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E.T.A Hoffmann


1776-1822


 


Ernest Theodor Amadeus Hoffmann; Königsberg, now Kaliningrad, Russia, 1776 - Berlin, 1822) German writer and composer. Son of a lawyer, his third name was originally Wilhelm, but later he adopted Amadeus in honor of Mozart. He studied law in Königsberg, and began his administrative career in Glogau, which led him to Berlin, Poznan, and Plock. From 1804 to 1807, he resided in Warsaw, where he experienced a period of intense professional and artistic activity: he founded an orchestra, organized concerts, and devoted himself to composition.


The Napoleonic invasion forced him to return to Berlin, a city he left in 1808 to move to Bamberg, in Bavaria, where he resided until 1813, living exclusively from his art: he worked in the theater directed by his friend Holbein and engaged in tasks as diverse as conductor and architect. It was during this time that he published his Fantasies in the Manner of Callot (1814-1815). In 1814, he accepted the position of justice counselor of the Berlin court, without this affecting his immense literary production during those years.


His fame is more due to his work as a writer than to his compositions. Affiliated with Romanticism, his great personality stood out most in his fantastic tales, where mystery and horror mingle, achieving universal fame. In them, he creates an atmosphere sometimes of hallucinatory nightmare and addresses themes such as personality split, madness, and the world of dreams, which greatly influenced writers like Victor Hugo, Edgar Allan Poe, and the early Dostoevsky.


Hoffmann's stories are "sinister," in the sense that Freud gave to this expression: the effect of horror and strangeness produced by the sudden realization in the real world of superstitious or childish fears. Many of his most famous short novels were gathered in two volumes under the title "Fantastic Pieces" (1814-1815), which also contain a collection of music criticism and his own illustrations. The fantastic nature of most of these works attests to the author's vivid imagination, which is supported by his great and subtle powers of observation. Dream and reality blur in the author's spirit, who perceives - as he himself said - things "invisible to earthly eyes."


Hoffmann's rich literary imagery inspired Jacques Offenbach's opera "Tales of Hoffmann," just as Tchaikovsky transformed his story "The Nutcracker" into a ballet in 1892 and Léo Delibes also drew on the writer for his ballet "Coppélia" in 1870. Likewise, the character of Kreisler, who appears in E.T.A. Hoffmann's story "The Life and Opinions of the Tomcat Murr," inspired Robert Schumann's piano work "Kreisleriana." Hoffmann also wrote numerous piano pieces, chamber music, lieder, choirs, religious music, and operas, among which "Undine" (1816), a romantic opera that exerted some influence on Carl Maria von Weber, stands out for its quality. In his work as a music critic, he was an enthusiast of Beethoven.


 


About the work


"Opinions of the Cat Murr on Life, with a Fragmentary Biography of the Orchestra Conductor Johannes Kreisler" is a novel written by Hoffmann in his later years and is a delight to read. To begin with, it is a writer's amusement who, in the twilight of his life, handles his resources and embarks on vigorous writing with a loose yet confident hand.


The novel has a completely fantastic premise: an editor has discovered that on the back of the manuscript about the life of the orchestra conductor Kreisler, a cat named Murr has written his own autobiography in the style of Jean Jacques Rousseau. What we read is then Murr's text, which is periodically interrupted to give way to the corresponding fragment of Kreisler's deeds.


This parallel reading, to which we soon become accustomed, provokes laughter, astonishment, and at times, an unease that, a century and a half later, Sigmund Freud would call the uncanny. Laughter comes from the grandiloquent style of the cat, whose tone at times recalls something of Cervantes' humor (there are references in the text to "The Dialogue of the Dogs," and Hoffmann himself had previously concocted a recreation). Many of Murr's reflections distill a parody of the romantic genius, serving a social satire that targets sentimentalism, a Rousseauian inheritance. Thus, many pages devoted by Murr to talk about his education, the value of readings, and the forging of a literary style seem to evoke, between jests and seriousness, treatises in the manner of "Emile."


Astonishment gives way to unease when we discover that Murr's first master, the teacher Abraham, has a dark past in Italy and rumors circulate that he was a magician. In the pages dedicated to Kreisler, a disciple of Abraham, some suspect that the master has taught the cat to write, as it is rumored that he would be leaving manuscripts of his own paw scattered about.


Abraham, who is part sage and part madman, entrusts Murr to the orchestra conductor, who is no less eccentric. It is rightly said that, as a notable musician himself, Hoffmann poured some of his experience in the profession into the character of Kreisler. His era, the early 19th century, is also that of Beethoven, and like him, Kreisler suffers both incomprehension and admiration from an aristocracy that still does not quite accept that a musician deserves better treatment than a servant. In the parts dealing with the orchestra conductor, we encounter palace intrigues, adventures, and love affairs that a theorist like Murr, despite his passion, cannot fully grasp.


Although it possesses remarkable pages, "Opinions of the Cat Murr on Life" is not a perfect novel. It maintains the reader's interest until the end, but its abrupt conclusion feels forced. Nevertheless, could a better ending have been possible? I doubt it. The episodic structure of the novel does not lead to a closed ending, and it is understandable that the author ran out of inventiveness for the adventures of both characters, which are juxtaposed but never fully merge.


It is precisely in that counterpoint between Kreisler's adventures and Murr's daydreams that the novelistic merit of the book lies. I am inclined to think that Hoffmann aspired for "Opinions of the Cat Murr on Life" to be read in this way: in jumps, fragmentarily, as miscellanies and encyclopedias





THE LIFE AND OPINIONS OF THE TOMCATT MURR



Author´s preface


Bashfully - with trembling breast - I lay before the world some leaves from my life: its sorrows, its hopes, its yearnings - effusions which flowed from my inmost heart in sweet hours of leisure and poetic rapture.


Shall I, can I, hold my own before the stern tribunal of criticism? Yet it is for you, you feeling souls, you pure childlike minds, you faithful hearts akin to mine, aye, it is for you I write, and a single fair tear in your eye will console me, will heal the wounds inflicted upon me by the cold reproof of insensitive reviewers!


Berlin, May 18—


Murr


(Etudiant en belles lettres)





VOLUME ONE



PART I – SENSATIONS OF EXISTENCE



My Months of Youth


Ah, what a fine, wonderful and elevated thing is life! ‘O thou sweet


habit of existence!’ cries that Dutch hero in the tragedy{1}. And so do I, although not, like the hero, at the painful moment when he is about to part with that sweet habit - no, at the very point when I am pervaded by the joy of reflecting that I have now entirely acquired it, and have no intention at all of ever losing it again. For I believe that the spiritual power, the unknown force or whatever else we may call the principle governing us, which has, so to speak, forced the aforesaid habit upon me without my consent, cannot possibly be worse disposed than the kindly man with whom I have taken up residence, and who never snatches away the plate of fish he has set before me from under my nose just when I’m really enjoying it.


O Nature, sacred, sublime Nature! How all your joy, all your delight flows through my troubled breast, how your mysteriously murmuring breath wafts around me! The night is rather cool, and I could wish - yet he who is reading this, or isn’t reading it, will never understand my lofty inspiration, being unaware of the high vantage point to which I have soared. Climbed would be more accurate, but a poet doesn’t mention his feet, even if he has four of them like me, only his pinions, though they may not have grown on him but are just devised by some skillful mechanic. Above me arches the wide and starry sky, the full moon casts her sparkling light, and the roofs and turrets around me are bathed in glowing silvery lustre! The noisy tumult in the streets below is gradually dying down, the night is becoming ever more silent - the clouds drift by - a solitary dove flutters round the church tower, cooing plaintive amorous laments!


Ah, if the dear little thing were to approach me! I feel a strange stirring within me, a certain impassioned appetite carries me away with irresistible force! Ah, would that sweet and lovely creature but come hither, I would clasp her to my lovesick heart and never let her go - oh, there she goes fluttering into the dovecote, perfidious creature, and leaves me sitting here desolate on the roof! How rare is true sympathy of souls in these sorry, obdurate, loveless times! Is it such a great thing to walk upright on two feet that the species calling itself Mankind should claim dominion over all of us who go about, better balanced, on four? However, I know men pride themselves enormously on something which is supposed to reside in their heads, and which they call Reason. I’m not sure just what they mean by that, but one thing is certain: if, as I may conclude from certain remarks of my master and benefactor, Reason means nothing but the ability to be conscious of what one is doing and play no silly pranks, I wouldn’t change with any human being alive.


In fact I believe we simply get accustomed to consciousness: we come into life and get through it somehow, just how we don’t know ourselves. At least, that’s what happened to me, and I suppose there isn’t a human being on earth, either, who knows the How and Where of his birth from personal experience, only by hearsay, and hearsay can often be very unreliable. Cities dispute the birth of a famous man, and so it is that I myself don’t know for certain, and will never be sure, whether I first saw the light of day in the cellar, the attic or the woodshed - or rather didn’t see it but was merely seen in it by my dear Mama. For as is usual with our kind, my eyes were closed. I have a very dim recollection of certain growling, hissing sounds going on around me, sounds I make myself, almost involuntarily, when overcome by anger. More clearly and almost with full awareness, I remember finding myself imprisoned in a very cramped container with soft walls, scarcely able to draw breath, and setting up a miserable lamentation in my need and fear.


