy, science fiction, has also attracted Austrian authors. There are suggestions of it in the creation and repair of the human body by industrialised processes that form the background to Marianne Gruber’s ‘The Epidemic’ and Erich Fried’s ‘An Up-and-coming Concern’, though both use the futuristic setting to examine the age-old relations between the sexes. More straightforward science fiction, with a sardonic twist on time travel, comes from Martin Auer. Gerhard Amanshauser and Peter Daniel Wolfkind both use the appearance of a Quatermass-like alien growth to undermine the basis of what we accept as normal reality. Another strand of science fiction appears in Barbara Neuwirth’s miniature ‘In the Sand’, in which the traveller describes a strange unknown civilisation. H. C. Artmann’s ‘In the Gulf of Carpentaria’ appears to belong to the same genre, but is revealed as a resumé of a Hollywood film of that type, with, of course, a further twist at the end. The exuberance of Artmann’s imagination, which includes playing with genre in a wide variety of ways, could be called baroque, making him perhaps the best representative of traditional ‘Austrian’ characteristics carried into the post-war world.




Flowers


Arthur Schnitzler


I’ve just spent the whole afternoon wandering round the streets, with white snowflakes floating down, slowly, noiselessly, and now I’m back home, and the lamp is burning, and my cigar is lit, and my books are beside me, and everything is ready for me to enjoy a cosy evening … But it’s all to no avail, I can’t stop my thoughts continually coming back to the same thing.


She had long since been dead for me, hadn’t she? … Yes, dead, or even, as I put it to myself with the rather childish grandiloquence of the betrayed lover, ‘worse than dead’ … And now, since I learnt that she is not ‘worse than dead’, no, simply dead, like all the others out there, lying beneath the earth whenever spring is here, and whenever the sultry summer comes, and whenever the snow is falling as today … dead without any hope of returning – since then I have realised that she did not die for me a moment sooner than for everyone else. Grief? No. It’s only the usual frisson we feel when someone that once belonged to us sinks into the grave while their whole being is still quite fresh in our minds, down to the light in their eyes and the sound of their voice.


There was certainly much sadness when I discovered she had been unfaithful to me; … but how much else there was as well! My anger and sudden hatred and disgust with life and – yes, that too – my hurt pride. I only gradually came to realise I felt grief as well. But then I could relieve it with the comforting thought that she was suffering too. I still have them all, all those dozens of letters, sobbing, begging, pleading for forgiveness; I can read them whenever I want! And I can still see her in that dark English dress with the little straw hat, standing on the street corner in the twilight whenever I came out of the house … and watching me walk away … And I can remember her at that last meeting, standing there with her big, wondering eyes and round girlish face, that had become so pale and haggard … I didn’t even shake hands with her when she left, when she left for the last time. And I watched her from that window as far as the street corner and then she disappeared, for ever. Now she can never return…


It’s the purest chance I know about it at all. It could have been weeks, months before I heard. I haven’t seen her uncle for a good year now, he only rarely comes to Vienna, and I met him this morning! I had only spoken to him a few times before. The first time was that skittles evening when she and her mother had come along as well. And then the next summer; I was with a few friends in the garden of that restaurant in the Prater, the Csarda it was called. And her uncle was sitting at the next table with two or three other old gentlemen, in unbuttoned mood, almost merry, and he raised his glass to me. And before he left, he came over and told me, as if it were a great secret, that his niece had a crush on me! And in my half-tipsy state I found it odd and funny, piquant almost, that the old man should be telling me that there, to the sound of the cymbalom and the shrill violins – me, who knew it only too well, who still had the taste of her last kiss on my lips … And then this morning! I almost walked straight past him. I asked after his niece, more out of politeness than interest … I didn’t know what had become of her; the letters had stopped coming a long time ago; only flowers she still sent regularly, reminders of one of our most blissful days; once a month they came; no message with them, mute, humble flowers … And when I asked the old man, he was quite astonished: You didn’t know that the poor child died a week ago? It gave me quite a start. Then he told me more. That she had been ailing for some time but had been bed-ridden for scarcely a week … And what was wrong with her? … ‘Some emotional disorder … anaemia … The doctors never really know.’


