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Introduction

‘Most gracious Princess,’ wrote Rainer Maria Rilke to his friend and benefactor Marie von Thurn und Taxis on 27 January 1910, ‘not half an hour ago I dictated the final word from my manuscript; if I am not very much mistaken, a new book has arrived—finished, released from me, and established in its own reality’. He reports the completion of The Notebooks of Malte Laurids Brigge as if it were the delivery of a baby from the womb; there is a certain pride evident here in this literary parenthood, but also some relief that the birth is successfully over. Metaphors of parenthood and birth are by no means inappropriate to describe this book, which deals of childhood and its anxieties, of growing up, of the isolation a young man feels in the absence of close kin after a sheltered upbringing, and of the ways in which family (for better or for worse) contribute to an individual’s identity. Moreover, it is to a significant extent an autobiographical work, imaginatively interweaving relationships, incidents, and anxieties from Rilke’s own past with wholly original creative material.

Rilke insisted many times, however, that Malte is ‘a completely invented figure’,1 a character who has developed into someone ‘wholly detached from me’, achieving his own ‘existence and individuality’.2 These repeated asseverations of his character’s uniqueness are best read less as an author’s anxiety lest his privacy and personal secrets be invaded by the readers of his work than as akin to a parent’s insistence that a child’s life and identity are its own, however much of the parental self has been invested in its creation and formation. Rilke repeatedly commented on the problems he had writing the book and the enormity of the task he had set himself. He wrote to Sidonie Nádherný von Borutin shortly before completing it, that this was his ‘hardest and dearest work […] a true alchemy of suffering […]: but ultimately the gold is nothing but gold, the purest gold, gold through and through’.3 Other comments were not always tempered by such an affirmative conclusion, and he called Malte ‘this difficult, difficult book’, ‘a cruel and terminal task’, and a source of ‘infinite pain’.4 These may have been expressions of the discomfort perhaps almost inherent in a process that he said was one of ‘re-performing’ or ‘re-achieving’ his own childhood.5 In 1908 he wrote to his wife of how Malte Laurids ‘stands in my way’, and of how he could only proceed with his own life ‘through him’.6 He saw himself as a ‘survivor’ of the process of composition, wishing that he had written the book as one might detonate a mine, at arm’s length, leaping free before it explodes.7 Rilke’s French translator Maurice Betz reports Rilke’s eloquent paradoxical summary: ‘He was my Self and was another.’8

The Notebooks of Malte Laurids Brigge is the only novel-length work by a writer chiefly known as one of the leading poets of European Modernism. As a poet he remains one of the most read, studied, and translated of all German-language writers, comparable in influence and esteem to T. S. Eliot, Wallace Stevens, and Paul Valéry. Four major collections—the two parts of the New Poems (published in 1907 and 1908), the Duino Elegies, and the Sonnets to Orpheus (both completed in February 1922 and published the following year)—are the lasting achievements of a lyric poet of genius. There is something magisterial in the monumental dignity of the Elegies, in the crafted perfection of the New Poems, and in the celebratory sweep of the fifty-five Sonnets, but that belies a dynamism in all four collections and a developing way of seeing that have more in common with the ostensibly less polished form of Malte than at first meets the eye.

Rilke was not only a poet, however. He wrote a handful of dramas, although he could hardly be said to be a true dramatist: The White Princess (arguably his most successful play, and his last, completed in two versions in 1898 and 1904, in Sweden) is a reflective verse drama influenced by Maurice Maeterlinck’s Symbolist ‘interior dramas’. Rilke was also the author of some thirty short stories, collected in four volumes during his lifetime. All of these were published by 1900, although a few individual stories continued to appear in journals until 1903; the last volume, Tales of the Lord God, was reissued in 1904. Many of these are, like Malte Laurids Brigge, autobiographical in inspiration, including one of the longest, Ewald Tragy (written in 1898 but not published until 1929, after Rilke’s death). The conception and writing of the novel, however, virtually put an end to Rilke’s shorter fiction—only two prose works post-date Malte, and one is a fragment.

Genesis, Genre, and Structure

Malte’s gestation was longer than Rilke had been used to; it took almost exactly six years. There were five principal phases of work on the novel. Rilke announced its inception to Lou Andreas-Salomé from Rome on 8 February 1904, predicting correctly that it would take ‘a long and countless time’ before it was ready. Brigge emerged originally as Malte Laurids Larsen, to judge by a manuscript list of names from the same period, although the name Larsen is altered to Brigge on the same sheet. An early version of the opening, preserved in a fair copy made by Rilke in Sweden late in 1904, names Malte and in modified form found its way into entry 15 of the final version. By October he had ceased to make progress with the book, and letters written during 1905 and 1906 suggest that this remained the case for quite some time.9 However, staying with Alice Faehndrich on Capri between 4 December 1906 and 20 May 1907, Rilke seems to have regained a momentum that lasted beyond his return to Paris, and the novel shows clear signs of inspiration from his visits to the Cézanne retrospective at the Salon d’automne in October of that year. A third phase of work began after the completion of the New Poems, probably in September 1908, again in Paris, and Manfred Engel suggests that this is when he wrote the following plan of the novel, in French:


M. L. comes to Paris in the month of March; spring begins shortly afterwards, and carries him along. Spring in Paris. Although already alarmed by some of these impressions, he begins increasingly to open up. He notes down what he sees. But while observing, still feebly, inside he is concentrating himself and rediscovers distant memories, many of which he thought were lost for ever [there is a marginal note here: ‘1, childhood memories; 2, memories of journeys’]. He is inundated by memories; he writes, he is very attentive, he perceives a great deal without fully realizing at first. Summer is spent in this way at the Luxembourg, by the Seine, in the museums. Autumn arrives. The visit to Rodin; the journey to the Mont Saint Michel (he surpasses Baudelaire; he comprehends the deceptive impulse towards freedom in the piety of Verlaine and Wilde) and the Salon where he admires the Cézanne exhibition—all these develop him immensely. His sensibility is enhanced to a very high degree; he is primed to concentrate it in a definitive work. This is the moment of his most advanced understanding: (Ibsen, Duse, La Dame à la Licorne… .) and it is here that the tragic crisis begins which seizes hold of all his accumulated strength and hauls him towards the abyss. And that nonetheless offers him a path upwards. The end is like a dark ascension towards an unfinished sky.—That will be for me my ‘Gates of Hell’ [referring to a monumental work by Rodin]. It will be necessary to create all the possible groupings so as to place them afterwards in a vast ensemble; I will need an abundance of things done to suppress the subject thus conceived by the reality of artless documents that prove [it] without intending to.10



At the beginning of that stage, therefore, Rilke’s intention was apparently still to write a fairly linear novel, and Malte’s death is implied here almost overtly, which is not the case in the published version. It is likely, then, that this period—which lasted until mid-February 1909—saw the work’s most radical recasting. Rilke took up Malte again in the autumn, probably shortly after returning to Paris from Avignon in October 1909, and completed the entries in the so-called Bern Notebook (see Note on the Text and Translation) before leaving again on 8 January 1910. In a fifth and final phase, he personally dictated the whole text to his publisher’s secretary between the 12th and 27th of that month.

Between September 1908 and January 1910, therefore, adjustments in the conception of Malte Laurids Brigge took place that were to contribute to the formation of one of the most radical works of prose fiction that Europe had seen. Rilke never called Malte a novel, preferring ‘book’ or ‘work’, but the term novel is nowadays probably capacious enough for modern readers to use it without the need for inverted commas. One of its very first reviewers, however, Julius Bab, denied its right to be seen as a novel, calling it instead a Christian proclamation, ‘the gospel of Brigge’.11 Critical anxiety over the use of the term derives principally from the book’s structure and form, which is hybrid and deliberately challenging to any expectations of coherence or chronological simplicity inherited from the nineteenth century. Malte begins as if it is going to be a diary, with the indication of a date and a place, although that convention does not last beyond the first entry. Before it ends, with the recasting of a biblical parable, its entries include letters, anecdotes, reminiscences, self-contemplative musings, historical narratives, poems, and extended quotations from Baudelaire and the Bible. It has elements of the memoir, and perhaps (given the intervention in nine footnotes of what appears to be an editor of some kind) more specifically of the ‘found document’ form.

The text consists of seventy-one ‘entries’ (or ‘chapters’, or ‘notes’, or ‘episodes’, depending on which of the incomplete generic templates is uppermost in the mind while reading), all of different lengths. They vary between a few lines and several pages, some suggesting urgency while others are more indulgent and give a sense that there is space for a narrative to unfold. The German word Aufzeichnungen in the title conveys more of the structural tentativeness of the work than Notebooks or any other English translation can: it means ‘notes’, ‘jottings’, ‘records’, even ‘sketches’; in the foreground is a sense of recording, but there is also disjunction, discreteness, and incompletion in this term. The work itself is by no means unstructured, however, and the description ‘montage’ often applied to Malte does not really do it justice; George Schoolfield is also right to suggest that to call the novel ‘aleatory’ is to miss something very important.12 Despite Rilke’s announcement to Marie von Thurn und Taxis that it was ‘finished’ (although the word ‘fertig’ in the original of the quotation above can also just mean ‘ready’), he acknowledged to Manon zu Solms-Laubach on 11 April 1910 that the work was ‘by no means complete’ and that additional entries might have been added: ‘It’s merely as if someone had found a pile of papers in a drawer and there were no more for the time being so he had to be content with what there was. Considered artistically it lacks unity, but in human terms it works.’ In response to a query from one of his translators in 1925, Rilke sketched the relationship of part and whole that he had in mind: ‘Fragmentary, all these episodes have as their task that of completing each other, mosaic-like, within Malte’ (WH 364).

Rilke also described Malte intriguingly as ‘a hollow form’ (where ‘form’ also means ‘mould’), ‘like a negative, where all the hollows and depressions are pain, desolation, agonizing insight, but where the cast, if it were possible to make one (as with a bronze, the positive figure that we would obtain) might be happiness, agreement’.13 There was therefore an inner psychological necessity to how Malte was shaped, something beyond the structural or architectural aspects of traditional fictional form. Conceived in this sculptural way, as hugging the contours of complex and changing states of mind, it could hardly have had a third-person narrator in the manner of the traditional nineteenth-century novel—although the drafts show that in its earliest stages it did have a frame narrative (see Appendix A). The relationship between the author and his narrative, it seems, needed to be close, but not so close that Rilke melded with Malte, and the most authentic way of preventing such a conflation was paradoxically the mode that most obviously risked causing it, the first-person narrative. The task was to handle it in such a way as to let Malte’s ‘I’ take on its own life without merely parroting the thoughts and experiences of his creator, but not to cast him so far adrift as to lose any authentic connection. Rilke wrote to his wife Clara on 8 September 1908, in the middle of his work on the novel: ‘So far I have been as much at one with him [Malte] as I have to be in order to maintain the necessity of a bond with him and the assent to his perdition [Untergang]. I must not transcend his sufferings too far or I will cease to understand him, or he will be lost to me and fall away and I will no longer be able to give him the true fullness of his death. I’m not attempting to circumscribe my insights but his, in whose ambit and expression I must still be able to believe.’

Narratively Malte operates on three planes that are fairly clearly distinguishable although intimately interconnected. The first features Malte’s experiences in Paris in the present time of the novel; the second consists of memories of his childhood in Denmark; and the third is made up of a series of historical narratives and reflective evocations of places and important artistic figures. However, these deliberately do not form sections or map neatly onto unified groupings of entries. The entry on Ibsen (26) marks the end of evocations of the horrors of Paris, and subsequent entries that are chronologically located in the present (such as those centred on the tapestries of La Dame à la licorne, 38 and 39) are often also tied to the past (in this case via the figure of Abelone). A transition to the stories and historical narratives that dominate the last third of the novel can be seen in entry 49, which treats of Nikolai Kusmitsch. However, Anthony Stephens has made a good case for seeing entry 44 as a more logical turning-point, both because narration itself becomes a major theme there and because from this point on the subjects of narrative are figures neither from Malte’s Danish past nor from his present in Paris. Either way, the complexities of the manner in which Malte structures his story represent a distinct challenge to traditional sequential or teleological narrative and disrupt any expectations of chronological stability the reader might bring to the work.

The time covered by the first plane, Malte’s Paris experiences and the ‘now’ in which he writes—so little actually happens that it would be an exaggeration to call it the ‘action’ of the novel—appears to be something over half a year, beginning in September, as the heading of the first entry indicates. There are mentions of autumn (entry 11) and Mardi Gras—seven weeks before Easter, so February or early March (entry 16)—and the last temporal indication is in entry 61, ‘it is winter’. Before then Malte has twice noted hints of spring (entries 22 and 59). Topographically this layer of present time occupies central Paris, between the Jardin du Luxembourg and the Boulevard Saint-Michel, the Louvre, the Tuileries and Avenue des Champs Élysées, and the Bibliothèque nationale in the rue de Richelieu. The locales of Malte’s childhood are in Denmark—in Copenhagen (not named but clearly identifiable), and the two fictional estates of Ulsgaard and Urnekloster, the family seats of the Brigges and the Brahes respectively. Paris and Copenhagen may both be cities but they are quite different from each other, as Rilke explained in painterly terms in a letter to Lou on 17 October 1904: ‘I see [Copenhagen] through the eyes of J. P. Jacobsen and for his sake. It is … quiet,—old-fashioned and in its mood so utterly Intérieur’—he means the type of painting known by that term, depicting the inside of a room and characterized in Denmark by the work of Vilhelm Hammerskøj—‘And since Paris, where I was suspended in space, there are moments when a certain “interior narrowness” can do me good.’ The contrast of the urban and the rural is an important element in Malte’s disorientation. A Danish aristocrat, whose family history constitutes a strong background of stability, prominence, and achievement rooted in land, property, and honours and exemplified in extensive private portrait galleries, suddenly finds himself displaced into a modern capital city, with very limited means. His own furniture—and the furniture of his past life in a metaphorical as well as a literal sense—is in someone’s barn, rotting away, and he is adrift and alone.

Malte’s narrative is enriched by the many motivic interconnections between the events affecting Malte himself and the legends and historical narratives—which, far from being unconnected interpolations, as some readers have supposed, Rilke described to his Polish translator as ‘the vocabulary of [Malte’s] own extremity’ (WH 359). Some of these links are quite provocative. In entry 2, for example, a girl screams ‘je ne veux plus’ (‘I’ve had enough’); the French phrase is the exact equivalent of Ingeborg’s ‘Ich mag nicht mehr’ (also ‘I’ve had enough’) in entry 28, although one woman is resisting and the other is giving in. The Prodigal Son in entry 71 is disparaging about ‘badly chosen birthday presents’ in a manner that echoes Malte’s resigned reflection on how parents fail to understand that birthdays isolate rather than integrate children in entry 32. There are allusions to the so-called Bal des Ardents in the story of Charles VI of France—in which four dancers died horribly when their costumes caught fire—and it may not be coincidental, therefore, that Maman’s sister, Countess Öllegard Skeel, died in a similar way as she was preparing for a ball. When the body of Charles the Bold is recovered, part of his face peels off, frozen in the snow ‘such that it wasn’t possible to speak of a face at all’ (entry 55); Malte is himself shocked when the face of the woman he sees on the rue Notre-Dame-des-Champs remains in her hands, leaving a ‘naked, raw head with no face’ (entry 5). The Duke’s portrait in Dijon singles out his hands as having a semi-independent existence giving an impression quite distinct from the rest of the portrait—and Malte, too, experiences hands with a life of their own, his own and an alien hand, in entry 29, and when he is trapped in the costume in entry 32 he observes ‘the fretful movements of my hands’ in the mirror as if they are not his own. The Duke’s blood is called ‘unfamiliar to the Duke himself’, ‘half-Portuguese blood that he scarcely knew’, echoing elements of Malte’s evocation of ‘the Big Thing’ in entry 19, an alien appendage to his own being in which ‘my blood flowed through me and through it, as if through one and the same body’. Whilst the historical episodes might enjoy a semblance of distinction from those more obviously about Malte, then, they are all Malte’s oblique imaginative explorations of the problems that he himself faces.



Brokenness

The frequent shifts in temporal and physical frameworks as the novel moves between experience and memory—accompanied by shifts in mood and tone—contribute to a pervasive sense of restlessness. There is, moreover, often a sense of urgency in Malte, and it is striking how often Rilke uses words for ‘suddenly’ or ‘all of a sudden’: ‘auf einmal’ occurs thirty-five times, ‘plötzlich’ fifty-three, ‘unerwartet’ a dozen, and ‘so’, the word that opens the novel, communicates this, too. Malte lives in a state of constant tension, always surprised by events, moods, or emotions, always alert like the birds he describes in entry 25. One critic has described this state of mind graphically as a ‘seismic openness to kaleidoscopic information-overload’,14 and it represents a constant source of pressure.

This situation has its roots in the nature of Malte’s subjectivity. Malte is not a ‘whole’ subject, has no reliable or routine sense of self. ‘I, Brigge, having reached the age of twenty-eight and of whom no-one has heard. I sit here and am nothing,’ he writes in entry 14. He says of himself he is ‘a beginner in the circumstances of [his] own life’ (entry 22), learning about himself afresh, rather than starting with a sense of self as a vantage-point or stable centre from which to order and control his perceptions of the world. With some surprise he identifies an ‘inner self’, an ‘interior’, and confesses, ‘I don’t know what happens there’ (entry 4). He repeatedly experiences himself as broken, saying of himself in entry 18, ‘I have fallen and cannot pick myself up again because I am shattered to pieces’. In Paris, feverish, Malte fears that breadcrumbs from his coverlet might become glass and break, meaning that ‘everything will be broken, forever’ (entry 20). This is virtually a hereditary condition, for when Chamberlain Brigge is dying, the room in which he takes refuge, the room in which his mother died, is full of objects that fall, smash, or are dented (entry 8). Malte’s own condition takes the sense of being broken to the extreme of self-annihilation: in entry 21, after seeing the man with St Vitus’ Dance, he reflects, ‘I was empty. Like a blank sheet of paper I floated past the houses and back up the Boulevard.’ Repeatedly there are evocations of non-containment and vulnerability: ‘Your heart is forcing you out of yourself, your heart is giving chase and you are standing almost beside yourself and cannot return. Like a beetle that has been trodden on, you are spilling out of yourself’ (and the whole of entry 23 is an extended reflection on Malte’s struggle with self-definition). Malte’s head is invaded by the noise and stress of Paris, and he complains that ‘electric trams hurtle through my room with their bells ringing. Automobiles drive over me’ (entry 2). During his childhood he recollects being existentially gutted by the dining-room at Urnekloster, which ‘sucked every last image out of you without leaving anything specific in exchange. […] You were like blank space’ (entry 15). In his memory, the house itself ‘is not a whole building; it has been completely broken up within me—a space here, a space there, over here a piece of corridor, not one that links those two spaces, but retained as a piece on its own, a fragment’. More subtly perhaps, but no less urgently, Malte registers how he sees the world only in terms of its components, unable to construct collective identities or valid contexts, and is amazed that people still use the words ‘women’, ‘children’, ‘boys’, not suspecting ‘that these words have for a long time no longer had a plural, just countless singulars instead’ (entry 14).

Malte was not alone in experiencing this crisis of subjectivity. In 1902 an almost exact contemporary of Rilke’s, born in Vienna rather than Prague, but still of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, wrote another first-person document of crisis-displacement, originally entitled simply ‘A Letter’, but more often referred to nowadays as ‘The Letter of Lord Chandos’. Hugo von Hofmannsthal’s fictional letter, set in England in 1603, is a near-canonical expression of the modernist crisis, an apology from the young courtier and writer Philipp, Lord Chandos, to the originator of empiricism, Francis Bacon, for his sudden inability to write in the easy, polished style of recent years. The protagonists are nearly the same age (Chandos is twenty-six, where Malte is twenty-eight), and both reflect on the caesura between their earlier lives and the present. Chandos lists his creative achievements to date and laments how alien to him they now seem, and although Malte’s equivalent list in entry 14 (a ‘bad’ study of Carpaccio, a play entitled ‘Marriage’, and some inauthentic poetry) is one of disappointments rather than triumphs, it performs a similar function. Chandos’s letter articulates (in paradoxically eloquent language) his inability to make sense of the world or express himself, values, or judgements. Like Malte, he finds that words will not behave in the way they have always behaved, and he feels ‘an inexplicable discontent even about uttering the words “spirit”, “soul”, or “body”’. After a youthful period in which every element of the world was captured in a mutually reinforcing network of sense and beauty—an experience that Malte has only fleetingly enjoyed, of course, although he seeks it—Chandos is suddenly confronted with a vision of collapse and disintegration. The world has become incomprehensible; all that remains in the face of the crumbling edifices of language and identity is to bypass the bad taste that words now leave in the mouth as they ‘crumble like mouldy fungus’, and to rejoice in rare epiphanic moments of insight into the ultimate wholeness of the world provided by tiny creatures and commonplace objects that suddenly yield a radiance that is comforting and inspiring but which cannot be created at will.

There are a few such moments in Malte—such as Malte’s evocation of existence as a ‘mosaic of life’ composed of a ‘million little insuppressible movements’, in which ‘everything is everywhere and in order not to miss anything one would have to be part of everything’ (entry 56). The short entries 11–13 cheerfully celebrate Paris in the spring: they are couched in overtly painterly terms, foregrounding colour-palettes, composition, planes, to create what Rilke called ‘eine Oberfläche’, a surface. This is an important term, and it is significant that the most positive of the entries in the Notebooks deliberately limit themselves to the composition of surface reality and avoid or ignore the ‘inner self’ that he has only recently discovered and from whose activities he feels excluded (entry 4). Rilke’s lecture on Rodin from 1905 expands on the idea (or ideal) of surface, reflecting on how ‘one can do nothing more than create a surface, a surface that, like those of natural things, is surrounded by atmosphere, shaded, illuminated—: only the surface (nothing else)’ (KA iv. 500). He goes on to ask: ‘isn’t everything we know surface? Can we know interior things in any other way than when they become surface? Our pleasure in a fruit, an animal, a landscape—: is this not the interpretation, the exegesis, the appropriation of a certain surface? And what we call “spirit” and “soul” and “love” …’ Rilke’s vision here engages almost explicitly with that of Chandos: ‘surface’ is his version of Hofmannsthal’s epiphanic moments (and how characteristic it is of Rilke to use just the same terms, ‘spirit’ and ‘soul’, as examples of the very opposite of what Chandos uses them for, as indicative—provisionally—of triumph rather than of failure). But ‘surface’ gains in importance for Rilke; his experience of Cézanne’s work in 1908 offered him the insight that art can be ‘a matter to be determined by colours amongst themselves’,15 on the surface of the work of art itself, bracketing out any possibility of a hidden subjective dimension. Malte has discovered this dimension, and it troubles him; entries 11–13 offer a glimpse, mediated by Cézanne (as Rilke’s letters to Clara from October 1907 make evident), of a world-view that need not take it into account, which is why they can be so cheerful. This is in all likelihood also what Rilke means when he talks of ‘circumscribing’ not his own insights but Malte’s, in his letter of 8 September 1908 (see above, p. xviii): this apparent solution to the problem of subjectivity is denied to Malte.

The celebrations that do appear are overwhelmed not only by a sense of mental or psychic fragmentation that clings to the novel’s protagonist but by experiences of physical and corporeal fragmentation or dissolution. Malte has something in common here with Chandos, who explains his sense of self-alienation by likening it to his finger seen under a magnifying glass, unfamiliar and disproportionate, the whorls of the fingerprint become huge furrows. But this is a momentary impression, whereas Malte’s sense of bodily disunity is all-pervasive. His encounter with a disembodied hand in entry 29, while he is searching for a red crayon under a desk, is well known; that hand attempts to take control of his own, and Malte has to summon ‘all the rights of ownership that [he] had over it’ to pull it back to him. Less familiar is Malte’s evocation of his childhood fear, ‘das Grosse’ or ‘the Big Thing’, as a swelling, ‘like a second head, part of me’, and then like a ‘dead animal’ that had once been part of him and through which his blood had flowed (p. 36). Hofmannsthal’s ideal was Addison’s dictum, ‘the whole man must move at once’ (which he may have taken from the aphorist Lichtenberg or the Romantic novelist Jean Paul), but Malte Laurids Brigge is its antithesis, populated by a mass of disconnected body parts. When Malte visits hospital in entry 19 he observes a man swathed in bandages, ‘so that there was only an eye visible, which was no longer part of anyone’, and he sits next to ‘a huge, immobile mass, with a […] large, heavy, motionless hand’ and a face ‘empty, totally without features and without memories’. The physicality of the human body is everywhere prominent in Malte, from the very first page—the pregnant woman moving heavily, the fat, greenish child with a rash on its forehead. Individual limbs and organs detach or swell and burst, and many of the physical features that fascinate Malte are damaged, medically abnormal, or quite simply fantastic—Charles the Bold’s scars and an abscess, his peeled-off face (entry 55), the ripped face of the woman on the rue Notre-Dame-des-Champs (entry 5). There are what one might call ‘hypostatized’ body parts, too, such as the eyes of the men in the Louvre in entry 18, who ‘keep their eye on me, their eye is always upon me, always this one restless eye made up of all their eyes’—but overwhelmingly the focus is on parts of the body rather than the person as a whole.

Rilke’s friend and sometime lover, Lou Andreas-Salomé, alluded to this in a study of Rilke published shortly after his death,16 doubtless recalling the letter that he had sent on 18 July 1903, in which he laments Paris as a city to which wholeness is alien: ‘What kind of a world is this! Pieces, pieces of people, pieces of animals, the remnants of things that used to be, and everything still in motion as if being blown back and forth in a strange wind.’ This mode of perception extends to the infrastructure of Paris, too, and one of the most striking images of the early sections of the novel is Malte’s evocation of a partly torn-down building. Conventionally one sees houses as contained or completed by walls; the wall that Malte sees shows a house ‘inside out’, partly eviscerated, its remaining innards exposed, the pipework and drainage visible instead of discreetly hidden, tatters of wallpaper still surviving, layers of old paintwork peeled back.



Story-telling

The task of holding all this together, of resisting and yet encompassing the fervid fragmentedness of self and world, is that of the writer in general, but it is Malte’s in particular.17 He associates successful writing, successful narration, with the past, a time of greater wholeness, reflecting in the opening lines of entry 44 on how ‘the days when they told stories, properly told stories, must have been before my time. I never heard anyone tell a story. When Abelone used to talk to me about when Maman was young, it was very clear that she didn’t have the art of story-telling. Old Count Brahe is said to have had it.’ And with his customary obliqueness, via Abelone’s recollections, he reconstructs what Brahe’s skill consisted of, and we witness the reported narrative of the old man dictating his memoirs—as Rilke dictated the final version of Malte itself—directing Abelone to cross out, rewrite, and correct so that his reader, or listener, can ‘see’ the story: ‘will they even see what I’m saying here?’ he demands as he becomes impatient with his amanuensis. He wants figures such as the Marquis de Belmare to be seen even as they themselves tell their stories—‘this fellow Belmare, he had marvellous stories in his blood, and incredible illustrations’, he bellows, associating narrative with the very flow of life, something fully present and organic rather than locked in the past as it is in a printed book. Belmare once told his father stories about Persia, and rather than remembering what was said, Brahe reflects instead upon the continuing physical presence in him of that narrative, musing, ‘sometimes I think my hands still smell of it’. Brahe is impatient with the slowness of the process of dictation because he himself ‘sees’ his memoirs, and indeed himself, in an entirely timeless manner, conflating distant time with vivid present, so that ‘when he turned his gaze inwards [the past] should lie before him as in a bright Nordic summer night, intensified and wakeful’. Earlier we have been told that ‘the passage of time had absolutely no significance for him, death was a minor incident that he disregarded entirely’, and he could talk both of those dead for generations as if they were still alive and of children yet to be born (entry 15). The presence of the ghosts in Urnekloster is in one sense merely an extension of the eternal present in which Brahe lives and which enables him to narrate meaningfully. Malte’s mother had the art, too: Malte ‘could only actually see [Ingeborg] when Maman told me the story that I asked for over and over again’ (entry 27), and the benefits are mutual, for the very act of telling the story completely reinvigorates his fragile mother for a while.

Malte’s own processes of recovery in (or from) Paris begin with learning to see—he insists on this twice, in entries 4 and 5—to see not only surfaces but the inner life of things and people, and thereby to learn about his own inner life. For Rilke the word ‘sehen’ (‘to see’) has much in common with ‘erkennen’ (‘to recognize’, ‘to understand’, ‘to gain insight into’), but also with ‘sich einbilden’ (‘to imagine’) and ‘sich erinnern’ (‘to remember’). Malte glosses his determination to learn to see with a remark about ‘everything enters into me more deeply […] I have an inner self that I knew nothing about’—and in fact his seeing is always to a large extent an account of what is happening in that inner self. Seeing and imagining have fluid boundaries, such as in the episode of the neighbour in the Petersburg hotel (entry 50), when Malte does not actually see what is going on in that room (despite his emphasis on the need to establish ‘facts’ in the very first line of that entry) and yet has a full picture. This pattern continually repeats itself in different forms: he and his mother ‘see’ the Schulins’ house, even though it has been gone for years, burned down, conflating absence with presence once more in seeing that is equivalent to vision, and when Charles the Bold of Burgundy is lost, lying dead in the ice, he has never before been ‘so genuinely present in the imagination of all’ (entry 55).

Malte is convinced that someone must do something to correct the litany of false apprehensions of the world, and his conclusion is that to do so he, Brigge, must sit down and write (entry 14)—but the processes of narrative are not so easy. He finds it ‘hard to explain’ his case to his doctor in entry 19 (and impossible to repeat the narrative to the assembled medical team a little while later); he has ‘no voice’ to tell his family what happened in the attic while he was dressing up (entry 32), and once the right moment has passed (in the wake of his mother’s story about Ingeborg and the dog, Cavalier), he cannot find a way to report to anyone else the story of ‘the hand’, his agitation reflected in the repeated use of the word for to tell, ‘erzählen’ in the first paragraph of entry 29. The problem is that narrating and experiencing are too closely related: ‘If there were words for what had happened, I was too small to find any. And suddenly I was gripped by the fear that they might suddenly be there nonetheless […]. To go once more through the reality of what had happened down there […]—to hear myself admitting it—that required strength beyond what I had’ (p. 55). And when events are narrated badly, they fail to retain any significance for Malte, even if they are as important as the circumstances of his father’s later life: ‘I realized that my Father had suffered a great deal in later years,’ he notes emptily; ‘So I had been told’ (p. 94). When someone else’s story presents itself for Malte to narrate, he cannot seize it and tell it confidently, calling out instead for help—‘now, please, a narrator, a narrator’—at a turning-point in the story of Grisha Otrepyev in entry 54; even the culminating parable of the Prodigal Son is couched in interrogative terms—‘Who can describe […]? Which poet has the persuasive power […]? What art has sufficient scope […]?’ (p. 146)—and displaces the responsibility for narration onto unknown others (‘Those who have told this story attempt at this point to remind us […]’, p. 148). An episode that stands out as altogether more vibrant and self-possessed is Malte’s beautiful imaginative journey through the world of lace with Maman in entry 41, but it is brief and owes its liveliness to its close association with the memory of one of the few true story-tellers he can remember, his mother.

Does Malte succeed in finding a self and a language in which to represent that self? Many critics have thought so, attributing to him a development in the course of the novel from a purely subjective mode of perception in the Paris sections, via an apprenticeship in the coherent structuring of a narrative in the entries recalling his childhood, to a quasi-objective mode in the longer historical narratives in the later entries. He is sometimes thought to have evolved from a ‘lyric’ approach, singling out powerful but fleeing impressions, to a more authentic, through-composed ‘epic’ style across the same trajectory, justifying the claim, ‘Malte learns to write’.18 But even supposing that objectivity were the ultimate aim (I would suggest instead that what Malte dreams of is wholeness), there is surely very little about any of Malte’s accounts that is objective, and if their goal is his grandfather’s or his mother’s proper story-telling, they never achieve the life out of time that Count Brahe embodies and that Maman fleetingly enjoys. They all reflect aspects of Malte’s own fractured subjectivity and inhabit a past that only epiphanically suggests it has been assimilated into the present. Even the ‘transposition d’art’ that his account of the tapestries at the Musée de Cluny might have been is a far cry from what a nineteenth-century writer would have made of it. The ‘narration’ of those two entries is an extended exercise in imaginative reconstruction, as he pictures Abelone at his side, her imaginary presence necessary for the story that culminates in the image of the mirror that cements our sense that it is about him, not the tapestries of La Dame à la licorne. The parable of the Prodigal Son is a sustained attempt at the telling of a life, but it ends with the reaffirmation of his family’s inability to see him as he really is and the continuation of their involuntary compulsion to define him for themselves (which is the fate, too, of Beethoven and Ibsen in entries 24 and 26, as public expectation prevents their becoming ideal representatives of art). Such an ending can hardly imply any sense of peace or fulfilment (the ‘final step’ that will convert Malte’s ‘profound wretchedness […] into bliss’, as entry 18 has it), or that the Son is an ideal of some kind. It also ends with the phrase ‘noch nicht’, ‘not yet’, which firmly inscribes the tale within the tensions of ordinary time.



Rilke’s Nordic Influences

There are further paradoxes in the way Malte Laurids Brigge functions, and one of the most important lies in its author’s ability to construct something undeniably unique and original from material that has so many anchor-points in his own life and in the work of others. It has been observed that Rilke ‘was never an original inventor of names, figures and situations’,19 and scholars fishing for sources for Malte have landed some fascinating and instructive facts.

The very name Malte Laurids Brigge is a beautifully serendipitous coinage from a variety of possible stimuli. Schoolfield notes that Rilke passed the Hôtel de Malte (which advertised that it subscribed to Danish newspapers) on the rue Richelieu every day on his way to the Bibliothèque nationale; he may also have remembered the name Malte from the protagonist of a novel by a writer he much admired in the 1890s, Detlev von Liliencron’s With the Left Elbow (1899). Despite having been started in the south, in Rome (where Rilke felt dissatisfied and alienated), Malte was born in part of a distinctly northern enthusiasm, for Scandinavia. Rilke’s long-standing interest in Denmark, Norway, and Sweden—‘you know how much I need and love contact with Nordic people’, he wrote to a friend20—made him a creature of his time. Writers as diverse as the Prussian Naturalist dramatist Hermann Sudermann and the Austrian Neo-Romantic poet Hugo von Hofmannsthal all succumbed to the Nordic craze in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, attracted either to Scandinavian writers’ practice of a highly psychologized form of narrative and drama, or to the cultivated, Decadent sensibilities of many of their protagonists. Rilke knew and admired the works of Henrik Ibsen—the subject of an intense and critical exploration in entry 26—during his youth in Prague. His acquaintance almost certainly deepened as he got to know Lou Andreas-Salomé, who had written a book on Ibsen’s female characters in 1892, and Rilke’s short story entitled ‘Of One Mind’ (‘Einig’), written during this period, in 1897, owes much to Ghosts. Rilke saw a production of The Wild Duck at the Théâtre Antoine in Paris on 27 May 1906, a few days after Ibsen’s death, during a lull in his work on Malte. He wrote to Clara two days later that this was the ‘hour in which the majesty of Ibsen deigned to rest its eyes on me for the first time’, complaining about the French audience’s inappropriate laughter but linking that phenomenon again to his novel: ‘And once more I was able to comprehend Malte Laurids Brigge, and his Nordic nature, and how Paris ruined him. How he saw, felt and suffered it.’ He attended performances of Rosmerholm (with Eleonore Duse as Rebekka West) and Ghosts in Berlin in November.

Rilke had also long admired the Danish novelist Jens Peter Jacobsen, and had owned a copy of Fru Marie Grubbe in German since 1896. The White Princess bears traces of Jacobsen’s short story ‘The Plague in Bergamo’, as well as of Ibsen’s The Lady from the Sea. In May 1904 Rilke had even been planning a monograph on Jacobsen. An interest in the works of Sigbjørn Obstfelder is evident from 1901, when Rilke asked his Dano-German publisher Axel Juncker for a copy of From the Diary of a Priest in October. He had corresponded with the Swedish feminist and educationalist Ellen Key since 1902, after reviewing her study The Century of the Child with some passion.

There seems to have been a specific surge of Nordic interest on Rilke’s part in 1903 and early 1904. Reviews of Tine by Herman Bang and The Comedy of Marriage by Gustaf af Geijerstam appeared under the rubric ‘Nordic Books II’ in the Bremer Tageblatt und General-Anzeiger in February 1903, and Rilke wrote to Juncker in February 1904 about his wish to learn Danish (by June he was listening to Edith Nebelong read Jacobsen aloud in the original). He read the novel Ellen Olestjerne by Franziska Reventlow when it appeared in 1903, and Malte certainly owes something to this novel. It is not by a Scandinavian author, but contributes nonetheless to the ‘Nordic vogue’ because it transposes Reventlow’s childhood in Husum to Denmark and gives the family a Danish name.21 Rilke’s 1904 review of it takes the form of a letter to its protagonist, a fiery young woman from a family in decline. More significant than its Danish setting, perhaps, is this novel’s form, for it is written in a series of short sections—not fragments, exactly, but discrete units—some of which are couched as diary entries. These are chronological, unlike the entries in Malte, but the formal echoes together with thematic and motivic consonances demonstrate that Rilke had incorporated more than minor inspirations from it into his own work.

As the first stages of work on Malte progressed, Rilke recalled his encounter with the house and estate that were to be transformed into Ulsgaard:


I spent a whole summer once on the Schönaich estate, alone in the family’s library, where the archive is crammed with old letters, registers and documents; in every nerve I could feel the immediate presence of destinies, the stirrings and risings of figures from which I was separated by nothing more than my foolish inability to read and interpret old characters and create order in the unsorted confusion of these papers. What a good and efficient summer that could have been, if I had only had some knowledge of archival work; a Marie Grubbe, or something like it, might have been vouchsafed to me, in outline perhaps, or at least I could have learned and garnered much from such close proximity to events that had not yet been recounted—whereas I only derived new daily proof of my unfitness, of that sense of being excluded, which life gives me time and again whenever I wish to get closer to something.22



Frauke Lühning reveals some fascinating details about the importance for the composition of Malte of this and another visit by Rilke to Schleswig-Holstein, and of his reading of North German and Danish literary and historical material. Rilke spent 28 and 29 September 1901, and much of June and July 1902, at the Haseldorf estate of Emil, Prince of Schönaich-Carolath, with whom he had corresponded some years previously in connection with a contribution to his journal Wegwarten (Chicory). Haseldorf is on the right bank of the Elbe in the southern part of Holstein, some fifteen miles west of Hamburg, and the estate had once belonged to the last Danish Chancellor in Holstein, Carl August Rudolf von Oppen-Schilden (1792–1872), accounts of whose death there may have contributed to Rilke’s powerful depiction of Chamberlain Brigge’s dying in Ulsgaard. At the centre of the estate is a manor house in the classical style, built in 1804 and flanked on the right by a so-called ‘Kavalierhaus’—a fine building used not by the princely family themselves but by high-ranking members of their entourage and guests—where Rilke stayed. On the other side of the main building is a Steward’s house, in three of whose attic rooms was the family archive; adjacent to these were rooms containing a moth-eaten collection of historical costumes, uniforms, court dress, furs, and robes that inspired entry 32 of Malte. From the terrace at Haseldorf, too, there is a view across the park to the family vault that features in entry 28.

Rilke was not quite right to say that the antiquarian holdings in Haseldorf were unsorted, since the Danish archivist Louis Bobé had catalogued them and published some items. Bobé’s memoirs recount how Oppen-Schilden kept three rooms of the house closed, left just as they were when previous inhabitants, including his father, died there; some of the objects preserved within them find their way into Rilke’s prose as props for the scenes of Malte’s explorations, and descriptions in Bobé of drawers full of yarn, fabrics, and lace anticipate Malte’s exploration of lace with his mother (entries 32 and 41). Other objets d’art still on display in Haseldorf—such as a vase in the form of a silver swan with outstretched wings—reappear in Malte, too, and the supernatural atmosphere of family ghost stories (as retold by Bobé in his memoirs and featuring in his edition of Lavater’s diaries) is recognizable in episodes such as the appearance of Christine Brahe at dinner in Urnekloster in entry 15.

Major sources of historical information for Rilke—about events, but above all about personalities—were some of Bobé’s other publications, most notably his edition of Johan Caspar Lavater’s Journey to Copenhagen in Summer 1793 and the ten volumes of the Reventlow family papers. The Reventlows were an important German-Danish family, many of whose members held high office in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries under Christian VII (r. 1766–1808), his son, the Crown Prince Regent, later Frederick VI (r. 1808–39), and Christian’s cousin and brother-in-law, the governor of Schleswig-Holstein, Landgraf Carl of Hessen-Kassel (1744–1836). A century before, Anne Sophie Reventlow had been Frederick IV’s queen, and her father Conrad, Count of Clausholm, had been his chancellor from 1699 to 1708. Rilke was particularly interested in Friederike Juliane von Reventlow (1763–1816), known as Julie or Julia, and described by Bobé in the foreword to his Lavater edition as ‘talented but hysterical and highly-strung’, ‘bearing stigmata’, and liable to issue ‘oracular pronouncements that were revered by the family as the words of a saint’ (see note to p. 89). Rilke wrote of her (and of Bobé’s edition of the Reventlow letters) to a friend, calling her a ‘poignant figure’.23

Lavater’s diaries of his journey to Denmark are another source of occult and spiritualist inspiration for Rilke—Landgraf Carl was highly active in these circles and has been seen as a possible model for Count Brahe in Malte. The names of many of the aristocrats named in Malte’s nocturnal visit to the portrait gallery in Urnekloster will have been suggested by some of the ten volumes of Emil Ferdinand Svitzer Lund’s catalogue of Danish painted portraits, which contain brief historical accounts of the lives of their subjects. In particular, the figures from the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries around Christian IV—his wives and the illegitimate children known as the Gyldenløves (entry 34)—owe their presence to Rilke’s reading of the second volume. The account of the death of Christian IV found by Malte in his own father’s papers is very closely modelled on the text in Lund’s Portraits.

Rilke’s Nordic enthusiasm was maintained for several months, with an enthusiastic review of the Norwegian writer Sigbjørn Obstfelder’s posthumous collection Pilgrimages in November 1904 for the Viennese newspaper Die Zeit. At exactly this time, another journey in Scandinavia provided Rilke with material for the Schulin episode in Malte (entry 42). ‘It is plain to the clever reader of Malte Laurids Brigge’, George Schoolfield notes, ‘that its depictions of Danish estate life are based on what Rilke had seen in the former Danish province on the Swedish side of the Sound (reinforced by Hermann Bang’s novels), not on a knowledge of the genuine Danish countryside.’24 Rilke spent almost the whole of the second half of 1904 in southern Sweden, first (from June to September) with the painter and poet Ernst Norlind and his fiancée Hanna Larsson at their somewhat dilapidated farm, Borgeby gård, in Skåne. He went to Copenhagen to meet Clara and returned to Borgeby with her for a while, before returning to the Danish capital for a fortnight (to seek medical treatment, chiefly for Clara), where they spent some time also with the critic Georg Brandes.

Ellen Key facilitated for Rilke a long stay with her friends James and Lizzie Gibson at the villa Furuborg, in Jonsered near Gothenburg on the west coast, between 8 October and 2 December. From there, after a very successful reading in Gothenburg to some 200 people, Rilke made an excursion between 26 and 28 November 1904 to the estate of Oby near Växjö in Småland. The estate was owned by Ellen Key’s brother, although she also retreated there when she was not travelling. There is a famous passage in a letter to Lou Andreas-Salomé about this visit that anticipates many key elements of the Schulin episode in Malte:


[a long train journey was succeeded by] a rapid sleigh ride through a silently snowing afternoon and ended just as dusk was falling on an isolated estate. Surrounded by the ringing of ten little bells we travelled down a long avenue of old linden trees,—the sleigh swung round and there was the courtyard of the château, enclosed between two small wings. But where four flights of steps rose laboriously and heavily from out of the snow on the courtyard towards the terrace, and where this terrace […] gave the impression that it was preparing you for the building itself, there was nothing, nothing but a few bushes buried in the snow, and the sky, a grey tremulous sky […]. one remembered having heard that it had burned down years ago, but one felt that there was something there nevertheless, one felt somehow that the air behind that terrace had not become one with the rest of the air, that it was still divided into passages, rooms and in the middle still formed a hall, an empty, high, abandoned, twilit hall.25



At Oby there were large fishponds, installed by Mac Key, which also feature in its fictional counterpart, Lystager; the letter stresses how cramped the accommodation was, too. A letter from Rilke thanking Key for her hospitality also contains elements that found their modified way into his fictional work. Of the memory of the Sunday he spent there, he wrote that it was as if ‘lifted out of the snow’, like an old piece of family jewellery taken carefully from its case and admired for ‘its pure and delicate workmanship’ and for its capacity to unite the past (in the form of those who have worn it previously) with the future (those whom it will adorn later),26 sentiments that permeate the episode in entry 41 in which Malte looks at lace with his mother, comparing the succession of different pieces of exquisite craftsmanship to a snowy landscape in winter.

The Schulins themselves are characterized with features broadly borrowed from Rilke’s hosts in Oby. Viera is modelled on Ellen, not always in complimentary ways, since Rilke quite quickly came to find her overbearing and irritatingly talkative when they met a few more times between 1905 and 1907. The focus on the eldest sister’s marriage may be an allusion to the Swedish novelist and dramatist Anne Charlotte Leffler, whose second marriage was to the Marchese di Campodisola, later Duke of Cajanello—although this was a happy relationship only ended by her untimely death. Ellen Key wrote her biography in 1893, and a German translation appeared in 1908. That Rilke knew the (correct) story is evident from a letter to Clara of 11 February 1907. Leffler herself wrote a memoir of her good friend the mathematician Sonya Kovalevsky, on whom the all-knowing Zoe appears to be based, and it may be that the name of the last sister, Viera, is derived from a novel by Kovalevsky, Vera Vorontzoff (published in German translation in 1902). None of the portraits is very positive; indeed there is some cruelty in Rilke’s tendency here to caricature—he even makes fun of Ellen Key’s face when he describes Viera as ‘all nose’ (p. 83).

Danish literature contributes much to the atmosphere and imagery of Malte. Rilke had read some of Jens Peter Jacobsen’s work by 1897, and the novel Fru Marie Grubbe (1876) also features many of the figures in the Urnekloster portrait gallery. The name of Abelone, and the theme of a character’s love for his aunt, may derive from Jacobsen’s Mogens and Other Stories (1882) and Niels Lyhne (1880)—both of which are highly praised in Rilke’s letters to the young poet Franz Xaver Kappus.27 Niels Lyhne ends famously with the death of its eponymous hero and the words, ‘And at last he died his death, his difficult death’, a phrase that Rilke echoes almost word-for-word as Chamberlain Brigge dies ‘his own difficult death’ (p. 10). The semi-autobiographical novels of Hermann Bang—whom Rilke described to Alfred Schuler as ‘a star of the first magnitude’ that illuminated the dark days of his youth28—were an important source of inspiration for Rilke, too. Of Tine (1889), which Rilke admired hugely, he wrote in terms that strongly recall Malte: ‘perhaps artistic creation is nothing other than a deep remembering’ (KA iv. 552). Bang’s The Grey House (1901), about an authoritarian grandfather, not unlike Brigge, presiding over a family in decline, features several other family names prominent in Malte, including a Baroness Brahe and a Countess Schulin. Rilke will hardly have needed a model for the mother in his own work, but Bang’s The White House (1898), The Grey House, and Hopeless Generations (1880) all have an attractive but fundamentally unhappy mother figure too. Rilke may or may not have known that Bang, like him, was convinced that he was of noble lineage, or that, during a period in Paris in 1893 where he produced a number of Ibsen’s dramas, Bang stayed in the Hôtel de Malte.29 He may have known that one novel, Mikaël (1902), is based on the life of Rodin, with whom Rilke worked closely in Paris.



Women, Love, and Solitude

It is evident from even the most cursory reading of Malte that relationships with women are more significant to its protagonist than relationships with men, however powerful the figures of Chamberlain Brigge and Count Brahe prove to be. Malte’s Maman is evidently Rilke’s projection of a version of his own mother, Phia, who, as accounts of René’s childhood by his son-in-law Carl Sieber very clearly show, smothered him with obsessive care (with nurses and nannies changed more than twenty times in his first year of life30) and also resented him for not being the sister who had died within a few weeks of her birth, before René (as he was then called) was born. Rilke himself wrote to Ellen Key on 3 April 1903 that his mother ‘played with [him] as if with a big doll’ and loved being called ‘Miss’: ‘she wanted to be thought of as young, suffering and unhappy. And she was probably unhappy. I think we all were’. The very young Rilke was dressed as a girl and made to do household chores as girls would have done: Sieber says the name he had then was ‘Ismene’, but it is very clear that the episode in entry 31 where Malte plays at being little Sophie has a strong biographical basis.

Most intriguing is that, in the novel, Malte recalls how much he enjoyed these games because they gave his mother so much pleasure—games in which the boy Malte is rejected rather than embraced for himself. There is plenty of evidence that Rilke deeply disliked his mother and feared that his upbringing had damaged him. He wrote to Lou Andreas-Salomé on 15 April 1904, while he was in Rome, that his mother was visiting:


you know how it is, every meeting with her is a kind of relapse … if I have to see this lost, unreal woman who is connected with nothing and can’t grow old, [I remember] how I strove even as a child to get away from her, and I fear deep within that after years and years of running and walking I am still not far enough away, that within me somewhere there are still motions that are the matching half of her withered gestures, fragments of memories that she carries around in pieces within her; then I dread her distracted piety, her obstinate faith, above all the travesties and distortions that she has clung to, herself as empty as a dress, ghostly and awful. To think that I am her child: that in this faded wall that belongs nowhere some hardly identifiable concealed door was my entry into this world.



The image of the ‘faded wall that belongs nowhere’ has a resonance with the ‘inside-out’ house in Malte’s Paris.

Despite this, and despite the evidence that the figure of Maman in The Notebooks is at least in part a representation of his real mother, these scenes are often cheerful, devoted, even loving. Malte identifies with his mother (it is implied that he shares her fear of needles), he craves comfort from his mother, and amongst his happiest memories are of her coming home from a grand ball to calm him because he has been screaming for her (entry 30). When, after her death, he is upset by the appearance of the ghost of Christine Brahe, he is comforted by his cousin Mathilde and tries to compose an image of his mother’s face from the features of hers seen through his tears (entry 15). Is his portrayal of this kind of mother a form of guilt on Rilke’s part? An attempt to make up for the negative feelings he harboured for his own mother and at the same time project an idealized image of how things should have been? Or is the novel an opportunity for the ostensibly fictional expression of a genuine love and affection—which might perhaps better be called compassion or sympathy—that on one level Rilke believes his mother does not deserve and which in ‘real life’ he therefore feels the need to conceal with antipathy?

Speculative answers to these questions may be found in psychological and psychoanalytic studies of Rilke.31 Andreas Huyssen, for example, suggests that Rilke experienced feelings of guilt towards his mother throughout his life—‘guilt feelings not of an oedipal kind of desiring union with the mother but rather of hating the person he most desired and who, given her character and psychic dispositions, continually withdrew from that desire’—and he explains her presence in the novel both as ‘an ideal mother (Malte’s)’ and as a ‘real mother (Rilke’s) […] inscribed into the text via Malte’s psychic disturbances’.32 It is certainly the case that within the narrative economy of Malte ‘Maman’ is part of a nexus around illness and death that dominates the novel. The figure of Maman as a delicate aristocrat surrounded by a noble family is also part of an imaginative exploration on Rilke’s part of his own (and his Uncle Jaroslav’s) firm but unproven belief that their family was of ancient lineage. Malte may be alone, impoverished, and sick in Paris, but his childhood memories and the background in whose creation so much imaginative energy has been invested are wealthy and aristocratic rather than mean and bourgeois, as Rilke’s own was. The Brahes’ butler may be so ancient and short-sighted that he cannot always tell whether there is a guest to serve or not, but this is a far cry from pasting fine labels onto bottles of cheap wine, as Rilke’s parents reportedly used to do. There are remnants of an anxiety to match the standards of his upbringing despite his straitened circumstances in Malte’s insistence that his collar is washed and his wrists perfectly clean, in entry 16.

The novel reflects Rilke’s own profound ambivalence about family, the tension between the sense of stability that may be derived from ‘roots’—reflected obliquely by his interest, several times evident in Malte, in heraldry and family coats of arms—and the risk that a family will smother the individual. It ends, after all, with a modified parable of the Prodigal Son, ‘the legend of one who didn’t want to be loved’ (p. 144), who leaves home because of the danger of allowing a family to impose upon him an identity of their own conceiving, regardless of (and doing violence to) the true nature of his own. In this context there are two telling moments in Malte’s reading of the story of the False Dmitrii, Grisha Otrepyev, in entry 54. First, when the real Dmitrii’s mother, Maria Nagaia, falsely confirms him as the true Tsar, she undermines Otrepyev more than she sustains him: ‘the declaration by his mother […] lifted him out of the fullness of his invention; it restricted him to being a weary imitator; […] it made him into an imposter’. Malte thinks that Otrepyev’s conviction and power originally came from ‘the fact of no longer being anybody’s son’, being totally without forebears and left to one’s own self, and the ‘editor’ makes the connection with the Prodigal Son in a marginal note: ‘That, after all, is the power wielded by all young people who have left home.’ Maria Nagaia eventually publically repudiates Otrepyev and he is shot, but in one short moment he regains supremacy: ‘between voice and pistol-shot, infinitely compressed, there was within him still sufficient will and power to be everything’ (p. 109–10).

If maternal love is problematized in Malte, Rilke is no less particular about erotic love. Throughout the novel, but most concentratedly in entries 58, 66–8, and 70, Rilke presents an ideal of ‘possessionless’ or ‘intransitive’ love that rejects the more traditional idea that love is most powerful and existentially affirming when it is a reciprocal partnership of mutually sustaining individuals. For Rilke, loving and being loved are not complementary (and this difficulty underpins his very complex relationship to God, too, which is often touched upon in the Notebooks, although rarely without ambiguity). The beloved, the person being loved, is in a position of weakness and dependency, reduced to the status of an object rather than being a freely acting subject. The consequences are both that the existential freedom of the beloved is thereby fatally compromised, but also that this relationship compromises the freedom of the one loving. Love at its highest operates unreflected by a loving counterpart, and throughout the novel Malte refers to a series of women—and they are all women—the object of whose affections is unwilling or unable to reciprocate, often women who have been deserted by their lovers. They are Greek, Italian, French, German, Portuguese, and Provençal, garnered from myth and from history, sometimes figures from the literary canon, but sometimes also more obscure examples unearthed to shore up a doctrine that often feels like special pleading for male (or perhaps merely Rilke’s own) independence or liberation from commitment. Rilke also intends a component of re-empowerment here, however, a celebration of how the love these women have shown transcends their historically determined social dependency. They include Bettina von Arnim’s youthful passion for Goethe, the love of the Italian poet Gaspara Stampa for Collalto di Collaltino, Byblis’s incestuous lust for her brother in Ovid, Héloïse’s separation from Abelard, and Mariana Alcoforado’s intense letters to the Chevalier de Chamilly. What compensates is creativity, for what these abandoned women have in common is the capacity to channel an emotion into durable words, into poetry or letters.

Time and again between about 1906 and the first of the Duino Elegies, written in 1912, Rilke returns to the notion that the heart becomes ‘great and valid, inexhaustible and beautiful’ when it ‘transcends the object [of its love]’, that ‘whenever it makes any progress the heart breaks through the object or merely loses it and then loves outwardly and endlessly’, and that ‘the presence of a beloved object may be useful for the initiation of love but means only grief that will thwart its later greatness’.33

Malte’s own emotions are implicated in this conception of love, as his relationship with Abelone—his aunt—progresses obliquely through a series of the entries and is articulated via a reading of the tapestries depicting La Dame à la licorne. Abelone is a name taken from a novel by Jacobsen, where she represents a downtrodden wife taken for granted (which Rilke’s text reflects in the opening paragraph of entry 37, when Malte recalls how ‘Abelone was always there, which did her no favours’). Malte’s relationship with Abelone develops, however; in the same entry he recalls how he first noticed her properly in the year after his mother’s death—she clearly functions for him as a form of substitute for his mother—and he writes with almost conventional sentimentality of how the roses in Ulsgaard must have stayed in bloom for longer because of the ambient warmth generated by their love (although he does not use the word). However, he writes of a ‘necessary break’ in entry 22—before immediately moving to a reflection on sainthood—and by entry 57, after an account of how Malte deliberately exploits Abelone’s greater devotion to bring about the pleasures of reconciliation after an argument, he describes her has having been ‘absorbed by’ Bettina von Arnim, whose letters she is reading. The end of entry 37 recounts his refusal to give a simple, direct narrative of their relationship and the presentation of the tapestries in 38 (while he imagines her present) functions as what Rilke would call ‘ein Vorwand’, a substitute or ‘pretext’ (in the most literal sense of ‘pre-text’, a narrative standing before, in front of, masking and yet thereby revealing the true text) for an account of their love. While the young girls in subsequent entries merely copy the images into their sketch-pads, unaware of how they reflect a truth about their lives, Abelone, it is implied, has a deeper understanding of the message of these allegorical treasures. The moment the word ‘desire’ is articulated in the citation of the motto, ‘A mon seul désir’, a note of turmoil is introduced and ‘everything is so ill-at-ease’ and the lady reaches for the unicorn’s horn, clinging to the symbol of virginity. The presentation culminates in the reflection of the unicorn’s image in her mirror, reinforcing the primacy of self-sufficiency and the rejection of any sense that meaningful reciprocal love might emerge. Just as she was associated with sainthood on her first appearance in entry 22, Abelone is once more cast into a context where self-realization is achieved beyond human relationships, although it is of the nature of the narrative in Malte that the reader does not know whether Malte’s defensive, even narcissistic projection is realized and whether she herself sees love this way.

Relationships between Malte and women may be more prominent than his relationships with men, but his extended reflections on male figures confirm one of the lessons of ‘intransitive love’, namely that perfection and fulfilment are only achievable when alone. The entries on Beethoven and Ibsen, for example, are conflicted reflections on genius thwarted by the presence of ‘the other’. Of Beethoven, Malte writes in entry 24 that it would have been better for his Hammerklavier to have been set up in the Egyptian desert with an angel to transport him there—before itself fleeing, ‘fearful lest you might begin’, lest the music be spoilt by the presence even of an angelic auditor. The concert audience thwarts the full purpose of Beethoven’s music because it distracts him into writing for the audience, on its behalf, rather than to express himself alone: his music has a higher calling, being sufficient to ‘give back to the cosmos what only the cosmos can bear’. In a graphic (and characteristically paradoxical) image, Rilke likens Beethoven’s performances to masturbation; truly fruitful emission is achieved alone, not with another, and certainly not before a public of whores and harlots who cannot conceive anything from that seed. Less provocatively, the entry on the man feeding the birds (entry 25) suggests that there is more to it than philanthropy: ‘If there were no onlookers […] an angel would appear suddenly and overcome its aversion and eat the old, sweet crumbs from the wrinkled hand. But as usual, the people get in the way.’ When Malte reflects that ‘they see to it that only birds come’, he opens a vista of unlimited alternative possibilities for the fulfilment of ‘being’ and the achievement of identity.

