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  TRAVEL

  PICTURES


  THE HARZ JOURNEY


  Nothing is constant save change; nothing endures but death. Every beat of the heart beats a wound in our breast, and life would be nothing but a bleeding to death were it not for the poetic art. It grants us that which nature withholds: a golden age that never rusts, an eternal spring whose blossoms never wilt, cloudless luck and youth eternal. BÖRNE


  Coal black skirts, silken stockings,

  White cuffs cut for courtly dealings,

  Smooth their words and smooth embraces –

  Oh, if only they had feelings!


  Feelings in their breasts, of love,

  Warm love beating in their hearts –

  Oh, I cannot bear false love songs –

  Siren strains of lying tarts.


  To the mountains will I climb,

  Where humble rooftops rise aloft,

  Where the breast can heave in peace,

  And the winds of freedom waft.


  To the mountains will I climb,

  Where the evergreens stand proud,

  Where brooks bubble and birds sing,

  And proudly pass the high-born clouds.


  Fare thee well, you smooth-tongued gents,

  Smooth-lipped ladies! Smooth-floored halls!

  To the mountains will I climb,

  And laughing, look down upon you all.


  Famous for its sausages and university, the City of Göttingen belongs to the King of Hanover and has 999 hearths, various churches, a maternity hospital, an observatory, a students’ lock-up, a library and a Ratskeller in which the beer is very good. The brook that runs by is called the Leine and the locals like to bathe in it in the summer; the water is very cold and in places so wide that even a strong lad like Lüder had to take a running jump to leap across. The city itself is lovely and most pleasing to look upon with your back turned to it. It must have been around for a pretty long time because I can remember back five years ago, when I enrolled and was shortly thereafter expelled, it already had the same gray, precociously antiquated appearance. Göttingen was, then as now, fully equipped with cords, poodles, dissertations, tea-dances, washerwomen, compendiums, roast squabs, student fraternities, commencement carriages, carved pipe-heads, privy counselors, legal counsels, vice-deans of expulsion, the smart set and other smart alecks. There are those who go so far as to maintain that the city dates back to the time of the Barbarian Invasions, and that back then every Germanic tribe left a dissolute member of its cohort here. From these evolved the Vandals, Friesians, Swabians, Teutons, Saxons, Thuringers, etc., who to this day still gad about Göttingen by the hoards, distinguishable from one another by the color of their caps and their pipe tassels; they descend on Weenderstrasse, forever slugging it out on the bloody polling places of the grassy knolls, the slam-bang corners and Bovden.1 They still carry on their customs and practices just like in the days of the Barbarian Invasions, ruled in part by their duces (whom they call king cock), in part by their ancient code, “The Comment,” which surely merits inclusion in the legibus barbarorum.


  The residents of Göttingen are commonly divided into students, professors, philistines and livestock, four classes which are, at the very least, kept strictly separated. The class of livestock is the most consequential. It would take up too much space to list here the names of all the students, and both accredited and discredited professors; at the moment I can’t recall all the student names, and among the professors there are quite a few who haven’t as of yet even made a name for themselves. The number of philistines in Göttingen must be very great, like grains of sand, or rather, clumps of muck in the sea; it’s more than likely, were I to see them all standing in a row with their filthy faces and their white bar-bills at the gate of the academic court, that I’d hardly be able to grasp how the Lord God could possibly have created such a multitude of lowlifes.


  Those in search of greater detail concerning the City of Göttingen may find the information in the well-indexed topography of the place compiled by K.F.H. Marx.2 Even though I am greatly indebted to the author, who was my own personal physician and showed me many kindnesses, nevertheless I cannot in good faith recommend his work, as I must take exception to his failure to forcefully contradict the false belief that Göttingen girls have overly large feet. I have, in fact, for quite some time now, been engaged in the preparation of a serious refutation of this misguided view, and have to that end attended lectures in comparative anatomy, borrowed and excerpted the oddest books from the library, and spent hours on the Weenderstrasse studying the feet of passing damsels. And in my learned treatise I plan to expound upon the results of my studies under the following rubrics: 1) concerning feet in general, 2) concerning the feet of the ancients, 3) concerning the feet of elephants, 4) concerning the feet of Göttingen girls, 5) a summation of all that has already been said concerning these feet at Ulrich’s Beer Garden, 6) a consideration of said feet in their anatomical context, whereby I will take the opportunity to extend the consideration to calves, knees, etc., and finally 7) if I can dig up large enough sheets, I will include, as an addendum, several engraved facsimiles of the feet of the ladies in question.


  It was still very early when I left Göttingen, and surely the scholar still lay in bed dreaming, as was his wont: of wandering in a lovely garden planted with nothing but little white slips of paper covered with quotations softly glimmering in the sunlight, and of which he plucked a batch here and there and painstakingly replanted them in a new flower bed, while the nightingales gladdened his old heart with the sweetest tones.


  At the Weender Gate I met two little local schoolboys, one of whom said to the other: “I’ll have nothing more to do with Theodor, the lout, why just yesterday he didn’t even know what the genitive form of Mensa was.” As insignificant as these words might seem, I feel compelled to keep repeating them, indeed, I’d like to have them inscribed as a civic motto right on Göttingen’s gate; the young ones tout what the old ones blubber, and these words bespeak to a T the narrow-minded, dry, scholastic pride of the learned Georgia Augusta.


  A fresh morning wind wafted down the way, and the birds chirped so merrily that even I felt gladness and giddiness gradually gaining ground in my heart. Such refreshment was a godsend. I had for the longest while been cooped up with my law books; Roman casuists had, as it were, spun a gray spiderweb around my spirit. My heart felt hemmed in between the iron paragraphs of self-serving legal systems, all of which kept ringing in my ears nonstop to the tune of “Tribonian,3 Justinian, Hermogenian and Dumkopfian,” so much so that I took two lovers seated beneath a tree, with their hands lost in tender embrace, for a fresh printing of the Corpus Juris, in tangible proof of their own delictus. Things got livelier on the high road. Milkmaids ambled by, so did mule drivers with their dumb gray disciples. Just outside Weende I ran into Schäfer and Doris. This is not the idyllic pair of whom Gessner 4 sings, but rather the officious proctor’s peons who keep a careful watch that no students start dueling in Bovden and that no new ideas, commonly held in quarantine for a good decade or two outside the gates of Göttingen, get smuggled in on the sly by an unaccredited lecturer. Schäfer greeted me in a right collegial manner; he, too, is a writer, and often made reference to me in his semiannual reports. He also often snitched on me to the authorities and, whenever he found me home, was always kind enough to chalk the incriminating quote all over my door. Every now and then a one-horse carriage also drove by loaded down with students fleeing for their holidays or forever. There’s a constant coming and going in a college town like this, every three years a brand-new crop of students appears on the scene. Indeed, the human tide is tireless, with one semester’s wave following another, and only the old professors stay stock-still in this general commotion, immovable as the pyramids of Egypt – except that these academic pyramids have no secret store of wisdom hidden within.


  I spotted two cheerful young fellows riding out of the myrtle arbor in Rauschenwasser. A wayward wench who plies her horizontal profession there accompanied them all the way to the highroad, running her agile hand across the haggard haunches of the horses, laughing out loud when one of the riders delivered a love tap or two with his whip across the bounteous seat of her spontaneity, whereupon she pushed on to Bovden. But the young fellows headed toward Nörten, yapping and yowling up a storm, and sweetly sang an aria à la Rossini: “Drink beer, dear, dear Liese, will you please!” I still heard their hearty voices in the distance, but soon lost sight of the gracious songsters themselves, since they kept mercilessly spurring on and whipping their nags – the wretched beasts seemed to be slow by nature and of true German character. Nowhere is the mistreatment of horses more widespread than in Göttingen, and often, when I’ve watched such a lame old rack-o’-bones dripping with sweat, suffering the torments of our Rauschenwasser riders or dragging a wagonload of students behind for a meager bucket of feed, I’ve thought to myself: “Oh you poor beast, no doubt did your ancestors feed on forbidden oats in paradise!”


  At the tavern in Nörten, I ran into the two gallant riders again. One was slogging down a herring salad, and the other was conversing with Fusia Canina, the serving girl clad in yellow leather, also known as Birdbrain. The latter whispered a few sweet nothings in her ear and the conversation soon got physical. To lighten my load, I plucked the historically striking blue britches out of my backpack and gave them to the little waiter they call Kolibri.5 Meanwhile, Bussenia, the old landlady, brought me a buttered slice of bread and complained that I made myself scarce of late, for she was very fond of me.


  The glimmering sun hung high in the sky behind Nörten. Well-disposed toward me, it warmed my head so that all the tender young notions dormant within immediately ripened and bore fruit. The dear old hospitable Inn of the Sun in Nordheim wasn’t to be sneezed at either; I stepped inside and found the midday meal ready and waiting. All of the dishes were well-prepared, more appealing to my palate than the tasteless academic fare to which I was accustomed, the leathery dried cod swimming in stale cabbage they served up in Göttingen. After I’d somewhat appeased my empty stomach, I happened to notice a man making ready to leave with two women. This gentleman was dressed in green from head to foot; he even wore a green-rimmed pair of glasses that gave a certain verdigris hue to his copper red nose, and looked altogether like King Nebuchadnezzar must have looked in his later years, when, as it is said, like a wild beast, he ate nothing but greens. The green man asked me to recommend a hotel in Göttingen, and I suggested that he inquire with the first student he should meet on the way to the Hotel de Brühbach. One of the ladies was his spouse, a large, amply proportioned female endowed with a red, square-mile-wide face with dimples in her cheeks like spittoons for the gods of love, a fleshy elongated chin that hung low like an ill-conceived extension of her face, and a bolstered bosom supported by starched lace and a crenellated collar, as though festooned with little turrets and battlements. She looked just like a fortress, which, surely, just like those other penetrable fortresses of which Philip of Macedon speaks, would be as unlikely to withstand the onslaught of a mule laden with gold. The other lady, no doubt his sister, was in all respects the opposite of the damsel just described. If the former derived from Pharaoh’s fat cows, the latter surely hailed from the haggard herd. The face was nothing more than a mouth surrounded by two ears, the bosom was as unremittingly flat as the Lüneburg Heath; her entire washed-out figure evoked free board and lodging for poor theology students. The two ladies asked me at the same time if the Hotel de Brühbach also attracted a high-class clientele. To which, in good conscience, I promptly replied in the affirmative, and waved out the window to the lucky cloverleaf-colored man and his companions. The host of the Inn of the Sun cracked a crooked smile and must surely have known that the lock-up for unruly students in Göttingen is called the Hotel de Brühbach.


  Leaving Nordheim behind, the landscape already starts getting mountainous and here and there lovely foothills crop up. On the way I met mostly tradesmen carting their wares to the Braunschweiger Fair, but also a swarm of womenfolk, each carrying on her back a huge receptacle practically as high as a house wrapped in white linen. Inside sat all sorts of caged songbirds, tweeting and twittering non-stop, while their lusty porters leaped about and gossiped among themselves. What a cuckoo spectacle it was to see one odd bird hauling another to market.


  In pitch-black darkness I finally arrived in Osterode. Not being hungry, I immediately went to bed. I was tired as a dog and slept like a god. In my dream, I was back in Göttingen again, loitering about the library there. I stood in a corner of the law collection, leafing through old dissertations, rapt in the reading, when I noticed to my surprise that it was night and dangling crystal chandeliers lighted the hall. The nearby belfry struck twelve, whereupon the door slowly opened, and in stepped a gigantic woman, respectfully followed by the members and adherents of the Law Faculty. Though already advanced in years, the face of the massive wench still bore the traces of a stern beauty; every look betrayed the identity of the stately Titaness, mighty Themis, carelessly clasping a sword and scale together in one hand, a scroll of parchment in the other, while two young Doctores juris carried the train of her gray faded gown. At her right side, the haggard Hofrat Rusticus,6 the Lukourgos 7 of Hanover, leaped about in a right sprightly manner, declaiming from his newly drafted legislation; to her left hobbled her cavalier valet with a gallant and cheerful demeanor, the right honorable Justice Cujacius, cracking juridical jokes and laughing so heartily himself that even the solemn goddess bent down several times, smiling, and tapped him on the shoulder with the giant parchment scroll, whispering in a friendly fashion: “My naughty little knave who cuts down trees from the top-down!” All of the other gentlemen present now likewise stepped forward and each had something to remark and grin about, either a newly concocted little system or a sweet hypothesis or some legal dilemma spawned by their own little brain. Through the open door other strangers filed in, men who presented themselves as additional members of the illustrious legal clique, most of them cantankerous, cunning fellows who, with unabashed self-satisfaction, immediately set to defining, distinguishing and disputing every last little detail of some legal argument. And the disputants kept pouring in, worthy old scholars of law the lot of them, draped in archaic robes, with white wigs and long-forgotten faces, these erstwhile legal celebrities of the past century clearly irked at the lack of adequate recognition. The latter gentlemen leapt right into the general pandemonium of chatter, shrieks and screams which, like breaking waves, swirled ever louder and more furiously round the great goddess until she finally lost her patience and exploded in a tone of terrible displeasure: “Shut up! Shut up! I hear the voice of dear Prometheus; mocking might and dumb force shackled the innocent one to the cliff of his martyrdom, and all your babbling and quibbling can’t heal his wounds or break his shackles!” Thus did the goddess cry out and tears streamed from her eyes, whereupon the whole crowd of legal lackeys let out a howl, gripped by the fear of death. The roof quaked, and legal tomes tumbled from the shelves. In vain did old Münchhausen 8 emerge from his framed portrait to demand silence. The disputation raged and roared on ever more furiously – fleeing this infernal din, I took refuge in the hall of history, in that fortuitous juncture where the sacred facsimiles of the Apollo Belvedere and the Medici Venus stand side by side, and threw myself at the feet of the goddess of beauty. In her gaze I forgot all the frenzied folly I’d fled, my enchanted eyes drank in the symmetry and the eternal loveliness of her blessed body, my soul was infused with a Greek calm, and like a heavenly benediction the soothing strains of Phoebus Apollo’s lyre calmed the chaos in my head.


  Awakening I still heard a sweet tinkle. The herds were pulling out to pasture and the cowbells chimed. The dear golden sun shone through my window and illuminated the images on the walls of my room. They were prints of the wars of liberation, in which were faithfully depicted all our heroic deeds, as well as engravings of gruesome execution scenes from the Revolutionary era – Louis XVI being guillotined and other suchlike beheadings which one could not look at without thanking God that one lay quietly in bed, sipping excellent coffee, with one’s head still comfortably attached to one’s shoulders.


  After drinking down my coffee, pulling on my clothes, perusing all the inscriptions engraved on the windowpanes, and setting everything aright at the inn, I left Osterode behind.


  This city has however many houses and various inhabitants (among which there are to be found numerous souls) who you can read about in greater detail in Gottschalk’s Pocket Guide for Harz Travelers. Before taking to the high road, I climbed up to the ruins of the ancient Osteroder Castle. Actually, these ruins only still consist of half of a big, thick-walled cancerous tower. The road to Klausthal led me uphill again, and from one of the lofty vantage points I peered back down again into the valley, where Osterode its his red rooftops peaks out of the forest of evergreens like a moss rose. The sun gave the spectacle a dear, childlike shimmer. From here I caught a glimpse of the imposing backside of the surviving half tower.


  After wandering a while in this direction I met up with a traveling apprentice from Braunschweig, who related the following rumor: the young Duke of Braunschweig was taken captive by the Turks on his way to the Holy Land and the Turks would only set him free in exchange for a considerable ransom. The Duke’s extensive travels must have sparked this rumor. The local people still hold to the traditional legend-loving way of thinking that spawned the expression “Duke Ernst.” 9 My informant was a tailor’s apprentice, a wisp of a little young person, so thin that the stars could shine through him, as through Ossian’s foggy firmament, and all in all of a folk-baroque mix of moodiness and melancholy. His temperament found particularly vivid expression in his drolly stirring rendition of the wonderful folk song: “A beetle sat on the fence, singing zum zum!” That’s the nice thing about us Germans, none of us is quite so mad as not to find another who is madder still with whom he can commiserate. Only a German can feel that song so deeply as to laugh and cry himself to death at the same time. Here, too, I fathomed how profoundly Goethe’s expression had sunk into the soul of the people. My skinny companion likewise trilled forth every now and then: “Anguished and joyous, thoughts are free!” Such a corruption of the original text is common among the people. He also sang a song in which “Lotte grieved at her dear Werther’s grave.” The tailor dissolved into sentimental tears at the words:


  “Lonesome do I languish weeping at the rose bed,

  Where so oft the moon spied on our tryst!

  Wailing do I wander to the silver spring,

  Whose sweet whisper granted us such bliss.”


  Whereupon he turned waggish, telling me: “We’ve got a Prussian lodger with us back in Kassel who makes up songs like that himself; he can’t sew a stitch to save his life; soon as he’s got a penny in his pocket the lush craves tuppence worth of drink, and when he’s tipsy he takes the sky for a blue camisole and weeps like a roof gutter and whips out a song with double poetry!” I asked him to explain the latter turn of phrase, but my little tailor with his knotty twiglike legs hopped about and kept crying: “Double poetry is double poetry!” Finally I figured out that what he meant was double-rhymed poems divided into stanzas. Meanwhile all that agitation and jousting with the wind made my knight of the needle all tuckered out. Following a few grand preparations for departure he boasted: “Now I’m gonna drag that road through my knees!” but shortly thereafter he complained of the blisters he’d amassed on the soles of his feet and how far-flung the world was. Finally, at a tree stump, he let himself sink down slowly, wagged his sorry little lamb’s tail and called out with a mournful smile: “Here I am, poor bag of bones, dead beat again!”


  The mountains grew even steeper here, the evergreen forests billowed below like a great green sea, and the white clouds shifted about in the sky. The wildness of the region was tamed, as it were, by its unity and simplicity. Like a good poet, nature avoids precipitous transitions. Bizarrely shaped as they sometimes appear, the clouds with their gentle white coloring blend harmoniously with the corresponding blue hue of the heavens and the green of the earth, such that all the colors of a region meld like soft music and every glimpse of nature calms the stomach and soothes the nerves – dear old Hoffmann would have painted the clouds as dappled flecks. Just like a great poet, nature knows how to produce the greatest effects with the least means. All it needs is a sun, trees, flowers, water and love. Yet should the last ingredient be lacking in the viewer’s heart, the whole takes on a sorry cast, and the sun is just so and so many miles in diameter, and the trees are good for heating fuel, and the flowers are classified according to their filaments, and water is simply wet.


  A little boy who was collecting brushwood in the forest for his ailing uncle led me to the village of Lerbach, whose little cottages with gray rooftops stretch a good half hour’s hike through the valley. “The whole place is peopled with swell-necked dunces and white Niggers,” he said – the latter term being used by the locals to designate albinos. The little boy had his own private relationship with the trees; he greeted them as kind acquaintances, and they seemed to respond to his greeting with a rustle of their branches. He whistled like a greenfinch, and the birds all around him responded with a twitter, and before I knew it, he’d disappeared, leaping with his bare feet and bundle of kindling into the thicket. Children, I thought to myself, are younger than us, and can still remember back to when they themselves were trees or birds, and so they’re still able to understand them; we are already too old, and have our heads crammed with too many worries, too much jurisprudence and bad verse. The memory of that time when things were different came back in a flash as soon as I set foot in Klausthal. I got to that pretty little mountain town, which the visitor does not espy till he’s standing right in front of it, just as the bell rang twelve noon and the cheering children poured out of the school. The dear boys, almost all of them red-cheeked, blue-eyed and flaxen-haired, jumped and shouted for joy, awakening in me the bittersweet memory of myself as a little scrap of a boy in the stuffy Catholic cloister school in Düsseldorf, compelled to stay seated on my wooden bench all morning long, suffering my fill of Latin, lickings and geography, till, at last, I too jumped and shouted my lungs out for joy when the old Franciscan bell finally struck twelve. The children noticed from my knapsack that I was a stranger and greeted me in a right friendly fashion. One of the boys told me they’d just had their lesson in religion and showed me the Royal Hanoverian Catechism, the wellspring of their Christian knowledge. The little book was very badly printed, and I fear that religion thereby leaves a joyless blotting-paper-like impression on the mind of these children from the start; I was woefully distressed to see a lesson in simple arithmetic, whose connection to the teaching of the Holy Trinity is questionable at best, printed there in the catechism, indeed on the very last page, thus running the risk of leading these youngsters down the path of sinful doubt from an early age. We Prussians are much more prudent in our proselytizing zeal, taking pains not to print mathematics on the back of our catechism, lest those skilled in simple arithmetic be resistant to the creed.


  I stopped at the Inn of the Krone at Klausthal. There I was served spring green parsley soup, violet blue cabbage, a slab of roast veal massive as the Chimborazo in miniature, as well as a kind of smoked herring called Bückinge, named for the man who invented it, Wilhelm Bücking, who died in 1447, and whose confection was so prized by Charles V that in the year 1556 the latter traveled from Middelburg to Biev-land in Zeeland just to visit the grave of this great man. How splendid is the taste of such a meal when the pleasures of the palate are spiced by the knowledge of such historic references as these! Only my coffee was spoiled when a blabbering young man sat himself down at my table and swaggered so atrociously that the milk went sour. He was a young traveling salesman with twenty-five brightly colored vests and as many golden signet and engagement rings, broaches, etc. He looked like a monkey who had donned a red coat, convinced by the saying: “Clothes make the man.” He knew a whole lot of riddles by heart as well as anecdotes, which he always cited at the least appropriate moment. He asked me what was new in Göttingen and I told him about a decree issued by the academic senate just prior to my departure, prohibiting the excision of dogs’ tails at a penalty of three talers, the reason being that mad dogs hold their tails between their legs during the dog days of summer and they can thus be distinguished from the sound dogs, a distinction which would not be possible if the beasts in question were tailless. After lunch I set out to visit the mines, the silver lode and the mint.


  In the silver lodes, as so often in life, I failed to find the silver shimmer. I did much better at the mint, privileged to watch them make money. I have never succeeded in doing so myself. On such occasions, all I’ve ever been able to do is watch, and I’m convinced that if coins rained down from heaven all I’d get would be holes in my head, while the Children of Israel would gather the silver manna with a merry mien. With a feeling of mingled comic awe and wonder I admired the newborn coins, took one just emerged from the mold in my hand and said to it: “Young coin! What fate awaits you! How much good and evil will you reap! What vice will you foster, what virtue compromise? How much will you be loved and then again reviled! How much revelry, pimping, lying and murder will you instigate! How long will you pass restlessly between clean and filthy hands, for how many centuries on end, till, sin-sick and weary, you’re finally called back among your kind in the lap of Abraham, to be melted down, refined and recast to find a new and better being.”


  I found the descent into the two best Klausthal mines, the Dorothea and the Karoline, very interesting, and I would like to describe the experience in some detail.


  A half hour’s walk outside the city, you happen upon two big blackish buildings. There you are immediately received by miners. They are dressed in dark, generally steel-blue-colored wide jackets hanging down over the belly, pants of more or less the same color, a wraparound leather smock tied in the back, and a small green felt cap, completely rimless, like a lopped-off bowling pin. The visitor likewise dons the same attire, except for the leather smock, after which he is taken in hand by a foreman, who lights his pit lamp and leads him toward a dark opening resembling a chimney sweep’s hole, climbs down to chest level, instructs the visitor to keep a tight grip on the ladder, and bids him follow fearlessly.


  The descent is, in fact, a risky business, but being as yet ignorant of the workings of the mine, you are initially oblivious to the real danger. The fact that you are obliged to pull off your clothes and slip on this dark prisonlike apparel already gives you a curious feeling. And now you are supposed to sink to your hands and knees and climb down, and the dark hole is so dark, and God knows how long the ladder is going to be. Yet, soon you realize that the rungs leading down into the black abyss do not belong to a single ladder but rather comprise a series of fifteen to twenty ladder joints, each of which leads to a tiny platform on which you can stand and in the midst of which a new hole leads down to a new length of ladder.


  I first climbed down into the Karolina (the filthiest and most cheerless Miss Karolina that I have ever met). The ladder joints are muddy and wet. And down you go, from one length of ladder to the next, the foreman in the lead, and the fellow keeps telling you: “It isn’t really dangerous, you just have to make sure to grasp the rungs firmly, and don’t look down at your feet, and don’t get dizzy, and for God’s sake, don’t step on the side board, where the whirring cable is just now hoisting up the vats of ore, and where just two weeks ago a careless fool fell down and unfortunately broke his neck.”


  There is a bewildering hubbub and hum of activity down below; you are forever bumping against beams and cables hoisting up vats of hammered ore and buckets of water that has seeped out of the rock. Sometimes you also happen upon hollowed-out corridors, called stollen, in which you can glimpse the growing piles of ore, and where the lonely miner sits all day, laboriously hammering the lumps of ore out of the wall.


  I never did get down to the very bottom, where, as some say, you can already hear the Americans crying, “Hurrah, Lafayette!” on the other side; between you and me, as far down as I got seemed deep enough for me – what with the unceasing rumble and whirl, the ghastly grind of the machinery, the subterranean drip drip drip, water trickling everywhere, terrestrial vapors rising from the depths, and the pit light flickering ever more faintly in the lonely night eternal. It truly was stupefying, harder and harder to breathe, and only with great effort did I hold fast to the slippery rungs of the ladder.


  I did not suffer any so-called panic attacks, but, strangely enough, down in those subterranean depths, I suddenly remembered my experience last year, at about this time, of a storm on the North Sea, and right then and there it felt cozy and pleasant to recall the ship tossing to-and-fro, the trumpeting winds blasting away, and in the midst of it all the sailors kicking up a merry row, and everything bathed in God’s fresh, open air. Yes, air!


  Gasping for air, I climbed the several dozen ladder lengths back up to the surface, and my guide led me through a narrow, very long passageway blasted through the mountain to the Dorothea Mine.


  It is airier and fresher here, and the ladders are cleaner but also longer and steeper than those in the Karolina. My spirit grew more buoyant here too, especially as I once again noticed scattered traces of life. Faint glows shifted about in the distance; miners with their pit lights soon emerged to the surface with the greeting, “How ya doin’?” and with the same reply from us, they climbed on. Like a friendly, quiet, and, at the same time, torturously enigmatic memory, they flitted by with their profoundly lucid expressions; the somberly pious, somewhat pallid faces of these young and old men eerily lit in the shimmer of the pit light, and the faces of men who have worked a shift in dark, lonesome mine shafts and now longed for the dear light of day, and the eyes of wife and child.


  My cicerone himself was a sterling fellow of pure and simple German nature. With a deep sense of satisfaction, he showed me the very spot where the Duke of Cambridge dined with his entire entourage during his visit to the mine, and where the long wooden dinner table still stands today along with the big silver ore stool on which the Duke sat. “This table will stay standing here as an eternal souvenir of the occasion,” said the good miner, and with fire in his voice he recalled the many festivities they celebrated back then: how the whole mine shaft was decked out with lanterns, flowers and wreaths; how a mine musician played the zither and sang; and how the dear, delighted, portly Duke drank round after round. And he swore that many miners, he himself in particular, would gladly lay down their lives for the dear portly Duke and the entire House of Hanover.


  I am always greatly stirred to see how this feeling of fidelity expresses itself in such simple syllables. It is such a lovely sentiment! And it is such a truly German sentiment! Other nations may be more nimble and witty and pleasure-loving, but none is so faithful as the German nation. Did I not know that fidelity was as old as the world, I’d say a German heart had invented it. Good old German fidelity – that’s no newfangled flourish. At your courts, oh you German lords, they ought to sing again and again the Song of Faithful Eckart and the evil Burgundian, who had his henchmen kill the children of the former, whose fidelity to the latter did not lag thereafter one iota. You have the most faithful subjects among all nations, and you err if you believe that the sensible old reliable dog might suddenly have gone mad and snapped at your sacred heels.


  Like good old German fidelity, the little pit light led us safely and soundly, with hardly a flicker, through the labyrinth of shafts and pits; we climbed up out of the steamy night eternal, and the sunlight was beaming – “How ya doin’?”


  Most of the miners live in Klausthal and in the adjoining little mountain hamlet of Zellerfeld. I visited a fair number of these valiant folk, was welcomed into their modest, cozy lodgings, and listened to a few of their songs, which they sang to the sweet accompaniment of the zither, their favorite instrument. I had them tell me old mountain fairy tales and also rattle off their prayers, which they liked to recite in unison before climbing down into the dark pit, and I prayed along with them. An old foreman even proposed I stay with them and become a miner and when, nevertheless, I took my leave, he bid me deliver greetings to his brother who lives not far from Goslar and give many kisses to his dearly beloved niece.


  As static and quiet as the life of these people might appear, it is still a truly animated existence. The trembling ancient crone seated in the cozy nook between the big cupboard and the warm oven, herself as old as the hills, may have already been seated there for a quarter century, and her thinking and feeling were definitely intertwined with every corner of this oven and every hand-carved notch and crevice of this cupboard. And cupboard and oven are alive, for a human being imbued them with a piece of his soul.


  It is only through such a deeply contemplative life, through such an immediate rapport between man and his surroundings, that the German fairy tale could come into being, for its uniqueness consists in the fact that not only animals and plants, but also seemingly altogether lifeless things have the capacity to speak and act. For only such contemplative, harmless folk, cloistered away in their forest cottages, in that still, secret, cozy corner of these low mountains, could fathom the inner life of such things. To them, these objects have acquired an essential, consequent character, a sweet mingling of whimsical caprice and pure human impulse. And so in their wondrous yet seemingly self-evident way, do fairy tales portray them: the needles and pins escaping from the tailor’s pincushion only to get lost in the darkness; the drowning blades of straw and lumps of coal determined yet to ford the stream; a bickering shovel and broom that willfully fling themselves from the landing; the propositioned mirror that naturally reveals the face of the loveliest lady; and even a drop of blood that bursts into speech, dark and fearful words of sympathy and foreboding.


  For the very same reason, our life in childhood is so infinitely full of meaning – childhood, that time when everything is equally important to us, when we hear it all, see it all, and take it all in with the same equanimity. It is so unlike adulthood, when we become more intentional, dwelling on the particular, having cashed in the clear gold of contemplation for the paper money of dictionary definitions, gaining in life experience what we lose in the deep luster of looking.


  Now we are grown-up, noble folk; we keep changing apartments – the maid cleans up daily and changes the arrangements of the furniture as she sees fit, those tables and chairs in which we take little interest, since they are new and Hans will in any case hock them to Isaac tomorrow. Even our clothes remain strange to us, and we hardly know how many buttons are attached to the jacket we are wearing this very minute. We do, after all, change clothes with such frequency that no single garment maintains any lasting connection with our private and public persona. Why, we can hardly still remember what that brown waistcoat looked like, the one that used to draw so much laughter and on whose broad stripes the dear hand of an old flame so sweetly lay!


  The old woman seated between the old cupboard and the warm oven had on a flowery skirt of outmoded pattern, the wedding gown of her late beloved mother. Her great-grandson, a blond, twinkly-eyed little boy dressed up as a miner, sat at her feet, counting the flowers on her skirt. She must already have told him many a story of this skirt, many serious, enchanting stories that surely the boy will not soon forget, stories that will waft back into memory, when, soon enough, as a grown man, he will have to entertain himself while working alone in the dark night of the Karolina mine, stories which he will perhaps recount when his beloved grandmother is long since dead and he himself, a silver-haired, weary ancient, will sit in the circle of his grandchildren, in the cozy nook between the big cupboard and the warm oven.


  I stayed over a second night at The Krone Inn, where, among other guests, the Hofrat B.10 from Göttingen had also checked in. I had the pleasure of paying my respects to the old gentleman. As I reinscribed my name in the register and leafed through the entries for the month of July, I also found the much-cherished name of Adelbert von Chamisso,11 the biographer of the immortal Schlemiel. The innkeeper told me that this gentleman arrived on a day of indescribably wretched weather conditions and departed in weather just as bad.


  The following morning I once again had to lighten the load of my knapsack, disposing of a pair of boots, whereupon I put one foot in front of the other, and set out for Goslar. Before I knew it I was there. All I remember is that I ambled uphill and downhill again, looking down upon many a lovely mountain meadow; the silvery brook water surged by, sweet birds of the wild twittered, the various kinds of green trees were bathed in the dear sun’s golden light, and the silken blue canopy of heaven overhead was so transparent you could peer deep into the holiest firmament, where the angels sit at God’s feet studying in the features of His face the deep bass of the song of creation. But I still stumbled in the veil of my dream of the night before which I could not expunge from my soul. It was the old fairy tale of the knight climbing down into a deep well, at the bottom of which an enchanted princess lies locked in a deep sleep. I myself was the knight and the well was the dark Klausthal mineshaft, and suddenly I was surrounded by the shimmer of many lights, from holes in the side of the shaft sprightly little dwarves came rushing out, their faces furious, swiping at me with their short swords, blasting shrill notes on their horns, so that more and more reinforcements kept coming, and their fat heads kept wagging something awful. It was only when I struck back and the blood flowed out that I noticed that what I hit were, in fact, the red blossoming tops of the long-bearded thistle flowers that I’d hacked off with my hiking stick on the high road the day before. Then I managed to scare them off and I entered a splendid hall; there in the middle of the room, standing stock-still and silent as a column and draped in white, was my dearly beloved; and I kissed her on the mouth, and I swear I felt the blessed breath of her soul and the sweet flutter of her beloved lips. It was as if I heard God cry out: “Let there be light!” – And the blinding ray of eternal light beamed down from above; but at the very same moment night fell again, and everything melded together into the chaos of a wild and wanton sea. A wild and wanton sea! Over the raging water charged the fearful ghosts of the dead, their white shrouds fluttering behind them in the wind; and behind them, egging them on with the crack of his whip, ran a Harlequin in dappled duds, and the Harlequin was me – and suddenly, out of the deep dark waves, sea-monsters reared their misshapen heads and lunged at me with outstretched claws and, roused by terror, I opened my eyes.


  What a shame that even the finest fairy tales can occasionally be spoiled! Actually, once he’s found the sleeping princess, the knight is supposed to cut out a piece of her precious veil; and when, through his audacity, the princess’ sleeping spell is broken and she is once again enthroned in the palace on her golden settee, the knight must come to her and say: “Fairest princess, do you know me?” And then she replies: “Bravest knight, I know thee not.” Whereupon the latter shows her the piece he cut out of her veil that fits exactly in the garment’s gap, and they fall into each other’s arms in a warm embrace, and the trumpets blast, and the nuptials are celebrated.


  It is, alas, my own particular misfortune that my dreams of love seldom lead to such a happy ending.


  The name Goslar has such a gladsome ring to it and stirs so many memories of the Emperor that I was expecting an imposing and stately city. But that’s how it goes when you glimpse the famous up close! What I found was a one-horse town, a dank, run-down dump with mostly narrow, labyrinthine, winding streets, the pavement as shoddy as that of the Berlin Hexameter, down the middle of which runs a small stream, probably the Gose. Only the ancient air of its setting, namely the ruins of old city walls, towers and battlements, give the place a piquant appeal. One of these towers, called the Zwinger, has walls so thick entire rooms have been hacked out of them. The open square in front of the city, where the famous Schützenhof is held, is a large and lovely green surrounded by high mountains. The marketplace is small with a fountain in the middle, whose water spills into a large metal basin. Fire alarms are sounded by several strikes against the metal, which give off a resounding peal. Nothing is known of the origin of this basin. Some say the devil dropped it one night there on the marketplace. People were still dumb in those days, and the devil was dumb, and they exchanged presents.


  Goslar’s city hall is a whitewashed guardroom. The guildhall next door is a bit better looking. Approximately equidistant from the foundation and the roof, statues of the German emperors stand in a row, smoky black and partially gilded, a scepter in one hand and a globe in the other; they resemble roasted university instructors. One of these emperors holds a sword aloft instead of a scepter. I could not decipher what this distinction was supposed to signify; though it must surely have some significance, since the Germans have the curious custom of always attaching a thought to whatever they do.


  In Gottschalk’s Pocket Guide I’d read a lot about Goslar’s ancient cathedral and its famous imperial throne. But when I wanted to view them both, I was told that the cathedral had been torn down and the imperial throne carted off to Berlin. We live in a momentous time: thousand-year-old cathedrals fall to the wrecker’s ball and imperial thrones are moth-balled in the attic.


  A few remarkable fragments from the sainted cathedral are now on display at the St. Stephen Church. Among these are stained glass windows of exceptional beauty, a couple of lousy paintings, one supposedly by Lucas Cranach, as well as a wooden Christ on the cross and a pagan sacrificial altar of unidentified metal; the latter looks like an elongated rectangular chest supported by four stooping caryatids with their hands held over their heads and their faces torn in disconcertingly hideous expressions. Standing by and all the more disconcerting is the aforementioned large wooden crucifix. This head of Christ adorned with natural hair and thorns with a blood-smeared face does indeed depict in a masterful fashion the demise of a man, but not of the God-born Savior. Only material suffering is carved into the features of his face, not the poetry of pain. Such an artwork belongs rather in an anatomical theater, not a house of God.


  I lodged in an inn near the marketplace, where my noontime meal would have tasted a lot better had not the innkeeper, with his elongated, sagging face and his tedious questions invited himself to my table; as luck would have it, I was soon relieved of his company by the arrival of another traveler who was compelled to endure the same questions in the same order: Quis? Quid? Ubi? Quibis auxilis? Cur? Quomodo? Quando? This stranger was an old, weary, worn-out man, who, by his own account, had wandered the whole world, lived particularly long in Batavia, earned a considerable fortune and lost it all again, and now, after a thirty-year absence, was returning to Quedlinburg, his native town – “since,” he added, “our family has its ancestral tomb there.” The innkeeper made the very enlightened observation that it was all the same for the soul where our body is laid to rest. “Do you have that in writing?” replied the stranger, pressing altogether furtive rings around his paltry lips and faded beady little eyes. “Having said that,” he added, fearful and conciliatory, “I certainly do not wish to say anything derogatory about foreign graves; the Turks bury their dead in a far lovelier fashion than do we, their graveyards are orderly gardens, and they sit there on their white beturbaned tombstones, in the shade of a cyprus tree, and stroke their somber beards and peacefully smoke their Turkish tobacco out of their long Turkish pipes; – and among the Chinese, it’s a downright pleasure to watch them dancing in a civil fashion around the final resting places of their dead, praying and drinking tea and playing their fiddles, tastefully decorating their beloved graves with all sorts of gilded latticework, porcelain miniatures, swatches of brightly colored silk, artificial flowers and colorful lanterns – all quite lovely. How much farther is it from here to Quedlinburg?”


  The graveyard in Goslar did not particularly appeal to me. All the more so, however, was I smitten by the smile of the lovely little blond head of curls that peered out at me from a rather high-set ground floor window upon my reentry into the town. After lunch, I sought out that dear window again, but all that sat on the windowsill now was a glass of water with white bluebells. I climbed up, took the pretty little flowers out of the glass and quietly stuck them in the brim of my cap and took little notice of the mouths hanging open, stunned noses and gaping eyes of the people on the street, particularly the old women, in response to this qualified theft. When I walked by the same house an hour later, the lovely one was once again perched at her window, and when she spotted the bluebells in my cap she turned red in the face and fell back. This time I took a closer look at the lovely face; it was a sweet, transparent incarnation of the essence of a summer eve, of moonglow, nightingale trill and rose scent. Later, once it was dark, she stepped out and stood in front of the door. I came – I came closer – she slowly slipped back into the darkness of the vestibule – I reached for her hand and said: “I am a lover of lovely blossoms and kisses, and whatever I’m not freely given I steal” – and I quickly stole a kiss – and as she sought to flee, I said in a soothing whisper: “I’m leaving town tomorrow and I’ll never come back” – and I felt the clandestine flutter of her dear lips and the press of her small hand in reply – and laughing, took my leave. I had to laugh when I fathomed that I’d unwittingly uttered the words of that magic charm whereby our red and blue coats, more often than not with a sham bewhiskered kindness, win the hearts of womenfolk: “I’m leaving town tomorrow and I’ll never come back!”


  My room afforded me a splendid view of the Rammelsberg. It was a lovely evening. Night came charging in on its black steed, its long mane flapping in the wind. I stood at the window and watched the moon. Is there really a man on the moon? The Slavs say his name is Chlotar and he makes the moon wax by dousing it with water. When I was little I heard that the moon was a fruit, which, when it ripens, is plucked by God and laid, along with all the other full moons, in the great cupboard that stands at the end of the world and is nailed shut. When I got older I noticed that the world was not so tightly hemmed in, and that the human spirit had broken into the great cupboard with the aid of a prodigious St. Peter’s key, infused with the notion of immortality, and had unlocked all seven heavens. Immortality! You lovely notion! Who first thought you up? Was it some Nuremberg hick who sat on his doorstep on a warm summer night, with a white nightcap on his noggin and a white clay pipe in his mouth, musing right cozily: Wouldn’t it be nice if he could vegetate on like this into sweet eternity without his dear little pipe and his dear little breath ever going out!? Or was it a young lover who conceived the notion of immortality wrapped in the arms of his beloved, because he felt it and because he couldn’t feel or think anything else! – Love! Immortality! – Things suddenly got so sultry hot in my chest I thought the geographers had displaced the Equator and it now ran right through my breast. And my heart burst with feelings of love spilling wistfully into the endless night. The flowers in the garden beneath my window wafted with a greater intensity. For scents are the feelings of flowers, and just as the human heart feels strengthened in the solitude and seeming disregard of night, so, too, do the flowers seem sensually bashful, awaiting the cloak of darkness to completely give themselves over to their feelings and let them waft forth in sweet scents. – Gush forth, you scents of my heart! And seek out beyond yonder mountains the beloved of my dreams! She already lies asleep now; at her feet kneel angels, and when she smiles in her sleep it’s a prayer the angels pray after her. Heaven with all its blissfulness is enclosed in her breast, and when she breathes my heart murmurs in the distance. Behind the silken lashes of her eyes the sun has set, and when she opens her eyes again it’s day and the birds burst into song and the cowbells tinkle, and the mountains shimmer in their emerald garb, and I bind my bag and wander.


  The night I spent in Goslar, something very strange happened. I still can’t think back to it without a tremor of fear. I’m not naturally a fearful person, mind you, but I’m almost as afraid of ghosts as is the Österreichische Beobachter.12 What is fear? Is it a function of reason or feeling? I often debated this very question with Dr. Saul Ascher 13 whenever we happened to run into each other at the Café Royal in Berlin, where I was long wont to take my midday meal. He always maintained that we fear a thing because our reason recognizes it as fearful, that reason is the only operative force, not feeling. While I was busy eating and drinking my fill, he kept demonstrating the benefits of reason. Toward the end of his demonstration he habitually peered at his watch, and always concluded with the words: “Reason is the highest principle!” – Reason! Whenever I hear the word now I still see Dr. Ascher seated before me with his long abstract legs, with his transcendental gray dress coat, and his gruff, ice-cold face that could serve as a copper plate in a textbook on geometry. This man, well into his fifties, was the personification of a straight line. In his eternal striving after the positive, the poor man had philosophized all the loveliness out of life, all the sunbeams, all faith and all the flowers, and there was nothing left for him but a cold and positive grave. He harbored particular malice for the Belvedere Apollo and Christianity. Concerning the latter he even drafted a brochure wherein he proves its irrationality and untenability. Indeed, he wrote a number of books in which reason always brags about its merit, whereby the poor doctor surely argued in good faith, and, therefore, deserved to be praised in this regard. But herein lay the biggest joke: that his face should take on such a solemnly mad expression at his incapacity to comprehend what every child comprehends precisely because he is a child. A few times I also visited the doctor of reason at home, where I found him in the company of pretty girls; for reason does not preclude voluptuousness. And when I likewise came one more time to pay my respects, his servant told me the doctor had just died. This news did not elicit much more emotion in me than if he’d said: “The doctor moved out.”


  But back to Goslar. “Reason is the highest principle!” I said to myself to soothe my nerves, as I climbed into bed. But it did not help. I had just read in Varnhagen von Ense’s German Stories, which I’d brought along with me from Klausthal, that terrifying tale about the son whose own father seeks to kill him and is warned in the night of his father’s intent by the ghost of his departed mother. The wonderfully vivid depiction of this story affected me such that while reading it I felt a bone-tingling shudder of dread run through me. Ghost tales arouse an all-the-more frightful response when read while traveling, and especially at night, in a city, in a house, in a room in which one has never been. What horrors may have previously transpired in this very spot where you now lie? – that’s what you can’t help but think to yourself. The moon, moreover, shone so ambiguously into my room, on the wall of which all sorts of uninvited shadows danced about, and when I sat up in bed to take a closer look, I caught a glimpse.


  There’s nothing more ghastly than to suddenly come upon one’s own face in a mirror in moonlight. At that same instant, a clumsy, yawning bell tolled, indeed so long and slowly that at the twelfth sounding of the bell I thought for certain that a full twelve hours had elapsed, and that it would now have to start all over again and once again strike twelve. Between the next-to-last and the last strike of the bell, yet another timepiece ticked very quickly, with an almost shrill disapproval, no doubt annoyed at the laxness of its neighboring clock. And when the two iron tongues ceased to toll and a deathlike silence filled the entire house, it suddenly seemed to me that I heard something doddering and shuffling in the corridor outside my room, like the uncertain gait of an old man. Then my door opened, and slowly the deceased Dr. Saul Ascher stepped in. A cold shiver ran up and down my spine, I shivered like the leaves of an aspen tree, and hardly did I dare greet the ghost with my eyes. He looked the same as always, with the same transcendental gray coat, the same abstract legs and the same mathematical face; except that the latter was a little more yellow than usual, and the mouth, which ordinarily comprised two angles of twenty-two degrees, was pressed tightly shut, and the circles of his eyes spanned to a greater radius. Tottering and, as usual, leaning on his Spanish cane, he approached me, and in his customary succinct way of speaking said to me in a right friendly tone: “Do not be afraid, and believe not that I am a ghost. What is a ghost? Give me a definition. Deduce the requisite conditions for the possibility of a ghostly appearance. What reasonable rapport would such an appearance possibly have with the strictures of reason? Reason, I tell you, reason” – whereupon the ghost launched into an analysis of reason, quoted Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason, part two, paragraph one, chapter two, third article under consideration, the distinction between phenomena and numina, proceeded to elaborate the problematics of belief in ghosts, heaped one syllogism upon another and concluded with the logical proof that there definitely are no ghosts. All the while, a cold sweat ran down my spine, my teeth rattled like castanets, a bone-tingling terror compelled me to nod in absolute agreement at his every assertion, whereby the expectorating doctor proved the absurdity of all fear of ghosts and demonstrated the same with such zeal that once, in his frenzy, instead of pulling a golden pocket watch out of his breast pocket he plucked out a fistful of worms, and, noticing his error, promptly stuffed them back with a frightfully droll dispatch. “Reason is the highest principle –” he reiterated, whereupon the clock struck one, and the ghost disappeared.


  The next morning I bid Goslar goodbye, and headed any which way the wind blew, albeit with the vague intention of looking up the brother of the Klausthal miner. I was once again blessed with splendid Sunday weather. I climbed hills and mountains, saw how the sun tried to shoo away the fog, wandered cheerfully through the shuddering woods, and round my dreamy head rang the bellflowers of Goslar. The mountains stretched in their white nightgowns, the evergreens shook the sleep out of their limbs, the cool morning breeze combed their mops of green hair, the little birds said their prayers, the meadows shimmered like a diamond-strewn blanket of gold, and the shepherd scampered across with his bleating flock. I may very well have lost my way. We always take shortcuts and unmarked paths and think it’ll get us where we’re going all the quicker. As in life, the same happens in the Harz. But there are always kind souls who set us back on the right path; they do it gladly and, on top of it all, take a particular pleasure when, with a self-satisfied expression and a loud benevolent voice, they point out what a long way around we took, in what abysses and swamps we might have landed, and what a good thing it was that we met up with such sure-footed folk as they in the nick of time. I ran into just such an informant not far from the Harzburg. He was a portly bürgher from Goslar with a sparkling, paunchy, smart-aleck face; he looked as if he’d invented hoof-and-mouth disease. We walked a while together and he told me all sort of spook tales, which would have been pleasing enough to listen to if they did not all end with the same conclusion, namely that it wasn’t a spook after all, but rather the white-cloaked figure of a poacher, and that the whimpering voice of the allegedly waylaid victim in fact belonged to a wild boar and the shriek derived from a house cat. Only when a man is sick, he added, does he believe he sees ghosts; as to his own sweet self, he seldom fell sick, and only suffered from time to time from a flare-up of his skin condition, which he treated with plain spittle. He also pointed out to me the expediency and practicality of nature. The trees are green because green is good for the eyes. I readily concurred and added that God created cattle because beef broth fortifies Man, that he made the ass so that it could serve as a point of comparison with Man, and that he created Man himself so that he could eat beef broth and not be an ass. My companion was delighted to have found a like-minded soul, his mien glistened all the more jovially, and when we parted he was greatly moved.


  All the while he walked beside me, nature was, as it were, stripped of its magic spell, but as soon as he was gone the trees resumed their chatter, the rays of sunlight chimed and the wild flowers danced and the blue sky embraced the green earth. This I know better: that God created Man to gaze in awe upon the splendor of the world. Every author, however renowned, still wants his work to be praised. And in the Bible, God’s memoirs, you can read it black on white: that He made Man to sing his glories and his praise.


  After a good bit of wandering here and there, I arrived at the home of the brother of my Klausthal friend, where I spent the night and found the inspiration for the following lovely poem:


  I

  There’s a cottage on the mountain

  Where the woodsman sleeps at night;

  Where the great green fir tree’s sounding

  And the moon beams golden light.


  There’s an armchair in the cottage,

  Richly carved to catch the eye,

  He who sits on it is happy

  And that happy one am I!


  There’s a girl upon a footstool,

  Leans her arm upon my knee;

  Little eyes like blue jewels,

  Mouth a lily of the valley.


  And the dear blue jewels bedazzle

  Like two planets in the sky,

  And she lays her naughty finger

  Where her lily lips collide.


  No, her mother isn’t looking,

  Spinning wool for winter’s cold,

  And the father plucks his zither,

  Singing soulful songs of old.


  And the girl, she whispers softly,

  Softly with a muffled tone

  Secrets spilling from the lilies

  Secrets meant for me alone.


