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INTRODUCTION

I

E. T. A. Hoffmann is Germany’s supreme story-teller. As such, he occupies a key place in the making of modern fiction. Others may have greater range or a better grip on social issues, but Hoffmann is unequalled in displaying the sheer joy of unbridled story-telling, with a voice that is friendly, cosmopolitan and humane. Moreover, in his hands, the strenuous ideas developed in early German Romanticism become infused into supple, fast-moving tales, peopled by a host of sharply-drawn, often comic characters. Figures like Anselmus, the clumsy student in The Golden Pot, René Cardillac, the demonic jeweller in Mademoiselle de Scudery, and the highly-strung composer, Johannes Kreisler, in The Tomcat Murr are both plausible individuals and living embodiments of Romantic ideas. With its brightly-painted characters and lively views linked by masterly plotting, the amusingly titled The Life and Opinions of the Tomcat Murr together with a Fragmentary Biography of Kapellmeister Johannes Kreisler on Random Sheets of Waste Paper shows Hoffmann at the height of his powers. His last great work, it is perhaps the most readable of all the German Romantic novels. It is certainly the funniest.

Hoffmann’s writing vividly encapsulates the romantic fascination with the individual and the imagination, with both nature and the supernatural, and with art itself, yet sets these concerns into the humdrum bustle of everyday life. There, Hoffmann explores the bizarre, the fantastic, the ridiculous and the sublime. His characters are students, officials, courtiers and bureaucrats, men and women who must toil to earn their bread, beer and tobacco. Professionals – priests, lawyers and doctors – also people his world, as do servants and market-folk. And he scrutinizes the effete German aristocracy, too, who feature so prominently in The Tomcat Murr. Against the background provided by the three chief social classes represented by servants, bourgeoisie and aristocrats Hoffmann focuses on the exceptional characters, the artists and craftsmen, who belong nowhere and suffer the agonies inflicted on them by stifling social conventions because their insight sets them apart from other mortals, confronting them with the abyss that yawns between mundane reality and the infinite. Facing these two worlds, Hoffmann revels in contradiction. Rationally, he analyses the spirit, laying bare extreme psychic states and yet, giving way to the irrational, he seems to lose himself, probing the occult phenomena that lie at the penumbra beyond empirical experience. He delights in playing with gothic horror, yet humorously uncovers the myth that lies behind the sublunary world. Throughout, Hoffmann’s narrators display such a warmth towards humanity, so welcoming an affection towards the reader, that they charm and beguile us, his ‘dear readers’, endearing to us the story-teller and his tale in the very act of ensnaring us in a frequently, but by no means always, fantastic world. In thus modulating Novalis’s esoteric definition that Romanticism heightens the ordinary and concretizes the spirit (‘The world must be romanticized…’), Hoffmann renegotiated the relationship between the real and the supernatural. He handles writing as a flexible dialogue between fact and fantasy, and these are the thematic ingredients he mixes in ever-new and startling combinations. By inventing this method, and borrowing heavily from popular writing, he effectively re-wrote serious fiction’s contract with the reading public. Both urban realism and mythic fantasy achieve major formulations in his work. Hence his popularity with ordinary German readers in his day, and the distaste with which the contemporary élite, represented by Goethe, regarded him. Ironically, though, despite his dubious literary status, he was one of Germany’s most popular writers. It was also in large measure via Hoffmann that early German Romanticism’s aesthetic discoveries, notably the ideas of the Schlegel brothers, Novalis, Tieck and Wackenroder, as well as popularized versions of Romantic philosophy, based on Fichte and Schelling, reached a wider European audience. As Thomas Mann observed, writing in 1940, Hoffmann was the only nineteenth-century German writer to achieve European status.

It comes as a surprise to realize that the list of writers whom Hoffmann directly affected reads like a roll-call of nineteenth-century literature. In France, his followers include Balzac and Baudelaire. Merimée and Gautier also belong to Hoffmann’s school, as does Nerval, whose whimsical idea of walking a lobster on a lead through Paris translates a typical Hoffmannesque fantasy into life. In this way, Hoffmann’s arabesques fuelled the very real protest of later dandies and rebels. In English and American literature, both Poe and Dickens owe him a debt. Poe’s Fall of the House of Usher recalls Hoffmann’s The Entail as, indeed, does Wuthering Heights, and the imaginary megalosaurus ‘waddling like an elephantine lizard up Holborn Hill’ at the start of Bleak House bears an uncanny affinity with the mythical Salamander inhabiting contemporary Dresden in Hoffmann’s The Golden Pot. Similarly, the dual character Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde recalls Hoffmann’s René Cardillac in Mademoiselle de Scudery, the demonic red-haired craftsman who at night exchanges his persona as the finest jeweller in Paris for that of a malignant murderer.1 Thackeray and Meredith also have their Hoffmannesque moments. In Russia, among others, Pushkin as a story-teller as well as Gogol and Dostoevsky likewise testify to Hoffmann’s influence. Both the actual crime-story (Hoffmann’s innocent lady detective, Mlle de Scudery, is an ancestor of Miss Marple) and the metaphysical crime-novel, developed in works such as Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment and Kafka’s The Trial, extend Hoffmann’s fascination with the darker side of life, just as their explorations of spiritual guilt intensify and deepen Hoffmann’s earlier psychological probings. Of course, Hoffmann did not invent such preoccupations, but his contribution is considerable, and often overlooked. Thus, in a fine essay on Franz Kafka, Milan Kundera credits Kafka with paving the way for modernist fiction by reinventing the imagination; but in doing this, Kafka was also revisiting Hoffmann, whose predilection for the uncanny he shares. Kafka’s painstaking realism as the scene for logically impossible events, like Gregor Samsa’s realistically represented transformation into a beetle in The Metamorphosis, harks back to the Romantic writer, who was probably the first to formulate this technique as an aesthetic tenet, his so-called ‘serapiontic principle’. Today, Italo Calvino’s narratological pyrotechnics, Garcia Marquez’s century of solitude, Mario Vargas Llosa’s effervescent scriptwriter, and Umberto Eco’s fantastical monastery all betray recognizable Hoffmannesque traits. This does not, I hasten to emphasize, indicate an actual dependence. His inventions have become so widespread that no first-hand acquaintance with Hoffmann is any longer necessary for us to fall under his spell – though not to know him is to miss one of reading’s great delights. He is the true father of magic realism.

Hoffmann’s stories and novels are a major channel through which fiction from Cervantes onwards passed into our own time. His mediations include not just German Romanticism, but, more widely, a significant style in fiction, which runs counter to the predominantly realist mode which established itself above all in the nineteenth-century novel, namely the zigzag lines of satire and whimsy – the eccentric dart that flies from Rabelais, Cervantes and Sterne.

The Tomcat Murr fully participates in this dialogue.

Looking back, in the tomcat himself we meet a feline descendant of Cervantes’ loquacious canine, the dog Berganza, duly honoured in the novel; in Murr’s artistic counterpart, Johannes Kreisler, we discern the literary fascination with a musician earlier evidenced in Diderot’s Le Neveu de Rameau; in Hoffmann’s satire on biographical method in the Kreisler story, we note the comic echoing of Tristram Shandy, recalled by the novel’s verbose title; and the cat-novel’s friskily fragmented structure recalls Enlightenment bravura pieces such as Diderot’s Le Rêve de d’Alembert and Sterne’s Sentimental Journey. The Tomcat Murr, therefore, recapitulates and varies key ideas and devices drawn from satire and comic fiction, yet at the same time invents new motifs and techniques, adopted and extended by later writers.

The novel has had an extraordinarily wide-ranging influence. Kierkegaard’s Either/Or adapts its polar structure, and Bulgakov varied the same technique in The Master and Margarita. No less a stylist than Thomas Mann turned to The Tomcat Murr when, at the height of his career, he planned his own magnum opus, Dr Faustus. Even today, Hoffmann’s cat (like Flaubert’s parrot) continues to afford literary inspiration, as can be seen in the work of the contemporary German novelist, Christa Wolf, who recently took up the tomcat’s tale.

The far-flung variety of the Hoffmannites indicates that Sainte-Beuve, in an article on Nodier, was only stating the obvious with urbane simplicity when he christened them ‘Hoffmann’s poetic family’. Belonging to the clan in the nineteenth century, one may infer, signified unconventionality, rebellion and aesthetic liberation. Sir Walter Scott, in his essay ‘On the Supernatural in Fictitious Compositions’, drew the battle-lines between convention and realism on the one hand and imaginative fiction on the other, and in so doing unwittingly fed the very appetite for Hoffmann that he sought to quell:


It is impossible to subject tales of this nature to criticism. They are not the visions of a poetical mind, they have scarcely even the seeming authenticity which the hallucinations of lunacy convey to the patient; they are the feverish dreams of a lightheaded patient, to which, though they may sometimes excite by their peculiarity, or surprise by their oddity, we never feel disposed to yield more than momentary attention. In fact, the inspirations of Hoffmann so often resemble the ideas produced by the immoderate use of opium, that we cannot help considering his case as one requiring the assistance of medicine rather than of criticism…1



To the modern eye, schooled in aesthetics after Baudelaire, Scott’s damnation reads more like an invitation, and that, at least, is to his credit. Fortunately, though, criticism has got beyond Scott, who somewhat confused the artist with his model. Most readers now prefer Hoffmann’s omnipresent wit and irony, which seem to have eluded Scott, to the sanctimonious pomposity of Scott’s critique. Today’s reader, moreover, to whom Hoffmann’s narrative self-consciousness has become second-nature, will better distinguish between madness and its representation, and will more approvingly recognize Hoffmann’s sharply-delineated portraits of derangement: his sympathetic probings invite not condemnation but empathy, as he enables us to understand our own, innermost selves via the tortured beings who exist somewhere between sanity and madness; indeed, we now know that far from having been produced by a sick mind, Hoffmann’s studies in psychic disorder, to which the characterization in The Tomcat Murr owes so much, profited from his familiarity with the latest in early nineteenth-century psychiatry. As to the narcotics and other stimulants, a more careful reader will note that far from displaying the symptoms found in exclusively drug-dependent writings, works like The Golden Pot problematize such delectably psychedelic substances as tobacco, beer, wine, punch and brandy. A drawing of Kreisler done in 1822 shows him pipe-in-hand, dancing deliriously. He may – possibly – be smoking opium. But Hoffmann’s own works are enriched and not side-tracked by his psychedeclic visions, being subjected to formal control.

Later writers redrew the battle-lines laid down by Scott. Thus George Sand, whose own Le Secrétaire intime recalls The Tomcat Murr, vigorously defended Hoffmann against the recurring charge of insanity:


Never in the history of the human spirit has anyone entered more freely and more purely into the world of dream, no one has proceeded with more logic, sense and reason against the extravagances of poetic induction, no one relied less exclusively on the imagination. And yet the imagination was his element, his real world, the actual field of his thought… the nature of his writings and the inner logic of his own actions prove that his mind was completely healthy.2



If Sand underplays Hoffmann’s reliance on the imagination, her judgement on his sanity, and his work’s health, is incontrovertible.

Flaubert likewise answers Scott when, in Madame Bovary, he satirizes Scott’s fiction, to which Emma reverts in her passion. Ironically, in this passage, it is Scott’s writing, not Hoffmann’s, that is unmasked as escapist and essentially unhealthy. Emma herself experiences a typically Hoffmannesque musical ecstasy. She succumbs to ‘the thunder of the music’ and ‘let herself be lulled by the melodies: she felt a vibration pass through her whole being, as if the bows of the violins were being drawn across her own nerves…’.3 In mocking Emma’s response to music, Flaubert’s narrator at the same time archly exploits the very style which Hoffmann, famously, introduced to music-writing. This deployment of such Hoffmannesque flourishes at realism’s very core, at the moment when Flaubert is ‘exorcizing the demons of Romanticism’, indicates how thoroughly Hoffmann’s poetic family won out against Scott.

II

Ernst Theodor Wilhelm Hoffmann was born in the maritime city of Königsberg, capital of the provincial government in East Prussia, on 24 January 1776. In 1804 he adopted the name Amadeus as a sign of his love for Mozart, becoming known as E. T. A. Hoffmann. His childhood was unhappy, not least because he was neglected by his parents, who divorced some years after his birth. His father left Königsberg. His depressive mother returned to her family home, where the boy grew up in the company of his maternal grandmother, his three aunts, and his puritanical and grumpy uncle Otto Wilhelm Doerffer, the ‘O Woe Uncle’ in The Tomcat Murr. In the same house another future writer, Zacharias Werner, was growing up under similarly distressing circumstances with a mother given to frequent bouts of madness. Hoffmann entered school in 1782, meeting Theodor Gottlieb von Hippel, nephew of a well-known author, and the boys became firm friends. From the first, as he wrote in 1818. Hoffmann had an ‘overwhelming interest in music’. There was an active musical life in the city, in which the family fully participated, holding regular musical evenings. Hoffmann was taught the piano by his ‘O Woe Uncle’. He first heard Mozart in these years, encountering The Magic Flute, which shaped his writing, from The Golden Pot to The Tomcat Murr, with its fairy-tale story of initiation and the conflict between the dualities of body and soul, male and female, good and evil. Sarastro and the Queen of the Night live on in Archivarius Lindhorst and the Apple Woman in the Pot, and in Master Abraham and Madame Benzon in The Tomcat Murr. Rousseau’s Confessions inspired him with thoughts of musical composition, and he went on to write over eighty musical works, several of which The Tomcat Murr attributes to Kreisler. However, aged sixteen, Hoffmann entered the University of Königsberg to study law, much against his inclination, though he later enjoyed the subject, and became a distinguished lawyer. Hoffmann’s writings from these years already show the traits that typify his best work. A surviving fragment written around 1796 displays strong traces of Sterne and even whimsically varies the diagrams from Tristram Shandy.4
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Hoffmann’s crooked line provides early evidence for his acquaintance with Sterne’s zigzagging narrative technique that later plays such a part in The Tomcat Murr.5

During his probationary period as a lawyer at the court in Königsberg, Hoffmann did not develop his writing but took up painting. He also worked as a piano teacher, falling passionately in love with his pupil, Johanna Dorothea Hatt, a married woman in her late twenties. She returned his affection, and her husband, who was in his sixties, tried to end the affair, which however dragged on by correspondence until 1798. Hoffmann found in her the first embodiment of unattainable feminine perfection he was later to celebrate as Künstlerliebe, the artist’s love which involves rejecting carnality and devoting oneself to an inaccessible ideal. Hoffmann had a similar if deeper experience in Bamberg, where he fell in love with another pupil, the much younger Julia Marc, and Julia’s transfigured image reappears, the object of Künstlerliebe, as Veronica in The Golden Pot and as Julia Benzon in The Tomcat Murr. The affair with Johanna may have driven Hoffmann from home. He had removed from Königsberg to Glogau in 1796, where his uncle Johann Ludwig Doerffer, whom he recalls in The Entail, oversaw his legal work. In Glogau he passed his so-called referendary examinations in 1798, doing ‘exceptionally well’. He followed his uncle’s family to Berlin, experiencing the hustle and bustle which he later celebrated as the first German writer of city life. Around this time he was engaged to his uncle’s daughter, Minna, and through her friendship with the fiancée of the great comic novelist, he met Jean Paul, who subsequently assisted Hoffmann in launching his career.