Ibsen is in a sense a soulmate for Malte in that he, too, is on the edge of desperation and he confirms that the intimations of possible resolution derived from Rodin and Cézanne will not suffice. His failure lies—like Malte’s—in an inability to integrate an inner world with outer reality, because of impatience and an innate tendency to display, a ‘nature given to showing’ (entry 26). Malte describes Ibsen’s work as ‘an unprecedented act of violence’, as he searched ‘ever more impatiently, ever more desperately amongst what is visible for equivalents to what was seen on the inside’—equivalents that eventually break the bounds of the plausible and flip over into the grotesque. In a major study of the novel in German, Anthony Stephens identifies the essential link to Malte: ‘Ibsen begins explicitly with the “core”, with what is “ungraspable”, because the events of the surface seem to him to be trivial. The translation of this “ungraspability” into the realities of the stage bursts the capacity of modern theatre, just as the turning-outward of the inward when the Chamberlain dies bursts the bounds of his surface personality.’34 He is a model of the failure to integrate the tensions that characterize our lives, for ‘the two ends that you had bent round to meet’ (inner and outer worlds) ‘sprang apart; your crazy strength escaped from the elastic wand and your work was as nothing’.

Does Malte fail? What happens to him after the novel ends? Rilke’s comments on this are ambiguous. In a letter of 28 December 1911 he wrote to Lou Andreas-Salomé, ‘I remember for a long time Malte Laurids seemed not so much a downfall as a peculiarly dark ascension into a remote and neglected part of heaven’, suggesting that his view of his own work had changed quite radically, or at least had gone through a period of instability. It was originally envisaged that Malte would die: the first paragraph of the original opening muses, ‘I have lost all of these [characteristic features], just as I have lost him, too’, and the early plan in French quoted earlier speaks of a ‘tragic crisis […] which seizes hold of all his accumulated strength and hauls him towards the abyss’. It is true that this document goes on to refer to ‘a path upwards’ and ‘a dark ascension towards an unfinished sky’, which recall the letter to Lou just quoted, but in the midst of many other epistolary references to Malte’s ‘Untergang’ (perdition, doom, demise),35 they offer a vista only on what might have been rather than what the novel really implies. Reference was made earlier to glimpses of a kind of redemptive path for Malte, in the context of Rodin and Cézanne, but they are not carried through in the novel, and in a letter to Clara written on 8 September 1908 Rilke confirms: ‘Cézanne is nothing other than the first primitive and arid success of what failed in M.L.: Brigge’s death was Cézanne’s life.’ But to Marie von Thurn und Taxis, Rilke wrote on 30 August 1910, not long after completing the novel: ‘I dread a little to think about how much violence I have carried through in Malte Laurids, how in systematic desperation I had reached, with him, behind the façade of everything, behind even death in a way, so that nothing more was possible, not even death.’ Rilke here seems to be saying that writing about his death would be to lose some of the force of the novel’s very evident trajectory.

The central paradox of Malte as a whole is not unlike that of Hofmannsthal’s ‘Chandos Letter’: it documents a failure, but in doing so constitutes a success. Chandos registers no consciousness of the linguistic facility and communicative power his letter so patently manifests. His letter ends with the certainty that any language that might suffice to express his current condition cannot be English, Latin, or Spanish, or any language he has previously commanded so expressively, but will be a language ‘in which the dumb creatures might speak to me sometimes and in which I will give account of myself perhaps, in the grave, to an unknown judge’. On one level this is a bleak prognosis, displacing communicative success to a realm beyond the grave, but Hofmannsthal’s text nonetheless conveys a profound sense of what that bleakness feels like; its ‘true’ author has successfully expressed the nature of the crisis. Malte struggles with writing, and faces the prospect of its complete impossibility in quasi-biblical language:


I can write all this down and say it for a while yet. But there will come a day when my hand will be far away from me, and when I tell it to write it will write words that I do not intend. The age of the other interpretation will dawn and there shall not be left one word upon another, and every meaning will dissolve like clouds and descend like rain. For all my fear I am after all like one who is standing before something great, and I remember that I often felt much like this before I began to write. But this time I will be written. I am the impression that will be transformed. (entry 18)



And yet Rilke’s work gives a profound and powerful articulation of the crisis its protagonist is living through. It does not need to be resolved to be represented. Malte is fascinated by Baudelaire’s poem ‘Une Charogne’, about a rotting carcass, an object seen as the poet and his beloved are walking out, and whose disgusting decomposition is evoked with relish in a poetic tour de force before the poet specifically compares the corpse, ‘this ordure’, to the woman he is with. On one level the poem is about processes of natural self-renewal, giving back to Nature what she has put into her physical creations; it is a poem that radically refuses any transcendent or redemptive dimension to love. On another level, however, it is about the capacity of art to recompose what has decomposed and thereby transmit it beyond the physical world via memory and form: ‘I have preserved the form and the divine essence | Of my decomposed love’, Baudelaire writes in the last stanza, producing with conscious irony a poem, or what the Roman poet Horace called ‘a monument more lasting than bronze [aere perennius]’, out of the description of its very opposite. What will have appealed especially to Rilke is less the provocative frisson of the shocking subject-matter than the reflection in stanza 8 on how the carrion is a kind of work in progress, a sketch: ‘The forms were vanishing, now no more than a dream, | A sketch that comes slowly, | On the forgotten canvas, and which the artist completes | Only with memory.’ It is with specific reference to his reading of Baudelaire and the need to overcome traditional artistic perceptions and see in the horrible ‘das Seiende […], das mit allem anderen Seienden gilt’—‘the essence of being that is valid alongside everything else that is’—that Rilke reveals his insight that Malte has been tested: ‘And all of a sudden (and for the first time) I understand Malte Laurids’ fate. Is it not that this test exceeded him, that he failed it when confronted with reality, although conceptually he was convinced by its necessity?’36 Malte’s verdict on ‘Une Charogne’ is that, ‘apart from the last stanza he was right’, and via its own form, Malte Laurids Brigge manifests less confidence in the finished, polished, and lasting artistic monument than in an aesthetic of transience, ephemerality, and fragility.
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Note on the Text and Translation


The German text of Die Aufzeichnungen des Malte Laurids Brigge used for this translation is from volume III of the most up-to-date annotated edition of Rilke’s works, the Kommentierte Ausgabe, edited by August Stahl (1996 = KA). I have also consulted the paperback Kommentierte Ausgabe, edited by Manfred Engel (published by Reclam in 1997 = MLB/KA), which was prepared after careful comparison with the first (1910) edition of the novel, and the fine facsimile edition of the so-called Bern Notebook, Das Manuskript des ‘Berner Taschenbuchs’. Textgenetische Edition (2012 = BT). The entries of the Notebooks are not numbered in the original, but numbers have been included in the margins of this translation for ease of reference between the text, the Introduction, and the Explanatory Notes. The numbers should be ignored, if possible, by anyone simply reading through. The only break in the text sanctioned by Rilke is between entries 38 and 39, where volume 1 of the original edition ended and volume 2 began. The editor’s Explanatory Notes are placed at the end of the book, signalled by asterisks; all notes at the foot of the page are part of Rilke’s text. Finally, the term ‘entries’ has been chosen to refer to the seventy-one sections of the Notebooks (where ‘notes’ might have been less clinical) to avoid confusion between these sections and the Explanatory Notes at the end of this volume.

The Bern Notebook is interesting. One of (probably) two notebooks that contain(ed) virtually the whole text of Rilke’s manuscript, it is preserved in the Swiss Literary Archives in Bern; the other was probably lost when Rilke’s possessions in Paris were confiscated and auctioned at the beginning of the First World War. The text in this notebook begins in mid-sentence in entry 36, at a point equivalent to page 71, line 27, in this translation. The Bern Notebook is modest in size (14.4 × 8.2 cm) and consists of 215 sides, twenty-eight blank, and the rest containing the second half of Rilke’s text, mostly in ink, and many preliminary ideas or subsequent annotations, which are often in pencil. This is the third of four manuscript ‘layers’ in the novel’s genesis reconstructed by Manfred Engel in MLB/KA, 323–8. The earliest layer is thought to have been a series of preparatory notes of which little is known (M1), although one might include at this genetic level the ‘rehearsals’ for many passages of the finished text that found their way into Rilke’s many letters. Some are referred to in the Explanatory Notes to this translation. Then came the ‘older sizeable manuscript’ (M2)—probably not a complete version, however—that Rilke referred to in a letter of 20 October 1909 to his publisher Anton Kippenberg as holding one of the then current states of his work on Malte (the other being the notebooks, M3). The last stage (T4) is the typescript prepared between 12 and 27 January 1910 by Kippenberg’s secretary in Leipzig at Rilke’s dictation, which is believed to have been destroyed during the Second World War. That typescript was the basis of the first edition, which appeared on 31 May 1910 with the Insel Verlag, in two volumes. Kippenberg mentions in a letter to Rilke sent on 1 June that he had arranged for five printings, each of 1,100 copies; three were issued in 1910 and two in 1914. Rilke’s proofs for that edition are not preserved either. Two extracts had been published before then, entry 15 in the Neue Rundschau in March 1909, and entry 44 in the Insel-Almanach auf das Jahr 1910 (which also appeared in 1909). The Bern Notebook also contains manuscripts for the two discarded endings translated here, which Rilke decided during his dictation in 1910 not to include in his final version.

There are other partial manuscripts in existence. Two are for the sections published in 1909; another is a fair copy of the first fifteen entries.1 Both versions of the opening of the novel exist in manuscript form. There are tantalizing hints that other manuscripts may exist, or may have existed. In an autobiography published in 2009, the painter and writer Hilde Stieler (1879–1965) quotes an entry from her own diary headed ‘Berlin, 9 October 1909’, about a conversation with the industrialist and politician Walther Rathenau. According to Rathenau, the wife of a wealthy Leipzig fur-dealer, Jenny Oltersdorf, heaped Rilke with gifts and favours, not least roses of the variety Madame Trouchky that Rilke particularly loved. ‘In return,’ writes Stieler, Rilke ‘made her a present of the whole of his manuscript of Malte Laurids Brigge, a princely gift of whose value she probably had no idea.’2 The editors of the Bern Notebook believe that this is probably not the ‘older’ manuscript referred to above (M2), since in March 1939 (some thirty years after the diary entry) that ‘older manuscript’ appears still to have been in Princess von Thurn und Taxis’s Castle at Duino, where it was transcribed by the editor of the first complete edition of Rilke’s works, Ernst Zinn. It has recently been discovered in Zinn’s own archive by Walter Simon, and contains an earlier version of the opening of the novel.3 It is possible, since Oltersdorf’s copy cannot be traced, that it and the lost Duino manuscript are one and the same, but that would presuppose that Rilke had no need of it when dictating the final version in January 1910, perhaps because he had transferred all he needed to the two notebooks. Be this as it may, Rilke’s final authorized published text is unaffected.

There are many allusions and echoes in Rilke’s text, literary and historical. Rilke explained to his Polish translator, Witold Hulewicz, on 10 November 1925 that these allusions are ‘not historical personages or figures from [Malte’s] own past but the vocabulary of his own extremity: for that reason one should permit oneself occasionally to allow a name to feature that is not elucidated any further’ (WH 359). He resisted identifying more precisely references to figures only hinted at: ‘everyone should verify them in his own way, and anyone not able to verify them will still learn enough from the tension of these anonymities’. Nonetheless, twenty-first-century English-speaking readers will probably identify fewer allusions than their German-speaking counterparts of a century and more before, and their general background knowledge will be quite different. Some of the explanatory notes to this translation, therefore, are intended to save modern readers the trouble of tracing those references they do not already recognize. They do not aim to contextualize the allusions fully, partly for reasons of space, but chiefly because knowing only a little preserves some of the sense of imprecision and tentativeness that is a crucial element of reading Malte, whilst knowing just that little prevents a different kind of disorientation. But it is important to have a sense of what historical periods the people named inhabited, and of the nature of, say, the political or religious tensions that surrounded them. Other notes translate passages in French in the original; they are left in French in the body of the translation to maintain the effect of the linguistic shift that the reader encounters in the process of reading the original. The remainder of the notes are intended as pointers for anyone interested in Rilke more generally, offering parallels with his other writings (including his letters), links to his life, or suggestions as to the genetic processes that culminated in the final text of the novel. Some are best followed up by readers who have some German.

During the process of translation the responses Rilke made to questions from his contemporary translators proved helpful. He gave detailed answers to queries from Inga Junghanns (working into Danish), and his responses to her questionnaires are published as part of their correspondence (pp. 41–52 and 66–70 = IJ): the sense of ‘Notleib’ in the entry on John XXII was elucidated this way, for example. Similarly he annotated a long questionnaire from Witold Hulewicz (who was translating into Polish), which can be found in Gesammelte Briefe (v. 359–68 = WH): this clarified several elements of the very concentrated passage about Ibsen (entry 26). Both these translations appeared in 1927, after Rilke’s death. Rilke’s annotations on Maurice Betz’s French translation (published in part in 1923 and in full in July 1926) are reported on in Betz’s memoirs (especially in Rilke vivant, which does not feature the more critical sections), but the twenty-six pages of ‘Remarques’ in French held in the Colmar City Library are systematically discussed in an important article by Gerald Stieg.4

Rilke’s text is very varied in tone and style. He can be very lofty, even biblical in tenor (and by no means only in the final entry, which explores a biblical parable), but he can also write plain and fairly informal German, such as when recounting unusual incidents in his childhood or the rapid pace of historical events. The entries on important cultural figures—Duse, Ibsen, Beethoven, Sappho—are characterized by yet another sort of loftiness, as Rilke strives to convey the intangible and extremely complex aura he detects around their lives and work. There is a lyricism, too, in evocations of Maman, for example, but also, in a curiously inverted fashion, in the imagistic conjurations of the misery of Paris. At the same time, Rilke has a fondness for obscure regional vocabulary, such as ‘jäsig’ (which he glossed as an ‘old expression’ to describe a wound full of pus) or ‘tauduff ’ (to describe dew on a leaf, a word whose origins are so obscure that even KA and MLB/KA do not identify them correctly; see note to p. 116). Sometimes Rilke writes very opaquely indeed, and his formulations are unusual and do not sit easily with any of the various registers of German he has experimented with. It has seemed to me important not to neutralize these, or substitute an interpretation for the plain rendition of awkward phrases, thereby depriving the English reader of the oddities with which Rilke’s prose not infrequently confronts the reader of German. Rilke is not a smooth writer, so attempts to iron out the anfractuosities of his style will not serve him well.

One characteristic feature of Rilke’s prose that could not be imitated consistently is his pervasive use of the German pronoun ‘man’, equivalent (in some ways) to ‘one’ in English. Paragraph after paragraph of Rilke’s German is written in this third-person form, and its alternation with more precise pronouns can generate subtle and beautiful effects, some of which (such as the alternation between ‘man’ and ‘wir’, ‘one’ and ‘we’, within a single paragraph) have not proved tractable to convincing imitations. Modern English—even a highly literary and more than usually self-conscious modern English—simply does not support the extended use of ‘one’ as the dominant pronoun without great cost to ‘readability’. It is not that prose couched in this form necessarily harbours echoes of stilted aristocrats—although in fact it often does, and since Rilke’s usage is never motivated by a desire to avoid the use of ‘I’ or ‘you’ or ‘we’ or ‘they’ for social reasons, to allow any hint of such a dimension would be damaging. And it is not that he is using this form to create the impression of a neutral or objective style: however shy he is of using the first-person singular pronoun in particular, it is almost always clear when ‘man’ primarily reflects a first-person perspective. ‘Man’ very often seems to prompt the reader to include mentally more in the potential scope of reference than would be implied by a more obvious pronoun; ‘man’ subtly says ‘I, but not just I’, ‘we, but not only we’, ‘they, but far more than they’—and the sustained use of ‘one’ in English does not usually have that effect. The effect of its persistent use is a claim for authority and validity beyond the perspective of whichever character happens to be feeling or experiencing or voicing what Rilke wishes to convey, and the translator has to find more ways of conveying that than just using pronouns.

Whilst Malte could never be anything but an early twentieth-century work, and whilst there is much in its language that anchors it to that period, the narrator’s prose is not usually mannered or styled so as to appear archaic now to a modern reader of German (although there are some deliberate archaisms, too). An English version has both to acknowledge the origins of the writing in the first decade of the twentieth century and allow readers from the second decade of the twenty-first to approach it without having to penetrate a membrane of archaism. I have tried, therefore, to keep the English as natural as possible where the German feels natural, so I have usually contracted ‘will not’, ‘cannot’, and so on, because not to do so makes the text feel stilted in ways that the original is not. Yet where the German is complex, formal, lofty, or otherwise distinctive, I have attempted to capture that, too. When I was a student, one of my tutors remarked of a colleague that his spoken French, whilst in every respect correct and idiomatic, was as much an embodiment of his very idiosyncratic personality as was his native English; he therefore sounded precisely like himself whatever language he was speaking. That comment has remained with me, and I hope therefore that this version of The Notebooks of Malte Laurids Brigge always sounds like Rilke.






1 See SW vi. 1454, and Brigitte von Witzleben, Untersuchungen zu Rainer Maria Rilkes Die Aufzeichnungen des Malte Laurids Brigge: Studien zu den Quellen und zur Textüberlieferung (Vaasa, 1996), 182–4.

2 Hilde Stieler, Die Edelkomparsin von Sanary, trans. Manfred Flügge (Berlin, 2009), 68.

3 See BT 231–2.

4 Gerald Stieg, ‘Rilkes Kritik an Maurice Betz’ Übersetzung der Aufzeichnungen des Malte Laurids Brigge’, Blätter der Rilke-Gesellschaft, 30 (2010), 91–104.
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A Chronology of Rainer Maria Rilke











	
1875


	
(4 Dec.) René Karl Wilhelm Josef Maria Rilke born prematurely in Prague. A sister born the previous year had died within a week of birth. Rilke’s father, Josef, failed to make a career as an army officer, and later became a railway inspector; his mother Phia (Sophia) resented his modest social standing. René often ill as a child, suffering from repeated fevers and headaches.





	
1884


	
(24 May) Writes first poem to celebrate parents’ wedding anniversary; they separate shortly afterwards and Rilke is brought up by his adoring but often absent mother.





	
1886


	
Admitted as a scholar to the Junior Military Academy in St Pölten (Lower Austria), which he loathes.





	
1890


	
Attends the Military Academy in Mährisch-Weißkirchen (Moravia), but suspends his studies after three months because of illness and leaves mid-1891 without qualifications.





	
1891


	
Enrols for a three-year course at the Academy for Trade and Commerce in Linz, but leaves within a year to take private lessons in Prague in preparation for the School-Leaving Certificate.





	
1892


	
Death of his uncle, Jaroslav Rilke, ennobled as Ritter von Rülicken, who leaves him a small legacy to support his studies.





	
1894


	
Engagement to Valerie von David-Rhonfeld; (Nov.) first collection of verse, Lives and Songs, published.





	
1895


	
Takes School-Leaving Certificate and enrols at the German Carl Ferdinand University in Prague, reading Philosophy, Literature, and History of Art. (Autumn) Engagement broken off. (Christmas) Offerings to the Lares published.





	
1896


	
Changes degree programme to Law and Political Science; (Sept.) moves to the University of Munich to study Art History. (Dec.) Dream-Crowned published.





	
1897


	
(March) First visit to Venice. Begins an affair with Lou Andreas-Salomé; (June–Sept.) lives with her in Munich before moving to Berlin. (20 July) drama Hoar-Frost performed in Prague, with Max Reinhardt. (Christmas) Verse collection Advent published.





	
1898


	
Travels to Italy in the spring (Florence and Viarreggio). (Aug.) Settles in Berlin. (Christmas) First visit to the artists’ community in Worpswede. (Dec.) Completes first version of drama The White Princess.





	
1899


	
Studies History of Art in Berlin. (March) travels to Vienna, where he meets Hugo von Hofmannsthal and Arthur Schnitzler. (Apr.–June) First journey to Russia with Lou Andreas-Salomé and her husband; meets Leo Tolstoy (28 Apr.) and Leonid Pasternak. (Sept.–Oct.) First part of Book of Hours completed. (Autumn) First version of The Lay of the Love and Death of Cornet Christoph Rilke written in a single night.





	
1900


	
(May–Aug.) Second visit to Russia with Lou Andreas-Salomé; (1 June) second meeting with Tolstoy. (Aug.–Oct.) Extended visit to the painter and graphic artist Heinrich Vogeler in the artists’ colony at Worpswede, near Bremen, when Rilke meets the painter Paula Becker and the sculptor Clara Westhoff.





	
1901


	
(Late Feb.) Lou Andreas-Salomé breaks off relationship. (29 Apr.) Rilke marries Clara Westhoff. (Sept.) Second part of Book of Hours written. (12 Dec.) Daughter Ruth born.





	
1902


	
First part of the year in Westerwede and Bremen. (July) Book of Images published. (28 Aug.) First period in Paris begins; (Nov.) writes the first of the New Poems, ‘The Panther’.





	
1903


	
Art-historical studies Worpswede and Auguste Rodin appear. (Apr.) In Viareggio where the third part of the Book of Hours is written. Resumes contact with Lou. (July) Moves from Paris to Worpswede; (Sept.) to Rome with Clara.





	
1904


	
(Feb.) Begins work on The Notebooks of Malte Laurids Brigge. (June) Travels to Copenhagen and then to Borgeby and Jonsered in Sweden; (Oct.) second version of Cornet published.





	
1905


	
(March–Apr.) Admitted to a sanatorium near Dresden after a long-lasting acute flu-like illness. (June) Visits Lou in Göttingen. (July–Sept.) Guest of Countess Schwerin in Castle Friedelhausen on the Lahn. (12 Sept.) Second period in Paris, lasting ten months until 29 July 1906; initially living with Rodin in Meudon-Val-Fleury as his private secretary. (Dec.) Book of Hours published.





	
1906


	
(Feb.–March) Lecture tour to Berlin and Hamburg; (14 Mar.) interrupted by father’s death. (May) Rodin terminates his arrangement with Rilke and Rilke moves to the rue Cassette, working on the New Poems. (July–Aug.) Travels to Flanders with Clara. (Dec.) Journeys to Capri to stay with Alice Faehndrich for five months; two-thirds of New Poems complete. Works on translating Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s Sonnets from the Portuguese. (Dec.) Third version of Cornet published and rapidly becomes a best-seller.





	
1907


	
(Apr.) Meets Maxim Gorkii on Capri. (31 May) Third period in Paris begins. (Oct.) Journeys to Prague, Breslau, and Vienna. (Nov.) Reconciled with Rodin. (Nov.) Travels to Venice for the third time; (Dec.) New Poems published.





	
1908


	
(Jan.) Visits to Oberneuland, Berlin, Munich, Rome, and Naples before (29 Feb.) a six-week stay in Capri begins. (1 May) return to Paris, where he is based until 8 January 1910 (fourth period). (Nov.) Second part of New Poems published. (Early Nov.) Writes the ‘Requiem’ poems for Paula Modersohn-Becker and Wolf Count Kalckreuth, a Munich poet who had committed suicide.





	
1909


	
(Sept.–Oct.) Travels to Provence. (Dec.) Beginning of Rilke’s friendship with Princess Marie von Thurn und Taxis.





	
1910


	
(Jan.) Visiting his publisher, Anton Kippenberg, in Leipzig, Rilke dictates the completed version of Malte; (31 May) Malte published. Travels to Weimar, Berlin, Rome, and Castle Duino near Trieste before returning to Paris for a fifth period in May. (Sept.–Oct.) Guest of Princess Marie and then Sidonie Nádherný von Borutin in their castles in Bohemia before (mid-Nov.) leaving for North Africa.





	
1911


	
(Jan.–March) Travels in Egypt, returning to Paris (6 Apr.) via Venice. (Autumn) Clara institutes divorce proceedings, although these are not completed. (22 Oct.) Arrives at Castle Duino, where he lives as the guest of Princess Marie until May 1912.





	
1912


	
(Jan.) Writes the short cycle of poems The Life of the Virgin Mary and begins the Duino Elegies. (May–Sept.) Spends the summer in Venice. (Nov.) Travels in Spain.





	
1913


	
(25 Feb.) Returns to Paris. (June) Five months travelling in Germany, sometimes with Lou, who introduces him to Sigmund Freud. (Autumn) In Paris, working further on the Elegies.





	
1914


	
(20 June) writes the poem ‘Turning’, which signals a new aesthetic and the hope of a new poetic start. Reads Georg Trakl and Friedrich Hölderlin. (Aug.) In Munich, almost wholly without means; begins a relationship with the painter Lou Albert-Hasard that will last for two years; receives anonymous donation from the philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein. After a burst of initial enthusiasm, Rilke is shocked by the wave of nationalism that sweeps Germany as the war gains momentum.





	
1915


	
Mostly in Munich. (Oct.–Nov.) Productive working period (including the fourth Elegy), interrupted by conscription into the Austrian infantry (Landsturm), despite Rilke’s shaky health.





	
1916


	
Military service in Vienna in the military archive. (9 Jun.) Demobilization, after a period visiting Hofmannsthal in Rodaun near Vienna.





	
1917


	
Works as a reader for the Insel publishing house. (July–Oct.) Guest of Hertha Koenig at the Böckel Estate in Wesphalia. (Oct.–Dec.) In Berlin.





	
1918


	
(Until May) Living in the Hotel Continental in Munich. Meets the artist Paul Klee and a number of Expressionist authors. Initially enthused by the November revolution, he quickly becomes more sceptical. (Nov.) Relationship with Claire Studer (later Goll).





	
1919


	
(May) Rilke’s apartment is searched when the Munich Soviet Republic is suppressed. Translates further sonnets by Michelangelo (begun in 1912) and poetry by Mallarmé. (11 June) Leaves ‘the prison of Germany’ for ever. Meets the painter Baladine Klossowska (Merline). Travels throughout Switzerland and on a long lecture tour in November, during which he meets Nanny Wunderly-Volkart, the wife of a wealthy industrialist, who becomes his most trusted friend for the rest of his life.





	
1920


	
(Winter) In Locarno and near Basel with the Von der Mühlls. (May) Changes his Austrian passport for a Czech one, which permits him to travel to Venice to see Marie Taxis and her husband. (Oct.) Visits Paris for a brief period of ‘recovery’ from the traumas of the war and moves into Castle Berg in Ischl for the winter.





	
1921


	
(March) Begins his translations of Paul Valéry. (May) Leaves Castle Berg in May. (26 July) Moves into the little Château de Muzot near Sierre in the Valais, helped by Merline.





	
1922


	
(1 Jan.) Hears of the death of Wera Ouckama-Knoop (dedicatee of the Sonnets to Orpheus). (Feb.) A ‘workstorm’ sees the completion of both the Duino Elegies and the Sonnets to Orpheus. (June) Receives Marie Taxis at Muzot for a reading of the new works. (18 May) Ruth Rilke married; Rilke does not attend the wedding. (Winter) Further Valéry translations.





	
1923


	
(Spring) Many guests in Muzot. (Aug.–Sept.) Rilke a patient in sanatorium at Schöneck. (2 Nov.) Rilke’s first grandchild, Christine Sieber, born. (Late Dec.) Begins first stay in the clinic at Val-Mont near Montreux.





	
1924


	
(20 Jan.) Return to Muzot. Begins writing a series of poems in French (Vergers), as well as a number of poems in German with French versions. (6 Apr.) Visited by Valéry. (May) Begins a two-year





	

	
poem-correspondence with Erika Mitterer; last meeting with Clara. (Sept.) Les Quatrains Valaisans completed. (24 Nov.) In Val-Mont until early January.





	
1925


	
(7 Jan.–18 Aug.) Rilke’s last visit to Paris, where he meets Maurice Betz and works with him on a French translation of Malte. Meetings with André Gide, Charles du Bos, Jules Supervielle, and Valéry. Completion of Vergers. (27 Oct.) Writes his will and a number poems in a new style (including ‘Gong’ and ‘Idol’). (Late Dec.) Returns to Val-Mont for five months.





	
1926


	
(May–Sept.) Conducts an extended correspondence with the Russian poets Marina Tsvetaeva-Efron and Boris Pasternak. (June) Vergers and Les Quatrains Valaisans published. (Summer) Time with Marie Taxis and Frau Wunderly; (13 Sept.) meets Valéry for the last time. (Oct.) Injures himself badly on a rose-bush and moves into the Hôtel Bellevue in Sierre, before being forced (30 Nov.) to readmit himself to Val-Mont where his condition is finally diagnosed as acute leukaemia. (29 Dec.) Dies, shortly after his fifty-first birthday; Frau Wunderly is with him.





	
1927


	
(2 Jan.) Buried in the tiny churchyard of Raron, near Montreux.













The Notebooks of Malte Laurids Brigge







[1] 11th September, rue Toullier.*

So, this is where people come to live. It seems to me, though, that it’s dying that happens here. I have been out. I have seen: hospitals.* I saw a person who staggered and fell to the ground. People gathered round him, which spared me the rest. I saw a pregnant woman. With some difficulty she was shuffling along beside a warm, high wall that she sometimes reached out to touch as if to convince herself that it was still there. Yes, it was still there. And behind it? I looked at my map: Maison d’Accouchement.* Good. They’ll deliver her baby—they can do that. Further on, the rue Saint-Jacques, a large building with a dome. The map said Val-de-grâce, Hôpital militaire.* I didn’t really need to know that, but it does no harm. The street started to smell from every quarter. It smelled, as far as I could make out, of iodoform,* of chip fat, of fear. All cities smell in the summer. Then I saw a house strangely blinded by cataracts, it wasn’t on the map, but above the door and still fairly legible was: Asyle de nuit.* By the entrance there was a list of prices. I read it. It wasn’t expensive.

And what else? A child left sitting in a pram: it was fat, greenish, and had a distinct rash on its forehead, which was obviously healing and didn’t hurt. The child was asleep, its mouth open, breathing in iodoform, chips, fear. That’s how it was. The main thing was being alive. That was the main thing.




[2]  That I can’t give up sleeping with my window open. Electric trams hurtle through my room with their bells ringing. Automobiles drive over me. A door slams shut. Somewhere a pane of window glass shatters and falls, I can hear its large shards laughing, the smaller splinters giggling. Then suddenly from the other side muffled, trapped noise, inside the house. Someone is climbing the stairs. Coming, ceaselessly coming. Is there, is there for a long time, goes past. And the street again. A girl screams, ‘Ah tais-toi, je ne veux plus.’* Excited, the tram rushes up, over and away, away past everything. Someone’s shouting. People are running, overtaking each other. A dog barks. What a relief: a dog. Towards morning there is even a cock crowing, and that feels good, immeasurably good. Then I suddenly fall asleep.




[3]  Those are the noises. But there’s something more terrible here: silence. I understand that during a huge fire sometimes a moment of the most extreme suspense occurs, the jets of water cease, the firefighters no longer climb their ladders, no one moves. Noiselessly a black cornice high up nudges forward and a high wall behind which the fire is flaring up leans forward, noiselessly. Everyone stands and waits, their shoulders hunched, their faces creased in a frown over the eyes, for the awful crash. That’s what the silence here is like.




[4]  I’m learning how to see. I don’t know what the reason is, but everything enters into me more deeply and no longer stops at the point where it used to come to an end. I have an inner self that I knew nothing about. Now everything goes into it. I don’t know what happens there.

I wrote a letter today, and as I was writing it, it struck me that I have only been here for three weeks. Three weeks somewhere else, in the country, say, could pass as quickly as a day; here they feel like years. I don’t want to write any more letters either. Why should I tell someone that I am changing? If I change I’m no longer the person I was, and if I’m something different from what I used to be, I plainly don’t have any friends. And I can’t possibly write to strangers, people who don’t know me.




[5]  Have I already said? I’m learning how to see. Yes, I’m starting. It’s still not going well. But I want to make the most of my time.

Surprising, for example, that I’ve never been properly aware of how many faces there are. There are many people, but even more faces, since everyone has several. There are people who wear a face for years, and of course it wears away, gets dirty, cracks in the creases, stretches like gloves you’ve worn whilst travelling. Those are thrifty, simple people; they don’t change their face, they don’t even have it cleaned. It’s good enough, they argue, and who can prove the contrary? But the question is, because they have several faces, what do they do with the others? They save them. Their children will wear them. But it sometimes happens that their dogs go out with them on.—But why not? A face is a face.

Other people change their faces over uncannily quickly, one after the other, and wear them out. At first they think they have enough of them to last forever, but hardly have they reached forty than they’re on the last one. There is something tragic about that, certainly. They aren’t used to looking after faces; their last wears through in a week, has holes in it, and in many places it’s as thin as paper, and then gradually the base layer starts to show through, the non-face, and they go around wearing that.

But the woman—the woman: she had completely collapsed into herself, forwards into her hands. It was on the corner of the rue Notre-Dame-des-Champs.* I started to walk softly as soon as I saw her. One shouldn’t disturb poor people when they’re thinking. Perhaps it will come to them eventually.

The street was too empty, its emptiness was getting bored and pulled the noise of my footfalls from under my feet and clanked it around all over the place, like the sound of a clog. The woman was startled and lifted herself out of herself, too quickly, too fiercely, so that her face remained stuck in her hands. I could see it lying there, its shape hollow. It cost me an indescribable effort to go on looking at the hands and not to look at what had been ripped from them. I was terrified of seeing a face from the inside, but I was even more afraid of the naked, raw head with no face.




[6]  I am afraid. Fear is a condition that must be treated, once one has it. It would be hideous to be taken ill here, and if it occurred to anyone to send me to the Hótel-Dieu* I would die there without any doubt. This Hôtel is a pleasant building, attended by enormous numbers of people. You can hardly stand looking at the façade of the Cathedral of Notre Dame without being in danger of getting knocked over by one of the many vehicles that cross the open square as quickly as possible on their way inside.* These vehicles are small omnibuses, with constantly ringing bells, and even the Duke of Sagan* would have to have his carriage halted if one of the little people who are dying has taken it into his head to go straight to God’s Hôtel. The dying are obstinate, and the whole of Paris stops in its tracks when Madame Legrand, a second-hand merchant in the rue des Martyrs,* is driven towards a certain square on the Île de la Cité.* Interestingly, these fiendish little vehicles have hugely intriguing frosted-glass windows, behind which there are the most blissful agonies to be envisioned—the imagination of a concierge would suffice. With more imagination, cast round in other directions, the conjectures are virtually limitless. But I have also seen open carriages arrive, carriages with their hoods down, hired at the usual rate: two francs an hour to breathe your last.




[7]  This excellent Hôtel is very old, and even in the days of King Clovis* people were already dying in a few beds there. Now they die in 559 beds. Factory-fashion, naturally. At a rate of production like that, each individual death isn’t realized quite as well, but that isn’t what matters. It’s because of the masses. Who nowadays pays for a well-constructed death? No one. Even the rich, who could afford it, are starting to become neglectful and indifferent; the desire to have your own death* is becoming rarer and rarer. In a while it will be as rare as having your own life. Goodness, everything is laid out for you. You come along, you find a life, ready-made, you only have to put it on. Either you want to go, or you are forced to: either way, no effort is needed: Voilà, monsieur! Here’s your death. You take your death as it comes; you die the death that goes with the disease that you have (because since we now are familiar with all diseases, we also know that their various fatal closures belong to the disease and not to the person; there is in a way nothing for the ill to do themselves).

In sanatoria, where dying happens so readily and with so much gratitude towards doctors and nurses, you die one of the deaths that the institution has engaged for this purpose; that’s looked-upon favourably. But if you die at home, it’s natural to want to choose the civilized death that is de rigueur in the best circles, the one that feels like the first step towards a first-class funeral, so to speak, and the array of amazing rituals that come with it. The kind where the poor can stand outside the house and look their fill on it. Their deaths are banal, naturally, without any kind of ado. They are happy if they find one that more or less fits. It can be a size too big—one always grows a little. But if it won’t fasten over the chest or if it chokes, that’s when there’s a problem.




[8]  When I think about home, where there is no one left any more, then I think it must previously have been different. Previously you knew (or perhaps sensed) that you had your death within you, as the fruit contains its kernel. Children had a small one inside, and adults a large one. Women had it in their womb, and men in their chest. You had it, and it gave you a peculiar kind of dignity and a quiet pride.

With my grandfather, old Chamberlain* Brigge, you could still tell that he carried a death within him. And what a death it was—two months long and so loud that it could be heard right out across the estate.

The broad old manor house was too small for this death, it seemed, as if we ought to have extended it, added wings, for the Chamberlain’s body kept growing, and he perpetually wanted to be carried from one room into another and flew into furious rages if the day was not yet over but there were no rooms left in which he had not yet lain. Then a whole procession of servants, maids, and the dogs with which he always surrounded himself, would climb the stairs and, the steward leading the way, move into the room in which his late lamented mother had died, which had been maintained wholly unchanged from when she had left it twenty-three years before. Now the whole mob would burst in. The curtains were drawn back and the robust light of a summer afternoon interrogated all the shy, startled objects and twisted itself round clumsily in the mirrors that had been ripped open. And the people did the same thing. There were ladies’ maids who were so curious that they didn’t know what their hands were doing, young servants gawping at everything, and elderly retainers who went round trying to remember the stories they had been told about this locked room in which they were now fortunate enough to find themselves at last.

Above all, however, it was the dogs that seemed to be most uncommonly excited by being in a room where all the things gave off a smell. The large, slim borzois* ran busily to and fro behind the armchairs, crossed the room with long, swaying dance-steps, raised themselves on their hind legs like heraldic dogs, and rested their slender paws on the white-gold windowsill, their faces pointed and eager, the skin tight on their high foreheads, looking to right and left and down into the courtyard. Little glove-leather-yellow dachshunds, looking as if all was right with the world, sat in the wide, silk-covered easy chairs by the window, and a grumpy-looking wire-haired pointer was rubbing his back on the edge of a gilt-legged table on whose hand-painted top the Sèvres* cups were rattling.

Yes, for these sleepy, preoccupied things it was a terrible time. Sometimes, from books that some hasty hand had opened carelessly, rose petals would tumble down and be trampled underfoot; frail little objects were seized, instantly broken, and then quickly put back in their places, with some of the damaged things stuck behind curtains or even thrown behind the golden mesh of the fireguard. And from time to time something fell, fell inconspicuously onto carpet or loud and clear onto the hard parquet, but either way it smashed, shattered abruptly or cracked almost noiselessly, for these things, pampered as they were, could not endure a fall.

And if it had occurred to anyone to ask what the cause of all this was, what had called down upon this anxiously preserved room this welter of ruin, one answer only could have been given: death.

The death of Chamberlain Christoph Detlev Brigge at Ulsgaard.* For this gentleman lay, bursting out hugely from his dark blue uniform, in the middle of the floor, and did not move. In his large, strange face, unfamiliar now to everyone, the eyes had fallen shut: he could not see what was happening. They’d tried at first to lay him on his bed, but he’d resisted, because ever since the first nights in which his illness had started to grow within him he’d hated beds. And the bed upstairs had in any case proved too small, and there had been nothing for it but to lay him down on the carpet, because he hadn’t wanted to go downstairs.

There he lay, then, and one would have been forgiven for thinking he had died. Now that dusk was gradually falling, the dogs had slipped out through the half-closed door, one after another, and only the bristly one with the grumpy face continued to sit by his master, and one of its broad, shaggy front paws rested on Christoph Detlev’s large grey hand. By now most of the servants were also standing outside in the white corridor, which was lighter than the room itself; those who had remained within, however, sometimes looked across at the large, dark heap in the middle, wishing that it was no more than a large garment covering some ruined thing.

But there was still something there. It was a voice, the voice that even seven weeks before no one had recognized, for it was not the voice of the Chamberlain. It was not Christoph Detlev to whom this voice belonged; it was Christoph Detlev’s death.

Christoph Detlev’s death had been living at Ulsgaard now for many, many days, and spoke with everyone, and demanded. It de-manded to be carried, demanded the blue room, demanded the little salon, demanded the great hall. Demanded the dogs, demanded that we laugh, talk, play games and be still, and all at the same time. Demanded to see friends, women, the departed, and demanded its own death: demanded. Demanded, and screamed.

For when night had come and those of the exhausted servants who were not on watch-duty were trying to get to sleep, then Christoph Detlev’s death would scream; scream and groan, roar so long and persistently that the dogs, which at first had howled along too, would fall silent and not dare to lie down and, remaining standing on their long, slim, trembling legs, were afraid. And when in the village, across the vast, silver, Danish summer night, they heard him roaring, they rose from their beds as they do during a storm, got dressed, and stayed sitting round the lamp until it was over. And the women who were close to giving birth were moved into the remotest rooms and the bed stalls* with the thickest walls. But they could hear it, they could hear it as if it were within their own bodies, and they begged to be allowed to get up as well, and came and sat, pale and spreading, beside the others with their blurred faces. And the cows that were calving at this time were helpless and unresponsive, and one had its progeny ripped from its body together with all its entrails because the calf refused to come. And everyone did their day’s work badly, and they forgot to bring in the hay because during the day they were afraid of the night, and because they were so exhausted from being awake so long, and from getting up in terror, that they couldn’t concentrate on anything at all. And when they went to the white, tranquil church on Sunday, they prayed that there would no longer be a lord of the manor at Ulsgaard: for theirs was a terrible lord. And what they were all thinking and praying for, the pastor declared out loud from up in the pulpit, for he too had had no sleep at night and could not comprehend God. And the bell said it too, for it had gained an awful rival that boomed all night long and on which, even were the bell to start ringing with every molecule of its metal, it could have no effect. Yes, everyone said so, and there was one of the younger ones who had dreamed he had entered the castle and slain the master with a pitchfork, and people were so outraged, so at their wits’ end, so overwrought, that they all listened when he recounted his dream and when they looked at him after that they wondered quite unconsciously whether he might be up to such a deed. That’s how people felt and talked across the whole region where until only a few weeks ago the Chamberlain was treated with love and compassion. But despite people talking that way, nothing changed. Christoph Detlev’s death, now that it was lodged at Ulsgaard, would not be displaced. It had come for ten weeks, and that’s how long it stayed. And during this time it was more the master than Christoph Detlev Brigge had ever been, it was like a king, known later and forever as ‘the Terrible’.*

This wasn’t the death of just any dropsical invalid, it was the nasty, princely death that the Chamberlain had borne inside him and nourished from within his whole life long. All the excess of pride, will, and mastery that he had not been able to use up himself in calmer days had been taken up by his death, the death that was now sitting at Ulsgaard and squandering it.

How should Chamberlain Brigge have regarded someone who asked him to die a different death from this one? He died his own difficult death.*




[9]  And when I think about the others that I have seen or heard about, it’s always the same. They’ve all had their own death. Those men who bore it in their armour, inside, like a prisoner; those women who became very old and shrunken and then on a huge bed, as if on a stage, before the whole family, the servants, and the dogs, discreetly and grandly passed away. Children, indeed, even the smallest children, didn’t have any old child’s death; they composed themselves and died what they already were and what they would have become.

And what a melancholy beauty that gave to women when they were pregnant and standing up, and in the bigness of their bodies, on which slim hands involuntarily rested, were two fruits: a child and a death.* Did the tight, almost nourishing smile on their quite vacant faces not stem from them thinking sometimes that both fruits were growing?




[10]  I have done something to combat my fear. I have sat writing all night long, and now I’m as tired out as I’d be after a long walk across the fields at Ulsgaard. It’s hard to imagine that all that is no more, that strangers are living in the wide old manor house. It may be that in the white room up in the gables the maids are now sleeping their heavy, moist sleep from evening until morning.

And one has no one and nothing and goes about in the world with a suitcase and a box of books and virtually without curiosity. What kind of a life is that? With no house, with no heirlooms, with no dogs. If only one had one’s memories at least. But who has those? If childhood is there at all, it’s as if it had been deeply buried. Perhaps you have to be old to be able to get at all that. I imagine it’s good to be old.




[11]  Today we had a lovely autumn morning. I walked through the Tuileries.* Everything on the eastern side, in front of the sun, was blindingly bright. The part on which the sunlight fell was covered in mist as if by a light grey curtain. Grey in the grey of early morning the statues sunned themselves in the gardens that were yet to be unveiled. Isolated flowers stood up in the long beds and said ‘red’ in a startled voice. Then a very tall, slim man came round the corner from the Champs-Élysées; he was carrying a crutch, not pushed under his armpit any more, though—he held it out before him, lightly, and from time to time he brought it firmly upright, banging the ground with it like a herald’s staff. He couldn’t suppress a smile of joy, and smiled past everything, at the sun and at the trees. His gait was timid like that of a child, but unusually light, full of the memory of previous walking.




[12]  Look what a little moon like that can achieve!* There are days when everything about one is light, luminous, scarcely identifiable in the bright air but distinct nonetheless. Even the nearest things have tones of distance about them, are abstracted and only shown to us, not handed over; anything with a connection to distance—the river, the bridges, the long streets, and the squares that squander themselves—has taken that distance and set it behind itself, is painted on it as if on silk. One can’t express then what a light-green carriage on the Pont Neuf* might be, or a red of some kind that can’t be held back, or even merely a poster on the fire-wall of a pearl-grey block of houses. Everything is simplified, reduced to a few bright, correctly judged planes like the face in a portrait by Manet.* And nothing is minor or superfluous. The bouquinistes on the quai* are opening up their cases, and the fresh or worn yellow of the books, the violet brown of the bindings, the stronger green of a folder: everything is right, matters, takes part and contributes to a completeness from which there is nothing missing.




[13]  Down below is the following composition*: a small hand-cart, pushed by a woman; on top at the front, lengthways, is a barrel-organ. Behind it, at an angle, a Moses basket in which a tiny child is standing on steady legs, happy in its bonnet, and doesn’t like being made to sit down. From time to time the woman turns the handle of the hurdy-gurdy. Then at once the tiny child stands up again in its basket and stamps, and a little girl in a green dress, her Sunday best, dances and shakes the tambourine up at the windows.




[14]  I think I ought to start to work a little now that I’m learning how to see. I am twenty-eight and virtually nothing has happened. Let’s recapitulate: I have written a study of Carpaccio,* which is bad, a play entitled ‘Marriage’,* which tries to demonstrate something that is false using techniques that are equivocal, and poetry. But oh, poetry achieves so little when it’s written early. One should hold off and collect meaning and sweetness for the whole length of a life, a long one if possible, and then, right at the end, one might perhaps be able to write ten decent lines. For poetry is not, as people think, the same as feelings (you have those quite early enough)—it is experience. To write one line of verse you need to see many cities, people, and things, you have to know the animals, you have to feel how the birds fly, and know the gesture with which the little flowers open in the morning. You have to be able to think back to paths in unknown regions, to unexpected meetings and to partings that you had long seen coming—to the days of your childhood that are not yet demystified, to your parents, whom you couldn’t help offending when they did something to make you happy and you didn’t appreciate it (for it was something better suited to make someone else happy—), to childhood illnesses, which start out so strangely with so many deep and serious changes, to days in quiet, subdued rooms, and to mornings by the sea, to the sea itself, to different seas, to nights travelling that swept past on high and flew with all the stars—and it is still not enough, even if you’re allowed to think of all of that. You have to have memories of many nights of love, each unlike the others, of the cries of women in labour and of soft, white, sleeping women who have just given birth and are closing up again. But you also have to have been with the dying, have sat with the dead in the room with the open window and the intermittent noises. And it is still not enough to have memories. You have to be able to forget them again, if there are many, and you must have the immense patience to be able to wait until they return. For at that stage the memories themselves aren’t what really matters. Only when they become part of our blood, every glance and gesture, nameless and no longer distinguishable from our very selves, only then can it happen that, in one of those rarest of hours, the first word of a line of verse arises in their midst and emanates from them.

However, all my poetry arose quite differently, so it really isn’t poetry at all.—And when I wrote my play, how wrong I went. Was I such an emulator and fool that I needed a third party* to tell us about the fate of two people who were making life difficult for each other? How easily I fell into that trap. And I surely ought to have known that this third party, who appears in all lives and literatures, this ghost of a third person, has no meaning at all, that he ought to be disavowed. He is one of Nature’s pretexts, for she is always at pains to distract humanity from her deepest secrets. He is the screen behind which a drama unfolds. He is the noise at the entrance to the voiceless quiet of a genuine conflict. I’m tempted to think that everyone has hitherto found it too difficult to speak about the two people at the heart of it; the third one, precisely because he is so unreal, is the easiest part of the task, anyone could write him. Right from the beginning of these dramas you notice their impatience to get to the third party, they can hardly wait for him to appear. Once he’s there, everything is fine. But how boring it is if he’s late, absolutely nothing can happen without him, everything comes to a standstill, pauses, waits. Yes, and what if they didn’t get past this pile-up, this logjam? What if, Mr Playwright, and you, the Public, who know about life, what if he were lost without trace, this well-liked man-about-town or this bumptious young person who fits into every marriage like a master-key? What if, for instance, he has been whisked off by the Devil? Let’s assume he has. You suddenly notice the artificial emptiness of theatres, they’re walled up like dangerous holes, and only the moths from the cushioned edges of the boxes tumble down through the hollow space with nothing to hold on to. Playwrights no longer enjoy the exclusive areas of town. All the prying public is looking on their behalf in the far corners of the world for the irreplaceable person who was the very embodiment of the action.

And at the same time they’re living amongst the people, not these ‘third parties’, but the two people about whom an incredible amount could be said, but about whom nothing has ever yet been said, although they suffer and get on with things and don’t know how to manage.

It’s ridiculous. I’m sitting here in my little room, I, Brigge, who has reached the age of twenty-eight and about whom no one knows anything. I sit here and am nothing. And yet, this nothing is starting to think and, five flights up, on a grey afternoon in Paris, it thinks this thought:

Is it possible, it thinks, that we have not yet seen, recognized, or said anything real or important? Is it possible that there have been millennia in which to look, cogitate, and make a record, and that we have allowed these millennia to pass by like the lunch-break at school when you eat your sandwich and an apple?

Yes, it’s possible.

Is it possible that, despite inventions and progress, despite culture, religion, and philosophy, we have remained on the surface of life? Is it possible that even this surface, which might at least have been something, has been covered with an incredibly boring material so that it looks like the drawing-room furniture in the summer holidays?

Yes, it’s possible.

Is it possible that the whole history of the world has been misunderstood? Is it possible that the past has been falsified because we have always spoken of its masses, just as if we were talking about a convergence of lots of people, instead of speaking of the One around whom they were clustered, because he was a stranger and dying?

Yes, it’s possible.

Is it possible that people believed it was necessary to catch up with what had happened before they were born? Is it possible that every single individual had to be reminded that he was derived from all previous individuals, that he knew this, therefore, and ought not to permit himself to be persuaded otherwise by anyone who thought differently?

Yes, it’s possible.

Is it possible that all these people know quite precisely a past that there has never actually been? Is it possible that all realities are as nothing to them, that their lives are running down, not connected with anything else, like a clock in an empty room—?

Yes, it’s possible.

Is it possible not to know of the girls who are nonetheless alive? Is it possible to say ‘women’, ‘children’, ‘boys’, and not suspect—despite all our education, not suspect—that these words have for a long time no longer had a plural, just countless singulars instead?

Yes, it’s possible.

Is it possible that there are people who say ‘God’ and think it’s something they have in common with the rest of the world?—And just consider two schoolchildren: one buys himself a knife, and his friend buys one just the same on the very same day. And a week later they show each other the two knives and it transpires that they look only vaguely similar to each other, so differently have they evolved in different hands. (Yes, says the mother of one of them: if you must wear everything out straight away.—) Aha then: is it possible to believe that one might have a God without making any use of Him?

Yes, it’s possible.

But if all of this is possible, even if it has only the faintest glimmer of possibility, then something must be done, for heaven’s sake! The first person to come along who has had this disquieting thought must begin to do something about what’s been neglected; even if it’s only one person, and by no means the one most suited to the task: there simply isn’t anyone else to do it. This young, inconsequential foreigner, Brigge, will have to sit down, five storeys up, and write, day and night: yes, he’ll have to write, that’s what will have to happen.




[15]  I must at that time have been twelve years old, or at most thirteen.* My father had taken me with him to Urnekloster.* I don’t know what had prompted him to go to see his father-in-law. The two of them hadn’t seen each other for years, not since the death of my mother, and my father had himself never before set foot in the old castle to which Count Brahe* had retired, although this had not been until relatively late in his life. After that visit I didn’t see the remarkable house again, since it passed out of the family when my grandfather died. The way I retrieve it from memories wrought by my child-self, it isn’t a whole building; it has been completely broken up within me—a space here, a space there, over here a piece of corridor, not one that links those two spaces, but retained as a piece on its own, a fragment. Everything is dispersed within me like this—the rooms, the grand flights of stairs that descended with such great intricacy, and other staircases, narrow, round, in whose dark shafts you circulated like the blood in your veins; the turret rooms, the balconies perched high up, the unexpected terraces out onto which you were propelled through small doors: this all still exists within me, and will never cease to exist within me. It is as if the image of this house had collapsed into me, plunging down from an infinite height and shattering on my ground.

The only part retained intact in my heart, it seems to me, is the room in which we used to gather for dinner every evening at seven. I have never seen this room during daylight hours; I can’t even remember whether it had windows or what they looked onto. Every time the family entered the room, the candles were already burning in the heavy candelabra, and within a few minutes you’d forgotten what time of day it was and everything you’d seen outside. This high room, vaulted I imagine, overwhelmed everything; with its highest points lost in deepening darkness and its furthest corners never completely illuminated, it sucked every last image out of you without leaving anything specific in exchange. You sat there as if liquefied, wholly without will-power, without the capacity to reflect, without desire, without resistance. You were like blank space. I remember that at first this devastating condition almost brought on a feeling of nausea, a kind of seasickness, which I could only overcome by stretching out my leg until my foot touched my father’s knee opposite. It only occurred to me later that he seemed to understand, or at least to tolerate this peculiar behaviour, even though our relationship was almost what you might call cool, not one likely to accommodate conduct of this kind. But it was that gentle touch of the foot on his knee that gave me the strength to get through the long dinners. And after a few weeks of tense endurance, the child’s almost limitless ability to adapt to circumstances meant that I’d become so accustomed to the uncanny atmosphere on those occasions that I no longer had to make any effort at all to sit at table for two hours; the time even passed relatively quickly because I spent it observing the people present.

My grandfather called it the family and I heard the others use this term, too, arbitrary though it was. Despite the fact that these four people were linked by distant familial ties they didn’t belong together in any real sense. The uncle* who sat next to me was an old man with dark patches on his hard, scorched face, which I learned had been caused by an exploding powder charge. Morose and querulous, he had retired from the army with the rank of major and now conducted alchemical experiments* in a room in the castle that I didn’t know, and I heard the servants say that he was also in touch with a gaol that delivered corpses to him once or twice a year. He locked himself in with these bodies for days and nights on end, dissecting and preparing them in a mysterious manner so that they would resist decay. Opposite him was where Miss Mathilde Brahe sat. She was a person of indeterminate age, a distant cousin of my mother’s about whom nothing was known except that she kept up a very lively correspondence with an Austrian spiritualist* who called himself Baron Nolde; she was so in thrall to him that she would undertake nothing without first obtaining his consent, or rather what amounted to a blessing from him. At that time she was extraordinarily strong, spongily and lethargically corpulent; her body looked as if it had been poured carelessly into her bright, loose-fitting clothes, her movements were languid and indecisive, and her eyes were constantly brimming with tears. Nevertheless, there was something about her that reminded me of my slight and delicate mother.

As I continued to observe her, I was gradually able to discern all the refined, gentle characteristics in her face that I’d not been able to remember properly since my mother’s death; only now, after seeing Mathilde Brahe every day, did I know once more what my late mother had looked like—or I may in fact have been learning this for the first time. Only now was an image of the dead woman being assembled within me from hundreds and hundreds of details, and this is the image that has become my constant companion. I later realized that in the face of Miss Brahe there really were present all the elements that had defined my mother’s features, but they were forced apart, distorted, no longer related to each other, as if the face of a stranger had interposed itself amongst them.

Next to this lady sat the young son of a cousin, a boy of about the same age as me but smaller and frailer. His pale, thin neck rose from out of a pleated ruff collar and disappeared beneath a long chin. His lips were narrow and tightly closed, his nostrils trembled faintly, and only one of his beautiful dark brown eyes was mobile. Sometimes it looked across at me calmly and sadly, whilst the other stayed directed always towards the same corner of the room, as if it had been sold and was no longer relevant.

At the head of the table was my grandfather’s huge armchair, which was pushed in for him as he sat down by a servant whose only function this was, and in which the aged man occupied only very little room. This imperious old gentleman with poor hearing was called Your Excellency and Lord Chamberlain by some; others addressed him as General. And I have no doubt that he was entitled to use all these styles, but it was so long since he’d held any office that by now these forms of address were hardly comprehensible. In fact I felt as if no specific name could adhere at all to his personality, so sharply contoured at certain moments yet so often in flux. I could never bring myself to call him Grandfather, even though he was sometimes friendly towards me, indeed even called me over to him, on which occasions he gave my name a particular humorous intonation. In fact the whole family’s behaviour towards my grandfather was a mixture of reverence and timidity, and only little Erik* enjoyed a certain degree of familiarity with the aged gentleman. His good eye occasionally met his grandfather’s in fleeting moments of understanding that were just as swiftly reciprocated by the old man. Sometimes, as the afternoons stretched on, they could also be seen emerging at the end of the long gallery and observed walking past the dark old portraits hand in hand, not speaking, evidently communicating in other ways.

I would spend nearly the whole day in the park or beyond in the beech-woods or on the heath, and mercifully there were dogs at Urnekloster who could accompany me. Here and there we came upon a tied cottage or an estate farm where I could get milk, bread, and fruit, and I think I enjoyed my liberty largely free of care, and, at least in the weeks that followed, without allowing thoughts of the evening gatherings to make me unduly anxious. I talked to very few people, because I enjoyed being alone, although from time to time I had short conversations with the dogs, with whom I got on admirably. Taciturnity was after all a sort of family trait: I recognized it in my father and was not at all surprised that very little was said at table in the evenings.

In the days immediately after our arrival, however, Mathilde Brahe was positively garrulous. She asked my father about people she used to know who were living in foreign cities, she recollected bizarre impressions, she moved herself to tears by recalling girlfriends who had died and a particular young man who she hinted had loved her, although she had not wished to return his ardent and hopeless affections. My father listened politely, nodded approvingly from time to time, and gave only the bare minimum of responses. The Count, at the head of the table, wore a permanent smile on his drooping lips, his face seemed larger than usual, it was as if he were wearing a mask. He, too, sometimes spoke up, directing his voice at no one in particular, and although he spoke very quietly he could be heard across the whole room. His voice had something of the steady, indifferent beat of a clock; the silence around it seemed to possess an empty resonance, just the same for every syllable.

Count Brahe considered it a particular courtesy towards my father to speak about his late wife, my mother. He called her Countess Sibylle, and all his sentences concluded as if he were asking about her. Indeed, it seemed to me, I don’t know why, as if he were talking about a very young girl in white who might come into the room at any moment. I heard him talk in the same tone of voice about ‘our little Anna Sophie’.* And when one day I asked about this young woman of whom my grandfather seemed so fond, I learned that he meant the daughter of Lord High Chancellor Conrad Reventlow,* quondam morganatic spouse of Frederick IV, who had been resting in Roskilde* for nigh-on a century and a half. The passage of time had absolutely no significance for him, death was a minor incident that he disregarded entirely, people he had once absorbed into his memory continued to exist and their deaths made not the slightest difference. Several years later, after the old man’s own death, people talked of how he showed the same obstinacy in experiencing the future as the present. Once he is said to have spoken to a certain young woman about her sons, and in particular about the travels of one of these sons, while the young lady, who was at the time only in the third month of her first pregnancy, sat beside the ceaselessly talking old gentleman almost beside herself with consternation and fear.

