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			Preface (For Alfred Brendel)

			 

			ROBERT MUSIL was the most astute analyst of the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy. By dissecting this moribund empire at the point of its demise he laid bare the crisis of modernity. Fusing his literary gifts with a philosophical talent, he drilled down through social and political circumstances to the ground of radical evil, as Kant and Arendt call it, which is the point that informs every human action. His debut, The Confusions of Young Törless (1906), sits alongside Alain-Fournier’s Le Grand Meaulnes (1913) and Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man (1916) as one of the great short novels of the early twentieth century. Like these, it is a novel of youth; a novel of growing up; and like these, it casts an unflinching look at the world. But Musil’s novel offers no redemption.

			The exceptional tensions that pervade the novel appear on the opening page. The parallel railway lines symbolize an infinite journey. But they also represent incommunicability. The lines that can only meet at infinity, designed to enable communication, actually stand for the impossibility of making contact. They therefore mean estrangement. This is the alienation that was to become so prevalent in the writings of the après-guerre. Musil calls it ‘a gap in the causality of our thinking’. This, then, is a novel of rupture: physical, sexual, moral, and spiritual. The guiding consciousness – that of an older Törless – experiences the void that runs through creation. Although this is by no means a religious book, it might be said that it returns to the place invoked at the start of the Book of Genesis when ‘the earth was without form, and void; and darkness was upon the face of the deep’. Musil’s world is modernity writ large, with its trains, its regimentation, and its perverse experimentation on a human subject, but it recalls the abyss that lies at the heart of creation.

			The Habsburgs are probably the best-known dynasty in Europe. This was the first Empire on which the sun never set. Its reach was unparalleled. From Sicily in the South to Silesia in the North, from Spain and Portugal in the West to Galicia in the East, its dominion has touched almost the entire continent. It was Europe’s premier ruling house. Its reign lasted from 1526 to 1918, and so it helped to shape the political arena for almost half a millennium. Only Napoleon and Hitler ruled over greater empires. But their dictatorships were short-lived. The Habsburg Empire had the gift of longevity. After sundry changes over the centuries, in its final incarnation, when Hungary received home rule, in 1867 the Empire took the shape of Austria-Hungary, or the Dual Monarchy. This was the realm Musil famously mocked as Kakanien – Shitsville – after its epithet of Kaiserlich-Königlich (Imperial-Regal). The history of this empire, according to Musil, was a bog or morass. In 1914 the German Foreign Minister put the matter more cumbrously, calling it ‘an ever more disintegrating composition of different nations’. This was the Empire at the eastern edge of which Musil set his first novel, The Confusions of Young Törless, in which the disorientation of its neophytes mirrors the shambolic constitution of the Dual Monarchy

			Fin de siècle Vienna saw a great cultural efflorescence. With a population of about 1.7 million, it was smaller than any comparable capital. Yet this relatively modest city was the crucible for the daring achievements of Sigmund Freud and Ludwig Wittgenstein, Arnold Schoenberg and Gustav Klimt, Hugo von Hofmannsthal and Adolf Loos. Neither London nor Paris could quite compete with this audacious glory. As the avant-garde writer Berta Zuckerkandl put it, the artists should work together towards ‘a purely Austrian culture that would weld together all the characteristics of our multitude of constituent peoples into a new and proud unity’. This was a pious hope. But the Viennese achievement was remarkably rich. Like an old volcano, this dying empire eventually erupted in a spectacular display. It combined satire and aestheticism, sexuality and politics, radical novelty and a sense of the past, but above all it consistently broke down the barriers that define the norm. It knew no taboos. In this way it formed a stylish new culture on the wreckage of a centuries-old tradition. Whether in poetry or in music, in architecture or in painting, the Viennese innovators continually searched for new forms. Freud discovered a new structure of the mind. Schoenberg invented a new musical idiom. Wittgenstein developed a new philosophy. The jurist Hans Kelsen established a new idea of law. The satirist Karl Kraus epitomized this radiant culture in his epithet for modern Vienna: ‘the research laboratory for world destruction’.

