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  Mysterium Cosmographicum




  


     

  




  Johannes Kepler, asleep in his ruff, has dreamed the solution to the cosmic mystery. He holds it cupped in his mind as in his hands he would a

  precious something of unearthly frailty and splendour. O do not wake! But he will. Mistress Barbara, with a grain of grim satisfaction, shook him by his ill-shod foot, and at once the fabulous egg

  burst, leaving only a bit of glair and a few coordinates of broken shell.




  And 0.00429.




  He was cramped and cold, with a vile gum of sleep in his mouth. Opening an eye he spied his wife reaching for his dangling foot again, and dealt her a tiny kick to the knuckles. She looked at

  him, and under that fat flushed look he winced and made elaborate business with the brim of his borrowed hat. The child Regina, his stepdaughter, primly perched beside her mother, took in this

  little skirmish with her accustomed mild gaze. Young Tyge Brahe appeared then, leaning down from on high into the carriage window, a pale moist melanochroid, lean of limb, limp of paw, with a sly

  eye.




  “We are arrived, sir,” he said, smirking. That sir. Kepler, wiping his mouth discreetly on his sleeve, alighted on quaking legs from the carriage.




  “Ah.”




  The castle of Benatek confronted him, grand and impassive in the sunlit February air, more vast even than the black bulk of woe that had lowered over him all the way from Graz. A bubble of gloom

  rose and broke in the mud of his fuddled wits. Mästlin, even Mästlin had failed him: why expect more of Tycho the Dane? His vision swam as the tears welled. He was not yet thirty; he felt

  far older than that. But then, knuckling his eyes, he turned in time to witness the Junker Tengnagel, caparisoned blond brute, fall arse over tip off his rearing horse into the rutted slush of the

  road, and he marvelled again at the inexhaustible bounty of the world, that has always a little consolation to offer.




  It was a further comfort that the grand serenity of Benatek was no more than a stony exterior: inside the gates, that gave into a cobbled courtyard, the quintet of travellers arrived in the

  midst of bedlam. Planks clattered, bricks crashed, masons whistled. An overburdened pack mule, ears back and muzzle turned inside out, brayed and brayed. Tyge waved a hand and said: “The new

  Uraniborg!” and laughed, and, as they stooped under a sagging granite lintel, a surge of excitement, tinged with the aftertaste of his dream, rose like warm gorge in Kepler’s throat.

  Perhaps after all he had done right in coming to Bohemia? He might do great work here, at Brahe’s castle, swaddled in the folds of a personality larger far and madder than his own.




  They entered a second, smaller courtyard. There were no workings here. Patches of rust-stained snow clung in crevices and on window ledges. A beam of sunlight leaned against a tawny wall. All

  was calm, or was until, like a thing dropped into a still pool, a figure appeared from under the shadow of an arch, a dwarf it was, with enormous hands and head and little legs and a humped back.

  He smiled, essaying a curtsy as they went past. Frau Barbara took Regina’s hand.




  “God save you, gentles,” the dwarf piped, in his miniature voice, and was ignored.




  Through a studded door they entered a hall with an open fire. Figures moved to and fro in the reddish gloom. Kepler hung back, his wife behind him panting softly in his ear. They peered. Could

  it be they had been led into the servants’ quarters? At a table by the fire sat a swarth man with a moustache, hugely eating. Kepler’s heart thumped. He had heard tell of Tycho

  Brahe’s eccentricities, and doubtless it was one of them to dine down here, and doubtless this was he, the great man at last. It was not. The fellow looked up and said to Tycho’s son:

  “Eh! you are returned.” He was Italian. “How are things in Prague?”




  “Chapped,” young Tyge said, shrugging, “chapped, I would think.”




  The Italian frowned, and then: “Ah, I have you, I have you. Ha.”




  Kepler began to fidget. Surely there should have been some better reception than this. Was he being deliberately slighted, or was it just the way of aristocrats? And should he assert his

  presence? That might be a gross failure of tact. But Barbara would begin to nag him in a moment. Then something brushed against him and he twitched in fright. The dwarf had come quietly in, and

  planted himself now before the astronomer and examined with calm attention the troubled white face and myopic gaze, the frayed breeches, crumpled ruff, the hands clutching the plumed hat.

  “Sir Mathematicus, I venture,” and bowed. “Welcome, welcome indeed,” as if he were lord of the house.




  “This,” said young Brahe, “is Jeppe, my father’s fool. It is a manner of sacred beast, I warn you, and can foretell the future.”