I felt something reach down into the container and take hold of my body very ungently, which gave me an opportunity of sensing and employing the first wonderful power that Nature has bestowed on me. I shot the sharp, supple claws out from my well-furred fore-paws and dug them into the thing which had seized me, and which, as I learned later, could be nothing but a human hand. This hand, however, removed me from the Container and dropped me, and next moment I felt two violent blows on both sides of the face which today, though I say it myself, is dominated by a fine set of whiskers. I now realize that the hand, injured by the muscular play of my paws, boxed my ears a couple of times; I acquired my first experience of moral cause and effect, and it was a moral instinct that induced me to sheathe my claws again as quickly as I had put them out. Later on, this sheathing of my claws was correctly recognized as an act of the utmost bonhomie and amiability and described by the term ‘velvet paws’.


As I was saying, the hand dropped me to the ground again. Soon afterwards, however, it took hold of my head once more and pushed it down, so that my little mouth touched a liquid which I began to lap - I myself don’t know what put lapping into my head, so it must have been physical instinct. The liquid gave me a curiously comfortable feeling inside. I now know that it was sweet milk I was enjoying; I had been hungry, and drinking it satisfied me. So after my moral education had begun, my physical education followed.


Once again, but more gently than before, two hands picked me up and laid me on a soft, warm bed. I was feeling better and better, and I began to express my internal well-being by uttering those strange noises peculiar to my species which humans, with some similarity of sound, call purring. I was thus taking giant strides in my worldly education. What an advantage it is, what a precious gift of Heaven, to be able to express one’s inner sense of physical well-being in sound and gesture! First, I purred, then I discovered that inimitable talent of waving my tail in the most graceful of coils, and then the wonderful gift of expressing joy, pain, delight and rapture, terror and despair, in short, all feelings and passions in their every nuance with the single little word, ‘Miaow’. What is human speech compared to this simplest of all simple means of making oneself understood? But back to the remarkable and instructive story of my eventful youth! I awoke from deep sleep, surrounded by a dazzling brightness which alarmed me. The veils were gone from my eyes: I could see! Before I could get used to the light, and most of all to the motley variety of sights presented to my eyes, I was obliged to sneeze violently several times in succession, but soon I could see very well indeed, as if I had been doing it for quite some time.


Ah, sight! Sight is a wonderful, marvelous habit, a habit without which it would be very difficult to manage in the world at all! Happy are those highly talented persons who find it as easy as I to accustom themselves to seeing I cannot deny that I did feel some alarm and set up the same pitiful lament as I had previously uttered in the cramped container. There immediately appeared a small, thin old man whom I will never forget, since despite my extensive circle of acquaintance I have never again seen anyone who could be described as like him, or even similar. It frequently happens that one or other of my own kind has a black and white coat, but you will seldom see a human being with a snow-white head of hair and eyebrows black as jet: such, however, was the case with my tutor. Indoors, he wore a short, bright yellow dressing-gown which terrified me, and consequently I scrambled down from the soft cushion and away as best I could, clumsy as I was at the time. The man bent down to me with a gesture that seemed friendly and instilled confidence in me. He picked me up. I took care not to employ the muscular play of my claws - the ideas of scratching and blows uniting of their own accord - and indeed the man meant me no ill, for he put me down in front of a bowl of sweet milk. I lapped it up greedily, which seemed to please him not a little.


He talked to me a great deal, although I didn’t understand what he said, for being an inexperienced youngster of a tom kitten at the time I had not yet gained any understanding of human language. I cannot say much about my benefactor at all, but one thing is certain, he must have had many skills, and have been very well versed in the arts and sciences, since all who visited him - and I noticed folk among them wearing a star or a cross just where Nature has bestowed a yellowish patch on my fur, that is, on my chest - all who visited him treated him with exceptional civility, indeed sometimes with a certain timid awe, as I was to treat Scaramouche the poodle at a later date, and they never addressed him as anything but ‘My most honored, my dear, my highly esteemed Master Abraham!’ Only two people called him simply ‘My dear fellow’: a tall, thin man in bright green breeches and white silk stockings, and a small, very plump woman with black hair and a quantity of rings on all her fingers. It appears that the gentleman was a prince, while the woman was a Jewish lady.


These distinguished visitors notwithstanding, Master Abraham inhabited a little room high up in the building where his lodgings lay, so that I could very easily take my first promenades through the window, up on the roof and into the attic.


Yes, it cannot be otherwise, I must have been born in an attic!


Never mind your cellars and woodsheds - I’ll plump for the attic! Climate, native land, customs and usage - how indelible an impression do they make! Aye, they alone shape the citizen of the world both within and without! Whence comes that elevated feeling into my soul, that irresistible urge towards what is lofty? Whence that wonderfully rare facility in climbing, that enviable mastery of the boldest and most skillful leaps? Ah, what sweet melancholy fills my breast! The longing for my native attic stirs powerfully within me! I consecrate these tears to thee, fair fatherland - to thee do I dedicate this plaintively exultant mew! These leaps and bounds are in thy honor; there is virtue in them and patriotic courage! O native attic, thou grantest me many a little mouse in thy generosity, and what’s more, a person can snatch many a sausage and flitch of bacon out of the chimney, a person can catch many a starling and even a little pigeon now and then. ‘How mighty is my love for thee, O Fatherland!’{2}


However, I have much more to narrate about my -


W.P. - and your Highness, don’t you recollect the great wind which snatched the hat off the notary’s head and cast it into the Seine as he was crossing the Pont Neuf by night? There’s something similar in Rabelais, although it wasn’t really the wind that robbed the notary of the hat he was holding firmly clapped to his head as he let his cloak fly free in the air, but a grenadier who, running by with a loud cry of ‘There’s a strong wind a-blowing, sir!’, swiftly snatched the fine castor from between the notary’s wig and his hand, nor was it really this castor that was flung into the waters of the Seine, but the stormy wind consigned the soldier’s own shabby felt hat to its watery grave. Now you know, Highness, that as the notary stood there utterly perplexed, a second soldier running past with the same cry of ‘There’s a strong wind a-blowing, sir!’, seized the notary’s cloak by its collar and whisked it off his shoulders, and directly afterwards a third soldier, running by with the self-same cry of ‘There’s a strong wind a-blowing, sir!’, snatched the Spanish cane with its gold knob out of his hands. The notary shouted at the top of his voice, threw his wig after the last of the scoundrels and then went on bareheaded, without cloak and cane, to take down the most remarkable of all testaments, to have the strangest of all adventures.{3} You know all that, your Highness!”


‘ “I know,” replied the Prince, when I had said this, “I know nothing about it at all, and I really don’t understand, Master Abraham, how you can tell me such a confused rigmarole. I do know the Pont Neuf, however; it is in Paris, and although I have never crossed it on foot I have often driven over it, as befits my rank. I never met this notary Rabelais, nor have I ever in my life concerned myself with soldiers’ pranks! In my younger days, when I was still commanding my army, I had all the young noblemen thrashed once a week for the stupid things they had done or might be about to do, but as for flogging the rank and file, that was the business of the lieutenants, who followed my own example and did it weekly, on a Saturday, so that on Sunday there wasn’t a nobleman or a common soldier in the whole army who hadn’t received a sound thrashing. Consequently the troops, besides getting morality whipped into them, became accustomed to being beaten without ever having faced the enemy, and if they did, they could do nothing but fight. That will be clear to you, Master Abraham, and now for God’s sake tell me what you are at, with your storm and your notary Rabelais robbed on the Pont Neuf! What’s your excuse for the way the festivities broke up in wild confusion, with a rocket coming down on my toupet, with my dear son ending up in the basin of the fountain, to be drenched by the spray of treacherous dolphins, with my daughter obliged to flee through the park unveiled, like Atalanta,{4} her skirts hitched up, with - with - who can count the mishaps of that disastrous night? Well, Master Abraham, what do you say?”


‘ “Your Highness,” I replied, bowing humbly, “what was to blame for all these calamities but the wind - the terrible storm that broke when everything was going so well? Can I command the elements? Didn’t I suffer severe misfortune myself at the time? Didn’t I lose my hat, coat and cloak, like that notary whom I do most humbly beg you not to confuse with the famous French writer Rabelais? Didn’t I -” ’


‘Listen,’ Johannes Kreisler interrupted Master Abraham at this point, ‘listen, my friend, although it was some time ago people still speak of the celebrations for the Princess’s name-day, which you arranged, as they would of a dark mystery, and you, in your usual fashion, certainly did many strange things. If you’ve always been taken for some kind of sorcerer, that belief seems to have been much reinforced by those festivities. Tell me exactly how it all went. You know I wasn’t here at the time -’


‘That very fact,’ said Master Abraham, interrupting his friend, ‘the fact that you weren’t here but had run off like a madman, driven by Heaven knows what infernal Furies, that very fact was what infuriated me! That was why I invoked the elements to spoil festivities that went to my heart, since you, the real hero of the piece, were not there: festivities that were proceeding poorly and with difficulty and brought people I love nothing but the torment of terrifying dreams - pain - horror! You must know, Johannes, I have looked deep into your heart and seen the dangerous, threatening secret that dwells there, a seething volcano which might erupt in ruinous flames at any moment, ruthlessly consuming all around it! There are things within our hearts so formed that our most intimate friends should not speak of them. So I carefully concealed from you what I had seen in you, but I hoped to take your whole being by storm with those festivities, whose deeper meaning concerned not the Princess but another beloved person and yourself. I meant your most hidden torments to be brought to life, rending your breast with redoubled violence, like Furies roused from sleep. Medicine drawn from Hades itself, medicine such as no wise doctor must shun when the paroxysm is at its strongest, was to mean death or cure for you, as for a man mortally sick. You must know, Johannes, that the Princess’s name-day is the same as Julia’s; she too was christened Maria.’