But it began with me laughing. Yes, I laughed out loud and couldn’t compose myself. What happened was that one evening Mathilde Brahe wasn’t there. When the old, almost totally blind servant reached her place at the table, he held out the dish anyway. He remained there for a while; then, contented and with dignity, and as if nothing untoward had happened, he moved on. I had watched this scene, and at that moment of observing it, it didn’t seem in the least funny. But a little while later, just as I was putting something into my mouth, laughter started to overwhelm me with such swiftness that I choked on my food and made a lot of noise. And even though I myself found the situation annoying, and even though I did everything I could to remain serious, the laughter kept coming in spasms and held me completely in its control.

My father, as if to cover up my behaviour, asked in his broad, subdued voice, ‘Is Mathilde ill?’ My grandfather smiled in his particular way and then answered in a phrase that I was too taken up with myself to pay attention to, but which was roughly: No, she just doesn’t want to meet Christine. So I didn’t see it as the consequence of these words that my neighbour at table, the brown Major, stood up, and with an indistinctly murmured apology and a bow in the direction of the master of the house, left the room. My attention was only caught by the fact that, behind the Count’s back, he turned round in the doorway and made nods and waves to little Erik and, to my great astonishment, to me suddenly as well, as if he were calling on us to follow him. I was so surprised that my laughter ceased to beleaguer me. For the rest, I paid no more attention to the Major; I didn’t like him and I noticed that little Erik didn’t take much notice of him either.

The meal dragged on as usual, and we had just arrived at the dessert when my eye was caught by a movement in the dim light at the back of the room and drawn in that direction. A door that I thought was always kept locked and which I had been told led into a mezzanine floor had gradually been opening, and now, while I looked on with a feeling of curiosity and consternation that was quite new to me, a slim woman dressed in light colours stepped into the dark of the doorway and came slowly towards us. I don’t know if I made a movement or uttered a sound of some kind, but the noise of a chair falling over forced me to tear my gaze from the peculiar figure, and I could see my father, who had leapt up and was now walking towards the woman, his face as white as a sheet, his clenched fists hanging by his sides. Meanwhile, wholly unmoved by this scene, the woman was moving towards us, step by step, and was not far from the Count’s seat when he stood up with a start, seized my father by the arm, dragged him back to the table, and held on to him while the strange woman went past, slowly and impassively, through the space thereby freed up, step by step, through the indescribable silence punctuated only by the sound of a glass shattering somewhere, and disappeared through a door in the opposite wall of the dining room. At that moment I noticed that it was little Erik who closed that door behind the stranger, making a deep bow as he did so.

I was the only one to have stayed sitting at the table; I had grown so heavy in my seat that it felt as if I couldn’t ever get up again by myself. For a while I looked without seeing. Then I remembered my father and became aware that the old man was still holding him by the arm. My father’s face was now angry, flushed with blood, but my grandfather, whose fingers were gripping my father’s arm like white talons, was still smiling his mask-like smile. Next I heard him say something, syllable by syllable, without being able to understand the meaning of his words. Nevertheless, they must have penetrated deep within me, because a couple of years ago I found them tucked away in my memory and ever since I’ve known what they were. He said, ‘You are too forceful, Chamberlain, and discourteous. Why do you not let people go about their business?’ ‘Who is that?’ interjected my father. ‘Someone who surely has the right to be here. Not a stranger. Christine Brahe.’ There arose then that peculiarly attenuated silence, and again the glass began to tremble. But then my father broke free with a sudden movement and rushed out of the room.

I could hear him pacing up and down in his room all night long, for I could not sleep either. But suddenly, towards morning, I awoke from something that passed for sleep and with a horror that froze my very heart saw something white sitting on my bed. My desperation finally lent me the strength to stick my head under the blanket, where I wept tears of fear and helplessness. Suddenly my weeping eyes became cool and clear; I pressed them shut over my tears so as not to have to see anything. But the voice that now began to address me from somewhere very close by came to my face on tepid, sickly-sweet breath, and I recognized it: it was Miss Mathilde’s voice. I calmed down at once, and even when I was already perfectly calm I allowed her to go on comforting me; I could feel that this goodness was too limp, but I enjoyed it nonetheless and felt I had somehow earned it. ‘Aunt,’ I said eventually, trying to assemble in her blurry face the features of my mother: ‘Aunt, who was the lady?’

‘Oh,’ Miss Brahe answered with a sigh that seemed odd to me, ‘an unfortunate woman, my child, an unfortunate woman.’

The following morning I noticed some servants busy packing in one of the rooms. I assumed that we’d be leaving; it felt quite natural to be leaving. Perhaps that had indeed been my father’s intention. I never found out what induced him to stay at Urnekloster after that evening. But we didn’t leave. We stayed for eight or nine weeks in that house, we endured the pressure of its oddities, and we saw Christine Brahe three more times.

I didn’t know anything about her then. I didn’t know that she had died a long, long time ago giving birth to her second child, a boy who grew up to meet a fearful and cruel fate;—I didn’t know that she was dead. But my father knew. Had he, a passionate man, disposed towards consistency and clarity, wanted to compel himself to see out this adventure, in complete composure and without asking questions? I could see, without realizing its significance, how he was struggling with himself; without understanding how, I was witnessing him finally getting to grips with himself.

That was when we saw Christine Brahe for the last time. This time Miss Mathilde had also appeared at table, but she wasn’t her usual self. Just as she had in the days following our arrival, she talked incessantly and somewhat incoherently, constantly getting confused, and this was accompanied by a physical unease that meant she was continually adjusting something about her hair or on her clothing,—until, unexpectedly and with a plangent wail, she leapt up and disappeared.

At the same moment my attention shifted involuntarily to that certain door, and in truth Christine Brahe was entering the room. My neighbour, the Major, gave a vigorous jerk that was picked up by my own body, but he evidently no longer had the strength to stand up. His old, brown, stained face turned from one of us to another, his mouth hung open, and his tongue twisted around behind his rotten teeth; and then suddenly that face was gone and his grey head lay on the table, his arms over and under it as if in separate pieces, and a limp, blotchy hand emerged from somewhere or other and trembled.

And then Christine Brahe walked past, step by step, slowly like an invalid, through the indescribable silence penetrated only by a whimpering sound like that of an old dog. But from the left of the large silver swan* filled with narcissi the broad mask of the old man thrust itself forward, smiling its grey smile. He raised his wine-glass to my father. And now I could see how, just as Christine Brahe walked past his chair, my father reached for his own glass and lifted it a hand’s breadth up from the table as if it were something very heavy.

And that same night we left.




[16] Bibliothèque nationale.*

I am sitting reading a poet. There are lots of people in the room, but I don’t notice them. They are in the books. Sometimes they move amongst the pages like people asleep who turn over between two dreams. How good it is, though, to be amongst people reading! Why aren’t they always like this? You can go across to one of them and touch him gently and he won’t feel anything. And if you accidentally nudge someone as you’re arranging your things and apologize, he will nod towards the direction from which he can hear a voice, his face will turn towards you and yet not see you, and his hair is like the hair of one asleep. How good that feels! And I’m sitting here and have a poet. What fortune! There are now perhaps three hundred people in the room reading. But they can’t possibly each have a poet of their own. (Who knows what they have.) There aren’t three hundred poets. But see what good fortune I have, I, perhaps the most paltry of all these readers, a foreigner: I have a poet. Even though I’m poor. Even though my suit, which I wear every day, is starting to wear thin in places, even though my shoes leave more than a little to be desired. My collar is clean, to be sure, my underwear, too, and I could go into any pâtisserie just as I am, perhaps even on the smart boulevards, and confidently reach out to one of the plates of cakes with my hand and take one. No one would notice anything remarkable about such an action, rebuke me, and ask me to leave, because it is after all a hand from the best circles, a hand washed four or five times every day. Yes indeed, there is no dirt under my fingernails, there is no ink on the third finger where I hold my pen, and my wrists in particular are immaculate. Poor people don’t wash as far as the wrists—it’s a well-known fact. So certain conclusions can be drawn from the cleanliness of the wrists. And are drawn. Drawn in shops. But there are nonetheless a few individuals, on the Boulevard Saint-Michel, for example, or the rue Racine, who can’t be fooled and who don’t give a fig for wrists. They look at me and know. They know that I am really one of them, that I’m only putting on a bit of an act. It’s Mardi Gras.* And they don’t want to spoil my fun; they just grin a little and wink. No one has noticed. And otherwise they treat me as a gentleman. There only has to be someone nearby and they even start to act subserviently. Act as if I were wearing a fur coat and walking ahead of my carriage. Sometimes I give them a couple of coppers and tremble in case they refuse them; but they take them. And everything would be fine if they hadn’t grinned again slightly, and winked. Who are these people? What do they want from me? Are they waiting for me? How do they recognize me? It’s true, my beard looks a little unkempt and it is just a teeny bit reminiscent of their own sickly, faded old beards, which have always made such an impression on me. But do I not have the right to neglect my beard? Many busy people do so, and it doesn’t occur to anyone to treat them as if they were amongst society’s outcasts. For it is clear to me that these are outcasts, not merely beggars; no, not beggars at all in fact, it’s important to make distinctions. They are scraps, the parings of people who have been spat out by fate. Damp with the spittle of destiny, they stick to a wall, a lamp-post, an advertising column, or they trickle slowly down the alley leaving a dark, dirty trail behind them. What in the world did this old woman want from me, this person who, holding a drawer from a bedside table with a few buttons and pins rolling around inside, had crept out from a hole somewhere? Why did she always walk alongside me, watching me? As if she were trying to make me out with her watery eyes that looked as if some sick person had spat green phlegm at her bloodshot eyelids. And how, back then, did that little grey-haired woman come to be standing next to me for a quarter of an hour in front of a shop window, showing me a long, ancient pencil pushing forth inexpressibly slowly from out of her filthy clasped hands? I pretended to be looking at the things in the window display and not to notice anything. But she knew that I’d seen her, she knew that I was standing and wondering what she was really doing. For I understood perfectly well that the pencil was not what it was really about: I felt it was a sign, a token that the outcasts would recognize. I sensed that it meant I had to go somewhere or do something. And the oddest thing was that I couldn’t rid myself of the constant feeling that there actually was an agreement of some kind, an agreement of which the sign was a part, and that this scene was in fact something that I ought to have been expecting.

That was two weeks ago. But now hardly a day passes without an encounter of this sort. Not only at twilight; at midday, in the most densely packed streets, a little man or an old woman will suddenly be there, nodding, showing me something and disappearing again as if everything that was needed had now been done. It’s possible that one day it will occur to them to penetrate as far as my room, I’m sure they know where I live and they will see to it that the concierge doesn’t stop them. But here, my friends—here I am safe from you. You have to have a special pass to be allowed into this room. I have the advantage of this card, which you do not. As you can imagine, I walk through the streets a little timidly, but eventually I come to a glass door, open it as if I were at home, show my pass at the next door (exactly the way you show me your things, only the difference is that they understand me and comprehend what I want here—), and then here I am amongst the books, I’ve got away from you, as if I’d died, and I sit and read the works of a poet.

A poet? You don’t know what that is?—Verlaine* … Nothing? No flicker of recognition? No. You haven’t made him out amongst those you used to know? You don’t make distinctions, I know. But the poet I’m reading is a different one, one who doesn’t live in Paris, quite different. One who has a quiet house in the mountains. Who sounds like a bell in the clear air.* A happy poet who writes about his window and the glass doors of his bookcases that reflect pensively a beloved, lonely vastness. This is the poet I would have liked to become, because he knows so much about girls, and I would like to have known more about girls. It no longer matters that they are dead, because he knows everything. And that’s the main thing. He utters their names, these gentle, slenderly written names, with those old-fashioned loops in their long characters, and the grown-up names of their older friends in which resonate just a slight note of fate, a little disappointment, and death. Perhaps in a drawer of his mahogany writing-desk lie their faded letters and the loose leaves of their diaries in which birthdays are marked, summer outings and birthdays. Or it may be that there is a drawer in the bombé commode* at the back of his bedroom in which their spring clothing has been kept, white dresses that were first worn at Easter, dresses made of spotted tulle that really belong in the summer that they can hardly wait for. What a happy lot it must be, to sit in the quiet parlour of an ancestral home amongst nothing but peaceful things that are comfortably settled there, and to hear outside in the delicate light green garden the first tomtits making their initial attempts at flight, and in the distance the village clock. To sit, looking on a warm patch of afternoon sun, to know much about girls from the past, and to be a poet. And to think that I might have become a poet like that if I had been allowed to settle somewhere, anywhere in the world, in one of the many shuttered-up houses in the country that no one looks after any more. I would only have needed one room (the light room in the gable). I would have lived inside it with my old things, my family portraits, my books. And I would have had an armchair, and flowers and dogs, and a stout stick for rocky paths. And nothing else. Only a book bound in yellowing ivory-coloured leather with a flowery pattern for its endpapers: I would have written in it. I would have written a great deal, because I would have had many thoughts and memories of many things.

But things have turned out differently, and God will know why. My old furniture is rotting in a barn that I have been allowed to use to store it,* and I myself, my God yes, I have no roof over my head, and the rain is falling into my eyes.




[17]  Sometimes I walk past little shops, in the rue de la Seine, say. Second-hand dealers or little antiquarian booksellers or people selling engravings with shop-windows full to overflowing. No one ever goes in; they obviously transact no business. But if you look inside they’re sitting and reading, completely unconcerned. They don’t worry about tomorrow, they don’t fret about success, they have a dog sitting at their feet in a good mood, or a cat that makes the silence even larger by slinking along the rows of books as if to wipe the names from the spines.

Oh, if only that were enough: I sometimes wish I could buy a full shop-window and sit behind it with a dog for twenty years.




[18]  It’s good to say it aloud: ‘Nothing has happened.’ Once more: ‘Nothing has happened.’ Does it help?

The fact that my stove has started to smoke again and that I have to go out is really not such a bad thing. That I feel weary and have a cold isn’t important. That I have spent the whole day roaming the streets is my own fault. I could just as well have sat in the Louvre. Or rather no, I couldn’t have done that. There are certain people there, people who are there to get warm. They sit on the velvet benches and their feet rest in a row on the heating grilles like big empty boots. These are thoroughly unassuming men who are grateful merely to be tolerated by the servants in their dark uniforms with lots of medals. But when I go in they grin. They grin and give little nods. And then, when I walk up and down in front of the pictures, they keep their eye on me, their eye is always upon me, always this one restless eye made up of all their eyes. It was a good thing, then, that I didn’t go into the Louvre. I have always been on the move. Heaven knows in how many cities, districts, cemeteries, bridges, and passageways. Somewhere I saw a man pushing a vegetable cart before him. He was calling out ‘Chou-fleur, Chou-fleur’, pronouncing the word ‘fleur’ with a curiously gloomy ‘eu’ sound. Beside him walked an ugly, angular woman, who nudged him from time to time. And whenever she nudged him he called out. Sometimes he called out of his own accord, but it was a waste of time because he’d have to call out again in front of a house where the people would buy. Have I already said that he was blind? No? Well, he was blind. He was blind and called out. But when I put it that way I’m not telling the truth; I’m leaving out the cart that he was pushing, I’m acting as if I hadn’t noticed that he was calling out ‘cauliflowers’. But is that important? And if it were important, isn’t what matters how the whole business affected me? I saw an old man who was blind and called out. That’s what I saw. Saw.

Will people believe that there are houses like this? No, people will say I’m making it up. This time it is the truth, with nothing left out, and naturally nothing added either. Where would I get it from? People know I’m poor. People know. Houses? But to be precise, they were houses that were no longer there. Houses that had been torn down, from top to bottom. What was there were the other houses, the ones that had been next to them, tall adjoining houses. They were apparently at risk of falling down now that everything had been removed from alongside, since a whole scaffold of long tarred poles had been rammed into place at an angle from the rubble-strewn ground to the exposed wall. I don’t know if I’ve already said that this is the wall I mean. But it was so to speak not the first wall of the houses that were still present (as one might have assumed) but the last wall of the houses that had been there. You could see the inside of them. On each storey you could see the walls of rooms with wallpaper still sticking to them, and here and there places where the floors and ceilings had been fixed. Beside the walls of these rooms there was a dirty white space the whole length of the wall and along it crept, in unspeakably disgusting, squashily wormlike, almost digesting motions, the open, rust-flecked channel for the toilet plumbing. There remained dusty grey traces of where the gas pipes for the lamps had been at the edges of the ceilings, and they bent in various places, quite unexpectedly, coming full circle and running into the painted wall and into a black hole that had been punched out pitilessly. The walls themselves were the most unforgettable part, however. The tenacious life of these rooms had refused to be stamped out. It was still there, it clung onto the nails that had been left in, it stood on the hand’s breadth of floorboards that remained, it had crept in amongst what still only hinted at corners, where there was still just a little inner life. One could see in the paintwork that it had changed gradually, year on year, from blue into mildewed green, green into grey, and yellow into an old, stagnant, putrefying white. But it lived on in the fresher parts, too, that had survived behind mirrors, pictures, and cupboards; it had traced and retraced their contours, and with the spiders and the dust had inhabited even those hidden places that were now exposed. It was in every tattered strip of paint, it was in the damp bubbles lifting the bottom edges of the wallpaper, it swayed in the tattered shreds, and the foul patches that had formed so long ago all exuded it. And from these once blue, green, and yellow walls, framed by the trusses of the partition walls now demolished, the air of these lives, the tough, languorous air that no wind had yet dispelled, bulged out at you. There lay the midday meals and the illnesses and the exhalations and year-after-year’s-worth of smoke and the sweat that oozes out from the armpits and makes your clothes thick, and stale breath from people’s mouths and the cheap-liquor smell of festering feet. There lay the acridity of urine and the reek of burnt soot and grey steam from potatoes and the heavy, slick stench of rancid lard. The sweet, lingering smell of neglected nursing babies was there, and the anxious smell of children going to school, and the mugginess of the beds of older boys. And lots had joined in from below, vapours emanating from the abyss of the streets, and more had trickled down from above with the rain that is never pure over cities. And more still had been brought in by the weak, domesticated house winds that always stayed in the same street, and there was a good deal more there whose origins were unknown. I said, didn’t I, that all the walls had been pulled down apart from a final one—? Well, this is the wall I’ve been talking about all along. People will say that I’d been standing in front of it for ages, but I swear I started to run as soon as I recognized it. That’s the really terrible thing, the fact that I recognized it. I recognize everything around here, and that’s why it enters into me so easily: it is at home in me.

I was somewhat exhausted after that, enfeebled, one might say, and for that reason it was simply too much for me that he too should be waiting for me. He was waiting in the little crèmerie* where I’d intended to order two fried eggs. I was hungry; I hadn’t had a chance to eat all day. But even now I couldn’t bring myself to eat anything, and before the eggs were ready I felt I had to go out into the streets again, which were clogged with people racing towards me. It was evening at Carnival, and the people all had time and were drifting around and bumping up against one another. And their faces were filled with the light coming from the fairground booths, and laughter was gushing from their mouths like pus from a sore. The more impatiently I tried to push forwards, the more they laughed and the closer they thronged together. A woman’s scarf caught on me somewhere, I was pulling her along behind and the people stopped me and laughed, and I felt that I ought to laugh too but I couldn’t. Someone threw a handful of confetti in my eyes, and it stung like a whip. At the corners people were wedged firmly together, one jammed into another, and for them there was no motion forwards, just a soft, gentle back and forth, as if they were copulating in a standing position. But even though they were standing and I was running like a madman along the edge of the roadway where there were cracks in the crush, in reality it was as if they were moving and I was stock still. For nothing changed: when I looked up I could still see the same houses on one side of the street and the fairground booths on the other. Perhaps in fact everything was fixed and it was only a dizziness in me and in them that made everything seem to turn around. I had no time to reflect on this, I was thick with sweat and a numbing pain was gyrating inside me, as if there were something overly large flowing in my blood that stretched the veins wherever it got to. And it made me feel that the air had long since run out and that I was only taking in other people’s exhalations and that they were making my lungs stop working.

But that’s over now; I’ve got through it. I’m sitting in my room next to the lamp; it’s a little cold, because I don’t dare to try the stove; what would happen if it smoked and I had to go out again? I sit and think: if I weren’t poor I’d rent another room, a room with furniture that isn’t so dilapidated, not so filled with previous tenants as the furniture here. At first it was really difficult for me to rest my head back into this armchair, because there’s a greasy, grey depression in the green fabric that covers it that seems to fit everyone’s head. For quite a while I took the precaution of laying a handkerchief behind my head, but now I’m too tired to do that; I’ve found that it’s fine without and that the slight depression is just right for my head and might have been made bespoke. But if I weren’t poor, above all I would buy a decent stove and I’d heat it with good strong wood from the mountains, and not these dismal têtes-de-moineau* whose vapours make your breathing so uneasy and your head so woozy. And then there’d have to be someone there to tidy up without being irritatingly noisy, and to see to the fire the way I like it, because quite often, when I have to kneel in front of the stove for a quarter of an hour and poke away at it, with the skin on my forehead taut from the proximity of the flames and heat assailing my open eyes, I exhaust all the strength I have for the whole day, and if I go out later on, of course people can easily run rings around me. Sometimes, if the crowds were bad, I would take a carriage, drive past, I’d eat in a Duval* every day … and no longer skulk in crèmeries … Would he have been in a Duval too? No. He wouldn’t have been allowed to wait for me there. They don’t let the dying in. The dying? But I’m sitting in my room; I can try to reflect calmly on what I’ve encountered. It’s good not to leave anything uncertain. So, I went in and at first could only see that the table I used to sit at from time to time was taken by someone else. I nodded a greeting in the direction of the little food-counter, ordered, and sat down at the next table. But I could feel him there, even though he wasn’t moving. It was his very lack of movement that I could feel and I apprehended it at a stroke. The connection between us had been established and I knew that he was frozen with horror. I know that the horror had paralysed him, horror at something that was going on inside him. Perhaps it was a blood-vessel bursting, perhaps a poison he had long feared was just at that moment entering the chambers of his heart, perhaps a large tumour was rising in his brain like a sun transforming the world for him. It took an indescribable effort to make myself look across at him, because I was still hoping it was all in my imagination. But what happened was that I leapt up and rushed out; for I hadn’t been mistaken. He was sitting there in a thick black winter coat, and his grey, tense face sat deep in a woollen scarf. His mouth was closed as if it had fallen shut with great force, but it wasn’t possible to say whether his eyes were still seeing anything: he wore smoky-grey misted-up spectacles in front of them, which trembled a little. His nostrils flared open and the long hair over his emptied temples was wilting, as if from too great a heat. His ears were long and yellow, with large shadows behind them. Yes, he knew that he was now withdrawing from everything, not just from human beings. One more moment and everything would have lost all meaning, and this table, and the cup and the chair he was clinging to, everything most ordinary and most familiar in his daily life, would have become incomprehensible, alien, difficult. So he sat there and waited until it had happened. And resisted no longer.

And I am still resisting. I resist even though I know that my heart is already hanging out of me and that I can’t live any more, even if my tormentors were to leave me alone now. I tell myself: nothing has happened, and yet I was only able to understand that man because something is also happening within me, something that is starting to pull me away and separate me from everything. How I always used to dread hearing people say about someone who was dying that he was past recognizing anyone now. Then I imagined a lonely face, lifting itself out of the pillows and searching, searching for something familiar, for something that it had seen before, but finding nothing. If my fear were not so great I would console myself that it isn’t impossible to see everything differently and to carry on living nonetheless. But I am afraid, I have a nameless fear of that transformation. I haven’t yet by any means settled down in this world, which seems to me to be good. What should I do in another? I would so dearly love to stay amongst the meanings that I have grown fond of, and if something does have to change, then let me at least live amongst the dogs, who have a world akin to ours and the same things in it.

I can write all this down and say it for a while yet. But there will come a day when my hand will be far away from me, and when I tell it to write it will write words that I do not intend. The age of the other interpretation will dawn and there shall not be left one word upon another,* and every meaning will dissolve like clouds and descend like rain. For all my fear, I am after all like one who is standing before something great, and I remember that I often felt much like this before I began to write. But this time I will be written. I am the impression that will be transformed. Oh, were it not for a tiny thing that is missing I would be able to understand and endorse all of this. Only one step more and my profound wretchedness would turn into bliss. But I cannot take this step, I have fallen and cannot raise myself up again, because I am broken. I have always believed that there might yet be a rescue. What I prayed for, evening after evening, lies before me in my own handwriting. I have copied it out of the books in which I found it, so that I would have it close, issued from my hand as if they were my own words. And I want to write it down one more time, here, kneeling before my table, I want to write it; for that way I will have it for longer than if I read it and every word endures and has time to die away.

‘Mécontent de tous* et mécontent de moi, je voudrais bien me racheter et m’enorgueillir un peu dans le silence et la solitude de la nuit. Âmes de ceux que j’ai aimés, âmes de ceux que j’ai chantés, fortifiez-moi, soutenez-moi, éloignez de moi le mensonge et les vapeurs corruptrices du monde; et vous, Seigneur mon Dieu! ac-cordez-moi la grâce de produire quelques beaux vers qui me prouvent à moi-même que je ne suis pas le dernier des hommes, que je ne suis pas inférieur à ceux que je méprise.’

‘They were children of fools,* yea, children of base men: they were viler than the earth. And now am I their song, yea, I am their byword.

‘… they raise up against me the ways of their destruction …

‘… they set forward my calamity, they have no helper.

‘And now my soul is poured out upon me; the days of affliction have taken hold upon me.

‘My bones are pierced in me in the night season: and my sinews take no rest.

‘By the great force of my disease is my garment changed: it bindeth me about as the collar of my coat …

‘My bowels boiled, and rested not: the days of affliction prevented me …

‘My harp also is turned to mourning, and my organ into the voice of them that weep.’




[19]  The doctor didn’t understand me. Not a bit. Admittedly it was hard to explain. They wanted to try an experiment with electric-shock therapy. Fine. I was given a note with my appointment: I was to be at the Salpêtrière* at one o’clock. I was there. I had to go slowly past lots of huts and across several courtyards in which here and there people in white caps were standing around under the bare trees. At last I came to a long, dark, corridor-like room on one side of which were four windows with opaque, greenish glass in them, each separated from the next by a broad, black partition. A wooden bench ran along the whole wall past them, and on this bench sat those who knew me, waiting. Yes, they were all there. When I had got accustomed to the gloominess of the room I noticed that amongst those who were sitting there in endless rows, shoulder to shoulder, there might have been a few other people, ordinary people, manual workers, servants, and carters. Below them, against the narrow wall of the corridor, two fat women had spread out on special chairs and were chatting—presumably concierges. I looked at the clock; it was five minutes to one. So in five, let’s say ten, minutes it would be my turn; that wasn’t so bad. The air was stale, heavy, full of clothing and breath. At one particular spot the strong, stimulating coolness of ether was coming in through a crack in the door. I started to walk up and down. It occurred to me that I had been sent here, amongst all these people, to this overcrowded general consultation hour. It was, so to speak, the first public confirmation that I was now one of society’s outcasts; could the doctor tell just by looking? But I had paid my visit in a fairly decent suit, I had sent my card in first. Nevertheless he must somehow have found out, perhaps I gave myself away. Now that it was official, it wasn’t quite so bad after all; the people were sitting quietly and paying no attention to me. Some of them were in pain and were swinging one leg a little to help cope with it. Various men had their heads in their hands, others were fast asleep, their faces heavy, buried under care. One fat man with a red, swollen neck was bent forwards, staring at the floor, and from time to time he spat noisily at a stain that he appeared to think was a suitable target. A child was sobbing in a corner; it had drawn its long, thin legs up onto the bench and was now clinging to them, pressing them against itself, as if it were about to have to take its leave of them. A short, pale woman with a crêpe hat trimmed with round, black flowers resting lopsidedly on her hair, had a smile around her thin lips that looked more like a grimace, but her sore eyelids were constantly brimming over. Not far from her they had put a girl with a smooth, round face and protruding, expressionless eyes; her mouth hung open so that you could see her slimy white gums, with teeth that were old and decayed. And there were many bandages. Bandages that covered the whole of people’s heads, layer after layer, so that there was only an eye visible, which was no longer part of a person. Bandages that concealed, and bandages that showed what lay beneath. Bandages that had been opened and on which now lay, as if on a dirty bed, a hand that wasn’t a hand any more, and a leg that had been bound up, sticking out from the row, big as a whole person. I walked up and down and made an effort to remain calm. I paid a great deal of attention to the wall opposite. I noticed that it had a number of single-leaf doors and did not reach up as far as the ceiling, so that this corridor was not quite separated from the rooms that must lie beyond. I looked at the clock; I had been walking up and down for an hour. A while later the doctors arrived. First a few young persons who went by with unconcerned expressions, and eventually the one I had been to visit, in light gloves, a chapeau à huit reflets,* and an immaculate overcoat. When he saw me he lifted his hat a little and smiled distractedly. I now had some hope of being called at once, but another hour passed. It passed. An old man in a dirty apron arrived, a kind of attendant, and tapped me on the shoulder. I stepped into one of the side rooms. The doctor and the young persons were sitting round a table looking at me; someone gave me a chair. And now, they said, I should tell them what exactly was wrong with me. As briefly as possible, s’il vous plaît, because the gentlemen didn’t have much time. I felt peculiar. The young persons were sitting looking at me with the superior expert curiosity that they had been taught to display. The doctor I knew stroked his black goatee and smiled distractedly. I thought I was going to burst into tears but I heard myself saying, in French, ‘I have already had the honour, sir, of giving you all the information that I am able to give. If you consider it necessary that these other gentlemen be instructed in the matter, you are surely in a position to do so succinctly after our consultation, whereas I am finding it very difficult.’ The doctor smiled politely and stood up, walked to the window with his assistants, and uttered a few words accompanied by a horizontal shaking movement of the hand. After three minutes one of the young persons came back to the table, peering short-sightedly and looking agitated; trying to look sternly at me, he said, ‘Do you sleep well, sir?’ ‘No, badly.’ Whereupon he quickly returned to the group. There they parleyed for a while and then the doctor turned to me and informed me that they would have me called. I reminded him that I’d been told to arrive for one o’clock. He smiled and made a few rapid, jerky movements with his small white hands, as if to say that he was uncommonly busy. I went back to my corridor, therefore, in which the air had become a good deal more oppressive, and began to walk up and down once more, even though I felt utterly worn out. At length the damp, stale odours made me feel dizzy; I stood by the entrance and opened the door a little. I could see that outside it was still afternoon and that there was a little sunshine, and that made me feel immeasurably better. But I had been standing there for less than a minute when I heard my name being called. A woman sitting at a little table a short distance away whispered something to me. Who had told me to open the door? I said the air was making me feel unwell. Well, that was my business, but the door had to be kept closed. Would it be possible to open a window? No, that wasn’t allowed. I decided to start again with the walking up and down, because after all it did have a kind of numbing effect and wasn’t doing anyone any harm. But the woman at the little table didn’t like that either. Did I not have somewhere to sit? No, I didn’t. But walking around wasn’t allowed; I would have to find a seat. There’d be one somewhere. The woman was right. There was indeed a seat, next to the girl with the protruding eyes. So I sat down, feeling that this condition was bound to be the harbinger of something terrible. On my left, then, was the girl with the rotten gums; it took a while for me to work out what was on my right. It was a huge, immobile mass, with a face and a large, heavy, motionless hand. The side of the face that I could see was empty, totally without features and without memories, and the suit was uncannily like the ones they dress corpses in for their coffins. The narrow black tie had been fastened in the same loose and impersonal way around the collar, and you could tell from the jacket that it had been pulled onto this body devoid of a will by other people. The hand had been placed on the trousers just where it now lay, and even the hair looked as if it had been combed by the women who wash corpses, and was arranged stiffly like the hair of stuffed animals. I observed all of this attentively, and it occurred to me that this must be the very seat that had been des-tined for me, since I now thought I had arrived at the point in my life where I would stay. Yes indeed, fate moves in mysterious ways.

Suddenly, from quite nearby and in rapid succession, there rose the frightened screams of a struggling child followed by a soft, muffled crying. While I made efforts to find out where that might have been coming from, a small suppressed cry faltered out again and I heard voices asking, one voice giving orders in an undertone, and then some sort of machine shuddered into life, quite indifferent to it all. Now I remembered that half-wall and I realized that all the noises were coming from the other side of those doors where people were working. And indeed, from time to time, the attendant with the dirty apron appeared and beckoned. I no longer even considered that he might mean me. Was it intended for me? No. There were two men there with a wheelchair; they lifted the featureless mass into it and I could see now that it was an old, palsied man, who had a second side, a smaller one, worn out by life, with one open eye, cloudy and sad. They pushed him inside and a large space opened up next to me. And I sat and thought about what they wanted to do to the silly girl and whether she would scream too. The machines behind the wall rumbled in so pleasant and factory-like a manner that there was nothing unsettling about them at all.

Suddenly, however, everything went silent, and into this silence came a supercilious, self-satisfied voice that I thought I knew:

‘Riez!’* Pause. ‘Riez. Mais riez, riez.’ I was already laughing. I couldn’t understand why the man on the other side of the wall didn’t want to laugh. A machine started up with a judder, but at once fell silent again, words were exchanged, and then that same energetic voice arose and ordered: ‘Dites-nous le mot: avant.’* Spelling it out: ‘a – v – a – n – t’ … Silence. ‘On n’entend rien. Encore une fois: …’

And then, while inside the warm, squishy babbling continued, then for the first time in many, many years it was there again. The thing that had caused the original deep terror when I was a child in bed with a fever: the Big Thing. Yes, that’s what I’d always called it when they were all standing round my bed, taking my pulse and asking what had frightened me: the Big Thing. And when they fetched the doctor and he was there, talking to me, I said that the only thing I wanted was for him to make the Big Thing go away, and nothing else mattered. But he was just like the others. He couldn’t get rid of it, even though I was quite small back then and it would have been easy to help me. And now it was back again. Later it had simply failed to appear, and even on the nights when I was feverish it hadn’t returned, but it was there now, even though I didn’t have a fever. It was there now. Now it was growing out from within me like a tumour, like a second head, and it was a part of me, even though it couldn’t possibly belong to me because it was so large. It was there, like a great big dead animal that had once, when it was alive, been my hand or my arm. And my blood flowed through me and through it, as if through one and the same body. And my heart had to struggle a good deal to drive the blood into the Big Thing: there was almost not enough blood there. And the blood only entered the Big Thing reluctantly and came back sickly and polluted. But the Big Thing kept swelling and grew up in front of my face like a warm, blueish boil, and grew over my mouth and over my remaining eye it was already casting the shadow of its edge.

I can’t remember how I managed to get out through all those courtyards. It was evening and I got lost in the unfamiliar district and went up boulevards with endless walls in one direction, and when they didn’t come to an end, I came back down them in the opposite direction until I reached a square of some kind. Then I started down a street, and other streets came that I hadn’t ever seen before, and then more still. Sometimes electric trams rushed towards me and past me, over-bright and with harsh, throbbing noises. But on their destination boards there were names that I didn’t know. I didn’t know what city I was in and whether I had somewhere to live here or not, or what I should do so as not to have to walk any further.




[20]  And on top of this now comes this illness that has always affected me so peculiarly. I’m sure that it’s not being treated sufficiently seriously—just as the importance of other types of illness is overstated. This illness has no specific features of its own, it adopts the features of the person it takes hold of. With the sureness of a sleepwalker it identifies from within every one of us the most deep-seated of the threats that we thought were long gone and places it before us once more, in close proximity, in the very next hour. Men who during their schooldays tried the vice that cannot be helped, whose deceived intimates were the poor hard hands of boys, find themselves tempted by it again, or an illness that they overcame as children takes hold again; or a habit they thought they had lost is back, a certain tentative twisting of the head that they used to do years ago. And alongside what comes up, a whole tangle of their memories emerges, clinging to it like wet seaweed to a sunken thing. Lives of which we would forever have been ignorant rise to the surface and are mixed in with what has been real, and they displace things from the past that we thought we knew about, for in what rises up like this there is a fresh new power, while what has always been there is weary from having been recalled too often.

I lie in my bed, five floors up, and my day, which nothing interrupts, is like a clock-face with no hands. The way a thing that was lost long ago is back in its place one morning, well cared for, in good condition, almost newer than when it was lost, just as if it had been taken in by someone to be looked after—in just this way things from my childhood that were lost are now lying here and there on my counterpane and are as if brand new. All my lost fears are back again.

The fear that a little woollen thread sticking out of the blanket might be hard, hard and sharp like a steel needle; the fear that this little button on my nightshirt might be bigger than my head, big and heavy; the fear that this crumb of bread falling off my bed just now could become glass and shatter when it hits the floor, and the oppressive worry that that would mean everything was broken, everything broken forever; the fear that the strip of margin on an opened letter was something forbidden, something that no one ought to see, something indescribably precious for which there was no place in the room that would be secure enough; the fear that on falling asleep I would swallow the piece of coal on the floor in front of the stove; the fear that a number, any number, would begin to grow in my brain until there was no more space in me for it; the fear that it is granite that I am lying on, grey granite; the fear that I might cry out and that people would come running to my door and eventually force it open, the fear that I might give myself away and tell people everything that I’m afraid of, and the fear that I might not be able to say anything, because everything is unsayable—and the other fears … the fears.

I prayed for my childhood and it has come back, and I feel it is still just as heavy as it was then, and that growing older has served no purpose at all.




[21]  Yesterday my fever was better and today has started out like spring, like spring in paintings. I will try to go out to the Bibliothèque nationale, to my poet, whom I’ve not read for such a long time, and maybe I will be able to take a walk in the gardens later. Perhaps there will be wind on the Grand Bassin* where the water is so real, and children will come and launch their ships with red sails onto it and watch them.

I didn’t expect it today. I went out so bravely as if it were the simplest and most natural thing. And yet there was something there again that picked me up like a piece of paper, crumpled me up, and threw me away, something unprecedented.

The Boulevard Saint-Michel was broad and empty and walking was easy on its gentle slope. Casement windows opened with a glassy rattle and their gleam flew like a white bird over the street. A carriage with bright red wheels went past, and further down the street someone was wearing light green. Horses trotted, harnesses flashing, on the road darkened by the water from the street-cleaners’ hoses. The wind was up, new, mild, and everything was rising: smells, cries, bells.

I walked by one of the cafés where the fake gypsies in red play in the evenings. The stale night air came creeping guiltily out of the open windows. Waiters with their hair slicked down were scrubbing the pavement in front of the doors. One of them was bent over, throwing handful upon handful of yellowish sand beneath the tables. One of the passers-by nudged him and pointed down the street. The red-faced waiter looked keenly for a moment and then laughter spread over his clean-shaven cheeks as if it had been poured out over them. He waved the other waiters across, turned his laughing face a few times to left and right to gather them all round and so as not to miss anything. Now they were all standing and looking—or searching—down the street, smiling or irritated because they had not yet worked out what there was to laugh at.

I felt a modicum of fear rising in me. Something made me want to cross to the other side of the street, but I just started to walk faster and reluctantly glanced at the few people in front of me, without noticing anything special about them. But I did see that one of them, a messenger-boy wearing a blue apron and carrying an empty market basket over one shoulder, was staring after someone. When he had had enough, he turned on the spot to face the houses and gestured to one of the laughing clerks with the circling movement of the finger at the forehead that they all use. Then his dark eyes flashed and he walked towards me, looking pleased and swaying slightly.

I was expecting, as soon as my eye had room for it, to see some unusual or striking figure, but it was evident that the only person ahead of me was a tall, lean man* in a dark overcoat, wearing a soft black hat over his sallow blond hair. I ascertained that there was nothing amusing about the clothing or the behaviour of this man and was just attempting to look past him down the Boulevard when he stumbled over something. Since I was walking close behind him I took particular care to look, but when I came to the spot there was nothing there, absolutely nothing. We both walked on, he and I, with the distance between us remaining the same. Soon we had to cross a street, and the man in front of me hopped down the steps from the pavement, his legs angled differently from each other, the way children hop or leap up sometimes while they are walking, to show they’re happy. He reached the opposite pavement simply by making one large step upwards. But hardly was he up than he lifted one leg a little and hopped on the other, once, and then again and again. Now it was quite possible to think that this sudden movement was another stumble, if one persuaded oneself that something trivial had been there, the kernel or the slippery peel of a fruit, perhaps, something like that. And the odd thing was that the man himself seemed to believe that there was actually something in the way, because on each occasion he turned and looked back at the irksome place with that half-irritated, half-reproachful look that people use at such moments. Once more something premonitory urged me to cross to the other side of the street, but I didn’t heed it and remained behind this man, concentrating my full attention on his legs. I must confess that I felt strangely relieved when for as much as twenty paces or so the hopping movement hadn’t happened, but when I raised my eyes I saw that a different kind of irritant was now troubling the man. The collar of his overcoat had come up, and try as he might to lay it flat again, first with one hand, then with both, it wouldn’t stay down. That happens. It didn’t worry me. But just then I became aware with boundless amazement that there were two motions at work in this person’s busy hands: a quick, secret one with which he imperceptibly raised the collar, and the other, lengthier, more sustained movement, as if spelling something out exaggeratedly, which was supposed to accomplish the flattening of the collar. I was so confused by this observation that two minutes elapsed before I recognized that in this man’s neck, behind the overcoat with the raised collar and his nervously working hands was the same terrible two-syllable hopping movement that had just left his legs. I understood that this hopping was wandering around his body, and that here and there it was trying to break out. I could understand why he was afraid of people and began to check carefully for myself whether the passers-by had noticed anything. I felt a cold, stabbing sensation in my back when his legs suddenly gave a little twitch and a skip, but no one had seen it and I reasoned to myself that I would stumble a little as well if someone became aware of it. That would surely be a way to make the curious believe that there had in fact been some inconspicuous little obstacle in the way that we had both chanced to step on. But while I was pondering on ways to help, the man himself had found a splendid new way out of it. I forgot to say that he was carrying a stick; it was a simple stick, made of dark wood with a plain rounded handle. And as he’d been casting around in his fear it had occurred to him that he should first hold this stick in one hand (for who knew what the other might be needed for) against his back, right over the spine, pushing it firmly into the small of the back and thrusting the end of the rounded crook into the collar, so that it could be felt, hard, like a prop, behind the neck and the first of the dorsal vertebrae. This was an inconspicuous posture, at most a little playful, and the unexpected note of spring in the day would explain that. No one happened to turn around, so it worked. It worked superbly. To be sure, at the next street crossing two hops emerged, two half-suppressed little hops, quite insignificant, and the one really obvious skip was deployed so skilfully (there happened to be a road-cleaning hose lying right across his path) that there was nothing to be afraid of. Indeed, everything was still going very well. From time to time the second hand clutched the stick, too, pressing it more firmly into place, and the danger was quickly past. I couldn’t help that my own fear was growing nonetheless. I knew that, whilst he was walking and trying with infinite effort to look unconcerned and preoccupied, the terrible twitching was building up in his body; his fear at feeling it go on growing and growing was also within me, and I could see how he clung to that stick when he began to jolt inside. Then the way those hands looked was so grim and tight that I put all my hopes in his will, which must have been massive. But what could a will do in that case? The moment would have to come when his strength was at an end, and it couldn’t be far off. And I, walking behind him, my heart beating heavily, I pooled together all my slight reserve of strength, as one pools money and, looking at his hands, offered it to him so that he should take it if he needed it.

I think he did take it; I couldn’t help that there wasn’t more.

On the Place Saint-Michel there were many vehicles and people hurrying to and fro; we often found ourselves between two carriages, and then he caught his breath and allowed himself to slacken a little, as if by way of resting, and there was a little hopping and a little nodding. Perhaps that was the ruse by which the illness trapped within intended to overpower him. His will had been breached in two places and the act of yielding had left behind in the muscles that had been possessed a gentle, alluring stimulation and the compelling two-beat pulse. But the stick was still in place and the hands looked fierce and angry; and thus we stepped onto the bridge and it was fine. It was fine. But then his walk became a little uncertain, then he ran two steps and then he stopped. His left hand came away from the stick and raised itself so slowly upwards that I could see it trembling in the air; he pushed his hat back a little and drew his hand over his forehead. He turned his head a little and his gaze ranged over sky, houses, and water without settling on anything, and then he gave way. The stick went, he stretched his arms out as if about to take wing, and it broke out from within him like a force of nature and bent him forwards and ripped him backwards and made him nod and tilt and hurled a dancer’s energy out of him and into the crowd. For there were already lots of people gathered round him, and I couldn’t see him any more.

What point would there have been in going anywhere else after that? I was empty. Like a blank sheet of paper I floated past the houses and back up the Boulevard.




[22]  †I will try to write to you, although after a necessary farewell there is really nothing left. I will try nonetheless; I think I have to try, because I have seen the Saint in the Pantheon, the lonely holy woman,* and the roof and the door, and inside the lamps that throw a modest pool of light, and above the sleeping city and the river, and the distance in the moonlight. The Saint is watching over the sleeping city. I wept. I wept, because it was all so unexpectedly there all of a sudden. I wept before it, I couldn’t help it.

I am in Paris, those who hear this are pleased; most envy me. They are right. It is a great city, great and full of remarkable temptations. As far as I am concerned, I must confess that I have in certain ways succumbed to them. I think it can’t be put any other way. I have succumbed to these temptations and as a consequence there have been certain changes, if not in my character then in the way I view the world, in my life at any rate. A completely different understanding of all things has developed within me as a result of these influences, there are certain distinctions that separate me more from people than everything before has done. A changed world. A new life full of new meanings. I am finding it difficult at the moment because everything is too new. I am a beginner in the circumstances of my own life.

Would it be possible to see the sea some time?

Yes, but just think, I was imagining that you might be able to come. Might you perhaps have been able to tell me whether there is a doctor? I have forgotten to find out. I don’t need that any more, by the way.

Do you remember Baudelaire’s amazing poem ‘Une Charogne’?* I may understand it now, perhaps. Apart from the last stanza, he was right. What was he to do when he encountered that? It was his task to see in this horror, in what could apparently only be disgusting, the essence of its being that still obtains amongst all forms of being. Picking and choosing, or rejection, are not possible. Do you think it is a matter of chance that Flaubert wrote his Saint Julien l’Hospitalier?* It strikes me that what matters is this—whether or not one can bring oneself to lie alongside the leper and warm him with the heart-warmth of nights of love; it cannot but turn out well.

Don’t think, though, that I am labouring here under disappointments, quite the contrary. I am amazed sometimes at how readily I can give up all my expectations in favour of reality, even when reality is awful.

My God, if only something of this could be shared. But would it then exist, would it then exist? No, it exists only at the price of being alone.




[23]  The existence of the horrific in every particle of the air. You breathe it in dissolved in clear matter; but in you it is precipitated, hardens, takes on sharp geometrical forms between the organs; for all the torment and horror that has happened at places of execution, in torture chambers, in madhouses, in operating theatres, under the arches of bridges in late autumn—this is all tenaciously imperishable, it all asserts itself and clings jealously to everything that exists, to its terrible reality. Human beings would like to be allowed to forget much of this; sleep files gently away at these furrows in the brain, but dreams force sleep back and trace the patterns back in. And they wake up* and gasp and let the light of a candle melt away into the darkness and drink its pallid reassurance like sugar-water. But, oh, how fine is the edge on which this sense of security is poised. At the slightest movement, one’s vision moves beyond familiar and friendly things once more, and the outline that only a moment ago offered consolation is revealed more distinctly as the border of horror. Be on your guard against the light, which makes space more hollow; do not look round in case there is perhaps a shadow standing up behind you as you sit up, like your master. It might be better to have remained in the dark and for your unconfined heart to have attempted to be the heavy heart of everything that cannot be distinguished. Now you have gathered yourself within, you can see yourself before you in your hands, coming to an end. From time to time, with a vague movement you trace the outline of your face. And in you there is very nearly no space; and it is almost satisfying to know that nothing very large can possibly dwell in this straitness within you, and that even the unheard-of must grow inside and accommodate itself to those conditions. But outside, outside there is no foreseeing; and if it grows out there then it becomes full within you too, not in the veins and arteries, which are partly under your control, or in the phlegmatic state of your more imperturbable organs: it grows in the capillaries, sucked upwards through pipes into the furthest tiny branches of your infinitely ramified being. There it rises, transcends you, reaches higher than your breath to whose heights you were fleeing as if to your very last refuge. Ah! but where next, where next? Your heart is forcing you out of yourself, your heart is giving chase and you’re standing almost beside yourself and cannot return. Like a beetle that has been trodden on you are spilling out of yourself, and the little bit of surface hardness and accommodation is meaningless.

O night without objects. O blind window to the outside, O diligently locked doors; these are features that date from long ago, inherited but never fully understood. O silence in the stairwell, silence from the rooms next door, silence high above on the ceiling. O mother: unique one, who hid away all this silence once, when I was a child. Who takes it upon herself and says, ‘Don’t be afraid, it’s me.’ Who has the courage to be this silence deep in the night for a thing that is frightened, that is going to pieces with fear. You light a lamp and are the noise of the match itself. And you hold it out before you and say: ‘It’s me, don’t be afraid.’ And slowly you put it down and there is no doubt: it is you, you are the light surrounding the dear, familiar things that are just there, with no deeper meaning, good, simple, distinct. And if there’s a noise in the wall somewhere, or a step on the floorboards,* you simply smile—a smile you can see right through to the light behind—smile into the anxious face searching yours; it is as if you were one with it, in on the secret with every whispered word, everything settled and agreed.* Is there any power to match your power amongst earthly rulers? Look, kings lie and stare and the story-teller* cannot distract them. Lying blissfully at the breast of their favourite, horror crawls over them and makes them tremble and robs them of desire.* But you come and keep the monstrosity behind you and stand completely before it, not like a curtain, which can lift in one place or another—no, as if you had got ahead of it at the call of one that had need of you. As if you had come far in advance of anything that can possibly come, and had behind you only your rapid journey here, your eternal path, the flight of your love.




[24]  The mould-maker I pass every day has put out two masks by his door. The face of the young woman who drowned,* a cast of which was taken in the morgue because of its beauty, because it smiled, because it smiled so deceptively, as if it knew. And beneath it his knowing face.* This hard knot of tightly contracted senses. This inexorable self-compression of music that wants perpetually to steam out. The countenance of one whose hearing has been sealed by a god,* so that there should be no sounds other than his own. So that he would not be led astray by the dismalness and irrelevance of noise. He, in whom sound’s clarity and permanence resided; so that only the soundless senses might bring the world to him, silently, a tense, waiting world, inchoate, before the creation of sound.

You who have brought the world to perfection: what falls carelessly as rain* over the earth and onto the waters, falling fortuitously—how it arises out of everything again, according to law, more invisible and happy, and rises and floats and forms the heavens: so what has fallen in us has ascended from within you and vaulted the world with music.

Your music: would that it might have been around the world and not merely around us—would that a Hammerklavier* had been built for you in the Thebaid,* and an angel taken you there to sit before the solitary instrument, through the ranges of desert mountains in which rest kings, courtesans and anchorites.* And the angel would have leaped aloft and gone, fearful lest you might begin.

And then, cascader of music, you would have poured forth, un-heard by anyone, giving back to the cosmos what only the cosmos can bear. The Bedouins would have hastened past in the distance, superstitiously; the merchants, however, would have flung themselves down at the margins of your music as if you were a storm. Only solitary lions* would have circled you at a distance by night, startled at themselves, threatened by the agitation in their blood.

For who will retrieve you now from ears that crave more? Who will drive them from the concert halls, mercenaries with sterile hearing that whores and never conceives? Seed is sprayed out and they kneel beneath it like harlots and play with it, or it falls like the seed of Onan* between them all while they wallow in gratification unachieved.*

But Lord, if a young man, chaste and with his ear intact and unpenetrated, were to lie with your sound, he would die of bliss, or he would bear eternity within him and his fecundated brain would burst from sheer birth.




[25]  I did not underestimate it. I know it requires courage. But let us assume for a moment that someone had this courage de luxe* to go after them and know for good (for who could ever forget or confuse such a thing) where it is they creep into afterwards and what they get up to for the rest of the long day and whether they sleep at night. This in particular would be something to find out: whether they sleep. Because they come and go not like ordinary people, whom it would be a trifling matter to follow. They are there, and then they’re gone again, set down and taken away again like lead soldiers. There are a few secluded spots where they can be found, but these are by no means secret. The bushes part, the path bends a little round the lawn: there they are, with a mass of clear space around them as if they were standing underneath a glass dome. You might mistake them for pensive ramblers, these nondescript men, short and in every respect modest of stature. But you would be wrong. Can you see the left hand reaching for something in the crooked pocket of the old coat—finding it and taking it out, and holding the little object awkwardly but saliently in the air? In less than a minute, two or three birds are there, sparrows, hopping up nosily. And if the man manages to conform to their very precise understanding of motionlessness, there is no reason why they should not come even closer. And finally the first one goes up and flutters nervously for a while up there in that hand, which is holding out—heaven knows what—a little bit of crumbly sweet bread, maybe, with unassertive, expressly yielding fingers. And the more people that gather round him, naturally at an appropriate distance, the less he has in common with them. He stands there like a candlestick burning down and gives light with the remains of the wick and it makes him quite warm and he never moves. And the way he attracts, the way he entices is something all those foolish little birds can’t possibly appreciate. If there were no onlookers and if he were left to stay there long enough, I’m sure that an angel would appear suddenly and overcome its aversion and eat the old, sweet crumbs from the wrinkled hand. But as usual, the people get in the way of something like that. They see to it that only birds come; they think that’s enough and maintain that nothing else can be expected. What else should it expect, this old doll, spoiled by the rain, stuck a little crookedly in the earth like the ship’s figureheads in the little gardens at home;* in the doll’s case, is this slanted posture also the result of having been placed at the front somewhere in its life, where the motion is greatest? Is it now so faded because it was once brightly coloured? Will you ask it?

But don’t ask the women anything when you see them feeding the birds. They could even be followed; they do it, so to speak, in passing; it would be easy. But leave it. They don’t know how it happens. They suddenly have a pile of bread in their bag and fetch great pieces out of their shawls, pieces that are a bit chewed and damp. It makes them feel good to know that their saliva gets out into the world a little, that the little birds will fly around with this aftertaste, even if they forget it again at once, of course.




[26]  There I sat at your books, obstinate man,* and tried to think of them like other people, people who don’t leave you in one piece and take a part of you for themselves and are satisfied with that. But then I didn’t understand fame, the public demolition of a man who is not yet formed into whose construction site the multitude bursts and moves the stones around for him.

Young man, wherever you may be, in whom something is rising that will cause you to shudder—make use of the fact that no one knows you. And when people who disregard you contradict you, and when those whom you frequent abandon you entirely, and when they want to expunge you completely for the sake of your fair thoughts, what is this explicit danger that holds you together within compared to the wily enmity, later, of fame, which will render you innocuous by scattering you far afield.

Don’t ask anyone to talk about you, even scornfully. And when time passes and you notice how your name is on people’s lips, do not take it any more seriously than anything else you hear from their mouths. Think that it has gone bad and dismiss it. Take another name, any name, so that God can call you in the night. And hide it from everyone.

Loneliest and remotest of men, how they have appropriated you because of your fame. How long is it since they were against you root and branch, and now they treat you like one of them. And they take your words along with them, in the cages of their conceit, and show them on public squares and bait them a little from their safe vantage-points. All your fearsome beasts of prey.

I didn’t read you until those desperate creatures were breaking out of me and assailing me in my own desert. They were desperate as you were yourself, at the end, you whose course has been plotted wrongly on all the maps. The hopeless hyperbola of your course shoots across the sky like a crack;* only once does it curve towards us before shearing away in horror. What did it matter to you* whether a woman leaves or remains, or whether one is afflicted by vertigo and another by madness, or whether the dead are living and the living seemingly dead: what was that to you? That was all completely natural for you; you passed through as one might pass through an antechamber, and did not linger. But you did stay, stooping over, in the place where our future boils, is precipitated, and changes colour—inside. Further inside than anyone else had ever been; a door had burst open for you and now you were amongst the retorts in the reflected light of the fire.* You never took anyone along there, mistrustful one, but sat and determined moments of transition. And there, because revealing things was in your very blood—not shaping or telling—there you took the prodigious decision to magnify a tiny thing that at first even you could only see through lenses,* magnify it alone in such a way that it would be revealed to thousands, gigantically, to everyone. Thus your theatre came into existence. You could not wait for this life—which, concentrated into droplets by the centuries, occupies almost no space—to be found by the other arts and to be made visible gradually to individuals who, little by little, come together in insight and at last demand to see the illustrious rumours confirmed in the parable that is the scene unfolded before them. You couldn’t wait for this, you were there, you had to uncover what was hardly measurable: a feeling that rose by half a degree, the tiny fluctuation in amplitude, measured from close up, of a will hardly counterweighted* by anything at all, the slight cloudiness of a droplet of longing, and this phantom of a colour change in an atom of trust—all this had to be found and recorded, for in such events was now located life, our life, which had slipped inside us, which had retreated into our interior and lay so deep that it hardly even gave rise to conjecture any more.

Your nature, given to showing, as a timelessly tragic poet, meant that at a single stroke you had to transform this capillary sensitivity into things most acutely present. So you set about the unprecedented act of violence that was your work, hunting ever more impatiently, ever more desperately amongst what is visible for equivalents to what was seen on the inside. There was a rabbit,* an attic, a large room in which a man walks up and down; there was the tinkling of glass in the room next door, a fire in front of the windows, and the sun. There was a church and a rocky valley that resembled a church. But that wasn’t enough. Eventually towers had to be brought in, and whole mountain ranges; and avalanches that buried the landscapes, burying the stage that was overloaded with the tangible for the sake of what could not be grasped. But then it was too much for you. The two ends that you had bent round to meet sprang apart; your crazy strength escaped from the elastic wand and your work was as nothing.*

Who else would understand that at the end you didn’t want to leave the window, stubborn as always. You wanted to see the people going past, because the thought had come to you that one day you might be able to make something of them, if only you decided to get started.




[27]  Then I realized for the first time that nothing can really be said about a woman; when they talked about her I noticed how they left her blank,* how they identified and described the others, the settings, places, objects, all up to a certain point—when it came to an end, stopped gently and as if warily at the delicate outline, never inked in, that enclosed her. What was she like? I asked then. ‘Blond, much like you,’ they said and listed all sorts of other things they knew about her; but as they did so she became really quite indistinct again and I couldn’t picture anything any more. I could only actually see her when Maman told me the story that I asked for over and over again—.

—Then every time she came to the scene with the dog she would close her eyes and hold her face, sealed completely and yet everywhere shining forth, somehow beseechingly between both hands, touching it coldly at the temples with her fingers.* ‘I saw it Malte,’ she would insist, ‘I saw it.’ It was when she was already in her last years that I heard her say this. At the time when she didn’t want to see anyone any more, and when she always—even when she was travelling—kept the little fine-meshed silver strainer with her, through which she sieved everything she drank. She did not consume solid food any more, except for biscuits* or a little bread, which she crumbled when she was alone and ate crumb by crumb, the way children do. By that time she was completely in thrall to her fear of needles.* To the others, by way of apology, she said merely, ‘I can’t eat anything any more, but please don’t trouble about it, I get on perfectly well.’ She would sometimes turn suddenly to me, however (I was fairly grown up by then), and say with a smile that required a great effort, ‘What a lot of needles there are, Malte, and they’re all over the place, and when you think how easily they come loose… .’ She took pains to say it jestingly, but she trembled with horror at the thought of all the badly fastened needles that might drop into something at any moment.




[28]  When she talked about Ingeborg, however, she was invulnerable; she didn’t hold back then, she spoke more loudly, she laughed when she remembered Ingeborg’s laugh, she wanted us to see how beautiful Ingeborg had been. ‘She made us all happy,’ she said, ‘your father, too,* Malte, literally happy. But then, when we knew that she was going to die even though she only seemed slightly ill, and we were all going round concealing the truth, she sat up in bed once and said to herself, like someone who is testing out how an inner sense will sound when spoken out loud: “You don’t have to make such an effort; we all know, and I can reassure you that it’s fine the way it is, I’ve had enough.”* Imagine—she said, “I’ve had enough,” she, the one who made us all happy. I wonder whether you’ll understand that when you’re bigger, Malte? Think about it later, maybe it will come to mind. It would be good if there were someone who understood things like that.’