  The dwarf smiled, shaking his great smooth head. “Tut, master, I am but a poor maimed man, a nothing. But you are tardy. This long week past we have looked for you and your . . .”

  darting a glance at Kepler’s wife “. . .baggage. Your dad is fretting.”




  Tyge frowned. “Remember, you,” he said, “shit-eating toad, one day I will inherit you.”




  Jeppe glanced after Tengnagel, who had strode straight, glowering, to the fire. “What ails our broody friend?”




  “A fall from his mount,” Tyge said, and suddenly giggled.




  “Yes? The trollops were so lively then, in town?”




  Mistress Barbara bridled. Such talk, and in the child’s hearing! She had been for some time silently totting up against Benatek a score of particulars that totalled now a general affront.

  “Johannes,” she began, three semitones in ominous ascent, but just then the Italian rose and tapped a finger lightly on young Tyge’s breastbone. “Tell him,” he said,

  “your father, I regret this thing. He’s angry still, and will not see me, and I can wait no more. It was no fault of mine: the beast was drunk! So you tell him, yes? Now

  farewell.” He went quickly out, flinging the wing of his heavy cloak across his shoulder and clamping his hat on his head. Kepler looked after him. “Johannes.” Tyge had

  wandered off. Tengnagel brooded. “Come,” said the dwarf, and showed again, like something swiftly shown before being palmed, his thin sly smile. He led them up dank flights of stairs,

  along endless stone corridors. The castle resounded with shouts, snatches of wild singing, a banging of doors. The guest rooms were cavernous and sparsely furnished. Barbara wrinkled her nose at

  the smell of damp. The baggage had not been brought up. Jeppe leaned in a doorway with his arms folded, watching. Kepler retreated to the mullioned window and on tiptoe peered down upon the

  courtyard and the workmen and a cloaked horseman cantering toward the gates. Despite misgivings he had in his heart expected something large and lavish of Benatek, gold rooms and spontaneous

  applause, the attention of magnificent serious people, light and space and ease: not this grey, these deformities, the clamour and confusion of other lives, this familiar—O

  familiar!—disorder.




  Was Tycho Brahe himself not large, was he not lavish? When at noon the summons came, Kepler, who had fallen asleep again, stumbled down through the castle to find a fat bald man ranting about,

  of all things, his tame elk. They entered a high hall, and sat, and the Dane was suddenly silent, staring at his guest. And then Kepler, instead of lifting his spirit sufficiently up to meet this

  eminence, launched into an account of his troubles. The whining note even he could hear in his voice annoyed him, but he could not suppress it. There was cause for whining, after all. The Dane of

  course, Kepler gloomily supposed, knew nothing of money worries and all that, these squalid matters. His vast assurance was informed by centuries of patrician breeding. Even this room, high and

  light with a fine old ceiling, bespoke a stolid grandeur. Surely here disorder would not dare show its leering face. Tycho, with his silence and his stare, his gleaming dome of skull and metal

  nose, seemed more than human, seemed a great weighty engine whose imperceptible workings were holding firmly in their courses all the disparate doings of the castle and its myriad lives.




  “. . . And although in Graz,” Kepler was saying, “I had many persons of influence on my side, even the Jesuits, yes, it was to no avail, the authorities continued to hound me

  without mercy, and would have me renounce my faith. You will not believe it, sir, I was forced to pay a fine of ten florins for the privilege, the privilege, mark you, of burying my poor

  children by the Lutheran rite.”




  Tycho stirred and dealt his moustaches a downward thrust of forefinger and thumb. Kepler with plaintive gaze stooped lower in his chair, as if the yoke of that finger and thumb had descended

  upon his thin neck.




  “What is your philosophy, sir?” the Dane asked.




  Italian oranges throbbed in a pewter bowl on the table between them. Kepler had not seen oranges before. Blazoned, big with ripeness, they were uncanny in their tense inexorable thereness.




  “I hold the world to be a manifestation of the possibility of order,” he said. Was this another fragment out of that morning’s dream? Tycho Brahe was looking at him again,

  stonily. “That is,” Kepler hastened, “I espouse the natural philosophy.” He wished he had dressed differently. The ruff especially he regretted. He had intended it to make

  an impression, but it was too tight. His borrowed hat languished on the floor at his feet, another brave but ill-judged flourish, with a dent in the crown where he had inadvertently stepped on it.