Having in 1799 passed his finals as an assessor with distinction, he moved the following year to Posen as a Government Assessor, but jeopardized his career by some typical buffoonery. He drew caricatures of several local dignitaries which a friend distributed during the Carnival in February 1802. This cost Hoffmann his job. He was exiled to the dull provincial town of Plock, where he remained from 1802 to 1804, when he was transferred to Warsaw. Before leaving Posen, he dissolved the engagement with Minna, and married the daughter of a Polish court clerk, Michaelina Rorer, with whom he remained until his death. In Posen, too, he witnessed the first public performance of his own work, the Cantata for the Celebration of the new Century. Indeed, as late as 1802, he was still torn between music and painting, wondering ‘whether I was born to be a painter or a musician?’, but in 1803, his first literary work saw print, The Letter from a Monk to his friend in the City, and his third and major talent unfolded.

Hoffmann’s life took an upturn in Warsaw. According to Julius Hitzig, Hoffmann’s future biographer, it was a bustling, cosmopolitan town, typified by the very exoticism Hoffmann evokes in his tales: Hitzig’s description of the streets swarming with Punch-and-Judy shows, dancing bears, camels and apes reads like a tale by Hoffmann himself. Hitzig certainly seems to capture Hoffmann’s appearance in descriptions like this:


Hoffmann was very short of stature, of yellowish complexion, with dark, almost black hair, growing down low upon his forehead, and he had grey eyes, which had nothing remarkable about them when they were at rest, but which assumed an uncommonly humorous and cunning expression when he blinked them, and his mouth was tightly closed.6



The picture is corroborated by Hoffmann’s self-portraits, especially by his engravings. His agile features reappear as caricatures in the descriptions of Kreisler in The Tomcat Murr. Hitzig now introduced Hoffmann to the work of the earlier Romantics, with whom he was of an age, and he also formed close contact with his childhood acquaintance, Zacharias Werner.

However, politics intervened. When Napoleon marched into Warsaw on 19 December 1806, all Prussian officials who refused him their oath of allegiance, as Hoffmann did, lost their posts. The episode is recalled in The Tomcat Murr when Kreisler loses his job. Hoffmann’s wife returned to her family in Posen with their baby daughter Cecilia, who was born in 1805, but sadly died in 1807, and Hoffmann headed for Berlin. The town was flooded with refugees, however, and his attempts to strike lucky as an artist, caricaturist or composer failed, leaving him to endure severe hardship and, on occasion, hunger.

Protracted negotiations brought him an appointment as theatre director in Bamberg, which he took up in 1808. Initially, he voiced delight at the artist’s life, but looking back, he largely remembered his ‘apprenticeship and martyrdom’. After losing his post, and struggling again, he was re-engaged in 1810 as machinist, scene-painter and composer, inter alia contributing to productions of Calderón, Shakespeare – whose plays, like Mozart’s operas, constitute a permanent frame of reference for his stories – and Kleist’s fairy-tale drama, Das Käthchen von Heilbronn. Hoffmann shared with Kleist a fascination with such apparently occult phenomena as dreams and somnambulism, which the latter depicts in terms that recall the popular Romantic classic, G. H. von Schubert’s Aspects of the Dark Side of the Sciences (1808). This book later inspired Hoffmann, too, providing the plot for his tale, The Mines of Falun.

In Bamberg, Hoffmann encountered modern psychiatry, developing the common concern with psychology evident among contemporaries like Tieck and Kleist, and acquainting himself with theories that ultimately issued in the work of Breuer and Freud, and Viktor von Weizsäcker’s holistic medicine. He befriended Adalbert Friedrich Marcus, director of the Bamberg asylum, and the doctor, Friedrich Speyer; the former enabled him to study his patients, and the two men introduced him to contemporary ideas, such as animal magnetism, which recur in his stories and, not least, in The Tomcat Murr. Marcus was familiar with a broad range of theories, including Brownianism, Mesmerism and Gall’s craniology, as well as with J. C. Reil’s influential speculations, and together with the philosopher Schelling edited the Yearbook of Medicine as a Science (1805–8). The technical acuity with which Hoffmann later describes clinical cases, like the imbecile Prince and the Princess’s catatonic state in Murr, and his many characters with split personalities, has caused him to be credited with the first accurate depiction of schizophrenia. As Hoffmann observed, he did not wish simply to reproduce existing views, but to explore a ‘hitherto untouched aspect of magnetism’, i.e. to develop his own psychology, as he does in Bettina’s Strange Illness (1816). Despite its bizarre style, which echoes Diderot and Sterne, this story gives a precise case-history, based on a true event in Berlin. It seems that contemporary medicine was unable to solve the problem debated by its three characters – a Doctor, a Kapellmeister and a Travelling Enthusiast – who discuss the fate of the singer Betty Marcuse after she mysteriously lost her voice, with no apparent physical cause. The early Freud would have called this hysteria. Today, it would be classed as a dissociative disorder. The story’s Doctor concludes that the disease is ‘more psychological than physical’, but it is left to the Enthusiast to see that the problem began after Bettina left church in the middle of Haydn’s D minor Mass. Deserting God in this manner produced a psychological trauma requiring treatment. He cures her by recounting a parallel case, enabling Bettina to see herself, as if in a mirror: miraculously, her voice returns. This early psychotherapy depends on confronting the patient with an identical case-history as a means to self-knowledge. Such self-reflection runs like a red thread through Hoffmann’s work. Where self-consciousness fails, psychological breakdown prevails, as in the The Sandman and the tale of Saint Serapion. Where it succeeds, as it does triumphantly in Princess Brambilla, the subject attains higher knowledge. Ironically, even the Tomcat Murr undergoes a similar cure when, suffering from acute rowdyism, he sees himself in a mirror and mends his ways. Hoffmann also brings to insanity a forensic concern with human responsibility, evident for example in Mademoiselle de Scudery, and this line was subsequently pursued by Georg Büchner, an attentive reader of Hoffmann’s work, in his own drama of crime, guilt, madness and the forensic problem of responsibility, Woyzeck (1836-7).

The Bamberg years, and the affair with Julia Marc, subsequently found their way into Hoffmann’s continuation of Cervantes’ story, The Latest Experiences of the Dog Berganza. These were the years when Hoffmann’s literary career began to flourish with the articles on Beethoven for the Allgemeine Musikalische Zeitung, which earned him Beethoven’s respect and established him as a major critic, and the publication of his first mature story, Ritter Gluck, in 1809. This tale, which revolves around the composer Gluck, already displays Hoffmann’s inimicable style: it is told by a convivial narrator speaking with the urbane realism through which uncanny events unfold, revealing beyond the everyday both mental instability and a colourful myth of the ‘higher world’. Hoffmann’s work cannot be fully grasped without reference to music, partly because of the role music plays in his writings, not least The Tomcat Murr; but mainly because his early advocacy of a non-representational, imaginary realm depicted in words derives from his notion of music as an autonomous spiritual world.

Hoffmann’s reviews, and especially the Beethoven essays, are a milestone in modern music-writing, providing a model for later musical writers from Schumann to Wagner, and their lessons also feed into the musical ideas of The Tomcat Murr. In the Romantic age, for which criticism belonged to creative writing, Hoffmann’s music essays set a new standard, comparable to that marked by Friedrich Schlegel and Coleridge on literature or Baudelaire on painting. In his day, Hoffmann’s championing of Bach and Gluck was perhaps more remarkable than his Mozart worship, but historically, recognizing Beethoven’s genius was perhaps his chief gift to public taste. As to aesthetics, Hoffmann contributed to a decisive turn. His theory continues the shift from an aesthetic based on ‘imitation’ according to which vocal music deserves pride of place, to a non-representational ideal, developed in early Romanticism, for which instrumental music represents the highest variety, being as Tieck said ‘independent and free’. Affirming music’s priority in Romantic aesthetics, the reviews contribute to the wider turn from painting and the ut pictura poesis doctrine towards music as the paradigm for all art. In his keynote reviews later united as ‘On Beethoven’s instrumental Music’, Hoffmann calls music ‘the most Romantic of all the arts’, and even ‘perhaps the only Romantic art’. By emphasizing music’s priority, he expresses the credo later developed by Schopenhauer in The World as Will and Idea (1819), for whom music represents ‘an objectification and reflection of the entire will as is the world itself’, possessing ‘the same objectivity as that possessed by ideas’. For Schopenhauer as for Hoffmann, then, music assumes a metaphysical role, mediating the absolute. This turn from painting to music was subsequently emphasized in Symbolism, as in Verlaine’s ‘Art poétique’, which pointedly rejects Horace’s ars poetica with its ut pictura poesis doctrine in the opening words, ‘De la musique avant toute chose…’7 As will be seen, Hoffmann provided a vital input to French nineteenth-century aesthetics, which proved another major route by which his ideas impacted on modernity.

In April 1813, having signed the contract for his first collection of tales, Fantasy Pieces in Callot’s Manner, Hoffmann, aged thirty-seven and still more musician than writer, left Glogau for Dresden and Leipzig, in which two cities he was engaged as a music director in Joseph Seconda’s theatre. The two years in Dresden and Leipzig inaugurated his major phase. The lively German towns, his musical activity and the sweeping political changes in those years may have combined to inspire him as a writer, too. He now wrote the major works included in the Fantasy Pieces: the Kreisleriana fragments, which revolve around the same Kapellmeister Kreisler later depicted in The Tomcat Murr, and his first great fairy-tale, The Golden Pot. In narrative terms, it is the Pot which is Hoffmann’s chief work of these years. The Pot bristles with scintillating imagery and ideas. In a dazzling display of narrative skill, Hoffmann invents a new style of fairy-tale, ‘set fair and square in ordinary life’, which amusingly relates the initiation of the student Anselmus into a ‘higher world’, a lyrical Atlantis which brings him into direct contact with a realm comprising both noble ideals and life’s primordial origins, embodied in the little green snake, Veronica. Irony and humour lend the tale’s more serious ideas – on life, love, virtue, society and art-as-religion – a joyous insubstantiality which, in character, can only be compared to music. The operatic freedom Hoffmann brought to literature may have been stimulated by his work during these years, when he conducted Don Giovanni and The Magic Flute as well as operas by Gluck, Cherubini and Weber. A sense of the operatic imbues all Hoffmann’s writing with an awareness of its own fictionality. Yet this should not be misunderstood as escapist. Anyone who doubts Hoffmann’s political awareness could do worse than read his pamphlet of 1814, ‘Vision of the Battlefield near Dresden’, in which he records the slaughter of Napoleon’s army that he witnessed on the journey to Dresden, which several times almost cost him his life. Something of this horror lives on in Hoffmann’s first novel, begun immediately after the Golden Pot, namely The Devil’s Elixir, which is an intricately plotted gothic fiction indebted to Matthew Lewis’s The Monk (1796). The monastic setting recurs, albeit with a more minor role, in The Tomcat Murr, and Murr also shares with the earlier work the use of spine-chilling techniques borrowed from popular literature.

The close links Hoffmann forges between opera and fiction will also have been enhanced by his experience as the composer of six operas. In the Leipzig–Dresden years he wrote his wonderfully rich and evocative Undine, the first Romantic opera. Among its innovations – taken up by Weber and Wagner – is his use of recurring themes or leit-motivs to identify characters, comparable perhaps to the formulaic expressions in his fiction. An operatic synthesis of artistic vision with musical evocativeness permeates his writing. Through such musical evocation, he rehearses his idea, indebted to the Romantic physicist J. W. Ritter, that music constitutes a universal language, a language articulated equally in Kreisler’s sublime choral works, which the reader never hears, and in Murr’s caterwauling.

After the first two volumes of Hoffmann’s Fantasy Pieces had appeared in early 1814, with a Preface by Jean Paul, and following a disagreement with Seconda, Hoffmann returned to Berlin, where he took up a position in the Supreme Court or Kammergericht. He was fêted on arrival in the city at a dinner organized by Hitzig, which was attended by the cream of the Berlin Romantics, including Chamisso, Tieck and Fouqué. He subsequently met Eichendorff and Brentano, too. His literary vocation was now clear and his writing entered its final, most productive phase. He published his second collection of stories, the Night Pieces, in 1818, and The Serapiontic Brotherhood followed in four volumes in 1819–21, in which the framework narrative, a dialogue between several friends, elaborates the aesthetic of the serapiontic principle. The title celebrates Hoffmann’s own ‘Serapiontic’ friends, including Hitzig, Salice Contessa and Chamisso, with whom he spent his evenings. Avoiding the salons which had welcomed him on his arrival in Berlin, he preferred conviviality, drinking regularly at celebrated venues such as Lutter & Wegner. There is a particularly delightful portrait of him showing him glass in hand at this pub in the company of his bosom pal, the actor Ludwig Devrient. Something of the wit honed at Lutter & Wegner informs the narrative voice in the later tales and, not least, that of Kreisler’s biographer in The Tomcat Murr, a voice remarkable for its satire and demotic pungency. The novel also reflects his contemporaneous theory in the much-debated serapiontic principle. This develops Hoffmann’s aesthetics in dialogic form, expanding his long-standing ideas. In the Fantasy Pieces, he took his cue from the grotesque artistry of the French engraver, Jacques Callot, and this pictorial inspiration survives in the serapiontic insistence on visualization. The principle involves other key ideas. Above all, it recommends ‘inner vision’, as does the Abbot in The Tomcat Murr during his speech on modern painting. This entails ‘pictorial vividness’ and ‘sculptural plasticity’. The fantastic requires a realistic context, a point also made by the Abbot. Similarly, visionary inspiration requires rational control, too, and it is this ‘reflectivity’ which reveals life’s ‘duality’. Related to this is the emphasis on ‘balance’ and a clear ‘goal’. Like the earlier Romantics, then, Hoffmann elaborates an aesthetics of mixture. This, as Gerhard Kaiser points out, culminates in the idea of ‘kaleidoscopic’ form.8 Referring to Brewster’s recent invention of 1817, the serapiontic discussion opposes the idea of classical organic form by that of kaleidoscopically arranged ‘heterogeneous elements’ which resolve themselves into ‘attractive figures’. This montage theory, which develops Novalis’s idea of the ‘figure’ as an organizational principle, is reflected in The Tomcat Murr, arguably Hoffmann’s most kaleidoscopic work. However, despite its wide reference, the serapiontic principle does not exhaust Hoffmann’s aesthetics. Callot, for example, still remained a touchstone in the Berlin period, providing the inspiration for the bizarre capriccio, The Princess Brambilla. Jokingly adopting the Fichtean terminology of ‘I’ and ‘Not-I’, also used in The Tomcat Murr, the capriccio – it is impossible to ascribe the work to any pre-existing genre – rehearses Hoffmann’s comic ideal. A confused ‘I’, lost in a sublunary carnival world, discovers its higher self in the ‘Not-I’ through humorous self-cognition. Thus the capriccio rehearses the ideal of ‘humour’, rated higher than ‘irony’, which suffuses Hoffmann’s late work. The capriccio divided, and still divides, the critics. Even supporters, like Jean Paul and Hitzig, found its arabesques excessive. On the other hand, Heine and Baudelaire particularly admired it, the latter, in his essay ‘On Laughter’, praising its ‘absolute humour’ and provocatively calling it a ‘catecheism of higher aesthetics’.

