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Note on Pronunciation

Most of the Czech letters are pronounced more or less as in English. A major exception is the letter c, which is pronounced ‘ts’. Thus inovace, innovation, is pronounced ‘innovatsuh’ and  turecká, Turkish, as in Turkish coffee, is ‘turetskah’. Ch is always the ‘ch’ in the Scottish ‘loch’. J is pronounced as the ‘y’ in ‘yes’, so  pokoj is ‘pokoy’.

Vowels are lengthened by the diacritical mark ′, a dash above. Thus Landauerová is ‘Landauero-vah’, not ‘Landauerover’. Paní, Mrs, is ‘panee’.

The háček or ‘hook’ diacritical mark ˇ peppers the language, modifying a number of vowels and consonants. Háček itself contains its own example - it is pronounced ‘hah-chek’. Thus č is sounded as ‘ch’ in ‘church’. With a háček, ě becomes ‘ye’ (thus  děvka, whore, is ‘d’yev-ka’); ž becomes ‘zh’, the sound of the ‘s’ in ‘pleasure’ (thus Žid, Jew, is ‘Zhid’); and š becomes ‘sh’, so the Špilas fortress is ‘Sh-pilas’. The consonant that gives the most trouble to English speakers is ř. This is the ‘rzh’ sound in the name of the composer Dvořák, pronounced ‘D’vorzh-ahk’. Finally, I have used Město for the name of the city in the book; this is simply the Czech word for town or city, and is pronounced ‘Mnyesto’, the ‘m’ and ‘n’ sounds being elided together.




Author’s Note

Although The Glass Room is a work of fiction, the house and its setting are not fictional. I have disguised both with name changes, but that will not fool anyone who knows the building on which the Landauer House is modelled or the city that hides behind the name Město. However, penetrating those thin disguises will not lead to any further revelations: Liesel, Viktor, Hana and all the rest are creatures of my own imagination and their story has no basis in fact. A few non-fictional characters do make brief appearances. One such is the talented composer Vítězslava Kaprálová, whose tragically short life seems emblematic of the brilliant but doomed First Republic of Czechoslovakia. I urge the reader to find out more about her, and her country.
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Introduction




I first came upon the house on a wet Wednesday in March shortly

after the fall of the Iron Curtain. Of course, I had no idea I was

going to centre a novel on it. Things don’t work that way, at least

for me – I don’t first choose a theme and then go looking for the

detail in order to turn it into a novel. Quite the opposite, in fact.

The theme emerges serendipitously from the detail – a glimpse

here, a thought there, a picture that sticks in the mind in the way

that a familiar song might, going round and round, impossible to

displace. So when I stood in the rain on Cernopolni – Blacklea

Street, perhaps – I had no idea of what might come out of this

place.




The street itself was unremarkable, a quiet, suburban road

winding across a hillside above the centre of a city somewhere in

Central Europe, a contour line that marked a high tide of architectural

fashion as much as it did altitude. Belle Époque classical

below, Secessionist rising up the hill, and here the twentieth century,

our century, the modern era. Some of the houses bore their

date of construction proudly on their façades and wouldn’t have

looked out of place in suburban London, Highgate perhaps, or

Finchley; but the house I had come to see was more obvious by its

reserve that anything else. There was no sign outside, nothing to

distinguish the building in any way – in fact things were quite the

opposite: it was conspicuous only by being so nondescript, as low

slung and anonymous as a sports pavilion or some kind of warehouse.

Its fame – one of the masterpieces of twentieth-century

domestic architecture – certainly could not rest on this particular

elevation.




I stood there in the drizzle wondering how to get in. The flat

roof of the building formed a kind of porch between the main

house and the annex on the right and there were people moving

around there, out of the rain, as though waiting for something to

happen or for someone to arrive. The guide book had advertised

that access was by appointment only but at my hotel I had heard

a rumour that the house was open to the public on Wednesdays.

‘Maybe,’ the receptionist had said, shrugging indifferently.

‘Maybe it opens.’




I tried the gate and found it locked. One of the group inside

looked my way. I tried the gate again and searched for a bell push

or something. But there was nothing. I shook the gate like a prisoner

trying the bars of his cage. There was a conversation going

on between two of the group, looking my way and then going

back to talking. Some kind of argument. I moved to walk away,

then paused and glanced back. One of the figures called out, in

English. I did speak English, didn’t I? He was trying to persuade

the custodian to let me in. He had booked a private visit and as

far as the custodian was concerned, private was private. You

couldn’t just take people in off the streets.




The Iron Curtain may have collapsed in a heap of breezeblocks

but attitudes hadn’t collapsed with it. Eventually the trick

was achieved and with evident reluctance the custodian opened

the gate for me. ‘My name’s Cragg,’ my saviour said, holding out

a hand. ‘Tony Cragg.’




I should have known the name, of course. Tony Cragg. It had

a solidity about it, like the stone he used. Cragg. The place from

where the stone was quarried, perhaps. It transpired that he was

in the city for the opening of a major exhibition of his work that

afternoon. For the morning he had this visit arranged for some

friends from Hungary.




So I gained admittance on the coat-tails of a Turner Prizewinning

sculptor. For a while our disparate little group poked

around the upper floor while the guide talked about the family

that had built the house and the architect who had designed it.

The names were vaguely familiar because of one of those tricks

that memory plays: as an enthusiastic teenager I had owned – I

still own, in fact – a Larousse Encyclopaedia of Modern Art. In

that book, on page 374 to be exact, there is a photograph of the

interior of this house. LUDWIG MIES VAN DER ROHE it says.

TUGENDHAT HOUSE, BRNO. For some reason that image, and the

names, had stayed with me ever since. Yet up here on the top

floor, among the bedrooms and the white-tiled bathroom, the

place didn’t seem much. The rooms were small and box-like, and

empty. Until recently the building had been an official guest house

of the city and all the original bathroom fittings had been torn

out to comply with modern regulations and replaced with nasty

nineteen seventies stuff. I gazed out at the terrace and thought of

the English seaside in winter – blistered concrete and rusting iron

and a bench with bleached wooden planks. I began to wonder

what all the fuss was about.




It was only when we descended the curving staircase to the

floor below that the shock came. While we seemed to be descending

into something subterranean, a cave, a cellar perhaps, when

we stepped through the door at the bottom we discovered we

were not in a cave at all – we were in space.




Entrance, en’trance. There’s a curious juxtaposition of meanings,

resting on nothing more than stress. I remember the sharp

intakes of breath as each member of the group stepped forward

and looked. We were entranced. It was like walking towards a

work of art and suddenly and surprisingly finding yourself subsumed

into it, a work of art yourself, capable of all kinds of

beauty. The floor shone in reflected light from plate glass windows

that rose from ground to ceiling. Beyond the glass were

treetops and the roofs of the city. There were the twin spires of

the cathedral to the left; straight ahead was the Spilberk Hill with

its fortress where political prisoners had been incarcerated in the

days of the Empire.




We tiptoed across past chrome cladded pillars and looked

round the celebrated onyx wall in case the family might still be

sitting there, like patients in a dentists’ waiting room, contemplating

each other across a glass table burdened with old copies of

The Lady, Tatler, Punch. But nothing remained except the chairs

they might have sat in, three on one side, two on the other, lowslung

crossed cantilevers of chrome steel with leather squab

cushions. We examined the patterns in the onyx, sinuous veins

that snaked across the wall like a fractal, the Mandelbrot set or

the Julia set, one of those mathematical tricks that seems to mimic

nature. The colours were pale gold and bronze, almost the only

colour in the whole space, which otherwise was white and ivory

and mirrored chrome and transparent glass, all held in a rectilinear

frame that handled light like a substance, and volume like a

tangible material – the very reverse of sculpture. A sculptor –

Tony Cragg, for example, walking quietly round the space, looking

this way and that – deals in material, in substance, in the

occupation of volume; the architect deals in pure space. He captures

it, encloses it, gives it feeling and shape.




I asked what had happened to the family and the guide

explained that they left in 1938. The house was in the possession

of the City. ‘Now it is museum,’ she said.