  “Aunty dear took me to Goslar,

  Before she up and died,

  It was lovely in the city,

  But now I’m cooped up inside.


  My days are oh-so-lonesome

  On this chilly mountaintop,

  Where the winter is so long

  And the snow, it never stops.


  And I’m just a little scaredy cat,

  A frightened little child,

  When the ghosts outdoors get started,

  All night long they go hog wild.”


  All at once the child went silent,

  Struck dumb by what she’d said;

  Hands to eyes, she tried to clear

  This dark vision from her head.


  Oh, the great green firs keep sounding,

  And the wheel it drones and whirls

  And the zither binds the music

  And the mother sings to the girl:


  “Don’t be frightened, little darling,

  Let the spirits have their due;

  Day and night, my darling daughter,

  The angels watch over you!”


  II

  The fir tree with its fingers green

  Raps gently on the pane below,

  And the moon bears witness, like a dream,

  Giving off a golden glow.


  Father, mother softly snore,

  In the bedchamber next door

  While wide-awake, in cheerful chatter

  The child and I all blissfully ignore.


  “That your lips from prayers be numb,

  Truth to tell, I don’t believe, Sir,

  Praying didn’t make ’em quiver,

  Prayers don’t give you such a fever.


  But for the pious look in your eyes

  I would fear that wicked quiver,

  Your gentle look stills my disquiet,

  But your lips give me a fearful shiver.


  Your faith, my friend, I rather doubt,

  If faith be what we learn in school,

  Of the Father, the Son and the Holy Ghost,

  Or do you take me for a fool?”


  “Believe me, child, when I still sat,

  On mother’s lap, with mother’s love,

  I looked up to our God the Father

  That dear great God who rules above;


  He, who made the earth so lovely,

  And lovely people here to stay,

  Made the sun, the moon and the stars

  And to each assigned its way.


  And then when I got older,

  I gradually grasped the way things run,

  And grasping, grew to reason’s age.

  And I do believe in God, the Son;


  In the beloved Son, who, loving,

  Spoke the truth of Love out loud,

  And for his kindness, as is common,

  Was promptly crucified by the crowd.


  And now that I’m all grown up,

  Well-read and traveled, if I may boast,

  My heart heaves, and with all my heart

  I believe in the Holy Ghost.


  He who wrought the greatest wonders,

  And yet more wondrous things anon;

  He who broke down tyrants’ bastions,

  He who freed the bondsman from his bonds.


  Ancient mortal wounds He heals,

  And renews the ancient claim:

  All men are born equal,

  Noble brothers all the same.


  He whisks away the evil fog,

  And scatters the specter of fright,

  To whom we yielded loves and longings,

  Cowed by His grin day and night.


  A thousand knights, armed and ready

  Did the Holy Ghost with destiny instill,

  Breathed bravery into their breast

  So they could His holy will fulfill.


  Behold, their gallant swords are flashing,

  And their noble flags unfurled;

  Oh, child, would that you could see them,

  Riding proud in this grim world.


  Look at me, my dear sweet child,

  Kiss me quick, be not afraid;

  For I myself am such a proud one,

  A knight in the Holy Ghost’s brigade.”


  III

  The moon plays hide-and-seek outside

  Behind the towering green fir tree,

  And in the room the lamp, it flickers

  Low, lighting us but feebly.


  But my precious blue stars sparkle

  With a brighter light they glisten,

  And the lily of the valley twinkles,

  And the dear girl whispers: “Listen!


  Little people, forest sprites,

  Steal our bread and bacon,

  Evenings it’s still in the cupboard,

  And by the morning it’s been taken.


  Little people steal our cream,

  Off the milk, they lick the best,

  Careless imps leave bowl uncovered,

  And the cat drinks down the rest.


  And the cat, she is a black witch,

  Slinking ’round at the darkest hour,

  Slipping off to the phantom hillock,

  Up to the foot of the old watchtower.


  There a castle once did stand,

  Alive with the clink of sword and lance;

  Knights in shining armor and ladies

  Whirled in a wild torch-dance.


  Then an evil sorceress

  Bewitched the place and people,

  All that’s left are ruins now,

  Owls nest in the ruined steeple.


  But my aunt of blessed mem’ry

  Said: If you say the right word,

  Say it at night, at just the right hour,

  At the right place, deeply stirred,


  Then will the ruins reassemble

  Into a splendid castle of yore,

  Knights in shining armor and ladies

  Gallantly take back the dance floor;


  And whosoever speaks the word,

  To her belong the courtiers, keep and tower

  Drums and trumpets sound her praises,

  The lovely young maiden of the hour.”


  Thus do blossom fairy tales

  From the mouths of flowers,

  And the eyes diffuse their light

  In enchanted blue star-showers.


  Now her golden locks she tangles,

  Round and round my fingers.

  Dubs each with a dear nickname,

  A laugh, a kiss, and silence lingers.


  And in the stillness of the room

  At one with tabletop and cabinet,

  A kindred calm takes hold of us,

  As if we’d previously met.


  The zither quivers, almost mute,

  Strumming a song on itself, it seems,

  To the cheerful chatter of the clock,

  In my ear it chimes, like the music of dreams.


  “Now is the right hour, my child,

  And this is the right place;

  Now if only I uttered the right word,

  Just imagine the look on your face.”


  Then I said the word and midnight sounded

  In the stillness of the night,

  Brook and fir tree burbled and blustered,

  And the ancient mountain reared upright.


  Zither-strum and the croon of dwarves

  Wafted from the mountain’s cleft,

  And a forest full of flowers

  Blossomed from the rock, of life bereft.


  Magic flowers bold and lovely,

  Scented, colored and alert,

  Magic leaves, wide and wondrous,

  Born of passion, spurred by hurt.


  Roses wild as bright red flames

  Surge out of the fallow field;

  Lilies sharp as crystal arrows

  Pierce the sky’s blue shield.


  And the stars, as big as suns,

  Glimmer in the lonely night;

  Fill the lilies’ giant chalice

  With a flood of bright starlight.


  But we ourselves, sweetest child,

  Are metamorphosed even more;

  The glow of torchlight, gold and silk

  Merrily illumine aft and fore.


  And you, my child, a princess were,

  This hut a castle in the clouds,

  Cheering and dancing, came the ladies,

  The knights, their pages and the noble crowd.


  But I found gold, I struck it rich,

  The castle, crowd and you belong to me;

  Drums and trumpets my deed proclaim

  To this my newfound majesty.


  The sun rose, the fog dispersed like ghosts at the third cry of the cock. Again I climbed uphill and downhill, the splendid sun shimmered before me, revealing ever new vistas of beauty. Clearly the spirit of the mountains looked favorably upon me; he well knew that a poet-traveler like myself would find many nice things to tell, and, so, that morning, I’m quite sure, he permitted me to see his Harz as not many have seen it before. But the Harz saw me too as few have seen me; in my eyelashes glimmered the same precious pearls as those that lay in the meadow down below. The morning dew of love dampened my cheeks, the rustling evergreens spoke my language, their branches motioned, waving up and down like the deaf-and-dumb who express their joy with their hands, and in the distance there was a wondrously mysterious ringing like the bell of a lost church. They say it’s the cowbells, which, here in the Harz, are tuned to such a lovely, clear, clean pitch.


  By the sun’s position in the sky, I reckon it must have been noon when I happened upon just such a herd, and the cowherd, an amiable, blond, young fellow, told me that the great mountain at the foot of which I was standing was the world-famous old Brocken. There wasn’t a house for miles about and I was glad that the young man invited me to eat with him. We sat ourselves down to a déjeuner dînatoire that consisted of bread and cheese; the little lambs chased the hares, the dear little glistening calves leapt about us and gave a rascally tinkle with their little bells and laughed at us with their big blissful eyes. We dined right royally; indeed my host seemed to me to be a true king, and as he is the only king to date with whom I’ve broken bread, let me salute him with a royal song.


  Yonder shepherd boy’s a king,

  A green hill is his throne,

  The sun that hangs above its head

  Is his heavy golden crown.


  The calves they are his cavaliers,

  Prancing about with pompous stride;

  The sheep his flatterers at court,

  At his royal feet they lie.


  The little goats are court buffoons,

  The birds and cows regale with flute and bell,

  A concert for his royal ears,

  No court musicians ever played so well.


  Sweet is the tinkle and sweet is the trill,

  Sweetly mingling with the rush and sweep

  Of waterfall and swaying fir,

  Gently lulling the king to sleep.


  And while he sleeps, his faithful dog,

  The Lord High Chancellor, decrees,

  Ruling the kingdom in his stead

  With barks that echo in the breeze.


  The young king stammers with a yawn:

  “How wearisome it is to reign,

  Oh, that I were home at last,

  Home alone with my queen!


  Nothing soothes my royal woes

  Like the queen’s embrace;

  Her eyes the mirror of my realm

  Bordered by her beloved face!”


  We took a friendly leave of each other, and merrily I climbed the mountain. Soon I was received by a forest of towering evergreens, for which I have great respect in every regard. Growth has not been made all that simple for these trees that suffered through a sour youth. The mountain is strewn here with many massive granite boulders, and most of the trees were obliged to circumvent or smash their way through these stones with their roots to painstakingly search for soil by which to seek their sustenance. Here and there lie the stones heaped one upon another, creating a kind of portal, on top of which stand the trees with their naked roots reaching through this stone gate, only at its base do they finally touch the soil so that they appear to be growing in thin air. And still they were able to hoist themselves up to such a mighty height, and looming, as if melded with the surrounding rocks, they stand firmer than their stolid comrades in the tractable forest bottom in the flatland below. So, too, do those great men stand in life, who, in circumventing early inhibitions and hurdles, found their force and foothold. Acorns rattled on the branches of the great fir trees and beneath them strolled the yellow deer. Whenever I set eyes on such a dear, noble creature, I cannot fathom how cultivated people can derive pleasure from hunting and killing them. Such a creature was more merciful than man and suckled the parched throat of our Lady of Sorrow, Saint Genevieve.


  Dearest of all, the golden rays of sunlight shot through the dense coat of evergreen. The tree roots formed a natural stairway. Mossy benches abound, since the stones are overgrown with the loveliest sorts of moss, as though upholstered with light green velvet cushions. There’s a sweet freshness in the air and a dreamy murmur of spring water. Here and there you can see the water with its silvery sparkle trickling by under the stones, bathing the roots and filaments. Bend down for a closer look and you can, as it were, overhear the secret history of the plant world and the quiet heartbeat of the mountain. At some spots, the water spurts forth with a greater force out from under the stones and roots and forms little waterfalls. That’s a splendid spot to sit down. The water burbles and rustles so wondrously, the birds sing broken notes of longing, the trees whisper as though with a thousand maiden tongues, while the curious mountain blossoms watch us with a thousand maiden eyes, they reach out toward us with their wondrously wide, strangely serrated leaves, the gleeful rays of sunlight flicker playfully here and there, the contemplative little herbs tell each other green fairy tales, everything is so enchanted, it gets more and more mysterious, a dream as old as the hills come alive, the beloved appears – oh, why must she vanish again so swiftly!


  The higher you climb the mountain, the shorter and more dwarflike do the evergreens grow, they seem to shrink back more and more, till all that remains are blueberry and red berry bushes and shrubs. It gets considerably colder too. The wondrous clusters of granite blocks are visible here, and are often of an astounding size. They may well be the mammoth balls that evil spirits fling at each other on Walpurgis Night, when the witches come riding in on broomsticks and pitchforks and the wild wicked merriment breaks loose, as pious old wives tell and as Master Retzsch 14 depicts it in his lovely Faust illustrations. Indeed, a young poet who rode by the Brocken on his way from Berlin to Göttingen on the night of May first even noticed several belletristic ladies conducting their aesthetic tea party on a ridge, reading to each other in a right congenial manner from the Abendzeitung 15 praising their poetically bleating little ram, a universal genius, who’d just leapt over their tea table, as they passed final judgment on all the latest in German literature; but when they got to Ratcliff and Almansor, and discounted the author’s piety and Christian faith, the young man’s hair stood up on his head, he was gripped with horror – I gave my horse the spurs and galloped off.


  Indeed, when climbing the upper half of the Brocken, you can’t help but think of the delightful traditional mountain tales, and, in particular, of the great mystical German national tragedy of Dr. Faust. It seemed to me throughout the ascent as if horse’s hooves climbed beside me and as if someone were comically gasping for air. And I’m sure that even Mephisto is obliged to breathe with difficulty when climbing his beloved mountain; the way up is extremely exhausting and I was happy when I finally set eyes on the long-awaited Brocken House.


  Well-known from countless depictions, this house, which consists solely of a ground floor that sits on the summit, was originally built in 1800 by Count Stolberg-Wernigerode, on whose behalf it is run as a guesthouse. The walls are amazingly thick, on account of the winds and cold of winter; the roof is low, out of which rears a towerlike lookout post, and beside the house stand two small ancillary structures, one of which, in former times, served Brocken climbers as a refuge.


  My entrance into the Brocken House aroused in me a somewhat uncommon fairy tale–like sensation. After a long, lonely climb through evergreen and over bare rock, you are suddenly transported into a house of clouds; cities, mountains and forests languish down below, and up above you find a wondrously select strange company, by which you are received almost like a long-awaited comrade, in part with curiosity, in part with equanimity, as is commonly the case in such places. I found the house full of guests, and already envisioned the night and the discomfort of a pile of hay; with a sinking tone of voice I immediately asked for a cup of tea, and Mr. Brocken-keeper was sensible enough to perceive that, sick as I was, I required a proper bed for the night. This he found for me in a cramped room, where a young businessman with a long bag of emetic powder stashed under his brown topcoat had already checked in.


  In the tavern I found a lively company in full swing. There were students from various universities. Some had only just arrived and were in the thick of their refreshments, others were getting ready to depart, tying up their knapsacks, inscribing their names in the guest book, receiving bouquets from the serving girls: cheeks were pinched, songs sung, leaps leapt, catcalls whistled, questions and answers exchanged, wishes for good weather, good walking, prosit, adieu. A few of the departing were also somewhat soused, and these took twice as much pleasure in the splendid view, since a drunk sees double.


  Having sufficiently restored myself, I climbed the watchtower and found there a little man with two ladies, a young one and an older one. The young lady was very pretty. She had a lovely figure, and on her head she wore a helmetlike black Atlas cap with the white feathers of which the winds played. Her slender limbs were so tightly cinched in a black silk coat that her noble shape stood out, and her big wide-open eyes peered quietly down upon the big wide world below.


  When I was still a boy, I thought of nothing but magical and miraculous tales, and every lovely lady with ostrich feathers in her hat I took for the fairy queen, and if I noticed that the train of her dress was wet then I took her for a water nymph. These days I think differently, now that I know from my study of natural history that those symbolic feathers come from the dumbest bird and that the train of a lady’s dress can get wet in a very natural way. Had I but seen with a boy’s eyes the aforementioned beauty standing in the position I described on the Brocken, I would surely have thought: This is the fairy of the mountain and she just uttered the spell that made everything below look so wonderful. Wondrous to the highest degree does everything appear in our first gaze down from the summit, every aspect of our spirit thrills with new impressions, and in our soul, these impressions, mostly of diverse sort, sometimes even contradictory, bind into a not-asyet disentangled, incomprehensible feeling. Only if we manage to fathom this feeling in its expression can we grasp the true character of the mountain. This character is altogether German, both in regard to its failings and to its virtues. The Brocken is a German. With German thoroughness, he displays for us clearly and distinctly, as in a vast panorama, the many hundreds of cities, towns and villages, most of them to the north, surrounded by mountains, forests, rivers and flat plains, stretching as far as the eye can see. But it is precisely for that reason that everything looks like a sharply delineated, clearly illuminated, hand-drawn map; nowhere is the eye gladdened with the sight of a truly lovely landscape, on account of the painstakingly honest precision with which we seek to represent absolutely everything, for we German compilers would never think of depicting the particular in a pretty fashion. The mountain also has something Germanically peaceful, understanding, tolerant; precisely because it is able to have such a far-ranging and clear overview of things. And when such a mountain claps open its massive eyes it can see considerably more than us dwarves, who, with our dumb little eyes, climb around on it. Many maintain that the Brocken is very philistine, and Claudius sang: “The Blocksberg is the lanky Mr. Philistine!” But that isn’t true. With his bald head, which he sometimes covers with a cap of clouds, he may give the impression of philistinism, but as with some other great Germans, it’s a purely ironic front. The Brocken is, in fact, notorious for its devil-may-care wild times, such as, for instance, on the first night of May, when, with a whoop of joy, he hurls his cap of clouds high in the air and, like the rest of us, in true German fashion, goes romantically stark-raving mad.


  I immediately sought to engage the lovely lady in a conversation, since you only really appreciate the splendors of nature if you can respond on the spot. She was not quick-witted, but wide-eyed and contemplative. She was truly elegant. I don’t mean the ordinary, stiff, negative elegance, all too cognizant of that which ought to be omitted, but rather that far more rare, free, positive elegance which tells us precisely what we may do and which, with all self-consciousness, affords the most convivial self-assuredness. To my own astonishment, I demonstrated considerable geographic knowledge, cited for the eager beauty all the names of the cities in view, sought and showed her the same on my map, which I spread out with a positively scholarly expression on the stone table in the center of the tower room. There were some cities I couldn’t locate, perhaps because I searched more with my fingers than with my eyes, which I kept focused all the while on the face of the lovely lady, where I found far prettier places than Schierke and Elend. This face is one of those that never annoy, seldom enrapture, and always please the eye. I love such faces because they smile my stir-crazy heart into a pleasant calm.


  Just what relation the little man might have had to the ladies he accompanied I could not surmise. He was a haggard, curious creature. His little head was sparsely covered with a few gray hairs that dangled over his narrow forehead down to his greenish dragonfly eyes, his round nose poked far out, while his mouth and chin were pulled back toward the ears. This little face appeared to be composed of a delicate yellow substance out of which sculptors knead their first sketches; when the thin lips pressed together several thousand semicircular little creases wrinkled the cheeks. The little man did not say a word, and only every now and then, when the older lady whispered something friendly to him, did he grin like a pug with a sniffle.


  The older lady was the mother of the younger one, and she too had the most elegant features. Her eyes revealed a feverishly impassioned profundity, her mouth radiated a stern piety, though it seemed to me that those lips must once have been quite lovely, that they’d laughed a lot and received many kisses and returned many too. Her face resembled a codex palimpsestus,16 in which, beneath the newly inscribed black monkish script of a church father’s text, the half-effaced verses of an ancient Greek poet of love peer forth. The two ladies had been to Italy this past year with their escort and told me all sorts of splendid things about Rome, Florence, and Venice. The mother spoke much about Raphael’s painting in St. Peter’s, the daughter spoke more of the opera in the Fenice Theater.17


  As we talked, it grew darker. The air got nippy, the sun sank lower, and the watchtower filled up with students, traveling apprentices and a few lone burghers along with their wives and daughters, who all wanted to witness the sunset. It is an uplifting sight that puts the soul in a prayerful mood. Everyone stood a good quarter of an hour in somber silence and watched as the lovely fireball sank little by little in the west; the faces glowed with a dusky red, the hands instinctively folded – it was as if we stood there as a quiet congregation in the nave of a giant cathedral, and the priest were now raising the body of the Lord, and from the organ poured Palestrina’s 18 eternal chorus.


  As I stood there lost in devotion, I heard somebody beside me cry out: “How lovely the whole of nature is!” These words came from the soul-stirred breast of my roommate, the young businessman. This brought me back down to my workaday mood, and I felt inclined to say learned things about the sunset to the ladies and to lead them quietly back to their rooms, as if there were nothing more natural in the world. And they allowed me to regale them in this way for a good hour. Just like the earth itself, our pleasure revolved around the sun. The mother reflected on how the sun draped in the mist resembled a glowing red rose which the gallant sky had flung at the flowing white bridal veil of its beloved earth. The daughter smiled and suggested that repeated viewing of such natural phenomena weakened their effect. The mother amended this false impression with a passage from Goethe’s travel letters and asked me if I’d read his Werther. I believe we also spoke of Angora cats, Etruscan vases, Turkish shawls, macaroni and Lord Byron, from whose poems the older lady recited some sunset passages with a lovely lisp and a sigh. To the younger lady, who understood no English and wanted to get to know these poems, I recommended the translations of my lovely spirited co-citoyenne, the Baroness Elise von Hohenhausen,19 whereby I took the opportunity, as I am wont to do with young ladies, of raging against Byron’s godlessness, lovelessness, disconsolateness and heaven knows what else.


  After this chitchat I went out for a stroll on the Brocken, since it never gets completely dark there. The fog was not heavy and I observed the outlines of the two hills they call the Witch’s Altar and the Devil’s Pulpit. I shot off my pistol but it gave off no echo. Then suddenly I heard familiar voices and felt myself hugged and kissed by a group of my fellow Göttingites who had left the city four days after me and were markedly surprised to run into me again all alone on the Blocksberg. This greeting was followed by adventures recounted and astonishment and appointments made, laughter and reminiscing, and we were once again back in the spirit of our learned Siberia where the culture is so refined that the bears are tied up in the taverns and the wild sables bid the hunters good evening.


  Supper was served in the big room. There was a long banquet table with two rows of hungry students. To start with, the conversation was restricted to common college topics: duels, duels, and more duels. The company consisted mostly of Hallensers, and Halle was, therefore, the key point of reference. The windowpanes chez Hofrat Schütz were exegetically lighted. Then they reported that the last court of the King of Cyprus was supposed to have been quite dazzling, that he selected a bastard as his successor, that he let a princess from Liechtenstein sit on his left knee, that he gave the Mistress of State her walking papers, and that the entire emotionally moved ministry was said to have cried on cue. I need hardly mention that this all relates back to the virtue of Hallesche beer. The subject turned next to two Chinamen who turned up two years ago in Berlin and have subsequently been broken in as lecturers in Chinese aesthetics in Halle. Then jokes were told. What if, it was conjectured, two Germans put themselves on display for a fee in China, and to this end, a poster were printed, wherein the Mandarins Ching-Chang-Chung and Hi-Ha-Ho confirmed that they were indeed bona fide Germans; wherein, furthermore, their tricks were enumerated, consisting primarily of philosophizing, tobacco-smoking and patient waiting – wherein it was noted, in conclusion, that twelve o’clock was their feeding hour, and that no dogs would be permitted on the premises lest they snap up the poor Germans’ best scraps.


  A young fraternity brother who had recently been to Berlin for his initiation spoke much of this city, but all from a biased point of view. He’d visited Wisotzki and the theater and both he deemed wrong. “The young don’t mince words, etc.,” said he. He spoke of the cost of wardrobe, of actors’ scandals, etc. The young man did not fathom that it’s appearances that matter most in Berlin, as the common expression “to do as if” adequately indicates, that this world of appearances flourishes precisely on stage, and that, therefore, the stage manager was essentially responsible for the “color of the beard wherewith a part is played,” for the fidelity of the costume prescribed by accredited historians and sewed up by scientifically astute tailors.20 And that is necessary. For if Maria Stuart donned an apron that had already belonged to the era of Queen Anna, then the banker Christian Gumpel 21 would definitely and rightfully complain that the theatrical illusion was thereby spoiled for him; and if Lord Burleigh mistakenly pulled on the pants of Henry IV, then Madame War Minister von Steinzopf, nee Lilientau, would be distracted by this anachronism all evening long. Such painstaking illusionary precision on the part of the stage manager is not limited to aprons and pants but also extends to the persons bedecked by them. Thus, in the future, Othello is to be played by a bona fide black man whom Professor Liechtenstein has already ordered for this express purpose from Africa; in Hatred and Revenge,22 the part of Eulalia is to be played by a truly fallen woman, Peter by a genuinely stupid boy and the unknown man by an honest-to-goodness unidentified cuckold, all three of whom won’t first have to be fetched from Africa. If the aforementioned young person failed to grasp the ways of the Berlin stage, he understood even less that the Spontinische Janitscharen Opera: its kettle drums, trumpets and tamtams are a heroic means to buck up our atrophied folk for future war, a means already artfully recommended, right statesmenlike, by Plato and Cicero. Least of all did the young person in question fathom the diplomatic significance of the ballet. I took pains to point out to him how there’s more politics lodged in Hoguet’s 23 feet than in Buchholz’s head, how all of the former’s dance tours amount to diplomatic parleys, how every step he takes has a political significance, so, for instance, that he means to represent our cabinet when bowing wistfully with outstretched hands; that he’s playing our parliament when whirling a hundred times on one foot without slipping; that he has our lesser lords in mind when mincing about as if bound at the knees; that he signifies the European balance of power when staggering back and forth like a drunk; that he suggests a congress when burying his bent arms in the tangle of their respective sleeves; and finally, that he is representing our all-too-overblown friend in the East when, gradually rising, he raises himself upright, maintains this position for the longest time and suddenly erupts in the most frightening flurry of leaps. The young man finally saw the light, and now he fathomed why dancers are more respected than great poets, why the ballet is an endless topic of conversation in the diplomatic corps, and why a lovely ballerina is subsequently entertained in private by the minister who, no doubt, does his best day and night to make her receptive to his little political stratagems. By Apis! how great is the number of exoteric and how small the number of esoteric members of the theater audience! There stand our stupid People, who gape and wonder at the leaps and turns and study anatomy in the posture of Lemiere and applaud the entrechats of Röhnisch and blabber about grace, harmony and tenderloins – and nobody notices that in these dancing figures is embodied the fate of the Fatherland.


  While such talk flew here and there, we, nevertheless, did not forget about the business at hand, and the great bowls honestly heaped with meat, potatoes, etc. were heartily partaken of. Even so, the food was bad. I said as much in passing to my tablemate, who, however, with an accent in which I recognized the Swiss intonation, replied uncivilly: that as we Germans were unfamiliar with true freedom, so, too, did we not know true contentedness. I shrugged my shoulders and remarked that the lords’ lackeys and retail tanners are all Swiss, and rightfully referred to as such, and that the current Swiss freedom fighters who blabber such audacious political declarations in public always seem to me like hares who fire off their pistols in outdoor markets, greatly impressing all the kids and hicks with their audacity but, nevertheless, remaining hares.


  Surely the son of the Alps bore me no ill will, “He was a fat man, thus a good man,” Cervantes would say. But my tablemate on the other side, a native of the Greifswald, was so piqued at the remark he swore that German pluck and gullibility were not yet dead, droned on while beating his breast, and downed an inconceivable quantity of Weissbier. To which the Swiss replied: “Now! Now!” Yet the more mollifying his tone, the more the fellow from the Greifswald blew off his lid. The latter was a man of that era when lice feasted and barbers threatened to go hungry. He wore his hair long with a sportsmanlike cap, a black, old German coat, a filthy shirt, which simultaneously served him as a vest, and beneath it a medallion with a lock of hair from Blücher’s steed. He looked like an honest-to-goodness nut. I like to exercise my tongue at the dinner table and so allowed myself to be drawn into a patriotic tiff with him. He was of the opinion that Germany ought to be divided into thirty-three regions. I, on the other hand, maintained it ought to be forty-eight, since one could then draft a systematic handbook on Germany, and it was always imperative to ground life in science. My Greifswald friend was also a German bard, and, as he confided, was working on a national heroic saga glorifying Hermann and his famous battle. I gave him some useful hints on the composition of this epos. I pointed out that he could evoke the swamps and rickety paths of the Teutoburg Forest very onomatopoeically with soppy and jolting verses and that it would be a patriotic plus if he let Varus and all the other Romans spout a lot of nonsense. I sincerely hope this artistic tip will help him as well as it might other Berlin versifiers to fabricate the most dubious illusion.


  Things grew ever louder and more congenial at our table, wine supplanted beer, the bowls of hot punch steamed, we drank, we ranted, we sang. The song about our dear old sovereign and lovely lieder by W. Müller, Rückert, Uhland, etc. rang out merrily. Marvelous melodies by Methfessel. The German words of our dear Arndt sounded the best of all: “The God who put iron in the earth will have no truck with lackeys!” The wind blew wild outside, as if the old mountain were singing along, and a few tipsy friends went so far as to maintain that the mountain was merrily shaking his bald head and that made the room tremble. Bottles emptied themselves out and heads filled up. One reveler yelled, another sang falsetto, a third recited from Müllner’s play Guilt, a fourth declaimed in Latin, a fifth preached moderation, and a sixth stood on his chair and lectured: “Gentlemen! The earth is a round barrel, people are little pegs seemingly haphazardly dropped on it; but the barrel turns, the little pegs knock here and there and ring out, some often, the others seldom, this makes for a wonderfully complicated music we call world history. First, then, we will speak about music, then about the world, and finally about history; the latter subject will be divided into positive instances and Spanish flies –” And so it continued full of sense and nonsense.


  A merry Mecklengurger, who had his nose in the punch bowl and, with a soulful smile, inhaled the sweet vapor, observed that he felt as if he were standing once again at the theater buffet in Schwerin! Another fellow held up his wine glass like a kaleidoscope in front of his eyes and appeared to study us intently through it, as the red wine ran down his cheeks into his proffered mouth. In a sudden burst of enthusiasm, the Greifswalder flung himself on my breast and whooped with joy: “Oh, if only you understood me, I am a lover, lucky me, I’m loved again – God damn me! – she’s a cultivated girl with big breasts and a white dress and she plays the piano too!” But the Swiss gent wept and kissed my hand and kept wailing: “Oh Bäbeli! Oh Bäbeli!”


  During this chaotic carrying-on, in which the plates learned to dance and the glasses learned to fly, two young men, handsome and pale as marble statues, sat opposite me, the one more resembling Adonis, the other Apollo. The light-rose hue that the wine imbued in their cheeks was barely noticeable. They peered at each other with boundless love, as if one could read the eyes of the other, and these eyes glowed, as if several luminous drops had dripped from a cup of burning love that a pious angel carried from one star to another. They spoke quietly with tremulous voices, recounting sad stories that resounded with a wondrously sorrowful tone. “Lore is dead now too!” said the one and sighed, and, after a pause, he told of a girl from Halle who was in love with a student, and when the student left Halle she stopped speaking with anyone, ate little and wept day and night and kept watching the canary, a gift from her beloved. “The bird died, and soon after that Lore died too!” So ended the tale. And the two sat in silence and sighed, as if their hearts were about to explode. Finally the other spoke up: “My soul is sad! Come outside with me into the dark night! I want to inhale the breath of the clouds and the rays of moonlight. Comrade of my sorrow! I love you, your words sound like whispering reeds, like rustling streams, they echo in my breast, but my soul is sad!”


  Then the two young men got up, one slung his arm around the neck of the other, and they left the thundering din of the room. I followed and watched as they entered a dark room, as one of them flung open a big cupboard instead of a window, as both stood stock still in front of the cupboard with wistfully outstretched arms and took turns speaking. “Oh ye wafting winds of dusky night!” cried the first, “How refreshing is your breath upon my cheeks! I stand here on the mountain’s cloudy summit, below me the sleeping cities of man lie and the blue waters sparkle. Listen! The great evergreens are rustling down in the valleys! Over yonder hills the foggy ghosts of our fathers rush by. Oh, would that I could ride with you on a cloud-born steed through the stormy night and over the rolling sea up to the stars! But, oh! I am burdened with woe, and my soul is sad!” The other young man had likewise stretched his arms out to the cupboard, tears streamed from his eyes, and to a yellow leather pair of pants, which he mistook for the moon, he spoke with a mournful voice: “Lovely art thou, daughter of the heavens! Comely is your restful countenance! You waft about in your loveliness! The stars follow your blue trail in the East. The clouds rejoice at the sight of you, and their dusky expression brightens. Who is like unto you in the heavens, you child of night? The stars shrink back in shame at your presence and turn away their sparkling green eyes. Where do you flee to from your path when morning blanches your mien? Do you, like me, have your Halle? Do you live in the shadow of your melancholy? Did your sisters tumble from the sky? Those who merrily gallivanted with you through the night, are they no more? Indeed they did fall down, oh lovely light, and you hide your face to mourn their passing. But soon will come the night, and you, too, will have disappeared and left nothing but a blue trail behind. Then the stars will once again raise their green faces that shrank back ashamed in your presence, they will rejoice. But now you’re girded in the brilliance of your beams and peer down from the gates of heaven. Tear up the clouds, oh winds, so that the child of night can let its light shine down and make the bushy mountains glow and roll the foaming waves of the sea in its shimmer.”


  A not-very-slender friend of mine, a fellow I know all too well, who’d drunk more than he’d eaten, although he had, as usual, that very evening, consumed a portion of roast beef that would have amply sufficed to fill the bellies of six grenadier guard lieutenants and an innocent child, this fellow came racing by in tip-top form (i.e. piglike), less-than-gently shoved the two elegiac friends into the cupboard, staggered to the house door and went haywire outside. The din in the dining room meanwhile grew ever more muddled and deafening. The two young men in the cupboard wailed and whined as if they lay broken at the foot of the mountain; from their throats streamed the noble red wine, they doused each other, and the one said to the other: “Farewell! I fear that my life’s blood is draining from my veins. Why do you wake me, spring breeze? You woo me and whisper: I wet you with drops of heaven’s dew. But my final hour is close at hand, close is the storm that shakes my leaves free! Tomorrow the traveler will come, yea, he will come, the one who saw me in my splendor, his eye will search me out in every field and will not find me.” But all other voices and sounds were drowned out by the familiar bass voice outside in front of the door, cursing and howling, berating God: that not a single lantern was lit up and down the length of the whole dark Weenderstrasse and you couldn’t even tell whose window you’d just smashed.


  I myself have a considerable capacity for drink – modesty will not permit me to tell the number of bottles I downed – and, none the worse for wear, I made my way to my room. The young traveling salesman already lay in bed with his chalk white sleeping cap and saffron-colored jacket of healthful flannel. He had not yet fallen asleep and sought to start up a conversation. He hailed from Frankfurt-am-Main, and therefore, spoke forthwith of the Jews who had forfeited any feeling for the lovely and the noble and sold English-made goods at twenty-five percent below market price. I felt inclined to have some fun, and so, told him that I was a sleepwalker and begged forgiveness in advance should I disturb him in his sleep. Consequently, as he confessed to me the following morning, the poor fellow did not shut an eye all night, fearing that I might in my sleepwalking state do something regrettable with the pistols I kept lying in front of my bed. In fact, things didn’t go much better for me than they had for him, I slept very badly. Wild, terrifying nightmare specters. A piano passage from Dante’s Inferno. Finally, I even dreamed I saw a judicial opera, called Falcidia,24 with nauseating text by Gans and music by Spontini. What a droll dream. The Roman Forum was all aglow, with Asinius Göschenus as Praetor seated on his stool, his toga flung in proud pleats, gushing forth in blustering recitativa; Marcus Tullius Elversus, as prima donna legataria, revealing all his resplendent femininity, sang the love-curdling Bravourarie quicunque civis romanus; junior barristers with their faces made up all brick-red shrieked at the chorus of minors; untenured lecturers, dressed as geniuses in flesh-colored tights, danced an antejustinian ballet and lay wreaths of flowers on the twelve tablets; 25 thunder and lightning struck as the offended ghost of Roman lawgiving rose out of the earth, followed by the blasts of trombones, the toll of tamtams, a fiery rain, cum omni causa.


  The Brocken innkeeper plucked me out of this cacophony when he awakened me to watch the sunrise. In the tower I found a few early risers rubbing their hands in anticipation; others with sleep still dripping from their eyes, stumbled up the steps. At last, yesterday evening’s silent company stood once again assembled, and watched in a reverential hush as the little ball rose above the horizon, a wintry dawning light spread, the mountains swam as if submerged in a white foamy sea and only their summits stood visible, so that it seemed as if we were standing on a little hill in the midst of a flooded plain from which only, here and there, a dry clod of earth reared forth. So as to grasp in words what I was seeing and feeling, I sketched the following poem:


  It’s getting lighter in the East

  From the fire of the sun’s faint shimmer,

  Far and wide the mountain peaks

  Bob in the fog like able swimmers.


  Had I a pair of seven-league boots,

  Wind-swept, I’d run like wild

  Over all these mountain peaks

  To the home of that dear child,


  And draw the curtain from the bed,

  Where quietly she sleeps,

  Quietly, I’d kiss her forehead,

  And quietly kiss her ruby lips.


  And still more quietly would I whisper

  In those little lily ears:

  Think, while dreaming, of our love,

  And that we never left in tears.


  Meanwhile, my hankering for a breakfast had likewise grown great, and after paying my respects to the ladies, I hastened down for a cup of coffee in the warmth of the dining room. It did me good; my stomach was as barren and empty as St. Stephen’s Church in Goslar. But after imbibing an Arabic brew, the warmth of the Orient trickled through my joints and limbs, roses from the East surrounded me with their scent, songs of the sweet Bülbül 26 intoned in my ears, the students were metamorphosed into camels, the Brocken Inn serving girls with their Congrevian looks turned into harem girls, the philistine noses became minarets, etc.


  But the book that lay beside me was not the Koran. Still, it contained its fair share of nonsense. It was the so-called Brocken Book, in which all who had climbed the mountain inscribed their names and most added a few thoughts and, for lack of the latter, added their feelings. Many even broke into verse. In this book, indeed, we see what an abomination results when, on certain customary occasions, such as here on the mountain top, the great philistine horde resolves to wax poetic. Even the palace of the Prince of Pallagonia does not contain an object as tasteless as this book. Particularly noteworthy are the inscriptions of the excise tax collectors with their moldy sentiments, the boys from the counting house with their pathetic greetings from the heart, the old German revolutionary dilettantes with their gymnastic pronouncements, the Berlin schoolteachers with their aborted outbursts of rapture and delight, etc. Mr. John Doe wants to play writer for a day. On one page the majestic splendor of the sunrise is depicted in unctuous detail; on another the author complains of bad weather, of disappointed expectations, or of the fog that impedes the view. “I went up in a fog and down in a fog!” is a standing joke repeated by hundreds.


  The whole book reeks of cheese, beer and tobacco; you’d think you were reading a novel by Clauren.


  As I sipped my coffee and leafed through the pages of the Brocken Book, the Swiss gent barged in with flushed cheeks and told me, all excited, of the exalted view he’d just enjoyed from up in the tower room, of the clean, quiet light of the sun, epitome of the truth, battling it out with the cloud clusters of the night, how it looked like a war of the spirit world in which angry giants drew their broad swords, armored knights charged on prancing steeds, chariots of war, fluttering banners, fantastic animal formations emerging from the furious thick of things, till, finally, everything curled up into the craziest contortions, faded paler and paler and disappeared without a trace. I missed this demagogical display of nature, and should it come to an inquest, I can swear under oath that I know of nothing but the taste of good brown coffee. That coffee is indeed to blame for my having forgotten the lovely lady, and now she stood there at the door, with mother and escort, about to climb into her carriage. I hardly had time to rush toward her and swear it was cold out. She seemed displeased that I had not come earlier; but I soon smoothed over the disgruntled folds on her lovely chin by giving her a wondrous flower that I’d plucked the day before at the risk of my life from a perilously steep cliff overhang. The mother inquired after the name of the flower, as if, as it were, she found it unfitting for her daughter to wear against her breast an unknown, nameless blossom – for indeed, the flower attained that envied emplacement which surely it could not have dreamed of yesterday on its lonesome crag of rock. The silent escort now suddenly opened his mouth, counted the filaments of the flower and dryly declared: “It belongs to the eighth class.”


  It angers me every time I see that we have divided God’s beloved blossoms into castes, just like we do with ourselves, and according to similar external features, in this case according to filament differences. If we must establish a classification, then let us follow the recommendation of Theophrastes, who rather preferred to distinguish between flowers by their spirit, that is, by their scent. As for me, I have my own system of natural science according to which I classify everything: the edible and the inedible.


  Nevertheless, the older lady, who had no knowledge of the secret nature of flowers, instinctively observed that she derived great pleasure from flowers still growing in the garden or in a pot, whereas a quiet pang of pain rippled, dreamlike and disturbing, through her breast whenever she saw one plucked – since such a flower was, in fact, a corpse, and the delicate, broken flower cadaver let its little withered head hang down sadly like a dead child. The lady was almost horrified at the unsettling implication of her remark, and it was my duty to banish her dismay with a few Voltairian verses. It’s amazing how a few French words can immediately bring us back to a fitting mood of conviviality! We laughed, hands were kissed, gracious smiles exchanged, the horses whinnied, and the carriage jounced slowly and arduously down the mountain.


  Now the students likewise made ready to leave, the backpacks were tied, the checks for food and lodging, cheap beyond all reckoning, were paid; the receptive chambermaids, their faces all aglow with the traces of sweet love, brought out, as per tradition, the little bouquets of Brocken flowers, helped fasten them onto the caps of the departing lads, for which they were repaid with a couple of kisses or a handful of change. Whereupon we all set out on our descent of the mountain, a few, the Swiss fellow and the guy from Greifswald among them, took the path to Schierke, and the rest, some twenty in all, my compatriots and I among them, led by a guide, passed through the so-called Snow Holes, and descended toward Ilsenburg.


  We moved at breakneck speed. Hallesche students march faster than the Austrian army. Before I knew it, the bare part of the mountain with the boulders scattered about was already behind us and we’d entered the forest of evergreens I’d spotted from above the day before. The sun already showered us with its most festive beams, illuminating the comically colorfully attired lads who charged so hardily through the thicket, disappearing here, reappearing there, in swampy stretches stepping over fallen tree trunks, at sudden abysses clambering along, grasping the creeping roots, calling out with the most jubilant voices and receiving equally jubilant replies from the twittering birds, from the rustling trees, from the invisible bubbling brooks and the ringing echo. When merry youth and lovely nature cross paths, both rejoice.


  The farther down we descended, the more sweetly pearled the underground rush, peering forth every now and then from under stone and brush, as if to test if it might show itself, till finally a little gush of water surged forth decisively from the depths. Then a common phenomenon reveals itself: a bold upstart brook makes the first move, and the great mass of the faint-hearted trickles, suddenly emboldened, to their own surprise, rush forward to catch up with the first one. Now a multitude of other streams leapt forth out of hiding, joined up with the first to bubble forth, and, soon enough, they banded together into a noteworthy little stream that cascaded down into the valley in countless waterfalls and wondrous twists and turns. So this is the Ilse, the dear, sweet Ilse. It wends its way through the blessed Ilse Valley, on both sides of which the mountains gradually rise up ever higher, and these are mostly overgrown from bottom-up with beech, oak and plain old ordinary hedges, no longer with the evergreens and other conifers. For such foliage is preponderant in the “Lower Harz,” as the eastern side of the Brocken is commonly known, as opposed to the western side, known as the “Upper Harz,” which is really much higher and, thus, more conducive to the growth of coniferous woods.


  One would be hard-pressed to describe with what glee, naivety, and grace the Ilse flings herself down over the fantastic rock formations she finds in her path, so that the current surges wildly, foaming over its bank in places, while elsewhere it spurts out of all sort of cracks and crevices in the rock, as if out of crazed watering cans, dousing itself with perfect arcs of water, only to skip along over the pebbles down below like a nimble girl. Yes, the legend is true, the Ilse is a princess who scrambles down the mountain, laughing, cheeks blooming. How her foamy white robe gleams in the sunlight! How her silvery bodice flutters in the wind! How her diamonds sparkle and glitter! The tall beech trees stand by like stern fathers smiling to themselves, watching the dear frolicking child. The white birches sway like maiden aunts, pleased, albeit a bit concerned, at her daring leaps. The proud oaks look on like a moody old grandpas obliged to pay for the fair weather. The little birds fluttering in the hollows bring down the house with their cheers. The flowers on the riverbank whisper softly: “Oh, do bring us along, bring us along, dear little sister!” – but the merry maiden leaps by without stopping, and suddenly she embraces the dreaming poet, and a flowery rain of chiming beams and beaming chimes falls over me, and I surrender to such overwhelming splendor, only still catching the sweet flute strains of her voice before losing consciousness:


  “It’s me, the Princess Ilse,

  On the Ilsenstein I reside;

  Come with me to my castle,

  And I will be your bride.


  Let me bedew your forehead

  With a wave of my blond hair,

  And you’ll forget your sorrow, sir,

  And shed the woes you cannot bear.


  In the cradle of my arms,

  Against my snow-white breast,

  Lie still and dream of another world,

  Where we with fairy tales are blessed.


  I’ll kiss you and caress you

  As once I kissed and caressed

  The late Emperor Heinrich,

  May his memory be blessed.


  The dead stay dead eternal

  And only the living live;

  And I am beauteous and hot-blooded

  With so much love to give.


  And if my heart beats down below,

  My crystal castle sounds up there,

  With squires cheering merrily

  For dancing knights and ladies fair.


  Hear the swish of silken gowns

  To trumpet toot and beat of drum;

  Hear the jingle of knights’ spurs

  To sharp horn blast and fiddle strum.


  But you shall rest in my embrace,

  Where Emperor Heinrich did rest in yore;

  I held his ears and kissed his face,

  To muffle the trumpet blast of war.


  It feels immeasurably blissful when the external world melds with the interior state, when green trees, thoughts, birdsong, melancholy, the blueness of the sky, memory and the scent of nature are all intertwined in sweet arabesques. Women know this feeling best, and for that very reason, perhaps, such a sweetly skeptical smile plays about their lips when we, with our schoolboy’s pride, make a big to-do about our logical facts, arranging everything so smartly into objective and subjective, stuffing our skulls, like some apothecary, with thousands of little drawers, the one filled with reason, the other with intellect, a third with wit, a fourth with faulty wit, and a fifth with nothing at all, that is to say, with ideas.


  Staggering forward, as in a dream, I almost didn’t notice that we’d left the Ilse Valley and once again climbed upwards. The climbing proved particularly steep and wearisome and some of us got out of breath. But like our blessed cousin buried in Mölln,27 we set our minds to thinking in advance of the climb back down, and so made do. At last we reached the summit of the Ilsenstein.


  It is an extraordinary granite peak that rises, tall and cocky, out of the depths, surrounded on three sides by lofty wooded mountains, but on the fourth side, its north face, it stands free. From there you look down upon the Ilse Castle and the Ilse River far below in the lowland. On the towerlike tip of the peak stands a large iron cross, with space enough left over, if need be, for four human feet.


  And just as nature graced the Ilsenstein with the fantastic charms of its position and form, so too did legend cast its rosy aura upon it. Gottschalk reports: “It is said that an enchanted castle once stood here, in which resided the rich, lovely Princess Ilse, who, to this day, still bathes every morning in the Ilse; and whosoever has the good fortune to happen by at the right moment, she leads up the mountain to her castle where he is richly rewarded!” Others tell a pretty tale of the love of a girl named Ilse and the Knight von Westenberg, whom one of our most illustrious poets romantically immortalized in the “Evening News.” Still others tell it differently: that it was the old Saxon Emperor Heinrich who enjoyed imperial bliss with Ilse, the lovely water sprite, in her enchanted castle on the cliff. A more recent writer, Mr. Niemann, Esq., author of a Harz travel book, in which, with praiseworthy diligence and assiduous accuracy, he lists the altitudes of each peak, magnetic deflections, urban deficits and the like, maintains: “All that business about the lovely Princess Ilse is the stuff of legend.” So say all those poor souls who never laid eyes on such a princess, but we who are favored with the smiles of lovely ladies know better. Even Emperor Heinrich had the right idea. It is not for naught that the old Saxon emperors held the Harz so close to their hearts. One need only leaf through the handsome Lüneburger Chronik, in which the good old gents are reproduced in wonderfully faithful woodcuts, all decked out in armor, high in the saddle of their likewise-armored battle steed, the holy imperial crown on their precious head, scepter and sword clasped firmly; and from the expressions on their goodly goateed mugs one can clearly read how often they longed for the dear hearts of their Harz princesses and the intimate rustling of the Harz woods while they wiled away their time in foreign lands, yes, indeed, even in the yellow and poisoned distance of far-off Italy, where they and their heirs were so often lured by the dream of adding the title of Roman Emperor to their names, driven by an honest-to-goodness German lust for conquest that caused the ruin of many an emperor and his empire.


  Still, I strongly recommend that anyone balanced on the tip of the Ilsenstein dwell neither on emperor and empire nor on the lovely Ilse, but rather focus on his feet. For as I stood there, lost in my thoughts, I suddenly heard the subterranean music of the enchanted castle, and I saw how the mountains roundabout stood on their heads, and the red slate roofs of Ilsenburg began to dance, and the green trees flew about in the blue air, so that everything went blue and green before my eyes and I, in the grips of a spell of vertigo, would surely have tumbled into the abyss had I not in the nick of time embraced the iron cross. Surely no one will think ill of me for doing so while in such an awkward position.


  The Harz Journey is and remains a fragment, and the colorful threads handsomely woven into its fabric so as to harmoniously meld with the whole are suddenly snipped off, as if by the merciless scissors of Fate. Perhaps I will weave them again into the stuff of future songs and the things I cautiously concealed will then be said outright. In the end, in any case, it amounts to pretty much the same when and where you say what you say, if, indeed, it finally be said. So what if individual works remain fragments for the moment, if when conjoined they comprise a whole? In such a conjoining the imperfections may here and there be hammered out, the rough edges smoothed and the all-too-harsh honed down. This might perhaps already be the case with the first few pages of The Harz Journey, and they would engender a somewhat less sour impression if the reader learned elsewhere that the ill feelings I harbor against Göttingen, even though considerably more pronounced than I expressed, are by far not as great as the respect I have for certain individuals who reside there. And why should I conceal the truth: I am referring here, in particular, to that dear man who already in former times showed me such kindness, already instilled in me back then his profound love for the study of history, later encouraged my own passion for the same and, thereby, guided my spirit down more peaceful pathways, channeled my heart’s yearnings in a healthier direction, and, all in all, offered me those historic consolations without which I would nevermore be able to endure the torturous occurrences of everyday. I am speaking of Georg Sartorius, the great scholar of history and humanity, whose eye is a bright star in the firmament of these dark days, and whose hospitable heart remains open to all the sorrows and joys of others, to the worries of beggars and the misgivings of kings and to the last gasps of dying peoples and their gods.


  I feel compelled to also point out: that the Upper Harz, that part of the Harz I described bordering on the Ilse Valley, does not afford by far as cheerful an impression as the romantically picturesque Lower Harz, and in its savagely soaring, dark evergreen loveliness, looms in marked contrast with the latter; so too do the three valleys of the Lower Harz carved by the Ilse, the Bode and the Selke rivers differ distinctly in appearance from each other, were one to depict the character of each.