Hoffmann’s legal career flourished in Berlin, no less than did his career as a writer. As a Kammergerichtsrat, roughly equivalent to a QC, he was promoted to the Appeal Court in 1821, at which he deputized for the Court President. In 1819, as the political reaction against the freedoms heralded by the French Revolution asserted itself, Hoffmann was placed on a Commission of Inquiry set up by Frederick William III to investigate the alleged perpetrators of high treason. Hoffmann distinguished himself by his fairness, writing testimonials for unjustly imprisoned intellectuals. The climax came over the investigation into Friedrich Ludwig Jahn (‘Turnvater Jahn’), the philologist, teacher, nationalist and pioneer of the physical training movement, which was to play a major role in developing German self-consciousness, and who was a key figure in the German clubs or Burschenschaften satirized in The Tomcat Murr. Though he was a man hardly to Hoffmann’s taste, he defended Jahn with masterly balance, but could not prevent him from being detained at Spandau from 1819 to 1825. Hoffmann’s position brought him into increasing conflict with Karl Albert von Kamptz, Director of the Police Commission, whom he satirized in his last great fairy-tale, Master Flea. The book was cut by the censor and proceedings were initiated against Hoffmann, but he did not survive to see them concluded. As staunch a defender of liberty at the end, as, from the start, he had been a proponent of aesthetic freedom, after being struck for some time by progressive paralysis, E. T. A. Hoffmann died in Berlin on 25 June 1822.

III

The Tomcat Murr, Hoffmann’s second and last novel, was to be his magnum opus, as he implied in a letter to Hitzig. ‘What I now am and can be, will be shown pro primo by the Tomcat…’ Its centrality can be explained partly by the novel’s long prehistory, through which it became imbued with all Hoffmann’s multivarious vitalities – including musical freedom, operatic excess, judicial balance, pictorial clarity, psychiatric insight and narrative zest – and partly by the choice of protagonists, the agonized Kapellmeister Kreisler, Hoffmann’s long-standing alter ego, and – whimsically – the delightful tomcat Murr, his own dearly beloved pet – a classic dark tabby with some paler striping9 – aged about two when Hoffmann began the novel, and whom, to judge by Hoffmann’s moving account, he and his wife seem to have cherished as a surrogate for the child they so tragically lost.

Hoffmann started the Tomcat in spring 1819, completed Volume One in the autumn, and it appeared before Christmas 1819, dated 1820. He promised to begin Volume Two immediately, but did not start before the next summer, working simultaneously on Master Flea, and completing it early in December 1821. It appeared before Christmas 1821, dated 1822. The book concludes with a postscript which promises to publish Volume Three the following Easter. However, when Hoffmann died, he had not begun writing it, and the novel remained unfinished. Yet even as it stands, the fragment is complete in itself. It remains unique among his works, not least because Hoffmann produced his own cover-designs for each volume, by virtue of which The Life and Opinions of the Tomcat Murr becomes a literary Gesamtkunstwerk.

The novel’s roots extend to the start of Hoffmann’s career, from the early parody in the 1790s to the Kreisleriana of 1810–14. These first introduced the Kapellmeister and one of Murr’s ancestors, the speaking chimp in A Letter from Milo the Educated Monkey to his Friend Pipi in North America. Such motifs may have crystallized into the first thoughts for a novel. According to Hoffmann’s diary for February 1812, he then considered a ‘musical novel’ and, writing to Hitzig in April, he planned further essays to be collected as ‘The Clear Moments of a Crazy Musician’. He mentions a novel again in 1812 and 1815, but abandoned it in 1818. By the time the Tomcat surfaced, the scheme had, according to Hoffmann, become ‘something completely different’. We may infer that the idea for the double-novel belongs to his final phase.

The novel’s central idea, presented in Hoffmann’s Foreword, is the fiction that a talented autodidact, the cat Murr, has written his autobiography, and in so doing used the printed sheets of a book about the musician, Johannes Kreisler, as a blotting-pad. When Murr’s autobiography went to press, Kreisler’s biography was accidentally reprinted too with the result that both stories now alternate in the final product. The Tomcat thus depends on fictions – the fiction of Murr’s talent, of his book, of Kreisler’s biography, and of their accidental splicing. Such serendipity is the mother of comic invention and creates a bizarre narrative situation, shot through with ironies, as a web of illusion develops around genuine facts such as Murr’s existence in the real world and the autobiographical data Hoffmann attributes to the fictional Kreisler. There are constant mirrorings in the novel as well when art reflects life, and life imitates art. At one point, the plot follows The Marriage of Figaro, and elsewhere talismanic paintings both reflect and affect the action. Not the least irony is the further fiction that Murr’s biography is the main work, whereas Kreisler’s is an incidental appendage. Length redresses the balance. Murr’s tale takes up about forty per cent, Kreisler’s about sixty.

Murr’s wilful destruction of Kreisler’s book, by which his work becomes a palimpsest, signals the novel’s fascination with reflections and plagiarism. This is also evident in the innumerable quotations from Goethe, Shakespeare, Mozart and many others. Literature arises through a dialogue with earlier art, being both imitation and aesthetic cannibalism. While Murr’s pompous name-dropping satirizes cultural pretensions, at a deeper level the literary cannibalism affirms how art depends on earlier art to survive. Names like ‘Hector’ and ‘Achilles’ indicate that art after Homer consists in rearranging shards – like shaking coloured glass in a kaleidoscope.

There are some parallels for Hoffmann’s narrative method. The double-biography recalls Plutarch’s parallel lives of Greek and Roman heroes, to which Hoffmann’s well-educated tomcat duly refers. And the method suggests Jean Paul’s Life of Fibel, which comprises a life-story and various snippets torn from another book. The title, as already noted, recasts Sterne’s The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, and the speaking-cat recalls Tieck’s Puss in Boots. By contrast, the Kreisler tale recalls the genre of the artist’s biography, as represented by Wackenroder’s novella about the mad musician, Berglinger. These recollections not withstanding, in structure and character the Tomcat is unique.

Nothing quite prepares us for The Life and Opinions of the Tomcat Murr. The book effectively reinvents reading. As we turn the page, we confront alternating fragments, to be hurled inexorably from one narrator to another, by turn delighted and bewildered, teased and enthralled. Just as we become familiar with a story, it breaks off at a dramatic climax, whereupon confusion and momentary tedium set in as we accustom ourselves to the other tale, which again stops just when we have become absorbed. By its repeated shocks the narrative buffets us between two worlds.

The novel’s two halves are linked by Master Abraham, Murr’s owner and Kreisler’s mentor. This effects a structural unity. Other details, like the references to Kreisler in the Murr biography and that to Murr in the first Kreisler episode, strengthen the connection. Hoffmann’s final postscript promises closer links in Volume Three, which was presumably to create the synthesis in this witty dialectic. As it is, the elements remain antithetical.

The protagonists prove to be opposites, too, Murr being the lovable cat, a calm, integrated, vain, self-satisfied and confident bourgeois who enjoys an unproblematic relation to his comrades and the opposite sex. Yet as lover, scholar, singer, poet, philosopher and fighter, Murr is also a remarkably integrated all-rounder, a true Renaissance creature. Kreisler, by contrast, is the neurasthenic, anguished genius, unable to find a niche in society or to satisfy his desires; an artist whose wildly pendular moods swing between radical extremes, from the plainly ridiculous to the loftily sublime. He is presented as Hamlet, Touchstone and the melancholy Jaques rolled into one, and his fictional birthday elides Mozart’s name-day (Johannes Chrysostomos’ Day, i.e. 27 January) and Hoffmann’s own birthday (24 January) into one. His sparkling volatility, his inner turmoil and intellectual insight exercise a powerful fascination. Indeed, in a footnote to his classic Decline of the West, Oswald Spengler claims for Kreisler’s character a significance comparable to Faust or Don Juan.

Hoffmann peoples the Tomcat with a host of sharply-drawn characters, sketched as vividly as caricatures, defined by some trait or foible which etches them in the mind’s eye like a leitmotiv. And yet, each is saved from one-dimensionality by facets that bestow true humanity. The mysterious, Faust-like magus Master Abraham is closely associated with his machines and curiosities, like his ‘marine trumpet’. Prince Irenaeus constantly frets about protocol and speaks an absurdly Frenchified German. The imbecile Prince Ignatius plays endlessly with his china cups. Madame Benzon never ceases with her machinations. The tipsy Father Hilarius mixes Latin into his speech. These individuals are throughout juxtaposed in a series of musically evolving antitheses and complementary relationships presented in duets, trios, quartets and so on. Master Abraham vies with Madame Benzon for ascendancy at court. The bourgeois Julia is contrasted with the aristocratic Hedwiga. Prince Hector, the sinister Italian Prince, is Kreisler’s antagonist. Later, Prince Hector is also linked and opposed to his brother, Cyprianus. Master Abraham is given an antithetical counterpart in the wise Abbot. Such doublings question notions of freedom and individuality. A mysterious affinity links Kreisler and Hedwiga, suggesting perhaps a complex family-tree. Personality seems unstable. The self seems liable to split and confront its doppelgänger, being at the mercy of strange outer forces or inner impulses. Thus the plot demonstrates the intricate but fragile bond that unifies the human family, a family which seems to be acting out its fate as mechanically as one of Master Abraham’s gadgets.

The structure of the novel plays fickle games with time. The Murr action lasts only a few months and occurs chronologically in the interval between the first and last Kreisler chapters.10 The Kreisler narrative reverses time. Chronologically, the first Kreisler fragment in the novel actually follows the last: at the end, Master Abraham invites Kreisler to the celebrations he describes at the beginning. The Murr autobiography fills the time span between Master Abraham inviting Kreisler and Kreisler’s arrival. Murr offers a linear story, the Kreisler plot has a circular structure.

The cat’s linear narrative is sequentially complete. Each section continues where the preceding one stopped. His autobiography is an unwitting parody of the Bildungsroman and the moralizing part-headings lend his life an exemplary quality. From the very first malapropism in his opening sentence, which applies the doomed Egmont’s words from Goethe’s play to his own birth, we recognize in Murr the parody of a sensitive soul, semi-educated in the classics, who wishes to impose his learning on the reader. With pompous sentimentality, Murr sets himself up as a model cat, and the successive phases in his career reflect his development, recounting his childhood and youth, his education, his friendship with Ponto the dog, his first romance, his marriage to Kitty and subsequent separation, his joining the cat club or Burschenschaft, his insight into the club’s emptiness, his deluded attempt to enter high society among the dogs, and his return to poetry and learning. As in a human Bildungsroman, the story relates how the cat repeatedly succumbs to delusion and reawakens to higher knowledge. It is ironic that this quasi-teleological narrative eventually meets an abrupt end in the cat’s death, which, like his constantly surfacing instincts, makes a mockery of his beliefs, subverting the coherent, logical universe that he takes such pains to represent. Ironically, it is given to the cat to sustain bourgeois order, which fails not because Murr is a cat, but because that very order makes no sense. He is the affectionately regarded vehicle, not the butt of satire.11 Via Murr, otherwise unmentionable topics can be subjected to a critique as amusing as it is devastating, as Hoffmann attacks vices that range from hypocrisy to depravity. The high point is surely the grand funeral for Muzius the cat, with Hinzmann’s brilliantly constructed funerary oration that descends into sheer bathos, and is immediately succeeded by Murr’s attempted seduction of his own daughter. In a delicious absurdity, Murr the cat behaves like a latter-day Richard III. His persistently linear narrative method reflects an unsustainable human convention, which can capture neither life’s incoherences nor its deeper patterns. Linear time belongs to rationality and cannot encompass the ultimate truths the novel seeks to convey, as represented in the Kreisler story.

The Kreisler biography is a genuine fragment. There is no precise continuity between its sections, although after the initial inversion, the story continues largely chronologically. Ironically, though, while purporting to be a biography, it ridicules biographical conventions in describing Kreisler’s birth, and employs the typical devices of a mystery-novel. Nothing is as it seems. The ‘biography’ opens, characteristically, in mid-action, and its narrator makes a literary allusion to Rabelais. However, the reference leads into another circle, for it does not refer to Rabelais, but to ‘The Fragment’ in Sterne’s Sentimental Journey. In its turn, the Sterne passage purports to be a piece of waste paper, written in an ancient hand, possibly by Rabelais himself. The Kreisler narrative is thus entrapped in circularity. The motif is signalled by Kreisler’s name: der Kreis means a ‘circle’ and the verb kreisen means ‘to circle’. The circular structural principle, earlier evolved in Novalis’s The Novices of Sais, here provides the dominant narrative motif. When we eventually discover the Kreisler story’s reverse chronology, we ourselves begin to enter time’s infinite loop, approaching the absolute to which Kreisler aspires, where past, present and future merge as one.

Numerous parallels ironically connect the two biographies. Murr is a would-be poet who enjoys caterwauling with his chums and sings a duet with his beloved Kitty, Kreisler a musician who composes choral music and sings a duet with Julia; both Kreisler and Murr fight duels; in both stories doctors must attend to the sick, and in both cases, a domestic remedy is applied. Sometimes a motif appears first in the Kreisler story, sometimes in the Murr plot; but in either case, the parallels effectively and sometimes amusingly unite the dual text.

The narrative polarity closely corresponds to what Friedrich Schlegel called ‘romantic irony’: a variety of dialectic by which we are tossed between opposing viewpoints, each time returning to the previous one at a higher level, until eventually, we become free, to ‘float’ or ‘soar’. Hoffmann’s own preferred term, inspired by Shakespeare and Sterne, is humour. Reflecting Hoffmann’s stance, the Kreisler biographer disdains ‘contemptuous mockery’ and ‘malicious glee’, contrasting it with ‘humour’, ‘that rare and wonderful frame of mind which derives from a deep experience of life in its every aspect, from the conflict of the most hostile principles…’ (see p. 86). Hoffmannesque ‘humour’ stems from an awareness of duality as symbolized by the novel’s structure and exemplified by polarities like good and evil, mind and matter, self and other. Humour and irony themselves engage in a dialectic. Irony – the novel’s constant weapon – exposes the negative. Humour reveals the positive, and entails the acceptance of, and thereby the elevation above, negativity. Hoffmann’s ‘humour’, therefore, subsumes ‘romantic irony’. It is discussed in the argument about Kreisler between Madame Benzon and Master Abraham which goes to the heart of the novel. To the conventional Madame Benzon, Kreisler may seem bitter: she sees only the negative; however, to Master Abraham, the young composer ‘loves the kind of jesting which is engendered by the deeper intuition of the human mind’: his humour derives from the depths of the unconscious, it is ‘Nature’s finest gift’, and is allied to ‘the spirit of true love’ (see p. 179). Master Abraham, therefore, catches the positive reflection of humour in Kreisler’s negative irony. Such humour, which means benevolently accepting life in all its variety, connects the comic soul to the intelligence that governs the world.