But it wasn’t a museum to me. It was vibrant and alive, a chord

struck on the piano that stood there in the shadows behind the

onyx wall, a complex chord that shimmered and reverberated,

gaining volume with the passing of time, echoing as a piano

echoes to the noise of children and the crying of adults. I remember

thinking of that image. An echoing piano. A complex chord.

At that moment the novel was born.


 






Simon Mawer,




Rome, April 2013
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Return

Oh yes, we’re here.

She knew, even after all these years. Something about the slope of the road, the way the trajectory of the car began to curve upwards, a perception of shape and motion that, despite being unused for thirty years, was still engraved on her mind, to be reawakened by the subtle coincidence of movement and inclination.

‘We’re here,’ she said out loud. She grabbed her daughter’s hand and squeezed. Their escort in the back of the car shifted on the shiny plastic seat, perhaps in relief at the prospect of imminent escape. She could smell him. Damp cloth (it was raining) and cheap aftershave and old sweat.

The car - a Tatra, she had been told - drew in to the kerb and stopped. Someone opened the door. She could hear that, and sense the change in the air. Faint flecks of water on the wind and someone opening an umbrella - like the sail of a boat snapping open in the breeze. She recalled Viktor on the Zürichsee, the little dinghy pitching out into the waves, black trees rising from the blacker water beyond their fragile craft. ‘Like riding a bike,’ he had cried, bringing the dinghy up into the wind, deliberately letting the little craft heel over. ‘You get the sense of balance.’

‘It’s not a bit like riding a bike,’ she had replied, feeling sick.

Viktor should be here. Physically here, she meant, for in some way he was here, of course. His taste, his vision enshrined. She slid across the seat towards the blur of light that was the open door of the car. A hand gripped her arm and helped her out onto the pavement. There was a brush of rain across her face and the rattle of drops on the umbrella above her head. She straightened  up, feeling the light around her, feeling the space, feeling the low mass of the house just there across the forecourt. Viktor should be here. But Ottilie was, coming to her left side.

‘It’s all right, darling. I’ll manage on my own.’

A strange hand grasped her elbow and she shook it off. ‘Do you think I don’t know my own house?’ She spoke sharply, and immediately regretted the comment for its brusqueness and its pure factual inaccuracy. It wasn’t her house, not any longer, not in any legal terms, whatever Martin might say. Stolen, with all the solemnity of legal procedures, at least twice and by two different authorities. But it was her house in other, less clearly defined terms. Hers and Viktor’s. The vision. And it still bore their name, didn’t it? Any amount of juridical theft had not managed to expunge that: Das Landauer Haus. The Landauer House. Vila Landauer. Say it how you will. And Rainer’s too, of course.

Tapping with her cane she walked forward across the space, across the forecourt, while footsteps fell in beside her and tactfully kept pace, like mourners at a funeral walking along with the brave widow. ‘The paving is the same,’ she said.

‘Remarkable how it has survived.’

The answering voice was that of the man from the city architect’s office. ‘But it is a work of art,’ he added, as though works of art of necessity survive, whereas in fact they often don’t. A fire here, some damp infiltrating a wall there, the random falling of a bomb, pure neglect. ‘See the manner in which von Abt framed the view of the castle,’ he said, and then fell silent, embarrassed by his lack of tact.

‘I remember exactly,’ she reassured him. And it was true, she could recall exactly how it was: the space between the main house and the servants’ apartment, Laník’s apartment, framing the hill on the far side of the city. ‘The future frames the past,’ Rainer had said. She could see it in the only eye she possessed now, her mind’s eye, so much a cliché but so vividly a fact, all of it projected within the intricate jelly of her brain to give her an image that was almost as real as seeing: the wooded hill - the Špilas fortress - and the cathedral with its hunched shoulders and its black spires exactly, Rainer said, like hypodermic needles.

She walked on. The bulk of the house cut out the light around her as she came nearer. There was a freestanding pillar at that  point, supporting the overhanging roof. She remembered the children swinging on it, and Liba calling them to stop. She reached out with her cane and touched the pillar just to make sure, just to locate herself in the open sweep of the forecourt, just to delight in the small intake of breath from the man at her right elbow that told her how amazed he was at the way she could orientate herself. But of course she could. She knew this place like . . . like the inside of her own mind. She knew exactly how to walk around the curve of glassed wall and discover, tucked behind it, the front door.

‘A photograph,’ a voice called. The small procession halted. There was a shuffling and manoeuvring around her, contact with heavy, male figures. ‘Ottilie, where are you?’

‘I’m here, Maminko.’

‘Smile, please,’ said the voice and there came an instant of bright light, as though lightning had flashed briefly behind the even milk of an enveloping cloud. Then the group broke apart and hands guided her back towards the house while someone opened the front door, and invited her forward - ‘This way, this way’ - into the soft, familiar silence of the entrance hall. A quiet blanket of fog all around her, the opalescent light that was all she would ever see now, that had become her own universal vision. ‘The light,’ Rainer had said when showing her the milk-white glass panes, ‘the soft light of detachment and reason. The future. Pure sensation.’ Touching her.

She was aware of others - shapes, presences - crowding in behind her. The door closed. Home. She was home. Thirty years. A generation. She knew the walls around her, the rosewood panels facing her, to her left the stairs turning down into the living room. Sounds, the mere whisper of hearing, gave her the dimensions of the space. She put out her left hand and found the balustrade that guarded the stairwell. People were talking - the architect fellow extolling and exclaiming - but she declined to listen. Unaided she made her way to the top of the stairs and walked down carefully, knowing the moves but having to lift them out of memory, like someone being able to play the piano without looking at the keyboard, recalling a tune that she had last played many years ago. Twelve steps to the curve, and then round and down nine more and the space opened out around her, visible even in the  blankness. The lower level of the house. The Glass Space, der Glasraum.

‘Ah.’ A faint sigh, organic, almost sexual, came from somewhere deep within her. She could feel the volume as though it had physical substance, as though her face were immersed in it. Space made manifest. She could feel the light from the expanse of plate glass that made up the south wall, smell the Macassar wood, sense the people standing there between the glass and the onyx wall, between the plain white ceiling and the ivory white floor, people she knew and people she didn’t know. The children of course, running across the carpets towards her, Viktor looking up from the chair where he sat reading the newspaper, her brother there, although he had never known the place, her friends, her parents, all of them there.

‘Are you feeling all right, Frau Landauer?’

‘Quite all right, thank you. Just the . . .’ she cast around for the right word ‘. . . pictures.’

‘Pictures, Frau Landauer?’ There were no pictures. Never had been, not in this room. She knew that.

‘In my mind.’

‘Of course, of course. There must be many.’

Many. For example, when it was dark and Viktor left the curtains open so that the windows became mirrors casting the whole room in duplicate, the chairs, the table, the onyx wall, reflected out there in the night. And his mirrored image walking back and forth, back and forth, suspended over the lawn that had itself become ghostly and insubstantial in the reflection. Refraction of the daytime become reflection of the night. That was how Rainer himself put it. He had even used the English words, for the euphony. Euphony was a quality he loved: der Wohlklang.

Snow. Why did she think of snow? That peculiar bath of light, the sky’s light reflected upwards from the blanched lawn to light the ceiling as brightly as the clouded sun lit the floor. Light become substance, soft, transparent milk. Birds picking hopefully at the ice, and Viktor pressing the button to lower the windows, like fading memories, down into the basement.

‘We’ll freeze!’

‘Don’t be silly.’

The slow slide of the pane downwards as though to remove the  barrier that exists between reality and fiction, the fabricated world of the living room and the hard fact of snow and vegetation. There is a pause during which the two airs stand fragile and separate, the warmth within shivering like a jelly against the wall of cold outside. And then this temporary equilibrium collapses so that winter with a cold sigh intrudes, and, presumably, their carefully constructed, carefully warmed interior air is dispersed into the outside world.

Someone was coming towards her. She could sense the form as much as see it, perceive the nucleus of shadow against the light. She knew. What was it? A sense of motion, that particular movement, the sway of her hips as she walked? Perhaps even the perception of her scent. Or the sound of her breathing. Somehow, she knew. She said the name before anyone spoke, said it as a statement more than a question:

‘Hana.’