  Tycho, considering a far corner of the ceiling, said:




  “When I came first to Bohemia, the Emperor lodged us in Prague at the house of the late Vice Chancellor Curtius, where the infernal ringing of bells from the Capuchin monastery nearby was

  a torment night and day.” He shrugged. “One has always to contend with disturbance.”




  Kepler nodded gravely. Bells, yes: bells indeed would seriously disturb the concentration, though not half so seriously, he fancied, as the cries of one’s children dying in agony. They

  had, he and this Dane, much to learn about each other. He glanced around with a smile, admiring and envious. “But here, of course . . . ?” The wall by which they sat was almost

  all a vast arched window of many leaded panes, that gave on to a prospect of vines and pasture lands rolling away into a blue pellucid distance. Winter sunlight blazed upon the Iser.




  “The Emperor refers to Benatek as a castle,” Tycho Brahe said, “but it is hardly that. I am making extensive alterations and enlargements; I intend that here will be my

  Bohemian Uraniborg. One is frustrated though at every turn. His majesty is sympathetic, but he cannot attend in person to every detail. The manager of the crown estates hereabouts, with whom I must

  chiefly deal, is not so well disposed towards me as I would wish. Mühlstein he is called, Kaspar von Mühlstein . . .” darkly measuring the name as a hangman would a neck. “I

  think he is a Jew.”




  A noontide bell clanged without, and the Dane wanted his breakfast. A servant brought in hot bread wrapped in napkins, and a jug from which he filled their cups with a steaming blackish stuff.

  Kepler peered at it and Tycho said: “You do not know this brew? It comes from Araby. I find it sharpens the brain wonderfully.” It was casually said, but Kepler knew he was meant to be

  impressed. He drank, and smacked his lips appreciatively, and Tycho for the first time smiled. “You must forgive me, Herr Kepler, that I did not come myself to greet you on your arrival in

  Bohemia. As I mentioned in my letter, I seldom go to Prague, unless it is to call upon the Emperor; and besides, the opposition at this time of Mars and Jupiter, as you will appreciate, encouraged

  me not to interrupt my work. However, I trust you will understand that I receive you now less as a guest than as a friend and colleague.”




  This little speech, despite its seeming warmth, left them both obscurely dissatisfied. Tycho, about to proceed, instead looked sulkily away, to the window and the winter day outside. The servant

  knelt before the tiled stove feeding pine logs to the flames. The fellow had a cropped head and meaty hands, and raw red feet stuck into wooden clogs. Kepler sighed. He was, he realised, hopelessly

  of that class which notices the state of servants’ feet. He drank more of the Arabian brew. It did clear the head, but it seemed also, alarmingly, to be giving him the shakes. He feared his

  fever was coming on again. It had dogged him now for six months and more, and led him, in grey dawn hours, to believe he was consumptive. Still, he appeared to be putting on fat: this cursed ruff

  was choking him.




  Tycho Brahe turned back and, looking at him hard, asked: “You work the metals?”




  “Metals . . . ?” faintly. The Dane had produced a small lacquered ointment box, and was applying a dab of aromatic salve to the flesh surrounding the false bridge of silver and gold

  alloy set into his damaged nose, where as a young man he had been disfigured in a duel. Kepler stared. Was he to be asked perhaps to fashion a new and finer organ to adorn the Dane’s great

  face? He was relieved when Tycho, with a trace of irritation, said:




  “I mean the alembic and so forth. You claimed to be a natural philosopher, did you not?” He had an unsettling way of ranging back and forth in his talk, as if the subjects were

  marked on the counters of a game which he was idly playing in his head.




  “No no, alchemy is not, I am not—”




  “But you make horoscopes.”




  “Yes, that is, when I—”




  “For payment?”




  “Well, yes.” He had begun to stammer. He felt he was being forced to confess to an essential meanness of spirit. Shaken, he gathered himself for a counter-move, but Tycho abruptly

  shifted the direction of play again.




  “Your writings are of great interest. I have read your Mysterium cosmographicum with attention. I did not agree with the method, of course, but the conclusions reached I found . . .

  significant.”




  Kepler swallowed. “You are too kind.”




  “The flaw, I would suggest, is that you have based your theories upon the Copernican system.”