			Intellectuality was one of the highest common factors of this brave new world, and Musil was stunningly intelligent. He was born near Klagenfurt in 1880, went to a military academy, studied engineering, and wrote a critical thesis on the physicist Ernst Mach, a precursor of Albert Einstein, whose researches into psychology proved seminal for Musil. His exploration of the relation between empirical and psychological reality and his connected brand of relativity theory became fundamental for Musil’s fearless modernism. For his true vocation lay in literature and he cut himself free from institutional ties to become a freelance writer. After producing several essays, stories, and plays, and serving in the Austrian Army during the First World War (when he shared an office with Rilke), he concentrated almost exclusively on his long novel The Man Without Qualities, which he began in 1927 and which occupied him until his death in exile in 1942. The First World War, the demise of Austro-Hungary, the age of hyperinflation, and the rise of the Nazis provided the socio-political impetus for his magnum opus. Alongside Proust’s À la recherche and Joyce’s Ulysses, Musil’s ironic masterpiece is one of the great encyclopaedic novels of the twentieth century. The central pivot around which the novel and Musil’s entire oeuvre turns is the thesis: ‘If there is a sense of the real, there must also be a sense of the possible.’ The insight enables him to transform his writing into a continuous series of hypotheses. Its ironic undermining of reality, and the elevation of the real into the metaphysical, guarantee it a lasting place in the literary pantheon. In Young Törless everything is possible: ‘it was also possible that from the bright diurnal world . . . there was a door leading into another world.’ No less important is Musil’s invention of the essayistic style in The Man Without Qualities. Narrative and reflection alternate, as already in Young Törless. There is a strong affinity with Kafka, another writer from the Dual Monarchy, both in terms of the darkness they explore, and the hypothetical nature of their aesthetic worlds. They once met. But we do not know what they talked about. Such inscrutability is typical of them both. As Musil wrote in his eulogy of Rilke, what these writers of a lost Empire share is the use of metaphor as the vehicle for high seriousness.

			Musil’s short book helped to inaugurate twentieth-century literary modernism. The fragmentation of the modern super-state as represented by the Dual Monarchy condemns the citizen to alienation. This is as true of Young Törless as it is of The Man Without Qualities. But the first novel is easier to grasp, and I think more powerful in its impact: it is a psychological explosion; and it never fails to shock. The full German title does not translate exactly. The key term ‘Verwirrungen’ also suggests perplexity, entanglement, bordering on deranged, and being lost in a labyrinth. Properly speaking, this entanglement relates to everything that Törless experiences. There is no literary precedent for this style of writing. But it may be that Musil’s direct and unforgiving mode is indebted to Clausewitz’s classic On War (1832), with its highly reflective strategic thinking: the analysis of a military academy recalls the masterpiece of German military literature. Musil’s stark, relentless style also owes something to the critic Alfred Kerr (the father of Judith Kerr), who himself wrote in a vivid, staccato manner. Kerr edited the book to make it more acceptable for publication. It may well be that its exceptional stylistic acerbity owes something to Kerr. But he could hardly have improved on the content. No wonder that the book was an instant succès de scandale.

			In brief compass Musil encircles the dangers of a military academy in a modern world power which, on sharper analysis, proves to be the breeding ground for a fascist ideology. As Alan Pryce-Jones observes, the story is a parable of power, and chiefly of the abuse of power. The torture which the three young boys inflict on their helpless fellow pupil, an evil action that stems from what Musil calls the dark ground of their inner selves, affords a sombre prophecy of the totalitarian mentality. The boys dehumanize, brutalize, and barbarize: the veneer of civilization quickly wears away. Ironically it is at school that the social contract falls apart. The military academy is both a model prison and a symbol of Empire. The boys’ visits to the local Slovak prostitute highlight the racial prejudice at the outermost edge of Empire on which the system rests. With Musil, the personal always elides into the social, and class distinctions necessarily spell danger. Like his fellow Austrian Sigmund Freud, moreover, Musil recognizes the insidious hold sexuality exerts over the rational self. Anglophone modernists, even the most daring such as Virginia Woolf and Ernest Hemingway, seem harmless in comparison to the Austrians, whose realm is never less than intimate with violence. The trauma shows what happens when a society’s necessary moral taboos break down.