  I have already said and sung of the dear sweet Ilse and how dearly and sweetly she received me. The dusky beauty, the Bode, was not so gracious in her welcome, and when I first espied her in the pitch-dark Rübeland region she seemed downright morose and hid herself behind a silver gray veil of rain. But she flung it off with a sudden burst of affection once I’d reached the top of the Rosstrappe. Her face greeted me with the sunniest splendor, and a colossal gentleness emanated from her every feature, and from the conquered bosom of rock her loveliness gushed forth like gasps of desire and sighs of tender sadness. Less gentle but more sprightly was that lovely, amiable lady, the Selke, whose natural nobility and serene composure kept any sentimental familiarity at arm’s length, but who, with a half-hidden smile, revealed her teasing nature; and to this I ascribe the small mishaps that befell me in the Selke Valley, that, when attempting to leap across the current, I plopped right in the middle, that after that, I swapped my soaked boots for slippers, one of which slipped out of hand, or rather out of foot, that a gust of wind swept off my cap, that forest thorns scratched up my legs, and, alas, so on and so forth. But for all these mishaps I gladly forgive the lovely lady, for she is indeed lovely. And now she looms before me in memory with all her silent charm and seems to say: “Even if I laugh, I mean it well by you, and I pray you, do sing my praises.” The lovely Bode likewise stands out in my memory, and her dark eye speaks: “You are like unto me in pride and pain, and I want you to love me.” And the lovely Ilse also comes leaping forth, graceful and beguiling in her face, shape and motion; she is altogether like the gracious creature who enchants my dreams, and quite like her too, she gazes at me with perfect indifference, and yet at the same time, so intimately, so eternally, so transparently true – so I am Paris, and the three goddesses stand before me, and I give the apple to the lovely Ilse.


  Today is the first of May: like a sea of life, spring inundates the earth, the white, blossoming foam stays hanging in the trees and a warm, wide mist wafts over everything; in the city, the windowpanes of the houses glisten cheerfully, the sparrows are rebuilding their nests on the rooftops and down below on the streets the people are strolling about, amazed that the atmosphere is so insistent and that they should find themselves in such wonderfully exuberant spirits; the brightly colored country girls bring bouquets of violets; the orphans with their blue jackets and their sweet illegitimate smiles flock down the Jungfernstieg, rejoicing as if today were the day they were going to find themselves a father; the beggar on the bridge looks so blissful as if he’d just won the big lottery; the sun even reserves its most tolerant rays for the swarthy street swindler with his rascally dry-goods-hawking, fit-to-be-hanged mug – let me leave the city behind.


  It is the first of May, and I think of you, lovely Ilse – or should I call you Agnes,28 since that is the name you like best? – I think of you, and I would like to see you running down the mountain again all aglow. But what I’d like best would be to stand down below in the valley and catch you in my arms. It is a lovely day! Everywhere I see the color green, the color of hope. Everywhere, like timely miracles, the flowers burst into bloom, and my heart longs to blossom again too. This heart is also a flower, and a wondrous one. It is no timid violet, no laughing rose, no immaculate lily or some such common blossom that can please a girl’s heart with its well-heeled amiability and let itself be smartly pressed against a lovely bosom, no flower that fades today and blooms again tomorrow. This heart is more like that lofty wildflower from the forests of Brazil, which, legend has it, blossoms but once every hundred years. I remember that, as a boy, I once saw such a flower. We heard a shot in the night, as from a pistol, and the next morning the neighbors’ kids told me that it was their aloe, which, with a bang, suddenly burst into bloom. They took me to their garden and there I saw, to my surprise, that the low tough plant with the insanely wide, sharp-edged leaves, on which one could easily fetch a nasty scratch, had now shot high into the air and wore, like a golden crown, the lovely blossom. We children could not even see all the way to the top, and Christian, the chuckling old gardener, who loved us dearly, built us a wooden stairway around the flower and we scampered up like cats and peered curiously into the flower cup, out of which the yellow tendrils reared and the strange scents wafted forth with unspeakable splendor.


  Yes, Agnes, this heart does not bloom often and easily; as far as I can recall, it only blossomed once, and that may well have been long ago, no doubt a hundred years. As beautifully as its blossom unfolded back then, I seem to recall, it was compelled to shrivel miserably for lack of sunlight and warmth, or else was violently ravaged by a dark winter storm. But now it once again rears up in my breast, and if you suddenly hear the shot – dear girl, don’t be frightened! I have not shot myself dead, but my love is bursting from its bud and firing forth in sparkling lieder, in eternal dithyrambs, in joyous fullness of song.


  But if this lofty love is too high for you, my girl, then take it easy and climb the wooden stairs and peer down into my blossoming heart.


  It’s still early morning, the sun has hardly completed half of its climb, and my heart already gives off such a potent scent that I’m getting so dizzy in the head that I no longer know where irony ends and the sky begins, infusing the atmosphere with my sighs; I myself would like to dissolve again into sweet atoms in the uncreated godliness – how will I ever make it to nightfall when the stars appear in the sky, “The unlucky stars that say it all.”


  It’s the first of May, the lowliest shop boy may wax sentimental today, so why not the poet?


  THE NORTH SEA


  (1826)


  (Written on the Island of Norderney)


  The natives are for the most part dirt-poor and live from the business of fishing, at which they will get started again next month, in stormy October weather. Many of these islanders also serve as seamen on foreign merchant frigates and stay away from home for years at a time without sending their nearest and dearest any sign of life. Often enough they find their deaths at sea. I came upon several poor women on the island who’d lost all the men in their family in this way, an easily explicable fact, in that the father generally sails off on the same vessel as his sons.


  Seafaring holds a great attraction for these people and yet, I believe, they are happiest at home. Even if their ships have sailed off to those southern lands where the sun shines brighter and the moon glows more romantic, all the exotic flowers there can’t plug the leak in their hearts, and smack-dab in the middle of spring’s fragrant fatherland they long to be back again on their sandy island, in their little huts before their flickering hearth, where their loved ones huddle, bundled up in woolen jackets, sipping a tea distinguishable in name alone from boiled seawater, babbling a language of which it is nearly impossible to fathom how they themselves can make hide or hair of it.


  What keeps these people so tightly and contentedly close-knit is not so much the intimate mystical feeling of love, but far more the shared habit necessitated by nature of their intertwined survival, their collective interdependence. Shared spiritual heights, or rather, spiritual depths, thus shared needs and strivings – shared experiences and attitudes, thus an easy understanding among themselves; they sit peaceably before the fire in their little huts, pressed together against the chill, seeing in each other’s eyes what they’re thinking, reading the words from each other’s lips before they’re spoken, mindful of all life’s shared relationships, and with a single sound, a single facial expression, they can spark so much laughter or tears or devotion that we could only awaken among ourselves after lengthy expositions, expectorations and declamations. For we live essentially spiritually lonesome lives as a consequence of a particular method of upbringing or haphazardly selected reading, each of us has evolved a character tendency of his own; spiritually masked, each of us thinks, feels and strives in a different way from all others, misunderstandings proliferate, and even in spacious homes collective life has become so difficult, and everywhere we feel hemmed in, everywhere a stranger and everywhere in a strange land.


  Entire peoples often lived for long periods in the same state of like-mindedness and shared sentiment as we find among the islanders. It may well be that in the Middle Ages the Roman-Christian Church sought to establish such a state of like-mindedness throughout all of Europe, and, therefore, took under its tutelage all relationships, all powers and appearances, the whole of physical and moral man. It cannot be denied that this engendered much quiet contentment, the warm, intimate blossoming of life and the arts, like quietly unfolding flowers, the efflorescence of that splendor which we still admire today and cannot imitate with all our hastily acquired knowledge. But the spirit has its eternal rights, it will not let itself be fenced in by dogma or lulled to sleep by the chiming of bells; it broke down its prison and tore the iron leash on which it was lead by Mother Church, and in the whirligig of liberation it wandered all over the earth, climbed the highest mountain peaks, exulted in jubilation, once again dwelt on age-old doubt, pondered the wonders of the day and counted the stars of the night. We do not yet know the sum total of all the stars, nor have we deciphered the miracles of the day, doubts have grown mighty in our soul – is there more happiness in this than before? We know that this question, if applied to the condition of the vast multitude, cannot easily be answered in the affirmative; but we also know that a happiness contingent on a lie is not true happiness and that, in those isolated moments, we find ourselves in a more godlike state, a state of higher intellectual prowess, feel more joy than in all the long vegetating years of a dull blind faith.


  In any case, that church hegemony was a subjugation of the worst sort. Who will answer for the good intention, as I’ve just expressed it? Who can prove that an evil intent did not betimes blend in with the goodness? Rome wanted to keep right on ruling, and when its legions fell it sent dogmas to the provinces. Like a giant spider, Rome sat in the middle of the Latin world and covered it with its unending web. Generations of peoples lived a pacified life under its dominion by mistaking that transparent Roman web for a low-hanging sky; only the dynamic spirit who strived for more and saw through this web felt stifled and miserable, and when he tried to break through, the sly weaver caught him and sucked the bold blood from his heart – was the dreamy bliss of the masses not too dearly bought for the forfeit of such blood? The days of intellectual enslavement are over; the old cross-spider sits, addled with age, hanging between the broken columns of its Coliseum and keeps spinning its old web, but the web is worn and rotten and only butterflies and bats still get caught in it, not any more the golden eagles of the North.


  It’s really laughable, here I am in the process of elaborating right amiably on the intents of the Roman church, when all of a sudden, I’m gripped by that newly acquired Protestant zeal that always suspected Rome of the worst; this very disjunction in my own conviction affords me a privileged peek at the torn state of thinking in our time. That which we revered yesterday is hateful to us today, and tomorrow perhaps we’ll deride it with an indifferent shrug.


  In a certain sense, big or small it’s all the same, and I am reminded of the big European developments over time when I see the modest condition of our poor islanders. They, too, stand at the threshold of a new era, and their old unity of character and simplicity is being ravaged by the growth of the local bathing resort, in that every day they pick up some new bit of information from the guests which they are unable to assimilate with their traditional way of life. If they stand of an evening outside the illuminated windows of the lounge and observe the comportment of men and women, the knowing looks, the covetous grimaces, the lewd dancing, the satisfied feasting, the greedy gaming, etc., it cannot but have a negative effect on these people, who will nevermore be able to counterbalance the earnings that flow into their pockets from the bathing establishments. This money is not enough to pay for their newly absorbed needs, thus inner disturbance, regrettable incitement, great pain. As a boy I always felt a burning longing when fine baked cakes, of which I was to have none, were openly carried by me, and I was tormented by the sight and smell of them; later I was goaded by the same feeling whenever I saw lovely ladies with fashionably low-cut décolleté strolling by, and now I think the poor islanders who still live in a state of childhood often have occasion to suffer similar feelings of envy, and it would be good if the proprietors of lovely cakes and ladies would cover them up a bit more. The bountiful uncovered delicacies, on which the locals can only feast their eyes, must strongly whet their appetites, and it’s only natural for the poor expectant island lasses, who develop all sorts of sweet-toothed cravings, that in the end they should bring children into the world who resemble the summer guests. I do not by any means intend to suggest any unseemly behavior. For the virtue of the island womenfolk is at present protected by their ugliness, and especially by their fishy odor, which to me at least was insufferable. Should their children come into the world with the mugs of summer guests I would rather be inclined to suspect a psychological phenomenon explicable by the kind of materialistic-mystical laws which Goethe already developed in his Elective Affinities.


  It’s amazing how many enigmatic phenomena of nature can be explained by these laws. When, on account of a storm at sea last year, I was driven off course to another East Friesian island, I spotted there hanging on the wall of a fisherman’s hut a mediocre etching, titled La tentation du vieillard, depicting an old man disturbed in his studies by the appearance of a woman emerging all the way to her naked hips out of a cloud; and strange as it may seem, the daughter of the seaman had the same wanton pug-face as the woman in the picture. To cite another example: in the home of a money changer, whose officious wife always painstakingly studied the face of the coins, I found that in their facial features, the children evinced an astonishing similarity with the greatest monarchs of Europe, and when they were all together and squabbling amongst themselves, I felt like I was at a small royal congress.


  Thus the coinage of money is no inconsequential matter to the politician. Since people love money so profoundly and study it with such tender, rapt attention, their children often acquire the features of the liege lord whose face happens to be impressed in it, and the poor lord is suspected of being the father of his subjects. The Bourbons have good cause to melt down Napoleon’s gold coins; they no longer wish to see so many Napoleon heads among the French. Prussia performed best of all in the politics of coinage, for in this they managed, through a judicious admixture of copper in their new small coins, to promptly make the king’s cheeks turn red, and, so, for the longest time, the children of Prussia have a much healthier mien than they had before, and it’s an outright pleasure to see their budding little silver ducat mugs.


  In suggesting the moral corruption that faces the islanders, I neglected to mention their spiritual defensive armament, their church. Just how it actually looks I cannot say for certain, since I haven’t yet stepped inside. God knows I’m a good Christian and am often on the point of visiting His house, but unfortunately, something always keeps me from doing so. I generally run into some chatterbox who holds me up, and on those rare occasions when I actually do make it to the gates of the temple, I am gripped unexpectedly by a waggish mood, and then I consider it sinful to go in. Just last Sunday something of the sort happened to me, in that right there at the door of the church the passage from Goethe’s Faust came to mind, where Faust walks past a cross with Mephistopheles and asks him:


  “Hasty, Mephisto, what is this?

  Before the cross you lower your eyes?”

  Whereto Mephistopheles replies:

  “I know, I know, it’s a prejudice;

  That it repels me should be no surprise.”


  These verses are, as far as I know, not printed in any edition of Faust, and only the dear Hofrat Moritz,29 of blessed memory, who knew it from Goethe’s manuscript, relates it in his book Anton Reiser, an already out of print novel that tells the author’s life story, or rather the story of a few hundred talers which the author did not have, on account of which his whole life was a succession of privations and abstinences, even though his desires were nothing if not modest, such as, for instance, his wish to travel to Weimar and become a servant to the author of Werther, for the sole purpose of living in close proximity to the one person who, among all others on earth, had made the deepest impression on his cast of mind.


  How wonderful that back then already Goethe should have aroused such a burst of enthusiasm, and yet only “our third generation grown up since then” has the capacity to grasp his true greatness.


  But that generation also brought forth people whose hearts are filled with fetid water, and who, consequently, seek to stop up the wellspring of fresh blood in the hearts of others, people whose capacity for pleasure has been stunted, who slander life and would spoil all the splendor in this world for others by prizing as a lure those tidbits that the evil one only set out to tempt us, just as a crafty housewife leaves the sugar bowl with a set number of sugar cubes lying about in her absence to test the honesty of the maid; these people have gathered a virtuous mob around them and preach the cross as opposed to the great pagan images, admonishing the nakedness of their idols which they would replace with their own dumb masked devils.


  Masking is indeed their loftiest goal, naked godliness is anathema to them, and a Satyr always has his good reasons to pull on a pair of pants, thereupon pressing Apollo to likewise wear pants. Then the people hail him as a moral man and never suspect that in his masked Satyr’s Cheshire smile there’s more lewdness than in the total nakedness of a Wolfgang Apollo, and that in those very times in which humanity donned such wide breeches, for which sixty yards of cloth were needed, the morals were no more decent than they are today.


  But will the ladies not take it amiss that I say pants, not trousers? Oh, the sensibilities of the ladies! Eventually, the way things are going, only eunuchs will still be allowed to write for them, and their spiritual servants in the West will have to be as harmless as their personal attendants in the East.


  Which reminds me of a passage in Berthold’s Diary:


  “‘When you come to think of it, we’re all naked under our clothes,’ said Dr. M. to a lady who bristled at this somewhat racy remark.”


  The Hanoverian nobility is very displeased with Goethe and maintains that he spreads irreligiosity, which could also easily spawn wrong-minded political opinions, and it is imperative that the people be led by means of good old religious faith back to modesty and moderation. I have also heard much discussion of late about whether Goethe was greater than Schiller, or vice versa. I recently stood behind a woman seated in a chair, whose noble ancestry of sixty-four antecedent generations one could read from the rear, and overheard, concerning this subject, a heated disputation between her and two Hanoverian noblemen whose ancestors were already depicted on the Zodiac of Dendera, one of whom, a lean and lanky quicksilver-filled boy, a veritable human barometer, touted Schilleresque virtue and purity, whereas the other, likewise a tall, skinny fellow, lisped a few lines from the “Dignity of Damsels,” smiling all the while like a mule with its head in a syrup jar, wiping his snout, quite pleased with himself. Both young bucks kept supporting their position with the insistent refrain: “But he’s much greater, he’s really greater, no doubt about it, he is greater, on my honor I assure you he is greater.” The lady was so kind as to draw me into this aesthetic discussion: “Doctor, what do you make of Goethe?” But I crossed my arms over my chest, bowed my head right piously and muttered: “La illah ill Allah, wamohammed rasul Allah!”


  The lady had unwittingly posed the slyest of questions. One cannot very well ask a man: “What do you think of heaven and earth? What are your views concerning humanity and human life? Are you a sensible fellow or a damned fool?” But these delicate questions underlie the harmless words: “What do you make of Goethe?” For since all of Goethe’s works are known to us, we can quickly compare someone else’s opinion of them with our own, and thus attain an infallible measure to promptly assess all his thoughts and feelings, whereby he unknowingly passes judgment on himself. But just as in this way, precisely because the work comprises a unified world readily accessible to all, Goethe serves as our best tool to get to know people; we can best get to know Goethe himself through his judgment on things that lie before us and concerning which the most important people have expressed their views. In this regard, I would like to hold up Goethe’s Italian Journey as an example, seeing as we all know the land of Italy either through our own observations or through secondhand reports. And so we can readily observe how everyone perceives the same through his own subjective vision, this fellow with ill-humored Archenholzer eyes that only pick up the unsightly detail, that one with ardent Corinne eyes that see only the lovely wherever they look, while Goethe takes in everything with his clear Greek eyes, the darkness and the light, never coloring things with his state of mind and portraying land and people in their true outline and coloring, the hue with which God dressed them.


  This is a great accomplishment of Goethe’s which only future generations will recognize; for we, most of us being sick in the soul, are too stuck in our sickly, tattered romantic sentiments amassed in the course of our readings from distant lands and eras for us to immediately fathom just how healthy, coherent and plastic Goethe proves himself to be in his works. He himself is just as oblivious; in his naive unconsciousness of his own abilities he is surprised when others credit him with “concrete thinking,” and seeking in his autobiography to provide us with critical tools wherewith to judge his works, he grants us no standard of measurement in and of itself but rather new facts from which to take his measure; this is only natural, for no bird can fly free of its wingspan.


  In addition to this capacity for plastic observation, feeling and thinking, future generations will discover much in Goethe of which we now have no notion. Works of the imagination have an established permanence, but criticism is a fluctuating thing based on the premises of the time and is only meaningful to that time, and if the latter is not conceived with an artistry of its own, as, say, the critical writing of Schlegel, then it is bound to fade with its time. Every age that acquires new ideas also acquires new eyes and sees much new in the old works of the imagination. A Schuhbarth now views the Illiad in a new light and recognizes more than all the Alexandrines, whereas critics will come after him who will see far more in Goethe.


  Thus would I have prattled on about Goethe! But such digressions are only natural on an island like this where the sound of the sea keeps ringing in one’s ears and steers the spirit where it will.


  There’s a nor’easter blowing and the witches once again have much mischief up their sleeves. For hereabouts they love to tell wondrous tales of witches with the power to whip up the storm; superstition thrives on all northern seas. The seafolk maintain that some islands are ruled by certain particular witches, to whom they ascribe an evil will if any kind of mishap befalls passing ships. When last year I spent a good bit of time at sea, the helmsman of our ship told me: the witches were especially powerful on the Isle of Wight, trying to hold up until nightfall any ship that sought to sail by during the day, so as to drive it against the rocks or beach it on the island itself. In such cases you can hear the witches so loudly whirling and howling round the ship that only with the greatest pains can the ship’s hobgoblin hold out. And when I asked who the hobgoblin might be, my respondent replied very seriously: “Why that’s the good, unseen guardian of the ship who keeps misfortune from befalling true and orderly vessels, who sees to it himself and upholds order and maintains a steady sail.” The valiant helmsman assured me of this with a somewhat hush-hush voice: I could hear him myself in the ship’s hold where he liked to restack the cargo, thus the creaking of the kegs and crates when the sea rises, thus the occasional boom of our beams and boards; often the hobgoblin also likes to hammer on the outside of the ship, which signal serves the carpenter, who is thereby warned of a damaged spot that needs to be repaired, but best of all he likes to sit perched on the topgallant as a sign that a good wind is blowing or approaching. In response to my: Could one not see him? I received the reply: No, one could not see him, nor would anyone wish to do so, as he only shows himself when all hope is lost. In truth, the good helmsman had not yet experienced such a case himself but he’d been warned by others: that then you’d hear the hobgoblin calling down from the topgallant to the spirits in his command; but if the storm was too strong and a shipwreck unavoidable, he’d sit himself on the rudder, reveal himself there for the first and only time and disappear as the rudder smashed to bits – and those who spied him at that terrible moment promptly met their death in the deep.


  The ship’s captain who overheard this account responded with such a subtle smile, the like of which I would never have put past his raw, wind- and weather-beaten face, and afterwards he assured me that fifty and even a hundred years ago the belief in the hobgoblin of the deep was so strong at sea that a place was always set for him at table, and of each dish a bit of the best was laid on his plate, and indeed, on some ships they still do so to this day.


  I often go strolling on the beach here and muse on the wondrous sagas of the sea folk. The most engaging of these is the tale of the Flying Dutchman, whom one passes in a storm with his sails unfurled, and who sometimes casts off in a rowboat to bring the sailors he meets a parcel of letters, of which afterwards one can make no sense as they are addressed to persons long dead. Sometimes I also think about the dear old fairy tale of the fisher boy who once secretly witnessed the nightly revelry of the mermaids, and, thereafter, traveled around the world with his fiddle enchanting all who listened with the melody of the mermaid waltz. A dear friend once told me this tale at a concert in Berlin where we’d heard just such a charmed lad, Felix Mendelssohn-Bartholdy, play his music.


  Circling round the island affords the rarest of pleasures. But the weather has got to be good, the clouds have got to be scattered in curious clusters, and you’ve got to lie flat on your back on a deck chair gazing into the heavens, and possibly also have a little bit of heaven in your heart. Then the waves murmur all sort of wondrous stuff, a rush of words, with cherished memories fluttering about, and names, which like sweet presentiments, echo in the soul – “Evelina!” Then ships come sailing by, and greetings are exchanged as if you’ll meet again some day. Only at night, there’s something uncanny about spying a passing ship; you tell yourself that your best friends whom you haven’t seen in years are sailing by in silence, and you are losing them forever.


  I love the sea like my own soul.


  In fact, I often feel as if the sea really were my soul itself; just as there are hidden water plants in the sea, which, only at the moment of their blossoming, swim to the surface, and when they wilt, sink back down again, so, too, do wondrous floral images suddenly come swimming up from the depths of my soul, fill the air with their fragrance and light, only to disappear again – “Evelina!”


  It is said that not far from our island where the sea now holds sway, lovely villages and cities once stood; that they disappeared in a sudden deluge, and that when the water is calm and clear the sailors can still make out the glowing spires of sunken belfries, and some on Sunday mornings even claim to have heard the pious toll of bells from below. The story is true, for the sea is my soul –


  “A lovely world sank to its doom,

  And oft in the mirror of my dreams,

  From down below, where its ruins loom

  Heavenly golden sparks still gleam.”


  (W. Müller)


  Upon waking I can make out a fading chime of church bells and the song of hallowed voices – “Evelina!”


  When you go strolling on the beachhead, the ships sailing by are a splendid sight. If their blinding white sails are hoisted, they look like massive passing swans. The sight is particularly lovely when the sun sets behind the passing vessel, and the light surrounds the ship as if with a billowing halo.


  Hunting on the beach is also supposed to be a great amusement. As far as I’m concerned, I myself am not overly inclined to prize this activity. A sense of the noble, the beautiful, and the good can be acquired through education, but a love of hunting is in the blood. If one’s ancestors since time immemorial already shot roebuck then the descendant is inclined to derive a pleasure from this legitimate pursuit. My ancestors, however, did not belong to the hunters, but rather to the hunted, and were I to pull a trigger at the descendants of their former colleagues my blood would curdle in disgust. Indeed, I know from experience that when removed at a proper distance, I find it much easier to fire at a hunter who is himself inclined to dream back to the days when hunting people was fair game and good sport. Thank God, those days are over! Should such hunters nowadays have a hankering to hunt a human again they are required to pay him for his troubles, like the long-distance runner I passed in Göttingen two years ago. The poor soul had already run himself rather ragged in the sultry Sunday heat, when several young Junkers from Hanover studying ethnography in Göttingen offered him a few talers if he ran back again the way he’d come; the man ran, and he was deathly pale and wore a red jersey, and hot on his heels in a cloud of dust, the well-endowed noble young gentlemen galloped on their high steeds whose hooves sometimes struck that hunted panting person, and that was a human being.


  Yesterday, for the experience, so as to better acclimatize my blood, I went on the hunt. I shot at a couple of seagulls that fluttered about far too nonchalantly and yet could not possibly have known that I was a lousy shot. I did not want to hit them, just to warn them in the future to take heed of folks with flintlock rifles, but my shot went awry and I had the misfortune of shooting a young gull dead. I’m glad it wasn’t an older one, for what then would have become of the poor little gull that still lay unfeathered in the sand nest of the great dune and would have starved without its mother? I’d already had a premonition that something would go wrong on the hunt; a hare leapt across my path.


  It is a particularly wonderful sensation to stroll alone at twilight along the beach – the flat dunes behind me, the surging, immeasurable sea before me, the sky like a huge crystal dome above – I myself feel as minuscule as an ant and yet my soul billows out as wide as the world. I am struck by the magnificent simplicity of nature, the way it envelopes me here, subdues and lifts my spirits at the same time, indeed to a greater degree than ever did any other sublime surroundings. Never was a dome big enough for me; my soul with its old titanic craving always strove to reach higher than the Gothic pillars and always longed to break out through the roof. Beyond the rim of my horse’s hoofprint, I was at first struck by my first sight of colossal cliffs in their rash arrangements; this impression didn’t last long, my soul was merely stunned, not subdued, and little by little in my eyes those immense masses of rock shrank, until finally they only still seemed to me like the scanty ruins of a shattered, once sprawling palace, in which my soul might well have felt at home.


  However ridiculous it might seem, I can’t help but admit to being a bit troubled by the disparity between body and soul, and here at the seashore, in such breathtaking natural surroundings, at times my awareness of that disparity grows all the more vivid, and metempsychosis often occupies my mind. Who can ever fathom God’s great irony that seeks to reveal all the contradictions between soul and body? Who can know in which little tailor the soul of a Plato, and in which schoolteacher the soul of a Caesar now resides! Who knows if the soul of Gregory VII is not now lodged in the body of the Great Turk and if it does not feel considerably cozier fondled by the fingers of a thousand harem girls than it once did in its purple cowl of celibacy. On the other hand, how many souls of true Moslems from the time of Ali now find themselves boxed in by our anti-Hellenist cabinets! Perhaps the souls of the two thieves crucified beside our Savior now reside in the fat bellies of court counselors and glow in their orthodox love of the letter of the law. The soul of Genghis Khan might very well live on in the heart of a literary critic who, without knowing it, daily skewers his once most trusted Bashkirs and Kalmucks in popular journals. Who knows! Who knows! The soul of Pythagoras might have landed in the muddled brain of an ill-fated degree candidate who failed his exam because he could not prove the Pythagorean rule, while in the body of his worthy examiner the souls of those oxen now reside, that once, out of joy at his discovery of the Pythagorean rule, sacrificed him to the immortal gods. The Hindus are not as dumb as our missionaries suppose, they honor their beasts for the sake of the human soul they suspect resides in them, and if they found infirmaries for invalid apes that resemble our academies of higher learning, it may very well be the case that the souls of great scholars lodge in those apes, since, on the other hand, it is altogether evident that some of our great men of learning harbor the souls of monkeys.


  If only one could peer down from above with the omniscience of the past upon the machinations of mankind! When I wander along the seashore at night, listening to the song of the waves, and all sorts of presentiments and memories well up in me, it is as if I once peered down from above in this way and tumbled down to the earth in a dizzy fit of frenzy; it seems to me then as if my eyes were once telescopically precise, that I saw the stars floating life-size in the sky and was blinded by all that swirling splendor – as if out of the depths of the millennia all sorts of notions come to mind, notions born of ancient wisdom, but they are so foggy that I cannot make out what they mean. Only this much do I know, that all of our fine knowledge, striving and accomplishments must appear just as tiny and inconsequential to some higher spirit as did to me that spider I so often watched in the Göttingen library. On the folios of world history she sat assiduously weaving, and she peered with such a philosophical certainty upon her surroundings and was so consumed by her Göttingen scholarly conceit, appearing so proud of her mathematical mastery and her artistic accomplishments, proud of her solitary musings – and yet she knew nothing of all the wonders bound in the book on which she was born, on which she has spent her entire life and on which she will also surely die, if the creeping, crawling Dr. L does not drive her away. And who is the creeping, crawling Dr. L? His soul may very well in former times have resided in just such a spider, and now he watches over the folios on which he once sat – and even if he reads them he cannot know their true content.


  What might once have transpired on the ground on which I wander? An assistant head schoolmaster whom I met swimming about maintained that Hertha once held sway here, or rather gallivanted about, of which Tacitus 30 speaks so secretively. That is, if the informants whom Tacitus paraphrases were not mistaken and took a bathing wagon for the holy oxcart of the goddess.


  In 1819, I attended four lecture courses in the same semester at the University of Bonn, in which mostly German antiquities from far remote times were treated: 1) History of the German Language, taught by Schlegel, who spent almost three months developing the most baroque hypotheses on the origin of German; 2) Tacitus’ Germania, taught by Arndt, who sought in the old Norse forests those qualities he failed to find in the salons of today; 3) Germanic Political Law, taught by Hüllmann, whose sense of history is the least vague of all; and 4) Ancient German History, taught by Radloff, who by the end of the semester hadn’t gotten farther than the time of Sesostris. At the time, the saga of old Hertha might well have interested me more than it does today. But I absolutely did not picture her on the Isle of Rügen, but rather transported her to an East Friesian island. A young scholar likes to come up with his own private hypothesis. But by no means would I have believed back then that I would one day wander along the beachhead on the North Sea without musing with patriotic zeal on the old Norse goddess. Well, it is really not the case, and my musings are directed at altogether different, younger goddesses. It’s a funny feeling to pass that thrilling place on the beach where just the other day ladies as lovely as nymphs went swimming. For neither gentlemen nor ladies go bathing here under umbrellas, but rather out in the open. That’s why the bathing areas of both sexes are set apart, but not too far, and with a good looking glass you can see a great deal in this world. They tell of a new Actaeon who in this way spotted a bathing Diana, and – wonder of wonders! – not he, but the husband of the lovely creature grew horns.


  The bathing carriages, the buggies of the North Sea, are here only drawn to the water’s edge and mostly consist of square wooden frames with stiff linen wrapped around. Now, in the winter season, they stand in the reception hall and there conduct the very same wooden and stiff linen conversations as did the high society that recently cavorted there.


  But when I say high society, I don’t mean the good burghers of East Friesen, a people as flat and sober as the land on which they live, a people that can neither sing nor pipe, but which, nevertheless, possesses a talent more praiseworthy than all the trills and drolleries of this world, a talent that ennobles them and sets them above all the windy servile souls who only fancy themselves noble: I mean the talent for freedom. If the heart beats for freedom then such a beat of the heart is as worthy as that of any blue blood line, and the East Friesians know it well, and they merit their popular epithet; save in the time of the chieftains, the aristocracy of East Friesen never held sway, only very few aristocratic families ever lived there, and the influence of the Hanoverian aristocracy in the administrative and military presence weighs heavy on many a free Friesian heart; a marked preference for the former Prussian rule is evident everywhere.


  But as to the general German complaints about the snootiness of Hanoverian nobility, I cannot concur. The Hanoverian officer’s corps can hardly be the cause of such complaints. Of course, just as in Madagascar only the upper crust have the right to be butchers, the Hanoverian nobility formerly had an analogous privilege, since only nobles could attain the rank of officer. But seeing as since then so many bourgeois distinguished themselves in the German Legion and were promoted to the rank of officer, even that formerly reprehensible customary right has slackened. Indeed, the entire corps of the German Legion has done much to diminish all of the old prejudices; these people got around a good deal in the world, and in the world, especially in England, one gets to see a lot, and they learned a lot, and it is a joy to listen when they speak of Portugal, Spain, Sicily, the Ionian Islands, Ireland, and other distant lands where they fought and “saw many cities and learned many customs,” so that you think you’re hearing an Odyssey, which will, alas, never find its Homer. A good deal of free-spirited thinking and English custom has also rubbed off on the officers of this corps, contrasting more with the conventional Hanoverian ways than we are inclined to believe may be the case elsewhere in Germany, since we commonly credit England’s example as a positive influence on Hanover. In Hanover’s realm we see nothing far and wide but family trees with horses bound to them,31 the land itself is obscured by all those pedigree trees, and because of its horses the state can’t advance. Nary a ray of the sunlight of British freedom ever broke through this Hanoverian thoroughbred thicket, and not a note of English liberty could ever be heard amidst the whinnying din of Hanoverian steeds.


  The common complaint about aristocratic bluster generally applies to the tender offspring of certain families who indirectly rule, or rather act as if they ruled the land. But even these noble lads would soon shed failings of this kind, or rather, unkind, were they likewise to beat around a bit in the world or benefit from a better upbringing. They are indeed sent off to Göttingen, but there they huddle amongst themselves and speak only of their dogs, their horses and their ancestors, hardly lending an ear to more recent history, and even if they do hear a little of the latter once in a while, their cognitive faculties are biased by the sight of the count’s table, a veritable emblem of Göttingen, reserved for only highborn students. A better upbringing of young Hanoverian nobility would indeed obviate many complaints against them. But the youngsters turn out like their elders. The same self-delusions: as if they were the flowers of the world, while the rest of us were just grass; the same stupidity: to want to dress up their own worthlessness in the noble deeds of their forebears; the same ignorance of the problematic nature of these deeds, since all too few of them fathom that the lords of old seldom honored their most faithful and virtuous vassals, but rather more often anointed the panderer, the flatterer, and other no-good louts with titles of nobility. Very few of those proud of their ancestry can say for sure just what their ancestors did, and all they can do is show that their name is listed in Rüxner’s Book of Tournaments; if indeed they can prove for a fact that their forefathers were crusaders who took part in the conquest of Jerusalem, then, before basking in the secondhand glory, they ought also to prove that these same knights fought nobly, that their iron pants were not wadded with yellow fright and that beneath their red cross beat the heart of an honest man. If there were no Iliad, but merely a listing of the names of the heroes who stood before Troy, and their names survived to this day – how, pray tell, would the heirs of Thersites puff up their pride! I won’t even bother talking about the purity of bloodline: philosophers and stable boys have funny thoughts on the subject.


  My gripe, as I said, concerns mostly the bad upbringing of the Hanoverian nobility and their misguided delusion, impressed on them early on, of the importance of a few acquired poses. Oh, how often have I had to laugh when I observed what pride they took in these fopperies! As if it were all that difficult to master a certain way of presenting oneself, this smiling without saying a thing, this saying without thinking, and all this aristocratic flimflam at which good common sense gapes as at a sea-monster. Any French dancer master is better at it than a German aristocrat, who painstakingly learned it from the former in loafing Lutèce and subsequently passed it on to his aristocratic progeny with German thoroughness and clumsiness. This reminds me of the fable of the dancing bear that escaped its master, returned to its fellow bears in the forest and bragged that dancing was such a difficult art and how accomplished he’d become at it – and, indeed, the poor beasts could not help but admire the demonstrations he made of his art. That noble nation, as Werther calls them, comprised the high society that this year proved so proficient at the art of vacationing by sea and by land. They were a right pleasant company and pulled it off in top form.


  There were also princely persons here, and I must confess that these gents were more modest in their pretensions than the lesser nobility. But who’s to say if such modesty is lodged in the hearts of these highborn persons or brought to the fore by their public persona? I say this only in regard to Germany’s many subsumed princes. A great injustice has been done such persons of late in robbing them of their sovereignty, to which they have the same right as greater princes – presuming, that is, that we discount the premise that stature unmerited by one’s own accomplishments has no right to exist. But the fact that this band of little despots had to cede their sovereignty was a good thing after all for our much-fragmented Germany. It pains the heart to imagine just how many of them we poor Germans are expected to feed. Even if these deposed princes no longer wield a scepter, they must still handle spoon, knife and fork, and they don’t eat oats, though even oats would be pricey enough. I imagine that we will one day be relieved of this princely burden by America, since sooner or later they’re bound to transform the presidents of yonder united free states into sovereigns, whereupon these gentlemen will lack for wives descended from a legitimate lineage. The Americans will be delighted if we let them have our princesses, and if they take six we’ll give them a seventh on the house. And even our little princes will later find employment in their sisters’ entourage. Thus did our deposed princes do right well for themselves in at least maintaining recognition of their noble birthright and in prizing their lineage as highly as the Arabs prize the lineage of their steeds, and this, indeed, for the very same reason, knowing full well that, henceforth, Germany would be the great stud farm of princes that the royal horses of all neighboring nations would have to supply with breeding mares and studs.


  It is an old customary right at all bathing resorts for the departing guests to be sharply criticized by those who stay behind, and since I happened to be the last lingering guest of the season I may be permitted to make the most of the right.


  But it’s so dreary on the island now, I feel like Napoleon on St. Helena – except that I found a source of amusement here that he didn’t have there, namely the Great Emperor himself. A young Englishman shared with me the recently published book by Maitland.32 This seaman recounts the mode and manner in which Napoleon surrendered to him and how he behaved on the Bellerophon, up until the time he was transferred to Northumberland, on orders of the English Ministry. This book makes it crystal clear that the Emperor, romantically trusting British magnanimity, and so as to finally make peace in the world, delivered himself to the English more as a guest than a prisoner. That was an error that surely no other, and most definitely no Wellington, would have committed. But history will show that this error is so splendid, so sublime, so lovely that it presupposed a loftier soul than the rest of us mere mortals might evince in the enactment of any other great deeds.


  Captain Maitland’s motive in bringing out his book at this time appears to be none other than the moral need to clean house felt by an honest man whom ill luck has entwined in an ambiguous affair. But the book itself is an inestimable source for the story of Napoleon’s captivity, the last act of his life, which wonderfully solves all of the riddles of the previous acts, and just as a true tragedy ought, stirs, cleanses and reconciles the emotions. Only in comparing the four principle accounts of the emperor’s captivity do we see clearly the difference of character of their four authors, especially in what the story reveals of the subject’s style and state of mind.


  Maitland, the storm-cold English seaman, records the events impartially and precisely, as if they were natural occurrences registered in his logbook. Las Cases,33 an enthusiastic gentleman’s gentleman, lies prostrate at the feet of the Emperor in every line he writes, not like a Russian slave, but like a free Frenchman whose awe before unheard-of heroic grandeur and praiseworthiness instinctively buckles his knees. O’Meara,34 the physician, though Irish by birth, is an Englishman through and through, and, as such, an erstwhile enemy of the Emperor’s, and yet, acknowledging the Emperor’s sovereign rights in his misfortune, writes a candid, spare, factual account, in an almost lapidary style. But the sharp, lunging manner of the French physician Antommarchi has no style, but rather a stiletto, handled with the thrust of an altogether drunken Italian with a confidence in his rage and the poetry of his country.


  Both peoples, the British and the French, each provided two men for their side, men of common intellect and uncorrupted by the reigning powers, and this jury judged and condemned the Emperor to live forever, forever to be revered, forever to be missed.


  Many great men have already tread this earth, here and there we spot the luminous traces of their footsteps, and at sacred moments they sweep like cloud clusters before our souls; but a man of like magnitude sees his forebears far more clearly. In each and every spark of the luminous traces they left behind he recognizes their secret intent. In a single word passed on to posterity he deciphers the folds of their heart. And in such a way the great men of all time commune in mystical union. Over the millennia they exchange nods and meaningful looks, and their glances meet above the graves of bygone generations that crop up between them, and they understand and feel for each other. But for us little people who cannot aspire to such intimate communion with the great ones of the past, of whom we only seldom see the trace and cloudy image, it is exceedingly worthwhile to find out enough about such a great one so that we may more readily take him into our soul as he was in life and, thereby, stretch the limits of our soul. Such a great one is Napoleon Bonaparte. We know more about him, about his life and his endeavors, than we do about the other great men of this world, and every day now we learn more and more about him. We witness his buried divine effigy dug up little by little, and with every shovelful of sledge cleared off him our joyful amazement grows at the magnitude and splendor of the noble features that emerge, and the treacherous strokes of his enemies who sought to shatter that lofty image merely serve to make it all the brighter in our eyes. That is precisely what we learn from the writings of Madame de Staël, who in all her bitterness, after all, says nothing else than that the Emperor was no ordinary man and that his spirit 35 cannot be measured by any ordinary criteria.


  It is to just such a mind that Kant alludes when he maintains, “We can conceive of a kind of reason, which, not being discursive, like ours, but rather intuitive, moves from synthetic generalization, the contemplation of a whole as such, to the particular, that is, from the whole to its parts.” Indeed, what we managed to fathom through slow, analytic reflection and lengthy argument, such a mind has simultaneously perceived and profoundly grasped. Thus its capacity to understand the present, to cajole its mind, never to insult the spirit of the time and always to apply it.


  But since the spirit of his time was not merely revolutionary, but rather compounded of the confluence of both views, the revolutionary and the counter-revolutionary, Napoleon never acted in an altogether revolutionary nor an altogether counterrevolutionary fashion, but always in accordance with both attitudes, both principles, both tendencies, which came together in him, and consequently, he always acted naturally, simply, greatly, never abruptly or harshly, always calmly and in a mild-mannered way. And so he never engaged in pointed intrigue, and his attacks were always conceived as a consequence of his ability to understand and lead the masses. Petty analytical spirits are inclined to pursue tangled, plodding intrigues, whereas synthetic intuitive spirits have a wonderfully ingenious way of connecting the means that the present moment provides so as to promptly turn them to their advantage. The former all too often fail, since no human cunning can predict all the twists and turns the future may bring, and life’s conditions never remain constant for very long; while the latter, the intuitive ones, more readily succeed in their intent since they only require an apt appraisal of the given circumstances and act so quickly that the dynamic surge they engender does not cause those circumstances to suffer any sudden, unexpected pivot.


  It is a fortunate coincidence that Napoleon lived precisely at a time when people had a particular interest in history, its study and representation. Consequently, thanks to the memoirs of his contemporaries, we will not lack for notes about Napoleon, and every day we see a rise in the number of history books that seek to depict him more or less in the context of world events. For this reason, the announcement of the forthcoming appearance of such a book from the pen of Walter Scott awakens the greatest expectation.


  All admirers of Scott must tremble for him, for such a book can easily become the Russian campaign of his reputation painstakingly built upon a series of historical novels that won over all the hearts of European readers, more on account of their subject than because of any poetic strength of style. But his subject is not just an elegiac plaint for Scotland’s national splendor supplanted little by little by foreign customs, dominion and mind-set; it is rather a great anguish at the loss of national particularities swallowed up in the general sweep of newer cultures, an anguish that now quivers in the hearts of all peoples. For national memories are more deeply imbedded in the human breast than one might have supposed. Let us but dare to dig up the old pictures and, overnight, the old love will blossom forth along with its flowers. This is not meant figuratively, it’s a fact: when, some years ago, Bullock 36 dug up an old pagan statue in Mexico, he found it the following day bedecked overnight with flowers, even though Spain had ravaged the ancient beliefs of the Mexicans with fire and sword and for three centuries had uprooted and ploughed-under their belief system and seeded it with Christianity. Such flowers also blossom in Walter Scott’s compositions. These texts themselves awaken the old feelings. And just as in former times in Granada, men and women bounded out of their homes with howls of despair when the “March of the King of the Moors” rang out in the street, causing such a frenzy that it was henceforth forbidden to sing it on pain of death, so too did the note that dominates Scott’s poetry painfully grip an entire world. The same note sounds again in the hearts of our highborn who see their castles and coats of arms in decay; it sounds again in the hearts of the solid burgher who sees the snug and narrow ways of his forbears supplanted by a vast joyless modernity; it sounds again in the Catholic cathedrals from which faith has flown, and in the Rabbinic synagogues from which even the faithful flee; it sounds clear across the world, into the banana groves of Hindustan, where the sighing Brahman foresees the demise of his gods, the destruction of his ancient world order and the total victory of the English.


  Yet this note, the most powerful sound the Scottish bard can pluck on his massive harp, is not suited to the imperial song of Napoleon, the new man, the man of the New Age, the man in whom this New Age is so luminously mirrored that we are almost blinded and, all the while, no longer think back to a past that’s dead and gone and its faded splendor. It is, indeed, to be assumed that, true to his tendency, Scott will favorably interpret the aforementioned stable element in Napoleon’s character, the counterrevolutionary side of his spirit, whereas other writers tend only to see him as the embodiment of the revolutionary principle. This is how Napoleon would have been depicted by Byron, who in everything he did proved the very opposite of Scott, and, unlike the latter, rather than lament the demise of old forms, felt himself oppressively hemmed in by those antiquated forms that still survived, would have liked to tear them down with revolutionary laughter and a gnashing of his teeth. And in this rage, Byron damaged the holiest blossoms of life with his melodic poison and, like a mad harlequin, pressed the dagger into his own heart so as to scornfully splatter ladies and gentlemen with spurts of his black blood.


  Truly, at this moment I feel most profoundly that I am no mindless mimic, or, better said, no shameless cohort of Byron’s: my blood is not so black and bonkers as his. My bitterness emanates only from the bile ducts of my ink, and if there’s poison in me it’s only an antidote, an antidote to the venom of the sacrosanct vipers that lurk in the rubble of the old cathedrals and castles. Of all great writers Byron is the one to whose work I am the most allergic, whereas in each of Scott’s books he gladdens, becalms and fortifies my heart. I even delight in such Scott imitators as W. Alexis, Bronikowski and Cooper. In his ironic Walladmor, Alexis most resembles his paradigm, and also in his later compositions he has demonstrated such a wealth of characters and ideas that he would well be able, with a poetic originality that merely makes use of Scott’s form, to mine the most precious moments of German history and bring them to life in a series of historical novels.


  But no true genius can permit himself to be hemmed in by set strictures; they exist outside all critical criteria, and so my prejudgment of Walter Scott’s emperor’s tale may well be viewed as a harmless mind game. “Judgment” is the most salient term here. Only one thing can be said for sure: the book will be read from the emperor’s rise to his fall, and we Germans will translate it.


  Did we not also translate Segur? His book was a nice epic poem, was it not? We Germans also write epic poems, but the heroes exist only in our minds, whereas the heroes of the French epics are true heroes who performed far greater deeds and suffered far greater hardships than we can dream up in our garrets. And we have so much imagination, while the French have so little. Which is perhaps why God helped out the French in another way: they need only faithfully recount what they witnessed and did in the last thirty years for them to have a “lived” literature the likes of which no other people and no other era have yet produced. These memoirs of statesmen, soldiers and noble ladies published daily in France comprise a cycle of sagas in which posterity will find enough food for thought and deeds to sing about, a cycle born aloft like the branches of a great tree on the central axis of the life of the great emperor. Segur’s account of the Russian campaign is a song, a French folk song that belongs to this cycle of sagas and in its tone and motif resembles and equals the epic poetry of all times. This heroic poem, heralded by the magic words “Freedom and Equality,” that sprung up out of the soil of France, and like a triumphal march, inflamed with glory and led by the god of glory himself, invaded, terrified and exalted the world, finally dances a saber-rattling dance of arms on the frozen fields of the North, and the ice cracks beneath their feet and the sons of fire and freedom perish in the cold at the hands of slaves.


  This sort of description or prophecy of the demise of a heroic world is the fundamental tone and motif of the epic poetry of all peoples. Such epic catastrophes are inscribed with massive hieroglyphs on the cliffs of Ellore 37 and other Indian cave-temples, their meaning decipherable through keys found in The Mahabharata. The Norsemen uttered no lesser stony words of the demise of their gods in their “Edda.” The “Song of the Niebelungen” celebrates the memory of the same tragic downfall and, in its conclusion, bears an altogether striking resemblance to the Segurian description of the burning of Moscow. The “Song of Roland” tells of the slaughter at Ronceval, whose words have been lost, but the saga has not been forgotten, and was just recently conjured up again by the great poet of the Fatherland. Immermann likewise celebrates the same misfortune. And even the Song of Ilion, that loveliest rendering of the old motif, is no more remarkable and painful to read than the French folk song in which Segur celebrated the demise of his heroic world. Yes, this is a true epos, France’s heroic youth is the handsome hero who falls prematurely, as we already saw in the tragic death of Baldur, Siegfried, Roland and Achilles, all of whom likewise succumbed to misfortune and treachery. And those heroes whom we admired in the Iliad we find again in the song of Segur. We see them deliberating, quarreling and fighting, as once heroes did before the gates of Troy; even if the vest of the King of Naples is a bit too modishly checkered, his courage in battle and his impulsive spirit are just as great as that of the Pellides. Prince Eugen, the noble knight, stands before us with all the grace and courage of a Hector; Ney fights like an Ajax; Berthier is a Nestor without wisdom; Davoust, Daru, Caulaincourt, etc., in them live the souls of Menelaos, Odysseus, Diomedes. Only the emperor himself finds no equal, in his head sits the poem’s Olympus, and if I compare him with Agamemnon in his sovereign mien, it is because I, like most of his battling brethren, await his tragic fate, and because his Orestes still lives.


  Like Scott’s poetry, Segur’s epos also has a note that touches our hearts. But this note does not bestir the love of bygone times, but rather rings true to the tone of our times, it whips up our excitement over this glorious present.