I stood there for a long time at the spot where the old man had left me; I was worn out, as if I had just made some great effort. And now I feel as if I should regard this day as marking the end of an era in my life. Why? – Why? It is not something that concerns me closely. I no longer had any feelings for her, I hardly ever thought of her any more. Writing all this down has done me good: I am calmer. I am starting to enjoy the comfort of my home. It’s pointless to go on tormenting myself with thinking about it … There’ll be someone, somewhere who has more cause for mourning today than I have.


I have been out for a walk. A fine winter’s day. The sky was so pale, so cold, so distant … and I am very calm. The old man I met yesterday … it seems as if it were weeks ago. And when I think of her, her image appears in my mind’s eye in strangely sharp, complete outline; only one thing is missing, the anger that until very recently accompanied the memory. It has not really sunk in that she is no longer in this world, that she is in a coffin, buried … I feel no pain at all. Today the world seemed quieter. At some point I realised that there is no such thing as joy or sorrow; no, we twist our faces in expressions of desire or grief, we laugh and cry and invite our souls to join in. Just now I could sit down and read profound, serious books and would soon penetrate all their wisdom. Or I could stand looking at old pictures that used to mean nothing to me, and I would respond to their dark beauty. And when I call to mind people who were dear to me and whom death has taken away, my heart does not ache as it usually does: death has turned into something pleasant; it walks among us and means us no harm.


Snow, white snow piled high in all the streets. Little Gretel came to see me and suggested it was time we finally went out for a sleigh ride. So there we were, out in the country, flying along the smooth bright tracks with a jingle of bells and a pale grey sky above us, flying along between gleaming white hills. And Gretel leant against my shoulder, watching the long road stretching out before us with bright eyes. We went to an inn that we knew well from the summer, when it was surrounded by greenery, and now looked so different, so lonely, so completely unrelated to the rest of the world, as if we had to discover it afresh. And the stove in the lounge was glowing so hot that we had to move the table well away because little Gretel’s left cheek and ear had gone quite red. I just had to kiss the paler cheek! Then the drive back, in the semidark already. How Gretel snuggled up to me and held both my hands in hers. Then she said, ‘Today I’ve got you back again.’ Without having to think about it at all, she had found the right words, and it made me happy. Perhaps the crisp, frosty air out in the country had relaxed my senses, for I felt freer and easier than I had during the last few days.


Once again recently, while I was lying half asleep on the sofa, a strange thought crept over me. I felt as if I was cold and hard. Like someone standing without tears, without any capacity for feeling even, beside the grave into which a loved one had just been laid. Like someone who has become so hard that not even the shudder at an early death can placate him … Yes, implacable, that was it…


It has gone completely, completely. Life, pleasure and a little love has swept away all those silly ideas. I’m back amongst people once again. I like them, they’re harmless, they ramble on about all sorts of cheerful matters. And Gretel is an adorable, loving girl, and so beautiful when she stands there by the window with the sunbeams glistening in her blond hair.


Something strange happened today … It’s the day she used to send me flowers every month … And the flowers arrived, as if … as if nothing had changed. They came with the early morning post in a long, slim, white box. It was still very early; my eyes and my brain were still drugged with sleep. I was already opening the box before I became fully aware of what it was … I almost jumped with fright … and there they were, tied up with a delicate gold thread, carnations and violets … They lay there as if they were in a coffin. And as I picked up the flowers, my heart shuddered. I know why they still came today. When she felt her illness coming on, perhaps even a presentiment of her approaching death, she sent her usual order to the florist’s. She did not want me to go without her tender gesture. Certainly that must be the explanation for the package; it’s quite natural, touching even … And yet, as I held them in my hand, the flowers, and as they seemed to tremble and droop, I could not help but feel, against all reason and determination, that there was something ghostly about them, as if they came from her, a greeting from her … as if she still wanted to tell me, even now, when she was dead, of her love and her -belated - fidelity. Oh, we do not understand death, we never understand it; creatures are only truly dead when everyone else has died who knew them … Today I handled the flowers in a different way than usual, more tenderly, as if I could hurt them if I held them too tight, as if their gentle souls might start to whimper softly. And looking at them now on the desk in front of me in their slender, dull green vase, I seem to see them bow their blossoms in melancholy thanks. With their fragrance I inhale the whole sorrow of a futile yearning, and I believe they could tell me something, if we could understand the language of all living, not just all speaking beings.