‘Ha!’ cried Kreisler, leaping up, consuming fire in his eyes. ‘Master, who gave you the power to play this impudent, mocking game with me? Are you Fate itself to seize upon my inmost heart?’


‘You wild, headstrong man,’ replied Master Abraham calmly, ‘when will the raging fire in your breast turn at last to the pure naphthalene flame, nourished by the deep feeling for art, for all that is fine and beautiful, dwelling within you? You asked me to describe those fateful festivities; very well then, listen quietly, or if your strength is so utterly crushed that you can’t, then I will leave you.’


‘Tell me your tale,’ said Kreisler in a barely audible voice as he sat down again, both hands before his face.


‘Well,’ said Master Abraham, suddenly adopting a cheerful tone, ‘I won’t weary you, my dear Johannes, by describing all the ingenious arrangements which for the most part owed their origin to the inventive mind of the Prince himself. Since the festivities were to begin late in the evening, it goes without saying that the whole beautiful park surrounding his castle was illuminated. I had tried to devise some unusual effects in these illuminations, but they were only partially successful, since by express command of the Prince his wife’s monogram, surmounted by the princely crown, was to shine along all the avenues by means of colored lanterns fixed to large black boards. Since the boards were nailed to tall posts, they rather resembled illuminated warnings to the effect that one must not smoke or avoid paying toll at the turnpike. The central point of the festivities was the theatre fashioned from bushes and artificial ruins in the middle of the park; you know the one I mean. The actors from town were to play some allegorical piece on this stage; it was insipid enough to please everyone mightily even had the Prince himself not written it, so that, to borrow the witty expression of that theatrical director who once put on a prince’s play, it flowed from a pen of serene highness. The path from the castle to the theatre was quite long. In accordance with the Prince’s poetic notion, a Genius hovering in the air was to precede members of the family on their way, bearing two torches, but no other lights were to burn until they and their retinue were seated, when the theatre would be illuminated all of a sudden. Consequently, the aforesaid path was dark. In vain did I represent the difficulty of devising this machinery, on account of the length of the path: the Prince had read about something similar in the Fêtes de Versailles,{5} and having then thought up the poetic idea all by himself, he insisted on having it put into practice. To avoid incurring any undeserved reproach, I left the Genius and the torches to the theatrical-effects engineer from town.


‘Well, as soon as the princely pair followed by their retinue stepped out of the salon doors, a chubby-cheeked little manikin clad in the colors of the Prince’s house and carrying two burning torches was let down from the castle roof. However, the dummy was too heavy, and the machinery came to a halt barely twenty paces away, so that the shining guardian spirit of the princely house stopped, and when the workmen pulled harder it turned head over heels. Burning drops from the lighted wax candles, now upside down, fell to the ground. The first of these drops struck the Prince himself, but he bit back the pain with stoical calm, although the dignity of his pace abated and he hurried on at a faster speed. The Genius was now moving away over the group consisting of the Lord Marshal and the gentlemen of the bedchamber, together with other officers of court. Its feet were up and its head down, so that the burning rain from the torches fell upon the head or nose of now one and now another of these courtiers. It would have been disrespectful to express pain, thus disturbing the joyful festivities, and it was a pretty sight to see those unhappy fellows, a whole cohort of stoical Scaevolas{6}, walking on their way in silence, scarcely uttering a sigh, their faces horribly contorted, yet fighting down their torment and even forcing smiles which seemed to come from Hades. Meanwhile drums rolled and trumpets brayed, while a hundred voices cried, “Long live our noble Princess! Long live our noble Prince!” so that the tragical emotion engendered by the curious contrast between those Laocoon countenances{7} and all the merry making lent the entire scene a majesty you can hardly imagine.


‘At last the stout old Lord Marshal could bear it no longer. When a burning drop fell right on his cheek, he flinched aside in the grim fury of despair, but he became entangled in the ropes of the flying machine, which ran just above the ground on that side of the path and fell to the earth with a loud exclamation of “Devil take it!”. The airborne page had concluded his part in the show at the same moment. The great weight of the Lord Marshal dragged him down, and he fell into the middle of the retinue, whose members scattered, with loud shrieks. The torches went out, and everyone was left in pitch darkness. All this happened quite close to the theatre. I took care not to strike the tinder which would set all the lights and shallow lamps in the place ablaze at once, but waited a few minutes, giving the company time to become well and truly entangled in the trees and bushes. “Give me some light!” cried the Prince, like the King in Hamlet.{8} “Lights, lights!” cried a number of hoarse voices in confusion. When the place was lit up, the scattered company looked like a defeated army laboriously regrouping. The Lord Chamberlain proved himself a man of much presence of mind, the most skillful tactician of his time, for thanks to his efforts order was restored within a few minutes. The Prince, with his immediate entourage, stepped up to a kind of raised throne of flowers erected in the middle of the auditorium area. As soon as the princely couple took their seats a quantity of flowers fell upon them, thanks to a very ingenious device of the theatrical engineer I mentioned. However, as ill luck would have it, a large orange lily hit the Prince on the nose, dusting his entire face with bright red pollen and giving him an uncommonly majestic appearance, worthy of the solemnity of the occasion.’


‘Oh, that’s too bad - too bad!’ cried Kreisler, breaking into such a peal of laughter that the walls echoed.


‘Don’t laugh so convulsively,’ said Master Abraham, ‘although I myself laughed more immoderately that night than ever before. I felt inclined to all kinds of mad mischief, and like the hobgoblin Puck{9} would happily have added to the disarray, making confusion worse confounded, but the arrows I had aimed at others pierced my own breast the more deeply for that. Well, I mention it only in passing! I had chosen the moment of that silly pelting of the Prince with flowers to tie the invisible thread which was now to run through all the festivities and, like an electrical conductor, thrill through the hearts of those persons whom I must think I had placed en rapport with myself, using that mysterious mental device of mine into which the thread ran. Don’t interrupt, Johannes - keep quiet and hear me out. Julia was sitting with Princess Hedwiga behind and to one side of Princess Maria; I had them both in view. As soon as the drums and trumpets fell silent, a rosebud just unfurling, hidden among fragrant damask violets, fell into Julia’s lap, and like the wafting breath of the night breeze the notes of your song, piercing the heart to the quick, drifted through the air: Milagnerò tacendo della mia sorte amara.{10} Julia was alarmed, but when the song began - and lest you be in any uneasiness or doubt concerning the nature of its performance, I will tell you that I caused our four excellent basset-horn instrumentalists to play it some way off - when it began a soft “Ah!” escaped her lips, she pressed the posy to her breast, and I clearly heard her say to Princess Hedwiga, “He must be back again!” The young Princess embraced Julia with vehemence and cried out, “No, no - oh, never!” so loud that the Prince turned his fiery countenance and shot her an angry exclamation of “Silence!”. I suppose his Highness didn’t mean to be very angry with his dear daughter, of all people, but I will mention here that his remarkable make-up (and no tiranno ingrato of opera could have painted his face more appropriately) really did give him a look of fixed and ineradicable rage, so that the most moving of speeches, the tenderest of situations allegorically representing all the domestic bliss upon the throne, seemed utterly lost on him, and this caused actors and audience no little embarrassment. Why, even when the Prince kissed the Princess’s hand at those places which he had marked in red for that purpose in the copy of the text he was holding, and wiped a tear from his eye with his handkerchief, it seemed to be done with grim wrathfulness, so that the chamberlains on duty standing by him whispered to one another, “Oh Lord, what’s the matter with his Highness?”


‘I will just tell you, Johannes, that while the actors were strutting in their silly play upon the stage, I myself, using magic mirrors and other devices, staged a phantom show in the air beyond in honor of that heavenly child, the lovely Julia, causing melody after melody to ring out, music you had composed at the height of inspiration, so that the name of Julia resounded like a fearful, ghostly cry of foreboding, now far away, now closer to hand. But you were not there - you were not there, my dear Johannes! And though I might sing the praises of my Ariel at the end of the play, as Shakespeare’s Prospero praises his,{11} though I was obliged to say, moreover, that he had done it all very well, yet what I thought I had devised with deep meaning seemed flat and insipid. Julia, with fine delicacy, had understood everything, yet she seemed stirred only as if by a delightful dream, to which no particular influence is allowed in waking life.