  But we Germans are, after all, true Peter Schlemiels! We too have seen much and suffered much in recent times, like the billeting of soldiers in our homes and the arrogance of our aristocrats; we shed our own noble blood, in England, for instance, which nation is now obliged to pay a sizable annual sum for the severed German arms and legs of their erstwhile owners. And we have, in our own small way, accomplished so much that if you added it all up it would amount to the greatest deeds, as, for instance, in Tirol; we have lost a lot, such as, among other things, our dark shadows, the title to the dear Holy Roman Empire – and yet, nevertheless, with all our losses, sacrifices, privations, mishaps and noble deeds, our literature failed to acquire a single testament to our glory like the eternal trophies our neighbor forges daily. Our Leipzig Book Fairs have profited little from the Battle of Leipzig. A Gothlander, I’m told, intends to celebrate himself retroactively in epic form, but since he does not yet know if, in the current spate of redistricting, he will be one of the 100,000 souls heretofore belonging to Hildburghausen, or one of the 150,000 to go to Meiningen, or one of the 160,000 to Altenburg, he is unable to start his epos, for he would have to begin: “Sing, ye immortal souls, Hildburghausian souls – Meiningenian souls or also Altenburgian souls, whatever – sing all the same, sing of the sinful German deliverance!” This haggling in the heart of the Fatherland and its consequent bloody laceration elicits no sense of pride, far less a proud word spoken, our grandest deeds are rendered ridiculous by our foolish success, and while we meekly muffle ourselves in the purple mantle of heroic German blood, a political rogue steps forward and promptly plunks the foolscap on our head.


  It is precisely in comparing the literatures of our neighbors across the Rhine and the canal with our own bagatelle literature that we may grasp the emptiness and meaninglessness of our bagatelle life. Since I myself intend in the near future to elaborate at greater length on this very subject, the wretched state of German literature, let me herewith submit a lighthearted supplement by inserting the following epigrams that issued from the pen of Immermann, my worthy comrade-in-arms. Like-minded readers will surely thank me for communicating these verses, which but for a few exceptions noted with asterisks, I gladly acknowledge as representative of my own point of view.


  The Poetic Literator 38


  Leave your sneering, leave your whining, tell us straight and to our face, When did Hans Sachs 39 see the daylight, when did Weckerlin breathe his last? “Every man must meet his Maker,” of this he makes a big to-do, Dear old boy, give us a break, sir, death is old hat, and nothing new. Pigskin serves as rag and salve, to buff his boots and soothe his bunions, A tearjerker, for pious sham, he peels and eats poetic onions. “And if you must comment, dear Franz, at least please leave off Luther, This fish tastes better without butter, so help me, that’s the truth, sir.”


  Dramatist


  1.


  “No more tragedies shall I write, let the public suffer now!”

  Scold us, good sir, as you wish, just make sure to keep your vow.


  2.


  Spare this cavalry lieutenant all your barbs and do change your tune;

  For the sentences he rallies and the feelings he shapes into platoons.


  3.


  Were Melpomene a maiden, tender, natural, and sweet,

  I’d recommend she marry this one, a man so mild, dainty and neat.


  4.


  On account of countless sins, the late Kotzebue stumbles at a loss

  Bumbling barefoot, toes upturned, in this monstrous albatross.


  Oriental Poets


  It is well thought nowadays to coo in Saadi’s 40 way,

  But methinks it equal rot east- or westward to stray.


  In bygone days, on moonlit nights, the nightingale on Philomele did dote;

  Now the Bülbül’s à la mode, but the song still pours from the selfsame throat.


  Dear old bard, you lead the way like the Pied Piper of yore;

  Pipe to the East, and the poets trot, all whistling the same score.


  The versifiers find it fitting, India’s sacred cows to woo,

  Next they’ll sing of Mt. Olympus with a quaint poetic moo.


  Of the fruits that furtively from the grove of Shiraz they thieve,

  They eat too much, poor fools, and barf ghazels without reprieve.41


  The Tolling of the Bells


  See the beefy pastor down there stately standing at his door,

  Tolls the bells so that the people may his vestments adore.


  Forthwith flocked they him to reverence, the blind ones and the lame,

  Corseted and cramped they came, a bevy of rabid dames.


  The white salve will not cure or kill you, whatever your complaint,

  You’ll find it stocked in every bookshop, it works as well as any saint.


  If things continue, and from now on every preacher expects veneration,

  I’ll hightail it back to the lap of the church without any hesitation.


  For there I heed the words of the Pope, and reverence a presence divine,

  While here the holiness is claimed by every ordinary ordained swine.


  Orbis Pictus


  If they only had a neck, all that world-corrupting rabble

  A neck, ye high gods: clergy, histrionic poets, babblers!


  To the church I went, come morning, to enjoy a comedy,

  And come evening, to the theater, where the sermon enlightened me.


  Even God, our dear protector, has sunk much in my esteem

  Since a thousand lousy artisans gave Him their own dumb mien.


  If with pleasantries I please you, I feel just like a linen-weaver,

  But, in truth, I’d rather peeve you, for it fortifies the liver.


  “How he tames the tongue Teutonic,” it’ll make you laugh outright,

  Like a show pony he rides it, leaping hurdles, what a sight!


  A lot of nonsense I can stomach, but there’s one thing I can’t take,

  When a neurasthenic milksop plays the role of genial rake.


  I liked you better, my dear poet, when you dallied with Lucinda,

  Then you dumped her for Maria! Heaven help us, what a sin, that.


  First in England, then in Spain, then in Brahma’s stormy weather,

  Everywhere you knocked about, tearing German cloth and leather.


  When women write, they always tap their store of pain and grief,

  Stillbirths, tainted virtue and the like – wearing heart upon sleeve!


  Let the ladies do as they please; writing is a harmless fashion:

  With an author’s pen in hand, they can’t kill us with their passion.


  Soon, I say, our literature will be like a spinning room,

  Hearing poetesses prattle, the boys’ll sit by and swoon.


  Were I Genghis Khan, oh China, you’d be long since turned to dust,

  Your accursed teatime chatter has been slowly killing us.


  All the dust will settle slowly, and the greatest, they endure,

  Take your time, I tell you, Reader, for the past was hardly pure.


  This city’s full of verses, notes, statues, and effigies,

  Some clown stands with his trumpet at the gate, crying: “If you please!”


  “These rhymes sound rather wretched, without meter and caesura,”

  Would you squeeze them into stripes like poetic panduras?


  “Why, for God’s sake, must you sink to the parlance of the low-born?”

  In the frenzy of the market, friend, sharp elbows are the norm.


  “But you have also set to rhyme truths doubtless good and great.”

  When the noble mingle with the mob, they must suffer the same fate.


  When the summer flies start swarming, you can lash out with a swatter,

  But swarming rhymes, I tell you, are an altogether different matter.


  THE BATHS OF LUCCA


  The author dedicates these pages to the poet Karl Immermann as a token of his fondest admiration.


  1.


  As I entered Matilda’s room, she had just fastened the last button on her green riding dress and was about to don a hat with white feathers. As soon as she spotted me she promptly flung the hat to the floor and came bounding toward me with her billowing golden locks – “Doctor of Heaven and Earth!” she called out, and according to custom, grabbed me by both earlobes and kissed me in the drollest and most heartfelt fashion.


  “How goes it, you maddest of mortals? How glad I am to see you again! For nowhere on this earth am I likely to find a madder friend. There are lunatics and dingbats aplenty, and one often does them the honor of calling them mad. But true madness is as rare as true wisdom, it is perhaps nothing but wisdom vexed at knowing everything, including all the baseness of this world, and that, therefore, made the wise decision to go mad. The Orientals are a wise people, they honor madmen and prophets alike, but we take every prophet for a madman.”


  “But, Milady, why did you not write to me?”


  “I did indeed write you a long letter and addressed it to New Bedlam. But since, contrary to all reasonable suppositions, you were not there, the letter was forwarded to St. Luce, and since you were not there either, it was sent on to a similar institution, and so it made the rounds of all the madhouses of England, Scotland, and Ireland, till it finally found its way back to me along with the remark that the gentleman to whom it was addressed hadn’t yet been caught and committed. In truth, dear man, how did you manage to still be running around freely?”


  “I’m a right crafty fellow, Milady. Everywhere I went, I managed to avoid the madhouse, and I figure I’ll manage it in Italy too.”


  “Oh, my friend, you’re quite safe here; since, first of all, there’s no madhouse for miles about, and second, we have the upper hand here.”


  “We, Milady? So you count yourself as one of us? Permit me to plant a brotherly kiss on your forehead.”


  “Pshaw! I mean we bathing guests, of whom I am surely the most sensible – and just to give you an idea of the maddest among us, consider Julie Maxfield, who keeps insisting that green eyes signify the spring of the soul; and then there are those two young beauties –”


  “English beauties, of course, Milady!”


  “Doctor, what do you mean by that sarcastic tone? Have you developed such a predilection for the plump yellow macaroni faces in Italy that you no longer find the British appealing?”


  “Plum puddings with raisin eyes, roast beef bosoms festooned with white horse-radish stripes, proud patty-cakes.”


  “There was a time, Doctor, when you would roll your eyes at the sight of a lovely English girl.”


  “Yes, that was then! I’m still not indisposed to sing the praises of your country-women; they’re as lovely as suns, but suns of ice, they’re white as marble, and cold as marble too – their poor admirers freeze on their icy hearts.”


  “Oho! I know one young gallant who didn’t freeze there but leapt fresh and sprightly across the sea, and he was a great impertinent German!”


  “He caught such an awful cold from the frosty British hearts that he’s still sneezing.”


  Milady seemed piqued at my reply, she grabbed the horsewhip left lying as a bookmark in between the pages of a novel, waved it round the ears of her white hunting dog who growled softly, abruptly plucked her hat off the floor, set it at a jaunty angle on her curly head, cast a couple of complacent looks at the mirror, and proudly proclaimed: “I am still beautiful!” But all of a sudden, as if riddled by a dark shooting pain, she stood stock-still in silent meditation, slowly peeled her white glove off her hand and held it out to me, and, promptly catching the drift of my thoughts, she said: “This hand is hardly as lovely as it was at Ramsgate, isn’t that so? Matilda has suffered much since then!”


  Dear Reader, one can seldom tell just by looking at a bell where its crack is, and only in the tone can you detect it. Had you heard the tone of voice in which the above words were uttered you’d know right off that Milady’s heart is a bell cast in the finest metal, but a hidden crack marvelously muffles her merriest chimes and runs through her, as it were, in a secret sadness. But I love bells like that, they set off a sympathetic echo in my own breast; I kissed Milady’s hand almost more ardently than before, even though its blossoming beauty had waned and here and there a vein protruded, a bit too blue, likewise suggesting that Matilda has suffered much since then.


  Her eye regarded me like a wistful lonesome star in the autumn sky, and softly and fervently she said: “You seem to have but little love left for me, Doctor! For pity tinged the tear that just fell on my hand, almost like alms for the poor.”


  “What makes you presume to decipher the mute voice of my tears in such a niggardly fashion? I bet that white hunting dog just now nuzzling against you understands me better; he looks at me and then at you again and seems to wonder why we humans, proud masters of creation, are so very sad of spirit. Ah, Milady, only a kindred pain elicits our tears, and the fact is we each cry for our sorry selves.”


  “Enough, enough, Doctor. Let’s be glad, at least, that we’re contemporaries and that we happen to find ourselves in the same corner of the earth with our lunatic tears. How awful it would have been if you had perhaps lived two hundred years ago, as was the case with my friend Michael de Cervantes Saavedra, or even if you were to have been born a hundred years later than me, like another close friend of mine, whose name I don’t even know, precisely because he will only get a name at his birth in the year 1900. But pray tell, how have you been since we last saw each other?”


  “I pursued my business as usual, Milady: I rolled back the great stone. When I managed to roll it halfway up the mountain it suddenly rolled back down again, and I had to once again try to roll it back up – and this rolling up- and downhill will keep repeating itself until I myself lie buried under the great stone and the master stonemason inscribes it with great big letters: Here rests in God.”


  “Not on your life, Doctor, I won’t let you be – don’t be so melancholic! Laugh a little, or I’ll …”


  “No, don’t tickle me; I’d rather make myself laugh!”


  “So be it. I still like you just as much as I did in Ramsgate, where we first rubbed elbows.”


  “And finally got closer than close. Yes, I will be merry. It is good that we found each other again, and the great German will once again take pleasure in living his life at your side.”


  Milady’s eyes lit up with laughter like sunshine after a long rain, and her good mood once again burst forth, when John appeared and with a lackey’s stiff pathos announced His Excellency the Marquis Christoforo di Gumpelino.


  “Bid him welcome! And you, Doctor, will meet a couple of prize members of our Bedlam bathing brotherhood. Don’t be put off by his exterior, especially not by his nose. The man possesses exceptional qualities, notably a lot of money, common sense and a mania for all the madnesses of the moment; consequently he’s in love with my green-eyed friend Julie Maxfield and calls her his Juliet and himself her Romeo and declaims and sighs – and Lord Maxfield, her brother-in-law, to whom faithful Julia was entrusted by her husband, is her Argus-eyed watchman.”


  It had been on the tip of my tongue to observe that Argus watched over a cow when the door burst wide open, and to my great amazement, my old friend the banker Christian Gumpel waddled in with his well-to-do smile and blessed belly. After his glimmering fat lips had sufficiently slathered Milady’s hand and spat out the usual string of questions as to her good health, he recognized me too – and we friends fell into each other’s arms.
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  Matilda’s warning not to knock against the nose of the man was sufficiently well-founded, a little more length and he’d have surely poked my eye out with it. I don’t want to say anything bad about that nose; quite the contrary, it was of the noblest form, and in a sense it’s what gave my friend the right to add a Marquis’ title to his name. For one could tell from his nose that he came from noble stock, that he descended from an ancient international family with which even our Lord God established nuptial ties without fear of rendering himself declassé. This family has indeed come down in the world a notch or two since then, so that, ever since Charlemagne’s day, most are compelled to earn their living by peddling old pants and Hamburg lottery tickets, albeit without in the least letting up on their pride of ancestry or ever abandoning hope of recuperating their old holdings, or at least receiving adequate compensation for emigration, if ever their old legitimate sovereign fulfills his promise of restoration, a promise by which he’s already led them around by the nose for two thousand years. Did their noses perhaps grow so long from being so long led around by the nose? Or are these long noses a kind of uniform whereby Jehovah, the King of Kings, might recognize his old yeomen of the guard, even if they deserted the ranks? The Marquis Gumpelino was just such a deserter, but he still wore his uniform, and it was ever so brilliant, adorned with little crosses and stars and rubies, a red coat of arms in miniature and plenty of other decorations, too.


  “You see,” said Milady, “that is my favorite nose and I know of no lovelier flower in all creation.”


  “Alas, Milady,” Gumpelino cracked a hybrid smirk and smile, “I cannot lay this flower on your bosom without adding my blossoming lips and this addition may perhaps inconvenience you a bit in this balmy weather. But I bring you a no less precious flower that’s rare in these parts.”


  With these words, the Marquis opened the paper bag he was carrying and gently pulled out a lovely tulip.


  Hardly had Milady set eyes on the flower when she screamed at the top of her lungs: “Murder! Murder! Do you want to murder me? Off, off with this terrible sight!”


  She carried on all the while, as though someone were dead set to do her in, held her hands in front of her eyes, ran around the room like a headless chicken, heaped curses on Gumpelino’s nose and tulip, rang for her servant, stamped her feet on the ground, struck the dog with the riding whip, whereupon he yelped with pain, and as soon as John entered, she called out like Kean in the role of King Richard:


  “A horse! A horse! My kingdom for a horse!” and stormed out like a whirlwind.


  “A curious woman!” said Gumpelino, in stunned amazement and still grasping the tulip in his hand, so that he resembled the graven images on ancient Indian tombstones with lotus blossoms in their hands. But I was far more familiar with the lady and her idiosyncrasies, and tickled pink by this scene, I opened the window and called out: “Milady, what am I to make of you? Is this good sense, proper manners – above all, is this love?”


  Whereupon the wild woman laughed out the following reply:


  “And when I am o’horseback, I will swear

  I love thee infinitely.” 42
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  “A curious woman!” Gumpelino repeated, as we set out to visit his two girlfriends, Signora Leticia and Signora Francesca, to whom he wished to introduce me. Since the ladies lived on a rather distant hill, I was all the more grateful for the goodness of my good-hearted friend, who evinced some difficulty in the climb and stopped, short of breath, on every incline, sighing: “Oh, Jesus!”


  Lodgings in the Baths of Lucca are either located down below in a village surrounded by towering mountains, or else up above, on one of these very slopes, not far from the principle source of spring water, where a picturesque cluster of houses peer down into the lovely valley. But some of the houses lie scattered about on the distant slopes, and one must clamber up huffing and puffing through a wild paradise of vineyards, myrtle bushes, honeysuckle, laurel, oleander, geraniums and other noble blossoms and plants. I have never set eyes on a more charming valley, especially when peering down upon the village from the terrace of the upper bath, ringed by deep green cypress trees. From there you can see the bridge that fords a little river called the Lima, severing the village in two, and at both ends of which mighty waterfalls tumble into the ravine below, engendering a muffled commotion, as if it wished to say the sweetest things but could not make its message audible above the muttering echo all about.


  But the principle charm of this valley lies in the fact that it is neither too large nor too small, that the soul of the spectator is not violently wrenched apart but rather left to harmoniously soak up the lovely sight, that the mountain peaks themselves, like all the Apennines, are not oddly misshapen in the Gothic mold, like the mountain caricatures and their human counterparts which we find in German lands: quite the contrary, the Apennines’ nobly rounded, lively green forms practically comprise a cultivated civilization unto itself in melodic harmony with the pale blue sky.


  “Oh Jesus!” panted Gumpelino, as we reached the aforementioned cypress-covered heights, winded with climbing and already well-warmed by the morning sun, and peered down upon the village below, spotting our English friend high in the saddle, charging over the bridge like a romantic fairy tale figure and disappearing just as quickly in a dreamlike cloud of dust. “Oh Jesus, what a curious woman,” the Marquis repeated several times. “In all my humdrum life I’ve never encountered the likes of her. Such ladies only appear in plays, and I believe only an actress like Holzbecher, for instance, could tackle the role. She has something of a forest fairy about her. Wouldn’t you say so?”


  “I believe you’re right, Gumpelino. When I traveled with her from London to Rotterdam, the captain of the ship said she resembled a rose sprinkled with pepper. To thank him for this piquant comparison, once when finding him asleep in his cabin, she dumped an entire pepper shaker over his head, and one could no longer approach the man without sneezing.”


  “A curious woman!” Gumpelino repeated yet again. “As soft as white silk and just as durable, and just as steady in the saddle as me. If only she didn’t ride herself ragged. Did you not see the lanky, haggard Englishman charging after her on his skinny mare, the picture of galloping consumption. The English are so mad about riding, they’ll spend their last penny on a steed. Lady Maxfield’s pale horse cost three hundred guldens, in louis d’or – dear God! and the louis d’or is already so strong and climbing daily in value.”


  “Yes, indeed, the louis d’ors are likely to become so valuable that a poor scholar like myself will no longer be able to come by one.”


  “You have no idea, my dear doctor, how much I’m obliged to spend daily, and I make do with a single servant, and only, when in Rome, do I hire a chaplain to look after my private chapel. Look there, here comes my Hyacinth.”


  The little fellow who that very moment appeared at the bend at the top of a hill would more aptly have been named for a tiger lily. He was a wobbly, walking scarlet red coat embroidered with gold braid that shimmered in the sunlight, and out of this red finery a sweaty little head peeked forth that nodded with a familiar wink in my direction. And indeed, when I took a closer look at the pallid solicitous little face and the busily blinking little eyes I recognized someone whom I’d have sooner expected to meet on Mount Sinai than on the Apennines, and that was none other than Old Hirsch, sometime resident of Hamburg, a man who had not only made his mark as an incorruptible lottery collector, but who was likewise so knowledgeable about foot-corns and jewels that he could not only distinguish between the two, but also skillfully excise the former and precisely appraise the latter.


  “I sincerely hope,” said he, upon drawing closer, “that you still recognize me, even though my name is no longer Hirsch. I’m Hyacinth now, the valet of Mr. Gumpel.”


  “Hyacinth!” bellowed the latter in vehement dismay at the indiscretion of his servant.


  “Hush now, Mr. Gumpel, or Mr. Gumpelino, or My Lord Marquis, or Your Excellenza, no need to put on airs in front of this fellow, he knows me, bought several lottery tickets from me, and I’d even swear to it that he still owes me a last installment of seven marks and nine shillings. I’m truly delighted, my dear doctor, to meet up with you here again. Do you too have leisure business here? What else is one to do here in this heat, where, furthermore, one has to keep climbing uphill and downhill! I get so tuckered out here by nightfall, as if I’d run twenty times back and forth between the Altona Gate and the Stone Gate without having earned a penny in the process.”


  “Oh Jesus!” cried the Marquis, “silence, silence, for heavens sake, before I find myself another servant!”


  “Why be silent?” replied Hirsch-Hyacinth, “Can a man not take pleasure in speaking good German with a mug he knows from Hamburg, and so be reminded of dear old Hamburg?”


  The man’s little eyes got all fluttery and misty at the memory of his little foster fatherland, and sighing, he said: “What is Man! Blissfully you amble past the Altona Gate, strolling up the Hamburg Hill, and there you savor the sights, lions, goldfinches and odd-birds, monkeys and misters, you ride the carousel or rattle electric, and you think to yourself, boy, would I ever have a ball in a faraway place two hundred miles from Hamburg, in the land of lemons and oranges, in Italy! What is man! Put him in front of the Altona Gate and he dreams of distant Italy, send him to Italy and he’d rather be back at the Altona Gate! If only I were back there planted in front of the Michaelis Tower, ogling the great clock with the golden numbers on its face, the great golden numbers I often watched glittering cheerfully in the afternoon sun – oh I’d love to cover them with kisses. So here I am in Italy where the lemons and oranges bloom; but when I see lemons and oranges growing, I think back to the Hamburg market where cartfuls of citrus fruit lie neatly stacked one on top of the other, and where you can quietly savor them without having to clamber up so many perilous hilltops and suffer so much sweaty heat. God is my witness, Mr. Marquis, sir, if it weren’t for honor’s sake and I wasn’t dead set on bettering myself I’d never have followed you here. But that much I give you, it’s an honor to be with you and an education.”


  “Hyacinth!” replied Gumpelino, somewhat mollified by such flattery, “Hyacinth, off with you now!”


  “I know already.”


  “You don’t know, I tell you, Hyacinth.”


  “I tell you, Mr. Gumpel, sir, I know. His Excellency is sending me to Lady Maxfield – you don’t need to say a thing. I know the thoughts you haven’t yet thought and may till your dying day never think. A servant like myself doesn’t come a dime a dozen. I serve you for the honor of it and to better myself, and truly, it’s an honor to serve you, and an education.” Having spoken these words, he proceeded to wipe his nose with a very white handkerchief.


  “Hyacinth,” said the Marquis, “go now to Lady Julie Maxfield, to my beloved Julia, and bring her this tulip – and watch how you handle it, it cost me a full five paoli – and tell her.”


  “I know already.”


  “You know nothing. Tell her: the tulip is among all flowers …”


  “I know already, with this flower you want to impart a special message to her. Every now and then for a certain lottery ticket in my stash I myself made up a motto.”


  “For God’s sake, Hyacinth, I don’t want your motto. Bring this flower to Lady Maxfield and tell her:


  Like the tulip among flowers

  So among cheeses is Stracchino;

  But more than flowers and cheese

  Do I love thee, yours truly, Gumpelino!”


  “As God is my witness, sir, that’s a good one!” Hyacinth exclaimed. “No need to wink at me, Mr. Marquis, sir, what you know I know and what I know you know. And you, my dear doctor, be well! For the pittance you owe me, let’s forget it.” With these words he set out again back down the hill, forever muttering: “Gumpelino Stracchino-Stracchino Gumpelino …”


  “He’s a trusty fellow,” said the Marquis, “else I’d have long since let him go for his lack of etiquette. No need to put on airs in front of you. You catch my drift? How do you like his livery? There’s a forty talers more worth of gold braid than in the livery of Rothschild’s lackeys. I get a great personal satisfaction out of seeing him better himself in my service. Every now and then I myself give him lessons. I often say to him: What’s money? It’s round and rolls away, but education, that’s a lasting value. Yes, indeed, Doctor, should I, God forbid, lose all my money, I’d still be a great art connoisseur, an expert in painting, music and poetry. You can bind my eyes and take me to the art gallery in Florence and every painting you put me in front of I can tell you the painter who painted it or at least the school he belongs to. Music? Stuff my ears and I can still hear every wrong note. Poetry? I know the names of all the actresses of Germany, and every poet’s name by heart. And even Nature! I journeyed a full two hundred miles, traveling day and night, just to see a single mountain in Scotland. But Italy takes the cake. How do you like this natural landscape? What a marvelous creation! Just look at the trees, the mountains, the sky, the river down there – doesn’t it all look just like a painting? Have you ever seen the like of it on stage? The very sight of it makes you a poet, so to speak. Verses leap to mind, from God knows where:


  Silently, under dusk’s dark veil,

  The meadow sleeps to the fading murmur of the thicket,

  Silent but for the ancient ruins in the dale

  Sheltering the melancholy chirp of a cricket.43


  The Marquis declaimed these lofty words with puffed-up emotion, while peering down, as if in ecstasy, at the brightly blooming valley below.
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  When once on a lovely spring day in Berlin I went strolling along Unter-den- Linden, two ladies ambled by, maintaining a lengthy silence, till one burst into a wistful sigh: “Did you ever lay eyes on such gorgeous green trees!” whereupon the other, a young thing, inquired with naive astonishment, “Mother, since when do you give a hoot about green trees?”


  I feel compelled to add that, though not sheathed in silk, the two by no means belonged to the rabble, since there is no rabble in Berlin, except maybe in the highest echelons of society. But as to the naive question itself, I’ll never forget it. Wherever I espy a feigned love of nature, green lies and the like, I split my sides laughing. The same sentiment stirred in me upon hearing the Marquis’ declamation, and sensing the scorn on my lips, he cried out, annoyed, “Don’t give me grief. You have no appreciation for the natural. You’re a torn man, a torn soul, a Byron, so to speak.”


  Dear Reader, do you, too, belong to the flock of pious songbirds who join in the chorus of torn Byronic distraction that I’ve heard piped and twittered for the last ten years and even, as you just heard, echoed in the noggin of the Marquis? Oh, esteemed Reader, if you wish to lament that torn condition, then better to lament that the world itself has been torn in two. Since the heart of the poet is the hub of the world, then it must surely be torn to shreds in this terrible time. Whosoever claims that his heart is still whole merely acknowledges that he has a prosaic, cast-off, hemmed in heart. But the wretched worldwide tear of our time runs right through my heart, and for that very reason I know that the great gods have shown mercy and deemed me worthy of a poet’s martyrdom.


  Once the world was whole, in Antiquity and the Middle Ages; all the wars waged elsewhere notwithstanding, there was still a unity in the world and there were complete poets. We rightfully honor these poets and take pleasure in their poetry; but any aping of their wholeness is a lie, a lie that any healthy eye can see right through, and thus, justifiably worthy of scorn. Recently in the Berlin, I went to considerable trouble to find the poems of one such contemporary poet of wholeness who had complained so bitterly of my Byronic torn condition, and upon perusing a page of his mendacious greenness, and registering the gentle natural feelings that wafted at me like the scent of fresh hay, my poor heart, already torn to tatters, almost burst with laughter, and instinctively I cried out, “My dear Captain of the Commissariat Wilhelm Neumann, since when do you give a hoot about the green trees?”


  “You’re a torn man, a Byron, so to speak,” repeated the Marquis, still peering misty-eyed down into the valley, smacking his tongue a few times with reverent admiration. “Dear God, it’s all just like in a painting!”


  Poor Byron! such quiet delight was denied you! Was your heart so wasted that you could only see, and even depict nature, but not be blissfully transported by it? Or was Percy Shelley right when he wrote that you’d espied nature in her maidenly nakedness, and so, like Actäon, were ripped apart by her dogs.


  Enough of this; we’re getting to a better subject, namely Signora Leticia’s and Francesca’s apartments, a little white house that seemed, as it were, to be still wearing its negligee, affixed with two large red windows in front, before which the dangling vines let fall their long tendrils, so that it looked as if ample curls of green hair fell upon the eyes of the house. Eddying trills, guitar strums and laughter greeted us right merrily at the door.
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  Signora Leticia, a fifty-year-young rose, lay in bed, trilling and chattering with her two gallants, one of whom sat on a low footstool before her, and the other reclined in a big easy chair playing the guitar. From the room next door, every now and then the shreds of a sweet song or of an even sweeter laughter streamed forth. With a certain cheap irony that sometimes betook the Marquis, he presented me to the lady and the two gentlemen, adding that I was the very same Johan Heinrich Heine, Doctor of Law, so renowned in German legal literature. Unfortunately one of the gentlemen happened to be a professor from Bologna, a legal scholar to boot, although his vaulted, well-rounded belly would have better qualified him for a position in spherical trigonometry. Somewhat disconcerted, I remarked that I did not write under my own name, but rather under the name Jarke,44 and this I said in all modesty, as, coincidentally, one of the most wretched names of our contemporary juridical literature came to mind. The Bolognese professor regretfully confessed that he had not as yet come across the work of this celebrated name – which may likewise be the case with you, dear Reader, though he did not doubt that the renown of said gentleman would soon spread the world over. As he spoke he leaned back in his chair, strummed a few chords on the guitar and sang an aria from Axur: 45


  “Oh mighty Brahma!

  Please let the humming

  Of innocence be becoming

  The humming, the humming!”


  And like the sweetly teasing echo of a nightingale, a similar melody warbled forth from the room next door. In between, Signora Leticia trilled in the softest soprano:


  “For you alone these cheeks do flush,

  And for you, this pulse beats strong;

  Infused with love’s enlivening rush

  My heart heaves in this sweet song!”


  And with the plumpest, most prosaic voice she added, “Bartolo, pass the spittoon.”


  Whereupon Bartolo rose from the low-standing little stool, stood upright on his stiff wooden legs and respectfully proffered a somewhat insalubrious-looking blue porcelain pot.


  This second gallant, as Gumpelino informed me in whispered German, was a very famous poet whose songs, while he’d written them more than twenty years ago, can still be heard all over Italy enchanting young and old with the sweet flame of love that flickers in them, even though he himself is now a poor old broken-down man with pale eyes in a wrinkled face, thin white hair on his tottering head and cold poverty in his shrunken heart. Such a poor old poet with his bald wooden way resembles the vines we see standing in winter on icy hills, barren and bereft of leaves, trembling in the wind and covered with snow, while the sweet wine that once gushed from its grapes warms some tippler’s heart in a faraway land and sweetly intoxicates. Who knows, perhaps when the winepress of thoughts, the printing press, has squeezed the last juice out of me too and the old drained ghost can only be found in the basement at Hoffmann and Campe, I myself may be seated just as haggard and beaten as poor old Bartolo on the footstool beside the bed of an old paramour, handing her a spittoon on command.


  Signora Leticia begged pardon of me to be lying in bed, belly down to boot, since an abscess on her posterior incurred from an overindulgence in figs prevented her from lying on her back as a proper lady should. She lay there something like a sphinx, supporting her prodigiously teased head of hair on both arms, between which her bosom swelled like a red sea.


  “You are a German?” she inquired.


  “I’m too honest to deny it, Signora!” my humble self replied.


  “Oh, the Germans are honest enough!” she sighed. “But what good does it do us that the people who despoil our land should be honest! They’re ruining Italy. My best friends sit in jail in Milan; the slave mongers!”


  “Perish the thought,” cried the Marquis. “Don’t fret about the Germans, we are conquered conquerors, subjugated subjugees as soon as we set foot in Italy; and to see you, Signora, to see you and to fall to one’s feet is one and the same.” And spreading out his yellow silken handkerchief and kneeling down upon it, he added, “I kneel down before you and pay homage to you in the name of all of Germany.”


  “Christophoro di Gumpelino!” Signora sighed, deeply moved and wistful. “You may rise and embrace me!”


  But to keep the gracious suitor from spoiling the hairdo and makeup of his beloved, she did not kiss him on his burning lips, but rather on his noble forehead, so that his face reached down deeper and its steering column, the nose, dipped into the red sea.


  “Signor Bartolo!” I cried. “Permit me, too, to make use of the spittoon.”


  Signor Bartolo smiled wistfully, but did not utter a single word, even though, next to Mezzophante, he was reputed to be the best language teacher in Bologna. We are reticent to speak when speaking is our profession. He served signora as a silent knight, and only every now and then was he obliged to recite the poem that he’d composed for her twenty-five years ago for her first appearance on stage in the role of Ariadne. He himself was more than likely crowned with laurels and glowing back then, perhaps like the holy Dionysus himself, and his Leticia-Ariadne probably leapt with Bacchanalian abandon into his blossoming arms – Evoe Bacche! In those days he composed many love poems, which, as I already mentioned, have stayed preserved in Italian literature long after the poet and his beloved have gone to waste.


  For twenty-five years he remained faithful to his love, and I suppose he’ll stay seated on that footstool till his dying day and recite his verses or pass the spittoon on demand. The professor of jurisprudence languishes almost as long, bound in the shackles of love to the signora. He pays court to her just as passionately as he did at the beginning of the century, is still obliged to cancel his academic lectures without fail whenever she asks him to accompany her to whatever destination, and he is still burdened with the obligations of a bona fide Patito.


  The faithful endurance of these two beaux’ attachment to a long-lapsed beauty may perhaps be a matter of habit, perhaps an homage to a former feeling, perhaps a function of the feeling itself completely detached from the present condition of its erstwhile object, only still beheld with the eyes of memory. So do we often notice old men on street corners in Catholic cities kneeling before an image of the Madonna so weather-beaten and faded that hardly a recognizable trace and facial feature survives, indeed, only the niche in which it was painted and the lamp dangling over it still survive. But the old people who kneel there in such profound adoration with rosary beads in their trembling hands have been doing it ever since their youth, habit drives them ever and again at the selfsame hour to the selfsame spot. They failed to notice the fading of the worshiped image, and in the end, old age makes one so feeble-eyed and blind that it makes absolutely no difference if the object of our worship is still visible or not. Those who still believe without seeing are, in any case, happier than the sharp-eyed ones who immediately notice every wrinkle marring the face of their Madonna. Nothing is more odious than such observations! Once upon a time, it’s true, I believed the faithlessness of women to be the most terrible thing, and giving vent to the most terrible, I called them snakes. But oh, now I know that the worst thing is that they’re not altogether snakelike, since each year snakes can shed their old skin and rejuvenate themselves with a brand new skin.


  I was not able to assess whether either of the pair of antique suitors was jealous that the Marquis, or rather his nose, bobbed blissfully in the aforementioned manner. Bartolo sat placidly on his little stool, with his sticklike legs crossed, playing with Signora’s lapdog, one of those charming little creatures native to Bologna and known in Germany as a Bolognese. The Professor did not allow himself to be the least bit disturbed in his singing, which, from time to time, was met by the sweetly tittered notes of a parody emanating from the room next door; and every now and then he broke off his singsong on his own accord to annoy me with juristic issues. And whenever we did not agree in our assessments of the question at hand he strummed a few hasty chords and cited passages from the law books as proof. But I always backed up my position based on the authority of my teacher, the great Hugo, renowned in Bologna by the name of Ugone, or also Ugolino.


  “A great man!” the Professor affirmed, strumming and bursting into song:


  “The gentle timbre of each note

  Still echoes deep inside your breast,

  And the torment that it wrought

  In ecstasy your heart undressed.”


  Even Thibaut, whom the Italians called Tibaldo, was held in high repute in Bologna, although the writings of these two gentlemen and their principle positions and counter-positions were equally unknown. Gans and Savigny were likewise known only by name. The Professor held the latter to be a learned lady.


  “Is that so?” said he, when I enlightened him as to his easily pardonable error. “No lady, I’ll be darned. So I was ill-informed. I was even told that Signor Gans once invited this damsel to dance with him at a ball, was refused, from which he derived their literary enmity.”


  “In truth, you’ve been ill-informed, Signor Gans does not even dance, ’tis his philanthropic inclination thereby to avoid setting off an earthquake. This invitation to dance is probably a misinterpreted allegory. The historical and the philosophical schools are conceived as dancers, and in this sense we might well imagine a Quadrille danced by Ugone, Tibaldo, Gans and Savigny. And it might well be said that Signor Ugone, though a limping devil of jurisprudence, does a right graceful turn with Lemiere, and that Signor Gans recently attempted several mighty leaps that caused him to be dubbed the Hoguet 46 of the philosophical school.”


  “I see,” the Professor corrected himself, “so Signor Gans only dances allegorically, so to speak, metaphorically.” But then all of a sudden, instead of uttering another word, he once again reached for the guitar and strummed and sang like mad:


  “’ Tis true, indeed, his precious name

  Is the rapture of all hearts.

  Loudly storm the ocean waves,

  And the sky grows dark and grave,

  Tarar, Tarar, cry the storm clouds,

  As if the earth and heavens bowed

  Before the hero’s name.”


  As to Herr Göschen, the Professor did not even know that he existed. But this has its perfectly natural explanation, in that the fame of the great Göschen had not yet made its way to Bologna, but only to Poggio, still a good four German miles short of town, where said reputation may yet wile a while. Göttingen itself is hardly as famous in Bologna as one might be inclined to expect, if only for gratitude’s sake, since it likes to call itself the German Bologna. Whether this designation is apt I cannot say; but, in any case, the two universities can be distinguished by the simple fact that Bologna has the smallest dogs and greatest scholars, whereas Göttingen, on the other hand, has the smallest scholars and the biggest dogs.
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  When the Marquis Christophoro Gumpelino withdrew his nose from the red sea like the late King Pharaoh, his face glistened in sweaty bliss. Deeply moved, he gave Signora his promise that, once she was able to sit again, he would personally accompany her to Bologna in his own carriage. Whereupon it was arranged that the Professor would journey on ahead, that Bartolo, on the other hand, would ride along in the Marquis’ carriage, where he might sit beside the driver with the little dog in his lap, and that, in a fortnight, they’d finally reach Florence, where Signora Francesca, who was to accompany Milady to Pisa, would in the meantime have likewise returned. While the Marquis calculated the expenses of this journey on his fingers, he hummed to himself “Di tanti palpiti.” 47 The Signora interspersed this rendition with piercing trills, and the Professor feverishly strummed his guitar and sang such glowing lyrics that drops of sweat fell from his brow and tears ran from his eyes, joining into a single current streaming down his red face. In the midst of this singing and strumming, the door to the next room suddenly burst open and in trod a striking person –


  Oh ye muses of the Old and New World, and even you as yet undiscovered muses whom future generations will revere, whose existence I had long ago divined in the forest and in the sea, I implore you, give me the colors wherewith to paint this person, who next to virtue is the loveliest thing in the world. It is self-evident that virtue is the first of all splendors, the Creator adorned it with so many charms that it seemed as if he could nevermore bring a thing so lovely into being; but then he gathered all his strength again and at a propitious moment he created Signora Francesca, the lovely dancer, the greatest masterpiece next to virtue, and in whose creation he had not in the least repeated himself, as do mortal masters in whose later works the borrowed charms of earlier canvases shine forth again. Nay, Signora Francesca is utterly original, she does not bear the slightest resemblance to virtue, and there are connoisseurs who consider her equally lovely, and merely grant precedence to virtue on account of its seniority. But can it be considered a failing for a dancer to be some six thousand years too young?


  Dear God, I see her again, bursting through the door, leaping into the middle of the room, at the same time pirouetting untold times on one foot, then flinging herself lengthwise on the sofa, covering her eyes with both hands and crying out breathlessly, “Oh, I’m so tired of sleeping!” Now the Marquis approaches and launches into a protracted discourse in his ironic, long-winded, reverential manner, which, given his abrupt way of peppering his rapture with matters of business and his tiresome unctuousness in the face of sentimental stimulation, makes for a curiously disjunctive effect. And yet this manner was not unnatural, it may well have evolved in him quite naturally, insofar as he lacked the daring to unabashedly give vent to that sense of superiority to which he felt justified by money and intellect, which is why he sought to sheepishly mask it in the most humble words. His broad smile at such times was unpleasantly toothsome and one didn’t know whether to respond with slaps or applause. In this manner he delivered his morning oratory to Signora Francesca, who, still half-asleep, hardly listened, and when, to cap it all off, he begged to be allowed to kiss, if not both, then at least her left foot, in preparation for which he painstakingly spread out his yellow silk handkerchief on the ground and knelt down upon it, she indifferently extended her left foot, stuck in the loveliest red shoe, in his direction, while the right foot was girded by a blue shoe, a droll coquetry intended to make all the more apparent the delicate, dainty shape of her feet. Once the Marquis had reverentially kissed the little foot, he rose with a moaning “Oh, Jesus!” and begged leave to introduce me, his friend, which request was likewise accorded with a yawn. Whereupon he showered me with profuse praises extolling my excellent qualities and, on his word of honor, swore that I had celebrated ill-starred love in the most splendid verse.


  I likewise bid the lady grant me the privilege of kissing her left foot, and just as I partook of this honor she suddenly roused herself as if out of a waking dream, bent down to me with a smile, studied me with big, bedazzled eyes, leapt up joyfully, landing in the middle of the room, and once again spun around countless times on one foot. I felt wonderful, as my heart steadfastly spun along, till I almost grew dizzy. At the same time the Professor strummed merrily on his guitar and sang:


  “An opera diva did decide

  To wed me, and so became my bride.

  But as soon as we were man and wife,

  Heaven help me, what a life!


  Pirates took her off my hands,

  Then I sold her on demand,

  But before she could go wrong

  My darling diva burst into song!”


  Whereupon Signora Francesca studied me again from head to foot, and with a look of satisfaction thanked the Marquis, as if I were a present that he had been so kind as to bring her. She found little to object to, save that my brown hair was a bit too light, she’d have wished it darker, like the hair of the Abbot Cecco, and my eyes were too small for her liking and more green than blue. As retribution, dear Reader, I ought now to depict Signora Francesca with all her flaws; but truth to tell I find nothing to fault in this delightful, almost frivolously formed figure as lovely as one of the Graces. Her face was also altogether godlike, of the sort one finds in Greek statues, her forehead and nose made one perfectly straight vertical line, which with the lower line of the nose formed a wondrously short, lovely right angle, and just as short was the distance between nose and mouth, whose lips hardly reached from end to end, and wore a dreamlike smile, beneath which arched a dear rounded chin, and the neck – dear God! Pious Reader, I go too far, and besides, I have no right in this inaugural depiction to speak of the two silent flowers that peeked forth like pale poesy when Signora undid the silver collar button of her black silken gown – dear Reader! Let us climb back to our depiction of the face, of which I have yet to add, as an afterthought, that its complexion was clear and pale yellow like amber, that the black hair that covered her temples in glimmering flat ringlets gave her face a childlike roundness, illumined as if by an enchanted light that shimmered unexpectedly from her two black eyes.


  You see, dear Reader, I would gladly provide you with a detailed local description of my joy, and as other travelers supplement their works with special maps of historically significant or otherwise remarkable regions, I would like to have Francesca etched on a copper plate and supplement the print. But oh, what’s the use of a dead copy of the external outline of a shapely figure whose godly charm is evident in live motion. Even the finest painter cannot make us perceive this, for painting is, after all, nothing but a flat lie. The sculptor might be better able to do so; variant lighting permits us to vaguely divine the movement of shapes in statues, and the torch that casts external light on them likewise appears to illuminate them from within. There is, indeed, a statue, dear Reader, that may give you a marble approximation of Francesca’s loveliness, and that is the Venus by the great Canova, which you can find in one of the last halls of the Pitti Palace in Florence. I often think of this statue now, at times I imagine her lying in my arms, gradually coming to life and whispering nonstop in Francesca’s voice. But it was the sound of that voice that graced each of her words with the loveliest and most profound meaning, and if I related her words it would only give you a dry herbarium of dead flowers whose priceless value is limited to their scent. Indeed, she often leapt into the air and danced as she spoke, and perhaps the dance itself was her real language. But my heart kept right on dancing along, executing the most difficult steps, and, thereby, demonstrating a talent for ballet which I’d never have put past it. In this manner, Francesca also told the story of the Abbot Cecco, a young lad who was in love with her when she still wove straw hats of reeds from the Arno Valley, and she assured me that I had the good fortune to resemble him. As she spoke she performed the most delicate pantomimes, kept pressing her fingertips to her heart, appeared then with the hollow of her palm to draw out the most delicate feelings, finally flung herself with a heartfelt light elastic leap onto the sofa, hid her face in the pillow, raised her feet in the air behind her and let them act like wooden dolls. The blue foot was supposed to represent the Abbot Cecco and the red one poor Francesca, and in her parody of her own story she had the two loving feet take their leave of one another. It was a touchingly delirious spectacle to see the two kiss with their slipper tips, whispering the gentlest endearments – and all the while the mad girl shed delightfully tittering tears, which, from time to time, unconsciously tapped a deeper, more soulful note than the role prescribed. In her comic high-spirited lament, she also let the Abbot Cecco deliver a lengthy discourse in which he praised the beauty of poor Francesca with a string of pedantic metaphors, and the way in which she replied as poor Francesca, mimicking her own voice in the sentimental manner of a bygone era, had a wistful doll-like quality that moved me deeply. Adieu, Cecco! Adieu, Francesca! went the refrain. The loving little feet did not want to part – and I was glad when merciless fate finally tore them apart, as a sweet presentiment told me that it would be a misfortune for me if the two lovers had remained united forever.


  The Professor expressed his approval with waggish strums on his guitar, Signora trilled, the little dog barked, the Marquis and I clapped like wild, and Signora Francesca stood up and took a grateful bow. “It really is a lovely comedy,” she said to me, “but it’s such a long time ago that it was first staged, and I’ve grown so old – go ahead, guess how old I am!”


  She did not, of course, expect an answer, and hastened to reply, “Eighteen years old,” pirouetting a full eighteen times around on her foot. “And how old are you, Dottore?”


  “I, Signora, was born on New Year’s eve 1800.” 48


  “I already told you,” the Marquis interjected, “he is one of the first men of our century.”


  “And how old do you suppose I am?” Signora Leticia suddenly piped in, where-upon, mindless of bearing her birthday suit, till now hidden under the blanket, she proceeded to raise herself bolt upright so that not only the red sea, but also all of Arabia, Syria and Mesopotamia were brought to light.


  Whereupon, in the face of this frightful spectacle, I staggered back, stammered a few banalities about the difficulties of responding to such a question, having only taken in her top half; but as she pressed me all the more insistently for an answer, I confessed the truth, namely that I was not yet able to calibrate the relationship between the Italian and the German year.


  “Is the difference very great?” asked Signora Leticia.


  “It is a function of the fact,” I replied, “that heat expands all things, therefore the years in balmy Italy are much longer than those in chilly Germany.”


  The Marquis readily rescued me from my embarrassing dilemma by gallantly declaring that her beauty had only now reached its ripest state. “And Signora!” he hastened to add, “just as the cumquat yellows with aging, so does your beauty ripen with each successive year.”


  The lady appeared to be pleased with this comparison and likewise confessed that she did, indeed, feel riper than ever, particularly more so than back then, when she was still a skinny thing and first performing in Bologna, and that she could still not fathom how with such a skinny figure she could have made such a big splash. Whereupon she told of her debut as Ariadne, to which, as I later discovered, she often referred back, and on which occasion Signor Bartolo had to recite the poem he’d written for her that catapulted her into stardom. It was a good poem, full of stirring sadness at Theseus’ unfaithfulness, full of blind rapture at Bacchus and florid glorification of Ariadne. “Bella cosa!” cried Signora Leticia at every verse, and I too was obliged to praise the imagery, the poetic structure and the entire treatment of the myth.


  “Yes, it is beautiful,” said the Professor, “and it is undoubtedly based on a historic truth, just as some authors tell that Oneus, a priest of Bacchus, married the mourning Ariadne when he found her abandoned on Naxos; and as often happens, the priest of the god in the legend was himself transformed into the god.”


  I could not concur with this opinion, since concerning mythology I am rather inclined to the historical explanation, and so I replied, “In Ariadne’s flinging herself into Bacchus’ arms, after having been abandoned on Naxos by Theseus, I see nothing other than the allegory of Ariadne’s state, in that, finding herself callously abandoned, she gave herself over to drink, a hypothesis I share with a number of learned scholars in my fatherland. As you, sir Marquis, surely know, the late banker Bethmann, in line with this hypothesis, had his Ariadne lighted such that she appeared to have a red nose.”


  “Yes, indeed, Bethmann in Frankfurt was a great man!” cried the Marquis; yet at that same moment an important thought seemed to cross his mind; with a sigh of dismay he said to himself: “Oh my God, I forgot to write to Rothschild in Frankfurt!” And with a serious businessman’s expression, from which any sense of lighthearted parody appeared to have vanished, he promptly excused himself without a big to-do, and promised to be back that evening.


  Once he was gone and, as is customary in worldly company, I was about to make light of the man through whose kind introduction I had made the most pleasant acquaintance, I found, to my surprise, that everyone kept praising him to the hilt, lauding, in particular, and in the most exaggerated terms, his enthusiasm for beauty, his refined noble manners and his utter unselfishness. Even Signora Francesca joined in singing his praises, though she did confess that she found his nose a bit intimidating and that it reminded her of the Tower of Pisa.


  Upon taking my leave I once again requested permission to kiss her left foot, whereupon in jesting earnest she removed the red shoe as well as the stocking; and as I knelt down before her, she extended the white blossoming lily-foot, which I proceeded to press to my lips doubtlessly more piously than I’d have done with the foot of the Pope. Needless to say, I also played lady-in-waiting and helped her slip back into the stocking and shoe.


  “I’m well pleased with you,” remarked Signora Francesca upon the completion of my task, at which I took my sweet time, though all ten fingers were actively engaged – “I’m well pleased, indeed, you have my leave to slip on my stockings more often. Today you kissed my left foot, tomorrow I will proffer the right. The day after tomorrow you may kiss my left hand and the day after that my right. Conduct yourself with dignity and I will one day offer you my mouth, etc. As you can see, I’m inclined to let you advance, and since you’re young you may well go far in this world.”