‘Things like that’ exercised Maman when she was alone, and she was always alone in those last years.

‘I will never get to the bottom of it, Malte,’ she would say sometimes with the peculiarly defiant smile that wasn’t intended to be seen by anyone and perfectly fulfilled its purpose merely by being smiled. ‘But I’m surprised that no one is tempted to find out about it. If I were a man—yes, particularly if I were a man—I would reflect upon it, all in its proper sequence and order, starting at the beginning. For there must be a beginning, and it would be something at least if one were able to get one’s mind around that. Oh Malte, our lives pass so quickly and it seems to me that we’re all so distracted and preoccupied and don’t pay proper attention when we pass on. As if a shooting star fell without being seen by anyone and no one made a wish. Never forget to make a wish, Malte. You should never give up wishing. I believe there is no such thing as fulfilment, but there are wishes, and they go on lasting, your whole lifetime, so that you couldn’t wait long enough for them to be fulfilled even if you wanted to.’

Maman had had Ingeborg’s little secretaire brought up into her room and I often found her sitting at it, since I was allowed to go in without knocking. My footfalls were completely absorbed by the carpet, but she could feel me and would hold one of her hands out to me over the opposite shoulder. This hand was quite weightless, and kissing it was like kissing the ivory crucifix that I was handed in the evenings before going to sleep. At this low bureau, whose top folded out towards her to provide a desk, she sat as if at a musical instrument. ‘There is so much sunshine in it,’ she would say, and it was true, the inside was curiously light, with old yellow varnish on which flowers had been painted, always a red one then a blue one. And where there were three in a row there was a violet one in between, separating the other two. These colours, and the green of the slim horizontal arabesques, had faded as darkly as the background remained radiant, without actually being clear. The result was a strangely muted combination of colours that related to each other inwardly but made no overt statement about their association.

Maman pulled open the little drawers, which were all empty.

‘Ah, roses,’ she said and leaned forwards a little into the scent that was musty but had not yet completely faded. She always imagined she might find something suddenly in a secret drawer that everyone had forgotten and that would only yield to the pressure of some hidden spring. ‘It will spring out all of a sudden, you’ll see,’ she would say earnestly and apprehensively, and tugged hurriedly at all the drawers. But she had carefully bundled up and locked away what was left of the papers that had really been in the drawers, without reading them. ‘I wouldn’t understand it anyway, Malte, I’m sure it would be too difficult for me.’ She was convinced that everything was too complicated for her. ‘There are no beginners’ classes in life, it’s always the hardest things that we’re asked for right from the start.’ I was assured that she had only been that way since the awful death of her sister, Countess Öllegard Skeel,* who had burned to death trying to rearrange the flowers in her hair in a mirror lit by candles before a ball. But in her last years it seemed that Ingeborg was the hardest thing of all for her to take in.

And now I’ll write down the story as Maman told it whenever I asked her to.

It was midsummer, on the Thursday after Ingeborg’s funeral. From the spot on the terrace where tea was being taken you could see the pediments of the family vault between the huge elm trees. The table had been laid as if there had never been one more person to sit at it, and indeed we were all sitting fairly well spread around it. And everyone had brought something with them, a book or a work-basket, so that in fact we were a little cramped. Abelone (Mother’s youngest sister*) was pouring the tea and everyone was busy handing things round; only your grandfather could see the house from his chair. It was the hour when the post was usually brought, and usually it was Ingeborg who fetched it because she was detained a little longer indoors with the arrangements for tea. In the weeks of her illness we had had plenty of time to get used to her not being there; we knew, of course, that she couldn’t come. But on that afternoon, Malte, when she really couldn’t come any more—she came. Perhaps it was our fault; perhaps we called her. You see, I remember that all at once I was sitting there and doing my best to recall what was different exactly. I was suddenly unable to say what it was, I had completely forgotten. I looked up and saw all the others turned towards the house, not in any particular or conspicuous way, but quite calmly and routinely expectant. And then I began to—(it makes me quite cold to think of it, Malte) but, God forbid, I began to say, ‘What can have happened to—’. At that point Cavalier,* as usual, shot out from under the table and ran towards her. I saw it, Malte, I saw it. He ran towards her even though she wasn’t coming; for him, she was coming. We realized that he was running to meet her. Twice he turned round towards us as if asking something. Then he raced towards her, as he always did, Malte, just as he always did, and he reached her, because he began to leap up all around, Malte, around something that wasn’t there, and then he climbed up her, to lick her face, right up. We could hear him whimpering with joy, and the way he bounded up high, several times in a row, quickly, one might really have thought that he was obscuring her with his jumping. But then all of a sudden there was a howl and he twisted round in the air midway through one of his leaps and fell back, oddly clumsily, and just lay there, peculiarly flat, and wouldn’t move. From the other side a servant came out of the house with the letters. He hesitated for a moment; approaching us was evidently not so straightforward, the way we were looking. And your father gave him a sign that he should stay. Your father, dear Malte, was never fond of animals, but on this occasion he went over to the dog, slowly it seemed to me, and stooped over him. He said something to the servant, something brief, monosyllabic. I saw the servant start forward to pick Cavalier up. But your father took the animal himself and went into the house with him, as if he knew exactly where he was heading.




[29]  Once, when it had almost grown dark during the telling of this tale, I was on the verge of telling Maman about ‘the hand’: at that moment I might have been able to do it. I was just taking a deep breath before starting when I remembered how well I had understood the servant who hadn’t been able to approach them because of their faces. And I was afraid of Maman’s face, despite the dark, and of it seeing what I had seen. I quickly drew breath again, to give the impression that that’s all I had wanted to do. A few years later, after the curious night in the gallery at Urnekloster, I spent a whole day considering confiding in little Erik about it. But after our nocturnal conversation he had shut me out completely once more, and he avoided me; I think he despised me. But that was exactly why I wanted to tell him about ‘the hand’. I told myself that I would rise in his estimation (and for some reason that was something I urgently wanted) if I could make him understand that this was something I had really experienced. But Erik was so skilful at evading me that it never happened. And then in any case we left almost at once. So, astonishingly enough, this is the first time that I have recounted an incident (and after all I am only recounting it to myself here) that dates back a long way into my childhood.

I can tell how small I must have been at the time because to be comfortable I had to kneel on the chair to reach the table I was drawing at. It was evening, in winter, if I’m not mistaken, in our apartment in town.* The table was in my room, between the windows, and the only lamp in the room was the one that was casting its light onto my pieces of paper and onto Mademoiselle’s book—Mademoiselle* was sitting beside me, a little way from the table, reading. When she was reading she was far away, I don’t know if she was even in her book; she could read for hours, she rarely turned the pages, and I had the impression that the pages became fuller and fuller for her, as if by looking she was adding words, particular words, that she needed but which were not there. That’s how it seemed to me while I was drawing. I drew slowly, without having any very precise intention, and when I didn’t know what to do next looked at everything with my head tilted slightly to the right; that’s how what I needed came most quickly to mind. There were officers on horseback, riding into battle, or they were in the midst of the fray, and that was a lot easier because I had almost only to draw the smoke that enveloped everything. It’s true that Maman always insists that it was islands that I was painting, islands with huge trees and a castle and a staircase and flowers at the edge that were supposed to be reflected in the water. But I think she’s making that up, or it must have been later.

Agreed, then, that I was drawing a knight that evening, just one very prominent knight on an oddly caparisoned horse. The knight was becoming so multicoloured that I often had to change pencils, but it was the red one that was needed most of all, and I reached for it time and again. Now I needed it once more; it rolled (I can still see it) right across the sheet of paper under the lamp and, before I could stop it, it fell to the floor and was gone. I badly needed to use that pencil and it was really irritating to have to scramble after it. I was a clumsy boy, so getting down was something of a palaver; my legs seemed much too long, I couldn’t pull them out from under me; kneeling so long without moving had made my limbs a little numb; I didn’t know what was part of me and what was part of the chair. At last, in some confusion, I managed to get down beneath the table and found myself on an animal-fur rug that stretched under the table as far as the wall. But then another difficulty presented itself. Being attuned to the light above and still full of the colours on the white paper, my eyes could not discern anything at all under the table, and the blackness seemed so densely packed that I was afraid of bumping into it. I relied on my sense of touch, therefore, and kneeling with my weight on my left hand I fumbled around in the cool, shaggy rug, which had a nicely intimate feel to it—but no pencil was to be found. I imagined I was wasting a great deal of time and wanted to call up to Mademoiselle and ask her to hold the lamp for me, when I noticed that the dark was gradually becoming more and more penetrable to my involuntarily straining eyes. I could already make out the wall at the back, which terminated in a light-coloured skirting-board; I could take my bearings by the table legs; I recognized in particular my own hand, with fingers outstretched, moving around under there all alone and exploring the bottom, a little like some kind of aquatic animal. I remember clearly that I was watching it almost with curiosity; it seemed to me as if it was capable of things that I had never taught it, groping around down there independently with movements that I had never seen it perform before. I tracked it as it pressed forward, I was interested in it—I expected almost anything to happen. But how on earth could I have been prepared for another hand suddenly to be coming out of the wall to meet it, a larger, unusually lean hand unlike any hand that I had ever seen before? It was searching in a similar way from the other side, and the two hands, fingers outstretched, were moving blindly towards each other. My curiosity was by no means exhausted, but suddenly it drained away leaving only horror in its place. I felt that one of the hands belonged to me and that it was becoming involved in something that could never be put right again. Summoning all the rights of ownership that I had over it, I stopped it moving and pulled it slowly back, flat against the floor, not letting the other hand out of my sight as it carried on searching. I realized that it would not give up, but cannot say how I got back up again. I sat right back in the chair, my teeth were chattering, and my face was so drained of blood that I felt as if there was no blue left in my eyes either. Mademoiselle—I wanted to say, but couldn’t, but she became agitated of her own accord, kneeling by my chair and calling my name. I think she was shaking me. But I was fully conscious. I swallowed a few times, wanting to tell her what had happened.

But how? I made an extraordinary effort to pull myself together, but it couldn’t be expressed in a way that others would understand. If there were words for what had happened, I was too small to find any. And suddenly I was gripped by the fear that they might suddenly be there nonetheless, these words, older than my years, and it seemed more terrible than anything else that I would then have to utter them. To go once more through the reality of what had happened down there, differently, in a modified form, from the very beginning—to hear myself admitting it—that required strength beyond what I had.

It would of course be fanciful for me to claim now that I had felt at the time how something had entered my life, entered directly into it, that I would have to carry with me alone, for ever and ever. I can see myself lying in my little high-sided bed, not sleeping and somehow vaguely intimating that that was how life would be: full of special things that are only intended for one person and cannot be told of. What is certain is that gradually a heavy, sorrowful pride found its place in me. I imagined how one might go about full of inwardness and remaining silent. I felt a tumultuous sympathy for the grown-ups; I admired them and I planned to tell them that I admired them. I planned to tell Mademoiselle at the very next opportunity.




[30]  And then one of those illnesses came along that seemed intent on demonstrating to me that this was not my first personal experience. The fever burrowed deep into me and fetched up from deep down experiences, images, and facts that I had not known about. I lay there, swamped by my own self, waiting for the moment when I would be instructed to stow all these things back within me, neatly, in order. I started on it, but it grew beneath my hands, it baulked, there was much too much of it. Then rage took hold of me and I flung everything back inside me higgledy-piggledy and squeezed it all together; but there was so much of it that I couldn’t shut myself again. And then I screamed, in my half-undone state, I screamed and screamed.* And when I began to look out beyond myself they had all been standing by my bed for a long time, holding my hands, and there was a candle and their huge shadows moved behind them. And my father ordered me to tell him what was wrong. It was a friendly, muted order, but it was an order all the same. And he became impatient when I didn’t answer.

Maman never came to me at night—or rather, she came once. I had been screaming and screaming and Mademoiselle had come and Sieversen, the housekeeper, and Georg, the coachman; but that hadn’t helped. And then at last they had sent the carriage for my parents, who were at a grand ball at the Crown Prince’s residence, I believe. And suddenly I could hear the carriage driving into the courtyard and I fell silent, sat down and looked towards the door. And then there was a swishing noise in the next rooms and Maman came in wearing her magnificent court gown, which she wasn’t the least careful of, and she was almost running and dropped her white fur behind her and took me in her bare arms. Astonished and delighted like never before, I touched her hair and her dainty, beautifully made-up face and the cold jewels hanging from her ears, and the silk at the edge of her shoulders, which smelled of flowers. And we stayed like that and wept tenderly and kissed each other until we could sense that my father was there and that we would have to let go of each other. ‘He has a high fever,’ I heard my mother say shyly, and my father reached for my hand and took my pulse. He was in the uniform of the Grand Master of the Hunt, with the beautiful broad, blue watered-silk band of the Order of the Elephant.* ‘What nonsense, sending for us like that,’ he said into the room, without looking at me. They had promised to return if it wasn’t anything serious. And it wasn’t anything serious. But on my blanket I found mother’s dance card and white camellias, which I had never seen before and which I laid over my eyes when I noticed how cool they were.




[31]  When I was ill like that, it was the afternoons that dragged on. In the morning after a bad night it was always possible to find sleep, and when you woke and thought it was the early morning again, it was in fact afternoon and remained afternoon and would not stop being afternoon. Then you lay in the bed that had been made up again and perhaps grew a little in your joints and were much too tired to imagine anything at all. The taste of apple compote lingered for ages and it was already something if you could analyse it somehow, involuntarily, let the clean tartness swirl around you instead of thoughts. Later, when your strength returned, they built up the pillows behind your head and you could sit up and play with toy soldiers; but the figures fell over so easily on the wobbly bed-tray, and when one went, the whole row went; and you weren’t quite sufficiently back in your life to be able to start again from the beginning every time. Suddenly it would get too much and you would ask them to clear everything away quickly, and it felt good to see only your two hands again, a little way away on the empty blanket.

When Maman came for half an hour and read me fairy-tales (proper reading aloud, taking a long time, was Sieversen’s job), it wasn’t because of the fairy-tales themselves, for we were in agreement that we didn’t like fairy-tales. We had a different notion of the fantastic. We found that it was most fantastic when things just happened in the natural way. We didn’t set much store by flying through the air, we were disappointed by the fairies, and we anticipated only a superficial alteration when things were transformed into something else. But we read a little so as to look busy; when someone came in we didn’t much like having to explain what we were doing; we were exaggeratedly specific when explaining to Father.

Only when we were completely certain of not being disturbed, and when it was getting dark outside, only then could we give ourselves up to memories, shared memories that seemed old to us both and which we smiled about—for we had both grown up since then. We remembered that there was a time when Maman wished I had been a little girl,* and not the boy that I turned out to be. I had guessed this somehow, and had taken it into my head to knock on Maman’s door occasionally in the afternoons. When she asked who it was, I was happy to call ‘Sophie’ from outside, making my soft voice so dainty that it tickled in my throat. And then, when I went in (in the short, girlish house-frock that I used to wear in any case, with the sleeves rolled all the way up), I was simply Sophie, Maman’s little Sophie, who busied herself with domestic things and whose hair Maman had to plait so as to avoid any confusion with naughty Malte, were he ever to come back. That was something by no means to be desired; both Maman and Sophie were pleased that he had gone, and their conversations (which Sophie always conducted in the same high-pitched voice) mostly consisted of enumerating Malte’s naughtinesses and complaining about him. ‘Ah yes, that Malte!’ Maman would sigh. And Sophie knew lots about the wickedness of boys in general, exactly as if she knew any number of them.

‘I’d like to know what’s become of Sophie,’ Maman would say suddenly when we were reminiscing like this. That was something that Malte could not enlighten her about, of course. But when Maman suggested she must have died, he contradicted her obstinately and implored her not to believe it, however little could be proved to the contrary.




[32]  Now that I think about it again, I’m sometimes surprised at how I re-emerged from the world of those fevers completely on every occasion and acclimatized myself again to the highly communal life we led, where everyone wanted to feel reassured that they were in a familiar environment and where people were so careful to keep within the bounds of what was comprehensible in their dealings with each other. Something was expected, and it came or it didn’t come; there was no third option. There were things that were sad, and that was an end of it; there were enjoyable things and a whole lot that was incidental. But if something brought you pleasure, then pleasure was what it was and you had to behave accordingly. At root, everything was very simple, and once you had worked that out, things took care of themselves. So everything fitted into these agreed boundaries: the long, monotonous hours of lessons when it was summer outside; the walks that you had to talk about afterwards in French; the visitors that you were called in to meet, who found you funny just when you were sad, and who laughed at you in the way people laugh at the downcast faces of certain birds, which always look that way. And the birthdays, of course, to which other children were invited on your behalf, children you hardly knew, awkward children who made you awkward, or brash ones who scratched your face and broke the gifts you had just received, and then abruptly left when they had emptied all the drawers and boxes and everything lay in heaps on the floor. But when you played by yourself, as usual, it might so happen that you accidentally stepped beyond the agreed limitations of this generally harmless world and stumbled into circumstances that were quite different and in no way foreseeable.

Every so often Mademoiselle had her migraines, which came on with great severity, and those were days on which I would be hard to find. I know that the coachman would be sent into the park if Father happened to ask for me and I wasn’t there. From one of the guest rooms upstairs I could see him running out and calling to me from the start of the long avenue. These guest rooms were in the gables of Ulsgaard, all in a row, and because we hardly ever had house guests at this time they were almost always empty. But adjoining them was the large corner room, which held a strong attraction for me. There was nothing in it but an old bust—of Admiral Juel,* I think—but the walls were lined all around with deep, grey wardrobes in such a way that even the window had been positioned above them in the empty part of the whitewashed wall. I had found the key in one of the wardrobe doors, and it fitted all the others, too. So in a short time I had examined everything: the chamberlains’ frock coats from the eighteenth century, which were quite cold from the silver threads woven into them, and the beautifully embroidered waistcoats that went with them; the habits of the Orders of the Dannebrog and the Elephant,* which were so rich and intricate, and their linings so soft to the touch, that one thought at first they were women’s dresses. Then real gowns, the skirts extended over the crinolines beneath, hanging stiffly like the marionettes in an oversized play now so definitively out of the repertoire that their heads had been redeployed elsewhere. Next to these, however, were wardrobes that were dark when they were opened, dark with uniforms buttoned right up to the collars, which looked much more worn than all the rest and in reality wished not to be preserved any longer.

No one will be surprised that I took all these things out and brought them into the light; that I held one or other of them up against me or wrapped it around me; that I would quickly put on one of the costumes that looked as if it might fit and run into the nearest guest room wearing it, curious and excited, to look in the slender pier-glass made of separate pieces of glass in irregular shades of green. Oh, how I trembled at being in the mirror, and how entrancing it was when I was there—when something drew nearer from out of the gloom, more slowly than oneself, for it was as if the mirror did not believe it and, in its sleepy state, did not want to repeat immediately what it was being told. But in the end it had to, of course. And now it was something very unexpected and strange, quite different from what I had imagined, something sudden, something autonomous that I glanced at quickly before in the next moment recognizing myself after all—not without a certain irony, which came within a hair’s breadth of destroying all my enjoyment. But if I straight away started to talk, to bow, if I waved to myself and walked away, looking all the while over my shoulder, and then returned purposefully and animatedly, then I had imagination on my side for as long as I pleased.

It was at that time that I came to know the force a particular costume can exert on one directly. Hardly had I put on one of these suits than I was forced to acknowledge how it had taken me into its power, and that it was dictating my movements, my facial expression, even my ideas. My hand, over which the lace of the cuffs kept on falling, was by no means my usual hand; it moved like an actor, I could even say that it was observing itself, exaggerated though that might sound. However, these disguises never went so far that I felt estranged from myself; on the contrary, the more manifold my transformations, the more confident I felt about myself. I grew bolder and bolder; I flung myself higher and higher, for my ability to catch myself again* was beyond all doubt. I didn’t notice the temptation in the self-assurance that was growing so quickly. All that remained to seal my fate was that the last wardrobe, which I had hitherto thought I was unable to open, yielded one day, to provide me not with particular costumes but all sorts of vaguely carnivalesque stuff for dressing up, whose scope for fantastic imaginings made my cheeks flush. I couldn’t possibly tell you everything that was in there, but apart from a bautta that I remember, there were dominos* of various colours, there were women’s skirts, tinkling brightly with the coins sewn into them; there were Pierrot costumes, which I thought were silly, and baggy Turkish trousers and Persian fezzes out of which fell little bags of camphor, and circlets with stupid, expressionless gems in them. I despised all this a little; it was so shallow and unreal, just hanging there, flayed and wretched, drooping limply when I tugged it out into the light. But what sent me into a kind of rapture were the ample cloaks, the wraps, the veils, all the rich, yielding, unused fabrics, that were soft and flattering or slipped so smoothly that you could hardly keep hold of them, or so light that they flew past you like a breeze,* or simply weighty with their sheer heft. It was in these that I first detected truly free and infinitely flexible possibilities: to be a slave and sold, or Joan of Arc, or an old king or a sorcerer; this was all in the palm of my hand, particularly since there were also masks there, large, threatening masks, or astonished faces with genuine beards and bushy or arched eyebrows. I had never seen masks before, but I recognized at once that there had to be masks. I couldn’t help laughing when I remembered that we had a dog who behaved as if he were wearing one. I pictured his affectionate eyes, which always seemed to be looking from behind into his hairy face. I went on laughing as I dressed up, which made me completely forget what figure I was actually going to be. Now it was new and exciting not to be deciding what I was until after I was dressed, in front of the mirror. The face-mask that I tied on had a peculiar hollow smell, it fitted me tightly but I could see out easily, and it wasn’t until the mask was in place that I chose fabrics of various kinds that I wound round my head in the form of a turban, so that the edge of the mask, which reached down into an enormous yellow cloak, was also almost completely covered at the top and at the sides. And at last, when there was nothing more I could add, I decided I was adequately disguised. To finish, I took hold of a large staff, which I walked along beside me, at arm’s length, and not without difficulty, but with great dignity, as it seemed to me, I traipsed into the guest room and towards the mirror.

The effect was really very splendid indeed, beyond all my expectations. And the mirror re-created it in an instant; it was too convincing. There wouldn’t have been any need to move very much, the apparition was perfect, even if it did nothing. But I needed to work out what I really was, and so I turned round a little and eventually raised both my arms in sweeping gestures almost of conjuration, which was, as I could already tell, the only appropriate thing to do. But just at that solemn moment I heard very close to me, but muffled by my disguise, a noise coming from various different things at once. I was very frightened and lost sight of the being in the mirror, and was severely irritated by becoming aware that I had knocked over a little round table with heaven knows what objects on it,* all very fragile, no doubt. I crouched down as far as I could and found my worst fears confirmed; it looked as if everything was broken. The two pointless purple-and-green porcelain parrots were both smashed, of course, each one in a different spiteful way. A jar spilling out sweets that looked like insects in silken cocoons had pitched its lid far away, and only one half was to be seen, the other gone for good. The worst thing, however, was a scent-bottle that had shattered into a thousand tiny pieces, splashing out the remains of some ancient perfume that now formed a stain of especially repellent profile on the clean parquet. I quickly dried it with something hanging down from my person, but it merely became darker and more unpleasant. I was absolutely frantic. I got up and looked for an object of some kind with which I could put everything to rights. But there was nothing to be found. And in addition, my vision and my every movement were so constrained that rage began to mount within me against the ridiculous state I was in, which I could no longer understand. The cords on the cloak were choking me and the stuff on my head was weighing down on me as if more and more of it were being added. The air had also become murky and fogged with the ageing vapour from the spilt liquid.

Hot and angry, I rushed to the mirror and with some effort was able to look through the mask at the fretful movements of my hands. But that was what the mirror had been waiting for. Its moment of retribution had arrived. While I, in an anxiety increasing beyond measure, was struggling to find my way somehow out of my disguise, it was compelling me, I knew not by what means, to look up, and imposing on me an image—no a reality, a foreign, incomprehensible, monstrous reality in which I was being saturated against my will: for he was now the stronger figure, and I was the mirror. I stared at this great, terrible stranger before me, and it seemed outrageous that I should be alone with him. But at the very moment in which I thought this, the direst thing possible happened: I lost all sense of myself, I was simply extinguished. For a second I felt an indescribable, aching, futile longing for myself, and then there was just him: there was nothing but him.

I ran away, but now it was he who was running away. He bumped into things at every turn, he didn’t know the house, he didn’t know which way to go; he got down a staircase, in the passageway he tripped over someone, who broke free, screaming. A door opened, several people came out. Ah, how good it was to see familiar faces. That was Sieversen, good old Sieversen, and the chambermaid, and the servant who cleaned the silverware: now things would be resolved. But they didn’t leap forward to save me; cruelty knew no bounds. They stood there and laughed, my God, they simply stood there and laughed. I was crying, but the tears couldn’t get past the mask, they ran down my face inside and dried, and flowed again and dried. And finally I knelt down in front of them as no human being has ever knelt before; I knelt and lifted my hands to them and begged them, ‘Get me out, if you can, and hold me,’ but they didn’t hear; I had no voice left.

Sieversen told the story until her dying day of how I had collapsed and how they had just carried on laughing, thinking that collapsing was part of the show. They were used to things like that from me. But then she would tell of how I just went on lying there, not responding. And the horror when they finally realized that I had fainted and was lying there like a lump in all those fabrics, just like a lump.




[33]  The time passed freakishly quickly, and suddenly Dr Jespersen the pastor was due to be invited again. That meant a tedious and protracted breakfast for all parties. Accustomed to a community of great piety and to our neighbours fawning over him at every opportunity, at our house he was completely out of place, a fish out of water, so to speak, gasping for air. The way of breathing through gills that he had developed in himself was an arduous procedure; bubbles formed, and the whole process was not without danger. As far as topics of conversation were concerned, strictly speaking there were none; odd remnants were voiced at unbelievable prices, all holdings were being liquidated. With us Dr Jespersen had to restrict himself to being a type of private person, but that was precisely what he had never been. As far as he could see, he was employed in the business of souls, and for him the soul was a public institution of which he was a representative, and he carried off the rare feat of never being off-duty, even with respect to his wife, ‘his modest, faithful Rebecca,* whom childbirth was gradually leading towards her Maker’, as Lavater expressed it on another occasion.

†(As far as my father was concerned, his attitude to God was perfectly correct and of impeccable civility. In church it sometimes seemed to me as if he were virtually God’s Grand Master of the Hunt,* when he stood there, waiting and bowing his head. Maman, on the other hand, regarded it as almost offensive that anyone should have a civil relationship with God. If she had happened to find her way into a religion whose practices were elaborate and conspicuous, it would have been a source of bliss for her to kneel for hours on end, prostrating herself, making the sign of the cross in proper fashion, touching the chest and the shoulders. She didn’t exactly teach me to pray, but it was reassuring for her that I knelt happily, hands clasped or palms held together, whichever seemed the more expressive at the time. Left largely to my own devices, I underwent a series of developments at quite an early age that—later, in a period of despair—I associated with God, and so vehemently, in fact, that my image of God both took form and shattered almost in the same moment. It is clear that thereafter I would have to start from scratch. And as I began that process it sometimes seemed to me that I needed Maman, although of course it was more appropriate to undergo it alone. And in any case, by then she had long been dead.)

With Dr Jespersen Maman was capable of being almost playful. She allowed herself to become engaged in conversations with him that he took seriously, and when he became caught up in the sound of his own voice, she felt that she had done enough and abruptly forgot him, as if he had already left. ‘However can he drive around,’ she said of him sometimes, ‘visiting people just when they’re dying?’

He came to her on that occasion, too, but she almost certainly wasn’t aware of him. Her senses were fading, one after the other, beginning with her sight. It was autumn, we ought to have been moving back to town by then, but just at that time she fell ill, or rather she began to die, the whole surface of her body dying off slowly and sadly. The doctors came, and there was one day when they were all there and dominated the whole house. For a few hours, it was as if it belonged to the Privy Councillor and his assistants and as if we had no say at all in the matter. But soon after that they lost interest completely and only came one at a time, as if merely out of politeness, to take a cigar and a glass of port wine. And meanwhile Maman was dying.

We were just waiting now for Maman’s only brother, Count Christian Brahe, who, as will be recalled, had been serving for a time with the Turkish army, where it was always said he had been highly decorated. He arrived one morning accompanied by a strange-looking servant, and it surprised me to see that he was taller than Father and apparently also older. The two of them exchanged a few words at once, which I imagined were about Maman. There was a pause. And then my father said, ‘She is much disfigured.’ I didn’t understand this expression, but hearing it made me shudder. I had the impression that my father had had to steel himself before uttering it. But it was probably his pride that was suffering most as he admitted it.




[34]  It wasn’t until several years later that Count Christian became the subject of conversation again. It was at Urnekloster, and Mathilde Brahe was the one speaking fondly of him. I’m certain meanwhile that she was taking the liberty of embellishing the individual episodes somewhat, since the life of my uncle—about which only rumours reached the public, and indeed the family itself, rumours that he never denied—was susceptible of almost limitless elaboration. Urnekloster is now in his possession. But no one knows whether he is living there or not. Perhaps he is still travelling, as used to be his custom; perhaps the news of his death is on its way to us from some far-flung corner of the world, written in the hand of the strange servant in bad English or some unknown tongue. But perhaps this servant will give no sign if one day he is left behind, alone. Perhaps they have both long since disappeared and exist only on the passenger list of a lost ship under names that were not their own.

However, if a carriage drew up to Urnekloster in those days, then I always expected to see him walk in, and my heart would beat in a peculiar manner. Mathilde Brahe maintained that if he came, it would be just his way to be there suddenly, when you least thought it possible. He never did come, but he occupied my imagination for weeks on end; I had the feeling that we owed each other some form of contact, and I would have loved to find out something about him that was authentic.

When the focus of my interests shifted soon after that, however, and as a result of certain occurrences were transferred wholly to Christine Brahe, it was odd that I made no attempt to learn anything about the circumstances of her life. I was agitated, on the other hand, by the question of whether or not her portrait featured in the gallery. And the desire to establish this increasingly obsessed and tormented me so that for several nights I could not sleep, until the night unexpectedly arrived in which I got up, the Lord only knows why, and went upstairs with my candle, which itself seemed to be afraid.

For my part I wasn’t thinking of fear. I wasn’t thinking at all. I was just walking. The tall doors yielded so effortlessly before me and above me, the rooms through which I made my way remained quiet. And at last I could tell from a sense of depth wafting towards me that I had entered the gallery. I could feel the windows framing the night to my right, and the paintings had to be on the left. I lifted my candle as high as I could. Yes, there were the paintings.

First I decided only to look at the paintings of women, but then I recognized one and then another similar to pictures hanging in Ulsgaard, and when I lit them from beneath, they stirred and hankered for the light, and it seemed cruel not to wait at least until it came. Time and again there was Christian IV with his hair beautifully braided en cadenette* and hanging beside his broad, gently domed cheek. There were also, I presume, his wives, of whom I only recognized Kirsten Munk, and then suddenly Fru Ellen Marsvin* was looking at me, wary in her widow’s weeds and with the same string of pearls on the brim of her tall hat. King Christian’s children were there: lots of them, freshly sired on new women, the ‘incomparable’ Eleonora* on a white palfrey, at the time when she was most dazzling, before her afflictions. The Gyldenløves,* Hans Ulrik—who the women in Spain thought painted his face, so suffused was it with blood—and Ulrik Christian, never forgotten. And almost all the Ulfeldts.* And that one over there, with one eye painted over in black, could well be Henrik Holck,* who was a Count of the Holy Roman Empire and a Field Marshal at thirty-three, and this is how it happened: on his way to Mademoiselle Hilleborg Krafse* he dreamed that instead of a bride he was given a naked sword, and he took this to heart, turned round, and began his short, impetuous life, which was ended by the plague. I knew them all. At Ulsgaard we even had the ambassadors from the Congress of Nijmegen,* and they all resembled each other a little because they had all been painted at the same time, each with a narrow, trimmed brow of a moustache over a sensual, almost watching mouth. It was natural that I recognized Duke Ulrik, and Otte Brahe and Claus Daa and Sten Rosensparre,* the last of his line, since I had seen paintings of them all in the hall at Ulsgaard or found copperplate prints depicting them in old portfolios.

But then there were many that I had never seen; not so many women, but there were children amongst them. My arm had long since become tired and was trembling, but I kept lifting up the candle to see the children. I understood them, these little girls who carried a bird on one hand and no longer noticed it. Sometimes a little dog sat at their feet, there was a ball there, and on the table beside them there were fruit and flowers; and behind, on the column, there hung, small and provisional, the arms of the Grubbes or Billes or Rosenkrantzes.* That much had been gathered around, as if this might compensate in a significant way. But the children just stood there in their clothes and waited; you could see that they were waiting. And that made me think of the women again, and of Christine Brahe, and whether I would recognize her.

I wanted to run quickly to the far end and from there walk back and look for her, but I bumped into something. I turned round so abruptly that little Erik leapt back and whispered, ‘Watch out with that candle!’

‘You’re here?’ I said breathlessly, and was uncertain whether that was a good thing or utterly awful. But he just laughed and I didn’t know what to do next. My candle was guttering and I couldn’t make out the expression on his face properly. It was probably a bad thing that he was there, after all. But then, coming nearer, he said, ‘Her portrait isn’t here, we’re still looking for it upstairs.’ With his low voice and his one moving eye he somehow gestured upwards. And I realized that he meant the attic. But all of a sudden a strange thought occurred to me.

‘We?’ I asked. ‘Is she upstairs, then?’

‘Yes,’ he nodded, standing close to me.

‘She’s searching with you herself?’

‘Yes, we’re both searching.’

‘So it’s been moved, the painting?’

‘Yes, just imagine!’ he said indignantly. But I didn’t really understand properly what she wanted it for.

‘She wants to be able to see herself,’ he whispered, very close to me.

‘Well, yes,’ I said, as if I understood. Then he blew my candle out. I could see him leaning forwards into the light, eyebrows raised as far as they would go. Then it went dark. I stepped back involuntarily.

‘What do you think you’re doing?’ I said, stifling a shout; my throat felt very dry. He leapt after me, hanging on my arm and giggling.

‘What?’ I snapped at him; I wanted to shake him off but he clung on tightly. I couldn’t stop him putting his arm around my neck.

‘Shall I tell you?’ he hissed, spattering my ear with drops of spittle.

‘Yes, yes, quickly.’

I didn’t know what I was saying. He put his arms right round me now, stretching as he did so.

‘I brought her a mirror,’ he said and giggled again.

‘A mirror?’

‘Yes, because the painting isn’t there, of course.’

‘No, no,’ I said.

He suddenly pulled me a little nearer to the window and pinched my arm so hard that I cried out.

‘She isn’t in it,’* he whispered breathily in my ear.

I instinctively pushed him away from me, there was a cracking sound and I wondered if I’d broken him.

‘Go away, go away’—and now it was my turn to laugh—‘not in it? What do you mean, not in it?’

‘You’re so stupid,’ he retorted angrily and stopped whispering. There was a break in his voice as if he were starting on a new, unused portion of it. ‘Either you’re in it,’ he said, spelling it out precociously and severely, ‘in which case you’re not here; or else if you’re here, you can’t be in it.’

‘Of course,’ I replied quickly and without thinking. I was afraid he might otherwise go away and leave me alone. I even clutched at him.

‘Shall we be friends?’ I suggested. I asked because he wanted me to. ‘I don’t mind,’ he said cheekily.

I attempted to get our friendship started, but didn’t dare put my arm round him. ‘Dear Erik,’ was all I could get out, and my hand grazed against him somewhere or other. I was suddenly very tired. I looked round; I couldn’t fathom any more how I had got here and why I wasn’t afraid. I didn’t really know where the windows were and where the pictures. And when we left he had to guide me.

‘They won’t hurt you,’ he assured me magnanimously, and giggled once more.




[35]  My dear, dear Erik: perhaps you were my only friend. I have never had one, you see. It’s a pity you did not set much store by friendship. I would have liked to tell you all sorts of things. Perhaps we might have got on. You never know. I remember that your picture was being painted at that time. Grandfather had sent for someone who was painting you. An hour every morning. I can’t recall what the artist looked like, his name escapes me, although Mathilde Brahe repeated it often enough.

I wonder if he saw you the way I see you. You were wearing a suit of heliotrope silk. Mathilde Brahe was crazy about that suit. But that’s of no matter now. I’d only like to know whether he really saw you. Let’s suppose that he was a real artist. Let’s suppose that it never occurred to him that you might die before he had finished; that he didn’t regard the matter at all sentimentally; that he was just working.* That he was charmed by how your brown eyes didn’t match; that he didn’t for a moment feel embarrassed by the one that didn’t move; that he was tactful enough not to put anything on the table next to your hand, which was perhaps leaning gently on it for support … Let us suppose everything else that needs to be supposed and accept it all: what results is a painting, a painting of you, the last in the gallery at Urnekloster.

(And if you go there, after you’ve seen them all, there is one more, a boy. One moment—who is that? A Brahe. Don’t you see the silver picket on the black background and the peacock feathers?* His name is there, too: Erik Brahe. Was there not an Erik Brahe who was executed?* Of course, that’s common enough knowledge. But this can’t be him. This boy died while he was still a boy, whenever that might have been. Can’t you tell?)




[36]  When there were guests and Erik was summoned, Miss Mathilde Brahe averred on each and every occasion that it was well-nigh incredible how closely he resembled old Countess Brahe, my grandmother. She is said to have been a grande dame. I never knew her, although I do remember very well my father’s mother, the real mistress of Ulsgaard. And mistress she had surely remained, however much she resented Maman coming into the house as the wife of the Grand Master of the Hunt. Thereafter she invariably behaved in an ostensibly subservient manner, sending the servants in to Maman about trifles of every sort, but making decisions about important things quite imperturbably, and issuing orders without accounting for herself to anyone. I think Maman wouldn’t have had it any other way. She was so ill-suited to running a grand house, and completely lacked the ability to differentiate between incidental and consequential. Whatever people talked to her about always seemed to her to represent the whole picture, which made her forget the other things that were still there. She never complained about her mother-in-law. But who was there to complain to? Father was an exceedingly respectful son, and Grandfather had little to say.

Mistress Margarete Brigge had always been, as far as I remember, a tall, unapproachable old woman. I can only imagine her as having been much older than the Chamberlain. She lived her life amongst us without consideration for anyone else. She was not reliant upon any of us and was always accompanied by a kind of companion, the ageing Countess Oxe,* who had been rendered infinitely beholden to her by some benefaction or other. This must have been uniquely exceptional, since doing good was not Margarete Brigge’s style. She didn’t like children, and animals were not permitted anywhere near her. I don’t know whether she felt any other forms of affection. There was a story that as quite a young girl she had been betrothed to handsome Prince Lichnowsky,* who met his end in Frankfurt in such a terrible manner. And indeed, after her death, a portrait of the Prince was found amongst her possessions, and, if I’m not mistaken, returned to his family. I now wonder whether perhaps leading this detached rural life—which is what life in Ulsgaard had become in the course of the years—meant that she had missed out on another, brilliant life, one more truly her own. It’s hard to say whether she mourned its loss. Perhaps she despised it because it had not come about, because it had missed its opportunity to be lived with skill and flair. She had absorbed all this deeply within herself and allowed skins to form over it, many brittle skins that had a slightly metallic gleam, and whose outer layer appeared cool and new. Admittedly, from time to time her naive impatience betrayed how she felt she was afforded insufficient consideration; during my time this meant she sometimes choked whilst at table, in a conspicuous and complicated manner designed to ensure the concern of everyone present, and which, for a moment at least, made her seem as sensational and enthralling as she might otherwise have been in the grander scheme of things. I now suspect that my father was the only one to take these far-too-frequent incidents at all seriously. He watched her, leaning forward politely, and you could see how it was as if, in his mind, he was offering to place at her disposal his own fully functioning tracheal airways. The Chamberlain had stopped eating at once, of course; he took a sip of wine and kept his own counsel.

He had sustained his own opinion in the face of his wife’s on only a single occasion, at dinner. That was a long time ago, but the tale was still being passed round, furtively and mischievously; there was almost always someone who hadn’t heard it yet. The story had it that there had been a time when the Chamberlain’s wife was apt to become very agitated about wine stains getting into the table linen as a result of someone’s clumsiness—and that just such a stain, whatever the occasion for it might have been, had been noticed by her and, as it were, exposed, to the tune of vigorous admonishment. And to make it worse, this is said to have happened when several notable guests were present. A few blameless marks, which she blew out of all proportion, became the object of her derisive accusations, and however hard Grandfather tried to caution her by means of little signals and joking remarks, she had persisted doggedly with her reproofs, until she was compelled to suspend them in mid-sentence. For something completely unprecedented and wholly incomprehensible happened. The Chamberlain had called for the red wine and was very attentively filling his own glass. Only—astoundingly—he didn’t stop pouring even when the glass had long been full, but carried on pouring as the hush in the room grew deeper, slowly and carefully, until Maman, who could never contain herself, burst out laughing and thus resolved the whole matter into hilarity. To their great relief, everyone joined in and the Chamberlain looked up and handed the bottle to the servant.

Later it was a different peculiarity of my grandmother’s that became most prominent. She could not bear anyone in the house to fall ill. Once, when the cook had injured herself and Grandmother saw her with her bandaged hand, she maintained she could smell antiseptic in the whole house and it was difficult to persuade her that the cook couldn’t just be dismissed in consequence. She didn’t want to be reminded of being ill. If anyone was imprudent enough to mention some minor ailment in her presence, she took it as nothing less than a personal slight and held it against them for a long time.

In the autumn that Maman died, the Chamberlain’s wife shut herself up completely in her rooms with Sophie Oxe and broke off all relations with us. Not even her son was admitted. It is true, of course, that this dying occurred at a bad time. The rooms were cold, the stoves smoked, and the mice had got into the house; nowhere was one free of them. But that wasn’t the only reason. Mistress Margarete Brigge was outraged that Maman was dying, that something was on the agenda that she declined to speak of, that the young woman was usurping her priority just as she was contemplating dying, at some point that had by no means yet been determined. For she often thought about how she would have to die. But she didn’t want to be jostled. She would die when she wished, of course, and then they were all welcome to die, afterwards, if they were in such a hurry.

She never forgave us Maman’s death. And she aged rapidly during the following winter. Walking, she was always stiffly upright, but in a chair she slumped, and her hearing deteriorated. You could sit and stare at her for hours, but she wouldn’t take that in. She was somehow ‘within’; only seldom, and then only for brief moments, did she re-occupy her senses, which were otherwise vacant and uninhabited. Then she would say something to the Countess, who would adjust her lace mantilla and clutch at her dress with her large, freshly washed hands, as if water had been spilled or as if we were not quite clean.

She died one night, in town, just as spring was approaching. Sophie Oxe, whose door was open, had heard nothing. When she was found in the morning, she was as cold as glass.

It was immediately after this that the Chamberlain’s terrible great illness began. It was as if he had been waiting for her end so as to be able to die heedlessly, which is what he needed.




[37]  It was in the year after Maman’s death that Abelone* first caught my attention. Abelone was always there, which did her no favours. And besides, Abelone was disagreeable, as I had established a good while before on some occasion or other, and I had never had reason seriously to revise this judgement. To ask what might have been of interest about Abelone would have struck me almost as preposterous before then. Abelone was there, and one made use of her just as one saw fit. But suddenly I wondered, ‘Why is Abelone here?’ Everyone amongst us had a particular reason for being there, even if it was sometimes by no means perfectly apparent, as was the case with the deployment of Miss Oxe, for example. But why was Abelone there? For a while it was said that it was to take her mind off things. But that was soon forgotten. No one did anything to take Abelone’s mind off things. She didn’t in the least give the impression that she was taking her mind off anything.

It must be said that Abelone had one redeeming feature: she sang. That is to say, there were times when she would sing. The music in her was strong and unflinching. If it is true that the angels are male, then one can surely say that there was something masculine about her voice, a radiant, celestial masculinity. Even as a child I had always been fairly sceptical about music (not because it lifted me out of myself more powerfully than anything else, but because I’d realized that it didn’t return me to the place where it had found me, but instead deposited me deeper, somewhere quite inchoate), but I tolerated Abelone’s music, which could bear you straight upwards, higher and higher until you thought you must more or less have been in heaven for a while. I didn’t imagine then that Abelone was to open up other heavens for me.

At first our relationship consisted in her telling me stories from Maman’s girlhood. She was very keen to convince me of how courageous and young Maman had been. She would assure me that there was no one back then who could match her for dancing or riding. ‘She was the boldest, and quite tireless, and then all of a sudden she got married,’ Abelone said, still astonished after so many years. ‘It was so unexpected; no one could quite fathom why.’

I was interested in why Abelone hadn’t married. She seemed old to me, at least relatively old, and that she might still have been able to marry didn’t occur to me.

‘There was no one,’ she replied simply, and as she spoke she looked truly beautiful. ‘Is Abelone beautiful?’ I asked myself in surprise. Soon after that I left home to go to the academy for the nobility,* and a loathsome, awful period in my life began. But when I was there in Sorø,* standing in the window apart from the others, left in peace by them a little, then I looked out into the trees, and at such moments and at night the certainty grew within me that Abelone was beautiful. And I began to write her all those letters, long ones and short ones, many secret letters in which I thought I was writing about Ulsgaard and about being unhappy. But I see now that they will have been love letters. And finally it was the vacation, which seemed reluctant to arrive at all, and it was as if by agreement that our meeting again was not in front of the others.

Nothing at all was arranged between us, but when the coach turned into the park I couldn’t help but get out, perhaps only because I didn’t want to drive up to the house like a mere stranger. It was high summer by then. I turned onto one of the paths towards a laburnum. And there was Abelone. Beautiful, beautiful Abelone.

I will never forget how it was when you looked at me. How you carried your looking, holding it up on your face, tilted back, as if it were something not fastened down.

Oh, has the climate not changed at all? Has it not grown milder all around Ulsgaard with all our warmth? Are there not single roses still blooming in the park, right into December?

I don’t want to write anything about you, Abelone. Not because we deceived each other—because you had a Love even then, whom you never forgot, loving one, and I loved all women—but because only harm would come from the telling.




[38]  There are tapestries here, Abelone, wall-hangings. I am imagining that you’re here with me. There are six tapestries,* come, let’s walk past them slowly—but first you should stand back and look at them all together. Aren’t they calm? There isn’t much variation in them. There’s always that oval-shaped island of blue suspended on the modestly red background, strewn with flowers and populated by self-absorbed little animals. Only here, in the last tapestry, does the island rise up a little, as if it has become lighter. There’s always a figure on it, a woman, clothed differently each time, but always the same woman. Sometimes there’s a smaller figure beside her, a maidservant, and the armorial beasts are always present, large, sharing the island, part of what’s going on. On the left is a lion, and on the right, gleaming, the unicorn. They are each holding the same pennants high above them, displaying three silver moons rising in a blue bend on a red field.* Have you seen it? Shall we begin with the first one?

She’s feeding the falcon. How magnificent her gown is. Perched on her gloved hand, the bird is stirring. As she watches it she reaches into the bowl her maidservant has brought to offer it a morsel. Down by her feet, on the right, sitting on the train of her dress, there’s a little silken-haired dog looking up in the hope that he will not be forgotten. And have you noticed how a low trellis of roses fences off the island at the back? The armorial beasts are rearing up with heraldic haughtiness. The coat of arms is repeated on the cloaks over their shoulders, held together by a beautiful clasp. Its folds are rippling in the breeze.

Once we’ve noticed how rapt in thought she is, do we not move on to the next tapestry instinctively more quietly? She’s weaving a garland, a small circular crown of flowers. She’s pondering the colour of the next carnation from the shallow bowl held out to her by the maidservant whilst she’s threading on the one before. Behind her on a bench, disregarded, is a basket full of roses that a monkey has spotted. This garland will be made of carnations. The lion is no longer watching, but on the right the unicorn understands.

Was it not inevitable that music would enter this silence? Was it not already quietly present? In her heavy but noiseless adornments she has approached the portable organ (how slowly, yes?) and is playing, standing in front of it, separated by the pipes from her maidservant, who is operating the bellows on the other side. Never has she been so beautiful. How marvellously her hair has been brought forward in two braids fastened together above her headdress so that the ends rise out of the knot like a little plume on a soldier’s helmet. Disgruntled, the lion reluctantly tolerates the sounds, biting back a howl. The unicorn, however, is beautiful, rising as if upon a wave.

The island broadens out. A tent is erected. Made of blue damask patterned with little gold flames. The beasts draw aside the cloth, and she emerges, looking very nearly plain in her princely gown. For what are her pearls in comparison with the lady herself? The servant has opened a little chest and she’s lifting out a chain, a magnificent, heavy jewel that has always been locked away. The little dog sits beside her, raised up on a specially prepared stool, and looks on. And have you spied the motto on the seam of the tent at the top? It says, ‘A mon seul désir.’*

What has happened, why is there a little rabbit* hopping about down there, why does one see instantly that it is hopping? Everything is so ill-at-ease. The lion has nothing to do. She’s holding the banner herself. Or is she holding on to it? With the other hand she has reached out for the unicorn’s horn. Is that mourning, can mourning be so upright and a widow’s weeds as mute* as that black-green velvet with the faded patches?

But there is a celebration coming, to which no one is invited.* Expectation has no role to play here. Everything is present. Everything, for ever. The lion is looking round almost menacingly: no one is allowed to come. We have never seen her tired before; is she tired? Or has she sat down because she’s holding something heavy? One might almost think it was a monstrance.* But her other arm leans down towards the unicorn and the beast is flattered and rears up, climbing and steadying itself on her lap. What she’s holding is a mirror. Do you see? She’s showing the unicorn* its image—.

Abelone, I’m imagining that you’re here. Do you understand, Abelone?* I think you must.




[39]  Now even the tapestries of La Dame à la licorne are no longer in the old Château de Boussac.* We are in an age when houses are being stripped of everything they contain, they can hold nothing any more. Danger has become safer than safety. None of the Le Viste line walks alongside us now with such things in his blood. They have all gone. No one now utters your name, Pierre d’Aubusson,* great Grand Master of an ancient house at whose command, perhaps, these images were woven, images that only extol, never expose. (Ah, why have poets ever written differently of women, more literally, as they thought. What is certain is that this is all we were allowed to know.) Now we appear before these things by chance, amongst other chance visitors, and are almost startled not to be invited guests. But others are there, walking past, even if there are never many of them. Young people hardly ever pause, unless their purposes* somehow require them to have seen these things, scrutinized for this or that particular quality.

That said, one does sometimes find young girls standing before them. For there are lots of young girls in the museums, girls who have left the houses that no longer retain things. They find themselves in front of these tapestries and lose themselves a little. They have always sensed that a muted life like this did exist, a life of slow gestures not quite resolved, and they dimly remember even believing for a while that it would be their life. But then they swiftly pull out a sketchbook and begin to draw, anything, one of the flowers, say, or a cheerful little animal. It doesn’t matter what, they have been told, whatever it happens to be. And really it doesn’t matter. The main thing is that they should draw, because that’s what they—somewhat forcefully—left home one day to do. They come from decent families.* But now as they raise their arms whilst drawing, it transpires that their dresses are not buttoned up at the back, at least not right to the top. There are a few buttons there that can’t be reached. Because when these dresses were made, there had never been any question of them suddenly leaving on their own. At home there’s always someone to fasten buttons like that. But here, in a city as large as this, Lord knows who can be bothered about such things. For that they would need a friend, and friends are no better off than they are, and in any case, what matters is that they have to fasten each other’s clothes. But that’s ridiculous; it reminds them of the family they don’t want to be reminded of.

They can’t help but reflect sometimes, whilst they’re drawing, about whether it might have been possible for them to stay after all. If they had been able to follow the proper observances, believe from the heart, at the same pace as the others. But it seemed so misguided to attempt this collectively. The way has somehow grown straiter,* and there is no way to God for families any more. So there remained only a few other things that could be shared if absolutely necessary. But it happened that when things were apportioned honestly, each individual got so little that it was a disgrace. And if they cheated when making the division, then there were quarrels. No, it really is better to draw, whatever it is you’re drawing. With time you’ll start to achieve a likeness. And art gained progressively like that really is something enviable.

And being so focused and absorbed in what they have embarked upon, these young girls no longer venture to raise their heads any more. They don’t notice how all that drawing manages only to suppress within themselves the ineradicable life that is so radiantly laid before them in these woven images in all its boundless inexpressibility. They refuse to believe it. Just when so much is undergoing change, they want to change themselves. They’re very close to the point of surrendering themselves, conceiving of themselves in just the way that men, for example, might talk of them when they’re not there. That’s what the progress they’ve made looks like to them. They are almost convinced that people are in search of one pleasure after another, each one stronger than the last, and that this is what life consists of if you don’t want to lose it by being somehow foolish. They’ve already begun to look around them, to search—these girls whose strength has always lain in being found.

This is because they are weary, I think. For centuries they have been responsible for performing everything that love entails, they have always played both parts, speaking both sides of the dialogue. Men have only ever repeated their lines, badly, complicating women’s study of their roles with their abstraction, their thoughtlessness and their jealousy, which is itself a form of thoughtlessness. Nonetheless women have persevered* day and night, grown in love and misery. And under the pressure of endless hardships there have emerged from amongst them the mighty lovers, who, even as they called out to men, survived them, and who rose above those who didn’t return to them, like Gaspara Stampa or the Portuguese nun,* not desisting until their agony was transformed into an austere, icy magnificence that could no longer be kept in check. We know of these two women because there are letters, preserved almost miraculously, or books of poems indicting or lamenting, or portraits in a gallery that contemplate us through the kind of weeping that the painter only captured because he did not know what it was. But there have been others, countless more, some who burned their letters and others who no longer had the strength to write any. Old, hardened women, concealing within them a kernel of deliciousness. Formless women grown strong, strengthened by exhaustion, who allowed themselves to resemble their men but remained quite different inside, in the dark place where their love had been at work. Childbearing women who never wanted to bear children, and when they finally died in their eighth confinement,* they had the body-language and the lightness of girls who look forward to love. And women who stayed with men who raged and drank, stayed because they had found a means of being further removed from them inside themselves than at any distance outside; and if they spent time with others, they could not suppress this and became lustrous, as if their lives were continually lived with the Blest. Who can say how many of them there were, or who they were. It is as if they had destroyed in advance the very words we might use to comprehend them.




[40]  But now that so much has changed, is it not our turn to change ourselves? Could we not try to develop ourselves a little, and assume our part of the labour of love, slowly, bit by bit? We’ve been spared all their hardship, and love has slipped in amongst our diversions as a piece of real lace sometimes gets into a child’s toy chest and is loved and is no longer loved and ends up in the pile of things broken and in pieces, in a sorrier state than any of them. Like all dilettantes, we are spoiled by ease of gratification and have the air of mastery. How would it be, though, if we despised our successes? What if we were to start all over again the work of learning love that has always been done for us? What if we went away and became beginners now that so much is changing?




[41]  Now I know, too, how it was when Maman rolled up the little pieces of lace*—she had taken for her own use just one of the drawers in Ingeborg’s bureau.

‘Let’s see, Malte,’ she would say delightedly, as if she was to be made a present of everything in the yellow-painted drawer. And then she became so tense with expectation that she couldn’t unfold the tissue paper. I had to do it for her every time. But I became very excited, too, when the pieces of lace emerged. They were wound around a wooden spindle that was quite invisible beneath all that lace. And then we slowly unwound it and looked at the patterns as they were played out, and were a little startled each time a piece came to an end. They stopped so suddenly.

First came edgings of Italian work, strong pieces with drawn threads in which all the patterns repeated themselves clearly, like in a country garden. Then all of sudden Venetian needle-lace set up a whole series of lattices in the way of our looking, as if we were convents or prisons. But the vista opened up again and we could see right into the gardens, which became more and more contrived until our eyes felt a warm pressure like in a greenhouse: luxuriant plants that we didn’t recognize thrust huge leaves up towards us, a succession of tendrils grasped at us as if they were giddy, and the great open blossoms of the Points d’Alençon* clouded everything with their pollen. Suddenly, tired out and woozy, we emerged into the long webs of Valenciennes* and it was winter and early in the day and there was hoarfrost. And we pushed through the snowy shrubbery of the Binche* and reached places where no one had ever been; the twigs hung down so oddly that there might well have been a grave beneath them, but we concealed the thought from each other. The cold pressed us ever more closely and finally, when the tiny extra-fine bobbin laces came Maman said, ‘Oh, now fern frost* is forming on our eyes,’ and so it was, because inside we were very warm.

When it came to rolling the lace back up, we both sighed; it was a long task, but we preferred not to leave it to anyone else.

‘Just think, what if we had to make these ourselves,’ said Maman, looking positively shocked. I couldn’t imagine such a thing at all. I caught myself thinking about small animals incessantly spinning lace and being left in peace in return. No, it was women doing that, of course.

‘The women who made this have surely gone to heaven,’ I said admiringly. I remember that I noticed at that point that I hadn’t inquired about heaven for a long time. Maman breathed out; the lace was back in its place.

After a while, when I had already forgotten about it, she said very slowly, ‘Gone to heaven? I think there’s no doubt they’re in heaven. Looking at it that way, the work could well be eternal salvation. One knows so little about it.’




[42]  When we had visitors, the talk was often about how the Schulins* were economizing. Their great old castle had burned down some years ago, and now they lived in the two cramped wings and economized. But entertaining guests was in their blood, quite simply. They couldn’t give that up. If we had visitors unexpectedly, then they’d probably come from the Schulins; anyone looking at the clock all of a sudden and having to leave agitatedly was without doubt expected at Lystager.*

Maman didn’t really go out any more, but the Schulins couldn’t understand something like that, and there was nothing for it but to drive over. It was in December, after a few early snowfalls; the sleigh had been ordered for three o’clock, and I was to go along too. However, journeys never began on time for us. Maman, who didn’t like having the carriage announced, usually came down much too early, and when she found no one about, something always occurred to her that ought to have been done long ago, so she would go upstairs again and start looking for something or putting things away, which meant that it was hard to get her back down again. Eventually we were all standing waiting. And when she was finally sitting down with everything she needed packed away, it transpired that something had been forgotten and Sieversen had to be fetched—for only Sieversen would know where it was. But then the sleigh suddenly moved off after all, before Sieversen returned.

That day had never really got properly light. The trees were standing as if they didn’t know what to do in the fog, and there was something high-handed about driving in amongst them. Now and then it began to snow again silently, and now it was as if every last mark were being erased and as if we were journeying into a blank page. There was no sound but the bells, and one couldn’t tell where it was coming from. It stopped for a moment, as if the last sleigh-bell jingle had been sounded, but then it composed itself, came together, and gave of its all once more. The church tower to the left might have been a product of the imagination, but the edge of the park was suddenly upon us, high, almost above us, and we found ourselves in the long avenue. The sound of the bells didn’t recede fully again, it was as if it hung in bunches, like grapes, from the trees to right and left. Then the sleigh swung round and made a circle round something and went past something to the right and stopped in the middle.

Georg had completely forgotten that the house was no longer there, and in that moment it was there for us all. We ascended the flight of steps at the front, which used to lead to the old terrace, and were only surprised at how dark it was. Suddenly, down below us and to the left, a door opened and someone called out—‘Over here!’—lifting up and swinging a misty lamp. My father laughed: ‘We’re climbing around out here like ghosts,’ and helped us down the steps again.