‘Liesi! God, you recognised me. How the hell did you do that?’

‘You don’t forget things,’ she said. ‘You store them up.’ She felt arms around her, a smooth cheek against hers. Tears? Perhaps there were tears.
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Honeymoon

They left the city immediately after the wedding and drove to Vienna, to the Sacher Hotel, where the manager met them on the steps. Minions scurried round to the back of their car for suitcases. There was much bowing and scraping, much bestowing of compliments. They were gnädiger Herr, gnädige Frau, and were to make themselves completely at home. It was the first time that Liesel had heard herself addressed like that, gnädige Frau Landauer, tied for life in one way or another to this man at her side, who seemed, for that moment when he was acknowledging the welcome, no longer her beloved Viktor but a stranger, someone she had encountered only a short while before and now saw as calm and detached and somehow admirable. This was how he would be at the factory, she guessed; how he would be with the workers’ delegations, with the foremen and the managers. A kind of detached graciousness, as though dealing with a tiresome but respected relative.

The suite they were shown to was elaborate and ornate, the walls silk and the plaster mouldings gilt, the sort of thing Viktor loathed. ‘It is exactly the kind of nonsense that we need to throw off, all this romanticism, all this . . . this clinging to the past. This is everything our new house will not be!’

Liesel laughed at him. When he got onto the subject of the new house he spoke with exclamation marks - that was how she put it to herself. She could picture them punctuating the air, small pulses of energy. Often talked about, this new house did not yet have shape or form. It merely existed as an abstract, written with capitals and punctuated by exclamation marks: The New House!  Liesel’s parents had given them a plot of land on which to build, and that was to be Wenzel’s wedding present to his daughter and son-in-law: a house of their own. ‘Something good and solid,’ the old man had said, while his future son-in-law had smiled. ‘Good, yes, but solid? No! We don’t want a house that looks like a fortress, all turrets and towers and Gothic windows, nor one that looks like a church. Good God, we’re living in the twentieth century, not the fourteenth. The world is moving on.’

And once the porters and the maid had left them alone in their suite in the Sacher Hotel the world certainly did move on, for Viktor went up to Liesel and carefully removed her spectacles, and then the silk jacket she was wearing, and then the dress she had on under that. Removal of her spectacles had rendered the world around her a mellow haze of colour, as though she had been plunged into a foggy day. ‘What are you doing, Viktor?’ she asked, rather nervously. Standing there in her underwear, in the fog, she felt defenceless.

‘My darling Eliška, what do you think I am doing?’ Viktor replied.

So it was that, rather to her surprise - she had expected to wait until evening - they made love for the first time at four o’clock in the afternoon, on a heavy Biedermeier bed, with the light flooding in through the tall windows and their clothes strewn on the carpet. The experience was curiously dispiriting but it was, she supposed, rather a modern thing to do.

 



The plan was to spend two days in Vienna, before setting off south. They were to motor through Austria to northern Italy. Alone. Viktor had resisted all pleas that they take a driver, or send a maid or a valet ahead on the train. What happens if you have a breakdown? people had asked. Which only brought laughter. ‘We will be driving a Landauer, won’t we? Don’t they have the greatest reliability of all the cars of Europe? Isn’t that the boast on all our advertisements? And’ - the final blow this - ‘don’t I make them?’

So they drove alone, in a Landauer 80 cabriolet, the very latest in the range of cars produced by Landauerovy Závody (formerly Landauer Autofabrik), a touring convertible that advertised itself as the Mount of Princes despite the fact that princes and Kaisers  had been cast aside with the ending of the Great War. The car was painted cream and powered by a V8 engine that delivered, as Viktor was proud of explaining, the power of eighty horses. They drove through Carinthia and crossed the mountains into Italy near Villach, where he had been stationed during the war. There was much waiting around at the customs house while Viktor argued over whether he should pay an import duty on the car, and much frustration when he had to change to the left-hand side of the road to proceed. And then they were out of the Teutonic world and into the Latin, and the sun was brighter and the breeze softer and there was a quality to the light that Liesel had never seen before - as though it was denser than the same thing north of the Alps. ‘“Kennst du das Land wo die Zitronen blühn?”’ Viktor quoted. Do you know the land where the lemon trees bloom? And Liesel continued the poem, and then they completed it together so that they laughed delightedly at their unity of mind and body.

The only small blight on their happiness during this journey was a self-imposed one: after Udine they made a short detour to the war cemetery on the Tagliamento river, and after searching among the graves found a cement tablet with Benno’s name on it. His body was not there of course, but muddled up with his comrades in the ossuary nearby. Thinking of her own happiness, a happiness that Benno had not lived to witness, Liesel wept. Viktor, who by one of those coincidences of fate had been the last person from home to see her brother alive, put his arm round her shoulder and hugged her to him. ‘He is surely with you in spirit,’ he said, which she knew to be a great concession to sentiment on his part, for he believed in nothing like the spirit and certainly not the continuation of the spirit after death. Then he kissed her on the cheek and told her she was the most wonderful woman in the world and she laughed and said, no she wasn’t. But still the thought pleased her that he might at least consider that possibility, and by the time they had climbed back into the car and driven on, happiness and light-heartedness had been restored.

 



In Venice they stayed at the Royal Danieli. For three days they were on their own - visiting churches and palaces, exploring the  calle and the canals, with Viktor snapping pictures of Liesel with his sleek new Leica - but on the third evening they were invited by  an acquaintance of Viktor to a party in an ancient palazzo on the Canal Grande. Beneath faded frescoes by pupils of Tiepolo, ancient Venetian nobility mixed uneasily with young men and women of sleek and dangerous good looks. One of these creatures trapped Liesel in a window seat and, in English as broken as her own, extolled the virtues of Fascism and the merits of modernity. ‘One day all this will be swept away.’ He sounded like a parody of what Viktor said when he was in one of his political moods. Sweep everything away! Out with the old, in with the new! But Liesel realised with some amazement that this Italian was referring to the whole city, and more than the city: the whole country in fact, this treasure house of art and history. Anything that wasn’t a product of the twentieth century, in fact.

‘That’s absurd.’

He shrugged, as though her opinion meant nothing. ‘For example, the Grand Canal drained and turned into a motor road. That is the future.’

‘Then the future is peopled with barbarians.’

‘Are you suggesting that I am a barbarian, signora?’

‘I’m suggesting that you sound very like one.’

It was then that someone interrupted them, a voice speaking English with a German accent, but speaking it far better than either she or the Italian. ‘Is this person filling your head with nonsense about how wonderful Il Duce is, and how the forces of modernity are being unleashed by Italian Fascism?’

She looked round. He was smoking, holding two glasses of champagne in one hand and his cigarette in the other. He seemed older than the Italian, as old as Viktor maybe, with the look of a boxer in the early part of his career, before he has begun to suffer much damage - a bluntness to his nose, a heaviness to his brow. Putting his cigarette between his lips he held out one of the glasses towards Liesel. ‘Have a sip of French tradition. Even the Fascists will not be able to improve on it.’

There was a swift juggling of champagne flutes. Curiously the Italian was no longer there. The newcomer raised Liesel’s hand to within a few millimetres of his lips. ‘My name is Rainer, I’m afraid. Someone has to be . . .’

‘Someone has to be? You mean, someone in your family? It is another tradition?’

The man made a disparaging face. His hair was parted in the middle and rather long; as though, despite the well-cut suit, he wished to convey a certain bohemian look. ‘It was a joke. American style.’

‘But you are not American.’

‘I practise at their humour. One day that is all there will be to laugh at.’ He sipped and looked at Liesel thoughtfully. He was shorter than her by two or three inches and his eyes had an unashamed frankness about them. He examined her quite openly: her mouth (red, quaintly curved, she knew), her bosom (rather flat, she feared), her hands (rather long and strong for a woman). Had he been standing a few paces back she imagined he would have examined the line of her hips (broad) and her ankles (she was proud of her ankles). Perhaps he had already done all this before his approach. Somehow - why should she be concerned? - she wished that she was not wearing her spectacles. ‘And whose company do I have the pleasure of keeping?’ he asked.