  Instead of on yours, that is. Well, at least they were touching on the real matter now. Kepler, his fists clenched in his lap to stop them trembling, sought feverishly for the best means of

  proceeding at once to the essential question. He found himself, to his annoyance, hesitating. He did not trust Tycho Brahe. The man was altogether too still and circumspect, like a species of large

  lazy predator hunting motionless from the sprung trap of his lair. (Yet he was, in his way, a great astronomer. That was reassuring. Kepler believed in the brotherhood of science.) And besides,

  what was the essential question? He was seeking more than mere accommodation for himself and his family at Benatek. Life to him was a kind of miraculous being in itself, almost a living

  organism, of wonderful complexity and grace, but racked by a chronic wasting fever; he wished from Benatek and its master the granting of a perfect order and peace in which he might learn to

  contain his life, to still its fevered thrashings and set it to dancing the grave dance. Now, as he brooded in quiet dismay on these confusions, the moment eluded him. Tycho, pushing away the

  picked bones of his breakfast, began to rise. “Shall we see you at dinner, Herr Kepler?”




  “But! . . .” The astronomer was scrabbling for his hat under the table.




  “You will meet some other of my assistants then, and we can discuss a redistribution of tasks, now that we are one more. I had thought of setting you the lunar orbit. However, we must

  first Consult my man Christian Longberg, who, as you will of course understand, has a say in these matters.” They made a slow exit from the room. Tycho did not so much walk as sail, a stately

  ship. Kepler, pale, twisted the hat-brim in his trembling fingers. This was all mad. Friend and colleague indeed! He was being treated as if he were a raw apprentice. In the corridor Tycho Brahe

  bade him an absentminded farewell and cruised away. Frau Barbara was waiting for him in their rooms, She had an air always of seeming cruelly neglected, by his presence no less than by his absence.

  Sorrowing and expectant, she asked: “Well?”




  Kepler selected a look of smiling abstraction and tested it gingerly. “Hmm?”




  “Well,” his wife insisted, “what happened?”




  “O, we had breakfast. See, I brought you something,” and produced from its hiding place in the crown of his hat, with a conjuror’s flourish, an orange. “And I had

  coffee!”




  Regina, who had been leaning out at the open window, turned now and advanced upon her stepfather with a faint smile. Under her candid gaze he felt always a little shy.




  “There is a dead deer in the courtyard,” she said. “If you lean out far you can see it, on a cart. It’s very big.”




  “That is an elk,” said Kepler gently. “It’s called an elk. It got drunk, you know, and fell downstairs when . . .”




  Their baggage had come up, and Barbara had been unpacking, and now with the glowing fruit cupped in her hands she sat down suddenly amidst the strewn wreckage of their belongings and began to

  weep. Kepler and the child stared at her.




  “You settled nothing!” she wailed. “You didn’t even try.”
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  O familiar indeed: disorder had been the condition of his life from the beginning. If he managed, briefly, a little inward calm, then the world

  without was sure to turn on him. That was how it had been in Graz, at the end. And yet that final year, before he was forced to flee to Tycho Brahe in Bohemia, had begun so well. The Archduke had

  tired for the moment of hounding the Lutherans, Barbara was pregnant again, and, with the Stiftsschule closed, there was ample time for his private studies. He had even softened toward the house on

  Stempfergasse, which at first had filled him with a deep dislike the origins of which he did not care to investigate. It was the last year of the century, and there was the relieved sense that some

  old foul thing was finally, having wrought much mischief, dying.




  In the spring, his heart full of hope, he had set himself again to the great task of formulating the laws of world harmony. His workroom was at the back of the house, a cubbyhole off the dank

  flagged passage leading to the kitchen. It had been a lumber room in Barbara’s late husband’s time. Kepler had spent a day clearing out the junk, papers and old boxes and broken

  furniture, which he had dumped unceremoniously through the window into the overgrown flowerbed outside. There it still lay, a mouldering heap of compost which put forth every spring clusters of

  wild gentian, in memory perhaps of the former master of the house, poor Marx Müller the pilfering paymaster, whose lugubrious ghost still loitered in his lost domain.




  There were other, grander rooms he might have chosen, for it was a large house, but Kepler preferred this one. It was out of the way. Barbara still had social pretensions then, and most

  afternoons the place was loud with the horse-faced wives of councillors and burghers, but the only sounds that disturbed the silence of his bolted lair were the querulous clucking of hens outside

  and the maidservant’s song in the kitchen. The calm greenish light from the garden soothed his ailing eyes. Sometimes Regina came and sat with him. His work went well.