Princess Hedwiga, on the other hand, was deeply absorbed in her thoughts. Arm in arm with Julia, she walked along the illuminated avenues of the park, while the court took refreshments in a pavilion. I had prepared my masterstroke for that moment, but you were not there -you were not there, my dear Johannes! Full of anger and vexation, I hurried about seeing that all the arrangements for the great firework display which was to conclude the festivities were in proper order. And then, looking up to the heavens, I espied a little red-tinged cloud above the distant Geierstein in the lustrous night sky: that little cloud which always signifies a storm coming quietly up, to break over us here with a terrible explosion. As you know, I can work out from the position of the cloud the time when that explosion will come, to the very second. There couldn’t be more than an hour to pass, so I decided to make haste with the fireworks. At that moment I perceived that my Ariel had embarked upon that phantasmagoria which was to decide everything, everything, for I heard the choir singing your Ave maris stella{12} at the far end of the park, in the little Lady Chapel. I made haste thither. Julia and Princess Hedwiga were kneeling at the prie-dieu which stands in the open air outside the chapel. No sooner had I arrived than - but you were not there - you were not there, my dear Johannes! As for what happened next, let me keep silent. Alas, what I had taken for a masterpiece of my art was of no avail, and I learned what I had never guessed, fool that I am.’


‘Come along, out with it!’ cried Kreisler. ‘Tell me everything, Master, everything, just as it happened.’


‘Certainly not,’ replied Master Abraham. ‘It would do you no good, Johannes, and it pierces my heart to tell you how my own spirits inspired me with horror and alarm. That cloud! Happy notion! “Very well,” cried I, wildly, “let it all end in mad confusion!” And I made haste to the place appointed for the firework display. The Prince sent word that when everything was ready, I should give the signal. Never taking my eye off the cloud as it came up from the Geierstein, rising higher and higher, I waited until I thought it high enough and then had the cannon fired. Soon the court, the whole company, had assembled at the scene. After the usual display of Catherine wheels, rockets, flares and other such common devices, the Princess’s monogram finally went up in a brilliant display of Chinese lights, yet high above it, up in the air, the name of Julia floated, swimming in milky white light. The time had come. I lit the girandole,{13} and as the rockets shot into the air, hissing and spluttering, the storm broke with fiery red lightning flashes, and cracks of thunder that made the forest and the castle ring. The hurricane roared into the park, setting a thousand voices wailing and lamenting in the depths of the undergrowth. I snatched his instrument from the hand of a fleeing trumpeter and blew it with gleeful merriment, while salvoes of artillery from the fire-pots, the cannon and the guns for the salutes boldly crashed out in answer to the rolling thunder.’


As Master Abraham told his tale Kreisler jumped to his feet, strode up and down the room in agitation, waving his arms in the air, and finally cried with great enthusiasm, ‘Splendid, excellent! I recognize the work of my friend Master Abraham, with whom I am united heart and soul!’


‘Oh yes,’ said Master Abraham, ‘I know you like everything that is wildest and most terrible, and yet I was forgetting the touch that would have given you over entirely to the weird powers of the spirit realm. I had caused the weather harp{14} to be strung - the harp which, as you know, has its strings stretched across the great basin - and the storm, that fine exponent of harmony, was playing boldly on it. Amidst the howling and roaring of the hurricane and the crash of the thunder, the chords of the huge organ rang out awesomely. Faster and faster came those mighty tones, and you might have thought it a ballet of the Furies in uncommonly grand style, such as you will hardly hear within the canvas walls of the theatre! Well, in half an hour it was all over. The moon came out from behind the clouds. The night wind rustled soothingly through the terrified forest, drying the tears of the dark bushes. Now and then the weather harp still sounded, like the distant, faint ringing of bells. I was in a strange state of mind. You, my dear Johannes, occupied my thoughts so entirely that I believed you might appear before me directly, rising from the grave of abandoned hopes and unfulfilled dreams, and fall upon my breast. And now, in the silence of the night, I thought of the kind of game I had engaged in: how I had tried to rend apart by force the knot dark doom had tied, had stepped outside myself in strange and alien form, and as cold shudders ran through me it was I myself of whom I was afraid.


‘A great many will o’ the wisps were dancing and scurrying all around the park; in fact they were the servants with lanterns, gathering up the hats, wigs, bag-wigs, daggers, shoes and shawls lost in the haste of flight. I walked away. I stopped in the middle of the great bridge outside our town and looked back once more at the park, now bathed in the magical light of the moon like an enchanted garden where nimble elves had begun their merry game. Then I heard a tiny squeaking, a cry almost like that of a new-born baby.


Suspecting some dreadful deed, I leaned far out over the balustrade, and in the bright moonlight I saw a kitten clinging desperately to a post to escape death. No doubt someone had been drowning a litter, and this little creature had clambered out again. Well, thought I, it may not be a baby but it’s still a poor creature crying out to be rescued, and rescue it you must.’


‘You sentimental Just!’{15} cried Kreisler, laughing. ‘So where’s your Tellheim, then?’


‘With respect,’ continued Master Abraham, ‘with respect, my dear Johannes, you can scarcely compare me to Just. I have out-Justed Just. He rescued a poodle, an animal everyone likes to have around, a creature who can even be expected to perform useful services in the way of retrieving, fetching gloves, tobacco-pouches, pipes, etc., but I rescued a tomcat, an animal regarded by many with horror, generally condemned as perfidious, not of a gentle or benevolent disposition, never entirely relinquishing its hostility towards mankind - yes, I rescued a tomcat from motives of pure, unselfish philanthropy. I climbed over the balustrade, reached down, not without some danger, got hold of the whimpering kitten, picked him up and put him in my pocket. Once home, I quickly undressed and fell on my bed, tired and exhausted as I was. However, I had scarcely fallen asleep when I was woken by a pitiful squealing and crying. It seemed to be coming from my wardrobe. I had forgotten the kitten and had left him in my coat pocket. I released the animal from his prison, and in return he scratched me hard enough to draw blood from all five fingers. I was about to fling the torn kitten out of the window, but recollected myself and was ashamed of my petty foolishness, my vengefulness, unfitting to be shown even towards humans, let alone the unreasoning brute creation. In short, I reared the tomcat with loving care. He is the cleverest, best, and indeed the wittiest creature of his kind ever beheld, lacking only the higher culture which you, my dear Johannes, will easily impart to him, which is why I intend to consign Murr the cat, as I have called him, to your future care. Although Murr is not yet homo sui juris{16}, as the lawyers put it, I have asked him whether he is willing to enter your service, and he is perfectly happy to do so.’


‘You are talking nonsense!’ said Kreisler. ‘You’re talking nonsense, Master Abraham! You know I don’t particularly like cats, and much prefer the dog family.’


‘Now, please,’ replied Master Abraham, ‘please, my dear Johannes, I do beg you most earnestly to take in my promising tomcat Murr, at least until I’m back from my journey. Indeed, I’ve brought him with me for that purpose. He’s outside, waiting for a kind answer. Do at least look at him!’


So saying, Master Abraham opened the door. There on the straw mat, curled up asleep, lay a tomcat who might really in his way have been called a miracle of beauty. The grey and black stripes of his back came together on top of his head, between the ears, forming the most decorative hieroglyphics on his brow. His magnificent and unusually long, thick tail bore similar markings. And the cat’s tabby coat shone and gleamed in the sunlight, so that you could make out narrow golden stripes among the black and grey.


‘Murr! Murr!’ cried Master Abraham.


‘Purr - purr!’ replied the tomcat, quite distinctly. He stretched, rose, arched his back in the most spectacular way, and opened a pair of grass-green eyes which flashed the fire of intellect and understanding. Or so Master Abraham said, anyway, and even Kreisler had to allow that there was something singular and unusual about the tomcat’s countenance, that he had a head big enough to get a grasp of the sciences, and even in youth his whiskers were sufficiently long and white to give him, by chance, the authoritative look of a Greek philosopher.


‘How can you fall asleep wherever you are?’ Master Abraham asked the tomcat. ‘You’ll sleep all your liveliness away and be a sourpuss before your time. Wash yourself nicely, Murr!’


The cat immediately sat up, passed his velvet paws delicately over his forehead and cheeks, and then uttered a clear and happy ‘Miaow!’.


‘This,’ Master Abraham went on, ‘this is Kapellmeister Johannes Kreisler, whose service you are about to enter.’


The tomcat stared at the Kapellmeister with his large, sparkling eyes, began to purr, jumped up on the table beside Kreisler and then straight up on his shoulder, as if to whisper something in his ear.


Then he jumped down to the floor again, and walked round his new master in circles, purring and waving his tail, as if he wanted to get properly acquainted with him.


‘God forgive me,’ cried Kreisler, ‘but I do believe that little grey fellow has a mind of his own and comes of the illustrious family of Puss in Boots!’


‘Well, one thing is certain,’ replied Master Abraham, ‘Murr the cat is the drollest creature in the world, a true Pulcinella{17}, yet good and well-behaved, not importunate or presumptuous, as dogs can sometimes be when they encumber us with their clumsy caresses.’