‘Liesel Landauer’s.’

Eyebrows rose. ‘Landauer? You are Jewish then?’

‘Not exactly.’

‘Apostate?’

‘My husband’s family—’

He drew on his cigarette and blew a thin stream of smoke towards the painted ceiling. ‘Ah, I see. You are Frau Landauer and you have trapped a Hebrew into renouncing his religion for love’s sake.’

She wasn’t sure if she quite liked this conversation, the word Hebrew pronounced with just a hint of contempt. ‘My husband’s family are Jewish, but they are not observant.’

‘And the beautiful Frau Liesel Landauer and her fortunate husband are from . . . ?’

‘We are Czechish. These are our’ - she hesitated, the English word escaping her - ‘our Flitterwochen?’

‘Honeymoon, they say. Czechish? You are not that Landauer, are you? Motor cars?’

‘Well, yes—’

The man’s face lit up. There was something comic about his expression, a sudden childish delight painted over mock seriousness.  ‘I used to own a Landauer. A Model 50 - what they called the Torpedo. Unfortunately I aimed it at a bus and sank it.’

She laughed. ‘The bus or the Torpedo?’

‘Both, actually.’ He raised his glass. ‘To all Landauers, and those who ride them.’ They drank, although Liesel wasn’t quite sure about the toast. Landauer cars or Landauer people? And was there something vaguely suggestive about the word ‘ride’ which surely meant riding a horse as well as a vehicle? Shouldn’t it be ride in them? But her English (they were still speaking English) was not good enough to be certain, and thankfully, just when she felt a warmth in her face and the insidious discomfort of perspiration beneath her arms, Viktor appeared beside her and the conversation slipped into German. There were formal introductions, a sharp shaking of hands, a bowing, and the faintest clicking of the stranger’s heels. ‘Herr Landauer,’ he said, smiling in that knowing way he had, ‘may I congratulate you on your wonderful motor cars? And your wonderful wife.’

 



It might have come to nothing, a mere curiosity, a passing acquaintance, like drivers of Landauer cars who meet on the open road and acknowledge each other’s passing presence with a comradely wave. But they agreed to meet again. Rainer von Abt had something to show them. He smiled mysteriously when they asked, but declined to explain. ‘A special treat for the two honeymooners. ’ He would meet them at the landing stage outside their hotel at nine o’clock the next morning.

The next day was one of beaten silver, like the plate you could buy in the shops near the Rialto bridge - the shimmering silver of the water turning this way and that to catch the light and fracture it in a thousand different directions. Above that the sleek zinc of a high layer of cloud and between the two, like a layer of decorative enamel, the buildings of the city - pink and gold and ochre and orange. At the appointed time von Abt arrived in the stern of a water taxi. He was dressed in white - white flannels, white linen jacket - and looked as though he might be headed for a tennis game. ‘Buon giorno!’ he exclaimed. He handed Liesel and Viktor down into the boat while giving commands to the pilot in what seemed to be expert Italian. The engine bubbled and spluttered and edged the boat - all gleaming wood and brass - out into the  stream. ‘Avanti!’ their host cried, and they turned and headed out into the basin of St Mark’s, the narrow hull sliding past mooring posts and rocking gondolas and evading the stuttering vaporetti  like a sheep dog running past cows. There was a sensation of floating in light, of being gently buoyed up by the breeze and the luminescence of the water. Liesel felt the wind of their motion flatten her dress against her.

‘No wonder the great colourists came from here,’ von Abt observed, noticing her expression of delight. ‘Imagine spending your whole life bathed in light like this. If you were bathed in ultra-violet all that time, you’d come out black like a nigger. Here you come out white and pure, with colour in your heart.’

Viktor put his arm around her waist, as though defending her against such poetic thoughts. ‘Where are we going, von Abt?’ he called above the engine noise.

‘My secret! But like all secrets in Venice, it cannot be kept for long.’

The boat headed along the great curve of the Riva degli Schiavoni, away from the pink confection of the Doge’s Palace and towards the red-brick buildings of the Arsenale. It slowed and finally moored at a public garden beside the mouth of a small canal. Von Abt climbed ashore and led the way into the gardens as though there was no time to be lost, while Viktor and Liesel strolled after him, holding hands and laughing at the absurd adventure and at the urgent enthusiasm of this strange man with the boxer’s face and the poet’s vision of the city. ‘A homosexual,’ Viktor whispered in her ear.

She was outraged by the idea. ‘Surely not!’

‘You can tell. At least I can tell.’

‘Tell what?’ asked von Abt over his shoulder.

Viktor grinned at Liesel. ‘That you are a poet.’

‘Ah!’ The man raised an imperious finger. ‘A poet, yes; but not a poet of words. I am a poet of form.’

‘A dancer then?’

‘No.’

‘A sculptor?’

‘A poet of space and structure. That is what I wish to show you.’

Their footsteps crunched over gravel. There were buildings  among the trees, a strange mixture of styles, not at all ornate and ancient like the rest of the city, but newly built pavilions that might have housed cafés or restaurants, perhaps an orangery or greenhouse. In the furthest corner of the garden was a ponderous neo-classical building. Von Abt strode up the steps and led them into the echoing hallway. There were groups of people walking round and talking in hushed voices as though they were in church. Footsteps clipped beneath the high vault. There were framed designs mounted on display boards, and glass-topped tables with models made of balsa wood and celluloid. People peered and pointed, shifting their viewpoints like billiard players preparing a shot.

‘Why are you being so mysterious, Herr von Abt?’ Liesel asked.

‘You must call me Rainer, for I am certainly not going to call you Frau Landauer. And I am not mysterious. I am showing you everything I do, in the pure and unremitting light of day.’ He had stopped before one of the displays. The label was in Italian and English: Progetto per una Padiglione Austriaca; Project for an Austrian Pavilion, Rainer von Abt, 1929. ‘There!’ he said. ‘Ecco!  Voilà! Siehe da!’

Viktor made a small noise - ‘Ah!’ - just as though something had bitten him. ‘So!’ he exclaimed, crouching down to bring his eyes level with the model. He was looking across a green baize lawn, past miniature trees carved from cork, towards a low-lying box with transparent celluloid sides. There were small chairs inside the box, like the furniture made for dollshouses, and narrow pillars of chrome wire and a reflecting pool made out of the kind of mirror that a woman - that Liesel herself - carries in her handbag. The colours of the model were those that von Abt had extolled in their voyage down from Saint Mark’s: ethereal white, glaucous pearl, glistening chrome.

Viktor straightened up with an expansive smile. ‘You are an architect!’

‘I repeat,’ replied Rainer von Abt, ‘I am a poet of space and form. Of light’ - it seemed to be no difficulty at all to drag another quality into his aesthetic - ‘of light and space and form. Architects are people who build walls and floors and roofs. I capture and enclose the space within.’  For lunch - ‘You must be our guest,’ Viktor insisted - they found a restaurant that boasted a courtyard where they could eat beneath the luminous leaves of a vine. They ordered moleche, soft-shelled crabs, and a white wine called Soave. They toasted each other, glasses clinking together across the table and catching the sunlight. They talked, of art and architecture, of painting and sculpture, of the nonsense of the Dadaists and the absurd found objects of Duchamp, of Cubism and Fauvism and a group of little-known Dutch artists whom von Abt admired. ‘De Stijl, they call themselves. Do you know them? Van Doesburg, Mondrian? Purity of line, focus on shape and proportion.’ The honeymooners did not know this latest group. They knew the word clearly enough - de stijl, the style - but the idea of a group of stylish, modern Dutchmen almost seemed a contradiction in terms. Liesel expressed her liking for the Jugendstil, the Young Style, and the artists of the Viennese Secession. ‘Klimt painted my mother when she was young,’ she told von Abt. ‘The portrait hangs in the dining room of my parents’ house.’

Von Abt smiled at her. ‘If the daughter is anything to go by she must be a beautiful woman. I am sure that Klimt did her justice.’

‘It is a wonderful painting . . .’