  And I did indeed go far in this world! To that you were witnesses, oh Tuscan nights, with your light blue sky studded with great silver stars, and consider your wild laurel bushes and sheltering myrtle, and you, oh nymphs of the Apennines, who swirled around us in your bridal dances and dreamed yourselves back to the sweeter days of the gods, before the advent of the gothic lie that only tolerates blind, groping pleasures in the dark and slaps its hypocritical fig leaf on every frank and open feeling.


  No additional fig leaves were needed, for a rustling full-grown fig tree with leafy outstretched branches crowned the heads of the blissful below.


  7.


  What a beating is we already know, but nobody has yet established what love is. A few natural philosophers have maintained it’s a kind of electricity. That is possible, since at the moment of falling in love we feel as if an electric flash suddenly leapt from the eye of our beloved and struck us in the heart. Oh, these bolts are the most perilous, and if anyone ever invents a lightning rod to protect against them I will honor him more than Franklin. If only there were little lightning rods one could wear on one’s heart attached to a weather vane that could deflect the terrible flame and send it in some other direction! Yet I fear that it is far more difficult to deprive little Cupid of his arrows than to steal Jupiter’s lightning or the scepter of tyrants. Besides which, not every love strikes like lightning; sometimes it lurks like a snake among roses, waiting for the first breach in the heart’s defenses to leap in; sometimes it’s only a word, a look, the account of an unlikely action that drops like an airborne seedling into our heart, lies dormant all winter long, till spring comes and the little seedling explodes into a flaming flower whose scent intoxicates the head. The same sun that incubates crocodile eggs in the Nile River Valley can at the very same moment ripen unto bursting the love seed in a young heart in Potsdam on the Havel – then come the tears in Egypt and Potsdam. But tears are still by no means an adequate explanation for what love is. Has no one fathomed its essence? Has no one solved the riddle? Perhaps such a solution would cause greater torment than the riddle itself, and the heart would be petrified and freeze in horror, as at the first sight of Medusa. Snakes curl around that terrible solution to the riddle. Oh, let me never know that key word, I still prefer by far the burning misery in my heart to a freezing of sensation. Oh, speak it not, you departed souls that amble painlessly as stone, but also insensate as stone, through the rose gardens of this world, and with pale lips sneer at this poor fool who prizes the scent of roses and dreads the prick of thorns.


  But even if I can’t tell you, dear Reader, what love actually is, I could still relate in considerable detail how you act and how you feel when you’ve fallen in love in the Apennines. You act just like a lunatic, you dance over hills and on the sheer face of cliffs, convinced that the whole world is dancing with you. You feel as if the world had only been created this very day and you are the first living soul. How splendid it all is! I shouted for joy upon leaving Francesca’s house. How beautiful and precious is this new world! I felt as though I had to give every plant and animal a name, and I named everything in accordance with its inner nature and my own perceptions that were so wondrously in accord with external things. My breast was a well of revelation and I fathomed all forms and formations, the scent of the plants, the song of the birds, the whistling of the wind and the roar of the waterfalls. At times I even heard the voice of God: “Adam, where are you?” “Here I am, Francesca,” I called back, “I worship you, as I know for sure that you created the sun, the moon and the stars and the earth with all its creatures!” Then the myrtle bushes emitted a giggle, and I sighed to myself: “Oh sweet illusion, forsake me not!”


  Later, at twilight, that’s when the lunatic bliss of love really set in. The trees on the mountains no longer danced alone, but the mountains themselves pranced about with their heavy heads so drenched with the red of the setting sun it was as if they’d gotten drunk on their own grapes. The stream below rushed all the more hastily away and surged in terror as if it feared that the enraptured reeling peaks would tumble to the ground. And all the while the last light glimmered as sweetly as kisses. “Look,” I cried, “the laughing sky is kissing its beloved earth – oh Francesca, lovely sky, let me be your earth! I am so very earthy and long for you, my sky!” That’s what I cried out, pleading with outstretched arms, and ran with my head against some trees, which I proceeded to embrace, not to curse, and, love-drunk, my soul shouted for joy, when all of a sudden I espied a scarlet figure that violently tore me out of all my dreams and restored me to chilly reality.


  8.


  On an outcropping of grass beneath an overarching laurel tree sat Hyacinthos, the Marquis’ servant, and beside him sat his master’s dog Apollo. The latter stood, to be precise, with his forepaws propped up on the little man’s scarlet knees, watching with rapt attention as the servant, clasping a writing tablet in his hands, from time to time scribbled something with a wistful smile on his lips, shook his little head, heaved a deep sigh, and then wiped his nose, well-pleased.


  “Well I’ll be damned,” I cried out to him, “Hirsch-Hyacinthos, are you composing poems? The omens augur well, Apollo sits at your side and your head is already crowned with laurels.”


  But I did the poor rascal an injustice. He replied right amiably: “Poems? Not a chance, I’m fond of poems, but I certainly don’t write them. What should I write about? It’s just that I had nothing to do, so I amused myself compiling a list of the names of those friends who once bought lottery tickets from me. Some of them, in fact, still owe me a bit – please don’t think, Doctor, that I am demanding payment – there’s time enough, you’re good for the debt. If only the last time you’d played 1365 instead of 1364, you’d now be a wealthy man with one hundred thousand marks in cash, wouldn’t have to run around here and could sit quietly and contentedly in Hamburg and could, while reclining on a sofa, have someone tell you what it’s like in Italy. As God is my witness, I would never have come here were it not to please Mr. Gumpel. Heaven help me, how much heat and danger and fatigue must I endure, and wherever there’s something to get overexcited or to rave about Mr. Gumpel’s on hand and I have to come along too. I’d have left him long ago if he could do without me. For who else is there to sing his praises back home and tell how much honor and cultivation he acquired in foreign lands? And if the truth be told, I myself am starting to put store in cultivation. Back home in Hamburg, thank God, I have no use for it; but you never know when you might go someplace else where it’d come in handy. It’s a whole different world nowadays. And it’s true, a little bit of culture embellishes one’s whole person. And what honor you get out of it! Lady Maxfield, for instance, the way she received me and honored me this morning! Like I was her equal. And she gave me a francesconis tip, even though the flower only cost five paoli. On top of which it’s a real pleasure to have a lady’s little white foot in your hands.”


  I was more than a little bit taken aback by this last remark and thought to myself, Is he teasing me? But how could that lout already know of the joy I only first experienced that very day, at the same time as he was on the far side of the mountain? Might a similar scene have taken place there, and did this reveal the ironic talent of the great internationally acclaimed dramatist in the sky, that he would perhaps stage a thousand suchlike scenes, one simultaneously parodying another, for the amusement of the heavenly hosts? In the meantime, I learned that both suspicions were unfounded, since after long and repeated questioning, once I’d given my word of honor not to betray his confidence to the Marquis, the poor man confessed to me. Lady Maxfield still lay in bed when he came by with the tulip, and at the very moment when he was going to deliver his lovely prepared speech, one of her naked feet happened to slip out from under the covers, and since he spotted foot corns on it he promptly requested permission to cut them off, which permission was granted, after which, for that service and for having delivered the tulip, he was rewarded with a francesconis.


  “Still, all that matters to me is the honor,” Hyacinth added, “which is just what I said to Baron Rothschild when I had the honor of cutting his corns. The operation took place in his office; he was seated on a green settee, as though on a throne, spoke like a king, was surrounded by his courtiers, and he gave his orders and sent messengers to all the other kings; and while all this was happening, as I was cutting his corns, I thought to myself, You hold in your hands the foot of the man who himself at this very moment holds the rest of the world in his hands, you too are now an important person, and if you cut the slightest bit too sharply down below he’ll get vexed and take a greater cut out of the great kings up above. It was the happiest moment of my life!”


  “I can well imagine this glorious feeling, Mr. Hyacinth. But which member of the Rothschild dynasty did you thuswise amputate? Was it perchance the magnanimous Brit, the man on Lombard Street who built a rental unit for emperors and kings?”


  “Naturally, my dear doctor, I mean the great Rothschild, the great Nathan Rothschild, Nathan the Wise, with whom the Emperor of Brazil pawned his diamond crown. But I also had the honor of making the acquaintance of Baron Salomon Rothschild in Frankfurt, and even if I did not have the pleasure of contact with his bare foot, he still respected me. When the Marquis told him that I was once a lottery salesman, the Baron replied with a wink, ‘I myself am something like that. I am, after all, the senior collector of the Rothschild lottery, and my dear colleague must on no account dine with the servants, he must sit beside me at table.’ And by the grace of God, Doctor, I sat next to Salomon Rothschild at table, and he treated me just like his equal, altogether familionaire. I also went with him to the famous Children’s Ball they wrote about in the newspaper. So much splendor I never expect to see again in my life. I also once attended a ball in Hamburg that cost a full fifteen hundred marks and eight shillings, but that was nothing but a little heap of chicken droppings as compared to a veritable mountain of garbage. You can’t imagine how much gold, silver, and diamonds I saw there! How many medals and decorations! The Falcon’s Order, the Order of the Golden Fleece, the Lion’s Order, the Eagle’s Order – why there was even a mere tike, a mere tike I tell you, who wore the decoration of the Elephant’s Order. The children were all masked and played pretend, all dressed like kings, with crowns on their heads, but one big boy dressed exactly like old Nathan Rothschild. He pulled it off wondrously well, kept both his hands in his pants pockets, stuffed and jingling with coins, shook himself in displeasure when one of the little kings wanted to borrow a bit, and it was only the little fellow with the white coat and red pants whom he coddled, stroking his cheeks and whispering praise, ‘You’re my plaisir, my favorite, my prize prince, but tell your cousin Michael to get lost, I’ll never lend that lunatic a dime, a fellow who pisses away more in a day than his yearly allowance; he’ll be the cause of a calamity some day soon, and my business will bear the brunt.’ As God is my witness, that boy really pulled it off, especially when he lent his arm for the fat kid to lean on, the one wrapped in satin embroidered with genuine silver lilies, and said to him from time to time, ‘Now, now, you’d best behave yourself, do the right thing, we wouldn’t want them to chase you away again and me lose to my investment.’ I assure you, Doctor, it was a pleasure to hear that boy speak; and all the others too, dear kids the lot of them, carried it off splendidly, until it was time for cake and they fought over the best piece and tore the crowns from their heads, screaming and crying, and some went so far as to …”


  9.


  There’s nothing more boring on this earth than to have to read the description of an Italian journey, except maybe to have to write one – and the writer can only make it halfway bearable by speaking as little as possible of Italy itself. Even though I’ve fully respected this dodge, I can’t promise you, dear Reader, much entertainment in the next few chapters. If you get bored with all the noisome stuff about to transpire here, console yourself and have pity on me, for I’m the one who had to write it. I recommend you skip a couple of pages every now and then, that way you’ll get to the end all the quicker – oh, if only I could do the same! Just don’t think I’m joking; if you want my heartfelt opinion of the book, I’d suggest you shut it now and don’t read on. Next time I’ll write you something better, and if in some future book we once again encounter Matilda and Francesca in the City of Lucca, I hope you’ll find the dear depictions all the more delightful than this chapter and those that follow.


  Thank God, at this very moment an organ grinder is playing merry melodies outside my window! My sorry spirit needs such cheering up, especially since I now have to describe my visit with his Excellency, the Marquis Cristoforo di Gumpelino. I want to deliver this stirring account verbatim, in all its sordid splendor.


  It was already late when I reached the lodgings of the Marquis. As I entered the room, Hyacinth stood there alone polishing the golden riding spurs of his master, who, as I could see through his half-opened bedroom door, was kneeling before a Madonna and a large crucifix.


  For you must know, dear Reader, that the Marquis, that noble gentleman, is now a good Catholic, that he strictly practices all the ceremonies of the one true faith, and even, when in Rome, hires his own private chaplain, for the very same reason that, when in England, he puts his money on the best racehorses and, in Paris, on the prettiest dancers.


  “Mr. Gumpel is currently engaged in prayer,” Hyacinth whispered with a suggestive smile, and, pointing in the direction of his master’s bedroom, he added in a still softer whisper, “He kneels like that every evening for a full two hours in adoration before the primadonna with the Christ child. It’s a precious painting that cost him six hundred francesconis.”


  “And you, Mr. Hyacinth, why aren’t you on your knees behind him? Or are you perhaps not favorably inclined to the Catholic religion?”


  “I’m favorably inclined and then again not so favorably inclined,” he replied with a skeptical shake of the head. “It’s a good religion for a noble baron who can afford to spend the whole day doing nothing, and for an art connoisseur, but it’s no religion for a Hamburger, for a man engaged in business, and absolutely not for a lottery salesman. I’ve got to note down precisely every number picked, and if my mind should be distracted, boom! boom! boom!, by a Catholic church bell, or my vision blurred by Catholic incense, and I put down a wrong number, it would cause the most terrible calamity. I’ve often said to Mr. Gumpel: ‘Your Excellency is a rich man and can afford to be Catholic as much as you like, and can let your powers of reason get all smoky and let yourself get as dumb as a Catholic bell, and you still have enough to eat; but I am a businessman and have to keep my wits about me to get by.’ Mr. Gumpel says it’s essential for good breeding, and if I don’t become Catholic I’ll never understand the paintings that go with good breeding, not Whatshisname of Asseasy, Correggio, Carraccio, Caravaggio – but I always figured that Correggio and Caraccio and Caravaggio can’t do me a bit of good if nobody buys my lottery tickets and I go dead brokio. On top of which, Doctor, I must confess that the Catholic faith is no fun, and as a reasonable man, you must agree. I see no pleasure in a religion in which our dear God, God help us, is dead, and it smells of incense just like at a funeral, and the whole business is accompanied by funereal drones enough to make you downright melancholy – I tell you, it’s no religion for a Hamburger.”


  “But what do you think of the Protestant religion, Mr. Hyacinth?”


  “That one, on the other hand, Doctor, is altogether too sensible for me, and if they didn’t play an organ in the Protestant church it wouldn’t be a religion at all. Between you and me, it’s a harmless religion, as clean as a glass of water, but it doesn’t do you any good either. I tried it once, and the experiment cost me four marks, fourteen shillings.”


  “How so, my dear Mr. Hyacinth?”


  “See, Doctor, I always thought: Now there’s a downright enlightened religion, and it’s lacking in ecstasy and miracles; but still, it’s got to have a pinch of ecstasy, and really ought to be able to pull off a teensy weensy miracle if it means to parade around as a proper religion. But who could ever pull off a miracle in such a place, I thought, when once I visited a Protestant church in Hamburg, one of the barest sort with nothing but brown benches and white walls and not a stitch hanging on the walls but a little black tablet with a half a dozen white numbers on it. Then I thought to myself, hold on, you’re being unfair to this faith, for all I know these numbers can just as soon pull off a miracle as a picture of the Mother of God or one of her husband, Saint Joseph’s bones, and to put it to the test, I went straight to Altona and put my money on these very numbers in the Altona Lottery, eight shillings on the double, six on the triple, four on the quadruple and five on the quintuple – but I swear to you, on my word of honor, not a single one of those Protestant numbers won. Now I knew what to think; I thought to myself, you can keep your religion that can’t do a thing, not even make me win a double – you think I’d be daft enough to bet it all on a religion on which I already lost four marks and fourteen shillings?”


  “The old Jewish faith no doubt seems more expedient to you, my friend?”


  “You can keep your old Jewish faith, Doctor, I wouldn’t wish it on my worst enemy. Gives you nothing but scorn and shame. I tell you, it’s no religion at all, just a lot of hard luck. I try to avoid anything that could remind me of it, and since Hirsch is a Jewish word and means Hyacinth in German, I even gave old Hirsch his walking papers and now sign my name: ‘Hyacinth, Collection Agent, Operator Extraordinaire, and Taxator.’ Fortunately, my signet ring already has an H on it and I don’t have to get a new one engraved. I assure you, your name matters a whole lot in this world, your name is everything. When I sign: ‘Hyacinth, Collection Agent, Operator Extraordinaire, and Taxator,’ it sounds altogether different than if I’d just signed Hirsch, and nobody can treat me like a common ragamuffin.”


  “My dear Mr. Hyacinth! Who would ever treat you like that! You already seem to have done so much for your cultivation that the cultivated gentleman in you leaps out at one before you open your mouth to speak.”


  “You’re right on that account, Doctor, I’ve made colossal strides forward in my cultivation. I don’t rightly know when I get back to Hamburg with whom I’m going to hobnob, but as far as religion is concerned I know what I’ll do. For the time being at least I can still make do with the new Israelitic Temple; I mean the pure mosaic service with prayers in German spelling and stirring sermons and even a couple of ecstatic words that no religion can do without. As long as God does good by me, I can’t ask for any better religion for myself, and this one definitely deserves my support. I plan to do my part, and as soon as I’m back in Hamburg, every Saturday, as long as there’s no lottery drawing, I’ll go to the brand new temple. There are, alas, some people who stain the reputation of this new Israelitic service, and maintain, with all due respect, that it may spark a schism – but I can assure you it’s a good clean religion, perhaps a bit too good for the common man, for whom the old Jewish religion may still be very useful. The common man must have some foolishness in which he takes comfort, and he takes comfort in his foolishness. And an old Jew with his long beard and torn robe who can’t utter a single orthographically correct word, and is even a bit scabby, may very well be at greater peace with himself than I with all my cultivation. Back in Hamburg, in a dingy room on the Bäckerbreitengang, there lives a man named Moses Lump, also known as Moses Little Lump or just plain Little Lump; all week long he runs around in all kind of wind and weather with his pack on his back to earn a few miserable marks; when he gets home on Friday night, he finds the candelabra with the seven candles lit, the table set with a white tablecloth, and he sheds his heavy pack and his cares and sits down to table with his crooked wife and even more crooked daughter, eats fish with them cooked in a nice white garlic sauce, sings a couple of splendid songs about King David, rejoices from the bottom of his heart about the exodus of the Children of Israel out of Egypt, likewise rejoices in the fact that all no-goodniks who did them evil finally perished, that King Pharaoh, Nebuchadnezzar, Haman, Antiochus, Titus and the like are dead, but that Little Lump is alive and well and can eat his fish with wife and child. And I tell you, Doctor, the fish are delicious and the man is happy, he need not torment himself with self-cultivation, he sits content in his religion and his green dressing gown like Diogenes in his barrel, he takes pleasure in the light of his candelabra which he himself doesn’t have to polish – and I tell you, even if the candelabra burns a bit dimly and the hired hand who’s supposed to keep it spotless isn’t at hand, and Rothschild the Great happened by at that very moment with all his agents, wholesalers and chefs de comptoir, with the aid of which he conquers the world, and Rothschild said, ‘Moses Lump, you may have a single wish, whatever you want, it shall be done,’ Doctor, I’m quite sure Moses Lump would promptly reply, ‘Polish my candelabra!’ and Rothschild the Great would reply in wonderment: ‘If I wasn’t Rothschild, I’d want to be a Little Lump like this!’”


  While Hyacinth developed his opinions in this way, at epic length, as he was wont to do, the Marquis arose from his pillow and strode toward us, still snorting several paternosters through his nose. Now Hyacinth drew the green gauze over the painting of the Madonna that hung above the bedpost, blew out the two wax candles that burnt before it, took down the copper crucifix, brought it back to us and polished it with the same rag and the same conscientious spit polish he applied to shine his master’s spurs. The latter, however, looked as if his customary intensity had been dissolved by heat and mellowed by tenderness; in lieu of an overgarment he was wrapped in a wide, blue silk cloak with silver fringes, and his nose shimmered wistfully like a beloved louis d’or. “Oh Jesus!” he sighed as he let himself sink into the cushions of his sofa, “don’t you think, my dear doctor, that I look positively inspired this evening? I’m very moved, my spirit is lightened, I can sense a higher state of being.


  “The eye spies heaven’s open gate,

  With each beat, the heart doth celebrate!”


  “Mr. Gumpel, you’ve got to eat,” Hyacinth interrupted this pathetic declaration, “the blood in your intestines is dizzy again, I know what ails you.”


  “You know nothing,” sighed the Master.


  “I tell you, I know,” the servant replied and nodded with his kindly, expressive little mug – “I know you through and through, I know you’re the absolute opposite of me, when you’re thirsty I’m hungry, when you’re hungry I’m thirsty; you’re too fat and I’m too skinny, you have a lot of imagination while I have all the more business sense, I’m pragmatic and you’re diarrhetic, in short, you’re my absolute antipode.”


  “Oh, Julia!” sighed Gumpelino, “If only I were the yellow kid-leather glove on your hand and could kiss your cheek! My dear doctor, did you ever see Crelinger in Romeo and Juliet?”


  “Indeed I have, and I was enthralled, body and soul, by her performance.”


  “Well then,” the Marquis replied, well-pleased, fire shooting from his eyes and lighting up his nose, “then you understand me, then you know what it means when I tell you: I’m in love! Let me bare my soul to you. Hyacinth, leave us.”


  “I don’t need to go out,” the latter responded in dismay, “you don’t need to be embarrassed in front of me, I also know love, and I already know.”


  “You know nothing!” cried Gumpelino.


  “Just to prove I know, Marquis, sir, I need only mention the name Julia Max-field. Calm yourself, she loves you back – but it’s no use. The brother-in-law of your beloved won’t let her out of his sight and watches over her day and night like a diamond.”


  “Oh, misery me,” Gumpelino whined, “I love and am loved in return, we secretly squeeze each other’s hands, we step on each other’s feet under the table, we drink each other up with our eyes, and yet the opportunity is lacking! How often do I stand in the moonlight on my balcony and imagine that I was myself Juliet, and my Romeo, or rather, my Gumpelino gave me a rendezvous, and I declaim just like Crelinger:


  Come, night! Come, Gumpelino; come, thou day in night;

  For thou wilt lie upon the wings of night

  More white than new snow upon a raven’s back.

  Come, gentle night; come, loving, black-browed night;

  Give me my Romeo, or rather, Gumpelino.


  But oh! Lord Maxfield keeps a tireless watch, and we two lovebirds die of longing! I will never live to see such a day’s night when, playing every pure blossoming seed, I win to lose. Oh, I’d rather live such a night than hit the jackpot in the Hamburg Lottery.”


  “Bite your tongue!” cried Hyacinth, “The great lottery, one hundred thousand marks!”


  “Yes, such a night would be worth more to me than the big jackpot,” Gumpelino raved on, “and oh, how many times has she already promised me such a night at the first opportunity, and I already imagined her declaiming in the morning just like Crelinger:


  Wilt thou be gone? It is not yet near day.

  It was the nightingale, and not the lark,

  That pierced the fearful hollow of thine ear.

  Nightly she sings on yond pomegranate tree.

  Believe me, love, it was the nightingale.”


  “The big jackpot for a single night of love!” Hyacinth kept on repeating all the while, and just could not believe his ears. “I have the greatest respect, Mr. Marquis, sir, for your cultivation, but I’d’ve never believed that you’d let your passions get the better of you. That love would be worth more than the big jackpot! Honestly, Mr. Marquis, ever since I cast in my lot with you as your servant a lot of your culture has rubbed off; but this much I know, I wouldn’t give even an eighth of the big jackpot for Love! God keep me from such madness! Even if I figure five hundred marks commission, I’d still have twelve thousand marks! Love! If I were to figure out all that love cost me it’d only add up to twelve marks and thirteen shillings. Love! I’ve had plenty of complimentary satisfaction in love that didn’t cost me a penny; every now and then I cut my ladylove’s foot corns out of kindness. Only once did I ever have a truly tender and passionate attachment, and that was with Fat Gudel from Muddy Bottom. The woman bought her lottery tickets from me, and when I came to update her investment she always pressed a hunk of cake into my hand, and a very good cake it was, and sometimes she’d even give me preserves, with a shot of liqueur, and when once I complained of being down in the dumps she gave me the recipe for a remedy her own husband used. I use that remedy to this very day, it always does the trick, there were no further ramifications to our love. Sometimes I think maybe, Mr. Marquis, you might need one of these remedies. The first thing I did when I got to Italy, I went to the apothecary in Milan and had him fix me up a batch of it, and I always have it with me. Hold on a minute, I’ll look for it, and whenever I look for something I find it, and when I find it, Your Excellency will take it.”


  It would take too long for me to recapitulate the entire commentary with which the restless searcher accompanied every object he yanked out of his sack. The objects comprised: 1) half of a wax candle, 2) a silver case containing the instruments for removing foot corns, 3) a lemon, 4) a pistol, which, though not loaded, was nevertheless wrapped in paper, perhaps so that the sight of it did not spark any dangerous fantasies, 5) a printed list of the last drawing of the great Hamburg Lottery, 6) a little black leather book containing the Psalms of David and outstanding debts, 7) a dried tuft of grass twisted almost into a knot, 8) a little package wrapped in faded pink taffeta containing the receipt for a lottery ticket that once won fifty thousand marks, 9) a flat piece of bread like white baked ship’s biscuit with a small hole in the middle, and finally, 10) the aforementioned remedy, which the little man plucked out with considerable emotion and with a wistfully dumb-founded shake of the head.


  “When I think,” he sighed, “that Fat Gudel gave me this recipe ten years ago, and that I’m in Italy now and hold the selfsame prescription in my hands, and read the words again: ‘sal mirabile Glauberei,’ which in plain German means extra-fancy, first-rate miracle salt – oh, it makes me feel like I’d just taken it myself and was already feeling the effect. What is Man! Here I am in Italy and I’m thinking of Fat Gudel from Muddy Bottom! Who’d’ve ever imagined! I can just imagine her at this very moment in the country in her garden, where the moon is glowing and, no doubt, a nightingale is singing, or maybe a lark.”


  “It was the nightingale and not the lark!” sighed Gumpelino and proceeded to declaim:


  “Nightly she sings on yond pomegranate tree.

  Believe me, love, it was the nightingale.”


  “It’s all the same to me,” Hyacinth continued, “as far as I’m concerned, let it be a canary, the birds you keep in your garden have the lowest upkeep. The main thing is the hot house, and the wall hangings in your pavilion and the figures standing in front; for instance, a naked commanding general of the gods and a Venus Urinarius, both of which cost three hundred marks. And in the middle of the garden Gudel has installed a fontanelle – and maybe she’s standing there at this very moment picking her nose and getting all worked up thinking of me – oh!”


  After the sigh came a wistful silence, which the Marquis finally interrupted with the anxious question, “Tell me on your honor, Hyacinth, do you really believe that your remedy will work?”


  “On my honor, it will work,” the latter replied. “Why shouldn’t it work? It works with me, doesn’t it! And am I not a living, breathing man like you? Miracle salt makes all people equal, and if Rothschild takes miracle salt he feels the same effect as the lowest little jobber. I’ll tell you exactly what’s going to happen: I empty the powder into a glass, add water, stir, and as soon as you’ve drunk it down you make a face and say Yuck! After that you can hear for yourself how it spills about inside, and you feel kind of funny, and you lie down in bed, and I give you my word of honor, you’ll get up again and lie down again and get up again and so on and so forth, and the next morning you feel as light as an angel with white feathers, and you dance around in the euphoria of healthfulness, looking just a little pale; but I know that you like to look languid and pale, and when you look languid and pale you’re a sight for sore eyes.”


  Even though Hyacinth tried to convince him in this way and already went ahead and prepared the remedy, the whole effort would have been fruitless had the passage in which Juliet takes the fateful potion not suddenly popped into the Marquis’ mind. “What do you think, Doctor, of Müller in Vienna? I saw her play the part of Juliet, and God! Oh God! How she could act! I’m the biggest fan of Crelinger, but Müller, when she downed the cup of poison, she just blew me away. Like this,” he said, pulling a tragic expression as he picked up the glass into which Hyacinth had poured the powder, “like this, that’s how she held the cup and shuddered, so that you could feel everything she felt when she uttered the words:


  I have a faint cold fear thrills through my veins

  That almost freezes up the heat of life!


  “And so stood she as I now stand, and lifted the cup to her lips, and with the words:


  Stay, Tybalt, stay!

  Romeo, I come! This do I drink to thee,


  she emptied the cup.”


  “Good health to you, Mr. Gumpel!” said Hyacinth in a fiery tone of voice, for the Marquis had, in ecstatic mimicry, downed the contents of the glass, and drained by the strain of his declamation, flung himself on the sofa.


  But he did not stay horizontal very long; for all of a sudden someone knocked at the door, and in strode Lady Maxfield’s little jockey, with a gracious bow handed the Marquis a missive and promptly bid farewell. Hastily the latter tore open the letter; as he read, his nose and eyes flashed with delight, but then suddenly a ghastly pallor spread all over his face, consternation twitched in his every muscle, with a look of despair he leapt up, laughed a wild laugh, ran around the room and cried out:


  “Oh woe is me, unlucky lunatic!”


  “What is it? What is it?” Hyacinth inquired in a trembling voice, and grasping the crucifix, which he’d set to polishing again, in his trembling hands, muttered, “Are we going to be robbed tonight?”


  “What ails you, Marquis?” I asked, likewise more than a little bit taken aback. “Read! Read!” cried Gumpelino, flinging the billet-doux at us and still racing desperately round the room, whereby his blue dressing gown fluttered around him like a storm cloud. “Oh woe is me, unlucky lunatic!”


  In the missive we read the following words:


  Sweet Gumpelino! At daybreak I must leave for England. My brother-in-law has already gone ahead and awaits me in Florence. I am now un-chaperoned, but, alas, only this one night – let us make the best of it, let us drink the goblet of nectar that love holds forth down to the very last drop. I await you, I tremble …


  Julia Maxfield


  “Woe is me, unlucky lunatic!” Gumpelino yammered, “Love holds forth its goblet of nectar, and I, dear God! A fool for love, just downed the cup of miracle salts! Who will help me pump this wretched brew out of my gut? Help! Help!”


  “No earthly mortal can help you now,” sighed Hyacinth.


  “I feel for your condition from the bottom of my heart,” I likewise conveyed my condolences. “’Tis a bitter fate to forfeit the chalice of nectar for the glass of miracle salts! To trade in the throne of love for the chaise percée!”


  “Oh Jesus! Oh Jesus!” the Marquis kept crying, “I feel it rushing through all my veins – you valiant apothecary! Your potion works lightning-quick, but I will not let it keep me from my love, I’ll hasten to her, fling myself at her feet and bleed to death!”


  “Don’t worry about your blood!” Hyacinth assured him, “You have no Homeroids to fret about. Get a hold of yourself!”


  “No, no! I must to her, to her warm embrace. Oh night! Oh night –”


  “I tell you,” Hyacinth proceeded to reply with philosophical dispassion, “you will find no peace in her arms, twenty times or more you’ll have to get up and go. Just get ahold of yourself. The more you jump around the room the more you lose control, the quicker the miracle salt takes effect. Your temperamental nature plays into nature’s hand. What destiny ordains you must take like a man. That things turned out like this may be for the best, and it may be for the best that things turned out like this. Man is a mere mortal and does not fathom God’s plan. Man often thinks he’s headed for good fortune, and, maybe, on the way, misfortune strikes him with a stick, and when a common stick strikes a noble back, you feel it, Marquis.”


  “Oh woe is me, unlucky lunatic!” Gumpelino kept on raving, while his servant calmly kept on speaking:


  “Many times Man expects a chalice of nectar and receives a pummel-soup instead, and if the nectar is sweet the pummeling is all the more bitter; and it’s a good thing that the person who delivers the pummeling finally grows tired, else the recipient would never survive it. But it’s all the more perilous when on the road to love, misfortune awaits with poison and a dagger’s prick, so that you can’t be sure of your life. Perhaps, Marquis, it’s all for the best that things turned out like this, since, who knows, maybe you’d’ve rushed off to your lady love, and on the way, run into a little Italian with a six-foot-long blade and – perish the thought, better bite my tongue – the rascal pierced you, let’s say, in the calf. This isn’t Hamburg, after all, you can’t very well cry out for help, there’s no night-watchman in the Apennines. Or maybe,” the unrelenting consoler continued without being fazed in the least by the Marquis’ desperate state, “maybe, just when you were getting cozy with Lady Maxfield, the brother-in-law suddenly returned from his trip and held a loaded pistol to your breast and made you make out an IOU for a hundred thousand marks. Perish the thought, but I’m just saying what if: you being a handsome buck and Lady Maxfield being distraught at the thought of losing her handsome buck, and jealous, as women get, at the thought of some other biddy enjoying you after her … So what does she do? She takes and squeezes a lemon or an orange and spikes it with a little white powder, and says: ‘Refresh yourself, my love, you’ve run yourself ragged’ – and the next morning they find you, a cool character indeed, cold and dead. There was a man, his name was Pieper, and he was having a secret tryst with a certain female commonly known as Chubby-cheeked Chick, and she lived on Kaffeemacherei Street and the man lived on the Fuhlentwiete.”


  “I wish,” cried the Marquis, whose distress had reached a fever pitch, “that your Pieper from the Fuhlentwiete and your Chubby-cheeked Chick from the Kaffeemacherei, and you, Hirsch, and your Fat Gudel, all had my miracle salt swirling in your guts!”


  “What do you want from me, Mr. Gumpel?” replied Hyacinth, getting hot under the collar. “Am I to blame that Lady Maxfield intends to leave town and that she invited you over tonight of all nights? Could I have foretold this turn of events? Am I Aristotle? Am I in the fortune-telling business? All I promised was that the remedy would work, and sure as my name is Hyacinth it does, and if you’re so desperate and out of control and run back and forth in such a frenzy, it’ll work all the quicker.”


  “Then I’ll sit myself down quietly!” groaned Gumpelino, stamped with his feet on the floor, flung himself in a fury onto the sofa, tried hard to squelch his rage, and master and servant studied each other a long time in silence, till finally, following a long drawn-out sigh, the former muttered almost meekly to the latter:


  “But Hirsch, what will the woman think of me if I don’t come? She expects me at this very moment, why she even awaits me, she trembles, she burns with love.”


  “She does have a lovely foot,” Hyacinth muttered under his breath and shook his little head sadly. But all the while his breast heaved mightily, and under his red robe a bold thought was brewing.


  “Mr. Gumpel” – it finally spit itself out – “why not send me!”


  With these words, a bright red blush spread over his pale officious face.


  10.


  When Candide arrived in Eldorado, he saw several boys on the street playing with big gold nuggets instead of stones. This luxury made him think that these were the children of the king, and he was more than a little bit surprised when he learned that in Eldorado gold nuggets are just as worthless as the common pebbles schoolboys play with back home. Something similar happened to one of my friends, a foreigner, when he arrived in Germany and first read German books and was stunned at the wealth of ideas he found in them, but soon he realized that ideas are as common in Germany as gold nuggets in Eldorado, and that those writers whom he took for intellectual princes were just ordinary schoolboys.


  This story comes to mind whenever I’m about to draft the loveliest reflections on art and life, and then I laugh to myself and keep the thoughts in the nib of my pen, or, in their place, sketch a picture or a little figure on the page, and convince myself that such wallpaper decorations are far more useful than the most golden ideas in Germany, the intellectual Eldorado.


  On the wallpaper decorations I’m going to show you now, dear Reader, you will once again see the familiar mugs of Gumpelino and his Hirsch-Hyacinthos, and even if they be rendered with less precise features, I hope, nevertheless, that you will be sharp-witted enough to fathom their empty character without my having to lay it all on the line. Precision in this regard could cost me a lawsuit for defamation of character or worse. For the Marquis is wealthy and well-connected. Thus he is the natural ally of my enemies and supports them with subsidies, he is an aristocrat, Ultra-Papist, only something is lacking – though he’ll have himself tuned-up soon enough – he’s got the textbook take on inanity, as you’ll presently see.


  It’s evening again, the table is bedecked with two candelabra, candles burning; their shimmer illumines the golden frames of the holy paintings hanging on the wall, whose subjects seem to come alive in the flickering light and shadow play. Outside, in front of the window, the somber cypress trees stand eerily motionless in the silver moonlight, and in the distance a sad little hymn to Mary is intoned in broken bits, as if sung by a sickly child. The room is sweltering hot, the Marquis Cristoforo di Gumpelino sits, or rather lies, stretched out in careless splendor on the cushions of the sofa, his noble sweating body is once again dressed in the thin blue silken dressing gown; in his hands he holds a book, its pages of reddish-saffron-colored paper with gilded edges, from which he declaims in a loud yet wistful voice. His eyes have a certain clammy luster the likes of which one finds in randy tomcats, and his cheeks and even his nostrils have a somewhat sickly pallor. And yet, dear Reader, this pallor might well be explained from a philosophical-anthropological standpoint, considering the fact that the Marquis swallowed an entire glass of miracle salts the night before.


  Hirsch-Hyacinthos, on the other hand, is squatting on the floor, and with a big piece of white chalk drawing something like the following in large-scale characters on the brown floor tiles:


  [image: image]


  This business appears to be turning a bit sour for the little man; panting every time he bends down, he mutters, annoyed, “Spondee, trochee, iambus, annoy-us, anapest, what a pest!” For ease of movement, he has removed the red coat, which reveals two short humble little legs in tight scarlet pants and two somewhat longer haggard arms in white, baggy shirtsleeves.


  “What are these curious characters?” I asked him, after watching these goings-on a while.


  “These are feet, life-sized,” he panted by way of answer, “and I, a poor, harried man, must keep them in my head, and my hands are already aching from all these feet I have to keep writing out. These are the authentic, bona fide feet of poetry. If it weren’t for the sake of my cultivation, I’d let poetry run off with all its feet. But I’m taking private lessons in the art of poetry from the Marquis. The Marquis reads me the poems out loud and explains to me how many feet they’re made of, and I have to jot them down and then figure out if it’s made right.”


  “As a matter of fact,” said the Marquis in a didactically strained tone of voice, “you find us engaged in a serious poetic pursuit. I am well aware, Doctor, that you are one of those headstrong poets who don’t agree that feet are the heart of the poetic art. But a cultivated sensibility can only be touched by a cultivated form, this we can only learn from the Greeks and from modern poets who act Greek, think Greek, feel Greek and in this way transmit their feelings to men of consequence.”


  “It goes without saying that you would address a man, not a woman, as might an unclassical romantic poet,” yours truly replied.


  “Mr. Gumpel sometimes speaks like a book,” Hyacinth whispered to me from the side of his mouth, pressed his thin lips shut, winked with his proudly contented little eyes and shook his awestruck little head. “Like a book he talks at times, I tell you,” he added a little bit louder, “and when he does he’s no mere mortal, you might say, but a higher being, and I’m struck dumb the more I listen.”


  “And what is it that you have in your hands at the moment?” I asked the Marquis.


  “Jewels!” he replied and handed me the book.


  At the word “jewels,” Hyacinth leapt into the air; but when he saw nothing but a book, he smiled indulgently. This jewel of a book bore the following title on the cover page:


  Poems of Count August von Platen 49


  The flip side bore this graceful inscription: “A present of warm brotherly friendship.” The book itself was scented with that curious perfume not in the least related to eau de cologne, and perhaps to be ascribed to the fact that the Marquis had spent the whole night reading it.


  “I couldn’t close an eye all night,” he proclaimed, “I was so very agitated, eleven times I had to climb out of bed, and, fortunately, I had this excellent reading matter, from which I not only drew poetic instruction, but also human comfort. You see how much I honored the book, not a single page is missing, and yet, when I sat as I sat, I was sometimes sorely tempted.”


  “Others may have felt so tempted too, Marquis.”


  “I swear on our beloved Lady of Loreto and on my good name,” he continued, “these poems are one of a kind. Yesterday evening, as you know, I was downright desperate, au désespoir, as they say, when fate did not permit me to possess my Julia – then I read these poems, a poem at a time, every time I had to get up, and this made me feel such an indifference to women that my own pangs of love filled me with disgust. That is precisely what I like about this poet, that he only gets all fired up about his feelings of warmest friendship for men; he holds us superior to the female sex, and for this honor alone we ought to be grateful. In this he is greater than all other poets, he doesn’t seek to please the common taste of the hoi polloi, he weans us of our passion for women that has brought us so much misery. – Oh women! Women! He who frees us from your thrall is a champion of humanity. It’s an eternal shame that Shakespeare did not turn his eminent theatrical talent to that end, since, as I read here for the first time, he is supposed to have harbored no less lofty feelings in this regard than the great Count Platen, who said of Shakespeare’s sonnets:


  “’ Twas not the whimsies of mere girls that roused the heaving of your breast,

  But for the bonds of friendship found we see you strive in heated verse:

  Freed by your friend from woman’s curse,

  And in his face found fame and sweet unrest.”


  While the Marquis declaimed these lines with heartfelt emotion, and the slippery words melted on his tongue, as it were, Hyacinth made the most contrary faces, at once vexed and parenthetical, and finally spoke up:


  “Mr. Marquis, sir, you talk like a book, and you deliver these verses as smoothly as you did last night, but their meaning does not sit well with me. As a man, I’m flattered that Count Platen holds us higher than women, but, on the other hand, fond of women as I am, I don’t take kindly to such a man. That’s how we are! Some of us like onions, and others prefer warm feelings of friendship, and I must admit, if the truth be told, that I’m an onion man myself, and I’ll take a crooked scullery maid over your bonniest bosom friend. Indeed, I must confess that I can’t see what there is to love in the male of the species.”


  Hyacinth spoke these last words while studying himself in the mirror, but the Marquis was unperturbed and went right on reciting:


  “The shelter of our hope’s illusion falls apart,

  We try, but, oh! Forever must we stay apart;

  My name on your lips sounds melodic,

  But sadly must this lyric’s longing stand apart;

  Our course, by custom and by duty bound,

  Like sun and moon, we’re kept apart,

  But our two hearts make one sweet sound,

  Your dark hair and my pale face none can tell apart!

  But, oh! I dream, for far from me you’re bound,

  Ere bliss enjoyed, we pulled apart.

  If we were but two flowers wreathed

  And not the bleeding souls of bodies held apart!”


  “Curious verse!” cried Hyacinth, who parroted the rhymes. “By custom and by duty bound, our two hearts make one sweet sound, for far from me you’re bound! Such curious verse! My brother-in-law often makes a joke, when reciting poetry, of alternately slapping on the words ‘from the front’ and ‘from the rear’ at the end of each line; who’d have ever guessed that the resulting verse poems are called ghazals.50 I’ve got to try it some time, to see if the poem that the Marquis just recited couldn’t be made even nicer if every time, in alternation, after the word ‘together,’ one were to add ‘from the front’ and ‘from the rear’; the resulting verse would definitely be twenty percent stronger.”


  Without paying heed to this chatter, the Marquis went right on reciting ghazals and sonnets in which the poet in love sings of his lovely friend, praises him, complains about him, accuses him of coldness, makes plans to get to him, makes eyes at him, makes jealousy soup, pines for him, lovingly plays a whole scale of tender notes, indeed so passionately, so obdurately and unctuously that one might well take the author for a man-crazed maid – only then it would sound a little strange that this maid keeps yammering that her love is deemed “indecent,” that she is as bitterly hostile to “this intrusive sense of decency” as a pickpocket to the police, that she longs to lovingly embrace “the loins” of her friend, that she complains of “envious persons” who “join in secret to hinder and hold us apart,” that she complains of the friend’s painful offenses, that she assures him she only wishes to glimpse him in passing, swears that “not a syllable will scare your ear!” and finally admits:


  “My wish awakened qualms in others’ breasts,

  You did not lend an ear, but shook your head.

  Do you not share it too, by sweet love blessed!”


  I must grant the Marquis this much; that he did an excellent job of reciting these poems, sighing on cue, groaning, slipping and sliding back and forth on the sofa, caterwauling, as it were, with his behind. Hyacinth never failed to faithfully repeat the rhyme, even if every now and then he slipped in unseemly remarks. He paid closest attention to the odes. “You can learn a lot more from this sort,” he said, “than from the sonnets and ghazals; since in odes the feet are printed at the top, so that you can more easily figure out each poem. Every poet ought to do as Count Platen does with his most difficult verse poems, print the feet at the top, in this way saying to his readers, ‘You see, I’m an honest man, I’m not out to cheat you, these crooked and straight strokes I put in front of every poem are, so to speak, a metric accounting, and you can check how much effort it cost me; they are, in a manner of speaking, the measure of each poem, go ahead, check it out, and if a single syllable is missing you can call me a knave, so help me God.’ But precisely because of this honest appearance, the reading public may be deceived. For if the feet are printed before the poem, you say to yourself: I don’t want to be suspicious, why should I count after the poet, surely he’s a man of honor, and so you don’t check and you’re cheated. And do you always have the time and leisure to check? Now that we’re in Italy I have the time to write out the feet with chalk on the floor tiles and audit every ode. But back in Hamburg, where I have my own business to keep me busy, I just don’t have the time, and I’d have to trust the Count without counting, just as you trust the money bags you get from the bank on which are printed how many hundred talers are contained within – these bags pass, sealed, from hand to hand, everyone trusts each other that the bag contains the amount it says it does, and yet there are cases in which an idler with time on his hands opened such a sack and counted the contents and found it came up a few talers short. For all I know, there may well be a fair bit of knavery in poetry too. Especially when I think about the money bags, I get suspicious. Why, my brother-in-law told me that a certain somebody presently sits in the Odensee prison, a fellah who worked for the post office and illicitly opened the money bags that passed through his hands and pocketed some and sewed ’em back up again and sent ’em on. When you hear about sly doings like that you lose all faith in humanity and become a very suspicious person. There’s so much slyness in the world nowadays, in poetry I’m quite sure as in every other business.


  “Honesty,” Hyacinth continued, while the Marquis kept right on reciting, without paying us any mind, completely entranced, “honesty, my dear doctor, is the most important thing, and any dishonest man is a scoundrel in my book, I won’t buy from him, I won’t read from him, in short, I won’t do business with him. I’m not a man given to self-flattery, Doctor, but if I were to flatter myself about something I’d flatter myself a little that I’m an honest man. I’ll tell you about one of my noble qualities, and you’ll be amazed – I tell you, amazed, on my word of honor. There’s a man I know in Hamburg who lives on the Speersort. He’s a greengrocer and his name is Cloddy, actually it’s Clod, but I call him Cloddy, because we’re good friends, but his real name is Clod. And his wife, Madame Clod, she never liked it that her husband played the lottery with me, so I couldn’t ever bring the lottery ticket to his home, and he always said to me on the street: ‘Put it on such and such a number, and here’s the money, Hirsch!’ And then I said: ‘Okay, Cloddy,’ and as soon as I got home I set aside his number in an envelope and wrote on the envelope in good German: For the Account of Mr. Christian Hinrich Clod. And now listen up and be amazed: it was a lovely spring day, and the trees in front of the stock market were all green, and the breezes were pleasant and the sun was shining in the sky, and I was standing there at the Hamburg Bank. And along comes Cloddy, my old pal Cloddy, arm in arm with his fat wife Madame Clod, and first he greets me and talks about God’s glorious spring weather, and makes some kind of patriotic remarks about the army, and he asks me: How are things, and I tell him that just a couple of hours ago some guy was put in the pillory, and just like that he says to me: Last night I dreamt they’d pick Number 1538 in the Big Lottery – and at that very moment, while Madame Clod is admiring the Emperor’s understudies at City Hall, he goes and presses a full thirteen louis d’or in my hand – I tell you, I can still feel their weight – and before Madame Clod can turn around again, I say: Okay, Cloddy! and make tracks. And I head directly, without any detours, straight to the lottery office and put the money on Number 1538, and put the ticket in an envelope as soon as I get home, and write on that envelope: For the Account of Mr. Christian Hinrich Clod. And what does God do? Fourteen days later, to test my honesty, he makes them pick Number 1538 with a purse of fifty thousand marks. So what does Hirsch do, the selfsame Hirsch who stands before you now? That Hirsch puts on a clean white shirt and clean white scarf and hires himself a carriage and rides to the lottery office to pick up his fifty thousand marks and rides with it to Speersort. And as soon as Clod sees me, he asks: ‘Hirsch, why are you all gussied up today?’ But me, I don’t say a word, and just plunk a big surprise bag full of money on the table and say in a festive tone of voice, ‘Mr. Christian Hinrich Clod, the Number 1538, which you were so good as to have me lay your money on, had the good fortune of winning fifty thousand marks, which I have the honor of presenting you in this very bag, and permit me to make so bold as to request a receipt!’ As soon as Cloddy hears this he starts crying, as soon as Madame Cloddy hears it she starts crying, the red-headed maid is crying, the stooped assistant is crying, and me? Emotional as I am, I couldn’t cry and promptly fainted, and only after I came to did the tears run from my eyes like a bubbling brook, and I bawled for a full three hours.”


  The little man’s voice trembled as he spoke, and right festively did he pluck the aforementioned bag out of his pocket, unwound the faded pink taffeta ribbon and showed me the signed note whereby Christian Hinrich Clod confirmed receipt of the fifty thousand marks. “When I die,” said Hyacinth with a tear in his eye, “let them bury me along with this receipt, and when the time comes for me to stand up there on the Day of Reckoning and account for my deeds, then I will step proudly with this receipt in hand before the seat of the Almighty, and once my bad angel is through rattling off the misdeeds I committed in this world, and my guardian angel gets ready to read off the list of my good deeds, then I’ll say, all calm and collected: “Silence! … Just tell me is this receipt in order? Is this the signature of Christian Hinrich Clod? Then a little bitty angel will come flying up and he’ll say he knows Cloddy’s signature like the back of his hand, and then he’ll go and tell the amazing story of the honest deed I did. But the Creator, God the Eternal, the All-Knowing, who already knows everything, he remembers this story, and he praises me in the presence of the sun, the moon and the stars, and he promptly calculates in his head that if my misdeeds were subtracted from fifty thousand marks’ worth of honesty, I’d still come out with a net gain, and then he says, ‘Hirsch! I hereby dub thee an angel first class, and thou canst wear wings of red and white feathers.’”


  11.