			Yet no less than power, Musil’s novel tackles psychology, fusing lessons learned from Mach’s The Analysis of Sensations (1886) with Freud’s The Interpretation of Dreams (1899) into its own inscrutable mixture. Musil combined Mach’s belief that there was no fundamental distinction between mind and matter, and that there was no such entity as the human subject, only a concatenation of sensations, with Freud’s model of the unconscious. Like Mach he treats human beings as objects for scientific research; and like Freud he discerns ‘the most profound actions of the soul’ in childhood. Drawing on these different theories, he relentlessly pounds them into an aesthetic whole. The novel’s consciousness reaches back to the origins of civilization, giving a new twist to Heraclitus’s maxim ‘everything flows’, in the reformulation ‘alles geschieht’, everything happens: the short novel scopes the totality of experience. This unusual historical sweep lies behind the novel’s contemporary power. Perhaps the central theme derives from Mach’s credo, ‘Das Ich ist unrettbar’, ‘The ego cannot be saved’, which spelled the end of Cartesian psychology, and encouraged Musil to pursue his own, anti-individualistic course: for Mach and for Musil the mind is as manifold as the world. Törless feels Mach’s quandary with overwhelming force: ‘A sudden thought made his whole body grow tense . . . Is it a universal law that there’s something in us stronger, bigger, more beautiful, more passionate and darker than ourselves?’ At the very moment that Törless tries to create his identity, it shatters: ‘he was observing himself. And it was like gazing into a void.’ There is a nihilism at the heart of the human species. Paradoxically, Musil’s zest for transparency drives him into areas that are unconscionably opaque.

			Musil’s art is brittle and uncompromising. It ultimately resides in elucidating intellectual aporia via realistic characters who are balanced symmetrically as in a classical drama. The boys are familiar with the noblest topics accessible to humankind – Indian religion and Kant’s philosophy. Yet these acquisitions lead to a morass. The encounter with infinity, with imaginary numbers, and with the square root of minus one, only heightens Törless’s problems. Where he hopes for rationality, the teacher tells him he must simply believe. Reason elides into mysticism. Our most basic concepts appear to rest on irrationality. It is not difficult to recognize in this unflinching literary venture the same urgency that powered Wittgenstein’s philosophy. With him Musil could say: ‘Ethics and aesthetics are one.’ Like Wittgenstein and Kafka, too, he explores the edge of the possible with a refined, aesthetic consciousness, elevated far above the depravity he treats. The morality that these three share is the high-mindedness of German culture typified by the ideal of Bildung – all-round education – promoted by Goethe. Small wonder that in the face of modernity Musil should therefore have chosen to write a negative Bildungsroman. Not the spiralling into achievement lauded by tradition, but a plummeting into the abyss – albeit finally if unexpectedly redeemed. In Musil’s lifelong champions, Ernst Kaiser and Eithne Wilkins, this short, sharp novel has found its most congenial translators.

			 

			Jeremy Adler

		

	
		
			The Confusions of Young Törless

			In some strange way we devalue things as soon as we give utterance to them. We believe we have dived to the uttermost depths of the abyss, and yet when we return to the surface the drop of water on our pallid fingertips no longer resembles the sea from which it came. We think we have discovered a hoard of wonderful treasure-trove, yet when we emerge again into the light of day we see that all we have brought back with us is false stones and chips of glass. But for all this, the treasure goes on glimmering in the darkness, unchanged.

			maeterlinck

		

	
		
			1

			IT WAS A SMALL station on the long railroad to Russia.

			Four parallel lines of iron rails extended endlessly in each direction on the yellow gravel of the broad track – each fringed, as with a dirty shadow, with the dark strip burnt into the ground by steam and fumes.

			Behind the station, a low oil-painted building, there was a broad, worn dirt-road leading up to the railway embankment. It merged into the trampled ground, its edges indicated only by the two rows of acacia trees that flanked it drearily, their thirsty leaves suffocated by dust and soot.

			Perhaps it was these sad colours, or perhaps it was the wan, exhausted light of the afternoon sun, drained of its strength by the haze: there was something indifferent, lifeless, and mechanical about objects and human beings here, as though they were all part of a scene in a puppet-theatre. From time to time, at regu­lar intervals, the station-master stepped out of his office and, always with the same turn of his head, glanced up the long line towards the signal-box, where the signals still failed to indicate the approach of the express each time, which had been delayed for a long time at the frontier; then, always with the very same movement of his arm, he would pull out his pocket-watch and, then, shaking his head, he would disappear again: just so do the figures on ancient tower-clocks appear and disappear again with the striking of the hour.