‘All gilt and tinsel, no doubt. But . . .’ There was always a but. It seemed that von Abt moved round the world butting into obstacles placed in his way by the less intelligent, less gifted, less imaginative. ‘But as a style, what is the Secession? Wagner? Olbrich? Do you know their building in Vienna? Of course you do.’

‘I think it very fine. Bold lines, a statement of intent.’

‘But it looks like a mausoleum! Or a railway station! A building should not look like something! It should just be, a shape without references, defined only by the material it is built of and the conception of the architect. As abstract as a painting by De Stijl.’

Viktor was nodding in approval but Liesel protested, ‘What building is abstract? An abstract building would let the rain in.’

Von Abt’s laughter was loud and forthright, so that people at nearby tables looked round to see the source of the noise. ‘I am, you see, a disciple of the great Adolf Loos. You know Loos? He hails, I believe, from your home city.’

‘I have met the man,’ Viktor said. ‘I admire his work. It is a shame he felt the need to flee Město. But things are different now. The place is looking to the future.’

This seemed to please von Abt. He praised the virtues of his master, the intelligence, the sense of pure uncluttered form. He drew spaces and constructions before them on the table cloth to illustrate his ideas; he cast towers into the sky and - as Viktor later put it - castles into the air. He extolled the virtues of glass and steel and concrete, and decried the millstones of brick and stone that hung about peoples’ necks. ‘Ever since Man came out of the cave he has been building caves around him,’ he cried. ‘Building caves! But I wish to take Man out of the cave and float him in the air. I wish to give him a glass space to inhabit.’

Glass Space, Glasraum. It was the first time Liesel had heard the expression.

‘Perhaps,’ said Viktor, glancing thoughtfully at his wife and then back to the architect, ‘perhaps you could design a Glass Space for us.’




Commitment

That evening they dined by candlelight on the balcony of their room, watching the glimmering boats, the gondolas and the sandalos, pass below. There was the slap of the water against wooden piles, not the rhythmic sound of the sea but a hurried noise, like cats lapping in the darkness. ‘What do you think of our friend?’ Viktor asked.

‘A curiosity. He’s very full of energy.’

‘Almost too full. You find him attractive?’

‘He would attract a certain type of woman.’

‘But not my Liesel?’

She smiled. ‘Your Liesel is attracted only by you,’ she said comfortingly.

He took her hand across the table. ‘When you say things like that, I would happily take you immediately, right here at the table.’

‘How outrageous. People would complain and we would both be arrested by handsome carabinieri and carried away to that awful gaol that we saw in the Doge’s Palace.’ They had invented this kind of talk over the few days they had been together. It was something new, something slippery, daring. Schlüpfrig. Previously such banter had been about strangers; this was the first time that the subject of their amusement was someone known to them, and whereas previous jokes had appeared harmless enough, this seemed more dangerous.

‘What do you think of my suggestion that he might build us our house?’

‘Is he to be trusted with something so precious?’ she asked. ‘We  must see his work, mustn’t we? Get references, that kind of thing.’

They had already spoken with architects about the new house. They had discussed proposals, shaken their heads over gables and towers, questioned ornate and mullioned windows, even marched round a balsa wood and celluloid model of something that one studio had suggested. But nothing had seemed right for Viktor’s vision of the future, his desire not to be pinned down by race or creed, his determination to speak Czech as well as German, his insistence on reading Lidové Noviny, his talk of inovace and pokrok, innovation and progress. ‘Let the world move on,’ he would say. ‘We’ - he meant those newly created political beings, the Czechoslovaks - ‘have a new direction to take, a new world to make. We are neither German nor Slav. We can choose our history, that’s the point. It’s up to us, don’t you see? People like us.’

And now there was this fortuitous encounter with a young architect in the amphibious city of Venice, a man whose architectural ideals seemed to be of the future rather than the past.

‘I can send a telegram to Adolf Loos. Von Abt claims to have studied under him.’

‘Claims? Do you doubt his word?’

‘Do you?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Well, we will see. We must arrange to meet him again. Interview him.’ He was suddenly businesslike, a disconcerting manner that he could put on at a moment’s notice. One expected him to gather papers up from the table in front of him and tap them into some kind of order and slip them away inside a leather briefcase, then call for a car to whisk him away to another meeting. ‘We must find out for ourselves what his ideas might be. He gave me his card. I will give him a ring.’

‘Can’t we leave that kind of thing until we’re back home?’

‘Why wait? Why not strike while the iron is hot?’

 



The meeting with Rainer von Abt took place the next day. He was summoned to their suite at six o’clock in the evening, ostensibly for cocktails but actually to be grilled about the possibility of his designing their house. It was a fine evening, with the windows open and the slop and stir of the water outside like the presence of  some large feline animal. Liesel stayed out on the balcony, smoking and sipping her drink and looking out over the basin of St Mark’s towards the Isola San Giorgio, while the two men remained inside the room to talk. She was conscious that von Abt glanced towards her from time to time. She told herself that she was unmoved by his attentions. He was short, dark, bouncing in that boxing manner of his, whereas what she admired was tall and angular and almost stooped when standing or sitting, as though making a concession to people of lesser height than he. Viktor. A man of qualities, a man who was altogether admirable.

‘It is quite a proposition,’ von Abt remarked when Viktor had finished what he had to say. ‘Quite a difficult proposition.’

‘Why difficult? Build a house.’ Viktor held his hands open as though to show the simplicity of things. ‘Difficult for me, perhaps, but surely straightforward for an architect. If you asked me to build you a motor car . . .’

‘Ah, but you build a motor car for a market, don’t you? You might wish to build a motor car to your taste, but actually you build a motor car for a market.’

‘Precisely,’ Viktor agreed. ‘The same with a house. Only the market is me alone. And my wife.’

‘That is exactly the problem with such a commission. You, your wife.’

‘We are a problem?’

‘The situation creates a problem. You want someone to build a house, four walls—’

‘Maybe more, maybe more than four.’

‘—and a roof. Doors, windows, upstairs, downstairs, the whole rigmarole. Servants’ quarters, I imagine . . .’

‘They must go somewhere.’

‘Quite so. But it’ll be working to order.’

‘Rooms for the children,’ Liesel called from the balcony.

Von Abt smiled and inclined his head towards her. ‘Rooms for the children, indeed. However, I wish to do different things than mere construction. I wish to create a work of art. A work that is the very reverse of sculpture: I wish to enclose a space.’ And he made a gesture, using both his hands, the space between them as fluid and shifting as the air out of which he modelled it. ‘So. It is not like a client making demands and the artisan or the factory  worker listening to those demands and doing what he is told. It is me making my vision in concrete and glass.’

Viktor glanced towards Liesel and smiled. She didn’t know how to read him in this kind of encounter. She was learning how to read him in matters of love and companionship, but she had never seen him in negotiation with a client or a workers’ representative or a supplier. He was smiling, sitting back to consider the matter, with his elbows on the arms of his chair and his hands in front of his face, his long fingers steepled together like the groins of a Gothic vault and his mouth composed in a quiet and confident smile. ‘Show me,’ he said.

‘Show you?’

‘Yes. Prepare some drawings. The kind of thing you would wish to do. The kind of’ - he paused - ‘space you would wish to enclose. Just sketches.’ Almost as an afterthought, he added, ‘The site is sloping, quite steeply sloping. Overlooking the whole city. Do you know Město? Perhaps you don’t. Below the hill is a park - the Lužánky Park. It used to be known as the Augarten but of course the name has been changed. Where we live, everything has two names. Austrian. Czech. It is the way of our world. So, you must imagine a house at the top of a hill, quite a steep hill, and below it a sloping field, and then laid out before it the whole of the city. A magnificent prospect. Make some drawings.’

Von Abt held out his hands helplessly. ‘But how large? I have no information, no idea of what you want.’

‘A family home. I have made that clear. A home for my wife and me and our eventual children. Say’ - he smiled at Liesel - ‘a maximum of three. What area? Say three hundred square metres. Just sketch something out.’

‘I will bring you photographs of some of my work. That will suffice.’

‘I would like to see some ideas.’

‘You will see ideas. I work with nothing but ideas.’