  So who is this Count Platen whose acquaintance we made in the previous chapter as poet and warm friend? Oh, dear Reader, I could read this question on your lips and only with a reluctant shudder dare I proceed to answer. This is precisely the misfortune of German writers, that they must first acquaint their readers, through dry character description and personal profile, with every genial or nasty nutcase they wish to pass under scrutiny, so as, first off, to establish that this person exists, and second, to situate the target spot, below or above, front or rear, before cracking the whip. It was different among the ancients, and it’s still different today among more modern peoples, as, say, for instance, the English and the French, who have a folklife, and can, therefore, be said to have a public character. We Germans, on the other hand, are mad in general, but have few first-class lunatics well-known enough to site as universally familiar figures in prose or verse. The few men of this sort we possess have every right to make a big to-do about themselves. They are of inestimable value and are justified in laying claim to the greatest pretensions. So, for instance, His Excellency, Privy Counselor Schmalz, Professor of the University of Berlin, is well worth his weight in gold; a humorist could not do without him, and he himself feels this sense of self-importance and indispensability to such a high degree that he takes advantage of every opportunity to feed humorists stuff for satire, pondering day and night how best to make himself a laughing stock as statesman, public servant, dean, anti-Hegelian, patriot, and thereby, to actively promote the cause of literature, for which, as it were, he sacrifices himself. Indeed, one must grant German universities this much, that, more than any other guild, they supply the German writer with a plethora of lunatics to depict, and in this regard I have always particularly valued Göttingen. And this is the unspoken reason I support the preservation of universities, even though I have always advocated the free pursuit of trades and the dissolution of guilds. In light of the current palpable paucity of first-class lunatics, readers cannot thank me enough if I present a few more for public scrutiny. So, for the sake of literature, let me now speak at somewhat greater length about August Count von Platen-Hallermund. I hope, hereby, to contribute to his rightful renown and to make him somewhat famous; to this end, I will literarily fatten him up, so to speak, as the Iroquois do with the captives they look forward to feeding on at a future festivity. I will proceed in an absolutely faithful manner, stay true to the facts, maintain an altogether civil tone, as befits a proper bourgeois, and only touch upon the material, and treat the so-called personal details insofar as they help shed light on intellectual matters, and I will always acknowledge the locus from which I considered him and sometimes even the lens through which I looked at him.


  The locus from which I first considered Count Platen was Munich, the scene of his doings, where he is well-known to all who know him, and where he will surely remain immortal as long as he lives. The lens through which I looked at him came courtesy of several Munich residents who, every now and then, at merry moments, made a merry remark about his outward appearance. I myself never met him, and when I wish to call his person to mind, still remember the comic fury with which my friend, Dr. Lautenbacher, once lashed out at poetic shenanigans in general, and in particular, at a certain Count Platen, who, with a laurel wreath on his head, stood in the path of strollers on the public promenade to Erlangen, and gazing with bespectacled nose at the heavens, shammed poetic ecstasy. Others spoke more kindly of the poor Count and only lamented his limited talent, which, given his ambition to at least excel as a poet, compelled an excess of zeal, and they praised, in particular, his obliging manner with younger men, with whom he was modesty incarnate, when, with the most amiable humility he begged leave to be allowed every now and then to come to their bedrooms, and carried the kindness so far as to come again and again, even when the incommodiousness of his visits was made perfectly clear to him. Accounts of this sort stirred me to a certain extent, although I found this lack of personal approval quite natural. In vain, the Count often complained:


  “– Your sweet blond youth, dear boy,

  Disdains his melancholy friend,

  Oh would that I to merriment could tend,

  And not with swallowed tears sham joy,

  And so, for my heart’s sake, will I enjoin

  Heaven’s help your heart to bend.”


  In vain, the poor Count gave his own personal assurance that he would one day be the most celebrated poet, that the shadow of a laurel leaf was already visible on his brow, that he could likewise make his sweet boys immortal through his timeless poems. Forsooth, even such celebrity was favored by none, and in truth it was hardly enviable. I still recall with what squelched snickers a candidate for such celebrity was once treated by a few of his merry young friends under the arcades in Munich. A sharp-sighted scoundrel went so far as to suggest that he’d espied the shadow of a laurel leaf between the candidate’s coattails. As for me, dear Reader, I’m not as nasty as you think, I pity the poor Count when others scoff at him, I doubt that he actually avenged himself for the hateful “norm,” even though in his songs he longs to surrender to such sweet revenge, but I do believe in the painful offenses, humiliating rejections and snubs of which he himself sings so movingly. I’m convinced that he comported himself in a far more praiseworthy manner in the face of social norms than he’d have liked, and he can perhaps boast, like General Tilly: “I never lost my head to wine, never touched a woman, and never lost in battle.” Which is, no doubt, why the poet says of him:


  “Thou art a prudent, modest youth.”


  No one in Germany is more fairly inclined to poetic creations, and of course I gladly and wholeheartedly grant a poor man like Platen his ounce of fame that he earns so miserably by the sweat of his brow. No one is more inclined than I to extol his efforts, to praise his zeal and his poetic erudition, and to acknowledge his syllabic accomplishments. My own attempts make me, more than anyone else, qualified to honor the metric accomplishments of the Count. The painstaking strain, the infinite perseverance, the nightly, wintry teeth-clattering, the fervent efforts he puts into chiseling his verses is more apparent to a fellow versifier than to the ordinary reader, to whom the smoothness, grace and polish of the Count’s verses may look simple, and who is mindlessly entertained by the slick wordplay, just as we may be likewise amused for a couple of hours by acrobats who walk the tightrope, dance over eggs and stand on their heads, without fathoming that these poor souls took years of duress and stomach-gnawing starvation to master such supple arts, such a metrically measured life. I, who did not take such pains with the poetic art and always practiced it in tandem with a tasty meal, all the more commend Count Platen who had a more grueling and hungering time of it; let me say, to his credit, that no tightrope walker in Europe can balance as well as he on slack ghazals, nor execute as well as he the egg-dance over
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  and that no one can stand on his head nearly as well as the Count. Even if the Muses do not favor him, he still has a grip on the genius of language, or rather, knows how to grip it by the throat; since the free love of language eludes him, he is likewise obliged to be assiduous in pursuit of this youngster too, and he is only able to grasp the external form, which, despite its lovely figure, can never reveal a noble sentiment. Never has a natural note, the like of which we find in folk songs and in the utterances of children and other poets, spewed forth or blossomed in a burst of epiphany from the soul of a Platen; the terrible strain he is obliged to put himself under for the sake of utterance he calls a “great feat in words.” Altogether unfamiliar with the nature of poetry, he does not even know that the word is only a deed to the orator, but to the true poet it is an event. Unlike the way it is for the true poet, language never became his internal master, but he became a master of language, or rather he imposed his mastery like a virtuoso on an instrument. The more accomplished he became in his technical mastery, the more convinced he became of his virtuosity; since he knew how to play every which way, he versified the most complex passages, he sometimes, as it were, restricted his poeticizing to the G-string and was annoyed when the public failed to applaud. Like all virtuosos who develop such a one-sided talent, he strived only for applause, and, peeved to observe the fame of others, he envied his colleagues for their success, as he did Clausen, for instance, immediately writing a five-act lampoon, if only to deflect an epigram of blame for himself. He controlled all reviews in which others were praised, and kept hollering nonstop: “I am not enough praised, not enough rewarded, for I am the Poet, the Poet of Poets, etc.” No true poet ever showed himself so hungry and thirsty for praise and alms, not Klopstock, not Goethe, to whose ranks Count Platen promoted himself as third of a triumvirate, although, as anyone can see, he makes a more fitting triumvirate with Ramler and perhaps A.W. von Schlegel. The great Ramler, as he was known in his day, when, albeit minus the laurel wreath on his noggin, but with all the more lengthy a tail and plentiful a head of hair, he raised his eyes to heaven, and with a buckram umbrella under his arm, ambled around the Berlin zoo scanning verses, considered himself the representative of Poetry on earth. His verses were the most accomplished in German letters, and his admirers, into the ranks of which even a Lessing strayed, believed that poesy had reached its pinnacle. Much the same assessment was later made of A.W. von Schlegel, whose poetic flaws, however, become more apparent as our poetic language grows more cultivated, so that those who once held the singer of “Arion” for an Arion himself now merely see the meritorious schoolteacher in him. But whether Count Platen is already entitled to laugh at the otherwise praiseworthy Schlegel, as the latter once laughed at Ramler, this I can’t say. But this much I do know, in poesy the three are alike, and even if Count Platen manages so smartly in his ghazals to pull off his wobbly balancing act, and in his odes to do a capital egg-dance, and indeed, in his light comedies to stand on his head – that doesn’t make him a poet. Even the ungrateful manly youth whom he so tenderly celebrates in song agrees that he is no poet. That he’s no poet, the women agree, even though – I must add in his defense – they may not be altogether impartial, and perhaps, on account of the disinterest they detect in him, they feel jealousy or even, due to this tendency in his poems, a threat to their heretofore privileged position in society. Stern critics armed with sharp spectacles concur in this judgment or put it far more laconically. “What qualities do you find in the poems of Count von Platen-Hallermund?” I recently asked just such a gentleman. “Perseverance!” was the answer. “You mean in regard to the painstakingly shaped form?” I replied. “No,” retorted the latter, “perseverance in the subject too.”


  As to the subject of Platen’s poetry, though I would not praise the poor Count for it, I would not necessarily make him the butt of censorial outrage either of the sort that seethes in our cantons or calls for silence. Chacun son gout, to each his own, some favor the ox, others some mawkish moo-cow. I even question the terrible Rhadamanthine 51 rigor with which the content of Platen’s poems is condemned in the Berliner Yearbooks for Scientific Critique. But that’s what people are like, it’s very easy for them to get all worked up about sins that wouldn’t give them any pleasure. In The Morgenblatt, I recently read an article entitled: “From the Journal of a Reader,” in which Count Platen speaks out with his characteristic reserve in response to such stern critics of his amicable camaraderie, which he never completely denies and by which we can recognize him here too. When he claims that The Hegelian Weekly accused him of a secret vice with ludicrous pathos he wishes thereby, as we may easily surmise, merely to forestall the reproof of others, whose disposition he bids a third party to ascertain. In any case, he has been ill-advised, I would never, in this regard, allow myself to be accused of pathos, the noble Count is, rather, an amusing phenomenon, and in his vaunted proclivity I see nothing but an untimely tendency, the faintheartedly bashful parody of antique wanton ways. It is, after all, a fact that the aforementioned proclivity did not run contrary to the morals of antiquity and were proclaimed with heroic forthrightness. When, for instance, the Emperor Nero threw a feast that must have cost a couple million on a vessel laden with gold and ivory, he had his union duly consecrated with a member of the seraglio of boys by the name of Pythagoras (cuncta denique spectata quae etiam in femina nox operit 52) and, thereafter, set fire to the City of Rome with the wedding torch so as to sing all the better of the fall of Troy to the accompaniment of the sputtering flames. That was one ghazal-poet of whom I could speak with pathos; I can only chuckle about this new Pythagorean, who needily and prudently and fearfully creeps along the paths of friendship, scorned by heartless youth and afterwards sobs out his little ghazals by the pitiful light of little oil lamps. It is interesting in this regard to compare the measly poetry of Platen to that of Petronius. That latter’s work is full of gruff, antique, plastic, pagan forthrightness; Count Platen, on the other hand, despite his boasts of classicality, rather treats his subject romantically, in a veiled, wistful, priestly manner. For the Count sometimes disguises himself in pious sentiments, he avoids the more precise designation of sex; only the initiated are allowed to see things clearly; he imagines that he has sufficiently hidden his true intentions from the hoi polloi by leaving out the word “friend” from time to time, and at such times he does like the ostrich, who believes himself hidden when he’s stuck his head in the sand, so that only the bum remains visible. Our highborn bird would have done better to have hid his bum in the sand and have shown us his head. In truth, he’s more of a man of bum than a man of mind, the word man doesn’t suit him at all, his love has a passive Pythagorean character, he’s a pathic in his poems, he’s a woman, and what’s more, a woman who delights in the womanly, he is, so to speak, a manly tribade.53 This fearfully submissive nature reveals itself in all his love poems, he always finds a new beloved friend, throughout his poems we see polyandry, even when he sentimentalizes:


  “You love and yet are still – oh, had I too kept still

  And only cast wan looks your way!!

  If only I had never asked you the time of day,

  Then would I not now swallow such a bitter pill!

  But let the ardor of such love never be stilled,

  And may it ne’er run cold, I pray!

  For from yon realm eternal did it spill,

  Where blessed angels with angels play.”


  We immediately think of the angels who came to Lot, the son of Harran, and only managed by hook and by crook to elude the gentlest of advances, as we may read in the Pentateuch, in which, alas, the ghazals and sonnets composed at Lot’s door were not included. Everywhere in Platen’s poems we see the ostrich that only hides its head, the vain, cowering bird decked out with the most resplendent plumage but unable to fly, that cantankerously hobbles over the polemical sands of the literary desert. With his lovely feathers incapable of flight, with his lovely verses that never soar, he is the contrary of that eagle of song with less resplendent wings but able to swing himself up to the sun – I must come back to the same refrain: Count Platen is no poet.


  But it may be that Count Platen would be a poet if he lived in another era and if, moreover, he were someone other than who he is. The dearth of the natural in the Count’s poems is somewhat stirring, precisely perhaps because he lives at a time when he cannot call his true feelings by their name, when the same morality that forever stands in opposition to his love even forbids him to give unveiled vent to his laments, when he must fearfully mask every feeling so as not with a single syllable to ruffle the ear of the public with its fondness for “pretty prudery.” This fear prevents him from giving vent to any natural sounds of his own, it condemns him to metrically rework the sentiments of other poets as immaculate found material, as it were, and, of necessity, to silence his own feelings. We may well do him an injustice, if, in failing to recognize such an unfortunate condition, we contend that Count Platen sought to lay claim to poetic nobility and prove himself a count of poesy too, and, therefore, restricted himself to expressing the feelings of illustrious families, feelings validated by their sixty-four accredited ancestors. Had he lived in the time of the Roman Pythagoras, he would perhaps have given freer reign to his feelings, and might possibly have counted as a poet. Then at least the natural notes would not be lacking in his lyrical poems – even though there would still be the absence of characters in his dramas, so long as his sensual nature does not also change and he does not become, as it were, someone else. For the kind of characters I’m thinking of are those independent creatures that emerge fully formed and clad in armor from the creative poet’s soul, like Pallas Athena from the head of Zeus, living breathing dream-beings, whose mystical birth, more than one might believe, is wondrously directly linked to the sensual nature of the poet, so that the capacity for such spiritual delivery is denied to him, who, but a barren creature himself, can only give himself in the ungainly ghazals of his windy weakness.


  But these are only the private opinions of a poet, and their weight depends on how much store you put in his competence. I cannot help but note here that Count Platen often assured the public that he would compose his most significant poems at some point in the future, works of which we cannot now conceive, indeed that he would only get around to composing Iliads and Odysseys, classical tragedies and other immortal colossal poems once he’d adequately prepared himself with so-and-so many trials. Perhaps, dear Reader, you have yourself read these gushes of gumption in tiresomely labored verses, and the promise of such a rosy future seemed all the more tantalizing, in light of the Count’s depiction at the same time of all Germany’s poets, save old Goethe, as a pack of pitiful scribblers who just stood in his way on the road to fame and fortune, and shamelessly plucked the laurels and rewards which he alone deserved.


  I’ll skip over what I heard them say about it in Munich; but for the sake of chronology, I must mention that at that time the King of Bavaria expressed his intention of granting some German poet an annual stipend without linking this largesse to any administrative post, which unusual instance could have a positive impact on the whole of German literature. So it was said …


  But let me not stray from my subject, I was speaking of the bragging of Count Platen, who kept crying: “I am the poet, the poet of poets! I will compose Iliads and Odysseys, etc.” I don’t know what the public makes of such blustering, but I do know for a fact what one poet thinks of it, a true poet who has already known the subdued sweet and secret thrill of poesy, and like a contented page who enjoys the clandestine favors of a princess, would surely not brag about it in the marketplace.


  Count Platen has often already been mocked for such boastfulness, and, like Falstaff, he always made apologies. For such apologies he manifests a talent, extraordinary in its manner, that merits a special recognition. That is, that for each of his own flaws, Count Platen has the knack of finding a trace of it, however small, in some great personage, and on account of such flawed affinity, compares himself to said greats. Of Shakespeare’s sonnets, for instance, he makes a point of saying that they are directed at a young man and not a woman, and on account of such a sensible choice he praises Shakespeare, compares himself to him – and that is all that he has to say about him. One might well write a negative apology for Count Platen and maintain that he has not yet been impugned for such and such a failing because he has not yet compared himself to such and such an illustrious personage guilty of that flaw. He proves himself most adroit and admirable in his choice of personage in whose life he finds immodest statements and by whose example he seeks to legitimize his own braggadocio. Indeed, the words of this particular personage have never been cited in this regard – for it is no one less than Jesus Christ himself, who, heretofore, always served as the very epitome of humility and modesty. Would Christ have ever bragged, that most modest of men, all the more modest in that he was the godliest? Indeed, Count Platen discovered what all previous theologians missed, for he insinuates: Christ wasn’t modest either when standing before Pilatus, nor did he give modest answers, but rather, when asked if he was king of the Jews, replied: if you say so. And that’s just what Count Platen says too, “It’s me, I am the poet!” What no hate-filled enemy of Christ ever managed, this exegete of narcissist vanity succeeded in pulling off.


  Just as we know what to think when someone keeps yelling, “I am the poet!” so, too, do we know what impact this declaration is likely to have on the altogether extraordinary poems that the Count will one day compose, once he has attained the proper ripeness, poems that will greatly surpass in their profundity the masterpieces he has produced to date. We know all too well that the later works of the true poet are by no means more important than his earlier efforts, just as with a woman, the supposition that the more often she bears child the more complete are the children she brings into the world; no, the first child is just as finished as the second – only the birth-giving gets easier. The lioness does not first whelp a little hare, then a puppy and finally a lion cub. Madame Goethe fawned a little lion in her first labor, and he gave us his lion of Berlichingen at the first toss. In the same way, Schiller tossed off his Robbers, in whose claws one already recognized the lion’s way. Later came the polish, the smoothness, the refinement of The Natural Daughter and The Bride of Messina. This is now how things transpired with Count Platen, who commenced with the most timid artistic tinkering, of which the poet sings:


  “You, who sprang full-grown from nothingness,

  With licked and lacquered face,

  Look like a plaything carved of cork.”


  And yet, if I may reveal my innermost thoughts, let me confess that I don’t take Count Platen for such a consummate madman, as one might suppose from his boastfulness and constant self-touting. A touch of madness, it’s true, always goes hand in hand with poesy; it would be dreadful if nature dished out such an appreciable portion of madness, enough for a hundred great poets, to a single soul, and only granted that soul such an insignificantly paltry dose of poesy. I have reasons to suspect that the Count does not even believe his own boasting, and that, deficient in life as in literature, it is, rather, some pressing personal imperative of the moment that impels him to act as his own ballyhooing Ruffiano, in literature as in life. Ergo, in both realms, we are faced with phenomena of which it can be said that they afford more psychological than aesthetic interest. Ergo this insufferably self-pitying prostration of the soul in tandem with this false pride. Ergo the pitiful paucity of output linked with impending death and the threatened surfeit linked with promised immortality. Ergo the burning beggar’s pride and the overbearing obsequiousness. Ergo the constant complaints “that Cotta lets him starve.” Ergo the fits of Catholicism, etc.


  As to the holy men of the cloth, whose pious anger manifested itself at the same time, and not only on account of my anti-celibate poems, but also because of the Political Annals I published at the time, it can only likewise be to my advantage for the public to see clearly that I am not in their camp. If I hereby imply that nothing laudable has been said of them, I’m not for that matter speaking ill of them either. I am even of the opinion that it is only for love of goodness that they seek, through pious deceit and godly slander, to weaken the word of the wicked, and that it is only to serve such a noble end, which justifies any means, that they seek to block not only the spiritual, but also the material livelihood of said sinners. These kindly folk who even set themselves up as a congregation in Munich were ill-advisedly honored with the name of Jesuits. They cannot possibly be true Jesuits, or else they would have recognized that the worst that can be said of me, for instance, as one of the wicked, is that I’ve mastered the art of literary alchemy, by which I turn my enemies into ducats, such that I derive the ducats and they the thrashings. They would have recognized that such thrashings forfeit none of their force, even if the name of the thrasher is revealed, just as the poor sinner does not feel the blow of the broomstick any the less if the one dishing out the punishment is declared dishonest. And, above all, they would have recognized that a fondness for the anti-aristocratic Voss and a few harmless Mother-of-God jokes, for which they initially accused me of muck and foolishness, did not derive from any anti-Catholic inclination. Surely, they are no Jesuits, but rather, only hybrids of muck and foolishness, which I am as little disinclined to hate as much as a dung cart and the ox that drags it, and who, with all their efforts, merely succeed in effectuating the contrary of their intent, thus compelling me to prove just how Protestant I am, to put my good Protestant right, in the broadest sense of the word, into practice and wield the good Protestant battle-axe with all my heart. They could then, in any case, get their personal poet to spin a couple of the old wives tales about my atheist tendencies into verses to win over the plebs – among the familiar roster of whipping boys, they might already recognize a Luther, a Lessing or a Voss. Of course, I wouldn’t swing the old battle-axe with the fervor of these heroes – as the sight of my enemies makes me laugh, and I have a touch of Eulenspiegel 54 in me and love to mix in a little malarkey – but I wouldn’t strike these dung-oxen any the less lightly round the ears, even if I’d wreath my axe in flowers of tomfoolery.


  But let me not wander too far from my subject. I believe it was about that time that the King of Bavaria, according to his aforementioned intention, awarded Count Platen an annual stipend of six hundred guldens, and not, moreover, from the public treasury, but rather from the king’s own private funds, as a personal favor to the Count, just as the latter might have wished. I mention this case, so characteristic of the noble caste, as negligible in importance as it might seem, only as a point of interest for the natural scientist who may perhaps be collecting observations on the aristocracy. Science must take every case into consideration. Whoever may impute that I take Count Platen too seriously, let him go to Paris and see how painstakingly the refined and elegant Professor Cuvier describes the filthiest insect in precise detail. For that reason I regret that I cannot establish the precise date of the granting of those six hundred guldens; but this much I do know, that Count Platen completed his King Oedipus before receiving the stipend and that the play would not have been so biting if its author had had more to bite on.


  In Northern Germany, where I returned upon the sudden death of my father, I finally beheld the monstrous creation that crawled at long last out of the big egg upon which the fine-feathered ostrich had sat so long, and which the night owls of that congregation had already greeted with pious croaking and the aristocratic peacocks with merry counsel far in advance of its birth. It proved to be nothing less pernicious than a blasted basilisk. Dear Reader, do you know the legend of the basilisk? The legend goes that when a male bird lays an egg, like a female, a poisonous creature is born, whose breath pollutes the air, and who can only be killed if a mirror is held before it, whereupon at the sight of its own ugliness, it dies in a state of shock.


  Sacred sadness, which I did not want to desecrate, compelled me to hold off reading King Oedipus until two months later, when I went to bathe on the Island of Helgoland, and there, cheered by the constant sight of the great surging sea, the petty attitude and fiddle-faddle of the highborn author became painfully apparent. This masterpiece finally revealed him to me in all his glory, with all his blossoming decay, his surfeit of intellectual limitations, his illusions without the power of illusions, just as he is, forced without force, piqued without being piquant, a dried-up water sprite, a sad lad of pleasure. This troubadour of woe, enfeebled in body and soul, attempted to imitate the mightiest, most imaginative and witty of young Hellenic poets. Nothing indeed is more repulsive than this painful impotence that seeks to puff itself up in the guise of audacity, these painstakingly assembled invectives, covered with the mold of some attenuated grudge, and this syllabic-prickly, timorous, imitation intellectual racket. It goes without saying that the Count’s work does not reveal a trace of that idea of world annihilation that underlies every comedy of Aristophanes and that shoots out like a fantastic-ironic magic tree bedecked with blossoming intellectual jewels, singing nightingale nests and clambering monkeys. We could not, of course, expect of the Count any such concept complete with death’s delight and the fireworks of annihilation that goes with it. As with his Guilty Fork, the focus, preliminary and final points, basis and purpose of this so-called comedy once again consists in insignificant literary squabbling; the poor Count was only able to mimic a few extraneous aspects of Aristophanes’ plays, namely the refined verse and vulgar words. Like a hollering housewife he pours flowerpots full of invectives on the heads of German poets. I will gladly pardon the Count for his rancor, but he should really have shown some regard. He should at least have honored our sex, since we are not women, but, rather, men, and so belong to a sex, which, according to his way of thinking, is the more lovely and which he so adores. Given this persistent lack of circumspection, some admired lad might doubt the sincerity of his praises, since we are all inclined to feel that the true lover of truth must honor the entire sex. The poet Frauenlob surely never let a vulgar word slip from his lips concerning any woman, and, so, a Platen ought to be more respectful of men. But our indelicate friend! – he shamelessly tells the public: we poets in Northern Germany, we all have “scabies, for which, alas, the one salve that will do, is more mephitic than the bum of babies.” The rhyme is good. Platen proves himself the most indelicate against Immermann. Already at the beginning of his poem he has the latter do things behind a Spanish screen, which, though undeniable, I dare not mention. I even consider it likely that Immermann did, indeed, do such things in the past. But it is characteristic that the imagination of Count Platen even listens in a posteriori to the intimate doings of his enemies. He did not even spare Houwald, that kind soul, soft as a maiden – indeed, perhaps, it is precisely because of the latter’s gracious femininity that Platen hates him. And Müllner, whom, as he says, he has long since “mightily laid low with true wit,” this dead man is once again dragged out of his grave. Child and grandchild are not spared. Raupach is a Jew,


  “The little Jew Raupel –”

  Who, renamed Raupach, now holds high his nose.”


  “Who smears tragedies in a drunken hangover.” The “baptized Heine” fares far worse. Yes, indeed, you didn’t hear wrong, dear Reader, it’s me he means, and in King Oedipus you can read how I’m a real Jew, how, after spending several hours writing love songs, I sit myself down and hasten to circumcise ducats, how on the Sabbath I huddle with long-bearded muttering Jews and sing the Talmud, how on the eve of Easter I slaughter an underage Christian and, out of malice, always select a miserable writer to sacrifice – no, dear Reader, I will not lie to you, such lovely elaborate images are not to be found in King Oedipus, for the lack of which alone I find fault. On occasion, Count Platen has the best of motives and does not know how to make use of them. If only he had a bit more imagination he would at least have depicted me as a covert pawnbroker; what comic scenes such a premise might have permitted! It pains me deeply to see how the poor Count lets slip every opportunity for a good joke! How deliciously he might have used Raupach as a tragic Rothschild from whom the stage-royals made their loans! Through a few slight modifications in the play’s storyline he might likewise have made better use of Oedipus, the key protagonist of his comedy. Instead of having him kill his father Laius and marry his mother Jocasta, he should, quite the contrary, have had Oedipus kill his mother and marry his father. A Platen ought to have masterfully pulled off the drastic dramatic twist of such a poetic work, his own sentimental inclination would, thereby, have stood him in good stead; he would only have, every now and then, to sing like a nightingale of the stirrings in his own breast; he would have delivered a play which, if the late ghazalamented Iffland still lived, would definitely have immediately been staged in Berlin and would still be performed today in private theaters. I can think of no one more perfect to play the lead role of such an Oedipus than the actor Wurm.55 He would have outdone himself. Furthermore, I do not find it expedient that the Count assures us in his comedy that he possesses “true wit.” Or is he perhaps counting on the surprise effect, the theatrical coup of keeping the public forever waiting for that wit and still withholding it at the end? Or does he rather hope to spur on the public to seek out the true hidden wit, so that the whole thing is nothing but a game of blindman’s bluff in which the Platenic wit is sly enough never to permit itself to be caught? This might explain why the public, ordinarily inclined to laugh at a comedy, remains so ill-humored while reading Platen’s play; it just can’t find the hidden wit. In vain does the sequestered wit pipe up ever louder, “Here I am! Really I’m here!” In vain, for the public is stupid and purses its lips. But I, who know where the wit is hiding, laughed heartily when I read the words of the “noble, power-hungry poet,” who cloaks himself in an aristocratic nimbus, who boasts “that every breath that slips through his teeth is a pulverization,” and who proclaims to all German poets:


  “Yes, just like Nero, I’d wish you all a single brain,

  Which, with one comic jab, I’d split asunder.”


  The verse is bad. But here lies the hidden punch-line: that the Count, in fact, wishes that we were all Neros and he, on the other hand, our lone beloved friend Pythagoras.


  Perhaps, for the Count’s sake, I ought to ferret out and praise some other hidden point of wit, but since in King Oedipus he attacks me in that which is nearest and dearest to me – and what could be nearer and dearer to me than my Christianity? – then let me not be blamed, if, being only human, I am inclined to take his Oedipus, “that great deed in words,” somewhat less seriously than the Count’s earlier activities.


  In the meantime, true merit always finds its due, and the author of this Oedipus will not forego his, although, here too, as always, he only heeds the counsel of his noble and priestly cheering section. Indeed, the peoples of the Orient and the Occident have an age-old saying that everything, good or bad, that goes around comes around. And that day will come – get ready, dear Reader, for I’m about to heat things up in grisly detail – the day will come when they emerge from the Tartaros, those terrible daughters of the night, the Eumenides. I swear on the River Styx! – by which we gods never swear in vain – the day will come when they appear, those dark, iniquitous sisters, they will appear with snake-locked, raging red faces, with the same snake-lashes with which they once lashed Orestes, that unnatural sinner who slew his mother, the Tyndarite, Clytemnestra. Perhaps the Count already hears the snakes hissing now – I bid you, dear Reader, picture wolves’ den and devil’s music – perhaps he is even now gripped with the secret dread of the sinner, the sky darkens, night birds craw, distant thunder rolls, lightning strikes, it smells of rosin. Beware! Beware! The exalted ancestors rise from their graves, they cry yet again three or four times, Beware! Beware! at their pitiful heir, they entreat him to put on their old iron britches to protect himself against the terrible rod – for the Eumenides will skin him alive with it, those lashing snakes will take ironic delight, and like the lewd King Roderigo, when he was locked in a tower of snakes, the poor Count will likewise whimper and wail:


  “Oh, they gnaw and, oh, devour,

  Wherewith, mostly I did sin.”


  Don’t be dismayed, dear Reader, it’s all just a joke. These terrifying Eumenides are nothing but the stuff of a merry comedy, which I plan to polish up and publish, in due time, under the above title. Those tragic verses that just frightened you were lifted from the merriest book in the world, Don Quixote de la Mancha, in which a respectable old lady-in-waiting recites them in the presence of the entire court. I can see that you’re smiling again. Let us take leave of each other with a hearty laugh. If this last chapter was a bit tiresome it was only the fault of the subject; I wrote it more to instruct than to entertain, and if I succeeded in putting a new lunatic to good use for the cause of literature, then the Fatherland will owe me a debt of gratitude. I made the field arable for wittier writers to seed and harvest. The humble recognition of this achievement is my sweetest reward.


  In the eventuality that any monarchs would like to further repay me with a snuffbox, be advised that the book dealer Hoffman and Campe in Hamburg has been instructed to accept receipt on my behalf.


  Written in the late fall of the year 1829.


  THE CITY OF LUCCA


  1.


  Natural surroundings have an effect on people – why then should not man also have an effect on the nature that surrounds him? In Italy, nature is as passionate as the people who live there; back home in Germany it’s more serious, more contemplative, more stoic. Like the German people, was our nature likewise imbued long ago with a richer inner life? It is said that, by his temperamental force, an Orpheus could move trees and stones with enchanted rhythms. Could the same still happen today? Men and nature have grown phlegmatic and yawn in each other’s faces. A royal Prussian poet will nevermore with the strains of his lyre be able to move the Templower mountain or Berlin’s linden trees to dance.


  Nature, too, has its history, and it’s a different natural history from the one that’s taught in schools. We ought to appoint one of those gray lizards that has lived for thousands of years in the cracks of the Apennine cliffs a visiting professor at one of our universities, then we would learn altogether extraordinary things. But the pride of several gentlemen of our law faculty would foment opposition to such an appointment. Does not one or the other of them even now nurse a secret jealousy against that poor Fido Savant, fearing that the latter will one day replace him in learned canine retrieval?


  The lizards with their wise little tails and cunning little eyes told me wondrous things when I went climbing around alone on the cliffs of the Apennines. Truly, there are things between heaven and earth that not only our philosophers, but even common fools, fail to grasp.


  The lizards told me that there was a legend among the stones that God would one day turn to stone to save them from their stiffness. But an aged lizard maintained that this petrifaction would only take place once God had transformed himself into and saved every species of animal and plant.


  Only a very few stones are imbued with feeling, and only in the moonlight do they breathe. But these few stones that sense their condition are profoundly miserable. The trees are much better off, they can weep. But the animals are the most favored of all, for they can speak, each species in its own fashion, and humans are at the top of the heap. It will come to pass, when the whole world has been saved, that all other creations will likewise be able to speak, as they did in those olden days of which the poets sing.


  The lizards are an ironic species and like to make fools of the other animals. But they were so modest with me, they sighed so sincerely, they told me tales of Atlantis which I will write down one of these days for the world’s good. I felt such an intimate bond with these little beings, which, as it were, preserve the annals of nature. Do they perhaps comprise enchanted priestly clans, like those of ancient Egypt, who, likewise attuned to nature, lived in labyrinthine cliff caves? Such wondrous signs and symbols sprout on their little heads, bodies, and tails just like on the hieroglyphic headdresses and hierophant robes of old.


  My little friends also taught me a sign language by means of which I managed to communicate with silent nature. This often eased my soul, especially toward evening when the mountains stand shrouded in weird winsome shadows and the waterfalls roar and all plants exude scents and cast furtive flashes at each other.


  Oh Nature! You silent virgin! How well I grasp your sheets of lightning, those futile attempts to speak that flash across your lovely face, I pity you so profoundly that I weep. Whereupon you understand me too, and you cheer yourself up and laugh at me with your golden eyes. Lovely virgin, I understand your stars, and you understand my tears!


  2.


  “Nothing in this world wants to go backwards,” the old lizard said to me, “everything pushes forwards, and in the end a great advancement of nature will take place. The stones will become plants, the plants will become animals, the animals people, and the people will become gods.”


  “But what,” cried I, “shall then become of those dear souls, the poor old gods?”


  “That is yet to be seen, my friend,” he replied; “they’ll probably abdicate or in some honorable manner be put out to pasture.”


  I learned many other secrets from my hieroglyph-skinned natural philosopher friend, but I gave him my word of honor not to reveal a word of it. I now know more than Schelling and Hegel.


  “What do you make of those two?” the old lizard asked me with a derisive smile when I mentioned those names to him.


  “If you consider,” said I, “that they’re only humans, and not lizards, then you must be amazed at their wisdom. Their teachings are essentially the same, the philosophy of identity, with which you are surely quite familiar; they differ only in their style of presentation. When Hegel sets forth the principles of his philosophy, one is reminded of those splendid schematic arguments that a skillful school-teacher assembles by throwing together all kinds of figures, such that an ordinary observer sees only the superficial, the little cottage or little ship or absolute little soldier built out of these figures, whereas a thoughtful schoolboy is rather able to recognize in the figure itself the solution to a profound mathematical problem. Schelling’s presentation, on the other hand, resembles those Indian animal paintings skillfully assembled out of all kinds of other animals, snakes, birds, elephants and more such living ingredients intertwined in fantastic entanglements. This presentation style is much more comely, cheerful, warmly pulsing, all is alive in it, as opposed to the abstract Hegelian figures that glare at us, so gray, so cold and dead.”


  “That’s all well and good,” replied the old lizard, “I already get what you mean; tell me, do these philosophers have many followers?”


  So I described to him how the learned caravansary of camels assemble in Berlin around the fountain of Hegelian wisdom, bowing, letting themselves be loaded down with the precious pouches of wisdom wherewith they amble on through the sandy Brandenburg desert. I described for him, furthermore, how the nine Athenians crowd around the fountain of Schellingian wisdom, as though it spouted the best beer, Breihahn 56 of life, the swill of immortality –


  The little natural philosopher seethed with jealousy upon hearing that his human colleagues enjoyed such a run of customers, and asked, annoyed: “Which do you take to be the greater of the two?” – “I can’t rightly say,” I replied, “just as I wouldn’t be able to say whether Schechner is greater than Sontag, and I think.”


  “Think!” cried the lizard with a sharp, superior tone of the most profound disdain, “Thinking! Who among your kind ever thinks? My brainy mister, for three thousand years now I’ve conducted studies on the intellectual functions of animals, focusing my attention above all on humans, apes and snakes, I put as much effort into understanding these curious creatures as did Lyonnet 57 with his caterpillars, and based on my observations, experiments and anatomical comparisons, I can assure you for a fact: no human thinks, every now and then man has a sudden fancy, and these altogether unconfirmed fancies they call thoughts. But on my good name, you can say it again: no human thinks, no philosopher thinks, neither Schelling nor Hegel think, and as for their philosophy, it’s nothing but a lot of hot air and water vapor like the clouds in the sky; in my life I’ve already seen countless such clouds pass, proud and certain, overhead, and the very next sunrise dissolved them back into their original nothingness – there is but one true philosophy, and that one stands printed in eternal hieroglyphs on my own tail.”


  With these words, spoken with a disdainful pathos, the old lizard turned his back on me; as he slowly slunk away, waving his tail, I noted the most wondrous characters displayed in brilliantly colored significance all the way to the tip of his tail.


  3.


  The conversation I recounted in the previous chapter was conducted on the path from the Baths of Lucca to the city of the same name, not far from the great chestnut trees, the wild green branches of which overshadow the brook, and in the presence of an old, white-bearded billy goat grazing there alone. I was on my way to the City of Lucca to look for Francesca and Matilda, who I was supposed to have met there eight days ago. But at the specified time, I went there for naught, and so I now set out for a second time. I went on foot, passing the splendid mountains and arboreal species, where the golden oranges glimmered like daytime stars from their dark green fundament and garlands of grapevines stretched for miles in festive twists and turns. The whole country is so gardenlike and decked out there, like the rural scenes depicted on stage back home; even the countryfolk themselves resemble those colorful singing, smiling and dancing figures that so delight us on stage. Nowhere are there the faces of philistines. And if there are philistines here, they’re Italian orange-hued philistines and not plump German potato-philistines. The people are as picturesque and idealized as the land, whereby every man wears such an individual expression on his face and knows how to express his personality through his stance, the pleat pattern of his coat, and, if need be, the grip of his knife. Whereas, back home in our own rural parts, all the people have common, uniform physiognomies; when twelve of them stand together they make a dozen, and should anyone attack them they go and call the police.


  I was struck in the Luccan countryside, as in most of Tuscany, by the big black felt hats with drooping black ostrich feathers that the women wear; even the basket weavers wear the same heavy headdress. Most of the men, on the other hand, wear a light straw hat, a gift to young bucks from a girl who wove it herself, her amorous thoughts and maybe a lovesick sigh or two woven in with the straw. So did Francesca once sit among the girls and flowers in the Arno Valley, weaving a hat for her caro Cecco and kissed every blade of straw she put into it and trilled her charming “Occhie, Stelle mortale”; the curly head that later wore the handsome hat so handsomely now wears a tonsure and the hat itself hangs, old and battered, in the corner of a sad abbot’s cell in Bologna.


  I am one of those people who always likes to take a shortcut off the beaten track, whereupon they proceed to lose their way on narrow forest and mountain paths. It happened to me here again and my trip to Lucca surely took me twice as long as it would have taken ordinary high road strollers. A sparrow whom I asked the way twittered and twittered and wasn’t of much assistance. Maybe he himself didn’t know. I couldn’t get a word out of the butterflies and dragonflies that sat on great big bluebells; they’d already fluttered off before taking in my question, and the flowers shook their soundless bell-heads. From time to time I was roused by the refined titter of wild myrtles calling in the distance. Hastily then I clambered up the highest peak and cried, “You clouds of the sky! Airborne sailboats! Tell me the way to Francesca? Is she in Lucca? Tell me, what is she doing now? What is she dancing? Tell me everything, and once you’re done telling it, tell it to me again!”


  At such fits of madness, it may well have happened that a serious eagle, roused from his solitary dreams by my cries, looked down upon me with sneering indignation. But I gladly forgive him, since he has never set eyes on Francesca, and so could sit there, bravely oblivious, on his crag of rock, peering up at the heavens with such peace of mind or glowering down at me with such impertinent equanimity. Such an eagle wears an intolerably proud expression and looks at you as if to say: “What kind of bird are you? Don’t you know that I’m still a king just like in the glory days when I carried Jupiter’s lightning bolts and crowned Napoleon’s flags? Are you perhaps a learned parrot who memorized the old songs and pedantically repeats them? Or a tattered turtledove that feels pretty and coos miserably? Or an almanac-printed nightingale? Or a stony gander whose ancestors saved the Campidoglio in Rome? Or some servile barnyard cock, ironically festooned round the neck with the emblem of bold flight, my image in miniature, and who, therefore, puffs up his chest as if he himself were an eagle?” Know ye, dear Reader, how little I have cause to feel offended if an eagle thought such thoughts of me. I believe that the look I fired back at him was even prouder than his own, and should he then have asked about me at the first laurel tree he landed on, he now knows who I am.


  I was good and lost in the mountains when twilight broke and, little by little, the lively forest songs went still and the trees rustled ever more somberly. A lofty furtiveness and intense solemnity spread like the breath of God through the transfigured silence. Here and there a lovely dark eye peeked up at me from the ground and vanished in the same instant. A gentle whisper toyed with my heart and invisible kisses brushed lightly against my cheeks. The sunset enveloped the mountains with a purple cloak and the last rays of sunlight illumined its peaks so that they looked like kings with golden crowns on their heads. But I stood like an emperor of the world among these crowned vassals who paid me silent homage.


  4.


  I don’t know if the monk whom I met not far from Lucca is a pious man. But I do know that his old body is covered, year in, year out, by a coarse robe; his torn sandals hardly protect his bare feet when he clambers up cliffs through thorn and scrub to comfort the sick or instruct children in prayer up in the mountain villages; he is happy if, in exchange, you drop a hunk of bread in his bag and strew a bit of straw for him to sleep on.


  “I will not make light of this man,” I said to myself. “And when I am comfortably ensconced again, well fed, with a nice cup of tea, in my easy chair before a crackling stove, back home in Germany, and turn my pen against the Catholic priests – I will not make light of this man.”


  To write against the Catholic priests you first have to know their faces. But you only find the real thing in Italy. The German Catholic priests and monks are nothing but faulty facsimiles, often even parodies of the Italian prototype; to attempt a comparison of the two would be like comparing Roman or Florentine sacred paintings with those scarecrow-like sacrosanct mugs who can thank their sorry appearance to the philistine brush of a Nuremberg town painter or the endearing artlessness of an impassioned young follower of the longhaired Christian New-German school of painting.


  The priests in Italy have long since reconciled themselves with public opinion, the Italian people are well-accustomed to distinguishing spiritual dignity from the undignified individual, to honor the former even if the latter be contemptible. It is precisely the contrast between the ideal duties and demands of the priestly class and the inevitable imperatives of the flesh, that age-old eternal conflict between spirit and matter, that makes of the Italian priest an ever-popular character of folk humor in satires, songs and stories. Similar phenomena are evident wherever you have a priestly class, as, for instance, in Hindustan. In the comedies of that old pious land, as we have already seen in the Sacontala,58 and find confirmed again in the newly translated Vasantasena,59 a Brahmin always plays a comic role, the priestly grazioso, as it were, without the respect for his sacrifices and his privileged sanctity thereby being held to blame or in the least bit detracted – just as an Italian will pay no less respect to a priest whom he hears say mass or to whom he confesses, and who, the day before, he found lying drunk in the street. It’s different in Germany, the Catholic priest not only seeks to represent his dignity through his priestly position but also his position through his person; since, perhaps, in the beginning, he really did take his calling altogether seriously, and afterwards, when his vows of chastity and humility clashed a bit with the lusty urges of old Adam, he, nevertheless, did not wish to publicly vilify those vows, especially as he did not wish to leave himself open to the arguments of our friend Krug 60 in Leipzig. He tries at least to preserve the appearance of a conversion to the path of righteousness. Thus the sanctimoniousness, sniveling and goody-goody piety in the German priesthood; among the Italians, on the other hand, there is a good deal more transparency of the mask and a certain greasy irony and cozy accommodation with the world.


  But what good are such generalized reflections! They can be of little use to you, dear Reader, should you feel inclined to write against the Catholic priesthood. To do so, like I said, you have to see the faces of your subjects with your own eyes. Verily, it does not even suffice to have seen them in the royal box in the opera house in Berlin. This even though the former artistic director always took great pains to represent the coronation procession in The Maid of Orleans as deceptively realistic as possible, to give his countrymen the vivid idea of a procession and to parade before them priests of every stripe. But still, the most faithful costume cannot take the place of the original faces, and even if one were to squander another 100,000 talers for golden bishop’s miters, festooned choir shirts, colorfully embroidered mass robes and such kit and caboodle – the sensible Protestant noses that peek out in protest from under such bishop’s miters, the skinny pensively pious legs that peek out from under the lace rim of those choir shirts, the enlightened bellies for which those mass gowns are much too baggy, everything would remind us that those are no Catholic priests, but worldly Berliners ambling across the stage.


  I have often wondered if the artistic director might not have better presented that procession and offered us a more faithful and vivid depiction if he stopped having the roles of the Catholic priests played by run-of-the-mill extras, but, rather, let the priest be played by those Protestant pastors who preach the most fervently against reason, worldly pleasure, Gesenius 61 and against devilry in the theological faculty, the church newspaper and from the pulpit. Then we’d see faces whose priestly stamp would certainly more believably suit their roles. It has, after all, often been said that priests the world over, rabbis, muftis, Dominicans, Counselors of the Consistory, popes, bonzes, in short, God’s entire diplomatic corps, manifest a certain shared familial resemblance in facial expression, a resemblance of the sort one always finds among people who practice the same trade. Tailors the world over distinguish themselves by their delicate limbs; butchers and soldiers on the other hand all wear the same tinge of ferocity; Jews all wear the same characteristic honest expression, not because they descend from the seed of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, but because they are merchants, and the Christian merchant from Frankfurt bears a resemblance to the Jewish merchant from Frankfurt as one rotten egg to another. So, too, do all spiritual merchants, those who earn a living from religious transactions, acquire a similar cast of face. Of course, certain nuances do set in, contingent on the mode and manner in which they ply their trade. The Catholic priest functions more like a clerk in the employ of a large company, and the Church, that big business whose CEO is the Pope, assigns him certain tasks for which he is granted a certain salary; he works indolently like anybody who is not self-employed and who has many colleagues and can easily remain unnoticed in the hubbub of the business – the only thing he really cares about is the company’s credit rating, and all the more so its maintenance, since a possible bankruptcy could mean the loss of his source of income. The Protestant priest, on the other hand, is always his own boss, and so, runs the business of religion on his own account. He is not into wholesale trade, like his Catholic counterparts, but, rather, strictly retail; since he himself oversees the business, he cannot be indolent, it’s up to him to peddle his godly goods to the public, to disparage the goods of the competition, and like every true retailer, he stands there in his little market stall seething with business envy of all the big-time dealers, most especially of the big business in Rome, that has in its hire many thousands of bookkeepers and shipping clerks and runs its factories in all four corners of the world.


  These factors, of course, affect the physiognomy, but such effects are not apparent from the theater pit; the familial resemblance between the faces of Catholic and Protestant priests remains essentially unchanged in the most prominent features, and if the artistic director pays the aforementioned gentlemen well, they will play their roles convincingly as always. Even their gait will add to the illusion, although a keenly trained eye can definitely distinguish fine nuances in the gait of a Catholic priest or monk.


  A Catholic priest walks along like the sky belongs to him, whereas a Protestant priest scrambles by as if he’d taken a lease on it.
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  It was already night when I finally reached the city of Lucca.


  How altogether different it had seemed to me the week before, when I wandered in daylight through the echoing empty streets and felt as though I’d been transported to one of those haunted cities of which my old nanny had once told me so much. The entire city was still as the grave, everything looked faded and dead, the rays of sun flittered on the rooftops like gold spangle on the head of a corpse, tendrils of ivy hung here and there from the windows of old dilapidated houses like dried-up green tears, everywhere was the faint glimmer of mold and the fearful pall of death, the city seemed to be but the ghost of a city, a stony spook in broad daylight. For the longest while I searched in vain for the trace of a living soul. I only remember seeing a beggar asleep with outstretched hand before an old palazzo. I also remember spotting a monk in the upper window of a blackish battered little house with his red neck topped by a fleshy bald pate sluggishly poking out of a brown robe, and beside him a big-bosomed naked wench came into view; downstairs in the half-opened doorway I saw a young boy dashing in dressed in the black garb of an abbot and with both hands lugging a huge big-bellied wine bottle. At the very same moment, a fine, ironic little church bell rang nearby, and in my memory the tales of Boccaccio giggled in reply. Yet these sounds could by no means completely dispel that curious dread that took hold of my soul. It held me all the more tightly in its grip, as the sun lit up the haunted houses so warmly and brightly; well did I fathom that phantoms are all the more fearful when they’ve tossed off the mantel of night and let themselves be seen parading around in the midday sun.


  And now, eight days later, upon my return to Lucca, how amazed was I at the transformed face of this city! “What’s that?” I cried, as the lights blinded my eyes and the hordes waltzed through the streets. “Did an entire people climb as a gaggle of ghosts out of the grave to mimic life in the maddest mummery?” The tall, dolorous houses are adorned with lamps, from every window hang brightly colored carpets that almost cover the dilapidated gray walls, over which lean lovely girls’ faces, so fresh, so rosy-complexioned that I realize that it is life itself celebrating its wedding with death, to which beauty and youth are invited guests. Indeed, it was such a lively dance of the dead – I don’t know what they call it in the calendar – more than likely a processional day for some patient martyr, for I later noticed a holy death’s-head and a few extra bones, bedecked with flowers and precious stones, carried around to the accompaniment of wedding music. It was a splendid procession.


  First came the Capuchins, who distinguished themselves from the other monks by their long beards, and served, as it were, as the vanguard of this army of the faithful. Next came the beardless Capuchins, among which there were many manly noble faces, and even the faces of a few handsome youths that perfectly framed the wide tonsure, as the head appeared to be braided over with a graceful wreath of hair and, crowning the bare neck, to peek handsomely out of the brown robe. They were followed by robes of other colors, black, white, yellow, panaché, as well as peaked tricornered hats, in short, the whole kit and caboodle of cloister attire with which we are long since familiar, thanks to the efforts of our artistic director. In the wake of the monks’ orders came the actual priests, wearing long white shirts over black trousers and colorful caps; behind them came yet more elegant men of God wrapped in colorful silk cloaks, their heads bedecked with a kind of high cap probably derived from Egypt, which we also recognize from the works of von Denon, from The Magic Flute, and from Belzoni – they had weathered old faces and they seemed to belong to a kind of old guard. Last in line came the staff, a portable canopy, and beneath it an old man with an even higher cap and an even fancier cloak, the edges of which were held up, page-like, by two other old men in similar attire.