‘Looking at this clever tomcat,’ said Kreisler, ‘I sadly recognize once more the narrow confines of our knowledge. Who can tell, who can even guess, how far the intellectual capabilities of animals may extend? If some part of Nature, or rather every part of Nature, remains beyond our ken, yet we are still ready and eager to give it a name, priding ourselves on our foolish book-learning, which doesn’t go much further than the ends of our noses. And so we’ve dismissed the entire intellectual capacity of the animal kingdom, which is often expressed in the most remarkable manner, by calling it instinct. I’d like to know the answer to just one question: can the idea of instinct as a blind, involuntary urge be reconciled with the ability to dream? For everyone who has watched a sleeping hound go hunting in his dreams knows that dogs, for instance, can dream most vividly. The hound seeks, he sniffs, he moves his paws as if in hot pursuit, he pants - but as for dreaming tomcats, I don’t know anything about them yet.’


‘Murr the cat,’ Master Abraham interrupted his friend, ‘not only has very vivid dreams, but as you can clearly see, he also frequently drops into those gentle reveries, that dreamy brooding state, that somnambulistic delirium - in short, that strange condition between sleeping and waking which poetic minds regard as the time when brilliant ideas arrive. Of late he’s been moaning and groaning most uncommonly while in that state, and I can’t help thinking he is either in love or working on a tragedy.’


Kreisler laughed out loud and said, ‘Well, come along then, you clever, good, witty and poetic tomcat Murr, let us - M. cont. - early education and my months of youth. For it is a most remarkable and instructive thing to see how a great mind, when writing his autobiography, enlarges in detail upon everything that happened to him in his youth, however insignificant it may seem. Yet can anything of insignificance ever befall a great genius? All that he did or omitted to do as a boy is of the utmost importance, and casts a bright light on the deeper meaning, the real purport of his immortal works. The spirits of the aspiring youth tormented by doubts of the adequacy of his inner strength are raised when he reads of a great man who also played soldiers as a child, ate too many sweets, and sometimes got a thrashing or so for being lazy, impertinent or silly. ‘Just like me,’ cries the youth in high delight, ‘just like me!’ And he no longer doubts that he too is a great genius, like the idol he reveres.


Many a man has read Plutarch,{18} or even merely Cornelius Nepos{19}, and has become a great hero; many a man has read the tragic poets of the ancient world in translation, as well as Calderón and Shakespeare, Goethe and Schiller,{20} and has become if not a great poet at least a pleasant little versifier of the sort people like just as well. Thus will my own works surely kindle the sublime, vital spark of poetry in the breast of many a brilliant, intellectually gifted young tomcat, and if that noble feline youth gets down to my Biographical Entertainments{21} on the roof-top, if he enters wholly into the elevated ideas of the book I have in paw at this moment, then he will exclaim in transports of enthusiasm, ‘Murr, divine Murr, greatest of your kind, I owe it all to you, to you alone! Only your example makes me great!’


It is to Master Abraham’s credit that in rearing me he followed neither the methods of the forgotten Basedow, nor those of Pestalozzi{22}, but gave me unlimited freedom to educate myself, just so long as I observed certain basic principles which he considered absolutely essential in the society that has acquired dominion over this earth, principles without which all would be blind, mad confusion, people would be constantly giving one another nasty digs in the ribs and unpleasant bruises, and indeed no kind of society would be conceivable. My master described the quintessence of these principles as natural courtesy, in contrast to the conventional sort which obliges you to say, ‘I do most humbly beg your pardon!’ when some lout has collided with you or trodden on your toes.


Though such courtesy may be necessary to mankind, yet I cannot see how my own freeborn race could conform to it, and since the chief agent my master employed in teaching me those standard principles was a certain very ominous birch, I may complain with some justification of harshness on my tutor’s part. I would have run away had not my native love of the higher culture bound me to my master. The more culture the less freedom, runs the saying, and very true it is. With culture our needs increase, and with our needs - well, the very first thing my master taught me to abjure entirely by means of the dreadful birch was the instant satisfaction of many a natural need regardless of time and place. Then we came to the appetites which, as I later decided, arise solely from a certain abnormal attitude of mind. That same strange attitude, perhaps engendered by my psychic organism itself, impelled me to ignore the milk and even the meat my master put down for me, to jump up on the table and steal titbits from his own plate. I felt the force of the birch and desisted.


I can see that my master was right to divert my mind from such habits, for I am aware that they have led several of my good feline friends, less well-educated and well-bred than I, into the most dreadful vexations and the most unfortunate situations throughout their lives. For instance, I have heard of a hopeful young tomcat who was unable to exert the intrinsic strength of mind to resist his desire to lap from a pan of milk, paid for it with the loss of his tail, and had to retire into seclusion, amidst mockery and derision. So my master was right to wean me from such urges, but what I cannot forgive him is his opposing my aspiration to the arts and Sciences.


Nothing in Master Abraham’s room attracted me more than the writing-desk, which was covered with books, papers and all manner of strange instruments. I may call this desk a magic circle which held me spellbound, and yet I felt a certain holy awe which kept me from abandoning myself entirely to my instincts. At last, one day when the Master was out, I overcame my fear and jumped up on the desk. With what voluptuous pleasure did I sit among the books and papers, burrowing about in them! It was not mischief, no, it was pure desire, it was scholarly voracity that led me to catch up a manuscript in my paws and buffet it this way and that until it lay before me torn to bits.


Coming in, the Master saw what had happened, fell upon me with the injurious exclamation of ‘That confounded brute!’, and thrashed me with the birch so soundly that I crept under the stove, mewing with pain, and wasn’t to be enticed out again by any kind words all day. Who might not have been deterred forever by this experience from following the path ordained for him by Nature? But I had hardly recovered fully from my pain when, obeying my irresistible urge, I was jumping up on the desk once more. To be sure, a single yell from my master, a disjointed remark such as ‘Would you, though!’, was enough to send me scuttling down again, so that I never managed to study anything; however, I waited patiently for a chance to embark upon my studies, and one soon came my way.


One day my master was preparing to go out, and I immediately hid myself in the room so well that he couldn’t find me when, mindful of that torn manuscript, he wanted to put me out. No sooner was he gone than, with one bound, I jumped up on the desk and lay down in the midst of the papers, which caused me a sensation of indescribable delight. With my paw I skillfully opened a rather thick book lying in front of me, and tried to see if I could understand the characters in it. At first, indeed, I could make nothing at all of them; but I did not give up. Instead, I went on staring at the book, waiting for some very singular spirit to come over me and teach me to read. My master surprised me thus, deep in thought. With a loud cry of ‘Just look at that curst brute!’ he made for me. It was too late to save myself; I flattened my ears and ducked as best I could, already feeling the rod on my back. But my master suddenly stayed his hand, already raised to strike, burst out laughing and cried, ‘My dear good tomcat, are you reading? Well, I can’t and won’t forbid you to do that! Why, what an inborn thirst for knowledge you have!’


He pulled the book out from under my paws, glanced at it, and laughed even more heartily than before. ‘Upon my word,’ said he, ‘I do believe you’ve been selecting a little reference library for yourself.


I can’t think how else this book comes to be on my desk. Read away, then - study hard, my good cat, and you may mark the important passages in the book with light scratches; I’ve no objection to that!’


So saying, he pushed the open book back to me. As I later discovered, it was Knigge’s On Human Conduct{23}, and I derived much worldly wisdom from this wonderful work. It expresses my own feelings precisely and is uncommonly useful to tomcats who want to make their way in human society themselves. This aspect of the book, so far as I’m aware, has hitherto been overlooked, so that it has sometimes and erroneously been held that he who would stick close to those rules it propounds must infallibly figure everywhere as a rigid, unfeeling pedant.


After this my master not only allowed me on his desk, but he was also even pleased if, when he himself was working, I jumped up and settled down among the papers before him.


Master Abraham was in the habit of reading aloud a great deal, and frequently. At such times I did not fail to place myself so that I could look at his book, something I was able to do without seeming to get in his way, thanks to the keen eyes bestowed upon me by Nature. By comparing the written signs with the words he spoke, I very soon learned to read, and anyone who may think this a trifle unlikely has no notion of the extraordinary ingenuity with which Nature has endowed me. Persons of genius who understand and appreciate me will entertain no doubts about a kind of education which may perhaps resemble their own. Nor must I omit to impart the remarkable observation I have made regarding the perfect understanding of human language: I have observed, and am well aware of the fact, that I have no idea at all how I came to understand it. Such is said to be the case with human beings themselves, but that doesn’t surprise me, since their species is considerably clumsier and more stupid than ours in childhood. As a very small kitten, I never happened to put my paw in my own eyes, or into the fire or the flame of a lamp, or eat boot-polish instead of cherry jam, as babies quite commonly do.