Viktor laughed. Liesel had somehow expected that he would be angry, but instead he laughed. ‘Show me your ideas, then. Convince me that you are the man for our house.’

 



Two days later they met again, by appointment, at Café Florian in the Piazza. St Mark’s stood like a fantasy of Arabian tents at the  end of the great space and the orchestra, camped outside the café like a band of nomads, played selections from Verdi’s operas. Rainer von Abt approached their table with all the panache of an opera singer making his entrance. ‘Ecco!’ he announced, and placed a portfolio on their table. ‘I have laboured day and night, to the disadvantage of my current work. But the demands of true love are more powerful than mere artistic patronage.’

The tapes were untied and the portfolio was opened and Viktor and Liesel put their heads together to look. There were photographs, large glossy prints with studio stamps on the back: an apartment block with white, featureless walls; a square, banded villa set in an anonymous garden; an office block of some kind, all plate glass and white plaster.

‘This is all your work?’

‘Of course it is.’ He leaned forward and pulled out another photograph, one showing a long, low apartment block receding down the perspective lines of a street. ‘Weissenhofsiedlung in Stuttgart. Have you seen the place? Le Corbusier, Mies van der Rohe, Behrens, Schneck. Do you know these people?’

‘Of course,’ said Viktor. ‘Le Corbusier, of course. And Behrens.’

Von Abt made a small sound that may have been amusement. ‘And von Abt,’ he said, putting the photographs aside. ‘Those are some of the things I have done. Now, the things that I have imagined. ’ He spread out some drawings. These were all architect’s sketches, rectilinear, sharp of line, devoid of any kind of embellishment. He pointed with a thick, artisan’s finger. ‘That one I am working on for people in Berlin. An industrialist and his third wife. They wanted columns and capitals and statues and I told them that if they were looking for ornament, they could look elsewhere. Perhaps you know the essay by Loos, “Ornament and Crime”?’

Viktor smiled. ‘Certainly I do.’

‘Well then, that is our manifesto. The Communists have theirs and we of the Modern Movement have ours. You ask me to design you a house? I will design you a house. But form without ornament is all I can give you.’ He looked round at the long colonnades of the Piazza, at a couple of children immersed in a fluttering cloud of pigeons and being photographed by a commercial photographer with a massive mahogany box camera.  Beyond them were the ornate domes of the Basilica with its mosaics and prancing horses. He gestured towards the scene, as though somehow it had been laid on for his own purposes. ‘Here, in the most ornamental city in the whole world, I am offering you the very opposite.’

And at his gesture things began to happen. At least that was the impression Liesel had: the café orchestra set off on a lugubrious traipse round the ‘Lament of the Hebrew Slaves’; the photographer bent his head beneath his black cape; and the children, focused through the lens of his machine, shrieked with laughter as though being captured in the box, being inverted and diminished, gave them a physical sensation like being tickled or being frightened. Viktor sipped champagne and considered von Abt’s drawings.

‘It all seems rather cold.’

‘Cold?’ For once von Abt appeared lost for words. ‘Cold! All my work, all my art is based on this.’ He took a pencil from an inner pocket and leaned forward to draw a line as sharp as a razor cut on the nearest sheet of paper. ‘This is the first work of art: the woman who lies down.’ He looked from Viktor to Liesel, holding her gaze for moment longer than seemed polite. Then he went back to the sheet of paper and drew another line, a vertical cutting at right angles through the horizontal. ‘And this. This is the man who penetrates her. The result is the rectangular cross that underpins all my art. What could be warmer than that?’

Liesel took a cigarette and lit it, hoping it would distract her from von Abt’s look, hoping she would not blush beneath his gaze. ‘Yes, Herr von Abt seems a most uncold person. Don’t you agree, Viktor?’




Conception

When the Landauer couple returned home they moved into a furnished villa in the Masaryk quarter of the city. Overlooking the river Svratka and the wooded hills beyond, this was a turreted, crenellated monster of a villa, the very antithesis of their plans for their own house. ‘How can I live and breathe in such surroundings? ’ Viktor had exclaimed when they had first looked round the place. Yet it was in this rented fortress, among the ormolu lamps and velvet drapes, beneath ornate plastered ceilings and chandeliers of Murano glass, that they pursued their ideal of a modern house that would be adapted to the future rather than the past, to the openness of modern living rather than the secretive and stultified life of the previous century.

The Glass Space.

For the moment it was without form or substance, yet it existed, diffuse, diverse, in their minds and in the mind of Rainer von Abt. It existed in the manner that ideas and ideals, shifting and insubstantial, may exist. Space, light, glass; some spare furniture; windows looking out on a garden; a sweep of shining floor, travertine, perhaps; white and ivory and the gleam of chrome. The elements moved, evolved, transformed, metamorphosed in the way that they do in dreams, changing shape and form and yet, to the dreamer, remaining what they always were:  der Glasraum, der Glastraum, a single letter change metamorphosing one into the other, the Glass Space becoming the Glass Dream, a dream that went with the spirit of the brand new country in which they found themselves, a state in which being Czech or German or Jew would not matter, in which democracy would  prevail and art and science would combine to bring happiness to all people.

 



Towards the end of summer Rainer von Abt came to inspect the site. How, Liesel wondered, would he appear out of the only context she had for him, that fantasy world of Venice in the spring? There he had seemed a character as unreal as the city itself, a creature of imagination and fantasy, capable of conjuring quaint  palazzi or overwrought churches or melancholy squares out of the mists of the lagoon as though by some kind of innate magic. How would he seem now, coming off the Vienna train into the literal world of Město?

‘Just another smug Viennese, I expect,’ Viktor suggested as they waited on the platform amongst the milling crowds and the idle porters.

‘Why should he be smug?’

‘All Viennese are smug. It comes from having lorded it over the Empire for so long.’

She felt indignant on behalf of the man. ‘He’s not that kind of Viennese at all! How cynical you are, Viktor.’

‘I’m realistic.’

Amidst apocalyptic clouds of steam the Vienna train drew in. Doors slammed open and passengers stepped down. She saw von Abt standing at the door of his carriage before he caught sight of them. In a grey homburg hat and black coat he did indeed have the look of a smug businessman. ‘There he is!’ Liesel waved. Von Abt was peering over the people on the platform with an expression that was almost disdainful, as though he despised both the seething crowd below him and the explosive rattle of the Czech language all around. Then he saw her waving and an expression of relief passed across his face. ‘My friends!’ he cried, climbing down from the carriage and flinging out his arms. ‘My friends!’ For a moment he seemed about to hug them, but in the event he merely clasped Viktor’s hand in both of his own and raised Liesel’s to within breathing distance of his lips. How enchanted he was to see them once more. Enchanté, he said. If it were possible, they were looking even happier than they had been in Venice; and Frau Liesel even lovelier.

She laughed at the absurd compliments. He was not a smug  businessman, he was a performer, an artist of verve and flair. She took his arm and led him along the platform, addressing him as  du rather than Sie, the familiar rather than the formal. ‘How is Vienna?’ she asked. ‘Do you miss Venice? Wasn’t it wonderful there? Don’t you love the place?’

Von Abt made a disparaging face. ‘As always Vienna is stimulating and depressing in almost equal measure. Overwrought and undercooked, like its cuisine.’

‘And did you have a good journey?’

‘Certainly, because of the anticipation of seeing you both again. But passport control at the border was ridiculous. It seems ironical that, though the world is moving forward, it has created a new border control where before none existed.’

‘I suppose that’s the price of change. It’s a small loss of freedom compared with other freedoms we have gained.’

He looked at her with that disturbing smile. ‘And are you free, Frau Liesel?’

Viktor was striding ahead, past signs saying Ausgang and  Vychod. She tried to read the meaning of von Abt’s question. ‘Of course I’m free.’

They reached the approximate sunshine of the station forecourt. The scene outside the station seemed the epitome of that freedom - the bustle of people coming and going, the taxi cabs stuttering past, the trams clanging and grinding along the Bahnring, the whole energy and enthusiasm of the new republic. There was a small crowd round a newsstand where the newspapers were announcing the latest technological marvel, the first flight of Germany’s new airship, the Graf Zeppelin. Photographs showed the great beast floating like a huge marine animal over the seabed while bottom-dwelling creatures scurried around in its shadow. ‘One day soon,’ von Abt suggested, ‘we’ll be able to fly across the Atlantic as easily as taking a train from here to Paris.’