			On the broad, well-trodden strip of ground between the railway-line and the station building a gay company of young men was strolling up and down, walking to right and to left of a middle-aged couple who were the centre of the somewhat noisy conversation. But even the blitheness of this group did not ring quite true; it was as if their merry laughter fell into silence only a few paces away, almost as if it had run into some invisible but solid obstacle and there sunk to the ground.

			Frau Hofrat Törless – this was the lady, perhaps forty years of age – wore a thick veil concealing her sad eyes, which were a little reddened from weeping. This was a leave-taking. And she found it hard, yet once again, having to leave her only child among strangers for so long a period, without any chance to watch protectively over her darling.

			For the little town lay far away from the capital, in the eastern territories of the empire, in thinly populated, dry arable country.

			The reason why Frau Törless had to leave her boy in this remote and inhospitable outlandish district was that in this town there was a celebrated boarding-school, which in the previous century had developed out of a religious foundation and had since remained where it was, doubtless in order to safeguard the young generation, in its years of awakening, from the corrupting influences of a large city.

			It was here that the sons of the best families in the country received their education, going on then to the university, or into the Army or the service of the State; in all such careers, as well as for general social reasons, it was a particular advantage to have been educated at W.

			Four years previously this consideration had caused Hofrat and Frau Törless to yield to their son’s ambitious plea and arrange for him to enter this school.

			This decision afterwards cost many tears. For almost from the first moment when the doors of the school closed behind him with irrevocable finality, little Törless suffered from frightful, agonizing homesickness. Neither lessons, nor games on the wide luxuriant grasslands of the park, nor the other distractions that the school offered its inmates, could hold his attention; he took almost no interest in these things. He saw everything only as through a veil and even during the day often had trouble in gulping down an obstinately rising sob; at night he always cried himself to sleep.

			He wrote letters home almost daily, and he lived only in these letters; everything else he did seemed to him only a shadowy, unmeaning string of events, indifferent stations on his way, like the marking of the hours on a clock-face. But when he wrote he felt within himself something that made him distinct, that set him apart; something in him rose, like an island of miraculous suns and flashing colours, out of the ocean of grey sensations that lapped around him, cold and indifferent, day after day. And when by day, at games or in class, he remembered that he would write his letter in the evening, it was as though he were wearing, hidden on his person, fastened to an invisible chain, a golden key with which, as soon as no one was looking, he would open the gate leading into marvellous gardens.

			The remarkable thing about it was that this sudden consuming fondness for his parents was for himself something new and disconcerting. He had never imagined such a thing before, he had gone to boarding-school gladly and of his own free will, indeed he had laughed when at their first leave-taking his mother had been unable to check her tears; and only later, when he had been on his own for some days and been getting on comparatively well, did it gush up in him suddenly and with elemental force.

			He took it for homesickness and believed he was missing his parents. But it was in reality something much more indefinable and complex. For the object of this longing, the image of his parents, actually ceased to have any place in it at all: I mean that certain plastic, physical memory of a loved person which is not merely remembrance but something speaking to all the senses and preserved in all the senses, so that one cannot do anything without feeling the other person silent and invisible at one’s side. This soon faded out, like a resonance that vibrates only for a while. In other words, by that time Törless could no longer conjure up before his eyes the image of his ‘dear, dear parents’ – as he usually called them in his thoughts. If he tried to do so, what rose up in its place was the boundless grief and longing from which he suffered so much and which yet held him in its spell, its hot flames causing him both agony and rapture. And so the thought of his parents more and more became a mere pretext, an external means to set going this egoistic suffering in him, which enclosed him in his voluptuous pride as in the seclusion of a chapel where, surrounded by hundreds of flickering candles and hundreds of eyes gazing down from sacred images, incense was wafted among the writhing flagellants . . .

			Later, as his ‘homesickness’ became less violent and gradually passed off, this, its real character, began to show rather more clearly. For in its place there did not come the contentment that might have been expected; on the contrary, what it left in young Törless’s soul was a void. And this nothingness, this emptiness in himself, made him realize that it was no mere yearning he had lost, but something positive, a spiritual force, something that had flowered in him under the guise of grief.

			But now it was all over, and this well-spring of a first sublime bliss had made itself known to him only by its drying up.

			At this time the passionate evidence of the soul’s awakening vanished out of his letters, and in its place came detailed descriptions of life at school and the new friends he had made.

			He himself felt impoverished by this change, and bare, like a little tree experiencing its first winter after its first still fruitless blossoming.