The socio-political satire serves as a foil to reveal the higher realm. The Murr narrative focuses on bourgeois affectations; the Kreisler story on the court with its corrupt ruling class. Throughout, we witness a superannuated absolutism, ridiculously given to Frenchified protocol and outer form, as grotesquely apparent in the dog Ponto as in Prince Irenaeus, who represents a governing class bereft of all ability to govern. It is not difficult to relate some of the novel’s absurdities to political and social actuality. Napoleon’s baneful influence affects Kreisler’s career, just as it did Hoffmann’s, and indeed the French Emperor briefly appears in the novel as the ‘Colossus’. This explains the curious ambiguity of Sieghartsweiler, the village where the action takes place. At one level, the tiny Sieghartsweiler court simply parodies Germany’s so-called duodecimo principalities, states such as Pipi and Popo in Büchner’s Leonce und Lena. However, the curious ambiguity surrounding Hoffmann’s principality, which the Prince apparently lost one day when it fell from his pocket, and which no longer actually governs anything, but exists merely as a charade, points firstly to the German States under Napoleonic rule and, more widely, to their subsequent problematic legitimacy. Accordingly, while the ruling family generally satirizes the aristocracy’s degeneration, Prince Ignatius’s infantile playing with china cups may, more specifically, recall the State-owned Prussian China Works, just as his cruelty in executing an innocent bird may swipe at Prussian militarism. And Murr’s club resembles the very ones Hoffmann investigated as a judge. His temporary alienation from his friend the dog Ponto mocks the rise of German nationalism in these clubs, just as his duel recalls their antiquated cults which had such sorry consequences in later German history. Ponto’s master, the cuckolded teacher of aesthetics, Professor Lothario, represents the forces of reaction. Typically, he wishes to stamp out the cats’ alleged secret gatherings and advocates using force to suppress them. The novel’s satirical buffoonery, then, has a sinister side, and attacks very real political problems.

Through its satire, the novel pursues truths of another order, relayed to the reader against an apparently chaotic background. The Kreisler biographer in the novel voices the same inability to provide a chronological narrative as do the original Kreisleriana, which open by quoting Diderot’s Jacques le fataliste: ‘Where does he come from? – Nobody knows – Who were his parents? – The fact is unknown!’ Abrupt discontinuity characterizes Kreisler and the narrative. This is the emotional and structural fragmentariness that inspired Schumann’s Kreisleriana, Opus 16, of 1836, which is loosely based on Hoffmann’s Kreisleriana.12 Such fragmentariness and seeming incoherence point to a higher continuity, beyond conventional representation. This unity is symbolized by the sublime, the ideal realm represented by music and by phenomena like synaesthesia, described in the Kreisleriana in the following celebrated ‘Highly Scattered Thought’:


Not only in dreams but also in the state of delirium which precedes sleep, and above all when I have heard much music, I discover an agreement between colours, tones and scents. It seems to me as if they were all created in the same mysterious way by rays of light and must then unite in a wonderful concert. – The scent of deep red carnations affects me with a curious magical power; involuntarily I sink into a dreamlike state, and as if from a great distance I can hear the deep notes of the basset-horn rising and falling.13



This passage, a locus classicus for the Symbolist ideal which Baudelaire echoes in his sonnet, ‘Correspondences’, and which still reverberates in Rimbaud’s ‘Les Voyelles’, provides a key to Hoffmann’s writing, in linking unusual psychic states with art, music, nature and divine creation. The treatment of plot, mind and art in Murr all indicate an underlying unity behind apparently disparate appearances.

Endowing his cat with consciousness, speech and the ability to write, imputes to the animal kingdom the same type of soul as possessed by human beings, indicating that man and beast both express the same, fundamental ‘world spirit’. Against Cartesian divisions between mind and matter, The Tomcat Murr asserts a continuity between celestial spirit, human mind, animal being and mechanical substance. Nature seems alive. Animals can talk. Human beings, like the young Prince, can exist with a sub-human mentality. Others, like Hedwiga in her cataleptic condition, can act like machines. Yet others, like Master Abraham’s beloved Chiara, may submerge their identity in a mechanical contrivance such as ‘the Invisible Girl’. Body and soul are not opposites, but form a continuum.

The spiritual realm beyond appearances frequently makes itself felt among the characters. Master Abraham represents this world, and his Invisible Girl provides a rationally explicable emblem for the higher psychic sphere. Dreams, strange affinities, correspondences, animal magnetism and electric shocks all point to the existence of an arcane region, beyond empirical fact. Murr is linked to it by the electricity that gathers in his fur, and hears a lecture on animal magnetism that explains our affinity with the world spirit. Kreisler and Hedwiga are joined as if by an electric shock. Dreams, like Kreisler’s vision in the monastery, provide mental access to this higher sphere, and throughout, Hoffmann plays with mysteries to invoke a genuinely occult world, whereby the spine-chilling techniques – like Beethoven’s thunder – manifest the terrors of the sublime.

Another means of access to the higher sphere lies in myth. In works like The Golden Pot, Hoffmann implies that myth is not just the pattern, but the essential substance of life. This mythical dimension remains largely latent in The Tomcat Murr, though it becomes more substantial at certain points, as towards the end of the first volume, when the Princess dreams a fairy-tale in which Prince Hector is transformed into a dragon-like monster. References to the ‘dragon’, the ‘basilisk’, ‘paradise’ and the ‘Devil’ hint at a mythical dimension which, conceivably, the final volume might have explicated.

Art, however, provides the novel’s chief access to spirituality, as when in Volume One Kreisler recognizes through his artist’s love for Julia a grand and heavenly synaesthetic vision. The beloved’s angelic image conveys light, fire and eternal longing to the artist, whom she thereby transports to a perfect realm. The key facets to artistic experience that Kreisler elaborates are love and longing. Longing, Sehnsucht, is an absolute in Romantic art. Through what late in Volume Two Kreisler calls ‘love and pious longing’, humanity may renounce the physical world and transcend to a spirituality which lies in the beyond. Yet the aesthetic vision by which art becomes a new religion has a moral core. Echoing the ideals of love, hope and constancy enunciated in The Golden Pot, the Abbot finally expresses the novel’s humanistic beliefs in the closing pages: ‘A constant mind, a firm resolve, but most of all a deep, true feeling that lies in the breast like a wonderfully prophetic perception, if united together will do more than the keenest understanding…’

Reflecting Friedrich Schlegel’s ideal of a ‘progressive universal poetry’ that was to comprise poetry, criticism, rhetoric and prose, as well as science and philosophy, The Tomcat Murr attracts diverse disciplines, debates and ideas into its orbit, lightly displaying immense learning in the most scintillating (and entertaining) way. For rhetoric, the cat’s absurd funerary oration will serve. As for poetry, Murr provides it. Medical lore surfaces with the doctor. Master Abraham introduces gadgets galore. Discourses on art and music provide the aesthetics. Encountering such multivarious data, unwittingly the willing reader is drawn to discover a veritable encyclopaedia of recondite knowledge. At the same time, though, one detects, operating throughout, the strong moral sensibility described by the Abbot. Beside the Romantic, we must also recognize Hoffmann the Realist, the contemporary of Jane Austen. Running through the Romantic form, outgrowing its early Biedermeyer context, The Tomcat Murr displays the moral vision and exact eye of nineteenth-century Realism. Altogether, it offers the big-hearted response to a small-minded age, and dignifies court and bourgeoisie alike with the nobility of aesthetic transfiguration.

While Hoffmann was completing Volume Two, his gifted pet died. As Hoffmann wrote to Hitzig:


Hereby I beg humbly to announce to sympathetic patrons and friends, that on the night of 29–30 Nov. this year, after a short but severe illness, my beloved ward, the Tomcat Murr, died in the fourth year of his promising existence, and awakened to a better life. Whoever knew the immortal youth and saw him tread the path of virtue and justice, will understand my deep grief and honour it – by silence.


Berlin, 30 Nov. 1821 Hoffmann

Hoffmann announces the sad news to his public in his postscript to the novel. Ironically, Murr’s death means that his well-planned book will remain a fragment. His papers will instead be inserted into the hitherto fragmentary Kreisler tale. In a further irony, it now seems that the Kreisler story is destined for completion. This sounds plausible. The loose ends which the narrator demonstratively points out during the Kreisler narrative would require more space to tie up than the tomcat’s story. Whereas the latter leaves nothing unresolved, the last Kreisler fragment elaborately stage-manages the plot, as if anticipating a lengthy denouement. Such scene-setting contradicts the old critical view that the novel was an intended fragment, in the Romantic style, or that it was unfinishable, though how the novel would conclude must remain pure speculation.

Since Hitzig claimed that the unwritten Volume Three would show Kreisler ending in madness, writers and critics – among them George Sand – have fruitlessly tried to answer the plot’s unanswered questions. The possibility of a tragic conclusion might be supported by Master Abraham’s prediction that Julia is lost. However, the Abbot appears to foretell her marriage to Kreisler, which points towards an ultimate reconciliation. The tragic end belongs, I think, to an earlier stratum of Hoffmann’s work, more in tune with the Kreisleriana. The generally comic pattern in the late writings, such as Master Flea, invokes the harmonies of The Tempest. Following this line, there could be a positive end. Other late works, too, overcome the sufferings of Künstlerliebe in genuine human love. Yet these issues must always remain obscure. The reader is left to suffer that delicious pain at imaginary knowledge which Hoffmann recognized as the heart of the Romantic experience. And thanks to Anthea Bell’s excellent translation, a true labour of devoted love, this is a pleasure which a new generation of English readers are now able to share.

Jeremy Adler
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EDITOR’S FOREWORD

No book stands in more need of a foreword than the present work, since without some explanation of the strange way in which it is put together, it is bound to seem an oddly assorted hotchpotch.

The editor therefore begs the kind reader really to read this foreword.

The aforesaid editor has a friend, a friend with whom he is united heart and soul, and whom he knows as well as he knows himself. One day this friend spoke to him more or less as follows: ‘My dear fellow, you’ve had a number of books printed and you know all about publishers, so it will be easy for you to find one of those gallant fellows who, upon your recommendation, will publish a work which has already been written by a young author of the most outstanding talent and brilliant gifts. Do take the man under your wing; he deserves it.’

Well, the editor promised to do his best for his literary colleague. It did rather surprise him when his friend confessed that the manuscript was the work of a tomcat called Murr, and contained an account of the cat’s life and opinions; however, he had given his word, and since the style of the opening struck him as quite good he went straight off, with the manuscript in his pocket, to Herr Dümmler1 in Unter den Linden and offered him the right to publish the tomcat’s book.

Herr Dümmler said that although he had never numbered a cat among his authors before, nor did he know that any of his esteemed colleagues had ever taken on a man of that stamp, he was willing to make the attempt.

So printing began, and the editor saw the first clean proofs. Imagine his alarm, however, when he discovered that now and then Murr’s story breaks off, and there are interpolations of a different nature which belong to another book, containing the biography of Kapellmeister Johannes Kreisler!

After careful inquiry and investigation, the editor finally established the following facts. When Murr the cat was writing his Life and Opinions, he found a printed book in his master’s study, tore it up without more ado and, thinking no ill, used its pages partly to rest his work on, partly as blotting paper. These pages were left in the manuscript – and were inadvertently printed too, as if they were part of it!

Humbly and ruefully, therefore, the editor must confess that his own carelessness was the sole reason for this jumbled medley of material, since he ought to have gone through the tomcat’s entire manuscript with close attention before sending it to the printer. However, there is some consolation for him.

First, the gentle reader can easily avoid any difficulty if he will be so kind as to note the following indications in brackets: W.P. (Waste Paper) and M. cont. (Murr continues). Then again, it seems extremely likely that the torn-up book never reached the bookshops at all, since nobody knows the slightest thing about it. Consequently, the Kapellmeister’s friends at least will be glad that the cat’s literary vandalism allows them access to some information about the very strange circumstances of the life of Kreisler, in his own way a not unremarkable man.

The editor hopes for your kind indulgence.

Finally, it is a fact that authors often owe their boldest notions and most remarkable turns of phrase to their kind typesetters, who assist the inspiration of their ideas by perpetrating what are called printer’s errors. For instance, on page 326 of Part Two of his own Night Pieces,2 the editor spoke of the spacious groves to be found in a garden. This was not ingenious enough for the typesetter, so instead of the little word groves he printed the little word stoves. Similarly, in the story Das Fräulein von Scuderi,3 the typesetter ingeniously caused that lady to appear not in a black silk gown but in a black silk town, and so forth!

However, credit where credit is due! Neither Murr the cat nor the anonymous biographer of Kapellmeister Kreisler should be decked out in false plumage, and the editor therefore begs his gentle reader, before perusing this little work, to make the following alterations so as not to think either better or worse of the two authors than they deserve.

Only the principal errata are noted; lesser misprints, however, are left to the kind reader’s discretion.

[…]∗

And lastly, the editor can assure his readers that he himself has met Murr the cat and found him a man of mild and amiable manners. His likeness is very well caught on the cover of this book.4

Berlin, November 1819

E. T. A. HOFFMANN


AUTHOR’S PREFACE

Bashfully – with trembling breast – I lay before the world some leaves from my life: its sorrows, its hopes, its yearnings – effusions which flowed from my inmost heart in sweet hours of leisure and poetic rapture.

Shall I, can I, hold my own before the stern tribunal of criticism? Yet it is for you, you feeling souls, you pure childlike minds, you faithful hearts akin to mine, aye, it is for you I write, and a single fair tear in your eye will console me, will heal the wounds inflicted upon me by the cold reproof of insensitive reviewers!

Berlin, May 18—

Murr

(Étudiant en belles lettres)1


FOREWORD

(Suppressed by the author)

With the confidence and peace of mind native to true genius, I lay my life story before the world, so that the reader may learn how to educate himself to be a great tomcat, may recognize the full extent of my excellence, may love, value, honour and admire me – and worship me a little.

Should anyone be audacious enough to think of casting doubt on the sterling worth of this remarkable book, let him reflect that he is dealing with a tomcat possessed of intellect, understanding, and sharp claws.

Berlin, May 18—

Murr

(Homme de lettres très renommè)1

P.S. This is too bad! They’ve printed the author’s foreword as well, the one which was supposed to be suppressed! There’s nothing for it but to beg the kind reader not to think too ill of the literary tomcat for the rather arrogant tone of his foreword, and to recollect that if many another sensitive author’s modest preface were translated into the true language of his inmost thoughts, it might not sound so very different.

The Editor


PART I

SENSATIONS OF EXISTENCE

My Months of Youth

Ah, what a fine, wonderful and elevated thing is life! ‘O thou sweet habit of existence!’ cries that Dutch hero in the tragedy.1 And so do I, although not, like the hero, at the painful moment when he is about to part with that sweet habit – no, at the very point when I am pervaded by the joy of reflecting that I have now entirely acquired it, and have no intention at all of ever losing it again. For I believe that the spiritual power, the unknown force or whatever else we may call the principle governing us, which has, so to speak, forced the aforesaid habit upon me without my consent, cannot possibly be worse disposed than the kindly man with whom I have taken up residence, and who never snatches away the plate of fish he has set before me from under my nose just when I’m really enjoying it.