Now that I could read fluently, and was daily cramming myself with more and more new notions, I felt the most irresistible urge to wrest my own ideas from oblivion, born of my native genius as they were! Yet to do so called for the art of writing, which is admittedly very difficult. However carefully I might watch my master’s hand as he wrote, I just could not manage to pick up the actual mechanics of the thing from him. I studied old Hilmar Curas{24}, the one manual of calligraphy that my master possessed, and almost reached the conclusion that the mysterious difficulty of writing could be removed only by wearing the large cuff seen on the diagram of the writing hand depicted in that book, and that it was due only to the special facility my master had acquired that he wrote without a cuff, just as an expert tightrope walker can eventually do without his balancing pole. I kept a keen eye open for cuffs and was on the point of tearing up the old housekeeper’s nightcap and adapting it for my right paw when, in a flash of inspiration such as persons of genius are wont to have, the brilliant idea which solved everything occurred to me. For I surmised that the impossibility of my holding a pen or pencil as my master did might lie in the different structure of our hands, and in that surmise I was correct! I had to devise another way of writing, suited to the build of my little right paw, and as you might expect, devise it I did. Thus do whole new systems arise from the particular organic structure of the individual!


Another difficult problem was dipping my pen in the ink-well, for as I dipped it I couldn’t contrive to keep my paw clean; it kept getting into the ink too, so the first few characters, written more with the paw than the pen, were bound to be rather big and broad. Consequently, the ignorant might take my first manuscripts for little more than paper splashed with ink. Men of genius, however, will easily discern the tomcat of genius in his early works, and will be amazed by the exuberance of his intellect as it first sprang from an inexhaustible source. In fact they will be quite carried away by it. To save the world future controversy concerning the chronological order of my immortal works, I will say here that the first was my philosophical and didactic novel of sentiment, Thought and Intuition, or Cat and Dog. That work alone might well have been a great sensation. Next, being able to turn my paw to anything, I wrote a political work entitled Mousetraps and their Influence on the Character and Achievement of the Feline Race, whereafter I felt inspired to write the tragedy Cawdallor, King of Rats. This tragedy too could have been performed to tumultuous applause on any stage in the world. Let these creations of my aspiring mind serve as introduction to the whole series of my collected works. I will enlarge upon the occasion for their composition at the appropriate place.


In fact when I had learnt to hold the pen better and my paw remained clean of ink, my style itself became lighter, more graceful, more pleasing. I curled up for preference on almanacs of collected poetry, I wrote various pleasant works, and altogether I very soon became the engaging, easy-going fellow I am today. At this period I almost composed an heroic epic in twenty-four cantos, but the finished product turned out to be not quite in that line, and Tasso and Ariosto{25} may thank Heaven for it from their graves. For if my paws actually had penned an epic, no one would ever have read either of them anymore.


I now come to the -


W.P. - will be necessary for your better understanding, gentle reader, to give a plain, clear account of the entire situation.


Anyone who ever put up at the inn in the charming little country town of Sieghartsweiler, if only once, immediately heard tell of Prince Irenaeus. If you so much as ordered the landlord to bring you a dish of trout, which are excellent in those parts, mine host would be sure to reply, ‘You’re quite right there, sir. Our gracious prince is uncommonly fond of trout himself, and I can prepare those delicious fish just as they’re usually eaten at court.’ Now the well-informed traveler would have gathered, from the latest geographical works, maps and political information, that the little town of Sieghartsweiler, together with the Geierstein and the entire surrounding area, had long since been incorporated into the Grand Duchy through which he had just passed, so he would be not a little surprised to discover a gracious prince and a court here.


However, it came about like this. Prince Irenaeus really did once rule a pretty little state not far from Sieghartsweiler, and as, with the aid of a good Dollond telescope,{26} he could survey his entire domain from the belvedere of his castle in the little market town which was his capital, he could not fail to keep the welfare of his land and the happiness of his beloved subjects constantly in view. At any given moment he knew exactly how Peter’s wheat was doing in the most remote corner of the realm, and he could see, equally well, whether Hans and Kunz were hard at work tending their vineyards. They say Prince Irenaeus lost his little state out of his pocket one day when he went for a walk over the border, but so much at least is certain: the Prince’s state was duly entered and bound up in a new edition of the Grand Duchy furnished with several addenda. He was relieved of the trouble of ruling, while financial provision of quite a generous nature was made for him from the revenues of the land he once possessed, to be spent in the delightful little town of Sieghartsweiler.


Besides his little country, Prince Irenaeus also had a handsome fortune in cash, which remained unaffected, and so he found himself suddenly translated from the rank of a minor ruler to that of a private gentleman of means, who could order his life as he liked, in a free and easy manner, just as the fancy took him.


Prince Irenaeus had the reputation of an educated man with a mind open to art and science. Add to this the fact that he had often suffered painfully from the tedious burden of ruling, and indeed was even once said to have expressed, in charming verse, the romantic desire to lead a solitary, idyllic life procul negotiis{27} in a cottage on the banks of a murmuring brook, along with a few domestic animals, and you might have thought that now, forgetting the life of a ruler, he would settle down to the comfortable domestic existence within the grasp of an independent gentleman of means. However, that was far from being the case!


It may be that a great lord’s love of art and science should be regarded only as one of the components of real court life. Decorum requires him to own pictures and listen to music, and it would be a shame for the court bookbinder to be idle and not constantly clothing the latest works of literature in leather and gold tooling. But if such a love is a component of court life itself, then it must perish along with that life and can provide no comfort, as something enduring in itself, for the lost throne or petty princeling’s chair upon which the lord used to sit.


Prince Irenaeus retained both court life and his love of the arts and sciences, by bringing to life a sweet dream in which he himself figured with his entourage and the whole of Sieghartsweiler.


He acted, in fact, like a ruler, kept on his entire household, his Chancellor of the Realm, his Finance Committee, etc., etc., bestowed the orders of his house, and gave court balls usually attended by twelve to fifteen persons, since the rules of eligibility for court{28} were more strictly observed here than at the greatest of other courts. The town was kind enough to take the false brilliance of this imaginary court as something that brought it honor and renown. So the good folk of Sieghartsweiler called Prince Irenaeus their most gracious Highness, they illuminated the town on his name-day, and in general willingly sacrificed themselves for the amusement of the court, like the townsfolk of Athens in Shakespeare’s Midsummer Nighfs Dream.


It could not be denied that the Prince played his part with the most impressive feeling, which he was able to communicate to his entire circle. A princely Financial Councillor, for instance, appears in his Sieghartsweiler club looking gloomy, withdrawn, taciturn! His brow is clouded, he often plunges into deep thought, and then starts, as if suddenly awakening! You hardly dare to speak aloud or tread firmly anywhere near him. The clock strikes nine, up he jumps, takes his hat, all endeavors to keep him back are in vain; he assures you with a proud smile, a smile of great significance, that stacks of files await him and he must spend the night preparing for tomorrow’s highly important, final quarterly committee meeting. He hurries away, leaving the company respectfully awe-struck by the vast importance and burden of his office. And just what is the important report for which that careworn man must prepare all night? Well, all the departments have sent in their laundry lists for the last quarter - the kitchen, the dining-room, the wardrobe, etc. - and he it is who must settle all the affairs of the laundry. Then again, the townsfolk sympathize with the unfortunate Master of the Prince’s Stables, but they are much struck by the sublime feeling expressed by the princely Finance Committee and call it stern but just. For in accordance with his orders, the Master of the Stables has sold a half-carriage{29}which could no longer be used, but the Finance Committee has commanded him, on pain of instant dismissal, to show within three days what he has done with the other half, which might still have been serviceable.


A bright particular star at the court of Prince Irenaeus was Madame Benzon, a councilor’s widow in her mid-thirties, once a great beauty and still not without her charms, the one person there whose nobility was doubtful, yet whom the Prince had none the less definitively accepted as eligible for court. The lady’s clear, penetrating mind, her lively wit, her worldly wisdom, but above all a certain coldness of character essential to the art of ruling, exerted their full power, so that it was really she who pulled the strings of the puppet-play in this miniature court. Her daughter, who was called Julia, had grown up with Princess Hedwiga, and Madame Benzon had exerted such an influence upon the education of Hedwiga’s mind as well that she seemed a stranger within the circle of the princely family, and was in curious contrast to her brother. For Prince Ignatius was condemned to eternal childhood and might almost have been called feeble-minded.


Opposite Madame Benzon, equally influential and equally active in the closest concerns of the princely house, although in a very different manner, was that strange man whom you, gentle reader, have already met as maître de plaisir at the court of Prince Irenaeus, and an ironic necromancer.


The way in which Master Abraham first came to the princely family is rather a strange story. Prince Irenaeus’s late Papa had been a man of mild and simple manners. He understood that any show of force would break the weak little wheels of the state machine instead of making them work better. He therefore let things go on in his little country as they always had, and if, in consequence, he lacked the opportunity to display a brilliant intellect or any other special Heaven-sent gifts, he contented himself by reflecting that everyone in his principality was comfortable, and as for what they thought in foreign parts, it was the same as with women, who are most blameless when nobody talks about them at all. If the Prince’s little court was stiff, ceremonious, old-fashioned, if the Prince couldn’t see the point of many of those good notions thought up in modern times, it was because of the immutability of the rigid framework laboriously set up in his mind by his Lord Stewards, Lord Marshals and Chamberlains. However, there was a driving wheel at work inside this framework which no steward or marshal could ever have brought to a halt. This was the Prince’s natural taste for the eccentric, strange and mysterious. To satisfy that taste, which was in the most curious contradiction to his other characteristics, or at least to seek nourishment for it, he would sometimes follow the example of good Caliph Haroun Al Rashid{30} and wander through his country and its capital in disguise. At such time he wore a round hat and put on a grey overcoat, so everyone knew at first sight that the Prince was incognito.