‘But there was a house there just now,’ said Maman, finding it hard to re-accustom herself to Viera Schulin, who had run out, warm and laughing. Now we had to go inside quickly and there was no more thought of the house. In the cramped vestibule we were helped out of our coats, and right away we were in the heart of the house, under the lamps and facing the warmth of the fire.

The Schulins were a powerful family of self-reliant women.* I don’t know if there were any sons. I can only remember three sisters—the eldest, who had married a Marchese in Naples from whom she was now getting divorced, slowly and with much litigation; then came Zoe, of whom it was said that there was nothing she did not know; and above all there was Viera, warm-hearted Viera—heaven knows what has become of her. The Countess herself, a Naryshkin,* was to all intents and purposes the fourth sister, and in some respects the youngest. She knew nothing* and had continuously to be educated by her children. And kind old Count Schulin felt as if he were married to all these women and went round kissing whichever of them happened to come along.

For the moment he laughed out loud and greeted us effusively. I was passed around among the women, who squeezed me and questioned me. But once that was over I was determined to slip out somehow and look round the house. I was convinced that today it was there. Getting out wasn’t so hard; amidst all those dresses you could crawl through at floor-level like a dog, and the door to the vestibule was still ajar. But the outer door refused to yield. It had several locks, chains, and bolts that in my hurry I failed to negotiate properly. Suddenly it opened, but with such a loud noise that, before I could get out, I was seized and brought back.

‘Stop! Thought you’d do a bunk, did you!’ said Viera Schulin with a smile. She bent down towards me, and I resolved to give nothing away to this warm person. But when I said nothing, she assumed unhesitatingly that a call of nature had compelled me towards the door; she took my hand and started walking, intending to take me along with her, half-sociably, half-disdainfully. But I was mortified beyond all measure by this intimate misunderstanding. I pulled myself loose and looked at her angrily: ‘I want to see the house,’ I said haughtily. She didn’t understand.

‘The big house outside by the steps.’

‘Silly goat,’ she said, making a grab for me, ‘there’s no house out there any more.’ But I insisted.

‘We’ll go out sometime when it’s daylight,’ she suggested, trying to mollify me, ‘we can’t go crawling around there now. There are holes out there, and at the back there are Papa’s fishponds, which mustn’t freeze over. You’ll fall in and turn into a fish.’

And with that she propelled me before her, back into the bright rooms. They were all sitting there talking, and I looked at each of them in turn: they’ll only go out when it’s not there, I thought contemptuously. If Maman and I lived here, it would always be there. Maman looked preoccupied while everyone else was talking at once. I’m sure she was thinking about the house.

Zoe sat down next to me and asked me questions. She had a well-arranged face, refreshed periodically by flashes of insight as if she were continually registering moments of realization. My father sat leaning a little to the right listening to the Marchesa, who was laughing. Count Schulin was standing between Maman and his wife, telling some story. But I could see the Countess was interrupting him in mid-sentence.

‘No child, you’re imagining that,’ the Count was saying indulgently, but all at once his face took on the same worried look that he stretched out over the two ladies. The Countess could not be dissuaded from what he called her fancy. She seemed very intense, like someone who doesn’t wish to be disturbed. She was making little dismissive gestures with her soft, be-ringed hands, someone said ‘shh’, and everyone suddenly fell completely silent.

Behind the people the large objects from the old house were pressing forward, much too closely. The heavy family silver gleamed and bulged as if seen through a magnifying glass. My father looked round disconcertedly.

‘Mama can smell something,’ said Viera Schulin behind him, ‘we all have to be quiet when that happens, she smells with her ears,’ although she was herself standing there with raised eyebrows, alert and all nose.

In this respect the Schulins had been somewhat peculiar since the fire. In their cramped, over-heated rooms a smell might develop at any moment, and when it did, it was investigated and everyone would give their opinion. Business-like and conscientious, Zoe busied herself with the stove, the Count walked around and stood for a moment in each corner of the room, waiting; ‘It’s not over here,’ he said then. The Countess had stood up and didn’t know where to look. My father rotated slowly as if he had the smell behind him. The Marchesa, who had immediately assumed it was a nasty smell, held her handkerchief to her nose and looked from one person to another to see whether it had gone. ‘Over here, over here,’ Viera called periodically, as if she’d found it. And a strange silence surrounded every contribution. For my part I had assiduously joined in with the smelling. But suddenly (was it the heat in the rooms or the nearness of so many lamps?) I was overcome for the first time in my life by something akin to a fear of ghosts. I realized that all the clearly visible grown-ups who had just been talking and laughing were now walking around stooped over and occupied with something invisible, and that they acknowledged that there was something there that they couldn’t see. And what frightened me was the fact that it was stronger than them all.

My fear got worse. I felt as if what they were looking for might break out suddenly from within me like a rash and then they would see it and point at me. In complete despair I looked across at Maman. She was sitting there, curiously upright, and it occurred to me that she was waiting for me. Hardly had I joined her and sensed that she was trembling within than I knew that the house was only just at that moment starting to recede again.

‘You sissy, Malte!’ came a laugh from somewhere. It was Viera’s voice. But we didn’t let go of each other and endured it together; and that’s how we stayed, Maman and I, until the house had completely vanished once more.




[43]  The greatest wealth of almost incredible experiences, however, was afforded by birthdays. You already knew, of course, that life was accustomed not to draw distinctions, but on that day you got up feeling that you had a right to be joyful that could not be gainsaid. The feeling of such a right is probably developed very early, at a time when you are reaching out for everything and easily achieving it, and when with unerring imaginative power you raise what you have hold of at a given moment to the primary-coloured intensity of the desire that happens to prevail at the time.

But then all of a sudden those peculiar birthdays arrive when, perfectly secure in the knowledge of this right, you see the others becoming uncertain. You would probably like to have someone get you dressed as they used to and then accept everything that comes along. But hardly are you awake than someone outside is shouting that the cake hasn’t arrived yet; or you hear something get broken while in the next room the table with the presents is being sorted out; or someone comes in and leaves the doors open and you see everything before you’re supposed to. That’s the moment when something like an operation is performed upon you. A short, fantastically painful procedure. But the hand that executes it is practised and firm. It’s over quickly. And hardly has it been endured than you’re no longer thinking about yourself; what matters is saving the birthday, observing the others, anticipating their mistakes, reinforcing their impression that they are managing everything splendidly. They don’t make it easy for you. It transpires that they are incomparably inept, almost moronic. They achieve the remarkable feat of coming in with packages that are meant for other people; you run towards them but then have to act as if you were just running around the room to get a little exercise, and not with any particular purpose in mind. They want to surprise you and, with a perfunctory show of expectation, they lift up the lowest layer of the boxes with the toys in, where there’s nothing but wood-shavings; and then you have to alleviate their embarrassment. Or if it’s something mechanical, then they over-wind what they have given you the first time they try. It’s a good idea, therefore, to practise in advance nudging forwards with your foot an over-wound clockwork mouse or something of the kind: in this manner you can often deceive them and help them over their humiliation.

These were all things you ended up doing as the need arose, and without any special flair for them. Talent was only really necessary if someone had taken trouble over something and gave you joy, momentously and indulgently, and you could see even at a distance that it was joy for someone else entirely, a joy entirely extraneous to you; you didn’t even know anyone whom that joy would have suited, so extraneous was it.




[44]  The days when they told stories,* properly told stories, must have been before my time. I never heard anyone tell a story. When Abelone used to talk to me about when Maman was young, it was very clear that she didn’t have the art of story-telling. Old Count Brahe is said to have had it. I want to put down here what she knew about it.

When she was quite a young girl, there must have been a time for Abelone when her own distinct sensibility had scope for self-expression. The Brahes lived in town in those days, in the Bredgade,* and fairly gregariously, too. When she went up to her room late in the evenings she believed she was tired, like the others. But then she became aware of the window all of a sudden, and if I understand aright, could stand and look out at the night for hours on end, thinking: this is about me. ‘I used to stand there like a prisoner,’ she said, ‘and the stars were freedom.’ In those days she could fall asleep without her body becoming heavy. The expression ‘fall asleep’ isn’t right for that period in her girlhood. Sleep was something that rose up with you, and from time to time you opened your eyes and were lying on a new surface, but by no means the topmost one. And then you got up before daybreak; even in winter when the others came sleepy and late to a late breakfast. In the evenings, when it got dark, there were only candles for everyone together, candles to be shared. But the two candles lit very early in the new darkness with which everything began afresh, these one had to oneself. They stood in their short, two-branched candlestick and shone calmly through the little oval, rose-patterned tulle shades, which had to be pulled down periodically. That was no trouble at all, partly because no one was in any hurry and partly because it happened sometimes that you had to look up and ponder for a moment, if you were writing a letter or an entry in the diary that you’d started some time ago, in handwriting that was quite different, anxious and beautiful.

Count Brahe lived quite separately from his daughters. He regarded it as somehow unreal if someone claimed to be sharing their life with others. (‘Yes,’ he would say, ‘sharing—’). But he rather enjoyed hearing people talk to him about his daughters; he listened attentively, as if they lived in a different city.

It was an extraordinary event, therefore, when once, after breakfast, he called Abelone over to him: ‘We have the same habits, it seems, I also like to write early in the morning. You can help me.’ Abelone remembered it as if it had been yesterday.

The very next morning she was taken into her father’s study, which had the reputation of being impenetrable. She had no time to examine it closely, for she was seated opposite the Count straightaway, at the desk which looked to her like a plain with books and piles of papers as villages.

The Count dictated. Those who maintained that Count Brahe was writing his memoirs were not entirely wrong, except that they were not political or military reminiscences, which is what people were eagerly anticipating. ‘Those I forget,’ the old gentleman would say when questioned about facts of that kind. What he did not want to forget, however, was his childhood. That he held on to. And to his mind, it was quite in order that that very distant time should assume most significance for him now, and that when he turned his gaze inwards that period should lie before him as in a bright Nordic summer night, intensified and wakeful.

Sometimes he would leap up and speak into the candles, making them flicker. Or when whole sentences had to be struck through yet again, he would pace vigorously to and fro, his silk eau-de-Nil nightgown billowing. Throughout all this there was one other person present, Sten, the Count’s old valet, a Jutlander whose task it was, when Grandfather leapt to his feet, to lay his hands quickly over all the loose sheets of paper that lay around on the table, covered with notes. His lordship was of the view that modern paper was worthless, that it was much too light and would blow away at the least chance. And Sten, whose long upper body was all that anyone got to see, shared this suspicion and sat, as it were, on his hands, blind in the light, solemn as a night-owl.

This Sten spent his Sunday afternoons reading Swedenborg,* and none of the other servants would ever have wished to enter his room, since it was said that he was communing. Sten’s family had long had dealings with the spirit world, and Sten in particular was foreordained for such relations. An apparition had presented itself to his mother in the night when she gave birth to him. Sten had large, round eyes and the far end of his gaze settled just behind anyone he was looking at. Abelone’s father often asked him about the spirits, as one might ask anyone else about their relations: ‘Will they come, Sten?’ he would ask benevolently. ‘It’s good when they come.’

Count Brahe’s dictation took its course for a few days. But then Abelone found herself unable to spell ‘Eckernförde’.* It was a proper noun, and she had never heard it before. The Count, who in truth had for quite a while been seeking a pretext to give up the business of writing, which was too slow for his reminiscences, feigned reluctance.

‘She can’t spell it,’ he said sharply, ‘and other people won’t be able to read it. And will they even see what I’m saying here?’ he went on angrily, not taking his eyes off Abelone.

‘Will they see him, this Saint-Germain?’ he shouted at her. ‘Have we said Saint-Germain? Cross it out. Write: the Marquis de Belmare.’

Abelone crossed out and wrote. But the Count continued so quickly that she couldn’t keep up.

‘He couldn’t bear children, Belmare, splendid fellow, but he took me on his knee, though I was ever so little, and for some reason I decided to bite his diamond buttons. He liked that. He laughed and lifted my head up until we were eye-to-eye: “You have excellent teeth,” he said, “teeth with determination …”—But I took note of his eyes. I’ve been around a bit since then. I’ve seen all sorts of eyes, take my word for it, but never again eyes like his. What those eyes could see didn’t need to be there, it was already within them. You’ve heard of Venice? Good. I tell you, those eyes—they’d have seen and brought Venice here, right into this room, here as surely as this desk is here. I sat in the corner once and listened to him talking to my father about Persia, and sometimes I think my hands still smell of it. My father thought highly of him, and his Highness the Landgrave was a kind of pupil to him. But of course there were enough people who didn’t like it that he only believed in the past when it was part of him. What they couldn’t understand was that this stuff only makes sense if you’re born with it.

‘Books have nothing in them,’ shouted the Count, with a furious gesture towards the walls, ‘blood, that’s what matters, blood’s what you need to be able to read. This fellow Belmare, he had marvellous stories in his blood, and incredible illustrations; he could open the book of his blood wherever he wanted and there was always a depiction of something; there wasn’t a blank page in there. And when he shut himself away between-times and browsed by himself, he’d come to the bits about making gold from lead, and about precious stones, and about colours. Why shouldn’t they have been in there? It must be somewhere.

‘This man might easily have been able to live with a truth, if he’d been on his own. But it was no small thing to be on your own with a truth like that. And he wasn’t so vulgar as to invite people to come and visit him when he was with his truth; he didn’t want her to be the subject of gossip—he was far too much of an oriental for that. “Adieu, Madame,” he said to her truthfully, “until another time. Perhaps in a thousand years we will be stronger and disturbed less often. Your beauty is, of course, still young, Madame,” he said, which was no mere civility. And with that he left and laid out his zoological garden outside for the public, a kind of Jardin d’Acclimatation* for the larger species of lie, a kind never before been seen in these parts, and a palm-house of exaggerations, and a small, perfectly tended fig-grove of false enigmas. They came from all quarters and he walked around with diamond buckles on his shoes and was wholly at the disposal of his guests.

‘A superficial existence, don’t you think? But at bottom it was an act of gallantry towards his lady, and in living it he looked after himself pretty well.’

For a while now the Count had not been going on at Abelone, whom he had forgotten. He was manically pacing up and down, casting defiant glances at Sten, as if at a given moment Sten was to metamorphose into the man in his thoughts. But Sten had not yet metamorphosed.

‘You had to have seen him,’ Count Brahe went on, crazily determined. ‘There was a time when he was perfectly visible, even if in some towns the letters he received were addressed to no one—they just had the name of the town on them, nothing else. But I saw him.

‘He wasn’t handsome.’ The Count gave an oddly urgent laugh. ‘Not even what people call imposing or distinguished; there were always people around him who were more distinguished. He was rich, but in his case that was merely incidental, not something essential to him. He cut a decent figure, but others were better preserved. Back then I couldn’t judge what kind of a mind he had, of course, or if he possessed this or that quality people set store by—he simply was.’

Trembling, the Count stood up and made a gesture as if putting something into the room, which remained.

At that moment he became aware of Abelone.

‘Can you see him?’ he barked at her. And suddenly he grabbed the single silver candlestick and thrust it before her face, dazzling her.

Abelone remembered that she had seen him.

In the days that followed Abelone was regularly called to the Count, and the dictation continued much more calmly after this incident. With the help of documents of every kind the Count assembled his earliest recollections of the Bernstorff circle,* in which his father had played a certain role. Abelone was now so used to the peculiarities of her work that anyone who saw the two of them could easily have taken the expediency of their cooperation for true intimacy.

Once, when Abelone was about to take her leave, the old gentleman came up to her holding his hands behind his back, for all the world as if he were concealing a surprise: ‘Tomorrow we’ll write about Julie Reventlow,’* he said, savouring every word; ‘she was a saint.’

Abelone must have looked at him disbelievingly.

‘Yes, yes, such things are still possible,’ he insisted commandingly, ‘everything is possible, Countess Abel.’

He took Abelone’s hands and opened them out like a book.

‘She had the stigmata,’ he said, ‘here, and here.’ And he tapped her two palms quickly but firmly with his cold finger.

Abelone didn’t know the word ‘stigmata’. It’ll become clear, she thought; she was genuinely impatient to hear about the saint that her father had known. But she wasn’t summoned again after that, not the next day and not thereafter either—.

‘Your family often talked about Countess Reventlow after that,’ Abelone concluded curtly when I asked her to tell me more. She looked tired; she maintained also that she had forgotten the greater part of it. ‘But I can still sometimes feel those spots in my palms,’ she smiled, and couldn’t help but look almost inquisitorially into her empty hands.




[45]  Even before my father died everything had already changed. Ulsgaard was no longer in the family’s possession. My father died in the city, in an apartment that seemed hostile and off-putting. I was already abroad by then and arrived too late.

He was laid out between two rows of tall candles in a room facing the courtyard. The scent of the flowers was unintelligible, like many voices speaking at once. His eyes had been closed, and his handsome face bore an expression of polite reminiscence. He was dressed in the uniform of the Grand Master of the Hunt, but for some reason or other they had put on the white sash instead of the blue one.* His hands were not folded, they had been crossed over each other and looked bogus and senseless. I had been hastily informed that he had suffered much, but there was no sign of that suffering. His features had been straightened up like the furniture of a room from which a guest had recently departed. I had the impression that I had seen him dead several times already: that’s how familiar these things were to me.

New were the surroundings, that’s all, and not in a pleasant way. New was this oppressive room, which faced onto windows, probably other people’s windows. It was new that Sieversen came in from time to time and did nothing. Sieversen had grown old. Then I was supposed to have breakfast. Breakfast was announced several times. I could imagine nothing worse than having breakfast that day. I didn’t notice that they were trying to remove me, and in the end, because I wouldn’t leave, Sieversen somehow managed to get out that the doctors had arrived. I didn’t understand why. There were things still to be done, said Sieversen, giving me a strained look, her eyes all red. Then two gentlemen entered, rather too hurriedly: they were the doctors. The one in front lowered his head with a jerk, as if he had horns and wanted to butt me, but only so as to look over his glasses at us: first Sieversen, then me.

He made a bow with the solemnity of a student. ‘His Excellency the Grand Master of the Hunt had one final wish,’ he said in just the same manner in which he had entered the room; I had the feeling that he was tumbling over himself. Somehow I compelled him to redirect his gaze through his spectacles. His colleague was a plump, thin-shelled, blond-haired man; it occurred to me that it would be easy to make him blush. There followed a pause. It was odd that the Grand Master of the Hunt should have wishes at this point.

I looked involuntarily into that handsome, steady face once more. And then I know that he wanted certainty. That’s what he had always wanted, deep down. Now he would achieve it.

‘You are here for the perforation of the heart.* Please, go ahead.’

I bowed and stepped back. The two doctors bowed simultaneously and began at once to discuss what they had to do. Someone was already moving the candles to one side. But the older doctor took a few steps towards me. When he was still a little distance away, he leaned forward to spare himself the last few paces, and glared crossly at me.

‘It is not necessary,’ he said, ‘that is to say, I mean, it is perhaps better if you …’

His hurried, parsimonious stance made him look ill-kempt and shabby. I bowed once more; it simply happened, bowing again like that.

‘Thank you,’ I said tersely. ‘I won’t get in the way.’

I knew that I would be able to bear this and that there was no reason for me to flinch from it. It had to happen. That was perhaps the reason for the whole business. And I had never seen anyone’s chest being pierced. It seemed proper to me not to refuse such a curious experience when it arose naturally and unconditionally. I didn’t really believe in disappointments any more by that time; there was nothing to fear, then.

No, no, there is nothing in the world that can be imagined, however meagre. Everything is made up of so many individual details that can’t be foreseen. In the process of imagining, operating at speed as we do, we can rise up over them and not notice they’re missing. But realities are slow and indescribably detailed.

Who, for example, would have imagined resistance like that? Hardly had my father’s broad, high chest been exposed than the hurried little man had identified the appropriate spot. But the instrument that he deployed so rapidly would not penetrate. I had the feeling that all time had suddenly vanished from the room. It was as if we were in a picture. But then time rushed back in with a little sliding noise, and there was more of it there than could be used. All at once there was a tapping sound from somewhere. I had never heard a tapping quite like that: a warm, reticent double tap. My hearing transmitted it and at the same time I saw that the doctor had touched bottom. But it took a while before the two impressions coincided within me. So, I thought, he’s got through. The tapping was almost gloating, to judge by its tempo.

I looked at the man whom I had known for such a long time now. No, he was wholly composed: a man working swiftly and unemotionally, who had to leave soon. There was no trace of enjoyment or gratification in him. There were only a few hairs bristling on his left temple, responding to some age-old instinct. He withdrew the instrument carefully, and left behind something like a mouth, from which blood flowed twice in succession, as if it was saying something with two syllables. In one elegant motion, the young blond doctor quickly mopped it up with his cotton-wool. And now the wound lay quiet, like a closed eye.

I supposed that I must have bowed once more, my mind on this occasion not being quite focused. At any rate I was amazed to find myself alone once more. Someone had rearranged the uniform and the white sash lay across it as before. But now the Grand Master of the Hunt was dead, and not just him. Now the heart was pierced, our heart, the heart of our race. It was over. That was the shattering of the helmet:* ‘Today Brigge and never more,’ said something within me.

I wasn’t thinking about my own heart. And when I did reflect upon it later, I knew for certain for the first time that it wasn’t relevant here. It was a single heart. It was already beginning from the beginning.




[46]  I know that I was under the impression that I couldn’t leave at once. Things had to be put in order, I kept telling myself. What had to be put in order was not clear. There was virtually nothing to be done. I went walking round the city and could see that it had changed. It was pleasant to be able to leave the hotel where I was putting up and see that it was now a city for adults, making sure it looked its best for me, almost as if for a stranger. Everything had become slightly small, and I walked along the Langelinie* as far as the lighthouse and back again. When my walk took me into the Amaliengade district, then it was possible that an emanation of some kind, from somewhere along the way, something I had known for years, would test its power over me once more. There were certain corner windows there, or archways or lamps that knew a great deal about me and used it to threaten me. I looked them in the face and conveyed to them that I was staying in the Hotel Phoenix and might depart at any moment. But it troubled my conscience somewhat. The suspicion grew within me that I had not yet come to terms with any of these influences and connections. I had secretly abandoned them one day, leaving them in their unfinished condition. My childhood, too, would still have to be accomplished in some fashion, if it was not to be given up for lost completely. And whilst I was coming to understand how I had lost it, I felt at the same time that I would never have anything else I could call on.

I spent a few hours every day in Dronningens Tvaergade,* in the narrow rooms that gave the air of being offended, like all rented apartments in which someone has died. I went back and forth between the writing desk and the large white-tiled stove and burned the papers of the Grand Master of the Hunt. I had begun to throw all the correspondence into the fire just as it was, in bundles, but the little packets were tied too tightly and merely got charred at the edges. It cost me some effort to loosen them. Most of them had a strong, emphatic smell that infiltrated me as if it wanted to stir up memories within me. I had none. Then photographs would sometimes slip out, because they were heavier than the other papers; these photographs burned incredibly slowly. I don’t know how it happened but I had the sudden impression that there might be a picture of Ingeborg amongst them. But every time I looked I saw magnificent mature, markedly beautiful women, who took my thoughts in other directions. So it turned out that I was not wholly without memories after all. It was eyes just like that in which I sometimes discovered myself when I crossed the road with my father while I was growing up.* From the inside of a carriage they could encompass me with a single glance from which it was hardly possible to escape. Now I knew that they were comparing me with him back then, and that the comparison did not turn out in my favour. Naturally it didn’t; the Grand Master of the Hunt had nothing to fear from comparisons.

It may be that I now know something that he did fear. I want to say how I arrived at this conjecture. Deep within his wallet there was a piece of paper, folded up long ago, fragile, broken at the creases. I read it before I burned it. It was in his best hand, confidently and evenly written, but I could tell at once that it was only a copy.*

‘Three hours before his death,’ it began, and it was about the death of Christian IV.* Naturally I can’t repeat the substance of it word-for-word. Three hours before his death he wished to get up. The doctor and the valet Wormius helped him to his feet. He was a little unsteady, but he was standing, and they put on his quilted dressing gown for him. Then he sat down suddenly at the foot of the bed and said something they couldn’t understand. The doctor kept hold of his left hand so that the King wouldn’t fall back onto the bed. They sat there like that and from time to time the King said the thing they couldn’t understand, his voice laboured and groggy. Eventually the doctor began to talk to him in the hope of coming gradually to understand what it was the King wanted to say. After a while the King interrupted him and suddenly said quite distinctly, ‘Oh, Doctor, Doctor, what’s his name?’ The doctor struggled to think.

‘Sperling, Most Gracious Majesty.’

But that was not the point. As soon as the King could hear that they understood him, he opened wide his right eye, the one in which his sight remained, and said with his whole face the word that his tongue had been forming for hours, the only one left to him: ‘Døden,’ he said, ‘Døden.’†

That was all there was on the piece of paper. I read it several times before burning it. And I realized that my Father had suffered a great deal in later years. So I had been told.




[47]  Since then I have thought a great deal about the fear of death, and not without taking into account certain of my own experiences in doing so. I think I can say that I have truly felt it. It would assail me in the busy city, amongst all the people, sometimes for no reason at all. Often, however, there were causes aplenty—if someone sitting on a bench died and everyone stood round looking at him and he was already past all fear; then I had his fear. Or that time in Naples: a young person was sitting in the tram opposite me and died. At first it looked as if she had fainted, and we continued on our way for a while. But then there was no doubt that we had to stop. And behind us the carriages came to a halt and started backing up, as if there would be no more travel in that direction. The pale, fat girl might have died peacefully just as she was, leaning against her neighbour. But her mother wouldn’t allow that. She put all sorts of obstacles in the way. She messed about with her clothes and poured something into her mouth, which could no longer keep anything in. She rubbed a liquid someone had brought into her forehead and when the eyes rolled back in her head a little as a result she began shaking her to make her look forwards again. She shouted into these eyes, which couldn’t hear, she tugged at her and dragged her whole body back and forth like a doll, and eventually she raised her hand and struck the fat face with all her might so that it would not die. I was afraid on that occasion.

But I had been afraid before that, too. When my dog died,* for example. The same one that made me feel guilty once and for all. He was very ill. I had been kneeling beside him all day long when he suddenly started to bark, giving short, uneven barks as he usually did when a stranger came into the room. Barking in this manner had come to mean just that for us, as if by agreement, so I instinctively looked across at the door. But it was already in him. In some alarm I sought his gaze and he sought mine, too; but not so as to take his leave. He looked at me sternly and disconsolately, reproaching me for having let it in. He was convinced that I could have prevented it. But it turned out that he had always overestimated me. And there was no time left to undeceive him. He looked at me, lonely and disconcerted, until it was over.

I was afraid, too, in the autumn, after the first night-frosts, when the flies came into the rooms to revive themselves once more in the warmth. They were strangely wizened and seemed startled by their own buzzing; you could see that they didn’t really know quite what they were doing any more. They would sit there for hours not moving until they suddenly realized that they were still alive; then they flung themselves blindly in whatever direction first occurred to them, without knowing what they were supposed to be doing there, and you could hear them as they kept falling to the ground here, there and everywhere. And they ended up crawling all over the place, slowly tainting the room with their death.

But even when I was alone I was capable of being afraid. Why should I behave as if there had never been the nights when mortal terror made me sit up, clinging to the idea that sitting up was at least something connected with living—that the dead didn’t sit up. That was always in one of those incidental rooms that left me in the lurch as soon as I felt bad, as if they feared being interrogated and implicated in my foul affairs. I sat there, and I probably looked so awful that nothing had the nerve to declare its solidarity with me. Not even the lamp wanted to know me, even though I had just done it the favour of lighting it. It burned away to itself, as if in an empty room. My final hope then was always the window. I imagined that there might be something outside that belonged to me, even at that moment, even in the sudden abjection of death. But hardly had I looked over at it than I wished the window had been blocked up, shut, like the wall. For I knew then that out there things were going on just as indifferently as ever, that even outside there was nothing more than my own loneliness. The loneliness that I had brought upon myself and whose magnitude was now well out of proportion to my heart. People came to mind whom I had once left behind, and I didn’t understand how it was possible to desert people.

My God, my God, if there are more such nights ahead of me, leave me at least one of the thoughts that I used to be able to think from time to time. What I’m asking here isn’t so very unreasonable; for I know that those thoughts emerged directly out of fear, because my fear was so great. When I was a boy they would slap my face* and say that I was a coward. That was because I was still bad at being afraid. But since them I have learned to be afraid with real fear, which only increases when the power of what has created it increases. We have no conception of this power except via our fear. For it is so incomprehensible, so wholly against us, that our brain disintegrates at the point when we exert ourselves to think it. Yet nonetheless, I have believed for a while that it is our power, all of our power, which is still too strong for us. It is true that we don’t know it, but is it not precisely what is most properly our own that we know least about? Sometimes I think about how heaven came about, and death: it was as we put ourselves far away from what was most precious to us because there was so much else to do before, and because it was not safe with us when we had so much to do. Now ages have passed since then, and we have got used to lesser things. We no longer recognize what is ours and are horrified by its sheer enormity. Might this not be true?




[48]  I understand very well now, incidentally, how one can carry the de-scription of the hour of someone’s death around buried in one’s wallet for all those years. It didn’t even have to be an especially select one; they all have something fairly unusual about them. Can you not imagine someone, for example, who copies out the manner of Félix Arvers’s death?* It was in hospital. He was dying smoothly and serenely and the nun perhaps thought he was further on than he actually was. She called out quite loudly to tell someone how to find this, that or the other. She was quite a poorly educated nun who had never seen the word ‘corridor’, which couldn’t be avoided at this juncture, in written form, which is how she was able to pronounce it ‘collidor’, thinking that was the right word. At that point Arvers deferred his dying. It seemed to him that he first had to disabuse her. His mind became quite clear and he explained to her that the word was ‘corridor’. Then he died. He was a poet and hated imprecision; or perhaps he was merely concerned with truth; or he was disturbed by the prospect that his final impression of the world would be of it proceeding so sloppily. We will never know which was the case. But one should not believe that it was pedantry. Otherwise the same accusation might be made of Saint John of God,* who leapt up during his dying and somehow managed to cut down a man who had just hanged himself in the garden, knowledge of whose fate had miraculously penetrated the intimate tension of his own agony. He too was only concerned with truth.




[49]  There is a creature that is completely harmless if it gets into your eyes, you hardly notice it and forget about it at once. But as soon as it somehow gets into your hearing, invisibly, it grows there, it creeps out of itself, as it were, and there have been cases where it has penetrated the brain and flourished devastatingly in that organ, like meningeal pneumococci in a dog that get in via the nose.

This creature is your neighbour.*

Now, because I move around from place to place so much, I have had countless neighbours; above and below, to the right and to the left, sometimes all four kinds at once. I could simply write a history of my neighbours, it would be a life’s work. It would admittedly be more a history of the symptoms of illnesses that they have induced in me; but they share with all creatures of this type the fact that they can only be detected in the disorders they cause in certain tissues.

I have had neighbours who were unpredictable, and I have had extremely consistent ones. I have sat and attempted to work out the principle behind the first type, for it was clear that there was one. And when the punctual ones stayed out of an evening, I pictured what might have befallen them and left my lamp alight and worried like a young wife. I have had neighbours who were consumed by hatred and neighbours who were embroiled in a tempestuous love affair; or I have experienced the one suddenly turn into the other in the middle of the night, and then of course there was no chance of any sleep. One could observe from these cases that in general sleep is by no means as common as one thinks. My two neighbours in St Petersburg, for example, did not set much store by sleep. One played the violin standing up, and I’m certain that while he was playing he looked across into the overly wakeful houses that never ceased to be bright in those improbable August nights.* Of the other one, on the right, I know that he was lying down; whilst he and I were neighbours he didn’t ever get up. He even had his eyes closed, although one could not say that he was asleep. He lay and recited long poems, poems by Pushkin and Nekrasov,* in the intonation that children use when reciting poems, when they are required to do so. And despite the music of my left-hand neighbour, it was this one with his poems who lodged himself in my head, as in a cocoon, and God knows what might have emerged if the student who visited him from time to time hadn’t knocked at the wrong door one day. He told me the story of his friend, and it proved to be reassuring, to some extent. At least it was a precise and unambiguous story that finally put paid to many a nagging supposition of mine.

One Sunday, the minor civil servant next door had taken it into his head to resolve a peculiar problem. He assumed that he would live for a good long time, let’s say another fifty years. The magnanimity that he thereby displayed toward himself put him in a radiant mood. But now he wanted to surpass even himself. He considered that this year could be converted into days, into hours, into minutes, even into seconds if one wanted to go that far, and he calculated and calculated and a total emerged larger than he had ever seen in his life. He felt giddy. He needed a while to recover. Time was precious, he had always heard, and he was surprised that someone who had control of so much time was not put under twenty-four-hour guard. How easy it would be to rob him. But then his good, almost relaxed mood returned, he put on his fur coat* so as to look a little broader and more imposing, and made himself a present of the whole fabulous sum, addressing himself somewhat superciliously:

‘Nikolai Kusmitch,’ he said benevolently, imagining an extra self sitting on the horsehair sofa, with no fur coat, looking thin and sickly, ‘I hope, Nikolai Kusmitch,’ he said, ‘that you will not give yourself airs because of your riches. Always remember that this is not what matters; there are poor people who are perfectly respectable; there are even impoverished aristocrats and the daughters of generals who walk the streets selling things.’ And Nikolai the philanthropist gave all kinds of other examples well known to everyone in the town.

The other Nikolai Kusmitch, the one on the horsehair sofa, the one receiving the largesse, did not look at all slapdash; you could see that he would behave sensibly. And indeed he did not change his modest, regular way of life in any respect at all, but spent Sundays sorting out his accounts. But after only a few weeks he noticed that he was spending phenomenal amounts. I’ll economize, he thought. He got up earlier, he washed less exhaustively, he drank his tea standing up, he ran to the office and arrived much too early. He saved a little time at every turn. But on Sunday none of what was saved was there. Then he realized that he was being cheated. I ought not to have made the exchange, he said to himself. How long a proper year would last. But look, this infernal loose change, it just disappears, heaven knows how. And one nasty afternoon he sat in the corner of his sofa waiting for the gentleman in the fur coat to ask him for his time back. He wanted to bolt the door and not let him go before he’d coughed up. ‘In notes,’ he wanted to say, ‘denominations of ten years if you like.’ Four ten-year notes and a five-year one, and the rest he could keep, the devil take him. Yes, he was prepared to make him a present of the rest just so that there would be no trouble about it. He sat waiting on the horsehair sofa in great agitation, but the gentleman did not come. And he, Nikolai Kusmitch, who had seen himself sitting there a few weeks ago with such ease, while he was now actually sitting there, could no longer imagine the other Nikolai Kusmitch, the one in the fur coat, the magnanimous one. Heaven knows what had become of him, they had probably got onto his swindles and he was locked up somewhere. Surely it was not only upon him that he had brought misfortune. Confidence tricksters of his sort always operate on a large scale.

It occurred to him that there must be a government agency of some kind, a kind of time bank, where he would be able to exchange a portion at least of his paltry seconds. They were after all quite genuine. He had never heard of such an institution but he would certainly be able to locate something of that kind in the directory, under ‘T’, perhaps, or perhaps it was called ‘Bank of Time’ and you could look under ‘B’. The letter ‘I’ might conceivably be worth checking, since it would almost certainly be an Imperial Institute; that would be commensurate with its importance.

Later Nikolai Kusmitch would always maintain that on that Sun-day evening, even though he was understandably in a pretty gloomy mood, he had not had anything to drink. He was therefore completely sober when what follows took place, in so far as it’s even possible to say what happened there. Perhaps he had dozed off a little in the corner, that’s certainly conceivable. That little nap afforded him pure relief at first. I’ve been getting mixed up in numbers, he said to himself. But I don’t really understand numbers. But it’s clear that you can’t attach too great an importance to them; they’re only, so to speak, an arrangement set up by the government, for the sake of order. No one has ever actually seen one, except on paper. You would never possibly encounter a seven, or a twenty-five, at a social event, for example. They simply didn’t exist there. And then that little confusion had occurred, out of absent-mindedness, nothing else: time and money, as if they couldn’t be told apart. Nikolai Kusmitch almost laughed. It was good to get wise to oneself like that, and just in time, that was the most important thing, just in time. Now it would be different. Time—yes, that was embarrassing. But was it only him? Did time not affect other people in the same way as he had discovered, in seconds, even if they didn’t know?

Nikolai Kusmitch was not entirely devoid of schadenfreude: let it just—he was about to think, but then something peculiar happened. Something blew on his face all of a sudden, it rushed past his ears, he could feel it on his hands. He opened his eyes wide. The window was securely locked. And as he sat there in the dark room with eyes gaping, he began to understand that what he was feeling just then was time itself passing. He could actually discern all these tiny seconds, all quite mild, each of them the same, but quick, how very quick. Heaven knows what they were intending. Why did this have to happen to him in particular, someone who felt every kind of wind as an insult? Now he’d sit there and it would blow past like that for the whole of his life. He could foresee all the nervous complaints that might afflict him, he was beside himself with rage. He leapt up, but the surprises were not over yet. There was a kind of movement beneath his feet, too, not just one but several, strange, muddled, swaying motions. He was rigid with horror. Could this be the end? Of course, it was the earth. It was actually moving! He had heard about this at school, they had passed over it somewhat hastily and later it tended to be hushed up; it was not considered appropriate to mention it. But now that he had at last developed a sensibility, he could feel that too. Could the others feel it? Perhaps, but they didn’t show it. Perhaps they were sailors and it didn’t bother them. But Nikolai Kusmitch was particularly susceptible in just this respect; he even avoided the trams. He staggered around his room as if he were on deck and had to support himself to right and to left. To his misfortune he remembered something about the way the earth’s axis tilted. No, he couldn’t tolerate all this movement. He felt wretched. Lie down and keep calm, he had read somewhere once. And since then Nikolai Kusmitch had stayed lying down.

He lay and kept his eyes closed. And there were times, on days that weren’t so choppy, so to speak, when it was almost bearable. And then he came up with the idea about the poems. You wouldn’t believe how much that helped. Reciting a poem slowly, stressing the end-rhymes evenly, would produce a measure of stability on which you could focus, in the mind’s eye, of course. It was fortunate that he knew all those poems. But he had always been particularly interested in literature. I was assured by the student who had known him for a long time that he didn’t complain about his condition. It was just that over time he had developed an exaggerated admiration for people who, like the student, could walk around and stomach the motion of the earth.

I remember this story so precisely because it was so uncommonly comforting. I can honestly say that I have never had a neighbour as pleasant as Nikolai Kusmitch, who would also have admired me, I’m sure.




[50]  After this experience I determined that in similar cases I would always make a beeline for the facts straightaway. I noticed how simple and soothing they were, compared with suppositions. As if I had not known already that all our insights are entered in arrears, the settling of accounts, nothing more. Immediately afterwards a new page opens with something quite different, with nothing carried forward. What use in my current circumstances were the few facts that it was child’s play to identify. I’ll set them out at once, when I’ve said what is exercising me at the moment, which is that they have tended to contribute to making my situation—which (I can confess now) was really quite difficult—even more irksome.

Let it be said to my credit that I have written a great deal in the last few days; I have been writing frantically. Nonetheless, when I went out I wasn’t looking forward to coming home again. I even took short diversions and in that manner lost half an hour during which I could have been writing. I admit that this was a weakness. But once I was in my room, I had nothing with which to reproach myself. I wrote, I had my life and next door was a completely different life with which I had nothing in common: the life of a medical student* who was revising for his examinations. Nothing of that kind lay before me, which itself constituted a significant difference between us. And in other ways, too, our circumstances were as different as it is possible to be. That was all perfectly clear to me. Up until the point when I realized that it was going to come: then I forgot that there we had nothing in common. I listened so hard that my heartbeat began to sound really loud. I dropped everything and listened. And then it came: I’ve never been wrong.

Almost everyone knows the noise made by a round metal thing of some kind, the lid of a tin can for example, when it slips out of your hand. Usually when it hits the ground the noise isn’t very loud at all; there is a brief sound on impact, then it goes on rolling on its rim, and only becomes disagreeable when its momentum starts to wane and it clatters around in all directions before coming to rest. Well, that’s all there was to it. Some tin object dropped next door, rolled, came to a standstill, and as it did so at intervals there was a stamping noise. Like all noises that assert themselves by repetition, this also had an inner organization; it varied itself, was never exactly the same. But that was precisely what suggested how regularized it was. It could be firm or gentle; it could rush past precipitately or glide never-endingly along before coming to rest. And the point at which it finally began to reel was always a surprise. By contrast there was something almost mechanical about the stamping that accompanied it. But it always broke the noise up in different ways, which seemed to be its function. I have a much better overall sense of these details now; the room next to me is empty. He has gone home, back to the provinces. He’s going to recuperate. I live on the top floor. To the right is another house, beneath me no one has yet moved in: I have no neighbours.

In this state of mind I’m almost surprised that I didn’t take this business more lightly. Even though each time my instincts had warned me in advance. That might have been used to my advantage. Don’t be scared, is what I’d have had to say to myself, now it’s coming; I knew, of course, that I was never wrong. But that was perhaps because of the facts I’d troubled to ascertain; since I had known these I had become even more jumpy. I was almost spookily affected by the fact that what caused this noise was the slight, slow, silent movements with which his eyelid, of its own accord, lowered and closed over his right eye while he was reading. This was the most significant thing about his story, something quite trifling. He must have allowed himself to postpone the examinations a few times, his ambition had become vulnerable, and the people at home were probably pressing him every time they wrote. What else could he do, then, except pull himself together? But a few months before the decision this weakness had manifested itself; this slight, impossible fatigue that was as preposterous as a window-blind not wanting to stay up. I’m sure that for weeks he was of the opinion that one ought to be able to master it. Otherwise it wouldn’t have occurred to me to offer him my own willpower, for one day I understood that his had run out. And ever since then, when I felt it coming I stood on my side of the wall and suggested that he help himself. And over time I realized that he was taking me up on the offer. Perhaps he ought not to have done so, especially when you bear in mind that it didn’t in fact help. Even assuming that we managed to delay it for a while, it was questionable whether or not he was truly in a position to make proper use of the moments that we captured in that fashion. And as far as my own outgoings were concerned, I began to notice them. I know that I wondered whether it could go on like that, on the very afternoon when someone arrived on our floor. Because of the narrow staircase this always caused a good deal of commotion in the little hotel. A while later it seemed to me as if someone were entering my neighbour’s room. Our doors were the last ones on the corridor, his right next to mine and at an angle to it. I knew by that time that he sometimes had visits from friends, and as I said, I wasn’t remotely interested in the way he lived. It’s possible that his door was opened several times, that people were coming and going outside. This really wasn’t my responsibility.

Well, on that particular evening it was worse than ever. It wasn’t very late but I’d already gone to bed because I was so tired; I thought I’d probably get some sleep. I sat up with a start as if someone had touched me, whereupon all hell broke loose. There was jumping and rolling and bumping into things and rocking and flapping. The stamping was horrendous. At intervals from below, one storey down, there were firm and angry knocks on the ceiling. The new tenant was disturbed, too, of course. Now: that must be his door. I was so wide awake that I thought I could hear his door even though he went about opening it extraordinarily carefully. It felt as if he were getting closer. I’m sure he wanted to know which room the noise was coming from. What disconcerted me was the quite exaggerated consideration he was showing. He had been able to tell just now that in this house they didn’t set much store by quiet. Why on earth was he muffling his footsteps? For a while I thought he was outside my door; and then I could tell without any doubt whatsoever that he was entering the room next door. Just like that—he walked straight into the room next door.

And now (well, how should I describe it?), now silence fell. Silence like when a pain ceases. A strange, palpable, tingling silence as if a wound were healing. I could have fallen asleep right away; I could have drawn breath and fallen asleep. Only my astonishment kept me awake. Next door someone was talking, but that was part of the silence, too. You really had to experience the quality of this silence, it can’t be put into words. Even outside everything seemed settled. I sat up, listening; it was like being in the countryside. Good Lord, I thought, his mother is there. She sat next to the lamp, she was talking to him; perhaps he was leaning his head against her shoulder a little. Soon she’d put him to bed. Now I understood what the quiet movements outside in the corridor had been about. Oh, to think that such a thing exists. A being such as that, before whom doors open in a way they never do for us. Yes, now we could go to sleep.




[51]  I’ve already almost forgotten my neighbour. I can see that what I felt for him was not really sympathetic concern. It’s true that I ask downstairs from time to time as I’m passing through whether there is any news from him and what it might be. And I’m pleased if the news is good. But I exaggerate. I don’t really need to know. If I sometimes feel a sudden urge to go into the room next door, it’s no longer because of him. Between my door and the next is only a single pace and the room is not locked. It would interest me to see what the room is really like. One can easily imagine any room, and one is often more or less right about how it looks. Only the room next door to one’s own is always different from how one imagines it.

I tell myself that this is the source of that urge. But I know very well that what awaits me in there is a certain tin object. I have assumed that it is the lid of a tin can, although I might of course be wrong. That doesn’t bother me. Attributing the matter to a tin lid suits my disposition. It’s possible to believe that he didn’t take it with him. The room has probably been tidied up and the lid placed back on its tin where it belongs. And now the two together make up the concept ‘tin’, round tin to be precise, a simple, very familiar concept. I have the impression that I can recall them being on the mantelpiece, those two objects that make up the tin. Yes, they’re in front of the mirror, in fact, so that behind them another tin comes into being, one deceptively similar, an imaginary one. A tin on which we place no value at all, but which a monkey would try to grab. Correction, there would be two monkeys* reaching for it, because the monkey would be mirrored as soon as it got to the mantelshelf. But it’s the lid of this tin that has had it in for me.

Let’s agree on this: the lid of a tin, of a sound tin, whose edge is curved no differently from its own, a lid like this could have no other desire than to be sitting on its tin; this must be the limit of what it could imagine; a satisfaction that couldn’t be surpassed, the fulfilment of all its wishes. It almost represents something approaching an ideal, having been twisted patiently and softly into place, to be resting evenly on the little matching protrusion and feeling the interlocking rim within you, elastic and just as sharp as your own edge is when you lie there on your own. But oh, how few lids there are that can still appreciate this! Here it becomes apparent what a confusing effect an association with people has had on things. For human beings—if it’s possible to compare them momentarily with lids of this kind—fit their occupations most poorly and reluctantly. Partly because in their haste they haven’t found the right ones, partly because they’ve been positioned in them badly and angrily, partly because the edges that ought to match are twisted out of true, each in a different way. Let’s be honest about this: at root they’re only thinking about jumping down just as soon they have the chance, of rolling around and making tinny noises. Where else do all these so-called distractions come from, and the noise they cause?

Things have been observing this for centuries now. It’s no wonder they’re spoiled, no wonder they’ve lost the taste for their natural, quiet purposes and want to exploit existence in the same way that they see it exploited all around them. They make attempts to escape from their applications, they become listless and sloppy, and people are not in the least surprised to catch them behaving intemperately. They know this so well from their own experience. They are annoyed because they are the stronger, because they think they have more right to variety in their lives, because they feel they are being mimicked: but they let the matter go just as they let themselves go. But where there is one who braces himself, a solitary, say, who was content to rest roundly on himself day and night, it’s as if he provokes protest, scorn and hatred from those denatured objects that, with their consciences grown spiteful, can no longer tolerate anything else holding together in pursuit of its true meaning. They join forces to upset him, to frighten him, to lead him astray and know that they can do it. Then, winking conspiratorially at one another, they start on the seduction that goes on growing infinitely and sweeps up all creatures and God himself to confront the one who may perhaps come through: the saint.




[52]  How well I understand now the strange paintings* in which things intended for limited and regular use loosen up and go at each other lasciviously and curiously, convulsing in the casual debauchery of dissipation. These cauldrons that go about boiling away, the pistons that get ideas, and the idle funnels that push their way into a hole for pleasure. And there are also limbs and members amongst them, thrown up by the jealous void, and faces that vomit warmly into them, and windy buttocks that offer them favours.

And the Saint* writhes and convulses, but in his eyes there was still a look that suggested he thought these things were possible: he has seen them. And his senses are already being precipitated in the clear solution of his soul. His prayer is already shedding its leaves and protruding from his mouth like a shrub that has died. His heart has toppled over and emptied itself out into the murk. His scourge lands as limply on him as a tail swatting away flies. His sex is in only one place again, and if a woman comes upright through the heaving mass, her bare bosom full of breasts, it points at her like a finger.

There were times when I thought of these pictures as outdated. Not that I doubted them. I could imagine that this kind of thing happened to the saints in those days, the zealous and over-hasty, who wanted to get going with God at once, whatever the price. We no longer expect this of ourselves. We sense that it is too hard for us, that we must defer him, so as to complete the long, slow work that separates us from him. But I know now that this work is no less contentious than sainthood; that sainthood develops around anyone who is solitary for the sake of that work, just as it formed around God’s solitaries in their caves and bare cells long ago.




[53]  Whenever we speak of solitaries,* we presuppose too much. We think that people will know what is at issue here. No, they don’t know. They’ve never seen a solitary; they’ve only hated him without knowing him. They have been his neighbour, depleting him, and the voices in the next room, tempting him. They have stirred things up against him so that they made a racket and drowned him out. Children ganged up against him because he was tender and a child, and at every stage in his growth he grew against the grown-ups. They tracked him down in his hiding place like a runnable beast, and throughout his long youth there was no closed season. And if he managed to avoid exhausting himself and escaped, then they shouted about what emanated from him and called it ugly and cast suspicion on it. And if he paid no attention to them, they became yet more explicit and ate up his food and breathed away all his air and spat on his poverty to make it repugnant to him. They decried him* as if he were contagious and threw stones after him so that he would run away more quickly. And they were right in their ancient instinct, for he really was their enemy.

But then, when he didn’t look up, they thought better. They could sense that in all these things they were doing his will, that they were strengthening him in his solitude and helping him to cut himself off from them forever. And now they took the opposite course and adopted the ultimate, the most extreme approach, the alternative form of resistance: fame. And on hearing this clamour almost everyone looked up and was distracted.




[54]  Last night I thought again of the little green book that as a boy I must once have had in my possession; and I don’t know why, but I fancy it was originally Mathilde Brahe’s. It held no interest for me at the point when I received it, and I didn’t read it until several years later, during holidays at Ulsgaard, I think. But it was important to me from the very first moment I saw it. It was permeated by connections, down to the very core, even to look at from its exterior. The green of the binding meant something, and you could see at once that its interior would be just the way it actually was. As if by arrangement, first the smooth, brilliant white watered endpaper, then the title-page, which was regarded as mysterious. There might have been pictures inside, or so it looked; but there weren’t any, and it was almost against your will that you found yourself obliged to admit that even this was just as it should be. It made amends somehow to find the slim ribbon marking a particular place, which, fragile and a little askew, poignantly confident of still being pink, had been lying between the very same pages since heaven knows when. Perhaps it had never been used and the bookbinder had tucked it in there, quickly and efficiently, without looking properly where it went. But it’s quite possible that it wasn’t there by chance. It could be that someone had stopped reading just there, never to begin again; that fate knocked on his door at that moment to give him something to do so that he ended up far away from any books, which after all are not life.* It wasn’t possible to tell whether more of the book had been read. It might also be quite simply that the book was to be opened at this point time and again, and that this is what had happened, even if sometimes only late at night. In any case, I felt a kind of shyness at these two pages, as one does before a mirror at which someone else is standing. I never read them. I have no idea whether I read the whole book or not. It wasn’t very thick, but there were quite a number of stories in it, especially in the afternoons; then there was always one there that you didn’t know yet.

I can recall only two now. I’ll tell you which ones: ‘The End of Grisha Otrepyev’* and ‘Charles the Bold’s Downfall’.

Heaven knows whether it made any impression on me at the time. But now, after so many years, I remember the description of how the corpse of the false Tsar* was tossed into the crowd and lay there for three days, torn to ribbons and peppered with stab-wounds, a mask on his face. There is obviously no prospect of ever having that little book in my hands again. But that section must have been remarkable. I would also like to look up what happened during his encounter with his mother. He may have felt extremely secure, since he had her come to Moscow; I’m even convinced that at that point he believed so strongly in himself that he believed he was actually sending for his mother. And this Marie Nagaia,* who came from her miserable convent in a few days’ journey, stood to gain everything if she went along with him. Perhaps his insecurity in fact began just at the point when she recognized him. I am not disinclined to believe that the power of his transformation may have resided in the fact of no longer being anybody’s son.

†(That, after all, is the power wielded by all young people who have left home).

The people that wished him for themselves, without imagining any particular individual, only added to the freedom and boundlessness of the possibilities open to him. But the declaration by his mother, even though it was a deliberate deception, yet had the capacity to diminish him; it lifted him out of the fullness of his invention; it restricted him to being a weary imitator; it reduced him to the level of the one person that he was not; it made him into an imposter. And now this Marina Mniszech* came along, undoing him in a gentler fashion, denying him in her own way, as it later transpired, by believing not in him but in everyone. I can’t of course guarantee how far all of this featured in that story. This, though, seems like something that ought to have been told.

But even setting that aside, this episode is by no means dated. One could conceive of a modern story-teller, one who took great care with last moments; he would not be wrong to do so. A good deal happens during them: how he leaped over to the window just as he was waking from the deepest sleep and out of the window into the courtyard between the guards. He can’t get up on his own; they have to help him. His foot is probably broken. Supported by two of the men, he feels that they believe in him. He looks round: the others believe in him, too. They almost pity him, these enormous streltsy,* things must have changed a good deal: they knew Ivan Grosnii in all his substantive reality, and they believe in him. He might have wished to disabuse them, but if he’d opened his mouth he would simply have screamed. The pain in his foot is excruciating, and at this moment he thinks so little of himself that all he knows is pain. And then there is no time. They crowd forwards, he sees Shuisky* and behind him all the rest. It will soon be over. But then his guards close ranks. They won’t hand him over. And a miracle occurs. The faith of these old men spreads amongst the others, suddenly no one wants to step forward. Shuisky, standing right in front of him, calls in desperation up to a window. He doesn’t look round. He knows who is standing there; he knows that silence will fall, silence abruptly and without transition. Now the voice will come that he knows from before; the high, phoney voice overtaxing itself. And then he hears the Tsaritsa Mother repudiating him.

Until now the story has had its own momentum, but now, please, a narrator, a narrator: for out of the few lines that remain there must proceed a force that will transcend any possible dissent. Whether it is said or not, we must swear that between voice and pistol-shot, infinitely compressed, there was within him still sufficient will and power to be everything. Otherwise we won’t understand how brilliantly consistent it is of them to pierce his nightgown and stab away at him to see if they’ll strike the hardness of a real person. And that in death, for three whole days, he still wore the mask that he had almost relinquished.




[55]  When I think about it, it seems odd to me that in the same book are narrated the final days of someone* who was his whole life one and the same, hard and unalterable like granite and forever weighing more heavily on those who had to endure him. There is a painting of him in Dijon. But we know in any case that he was short, uncooperative, defiant, and desperate.* Only his hands are unlike what you might have expected. They are terribly warm hands, constantly trying to cool down, placing themselves involuntarily on cool surfaces, fingers spread wide to allow air to flow between them. Blood could flood into these hands as it sometimes rushes to the head, and when clenched they truly were like the heads of the mad, raging with fanciful notions.

Unbelievable caution was needed to live with blood like that. The Duke was trapped inside himself with it, and from time to time, when he felt it circulating around him, stooped and dark, he was afraid of it. It could be nightmarishly unfamiliar to the Duke himself, this nimble, half-Portuguese blood that he scarcely knew. He was often apprehensive that it might attack him while he was asleep and tear him apart. He behaved as if he were taming it, but it was always there in his dread. He never dared love a woman in case it became jealous, and it was so rapacious that wine never passed his lips; instead of drinking he subdued it with rose-petal jelly. He did drink once, however, in the camp at Lausanne when Granson* was lost; then he was ill and solitary and drank a great deal of undiluted wine. But then his blood was sleeping. In his senseless last years it did sometimes fall into this heavy, brutish sleep. Then it was apparent just how much he was in its power, for when it was sleeping he was as nothing. Then no one from his entourage was permitted to go in to him; he didn’t understand what they said. He couldn’t show himself before foreign ambassadors because he was so dulled. Then he would sit and wait for it to wake. And usually it would leap up at one bound and break out of his heart with a roar.

For this blood he dragged round with him all the things that didn’t matter to him. The three huge diamonds and all the precious stones; the Flanders lace and the Arras tapestries, piles of them. His silken pavilion with the cords of twisted gold and four hundred tents for his entourage. And pictures, painted on wood, and the twelve solid silver apostles. And the Prince of Taranto and the Duke of Cleves and Philipp of Baden and the Lord of Château-Guyon.* For he wanted to persuade his blood that he was an emperor with nothing above him—so that it would fear him. But his blood did not believe him; despite such tokens, it was a mistrustful blood. Perhaps for a while he kept it in some doubt. But the horns of Uri betrayed him. Since then his blood knew that it was in one who was lost, and it wanted to get out.

That’s how I see it now, but what made the greatest impression then was of reading about how they looked for him on the Feast of the Epiphany.*

The young prince from Lorraine, who the day before, straight after the strangely short battle, had ridden into the wretched city of Nancy, had woken his entourage very early and asked after the Duke. Envoy after envoy was sent out and he himself appeared from time to time at the window, restless and concerned. He did not always recognize who it was they were bringing in on their carts and stretchers, he could only see that it wasn’t the Duke. And he wasn’t amongst the wounded either, and none of the constant stream of prisoners that they were still bringing in had seen him. The fugitives,* however, bore different reports from all quarters and were confused and jittery, as if they were afraid they might run into him. It was already getting dark and nothing had been heard of him. The news that he had disappeared had time to circulate on that long winter’s evening. And wherever it spread to, in everyone it gave rise to a sudden, excessive certainty that he was alive. Never before, perhaps, had the Duke been so genuinely present in the imagination of all as it was that night. There was no house in which people were not keeping watch and waiting for him, imagining his knock at the door. And if he didn’t come, then it was because he had already gone by.

There was a frost that night, and it also felt as if the very idea that he might still be were freezing; that’s how firm it became. And years and years went by before it unfroze again. All these people, without really knowing why, were holding out for him. The fate that he had brought upon them was only made bearable by his being there. They had found it so hard to master the fact that he was; but now that they had learned that, they found that he was easy to remember and could not be forgotten.

But the following morning, 7th January, a Tuesday, they started to search again. And this time there was someone to lead it. It was one of the Duke’s pages, and it was said that he had seen his master fall from a distance; now he was to identify the spot. He himself had said nothing; the Count of Campo-Basso* had brought him along and spoken on his behalf. Now he led the way and the others kept close behind him. Those who saw him like that, hooded and curiously unsure, had difficulty believing that it was really Gian-Battista Colonna, beautiful as a maiden and slender of limb. He was shivering with the cold; the air was stiff with the night frost; their footsteps crunched like teeth grinding. They were all freezing, of course. Only the Duke’s fool, known as Louis-the-Eleventh,* kept moving in any way. He played at being a dog, running ahead, returning and ambling a little on all fours alongside the page; but when he spotted a corpse from afar he bounded over to it and leant down and tried to coax it into pulling itself together and into being the one they were looking for. He gave the body time to think it over, but then he returned to the others and threatened and cursed and complained about the stubbornness and sluggishness of the dead. And they kept on going and there was no end in sight. They could hardly see the city any more because the weather had closed in, despite the cold, and it had turned grey and murky. The countryside lay there, flat and impervious, and the tight-knit little group looked more and more lost the further it went. No one spoke, only an old woman who had come along with them mumbled something, shaking her head as she did so; perhaps she was praying.