O Nature, sacred, sublime Nature! How all your joy, all your delight flows through my troubled breast, how your mysteriously murmuring breath wafts around me! The night is rather cool, and I could wish – yet he who is reading this, or isn’t reading it, will never understand my lofty inspiration, being unaware of the high vantage point to which I have soared. Climbed would be more accurate, but a poet doesn’t mention his feet, even if he has four of them like me, only his pinions, though they may not have grown on him but are just devised by some skilful mechanic. Above me arches the wide and starry sky, the full moon casts her sparkling light, and the roofs and turrets around me are bathed in glowing silvery lustre! The noisy tumult in the streets below is gradually dying down, the night is becoming ever more silent – the clouds drift by – a solitary dove flutters round the church tower, cooing plaintive amorous laments! Ah, if the dear little thing were to approach me! I feel a strange stirring within me, a certain impassioned appetite carries me away with irresistible force! Ah, would that sweet and lovely creature but come hither, I would clasp her to my lovesick heart and never let her go – oh, there she goes fluttering into the dovecote, perfidious creature, and leaves me sitting here desolate on the roof! How rare is true sympathy of souls in these sorry, obdurate, loveless times!

Is it such a great thing to walk upright on two feet that the species calling itself Mankind should claim dominion over all of us who go about, better balanced, on four? However, I know men pride themselves enormously on something which is supposed to reside in their heads, and which they call Reason. I’m not sure just what they mean by that, but one thing is certain: if, as I may conclude from certain remarks of my master and benefactor, Reason means nothing but the ability to be conscious of what one is doing and play no silly pranks, I wouldn’t change with any human being alive.

In fact I believe we simply get accustomed to consciousness: we come into life and get through it somehow, just how we don’t know ourselves. At least, that’s what happened to me, and I suppose there isn’t a human being on earth, either, who knows the How and Where of his birth from personal experience, only by hearsay, and hearsay can often be very unreliable. Cities dispute the birth of a famous man, and so it is that I myself don’t know for certain, and will never be sure, whether I first saw the light of day in the cellar, the attic or the woodshed – or rather didn’t see it, but was merely seen in it by my dear Mama. For as is usual with our kind, my eyes were closed. I have a very dim recollection of certain growling, hissing sounds going on around me, sounds I make myself, almost involuntarily, when overcome by anger. More clearly and almost with full awareness, I remember finding myself imprisoned in a very cramped container with soft walls, scarcely able to draw breath, and setting up a miserable lamentation in my need and fear. I felt something reach down into the container and take hold of my body very ungently, which gave me an opportunity of sensing and employing the first wonderful power that Nature has bestowed on me. I shot the sharp, supple claws out from my well-furred fore-paws and dug them into the thing which had seized me, and which, as I learned later, could be nothing but a human hand. This hand, however, removed me from the container and dropped me, and next moment I felt two violent blows on both sides of the face which today, though I say it myself, is dominated by a fine set of whiskers. I now realize that the hand, injured by the muscular play of my paws, boxed my ears a couple of times; I acquired my first experience of moral cause and effect, and it was a moral instinct that induced me to sheathe my claws again as quickly as I had put them out. Later on, this sheathing of my claws was correctly recognized as an act of the utmost bonhomie and amiability, and described by the term ‘velvet paws’.

As I was saying, the hand dropped me to the ground again. Soon afterwards, however, it took hold of my head once more and pushed it down, so that my little mouth touched a liquid which I began to lap – I myself don’t know what put lapping into my head, so it must have been physical instinct. The liquid gave me a curiously comfortable feeling inside. I now know that it was sweet milk I was enjoying; I had been hungry, and drinking it satisfied me. So after my moral education had begun, my physical education followed.

Once again, but more gently than before, two hands picked me up and laid me on a soft, warm bed. I was feeling better and better, and I began to express my internal well-being by uttering those strange noises peculiar to my species which humans, with some similarity of sound, call purring. I was thus taking giant strides in my worldly education. What an advantage it is, what a precious gift of Heaven, to be able to express one’s inner sense of physical well-being in sound and gesture! First I purred, then I discovered that inimitable talent of waving my tail in the most graceful of coils, and then the wonderful gift of expressing joy, pain, delight and rapture, terror and despair, in short, all feelings and passions in their every nuance with the single little word, ‘Miaow’. What is human speech compared to this simplest of all simple means of making oneself understood? But back to the remarkable and instructive story of my eventful youth!

I awoke from deep sleep, surrounded by a dazzling brightness which alarmed me. The veils were gone from my eyes: I could see!

Before I could get used to the light, and most of all to the motley variety of sights presented to my eyes, I was obliged to sneeze violently several times in succession, but soon I could see very well indeed, as if I had been doing it for quite some time.

Ah, sight! Sight is a wonderful, marvellous habit, a habit without which it would be very difficult to manage in the world at all! Happy are those highly talented persons who find it as easy as I to accustom themselves to seeing

I cannot deny that I did feel some alarm, and set up the same pitiful lament as I had previously uttered in the cramped container. There immediately appeared a small, thin old man whom I will never forget, since despite my extensive circle of acquaintance I have never again seen anyone who could be described as like him, or even similar. It frequently happens that one or other of my own kind has a black and white coat, but you will seldom see a human being with a snow-white head of hair and eyebrows black as jet: such, however, was the case with my tutor. Indoors, he wore a short, bright yellow dressing-gown which terrified me, and consequently I scrambled down from the soft cushion and away as best I could, clumsy as I was at the time. The man bent down to me with a gesture that seemed friendly and instilled confidence in me. He picked me up. I took care not to employ the muscular play of my claws – the ideas of scratching and blows uniting of their own accord – and indeed the man meant me no ill, for he put me down in front of a bowl of sweet milk. I lapped it up greedily, which seemed to please him not a little. He talked to me a great deal, although I didn’t understand what he said, for being an inexperienced youngster of a tom kitten at the time I had not yet gained any understanding of human language. I cannot say much about my benefactor at all, but one thing is certain, he must have had many skills, and have been very well versed in the arts and sciences, since all who visited him – and I noticed folk among them wearing a star or a cross just where Nature has bestowed a yellowish patch on my fur, that is, on my chest – all who visited him treated him with exceptional civility, indeed sometimes with a certain timid awe, as I was to treat Scaramouche the poodle at a later date, and they never addressed him as anything but ‘My most honoured, my dear, my highly esteemed Master Abraham!’ Only two people called him simply ‘My dear fellow’: a tall, thin man in bright green breeches and white silk stockings, and a small, very plump woman with black hair and a quantity of rings on all her fingers. It appears that the gentleman was a prince, while the woman was a Jewish lady.

These distinguished visitors notwithstanding, Master Abraham inhabited a little room high up in the building where his lodgings lay, so that I could very easily take my first promenades through the window, up on the roof and into the attic.

Yes, it cannot be otherwise, I must have been born in an attic! Never mind your cellars and woodsheds – I’ll plump for the attic! Climate, native land, customs and usage – how indelible an impression do they make! Aye, they alone shape the citizen of the world both within and without! Whence comes that elevated feeling into my soul, that irresistible urge towards what is lofty? Whence that wonderfully rare facility in climbing, that enviable mastery of the boldest and most skilful leaps? Ah, what sweet melancholy fills my breast! The longing for my native attic stirs powerfully within me! I consecrate these tears to thee, fair fatherland – to thee do I dedicate this plaintively exultant mew! These leaps and bounds are in thy honour; there is virtue in them and patriotic courage! O native attic, thou grantest me many a little mouse in thy generosity, and what’s more, a person can snatch many a sausage and flitch of bacon out of the chimney, a person can catch many a starling and even a little pigeon now and then. ‘How mighty is my love for thee, O Fatherland!’2

However, I have much more to narrate about my –

W.P. – and your Highness, don’t you recollect the great wind which snatched the hat off the notary’s head and cast it into the Seine as he was crossing the Pont Neuf by night? There’s something similar in Rabelais, although it wasn’t really the wind that robbed the notary of the hat he was holding firmly clapped to his head as he let his cloak fly free in the air, but a grenadier who, running by with a loud cry of ‘There’s a strong wind a-blowing, sir!’, swiftly snatched the fine castor from between the notary’s wig and his hand, nor was it really this castor that was flung into the waters of the Seine, but the stormy wind consigned the soldier’s own shabby felt hat to its watery grave. Now you know, Highness, that as the notary stood there utterly perplexed, a second soldier running past with the same cry of ‘There’s a strong wind a-blowing, sir!’, seized the notary’s cloak by its collar and whisked it off his shoulders, and directly afterwards a third soldier, running by with the self-same cry of ‘There’s a strong wind a-blowing, sir!’, snatched the Spanish cane with its gold knob out of his hands. The notary shouted at the top of his voice, threw his wig after the last of the scoundrels and then went on bareheaded, without cloak and cane, to take down the most remarkable of all testaments, to have the strangest of all adventures.3 You know all that, your Highness!”

‘ “I know,” replied the Prince, when I had said this, “I know nothing about it at all, and I really don’t understand, Master Abraham, how you can tell me such a confused rigmarole. I do know the Pont Neuf, however; it is in Paris, and although I have never crossed it on foot I have often driven over it, as befits my rank. I never met this notary Rabelais, nor have I ever in my life concerned myself with soldiers’ pranks! In my younger days, when I was still commanding my army, I had all the young noblemen thrashed once a week for the stupid things they had done or might be about to do, but as for flogging the rank and file, that was the business of the lieutenants, who followed my own example and did it weekly, on a Saturday, so that on Sunday there wasn’t a nobleman or a common soldier in the whole army who hadn’t received a sound thrashing. Consequently the troops, besides getting morality whipped into them, became accustomed to being beaten without ever having faced the enemy, and if they did they could do nothing but fight. That will be clear to you, Master Abraham, and now for God’s sake tell me what you are at, with your storm and your notary Rabelais robbed on the Pont Neuf! What’s your excuse for the way the festivities broke up in wild confusion, with a rocket coming down on my toupet, with my dear son ending up in the basin of the fountain, to be drenched by the spray of treacherous dolphins, with my daughter obliged to flee through the park unveiled, like Atalanta,4 her skirts hitched up, with – with – who can count the mishaps of that disastrous night? Well, Master Abraham, what do you say?”

‘ “Your Highness,” I replied, bowing humbly, “what was to blame for all these calamities but the wind – the terrible storm that broke when everything was going so well? Can I command the elements? Didn’t I suffer severe misfortune myself at the time? Didn’t I lose my hat, coat and cloak, like that notary whom I do most humbly beg you not to confuse with the famous French writer Rabelais? Didn’t I –” ’

‘Listen,’ Johannes Kreisler interrupted Master Abraham at this point, ‘listen, my friend, although it was some time ago people still speak of the celebrations for the Princess’s name-day, which you arranged, as they would of a dark mystery, and you, in your usual fashion, certainly did many strange things. If you’ve always been taken for some kind of sorcerer, that belief seems to have been much reinforced by those festivities. Tell me exactly how it all went. You know I wasn’t here at the time –’

‘That very fact,’ said Master Abraham, interrupting his friend, ‘the fact that you weren’t here but had run off like a madman, driven by Heaven knows what infernal Furies, that very fact was what infuriated me! That was why I invoked the elements to spoil festivities that went to my heart, since you, the real hero of the piece, were not there: festivities that were proceeding poorly and with difficulty, and brought people I love nothing but the torment of terrifying dreams – pain – horror! You must know, Johannes, I have looked deep into your heart and seen the dangerous, threatening secret that dwells there, a seething volcano which might erupt in ruinous flames at any moment, ruthlessly consuming all around it! There are things within our hearts so formed that our most intimate friends should not speak of them. So I carefully concealed from you what I had seen in you, but I hoped to take your whole being by storm with those festivities, whose deeper meaning concerned not the Princess but another beloved person and yourself. I meant your most hidden torments to be brought to life, rending your breast with redoubled violence, like Furies roused from sleep. Medicine drawn from Hades itself, medicine such as no wise doctor must shun when the paroxysm is at its strongest, was to mean death or cure for you, as for a man mortally sick. You must know, Johannes, that the Princess’s name-day is the same as Julia’s; she too was christened Maria.’

‘Ha!’ cried Kreisler, leaping up, consuming fire in his eyes. ‘Master, who gave you the power to play this impudent, mocking game with me? Are you Fate itself to seize upon my inmost heart?’

‘You wild, headstrong man,’ replied Master Abraham calmly, ‘when will the raging fire in your breast turn at last to the pure naphthalene flame, nourished by the deep feeling for art, for all that is fine and beautiful, dwelling within you? You asked me to describe those fateful festivities; very well then, listen quietly, or if your strength is so utterly crushed that you can’t, then I will leave you.’

‘Tell me your tale,’ said Kreisler in a barely audible voice as he sat down again, both hands before his face.

‘Well,’ said Master Abraham, suddenly adopting a cheerful tone, ‘I won’t weary you, my dear Johannes, by describing all the ingenious arrangements which for the most part owed their origin to the inventive mind of the Prince himself. Since the festivities were to begin late in the evening, it goes without saying that the whole beautiful park surrounding his castle was illuminated. I had tried to devise some unusual effects in these illuminations, but they were only partially successful, since by express command of the Prince his wife’s monogram, surmounted by the princely crown, was to shine along all the avenues by means of coloured lanterns fixed to large black boards. Since the boards were nailed to tall posts, they rather resembled illuminated warnings to the effect that one must not smoke or avoid paying toll at the turnpike. The central point of the festivities was the theatre fashioned from bushes and artificial ruins in the middle of the park; you know the one I mean. The actors from town were to play some allegorical piece on this stage; it was insipid enough to please everyone mightily even had the Prince himself not written it, so that, to borrow the witty expression of that theatrical director who once put on a prince’s play, it flowed from a pen of serene highness. The path from the castle to the theatre was quite long. In accordance with the Prince’s poetic notion, a Genius hovering in the air was to precede members of the family on their way, bearing two torches, but no other lights were to burn until they and their retinue were seated, when the theatre would be illuminated all of a sudden. Consequently, the aforesaid path was dark. In vain did I represent the difficulty of devising this machinery, on account of the length of the path: the Prince had read about something similar in the Fêtes de Versailles,5 and having then thought up the poetic idea all by himself, he insisted on having it put into practice. To avoid incurring any undeserved reproach, I left the Genius and the torches to the theatrical-effects engineer from town.

‘Well, as soon as the princely pair followed by their retinue stepped out of the salon doors, a chubby-cheeked little manikin clad in the colours of the Prince’s house and carrying two burning torches was let down from the castle roof. However, the dummy was too heavy, and the machinery came to a halt barely twenty paces away, so that the shining guardian spirit of the princely house stopped, and when the workmen pulled harder it turned head over heels. Burning drops from the lighted wax candles, now upside down, fell to the ground. The first of these drops struck the Prince himself, but he bit back the pain with stoical calm, although the dignity of his pace abated and he hurried on at a faster speed. The Genius was now moving away over the group consisting of the Lord Marshal and the gentlemen of the bedchamber, together with other officers of court. Its feet were up and its head down, so that the burning rain from the torches fell upon the head or nose of now one and now another of these courtiers. It would have been disrespectful to express pain, thus disturbing the joyful festivities, and it was a pretty sight to see those unhappy fellows, a whole cohort of stoical Scaevolas,6 walking on their way in silence, scarcely uttering a sigh, their faces horribly contorted, yet fighting down their torment and even forcing smiles which seemed to come from Hades. Meanwhile drums rolled and trumpets brayed, while a hundred voices cried, “Long live our noble Princess! Long live our noble Prince!” so that the tragical emotion engendered by the curious contrast between those Laocoön countenances7 and all the merry-making lent the entire scene a majesty you can hardly imagine.