  He was at last attracting some attention. Galileus the Italian had acknowledged his gift of a copy of the Mysterium cosmographicum. True, his letter had been disappointingly brief, and no

  more than civil. Tycho Brahe, however, had written to him warmly and at length about the book. Also, his correspondence with the Bavarian Chancellor Herwart von Hohenburg continued, despite the

  religious turmoil. AH this allowed him to believe that he was becoming a person of consequence, for how many men of twenty-eight could claim such luminaries among their colleagues (he thought that

  not too strong a word)?




  These crumbs might impress him, but others were harder to convince. He remembered the quarrel with his father-in-law, Jobst Müller. It marked in his memory, he was not sure why, the

  beginning of that critical period which was to end, nine months later, with his expulsion from Graz.




  The spring had been bad that year, with rain and gales all through April. At the beginning of May there came an ugly calm. For days the sky was a dome of queer pale cloud, at night there was

  fog. Nothing stirred. It was as if the very air had congealed. The streets stank. Kepler feared this vampire weather, which affected the delicate balance of his constitution, making his brain ache

  and his veins to swell alarmingly. In Hungary, it was said, bloody stains were everywhere appearing on doors and walls and even in the fields. Here in Graz, an old woman, discovered one morning

  pissing behind the Jesuit church not far from the Stempfergasse, was stoned for a witch. Barbara, who was seven months gone, grew fretful. The time was ripe for an outbreak of plague. And it was,

  to Kepler, a kind of pestilence, when Jobst Müller came up from Gössendorf to stay three days.




  He was a cheerless man, proud of his mill and his moneys and his Mühleck estate. Like Barbara, he too had social aspirations, he claimed noble birth and signed himself zu

  Gössendorf. Also like Barbara, though not so spectacularly as she, he was a user-up of spouses—his second wife was ailing. He accumulated wealth with a passion lacking elsewhere in

  his life. His daughter he looked on as a material possession, so it seemed, filched from him by the upstart Kepler.




  But the visit at least served to cheer Barbara somewhat. She was glad to have an ally. Not that she ever, in Kepler’s presence, complained openly about him. Silent suffering was her

  tactic. Kepler spent most of the three days of the visitation locked in his room. Regina kept him company. She too bore little love for Grandfather Müller. She was nine then, though small for

  her age, pale, with ash-blonde hair, that seemed always streaked with damp, pulled flat upon her narrow head. She was not pretty, she was too pinched and pale, but she had character. There was in

  her an air of completeness, of being, for herself, a precise sufficiency; Barbara was a little afraid of her. She sat in his workroom on a high stool, a toy forgotten in her lap, gazing at

  things—charts, chairs, the ragged garden, even at Kepler sometimes, when he coughed, or shuffled his feet, or let fall one of his involuntary little moans. Theirs was a strange sharing, but

  of what, he was not sure. He was the third father she had known in her short life, and she was waiting, he supposed, to see if he would prove more lasting than the previous two. Was that what they

  shared, then, a something held in store, for the future?




  During these days she had more cause than usual to attend him. He was greatly agitated. He could not work, knowing that his wife and her father, that pair, were somewhere in the house, guzzling

  his breakfast wine and shaking their heads over his shortcomings. So he sat clenched at his jumbled desk, moaning and muttering, and scribbling wild calculations that were not so much mathematics

  as a kind of code expressing, in their violent irrationality, his otherwise mute fury and frustration.




  It could not go on like that.




  “We must have a talk, Johannes.” Jobst Müller let spread like a kind of sickly custard over his face one of his rare smiles. It was seldom he addressed his son-in-law by name.

  Kepler tried to edge away from him.




  “I—I am very busy.”




  That was the wrong thing to say. How could he be busy, with the school shut down? His astronomy was, to them, mere play, a mark of his base irresponsibility. Jobst Müller’s smile grew

  sad. He was today without the wide-brimmed conical hat which he sported most times indoors and out, and he looked as if a part of his head were missing. He had lank grey hair and a bluish chin. He

  was something of a dandy, despite his years, and went in for velvet waistcoats and lace collars and blue knee-ribbons. Kepler would not look at him. They were on the gallery, above the entrance

  hall. Pale light of morning came in at the barred window behind them.




  “But you might spare me an hour, perhaps?”