Well, it so happened that the Prince was walking in disguise and incognito down the road leading from the castle to a remote place where only one little cottage stood, inhabited by the widow of one of the Prince’s cooks. Just as he reached this cottage the Prince saw two men wrapped in cloaks coming out of the door. He stepped aside, and the historian of the house of Irenaeus, who is my source for this story, says that the Prince wouldn’t have been noticed or recognized even if he had been wearing the most gorgeous state robe decked with the sparkling star of an order instead of his grey overcoat, on account of its being pitch dark at the time. As the two cloaked men passed slowly by the Prince, he clearly heard the following exchange.


First man: ‘Brother, your Excellency, I do beg you to pull yourself together. Try not to be an ass, just for once! The man must go, before the Prince hears anything about him. Otherwise we’ll have that curst wizard on our backs, bringing us all to perdition with his satanic arts.’


Second man: Mon cher frère, don’t agitate yourself so! You know my sagacity, my savoir faire. I’ll fling a few gold coins that dangerous fellow’s way tomorrow, and then let him go off and do his tricks in public wherever he likes. He mustn’t stay here. What’s more, the Prince is a -’


The voices died away, so the Prince did not discover what his Lord Marshal thought he was, for the men stealing out of the house and conducting this ill-advised conversation were none other than that personage and his brother the Master of the Hunt. The Prince had recognized both very easily by their voices.


You may well imagine that the Prince felt he had no more pressing business than to seek out that person whose acquaintance was to be denied him, the dangerous wizard. He knocked at the cottage door, the widow came out with a light in her hand, and when she saw the Prince’s round hat and grey overcoat she asked, with distant politeness, ‘What can I do for you, Monsieur?’ Everyone addressed the Prince as Monsieur when he was in disguise and incognito. The Prince inquired after the stranger said to be lodging with the widow, and discovered that this stranger was none other than a very skillful and famous conjuror, holder of many licenses, concessions and privileges, who intended to display his arts here. Only a moment ago, said the widow, two gentlemen from court had been with him, and he had astonished them so much with the extraordinary things he showed them that they left the house all pale and distracted, in fact quite beside themselves.


The Prince immediately had himself shown in. Master Abraham (for the famous conjuror was none other) welcomed him as if he had been expecting him for some time and closed the door.


No one knows what Master Abraham did then, but it is certain that the Prince spent all night with him, and next morning rooms were furnished for his occupation in the castle, rooms to which the Prince could gain access from his study along a secret passage, quite unseen. It is also certain that the Prince ceased addressing the Lord Marshal as ‘mon cher ami’, and never again allowed the Master of the Hunt to tell him that wonderful tale of the white hare with horns which he (the Master of the Hunt) had failed to shoot on his first hunt in the forest, circumstances which plunged the brothers into such grief and despair that they both very soon left court. Finally, it is certain that Master Abraham amazed the court, the town and the country not only with his phantasmagorias, but also by the regard he increasingly won from the Prince.


The aforesaid historian of the house of Irenaeus tells us so many amazing things about the tricks performed by Master Abraham that they cannot be set down without risk of forfeiting all the gentle reader’s confidence. The one which the historian thought most wonderful of all, however, and which indeed he claims to be sufficient proof of Master Abraham’s being obviously and ominously in league with strange, uncanny powers, is merely that acoustic trick which made such a stir later under the name of the Invisible Girl{31}, and which even then Master Abraham could devise more ingeniously, more fantastically, and in a manner more captivating to the mind than anyone ever did afterwards.


It was also claimed that the Prince himself performed certain magical operations with Master Abraham, operations whose purpose occasioned pleasant rivalry in the devising of silly, pointless conjectures among the ladies-in-waiting, chamberlains and other courtiers. They all agreed that Master Abraham was teaching the Prince to make gold, as might be deduced from the smoke that sometimes emanated from the laboratory, and that he had initiated him into all manner of useful conferences of spirits. Furthermore, they were all convinced that the Prince wouldn’t issue a license appointing the new mayor of the little market town, nay, wouldn’t even allow payment of the princely furnace-heater’s fee, without first consulting his agathodemon,{32} his familiar spirit or the stars.


When the old Prince died, and Irenaeus succeeded him as ruler, Master Abraham left the country. The young Prince, who had inherited none of his father’s taste for the unusual and wonderful, let him go, but soon found that Master Abraham’s magic power consisted chiefly in exorcizing a certain evil spirit only too willing to take up residence at small courts, the diabolical spirit of boredom. Moreover, the regard in which his father held Master Abraham had taken deep root in the young Prince’s mind. There were moments when it seemed to Prince Irenaeus that Master Abraham was a supernatural being elevated above the rest of humanity, however high its rank. They say that this particular feeling arose from a crucial moment in the Prince’s youthful history, one he was never to forget. As a boy, he had once entered Master Abraham’s room, full of the irritating curiosity of childhood, and foolishly broke a little machine the Master had just finished making and upon which he had lavished great pains and much art. Infuriated by this clumsy, destructive accident, the Master had boxed the little Prince’s ears soundly and turned him straight out of the room and into the corridor, none too gently. Tears starting from his eyes, the young Prince could only stammer out, with difficulty, the words, ‘Abraham - soufflet! ’{33} so that the Lord Controller of the Household, alarmed, thought it would be a dangerous venture to probe any further into the terrible secret at which he could only guess.


The Prince felt a pressing need to have Master Abraham with him, as the animating principle of the courtly machine; however, all his efforts to bring him back were in vain. Only after that fateful walk when Prince Irenaeus lost his little country and set up his imaginary court at Sieghartsweiler did Master Abraham return, and indeed he could not have done so at a more opportune moment. For apart from the fact that -


M. cont. - remarkable event which, to employ the expression usual among clever biographers, marked a watershed in my life.


O my readers! Young folk, men and women, beneath whose fur there beats a feeling heart, you who have a sense of virtue - you who recognize those sweet bonds in which Nature entwines us - you will understand me - and love me! It had been a hot day, and I had spent it asleep under the stove. Evening twilight was now drawing in, and cool breezes wafted through my master’s open window. I woke from sleep and my breast expanded, imbued by that ineffable emotion which, being pain and pleasure at once, kindles the sweetest premonitions. Quite overcome by these premonitions, I rose with that expressive movement described by prosaic mankind merely as the arching of a cat’s back! I felt an urge to get out, out into the open air, so I went up on the roof to take a stroll in the rays of the setting sun. Then I heard sounds rising from the attic, sounds so gentle, so secret, so familiar, so enticing, that an unknown Something drew me down with irresistible force. I abandoned the beauties of Nature and clambered through a little skylight into the attic.


Once I had jumped down, I immediately perceived a large and beautiful cat with a mottled black and white coat who was uttering those alluring sounds, seated in a comfortable position on her hindquarters, and who now flashed inquiring glances at me. I immediately sat down opposite her, and giving way to my inner urge, attempted to join in the song the black and white cat had struck up. I did exceedingly well, though I say it myself, and I will just mention here, for the benefit of the psychologists studying me and my life, that my belief in my natural talent for music dates from that moment, and with that belief, as may well be imagined, so does the talent itself. The black and white cat looked at me harder and more keenly, suddenly fell silent, and leaped at me with a mighty bound! Expecting no good, I unsheathed my claws, but at that moment, bright tears gushing from her eyes, the black and white cat cried, ‘Son - my son, come, oh come to my paws!’ And she added, embracing me and pressing me fervently to her breast: ‘It is indeed you, my son, my dear son whom I brought forth in no pain and travail to speak of!’


I felt my heart deeply moved, and this feeling in itself could not but convince me that the black and white cat really was my mother. All the same, I asked if she was quite sure of it.


‘Ah, that likeness!’ said the black and white cat, ‘that likeness, those eyes, those features, those whiskers, that coat - they all remind me only too vividly of the faithless ingrate who abandoned me. You are the spitting image of your father, dear Murr (for such is your name), but I hope that with your father’s good looks you will also have inherited the gentler disposition and mild ways of your mother Mina. Your father had very distinguished manners; imposing dignity sat on his brow, his green eyes sparkled with intelligence, and a delightful smile would often play around his cheeks and whiskers. These physical attractions, with his alert mind and a certain charming ease in his manner of catching mice, helped him to win my heart. But soon a harsh, tyrannical disposition which he had long and cunningly contrived to conceal showed itself! I say it with horror, but no sooner were you born than your father felt a dreadful appetite to devour you and your brothers and sisters!’{34}


‘Dearest Mother,’ said I, interrupting the black and white cat, ‘dearest Mother, do not condemn that propensity entirely. The most cultivated people on earth{35} credited the race of the gods with a strange appetite for eating their children, yet Jupiter was saved, and so was I!’