I refuse to fall under their influence. They are flowers, nothing more. Greetings from the other side, but not a call, not a call from the grave. They are flowers and some shop-assistant in some florist’s tied them up mechanically, wrapped a little cotton-wool round them, put them in the white box and posted them off. And here they are, what is the point of brooding over them?


I spend a lot of time in the open air, take long walks by myself. When I am with other people I feel no real relationship with them, the links have all torn. I even notice it when my dear, blond girl is sitting in my room chattering on about … that’s just it, I have no idea what she’s talking about. When she leaves, the very moment she has gone she is so distant from me; as if she were far away, as if she had been swept away for good by the current of humanity, as if she had disappeared without trace. It would hardly surprise me if she never came back.


The flowers are in their vase of shimmering green glass, their stalks reach down into the water and their fragrance fills the room. They still give off a scent, even though they have been in my room for a week and are slowly starting to wither. And I have come to understand all sorts of nonsense that I used to laugh at, I can understand people holding conversations with natural objects … I can understand people waiting for an answer when they talk to clouds and springs; here I am, staring at these flowers and waiting for them to start to speak … No, no, I know that they are speaking all the time … even now … that they are constantly speaking, sorrowing, and that I am close to understanding them.


How happy I am that the frozen winter is coming to an end. There is already a hint of the approach of spring floating in the air. Time passes in a strange way. I live my life as usual, and yet I sometimes feel as if the outlines of my existence were less sharply defined. Even yesterday is blurred, and everything that lies just a few days in the past takes on the character of a hazy dream. It keeps on happening when Gretel goes, and especially when I don’t see her for a couple of days, that I feel as if it were an affair that is long since over. When she comes it is from so far away! Of course, once she starts chattering on, everything is back to normal and I have a clear sense of immediacy, of life. And the words then are almost too loud, the colours too bright; and just as the darling girl vanishes into some indefinable distance the moment she leaves me, so abrupt, so fiery is her presence. Moments of brightness, of vibrancy used to leave an after-image, an echo within me; now sound and light die away at once, as if in a dim cave. And then I am alone with my flowers. They are already withered, quite withered. Their fragrance has gone. Up to now Gretel has ignored them; today for the first time her gaze rested on them a while, and I sensed the question rising within her. Then, suddenly, some hidden qualm seemed to stop her asking it; she said not a single word more, but took her leave of me and went.


They are slowly losing their petals. I never touch them; if I did they would crumble to dust between my fingers. I feel an inexpressible sadness that they have withered. Why I have not the strength to put an end to the ridiculous spell they cast, I don’t know. They are making me ill, these dead flowers. Sometimes I can’t stand it any more; I rush out. And then in the middle of the street a thought grips me, I have to come back, have to check that they are all right. And then I find them, tired and sad, in the same green vase I left them in. Yesterday I stood there and cried, as one would cry at a grave, and I wasn’t even thinking of the girl from whom they actually came. Perhaps I’m wrong, but it seems to me as if Gretel too feels the presence of something strange in my room. She has stopped laughing when she comes to visit me. She doesn’t talk so loud, not in that fresh, lively voice I was used to. Also I am tormented by a constant fear that she might ask me; I know that I would find any question intolerable.


She often brings some needlework, and when I am working at my books, she sits quietly at the table, sewing or crocheting, patiently waiting for me to put the books away, stand up, come over to her and take her needlework out of her hands. Then I take the green shade off the lamp she was sitting by, and the whole room is flooded with warm, soft light. I don’t like it when it’s dark in the corners.