‘At last the stout old Lord Marshal could bear it no longer. When a burning drop fell right on his cheek, he flinched aside in the grim fury of despair, but he became entangled in the ropes of the flying machine, which ran just above the ground on that side of the path, and fell to the earth with a loud exclamation of “Devil take it!”. The airborne page had concluded his part in the show at the same moment. The great weight of the Lord Marshal dragged him down, and he fell into the middle of the retinue, whose members scattered, with loud shrieks. The torches went out, and everyone was left in pitch darkness. All this happened quite close to the theatre. I took care not to strike the tinder which would set all the lights and shallow lamps in the place ablaze at once, but waited a few minutes, giving the company time to become well and truly entangled in the trees and bushes. “Give me some light!” cried the Prince, like the King in Hamlet.8 “Lights, lights!” cried a number of hoarse voices in confusion. When the place was lit up, the scattered company looked like a defeated army laboriously regrouping. The Lord Chamberlain proved himself a man of much presence of mind, the most skilful tactician of his time, for thanks to his efforts order was restored within a few minutes. The Prince, with his immediate entourage, stepped up to a kind of raised throne of flowers erected in the middle of the auditorium area. As soon as the princely couple took their seats a quantity of flowers fell upon them, thanks to a very ingenious device of the theatrical engineer I mentioned. However, as ill luck would have it, a large orange lily hit the Prince on the nose, dusting his entire face with bright red pollen and giving him an uncommonly majestic appearance, worthy of the solemnity of the occasion.’

‘Oh, that’s too bad – too bad!’ cried Kreisler, breaking into such a peal of laughter that the walls echoed.

‘Don’t laugh so convulsively,’ said Master Abraham, ‘although I myself laughed more immoderately that night than ever before. I felt inclined to all kinds of mad mischief, and like the hobgoblin Puck9 would happily have added to the disarray, making confusion worse confounded, but the arrows I had aimed at others pierced my own breast the more deeply for that. Well, I mention it only in passing! I had chosen the moment of that silly pelting of the Prince with flowers to tie the invisible thread which was now to run through all the festivities and, like an electrical conductor, thrill through the hearts of those persons whom I must think I had placed en rapport with myself, using that mysterious mental device of mine into which the thread ran. Don’t interrupt, Johannes – keep quiet and hear me out. Julia was sitting with Princess Hedwiga behind and to one side of Princess Maria; I had them both in view. As soon as the drums and trumpets fell silent, a rosebud just unfurling, hidden among fragrant damask violets, fell into Julia’s lap, and like the wafting breath of the night breeze the notes of your song, piercing the heart to the quick, drifted through the air: Milagnerò tacendo della mia sorte amara.10 Julia was alarmed, but when the song began – and lest you be in any uneasiness or doubt concerning the nature of its performance, I will tell you that I caused our four excellent basset-horn instrumentalists to play it some way off – when it began a soft “Ah!” escaped her lips, she pressed the posy to her breast, and I clearly heard her say to Princess Hedwiga, “He must be back again!” The young Princess embraced Julia with vehemence and cried out, “No, no – oh, never!” so loud that the Prince turned his fiery countenance and shot her an angry exclamation of “Silence!”. I suppose his Highness didn’t mean to be very angry with his dear daughter, of all people, but I will mention here that his remarkable make-up (and no tiranno ingrato of opera could have painted his face more appropriately) really did give him a look of fixed and ineradicable rage, so that the most moving of speeches, the tenderest of situations allegorically representing all the domestic bliss upon the throne, seemed utterly lost on him, and this caused actors and audience no little embarrassment. Why, even when the Prince kissed the Princess’s hand at those places which he had marked in red for that purpose in the copy of the text he was holding, and wiped a tear from his eye with his handkerchief, it seemed to be done with grim wrathfulness, so that the chamberlains on duty standing by him whispered to one another, “Oh Lord, what’s the matter with his Highness?”

‘I will just tell you, Johannes, that while the actors were strutting in their silly play upon the stage, I myself, using magic mirrors and other devices, staged a phantom show in the air beyond in honour of that heavenly child, the lovely Julia, causing melody after melody to ring out, music you had composed at the height of inspiration, so that the name of Julia resounded like a fearful, ghostly cry of foreboding, now far away, now closer to hand. But you were not there – you were not there, my dear Johannes! And though I might sing the praises of my Ariel at the end of the play, as Shakespeare’s Prospero praises his,11 though I was obliged to say, moreover, that he had done it all very well, yet what I thought I had devised with deep meaning seemed flat and insipid. Julia, with fine delicacy, had understood everything, yet she seemed stirred only as if by a delightful dream, to which no particular influence is allowed in waking life. Princess Hedwiga, on the other hand, was deeply absorbed in her thoughts. Arm in arm with Julia, she walked along the illumianted avenues of the park, while the court took refreshments in a pavilion. I had prepared my masterstroke for that moment, but you were not there – you were not there, my dear Johannes! Full of anger and vexation, I hurried about seeing that all the arrangements for the great firework display which was to conclude the festivities were in proper order. And then, looking up to the heavens, I espied a little red-tinged cloud above the distant Geierstein in the lustrous night sky: that little cloud which always signifies a storm coming quietly up, to break over us here with a terrible explosion. As you know, I can work out from the position of the cloud the time when that explosion will come, to the very second. There couldn’t be more than an hour to pass, so I decided to make haste with the fireworks. At that moment I perceived that my Ariel had embarked upon that phantasmagoria which was to decide everything, everything, for I heard the choir singing your Ave maris stella12 at the far end of the park, in the little Lady Chapel. I made haste thither. Julia and Princess Hedwiga were kneeling at the prie-dieu which stands in the open air outside the chapel. No sooner had I arrived than – but you were not there – you were not there, my dear Johannes! As for what happened next, let me keep silent. Alas, what I had taken for a masterpiece of my art was of no avail, and I learned what I had never guessed, fool that I am.’

‘Come along, out with it!’ cried Kreisler. ‘Tell me everything, Master, everything, just as it happened.’

‘Certainly not,’ replied Master Abraham. ‘It would do you no good, Johannes, and it pierces my heart to tell you how my own spirits inspired me with horror and alarm. That cloud! Happy notion! “Very well,” cried I, wildly, “let it all end in mad confusion!” And I made haste to the place appointed for the firework display. The Prince sent word that when everything was ready I should give the signal. Never taking my eye off the cloud as it came up from the Geierstein, rising higher and higher, I waited until I thought it high enough and then had the cannon fired. Soon the court, the whole company, had assembled at the scene. After the usual display of Catherine wheels, rockets, flares and other such common devices, the Princess’s monogram finally went up in a brilliant display of Chinese lights, yet high above it, up in the air, the name of Julia floated, swimming in milky white light. The time had come. I lit the girandole,13 and as the rockets shot into the air, hissing and spluttering, the storm broke with fiery red lightning flashes, and cracks of thunder that made the forest and the castle ring. The hurricane roared into the park, setting a thousand voices wailing and lamenting in the depths of the undergrowth. I snatched his instrument from the hand of a fleeing trumpeter and blew it with gleeful merriment, while salvoes of artillery from the fire-pots, the cannon and the guns for the salutes boldly crashed out in answer to the rolling thunder.’

As Master Abraham told his tale Kreisler jumped to his feet, strode up and down the room in agitation, waving his arms in the air, and finally cried with great enthusiasm, ‘Splendid, excellent! I recognize the work of my friend Master Abraham, with whom I am united heart and soul!’

‘Oh yes,’ said Master Abraham, ‘I know you like everything that is wildest and most terrible, and yet I was forgetting the touch that would have given you over entirely to the weird powers of the spirit realm. I had caused the weather harp14 to be strung – the harp which, as you know, has its strings stretched across the great basin – and the storm, that fine exponent of harmony, was playing boldly on it. Amidst the howling and roaring of the hurricane and the crash of the thunder, the chords of the huge organ rang out awesomely. Faster and faster came those mighty tones, and you might have thought it a ballet of the Furies in uncommonly grand style, such as you will hardly hear within the canvas walls of the theatre! Well, in half an hour it was all over. The moon came out from behind the clouds. The night wind rustled soothingly through the terrified forest, drying the tears of the dark bushes. Now and then the weather harp still sounded, like the distant, faint ringing of bells. I was in a strange state of mind. You, my dear Johannes, occupied my thoughts so entirely that I believed you might appear before me directly, rising from the grave of abandoned hopes and unfulfilled dreams, and fall upon my breast. And now, in the silence of the night, I thought of the kind of game I had engaged in: how I had tried to rend apart by force the knot dark doom had tied, had stepped outside myself in strange and alien form, and as cold shudders ran through me it was I myself of whom I was afraid.

‘A great many will o’ the wisps were dancing and scurrying all around the park; in fact they were the servants with lanterns, gathering up the hats, wigs, bag-wigs, daggers, shoes and shawls lost in the haste of flight. I walked away. I stopped in the middle of the great bridge outside our town and looked back once more at the park, now bathed in the magical light of the moon like an enchanted garden where nimble elves had begun their merry game. Then I heard a tiny squeaking, a cry almost like that of a new-born baby. Suspecting some dreadful deed, I leaned far out over the balustrade, and in the bright moonlight I saw a kitten clinging desperately to a post to escape death. No doubt someone had been drowning a litter, and this little creature had clambered out again. Well, thought I, it may not be a baby but it’s still a poor creature crying out to be rescued, and rescue it you must.’

‘You sentimental Just!’15 cried Kreisler, laughing. ‘So where’s your Tellheim, then?’

‘With respect,’ continued Master Abraham, ‘with respect, my dear Johannes, you can scarcely compare me to Just. I have out-Justed Just. He rescued a poodle, an animal everyone likes to have around, a creature who can even be expected to perform useful services in the way of retrieving, fetching gloves, tobacco-pouches, pipes, etc., but I rescued a tomcat, an animal regarded by many with horror, generally condemned as perfidious, not of a gentle or benevolent disposition, never entirely relinquishing its hostility towards mankind – yes, I rescued a tomcat from motives of pure, unselfish philanthropy. I climbed over the balustrade, reached down, not without some danger, got hold of the whimpering kitten, picked him up and put him in my pocket. Once home, I quickly undressed and fell on my bed, tired and exhausted as I was. However, I had scarcely fallen asleep when I was woken by a pitiful squealing and crying. It seemed to be coming from my wardrobe. I had forgotten the kitten, and had left him in my coat pocket. I released the animal from his prison, and in return he scratched me hard enough to draw blood from all five fingers. I was about to fling the torn kitten out of the window, but recollected myself and was ashamed of my petty foolishness, my vengefulness, unfitting to be shown even towards humans, let alone the unreasoning brute creation. In short, I reared the tomcat with loving care. He is the cleverest, best, and indeed the wittiest creature of his kind ever beheld, lacking only the higher culture which you, my dear Johannes, will easily impart to him, which is why I intend to consign Murr the cat, as I have called him, to your future care. Although Murr is not yet homo sui juris,16 as the lawyers put it, I have asked him whether he is willing to enter your service, and he is perfectly happy to do so.’

‘You are talking nonsense!’ said Kreisler. ‘You’re talking nonsense, Master Abraham! You know I don’t particularly like cats, and much prefer the dog family.’

‘Now, please,’ replied Master Abraham, ‘please, my dear Johannes, I do beg you most earnestly to take in my promising tomcat Murr, at least until I’m back from my journey. Indeed, I’ve brought him with me for that purpose. He’s outside, waiting for a kind answer. Do at least look at him!’

So saying, Master Abraham opened the door. There on the straw mat, curled up asleep, lay a tomcat who might really in his way have been called a miracle of beauty. The grey and black stripes of his back came together on top of his head, between the ears, forming the most decorative hieroglyphics on his brow. His magnificent and unusually long, thick tail bore similar markings. And the cat’s tabby coat shone and gleamed in the sunlight, so that you could make out narrow golden stripes among the black and grey.

‘Murr! Murr!’ cried Master Abraham.

‘Purr – purr!’ replied the tomcat, quite distinctly. He stretched, rose, arched his back in the most spectacular way, and opened a pair of grass-green eyes which flashed the fire of intellect and understanding. Or so Master Abraham said, anyway, and even Kreisler had to allow that there was something singular and unusual about the tomcat’s countenance, that he had a head big enough to get a grasp of the sciences, and even in youth his whiskers were sufficiently long and white to give him, by chance, the authoritative look of a Greek philosopher.

‘How can you fall asleep wherever you are?’ Master Abraham asked the tomcat. ‘You’ll sleep all your liveliness away and be a sourpuss before your time. Wash yourself nicely, Murr!’

The cat immediately sat up, passed his velvet paws delicately over his forehead and cheeks, and then uttered a clear and happy ‘Miaow!’.

‘This,’ Master Abraham went on, ‘this is Kapellmeister Johannes Kreisler, whose service you are about to enter.’

The tomcat stared at the Kapellmeister with his large, sparkling eyes, began to purr, jumped up on the table beside Kreisler and then straight up on his shoulder, as if to whisper something in his ear. Then he jumped down to the floor again, and walked round his new master in circles, purring and waving his tail, as if he wanted to get properly acquainted with him.

‘God forgive me,’ cried Kreisler, ‘but I do believe that little grey fellow has a mind of his own and comes of the illustrious family of Puss in Boots!’

‘Well, one thing is certain,’ replied Master Abraham, ‘Murr the cat is the drollest creature in the world, a true Pulcinella,17 yet good and well-behaved, not importunate or presumptuous, as dogs can sometimes be when they encumber us with their clumsy caresses.’

‘Looking at this clever tomcat,’ said Kreisler, ‘I sadly recognize once more the narrow confines of our knowledge. Who can tell, who can even guess, how far the intellectual capabilities of animals may extend? If some part of Nature, or rather every part of Nature, remains beyond our ken, yet we are still ready and eager to give it a name, priding ourselves on our foolish book-learning, which doesn’t go much further than the ends of our noses. And so we’ve dismissed the entire intellectual capacity of the animal kingdom, which is often expressed in the most remarkable manner, by calling it instinct. I’d like to know the answer to just one question: can the idea of instinct as a blind, involuntary urge be reconciled with the ability to dream? For everyone who has watched a sleeping hound go hunting in his dreams knows that dogs, for instance, can dream most vividly. The hound seeks, he sniffs, he moves his paws as if in hot pursuit, he pants – but as for dreaming tomcats, I don’t know anything about them yet.’

‘Murr the cat,’ Master Abraham interrupted his friend, ‘not only has very vivid dreams, but as you can clearly see, he also frequently drops into those gentle reveries, that dreamy brooding state, that somnambulistic delirium – in short, that strange condition between sleeping and waking which poetic minds regard as the time when brilliant ideas arrive. Of late he’s been moaning and groaning most uncommonly while in that state, and I can’t help thinking he is either in love, or working on a tragedy.’