‘I don’t understand you, my son,’ replied Mina, ‘but it sounds to me as if you were talking nonsense, or actually wanted to defend your father. Don’t be ungrateful; the bloodthirsty tyrant would certainly have strangled and eaten you had I not defended you so b bravely with these sharp claws - had I not, fleeing this way and that, to cellar, attic and stables, hidden you from the persecutions of that unnatural barbarian. In the end he left me! I never saw him again, yet my heart still beats for him. Ah, he was a handsome tomcat! Many folk took him for a Count on his travels, because of his demeanor and his elegant manners. Well, I thought I could now lead a quiet, peaceful life, carrying out my maternal duties in a small domestic circle, but the most dreadful blow of all was yet to fall on me. When I came home from a little stroll one day, you and your brothers and sisters were gone! An old woman had found me in my hiding-place the day before, and made various sinister remarks about throwing into water, and so forth! Well, what luck you were saved, my son! Come to my breast once more, beloved!’


My black and white Mama caressed me tenderly, and then inquired in more detail about the circumstances of my life. I told her everything, not forgetting to mention my high degree of education, and how I came by it.


Mina seemed less moved by her son’s superior advantages than might have been expected. Indeed, she gave me to understand in no uncertain terms that with all my remarkable intellect and depths of knowledge, I had chosen a path of error which might lead to my ruin. Most of all, however, she warned me not to let Master Abraham discover the knowledge I had acquired, since he would only make use of it to keep me in the most oppressive servitude.


‘I may not be able to boast of your education,’ said Mina, ‘but I am not at all short of natural abilities and pleasing talents implanted in me by Nature. Among them, for instance, I may count the power to make crackling sparks leap from my fur when I am stroked. And what trouble hasn’t that talent alone given me! Both children and adults would keep ruffling the fur on my back for the sake of that firework display, greatly to my vexation, and if I crossly jumped aside or showed my claws they called me a timid, savage animal and even hit me. The moment Master Abraham learns that you can write, my dear Murr, he will make you his copying clerk, and demand of you, as your duty, what you now do for pleasure and of your own free will.’


Mina said a good deal more about my relationship with Master Abraham and my education. Only later did I realize that what I took for an aversion to scholarship was my black and white mother’s genuine worldly wisdom.


I learned that Mina was living with the old woman next door, in rather reduced circumstances, and it was often hard for her to satisfy her hunger. This moved me deeply. Filial devotion stirred powerfully within my breast; I remembered the fine herring head left over from my dinner yesterday and decided to present it to the kind mother with whom I had so unexpectedly been reunited.


Who can measure the inconstancy of heart of those who walk beneath the light of the moon? Why has Fate not locked our breasts against the wild play of unworthy passions? Why must we bow, like a frail reed shaken with the wind, before the storm of life? O hostile Fate! O Appetite, thy name is Cat!{36} With the herring head in my mouth I climbed to the roof, like pious Aeneas,{37} intending to get in through the attic window. I then fell into a state that, dividing my Self in a curious way from my Self, yet seemed to be my real Self. I believe I have expressed myself clearly and accurately, so that everyone will recognize the student of psychology plumbing intellectual depths in this account of my strange condition. Let me continue!


That strange feeling, compounded of desire and reluctance, numbed my senses - overpowered me - resistance was useless - I ate the herring head! I heard Mina mew anxiously - anxiously I heard her call my name -full of remorse and shame, I ran back to my master’s room and crept under the stove, where I was tormented by the most distressing ideas.


I saw Mina my black and white mother, whom I had found again, I saw her desolate, abandoned, hungry for the meal I had promised, near fainting - ah, the wind blowing down the chimney called the name Mina! Mina, Mina, rustled my master’s papers, Mina, creaked the rickety wicker chairs. Mina, Mina, lamented the stove door! Oh, what a bitter, heart-rending pang went through me! I decided to invite the poor creature to share my breakfast milk if possible. At this notion a blessed peace came over me, like cooling, soothing shade. I put back my ears and fell asleep!


You feeling souls who truly understand me, you will realize – that is, if you aren’t donkeys but good, honest tomcats - I say you will realize that this storm in my breast was bound to brighten the skies of my youthful firmament, just as a hurricane does good, driving dark clouds away and revealing the purest of views. Ah, heavy as that herring head weighed on my mind at first, yet I learned to understand what Appetite means, and see that it is a crime to resist Mother Nature. So let everyone look for his own herring heads and not anticipate the perspicacity of others: guided by a proper appetite, they’ll soon find theirs.


Thus do I close this episode in my life, which -


W.P. - nothing more tiresome for an historian or a biographer than when, as if riding a wild colt, he must cavort this way and that, over stocks and stones, uphill and down dale, always searching for trodden paths and never finding them. Such is the case of the man who has undertaken to set down for your benefit, gentle reader, what he knows of the remarkable life of Kapellmeister Johannes Kreisler.


He would happily have begun: Johannes Kreisler first saw the light of day in the little town of N., or B., or K., and did so on Whit Monday, or Easter Day, of this or that year. But such nice chronological order is out of the question, since the unfortunate narrator has at his disposal nothing but oral information imparted bit by bit, which he must set down at once if the whole is not to be lost from his memory. As for just how this information was imparted, gentle reader, that is something you shall learn before the end of the book, when perhaps you will forgive the rhapsodic nature of the whole, and you may perhaps think that, despite its apparent incoherence, it has a firm thread running through it, holding all the parts together.


Just at this moment there is nothing to be told but that not long after Prince Irenaeus had settled in Sieghartsweiler, Princess Hedwiga and Julia were walking in the pretty park of Sieghartshof one fine summer’s evening. The light of the setting sun lay like a veil of gold over the woods. Not a leaf stirred: trees and bushes awaited the caress of the evening breeze in expectant silence. The deep stillness was broken only by the babbling of the forest stream rushing over white pebbles. Arm in arm and silent, the girls walked along the narrow, flowery avenues, over the bridges that crossed several windings of the brook, until they came to the great lake at the end of the park, with the distant Geierstein and its picturesque ruins reflected in the water.


‘How lovely this is!’ cried Julia from her heart.


‘Let’s go into the fisherman’s cottage,’ said Hedwiga. ‘The evening sun is dreadfully hot, and the view of the Geierstein from the middle window of the cottage is even better than from here, since the landscape over there is seen as a group, like a real picture and not a panorama.’


Julia followed the Princess, who had no sooner entered the cottage and was looking out of the window than she wished she had a crayon and paper to draw the view in this light, which she described as singularly intriguing.


‘I could almost envy you,’ said Julia, ‘for your ability to draw trees and bushes, mountains and lakes from nature so faithfully. But I know very well that even if I could draw as prettily as you, I would never succeed in depicting a landscape from nature, and the lovelier the view, the less could I do so. I would never get down to work for the sheer delight and pleasure of looking!’


At these words of Julia’s a certain smile flitted over the Princess’s countenance, a smile that might have been called odd in a girl of sixteen. Master Abraham, who sometimes expressed his ideas rather strangely, said that such a play of the facial muscles was like the eddies on the surface of water when something menacing stirs in the depths below. In short, Princess Hedwiga smiled, but as she opened her rosy lips to say something in reply to the gentle unartistic Julia, they heard the sound of chords very close to them: chords played so powerfully, so wildly, that the instrument hardly seemed to be an ordinary guitar.


The Princess fell silent, and both she and Julia hurried out of the fisherman’s cottage.


Now they heard tune after tune, linked by the strangest of transitions, the most outlandish sequences of chords. From time to time a resonant male voice could be heard, now exploring all the sweetness of an Italian song, now suddenly breaking off and falling into grave and gloomy melodies, now singing in recitative style, now speaking firm and forcefully accentuated words to the music.


The guitar was tuned - there were more chords - they broke off again; more tuning - vehement words spoken as if in anger - then melodies - and then more tuning again.


Full of curiosity about the strange virtuoso, Hedwiga and Julia stole closer and closer, until they caught sight of a man dressed in black with his back turned to them, sitting on a rock close by the lake and playing the guitar in this odd manner, sometimes singing, sometimes speaking.


He had just entirely retuned the guitar in an unusual way and was now trying a few chords, exclaiming from time to time: ‘Wrong again - no purity - now a trifle of a semitone too low, now a trifle of a semitone too high!’


Then, having slipped the instrument free of the blue ribbon from which it hung around his shoulders, he took it in both hands, held it in front of him, and began: ‘Tell me, you wilful little creature, where’s your melody, in what corner of your being has the pure scale hidden? Or do you mean to rebel against your master and say his ear has been hammered to death in the smithy of equal temperament, and his enharmonics{38} are just a childish picture puzzle? I believe you are mocking me, even though I wear my beard much better trimmed than Master Stefano Pacini, detto il Venetiano,{39} who laid within you that gift of melody which remains an impenetrable mystery to me. Now let me tell you, dear creature, if you are determined not to allow the concordant dualism of Gs and As or Cs and Ds - or rather, of all the notes - then I will set nine good German masters loose on you, to take you to task and get the better of you with enharmonic remarks. And there’ll be no flinging yourself into the arms of your Stefano Pacini, there’ll be no insisting on having the last word like a shrewish woman. Or are you proud and arrogant enough to think that all the pretty spirits dwelling in you will obey only the mighty magic of enchanters who left this earth long ago, while in the hands of a fool -’
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