Spring! My window is wide open. Late in the evening I was looking down into the street with Gretel. The air around was soft and warm. And when I looked towards the street corner, where the lamp casts a faint light, there was suddenly a shadow. I could see it and I couldn’t see it … I knew I was not seeing it … I closed my eyes. And suddenly I could see through my closed lids; there was the wretched figure, standing in the faint light of the lamp, and I could see her face with an eerie clarity, as if it were illuminated by a yellow sun, and I saw her pale, careworn face with her large, wondering eyes … Then I walked slowly away from the window and sat down at my desk; the candle was flickering in a breath of wind that came from outside. And I sat there motionless; for I knew that the poor creature was standing, waiting at the street corner; and if I had dared to touch the dead flowers, I would have picked them out of the vase and taken them to her … Those were my thoughts, perfectly lucid thoughts, and yet at the same time I knew they were irrational. Then Gretel too came away from the window and stood for a moment behind my chair, and brushed my hair with her lips. Then she went, leaving me alone…


I stared at the flowers. They are hardly flowers any more, just bare stalks, thin and pathetic … They are making me ill, driving me mad. And it must be plain to see; otherwise Gretel would have asked me; but she feels it too, she sometimes flees as if there were ghosts in the room. Ghosts! They exist, they do exist! Dead things playing at life. And if flowers smell of decay as they wither, it is only a memory of the time when they were blooming and fragrant. And dead people return as long as we do not forget them. What does it matter if she can no longer speak – I can still hear her! She doesn’t appear any more but I can still see her! And the spring outside, and the bright sun streaming over the carpet, and the scent of fresh lilac coming from the nearby park, and the people walking past below who are no concern of mine, is that life? I can close the curtains, and the sun is dead. I can ignore all those people, and they are dead. I close the window, the fragrance of the lilacs is not wafting around me any more, and the spring is dead. I am more powerful than the sun and the people and spring. But memory is more powerful than I am, it comes when it will and there is no escape. And these brittle stalks in the vase are more powerful than all the lilac scent and spring.


I was bent over these pages when Gretel came in. She has never come so early before. I was surprised, amazed almost. For a few seconds she stood in the doorway; I looked at her without saying hello. Then she smiled and came closer. She had a bunch of fresh flowers in her hand. Without a word she came up to the desk and laid the flowers before me. The next moment she grasped the withered ones in the green vase. It felt as if someone were squeezing my heart, but I was incapable of saying anything; and as I was about to stand up to grab the girl by the arm, she looked at me with a laugh. Holding her arm aloft as she carried the withered flowers, she rushed round the desk to the window and simply threw them out into the street. I felt as if I ought to follow them … But there was the girl, leaning against the window-sill, her face towards me. And the sun was streaming over her blond hair, the warm, living sun … And a rich scent of lilac coming from across the road. I looked at the empty green vase standing on the desk; I was not sure how I felt; freer, I think, much freer than before. Then Gretel came over, took her little bouquet and held it up to my face: cool, white lilac … such a healthy, fresh scent, so soft, so cool, I wanted to bury my face in it. Laughing, white, kissing blooms: I knew the spell was broken. Gretel was standing behind me running her hands wildly through my hair. You fool, you darling fool, she said. Did she know what she had done? I took her hands and kissed them … And in the evening we went out into the open air, out into the spring. I have just come back with her. I lit the candle; we had a long walk and Gretel was so tired she has nodded off in the armchair by the stove. She is very beautiful as she smiles in her sleep.


Before me is the lilac in the slender green vase; down below in the street – no, no, they disappeared from there long ago. The wind has already scattered them with all the other dust.




The Master


Gustav Meyrink


Leonhard sits in his Gothic chair, motionless, eyes wide, staring into space.


The flames blazing up from the twigs in the small fireplace send the light flickering over his hair-shirt, but the immobility surrounding him allows it no purchase, and it slides off his long white beard, his furrowed face and old man’s hands so deathly still they seem part of the brown and gold of the carving on the arms of the chair.