Suddenly the man in front came to a halt and looked round. Then he turned quickly to Lupi, the Duke’s Portuguese physician, and pointed forwards. A few steps further ahead there was an expanse of ice, a sort of tarn or pond, and there, partially immersed, lay ten or twelve bodies. They had been stripped almost entirely of their clothes and possessions. Lupi went from one to another, stooping over them intently. And then Olivier de la Marche* and the chaplain could be seen going around, each on his own. The old woman, however, was already kneeling in the snow, whimpering, and she was leaning over a large hand whose widely spread fingers stared back at her. Everyone hurried over. With some of the servants Lupi tried to turn the body over since it was lying prone. But the face was frozen into the ice and when they tried to tug it out one of the cheeks peeled off, fine and brittle, and it became apparent that the other had been chewed off by dogs or wolves; the whole head was split by a large wound starting at the ear such that it wasn’t possible to speak of a face at all.

One after the other they looked around; everyone thought that the Roman* would be behind them. But they only saw the fool running over, angry and bloodied. He was holding a cloak at arm’s length and shaking it as if to dislodge something, but the cloak was empty. They set about looking for distinguishing marks, and a few were found. Someone had made a fire and they washed the body with warm water and wine. The scar on his neck was revealed and the places where the two large abscesses had been. The doctor was no longer in any doubt. But they made other checks. A few yards further on Louis-the-Eleventh had found the carcass of the large black horse, Moreau, that the Duke had been riding on the day of the Battle of Nancy. He sat on it, his short legs dangling down. The blood was still running from his nose into his mouth, and you could tell that he liked the taste. One of the servants over there remembered that the Duke had an ingrowing toenail on his left foot, so they all looked for the nail. But the fool was convulsing as if being tickled, and he shouted, ‘Oh, Monseigneur! Forgive them for exposing your crude blemishes, the fools, and for not recognizing you by my long face, where your virtues may be seen.’

†(The Duke’s fool was also the first to enter when the corpse was laid out. It was in the house of a certain Georges Marquis, although no one knew why. The pall had not yet been spread over it, which meant he had the full impression. The white of the shirt and the crimson of the cloak were in stark and hostile contrast to each other between the two blacks of the canopy and the bed itself. Scarlet long-boots stood facing him in front of the bed, with large, gilded spurs. And there could be no dispute that it was a head at the far end once he had seen the crown. It was a large ducal coronet studded with precious stones of some sort. Louis-the-Eleventh walked round and looked carefully at everything. He even felt the satin, although he didn’t know much about it. It will have been good satin, although perhaps a trifle cheap for the House of Burgundy. He stepped back once more to get a view of the whole. In the light reflected off the snow the colours were oddly unrelated to each other. He took note of each one separately. ‘Nicely dressed,’ he said approvingly at last, ‘if a touch too conspicuous.’ Death seemed to him like a puppeteer in urgent need of a duke.)




[56]  It is well for us merely to register certain things, things that will never change, without regretting the facts or even forming an opinion on them. In this way it has become clear to me that I have never been a real reader. When I was a child, reading felt to me like a profession, one that you would undertake later in life, when all the professions came along, one after another. To be honest, I had no particular idea of when that might be. I relied on noticing it when life changed direction, so to speak, and only came from the outside whereas before then it had come from within. I imagined that then it would be clear and unambiguous and not possible to misunderstand. By no means simple, on the contrary quite challenging, maybe convoluted and difficult, but at any rate visible. What was peculiarly unbounded about childhood, what was out of proportion or never quite foreseeable—that would have been surmounted. To be sure, I couldn’t really see how. Essentially it kept on growing and became closed in on all sides, and the more you looked out the more of one’s inner self you stirred up inside: heaven knows where it came from. But in all probability it kept growing until it reached a critical size and then, at a stroke, stopped short. It was easy to observe that the grown-ups were very little troubled by this; they went round judging and acting, and if they ever got into difficulty then that was the fault of external circumstances.

I also postponed reading until those changes began. Then I would deal with books as I did with people I knew, and there would be time for it, a set amount of time, passing evenly and accommodatingly, just as much as happened to be convenient. Of course some of them would appeal to me more than others, and I couldn’t promise that I wouldn’t be immune to wasting half an hour over them now and then, missing a walk, an appointment, the beginning of a play or not writing an urgent letter. But getting my hair tousled and dishevelled as if I’d been lying on it, feeling my ears burning and my hands as cold as metal, having a long candle burn down into the candlestick beside me—all that, thank God, would be quite out of the question.

I mention these phenomena because I experienced them myself really quite vividly during the holidays at Ulsgaard when I so suddenly got into reading. It was immediately apparent that I couldn’t do it. Admittedly I’d started on it before the time that I’d had in mind to do so. But that year in Sorø, among lots of others of more or less the same age, had made me mistrustful of strategies of that sort. There experiences had come upon me quickly and unexpectedly, and it was clear to see that they were treating me like an adult. These were life-sized experiences and bore down upon me with their true weight. To the same degree that I grasped their authenticity, however, my eyes were opened to the infinite reality of being a child. I knew that this wouldn’t stop, any more than the other experiences were just beginning. I told myself that everyone was free to think of life in phases, but they were artificial. And it transpired that I wasn’t skilful enough to invent any for myself. Every time I tried, life gave me to understand that it found them meaningless. But if I insisted that my childhood was over, at the same moment everything from the future was also lost and I was left with only as much ground as a lead soldier has under its feet so that it can stand upright.

This discovery understandably contributed to isolating me even further. It occupied me within and filled me with a kind of ultimate cheerfulness that I took for worry because it was far in advance of my age. I was disturbed, too, now that I think back, by being able simply not to do certain things, because nothing was planned for any particular period of time. And when I came back to Ulsgaard in this condition and saw all the books, I set about them; in a real hurry, and almost with a bad conscience. What I’ve so often felt in later life was something that back then I somehow intuited, namely that you didn’t have the right to open one book if you didn’t thereby undertake to read them all. With every line you were broaching the world. Before the books it was intact, and perhaps it was again afterwards. But as one who could not read, how was I supposed to cope with all of them? They stood there, even in our modest library, hopelessly outnumbering me and closing ranks. I dashed from book to book, stubborn and desperate, and battled my way through the pages like one with a disproportionate mission to achieve. That summer I read Schiller and Baggesen, Oehlenschläger and Schack-Staffeldt, everything by Walter Scott that was there, and Calderón.* Some of what came into my hands ought to have been read already, so to speak; it was much too early for some of the other books; almost nothing was just right for my age at that time. Nonetheless I read.

In later years it would sometimes happen that I’d wake up at night and see the stars so real in the sky and so meaningful in their course, and couldn’t understand how anyone could bring themselves to miss so much of the world. That was a feeling similar, I think, to what I felt each time I looked up from my books and out into where the summer was, where Abelone was calling. It was surprising that she should have to call and that I didn’t even answer. That was in the middle of our happiest time. But now that it had gripped me, I clung frantically to my reading and hid away, self-important and obstinate, from our daily holidays. Inept as I was at making the most of the many, often inconspicuous opportunities for artless happiness, I was not reluctant to embrace the prospect of future reconciliations offered by growing rift, a promise that grew all the more delightful the longer it was postponed.

As it happened, my reading reverie came to an end one day as suddenly as it had begun, and we became thoroughly angry with each other. For Abelone now spared me no taunt or superciliousness, and when I met her in the summer-house she would claim to be reading. On one Sunday morning the book was indeed lying beside her, closed, but she seemed more than engaged with carefully stripping the redcurrants from their little clusters with a fork.

It must have been one of those early mornings that we have in July, when the hours are fresh and rested and happy and unexpected things are happening all around. From a million little insuppressible movements a mosaic of life at its most compelling is put together; things pulsate over and against each other and out into the air, and their coolness makes the shadow vivid and gives the sun a light, spiritual radiance. There is no main focus in the garden; everything is everywhere, and one would have to be part of everything so as not to miss something.

In Abelone’s modest activity,* however, the whole was present once more. It was such blissful chance that she should happen to be doing what she was and doing it in just the way she was. Her hands, bright in the shadow, were working together so delicately and harmoniously, and the round berries sprang mischievously away from the fork and into the bowl lined with dew-moistened* vine-leaves, where they had started to pile up, red and white, sparkling, with healthy seeds in their tart flesh. Under those circumstances I wanted nothing other than to watch, but since it was probable that I would be dismissed, in order to look natural, I reached for the book, sat down on the other side of the table, and without leafing through it for very long, began to read somewhere in the middle.

‘If only you’d read out loud, bookworm,’ said Abelone after a while. That didn’t sound at all quarrelsome any more, and since in my view it was high time we settled things, I began at once to read aloud right to the end of the passage and on to the next heading: ‘To Bettina.’*

‘No, not the replies,’ interrupted Abelone, and suddenly put down her little fork as if she were exhausted. And then at once she laughed at the way I was looking at her.

‘Good Lord, Malte, how badly you read.’

Then I had to admit that I hadn’t been paying attention at all. ‘I was only reading so that you’d stop me,’ I confessed, and blushed and leafed back through the book to find the title. Only then did I know what the book was. ‘Why not the replies?’ I asked curiously.

It was as if Abelone hadn’t heard me. She sat there in her thin dress as if everywhere within she were turning as dark as her eyes were becoming.

‘Give it here,’ she said suddenly as if in anger, and she took the book from my hand and opened it properly at the page she wanted. And then she read one of Bettina’s letters.

I don’t know how much of it I understood, but it was as if I were being solemnly promised that I would understand it all someday. And while her voice grew in confidence and eventually almost resembled the voice I knew from her singing, I was ashamed that I had thought of our reconciliation as so meagre a thing. For I certainly understood that this was what it was. But now it was happening somewhere in a greater sphere, far above me where I couldn’t reach.*




[57]  That promise is still being kept, and at some point that very book got amongst my own books, and is one of the few books from which I will not be parted. Now it also opens for me at the passages that I happen to want it to, and when I read them it is uncertain whether I’m thinking about Bettina or Abelone. No, Bettina has become more real within me; Abelone, whom I knew, was like a preparation for her, and now she has been absorbed for me into Bettina as if in her own instinctive being. For with all her letters the marvellous Bettina has granted space, the most spacious form. From the very beginning she diffused herself so widely that it was as if she were already beyond her own death. Everywhere she instilled herself into being so broadly, intrinsic to it, and what happened to her was an eternal component of her nature; there she realized herself* and liberated herself almost painfully from it; she re-divined herself laboriously as if from historical tradition, conjured herself like a spirit, and withstood herself.

You were just now, Bettina; I recognize you. Does the earth not still bear your warmth, and are the birds not still leaving room for your voice? The dew is different, but the stars are still the stars of your nights. Or is the world not in fact yours? For how often have you set it on fire with your love and seen it blaze and burn and secretly replaced it with another one while we were all asleep. You felt so perfectly in harmony with God when each morning you demanded a new world from him so that all those he had created would have their turn. You thought it miserly to protect and improve them, you used them up and held out your hands for more and more world. For your love was equal to everything.

How is it possible that not everyone is yet telling of your love? What has happened since that was more remarkable? What is occupying them? You yourself knew of the value of your love, you spoke it aloud to your greatest poet, that he might make it human; for it was then still elemental. But when he wrote to you he persuaded people not to believe. Everyone has read these answers and they believe more in these because the poet is clearer to them than nature. But perhaps it will transpire someday that this marked the limit of his greatness. This loving woman was a duty placed on him and he did not fulfil it. What does it mean that he was not able to respond? A love like that has no need of response, it has both the mating call and its answer within it; it hears its own prayer. But he should have humbled himself before it in his full magnificence and write what it dictated, with both hands, like John on Patmos, kneeling.* There was no choice before this voice, which ‘performed the duty of the angel’,* which had come to enfold him and draw him out into eternity. There was the char-iot of his fiery ascension.* There was prepared against his death the dark myth that he left empty.




[58]  Fate loves to invent patterns and designs. Its difficulty resides in complexity. Life itself, however, is difficult by reason of simplicity. It has only a few things of a magnitude not commensurate with us. The saint, by refusing fate, chooses these and faces God. But the fact that woman, by virtue of her nature, must make the same choice with respect to man, calls forth the fateful course of all love relationships: resolute and fateless, like one eternal, she stands beside one whose lot is always to change. The one who loves always surpasses her beloved because life is greater than fate.* Her self-abandonment wants to be immeasurable: that is where her happiness lies. The nameless suffering of her love, however, has always lain in the fact that she is required to curtail that abandon.

No other lamentation has ever been made by women: Héloïse’s first two letters* contain nothing else, and five hundred years later it rises out of the letters of the Portuguese nun;* they are as recognizable as a birdcall. And suddenly, through the bright space shoots the insight of the far-distant figure of Sappho,* whom the centuries never found because they looked for her in fate.




[59]  I’ve never dared buy a newspaper from him. I’m not sure that he ever has any copies on him when he shuffles slowly up and down outside the Luxembourg Gardens all evening. He keeps his back to the railings and his hand trails along the stone coping in which the ironwork is set. He flattens himself to such an extent that every day lots of people go by who have never seen him. It’s true, he does have the remnants of a voice and calls out with it; but that’s no different from a noise from inside a lamp or the stove, or when drips fall at odd intervals in an underground cave. And the world is such that there are people who, their whole lives long, pass by in the interval in which he, more silently than any moving thing, goes on like the hand of a clock, like the shadow of the hand of a clock, like time itself.

How wrong I was to look reluctantly. I am ashamed to write that often when I was near him I fell in with the way the others walked, as if I wasn’t aware of him. Then I heard something within him say, ‘La Presse’,* and immediately afterwards once more, and a third time, at rapid intervals. And the people near me looked round and looked for the voice. Only I acted as if I were in a greater hurry than all the rest, as if I hadn’t noticed anything, as if I were totally preoccupied within.

And in truth I was. I was preoccupied in picturing him; I undertook the task of imagining him and the effort brought me out in a sweat. For I had to construct him the way one constructs a dead person for whom there is no evidence any more, no components; someone who is to be made in an exclusively inward fashion. I now know that it helped a little to think about all those deposed Christs made of striated ivory that every antique dealer’s has lying around. The thought of some Pietà* came into my mind and went again:— this was probably all to conjure up a particular angle at which his long face was held and the dismal stubble of beard in the shadow of his cheeks and the final painful blindness of his impenetrable expression directed diagonally upwards. But there was so much else besides that was part of him; for I understood even then that nothing about him was incidental: not the way his jacket or coat stuck out at the back and showed his collar all round, the low collar that stood in a great arc around his elongated, pocked neck without touching it; not the greenish black tie that was fastened loosely round all that; and especially not the hat, an old, high-domed, stiff felt hat that he wore the way all blind people wear their hats: without any connection to the lines of the face, without the possibility of combining this auxiliary feature and their own selves to form a new unity; nothing except an arbitrary, accepted, alien object. In my cowardly determination not to look I reached the point where the image of this man, unprompted, finally condensed strongly and painfully within me into harsh misery, where I felt beleaguered by it and determined to use external facts to intimidate and suppress the growing proficiency of my imagination. It was getting on for evening. I resolved to walk past him at once, paying attention.

It’s important to know that it was going on for spring. The wind had died down, the streets were long and satisfied; where they ended houses shimmered, new like the freshly sheared surface of a white metal. But it was a metal that was surprising because of how light it was. In the broad receding streets lots of people were about, scarcely afraid of the carriages, which were few and far between. It must have been a Sunday. The tower-tops of Saint-Sulpice* could be seen, cheerful and unexpectedly high up in the windless sky, and through the narrow, almost Roman alleys you instinctively looked out into the season. In the gardens and outside there was such a crush of people that I couldn’t see him at first. Or perhaps it was that I didn’t recognize him at first in the crowd.

I knew at once that my mental image of him was worthless. The abjectness of his misery, not mitigated by any wariness or pretence, was beyond anything I might be able to convey. I had grasped neither the angle of his posture nor the horror with which the inside of his eyelids seemed continually to imbue him. I had never even thought about his mouth, which was drawn in like the opening of a drain. It’s possible he had memories; but now nothing reached his soul any more other than the amorphous touch of the stone coping behind him that his hand rubbed against. I had come to a halt and while I took all that in, almost simultaneously, I sensed that he had a different hat and what was undoubtedly a Sunday necktie; it had a diagonal check pattern of yellow and violet squares, and as far as the hat was concerned, it was a cheap new straw hat with a green hatband. These colours are unimportant, of course, and it’s petty of me to have remembered the details. I would only say that on him they were like the softest feathers on a bird’s breast. He himself took no pleasure in them, and who amongst all those present (I looked around) could possibly have thought that this finery was for their sake?

My God, the thought struck me almost violently, so you do exist. There are proofs of your existence. I have forgotten them all and never asked for any of them, for what a monstrous responsibility would lie in the certainty of you. And yet now I am being shown. This is your liking, here is where you take pleasure. If only we learned to endure above all else and not to judge. What are the difficult things? What are the things that bring grace? You alone know.

When winter comes again and I have to get a new coat—grant that I may wear it in just that way, as long as it is new.




[60]  It’s not that I want to demonstrate that I’m different from them when I go around in better clothes and set store by having a place to live. It’s that I’m not so far along as they are. I don’t have the courage to live their lives. If my arm were to wither, I think I’d hide it away. But that woman (I don’t know who she used to be), she appeared every day in front of the café terraces and although it was very hard for her to take off her coat and get out of her ill-defined garments and various layers beneath, she didn’t spare herself the effort and doffed and removed for so long that we could hardly bear it any longer. And then she stood before us with her withered, stunted limb and we could see that it was special.

No, it’s not that I want to demonstrate that I’m different; but it would be presumptuous of me to want to be like them. I’m not. I’d neither have their strength nor measure up to them. I make sure I’m fed, and from one meal to the next that’s how I am, quite lacking in mystery; but they sustain themselves almost as if they were immortal beings. They stand at their corners, day after day, even in November, and they don’t protest when winter comes. The fog closes in and makes them obscure and uncertain: nevertheless, they’re there still. I went away, I was ill, I lost a good many things, but they didn’t die.

†(I don’t even know how it’s possible for schoolchildren to get up in bedrooms full of grey-smelling cold; who gives them the strength, those careering little skeletons, to run out into the grown-up city, into the murky dregs of the night, into the everlasting school day, still small, still full of anticipation, always late. I have no idea what quantity of assistance is constantly being consumed.)

This city is full of people who are slowly sliding down to their level. Most struggle against it at first; but then there are those faded, ageing girls who continually allow themselves to slip over, offering no resistance, strong girls, unconsumed in their inmost beings, who have never been loved.

Perhaps you’re thinking, Lord, that I should drop everything and love them. Or why is it so hard for me not to follow them when they go past me? Why do I suddenly think up the sweetest words most redolent of the night, why does my voice catch gently between throat and heart. Why do I imagine holding them to my breath, with inexpressible care, these dolls that life has played with, throwing their arms wide open spring after spring for nothing at all until they get loose at the shoulders. They have never fallen from a high hope so they are not broken; but they are battered and not good enough for life. Only stray cats come to their rooms in the evenings and secretly claw at them and sleep on them. Sometimes I follow one of them for a couple of streets. They walk past the houses, and people are continually coming along who mask them, they keep disappearing behind them as if they were nothing at all.

And yet I know that if someone were to try to love them, they would weigh on him like those who have walked too far and will stop walking. I believe only Jesus could bear them, because he has resurrection in all his limbs; but he’s not interested in them. He is only tempted by those who are in love, not those who wait with a small talent for being loved, as if with a lamp that has gone cold.*




[61]  I know that if I am destined for the worst it won’t help me to disguise myself in my best clothes. Did he not* slip down amongst the lowest of the low even in the midst of his kingship? He, who instead of rising sank to the very bottom. It is true, I have sometimes believed in the other kings, even though their parks no longer prove anything. But it’s night, it’s winter, I’m freezing, I believe in him. For glory is but a moment and we have never seen anything longer-lasting than misery. The king, however, shall endure.

Is he not the only one to have sustained himself under the cloak of his madness like wax flowers beneath a glass dome? They prayed in churches for the others, that they might enjoy long lives, but of him the Chancellor Jean Charlier Gerson* demanded that he live forever, and that was at the time when he was already the neediest of men, base and wretchedly poor despite his crown.

That was at the time when unknown men with blackened faces would periodically fall upon him in his bed to rip off the shirt that had rotted into his sores and which he had long since taken for part of his own body. The room was darkened and they tore off the putrid rags from under his stiff arms as they came upon them. Then one of them held out a lamp and then for the first time they discovered the purulent wound on his chest into which his iron amulet had sunk because he pressed it against himself every night with all his fervent might; now it was deeply embedded in his flesh, terribly precious, set within a pearly hem of pus like a miracle-working remnant in the hollow of a reliquary. Hardy henchmen had been chosen, but they were not immune to nausea when the maggots they had disturbed reached out towards them from the Flemish fustian, fell from the folds, and began crawling up their sleeves. There’s no doubt that things had got worse for him since the days of the parva regina;* she had been willing to lie with him, young and clear-headed as she was. But then she died. And now no one else had dared to put a concubine into the bed of this heap of carrion. She had not left a record of the words and gestures of tenderness that were capable of soothing the king. So no one penetrated this mental wilderness any more; no one helped him to rise out of the deep ravines of his soul; no one understood when he himself suddenly emerged with the round-eyed gaze of an animal going out to pasture. When he recognized the preoccupied face of Juvénal,* he recalled the kingdom as it used to be. And he wanted to make good what he had neglected.

However, it was in the nature of the events of that period that they could not be retold so as to spare the reader. When something occurred, it occurred with its full weight, and when it was recounted it was all of a piece. What could mitigate the fact that his brother had been murdered,* or that yesterday Valentina Visconti,* whom he had always called his dear sister, had knelt before him and lifted her widow’s weeds to reveal the lament and accusation that disfigured her face? And today a tenacious, eloquent lawyer* stood there proving how the princely murderer was in the right and talked for so long that the crime became not dark but translucent, as if to send light up to the heavens. And being just meant letting everyone be in the right, for Valentina d’Orléans died of grief even though she had been promised revenge. And what use was it to forgive the Burgundian Duke and keep on forgiving him; he had been enveloped by the dark rutting heat of despair so that for weeks he had been living in a tent in the deep valley of Argilly and said that he could only find relief in the sound of the stags belling at night.

When that had all been deliberated, then, over and over until the end, brief though the events had been, the people clamoured to see one person, and they did see him, and that he was bewildered. But the people were happy to see him; they understood that this was the King: this quiet, patient person whose only purpose was to permit God to act over his head in his impatience, however late it came. In these enlightened moments on the balcony of the Hôtel de Saint-Pol* the King perhaps had an inkling of the quiet progress he was making; he recalled the day of Roosebeke,* when his Uncle de Berry* had taken him by the hand and led him to the place of his first fully fledged victory; on that remarkably long November day, he surveyed the mass of the Ghentians who had been so tightly bunched together that they were choked by the cavalry attacks from all sides. Twisted in and out of each other like an enormous brain, they lay there in the heaps that they had formed themselves into so as to present a front proof against assault. Your breath was taken away by the sight of their suffocated faces to right and left; you couldn’t stop yourself imagining that that breath had been forced up high above those corpses, still held upright by the crush, by the sudden exodus of so many despairing souls.

This scene had been impressed upon him as marking the inception of his glory. And he had retained the memory of it. But if that was the triumph of death, then this—standing here erect and trembling at the knees, with all these eyes upon him—this was the mystery of love. He could tell from the reactions of the others that it was possible to comprehend the battlefield, monstrous though it was. This here was beyond comprehension; it was as much a miracle as the stag with the collar of gold had been in the forest of Senlis.* Only this time he was himself the phenomenon, and others were rapt in contemplation. And he had no doubt that they were holding their breath, seized by the same sense of expansive expectation as he had been that day in his youth when he was hunting, when the quiet face looked intently at him and emerged from the branches. The mystery of being visible spread over his gentle form; he made no move, anxious lest he should perish; the thin smile on his broad, simple face assumed a natural permanence like on the faces of stone saints, and required no effort of him. Thus he offered himself, and it was one of those moments that are eternity itself, seen foreshortened. The crowd could hardly bear it. Strengthened, nourished with an inexhaustibly augmenting solace, it burst through the silence with a cry of joy. But on the balcony above only Juvénal des Ursins was still there and he called out into the next moment of silence that the King would be going to the rue Saint-Denis, to the Brotherhood of the Passion,* to witness the mysteries.

On days like that the King was full of benign consciousness. If a painter from that time had been looking for an indication of what being in paradise was like, he could have found no more perfect model than the King’s gratified figure standing at one of the high windows in the Louvre under the slope of its shoulders. He was leafing through the little book by Christine de Pisan called The Path of Long Study* and dedicated to him. He wasn’t reading the learned disputations of the allegorical parliament that had taken upon itself the task of finding the prince who would be worthy to reign over the world. The book always opened at the simplest parts, where the subject-matter was the heart that had been like a flask over the fires of pain, serving only to distil the water of bitterness for the eyes; he understood that true consolation only began when happiness was sufficiently past and over forever. Nothing was dearer to him than this solace. And while his gaze appeared to be taking in the bridges beyond, he loved to look at the world as it was back then through that heart, Christine’s heart which had been taken by the strong hand of the Cumaean and led on paths of greatness. That was a world of seas braved, cities with unfamiliar towers, held closed by the pressure of wide open spaces; the ecstatic loneliness of the assembled mountain-ranges and the skies probed in fear and doubting, closing only now like the suckling infant’s skull.*

But when someone came in he was startled and his face slowly clouded over. He allowed himself to be led away from the window and kept occupied. They had helped him acquire the habit of spending hours on end looking at illustrations, and he was happy doing that, except that he was vexed that when he was leafing through it wasn’t possible ever to keep more than one picture in view at once and that they were fixed into the folio volumes and could not be rearranged. Then someone recalled a card game that had fallen into complete obscurity, and the man who brought it then stood in the King’s favour, so dear to him were these pieces of board,* which were highly coloured, could be moved independently of each other and displayed a host of figures.* And while cards came into fashion amongst the ladies and gentlemen of the Court, the King sat in his library and played on his own. Just as he now turned a pair of kings over, one after the other, so had God recently paired him with Emperor Wenceslaus*; sometimes a queen died, whereupon he laid an ace of hearts on her, which was like a gravestone. He didn’t wonder that there were several popes in this game; he set up Rome on the far side of the table, and here, at his right hand, was Avignon.* He was indifferent to Rome, for some reason he imagined it as round and it did not concern him any further. But Avignon he knew. And hardly had he thought of it than his memory brought back the tall, hermetic palace and overtaxed his mind. He closed his eyes and had to take a deep breath. He was afraid he would have terrible dreams that night.

On the whole, however, it really was a calming activity, and they were right to keep directing him towards it. Hours spent like that reinforced his view that he was the King, King Charles VI. That is not to say that this was self-aggrandizement; nothing could be further from his mind than the persuasion that he was more than a mere card, but he became increasingly certain that he, too, was a particular card, perhaps a bad one, played in anger, which always lost: but always the same card, never a different one. And yet, after a week had gone by in which his self-confidence grew steadily, he began to feel a tightness within him. His skin constrained him around the forehead and at the back of the neck, as if he were suddenly feeling his own outline too plainly. No one knew what the temptation was to which he succumbed when he asked about the mystery plays and couldn’t wait for them to begin. And once they had, he spent more time in the rue Saint-Denis than he did in his own palace at Saint-Pol.

What was fateful about these dramatized poems was how they constantly supplemented and extended themselves and swelled to tens of thousands of lines, so that the time that they represented was ultimately real time; it was comparable to making a globe the size of the earth. Beneath the hollow podium was hell, and above, built onto a pillar, was the framework of a balcony with no balustrade, representing the level of paradise; this merely contributed to diminishing the illusion. For in truth this century had made heaven and hell earthly: it lived from the energies of both in order to survive itself.

Those were the days of the Avignon Christendom that had formed a generation before with the influx of so many involuntary exiles around John XXII* that on the site of his papacy, immediately after his death, this massive palace* had arisen, shuttered and heavy like an outermost emergency body* for the homeless souls of all. He himself, however, the small, slight, cerebral old man, still lived out in the open. While he began to act in all directions within a short time of his arrival, quickly and crisply, putting nothing off, the dishes seasoned with poison were already on his table; the first goblet always had to be emptied, because the fragment of unicorn’s horn changed colour when the cup-bearer took it out again. Bewildered, not knowing where he should hide them, the seventy-year-old carried with him the wax images of himself that had been made to destroy him; and he scratched himself on the long needles that had been stuck through them. They could be melted down. But he had been so horror-stricken by these secret simulacra that, despite his strongest instincts, he had more than once had the thought that he might thereby be dealing himself a mortal blow and that he would trickle away like the wax in the fire. The fear only made his diminished body more arid and more enduring. But now they were daring to encroach on the body of his empire; the message had come from Granada to incite the Jews to exterminate all the Christians, and this time they had hired more terrible enforcers of their will.* From the moment of the first rumours on, no one doubted that the lepers were plotting to attack; a few people had already seen them throwing their bundles of horrible putrefaction into the wells. It was not gullibility that made people think this might be true; on the contrary, the belief had become so heavy that it escaped their trembling hands and sank to the bottom of the wells. Yet again the zealous old man had to keep poison away from his blood. At the time of his bouts of superstition he had prescribed the angelus* for himself and those around him as a means against the demons of twilight, and now every evening this calming prayer was sounded across the whole agitated world. Otherwise, however, all the bulls and letters he issued were more like spiced wine than herbal tisane. The Empire had not placed itself under him for treatment but he never tired of deluging it with proofs of its illness, and from the furthest East they were already turning to this haughty physician.

But then an incredible thing occurred. On All Saints Day he had preached a sermon,* longer, than usual, warmer; sensing a sudden need, as if to see it again for himself, he had shown his faith; with all his strength he had slowly lifted it out of the eighty-five-year-old tabernacle and placed it on the pulpit: and they howled at him. The whole of Europe howled out: this was a bad faith.

Then the Pope disappeared. For days he did nothing, he re-mained on his knees in his oratory and probed the mystery of those who act, and who thereby suffer damage to their souls. Finally he emerged, exhausted from his intense reflection, and recanted. He recanted over and over again. Recanting became the senile passion of his spirit. Sometimes he had the cardinals woken at night to discuss his contrition with them. And perhaps that was what sustained his life beyond the expected measure, ultimately only the hope of being able to abase himself before Napoleon Orsini,* who hated him and would not come.

James of Cahors had recanted. And one might think that it was God himself who had wanted to give proof of his error since he so quickly afterwards allowed the advancement of that son of the Count de Ligny,* who seemed only to be biding his time until his coming of age on earth so as to be able to enter into the spiritual delights of heaven in his manhood. There were many still living who remembered this radiant boy during his cardinalate and how he had become a bishop on the verge of manhood and had died, scarcely eighteen, in an ecstasy of perfection. You would meet people who had been brought back to life: for the air by his grave, in which pure life lay liberated, continued to have an effect on corpses for a long time. But was there not something desperate in the very fact of his precocious holiness? Was it not a wrong done to all that the pure fabric of this soul should only have been immersed so briefly in life, as if merely dipped in the simmering scarlet vat of the age, to dye it and make it shine? Did one not almost feel the earth rebound when this young prince leapt clear from it and into his passionate ascension? Why did the radiant not linger amongst the toiling candlemakers? Was it not because of the darkness that John XXII had brought upon the time by maintaining that before the Last Judgement there was no beatific vision, nowhere, not even for the blessed? And after all, how much dogmatic tenacity did it take to imagine that while so much dense confusion reigned here, somewhere there were faces already basking in the reflection of God, leaning against angels and quenched by the inexhaustible vision of Him?




[62]  There I sit in the cold night and write and know all of this. I know it perhaps because that man encountered me, long ago when I was small. He was very tall, I would go so far as to suggest that his height must have made him conspicuous.

Improbable as it may sound, I had somehow succeeded in getting out of the house on my own one evening; I ran, I turned a corner and just at that moment I ran into him. I don’t understand how what happened then could have taken place in five seconds or so. However dense the narrative, it takes much longer to tell. I’d hurt myself when I ran into him; I was small, it already seemed quite something that I wasn’t crying, and I was also instinctively expecting to be comforted. Because he didn’t do this, I thought he must be embarrassed; I was guessing that he couldn’t think of the right pleasantry that would resolve the matter. I was quite happy to help him out, but in order to do so I would have had to look him in the face. I’ve already said he was tall. But he hadn’t leaned down towards me as would have been perfectly natural, with the result that he was at a height that I wasn’t prepared for. There was still nothing ahead of me but the smell and the peculiar scratchiness of his suit, which I had touched. Suddenly his face appeared. What was it like? I don’t know, I don’t want to know. It was the face of an enemy. And next to this face, tight up against it, at the same height as his terrible eyes, like a second head, there was his fist. Before I even had time to lower my face I was running away; I slipped past him on the left and ran straight down an awful empty street, a street in a strange town, a town in which nothing is forgiven.

Back then I was experiencing something that I now understand: that heavy, massive, desperate time. The time in which the kiss that reconciled two people was merely the sign to the murderers who were standing by. They drank from the same cup,* in full view of the world they mounted the same horse and it was rumoured that they would spend the night in one bed: and all these points of contact made their repugnance for each other grow so desperate that every time one saw the pulsing veins of the other, pathological nausea surged up within him as at the sight of a toad. The time when one brother attacked the other brother* and kept him prisoner because he had inherited the larger share; the King intervened on behalf of the one mistreated, it is true, and offered him freedom and property; and the elder brother, engaged with the fates of others far away left him in peace and repented of his wrongdoing by letter. But after everything that had been done to him, the brother who had been freed never recovered his equanimity. The century saw him wander from church to church in a pilgrim’s habit, devising ever more fantastical pledges. Hung about with amulets, he whispered his fears to the monks of Saint-Denis and in their annals is recorded the hundred-pound wax candle that he saw fit to dedicate to Saint Louis. He never achieved a life of his own; until his end he felt his brother’s envy and anger hanging over his heart like a baleful constellation. And that Count of Foix, Gaston Phoebus, who would have been admired by all had he not openly killed his cousin Ernault,* the English King’s captain at Lourdes? And what was this manifest murder in comparison with the terrible chance that meant he had not put away the sharp little knife that he used to cut his nails when, in a convulsion of rebuke, he brushed with his famously beautiful hand against the bare neck of his son who was lying on the bed? The room was dark, a light had to be brought in order to see the blood, that went back so far and now left a noble line forever as it seeped secretly from the tiny wound on that exhausted boy.

Who could be strong and yet refrain from murder? Who in that age did not know that the most extreme deeds were unavoidable? Here and there, one whose gaze had met the savouring gaze of his murderer during the day felt a strange premonition. He withdrew, he shut himself away, he wrote the last clauses of his will and at the end ordered the litter of woven willow, the cowl of the Celestines* and the strewing of ashes. Foreign minstrels appeared at his castle and he bestowed princely rewards upon them for their singing, which closely matched his own vague apprehensions. When the dogs looked up there was doubt in their eyes, and they were less certain in their attendance. From the family motto that had served him his whole life long, there now emerged quietly and palpably a new secondary significance. Many an old custom appeared out-of-date, but it was as if no substitute now came to replace them. When plans were made, he went along with them by and large, without really believing in them; in contrast, certain memories took on an unexpected air of finality. But the night outside, which was no longer familiar to him, suddenly became loud to the ear. His ear, accustomed to so many nights both safe and treacherous, could make out individual segments of the silence. And yet it was different this time. Not the night between yesterday and today: one night. Night. Beau Sire Dieu,* and then the resurrection. A hymn of praise to a beloved could hardly penetrate hours such as those: his women were all disguised in aubades or songs of loyal service;* grown incomprehensible beneath long, trailing honorific salutations. At best they could be detected in the dark, like the full, womanly uplifted gaze of a bastard son.

And then, before a late supper, that reflectiveness about the hands in the silver wash-basin. His own hands. Could any form of coherence be brought to what they did? A logic, a sequence in what they picked up and what they let go? No, everyone attempted both the part and the counterpart. They all cancelled themselves out, there was no coherent action.

There was no action, except amongst the missionary brothers. The King, having seen how they comported themselves, drafted their licence himself. He addressed them as his dear brothers; never had anyone affected him so deeply. They received permission, in so many words, to go about amongst the worldly in character; for the King desired nothing more than for them to infect many others and draw them into their powerful initiative, where order lay. As far as he was himself concerned, he longed to learn from them. Did he not wear, just as they did, the tokens and costume intended to convey a meaning? When he watched them, he could see how it should be possible to learn these things, to come and to go, to speak out and to turn aside so that there was no doubt as to what was meant. His heart was suffused with tremendous hope. He sat every day in the best seat in that fitfully lit and strangely nondescript hall in the Hospital of the Trinity, and jumped up with excitement and took hold of himself again like a schoolboy. Others wept; but inside he was full of shining tears and merely clasped his cold hands together to help him bear what he was seeing. Sometimes, at critical moments, when an actor who had finished his part suddenly stepped outside his wide gaze, he lifted up his head in alarm: how long had He been there for? Monseigneur Saint Michael* up there, stepping forward to the edge of the platform in His silver armour reflecting the light.

In such moments he sat up straight. He looked around him as if on the verge of making a decision. He was very close to admitting the opposite of the action in front of him: the great, fearful, profane passion in which he was a player. But suddenly the moment had passed. Everyone was moving around senselessly. Naked torches came towards him* and threw formless shadows up onto the vaulted ceiling above. People he didn’t know clung to him. He wanted to play a part: but out of his mouth came nothing, his movements did not amount to a recognizable gesture. They crowded round him so peculiarly that he was seized by the notion that he ought to be carrying the cross. And he wanted to wait for them to bring it. But they were stronger than him and pushed him slowly outside.




[63]  Outside much has changed.* I don’t know how. But within and before You, O Lord, within ourselves, before You looking on: are we not without action? We will most likely discover that we don’t know our part, we’re looking for a mirror, we’d like to remove our make-up and take off what’s false and be authentic. But somewhere a remnant of costume clings to us that we forget. A trace of exaggeration persists in our eyebrows, we don’t realize that the corners of our mouth are twisted upwards. And we go around like that, a laughing-stock, a halfling: neither true being nor player.




[64]  That was in the amphitheatre at Orange.* Without properly looking up, conscious only of the huge cracked stone blocks* that now constitute its façade, I had entered through the concierge’s small glass door. I found myself between horizontal sections of columns, and little mallow shrubs, but they only concealed from me for a moment the open shell-shape of the tiered audience seats, lying there, divided by the afternoon shadow like an enormous concave sundial. I went over to them quickly. As I made my way up amongst the rows of seats, I could feel myself becoming smaller in these surroundings. At the top, a little higher up than me, a few foreigners were standing in ragged groups, in idle curiosity. Their clothes were unpleasantly obtrusive, but they were not important enough to be worth dwelling on. They stared at me for a while and expressed amazement at how small I was. That made me turn round.

Oh, I was completely unprepared. There was a play on. An immense, superhuman drama was underway, the drama of that monumental stage wall, whose threefold vertical division was now visible, resounding with magnitude, almost shattering yet suddenly proportionate in its disproportion.

I sat down, overcome by joyful consternation. That towering edifice there, its shadows formed so as to suggest a face, with a concentration of darkness in the mouth of the centre, confined above by the symmetrically curled hair of the cornice: this was the severe antique mask that disguised everything and behind which the world drew itself together to make a face. Here, in this inward-curving circle of seats there reigned an anticipating, empty, absorbing existence: everything took place over there: gods and fate. And from over yonder (when you looked up high), lightly, from over the upper ridge of the wall, came the eternal entrance of the heavens.

That hour, I now understand, meant that I was forever excluded from our own theatres. What could I possibly want there? What could I want from a stage from which this wall (the icon-screen* of Russian churches) has been stripped away because we no longer have the strength to press its action, like a gas, through its hardness so that it comes out in full, heavy drops like oil? Now our plays fall in bits* through the torn coarse sieve of our stages, pile up and are swept clear when there are enough. It is the same underdone reality that litters our streets and houses, except that more of it gathers there than can usually be gathered in the course of a single evening.

†(Let’s be honest: we don’t have a theatre any more than we have a God: that would need communality.* Everyone has his own individual ideas and anxieties, and he allows others to see only as much of these as suits him or is useful to him. We continually dilute our understanding so that there’ll be enough to last, instead of yelling at the wall of our common misery, behind which the incomprehensible would have time to muster and brace itself.)




[65]  If we were to have a theatre, would you, quintessence of tragedy,* stand time and again—so slight, so exposed, so denuded of the façade of a character-role—before those who satisfy their urgent curiosity with the spectacle of your grief? Inexpressibly moving woman, you foresaw the realization of your suffering in Verona* all that time ago, when, hardly more than a child playing at theatre, you held a mass of roses out before you, a mask-like elevation to the front to enhance your concealment.

It’s true, you were the child of actors, and when your family was playing they wanted to be seen; but in that you didn’t follow in their footsteps. For you this profession was to be what taking the veil was for Marianna Alcoforado,* although she didn’t suspect it, a disguise, tight-fitting and long-lasting enough so that behind it you could be relentlessly miserable, with the ardour that makes the invisibly blissful blessed. In all the cities you travelled to they would describe the manner of your gesture; but they didn’t grasp how, as you grew every day more desperate, you would hold literature up before you to see if it would hide you. You held your hair, your hands, anything opaque, in front of the translucent passages. You breathed over those that were see-through; you made yourself small; you hid away, just as children hide away, and then you uttered that brief sound of happiness and nothing less than an angel ought to have been allowed to come and look for you. But then, if you looked cautiously up, there was no doubt that they had been able to see you the whole time, all those in that ugly, hollow space full of eyes: you, you, you and nothing else.

And you wanted to stretch your arm out towards them crookedly and make the hand gesture against the evil eye.* You wanted to tear from them your face, which they were wearing out. You wanted to be yourself. Courage failed your fellow actors; they crept around back-stage as if they had been caged with a she-panther and spoke the lines they had to only so as not to aggravate you. But you drew them out and presented them and treated with them as you would real creatures. The floppy doors, the imaginary curtains, the stage-fittings with no backs to them forced you to contradict. You felt your heart growing inexorably into an immense realness, and in fright you tried once more to pick people’s eyes off you like long threads of gossamer:—But in anticipation of crisis, they were already breaking into applause: as if at the last moment trying to ward off something that would force them to change their lives.*




[66]  Women who are loved live a miserable life and are constantly in danger. Oh, if only they would overcome themselves and become women who love. Those who love are enveloped in security. No one suspects them any more, and they are in no position to betray themselves. Within them the mystery has become whole, they shout it out in its totality like nightingales, it has no parts. They lament for an individual, but the whole of nature joins in with them: it is the lament for an immortal being. They rush after the one who is lost but overtake him after only a few steps, and then ahead of them there is only God. Their legend is the legend of Byblis,* who pursued Caunus as far as Lycia. The urgings of her heart drove her through many lands on his trail, and at last her strength gave out; but so powerful was the emotion deep within her that after she sank to the ground, she reappeared beyond death, rushing, as a rushing spring.

What else befell the Portuguese nun,* other than that she became a spring? What befell you, Héloïse*? And you, women in love, whose laments have come down to us: Gaspara Stampa*; Comtessa de Dia and Clara of Anduza; Louise Labé, Marceline Desbordes, Elisa Mercoeur*? But you, poor fleeting Aïssé,* you hesitated and gave way. Weary Julie Lespinasse.* Desolate story of a happy park: Marie-Anne de Clermont.*

I can still remember exactly, once, long ago, at home, finding a jewellery case; it was two hands wide, fan-shaped with a border of flowers inlaid in dark green Morocco leather. I opened it: it was empty. I can say that now, after so long. But back then, when I opened it, I could only see what that emptiness consisted of—of velvet, of a little mound of light-coloured velvet* that was no longer fresh, of the indentation for the jewels that ran across it, empty, lighter by a touch of melancholy. I could only bear it for a moment. But it may always be that way when we are confronted by those who remain behind as the objects of love.




[67]  Leaf back through your diaries. Was there not always a time around spring when the year bursting forth struck you as a reproach? In you was the desire to be happy, and yet when you stepped out into the spacious open-air, the air outside somehow became perturbed and you became unsteady on your feet, like on a ship. The garden began; but you (that’s what it was)—you brought in winter and the last year; for you it was at best a continuation. While you were waiting for your soul to join in, you suddenly felt the weight of your limbs and something like the possibility of becoming ill intruded into your open anticipation. You attributed it to your dress, which was too light, you pulled your scarf tightly around your shoulders, you ran right down to the end of the avenue: and then you were standing, your heart pounding, in the wide turning-area, determined to be at one with everything. But a bird sang and was alone and denied you. Oh, ought you to have been dead?

Perhaps. Perhaps the fact that we survive this—the year, and love—is something new. Blossom and fruit are ripe when they fall; animals are aware of themselves and find their way to one another, and are happy with that. But we, we who have taken God upon ourselves, we can’t achieve completion. We put off fulfilling our natures, we need time. What is a year to us? What are all the years? Even before we have begun God we are praying to him: let us survive the night. And then there’s being ill. And then there’s love.

That Clémence de Bourges* had to die just as she was unfolding! She, who was peerless, who was herself the most beautiful of all the instruments that she played so incomparably, played unforgettably in the least sound of her voice. Her girlhood was a time of such high resolve that a woman in the full flood of love could dedicate to this rising heart a book of sonnets in which every line spoke of unquenched passion. Louise Labé was not afraid of alarming this child with the drawn-out sufferings of love. She showed her the nightly intensification of her longing; she promised her pain like a greater universe; and she sensed that the grief she had herself experienced was far less than the grief that this young woman was darkly anticipating and that made her beautiful.




[68]  Girls from where I grew up—may the fairest of you find, one afternoon in summer, in the shuttered library, the little book that Jan des Tournes* printed in 1556. And take the cool, smooth volume out with her into the bee-loud orchard or over to the phlox* in whose over-sweetened scent there is a ground note of pure sweetness. May she find it early. In the days when her eyes are starting to dwell upon herself while her mouth, younger, is still able to bite off pieces of an apple that are much too large and be full.

And when the time of more turbulent friendships comes, girls, may it be your secret to call each other Dika and Anaktoria, Gyrinno and Atthis.* Someone,* a neighbour perhaps, an elderly man who travelled during his youth and has long been thought of as eccentric, will reveal them to you. He will invite you over to taste his famous peaches, or to look at the Ridinger* hunting engravings upstairs in the white corridor that people talk so much about that one simply must have seen them.

Perhaps you will persuade him to tell stories. Perhaps there is one amongst you who can ask him to get out the old travel journals, who knows? The same one who will one day be able to elicit from him the fact that a few fragments of poems by Sappho have been handed down to us and will not rest until she knows what is almost a secret, namely that this reclusive gentleman used sometimes to love spending his leisure hours translating these fragments of verse. He has to admit that he hasn’t thought about these translations for a long time, and what there is of them, he assures them, is hardly worth mentioning. But he is pleased now to respond to the earnest cajoling of these artless young friends by reciting a strophe to them. He even unearths from his memory the text of the Greek and recites that, because in his view the translation doesn’t give anything like the right flavour, and so as to show these young people a beautiful, authentic splinter of that massive, ornate language that was forged in such strong flames.

As he does all of this, he warms to his work again. He spends evenings now that are beautiful, almost youthful—autumn evenings, for example, that have in store plenty of the night’s silence. Then the lamp burns late in his study. He doesn’t always stay poring over the pages, he often leans back, closes his eyes to ponder a line he has reread, and its sense spreads out through his blood. Never has he been so sure of antiquity. He almost smiles at the generations that have mourned it like a lost play in which they would like to have acted. Now in an instant he seizes the dynamic significance of the world’s unity in early times, when it was something like a new, simultaneous absorption of all the labours of humanity. He is not deterred by the consistency of that civilization, where almost every last thing could be made visible, such that it seemed to many looking back later to form a whole, and one wholly in the past. It is true that there earth’s celestial part was genuinely matched to the semicircular bowl of existence, as two hemispheres fit together to make one full golden orb, but hardly had that occurred than the spirits enclosed within it saw such perfect realization as merely metaphorical; that solid celestial body began to lose mass and rose up into space, and its golden curvature mirrored unobtrusively the sadness of what could not yet be mastered.

As he thinks all this, the man alone in his night, thinks and understands, he notices a plate of fruit on the windowsill. Instinctively he picks out an apple and puts it down on the table in front of him. How my life surrounds this fruit, he thinks. What is yet to be achieved rises around what is complete, and is intensified.

And there, as he reflects on what has yet to be achieved, almost too quickly a small figure rises, reaching out intently into the infinite, the one everyone meant (according to Galen*) when they said simply ‘the poetess’. For just as an urge for the demolition and reconstruction of the world arose in the wake of the labours of Hercules, so, from amongst the accumulated supplies of being, did the ecstasies and despairs that must needs suffice for all ages press forward to the deeds of her heart, that they might be lived.

Suddenly he apprehends this resolute heart, which was prepared to achieve the whole of love, right to the very end. He isn’t surprised that it has been misunderstood, that in this woman, whose manner of love was entirely of the future, people only saw excess, not the new measure for love and the sickness of the heart. That the inscription of her existence has been interpreted in the way the times happened to see it as plausible, that she was ultimately blamed for the death of those whom the god incited, each one singly, to love outwardly from themselves and without reciprocation. Perhaps even amongst the friends she had herself educated there were some who failed to understand: that at the pinnacle of their activity she was not lamenting one who left her embrace unfilled but one no longer possible, one who was a match for her love.

At this point, sunk in thought, he stands up and walks to the window; his lofty room encloses him too much, he wants to see stars, if that’s possible. He has no illusions about himself. He knows that this emotion fills him because amongst the girls who live nearby there is one he is much taken by. He harbours wishes (not for himself, of course, but for her); it is on her account that he has understood the demands of love, late at night, in a passing hour. He promises himself that he will say nothing of this to her. It seems to him that the utmost he can do is to be alone and wakeful and for her sake to be thinking how much in the right that woman was in her way of loving: when she knew that the union of two people can only mean an increase in loneliness; when she burst through the temporal intentions of sex and saw its infinite purpose. When in the darkness of an embrace she did not delve in search of satiety but of longing. When she despised a partnership in which one was the lover and one the beloved, and kindled on her own body the feeble beloved women that she took to her bed, turning them into lovers who would leave her. In exalted farewells of that kind her heart became Nature itself. Transcending fate, she sang her bridal song to her seasoned favourites, extolled marriage to them; magnified the bridegroom nearly with them, so that they would prepare themselves for him as if for a god and withstand even his splendour.




[69]  Once more, Abelone, in these last years, I felt you and understood you, unexpectedly, a long time after I had last thought about you.

It was in Venice, in the autumn, in one of those salons where foreigners temporarily gather round the lady of the house, who is as much a foreigner as they are. These people stand round with their cups of tea and are enchanted whenever a knowledgeable neighbour turns them swiftly and surreptitiously towards the door to whisper a Venetian-sounding name in their ear. They anticipate the most outlandish names; nothing can surprise them, for however frugal they might usually be in their experiencing, in this city they casually succumb to the most extravagant possibilities. In their normal existences they constantly confuse what is extraordinary with what is forbidden, so that the expectation of the marvellous that they now permit themselves comes to feature in their faces as a coarse, dissipated expression. What at home only transpires for a second during a concert, or when they are alone with a novel, they parade here in these flattering surroundings as a legitimate condition. Just as they allow themselves—wholly unprepared and innocent of any possible danger—to be provoked by the near-fatal confessions of music as if they were physical indiscretions, so they deliver themselves to the rewarding impotence of the gondolas without having come to terms with the existence of Venice in the slightest degree. Couples no longer newly married, who for their whole trip have only exchanged ill-natured retorts, descend into silent forbearance; the husband surrenders to the agreeable fatigue of his ideals, while she feels young and nods cheerfully to the listless locals with a smile, as if her teeth were made of sugar and kept dissolving. And if you listen, it will transpire that they’re leaving tomorrow, or the day after, or at the end of the week.

Now I stood there amongst them, and was pleased not to be leaving. Before long it would turn cold. The soft, narcotic Venice* of these somnolent foreigners’ preconceptions and needs disappears along with them, and then one morning the other Venice is there, the true Venice, awake, brittle almost to the point of shattering, not at all dreamlike: a Venice willed into existence on sunken forests in the midst of nothingness, forced to be, and in the end so completely and utterly present. The hardened body, stripped back to essentials, through which the vigilant Arsenal* pumped the blood of its industry, and the body’s penetrating, continually expanding spirit, which was stronger than the scent of aromatic lands. A persuasive state, exchanging the salt and glass of its poverty for the treasures of nations. The world’s beautiful counterweight, full of latent energies, ever more finely ramified, reaching even into the details of its ornamentation—this Venice.

Being conscious that I knew this city filled me, amongst all these self-deluding people, with such a spirit of contradiction that I looked up, in the hope of making myself known somehow. Was it conceivable that there was not a single person in these rooms instinctively waiting to be enlightened about the nature of their surroundings? Some young person grasping immediately that what was being offered here was not a pleasure but an example of willpower not to be found in a more exacting and rigorous form anywhere else? I walked around, unsettled by the truth inside me. Because it had come upon me here amongst so many other people, it brought with it a desire to be articulated, defended, proven. I conceived the grotesque notion that at any moment I would start clapping my hands out of sheer hatred for the misunderstanding chattered out by all these people.

It was in this ludicrous atmosphere that I noticed her. She was standing alone before a sparkling window, looking at me; not really with her eyes, which were serious and contemplative, but almost with her mouth, which was ironically mimicking what was obviously an angry expression on my face. I felt at once the tense impatience in my features and adopted a relaxed look, whereupon her mouth resumed its natural supercilious shape. Then, after considering for a moment, we smiled at each other simultaneously.

She reminded me, if you will, of a certain portrait of the young Benedicte von Qualen* who played a part in Baggesen’s life. You couldn’t see the dark stillness of her eyes without conjecturing the clear darkness of her voice. And in addition, the braiding of her hair and the neckline of her light dress were so typical of Copenhagen that I resolved to speak to her in Danish.

But I wasn’t yet close enough, and at that moment a stream of people pressed towards her from the far side of the room; our enthusiastic hostess herself, the warm, elated, scatter-brained Countess fell upon her with a number of others bringing up the rear and immediately carried her off to sing. I was sure that the young woman would make her apologies by saying that no one present could possibly be interested in listening to anyone sing in Danish. And indeed she did, as soon as she managed to get a word in. The crush around that lovely figure became more and more eager; someone knew that she could also sing in German; ‘and Italian,’ added a laughing voice with mischievous persuasiveness. I couldn’t think of any excuse that I might have wanted to suggest to her, but I had no doubt that she would resist. Already an expression of dry offendedness was spreading on the faces of those trying to persuade her, weary of smiling for so long; already the good Countess, anxious to maintain her poise, had taken a step back in sympathy and with dignity; and then, when it was no longer necessary, the young woman gave in. I could feel myself turning pale with disappointment; my gaze filled with reproach, but I turned away, there was no use letting her see that. But she disengaged herself from the others and suddenly appeared beside me. Her dress shone towards me, the flowery scent of her warmth surrounded me.

‘I really will sing,’ she whispered past my cheek in Danish, ‘not because they’re insisting, not for the sake of appearances, but because at this moment I simply have to sing.’

Her words betrayed the same angry intolerance from which she had freed me only minutes ago.

I slowly followed the group with which she moved away. But when I reached a tall doorway I hung back and allowed the people to shift around and sort themselves out. I leaned back against the mirroring black inside face of the door and waited. I was asked what was going on, if someone was about to sing. I pretended not to know. As I uttered the lie, she had already started to sing.

I couldn’t see her. Gradually space was created round one of those Italian songs that foreigners find very authentic because their conventionality is so obvious. But the one singing didn’t believe in it. It took some effort for her to hold it up, she laboured too much over it. You could tell when it was over by the applause from the front. I was unhappy and ashamed. People began to move and I got ready to follow anyone who looked like going.

But then, suddenly, everything fell still. A stillness emerged that a moment ago no one would have believed was possible; it endured, it tautened, and now a voice rose from within it. (Abelone, I thought, Abelone.) This time it was strong and full, and yet not heavy, of a piece, without flaw, seamless. It was an unknown German song. She sang it with remarkable simplicity, like something inescapable. This is what she sang:


You whom I do not tell that at night

I lie and weep,

whose nature, like a cradle,

makes me ready for sleep.

You, who do not tell me when you are wakeful,

thinking of me:

what if we bore this splendour

within us

unquenchingly?

(short pause, tentatively):

See the lovers,

when they start to profess their love,

how soon they tell lies.



And then silence again. Heaven knows who created it. Then the people started to move, jostling each other, apologizing, coughing. It was on the point of becoming a general blurring noise when suddenly the voice burst forth again, resolute, expansive and urgent:


You make me lonely. You alone I can transpose.

You are there for a while, and then it’s the rustling of the leaves again,

or it’s a scent without residue.

Oh, in these arms I have lost them all,

only you, you are born again and again:

because I never stopped you, I hold you firm.



No one had expected it. Everyone was standing as if crouching beneath this voice. And at the end she showed such assurance as if she had known for years that she would be called upon at that moment.




[70]  Sometimes I used to wonder why Abelone didn’t direct the calorific energies* of her magnificent capacity for feeling towards God. I know that she longed to divest her love of all transitive* elements, but could her true heart deceive itself about God only being a direction of love, not the object of love? Did she not know that she need fear no reciprocation of love* from him? Did she not know the restraint of this superior beloved who calmly defers his own desire in order to allow us, slow as we are, to achieve our own fullness of heart? Or did she wish to avoid Christ? Did she fear being held back by him half-way and become a beloved through him? Is that why she didn’t like to think about Julie Reventlow?*

I can almost believe it when I consider how a lover as simple as Mechthild,* one as enraptured as Teresa of Avila, one as excoriated as Rose of Lima could sink into the easing* arms of God, compliant and yet loved. Alas, he who was the supporter of the weak does injustice to the strong; when they were already expecting nothing more than the path to eternity, they are met in the vaulted antechamber of heaven by a figure in palpable form who pampers them with shelter and confuses them with his virility. The lens of his strongly refracting heart gathers once more the already parallel beams of their hearts, and those whom the angels hoped to preserve intact for God blaze up in the arid ground of their longing.

†(Being loved means to be consumed by fire. Loving is to shine brightly with inexhaustible oil. Being loved is dying; loving is lasting.)

It is nonetheless possible that in later years Abelone tried to think with her heart so as to come into contact with God directly and inconspicuously. I could imagine there being letters from her that recall the attentive inner contemplation of Princess Amalie Gallitzin;* but if these letters were addressed to someone to whom she had been close for many years, how must he have suffered at the change in her. And she herself: I suspect that she feared nothing but that spectral process of alteration, which we don’t notice because all the evidence for it seems wholly alien to us and we let it slip away.




[71]  It would take a good deal to persuade me that the story of the prodigal son* is not the legend of one who didn’t want to be loved. Because he was a child, everyone in the house loved him. He grew up not knowing anything different, and became accustomed to the tenderness of their hearts.

But as a boy he wanted to put aside his customary practices. He could not have said so, but if he wandered around outside all day, not even wanting the dogs with him any more, that was because they, too, loved him; because in their eyes there was observation and sympathy, expectation and concern; because even in front of them he couldn’t do anything without pleasing or offending. But his thoughts back then represented the inner indifference of his heart, which sometimes, when he was in the fields in the early morning, took hold of him in such a pure form that he began to run so as not to have time or breath to be more than a fleeting moment in which the morning comes to consciousness.