			But his parents were glad. They loved him with strong, unthinking, animal affection. Every time after he had been home on holiday from boarding-school, and gone away again, to the Frau Hofrat the house once more seemed empty and deserted, and for some days after each of these visits it was with tears in her eyes that she went through the rooms, here and there caressing some object on which the boy’s gaze had rested or which his fingers had held. And both parents would have let themselves be torn to pieces for his sake.

			The clumsy pathos and passionate, mutinous sorrow of his letters had given them grievous concern and kept them in a state of high-pitched sensitiveness; the blithe, contented light-heartedness that followed upon it gladdened them again and, feeling that now a crisis had been surmounted, they did all they could to encourage this new mood.

			Neither in the one phase nor in the other did they recognize the symptoms of a definite psychological development; on the contrary, they accepted both the anguish and its appeasement as merely a natural consequence of the situation. It escaped them that a young human being, all on his own, had made his first, unsuccessful attempt to develop the forces of his inner life.

			 

			Törless, however, now felt very dissatisfied and groped this way and that, in vain, for something new that might serve as a support to him.

			 

			At this period there was an episode symptomatic of something still germinating in Törless, which was to develop significantly in him later.

			What happened was this: one day the youthful Prince H. entered the school, a scion of one of the oldest, most influential, and most conservative noble families in the empire.

			All the others thought him boring, and found his gentle gaze affected; the manner in which he stood with one hip jutting forward and, while talking, languidly interlocked and unlocked his fingers, they mocked as effeminate. But what chiefly aroused their scorn was that he had been brought to the school not by his parents but by his former tutor, a doctor of divinity who was a member of a religious order.

			On Törless, however, he made a strong impression from the very first moment. Perhaps the fact that he was a prince and by birth entitled to move in Court circles had something to do with it; but however that might be, he was a different kind of person for Törless to get to know.

			The silence and tranquillity of an ancient and noble country seat, and of devotional exercises, seemed somehow to cling about him still. When he walked, it was with smooth, lithe movements and with that faintly diffident attitude of withdrawal, that contraction of the body, which comes from being accustomed to walking very erect through a succession of vast, empty rooms, where any other sort of person seems to bump heavily against invisible corners of the empty space around him.

			And so for Törless acquaintance with the prince became a source of exquisite psychological enjoyment. It laid the foundations in him of that kind of knowledge of human nature which teaches one to recognize and appreciate another person by the cadence of his voice, by the way he picks up and handles a thing, even, indeed, by the timbre of his silences and the expressiveness of his bodily attitude in adjusting himself to a space, a setting – in other words, by that mobile, scarcely tangible, and yet essential, integral way of being a human entity, a spirit, that way of being it which encloses the core, the palpable and debatable aspect of him, as flesh encloses the mere bones – and in so appreciating to prefigure for oneself the mental aspect of his personality.

			During this brief period Törless lived as in an idyll. He was not put out by his new friend’s devoutness, which was really something quite alien to him, coming as he did from a free-thinking middle-class family. He accepted it without a qualm, going so far as to see it, indeed, as something especially admirable in the prince, since it intensified the essential quality of this other boy’s personality, which he felt was so unlike his own as to be in no way comparable.

			In the prince’s company he felt rather as though he were in some little chapel far off the main road. The thought of actually not belonging there quite vanished in the enjoyment of, for once, seeing the daylight through stained glass; and he let his gaze glide over the profusion of futile gilded agalma in this other person’s soul until he had absorbed at least some sort of indistinct picture of that soul, just as though with his fingertips he were tracing the lines of an arabesque, not thinking about it, merely sensing the beautiful pattern of it, which twined according to some weird laws beyond his ken.

			And then suddenly there came the break between them.

			Törless blundered badly, as he had to admit to himself afterwards.

			The fact was: on one occasion they did suddenly find themselves arguing about religion. And as soon as that happened, it was really all over and done with. For as though independently of himself, Törless’s intellect lashed out, inexorably, at the sensitive young prince; he poured out torrents of a rationalist’s scorn upon him, barbarously desecrating the filigree habitation in which the other boy’s soul dwelt. And they parted in anger.

			After that they never spoke to each other again. Törless was indeed obscurely aware that what he had done was senseless, and a glimmer of intuitive insight told him that his wooden yardstick of rationality had untimely shattered a relationship that was subtle and full of rare fascination. But this was something he simply had not been able to help. It left him, probably for ever, with a sort of yearning for what had been; yet he seemed to have been caught up in another current, which was carrying him further and further away in a different direction.