Leonhard is staring at the window. Outside, the ruinous, half-tumbledown castle chapel where he is sitting is surrounded by snowy mounds the height of a man, but his mind’s eye sees the bare, narrow, unadorned walls behind him, the squalid pile of bedding and the crucifix over the worm-eaten door, sees the jug of water, the loaf of bread he baked himself from beech-nut flour and the knife with the notched bone handle beside it in the corner recess.


He hears the huge trees crack under the hard frost and sees, in the harsh, sharp-edged moonlight, the icicles glittering on the branches groaning under their burden of white. He sees his own shadow stretch out through the pointed arch of the window and join the silhouettes of the fir-trees in a spectral dance over the sparkling snow as the flames leap up and down; at other times he sees it shrink to the figure of a goat on a blue-black throne with the knobs on his chair forming a pair of devil’s horns above pointed ears.


An old, hunchbacked woman from the kiln, which is down in the valley hours away across the moor, hobbles laboriously through the trees, pulling a sledge with dry wood. Startled, she gapes at the brilliant light, uncomprehending. Her eye falls on the devilish shadow on the snow and she realises where she is, that she is outside the chapel where, according to legend, the last scion of a cursed line, immune to death, lives out his empty life.


Seized with horror, she crosses herself and hurries back into the forest, knees trembling.


In his mind’s eye Leonhard follows her for a while along the path. It takes him past the fire-blackened ruins of the castle beneath which his childhood lies buried, but he feels no emotion, for him everything is present, beyond suffering, clear as a shape formed out of coloured air. He sees himself as a child, playing with bright pebbles under a young birch-tree, and at the same time he sees himself as an old man sitting watching his shadow.


The figure of his mother appears before him, her features twitching as always. Everything about her is in a constant quiver of restlessness, only the skin on her forehead is unmoving, smooth as parchment and stretched tight over her round skull, like an ivory sphere imprisoning a swarm of thoughts which buzz like flies to get out.


He hears the constant rustle of her black silk dress, never silent for a moment, filling the castle with the exasperating whine of millions of insects, finding its way through every gap in walls or floorboards, robbing everyone, man and beast alike, of their peace. Those thin lips, ever ready to snap out a command, hold even objects in thrall; they seem to be permanently on the alert, not one of them daring to make itself comfortable. She only knows of what goes on in the world outside from hearsay and thinks that searching for the meaning of life is a waste of time, merely an excuse for idleness. As long as the house is filled from morning till night with pointless, ant-like scurrying around, needless moving of things from here to there, feverish activity to the point of exhaustion and sleep, wearing down everything and everyone, she believes she has fulfilled her duty in life.


No thought ever reaches fruition in her mind. Hardly has one entered her head than it is transformed into hasty, pointless action.


She is like the second hand on a clock, forever jerking forward and imagining, in its insignificance, that the world would come to a standstill if it didn’t keep twitching, three thousand six hundred times an hour, twelve hours a day, grinding time to dust and impatiently waiting for the placid hour-hand to give the signal for the bell to chime.


In the middle of the night her obsessive restlessness often drags her from her bed and she wakes the servants: the interminable rows of flower-pots on the window-ledges must be watered at once. She cannot say why, it is enough that they ‘must’ be watered. No one dare gainsay her, everyone is struck dumb, since to reason with her is as hopeless as trying to fight a will-o’-the-wisp with a sword. None of her plants take root as she repots them daily, birds never perch on the castle roof; driven on by a deep-seated instinct they crisscross the sky, wheeling this way and that, up and down, now appearing as dots, now broadening out into black, fluttering hands. Even the sun’s rays are eternally atremble, for there is always a wind hustling the clouds to blot out their light. The leaves and branches are swirled and ruffled from morn till eve and fruits never ripen, the May breezes themselves blow away the blossom. All around, nature is sick from the restlessness in the castle.


Leonhard sees himself, twelve years old, sitting at his sums, pressing his hands hard over his ears so as not to hear the slamming of doors, the constant up-and-down of the maids on the stairs or the shrill of his mother’s voice. But it’s no use, the numbers turn into a herd of tiny, spiteful, writhing goblins, run through his brain, through his nose, in and out of his eyes and ears, making his blood boil and his skin burn. He tries reading. In vain, the letters dance before his eyes like a blurry cloud of midges.