Would it really be possible? Liesel felt all the possibilities of the future. How remarkable this century, which had started so disastrously, might yet prove to be.

Viktor ushered them across the road. ‘The Grand Hotel isn’t the Sacher,’ he said apologetically, ‘but it’s convenient. Perhaps we can have lunch there before going on to see the site?’

So they ate together in the hotel, in the winter garden, among the palms and the cacti. ‘Like old times,’ von Abt observed, as though those Venice days were a generation ago and had lasted for years. And Liesel would have been happy to indulge him, to talk about the canals and the churches, about Titian and Tiepolo; but Viktor was impatient with the conversation and eager to talk about the house.

‘Ah, the house.’ Von Abt nodded. ‘Of course, the house. The Landauer House.’

The Landauer House! Waiters cruised among the palm fronds. The room was filled with the sound of diners, the murmur of their conversation and the ringing of cutlery on porcelain, and Rainer von Abt was looking from one to the other of his hosts with that expression of mixed amusement and thoughtfulness, as though to assess the impact of those words: das Landauer Haus! It was the first time that Liesel had heard the house, the fictitious house, the fantasy house, the house of dream and imagination, referred to in terms so concrete.

‘I wish,’ he was telling them, ‘not just to design a house but to create a whole world. I want to work from the foundations to the interior, the windows, the doorways, the furnishings, the fabric of the place as well as the structure. I will design you a life. Not a mere house to live in, but a whole way of life.’ He opened his hands as though the life were there within his grasp. ‘Your abode will be a work of art at which people will wonder.’

He reached into his briefcase and took out a block of cartridge paper and some pencils. ‘Look.’ His pencil swept lines across the page. ‘You said five bedrooms as well as servants’ quarters? I have thought that the two should be apart, with room for the motor cars between. Something like this . . .’ A shape appeared on his pad, a silver rectangle that, filled with pillars and a triangular pediment, might have become the façade of a classical temple, but cross-hatched with window frames and doorways became, as they watched, a suburban house of geometrical simplicity emerging as though from the white fog of paper.

Viktor frowned. ‘A flat roof? Is that suitable for our climate?’

‘Modern materials. With modern materials we can fight the elements.’ The pencil moved again and mere lines took on substance, solidity. He stroked some shading across the ground and  blurred it into shadow with his thumb. With that gesture, that touch of a god-like hand, the sun shone. The pencil moved again and the small, elfin figure of an infant ran along the terrace in front of the house, the future there before them. ‘Your child,’ he said, looking up. ‘Your first child.’ He noticed Liesel’s blush. ‘Have I guessed something?’

She looked from von Abt to her husband and back, wondering whether to disclose this confidence that hadn’t yet been conveyed to either of their parents. Viktor nodded faintly. ‘Yes, you have,’ she confirmed. ‘Not many people know yet - just my doctor really - but we’re going to have a baby. The news is . . . new. What else can news be? Just a few days old. The baby is due in March.’

Von Abt looked from one to the other. ‘I must congratulate you both.’

‘The achievement is all Liesel’s,’ Viktor said with that dry smile. ‘I played but a brief role.’ There was laughter between the three of them, a moment of shared intimacy such as old friends may have. That was what Liesel felt. Something intense and intimate, as though her pregnancy, the organic fact of it, had created a small, tight circle of special knowledge around these two men. Uncertain exactly how to address him - Herr von Abt? Herr Rainer? - she grabbed the moment. ‘Rainer, I wish to choose the interior of the house - the fabrics, the flooring, the furnishings.’

He reached out across the table and laid a comforting hand on hers. ‘It will be a collaborative effort. I will build nothing that Frau Liesel will not adore. Nothing!’

 



After lunch they drove up Černopolní, Blackfield Hill, to see the plot. Viktor drew the car to a halt in a gravel lay-by that overlooked the whole city. It was a wet and blustery day, a foretaste of autumn, and smoke from a thousand chimneys smudged the air. The roofs stretched away like a choppy sea to the distant shore of the Špilas fortress.

‘Here we are,’ Viktor said. ‘This is where you must work. This is your canvas.’

Beyond a gate a meadow sloped down, gently at first, then steeply towards trees at the bottom. Down there the bulk of a large house could be vaguely seen among trees; beyond that was  Parkstrasse and then Lužánky park itself. Raindrops blurred the view through Liesel’s spectacles. ‘Don’t you think the position is fine?’ she said.

‘Very fine,’ von Abt agreed. ‘Magnificent.’

She pulled on waterproof overshoes and followed the two men. In the meadow there were apple trees and a single silver birch. Windfalls rotted amongst the grass. Try as she might, she could not picture anything built in this place. There was nothing but this empty hillside and this view of the city. Breathtaking, literally, the wind snatching her breath away.

‘I used to come up here with my brother,’ she said. ‘When we were just children. The birch tree was our god. We’d sit with the sun on our faces and look at the tree and the whole city beyond seemed almost our plaything, a toy town.’ Had they heard her? The wind battered her head and snatched her words away. ‘Benno used to tell me that there were prisoners in the Špilas castle, chained to the wall so that they had to stand on tiptoe. If they relaxed the chains would cut their hands off. I never knew whether to believe him.’ The wind blew a smattering of drizzle in her face. She removed her glasses to wipe them. Von Abt was a blurred figure in the rain, examining every detail of the site from the ground at his feet to the slope of the meadow. ‘Here?’ he asked, pointing. ‘Right here?’

‘Wherever you like,’ Viktor replied. ‘Wherever you think best. I’d say here at the top, wouldn’t you? The whole field is ours of course. Down there,’ he pointed down the hill, ‘is Liesel’s family home. The land is all in the family.’

Von Abt had produced a camera from the pocket of his coat, a Leica just like Viktor’s. He snapped the lens out and raised the device to his eye, holding himself steady while he shot a series of photographs of the road, the meadow, the slope. ‘You have a plan of the place?’

‘I’ve had my surveyors draw one up.’

The architect nodded. He walked down through the wet grass as far as the silver birch and looked back up the hillside.

‘Will there be any problem with the slope?’ Viktor asked.

‘We’ll have to excavate. Dig deep and create sure foundations. Gravity is your enemy, but then gravity is always the enemy of the building. If it weren’t for gravity we’d build castles in the air.’ He  looked up to where Liesel stood at the top of the slope, then raised the camera, framing her as she stood there in the long grass with the hem of her coat stained with damp. She felt self-conscious beneath the Cyclops gaze of the little camera, as though it was seeing more than the surface of her, the tall, slightly awkward body, the smooth and expensive clothes, the pale makeup and scarlet arabesque of her mouth, the shining discs of her spectacles. Perhaps, in some mysterious way, it was seeing the occult fact of her pregnancy.

‘I like your silver birch,’ he called up to her. ‘I love your silver birch. It will be the axis of your garden, the feature round which the whole design will circle. House and garden as one. Will your brother approve?’

He had heard. The fact made her feel absurdly happy, as though Benno himself had just smiled at her. ‘I am sure he would have approved. But I’m afraid he’s dead. He died in the war.’

‘I’m sorry.’ He made his way back up to her side.

‘Do you know what they did?’ she told him as he joined her. ‘When he was seventeen and about to go off to join the army, do you know what they did?’

‘Who did what?’

‘My parents. I was only twelve. I caught spála. That’s what we call it. Scarlet fever. And when the rash started they banished me to the chata down there in the garden.’

‘Chata? What’s a chata?’

‘A sort of country cottage that people build. I think it must come from the German, don’t you? Hütte? This one’s really just a summerhouse but that’s what we call it, the chata. It’s down there amongst the trees.’ She pointed. ‘Papi had a bathroom put in - double quick, you can imagine - and I had to live there with the nurse. And why did they do this? All to ensure that Benno didn’t catch the disease and maybe develop rheumatic fever and therefore not be able to join the army.’ She looked at von Abt. Suddenly the blurring of her sight wasn’t caused by rain on her spectacles: suddenly there were tears in her eyes. ‘Isn’t that stupid? They didn’t want Benno to catch scarlet fever in case it would prevent him from joining the army. They should have put us together in the hope that he’d catch it, and then maybe he’d be alive today.’