			And then some time later the prince, who had not been happy there, left the school.

			 

			Now everything around Törless was empty and boring. But meanwhile he had been growing older, and with the onset of adolescence something began to rise up in him, darkly and steadily. At this stage of his development he made some new friends, of a kind corresponding to the needs of his age, which were to be of very great importance to him. He became friends with Beineberg and Reiting, and with Moté and Hofmeier, the boys in whose company he was today seeing his parents off at the railway-station.

			Remarkably enough, these were the boys who counted as the worst of his year; they were gifted and, it went without saying, of good family, but at times they were wild and reckless to the point of brutality. And that it should be precisely their company to which Törless now felt so strongly drawn was doubtless connected with his own lack of self-certainty, which had become very marked indeed since he had lost touch with the prince. It was indeed the logical continuation of that break, for, like the break itself, it indicated some fear of all over-subtle toyings with emotions; and by contrast with that sort of thing the nature of these other friends stood out as sound and sturdy, giving life its due.

			Törless entirely abandoned himself to their influence, for the situation in which his mind now found itself was approximately this . . . At schools of the kind known as the Gymnasium, at his age, one has read Goethe, Schiller, Shakespeare, and perhaps even some modern writers too, and this, having been half digested, is then written out of the system again, excreted, as it were, through the fingertips. Roman tragedies are written, or poems, of the most sensitive lyrical kind, that go through their paces garbed in punctuation that is looped over whole pages at a time, as in delicate lace: things that are in themselves ludicrous, but which are of inestimable value in contributing to a sound development. For these associations originating outside, and these borrowed emotions, carry young people over the dangerously soft spiritual ground of the years in which they need to be of some significance to themselves and nevertheless are still too incomplete to have any real significance. Whether any residue of it is ultimately left in the one, or nothing in the other, does not matter; later each will somehow come to terms with himself, and the danger exists only in the stage of transition. If at that period one could bring a boy to see the ridiculousness of himself, the ground would give way under him, or he would plunge headlong like a somnambulist who, suddenly awaking, sees nothing but emptiness around him.

			That illusion, that conjuring trick for the benefit of the personality’s development, was missing in this school. For though the classics were there in the library, they were considered ‘boring’, and for the rest there were only volumes of sentimental romances and drearily humorous tales of army life.

			Young Törless had read just about all of them in his sheer greed for books, and this or that conventionally tender image from one story or another did sometimes linger for a while in his mind; but none had any influence – any real influence – on his character.

			At this period it seemed that he had no character at all. Under the influence of this reading, he himself now and then would write a little story or begin an epic romance, and in his excitement over the sufferings of his heroes, crossed in love, his cheeks would flush, his pulse quicken, and his eyes shine.

			But when he laid down his pen, it was all over; his spirit lived only, as it were, while in motion. And so too he found it possible to dash off a poem or a story at any time, whenever it might be required of him. The doing of it excited him, yet he never took it quite seriously, and this occupation in itself did not strike him as important. Nothing of it was assimilated into his personality, nor did it originate within his personality. All that happened was that under some external pressure he underwent emotions that transcended the indifference of ordinary life, just as an actor needs the compulsion that a role imposes on him.

			These were cerebral reactions. But what is felt to be character or soul, a person’s inner contour or aura, that is to say, the thing in contrast with which the thoughts, decisions, and actions appear random, lacking in characteristic quality, and easily exchangeable for others – the thing that had, for instance, bound Törless to the prince in a manner beyond the reach of any intellectual judgement – this ultimate, immovable background seemed to be utterly lost to Törless at this period.

			In his friends it was enjoyment of sport, the animal delight in being alive, that prevented them from feeling the need for anything of this kind, just as at the Gymnasium the want is supplied by the sport with literature.

			But Törless’s constitution was too intellectual for the one, and, as for the other, life at this school, where one had to be in a perpetual state of readiness to settle arguments with one’s fists, made him keenly sensitive to the absurdity of such borrowed sentiment. So his being took on a vagueness, a sort of inner helplessness, that made it impossible for him to be sure where he stood.