‘Have you still not done that exercise?’ He starts at the sound of his mother’s voice, but she doesn’t wait for an answer, her watery blue eyes are already flitting from one corner to the next to see if she can spot a trace of dust. Nonexistent spider’s webs have to be brushed off, pieces of furniture moved, carried out and brought back in again, wardrobes taken apart to make sure there are no moths, table legs are screwed off and on again, drawers fly open and shut, pictures are rehung, nails torn out of the walls to be hammered back in an inch to the left or right, objects are seized with a frenzy, the hammer-head flies off the shaft, rungs of the ladder break, plaster trickles down the wall – fetch the plasterer at once! – cloths get stuck, needles slip out of hands and hide in gaps in the floorboards, the watch-dog in the courtyard breaks loose, comes rushing in, its chain clattering behind it, and knocks over the grandfather clock. Little Leonhard immerses himself in his book again and grits his teeth, trying to get some sense out of the curly black pothooks chasing each other across the page. He must sit somewhere else, the chair has to have the dust beaten out of it. He leans on the window-ledge, a book in his hand – the window-ledge has to be washed, has to be painted white. Why is he always in the way, and has he finally done that exercise? Then she sweeps out. The maids have to drop everything, quickly, follow her and get shovels, axes and sticks in case there are rats in the cellar.


The window-sill is half painted, the chairs are all minus their seats and the room is a scene of devastation. Dull, unbounded hatred of his mother eats into the boy’s heart. With his every fibre he yearns for peace. He longs for night to come, but even sleep does not bring the desired rest, confused dreams split his thoughts in two, chasing but never catching each other. His muscles find it impossible to relax, his whole body is tensed, waiting for a lightning order to perform some pointless task or other.


His daytime games in the garden are not the expression of childish exuberance, his mother decrees them mindlessly, like everything she does, to interrupt them the next moment. To her, persevering with one thing for any length of time looks like inactivity, which she feels she must fight against as she would fight against death. The boy does not dare leave the castle, always stays within earshot. He feels there is no escape; one step too far and a loud command from the open window will shackle his foot.


Little Sabina is a peasant girl a year younger than Leonhard who lives with the servants. He only ever sees her from a distance, and if they do manage to talk for a few brief moments, they speak in rushed, disjointed phrases, like people on passing ships calling out a few hurried words to each other.


The old count, Leonhard’s father, is lame in both legs. He spends all day in a wheelchair in his library, always just about to start reading, but even there he has no peace. At regular intervals Leonhard’s mother appears and her restless fingers root around in the books, dust them and clap them together, sending markers fluttering to the floor. Volumes which are here today are on the top shelf tomorrow, or piled up in mountains on the floor if the wallpaper behind suddenly has to be brushed or wiped down. Even when the countess is occupied in other rooms, that only increases the mental confusion and torment of the nagging suspense that any moment she might unexpectedly reappear.


In the evening, when the candles are lit, little Leonhard creeps in to be with his father, to keep him company, but they never talk. It is as if there were a glass wall between them, making understanding impossible. Sometimes the old man excitedly leans forward and opens his mouth, as if he had suddenly made up his mind to tell his son something important, something with far-reaching consequences, but the words always stick in his throat, he closes his lips and just mutely, tenderly strokes the boy’s burning forehead, and even as he does so his gaze flickers towards the door through which interruption might come at any moment.


The boy has a vague sense of what is going on inside his father, that it is the fullness, not the emptiness of his heart that ties his tongue. Once again he feels the bitter hatred of his mother rise in his gorge. In his mind he perceives an obscure connection between her and the deep furrows and distraught expression on the old man’s face in the cushions of the wheelchair. A wish that his mother might be found dead in her bed one morning quietly surfaces inside him, adding the agony of waiting to the constant torment of inner unrest. Secretly he observes her features in the mirror, looking for any trace of illness, watches her as she walks, hoping to discover the signs of incipient debility. But the woman remains as fit as a fiddle, never shows the slightest weakness, indeed, seems to draw new strength the more the people around her grow jaded and infirm.