  The monks up front walked with arms crossed in somber silence; those with the high hats sang a downright mournful dirge, with such nasally voices, such shuffling gaits, such a rambling manner, that I’m quite sure, were the Jews in the majority and were their religion the state religion, the aforementioned chanting would be labeled as “mauscheln.” 62 Fortunately, one could only half-hear it, since several military bands marched behind playing loud drums and fifes, just as two grenadiers marched on either side of the ambling men of the cloth. There were almost more soldiers than priests, but many bayonets are needed nowadays to defend religion and, in any case, whenever a blessing is given cannons must thunder meaningfully in the distance.


  When I see such a procession, in which priests walk about, under proud military escort, themselves looking so forlorn and woebegone, it always pains me and it seems as if I saw our Savior himself being taken to his crucifixion ringed by lance-bearing guards. The stars over Lucca no doubt thought the same, and when I looked up at them with a sigh they peered back down at me concurring with their pious eyes, so bright, so clear. But their light was not needed. Thousands and thousands of lanterns and candles and girlish grins flickered in all the windows, a blazing pitch torch was planted at every street corner, and to top it all off, every priest had his own attendant torchbearer by his side. The Capuchins had mostly little boys who carried their candles and, from time to time, the fresh young faces peered upwards with a look of utter curiosity and contentment at the somber old bearded ones; a poor Capuchin can’t afford to pay a big torchbearer, and the lad to whom he teaches the Ave Maria or from whose aunty he hears confession is obliged to do this job in processions for free, but surely it is not, for that reason, done any less lovingly. The boys who served the monks that followed weren’t much bigger, a few highfalutin religious orders had fully-grown whippersnappers, and the haughty priests had bona fide grown-up torchbearers. But, finally, the Lord Archbishop – for that was the fellow who walked with majestic modesty under the canopy and had either edge of the train of his cassock carried by aged pages – had a lackey on either side, the both of them in blue livery adorned with yellow stripes, holding up the white wax candles right ceremoniously as though they served at court.


  In any case, such torch-bearing seemed to me to be a good arrangement, as it permitted me a clearer look at the faces affiliated with Catholicism. And now I have seen them and, moreover, in the best light. And so what did I see? Nowhere was the clerical stamp missing. But this characteristic notwithstanding, the faces were just as different from one another as any other faces. The one was pale, the other red, one nose was proudly upturned, the other turned down, here was a sparkling black eye, there a shimmering gray one – but in all these faces lurked the traces of the same disease, a terrible, incurable disease, which will likely be the reason that my grandchild, if he sees the same procession in Lucca a hundred years from now, will not find a single one of those faces. I fear that I myself am infected with the same disease, a consequence of which is that tenderness that suddenly comes over me whenever I lay eyes on such a sickly monk’s face on which I can espy the symptoms suffering hidden under that coarse robe: unhappy love, gout, disappointed ambition, consumption, penitence, hemorrhoids, the heart wounds caused by the thanklessness of friends, the slander of enemies and by one’s own sins, all this and so much more that can sneak its way under and lodge beneath a coarse robe or a costly coat of the latest fashion. Oh, it is no exaggeration when the poet cries out in pain: Life is a sickness, the whole world an infirmary!


  “And death is our doctor.” Oh, I will not speak ill of him and ruffle the confidence of others; since he is the only doctor, let them also believe he is the best, and that his sole remedy, his eternal earthly treatment, likewise be the best. At least one can say of him that he’s always available, and despite his large practice, he never keeps you waiting too long when he’s needed. Sometimes he even follows his patient in a procession and carries the candle. No doubt it was Dr. Death himself I spotted walking beside a pale, dejected priest; in his thin, trembling, bony fingers Death carried the flickering candle for him, nodding all the while in a right genial, soothing manner with his fearful bald pate, and as weak as he himself was on his legs he sometimes supported the poor priest, who turned ever more pale with every step and seemed to want to keel over. Death seemed to cheer him on, “Just wait a few short hours, then we’ll be home, and I’ll put out the candle and I’ll lay you down in your bed, and your cold, tired bones will be able to rest, and you will sleep so soundly you won’t hear the whining little bell of St. Michael tolling.”


  “Against that man I shall not write,” I thought to myself, as I watched the poor, pale priest, his way lit home to bed by death incarnate.


  Dear God! One should really not write against anyone in this world. Everyone is himself already sick enough in this sprawling infirmary, and some polemical writings immediately remind me of a disgusting wrangle in a small infirmary in Kraków, where I happened to be a chance spectator, and at which it was awful to overhear the patients scornfully compare their infirmities, to hear dried-up consumptives deriding the swollen dropsied, to hear one snicker at the nose cancer of another and the latter cut loose about the lockjaw and crossed eyes of one next to him, till, finally, those mad with fever leapt naked out of their beds and ripped the blankets and bedcovers off the raw wounded bodies of the bedridden and there was nothing but wretched misery and mutilation all about.
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  “He proceeded forthwith to serve the rest of the gathered gods with sweet-scented nectar, emptying the mixing bowl to the dregs. But boundless laughter burst from the throats of the blessed gods as they saw Hephaestus so nimbly stride around the hall. And so they feasted until late into the sun’s setting; and their hearts lacked for naught in the common meal, not for the sweet strum of Apollo’s lyre, nor for the song of the Muses with sublime resounding voice.”VULGATA


  Then came panting a pale, bloodied Jew, with a crown of thorns on his head and a great wooden cross on his shoulders; he flung the cross on the table of the gods so that their golden goblets clattered and the gods went silent and pale, ever more pale, until finally they dissolved altogether in the fog.


  A sad time followed, and the world grew gray and dark. There were no more merry gods. Olympus became an infirmary in which flayed, roasted, and rotisserie-rotated gods tediously dragged their legs around, bound their wounds and sang sad songs. Religion no longer afforded any pleasure, only consolation; it was an afflicted, sanguinary reprobate religion.


  Was such a faith perhaps essential for the dire and downtrodden state of humanity? He who sees his god suffering better bears his own afflictions. Nor could the merry gods of old who’d never felt their own pain fathom what poor tormented folk felt, and a poor tormented bloke at his wit’s end could not curry up to such a deity. They were holiday gods around whom one danced merrily and could only thank. And so they were never wholeheartedly loved. To be loved with all one’s heart you must know suffering. Compassion is the ultimate consecration of love, perhaps it is the essence of love itself. Therefore, of all the gods who ever lived, Christ is the most beloved. Especially by women –


  Fleeing the swarm of humanity, I took refuge in a lonesome church, and what, dear Reader, you just read are not so much my thoughts, but, rather, a few involuntary words to which I gave voice while I lay prostrate in one of those old pews, letting the droned tones of an organ pass through my breast. Here I lie with my dreamy soul incited by the curious music to compose all the more curious texts; every now and then my glances escape the dusky semicircular canals of my ears and go in search of the acoustic figures conjured up by these organ melodies. Who is the veiled lady kneeling there before the image of a Madonna? The lantern that dangles there illumines with terrible sweetness the sad and beautiful mother of a crucified love, the Venus dolorosa, but surreptitiously pimping glimmers of light fall from time to time on the lovely form of the veiled woman worshiper. The latter lies still on the stony altar steps, but her shadow shifts about in the shifting light, sometimes scampering toward me, then again drawing back like a silent Moor, the fearful messenger of love in a harem – and I know him well. He makes known to me the presence of his mistress, the sultana of my heart.


  But it’s gradually getting ever darker in this empty edifice, here and there a fuzzy figure scurries by along the columns, now and then a muffled muttering emanates from the side chapel, and with long drawn-out notes the organ moans like a giant heart sighing.


  But it was as if that organ drone would never stop, as if that death rattle, that living death would last forever. I felt such an unspeakable uneasiness, such a nameless fear, as though I’d been buried alive, indeed, as if, long since dead, I’d risen from the grave and went prowling with uncanny nocturnal companions in the phantom church to hear the prayers for the dead and confess the sins of the deceased. At times it was as if I actually saw them seated beside me in the dusky spectral light, the departed congregation all decked out in outmoded old Florentine garb, with long, pale faces, gilded prayer books in their bony hands, exchanging furtive whispers and melancholic nods. The doleful tone of a distant death knell brought back to mind the ailing priest I’d seen in the procession, and I said to myself: “Now he, too, just gave up the ghost and is headed this way to conduct the first evening mass, and that’s when things are really going to get spooky.” But suddenly the lovely form of the veiled lady bowed in prayer arose from the steps of the altar –


  Yes, it was her, all at once her living shadow scared off the white ghosts, I saw only her, I followed as she dashed out of the church, and when, at the threshold, she drew back the veil, I saw Francesca’s tear-stained face. It was like a wistful white rose dappled with the night dew and sparkling in the moonlight. “Francesca, do you love me?” I asked much and she answered little. I accompanied her to the Hotel Croce di Malta where she and Madame Matilda were staying. The streets had emptied, the houses slumbered with window-eyes shut tight, only here and there a light flickered through the wooden lashes. But up above a wide, light green swathe of sky emerged from behind the clouds and in it the half-moon swam like a silver gondola in an emerald sea. In vain did I ask Francesca to look up just once at our dear old faithful friend, but she let her little head droop down. Her stride that ordinarily had such a merry sweep was now somehow ecclesiastically measured, her step was dark and Catholic, she moved as though in time to a ceremonial organ, and just as in former nights her legs were lithe with sin, so were they now heavy with religion. Along the way she crossed her head and bosom before every sacred image; in vain did I try to join in. But when we came to the marketplace in front of the Church of Saint Michael, where the marble mother of suffering with the gilded swords in her heart and the little lantern-crown on her head peered forth out of the dark niche, Francesca slung her arm around my neck, kissed me, and whispered, “Cecco, Cecco, caro Cecco!”


  I quietly accepted these kisses even though I knew full well that they were really intended for a Bolognese Abbot, a servant of the Roman Catholic Church. As a Protestant, I made no bones about usurping what rightfully belonged to the Catholic clergy, and I proceeded on the spot to secularize Francesca’s sacred kisses. I know that the priests will raise hell about this, I can already hear them crying Theft of Church Property and know that they would gladly bring the French law of sacrilege to bear upon me. Alas, I must confess that the aforementioned kisses were all that I could capture that night. Francesca had decided to spend that night kneeling and praying for the sake of her soul. In vain did I propose to join in her devout exercise; when she reached her room she shut the door in my face. In vain did I stand outside a whole hour begging admittance and sighed all sorts of sighs and sniveled pious tears and swore the sacred oath – needless to say, with priestly reservation, I felt as if, little by little, I’d become a Jesuit, I was very bad and even finally offered to become Catholic for that one night –


  “Francesca!” I cried, “Star of my thoughts! Thought of my soul! Vita della mia vita! My lovely, kiss-covered, sleek, Catholic Francesca! For this one night, if you grant me it, I’ll become Catholic myself – but just for this one night! Oh, the lovely, blessed, Catholic night! I’ll lie in your arms, strictly Catholic, believing in the heaven of your love. On those lips let us kiss the kind confession, let the Word turn to flesh, let faith be embodied in form and figure, what a religion! Oh ye men of the cloth! Sing out all the while with your Kyrie Eliesons, tinkle, smoke us with incense, ring your bells, let the organ drone, let Palestrina’s Mass be played, ‘This is the body!’ I believe I’ve seen the light, I fall asleep – but as soon as I awaken the next morning, I rub the sleep and the Catholicism out of my eyes and look clearly again at the sun and the Bible and go back to being my old Protestant rational and sober self again after all!”
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  As soon as the sun laughed heartily down again from the sky the next day, gone were all the woeful thoughts and feelings stirred up in me by the procession of the preceding evening that made me see life like a sickness and the world like an infirmary.


  The whole city was swarming with glad-hearted folk. A little priest in black leapt about hither and thither amidst a crowd of colorfully attired people. With all the bluster and laughter and chatter, one could hardly hear the chiming of the bells announcing the great mass at the cathedral. It’s a lovely, simple church whose multi-colored marble façade was bedecked with little superimposed columns of the sort that seem to study us with a wan smile. The pillars and walls within were hung with a red cloth and lively music spilled out over the surging mass of humanity. I led Signora Francesca by the arm, and when, upon entering, I held out the holy water, and our souls were electrified by the sweet wet touch of our fingers, I felt such a powerful electric shock in my leg that I almost tumbled in terror over the kneeling peasant women dressed all in white, gathered in clusters covering the floor of the church, their ears and necks hung with yellow-golden earrings and necklaces. When I glanced about, I spotted another kneeling female fanning herself and behind the fan I recognized Milady’s giggling eyes. I bent down to her and she breathed languorously in my ear, “Delightful!”


  “For heaven’s sake,” I whispered back to her, “be serious, don’t laugh, or else they’ll really throw us out!”


  But all my supplications and entreaties were to no avail. Fortunately, nobody understood what we were saying. For when Milady got up and followed us through the crowd to the main altar, she gave full vent to her whimsical wiles without the least precaution, as though we were standing alone on the Apennines. She poked fun at everything, even the poor paintings on the walls of the church were not spared her barbs.


  “Look, over there!” she cried out. “Even Lady Eve, rib-begat, see how she’s chatting with the snake! It was a good idea of the painter to give the snake a human head with a human face; it would have been much cleverer had he adorned that seductive physiognomy with a military mustache. See the angel over there, Doctor, the one standing beside the most highborn virgin, revealing her blessed condition to her with an ironic smile? I know just what that ruffiano is thinking! And that Maria, at whose feet are kneeling the holy alliance of the Orient with gifts of gold and frankincense, doesn’t she look just like Catalani?”


  Signora Francesca, who, because of her ignorance of English, understood none of this chatter except for the word Catalani, remarked in passing how the reputation of the lady of whom our friend spoke had really fallen to an all-time low. But our friend remained unperturbed and even commented on depictions of the Passion on its way to the Crucifixion, a very beautiful painting in which three dumb emotionless faces were included in the crowd of those casually watching the mystery of the martyrdom of God, and whom Milady adamantly maintained were the authorized commissars of Austria, Russia, and France.


  Meanwhile, the old frescoes that came to light beneath the red cloth coverings managed with their innate seriousness to somewhat deflect the British predilection for sarcasm. The frescoes contained faces from Lucca’s heroic era, of whom so much mention in made in the historic works of Machiavelli, the Romantic Sallust, and whose spirit wafts forth in such fiery verse in the songs of Dante, the Catholic Homer. Their countenances do indeed bespeak the stern sentiments and barbaric thoughts of the Middle Ages; even if the smiling confession hovers on the silent mouths of certain youths that not all flowers were stony and muffled back then, and even if a sly sultry wink escapes from the piously downcast eyelids of some Medieval Madonna as though she would gladly grant us another little Christ child. But it is in any case a lofty spirit that speaks to us from those old Florentine paintings, it is the essence of the heroic that we likewise recognize in the marble godly depictions of the ancients, and that consists, not as our aestheticists maintain, in an eternal quietude without passion, but rather in an eternal passion without disquiet. The same old Florentine sense, perhaps as a traditional echo, is also evident in a few later oil paintings hanging in Lucca’s cathedral. I was particularly taken by a Wedding at Cana painted with hard strokes and a bit stiffly by a member of the school of Andrea del Sarto. The Savior is seated between the soft lovely bride and a Pharisee, whose stony tablet-chiseled mien puzzles over the genial prophet who mixes merrily among the merrymakers and regales the gathering with miracles even greater than those of Moses; however hard the latter struck against the cliff he could only bring forth water, but the former only needed to say a single word and the pitchers filled themselves up with the finest wine. The painting by an unknown artist hanging beside it is much softer, almost Venetian in its coloration, and in it the most genial melding of pigments is softened in an altogether singular manner by a pervasive pain. The tableau depicts the moment when Maria took a pound of salve prepared from pure precious spikenard and with it anointed the feet of Jesus and wiped them dry with her hair. Christ is seated there surrounded by his disciples, a handsome, spirited god, infused in a wistful human way with a shuddering piety in relation to his own body that will soon suffer so much, and that already now is due and already now receives the salve of respect due the dead; he smiles down, deeply moved, at the kneeling woman, who, driven by divining pangs of love, performs this merciful act, an act that will never be forgotten as long as there is suffering humanity, and which wafts forth across the millennia comforting all suffering souls. Except for the disciple who leaned against Christ’s breast and who also recorded this act in his gospel, none of the others appear to fathom its significance, and the one with the red beard even seems, as it is written, to be making the vexing remark: “Why was not this ointment sold for three hundred pence, and given to the poor?” 63 This economically minded apostle is precisely the one who holds the purse strings, the custom of monetary dealings has hardened him to the useless spikenard scent of love, he would rather cash it in for tuppence applied to a useful purpose, and he, the money-haggler, was the one who betrayed the Savior – for the sake of three pieces of silver. And thus did the Gospel symbolically reveal in the story of the banking apostle the sinister seductive power lurking in the money bag and warn against the faithlessness of moneymen. Every rich man is a Judas Iscariot.


  “Your facial expression reveals a dogged faith, my dear Doctor,” whispered Milady. “I’ve been watching you, and please forgive me if I give offense, you looked just like a good Christ.”


  “Between you and me, that’s just who I am, Christ indeed.”


  “Do you perchance likewise believe that he’s a god?”


  “But of course, my dear Matilda. He’s the god I love the most – not because he’s such a legitimate god, whose father was already God; rather because, even though a born heir apparent of heaven, he is, nevertheless, democratically inclined, averse to any courtly ceremonial pomp, because he’s not the god of an aristocratic clique of bald-headed scholars and gold-braided tilting knaves, and because he’s a humble god of the people, a citizen’s god, un bon dieu citoyen. In truth, if Christ were not a god I’d make him one myself, and sooner than an absolute god foisted on me I’d follow his orders, the chosen god, the god of my choosing.”
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  The archbishop, a somber, hoary-headed old man, read the mass himself, and honestly, not only I, but even somewhat Milady –, we were moved in imponderable ways by the spirit of this holy act and by the sanctity conferred by the old man’s presentation; every old man is, after all, innately a priest, and the ceremonies of the Catholic mass are, after all, so very old that they may well be the sole memory preserved from the childhood of humanity, and as a memento of the first forefathers of all people, engage our piety. “You see, Milady,” I said, “every gesture you witness here, the folding of the hands and the outstretching of the arms, this buckling of the knees, this washing of hands, this fumigation, this chalice, indeed the entire getup of the man, from the miter to the seam of the surplice, all of this is ancient Egyptian and the remnant of a priesthood of whose wondrous ways only the oldest written records reveal a little, one of the earliest priesthoods that sought out the first wisdom, invented the first gods, designated the first symbols of infant humanity.”


  “The first to deceive them,” Milady added in a bitter tone, “and I do believe, Doctor, that nothing has come down to us from those primeval times but a few sad formulas of deceit. And they still work. Do you not see those pitch-dark faces over there? And that poor fool over there crouching on his dumb knees who looks even dumber than dumb with his mouth agape?”


  “For heaven’s sake!” I said in a soothing whisper. “What does it matter that that head is so little illumined by reason? What business is it of ours? What bothers you about it? Don’t you see oxen, cattle, dogs, donkeys every day that are just as dumb without the sight disturbing your equanimity and rousing you to indignant remarks?”


  “But that’s different,” Milady interrupted, “those beasts trail tails behind, and what annoys me is that a fellow just as bestially dumb should lack a tail.”


  “Right you are, it’s different, Milady.”
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  After the Mass there was all manner of things to see and hear, in particular the sermon of a big burly monk, whose commandingly bold, old Roman face clashed in a wondrous way with his coarse monk’s cassock, so that the man looked like an Emperor of poverty. He preached of Heaven and hell and at times worked himself up into the wildest outbursts of zeal. His depiction of Heaven was a bit too barbaric, rich as it was with much gold, silver, precious stones, tasty dishes and wines of the finest vintage; all the while he cut such a glowing gustatory expression, and swaying back and forth for sheer joy in his cassock when he imagined himself as a little angel with little white wings gallivanting about with the other little angels with little white wings. Less delightful, indeed downright brass-tacks serious, was his depiction of hell. Here the man was much more in his element. He carried on in particular about the sinners who no longer believe in proper Christian fashion in the old fires of hell and even fancy that the flames had cooled down a bit in recent times and were even on the verge of being extinguished any day now.


  “And even if,” he cried, “hellfire were about to burn out, I’d fan the last glimmering coals with my own breath and make them catch fire again and burst back into full-fledged flame.” And as you heard the voice that howled these words with the fury of the North Wind you saw the burning face, the red ox-thick neck and the mighty fists of the man, and so did not take this hellish threat for mere hyperbole.


  “I like this man,” Milady said in English.


  “You’re right on that score,” I replied. “I, too, like him better than some of our soft-spoken, homeopathic soul doctors who drop one one-thousandth measure of reason into a bucket of moral water and with it preach peace and quiet on Sundays.”


  “Yes, indeed, Doctor, I have respect for his hell, but I don’t rightly trust his Heaven. As to my sense of Heaven, you must know, I got caught up in secret doubt from an early age. When I was still very little, in Dublin, I oftentimes lay on my back in the grass and peered at the sky and thought to myself: Could heaven possibly contain so many magnificent things as they say it does? But how is it then, I thought, that of all that magnificence nothing ever falls down, like, say, a diamond earring or a string of pearls or at least a little piece of pineapple cake, and that all that ever gets bestowed on us from above is hail or snow or ordinary rain? That’s not right, I thought …”


  “Why say all this, Milady? Were it not better to keep this doubt to yourself? Nonbelievers who hold by no Heaven ought not to play proselyte; I find far less objectionable, even praiseworthy, the proselytizing of those people who possess a splendid Heaven and who don’t want to be the sole beneficiaries of such splendor, and so, invite their neighbors to partake of it, and don’t make do waiting for the others to accept their kind invitation.”


  “But I have always wondered, Doctor, that certain rich folk of this ilk whom we see in frenetic action as presidents, vice-presidents, or secretaries of religious conversion companies are inclined to consider a musty old Jewish beggar worthy of Heaven and his former brethren worth the trouble of converting to the heavenly cause, but would never think of permitting that same beggar to partake of their pleasures here on earth, and would never, for instance, invite him to summer on their country estates where there are surely some delicacies that would delight the poor wretch just as well as if he were already enjoying them in heaven.”


  “That makes sense, Milady, for heavenly pleasures don’t cost them a cent, and we get a double charge of satisfaction out of pleasing our fellow man at bargain rates. But to what delights can one be invited by the nonbeliever?”


  “To none, Doctor, but to a long, restful sleep, which can, however, be most desirable for the misfortunate fellow, especially if he’s just been overly plagued with importunate invitations to Heaven.”


  Thus spoke the lovely lady with a sharply bitter tone, to which, not without a certain degree of seriousness, I responded, “Dear Matilda, I care not a hoot in my actions on this earth if there’s a Heaven and a hell, I’m much too grand and too proud to let myself be driven by a greed for heavenly recompense or a fear of hellish retributions. I strive for good because goodness is beautiful to behold and I find it irresistible, and I detest evil because it’s ugly and revolts me. Even as a boy when I read Plutarch – and I still read him now every evening in bed and would occasionally like to leap up and, by my actions, become a great man – even back then I liked the story of the woman who strode through the streets of Alexandria with a water hose in one hand and a burning torch in the other, crying out to the people that she wanted to put hell’s flames out with the water and with the torch set Heaven aflame, so that evil would no longer be quelled by fear of punishment and good no longer be done for the sake of recompense. All of our actions should spring from a well of selfless love, whether there’s a life after death or not.”


  “So you don’t believe in immortality either.”


  “Oh, you are sly, Milady! Dare I doubt it? I whose heart is ever putting down roots deeper and deeper in the most far distant millennia of the past and the future, I who am myself one of the most eternal of men, for whom every breath is eternal life, every thought an eternal star – dare one such as I not believe in immortality?”


  “I think, Doctor, it takes an appreciable portion of vanity and presumptuousness, on top of all the good and beauty we’ve already been given on this earth, to ask God for immortality! Man, the aristocrat of beasts, who thinks himself superior to all his fellow creations, would also like to procure for himself through noble songs of praise and laureate odes and genuflected requests this title to immortality at the throne of the king of the universe. Oh, how well do I know what all this lip twitching means, immortal sir!”
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  Signora asked us to accompany her to the cloister in which they kept the miraculous cross, the most remarkable cross in all of Tuscany. And it was good that we left the cathedral, since Milady’s mad mutterings would have sooner or later gotten us into an embarrassing situation. She gushed forth with comic caprice, gave vent to all sorts of endearingly daft notions, as frisky as a young kitten leaping about the litter. When leaving the cathedral she dunked her index finger three times into the holy water, sprinkled me each time and muttered: “Damn Zefardeyim Kinnim,”which, she maintained, was the Arabic charm wherewith sorceresses transformed a man into a donkey.64


  On the piazza in front of the cathedral, a military division almost all attired in Austrian uniform and grouped according to German command was going through a drill. Or at least I heard the German commands, “Präsentierts Gewehr! Fuss Gewehr! Shulterts Gewehr! Rechtsum! Halt!” 65 Among all Italians, I believe, as among certain other European peoples, commands are still given in German. Ought we Germans to pride ourselves in this? Do we hold such sway in the world that German has even become the language of commandment? Or are we ourselves so accustomed to being commanded that German has become the dialect of obedience?


  Milady does not appear to have been particularly fond of military parades and reviews. With feigned faintheartedness she drew us away from there. “I do not care,” she said, “for the proximity of such people with sabers and rifles, especially when they march around in formation in such great numbers as they do in these special maneuvers. What if one of these thousands were to suddenly go mad and mow me down on the spot with the weapon in his hands? Or if he suddenly saw things clearly and said to himself: ‘What do you risk? What have you got to lose? Even if they take your life? Even if that afterlife they’ve promised us is not quite what it’s cracked up to be, as bad as it might be, they can’t possibly pay you less in the great beyond, they can’t pay you less than the lousy six Kreuzer a day even there – so go ahead, amuse yourself by stabbing that little English lady with the impertinent nose!’ Am I not, therefore, in the greatest danger? If I were king I’d divide my soldiers into two classes. I’d let the one group believe in immortality to be brave in battle and not fear death, and I’d only use them in wartime. But the others I’d reserve for parades and reviews, and just so they don’t ever get the bright idea that they’d have nothing to lose if, just for the fun of it, they were to go and kill someone, I would forbid them, on penalty of death, to believe in immortality, indeed I’d even give them a little butter with their bread ration so that they relish life. But the first group, those immortal heroes, I’d make their life very bitter so that they learn to loathe it and look upon cannon barrels as a gateway to a better world.”


  “Milady,” I said, “you’d make a sorry ruler. You know little about ruling, and you have no notion of politics. Now, if you’d read the Political Annals …” 66


  “Perhaps I understand this sort of thing better than you, my dear Doctor. Early on in life I sought to instruct myself in this matter. When I was still a girl in Dublin.”


  “And lay on your back in the meadow – and pondered, or didn’t, like in Ramsgate.”


  A look, like a gentle rebuke for my ingratitude, came from Milady’s eyes, after which she laughed again and promptly continued, “When I was still a girl in Dublin and was allowed to sit on a little corner of the stool on which Mother’s feet rested, I asked all sort of questions, what the tailors, the shoemakers, the bakers, in short, what do people do in the world? Whereupon Mother explained: the tailors make clothes, the shoemakers make shoes, the bakers bake bread – and then, when I asked, ‘What do the kings do?’ my mother replied: ‘They rule.’ ‘Do you know what, Mother dear,’ I said then, ‘if I were king, first off, for one whole day, I wouldn’t rule, just to see what the world would look like.’ ‘My dear child,’ replied my mother, ‘that’s just what some kings do, and believe me, you can tell.’”


  “Truly, Milady, your mother was right. There are such kings, especially here in Italy, and the results are evident in Piemonte and Naples –”


  “But, my dear doctor, one can hardly hold it against an Italian king if every now and then he doesn’t rule in this sweltering heat. My only fear is that the Carbonari take advantage of just such a day; for of late, I’ve noticed that revolutions always seem to break out on days like this, when kings take a hiatus. If the Carbonari erred and thought it was going to be such an unruled day, and contrary to all expectation, the king still ruled, why they’d lose their heads. Consequently, the Carbonari can never be too careful and always have to keep waiting for the right moment. Whereas the kings are most politic if they keep top secret the days on which they don’t rule, and at least climb a couple of times onto the throne and cut their quills or seal envelopes or trace lines on white sheets of paper, just for show, so that the people outside peeking full of curiosity through the palace windows firmly believes the realm is being ruled.”


  While such remarks tumbled out of Milady’s lovely little mouth a smile of bliss played round Francesca’s rosy lips. She said little. But her step was no longer as agonizingly resigned in spirit as on the previous evening, she strode far more victoriously, every step a trumpet tease; it was much more a spiritual than a worldly victory that manifested itself in her movements, she was almost the incarnation of a church triumphant, and round her head wafted an invisible halo. But her eyes, as though laughing through a veil of tears, were altogether worldly and childlike again, and not a single piece of clothing eluded her attention in the colorful mass of humanity that flowed by. “Ecco!” she cried. “What a shawl! The Marquis ought to buy me such cashmere for my turban when I dance the part of Roxelane. The knave, he also promised a diamond-studded cross!”


  Poor Gumpelino! The turban will be an easy business for you, but the cross will cost you a good deal of grief; the Signora will pester and torture you until you finally give in.
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  The church that houses the miraculous cross is annexed to a cloister, the name of which escapes me for the moment. Upon entering the church we found a dozen monks on their knees in silent prayer. Only every now and then, as if in a chorus, did they mutter a few disjointed words, which echoed a bit eerily in the lonesome column-lined aisles. The church was dark, illumined only by brightly colored flecks of light that filtered through small stained glass windows and fell upon the bald pates and brown cassocks. Lackluster copper lamps cast a sparing glow on the blackened frescoes and paintings on the altarpiece, the crudely painted wooden heads of saints that poked out of the walls appeared to be grinning, as though alive, in the dubious light – Milady gave off a piercing shriek and pointed at a tombstone at our feet carved in relief with the image of a bishop with miter and shepherd’s staff, folded hands and worn-down nose. “Heavens!” she whispered, “I myself tread rudely on his stone nose, and so he’ll appear to me this very night in a dream, flashing his sore nose.”


  The sacristan, a pale, young monk, showed us the miraculous cross while recounting the miracles it had performed. Ill-tempered though I am, I may not have cut a doubting expression; every now and then I am prone to fits of faith in miracles, especially here, where the time and place favor the miraculous. At such moments I believe that the world is a miracle and all of world history a legend. Was I infected by the faith of Francesca, who kissed the cross with zealous rapture? I was vexed by the equally zealous flippancy of the witty Brit. Perhaps her scorn annoyed me all the more since I myself was not free of the same tendency and by no means found it praiseworthy. One cannot deny that flippancy and the joy of contradiction are essentially ill-intentioned, while seriousness is more akin to kindness of heart – virtue, a longing for freedom and love itself are very serious sentiments. But there are hearts in which jest and seriousness, evil and sanctity, ardor and callousness are so oddly intertwined that it is difficult to tell them apart. Such a heart beat in the breast of Matilda; at times it was a frigid iceberg from whose smooth glistening surface the most passionate sultry palm forests sprouted, at other times it was an enthusiastically flaming volcano suddenly buried under a laughing avalanche of snow. She was not at all wicked, with all her friskiness not even sensual; of sensuality, indeed, I believe she only grasped the ingenuous side and delighted in it as in a mad puppet show. She was infused with a larkish lust, a sweet curiosity at the comportment of this or that colorful rum customer in a state of love. How altogether different was Francesca! There was a Catholic unity to her thoughts and feelings. By day she was a pining pale moon, by night a burning sun – oh moon of my days! Sun of my nights! I will never lay eyes on you again!


  “You’re right,” said Milady, “I too believe in the miraculous capacity of a cross. I firmly believe that if the Marquis does not prove to be too niggardly with the diamond studding in the promised cross it will surely effectuate a brilliant miracle in the Signora; she’ll be so bedazzled by it she’ll end up falling in love with his nose. Indeed, I’ve often heard tell of the miraculous capacity of the crosses of certain religious orders that transform an honest man into a scoundrel.”


  In this way the lovely lady made her snide little jokes about everything, she flirted with the poor sacristan, made more droll excuses to the bishop with the worn-down nose, while politely declining the possibility of his returning the favor, and when we passed the pot of holy water she once again had every intention of trying to transform me into a donkey.


  Was it truly a matter of the mood that place stirred up in me, or did I wish to reject in no uncertain terms her little joke, which profoundly disturbed me? Suffice it to say that I snapped back with the proper pathos:


  “Milady, I love not those who scorn religion. Lovely ladies without religion are like flowers without scent; they’re like those cold insipid tulips that peer at us so porcelainlike out of their Chinese porcelain pots, and if they could speak, would surely explain to us how they naturally emerged from an onion, how it sufficed here below on earth that one should not stink, and how, furthermore, as far as scent is concerned, a sensible flower has no need of it.”


  At the very mention of the word tulip, Milady flew into the most frenzied fury, and, as I spoke, her antipathy for this flower was so great she held her ears in despair. It was, indeed, with one part histrionics, but another of dead serious annoyance that she gave me a bitter look and asked me with heartfelt scorn, “And you, precious blossom, to which of the existent religions do you hold?”


  “Why I, Milady, I hold by them all, the scent of my soul wafts up to heaven so potently it even intoxicates the eternal gods!”
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  Since the Signora could not understand the gist of our conversation, which we conducted mostly in English, she imagined, God knows why, that we were arguing over the superiority of our respective peoples. Consequently, she praised the English as well as the Germans, though at heart she held the former for not very bright and the latter for stupid. She thought very poorly of the Prussians, whose land, in her private geography, lay far north of England and Germany; she was particularly ill-disposed to the King of Prussia, the great Federigo, before whom her arch enemy, Signora Seraphina, danced last year in her benefit ballet – in this way, odd as it may seem, said king, namely Frederick the Great, lives on on the Italian stage and in Italian memory.


  “No,” declared Milady, without listening to the Signora’s sweet cooing. “No, I say, this man doesn’t need to be transformed into a donkey; not only does he change his position every ten paces and constantly contradict himself, but now he’s even become a proselytizer, and I do believe he’s a Jesuit in disguise. For safety’s sake, I’d better make some pious faces now or else he’ll turn me into his fellow hypocrite in Christ, those dilettantes of the holy Inquisition who’ll burn me in effigy since the police haven’t yet given them the go-ahead to toss people into the flames. Heavens, noble sir! I hope you don’t think I’m as smart as I look, I’m hardly lacking in religion, I’m no tulip, for the life of me, not a tulip, for the love of God no tulip, I’d rather believe anything. I already believe the essence of what’s in the Bible, I believe that Abraham fathered Isaac and Isaac fathered Jacob and Jacob, in turn, fathered Judah, and also that the latter recognized his daughter-in-law Tamara on the highway. I also believe that Lot drank too much with his daughters. I believe that the wife of Potiphar grabbed hold of pious Joseph’s coat. I believe that the two elders who surprised Susannah in her bath were very old indeed. In addition to which I believe that the forefather Jacob first cheated his brother and then his father-in-law, that King David gave Uriah a good job in the army, that Solomon amassed a thousand wives and then bemoaned that all was vanity. I also believe in the Ten Commandments and even obey most of them; I don’t let myself covet my neighbor’s oxen or his maid, or his cow, or his donkey. I don’t work on the Sabbath, the seventh day, on which God rested; indeed, out of precaution, since we no longer know for a fact which of the seven the rest day was, I often do nothing all week long. As to the laws of Christ, I have always practiced the most important, namely that one should even love one’s enemies – for oh, the people I loved the most were always my worst enemies, behind my back!”


  “For God’s sake, Matilda, don’t cry!” I raised a ruckus when once again a note of the most afflicted bitterness suddenly sallied forth from the merriest teasing like a snake from a flower bed. I knew that resentful note, whereby the witty crystal heart of that wondrous woman trembled mightily, albeit not for very long, and I knew that just as easily as it had arisen it could be banished again by the first best bon mot one told her or that she herself came up with. While she pressed her burning cheek on the cold stone of the cloister portal against which she was leaning and wiped the trace of tears from her eyes with her long hair, I sought, in her own jesting fashion, to reawaken Milady’s good mood by mystifying poor Francesca with a recap of the seven-year-long war that seemed to interest her so much and which she believed to be still underway. I told her many interesting things about the great Federigo, the witty gaitered god of Sanssouci, who founded the Prussian monarchy and in his youth quite proficiently tooted the flute and composed French verse. Francesca asked me whether the Prussians or the Germans would win. As I already mentioned, she held the former to be an altogether separate people, and in Italy, the term Germans is generally solely associated with the Austrians. Signora was more than a bit surprised when I told her that I myself had lived for a long time in the capitale della Prussia, namely in Berelino, a city geographically located in the far north practically bordering on the North Pole. She shivered when I related the perils one occasionally ran up there upon encountering a polar bear in the street. “For, dear Francesca,” I explained, “a whole lot of bears are garrisoned in Spitzbergen, and they sometimes spend a day’s leave in Berlin to catch a patriotic performance of The Bear and the Boar,67 or for once in their life to have a good meal and drink champagne at Beyermann’s Café Royal, which often costs them more than they have on hand; in which case, one of the bears is kept there in shackles until his comrades come back and pay up, from whence the expression, “a bear in bondage.” Many bears live in the city itself, indeed it is said that Berlin was founded by the bears and is actually called Bearlin. The urban bears are, by the way, quite tame and some of them are so cultured that they write the finest tragedies and compose the sweetest music.68 The wolves are likewise numerous there, and since, on account of the cold, they dress in Warsaw sheepskins, they’re not so easy to recognize. Snow geese flutter about town and sing bravura arias, and reindeer run about disguised as art critics. Berliners, by the way, are frugal and hardworking, and most of them sit buried up to their umbilici in the snow and write dogmatic diatribes, devotional primers and books on religious history for the daughters of the upper class, catechisms, sermons for every day of the year, Elohymnals,69 in which pursuit they display their morality, since they sit buried up to their umbilici in snow.


  “But are the Berliners Christians?” Signora cried out in surprise.


  “There is something peculiar about their Christianity. It is essentially nonexistent, and they are much too rational to put it to serious practice. But since they know that no state can do without Christianity, to keep its subjects meek and obedient, and, in addition, to keep a lid on theft and murder, they strive at least through eloquent oratory to convert their fellow man into ‘good Christian folk,’ and try, as it were, to find replacements in a religion whose existence they wish to maintain but the strict practice of which they themselves find too tiresome. To help them get out of this embarrassing predicament they take advantage of the zeal of the poor Jews, whom they now oblige to be good Christians in their place, and since said people will do anything they’re asked for money and fine-spoken words, the Jews are already so well-versed in Christianity that they regularly decry disbelief, defend the Trinity on their lives, even holding by it on the hottest days of summer, rage against the rationalists, sneak around the country as missionaries and pious spies and disseminate instructive little tractates, cross their eyes most expeditiously in church, make the most sanctimonious faces and put on such a zealously pious song and dance that every so often they arouse the envy of their fellow practitioners, so much so that the old hands in the craft are already complaining in secret: the Jews have cornered the Christian market.”
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  If Signora did not grasp my meaning, then you, dear Reader, will surely understand me all the better. Milady also understood, and this understanding reawakened her good mood. But when – I no longer recall if it was with a straight face – I sought to endorse the view that the people require some sort of religion, she could not refrain from once again rebutting in her fashion.


  “The people require a religion!” she cried. “I hear the same line preached from a thousand foolish and yet another thousand sanctimonious lips –”


  “And yet it’s true, Milady. Just as the mother cannot answer all of a child’s questions with the truth, since the child’s limited ability to comprehend does not permit it, so too must there be a positive religion, and a church, to answer all the metaphysical questions of the people in a right physical manner such that the people can comprehend.”


  “Dear me, Doctor, your very simile brings a memory to mind that will not favor your point of view. When I was still a little girl in Dublin –”


  “And lay on your back, looking up –”


  “But Doctor, it’s impossible to get a sensible word in edgewise with you. Don’t smile so smugly and listen: When I was still a little girl in Dublin and lay at my mother’s feet, I once asked her: What do they do with all the full moons? ‘Dear child,’ said my mother, ‘with his sugar-hammer in hand, God pounds the old full moons into little stars.’ We cannot fault my mother for this patently false explanation, for even had she possessed the best astronomical knowledge she would not have been able to elucidate the entire system of the sun, the moon and the stars, and she did indeed respond to my metaphysical questions in a physical manner. But it would have been better, I believe, had she postponed her explanation till I was old enough to understand, or at least not fabricated any lies. For when I met up with little Lucy and the full moon appeared in the sky, and I explained to her how it would soon be pummeled into little stars, she laughed at me and said her grandmother, Old Mrs. O’Meara, had told her: ‘The full moons were dragged down to hell as fire-melons, and since there was no sugar there, they had to be dusted with pepper and salt.’ And if Lucy laughed at my position, which was indeed somewhat naively Protestant, I laughed all the more at her dour Catholic concept, and our laughter soon degenerated into a serious dispute, we exchanged punches, we scratched each other bloody, we covered each other with our polemic spittle, till little O’Donnell got out of school and tore us apart. This lad had had better instruction in celestial matters, knew mathematics, and quietly enlightened us as to the errors and poppycock underlying our dispute. And what was the upshot? We two little girls temporarily suspended our difference of opinion and promptly united to give the quiet little mathematician a good licking.”


  “Milady, I am vexed, since you’re quite right. But there’s nothing to be done about it, people will always fight about the superiority of those religious notions they were taught early on in life and the reasonable soul will always have to suffer twice as much. Once upon a time, indeed, things were different, back then no one would have even thought of making a big to-do about the teachings and the holy days of his religion, or even to try and force them on someone else. Religion was a beloved tradition, sacred tales, memorial rites and mysteries, handed down by the ancestors, sacrosanct family memorabilia of the people, as it were, and it would have been an abomination for a Greek if a stranger to his race were to have solicited a religious fellowship with him; he would have considered it even more inhumane to convince any person by force or guile to give up his native religion and to accept a foreign religion in its place. But then there came a people out of Egypt, the fatherland of crocodiles and priests, and in addition to the skin diseases and stolen gold and silver dishes, they also brought along a so-called positive religion, a so-called church, a body of dogma in which one had to believe and holy rites that had to be celebrated, a prototype for subsequent state religions. And thus ‘human-nitpicking’ came into being, proselytizing, forced conversions and all those holy abominations that have cost the human race so dearly in blood and tears!”


  “Goddamn that ancient iniquitous people!”


  “Oh, Milady, it has long since been cursed and drags the distress of its damnation through the millennia. Oh, that Egypt! – Its manufactured goods defy the route of time, its pyramids still stand unshakable, its mummies are still as indestructible as ever, and everlasting is that mummified people who wander around the world enveloped in their lettered swaddling cloth, a petrified piece of history, a ghost that amuses itself with money-changing and rag-picking. Do you see, Milady, that old man over there with the white beard the end of which seems to grow black again and those ghostlike eyes?”


  “Are those not the ruins of ancient Roman graves?”


  “Yes, that’s precisely where the old man is seated, and perhaps, Matilda, at this very moment he’s saying his prayers, a terrible prayer in which he bemoans his sufferings and lays blame on peoples who have long since disappeared from this earth and only still live on in old wives’ tales – but consumed by his pain, he does not notice that he’s seated on the graves of those very enemies whose demise he implores of Heaven.”
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  I spoke in the previous chapter about the positive religions only insofar as they are still particularly privileged as churches in the name of state religions. But there is a pious dialectic, dear Reader, that propounds with the most seemingly airtight argument that an opponent of the ecclesiastical authority of such a state religion is an enemy of religion and the state, an enemy of God and the King, or in popular parlance, an enemy of throne and altar. But I tell you that is a lie, I honor the innate sanctity of every religion and submit to the interests of the state. And even if I don’t particularly subscribe to the anthropomorphism of God, I do still believe in His grandeur, and even if some kings are foolish enough to discount the spirit of the people, or even ignoble enough to scorn their organs of government by neglect or persecution, I still remain, by deepest conviction, a proponent of kingship, or the monarchic principle. I do not despise the throne, but only the shallow aristocratic vermin who have infested the cracks in the old throne, whose character Montesquieu depicts so precisely with the words, “Ambition in league with idleness, vulgarity in league with arrogance, the wish to get wealthy without work, an aversion to truth, flattery, treachery, perfidy, faithlessness, disdain for civic duties, a fear of princely virtue and a fondness for princely vice!” I do not despise the altar, but I despise the snakes that lurk in the rubble of the old altars; those oh-so-cunning snakes able to smile with the innocence of flowers while surreptitiously spurting their venom into the chalice of life and hissing calumny into the ear of the pious congregant knelt in prayer, those slithering worms with their soft words –


  Mel in ore, verba lactis,

  Fel in corde, fraus in factis.70


  For the very reason that I am a friend of the state and of religion, I despise that monster called state religion, that bastard born of the illicit intercourse of worldly and spiritual power, that mule spawned of the mount of the Antichrist and the donkey of Christ. Were there no state religion, no preferential treatment of the dogma of a particular cult, Germany would be unified and strong and her sons would be grand and free. But our poor fatherland is torn by religious schism, the people are divided into hostile religious parties, Protestant subjects quarrel with their Catholic lords or vice versa, everywhere there is suspicion of crypto-Catholicism or crypto-Protestantism, everywhere the hunt for heretics, confessional espionage, pietism, mysticism, official church newspapers nosing around, sectarian hatred, the lust for conversion, and while we bicker over the key to Heaven things down here on earth are going to the dogs. It may be that only an indifferentism in religious matters would save us, and through a weakening of faith could make Germany politically stronger.


  It is just as pernicious for religion itself, for its sacred essence, that it be cloaked in privilege, that its servants be given preferential treatment by the state, and for the preservation of this privilege, that they, for their part, feel obliged to represent the interests of the state, and that in this way, one hand washes the other, the spiritual washes the secular and vice versa, the resulting tit for tat being a folly for God and an abomination for mankind. If the state has enemies then they will likewise become enemies of the religion favored by the state and is, therefore, its ally; even the harmless man of faith will become suspicious if he suspects religion of political intent. What repels me most is the arrogance of those priests who, for services which they render the state in fastening the spiritual fetlock on the people, count on the state’s material support, and likewise seek recourse to the state’s bayonets. Religion can never sink lower than when, in this way, it’s been raised to the status of official state religion; it is thereby stripped, as it were, of its innocence, and it parades around as proudly as a man’s unabashed mistress. True, a state religion is lavished with more public homage and declarations of respect, every day it celebrates its new victories with sparkling processions, and even Bonapartian officers will carry its candles in triumph, the proudest spirits swear obeisance to its flag, every day nonsbelievers are converted and baptized – but all this dousing with water doesn’t make the soup any richer, and the new recruits to the state religion resemble the kind of soldiers Falstaff recruited – they fill up the church. There is no more talk of sacrifice, the missionaries travel about with their little tractates and conversion manuals like traveling salesmen with their samples, there’s no more risk in this business, and everything moves along smoothly in proper mercantile economic fashion.


  It’s only when religions have to reckon with others and are more the persecuted than the persecutor that they remain resplendent and honorable, only then is there true zeal, sacrifice, martyrs and palm leaves. How lovely, how holy and harmonious, how enigmatic and sweet was Christianity in the first few centuries of its existence when it still resembled its godly founder in the heroism of its suffering. Back then it was still the lovely legend of a clandestine god who, in the gentle incarnation of a youth, wandered under Palestine’s palm trees, preached love of fellow man and promulgated that doctrine of freedom and equality which would later captivate great thinkers, appealing to their reason, and inspire us in our time as the gospel of the French Revolution. Compare that original religion of Christ to the various Christendoms instituted in various lands as state religions, like, for instance, the Roman Apostolic Catholic Church or even that other Catholicism devoid of poetry, the High Church of England, that pitiful, shaky skeleton of faith in which all blossoming life has been smothered. Just as the monopoly system is damaging to the trades so, too, is it deadly for religions; through free and open competition, religions remain resilient, and they will only retrieve their original splendor when the political equality of worship, that is to say, the freedom of trade of the gods, is instituted.


  The noblest souls in Europe have long since proclaimed that this is the only way to save religions from total decline, but the pastors would sooner sacrifice the altar itself rather than forfeit the least little bit of what is sacrificed upon it; just as the nobility would sooner commit to certain ruin the throne itself and whichever Highness happens to sit upon it rather than forfeit in good faith the most unjust of its prerogatives. Is the feigned fondness for throne and altar nothing but a farce conjured up for the people! Whoever stands guard over the tricks of the trade knows that priests respect God far less than the lay public, for they kneed Him into their daily bread and work for their own purposes at their own pleasure. And they also know that nobles are far less inclined than a commoner to respect the king and even the kingdom, to which they pay such public homage, and for which they seek to elicit so much homage from others, while scorning and reviling the very institution in their heart of hearts. Indeed, such nobles resemble those hawkers at street fairs who pander to the gawking public, peddling a peek at some Hercules or giant, or dwarf, or savage, or fire-eater, or other human oddity, and puff up their strength, nobility, daring, invulnerability, or, in the case of a dwarf, sham wisdom, with the most exaggerated boastfulness, tooting a horn and decked out in brightly colored jacket. And all the while they secretly sneer at the gullibility of the crowd and scorn the much-praised person, drained of all interest by the drudge of daily viewing, knowing all too well his weaknesses and artfully acquired strengths.