			He attached himself to these new friends because he was impressed by their wildness. Since he was ambitious, he now and then even tried to outvie them in this. But each time he would leave off half-way, and on this account had to put up with no small amount of gibes, which would scare him back into himself again. At this critical period the whole of his life really consisted in nothing but these efforts, renewed again and again, to emulate his rough, more masculine friends and, counterbalancing that, a deep inner indifference to all such strivings.

			Now, when his parents came to see him, so long as they were alone he was quiet and shy. Each time he dodged his mother’s affectionate caresses under one pretext or another. He would really have liked to yield to them, but he was ashamed, as though he were being watched by his friends.

			His parents let it pass as the awkwardness of adolescence.

			Then in the afternoon the whole noisy crowd would come along. They played cards, ate, drank, told anecdotes about the masters, and smoked the cigarettes that the Hofrat had brought from the capital.

			This jollity pleased and reassured the parents.

			That there were, in between times, hours of a different kind for Törless was something they did not know. And recently there had been more and more of such hours. There were moments when life at school became a matter of utter indifference to him. Then the putty of his everyday concerns dropped out and, with nothing more to bind them together, the hours of his life fell apart.

			He often sat for a long time – gloomily brooding – as it were hunched over himself.

			 

			This time too his parents had stayed for two days. There had been a lunching and dining together, smoking, a drive in the country; and now the express was to carry Törless’s parents back to the capital.

			A faint vibration of the rails heralded the train’s approach, and the bell clanging on the station roof sounded inexorably in the Frau Hofrat’s ears.

			‘Well, my dear Beineberg, so you’ll keep an eye on this lad of mine for me, won’t you?’ Hofrat Törless said, turning to young Baron Beineberg, a lanky, bony boy with big ears that stuck out, and eyes that were expressive and intelligent.

			Törless, who was younger and smaller than the others, pulled a face at this repugnant suggestion of being given into his friend’s charge; and Beineberg grinned, obviously flattered and with a shade of triumphant malice.

			‘Really,’ the Hofrat added, turning to the rest of them, ‘I should like to ask you all, if there should be anything at all the matter with my son, to let me know at once.’

			This was going too far, and it drew from young Törless an infinitely wearied protest: ‘But, Father, what on earth do you think could happen to me?’ although he was well used by now to having to put up with this excess of solicitude at every leave-taking.

			Meanwhile the others drew themselves up, clicking their heels, each straightening the elegant sword at his side. And the Hofrat went on: ‘One never knows what may happen. It is a great weight off my mind to know I would be instantly informed. After all, something might prevent you from writing.’

			At that moment the train drew in. Hofrat Törless embraced his son, Frau von Törless drew the veil tighter over her face to hide her tears, and one after the other the friends once more expressed their thanks for having been entertained. Then the guard slammed the door of the carriage.

			Once again Hofrat and Frau von Törless saw the high, bare back of the school building and the immense, long wall surrounding the park; and then there was nothing to left and to right but grey-brown fields and an occasional fruit-tree.

			 

			Meanwhile the boys had left the railway-station and were walking, in two single files, along the two edges of the road – so avoiding at least the densest and most suffocating dust – towards the town, without talking to each other much.

			It was after five o’clock, and over the fields came a breath of something solemn and cold, a harbinger of evening.

			Törless began to feel very mournful.

			Perhaps it was because of his parents’ departure, or perhaps it was caused only by the forbidding stolid melancholy that now lay like a dead weight on all the landscape, blurring the outlines of things, even a few paces away, with lacklustre heaviness.

			The same dreadful indifference that had been blanketed over the surrounding countryside all that afternoon now came creeping across the plain, and after it, like a slimy trail, came the mist, stickily clinging to the fresh-ploughed fields and the leaden-grey acres of turnips. Törless did not glance to right or to left, but he felt it. Steadily as he walked he set his feet in the tracks gaping in the dust, the prints left by the footsteps of the boy in front – and he felt it as though it must be so, as a stony compulsion catching his whole life up and compressing it into this movement – steadily plodding on along this one line, along this one small streak being drawn out through the dust.

			When they came to a halt at a crossroads, where a second road and their own road debouched into a round, worn patch of ground, and where a rotten timber signpost pointed crookedly into the air, the tilted line of it, in such contrast with the surroundings, struck Törless as being like a cry of desperation.