  They went down the stairs, Jobst Müller’s buckled shoes producing on the polished boards a dull descending scale of disapproval. The astronomer thought of his schooldays: now you are

  for it, Kepler. Barbara awaited them in the dining room. Johannes grimly noted the bright look in her eye. She knew the old boy had tackled him, they were in it together. She had been experimenting

  with her hair the night before (it had fallen out in great swatches after the birth of their first child), and now as they entered she whipped off the protective net, and a frizz of curls sprang up

  from her forehead. Johannes fancied he could hear them crackling.




  “Good morning, my dear,” he said, and showed her his teeth.




  She touched her curls nervously. “Papa wants to speak to you.”




  Johannes took his place opposite her at the table. “I know.” These chairs, old Italian pieces, part of Barbara’s dowry, were too tall for him, he had to stretch to touch his

  toes to the floor. Still, he liked them, and the other pieces, the room itself; he was fond of carved wood and old brick and black ceiling beams, all suchlike sound things, which, even if they were

  not strictly his own, helped to hold his world together.




  “Johannes has agreed to grant me an hour of his valuable time,” Jobst Müller said, filling himself a mug of small ale. Barbara bit her lip.




  “Um,” said Kepler. He knew what the subject would be. Ulrike the servant girl came paddling in with their breakfast on a vast tray. The guest from Mühleck partook of a boiled

  egg. Johannes was not hungry. His innards were in uproar this morning. It was a delicate engine, his gut, and the weather and Jobst Müller were affecting it. “Damned bread is

  stale,” he muttered. Ulrike, in the doorway, threw him a look.




  “Tell me,” said his father-in-law, “is there sign of the Stiftsschule, ah, reopening?”




  Johannes shrugged.




  “The Archduke,” he said vaguely; “you know.”




  Barbara thrust a smoking platter at him. “Take some bratwurst, Johann,” she said. “Ulrike has made your favourite cream sauce.” He stared at her, and she hastily withdrew

  the plate. Her belly was so big now she had to lean forward from the shoulders to reach the table. For a moment he was touched by her sad ungainly state. He had thought her beautiful when she was

  carrying their first. He said morosely:




  “I doubt it will be opened while he still rules.” He brightened. “They say he has the pox, mind; if that puts paid to him there will be hope.”




  “Johannes!”




  Regina came in, effecting a small but palpable adjustment in the atmosphere. She shut the big oak door behind her with elaborate care, as if she were assembling part of the wall. The world was

  built on too large a scale for her. Johannes could sympathise.




  “Hope of what?” Jobst Müller mildly enquired, scooping a last bit of white from his egg. He was all smoothness this morning, biding his time. The ale left a faint moustache of

  dried foam on his lip. He was to die within two years.




  “Eh?” Kepler growled, determined to be difficult. Jobst Müller sighed.




  “You said there would be hope if the Archduke were to . . . pass on. Hope of what, may we ask?”




  “Hope of tolerance, and a little freedom in which folk may practise their faith as conscience bids them.” Ha! that was good. Jobst Müller had gone over to the papists in the

  last outbreak of Ferdinand’s religious fervour, while Johannes had held fast and suffered temporary exile. The old boy’s smoothness developed a ripple, it ran along his clenched jaw and

  tightened the bloodless lips. He said:




  “Conscience, yes, conscience is fine for some, for those who imagine themselves so high and mighty they need not bother with common matters, and leave it to others to feed and house them

  and their families.”




  Johannes put down his cup with a tiny crash. It was franked with the Müller crest. Regina was watching him.




  “I am still paid my salary.” His face, which had been waxen with suppressed rage, reddened. Barbara made a pleading gesture, but he ignored her. “I am held in some regard in

  this town, you know. The councillors—aye and the Archduke himself—acknowledge my worth, even if others do not.”




  Jobst Müller shrugged. He had gathered himself into a crouch, a rat ready to fight. For all his dandified ways he gave off a faint tang of unwashed flesh.




  “Fine manner they have of showing their appreciation, then,” he said, “driving you out like a common criminal, eh?”




  Johannes tore with his teeth at a crust of bread. “I ward addowed do—” he swallowed mightily “—I was allowed to return within the month. I was the only one of our

  people thus singled out.”




  Jobst Müller permitted himself another faint smile. “Perhaps,” he said, with silky emphasis, “the others did not have the Jesuits to plead for them? Perhaps their

  consciences would not allow them to seek the help of that Romish guild?”




  Kepler’s brow coloured again. He said nothing, but sat, throbbing, and glared at the old man. There was a lull. Barbara sniffed. “Eat your sausage, Regina,” she said softly,

  sorrowfully, as if the child’s fastidious manner of eating were the secret cause of all this present distress. Regina pushed her plate away, carefully.