‘I’m sorry.’

She smiled, as though to console him. ‘You weren’t to know.’

As they climbed back up to the road something shifted in the atmosphere, some coincidence of wind and light and vapour that brought a rupture in the cloud and let the sun break through. She turned and looked back. The grey clouds were grazed with red. The whole orb of the sun was hanging low to the right of the Špilas hill, its light slanting directly across the city to pick them out there on the hillside in a sudden warm amber glow. Beside her, von Abt raised the camera again and captured the moment of illumination with a small, decisive click of the shutter, a measure of milliseconds. ‘You know what?’ There was something in his expression, a suppressed excitement, the thrill of a secret that, for the moment, he alone possessed. ‘You know what?’

His enthusiasm reminded her of Benno, all those plans he used to have. Viktor was standing impatiently by the car. ‘What? What should I know?’

‘I’ll build your house upside down.’

‘Upside down? What do you mean, upside down?’

‘Just what I say.’

‘You must explain.’

But he wouldn’t explain, wouldn’t tell her. ‘Just an idea,’ he said as they climbed back into the car. ‘Just an idea.’

 



That evening Liesel’s parents held a dinner in honour of the guest. A hopeful from the architectural world of the city had been invited, and the pianist Miroslav Němec. Conversation stumbled occasionally between Czech and German. The architect clearly regarded Rainer von Abt as an interloper and Viktor Landauer as something of a traitor by suggesting that he might employ this Viennese to build his house. Entirely German and quite oblivious to such tensions, Liesel’s mother sat at the end of the table with the Klimt portrait looking over her shoulder. Nowadays the face in the painting bore more resemblance to the daughter than it did to the woman who had sat for it two decades earlier: there was the same oval face, the same pursed and thoughtful mouth, the same dark, considerate eyes, the same aquiline nose. But no one, mother or daughter or anyone else, could ever have worn the dress that the artist had created for his subject, a garment that  was a vortex of snow and ice, of diamonds and peacock tail feathers.

‘Very decorative,’ von Abt said as he admired the painting.

‘I was the toast of Vienna,’ Liesel’s mother told him. ‘Those were the days, Herr von Abt. When the Monarchy was still alive.’

But Liesel knew the code: ‘decorative’ was not good. Ornament was Crime. ‘Mother, the Monarchy was moribund long before Herr Klimt painted you. It just took a long time dying.’

‘It was socialism that killed it,’ her mother retorted. ‘Had the Socialists not killed it, it would still be there. And now we are left living in a state dreamed up by foreigners.’

There was an awkward pause. At the head of the table, her father smiled enigmatically from behind his moustaches. ‘The war is what killed the Monarchy,’ Liesel insisted. ‘The war killed the Monarchy just as it killed Benno. Stupid old men thinking that they might play around with fighting just as they did throughout the last century. And they found out that they couldn’t, that war kills people, ruins lives and destroys countries. But now perhaps we can build a new one, if they’ll let us. Socialism builds things.’

The silence deepened, became cavernous. Her mother looked appalled. Socialism? The idea seemed outrageous. Not only outrageous but dangerous.

‘So how do you find Socialist Vienna, Herr von Abt?’ Liesel’s father asked. ‘My daughter clearly admires it.’

Even von Abt seemed at a loss for words. He who could always discover a retort or a bon mot, needed to scratch around for something to say. ‘The Socialists have tried to do something. Their building projects are exceptional . . . The Karl-Marx-Hof . . .’

It was Němec’s wife who unwittingly saved the situation. She knew how she found Vienna. She found Vienna full of shops and cafés, a positive plethora - she used the word Überfülle, her lips enveloping the vowels as they might a strudel - of things that didn’t seem socialist at all. Wasn’t socialism to do with bringing everything down to the lowest? Well Vienna raised things up to the highest. ‘Prague has nothing to compare,’ she complained, ‘and so I am forced to go to Vienna. And then they try and charge me duty at the border.’

The discomfiting moment, the daughter lecturing the mother, the mention of the dead Benno and the cursed socialism, seemed  to have passed. But it left its mark on the evening, like an embarrassing blemish that everyone notices but no one remarks on. Except Rainer von Abt. ‘If you decide to storm the barricades, I will surely follow,’ he murmured to Liesel as they followed her parents to the drawing room to listen to Němec play.

She had to suppress her laughter. ‘I’m afraid that you’ll leave Viktor behind.’

The guests settled into a semicircle of chairs, with the Bösendorfer at the focus. They talked in hushed tones, as though in church. Němec sat at the keyboard and played something by his mentor Leoš Janáček, a piano suite of mournful tone whose notes meandered through the room, occasionally dying away to silence, occasionally hammering on the startled audience’s ears. Liesel’s mother listened with a stern concentration that was a rebuke to anyone less attentive than she. In the pause between movements, von Abt leaned over to Liesel and breathed in her ear, ‘Why are Czechs always so mournful?’

‘They have,’ she whispered back, ‘a great deal to be mournful about.’

‘I’m not surprised, with music like this.’

There was a terrible moment when laughter threatened to bubble up out of control. Viktor caught her eye and frowned. The pianist swayed back and forth, rumbling out deep and sorrowful arpeggios. Von Abt compressed his lips thoughtfully and gazed at the ornate plasterwork of the ceiling, while the giggles rose in Liesel’s throat until she feared she might choke.

‘I thought you behaved disgracefully this evening,’ Viktor said when they were undressing for bed.

‘What on earth do you mean?’

‘Giggling like a schoolgirl with that fellow von Abt.’

‘Don’t be absurd, Viktor. We were laughing. We find the same things funny.’

‘You were behaving like children.’

‘Don’t be such a prig!’

The little argument flared and died. In the morning it was forgotten, for there were other, more momentous events to occupy the mind: a meeting with the company lawyers where an agreement was signed between Landauer, Viktor and Landauerová, Liesel on the one hand, and Herr Doktor Architekt Abt, Rainer  (‘You may leave out the “von”’) on the other, for the design of a family home of two storeys and a basement, with a floor area of approximately five hundred square metres, and the addition of a garage for a saloon car and separate quarters for servants of one hundred and twenty square metres, preliminary plans to be completed in two months and final plans by April of the year 1929. Details of construction to be agreed by common consent and the design of furnishings and fittings to be decided over the ensuing months, all designs to be subject to final approval by Landauer, Viktor and Landauerová, Liesel.

Pens scratched in the still atmosphere of the legal office. A banker’s draft, drawn on the Živnostenská Banka, was handed across the table. There was a shake of hands, solemn and businesslike with Viktor, warm and two-handed with Liesel, and the commission had been formalised. The Landauer House, a mere figment, would be crystallised into fact.

‘He’s a strange fellow,’ Viktor remarked as they saw von Abt off at the railway station. ‘You don’t know where you are with him.’




Hana

‘How is the baby going?’ Hana Hanáková asks.

‘It seems fine. The doctor tells me that all is proceeding as normal.’

Hana is the privileged one, Liesel’s intimate friend. Although the younger of the two, it is she who mediates on Liesel’s behalf between Czech and German, between the world of the arts and business, between the various social circles that interlock and intersect within the bourgeois society of the city. Away from their respective husbands, the two women meet every Wednesday at the café that Fuchs designed for the gardens inside the Schramm-Ring - the Café Zeman - where they sit as always and almost by right in their favourite corner so that they can look out across the tables and see who is there and who might be worth talking about. Hana drinks turecká, Turkish coffee, and eats Sachertorte and lets people look at her. ‘You know my latest?’ she says. She touches crumbs of cake away from her lips. Her mouth, that feature that seems to fascinate men, is down-turned when in repose. This gives her a look of faint disapproval, to be relieved, suddenly and surprisingly, when she smiles. Her smile, when it strikes you, makes you feel that there is joy and pleasure to be had in life after all.
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