Kreisler laughed out loud and said, ‘Well, come along then, you clever, good, witty and poetic tomcat Murr, let us –

M. cont. – early education and my months of youth.

For it is a most remarkable and instructive thing to see how a great mind, when writing his autobiography, enlarges in detail upon everything that happened to him in his youth, however insignificant it may seem. Yet can anything of insignificance ever befall a great genius? All that he did or omitted to do as a boy is of the utmost importance, and casts a bright light on the deeper meaning, the real purport of his immortal works. The spirits of the aspiring youth tormented by doubts of the adequacy of his inner strength are raised when he reads of a great man who also played soldiers as a child, ate too many sweets, and sometimes got a thrashing or so for being lazy, impertinent or silly. ‘Just like me,’ cries the youth in high delight, ‘just like me!’ And he no longer doubts that he too is a great genius, like the idol he reveres.

Many a man has read Plutarch,18 or even merely Cornelius Nepos,19 and has become a great hero; many a man has read the tragic poets of the ancient world in translation, as well as Calderón and Shakespeare, Goethe and Schiller,20 and has become if not a great poet at least a pleasant little versifier of the sort people like just as well. Thus will my own works surely kindle the sublime, vital spark of poetry in the breast of many a brilliant, intellectually gifted young tomcat, and if that noble feline youth gets down to my Biographical Entertainments21 on the roof-top, if he enters wholly into the elevated ideas of the book I have in paw at this moment, then he will exclaim in transports of enthusiasm, ‘Murr, divine Murr, greatest of your kind, I owe it all to you, to you alone! Only your example makes me great!’

It is to Master Abraham’s credit that in rearing me he followed neither the methods of the forgotten Basedow, nor those of Pestalozzi,22 but gave me unlimited freedom to educate myself, just so long as I observed certain basic principles which he considered absolutely essential in the society that has acquired dominion over this earth, principles without which all would be blind, mad confusion, people would be constantly giving one another nasty digs in the ribs and unpleasant bruises, and indeed no kind of society would be conceivable. My master described the quintessence of these principles as natural courtesy, in contrast to the conventional sort which obliges you to say, ‘I do most humbly beg your pardon!’ when some lout has collided with you or trodden on your toes. Though such courtesy may be necessary to mankind, yet I cannot see how my own freeborn race could conform to it, and since the chief agent my master employed in teaching me those standard principles was a certain very ominous birch, I may complain with some justification of harshness on my tutor’s part. I would have run away had not my native love of the higher culture bound me to my master. The more culture the less freedom, runs the saying, and very true it is. With culture our needs increase, and with our needs – well, the very first thing my master taught me to abjure entirely by means of the dreadful birch was the instant satisfaction of many a natural need regardless of time and place. Then we came to the appetites which, as I later decided, arise solely from a certain abnormal attitude of mind. That same strange attitude, perhaps engendered by my psychic organism itself, impelled me to ignore the milk and even the meat my master put down for me, to jump up on the table and steal titbits from his own plate. I felt the force of the birch, and desisted.

I can see that my master was right to divert my mind from such habits, for I am aware that they have led several of my good feline friends, less well-educated and well-bred than I, into the most dreadful vexations and the most unfortunate situations throughout their lives. For instance, I have heard of a hopeful young tomcat who was unable to exert the intrinsic strength of mind to resist his desire to lap from a pan of milk, paid for it with the loss of his tail, and had to retire into seclusion, amidst mockery and derision. So my master was right to wean me from such urges, but what I cannot forgive him is his opposing my aspiration to the arts and sciences.

Nothing in Master Abraham’s room attracted me more than the writing-desk, which was covered with books, papers and all manner of strange instruments. I may call this desk a magic circle which held me spellbound, and yet I felt a certain holy awe which kept me from abandoning myself entirely to my instincts. At last, one day when the Master was out, I overcame my fear and jumped up on the desk. With what voluptuous pleasure did I sit among the books and papers, burrowing about in them! It was not mischief, no, it was pure desire, it was scholarly voracity that led me to catch up a manuscript in my paws and buffet it this way and that until it lay before me torn to bits.

Coming in, the Master saw what had happened, fell upon me with the injurious exclamation of ‘That confounded brute!’, and thrashed me with the birch so soundly that I crept under the stove, mewing with pain, and wasn’t to be enticed out again by any kind words all day. Who might not have been deterred for ever by this experience from following the path ordained for him by Nature? But I had hardly recovered fully from my pain when, obeying my irresistible urge, I was jumping up on the desk once more. To be sure, a single yell from my master, a disjointed remark such as ‘Would you, though!’, was enough to send me scuttling down again, so that I never managed to study anything; however, I waited patiently for a chance to embark upon my studies, and one soon came my way.

One day my master was preparing to go out, and I immediately hid myself in the room so well that he couldn’t find me when, mindful of that torn manuscript, he wanted to put me out. No sooner was he gone than, with one bound, I jumped up on the desk and lay down in the midst of the papers, which caused me a sensation of indescribable delight. With my paw I skilfully opened a rather thick book lying in front of me, and tried to see if I could understand the characters in it. At first, indeed, I could make nothing at all of them; but I did not give up. Instead, I went on staring at the book, waiting for some very singular spirit to come over me and teach me to read. My master surprised me thus, deep in thought. With a loud cry of ‘Just look at that curst brute!’ he made for me. It was too late to save myself; I flattened my ears and ducked as best I could, already feeling the rod on my back. But my master suddenly stayed his hand, already raised to strike, burst out laughing and cried, ‘My dear good tomcat, are you reading? Well, I can’t and won’t forbid you to do that! Why, what an inborn thirst for knowledge you have!’

He pulled the book out from under my paws, glanced at it, and laughed even more heartily than before. ‘Upon my word,’ said he, ‘I do believe you’ve been selecting a little reference library for yourself. I can’t think how else this book comes to be on my desk. Read away, then – study hard, my good cat, and you may mark the important passages in the book with light scratches; I’ve no objection to that!’

So saying, he pushed the open book back to me. As I later discovered, it was Knigge’s On Human Conduct,23 and I derived much worldly wisdom from this wonderful work. It expresses my own feelings precisely, and is uncommonly useful to tomcats who want to make their way in human society themselves. This aspect of the book, so far as I’m aware, has hitherto been overlooked, so that it has sometimes and erroneously been held that he who would stick close to those rules it propounds must infallibly figure everywhere as a rigid, unfeeling pedant.

After this my master not only allowed me on his desk, he was even pleased if, when he himself was working, I jumped up and settled down among the papers before him.

Master Abraham was in the habit of reading aloud a great deal, and frequently. At such times I did not fail to place myself so that I could look at his book, something I was able to do without seeming to get in his way, thanks to the keen eyes bestowed upon me by Nature. By comparing the written signs with the words he spoke, I very soon learned to read, and anyone who may think this a trifle unlikely has no notion of the extraordinary ingenuity with which Nature has endowed me. Persons of genius who understand and appreciate me will entertain no doubts about a kind of education which may perhaps resemble their own. Nor must I omit to impart the remarkable observation I have made regarding the perfect understanding of human language: I have observed, and am well aware of the fact, that I have no idea at all how I came to understand it. Such is said to be the case with human beings themselves, but that doesn’t surprise me, since their species is considerably clumsier and more stupid than ours in childhood. As a very small kitten, I never happened to put my paw in my own eyes, or into the fire or the flame of a lamp, or eat boot-polish instead of cherry jam, as babies quite commonly do.

Now that I could read fluently, and was daily cramming myself with more and more new notions, I felt the most irresistible urge to wrest my own ideas from oblivion, born of my native genius as they were! Yet to do so called for the art of writing, which is admittedly very difficult. However carefully I might watch my master’s hand as he wrote, I just could not manage to pick up the actual mechanics of the thing from him. I studied old Hilmar Curas,24 the one manual of calligraphy that my master possessed, and almost reached the conclusion that the mysterious difficulty of writing could be removed only by wearing the large cuff seen on the diagram of the writing hand depicted in that book, and that it was due only to the special facility my master had acquired that he wrote without a cuff, just as an expert tightrope walker can eventually do without his balancing pole. I kept a keen eye open for cuffs, and was on the point of tearing up the old housekeeper’s nightcap and adapting it for my right paw when, in a flash of inspiration such as persons of genius are wont to have, the brilliant idea which solved everything occurred to me. For I surmised that the impossibility of my holding a pen or pencil as my master did might lie in the different structure of our hands, and in that surmise I was correct! I had to devise another way of writing, suited to the build of my little right paw, and as you might expect, devise it I did. Thus do whole new systems arise from the particular organic structure of the individual!

Another difficult problem was dipping my pen in the ink-well, for as I dipped it I couldn’t contrive to keep my paw clean; it kept getting into the ink too, so the first few characters, written more with the paw than the pen, were bound to be rather big and broad. Consequently, the ignorant might take my first manuscripts for little more than paper splashed with ink. Men of genius, however, will easily discern the tomcat of genius in his early works, and will be amazed by the exuberance of his intellect as it first sprang from an inexhaustible source. In fact they will be quite carried away by it. To save the world future controversy concerning the chronological order of my immortal works, I will say here that the first was my philosophical and didactic novel of sentiment, Thought and Intuition, or, Cat and Dog. That work alone might well have been a great sensation. Next, being able to turn my paw to anything, I wrote a political work entitled Mousetraps and their Influence on the Character and Achievement of the Feline Race, whereafter I felt inspired to write the tragedy Cawdallor, King of Rats. This tragedy too could have been performed to tumultuous applause on any stage in the world. Let these creations of my aspiring mind serve as introduction to the whole series of my collected works. I will enlarge upon the occasion for their composition at the appropriate place.

In fact when I had learnt to hold the pen better and my paw remained clean of ink, my style itself became lighter, more graceful, more pleasing. I curled up for preference on almanacs of collected poetry, I wrote various pleasant works, and altogether I very soon became the engaging, easy-going fellow I am today. At this period I almost composed an heroic epic in twenty-four cantos, but the finished product turned out to be not quite in that line, and Tasso and Ariosto25 may thank Heaven for it from their graves. For if my paws actually had penned an epic, no one would ever have read either of them any more.

I now come to the –

W.P. – will be necessary for your better understanding, gentle reader, to give a plain, clear account of the entire situation.

Anyone who ever put up at the inn in the charming little country town of Sieghartsweiler, if only once, immediately heard tell of Prince Irenaeus. If you so much as ordered the landlord to bring you a dish of trout, which are excellent in those parts, mine host would be sure to reply, ‘You’re quite right there, sir. Our gracious prince is uncommonly fond of trout himself, and I can prepare those delicious fish just as they’re usually eaten at court.’ Now the well-informed traveller would have gathered, from the latest geographical works, maps and political information, that the little town of Sieghartsweiler, together with the Geierstein and the entire surrounding area, had long since been incorporated into the Grand Duchy through which he had just passed, so he would be not a little surprised to discover a gracious prince and a court here. However, it came about like this. Prince Irenaeus really did once rule a pretty little state not far from Sieghartsweiler, and as, with the aid of a good Dollond telescope,26 he could survey his entire domain from the belvedere of his castle in the little market town which was his capital, he could not fail to keep the welfare of his land and the happiness of his beloved subjects constantly in view. At any given moment he knew exactly how Peter’s wheat was doing in the most remote corner of the realm, and he could see, equally well, whether Hans and Kunz were hard at work tending their vineyards. They say Prince Irenaeus lost his little state out of his pocket one day when he went for a walk over the border, but so much at least is certain: the Prince’s state was duly entered and bound up in a new edition of the Grand Duchy furnished with several addenda. He was relieved of the trouble of ruling, while financial provision of quite a generous nature was made for him from the revenues of the land he once possessed, to be spent in the delightful little town of Sieghartsweiler.

Besides his little country, Prince Irenaeus also had a handsome fortune in cash, which remained unaffected, and so he found himself suddenly translated from the rank of a minor ruler to that of a private gentleman of means, who could order his life as he liked, in a free and easy manner, just as the fancy took him.

Prince Irenaeus had the reputation of an educated man with a mind open to art and science. Add to this the fact that he had often suffered painfully from the tedious burden of ruling, and indeed was even once said to have expressed, in charming verse, the romantic desire to lead a solitary, idyllic life procul negotiis27 in a cottage on the banks of a murmuring brook, along with a few domestic animals, and you might have thought that now, forgetting the life of a ruler, he would settle down to the comfortable domestic existence within the grasp of an independent gentleman of means. However, that was far from being the case!

It may be that a great lord’s love of art and science should be regarded only as one of the components of real court life. Decorum requires him to own pictures and listen to music, and it would be a shame for the court bookbinder to be idle and not constantly clothing the latest works of literature in leather and gold tooling. But if such a love is a component of court life itself, then it must perish along with that life and can provide no comfort, as something enduring in itself, for the lost throne or petty princeling’s chair upon which the lord used to sit.

Prince Irenaeus retained both court life and his love of the arts and sciences, by bringing to life a sweet dream in which he himself figured with his entourage and the whole of Sieghartsweiler.

He acted, in fact, like a ruler, kept on his entire household, his Chancellor of the Realm, his Finance Committee, etc., etc., bestowed the orders of his house, and gave court balls usually attended by twelve to fifteen persons, since the rules of eligibility for court28 were more strictly observed here than at the greatest of other courts. The town was kind enough to take the false brilliance of this imaginary court as something that brought it honour and renown. So the good folk of Sieghartsweiler called Prince Irenaeus their most gracious Highness, they illuminated the town on his name-day, and in general willingly sacrificed themselves for the amusement of the court, like the townsfolk of Athens in Shakespeare’s Midsummer Night’s Dream.

It could not be denied that the Prince played his part with the most impressive feeling, which he was able to communicate to his entire circle. A princely Financial Councillor, for instance, appears in his Sieghartsweiler club looking gloomy, withdrawn, taciturn! His brow is clouded, he often plunges into deep thought, and then starts, as if suddenly awakening! You hardly dare to speak aloud or tread firmly anywhere near him. The clock strikes nine, up he jumps, takes his hat, all endeavours to keep him back are in vain; he assures you with a proud smile, a smile of great significance, that stacks of files await him and he must spend the night preparing for tomorrow’s highly important, final quarterly committee meeting. He hurries away, leaving the company respectfully awe-struck by the vast importance and burden of his office. And just what is the important report for which that careworn man must prepare all night? Well, all the departments have sent in their laundry lists for the last quarter – the kitchen, the dining-room, the wardrobe, etc. – and he it is who must settle all the affairs of the laundry. Then again, the townsfolk sympathize with the unfortunate Master of the Prince’s Stables, but they are much struck by the sublime feeling expressed by the princely Finance Committee, and call it stern but just. For in accordance with his orders, the Master of the Stables has sold a half-carriage29 which could no longer be used, but the Finance Committee has commanded him, on pain of instant dismissal, to show within three days what he has done with the other half, which might still have been serviceable.

A bright particular star at the court of Prince Irenaeus was Madame Benzon, a councillor’s widow in her mid-thirties, once a great beauty and still not without her charms, the one person there whose nobility was doubtful, yet whom the Prince had none the less definitively accepted as eligible for court. The lady’s clear, penetrating mind, her lively wit, her worldly wisdom, but above all a certain coldness of character essential to the art of ruling, exerted their full power, so that it was really she who pulled the strings of the puppet-play in this miniature court. Her daughter, who was called Julia, had grown up with Princess Hedwiga, and Madame Benzon had exerted such an influence upon the education of Hedwiga’s mind as well that she seemed a stranger within the circle of the princely family, and was in curious contrast to her brother. For Prince Ignatius was condemned to eternal childhood, and might almost have been called feeble-minded.