From Sabina and the servants Leonhard learns that his father is a philosopher, a wise man, and that all the books are full of wisdom, so he resolves, in his childish fashion, to acquire wisdom. Perhaps then the invisible barrier separating him from his father will fall, the furrowed brow be smoothed, the bitter old man’s face become young again. But no one can tell him what wisdom is. He turns to the priest, but his orotund, ‘The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom’ only succeeds in confusing him more.


One thing he is absolutely convinced of is that his mother does not know, and it slowly begins to dawn on him that everything she thinks and does must be the opposite of wisdom


One evening when they are alone together for a moment, he plucks up his courage and, abruptly, haltingly, like someone crying out for help, asks his father what wisdom is. He sees the muscles in his father’s clean-shaven face straining with the struggle to find the right words for the mind of an inquiring child. His own head is almost bursting with the effort of trying to understand what his father is saying. He realises why the sentences coming from the toothless mouth are so hurried, so fragmentary. It is his father’s fear of interruption by his mother, his concern lest the sacred seeds be corrupted by the corrosive matter-of-fact aura she exudes. If Leonhard should misunderstand them, they could easily send up poisonous shoots.


All his endeavours to understand are vain. Already he can hear the loud footsteps bustling along the corridor, the curt, shrill commands and the terrible rustling of her black silk dress. His father speaks faster and faster. He tries to catch his words, to store them up so he can think about them later, grabbing at them as if they were knives whistling through the air, but they slip from his grasp, leaving bloody cuts.


The breathless utterances: ‘the longing for wisdom itself is wisdom’ – ‘search for a fixed point within yourself, my child, that the world cannot reach’ – ‘regard everything that happens as a lifeless painting and do not let yourself be touched by it,’ pierce his heart, but it is as if they were wearing masks he cannot penetrate. He is about to ask another question, but the door is already flying open. One last piece of advice – ‘let time run off you like water’ – floats past his ear, then the countess rushes in, a bucket topples over on the threshold, a flood of dirty water pours over the tiles. ‘Don’t get in the way! Make yourself useful!’ The words echo behind him as, filled with despair, he dashes down the stairs to his room.


The images of childhood fade and once more Leonhard is looking at the white forest in the moonlight outside his chapel window and it is no clearer, nor fainter than the scenes from the days of his youth. To the adamantine clarity of his mind reality and memory are equally lifeless, equally alive.


A fox trots past, lean-limbed, silent. The snow spouts up in a glittering puff where its bushy tail touches the ground, its eyes glow green in the darkness of the trunks, then disappear in the undergrowth.


In his mind’s eye Leonhard sees scrawny figures in shabby clothes, vacant, expressionless faces, different in age and yet so strangely similar, hears names whispered in his ear, unmemorable, everyday names, which scarcely serve to distinguish their bearers. In them he recognises his tutors, who come and then go after a month. His mother is never satisfied with them, dismisses them one after the other without knowing, nor asking herself the reason. All that matters is that they are there and then gone again, like bubbles in seething waters.


Leonhard is a youth with down on his lip and already as tall as his mother. When he stands facing her, his eyes are on the same level as hers, but he always feels compelled to look away, not daring to give way to the constant prick of the urge to fix her vacant stare and pour into it all the searing hatred he feels for her. Each time he chokes it back and the saliva in his mouth tastes bitter as gall, his blood feels poisoned.


He pries and probes within himself, but cannot find what makes him so powerless in the face of this woman with her restless, bat-like zigzag flight. A chaos of ideas is swirling round inside his head like a wheel spinning out of control, each heartbeat washes another scum of half-grasped thoughts into his mind and washes it away again. Jostling and shattering against each other, plans that are no such thing, contradictory ideas, aimless desires, blind, ravenous cravings emerge from the turbulence of the depths, which immediately suck them back in again. Screams suffocate in his breast, unable to reach the surface.