			Again they walked on. Törless thought of his parents, of people he knew, of life. At this time of day people were changing for a party or deciding they would go to the theatre. And afterwards one might go to a restaurant, hear a band playing, sit at a café table . . . One met interesting people. A flirtation, an adventure, kept one in suspense till the morning. Life went on revolving, churning out ever new and unexpected happenings, like a strange and wonderful wheel . . .

			Törless sighed over these thoughts, and at each step that bore him closer to the cramped narrowness of school something in him constricted, a noose was pulled tighter and tighter.

			Even now the bell was ringing in his ears. And there was nothing he dreaded so much as this ringing of the bell, which cut the day short, once and for all, like the savage slash of a knife.

			To be sure, there was nothing for him to experience, and his life passed along in a blur of perpetual indifference; but this ringing of the bell was an added mockery, which left him quivering with helpless rage against himself, his fate, and the day that was buried.

			Now you can’t experience anything more at all, for twelve hours you can’t experience anything, for twelve hours you’re dead . . . That was what this bell meant.

			 

			When the little band of friends reached the first low-built wretched cottages, this mood of gloom and introspection lifted from Törless. As though seized by some sudden interest, he raised his head and glanced intently into the smoky interior of the dirty little hovels they were passing.

			Outside the doors of most of them the women-folk were standing, in their wide skirts and coarse shifts, their broad feet caked with dust, their arms bare and brown.

			If they were young and buxom, some crude Slav jest would be flung at them. They would nudge each other and titter at ‘the young gentlemen’; sometimes, too, one would utter a shriek when her breasts were too vigorously brushed against in passing, or would answer a slap on the buttocks with an insulting epithet and a burst of laughter. There were others who merely watched the swift passers-by with a grave and angry look; and the peasant himself, if he happened to have come on the scene, would smile awkwardly, half unsure what to make of it, half in good humour.

			Törless took no part in this display of overweening and precocious manliness.

			The reason for this lay doubtless to some extent in a certain timidity about sexual matters such as is characteristic of almost all only children, but chiefly in his own peculiar kind of sensuality, which was more deeply hidden, more forceful, and of a darker hue than that of his friends and more slow and difficult in its manifestations.

			While the others were making a show of shameless behaviour with the women, rather more for the sake of being ‘smart’ than from any lascivious urge, the taciturn little Törless’s soul was in a state of upheaval, surging with real shamelessness.

			He looked through the little windows and the crooked, narrow doorways into the interior of the cottages with a gaze burning so hotly that there was all the time something like a delicate mesh dancing before his eyes.

			Almost naked children tumbled about in the mud of the yards; here and there as some woman bent over her work her skirt swung high, revealing the hollows at the back of her knees, or the bulge of a heavy breast showed as the linen tightened over it. It was as though all this were going on in some quite different, animal, oppressive atmosphere, and the cottages exuded a heavy, sluggish air, which Törless eagerly breathed in.

			He thought of old paintings that he had seen in museums without really understanding them. He was waiting for something, just as, when he stood in front of those paintings, he had always been waiting for something that never happened. What was it . . . ? It must be something surprising, something never beheld before, some monstrous sight of which he could not form the slightest notion; something of a terrifying, beast-like sensuality; something that would seize him in its claws and rend him, starting with his eyes; an experience that in some still utterly obscure way seemed to be associated with these women’s soiled petticoats, with their roughened hands, with the low ceilings of their little rooms, with . . . with a besmirching of himself with the filth of these yards . . . No, no . . . Now he no longer felt anything but the fiery net before his eyes; the words did not say it; for it is not nearly so bad as the words make it seem; it is something mute – a choking in the throat, a scarcely perceptible thought, and only if one insisted on getting it to the point of words would it come out like that. And then it has ceased to be anything but faintly reminiscent of whatever it was, as under huge magnification, when one not only sees everything more distinctly but also sees things that are not there at all . . . And yet, for all that, it was something to be ashamed of.

			 

			‘Is Baby feeling homesick?’ he was suddenly asked, in mocking tones, by von Reiting, that tall boy two years older than himself, who had been struck by Törless’s silence and the darkness over his eyes. Törless forced an artificial and rather embarrassed smile to his lips; and he felt as though the malicious Reiting had been eavesdropping on what had been going on within him.

			He did not answer. But meanwhile they had reached the little town’s church square, with its cobbles, and here they parted company.

			Törless and Beineberg did not want to go back yet, but the others had no leave to stay out any longer and returned to the school.
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