The secret of the life that had never been was spread before him. Spontaneously he left the path and ran further into the fields, arms outstretched, as if by reaching out like that he could encompass several directions at once. And then he flung himself down behind a hedge somewhere, and no one paid him any heed. He whittled himself a flute, he tossed a stone at a small beast of prey, he leant over and forced a beetle to change direction: none of this amounted to a destiny, and the skies passed over him as they did over all of nature. Eventually the afternoon arrived, full of ideas; he could be a buccaneer on the island of Tortuga,* with no obligation to go on being one; he could lay siege to Campeche and capture Veracruz; he could be the whole army or one of the leaders on horseback or a ship at sea—just depending on how he felt. But if it occurred to him to kneel down, then he quickly became Deodatus of Gozon* and had killed the dragon and, still hot from combat, was given to understand that this heroism was mere pride without obedience. Nothing that was part of the game was left out. But however many fantasies ensued, there was always time in between to be nothing more than a bird, without being sure of what kind. But then it was time to go home.

My God, how much was there in this to be set aside and forgotten; for it was necessary to forget properly; otherwise he’d betray himself when they probed. However much he hesitated and looked round, the gables of the house always came into view. That first window on the top floor had its eye on him, there was probably someone standing there. The dogs, whose expectations had been growing all day long, tore through the bushes and chivvied him into being the person they thought he was. And the house did the rest. He only had to step into its encompassing aroma and most things had been settled. Details could still be changed; but by and large he was the person that the people here wanted him to be; the one for whom they had long since constructed a life out of his meagre past and their own wishes; the collective being who spent day and night under the hypnotic suggestiveness of their love, between their hope and their suspicion, to be scolded or applauded.

There’s no point in someone like that climbing the stairs with infinite caution. Everyone will be in the sitting room and the door only has to move and they’ll all look across. He stays in the dark, waiting for their questions. But then the worst happens. They take him by the hands, they pull him towards the table, and they all, every last one of them, lean over towards the lamp. They’re fine, they stay in the dark, and it’s only on him that the light falls, and with the light all the shame of possessing a face.

Will he stay and tell lies about the approximate life that they ascribe to him and become just like them all, with his whole face? Will he divide himself between the delicate truthfulness of his will and the clumsy deception that spoils it even for him? Will he forsake becoming what might harm those in his family who have nothing but a weak heart?

No, he’ll go away. While they’re all busy, for example, setting up the table with the badly chosen birthday presents* that are supposed to make everything all right again. Go away forever. Only much later will he realize how determined he was never to love so as never to put anyone in the horrendous position of being loved. Years later he will think of it again and just like all the other resolutions, this one will have been impossible to keep. For he has loved and loved again in his loneliness, each time squandering his whole nature and living in the inexpressible fear for the freedom of the other person. Slowly he has learned to shine the rays of his emotion through the object of his love rather than consume it within them. And he was spoiled by the delight of recognizing through the ever more transparent figure of his beloved the vistas she opened up to his endless desire for possession.

How he could weep for nights on end, longing to be himself illuminated like that. But a beloved who yields is a long way from being a woman who loves. O the comfortless nights in which the gifts that had surged from him were sent back in pieces, heavy with transience. How he thought then of the troubadours, who feared nothing more than having their wishes fulfilled. He spent all the money he had earned and augmented on avoiding that experience. He offended her with his coarse payments, afraid from day to day that she might try to reciprocate his love. For he had given up any hope of experiencing the woman whose love would penetrate to his core.

Even at the time when poverty terrified him daily with new hardships, when his head was the preferred plaything of misery and quite worn out, when his body was covered with sores that broke out like emergency eyes to guard against the blackness of affliction, when he was revolted by the filth to which he had been abandoned because he was of a kind with it: even then, when he thought about it, his greatest horror was to be answered. What were all the subsequent darknesses in comparison to the intense sadness of those embraces in which everything was lost? Did he not wake up with the feeling of having no future? Did he not walk around mindlessly with no right to be exposed to any danger? Had he not had to promise a hundred times that he would not die? Perhaps it was the obstinate aim of this terrible memory, as it recurred and recurred, to help retain a place that would permit his life amongst the filth to endure. Finally he was found. And only then, only in his years as a shepherd, did all his manifold past come to rest.

Who can describe what happened to him then? Which poet has the persuasive power to reconcile the length of those days for him with the brevity of life? What art has sufficient scope to conjure up both his thin, cloaked form and the whole spaciousness of his gigantic nights?

That was the time that began with him feeling anonymous and generic, like a man tentatively convalescing. He did not love, unless he loved just being. The lowly love of his sheep was of no matter to him; like light falling through clouds, it dissipated around him and shimmered softly over the meadows. On the innocent track of its hunger he strode silently over the pastures of the world. Strangers saw him on the Acropolis,* and perhaps he was for a long time one of the shepherds in Les Baux* and saw petrified time survive the noble family that for all its attainment of Seven and Three was not able to subdue the sixteen rays of its own star.* Or should I think of him at Orange, resting on the triumphal arch in the countryside? Should I see him in the soul-inhabited shades of Les Alyscamps,* as his eyes follow a dragonfly between the graves, which are open, like the graves of the resurrected?

No matter. I can see more than him, I can see his very existence, which at that time began the long love towards God, the silent, goal-less work. For he who had always wanted to hold himself back was once more overcome by the growing awareness in his heart of being able to do no other.* And this time he hoped he would be heard. His whole being, which had become prescient and unwavering during the long period when he was alone, promised him that the one of whom he was now thinking did indeed understand how to love with a pervading, radiant love. But while he longed to be loved so masterfully at last, his instincts, so used to distances, realized God’s utter remoteness. There were nights when he thought he might fling himself into space towards Him; hours full of discovery in which he felt strong enough to dip down towards the earth to snatch it up on the storm surge of his heart. He was like one who hears a marvellous language and feverishly determines to write in it. He had yet to experience the dismay of finding out how difficult this language was; at first he wanted not to believe that a whole life could be spent formulating the first, short pseudo-sentences that have no meaning. He flung himself into the learning process like a runner into a race, but the density of what was to be overcome slowed him down. Nothing more humiliating could be imagined than being a novice in this way. He had found the philosopher’s stone* and now he was being forced to transmute the rapidly manufactured gold of his happiness incessantly into the lumpy lead of patience. He who had adapted himself to space, now crawled like a worm through tunnels without issue or direction. Now that he had learned so painstakingly and sorrowfully to love, he was being shown how perfunctory and meagre had been all the love he had previously thought he could manage. How nothing could have come of any of those loves, because he had not begun to work on them and realize them fully.

Major changes took place within him during those years. He almost forgot God over the hard task of approaching Him, and the only thing that he perhaps hoped he might achieve over time was ‘sa patience de supporter une âme’.* The accidents of fate that human beings set so much store by had long since fallen away from him, but now even the necessary desires and pains were losing their spicy aftertaste and becoming pure and nourishing for him. From the roots of his being there developed the sturdy evergreen plant of fruitful joyfulness. He was wholly absorbed in mastering what his inner life consisted of, he didn’t want to skip anything, for he had no doubt that in all of this he would find his love and it would grow. Indeed, his inner composure went so far as to make him decide to repeat the most important things that he had previously not been able to achieve, the things he had simply waited out. Above all he thought about his childhood; the more calmly he reflected, the more it seemed to him not to have been finished off; all his memories had something vague about them, like intuitions, and the fact that they were thought of as in the past almost gave them a prospective quality. To take all this upon him once more, properly this time, was the reason the estranged son came home. We don’t know whether he remained; we only know that he came back.

Those who have told this story attempt at this point to remind us of the house, as it used to be; for there only a short period has elapsed, a little counted time, and everyone in the house can say how much. The dogs have grown old, but they are still alive. They say that one of them broke into a howl. An interruption spreads through all the activities of the day. Faces appear at the windows, older, grown-up faces touchingly similar to each other. And in one of the oldest of them a pale shadow of recognition suddenly bursts through. Recognition?* Really recognition and no more?—Forgiveness. Forgiveness for what?—No, love. My God: love.

The son, the one who had been recognized, had stopped thinking about that, busy as he was, that such a thing might still be possible. It is understandable that of everything that now happened only this one thing was handed down: his gesture, the unprecedented gesture that none had ever seen before, the gesture of entreaty with which he flung himself at their feet,* imploring them not to love. Horrified and faltering, they raised him up into their arms. They interpreted his outburst in their own way, by forgiving it. It must have been indescribably liberating for him for them all to have misunderstood him, despite the desperate clarity of his attitude. For day by day he recognized more how the love about which they were so conceited, and in which they secretly encouraged each other, had nothing to do with him. He almost had to smile at the efforts they made, and it became clear how little they could have him in mind.

What did they know about who he was? He was now terribly difficult to love, and he felt that only One was capable of that. But He was not yet willing.

End of the Notebooks







† The draft of a letter.

† Written in the margin of the manuscript.

† Death, Death.

† Written in the margin of the manuscript.

† Written in the margin of the manuscript.

† Written in the margin of the manuscript.

† Written in the margin of the manuscript.

† Written in the margin of the manscript.




Appendix A

 Drafts of the Opening

First version*

At first I believed that his would be the most unforgettable of faces, but I sense that I can’t describe it. Even his hands were unusual, but I can’t talk about them. His very nature, his voice and the manner of certain unexpected, muted movements—I have lost all of these, just as I have lost him, too. It may be that the knowledge of these impressions (which were very strong) will come back to me one day in later years, when I’ve become calmer and more patient.

If I make myself think about this man now—a man who lived with me for a while and left my life one day, as quietly as one leaves a theatre during the performance—I remember those evenings when he, normally so silent, talked, talked over me as if he felt he had to answer a question that had come up in the silence of our remote house. Indeed he spoke in the manner of an answer, perhaps in the way one would answer a thing, if things could ask questions; sometimes I thought I was hearing memories of his own life (about which I knew nothing), but often he seemed to be mingling different lives with each other, confusing them, and it was then that his words were at their most convincing.

Now the years have passed. I live in a different place. I don’t hear his voice any more and I feel as if all those incidents that it trembled to recount were things I had read in a book. Nonetheless, I know that there is no such book, and that is why it will be written in these lonely times.



Second version*

On an autumn evening in one of the last few years, Malte Laurids Brigge paid a visit, somewhat unexpectedly, to one of the few acquaintances he had in Paris. It was a heavy evening, damp—perpetually declining, as it were; you felt chilly without being able to say exactly where the coldness was coming from, since the air was dark and mild. So it was nice to pull the two armchairs up to the fire. The fire was burning sluggishly, without much zest; it kept sinking down onto the wood, rising as if propelled by inner discontent, trying to reach out and pitching itself this way and that. The glow of the fire came and went over Brigge’s hands, which lay side by side, with a kind of relaxed solemnity, like the figures of a king and his queen on a tombstone. And the motion of the firelight seemed to touch upon these hands at rest, and for someone sitting opposite who could only see the hands, it was even as if they were at work on something. Malte Laurids Brigge’s face, however, was set back far from all of this, deep into the dark, and when he began to speak his words came from an indefinable distance. ‘Today,’ he said slowly, ‘today it has become clear to me. Moments of clarity appear so peculiarly; one is never prepared for them. They come while you’re getting onto an omnibus, while you’re sitting with the menu in your hand with the waitress standing beside you, waiting and looking in another direction—and suddenly you can’t see any of what’s on the menu, you’re not even thinking about eating any more: for right then a moment of clarity has arrived, just now, while you were reading the names of dishes, sauces, and vegetables with tired, half-indifferent significance, it appeared just now, as if our souls have no idea of what we happen to be doing at any given moment. Today I had just such a moment of clarity on the Boulevard des Capucines while I was trying to get through the constant stream of traffic and cross the wet road towards the rue Richelieu; there, right in the middle of crossing the road, I was as if lit up from within, and for a second so brightly that I didn’t just see one very distant memory but also certain strange nexuses through which some early and ostensibly unimportant event in my childhood is bound up with the rest of my life. Indeed, what happened was that it raised itself out from amongst all my other memories with a particular pre-eminence; I felt as if in it I could find the key to all the distant doors of my life, the magic word to open my sealed mountains, the golden horn whose call will always summon help. As if back then I had received the most important pointer of my life, some kind of advice or lesson—and now everything has gone wrong merely because I failed to take this advice, to understand this pointer; because I have not learned not to stand up when they enter and pass by, those who ought really not to come at all, the inexplicable ones. My father could; he battled with it, and I could see how much effort it cost him not to leap up again,—but ultimately he had the ability; he stayed sitting at the table, although admittedly he didn’t possess the elegant composure of my grandfather he could never eat while they were going by; his hands trembled, his face was strangely and horribly distorted. And yet he was a strong, powerful man, visited by adventure-seekers from all over the world, like women and animals, attracted by his courage, his handsomeness and his decisiveness.’

A pause ensued. The young man Brigge had come to see knew that it was possible he wouldn’t say anything else at all; and however much he wished for an explanation of the words that had already been said, or a supplement, he suppressed all his questions and all imaginable sounds. You might say that he was striving to destroy even the wish to hear more that was forming within him, so as not to impinge on or disturb his guest in any way. Then Malte Laurids Brigge leaned forwards so that his face was lit by the glow from the fire and became light and dark, light and dark, and now the other man saw this face as he had never seen it before. He was shown what possibilities lay in this face: the masks of very many great and remarkable fates emerged from its shapes and sank back again into the depths of an unknown life. There were traits of grandeur and luxury in these masks, but in the rapid, inconclusive shifting of its expression hard, sealed, prohibiting lines emerged, too; and it was all so strong, so condensed and heavy with meaning that the observer looked into the stage that was this face almost with bewilderment, having—as he now realized—until that day only known the curtain hanging in ever-regular folds.

At that moment the fire in the grate collapsed, Brigge’s mouth darkened and he said:

‘I must at that time have been twelve years old, or at most thirteen. My father had taken me with him to Urnekloster.

[…]

Once he is said to have spoken to a certain young woman about her sons, and in particular about the travels of one of these sons, while the young lady, who was at the time only in the third month of her first pregnancy, sat beside the ceaselessly talking old gentleman almost beside herself with consternation and fear.’

Here another pause ensued. Malte Laurids Brigge stood up, walked over to the window and looked out. But the young man had stayed sitting in his chair, pensive and confused, until it occurred to him to put new logs on the fire, which had sunk down into dense, flickering embers. At the noise made by the wood Brigge turned round: ‘Shall I go on?’ he said.

‘It’s tiring you out—’ the other man answered, kneeling in front of the fireplace.

Brigge paced up and down. When his friend had sat down once more, he remained standing in what was more or less the darkest part of the room and said precipitately:

‘But it began with me laughing. Yes, I laughed out loud and couldn’t compose myself. What happened was that one evening Mathilde Brahe wasn’t there. […]’






Appendix B

 Original Ending of the Notebooks*

First version

If God exists, then everything is accomplished and we are melancholy, superfluous survivors, for whom it is a matter of indifference in which incidental way we will perish. Did we not see this? Did that great man who feared death* so much not destroy the blessed earthly domain of his nature, because he responded ever more greedily to a God whose being was present and conjoint? At one time, when, struggling with everything, he discovered his transforming work, how he helped there. Did he not in that work, in blissful travails, begin on his only possible God, and were those who experience this in his books not filled with impatience, each within himself, to begin in their turn? But then the tempter* came before him and suggested to him that he was doing something meagre. And he, still as vain as ever, wanted to do important things. The tempter came back and convinced him that it was not responsible of him to describe the fates of unreal and imaginary people while real individuals were not able to cope with their own fates. Eventually the tempter remained for whole days and nights in the lodge in Yasnaya* and flourished there. It was delightful to him to join in when, led astray, he abandoned in ever greater consternation the work of his heart, his own work, to try his hand in desperation at every possible trade, and fail. As he went about these paltry manual tasks, the life of him who was thus tempted narrowed ever more towards intent. He no longer grasped that life was not to be understood; he wanted to read it literally, like a text. What was not immediately clear to him, he eliminated, and soon everything that might still happen was excluded and more than half his past was denounced. And that hour, when he was bent over a shoe that was resisting being made by him, that hour of wretched severity, was like his last hour. When the plover then piped, back there in the damp wood, there was nothing left before death. He thought of the boy who had died at thirteen: why? with what justification? The awful days in Hyères came to mind when his brother Nikolai* changed so suddenly, gave in, and allowed himself to be taken care of. He also changed: would he die? And with unparalleled horror he sensed that his own, inborn God had hardly been begun; that if he were to die now, he would not be fit for life in the beyond; that people would be embarrassed by his rudimentary soul and hide it for all eternity like a baby born prematurely. It was all the fear of his pride that was seizing hold of him then, but before his temptation it might only have spurred him on to make his secret God take effect all the more urgently, so far as he could. But now he allowed himself no time for this; with every inner movement he collided with hard, resistant depths in his consciousness; desperately curious, he forced himself again and again to endure his mortal affliction, and this came over him, deceptively similar each time—and the more terribly because he was not able to assume the presence of mind of the dying, which wrests the forces of agony unto itself and with them achieves unity, perhaps even ecstasy. Everyone walked chastened around the changed house in which so much wrong was being done. And that gentle woman,* instinctively just, whose quiet existence upstairs in her room had been like a shield for the house, was no more. Had she, with the clarity of sight enjoyed by those who love strongly, foreseen the irruption of this mortal fear? A few years before her death, at the time when she suddenly turned round in her room and asked to be given a different one, a worse one, so that associations with her death would not settle upon this good one and spoil it for later. And with what carefulness and neatness did she not then die. Her valueless things were modestly gathered up; it looked as if she were only leaving them behind because she didn’t want to believe that anything might belong to her. Timidity before reality had meant that she had destroyed nothing; everything was there, even the little pearl-embroidered pocket in which the slip of paper with her old secret was kept, as if it were not the property of her heart, fairly acquired, and would have to be returned conscientiously to the unyielding treasury of God. Did she sense, as she thus renounced so much, suppressing the music of her love so as secretly and meekly to perfect the magnificence of her heart, that beneath her grew the one whose tragic error it would be to suppress his own work? Did her unconsciously beseeching gaze not say to him, to the very last, that she had not suppressed her work but only his temporal vanity? Was it not in her room that time and again he was overcome by the might of work so that there could be no thought of resistance? When he then got up, comfortably warm, and went downstairs to write, did he not feel justified? Was he really better at loving later when he was occupied in ripping the love out of his own work like a thief?—Then Tatiana Alexandrovna was no more. Then he was alone; alone with the nameless angst generated by his inner jeopardy; alone with the tempter: so alone that in trepidation he determined to commit to the God who was there ready and waiting, available immediately, to the prearranged God of those who cannot make one for themselves and yet are in need of one. And here begins the long struggle of a fate on which we have no clear perspective. He lives on, and his fate is no longer hanging over him. It is gathering somewhere on the horizon of our heart, menacingly. We can only bear it at a distance, as the legend of one who was fertile and wished to become barren. The cliff of his desperation rises before us in abrupt relief, where his will is strangling his work. And people will tell of the anxiety with which what was justifiably suppressed nonetheless beset him in the same way as they tell of earthquakes: it had become so great that he unsettled the whole world for the sake of his peace.

I imagine that there is somewhere in the park that becomes ever more overgrown a monument that I have not found; a column on which there is nothing written except the day in June,* and the year, when he looked up quietly, overwhelmed by his own self once more, and wrote of the scents and the grass, of how huge the sycamore leaves had grown and that a bee is visiting the yellow flowers and flies off after the thirteenth with what it has garnered. So there would then be a kind of certainty that he did at that moment exist. Even if his expended figure does disappear forever in a fate without term. Even if it gradually becomes clear that, despite the latent force of an aptitude for God, deployed in his arbitrary way, he is ultimately no more verifiable within the accumulated assets of God than those who, corrupt and worn out, have come down in the world and ended up with God as if this were the simplest and most universal intemperance that they could manage.



Second version

Why does that strange May morning* come to mind suddenly now? Is it that I am to understand it now, after so many years? Even without closing my eyes I know what I felt like sitting in the thrilling telega* without understanding why it was sometimes going so madly quickly and then suddenly, without any warning, so slowly. Every now and then I had time to make out individual forget-me-nots clustered together densely on the gently sloping hills, and then it was again as if with the wind of our haste we were overturning the frail huts that came too close to our path, and at last, just as unexpectedly, the rigours of the journey softened, the stammering noise of the wheels stopped and all that was left, filling and teasing our ears, were the loud noise of the bells on the troika and the crack of the whip. At that moment the road through the meadow twisted extravagantly and glided gently downhill towards the entrance to the park in the valley, which was marked out by two short round gate towers. Under the old Prince sentries had once stood there; now there were only trees, but that made no less an impression on me; I leapt up, shook the coachman, and implored him for the love of God to pull up, to stop. There was admittedly no manor house in view yet, but to me it felt like an enormity to drive up close to that great life, whose proximity was already weighing upon me, as jubilantly as if we were at a country wedding. I waited beneath the first of the trees until the carriage turned and took itself off. I needed silence. It was silent now. The unordered silence of a neglected low-lying park in which spring is gently stirring on a wilted bed, a little dazed by its damp smell. What would I not have given to have had nothing to do except spend an hour in that park. And yet I had already reached the shadow-patterned avenue of mature birch trees and was walking towards the house as slowly as possible. It was a pleasure to notice that something was in flower in the copse to the right; I pushed my way through; it was an unfamiliar shrub. That was my last prevarication, and how brief was the stay it provided me with before the moment when nothing separated me from him but the sparkling spring air reflected in the glass door. Did his face pierce this reflection for a second? It seemed too small to me, too old, too lugubrious. But there it was before me. And in truth, it had grown much older in a short time. Age was heaped upon it, in patches, not spread evenly, just as illnesses had unloaded it upon him, and thoughts of death, and sleepless nights; age heaped up, not age dug over. But his gaze issued from his eyes as if out of white headlamps, from eyes now grown too wide and over which eyebrows frothed up like anger; his broad nose suggested unbelievable moderation, and in his cascading beard there was huge power. Then the shrunken figure that bore this head turned round and went up ahead of me. And now I could see his hair, grown long over his neck and filling the hollows behind his ears with soft little twists; there was something cautious and moving about it, it was indoor hair, grown in his room, spoiled by the warmth of the pillows.

Never since then have I experienced both sympathy and fear as so utterly concurrent. I was standing upstairs in the main room, in which nothing but the old family portraits was dark, and I was telling myself that I had good reason to be happy. The windows were wide open, a plenitude of morning was pouring in, and on the tablecloth covering the broad common table, all on its own, the silver of the samovar was frolicking with the cheerfulness hovering invisibly around. And yet it was too late. That was all that I could have managed to say if I had been pressed. I studied the portraits as if they contained something that one might forget, and then at last I stopped before one that really interested me. It was of a nun, the abbess of a convent wearing the severe habit of her order, and must have been painted towards the end of the seventeenth century, evidently by a Russian hand. Everything in this portrait,* the face included, was universal and valid for all: the conventions of the genre had visibly prevailed over the influence of the subject herself. But suddenly, in the hands, a miracle had occurred: they were distinct, very particular hands, folded asymmetrically over each other in the accustomed attitude of habitual prayer. Lord knows how this could have happened: the modest painter, a serf, had declined to paint the hands in the usual traditional manner he had been taught; he had taken it into his head to paint the hands that he saw in the flesh before him—and you had to admit he had been marvellously successful in penetrating to their true reality. He had treated them as important, as if there were nothing else but these creased, ageing hands, as if a great deal depended on not forgetting them. And in his efforts to accommodate within their outline all the details that he was gradually discovering, they had grown far too big, and now they were standing upright at the front of the picture, as tall as a church tower, once and for all. It occurred to me that in these hands there really had been communicated something of the fate of the woman whose portrait it was, but at the same time I felt that I had engaged with them for too long. For what possible interest could this nun hold for me? We probably didn’t even know her name. I know that at the time my interest was a way of hiding my embarrassment, I even thought that I was not quite being honest by continuing to address myself to these paintings. And yet in reality it was quite different. Now, after such a long time, I recognize that this picture did speak to me. Like so many old portraits, there it hung in the main room, and under the guise of an unknown woman it held within it the present fate of the whole house. The abbess was a universal figure, and perhaps her life was of no importance for any of the others. The fact that these were her hands undoubtedly didn’t affect me, but that in these grotesquely large hands lay the decisive, rapturous experience of the painter becoming aware of the world, testing himself on her, empathizing for the first time with all the happiness and hardships of his being—this I saw and absorbed inside me and now it seizes me from within. For exactly the same experience had been suppressed in this house, time and time again. Here someone whose heart had opened to the glory of two hands had spent his many years in refusal. Taking account of no one else he had regulated his life, and resisted, and wanted differently. He had attempted to suppress his innermost purpose with a string of new pursuits, and the anxiety with which the pressure from these filled him had ultimately become so great that he troubled the whole world with his need to be untroubled. Was he untroubled? I stood before him, forced myself to look up, I didn’t know. Involuntarily I looked around, but nowhere was there any proof that the struggle was over in this old man who kept tight hold of his conscience. What if the monstrously swollen demands of his work were to arise once more within him? What if he had been right about his all-consuming fear of death because he would end now as one who had been interrupted at his very beginning? There was no room in this house in which he had not experienced the fear of dying. Somewhere here he had walked up and down and thought about that boy who had died aged thirteen—why? with what justification? Or the awful days in Hyères had come to mind when his brother Nikolai changed so suddenly, gave in, and allowed himself to be taken care of. He also changed. And with unparalleled horror he sensed that his inner self had hardly been begun; that if he were to die now, he would not be fit for life in the beyond; that people would be embarrassed by his rudimentary soul and hide it for all eternity like a baby born prematurely. He didn’t see that it was all the fear of his pride that was seizing hold of him then. He didn’t notice how much impatience and vanity there was in him ripping the love from his work so as to show it more starkly and thereby do violence to everyone. He didn’t know that his new voice was only a louder siren call for the fame he wanted to chase away. And no one told him. We can hardly bring ourselves to track the progress of such temptations without looking for the trace of an angel who might perhaps have been required. And yet you are afraid when you discover in really close proximity to this life the woman who loved so strongly and who was in vain. It is true that she was no longer alive then. But had he not from childhood clung to Tatiana Alexandrovna with all the instincts of his heart? And was it not in her room later that time and again he was overcome by the might of work with such elemental joy that there could be no thought of resistance? Is it a mere superstition to think that, with the clarity of sight enjoyed by those who love strongly, she had foreseen all this? Must she not have known about the fear of death that would invade this house at the point when, a few years before her death, she suddenly turned round in her room and asked to be given a different one, a worse one, so that associations with her death would not settle upon this good one and spoil it for later? And with what carefulness and neatness did she not then die. Her worthless things were modestly gathered up; it looked as if she were only leaving them behind because she didn’t want to believe that anything might belong to her. Perhaps it happened for the same reason that made her destroy nothing; it suited her that she thought nothing of the property of her heart, and thought it would have to be returned conscientiously to the unyielding treasury of God. Or was it the last task of her powerful love in the little pearl-embroidered bag the slip of paper with her old secret had remained? Should it come into his hands? Should he read what he had not understood for as long as she was alive, that for all her renunciation she had not suppressed her inner work but only his temporal vanity? He read it. He accused her of only having been able to love for his father’s sake. He almost condemned her. He didn’t understand it any more.






Explanatory Notes

Full references to works cited in the Explanatory Notes will be found in the Abbreviations and Select Bibliography.

3  11th September, Rue Toullier: MLB opens with what looks like a diary entry, although this conceit is not sustained (since there is only one other heading of this type, in entry 16; p. 22). Rilke himself lived at 11 rue Toullier (in the 5th arrondissement, off the rue Soufflot, near the Sorbonne, the Panthéon, and the Luxembourg Gardens) from 28 August to early October 1902. It may be that Rilke transferred the house number from the autobiographical reference into a date, or he may have in mind an important letter he wrote to Rodin on 11 September 1902 in which he commits to Rodin’s principle of ‘toujours travailler’ (‘always work’).

hospitals: Rilke was unsettled by the many hospitals he saw in Paris during his first stay, and wrote to Clara about his anxiety and the large number of invalids he saw in the streets (e.g. letter of 31 August 1902) and to Lou Andreas-Salomé (on 18 July 1903, a letter that contains material taken up in entry 2).

Maison d’Accouchement: maternity hospital or birthing clinic.

Val-de-grâce, Hôpital militaire: the church of the Val-de-grâce was built to give thanks for the birth of Louis XIV to Anne of Austria after many childless years, and was begun in 1645. It was turned into a teaching hospital shortly after the French Revolution and into a military hospital in 1850.

iodoform: a disinfectant with a powerful ‘hospital smell’ widely used in the early twentieth century as an antiseptic.

Asyle de nuit: night shelter or dosshouse.

‘Ah tais-toi, je ne veux plus’: ‘Shut up! I’ve had enough.’

5  rue Notre-Dame-des-Champs: in the 6th arrondissement, not far from the Luxembourg Gardens.

Hôtel-Dieu: the Hôtel-Dieu is the oldest hospital in Paris, founded in the mid-seventh century, supposedly by St Landry, Bishop of Paris, on the Île de la Cité beside Notre-Dame. The buildings it has occupied since 1876 were designed by Émile Jacques Gilbert, and it was only in 1908 that the Augustine sisters ceased their role as nurses. ‘Hôtel’ in the sense in which it is used here and elsewhere in MLB designates not a hotel in the modern sense but a substantial building or mansion, sometimes originally a hospice.

on their way inside: Rilke mentions the Hôtel-Dieu in a letter to Lou-Andreas Salomé of 18 August 1903, in which he tells her of seeing a patient delivered there in a carriage, ‘lopsided like a broken marionette, with a large sore on his long, grey, drooping neck’. This letter contains much else that is reprised in MLB.

5  Duke of Sagan: Charles Guillaume Frédéric Boson de Talleyrand-Périgord (1832–1910), Duke of Sagan and Talleyrand (great-great-nephew of Napoleon’s Grand Chamberlain, the Prince de Talleyrand), a famous Parisian dandy and socialite. He contrasts here with the lowly generic figure of Madame Legrand from a busy street in Pigalle in the 9th and 18th arrondissements.

rue des Martyrs: a busy street of shops and cafés in Pigalle, across the 9th and 18th arrondissements, linking the church of Notre Dame de Lorette and Sacré-Coeur.

Île de la Cité: one of the two islands in the Seine in the centre of Paris (the other being the Île Saint-Louis).

6  King Clovis: Clovis II (c.634–57), ‘the Lazy’, a Merovingian king of Burgundy and Neustria (the western part of the kingdom of the Franks, from Aquitaine north to the channel, and including Paris) from 639. He is named in Rilke’s Baedecker as the founder of the Hôtel-Dieu.

your own death: the concept of ‘one’s own death’ was developed in works before MLB, such as the poem ‘Orpheus. Eurydice. Hermes’, written in early 1904 and included in the New Poems: of Eurydice Rilke writes, ‘For like a fruit all of sweetness and dark | she too was full of her immense death, | which was so new she could not take it in’ (SP 78–9; KA i. 502).

Chamberlain: the title of Chamberlain (in German Kammerherr, Lord of the Chamber) was originally associated with ceremonial duties of attendance upon a prince, king, or emperor, but by the late eighteenth century was largely honorific.

7  borzois: a breed of Russian wolfhound, shaped not unlike a greyhound. Rilke was very fond of dogs, and his coat of arms (on his tombstone, for example, and the frontispiece to The Lay of the Love and Death of Cornet Christoph Rilke) features a pair of greyhounds rampant.

Sèvres: fine porcelain made since 1756, initially under the patronage of Louis XV’s mistress Madame de Pompadour, at a factory near Versailles.

8  Ulsgaard: the family seat of the Brigges. There is no estate of this name in Denmark, although an estate by the name of Palsgård was purchased by the Prince of Schönaich-Carolath (see Introduction, pp. xxxi–xxxii) in 1877, having been the property previously of Peder Reedtz (1614–74), Chancellor to Frederick III and Christian V of Denmark. This entry owes something to the description of the death of Christian Detlev Reventlow (1748–1827) that Rilke will have read in the Reventlow Papers. Another inspiration may have been Chapter V of Jens Peter Jacobsen’s novel Fru Marie Grubbe (see Introduction, p. xxxvi), which includes an account of the loud and protracted death of Ulrik Christian Gyldenløve (1630–1658), who bellows his refusal to accept the comfort of the clergy in his final hours.

9  bed stalls: Rilke’s word here, ‘Bettverschläge’, is somewhat unusual; he had used it previously in his study Worpswede (written in May 1902), in an account of the accommodation of the poor living near the coast, where he mentions these alcoves enclosed by sliding doors, adding that ‘in these sleep-cupboards the children are born, and wedding nights and the hours of death are spent’ (KA iv. 322–3).

‘the Terrible’: an allusion to the Russian Tsar Ivan the Terrible (Ivan Grosnii, r. 1547–84).

10  his own heavy death: there may be an echo here of the end of Jacobsen’s Niels Lyhne, whose eponymous protagonist ‘died his death, at last, his difficult [vanskelig] death’. Shortly before she dies, Jacobsen’s Maria Grubbe tells Ludvig Holberg, ‘everyone lives their own life and dies their own death; that’s what I believe’ (Fru Marie Grubbe, chap. 18), which may have stimulated Rilke’s development of this concept in MLB.

a child and a death: the last section of the fourth Duino Elegy has echoes of the ideas in this paragraph: ‘But death, entire death: | to contain it so meekly, gently even | before the start of life, and feel no anger, | that is indescribable’ (SP 148–9, adapted; KA ii. 213).

Tuileries: the Tuileries Gardens separate the Louvre from the Place de la Concorde. They were landscaped in 1664 to a design by Louis XIV’s gardener, André Le Nôtre, and cover some 25 hectares arranged along a central ‘historic axis’. The name of the Gardens and the Palace (built a century earlier) derives from the tile factory that previously occupied the site.

11  Look what a little moon like that can achieve!: this entry corresponds closely to a letter to Clara Rilke of 12 October 1907.

Pont Neuf: despite its name (‘new bridge’), the Pont Neuf is the oldest extant bridge in Paris, built between 1578 and 1607 to link the western tip of the Île de la Cité with the left and right banks.

Manet: Edouard Manet (1832–83) was a French Impressionist painter, pioneering in his depiction of the subject-matter of modern life and noted for his treatment of ‘volumes’ to give the impression of flatness.

bouquinistes on the quai: the ‘bouquinistes’ are the second-hand booksellers whose wooden display boxes are fixed to the parapets of the ‘quais’, the streets that run along the banks of the Seine.

composition: Rilke often depicted groups in his poetry, as examples of a kind of ‘still life’ (e.g. ‘The Group’ from the New Poems, Second Part, or the ‘saltimbanques’ from the fifth Duino Elegy; see SP 150–1; KA, i. 544, and ii. 214).

12  a study of Carpaccio: Rilke planned a study of the Venetian Renaissance painter Vittore Carpaccio (c.1460–1525/6).

‘Marriage’: none of Rilke’s plays bears the title Marriage, but several, including The White Princess (written in 1898), treat this theme.

third party: Rilke’s essay ‘Nordic Books’ (1903) reviews the Swedish novelist Gustaf af Geijerstam’s Comedy of Marriage, in which the arrival of ‘a third party’ acts as a catalyst for a separation. Rilke hopes instead for dramas about marriage that do not need such a catalyst, which he calls the ‘clumsy personification for stage purposes of the divisive forces that continually arise between two people who are kept together by their circumstances’ (KA iv. 553).

15  I must … twelve years old, or at most thirteen: this entry was originally intended as the opening for MLB (see Appendix A). Rilke wrote to Ilse Erdmann in July 1915 that ‘the first parts were the scenes with Christine Brahe, the second the death of the Chamberlain’.

Urnekloster: the seat of the Brahe family, a composite of the Danish name Urne and the second part of the names of two of the castles in Sweden belonging to the real Brahe family, Börringekloster and Skokloster.

Count Brahe: Brahe was the name of a noble family from southern Sweden and Denmark, now extinct, whose most famous member was the astronomer and alchemist Tycho Brahe (1546–1601). The title of count was conferred on Per Brahe the Elder (1520–90) in 1561. Members of the Swedish branch were distinguished soldiers and statesmen, some holding the office of Lord Chamberlain.

16  uncle: the German Oheim is used both for parental brothers and for more distant older male relations, but since Malte’s mother had only one brother, Christian, the precise relationship to Malte of this ‘uncle’ is obscure—as are those of Mathilde Brahe and Erik.

alchemical experiments: alchemy associates this figure with Landgraf Karl von Hessen (1744–1836), governor of Schleswig-Holstein from 1769 until his death and commander-in-chief of the Norwegian army, 1772–1814. He was a noted freemason, mystic, spiritualist, and alchemist, and a friend of the Count of Saint-Germain (see note to p. 87). Rilke’s sources were the Reventlow Papers and Lavater’s travel diaries (see note to p. 89).

spiritualist: Rilke’s interest in spiritualism goes back to his youth in Prague, when he corresponded briefly with the mystic and occultist Baron Carl Du Prel (1839–99). Responding to a question on this matter from Hermann Pongs in a letter of 21 October 1924, Rilke explained that one of the reasons he made Malte Danish was that ‘only in the atmosphere of the Scandinavian lands was the ghostly included in the realms of the possible and acknowledged’.

18  little Erik: this cousin of Malte’s is modelled on Rilke’s own cousin, Egon von Rilke (1873–80), the youngest child of Rainer’s paternal uncle Jaroslav. He is commemorated also in the fourth of the Duino Elegies as ‘the boy with the brown eyes and the squint’ (SP 146–7; KA ii. 212). II, viii of the Sonnets to Orpheus is dedicated to him.

19  our little Anna Sophie: Anna Sophie Reventlow (1693–1743) was the second, morganatic, wife of Christian IV (see note to p. 66), and Rilke will have read about her in Danish Portraits (iii. 9).

Conrad Reventlow: her father, Conrad, Count von Reventlow (1644–1708), was Prime Minister and Lord High Chancellor of Denmark.

Roskilde: Roskilde Cathedral on the island of Zealand has been the resting-place for members of the Danish royal families since the fifteenth century, with over sixty tombs to date.

22  silver swan: Rilke will have seen such a silver swan at Schloß Haseldorf (see Introduction, pp. xxxii–xxxiii).

Bibliothèque nationale: the National Library of France, located at Rilke’s time in the rue de Richelieu. This is the last of the two headings that suggest the diary form.

23  Mardi Gras: the carnival season culminates on the Tuesday of the seventh week before Easter, Mardi Gras or Shrove Tuesday (making this one of the relatively few specific indications of time in MLB).

24  Verlaine: Paul Verlaine (1844–96), a French Symbolist and self-styled ‘poète maudit’ (accursed poet), whose later years were spent in poverty in Paris, addicted to alcohol and drugs, living between cafés and hospitals, and dependent on the charity of friends.

25  a bell in the clear air: Rilke is referring to the prolific Pyrenean poet Francis Jammes (1868–1938), whose 1898 collection De l’Angélus de l’aube à l’Angélus du soir is alluded to here.

bombé commode: a particular curved or ‘pot-bellied’ form for a chest of drawers or commode popular in the eighteenth century.

to store it: much of Rilke’s own property had been auctioned in Westerwede in 1902, and some of his most precious belongings were being stored for him by friends.

28  crèmerie: a term common in Paris in the early twentieth century denoting a café or small restaurant.

29  têtes-de-moineau: literally ‘sparrows’ heads’, meaning small pieces of coal, for domestic use.

30  Duval: Rilke wrote to Clara on 29 May 1906 that he sometimes ate ‘in a Duval’, one of the chain of brasseries founded in Paris by Alexandre Duval and jokingly called ‘Bouillons Duval’ after the medieval French knight Godefroy de Bouillon.

31  there shall not be left one word upon another: an echo of Mark 13: 2 and Christ’s prediction of the sack of Jerusalem: ‘Seest thou these great buildings? there shall not be left one stone upon another, that shall not be thrown down.’

Mécontent de tous: this is the last section of Baudelaire’s ‘A une heure du matin’ (‘At One in the Morning’) from the Little Poems in Prose (also known as The Spleen of Paris): ‘Dissatisfied with everything, dissatisfied with myself, I should like to redeem myself and take pride in myself in the silence and solitude of the night. Souls of those whom I have loved, souls of those whom I have sung, fortify me, sustain me, keep from me the lies and the contaminating vapours of the world; and You, dear God, grant me grace to produce a few beautiful lines of verse to prove to myself that I am not the lowest of men, that I am not inferior to those whom I despise.’

32  They were children of fools: extracts from Job 30, between verses 8 and 31. Rilke was using a 1770 edition of Luther’s translation of the Bible, because he felt that in later editions ‘many an expression is attenuated’ (WH 360). For this reason the English translation used here is the King James Version.

Salpêtrière: a large teaching hospital in the 13th arrondissement of Paris. It was built in the late seventeenth century on the site of a former arsenal where gunpowder was manufactured (whence the reference to ‘saltpetre’ in its name), and by the time of the Revolution was effectively a prison for the poor, prostitutes, the chronically ill, epileptics, and the criminally insane. Freud’s teacher, Jean-Martin Charcot, taught there in the late nineteenth century.

33  chapeau à huit reflets: an especially shiny black silk top hat.

36  Riez!: ‘Laugh! […] Laugh! Laugh, won’t you, laugh!’

‘Dites-nous le mot: avant’: ‘Say the word: before. […] We can’t hear. Once more …’

38  Grand Bassin: the large octagonal pond in front of the Palais du Luxembourg, popular with children for sailing model boats.

39  a tall, lean man: much of the description that follows, of a man suffering from St Vitus’ Dance (properly Sydenham’s chorea), including the neurological symptoms and the locations, is adapted from a letter Rilke wrote to Lou Andreas-Salomé on 18 July 1903.

42  Pantheon … holy woman: the Panthéon is a mausoleum for distinguished figures from French history, almost all men. It was originally a church dedicated to St Geneviève, patron saint of Paris, a neoclassical building with triple cupolas, built between 1764 and 1790 in fulfilment of a promise made by Louis XV during a grave illness. It stands in the 5th arrondissement; along the rue Soufflot (named after its architect) it looks down to the Jardin du Luxembourg. Although the Panthéon has a fresco of the Glorification of St Geneviève under one of its cupolas, Rilke’s reference to the holy woman here is most probably to paintings by Puvis de Chavannes near the entrance to the crypt (and which he mentions in a letter to Clara of 31 August 1902, describing them as ‘inimitably beautiful’). She is in all likelihood also the subject of the poem ‘Die Heilige’ (‘The Saint’) of November 1902 (cf. SP 24–7; KA i. 267).

Baudelaire’s amazing poem ‘Une Charogne’: ‘A Carcass’, in the section ‘Spleen and Ideal’ of Les Fleurs du mal (first published in 1857). See Introduction, pp. xliv–xlv. In a letter to Clara begun on 18 October 1907 he refers to this section of MLB, and reflects that ‘without this poem the whole process of development towards objective “saying” that we believe we see now in Cézanne could not have begun […]. First artistic seeing had to bring itself to the point of discerning being even in the terrible and the apparently merely disgusting […]’, and he recalls how Cézanne could still recite it word for word even in old age.

43  Saint Julien l’Hospitalier: Gustave Flaubert’s story ‘The Legend of St Julien the Hospitaler’ is one of the Three Tales published in 1877. Julien is expiating a life of cruelty and self-indulgence and the unwitting murder of his parents by ferrying travellers, Charon-like, across a fierce river; having thus transported a pustulous and foul-smelling leper, Julien’s hospitality towards him culminates in warming his chilled body, skin-to-skin, whereupon the leper is revealed as Christ himself and Julien is transported to heaven. The lesson that Malte draws from this concerns the artist’s own need for self-abnegation to achieve aesthetic perfection.

they wake up: on the anxiety of waking up at night, see ‘People at Night’ from The Book of Images (KA i. 275–6) and Rilke’s letter to Magda von Hattingberg of 8 February 1914.

44  a step on the floorboards: these and several other details in this passage emerge again, although differently, in the third Duino Elegy (SP 142–3; KA ii. 208–9):


Like this you hid so much from him, rendered harmless his room’s

nightly imaginings; from your heart’s refuge mingled

more human space into the space of his nights.

You set down his lamp—no, not so much in the dark

as near, in your presence, and it shone on him like friendship.

Never a creak you couldn’t explain, smiling

as though you had always known the instant the floorboards would go …



everything settled and agreed: compare again the third Duino Elegy (SP 142–3; KA ii. 209–10):


And the Indescribable

knew him and winked at him, as in a shared conspiracy.

Yes, Ghastliness winked at him … Seldom

Mother, have you smiled so tenderly.



story-teller: this is perhaps an allusion to Scheherazade, the story-teller of the Thousand and One Nights, although Rilke’s word for ‘story-teller’ here is masculine.

robs them of desire: compare 1 Kings 1: 1–4, in which the young virgin Abishag is sent to King David, ‘that my lord the kind may get heat’, although ‘the king knew her not’ (compare Rilke’s poem ‘Abisag’ from New Poems (written in the winter of 1905–6).

45  the young woman who drowned: known as ‘l’inconnue de la Seine’, this unidentified young woman drowned in the 1880s, having probably committed suicide. Because of its appearance of serenity and its enigmatic smile her death-mask was widely copied as an objet d’art in France and Germany—Albert Camus, Jules Supervielle, and Maurice Blanchot all owned copies—and inspired many literary works.

45  his knowing face: without mentioning him by name, Rilke evokes the death-mask of Beethoven. See his letter to Clara of 3 September 1908.

a god: Rilke’s notes to his French translator, Maurice Betz, insist on ‘a god’ rather than ‘God’.

what falls carelessly as rain: for another evocative combination of rising and falling, rain and happiness, see the end of the tenth Duino Elegy (SP 180–1; KA ii. 234).

Hammerklavier: the ‘Hammerklavier’ was an early eighteenth-century version of the modern piano known in English as the fortepiano, but there is also an allusion here to Beethoven’s Piano Sonata no. 29 in B-flat major (op. 106), known universally as the ‘Hammerklavier’.

Thebaid: the southernmost region of ancient Egypt around Thebes and Karnak, the upper part of the Nile valley, containing the Valley of the Kings but largely desert, that in Christian times (chiefly the fourth and fifth centuries) became a place of hermitic retreat (cf. ‘anchorites’ below).

kings, courtesans, and anchorites: in the notes to his translation of MLB (Penguin, 2009), Michael Hulse plausibly suggests that this combination may suggest that Rilke had been reading Anatole France’s novel Thaïs (1890), in which St Paphnucius, seeking out the courtesan Thaïs, successfully converts her to the religious life, although is himself so fascinated by her former worldly existence and her beauty that he abandons his faith.

solitary lions: the taming of wild beasts is an Orphic quality reflected in I, xxvi of Rilke’s Sonnets to Orpheus: ‘your sound lingered on in the lions and in the rock face’ (SP 210–11; KA ii. 253). The image of the lion circling occurs again in a letter of 15 February 1914 to the pianist ‘Benvenuta’ (Magda von Hattingberg).

seed of Onan: an image of wasted procreational potential; see Genesis 38: 9: ‘And Onan knew that the seed should not be his; and it came to pass when he went in unto his brother’s wife, that he spilled it on the ground, lest that he should give seed to his brother.’

in gratification unachieved: Rilke quoted the phrase ‘in gratification unachieved’ and glossed this imagery for Inga Junghanns in July 1917: ‘They allow themselves to be satisfied by music, undeservedly in a sense, without properly performing the immense task of absorption that music demands’ (IJ 42).

46  courage de luxe: in French in the original: ‘extra-special courage’.

ship’s figureheads in the little gardens at home: Rilke explained this image in a letter to his Polish translator, Witold Hulewicz: ‘[these are] so-called “galleon figures”, “ships’ figureheads”: carved and painted human figures taken from the prow of the ship. In Denmark the sailors set up the figures that are left over from old ships in their gardens’ (10 November 1925; WH 359). Rilke suggested to Betz that he should describe these figureheads as ‘old’, but this is not in the published text.

47  obstinate man: the unnamed writer is the Norwegian playwright Henrik Ibsen (1828–1906), a towering figure in European modernism. See Introduction, p. xxx. Publishing this and other sections on unnamed figures in Die Schaubühne shortly after the novel appeared, the critic Julius Bab identified them all; Rilke’s translators (Betz, Junghanns, and Hulewicz) had difficulty in identifying Ibsen.

48  like a crack: this image was much beloved of Rilke, who wrote of ‘a dark crack [moving] in the light | porcelain of a cup’ in the poem ‘The Blind Man’ of August 1907 (SP 90–1; KA i. 541), and at the end of the eighth Duino Elegy he writes of the bat that ‘jerks across the air, like a crack | running through a cup’ (SP 168–9; KA ii. 225).

What did it matter to you: there follow references to famously melodramatic features of Ibsen’s plays, in ascending order of traumatic experience: Ellida Wrangel in The Lady from the Sea (staying) and Nora Helmer in A Doll’s House (leaving); Solness in The Master Builder (vertigo): Osvald Alving in Ghosts (madness); When We Dead Awaken (death).

retorts in the reflected light of the fire: Rilke will have been aware that Ibsen was the son of an apothecary, and that Maurice Maeterlinck develops a similar image of chemical, or alchemical, transformations in The Treasure of the Humble specifically in the context of an appreciation of Ibsen’s The Master Builder. See also the poem ‘The Alchemist’, written on 22 August 1907 (KA i. 530), whose phrasing overlaps with the wording of this passage.

through lenses: there is perhaps a case for seeing Rilke’s phrase here, ‘durch Gläser’ (literally ‘through glasses’) as referring to test-tubes or retorts rather than lenses. Rilke’s marginal note in Maurice Betz’s translation (as reported in Betz’s Rilke vivant, 83) explains: ‘[this passage] tries to express how Ibsen took the decision to magnify what he observed in his test-tubes in such a way that this fact or that change—minuscule to the real eye—would appear hugely exaggerated in his dramas, visible henceforth to everyone!’ There is at least some ambiguity here.

the tiny fluctuation in amplitude … of a will hardly counterweighted: Rilke’s notes to Betz indicate that the sense of beschwert is not ‘weighed down’ but ‘counterweighted’, as if on a balance. The original of ‘fluctuation in amplitude’ (Ausschlagwinkel) is elucidated by Rilke’s use of it in line 34 of the poem ‘The Rose Bowl’ from the New Poems: ‘And the movement in the roses, look: | Gestures of so tiny a fluctuation in amplitude | that they remain invisible’ (KA i. 509).

There was a rabbit: there is another ‘crescendo’ effect in this second list of references to Ibsen’s plays: The Wild Duck (a rabbit in an attic room); John Gabriel Borkman (a man in a large room); Ghosts (the windows of the house through which an orphanage is seen burning and the sun rising); Brand (the church); The Master Builder (towers); Brand or When We Dead Awaken (mountains); Brand and When We Dead Awaken (avalanches).

49  your work was as nothing: Rilke glossed this passage to Hulewicz thus: ‘Life, our life here and now, can hardly be represented on the stage, because it has retreated wholly into an inner, invisible part of us and only makes itself known to us via “illustrious rumours”; [Ibsen], however, could not wait until it could be represented; he felt obliged to do violence to this life that was not yet showable; therefore his work ultimately escaped from his hands like a birch-rod that has been bent too far, and it was as if it had never been written’ (WH 360).

talked about her … left her blank: again Rilke introduces a figure without identifying her; he is referring to Ingeborg, who is presumably one of Malte’s maternal aunts. The German word translated as ‘left blank’ here is aussparen, which echoes Rilke’s description of the Danish novelist Herman Bang (1857–1912) in a review of ‘Nordic Books’ (1903): ‘He has a particular technique of leaving blank [aussparen] these figures; when he gives them a background that moves like waves, he leaves them white, and all the changes that happen to them are transitions that occur within this whiteness’ (KA iv. 551). See also Rilke’s letter to Rodin of 29 December 1908, in which he writes of how he ‘evokes women, above all, by carefully putting in all the things around them, leaving a blank, which might only be a vacuum but which […] becomes vibrant and luminous, almost like one of your marbles’.

fingers: Rilke glossed this image to Maurice Betz: ‘she closes her eyes so as not to see what she has seen any longer, but the vision of the event that she is about to recount, rises within her and ignites within her the memory that emanates from inside her through her sealed face’ (Rilke in Pairs, 84).

except for biscuits: biographical sources clearly suggest that Rilke is drawing on his own mother in this portrait. His son-in-law, Carl Sieber, reports in Die Jugend Rainer Maria Rilkes that sometimes Phia Rilke ‘ate nothing but biscuits’ (p. 46).

fear of needles: another mother figure, in Bang’s novels The White House and The Grey House, has a similar phobia.

50  your father, too: see also p. 93 (entry 46), where it is intimated that Malte’s father may have kept a portrait of Ingeborg.

I’ve had enough: this may be an echo of Barante’s account of the death of Margaret of Scotland, ‘dauphine’ of France, in 1445. Exercised at the hour of her death because of gossip about her fidelity spread by Jamet de Tillai, her last words are said to have been ‘fi de la vie! […] qu’on ne m’enparleplus’—‘fie on life! Speak to me no more of it’ (Histoire des Ducs de Bourgogne, iv. 332).

51  Countess Öllegard Skeel: Öllegard is the name of the wife of an early Brahe, Peder Magnusson Brahe (d. 1508?). The manner of this character’s death provides a link to the historical narratives in MLB, specifically entry 61 and the allusion to the Ball of the Burning Men in 1393 (see note to p. 124).

52  Mother’s youngest sister: Abelone’s relationship to Malte is made clear here, in contrast to Ingeborg’s, which is never precisely explained.

Cavalier: the name of the dog given to Leonora Christina Ulfeldt during her twenty-two years’ solitary confinement after her husband’s treason, as reported in her memoirs, Jammers Minde (A Memory of Lament, written in 1674 and published in 1869). See also note to p. 66.

53  in town: Malte grew up in Copenhagen. See also notes to p. 92.

Mademoiselle: it was common for well-to-do families across Europe to employ French governesses for their children (and a similar figure features in Rilke’s autobiographical prose tale ‘Ewald Tragy’).

56  I screamed and screamed: see Rilke’s letter to Lou Andreas-Salomé of 30 June 1903, in which he describes the ‘great fevers’ of his childhood that led to ‘indescribable fears’.

57  Order of the Elephant: the Order of the Elephant—which dates officially from 1693 and is worn by the so-called ‘Blue Knights’—is the more distinguished of the two chivalric orders in Denmark (see also p. 59). The elephant may symbolize piety and chastity, and is associated with the championship of Christianity in battle.

58  Maman wished I had been a little girl: Rilke’s parents had had a baby girl before Rilke was born, although she died in infancy. It was not unusual for small boys to be dressed like girls, but according to his son-in-law, at Phia Rilke’s wish (and against the wishes of his father), Rainer himself was brought up stereotypically as a girl until he was five, with long hair, wearing girl’s clothing, and playing with dolls (Sieber, Rilke, 70–1).

59  Admiral Juel: Niels Juel (1629–97) was a Danish admiral noted for his tactical skill. He fought with distinction at the siege of Copenhagen (1658–9) and led the Danish fleet to victory at the battle of Køge Bay (1677).

Orders of the Dannebrog and the Elephant: the members of the Order of the Dannebrog (which dates from 1671) are known as the ‘White Knights’. For the Order of the Elephant, see note to p. 57.

60  my ability to catch myself again: on the significance of throwing and catching, see the poem ‘The Ball’ from the New Poems, Second Part (SP 102–3; KA i. 583–4).

bautta … dominos: the bautta (or bauta) was made from a black silk cloak, a tricorne hat, and a hood open at the front where a mask would be worn. Its origins are in eighteenth-century Venice (it was not confined to Carnival), and it appears often in the paintings of Pietro Longhi (such as The Ridotto in Venice and The Rhinoceros). The domino here refers to the hooded robe rather than the eye-mask of the same name typical of the Venetian carnival.

61  so light that they flew past you like a breeze: Judith Ryan suggests that there may be an allusion here to Isadora Duncan’s ‘scarf dances’; Duncan was rehearsing in a gallery in the Hôtel Biron in 1908, during the period that Rilke lived there (Rilke, Modernism, 13).

62  heaven knows what objects on it: Rilke was fascinated by decorative objects and fabrics, spending hours while staying with Princess Marie von Thurn und Taxis listing and arranging such things in elaborate displays (Erinnerungen an Rainer Maria Rilke, 43–6).

63  faithful Rebecca: the quotation is from Johan Caspar Lavater’s diary of his Journey to Copenhagen in Summer 1793 (entry for 15 July), and refers to Anna Rebekka Behn (1754–1832), the wife of the poet Matthias Claudius (1740–1815), who bore him six sons and six daughters.

64  Grand Master of the Hunt: Malte’s father’s official function is not fully explained; he is referred to as ‘Jägermeister’, and in entry 45 wears the uniform of that office, implying a ceremonial dimension for which the Russian title of ‘Grand Master of the Hunt’ is perhaps the nearest equivalent (see also note to p. 81).

66  Christian IV … en cadenette: Christian IV (r. 1577–1648) was King of Denmark-Norway from 1588, a popular and cultured monarch and a social reformer, but obsessed with witchcraft; en cadenette refers to a braid of hair behind the ear on the left side of the head, as can be seen in many portraits (such as those by Karel van Mander III from the 1630s and 1640s). It was named after Honoré d’Albert, Marshal Cadenet (1581–1649), who popularized the style in France under Louis XIII.

Kirsten Munk … Ellen Marsvin: Kirsten (sometimes Christine) Munk (1598–1658), Countess of Schleswig-Holstein, was Christian IV’s second (morganatic) wife, whom he married four years after the death of his first, Anne Catherine. Christian had a number of mistresses, including latterly Vibeke Kruse, and Rilke’s word ‘Frauen’ may refer to them as well as to his wives; he fathered more than twenty children in all. Ellen Marsvin (1572–1649) was Kirsten Munk’s mother. The portrait that Rilke describes resembles that painted by Karel van Mander shortly before her death in 1648 and now in Rosenborg Castle.

the ‘incomparable’ Eleonora: Christian IV’s daughter by Kirsten Munk, Leonora Christina Ulfeldt (1621–98), Countess of Schleswig-Holstein, who in 1636 married Corfitz Ulfeldt (1606–64), who in 1657 treacherously entered the service of Denmark’s enemy, Charles X of Sweden, for personal gain. Husband and wife were both imprisoned until 1661, but Ulfeldt once more betrayed his king and was executed in effigy after his escape. See also note to p. 52. The attribute ‘incomparable’ derives from Rilke’s reading of Lund’s Danish Portraits (ii. 177).

The Gyldenløves: the surname Gyldenløve was taken by the illegitimate children of a number of Danish kings, and individuals with this name play an important role in Jacobsen’s novel Fru Marie Grubbe (1876; see Introduction, p. xxxvi). Hans Ulrik Gyldenløve (1615–45) was the son of Christian IV and his mistress Karen Andersdatter; a rear-admiral, he was charged with escorting the Danish Ambassador to Spain, and instead of returning home indulged himself at the court of Philip IV, to the detriment of his health. Ulrik Christian (1630–58) was Christian’s son by Vibeke Cruse, and a respected military officer.

the Ulfeldts: as well as Leonora Christina (see above) these include her husband Count Corfitz Ulfeldt and his father Jacob (1567–1630, a diplomat and Christian IV’s Chancellor).

Henrik Holck: Holck (d. 1633) was a notable military commander, highly cultured and well-travelled, who became wealthy during the Thirty Years War.

Hilleborg Krafse: Krafse (c.1600–61) became Holck’s wife in 1628; she married again after his death.

Congress of Nijmegen: the Peace of Nijmegen consisted of a series of five treaties between France, the Republic of the Seven United Netherlands, Spain, Sweden, the Holy Roman Empire, and Münster, signed between August 1678 and October 1679. The portraits in Danish Portraits, viii. 29–34, do indeed resemble one another to a surprising degree.