  “Tell me,” Jobst Müller said, still crouched, still smiling, “what is this salary that the councillors continue to pay you for not working?” As if he did not

  very well know.




  “I do not see—”




  “They have reduced it, papa,” Barbara broke in eagerly. “It was two hundred florins, and now they have taken away twenty-five!” It was her way, when talking against the

  tide of her husband’s rage, to close her eyes under fluttering lids so as not to see his twitches, that ferocious glare. Jobst Müller nodded, saying:




  “That is not riches, no.”




  “Yes, papa.”




  “Still, you know, two hundred monthly . . .”




  Barbara’s eyes flew open.




  “Monthly?” she shrieked. “, But papa, that is per annum!”




  “What!”




  It was a fine playacting they were doing.




  “Yes, papa, yes. And if it were not for my own small income, and what you send us from Mühleck, why—”




  “Be quiet!” Johannes snarled.




  Barbara jumped. “O!” A tear squeezed out and rolled upon her plump pink cheek. Jobst Müller looked narrowly at his son-in-law.




  “I have a right, surely, to hear how matters stand?” he said. “It is my daughter, after all.”




  Johannes released through clenched teeth a high piercing sound that was half howl, half groan.




  “I will not have it!” he cried, “I will not have this in my own house.”




  “Yours?” Jobst Müller oozed.




  “O papa, stop,” Barbara said.




  Kepler pointed at them both a trembling finger. “You will kill me,” he said, in the strained tone of one to whom a great and terrible knowledge has just come. “Yes,

  that’s what you will do, you’ll kill me, between you. It’s what you want. To see my health broken. You would be happy. And then you and this your spawn, who plays at being my lady

  wife—” too far, you go too far “—can pack off back to Mühleck, I know.”




  “Calm yourself, sir,” Jobst Müller said. “No one here wishes you harm. And pray do not sneer at Mühleck, nor the revenues it provides, which may yet prove your saving

  when the duke next sees fit to banish you, perhaps for good!”




  Johannes gave a little jerk to the reins of his plunging rage. Had he heard the hint of a deal there? Was the old goat working himself up to an offer to buy back his daughter? The idea made him

  angrier still. He laughed wildly.




  “Listen to him, wife,” he cried; “he is more jealous for his estates than he is for you! I may call you what I like, but I am not to soil the name of Mühleck by

  having it on my lips.”




  “I will defend my daughter, young man, by deeds, not words.”




  “Your daughter, your daughter let me tell you, needs no defending. She is seven-and-twenty and already she has put two husbands in their graves—and is working well on a

  third.” O, too far!




  “Sir!”




  They surged from their chairs, on the point of blows, and stood with baleful glares locked like antlers. Into the heaving silence Barbara dropped a fat little giggle. She clapped a hand to her

  mouth. Regina watched her with interest. The men subsided, breathing heavily, surprised at themselves.




  “He believes he is dying, you know, papa,” Barbara said, with another gulp of manic laughter. “He says, he says he has the mark of a cross on his foot, at the place where the

  nails were driven into the Saviour, which comes and goes, and changes colour according to the time of day—isn’t that so, Johannes?” She wrung her little hands, she could not stop.

  “Although I cannot see it, I suppose because I am not one of your elect, or I am not clever enough, as you . . . as you always . . .” She faded into silence. Johannes eyed her

  for a long moment. Jobst Müller waited. He turned to Barbara, but she looked away. He said to his son-in-law:




  “What sickness is it that you think has afflicted you?” Johannes growled something under his breath. “Forgive me, I did not hear . . . ?”




  “Plague, I said.”




  The old man started. “Plague? Is there plague in the city? Barbara?”




  “Of course there is not, papa. He imagines it.”




  “But . . .”




  Johannes looked up with a ghastly grin. “It must start with someone, must it not?”




  Jobst Müller was relieved. “Really,” he said, “this talk of . . . and with the child listening, really!”




  Johannes turned on him again.




  “How would I not worry,” he said, “when I took my life in my hands by marrying this angel of death that you foisted on me?”




  Barbara let out a wail and put her hands to her face. Johannes winced, and his fury drained all away, leaving him suddenly limp. He went to her. Here was real pain, after all. She would not let

  him touch her, and his hands fussed helplessly above her heaving shoulders, kneading an invisible projection of her grief. “I am a dog, Barbara, a rabid thing; forgive me,” gnawing his

  knuckles. Jobst Müller watched them, this little person hovering over his big sobbing wife, and pursed his lips in distaste. Regina quietly left the room.