Leonhard is in the grip of a wild, howling despair which grows stronger with each day. His mother’s detested face haunts him. A ghostly apparition, it stares out from every corner, leaps up at him from every book he opens. He is incapable of turning the page, for fear of seeing it again, does not dare look round in case it is behind him. Every shadow congeals into the dreaded features, the sound of his own breath is like the rustle of her silk dress.


His senses are as sore and tender as an exposed nerve. When he is in bed he does not know whether he is dreaming or awake, and when sleep finally does overcome him, her figure rises up from the floor in her nightgown, wakes him and screeches in his ear, ‘Leonhard, are you asleep already?’


Now he is convulsed by a new, strangely hot sensation, which constricts his breathing, pursues him and drives him to seek out Sabina, without really knowing what it is he wants from her. She is grown up. Her dresses come down to her ankles and the rustling of her skirt arouses him even more than that of his mother’s.


Understanding with his father is impossible now, his mind is completely clouded by madness. At regular intervals the old man’s ghastly groans interrupt the hustle and bustle of the house, hour by hour they swab his face with vinegar, push his wheelchair here and there, torture the dying man to death.





Leonhard buries his head in the pillows so as not to hear. A servant plucks at his sleeve. ‘Quick, for God’s sake come quick, the old count’s almost gone!’ Leonhard jumps up, doesn’t know where he is, how the sun can be shining, why it isn’t deepest night if his father is dying. He staggers, telling himself with numb lips that it is all a dream, then hurries over to the sickroom. Wet towels are hanging up to dry on lines stretched right across the room, baskets block his way, the wind is roaring in through the open windows, making the white linen billow; from somewhere in the corner comes the sound of the death rattle.


Leonhard tears down the clothes-lines – wet washing smacks onto the floor – flings everything aside and forces a way through to the wheelchair from which the eyes, as the final curtain falls, fix him with a blind, glassy stare. He collapses to his knees and presses the unresponding hand, damp with the cold sweat of death, to his forehead. He tries to cry out, ‘Father!’, but the word will not come, it has suddenly been expunged from his memory. It is on the tip of his tongue, but the next moment, seized with terror, he has forgotten it, choked by a mind-numbing fear that the dying man will never regain his senses if he doesn’t call out that word to him. That word alone has the power to call the fading consciousness back over the threshold of life, if only for a brief second. He tears his hair and beats his face. A thousand words bombard him, only the one word, the word he is seeking with all the fervour of his heart, refuses to come, and the death rattle is growing weaker and weaker, halts, starts again, breaks off – for ever.


The jaw drops. The mouth stays open.


‘Father!’ Leonhard cries. At last the word has come, but the man to whom it is addressed will never move again.


Uproar on the stairs, screaming voices, running steps echoing up and down the passages; the dog starts barking, interspersed with howls. Leonhard pays no attention, all he can see and feel is the terrible calm on the rigid, lifeless face. It fills the room with a radiance which illumines, envelops him. A dizzying sense of a happiness he has never known lays its hand on his heart, an intimation of an unchanging present beyond past and future, a mute rejoicing in the discovery that all around is the pulsation of a force in which he can take refuge, as if in a cloud that makes him invisible, from the restless maelstrom of the house.


The air is filled with brightness.


Tears are pouring down Leonhard’s cheeks.


He starts as the door opens with a clatter. His mother comes tearing in. ‘No time for crying now. Can’t you see we’re rushed off our feet.’ Her words cut like a whiplash. The orders come tumbling out, the one countermanded by the next, the maids sob and get thrown out, in frantic haste the servants carry the furniture out into the corridor, panes of glass rattle, medicine bottles smash. ‘Get the doctor’ – ‘No, no, the priest’ – ‘Stop, stop, not the priest, the grave-digger, tell him not to forget his spade’ – ‘and to bring a coffin too, with nails to nail it down’ – ‘and someone go and open up the chapel, prepare the family vault – ‘At once, right away!’ – ‘And where are those candles that should be burning? And why is no one laying out the corpse? Do you have to be told everything ten times over?!’
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