  How long will our dear God continue to countenance that the priests put on a pitiful mumbo jumbo for profit – that I can’t tell; I wouldn’t be surprised if one day I read in the Hamburg Independent that old Jehovah warned the public not to give credence to anyone, whosoever it may be, not even to his own son, who sought to profit from his name. And I’m convinced that we will see the day when kings will no longer let themselves be used as puppets by their noble detractors, that they will break etiquette, escape their marble apartments and indignantly cast off the glimmering plunder meant to impress the people, the red cloak stretched out like an executioner’s mantel, the diamond-studded hood pulled over their ears to stifle the cry of the people, the golden scepter thrust into his hands as a sham symbol of power – and the liberated kings will be as free as their fellow man and travel freely among them and be free to marry and to express their opinions, and that will be the emancipation of the kings.


  15.


  But what do the aristocrats have left once they’ve been robbed of the crowned means of their subsistence, when the kings become the property of the people and lead an honest and secure regiment by the will of the people, the one true source of all power? What will the priests do when the kings realize that a dribble of consecrated oil makes no human head immune to the guillotine, and when more and more people realize that you can’t still your hunger with holy wafers? Then, of course, the aristocracy and the clergy will have no other recourse but to unite so as to plot and intrigue against the new world order.


  Fruitless effort! A flaming giantess, time marches on, oblivious to the yapping of spiteful little priests and squires down below. How they howl each time they burn their snouts on a foot of that giantess or when, from time to time, she accidentally tramples on their heads so that the obscure poison spurts out! Their rage then turns itself all the more viciously on certain children of the moment, and powerlessly against the masses, cowardly seeking to take it out on a few poor souls.


  Oh yes, we must admit it, though doing so will not in the least bit lessen the pain for some poor child of the moment suffering the backstabs inflicted by priests and squires lurking in the dark, and oh, even if a halo hovers above the wounds of the victor, the wounds still bleed and still hurt! It’s a singular martyrdom that such victors must suffer in our time; it is not cut short with a rash confession, as in olden times, where the eyewitnesses were rushed off to the scaffold or the woodpile. The nature of martyrdom, to sacrifice all earthly pleasures for a heavenly payoff, is still the same; it has lost much of its confessional zest, it has become more of a resigned perseverance, a steadfast endurance, a lifelong dying, and it even comes to pass in cold gray moments that the holiest martyrs are troubled by doubt. There is nothing more terrible than those moments when a Marcus Brutus began to doubt in the existence of virtue for which he had sacrificed all! And yes, he was a Roman and lived in the heyday of the stoa; we are made of modern softer stuff, and, moreover, still live by an ever-popular philosophy that only ascribes a limited importance to all inspiration and, thereby, does it in by its own means or at best neutralizes it into a deliberate Donquixotery!


  The cool-headed and savvy philosophers! How they look down with a sympathetic smile on the self-inflicted torments and mad escapades of a poor Don Quixote, and, in all their pedantry, fail to notice that such Donquixotery is still the most precious part of life, indeed the essence of life itself, and that this Donquixotery emboldens the whole world and all that’s philosophized, fiddled, yielded and yawned upon it to evermore daring flights of fancy! For the great mass of humanity, including the philosophers, is, without knowing it, nothing but a colossal Sancho Panza, who, despite his perfectly reasonable fear of lumps and bruises and homespun sense, follows the mad knight in all his daring escapades, lured by the promised reward in which he believes because he wants to, but all the more so because he’s fired up by the mystical force that enthusiasm always has on the masses – as we can see in all political and religious revolutions and perhaps also in the least consequential occurrences of every day.


  So, for instance, dear Reader, are you, without knowing it, the Sancho Panza of the mad poet whom you have followed, albeit with a skeptical toss of the head, but followed all the same through the errant ramblings of this book.


  16.


  Curious! The Life and Deeds of the Sharp-witted Lord Don Quixote de la Mancha, described by Miguel de Cervantes Saavedra was the first book I read after arriving at a boy’s age of reason and being somewhat conversant with the nature of the alphabet. I can still vividly remember that long-ago day when I snuck out of the house early in the morning and hurried to the public garden to read Don Quixote undisturbed. It was a lovely May day, blossoming spring hung all ears in the early morning light and let itself be lauded by the nightingale, its sweet flatterer, and the bird sang its praises with such a soft touch, so melodiously enraptured, that the shameless buds burst open and the lusty grasses and the fragrant rays of sunlight embraced all the more ardently and trees and flowers trembled in vain delight. But I sat myself down on a mossy old stone bench in the so-called Allée of Sighs, not far from the waterfall, and regaled my little heart with the great adventures of the brave knight. In my childish gullibility I took everything as pure fact; as pitifully as the poor hero was played by destiny, I figured that was how things had to be, that all that was essential to heroism, to be ridiculed and to incur bodily wounds, and this grieved me all the more poignantly since I felt it in my own soul. I was a child and did not know irony, which God created along with the world and which the great poet had copied in the printed confines of his little world – and I wept the bitterest tears when the noble knight garnered nothing but ingratitude and thrashings for his nobility of heart; since, still rusty in my reading technique, I read every word aloud, the birds and trees, stream and blossoms listened in, and since, like children, such innocent natural phenomena have no notion of worldly irony, they too took it all at face value and wept along with me at the sufferings of the poor knight, a tired old oak even sighed and the waterfall shook its white beard all the more heftily and seemed to inveigh against the evil of the world. We felt that the knight’s sense of heroism was no less admirable if, disinclined to fight, the lion turned its back on him, and that his deeds were all the more praiseworthy the weaker and more withered his body, the more battered the armor he wore, and the more miserable the nag that bore him. We despised the wretched boors that treated the poor hero in such a rough and rowdy fashion, but despised all the more the highborn boors, bedecked with brightly colored silken robes, fancy turns of speech, and aristocratic titles, who scorned a man so superior to them in intellect and nobility. Dulcinea’s noble knight rose ever higher in my estimation and drew ever more of my love the more I read of that wondrous book, which I did daily in that garden, so that by autumn I had already reached the end of the tale – and never will I forget the day on which I read of the grievous duel in which the knight was so ignominiously defeated!


  It was a gloomy day, ugly storm clouds wafted across the gray sky, the yellow leaves fell painfully from the trees, heavy teardrops weighed down the last standing flowers, which, sadly withered, drooped their dying heads, the nightingales had long since gone silent. I was struck by the picture of impermanence every which way I turned my head – and my heart wanted to burst when I read how the noble knight lay on the ground, dazed and battered, without raising his vizier, and speaking, as if from the grave, addressed the victor with a faint and failing voice, “Dulcinea is the loveliest lady in the world and I am the most miserable knight on earth, but it is not fitting that my weakness should belie this truth – heave to, Sir Knight!”


  Oh, but that shining knight of the silver moon who brought down the bravest and noblest knight of the world was a barber in disguise!


  17.


  That was long ago. Many a new springtime has since blossomed forth, but it lacked its most powerful allure, for, oh, I no longer believed in the sweet lies of the nightingale, the flatterer of spring: I know how swiftly its loveliness wilts. And when I lay eyes on the youngest rosebud I already see it in my soul blossoming bloodred, fading, and wafted away by the winds. Everywhere I turn my gaze I see winter in disguise.


  But in my breast that burning love still blossoms that wistfully wafts up over the world, revels, devil-may-care, in the wide, yawning expanse of the heavens, where, rejected by the cold stars, it sinks back home to our little earth, and with sighs and cries of jubilation, must confess that in all of creation there is nothing lovelier and better than the heart of man. This love is the inspiration that remains forever of the celestial kind, whether it sparks woeful or wise actions. And so the little boy did not waste his tears, those tears shed for the sufferings of the lunatic knight, just as later, the youth did not waste the tears wept in his study on many a night over the death of those most sacred friends of freedom, over King Agis of Sparta, over Cajus and Tiberius Gracchus of Rome, over Jesus of Jerusalem and over Robespierre and Saint-Juste of Paris. Now that I have donned the toga of manhood, the crying has stopped, and it behooves me to act like a man, imitating my formidable predecessors, and, God willing, likewise to be wept-over by young boys and youths to come. Yes, these are the ones on whom we can count in our cold times, for their hearts are still enflamed by the burning breath that wafts forth from the old books, and, therefore, do they still fathom the burning heart of the moment. Youth is unselfish in thought and feeling and so thinks and feels the truth most profoundly and doesn’t stint, when the time is right, in cool-headed confession and action. Older folk are self-serving and petty: they pay more mind to the interests of their capital than to the interests of humanity. They let their little ship of self sail on quietly in the gutter of life and pay little heed to the seaman who fights the waves at high sea. Or else they crawl with sticky persistence up the heights of the mayor’s office or the presidency of their club and shrug their shoulders at the heroic feats that the storm flung down from the column of fame, meanwhile, perhaps, relating that they themselves in youth likewise ran with their heads against the wall, but that they subsequently made peace with the wall, for the wall is the absolute, the established, that which exists in and of itself, that which, because it is, is also reasonable – wherefore, too, any man is unreasonable who refuses to endure an altogether reasonable, incontrovertible, firmly established absolutism. Oh, those wretched souls who would philosophize us into a gentle servitude are still more praiseworthy than the vermin who, in their defense of despotism, don’t even base their arguments on reasonable points, but rather advocate them based on historical precedent as a customary right to which humanity has gradually grown accustomed to over time, and so was rightfully and lawfully irrefutable.


  Oh, let me not, like Ham, bare the naked truth of the fatherland, but it is shocking how we Germans have managed to make slavery sing its own praises, and how German philosophers and historians rack their brains to bestow their blessings or validate every despotism, however inept and doltish. Silence is the honor of slaves, says Tacitus; those philosophers and historians maintain the contrary and proudly point to the medals in their buttonholes.


  But perhaps you’re right after all, and I’m nothing but a Don Quixote, and the reading of all manner of marvelous books just turned my head, just as the Lord of La Mancha and Jean Jacques Rousseau were my Amadis of Gallien,71 Mirabeau was my Roldan or Agramanth, and I have immersed myself too studiously in the heroic deeds of the French Paladin and the roundtable of the French National Convent. Indeed, my madness and fixed notions which I derived from those books are of a different nature from the madness and fixed notions of the man of La Mancha; he wanted to reestablish the fading age of chivalry, whereas I wish to eradicate every last remaining vestige of that age, and so we operate from altogether different standpoints. My colleague perceived windmills as giants, but I can only see our contemporary giants as a bunch of blustering windmills; he mistook leathern wine spigots for mighty magicians, but I see our magicians of the moment as a lot of leathern wine spigots; he took beggars’ hovels for castles, muleteers for cavaliers, common strumpets for ladies at court, but I consider our castles dumps, our cavaliers muleteers, our ladies at court common strumpets; while he took a puppet play for an affair of state, I take our affairs of state for tiresome puppet shows – but every bit as brave as the brave man of La Mancha, I strike at the wooden establishment. Oh, such heroic deeds often end up as badly for me as for him; like him, I too must endure much for the honor of my lady. I could live comfortably in this era of reason, if only out of vain dread or base greed, I were willing to renounce her and lead a lovely Maritorne 72 to the altar and let the act be confirmed by sleazy magicians and feast with noble muleteers and spawn harmless stories and other such slavish rot! Instead of which, festooned with the tricolor of my lady, I must forever mark my paces and tilt my way through untold troubles, never winning a victory that does not also make me spill a bit of my own heart’s blood. Day and night I’m on the defensive; those enemies are so cunning that some whom I sent to kingdom come still gave themselves airs, as if alive, and metamorphosed into all kinds of creatures to torment me day and night. How many torments have I already had to endure from such infernal spooks! Wherever something dear to me blossomed they slithered toward it, those perfidious phantoms, and snipped off the innocent buds. Everywhere, and even where I would least expect it, I found their silvery slimy trace, and if I don’t watch out, I might take a fatal spill, even in the house of my nearest and dearest. You may smirk and hold such vain delusions to resemble those of Don Quixote. But delusional pains still hurt nonetheless, and if one imagines having taken a sip of hemlock one might well fall faint, but surely not grow fat from it. It would be slanderous to suggest that I grew fat from it, and at the very least I never fetched myself a nice fat sinecure, though I would surely have had the necessary talents. Nor will you find on my person a trace of the fat meat of nepotism. I like to suppose that every effort was made to keep me lean; when I was hungry they fed me with snakes, when I was thirsty they stilled my thirst with bitter brew, they poured hell into my heart so that I wept poison and sobbed fire, they stalked me all the way to my nightly dreams – and here I see them before my eyes, the gruesome spooks, the noble flunkeys’ mugs with flashing teeth, the menacing bankers’ snouts, the deadly eyes that protrude from under the monks’ cowls, the pale hands peaking forth from false cuffs with shimmering knives –


  Even the old woman who lives next door, my wall-mate, takes me for mad and maintains that I mutter the maddest things in my sleep, and just last night she clearly heard me cry out, “Dulcinea is the loveliest lady in the world and I am the most miserable knight on earth, but it is not fitting that my weakness should belie this truth – heave to, Sir Knight!”


  SUBSEQUENT POSTSCRIPT


  (November 1830)


  I don’t know what peculiar piety kept me from altering at least several turns of phrase, which, in subsequent perusal of these pages, seemed a bit too acrimonious. The manuscript had already faded almost as yellow as a corpse, and I was reluctant to tamper with it. That which was written down long ago has an innate right to be left intact, especially these pages which, in a certain sense, belong to dark bygone days. For they were written almost a year before the third Bourbonian hegira at a time that was far more acrimonious than the most acrimonious turn of phrase, at a time when it appeared as if the victory of freedom might still be pushed back a century. This was at least conceivable when one saw our knights flash such certain expressions as they had their faded coats of arms fresh painted again, when with shield and lance they tilted again in Munich and Potsdam, seated so proudly on their high steeds, as though they intended to ride to Quedlinburg to have themselves reedited by Gottfried Basse. All the more intolerable were the triumphantly malicious little eyes of our petty little clergymen who managed to keep their long ears so slyly hidden under their cowls that we expected their canny tricks. One could not possibly have predicted that the noble knights would so deplorably miss the mark with their arrows, and mostly anonymously, or at least in rapid retreat with their faces turned away like fleeing Bashkirs. Nor could one have possibly known in advance that the serpent’s guile of our little clergymen would end so badly – oh, it almost arouses our sympathy when you consider how ineptly they ply their most precious poison, dumping arsenic en masse on our heads instead of sparingly and lovingly pouring it into our soup, when you consider how they fetch forth from the washing line the old diapers of their enemies to smell a rat, how they will even dig up the fathers of their enemies from the grave to see if they perchance were circumcised – oh the nitwits, who, thereby, claim to have discovered that the lion is actually a member of the cat family, and who will whisper about with this zoological revelation until the big cat proves the ex ungue leonem by sinking its fangs into its own flesh! Oh the obscure wretches loath to see the light until they themselves are hung from the lampposts! I would string my lyre with the gut of an ass to sing of them as behooves them, the sworn nincompoops!


  I am gripped by a powerful desire! As I sit and write, music rings out beneath my window, and in the elegiac fury of the long drawn-out melody I recognize that hymn from Marseille with which the handsome Barbaroux 73 and his comrades greeted the city of Paris, that cowherd’s ditty of freedom, strains of which made the Swiss guards in the Tuileries long for home, that triumphant death knell of the Gironde, the dear old lullaby.


  What a song! It fills me with fire and joy and kindles in me the glowing star of zealotry and the rockets of ridicule. Yea, these shots will not misfire in the great fireworks of our time. Let trilling fiery torrents of music tumble in audacious cascades from the freedom-loving heights just as the Ganges tumbles from the Himalayas! And you, lovely Satyra, daughter of just Themis and hoofed Pan, lend me a hand; did you not descend from Titans on your mother’s side and do you not hate as much as I the enemies of your kind, the feeble usurpers of Olympus! Lend me your mother’s sword to dispatch them, the hateful brood, and give me your father’s piccolo flute to pipe them to death –


  Hark now, they already hear the deadly piping, and they are gripped with a panicked terror and flee again in animal shapes, as they once did, when we set upon Pelion on the Ossa –


  Aux armes, citoyens!


  They do us poor Titans a terrible injustice in disparaging the dark savagery with which we sought to storm the heavens – oh, how hideous and dark it was down below in Tartarus, where we heard nothing but Cerberus’ barking and the rattling of chains; it is forgivable if we appeared a bit uncouth in comparison to those gods, all comme il faut, who, noble and well-mannered, enjoyed such honeyed nectar and sweet concerts performed by the muses in the merry salons of Olympus.


  I can write no more, for the music beneath my window makes me light-headed, and ever more forcefully rings out the refrain:


  Aux armes, citoyens!


  HIKING THROUGH HEAVEN AND HELL


  Reflections on Heinrich Heine’s Travel Pictures


  The Harz Mountains, the rugged range that runs between the Elbe and Leine rivers, a walking tour of which inspired one of German literature’s most famous poetic paeans to wanderlust, is better known to the English-language reader as the brand name of a popular pet supply company.74 The association would surely have made Heinrich Heine laugh out loud – and he would, no doubt, have slipped this ironic detail into a future edition.


  From the hilarious tongue-lashing of Göttingen’s philistine students and pedantic professors at the start of The Harz Journey to the send-up of fashionable bathers and ignorant islanders in The North Sea, from the poetic potshots at the proto–jet set in The Baths of Lucca to the quote from Don Quixote misconstrued as lewdness by an eavesdropping illiterate old biddy at the end of The City of Lucca, all four parts of Travel Pictures are so generously peppered with wordplays, wisecracks, puns and witticisms, so primed with merriment, that one could well mistake the whole on first reading as one long literary lark (as long as we take our literary larks as seriously as a Cervantes). But to reduce Travel Pictures to a string of titters would be like trying to siphon the whale oil out of Moby Dick or the Mississippi mud out of Huckleberry Finn.


  Nor is it a classic literary travelogue. The reader expecting to find the precise geographical descriptions and telling anecdotes of the kind that abound in Goethe’s Italian Journey will be sorely disappointed. For Heine, travel remained a poetic pretext, nature a mottled mirror to reflect human foibles, and humor a poignant ploy behind which to sneak a scurrilous reflection or two. While rooted in the genre of Romantic travel writing, Travel Pictures pushes the limits and freely derides the form with a self-reflexive license:


  “There’s nothing more boring on this earth than to have to read the description of an Italian journey, except maybe to have to write one – and the writer can only make it halfway bearable by speaking as little as possible of Italy itself.”


  In Travel Pictures, Heine fashioned a form of his own, equal parts poetic, politic and prophetic; and in the process, he shook up the German language. Strewn with conceptual land mines, his freewheeling prose made the contorted Teutonic tongue of courtiers, barristers and bureaucrats explode laughing into a modern medium.75 Strumming wildly on the German sentence, a never-ending braid of thought homespun by Hegel, Schlegel, & Co., Heine primed its supple strings for Freud’s future forays into the unconscious, Rilke’s ripe poetic prose, Kafka’s dark parables and paradoxes and Brecht’s biting staccato.


  Readers of The Joke and its Relation to the Unconscious may recall Freud’s psycholinguistic analysis of a pun in The Baths of Lucca, in which a Mr. Hyacinth, a.k.a. Hirsch, a Jewish lottery collector-cum-podiatrist moonlighting as gentleman’s gentleman to the Marquis Gumpelino (a baptized Jewish banker on vacation in Tuscany) boasts to the narrator, a certain Dr. Heine, of his close relations with the Baron Rothschild:


  “And by the grace of God, Doctor, I sat next to Salomon Rothschild at table, and he treated me just like his equal, altogether familionaire.”


  Heine’s in-your-face “familionairity” with his medium and his reader, paradoxically spiked with a bitter sense of alienation, is precisely what made Travel Pictures a best seller in his day and what makes it read, in parts, so utterly modern (at times even downright postmodern) to this day. But like Buster Keaton’s seemingly stoic deadpan look, it was a hard stance to hold for a thin-skinned psyche. Underlying and intertwined with all this intimate knee-pulling and tongue-in-cheek kidding lurks Heine’s own complex relationship to German, Germany and the Germans, a love-hate relationship fraught with all the keenly suffered and savored contradictions of the tenuous Semitic-Teutonic entente.


  Born and raised in an assimilated Jewish merchant family in Düsseldorf in 1797, when the Rhineland was under French dominion, Harry Heine – who later officially changed his name to Christian Johann Heinrich on his baptismal certificate – became a reluctant Prussian subject upon Napoleon’s defeat and a prickly Protestant. Intense ambivalence, while generally contraindicative of happiness, can be a fertile emotional state.


  Though Heine idolized Napoleon, the People’s Emperor, as a great liberator, and revered the French for their revolutionary bravado, he also reviled them for their alleged lack of imagination. Though he converted to Protestantism for largely pragmatic reasons (to make it in a society hostile to Jews), he lauded Christ as a freedom-loving Jewish beggar, scorned Christianity as a suffering faith, and stubbornly clung to an Old Testament identity, while reserving his thorniest barbs for the Jewish bourgeoisie from which he sprung. Longing for Germany, he lived much of his adult life across the Rhine. Cultivated to a T, he married an illiterate Parisian shop girl who wouldn’t have understood a word of what he wrote even had she felt inclined to read it, which, fortunately, she did not. A self-styled revolutionary with monarchist leanings, he loathed aristocrats of the hereditary kind and dreamed of his own poetic aristocracy. His fluctuating circle of friends at some point included fellow German émigrés Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, even though he himself distrusted democracy and reviled the coarse manners of the people. An international celebrity, he was perennially lonely and short of funds.


  To this knot of contradictions, the contemporary reader cannot help but add the ironic twist of historical hindsight. In a prescient passage from a forgotten verse drama, Almansor, set during the Spanish Inquisition, Heine famously forewarned: “There where they burn books, they’ll end up burning people too.” The augur, of course, came tragically true in his homeland in the bonfires of Dr. Goebbels (himself a failed novelist) and the crematoria of Auschwitz and Treblinka. But Heine’s words so infiltrated the German psyche that not even the Nazis could pry their lore and language free of his influence.


  This book being a veritable grid of digressions held together by the metaphor of travel, a translator’s brief digression in the spirit of the text may be permitted here. Many years ago, my mother, who had fled Hitler’s henchmen and schlepped a tattered, Gothic-scripted tome of Heine’s selected works with her across various borders and bodies of water, led her progeny on a poetic pilgrimage of sorts to the Rhineland. The family took a slow boat downriver, skirting romantic castles and picturesque villages and sailing past the rocky perch of the Loreley, the lovely mermaid immortalized by Heine in his most famous poem of the same name. On the same trip we visited Worms, where German princes and clerics once famously dieted on ideas, to see the stone seat upon which Rashi, the illustrious Jewish theologian, allegedly held spiritual court. A concerned citizen, we were told, had preserved the seat from the mallets of the thugs. I don’t remember much of what hung on the walls of the municipal museum, but I do recall the felt slippers we children were obliged to don so as not to scratch the polished parquet floor with our sneakers. The only tableau that caught my eye was a kitschy depiction of the long-haired blond Loreley pining on her rock, a Romantic pinup girl with barely sublimated erotic connotations.


  “What does this painting represent?” my mother asked the guard, feigning ignorance.


  “It’s a legend based on a popular ballad,” the doddering old man replied.


  “Who wrote it?” she pressed, knowing Heine’s name had been erased from German memory.


  “Nobody,” the guard shrugged, intent above all on preserving the parquet and retrieving the slippers.


  Heine’s Jewish roots, pulled up, pickled in Prussian Protestant brine and Gallic vinegar, ambivalently wriggling though they might have been, suffused his consciousness with a lifelong sympathy for the nobodies of this world. So, for instance, in The North Sea, a seemingly casual reflection on the then-popular practice of hunting on the beach sparks the following chilling remark:


  “If one’s ancestors since time immemorial already shot roebuck then the descendant is inclined to derive a pleasure from this legitimate pursuit. My ancestors, however, did not belong to the hunters, but rather to the hunted, and were I to pull a trigger at the descendants of their former colleagues my blood would curdle in disgust. Indeed, I know from experience that when removed at a proper distance, I find it much easier to fire at a hunter who is himself inclined to dream back to the days when hunting people was fair game and good sport.”


  Which prompts one of those pivotal epiphanies that gnaw at the conscience and comprise the dark moral kernels of this seemingly lighthearted travelogue:


  “Should such hunters nowadays have a hankering to hunt a human again they are required to pay him for his troubles, like the long-distance runner I passed in Göttingen two years ago. The poor soul had already run himself rather ragged in the sultry Sunday heat, when several young Junkers from Hanover studying ethnography in Göttingen offered him a few talers if he ran back again the way he’d come; the man ran, and he was deathly pale and wore a red jersey, and hot on his heels in a cloud of dust, the well-endowed noble young gentlemen galloped on their high steeds whose hooves sometimes struck that hunted panting person, and that was a human being.”


  The identification is clear. With horses hooves hot on his heels, Heine, the footloose heir to the hunted, offers up a nightmare image of persecution worthy of a Joseph K. a character born a century later in the black comic psyche of another deeply divided and profoundly ambivalent German-speaking Jewish student of the law.


  In the fall of 1824, following a single semester of legal studies at the University of Göttingen, Harry Heine, age twenty-seven, took three weeks off to hike some two hundred eighty miles of mountainous terrain in the neighboring Harz. His enthusiasm for the trek and the reflections it inspired far outweighed any fondness he might have harbored for law and the locus of his legal studies.


  Having previously failed in the textile business, a popular Jewish pursuit at the time to which his poetic temperament was ill-suited, and with no other apparent marketable aptitude, young Harry was dispatched to study law, first at Bonn, then at Göttingen, by an ambitious mother, and with the financial support and concomitant needling of a rich banker uncle, Salomon Heine. His feelings for Uncle Salomon were encapsulated in the pithy put-down, which the ingrate nephew once, allegedly, muttered to his face, “You know, dear uncle, the best thing about you is that you bear my name.” His feelings for Göttingen, the good old college town with the good old boys on its faculty and in its student body, are summed up in a pithy passage from The Harz Journey:


  “The residents of Göttingen are commonly divided into students, professors, philistines and livestock, four classes which are, at the very least, kept strictly separated. The class of livestock is the most consequential.”


  Heine’s run-ins with junior scions of old established aristocratic clans, themselves ill-disposed to his Semitic ancestry, eventually lead to a planned duel. Found out and headed off by university authorities, the incident led to the would-be duelists’ suspension. With his newly acquired leisure time, Heine took a happy hiatus in Berlin, where he wrote poetry, frequented the literary salons, visited the theater, and, on occasion, attended lectures by intellectual luminaries like the philosopher Friedrich Hegel. But Uncle Salomon held the purse strings and pulled in the reins, whereupon Harry reluctantly returned to Göttingen to get on with his legal studies. After a single semester, he had once again had enough. A hike was just what the doctor ordered. “Last fall, I took a walking tour of the Harz,” he wrote to a friend,


  “crisscrossed the country, visited the Brocken, and Goethe too on my return trip through Weimar. I traveled via Eisleben, Halle, Jena, Weimar, Erfurt, Gotha, Eisenach and Cassel, back here [to Göttingen] again. I have seen many beautiful things on this trip, and the valleys of the Bode and Selke Rivers remain unforgettable. If I husband my memories, I ought to be able to plant my poems with Harz trees for the rest of my life.”


  The seeds of the journey indeed served him well.


  Laurence Sterne had fled a barrister’s responsibilities and harvested digressions on an escape across the Channel encapsulated in his A Sentimental Journey through France and Italy (though he never made it to Italy). Goethe famously chronicled his run from Weimar to Rome in his Italian Journey. Heine likewise found release on the run, stumbling and grumbling all the way, each step powering the imaginative dynamo inside, milling alternate bouts of ecstasy and malaise into pithy, sometimes profound, and often unforgettable prose.


  Reflecting, for instance, on the homelife of miners, he perceives the spiritual mine of the German imagination:


  “As static and quiet as the life of these people might appear, it is still a truly animated existence. The trembling ancient crone seated in the cozy nook between the big cupboard and the warm oven, herself as old as the hills, may have already been seated there for a quarter century, and her thinking and feeling were definitely intertwined with every corner of this oven and every hand-carved notch and crevice of this cupboard. And cupboard and oven are alive, for a human being imbued them with a piece of his soul.”


  Back in Göttingen again, he reluctantly resumed his studies and managed to squeak through his final exams, earning a Doctorate of Law. Hoping to land himself some administrative sinecure, an option barred to Jews, he underwent the formality of a baptism – “my entrance ticket to European culture,” he called it – but the holy water failed to work wonders on the job market. In truth, a pronounced aversion to the drudgery of steady employment was at least as much to blame as his lineage for any difficulties in landing a long-term job.


  Writing proved a more profitable pursuit. The Harz Journey, part one of Travel Pictures, published by Hoffmann and Campe, in Hamburg, his lifelong publisher, was an instant literary success, as was his ever-popular book of poetry, Buch der Lieder, though the former was promptly banned by the scandalized burghers of Göttingen.


  While milling over future prospects, or the lack thereof, he once again indulged a craving for travel. No sooner did the newly matriculated Doctor of Law pocket and promptly shelve his degree than he took off (with Uncle Salomon’s grudging approval and financial assistance) on another leave of absence, this time to the Island of Norderney on the North Sea. This and subsequent visits inspired the famous North Sea cycle of poems and The North Sea, part two of Travel Pictures, comprising observations (on the culture clash between the posh vacationers and the primitive locals) and pronouncements (on Goethe and Napoleon), intermingled with loving laments and passionate evocations to the ficklest lover of them all, the sea itself.


  But it was The Baths of Lucca, loosely based on a subsequent escape to Tuscany, that caused the greatest stir.


  Ever since the sixteenth century, when German Humanists crossed the Alps ostensibly to drink at the well of classical learning, young bucks had managed to slip out of their tight-fitting Teutonic skin, get a tan, and let it all hang loose in Italy. Following in Goethe’s footsteps, Heine reveled in the sun-drenched vineyards and orange groves and admired the art. But whereas Goethe left Weimar behind and maintained a certain objectivity in the journal notes and letters artfully whittled into his Italian Journey, Heine left home in body but not in spirit. Unabashedly subjective and burdened with a heavy baggage of prejudices and grudges, through which he filtered his vision of Italy, The Baths of Lucca, an account of the interactions between a few summer guests and members of the Italian demimonde, reveals some of his greatest literary strengths as well as his most lamentable personal failings.


  Cognizant of Goethe’s lengthy and at times laborious commentaries on artworks in his take on Italy, Heine cuts to the quick in a forthright assessment of the limitations of art coupled with a bold stab at its essence in his description of Francesca, a dancing girl-cum–courtesan:


  “I would like to have Francesca etched on a copper plate and supplement the print. But oh, what’s the use of a dead copy of the external outline of a shapely figure whose godly charm is evident in live motion. Even the finest painter cannot make us perceive this, for painting is, after all, nothing but a flat lie … But it was the sound of that voice that graced each of her words with the loveliest and most profound meaning, and if I related her words it would only give you a dry herbarium of dead flowers whose priceless value is limited to their scent. Indeed, she often leapt into the air and danced as she spoke, and perhaps the dance itself was her real language.”


  A ballerina to the bone, the lovely Francesca tells the tale of her lost love, not with her words, but with her slipper-clad feet:


  “As she spoke she performed the most delicate pantomimes, kept pressing her fingertips to her heart, appeared then with the hollow of her palm to draw out the most delicate feelings, finally flung herself with a heartfelt light elastic leap onto the sofa, hid her face in the pillow, raised her feet in the air behind her and let them act like wooden dolls.”


  And when, at last, Francesca allows the breathless poet to kiss her left foot, “whereupon in jesting earnest she removed the red shoe as well as the stocking;” Heine’s account reads straight out of the unexpurgated A Thousand and One Arabian Nights:


  “Today you kissed my left foot, tomorrow I will proffer the right. The day after tomorrow you may kiss my left hand and the day after that my right. Conduct yourself with dignity and I will one day offer you my mouth, etc. As you can see, I’m inclined to let you advance, and since you’re young you may well go far in this world.”


  The rapturous evocation of the erotic that follows shocked and thrilled his contemporaries, and still offer up a lyrical kick:


  “And I did indeed go far in this world! To that you were witnesses, oh Tuscan nights, with your light blue sky studded with great silver stars, and consider your wild laurel bushes and sheltering myrtle, and you, oh nymphs of the Apennines, who swirled around us in your bridal dances and dreamed yourselves back to the sweeter days of the gods, before the advent of the gothic lie that only tolerates blind, groping pleasures in the dark and slaps its hypocritical fig leaf on every frank and open feeling.


  No additional fig leaves were needed, for a rustling full-grown fig tree with leafy outstretched branches crowned the heads of the blissful below.”


  But The Baths of Lucca is best known for a comic tour de force segment performed by two of German literature’s most memorable clowns, the aforementioned Marquis Gumpelino, and his valet Hyacinth-Hirsch. In a rip-roaring parody of the poisoning scene in Romeo and Juliet, a miracle salt which Hyacinth prescribes and administers to his master to lift his spirits proves instead to be a potent laxative that keeps poor Gumpelino running to the can and compels him to forego a secret tryst with Lady Maxfield:


  “Woe is me, unlucky lunatic!” Gumpelino yammered, “Love holds forth its goblet of nectar, and I, dear God! A fool for love, just downed the cup of miracle salts! Who will help me pump this wretched brew out of my gut? Help! Help!”


  “No earthly mortal can help you now,” sighed Hyacinth.


  “I feel for your condition from the bottom of my heart,” I likewise conveyed my condolences. “’Tis a bitter fate to forfeit the chalice of nectar for the glass of miracle salts! To trade in the throne of love for the chaise percée!”


  Though we can’t keep from laughing at the ludicrous posturing of the master and the preposterous wisecracks of the servant, the humor leans so heavily on Jewish stereotypes that the laughter hurts a little. Indeed the pair appear to represent for Heine the sum total of his take on everything Jewish. The fact that a converted Jew of genius tapped his own insider’s knowledge and plied a sometimes self-deprecatory wit to paint this less than flattering portrait of Jewish parvenus for a German readership hardly attenuates the sting – but it’s still funny.


  Hirsch-Hyacinth may be a classic Jewish schlemiel, and yet there’s more than a little wisdom in his wise cracks and more than a little love in the poet’s portrayal:


  “What is Man! Blissfully you amble past the Altona Gate, strolling up the Hamburg Hill, and there you savor the sights, lions, goldfinches and odd-birds, monkeys and misters, you ride the carousel or rattle electric, and you think to yourself, boy, would I ever have a ball in a faraway place two hundred miles from Hamburg, in the land of lemons and oranges, in Italy! What is man! Put him in front of the Altona Gate and he dreams of distant Italy, send him to Italy and he’d rather be back at the Altona Gate! If only I were back there planted in front of the Michaelis Tower, ogling the great clock with the golden numbers on its face, the great golden numbers I often watched glittering cheerfully in the afternoon sun – oh I’d love to cover them with kisses. So here I am in Italy where the lemons and oranges bloom; but when I see lemons and oranges growing, I think back to the Hamburg market where cartfuls of citrus fruit lie neatly stacked one on top of the other, and where you can quietly savor them without having to clamber up so many perilous hilltops and suffer so much sweaty heat.”


  Hyacinth is also Heine’s comic foil to express outrageous opinions:


  “I must confess that the Catholic faith is no fun, and as a reasonable man, you must agree. I see no pleasure in a religion in which our dear God, God help us, is dead, and it smells of incense just like at a funeral, and the whole business is accompanied by funereal […]”


  “But what do you think of the Protestant religion, Mr. Hyacinth?”


  “That one, on the other hand, Doctor, is altogether too sensible for me, and if they didn’t play an organ in the Protestant church it wouldn’t be a religion at all. Between you and me, it’s a harmless religion, as clean as a glass of water, but it doesn’t do you any good either.”


  And as for Judaism:


  “You can keep your old Jewish faith, Doctor, I wouldn’t wish it on my worst enemy. Gives you nothing but scorn and shame. I tell you, it’s no religion at all, just a lot of hard luck.”


  Heine himself seems to step out from behind the mask in Hyacinth’s nostalgic evocation of traditional Jewish life:


  “An old Jew like that with his long beard and torn robe who can’t utter a single orthographically correct word, and is even a bit scabby may very well be at greater peace with himself than me with all my cultivation.”


  But there is nothing endearing or redeeming about the Marquis Gumpelino. Modeled, at least in part, on a Hamburg banker of Heine’s passing acquaintance named Lazarus Gumpel, Gumpelino embodies everything Heine loathed about the moneyed world of his Uncle Salomon, a world he rejected and from which he felt permanently excluded. Though it must have amused his contemporaries, the stereotypic description of the Jewish banker, who “waddled in with his well-to-do smile and blessed belly,” might make today’s reader wince:


  “After his glimmering fat lips had sufficiently slathered Milady’s hand and spat out the usual string of questions as to her good health, he recognized me too….”


  It would be bad enough if the text were merely marred by such seedy descriptions, but The Baths of Lucca also reveals Heine at his literary and moral nadir, in the crude, drawn out, personal attack on the sexual proclivity of the poet Count August von Platen.


  The history of this vendetta goes back to the satirical epigrams deriding the state of German poetry by his friend Karl Immermann, with which Heine padded the slender volume of The North Sea. Here we find the following couplet, concerning which Count von Platen took justifiable umbrage, for it was indeed directed at him:


  “Of the fruits that furtively from the grove of Shiraz they thieve,

  They eat too much, poor fools, and barf ghazels without reprieve.”


  Platen, who had published a book of ghazals, an intricate Persian poetic form that begins with a rhymed couplet and alternates the same rhyme throughout, avenged the slight with a tasteless comedy entitled The Romantic Oedipus, in which he, in turn, derided Immermann and Heine, whom he satirized in the guise of two slapstick characters, the one called Nimmermann (never man) and the other “The Baptized Heine.”


  Stung by Platen’s cheap anti-Semitic smear, Heine hit back below the belt, devoting page after page of drawn out diatribes to Platen’s homosexuality:


  “For the Count sometimes disguises himself in pious sentiments, he avoids the more precise designation of sex … he imagines that he has sufficiently hidden his true intentions from the hoi polloi by leaving out the word ‘friend’ from time to time, and at such times he does like the ostrich, who believes himself hidden when he’s stuck his head in the sand, so that only the bum remains visible … In truth, he’s more of a man of bum than a man of mind … he’s a pathic in his poems, he’s a woman, and what’s more, a woman who delights in the womanly, he is, so to speak, a manly tribade.”


  It seems sad in retrospect (and a bit ridiculous) that two poets, guardians of the national conscience, should go at it tooth and nail in print. Platen’s play has fortunately been forgotten. Heine’s rant, alas, survives to mar a masterpiece of prose. With humor more juvenile than jovial, sentiments more small-minded than subtle, and philosophy more philistine than lofty, the passage reads like the drivel of a precocious schoolboy hurling coarse insults at a rival. But poets, as we know, are not immune to petty prejudice – think of Pound! – and, thin-skinned as they are, are perhaps more rancorous than the rest. Though Heine later expressed regrets at the offense caused by this passage, he never removed it.


  In The City of Lucca, Heine once again finds his stride. On a stroll through the hills outside the city, Heine speaks to his surroundings with that endearing mix of arrogance and intimacy that marks his poetic voice:


  “Oh Nature! You silent virgin! How well I grasp your sheets of lightning, those futile attempts to speak that flash across your lovely face, I pity you so profoundly that I weep. Whereupon you understand me too, and you cheer yourself up and laugh at me with your golden eyes. Lovely virgin, I understand your stars, and you understand my tears!”


  But, as always, he is far more interested in the foibles of his fellow man than the splendors of nature. His path and his prose soon lead him back into the city, where he is several days late for a tryst with Francesca, the lovely dancer we encountered in the previous part.


  Stumbling past a religious procession, which he describes in vivid detail as a march of the living dead, he happens upon her prostrate form lying, more ghostlike than real, on the altar of a church. But she has gone through a religious reawakening and will not accept his carnal caresses. The pining poet contemplates a temporary conversion:


  “Francesca!” I cried, “Star of my thoughts! Thought of my soul! Vita della mia vita! My lovely, kiss-covered, sleek, Catholic Francesca! For this one night, if you grant me it, I’ll become Catholic myself – but just for this one night!”


  Which brings us to a conversion of another kind. While parts one and two of Travel Pictures are sprinkled with rhymed Romantic poetry, and part three is blotted by a kind of anti-poetry in scornful citations from Count von Platen, The City of Lucca is totally devoid of verse. It is as if, ever more averse to constriction in life, Heine had finally broken free of the law, so to speak, and renounced meter and rhyme.


  Though he went on to write some of his most powerful verse, while sinking into physical paralysis, shrinking into a ghost of himself, the victim of an undiagnosed condition that kept him in its grip until his final release in 1856, his prose voice seemed to take precedence.


  “For some time now,” he wrote in 1837 in the foreword to the second edition of Buch der Lieder (Book of Songs),


  “something in me has bristled against all forms of corseted speech, and as I hear, some of my contemporaries feel a similar aversion. It seems to me as if too many lies lurk in pretty verses, and the truth is reticent to appear in metrical garb.”


  Some commentators have dubbed Travel Pictures a poem in prose, though the form as such had not yet been invented. Whatever we call it, a poem in prose, a modern day book of hours or a poetic travel guide, this little text ploughed a new path, beckoning us to follow, and if we dare, to break free and climb our own Harz Mountains wherever they may rise up out of the mundane flatland of our lives.


  Peter Wortsman


  NOTES


  1Short for Bovenden, a village to the north of Göttingen.


  2K.F.H. Marx (1796–1877), Göttingen professor of medicine. The cited work is titled “Göttingen in medizinischer, physischer und historischer Hinsicht,” (Göttingen from a medical, physical and historic perspective, 1824). In it Dr. Marx maintains: “Some fault-finders are inclined to fault our pretty misses for their unlovely feet; no doubt in error.”


  3Roman legal scholar under the reign of Emperor Justinian, who around 530 A.D. had a hand in recording and codifying the whole of Roman law.


  4Salomon Gessner (1730–1787), a popular poet of the time.


  5Hummingbird.


  6A playful reference to the Hofrat Anton Bauer (1772–1843), nicknamed Rustikus Bauer, professor of political law at the time in Göttingen, who had a hand in drafting the book of laws of Hanover.


  7Lukourgos, ninth century B.C. Greek author of the severe Spartan constitution, dictated, according to legend, by the Oracle of Delphi.


  8Minister Baron von Münchhausen (1688–1770), the first chairman of the board of trustees of the University of Göttingen.


  9Duke Ernst von Schwaben (1007–1030).


  10Professor F.W. Bouterwerk (1766–1828), the illustrious literary historian, a friend of Heine’s.


  11Adelbert von Chamisso (1781–1838), author of, among other works, Peter Schlemiel, whom Heine knew from Rachel von Varnhagen’s literary salon in Berlin.


  12Published in the 1820s and ’30s, this official organ of the Austrian government made note of the slightest agitation that might smack of revolution.


  13Dr. Saul Ascher (1767–1822), German-Jewish philosopher of the Kantian school and ardent defender of the emancipation of his people.


  14August Moritz Retzsch (1779–1857), draughtsman and painter famous for his illustrations of Faust which appeared in Stuttgart in 1828.


  15Evening News.


  16Palimpsests are handwritten manuscripts on which the original script has been crossed out and replaced with a new text.


  17A contemporary theater of classical comedies in Venice.


  18Giovanni Pierluigi da Palestrina (1524–1594), Italian composer of sacred music.


  19Elise von Hohenhausen (1789–1857), Byron’s translator and lady of letters, with whom Heine maintained a lifelong friendship.


  20Sarcastic reference is made here to the then stage manager of the Royal School of Dramatic Art in Berlin, Count Moritz Brühl (1777–1838), whose biding concern was costumes and decor, but the reference might just as well apply as a sly prospective wink at the musical extravaganzas of today’s Broadway, where spectacle takes precedence over substance.


  21This is an underhanded dig at the Hamburg banker Lazarus Gumpel, a competitor of the poet’s uncle Salomon Heine, who served as a frequent foil, permitting the poet to vent his rage at the brash vulgarity of the nouveau riche bourgeoisie of his day. He is also the inspiration for the Marquese Gumpelino in “The Baths of Lucca.”


  22Menschenhass und Reue, a play by A. v. Kotzebue, produced in 1789.


  23Monsieur Fr. Hoguet, a famous dancer, was a member of the Royal Ballet in Berlin and P.F.F. Buchholtz (1768–1844) was a respected politician of the day.


  24Falcidia lex, a Roman law enacted by the Tribune Falcidius in 40 B.C. prescribing that no one may bequeath more than three-fourths of his fortune to his heirs.


  25The oldest surviving written text of Roman law inscribed on 12 tablets was composed in 450 B.C. and displayed on the Roman Forum.


  26Bülbül, Persian for nightingale.


  27A reference to the legendary German trickster, Till Eulenspiegel, buried in Mölln, near Lübeck.


  28Heine alludes here to his pet name for his beloved cousin, Therese Heine, daughter of his uncle Salomon.


  29Karl Philipp Moritz (1757–1793), a friend of Goethe’s and author of the autobiographical novel Anton Reiser.


  30The Island of Hertha, the old Norse goddess of spring and fertility, which Tacitus calls Nerthus, in his book Germanica, was thought to be a North Sea island.


  31Hanover’s coat of arms shows a leaping steed.


  32Sir Frederick Lewis Maitland (1776–1839) took Napoleon into custody in 1815 on board his ship, the Bellerophon, and wrote about the encounter in his book, Narrative of the Surrender of Buonaparte (London, 1826).


  33E. Marquis de Las Cases (1766–1842), Napoleon’s companion and historiographer, is the author of Mémorial de Ste.-Hélène (Paris, 1823).


  34B.E. O’Meara (1770–1836), the emperor’s first personal physician in captivity, recorded his daily conversations with Napoleon in Napoleon in Exile, or a Voice from St. Helena (London, 1822).


  35Geist is one of those infinitely rich and indefinable German words, often translated as mind, but likewise signifying spirit, heart, soul, intellect, imagination, ghost, et al, in short a catch-all for the metaphysical qualities that raise a mere homo erectus into a Homo sapiens.


  36W. Bullock, author of Six Months’ Residences and Travels in Mexico (London, 1825).


  37Ellore is a town in India, in which visual depictions of the great national Indian epos, The Mahabharata, are inscribed on the walls of ancient temples built into the cliffs.


  38Reference to Franz Horn (1781–1837), author of a much-derided literary history.


  39Hans Sachs and Weckerlin, noted German poets.


  40Sheik Moslicheddin Saadi (1184–1291), illustrious Persian poet.


  41Goethe’s “Westöstlicher Divan” popularized the Orientalist mode in Germany. Poets like Platen soon followed suit, dabbling in exotic poetic forms like the ghazel. These satirical epigrams prompted the bitter feud between Platen, Immermann and Heine that came to an ugly head in “The Baths of Lucca.”


  42Shakespeare’s King Henry IV, Part One, Act Two, Scene Three.


  43From the “Elegy” by Friedrich von Matthisson.


  44K.E. Jarcke (1801–1852), university professor, whom Heine knew as a student, a staunch opponent of liberalism who later served under the repressive Prince Metternich.


  45Axur, King of Ormus, opera by Antonio Salieri (1788).


  46Monsieur Fr. Hoguet, an illustrious solo dancer with the Royal Ballet in Berlin.


  47“Di tanti palpiti, di tante pene, date, mio beue, spero merce,” Tancredi’s aria from the opera of the same name by Rossini.


  48A slight dissimulation. Heine was born in 1797.


  49Count August von Platen-Hallermund (1796–1835).


  50A classical Persian verse form, often erotic, with a limited number of verses and a recurrent rhyme.


  51Rhadamanthus, son of Zeus and Europa, one of the judges in the lower world. His name has come to be synonymous with inflexible judges.


  52“… everything, indeed, was performed in full view, even things that are done with woman under the cover of night.” (Tacitus, Annals, Book 15, Chapter 37).


  53A lesbian.


  54Til Eulengspiegel, legendary German trickster, and the subject of a popular medieval Volksbuch.


  55A beloved comic who belonged for a time to the company of the Berliner Schauspielhaus and died in 1834. His name means worm.


  56Breihahn, a distortion of Broihahn, a renowned beer named for its brewer.


  57P. Lyonnet (1707–1789), a noted naturalist.


  58Indian drama of the sixth century A.D.


  59A heroine of the play Irdenes Wägelchen.


  60Tr. W. Krug (1770–1842), philosophical writer, author of a critical pamphlet published in 1829 titled “The Celibacy of the Catholic Clergy.”


  61W. Gesenius (1786–1842), enlightened Bible critic and orientalist.


  62A derogatory term used by Germans to describe what they perceived as the Jews’ allegedly vulgar manner of speaking and praying in a singsong voice. Though derived from Medieval German, Yiddish, the popular language of Ashkenazi Jews, has a cadence all its own with Hebrew inflections, which surely influenced the accent of their spoken German.


  63The Gospel of John 12, 5.


  64Another one of Heine’s ingenuous jokes, the charm in question is, in fact, not Arabic at all, but the Hebrew enumeration of the first three plagues from the Passover Seder: Dam, Zephardea, Kinnim (Blood, Frogs, Flies), in the ritual recounting of the flight of the Jewish slaves from Egyptian bondage, as told in the Haggadah.


  65Roughly: “Present arms! Shoulder arms! Right face! Halt!”


  66Neue Allgemeine Politische Annalen, volumes 26 and 27 of which Heine coedited.


  67Der Bär und der Bassa, a musical comedy adaptation of a French play by Carl Blum performed in Berlin in 1821.


  68Ironic reference to the dramatist Michael Beer and the composer Meyerbeer.


  69A play on Elohim, the Hebrew word for God.


  70A parodic verse poking fun at the Jesuits.


  71Amadis of Gallien, from the thirteenth-century, is the oldest known courtly novel.


  72Maritorne is the filthy Asturian maid in Don Quixote.


  73Charles Barbaroux (1767–1794), a leading Girondist and member of the Marseille Confederates, who upon their entry into Paris on July 30, 1792, sang the song by Rouget de Lisle that would later be known as “The Marseillaise.”


  74Founded in 1926, The Harz Mountain Corporation, a leading American pet supply company, started out importing canaries from the Harz Mountains.


  75This freedom with the language famously displeased fin-de-siecle Viennese critic Karl Kraus, who, with some justification and considerable wit, lashed out at Heine for having “uncorseted the German language and enabled every Tom, Dick and Harry to fondle its breasts.” No doubt Kraus, the acid-tongued suitor of the German language, faulted Heine for getting there first.
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