  “O Christ,” Kepler cried, and stamped his foot.
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  He was after the eternal laws that govern the harmony of the world. Through awful thickets, in darkest night, he stalked his fabulous prey. Only

  the stealthiest of hunters had been vouchsafed a shot at it, and he, grossly armed with the blunderbuss of his defective mathematics, what chance had he? crowded round by capering clowns hallooing

  and howling and banging their bells whose names were Paternity, and Responsibility, and Domestgoddamnedicity. Yet O, he had seen it once, briefly, that mythic bird, a speck, no more than a speck,

  soaring at an immense height. It was not to be forgotten, that glimpse.




  The 19th of July, 1595, at 27 minutes precisely past 11 in the morning: that was the moment. He was then, if his calculations were accurate, 23 years, 6 months, 3 weeks, 1 day, 20 hours and 57

  minutes, give or take a few tens of seconds, old.




  Afterwards he spent much time poring over these figures, searching out hidden significances. The set of date and time, added together, gave a product 1,652. Nothing there that he could see.

  Combining the integers of that total he got 14, which was twice 7, the mystical number. Or perhaps it was simply that 1652 was to be the year of his death. He would be eighty-one. (He laughed: with

  his health?) He turned to the second set, his age on that momentous July day. These figures were hardly more promising. Combined, not counting the year, they made a quantity whose only significance

  seemed to be that it was divisible by 5, leaving him the product 22, the age at which he had left Tübingen. Well, that was not much. But if he halved 22 and subtracted 5 (that 5 again!), he

  got 6, and it was at six that he had been taken by his mother to the top of Gallows Hill to view the comet of 1577. And 5, what did that busy 5 signify? Why, it was the number of the intervals

  between the planets, the number of notes in the arpeggio of the spheres, the five-tone scale of the world’s music! . . . if his calculations were accurate.




  He had been working for six months on what was to become the Mysterium cosmographicum, his first book. His circumstances were easier then. He was still unmarried, had not yet even heard

  Barbara’s name, and was living at the Stiftsschule in a room that was cramped and cold, but his own. Astronomy at first had been a pastime merely, an extension of the mathematical games he

  had liked to play as a student at Tübingen. As time went on, and his hopes for his new life in Graz turned sour, this exalted playing more and more obsessed him. It was a thing apart, a realm

  of order to set against the ramshackle real world in which he was imprisoned. For Graz was a kind of prison. Here in this town, which they were pleased to call a city, the Styrian capital, ruled

  over by narrow-minded merchants and a papist prince, Johannes Kepler’s spirit was in chains, his talents manacled, his great speculative gift strapped upon the rack of

  schoolmastering—right! yes! laughing and snarling, mocking himself—endungeoned, by God! He was twenty-three.




  It was a pretty enough town. He was impressed when first he glimpsed it, the river, the spires, the castle-crowned hill, all blurred and bright under a shower of April rain. There seemed a

  largeness here, a generosity, which he fancied he could see even in the breadth and balance of the buildings, so different from the beetling architecture of his native Württemberg towns. The

  people too appeared different. They were promenaders much given to public discourse and dispute, and Johannes was reminded that he had come a long way from home, that he was almost in Italy, But it

  was all an illusion. Presently, when he had examined more closely the teeming streets, he realised that the filth and the stench, the cripples and beggars and berserks, were the same here as

  anywhere else. True, they were Protestant loonies, it was Protestant filth, and a Protestant heaven those spires sought, hence the wider air hereabout: but the Archduke was a rabid Catholic, and

  the place was crawling with Jesuits, and even then at the Stiftsschule there was talk of disestablishment and closure.




  He, who had been such a brilliant student, detested teaching. In his classes he experienced a weird frustration. The lessons he had to expound were always, always just somewhere off to the side

  of what really interested him, so that he was forever holding himself in check, as a boatman presses a skiff against the run of the river. The effort exhausted him, left him sweating and dazed.

  Frequently the rudder gave way, and he was swept off helplessly on the flood of his enthusiasm, while his poor dull students stood abandoned on the receding bank, waving weakly.

OEBPS/html/docimages/line.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/star.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/cover_ader.jpg
WINNER ( J FICTION PRIZE






OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/html/docimages/tp.jpg
JOHN
BANVILLE

Kepler

PICADOR