Duke Ulrik … Sten Rosensparre: Duke Ulrik (1611–33) was the son of Christian IV, and was treacherously shot by Octavio Piccolomini’s marksmen during a cease-fire; Otte Brahe (1579–1611) was shot in the siege of Kalmar during the war with Sweden; Claus Daa (1579–1641) was an admiral who defended Glückstadt during a fifteen-week siege in 1627–8 by Generals Wallenstein and Tilly; the text in Danish Portraits (ii. 91) recounts how Sten Rosensparre (1588–1612) was warned to take care in the Kalmar War because he was the last of his line.

67  Grubbes or Billes or Rosenkrantzes: these names do not signify specific individuals and are found in many of Rilke’s major literary and historical sources.

68  ‘She isn’t in it’: Rilke confirmed in a letter to Inga Junghanns that he means ‘in the mirror’ (IJ 44).

69  he was just working: the reference to the importance of ‘work’ suggests that the name that escapes Malte is Paul Cézanne, from whose letters Rilke quoted in a letter of his own to Clara on 21 October 1907, ‘I think the best thing is the work’.

silver picket … peacock feathers: the arms of the Brahe family are as simple as Rilke describes, expressed heraldically as ‘sable, a pale argent’, with a crest of peacock feathers.

Erik Brahe who was executed: one of the several Brahes named Erik (1722–56) was executed for treason for his part in an attempted coup d’état by Queen Louisa Ulrika of Sweden against that country’s parliament.

70  Countess Oxe: Countess Oxe appears not to be a historical personage, but the Oxe family was notable in Danish history, with Peter Oxe (1520–75) a learned advisor to Frederick II and Steward of the Realm; his uncle Torben Oxe (d. 1517), Commander of Copenhagen Castle, was executed by Christian II.

70  Prince Lichnowsky: famously good-looking, Felix Maria Vincenz Andreas, Prince von Lichnowsky (1814–48), was an officer in the Prussian army and a Conservative member of the Frankfurt Parliament. He was murdered by a furious mob in protests against the Truce of Malmö in the Schleswig-Holstein Wars.

72  Abelone: Malte’s aunt, his mother’s youngest sister. The name (a Scandinavian version of Apollonia) is probably borrowed from Jacobsen’s Fru Marie Grubbe (1876), where Abelone is the downtrodden wife of a drinking companion of Grubbe’s third husband. However, Malte’s relationship with Abelone owes more to that of the title figure of Niels Lyhne (1880) with his Aunt Edele. Rilke had read these novels in 1897 in Munich.

73  the academy for the nobility: Rilke is doubtless recalling his own miserable education at academies in Sankt Pölten and Mährisch-Weißkirchen between 1886 and 1891, as echoed in the stories ‘Pierre Dumont’ and ‘The Gym Class’ (KA iv. 14–19 and 435–40).

Sorø: originally a monastery founded in the 1140s, Sorø was converted into a school by Frederick II after the Reformation, and three times re-founded as an academy (the second, in 1747, by the father of Danish theatre, Ludvig Holberg). William Høg, the protagonist of Hermann Bang’s Hopeless Generations, attends Sorø. Rilke’s Danish translator noted that Denmark had no schools specifically for the nobility, not even Sorø (IJ 44).

74  six tapestries: these are the six tapestries known by the name La Dame à la licorne, woven in Flanders in the late fifteenth century. In 1841, after being discovered in the Château de Boussac in Limousin in central France by the novelist George Sand, they were rescued from decay by another writer, Prosper Mérimée, who was the local Inspector of Historic Monuments (see also note to p. 132). Now (as in Rilke’s time) they are housed in the Musée de Cluny in Paris. Rilke’s poem ‘La Dame à la Licorne’, written on 9 June 1906 (SP 46–7; KA i. 364), was also inspired by the tapestries. Five are thought to represent the five senses and the sixth, ‘A mon seul désir’ (‘to my only desire’), depicts a woman putting a necklace into a box, which is usually interpreted as the renunciation of worldly pleasures. The order in which the tapestries were designed to be displayed is debated, but Rilke treats them in the following sequence: taste (focused on the falcon); smell (the garland of flowers); hearing (the organ); ‘A mon seul désir’, touch (the rabbit); sight (the mirror). An alternative reading links them to the six courtly virtues in Guillaume de Lorris’s Roman de la Rose: frankness (taste); beauty (smell); joy (hearing); largesse (‘A mon seul désir’); riches (touch); and leisure (sight).

three silver moons … red field: Rilke was very interested in heraldry (see also pp. 67, 69, 74, and 147). These arms, ‘gules, on a bend azure three crescents argent’, are those of the Le Viste family, wealthy lawyers from Lyon, one of whom commissioned the tapestries. The sponsor was traditionally believed to be Jean IV, but a cousin’s son, Antoine II, is now thought more likely, in part because of details in the coat of arms (the superposition of two colours here, blue on red, technically in breach of the ‘rule of tincture’, has suggested that this represents an act of self-determination by the cadet branch of the family).

75  ‘A mon seul désir’: ‘To my only desire’. Rilke is not alone in reading the image as the lady taking out the jewel rather than putting it away. The inscription actually reads ‘A.mon.seul.desir.V ’, so it is possible to interpret this as the words ‘my only desire’ flanked by the initials ‘A’ and ‘V’ (for Antoine [Le] Viste), which might either support the interpretation of the scene as one of earthly renunciation (whereby the five senses do not offer as much as love) or incarnate the gesture of giving by the husband to his bride-to-be, Jaqueline Raguier.

rabbit: rabbits feature in all the tapestries and are symbolic of fertility and sexual desire, paired with the dog, symbolizing fidelity.

mute: Rilke indicated to Betz that the force of this word is to bring out how ‘this dress is permanently silent about the reason for mourning’.

celebration … invited: the motif of the celebration with no participants or absent guests recurs in two of Rilke’s stories, ‘The Dragon Slayer’, written in 1901, and the last of the ‘Tales of the Lord God’, from 1899 (KA iv. 434 and 427).

monstrance: in the Roman Catholic tradition especially, a vessel used to display the consecrated host in a service devoted to the Blessed Sacrament. The object in the tapestry is clearly a mirror, in which the unicorn’s face is visible, although its shape does strongly resemble the highly decorated gold monstrances of the medieval period.

unicorn: see also Rilke’s poems ‘The Unicorn’ (from the winter of 1905–6), ‘La Dame à la licorne’ (9 June 1906), ‘Woman before the Mirror’ (August–September 1907), and Sonnets to Orpheus, II, 3 and 4 (February 1922): SP 64–7, 98–101, and 212–15; KA i. 170, 364, and 570–1; KA ii. 258.

Do you understand, Abelone?: the eyes of the unicorn are fixed on itself, so the love-lesson that Abelone is being taught is that love in its purest form (of which the unicorn, associated with virginity, as Rilke explained to Countess Sizzo in a letter of 1 June 1923) needs no reciprocation. Mirrors, according to the second Duino Elegy, ‘scoop up their streamed-out beauty | for pouring back into their own eyes’ (SP 136–7; KA ii. 205).

76  Château de Boussac: See note to p. 74.

Pierre d’Aubusson: Pierre d’Aubusson (1423–1503) was Grand Master of the Order of St John of Jerusalem (known as the Knights Hospitaller). He was born in the district of Creuse in central France, where the town of Aubusson has been famous since the fourteenth century for its carpets and tapestries. The presence in Creuse of the Ottoman Prince Zizim as d’Aubusson’s prisoner in the 1480s gave rise to the legend that the crescents in these tapestries’ armorial bearings were a reference to a romance between him and a French châtelaine. Whilst the Château de Boussac is in the same district, it is nonetheless thought nowadays that the tapestries of La Dame à la licorne were woven in Brussels.

76  their purposes: Rilke is consistently impatient with ‘targeted’ living, the scrutiny of life or a work of art with a view to a particular purpose instead of being in a state of unprejudiced receptiveness.

They come from decent families: Rilke was sceptical of the developing women’s movement in Europe in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and sought to distinguish the creative activities of individual women whom he admired (such as Ellen Key) from the emerging women’s organizations in general.

77  The way has somehow grown straiter: Compare Matthew 7: 14: ‘Because strait is the gate, and narrow is the way, which leadeth unto life, and few there be that find it.’ In the Luther Bible eng (strait, narrow) is the attribute of the gate, whilst Rilke here has transferred it to ‘der Weg’ (the way). The title of André Gide’s novel La Porte étroite (1909) refers to the same verse: Rilke recorded reading it ‘with joy and admiration’ after it had been recommended to him by Count Harry Kessler late in 1909, and he passed on the recommendation to a number of others, including Georg Brandes (28 November 1909).

women have persevered: Rilke reflects on gender roles in his letter of 14 May 1904 to the young poet Xaver Kappus (Letters to a Young Poet, 35–6).

Gaspara Stampa or the Portuguese nun: Gaspara Stampa (1523–54) was an Italian poet, many of whose poems were inspired by the pain of her unrequited love for Count Collaltino di Collalto; she appears in the first Duino Elegy (SP 132–3; KA ii. 202). The Portuguese nun is Sister Mariana Alcoforado (1640–1723), who was deserted by her lover, Noël Bouton de Chamilly, Count of Saint-Léger. Both are models of a form of ‘possessionless love’ that Rilke championed (see Introduction, pp. xxxix–xlii). The authorship of five famous letters attributed to her has been disputed and they are now thought by many to be the fictional work of the diplomat Gabriel-Joseph de Lavergne, Count of Guilleragues (1628–84).

78  died in their eighth confinement: on ‘the old death of women in confinement’ see Rilke’s poem ‘Requiem for a Friend’ from 1908 (SP 52–3, ll. 182–7; KA i. 419). The poem commemorates the early Expressionist painter Paula Modersohn-Becker, who had died in 1907 a few weeks after giving birth to a daughter. The same poem also touches on the concept of ‘possessionless love’ (‘Where is the man who has the right of possession’, l. 216); see also Introduction, pp. xxxix–xlii.

little pieces of lace: Rilke had a little collection of bobbin lace, and wrote to Hélène Burckhardt-Schazmann of how he was ‘beguiled to discover in it the work of art itself, that is the perfect transformation and bewitchment of its creator perfected and transfigured in the work’ (16 August 1920). See also the poem ‘Lace’ (1906), in which he asks ‘whether the web | of faded lace, this densely wrought, | flowery lace-web, might not suffice | to keep us here? Look: it was done’ (KA i. 475).

79  Points d’Alençon: a style of French needle lace that emerged in the late seventeenth century in Normandy.

Valenciennes: a type of bobbin lace made on a lace pillow, originating in northern France in the eighteenth century and characterized by patterns known as escadrons de neige (‘squadrons of snow’).

Binche: Binche lace (or fairy lace) is a heavy bobbin lace that originated in Hainault, Belgium, in the late sixteenth century; it resembles Valenciennes.

fern frost: fern frost (sometimes called ice flowers or window frost) is a crystal formation on glass that occurs when the air outside is very cold and the air inside warmer and moist.

80  Schulins: the name for Malte’s eccentric neighbours may have been taken from Johan Fredrik Schulin (1694–1750), Christian VI’s foreign minister and de facto ruler of Denmark for much of his reign.

Lystager: the name of the estate means ‘happy field’ and is modelled on the estate of Oby owned by the brother of Rilke’s friend Ellen Key. See Introduction, pp. xxxiv–xxxv.

81  a powerful family of self-reliant women: for possible biographical inspirations for the three sisters, see Introduction, pp. xxxv–xxxvi.

Naryshkin: the Naryshkins were a very prominent aristocratic family in Russia (one of whom was Peter the Great’s mother). Another member, Dmitrii L’vovich Naryshkin (1764–1838), was Grand Master of the Hunt to Alexander I and thus—like Malte’s father—held the rank of ‘Jägermeister’ (like many others at the time, the title was of German origin; see also note to p. 64).

She knew nothing: Countess Schulin, in Hermann Bang’s novel The Grey House (1901), says of herself, ‘I’m not very clever.’

85  The days when they told stories: when Rilke was unable to keep a promise to submit the whole of the MLB manuscript to his publisher, Anton Kippenberg, in the autumn of 1909, he offered what would become entry 44 for Kippenberg’s Insel-Almanach for the Year 1910.

Bredgade: the Bredgade (or ‘Broad Street’) is an elegant street in Copenhagen.

86  Swedenborg: Emanuel von Swedenborg (1688–1772) was a Swedish theosophist and mystic.

87  ‘Eckernförde’: a town in Schleswig-Holstein, on the Baltic coast. Its significance here derives from the fact that the philosopher, composer, and adventurer the Count of Saint-Germain (c.1710–84) was buried there. Saint-Germain was a close friend of Karl von Hessen, the Landgrave mentioned later (and see note to p. 16), with whom he had a shared interest in mysticism and alchemy, and with the Bernstorff circle. He is mentioned in two of Rilke’s main sources for the Danish sections of MLB, the Reventlow Papers and Lavater’s Journey to Copenhagen, and has an entry, also known to Rilke, in AE I/61, pp. 166–71. His various alternative appellations included the Marquis de Belmare.

88  Jardin d’Acclimatation: a zoo in the Bois de Boulogne in Paris, founded by Isidore Geoffroy de Saint-Hilaire and opened in 1860 by Napoleon III. Originally housing a menagerie, between 1877 and the First World War it was also home to ‘living ethnographic spectacles’ (or human zoos) in which groups of supposedly ‘primitive’ peoples from across the whole world—including Nubians, Inuit, Gauchos, and most famously the Ashanti in 1887—were exhibited for the entertainment and perhaps education of Western Europeans. Rilke noted in his diary for 15 November 1902 his impressions of a cat exhibit there.

89  the Bernstorff circle: named after Danish politicians and statesmen Johan Hartwig, Count Bernstorff (1712–72) and his nephew Andreas Peter (1735–97), this included the Reventlows and the Schimmelmanns (a merchant family from Rostock, ennobled in the 1760s—Julie Reventlow (see next note) was a Schimmelmann). The Bernstorffs were a family originally from Mecklenburg and had an estate on the island of Seeland and a substantial town house in Copenhagen.

Julie Reventlow: Countess Frederike Juliane Reventlow (1763–1816) was the daughter of a Danish minister of finance; she married Friedrich Karl von Reventlow in 1779 and spent the remainder of her life on his estate, Emkendorf, in Holstein, at the centre of a large circle of influential cultural and intellectual figures, including the poet Friedrich Klopstock, the philosopher and theologian Johann Caspar Lavater, and the classical scholar Johann Heinrich Voß. She was a highly religious person, although she did not bear the stigmata, as the Count suggests (this notion comes from Bobé’s foreword to Lavater’s Journey to Copenhagen, as does the comparison with a saint).

90  the white sash instead of the blue one: see notes to pp. 57 and 59. Early in Herman Bang’s novel Hopeless Generations (1880), a distinguished member of the Høg family under scrutiny, a minister under King Christian VIII, dies ‘as a member of the Order of the Elephant’.

perforation of the heart: the taphophobics’ precaution of piercing the heart (or opening a vein in the arm) before interment, to avoid the risk of being buried alive, was not uncommon in Austria-Hungary. Doctors had a special implement, the Herzstichstilett, to perform the task. Rilke’s near contemporary, Arthur Schnitzler (1862–1931)—a doctor as well as a writer—contemplated having this done in a note dated 29 April 1912.

92  the shattering of the helmet: the AE has the following for this term (Helmzerbrechen): ‘Shattering the helmet is a custom practised at the burial of those of higher and lower nobility who are the last of their line and their name. The chief insignia of the noble family are destroyed, and then the flag, ripped into pieces, the coat of arms, smashed, the helmet, and seal are passed into the crypt with a shout of “Today [name] and never more”’ (II/5, p. 199).

Langelinie: a promenade and pier in Copenhagen ending in a small, four-metre-high lighthouse.

Dronningens Tvaergade: literally ‘the Queen’s Cross Street’, this is a street in central Copenhagen originally linking the King’s Garden and the Queen’s Garden.

93  while I was growing up: the autobiographical story ‘Ewald Tragy’ has a description of just such a walk (KA iii. 246–52).

only a copy: the text here is a fairly faithful version of the description of Christian’s death in Danish Portraits (ii. 162), which is itself a Danish translation of the report, in German, of the King’s doctor, Sperling.

Christian IV: see note to p. 66.

94  When my dog died: compare Rilke’s short prose text ‘An Encounter’, from January 1907 (SW vi. 981–5).

96  slap my face: Rilke reported being hit as a child, which he told Valerie von David-Rhonfeld in a letter of 4 December 1894.

Félix Arvers’s death: Félix Arvers (1806–50) was a French poet and dramatist. This story is attested by his cousin, M. Crédé, as reported by Adolphe Brisson in Portraits intimes, 3rd series (1897), 36.

97  Saint John of God: a Portuguese saint, Juan de Dio or João de Deus (1495–1550), although this miracle does not feature in the standard sources.

neighbour: see also Rilke’s poem ‘The Neighbour’ (KA i. 276).

those improbable August nights: this may be a reminiscence of Rilke’s second visit to St Petersburg, during the first three weeks of August 1900.

98  Pushkin and Nekrasov: Alexander Pushkin (1799–1837) is often called the founder of modern Russian literature, writing lyric and epic poetry, novels, stories, dramas, and essays. Nikolay Alexeyevich Nekrasov (1821–78), another important poet of the nineteenth century, took over the important literary journal Sovremennik (‘The Contemporary’), originally founded by Pushkin. Rilke wrote of his admiration of these poets to Alfred Schaer (26 February 1924).

fur coat: this entry suggests the influence of Nikolai Gogol’s grotesque short stories, and perhaps of ‘the Overcoat’ (1842) and ‘The Nose’ (1835–6) in particular.

101  medical student: biographical background for the story of the student and the sound of metallic objects being dropped emerges from a letter to Clara Rilke of 19 June 1907.

105  two monkeys: in a letter to Heinrich Vogeler of 17 September 1902, Rilke wrote of the life of people in Paris that it was ‘a daintily framed mirror with nothing in it but the person who happens to be looking in. And—in the way that mirrors are—when it comes down to it, strictly speaking, they aren’t there either, there’s no one, nothing;—and the one who gets the idea of reaching behind it is an ape amusing the others.’

106  strange paintings: Rilke probably has in mind works by Pieter Bruegel the Elder (c.1525/30–69), such as the sequence of prints entitled The Seven Vices (1556–8), or by Hieronymus Bosch (c.1450–1516), such as The Garden of Earthly Delights (between 1490 and 1510). Rilke mentions Bruegel in letters of 8 November 1907 to Sidonie Nádherný von Borutin and 7 June 1926 to Nanny Wunderly-Volkart.

106  the Saint: Rilke is probably thinking of the temptation of St Anthony the Great in the Egyptian desert, the subject of innumerable paintings since at least the tenth century, including one by Bosch (c.1501) and a series by Cézanne from the 1870s (two of which are indebted to Flaubert’s novel of 1874). This passage is not a description of a single painting but Rilke’s own imaginative response to the subject-matter via an evocation of late fifteenth- and early sixteenth-century fantastic art. See also his poem ‘The Temptation’ from the New Poems (KA i. 529).

solitaries: compare Rilke’s ‘Fragment on Solitaries’ from 1903–4 (SW v. 637–44), which he recalls in a letter to Clara of 13 October 1907.

107  They decried him: in letters of 8 and 9 October 1907 to Clara, Rilke writes of Cézanne that, in his later years, ‘on the way to his studio he was chased by children who threw things at him like a mangy dog’ and that he was ‘derided, taunted, mistreated’ on the streets—although this entry is not narrowly concerned with Cézanne in particular.

108  not life: compare Rilke’s poem ‘Vertrau den Büchern nicht zu sehr’ (‘Do not put too much trust in books’, written in November 1907), which opens: ‘Do not place too much trust in books; | they are what’s past and what is to come. | Take hold of something that has being’ (SW i. 407).

‘The End of Grisha Otrepyev’: Grigorii Bogdanovich Otrepyev, a monk who pretended to be the Tsarevich Dmitrii Ivanovich, son of Ivan the Terrible, and reigned as Tsar 2for nearly a year in 1605–6.

the corpse of the false Tsar: several of these details appear in the article on Otrepyev in AE I/26, pp. 210–11.

Marie Nagaia: a member of the influential Nagoi family, Maria was the seventh wife of Ivan IV (r. 1547–84) and mother of his youngest son, Dmitrii (1582–91). She officially recognized the pseudo-Demetrius as her son on 18 July 1605 and he was crowned three days later.

109  Marina Mniszech: a Polish noblewoman (1588–1614), who was married to the pseudo-Dmitrii in November 1605 so as to facilitate Polish influence on the throne of Russia. She also married the second pseudo-Dmitrii (thus ‘believing […] in everyone’).

streltsy: guard units in Imperial Russia from the mid-sixteenth century, armed with muskets and pikes. They were founded by Ivan IV (the Ivan Grosnii of the next line).

Shuisky: Prince Vasilii Shuisky (1552–1612) had been sent by Boris Godunov in 1591 to ascertain the nature of Tsarevich Dmitrii’s fate and reported suicide; despite this, he courted the favour of the pseudo-Dmitrii but later conspired against him and succeeded him, as Vasilii IV (r. 1606–10).

110  someone: Charles the Bold (1433–77), Duke of Burgundy from 1466, had ambitions to make his duchy into a kingdom to rival France. He was nearly crowned by the Holy Roman Emperor, but after 1474 suffered defeats at the hands of the Swiss, René of Lorraine, Sigismund of Austria, and the towns of the Upper Rhine, often acting in coalition, culminating in the Battle of Nancy in which he was killed.

short, uncooperative, defiant, and desperate: the source of this characterization is Barante’s Histoire des Ducs de Bourgogne, especially a general characterization (XI/i. 164–73, headed ‘What was said about the Duke after his death’), but including other details such as Charles’s avoidance of wine (XI/i. 50) and the trumpets from the Canton of Uri sounding in the Battle of Grandson (XI/i. 24).

Granson: the siege of the Swiss Castle of Granson, near Neuchâtel, in February 1476 ended with the execution of the whole garrison, more than 400 men, despite their capitulation. The subsequent battle on 2 March, however, ended in the rout and humiliation of the Burgundian forces. Barante (and Rilke) spell the town Granson, although Grandson is more usual.

111  Prince of Taranto … Lord of Château-Guyon: names from Charles’s retinue taken from Barante (XI/i. 2–3).

Feast of the Epiphany: the Battle of Nancy took place on 5 January 1477, and the Duke could not be found for the whole of the 6th, the Feast of the Epiphany.

fugitives: these details of the fugitives’ nervous and exaggerated reports, and of the general belief that the Duke was still alive, are all from Barante (XI/i. 155–6).

112  Count of Campo-Basso: Campo-Basso had betrayed Charles and deserted to the Duke of Lorraine, taking substantial forces with him (so was therefore not one of the Duke’s last-remaining allies, as is suggested by KA iii. 991).

Louis-the-Eleventh: Rilke invents a name for Charles’s jester—mischievously using that of the reigning King of France, Louis XI. Historically (and as reflected prominently in Walter Scott’s novel Quentin Durward) the fool was named ‘Le Glorieux’.

Olivier de la Marche: a poet and chronicler, the Duke’s secretary and formerly page to Charles’s father, Philip the Good.

113  the Roman: the page, Gian-Battista Colonna.

115  Schiller and Baggesen … Calderón: this list is a mixture of names from the canon of European literature and Danish poets of the Enlightenment and Romanticism: none of them was of particular importance for Rilke in MLB or more generally. Friedrich Schiller (1759–1805) was one of Germany’s greatest dramatists, Walter Scott (1771–1832) was a Scottish historical novelist who had huge influence in Europe, and Pedro Calderón de la Barca (1600–81) was the foremost dramatist of the Spanish Golden Age. The three Danish writers were near-contemporaries: poet Jens Baggesen (1764–1826) was popular at the turn of the century; Adam Oehlenschläger (1779–1850) was the poet and playwright who brought Romanticism to Denmark, publishing his Digte (Poems) in 1803, a year before a volume with the same generic title by Adolph Wilhelm Schack von Staffeldt (1769–1826).

116  Abelone’s modest activity: this scene owes something to Rilke’s time on Capri in the winter of 1906–7, as later letters to Lou Andreas-Salomé (10 January 1912) and Julie Freifrau von Nordeck zu Rabenau (2 January 1912) confirm.

dew-moistened: the German here is ‘thauduff ’, which has caused translators and commentators some considerable trouble. T[h]au is dew; MLB/KA 272, suggests that duff is a form of taub (deaf), meaning ‘dull’ or ‘matt’, usually of colours, but this is counter-intuitive here. Adelung’s Grammatisch-Kritisches Wörterbuch der Hochdeutschen Mundart gives duff as a variant in Lower Saxony of duffig or dumpfig, meaning ‘damp, wet; but only in so far as the dampness is conveyed by the smell’; ‘moistened’ is therefore an attempt to render this appropriately.

117  ‘To Bettina’: the book is Bettina von Arnim’s letters to Goethe, published originally in 1835 as Goethe’s Correspondence with a Child (although Bettina was twenty-two when she first met Goethe and twenty-six when he distanced himself). Rilke consistently has ‘Bettine’ instead of the more usual ‘Bettina’, both here and in his letters. He read the correspondence in August and September 1908, describing it in letters of that year to Sidonie Nádherný von Borutin (5, 24, and 26 September) and Clara (4 September).

couldn’t reach: in BT there is a poem at this point (‘Fühlst du noch, wie wir allein in Straßen | aneinander wie die Engel gehn’—‘Do you still feel how, alone in the streets, we walk alongside each other like the angels’; SW ii. 362).

118  she realized herself: the capacity (always female) to partake so completely of world, infuse and be infused by it, is shared by other figures in Rilke’s work, such as Eurydice in ‘Orpheus. Eurydice. Hermes’ from the New Poems: ‘She was already loosed like long hair, | relinquished like the flowing rain, freely | shared like an inextinguishable store. || She was already root’ (SP 80–1; KA i. 503).

John on Patmos, kneeling: an allusion to the Book of Revelation, in which John of Patmos is instructed to write down what he hears and sees of the Revelation of Christ (1: 7–9). There is an image of this by Hieronymus Bosch (c.1489), but Rilke’s visual inspiration here is probably an altarpiece by Hans Memling (c.1440–94) in St John’s Hospital in Bruges, which he saw during a visit to Flanders in July and August 1906: on the right wing of the triptych St John appears to have writing implements in both hands, ‘in order to capture absolutely everything vouchsafed’ (as Rilke put it in a letter to Marie von Thurn und Taxis on 16 January 1912). The poem ‘Look: (for no tree shall distract you)’ from November 1915 makes use of the motif of two-handed writing to suggest inspiration (KA ii. 143).

‘performed the duty of the angel’: when Witold Hulewicz asked what he was quoting from here, Rilke replied that it was ‘probably’ from Goethe’s Correspondence with a Child (WH 361), but the phrase does not in fact appear there.

the chariot of his fiery ascension: an allusion to the ascent into heaven of Elijah in a whirlwind and carried by a chariot of fire, 2 Kings 2: 11. The apocalyptic tone and quasi-biblical language are in the service of Rilke’s attempt to give the relationship of Goethe and Bettina a status akin to that of tragic lovers of myth and history.

119  life is greater than fate: Rilke is distinguishing here between fate (a specific, historically determined and anchored form of being) and life (being itself, beyond historical contingency), where the former is antipathetic to individuality and the latter a mode in which it can be fully realized.

Héloïse’s first two letters: the love between Héloïse d’Argenteuil (1101–64), niece of Canon Fulbert of Notre Dame de Paris, and her teacher, the priest, scholastic philosopher, and logician Peter Abelard (1079–1142), was opposed by Fulbert. When Héloïse became pregnant she and Abelard married in secret, but Fulbert made the marriage public, necessitating her withdrawal to a convent and Abelard’s to a monastery, after he had been castrated by Fulbert’s henchmen. The passionate letters they later exchanged (seven are preserved), and Abelard’s Historia Calamitatum (The Story of my Misfortunes, written in the form of a letter), have served to establish them as a model for tragically thwarted love since they were first published in the seventeenth century.

Portuguese nun: Mariana Alcoforado: see note to p. 77.

Sappho: one of the few Greek women lyric poets whose work has survived, Sappho was born on the island of Lesbos in the second half of the seventh century bce and lived until the early sixth century. By repute, much of her poetry deals with passionate love between women. Rilke wrote a number of poems about Sappho, including ‘Eranna to Sappho’, ‘Sappho to Eranna’, and ‘Sappho to Alcaeus’ (KA i. 451–2). Rilke’s point is that by looking too hard at Sappho’s life (and in particular her relationships with women), posterity has failed to grasp her true importance. Entry 68 of MLB is substantially devoted to Sappho.

‘La Presse’: a major French daily newspaper, founded in 1836, sold cheaply, and chiefly by street-vendors rather than by subscription.

120  Pietà: a statue of Christ taken down from the cross and cradled in the arms of the Virgin Mary.

Saint-Sulpice: a church in the 6th arrondissement, near the Luxembourg Gardens, begun in the mid-seventeenth century; one of the two towers at the west end was rebuilt in the late eighteenth century, with the result that they do not now match.

123  a lamp that has gone cold: a reference to the foolish virgins in Matthew 25: 8, whose oil is used up and whose lamps have gone out when the Bridegroom comes.

123  Did he not: once more Malte defers naming the subject of his reflection. He is referring to Charles VI of France (1368–1422), known as Charles the Beloved or Charles the Mad. During his minority (he came to the throne at the age of eleven), four uncles acted as regents and emptied the treasury. In 1392, a few years after taking control in his own right, Charles suffered the first of many violent attacks of insanity, which gradually diminished his authority and contributed to the chaos in the kingdom that culminated in France’s defeat at Agincourt in 1415. During these periods of insanity the King would sometimes refuse to wash, and his body became filthy and vermin-ridden.

Gerson: Jean Charlier de Gerson (1363–1429) was a poet and theologian, and Chancellor of the University of Paris from 1392. Rilke is alluding here to a speech delivered by Gerson on 4 September 1413 and entitled ‘Rex in sempiternum vive’ (‘May the King live forever’).

parva regina: ‘Little queen’: the King’s concubine, Odette de Champdivers (born c.1390, d. 1425, and thus after the King). She is mentioned in one of Rilke’s sources, the Chronique du religieux de Saint-Denys (vi. 487–9).

124  Juvénal: Jean Jouvenal, later Juvénal des Ursins (1360–1431), counsellor to Charles VI and VII; his son, Jean II Juvénal des Ursins (1388–1473), Bishop of Rheims from 1449, is said to have been the author of one of Rilke’s sources, the Histoire de Charles VI, roy de France (1430). It is not clear how far Rilke distinguished between father and son.

his brother had been murdered: Charles’s brother, the unpopular Louis Duke of Orleans (1372–1407), was assassinated by a gang of thugs on his return from a visit to Queen Isabeau (who had just given birth to a son, who lived only a day) on 23 November 1407. The thugs were in the employ of John the Fearless, Duke of Burgundy (1371–1419), who openly admitted the killing.

Valentina Visconti: the wife of the murdered Duke of Orleans, Valentina Visconti (1371–1408), was very close to the King.

tenacious, eloquent lawyer: the theologian Jean Petit (c.1360–1411) defended John the Fearless against charges of murder in an address held on 8 March 1408. He called the death of Louis Orleans tyrannicide, and thus an act not only justifiable but necessary. Despite opposition to the argument, and because John’s troops were present, Petit obtained his pardon from the King. Petit’s reasoning was a target of Jean Gerson’s sermon referred to above (see note to p. 123).

Hôtel de Saint-Pol: a royal residence built by Charles V in the 1360s, the Hôtel de Saint-Pol is in the 4th arrondissement, outside the medieval centre of Paris, and was the venue for the so-called Bal des Ardents (Ball of the Burning Men) in 1393, during which a fire killed four noblemen and almost caused the death of Charles VI.

Roosebeke: a Flemish army under Philip van Artevelde was defeated with the support of the French, led by Philip II Duke of Burgundy, at Roosebeke in Flanders on 27 November 1382. This was when Charles VI was fourteen rather than in any sense ‘fully fledged’, when he was not in control of policy and unable to draw any real advantage from the military success. Rilke’s reference to a victory, therefore, is ironic.

124  his uncle de Berry: Rilke means Philip the Bold, Duke of Burgundy (1342–1404), rather than Jean the Magnificent, Duke of Berry (1340–1416)—commissioner of the celebrated illustrated devotional book, Les Très Riches Heures—although both were Charles’s uncles and members of the council of regents. BT originally had ‘his Uncle Burgundy’ here.

125  Senlis: according to Ursins, while Charles was hunting in Senlis in northern France in 1380, he came upon a stag with a collar of gilded copper round its neck, inscribed ‘Caesar hoc mihi donavit’ (‘Caesar gave this to me’). Thenceforth he adopted the device of a winged stag with a crown of gold round its neck as his emblem. Froissart has a similar tale, and although the stag there is winged, it appears in a dream and there is no mention of a collar.

Brotherhood of the Passion: AE includes in its entry for ‘Brotherhood of the Passion’ a reference to Charles VI’s fondness for these mystery plays performed by a lay actors’ guild founded in Paris in 1402 (III/13, p. 164).

The Path of Long Study: Le Livre du chemin de long estude (published in 1403) is an allegorical dream-narrative by one of the most important women writers of her time, Christine de Pisan (c.1364–1430). Christine adapts motifs and structures from Dante’s Divine Comedy to the historical reality of her own time, with a female guide, the Cumaean Sibyl, for its author’s fictional journey across Europe and Asia and into heaven. The work was dedicated to Charles VI and the Duke of Berry.

126  infant’s skull: the reference is to the fontanelles in the skull of newborn children, that gradually ossify and close in the months after birth.

pieces of board: the Royal Treasurer notes the order of three packs of cards, hand-painted by Jacquemin Gringonneur, ‘in gold and diverse colours, ornamented with many devices, for the diversion of our Lord, the King’.

host of figures: the slightly unusual phrase in the original, ‘voller Figur’, is an echo of Albrecht Dürer’s famous dictum ‘ein guter Maler ist inwendig voller Figur’ (‘a good painter has within himself a host of figures’), which Rilke quotes at the end of the essay on Fritz Mackensen in his 1902 study, Worpswede (KA iv. 346).

Emperor Wenceslaus: Froissart and des Ursins report on the meeting, in 1397, of Charles VI and the Holy Roman Emperor Wenceslaus IV (‘The Idle’) of Bohemia (1361–1419) to discuss ways of promoting the unity of the Church. A banquet in the Emperor’s honour had to be postponed because he was too drunk to attend.

Avignon: during the so-called Western Schism, all but three of the cardinals who elected Pope Urban VI (r. 1378–89) under pressure from the populace in Rome, which wanted the seat of the papacy to return there from Avignon, regretted their decision and held a second conclave to elect Clement VII (r. 1378–94). The schism, which was not doctrinal, lasted until the Council of Constance elected a single Pope, Martin V (r. 1417–31). Avignon (at Charles’s ‘right hand’) was in the sphere of French influence.

127  John XXII: during the Avignon Papacy (1309–77), when the papal seat was moved from Rome to Avignon and which preceded the Western Schism, all seven of the popes and 111 of the 134 cardinals created were French. John XXII (r. 1316–34), born in Cahors as Jacques d’Euse, was the second of the Avignon Popes; he was seventy-two when elected.

massive palace: the austere and fortress-like Old Palace was built by Pierre Poisson, commissioned by Benedict XII, from 1335; the more elaborate New Palace was erected under Clement VI after 1542.

emergency body: Rilke glossed the German word Notleib for his Danish translator: ‘because the soul must have a place to be, a body quickly developed. Something like in the phrase “emergency exit”’ (IJ 47).

more terrible enforcers of their will: the so-called ‘lepers’ plot’ of 1321 was allegedly a conspiracy by French lepers to poison wells and the public water-supply, and caused widespread hysteria in France. It features in the Chronique du religieux de Saint-Denys, without reference to the supposed involvement of the Jews, although there are many other sources that might have contributed this component.

128  angelus: the Angelus is a prayer beginning ‘The angel of the Lord declared unto Mary’ and including the triple recitation of the Hail Mary. It is recited kneeling at 6 a.m., 12 noon, and 6 p.m., traditionally while a bell is rung. The practice of saying three Hail Marys at sunset was indulgenced by John XXII in 1318 and 1327.

sermon: the first of six controversial sermons was preached on a text by Bernard of Clairvaux by the eighty-five-year-old Pope in Avignon on 1 November 1331. The source of consternation was his contention that the souls of the just do not enjoy the beatific vision of God (which is their eternal heavenly reward) until after the Last Judgement and the resurrection of their bodies. He did not recant until very shortly before his death in 1334.

Napoleon Orsini: Napoleon Orsini Frangipani (1263–1342) was a cardinal and diplomat, nephew of Pope Nicholas III. He led the resistance to John XXII’s supposed heresies and was chosen to crown his successor.

Count de Ligny: Pierre de Luxembourg (1369–87), son of Guy de Luxembourg, Count of Ligny and Saint-Pol: at the age of ten he was a canon of Notre Dame de Paris, at fifteen he was Bishop of Metz, and Clement VII named him cardinal two years later. His asceticism and charity made him extremely well liked by the populace.

130  They drank from the same cup: before the murder of the Duke of Orleans by John the Fearless (see note to p. 124) the King had tried to reconcile them. Barante’s Histoire des Ducs de Bourgogne describes two such ceremonies between them as well as one between Orleans and John’s father, Philip the Bold of Burgundy.

one brother attacked the other brother: Rilke replied to Hulewicz to say that he did not know which brothers were referred to here (WH 365), but the Chronique du religieux de Saint-Denys has a chapter entitled ‘On the Count of Vendôme, brother of the Count of la Marche’ (iv. 164–5), which may be one of Rilke’s sources. It consists largely of an account by Louis I, Count of Vendôme (1376–1446)—a follower of the Duke of Orleans—of his imprisonment in 1412 by his brother Jacques II, Count of La Marche (1370–1438)—an adherent of John the Fearless of Burgundy—after a dispute about an inheritance from their mother, Catherine de Vendôme. The king who intervened on that occasion was the King of Sicily rather than Charles VI of France. The same source refers to the pilgrimage Vendôme made in gratitude for the intervention of Virgin and the saints to secure his release.

Ernault: as Froissart recounts, Pierre Ernault resisted the demands of Gaston-Fébus, Count of Foix and Béarn (1331–91) to deliver the castle at Lourdes that he was guarding on behalf of the English, and the Count killed him. The accidental murder of his son that Rilke goes on to relate is also part of Froissart’s Chronicle.

131  Celestines: a monastic order linked to the Benedictines, founded by Peter of Morone and renamed Celestines when he became Pope as Celestin V for a few months in 1294.

Beau Sire Dieu: ‘Fair Sire God’, the opening of many late medieval French prayers. Rilke’s gloss on this section in his response to Hulewicz merits quotation at length: ‘all this presents, muted [like a musical instrument] the inner monologue of some lord from long ago who had a premonition that he was to be murdered [the sources make it clear that the model is Gaston Phoebus]. He is thinking in knightly fashion of God, the resurrection. The peculiar emptiness and breadth of his continued being, and somehow already its nullity, is overwhelming him. […] Hardly was he able to boast of this or that love-affair any more; the figures of those women had become indistinct and as if disguised by the songs and poems. […] At best in the uplifted gaze of one of his bastard sons (but even this son is not thought of as actually present, but even his looking up is perhaps only a memory), a son of one or other of the women he used to love, was her gaze there once more, was she herself recognizable again. But for God’s sake, none of this should be—may be—explained or elucidated in your text. This condition is simply to be evoked; think about it brewing inside a man from the fourteenth or fifteenth century, and that you are separated from it by the whole man, by his very body and by centuries.’

aubades or songs of loyal service: ‘aubades’ (dawn-songs) were a specific form of medieval love lyric, common from the thirteenth to the sixteenth centuries and treating the parting of lovers at break of day. Diengedichte is not a technical term in the same way that ‘aubade’ is, but it refers to a tradition of medieval German love poetry, Minnesang (twelfth–fourteenth centuries), that follows the rules and convention of courtly poetry, including the assumption that it is the role of the Minneherr to provide ‘dienst’ (service) for the Minnedame, who is obliged to reward him with ‘lôn’ following a feudal system of loyal service.

132  Monseigneur Saint Michael: Rilke possessed a copy of Arnoul Gréban’s huge Passion play The Passion of Paris (Passion of Our Saviour Jesus Christ), of 1450, in an 1878 edition, and although this could not have been one of the plays that the historical Charles VI watched, its prologue ends with the appearance of St Michael in white armour.

Naked torches came towards him: in his mental confusion the King may be recalling the ‘Bal des Ardents’ of 1393 (see note to p. 124), which Rilke could have read of in Barante or Froissart.

Outside much has changed: in this short sentence Malte brings the reader back from the time of Charles VI to his own situation in Paris.

the amphitheatre at Orange: Orange, in the Rhône valley in France, has an especially well-preserved Roman amphitheatre dating from the first century ce and is notable for its monumental scaenae frons or stage wall. The restoration (from 1825 on) was sponsored by the author Prosper Mérimée in his role as Inspector-General of Historical Monuments (see also note to p. 74), and its extraordinary acoustic has meant that since 1869 it has hosted theatre and opera festivals. Rilke visited it on a journey to Avignon between 22 September and 8 October 1909.

huge cracked stone blocks: in response to Inga Junghanns, Rilke glosses the German of MLB (‘[der] rustike Bruch, der jetzt seine Fassade ausmacht’) as ‘eine jetzt sehr brüchige Rustikafaçade, deren obere Steinbekleidung fehlt’ (‘what is now a very cracked rustica-façade, whose upper stone cladding is missing). This confirms that rustik refers not to any supposedly rustic qualities but to how the huge stage wall recalls a style of Greek and Roman architecture, popular also in the Italian Renaissance, that uses large, coarsely hewn blocks of stone (‘rustica’) to give a monumental bossed effect.

133  icon-screen: Malte is comparing the stage wall in the theatres of classical antiquity to the iconostasis of Russian Orthodoxy, an altar-screen separating the nave (public) from the sanctuary (where the Eucharist is reserved). Like the stage wall, the iconostasis often had multiple ‘storeys’ or layers; like the theatrical mask, it hides something of mysterious essential value. Rilke’s interest in Orthodoxy dates back to his two visits to Russia in 1899 and 1900.

in bits: writing of this passage in MLB to ‘E. de W.’ (Elisabeth de Waal, née Ephrussi) on March 1923, Rilke restates his gloomy view of contemporary theatre: ‘What I believed I could detect with respect to the theatre at the time of MLB—that for a few years it should be pruned of all the offshoots and runners so that it can grow larger and more compellingly from its deepest root—is now my view of (and warning to) all the arts: they have run wild, and it is not the encouraging gardener, not the nurturing one, that they need, but one with secateurs and a spade: the admonishing one!’

communality: August Stahl refers usefully here to Rilke’s ‘Marginalia to Friedrich Nietzsche’ (KA iv. 161–72), in which a distinction is made between the Greek concept of tragedy, where the underlying myth was known to all in the audience, and the modern preference for more subjective and therefore less universally familiar material.

134  you, quintessence of tragedy: in his characteristic gesture of presenting a figure without naming her, Malte evokes here the Italian actress Eleonora Duse (1858–1924), known in particular for roles in plays by Ibsen and D’Annunzio. Rilke saw her in Ibsen’s Rosmersholm in 1906 and met her personally in Venice in 1912.

Verona: Duse’s first critical success was in Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet in Verona at the age of fourteen, in May 1873, a performance in which she famously made imaginative use of a bunch of pink roses as a prop.

Marianna Alcoforado: see note to p. 77.

evil eye: this may be the so-called corna or sign of the horns, an apotropaic gesture with index and little fingers extended and middle and ring fingers tucked under the thumb.

135  change their lives: there is an echo here of one of Rilke’s most famous poems about the ethical implications of being confronted by a work of art: ‘Du mußt dein Leben ändern’ (‘You must change your life’) is the last line of ‘Archaic Torso of Apollo’ from the New Poems, Second Part (SP 82–3; KA i. 513).

Byblis: according to Ovid’s Metamorphoses, ix. 446–665, Byblis fell in love with her twin brother Caunus and confessed in a letter, citing examples of incestuous passion from amongst the gods. He fled from her in disgust and was pursued throughout Greece and Asia Minor. After dying of exhaustion, she was turned into a spring to reflect her constant movement and the copiousness of her tears.

Portuguese nun: see note to p. 77.

Héloïse: see note to p. 119.

Gaspara Stampa: see note to p. 77.

Comtessa de Dia … Mercoeur: Beatriz de Dia (also known as La Comtesse de Die) was a late twelfth-century trobairitz or female troubadour. Those of her cantos that are preserved sing of her love for the Occitan troubadour Raimbaud d’Orange (Raimbaut d’Aurenga, c.1147–73). Clara of Anduza was a Provençal trobairitz writing in the early thirteenth century. The one poem by her that is preserved expresses frustration and rage at being separated from her lover. Louise Labé (c.1520–66), known as ‘La Belle Cordière’ (‘The Beautiful Ropemaker’) because of her father’s profession, was a Renaissance poet, the author of prose works, elegies, and twenty-four sonnets published in 1555 and translated by Rilke in 1917. The sonnets are remarkable for the frankness of their expression of female desire unmitigated by any spiritual or metaphysical dimension. Marceline Desbordes-Valmore (1786–1859) was a French actress and poet, whose love for Henri de Latouche (under the name Olivier) is the subject of many of her poems. She conducted a passionate affair with Latouche both before and after marrying Prosper Lanchantin-Valmore in 1817. Stefan Zweig wrote a biographical study of her in 1927, which includes a selection of her work in German. Elisa Mercoeur (1809–35) was a precociously successful French Romantic poet, abandoned at birth but famously reclaimed at twenty-one months by her mother. Unlike the other women in Malte’s list she is not known for a particular unrequited love, but is included, apparently, because of the plaintive and plangent tone of much of her lyric writing and perhaps because she died young as a result of depression caused by professional rejection.

135  Aïssé: Charlotte Aïssé, or Haïdé (c.1694–1733), was bought in a slave market by the French Ambassador to Constantinople when she was four. She dazzled French society with her beauty and forthrightness, and fell in love with the Chevalier Blaise-Marie d’Aydie (1692–1761), a Knight of the Maltese Order whose vow of celibacy prevented their marriage, although they did have a daughter in 1721. She is known for her eloquent letters.

Julie Lespinasse: Jeanne Julie Éléonore de Lespinasse (1732–76) was a salon hostess in Paris who became infatuated with the author Jacques-Antoine-Hippolyte, Count of Guibert (1743–90). She wrote him passionate and ultimately despairing letters from 1773 until her mental and physical collapse. They were published by Guibert’s widow in 1809.

Marie-Anne de Clermont: Marie-Anne de Bourbon-Condé (1697–1741), known as Mademoiselle de Clermont, secretly married Louis II de Melun, Count of Saint-Pol and Duke of Joyeuse (1694–1724), and never fully recovered after he was killed in a hunting accident at her ancestral home, the Château de Chantilly.

light-coloured velvet: a short poem written in the summer of 1909, ‘Almost startled, he became aware of her smile’, reprises the motif of the jewellery case with a velvet lining (KA i. 435).

136  Clémence de Bourges: Clémence de Bourges (1530–61/2) was a Lyonnaise poet, sometimes called ‘the Sappho of the sixteenth century’, and although her own works have not survived, the 1555 edition of the works of Louise Labé opens with a dedicatory epistle to her. De Bourges was betrothed to Jean du Peyrat, who died in the siege of Beaurepaire on 30 September 1561, causing her such grief that she died shortly afterwards.

Jan des Tournes: Jean de Tournes (1504–64) was a printer based in Lyon. The volume Malte is referring to is Oeuvres de Louïse Labé Lionnoize, revues et corrigées par ladite Dame, the second edition of Labé’s works, still bearing the dedication A M C D B L (‘To Mlle Clémence de Bourges, Lyonnaise’).

137  phlox: a perennial plant with masses of small, fragrant star-shaped flowers, usually purple, pink, white, or blue.

Dika and Anaktoria, Gyrinno and Atthis: these are names mentioned in the poetry of Sappho as friends, lovers, or pupils. Ellen Key recommended books on Sappho in a letter of 17 April 1907.

Someone: this figure has been identified variously as Cézanne, Kierkegaard, Klopstock, and Rilke’s friend Karl von der Heydt, but is not closely modelled on any of these.

Ridinger: Johan Elias Ridinger (1698–1767) was a celebrated German engraver of animals, particularly horses and hounds, and of hunting scenes.

138  according to Galen: Galen of Pergamon (129/131–c.210 ce) was a Greek doctor, theorist of medicine, and philosopher. In a treatise entitled Quod Animi Mores Corporis Temperamenta Sequuntur (How the Faculties of the Mind follow the Dispositions of the Body) Galen writes that ‘Homer is called the [male] poet, Sappho the [female] poet’.

140  soft, narcotic Venice: several elements of this passage echo the poem ‘Late Autumn in Venice’ (written early in the summer of 1908 after Rilke’s visit to Venice in November 1907).

Arsenal: the Arsenal was Venice’s shipyard and armoury, founded in the early 1100s and surrounded by high walls. In a letter to Gisela von der Heydt of 24 March 1908, Rilke wrote of how it was not the ornate palaces that defined Venice but ‘the old Arsenal, labouring day and night like a heart pumping the blood of an uninterrupted courage into all these organs and the physiognomies of the palaces’.

141  Benedicte von Qualen: Margrethe Benedicte von Qualen (1774–1813) was the daughter of Frederik Christian von Qualen and Hilleborg Margrethe, Countess Holck; she married Christian Detlev Reventlow. Volume II of the Reventlow Papers publishes twenty-one love letters written to her in 1797 by the poet Jens Baggesen (1764–1823), with one from her to him; volume VI has her portrait. The song towards the end of this entry (written in Paris in December 1909) has several clear echoes of this brief correspondence, which occurred at the time Baggesen’s wife was dying.

143  calorific energies: Rilke defended his use of the word Kalorien here when it was queried by his Danish translator, describing it as ‘the scientifically determined measure of an elemental phenomenon that is actually unmeasurable: warmth’ (IJ 49).

transitive: the terminology that Malte is adopting here is from grammar: transitive verbs have a direct object, whereas intransitive verbs do not (‘bring’ and ‘have’, for example, need an indication of what is being brought or what someone has, whereas one cannot ‘arrive something’ or ‘fall something’). Other verbs, such as ‘read’ or ‘love’, can be used in both ways, and Rilke is suggesting that the intransitive use of ‘love’, focusing on the emotion rather than a person, has greater intensity and is less constrained in its scope. In this entry the presence of Christ in religion is seen as a serious obstacle because Christ is seen as the ultimate object of love.

143  no reciprocation of love: in April 1913 Rilke drafted a speech entitled ‘Über die Gegenliebe Gottes’ (On the Reciprocity of God’s Love; SW vi. 1042–5), in which some of these ideas reappear. A sequence of four poems entitled ‘Nuns’ Complaint’ (KA i. 429–31) explores related themes.

Julie Reventlow: see note to p. 89.

Mechthild: Rilke lists three female mystics: Mechthild of Magdeburg (c.1210–c.1285) was a Saxon noblewoman who had frequent ecstatic visions of the Holy Ghost from the age of twelve, described in The Flowing Light of Divinity, which may have influenced Dante; St Teresa of Avila (1515–82) was a Spanish nun who recounted her ‘intellectual visions’ (which did not affect her senses) in an autobiography, The Book of her Life, the Relations, and the Interior Castle; from an early age, the Peruvian St Rose of Lima (1586–1617) dedicated herself to the Infant Jesus and the Virgin Mary, subjecting herself to various physical mortifications (including fasting and wearing a spiked crown) to help her resist the many temptations by which she felt herself assailed.

easing: Rilke glossed his term Erleichterung thus: ‘Christ is the “easing of God” in that he makes it easier, too easy, to approach God, too easy for those who might be able to reach God even without Christ’ (IJ 50).

Princess Amalie Gallitzin: Adelheid Amalie Gallitzin (1748–1806), the self-educated daughter of a Prussian Field Marshal, initially displayed an essentially secular religiosity but became a leading figure in the Romantic revival of Catholicism in the late eighteenth century, with a marked propensity to mysticism. At her home in Münster she gathered around her some of Germany’s leading figures, including Goethe, Jacobi, and Hamann.

144  prodigal son: in this entry Rilke adapts the parable of the Prodigal Son from Luke 15: 11–32 to suit his doctrine of intransitive love. The same figure appears in both parts of the New Poems, ‘The Departure of the Prodigal Son’ and ‘The Stranger’ (KA i. 458–9 and 572–3) and in the 1906 poem ‘On the Prodigal Son’ (KA i. 365–6). Two years before writing this final entry, Rilke had read a German translation of André Gide’s The Return of the Prodigal Son in Die neue Rundschau in 1907, which ‘gave [him] a great deal’ (letter to Anton Kippenberg of 22 November 1913). He translated it himself in November 1913 and it appeared as a book with Insel in 1914.

Tortuga: Malte sees the Prodigal Son imagining himself in a variety of exotic locations: in the Caribbean off Haiti (Tortuga), a state in Mexico originally inhabited by the Mayans (Campeche), the city founded by Hernán Cortés (Veracruz).

Deodatus of Gozon: Deodat (or Dieudonné) de Gozon, Grand Master of the Knights of Rhodes in the mid-fourteenth century, was known as the Dragon Slayer for having previously killed a monstrous serpent there, despite the then Grand Master’s explicit prohibition. He features in Friedrich Schiller’s 1798 ballad ‘The Battle against the Dragon’, where the motif of his disobedience (‘des Christen Schmuck’, the ornament of a Christian) is prominent.

145  birthday presents: this motif also occurs in relation to Malte himself; see pp. 84–5.

147  Acropolis: the Acropolis (‘high city’) is the rocky promontory above Athens on which, in the fifth century bce, Pericles built, amongst other monuments, four of the most important examples of classical Greek architecture: the Parthenon, the Propylaea, the Erechtheion, and the Temple of Athena.

Les Baux: a village in Provence dominated by a ruined castle on a high rocky outcrop; Rilke visited it in October 1909.

the sixteen rays of its own star: as Rilke recounts in a letter to Lou Andreas-Salomé of 23 October 1909, the Princes of Les Baux claimed to be descended from Balthasar, one of the three Magi; their motto was ‘Au hasard Baltasar’, and their coat of arms was a red shield with the sixteen-pointed star of Bethlehem. Rilke noted that the Princes regarded sixteen as an unlucky number and sought to counteract its baleful influence by owning property in multiples of seven (IJ 50). Rilke’s source for this is unclear, but the family’s obsession with the numbers seven and nine, and its decision to limit the number of towns and villages it owned to seventy-nine, are widely documented in works on Provençal history.

Les Alyscamps: in his notes to the Sonnets to Orpheus Rilke links the sarcophagi of Sonnet I, x (which are ‘lying open’) to ‘the graves in the famous old cemetery of Alyscamps near Arles that also features in Malte Laurids Brigge’. ‘Les Aliscamps’ etymologically means ‘the Elysian Fields’ where heroes and the virtuous have their final resting-place (see SP 192–3 and 321; KA ii. 245).

do no other: there may be an echo in the German of a famous phrase attributed to Martin Luther, ‘hier stehe ich, ich kann nicht anders’ (often translated as ‘here I stand and can do no other’).

philosopher’s stone: also called (Quint)Essence, Magisterium or Opus Magnum, this was the ultimate goal of medieval alchemists, the agent that permits the transmutation of the imperfect into the perfect, including of lead into gold.

148  ‘sa patience de supporter une âme’: in French in the original: ‘his patience in enduring a soul’. Rilke told Hulewicz that he thought these were originally the words of St Teresa of Avila. Chapter V, section 11, of the Book of her Life refers to ‘the patience that [God] is able to show towards a human soul’ (see also note to p. 143).

Recognition: the situation here is reminiscent of Rilke’s bitter poem, ‘Oh, woe, my mother is tearing me down’: ‘The birds fly more easily around me. | The unfamiliar dogs know: that’s him. | Only my mother doesn’t know | my face that has slowly become more’ (KA ii. 135).

148  flung himself at their feet: Manfred Engel compares this gesture with Rilke’s description of Rodin’s statue Prayer (also known as The Prodigal Son): ‘This isn’t a son kneeling before the father. In fact this gesture makes a God necessary, and in the one who enacts it are all those who need him. To this stone belongs the vastness of the world; it is alone in the world’ (KA iii. 444; cf. MLB/KA 284).

Appendix A

150  First version: this is the version referred to in the Introduction, p. xv, thought to have been written in February 1904 in Rome and preserved in the Rilke-Archiv in Gernsbach (Ms 278). Its substance contributes to entry 15 of the final version.

Second version: the manuscript for this text (also preserved in Gernsbach, Ms 279) is labelled ‘FURUBORG. JONSERED’ (see Introduction, p. xv) and dates from late autumn 1904. Most of the text here was taken up into entry 15 with relatively little modification. For this reason, only the opening and a section from the middle are given here, which include the third-person narrative perspective that vanishes from the final version. The changes Rilke made to the sections omitted are few and minor, although the missing sections are not paragraphed, as they are in entry 15.



Appendix B

153  Original Ending of the Notebooks: this is how the editor of SW, Ernst Zinn, described these two texts, which are included in the Bern Notebook but struck through. Since it follows the other entries, which in that manuscript appear in the order of the final text, it is logical to think of this as conceived as entry 72.

that great man who feared death: the Russian novelist Leo Tolstoy (1828–1910), whom Rilke had visited on 28 April 1899, 15 May 1900, and 1 June 1900. His relationship with Tolstoy, his ideas, and his works was always somewhat strained, and in 1898 he wrote a very critical response to Tolstoy’s highly moralizing study What is Art? (KA iv. 114–20). Letters to Bernhard von der Marwitz (12 February 1918) and Hermann Pongs (21 October 1924) expand on Rilke’s ideas about Tolstoy. Rilke’s main source for the biographical details in this entry (including Tolstoy’s amateur shoemaking) is Paul Birukov’s Léon Tolstoï (see Select Bibliography). On Tolstoy’s fear of death—‘a fugue of fear almost, a huge construction, a tower of fear with gangways, staircases and ledges with no railings and precipices on every side’—see Rilke’s letter to Lotte Hepner, 8 November 1911.

the tempter: an allusion to Christ’s temptation by Satan in the wilderness (Matthew 4: 1–11 and Luke 4: 1–13).

Yasnaya: Yasnaya Polyana (‘Bright Glade’) was Tolstoy’s birthplace and home, some 220 km from Moscow, near Tula.

the boy who had died at thirteen … Hyères … his brother Nikolai: Tolstoy was profoundly affected by the slow and painful death—literally in his arms—of his eldest brother Nikolai in 1860, in Hyères, near Toulon, in southern France. In the midst of his intense contemplation of death, he wrote some notes on the death of a thirteen-year-old boy (see Birukov, Tolstoï, ii. 152).

154  that gentle woman: Tolstoy’s second cousin (known as ‘Aunt’) and mother-figure, Tatiana Alexandrovna Ergolskaya (1792–1874). The details of her death are from Birukov, including the reference to the pearl-embroidered letter-case, but Rilke stylizes her as one of the many figures who love powerfully without reciprocation.

155  the day in June: Rilke is referring to a diary entry by Tolstoy for 5 June 1878, quoted in Birukov, Tolstoï, iii. 282, whose details correspond very closely with those in this sentence.

May morning: a memory of Rilke’s visit to Yasnaya Polyana in June 1900.

telega: Russian, a simple wooden four-wheeled cart without springs.

156  portrait: Rilke refers here to Russian religious art, and specifically the tradition of richly symbolic icons painted according to closely defined rules and customs.
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