Opposite Madame Benzon, equally influential and equally active in the closest concerns of the princely house, although in a very different manner, was that strange man whom you, gentle reader, have already met as maître de plaisir at the court of Prince Irenaeus, and an ironic necromancer.

The way in which Master Abraham first came to the princely family is rather a strange story.

Prince Irenaeus’s late Papa had been a man of mild and simple manners. He understood that any show of force would break the weak little wheels of the state machine instead of making them work better. He therefore let things go on in his little country as they always had, and if, in consequence, he lacked the opportunity to display a brilliant intellect or any other special Heaven-sent gifts, he contented himself by reflecting that everyone in his principality was comfortable, and as for what they thought in foreign parts, it was the same as with women, who are most blameless when nobody talks about them at all. If the Prince’s little court was stiff, ceremonious, old-fashioned, if the Prince couldn’t see the point of many of those good notions thought up in modern times, it was because of the immutability of the rigid framework laboriously set up in his mind by his Lord Stewards, Lord Marshals and Chamberlains. However, there was a driving wheel at work inside this framework which no steward or marshal could ever have brought to a halt. This was the Prince’s natural taste for the eccentric, strange and mysterious. To satisfy that taste, which was in the most curious contradiction to his other characteristics, or at least to seek nourishment for it, he would sometimes follow the example of good Caliph Haroun Al Rashid30 and wander through his country and its capital in disguise. At such time he wore a round hat and put on a grey overcoat, so everyone knew at first sight that the Prince was incognito.

Well, it so happened that the Prince was walking in disguise and incognito down the road leading from the castle to a remote place where only one little cottage stood, inhabited by the widow of one of the Prince’s cooks. Just as he reached this cottage the Prince saw two men wrapped in cloaks coming out of the door. He stepped aside, and the historian of the house of Irenaeus, who is my source for this story, says that the Prince wouldn’t have been noticed or recognized even if he had been wearing the most gorgeous state robe decked with the sparkling star of an order instead of his grey overcoat, on account of its being pitch dark at the time. As the two cloaked men passed slowly by the Prince, he clearly heard the following exchange.

First man: ‘Brother, your Excellency, I do beg you to pull yourself together. Try not to be an ass, just for once! The man must go, before the Prince hears anything about him. Otherwise we’ll have that curst wizard on our backs, bringing us all to perdition with his satanic arts.’

Second man: ‘Mon cher frère, don’t agitate yourself so! You know my sagacity, my savoir faire. I’ll fling a few gold coins that dangerous fellow’s way tomorrow, and then let him go off and do his tricks in public wherever he likes. He mustn’t stay here. What’s more, the Prince is a –’

The voices died away, so the Prince did not discover what his Lord Marshal thought he was, for the men stealing out of the house and conducting this ill-advised conversation were none other than that personage and his brother the Master of the Hunt. The Prince had recognized both very easily by their voices.

You may well imagine that the Prince felt he had no more pressing business than to seek out that person whose acquaintance was to be denied him, the dangerous wizard. He knocked at the cottage door, the widow came out with a light in her hand, and when she saw the Prince’s round hat and grey overcoat she asked, with distant politeness, ‘What can I do for you, Monsieur?’ Everyone addressed the Prince as Monsieur when he was in disguise and incognito. The Prince inquired after the stranger said to be lodging with the widow, and discovered that this stranger was none other than a very skilful and famous conjuror, holder of many licences, concessions and privileges, who intended to display his arts here. Only a moment ago, said the widow, two gentlemen from court had been with him, and he had astonished them so much with the extraordinary things he showed them that they left the house all pale and distracted, in fact quite beside themselves.

The Prince immediately had himself shown in. Master Abraham (for the famous conjuror was none other) welcomed him as if he had been expecting him for some time, and closed the door.

No one knows what Master Abraham did then, but it is certain that the Prince spent all night with him, and next morning rooms were furnished for his occupation in the castle, rooms to which the Prince could gain access from his study along a secret passage, quite unseen. It is also certain that the Prince ceased addressing the Lord Marshal as ‘mon cher ami’, and never again allowed the Master of the Hunt to tell him that wonderful tale of the white hare with horns which he (the Master of the Hunt) had failed to shoot on his first hunt in the forest, circumstances which plunged the brothers into such grief and despair that they both very soon left court. Finally, it is certain that Master Abraham amazed the court, the town and the country not only with his phantasmagorias, but also by the regard he increasingly won from the Prince.

The aforesaid historian of the house of Irenaeus tells us so many amazing things about the tricks performed by Master Abraham that they cannot be set down without risk of forfeiting all the gentle reader’s confidence. The one which the historian thought most wonderful of all, however, and which indeed he claims to be sufficient proof of Master Abraham’s being obviously and ominously in league with strange, uncanny powers, is merely that acoustic trick which made such a stir later under the name of the Invisible Girl,31 and which even then Master Abraham could devise more ingeniously, more fantastically, and in a manner more captivating to the mind than anyone ever did afterwards.

It was also claimed that the Prince himself performed certain magical operations with Master Abraham, operations whose purpose occasioned pleasant rivalry in the devising of silly, pointless conjectures among the ladies-in-waiting, chamberlains and other courtiers. They all agreed that Master Abraham was teaching the Prince to make gold, as might be deduced from the smoke that sometimes emanated from the laboratory, and that he had initiated him into all manner of useful conferences of spirits. Furthermore, they were all convinced that the Prince wouldn’t issue a licence appointing the new mayor of the little market town, nay, wouldn’t even allow payment of the princely furnace-heater’s fee, without first consulting his agathodemon,32 his familiar spirit or the stars.

When the old Prince died, and Irenaeus succeeded him as ruler, Master Abraham left the country. The young Prince, who had inherited none of his father’s taste for the unusual and wonderful, let him go, but soon found that Master Abraham’s magic power consisted chiefly in exorcizing a certain evil spirit only too willing to take up residence at small courts, the diabolical spirit of boredom. Moreover, the regard in which his father held Master Abraham had taken deep root in the young Prince’s mind. There were moments when it seemed to Prince Irenaeus that Master Abraham was a supernatural being elevated above the rest of humanity, however high its rank. They say that this particular feeling arose from a crucial moment in the Prince’s youthful history, one he was never to forget. As a boy, he had once entered Master Abraham’s room, full of the irritating curiosity of childhood, and foolishly broke a little machine the Master had just finished making and upon which he had lavished great pains and much art. Infuriated by this clumsy, destructive accident, the Master had boxed the little Prince’s ears soundly and turned him straight out of the room and into the corridor, none too gently. Tears starting from his eyes, the young Prince could only stammer out, with difficulty, the words, ‘Abraham – soufflet!’33 so that the Lord Controller of the Household, alarmed, thought it would be a dangerous venture to probe any further into the terrible secret at which he could only guess.

The Prince felt a pressing need to have Master Abraham with him, as the animating principle of the courtly machine; however, all his efforts to bring him back were in vain. Only after that fateful walk when Prince Irenaeus lost his little country and set up his imaginary court at Sieghartsweiler did Master Abraham return, and indeed he could not have done so at a more opportune moment. For apart from the fact that –

M. cont. – remarkable event which, to employ the expression usual among clever biographers, marked a watershed in my life.

O my readers! Young folk, men and women, beneath whose fur there beats a feeling heart, you who have a sense of virtue – you who recognize those sweet bonds in which Nature entwines us – you will understand me – and love me!

It had been a hot day, and I had spent it asleep under the stove. Evening twilight was now drawing in, and cool breezes wafted through my master’s open window. I woke from sleep and my breast expanded, imbued by that ineffable emotion which, being pain and pleasure at once, kindles the sweetest premonitions. Quite overcome by these premonitions, I rose with that expressive movement described by prosaic mankind merely as the arching of a cat’s back! I felt an urge to get out, out into the open air, so I went up on the roof to take a stroll in the rays of the setting sun. Then I heard sounds rising from the attic, sounds so gentle, so secret, so familiar, so enticing, that an unknown Something drew me down with irresistible force. I abandoned the beauties of Nature and clambered through a little skylight into the attic. Once I had jumped down, I immediately perceived a large and beautiful cat with a mottled black and white coat who was uttering those alluring sounds, seated in a comfortable position on her hindquarters, and who now flashed inquiring glances at me. I immediately sat down opposite her, and giving way to my inner urge, attempted to join in the song the black and white cat had struck up. I did exceedingly well, though I say it myself, and I will just mention here, for the benefit of the psychologists studying me and my life, that my belief in my natural talent for music dates from that moment, and with that belief, as may well be imagined, so does the talent itself. The black and white cat looked at me harder and more keenly, suddenly fell silent, and leaped at me with a mighty bound! Expecting no good, I unsheathed my claws, but at that moment, bright tears gushing from her eyes, the black and white cat cried, ‘Son – my son, come, oh come to my paws!’ And she added, embracing me and pressing me fervently to her breast: ‘It is indeed you, my son, my dear son whom I brought forth in no pain and travail to speak of!’

I felt my heart deeply moved, and this feeling in itself could not but convince me that the black and white cat really was my mother. All the same, I asked if she was quite sure of it.

‘Ah, that likeness!’ said the black and white cat, ‘that likeness, those eyes, those features, those whiskers, that coat – they all remind me only too vividly of the faithless ingrate who abandoned me. You are the spitting image of your father, dear Murr (for such is your name), but I hope that with your father’s good looks you will also have inherited the gentler disposition and mild ways of your mother Mina. Your father had very distinguished manners; imposing dignity sat on his brow, his green eyes sparkled with intelligence, and a delightful smile would often play around his cheeks and whiskers. These physical attractions, with his alert mind and a certain charming ease in his manner of catching mice, helped him to win my heart. But soon a harsh, tyrannical disposition which he had long and cunningly contrived to conceal showed itself! I say it with horror, but no sooner were you born than your father felt a dreadful appetite to devour you and your brothers and sisters!’34

‘Dearest Mother,’ said I, interrupting the black and white cat, ‘dearest Mother, do not condemn that propensity entirely. The most cultivated people on earth35 credited the race of the gods with a strange appetite for eating their children, yet Jupiter was saved, and so was I!’

‘I don’t understand you, my son,’ replied Mina, ‘but it sounds to me as if you were talking nonsense, or actually wanted to defend your father. Don’t be ungrateful; the bloodthirsty tyrant would certainly have strangled and eaten you had I not defended you so b bravely with these sharp claws – had I not, fleeing this way and that, to cellar, attic and stables, hidden you from the persecutions of that unnatural barbarian. In the end he left me! I never saw him again, yet my heart still beats for him. Ah, he was a handsome tomcat! Many folk took him for a Count on his travels, because of his demeanour and his elegant manners. Well, I thought I could now lead a quiet, peaceful life, carrying out my maternal duties in a small domestic circle, but the most dreadful blow of all was yet to fall on me. When I came home from a little stroll one day, you and your brothers and sisters were gone! An old woman had found me in my hiding-place the day before, and made various sinister remarks about throwing into water, and so forth! Well, what luck you were saved, my son! Come to my breast once more, beloved!’

My black and white Mama caressed me tenderly, and then inquired in more detail about the circumstances of my life. I told her everything, not forgetting to mention my high degree of education, and how I came by it.

Mina seemed less moved by her son’s superior advantages than might have been expected. Indeed, she gave me to understand in no uncertain terms that with all my remarkable intellect and depths of knowledge, I had chosen a path of error which might lead to my ruin. Most of all, however, she warned me not to let Master Abraham discover the knowledge I had acquired, since he would only make use of it to keep me in the most oppressive servitude.

‘I may not be able to boast of your education,’ said Mina, ‘but I am not at all short of natural abilities and pleasing talents implanted in me by Nature. Among them, for instance, I may count the power to make crackling sparks leap from my fur when I am stroked. And what trouble hasn’t that talent alone given me! Both children and adults would keep ruffling the fur on my back for the sake of that firework display, greatly to my vexation, and if I crossly jumped aside or showed my claws they called me a timid, savage animal and even hit me. The moment Master Abraham learns that you can write, my dear Murr, he will make you his copying clerk, and demand of you, as your duty, what you now do for pleasure and of your own free will.’

Mina said a good deal more about my relationship with Master Abraham and my education. Only later did I realize that what I took for an aversion to scholarship was my black and white mother’s genuine worldly wisdom.

I learned that Mina was living with the old woman next door, in rather reduced circumstances, and it was often hard for her to satisfy her hunger. This moved me deeply. Filial devotion stirred powerfully within my breast; I remembered the fine herring head left over from my dinner yesterday, and decided to present it to the kind mother with whom I had so unexpectedly been reunited.

Who can measure the inconstancy of heart of those who walk beneath the light of the moon? Why has Fate not locked our breasts against the wild play of unworthy passions? Why must we bow, like a frail reed shaken with the wind, before the storm of life? O hostile Fate! O Appetite, thy name is Cat!36 With the herring head in my mouth I climbed to the roof, like pious Aeneas,37 intending to get in through the attic window. I then fell into a state that, dividing my Self in a curious way from my Self, yet seemed to be my real Self. I believe I have expressed myself clearly and accurately, so that everyone will recognize the student of psychology plumbing intellectual depths in this account of my strange condition. Let me continue!

That strange feeling, compounded of desire and reluctance, numbed my senses – overpowered me – resistance was useless – I ate the herring head!

I heard Mina mew anxiously – anxiously I heard her call my name – full of remorse and shame, I ran back to my master’s room and crept under the stove, where I was tormented by the most distressing ideas. I saw Mina my black and white mother, whom I had found again, I saw her desolate, abandoned, hungry for the meal I had promised, near fainting – ah, the wind blowing down the chimney called the name Mina! Mina, Mina, rustled my master’s papers, Mina, creaked the rickety wicker chairs. Mina, Mina, lamented the stove door! Oh, what a bitter, heart-rending pang went through me! I decided to invite the poor creature to share my breakfast milk if possible. At this notion a blessed peace came over me, like cooling, soothing shade. I put back my ears and fell asleep!

You feeling souls who truly understand me, you will realize – that is, if you aren’t donkeys but good, honest tomcats – I say you will realize that this storm in my breast was bound to brighten the skies of my youthful firmament, just as a hurricane does good, driving dark clouds away and revealing the purest of views. Ah, heavy as that herring head weighed on my mind at first, yet I learned to understand what Appetite means, and see that it is a crime to resist Mother Nature. So let everyone look for his own herring heads and not anticipate the perspicacity of others: guided by a proper appetite, they’ll soon find theirs.

Thus do I close this episode in my life, which –

W.P. – nothing more tiresome for an historian or a biographer than when, as if riding a wild colt, he must cavort this way and that, over stocks and stones, up hill and down dale, always searching for trodden paths and never finding them. Such is the case of the man who has undertaken to set down for your benefit, gentle reader, what he knows of the remarkable life of Kapellmeister Johannes Kreisler. He would happily have begun: Johannes Kreisler first saw the light of day in the little town of N., or B., or K., and did so on Whit Monday, or Easter Day, of this or that year. But such nice chronological order is out of the question, since the unfortunate narrator has at his disposal nothing but oral information imparted bit by bit, which he must set down at once if the whole is not to be lost from his memory. As for just how this information was imparted, gentle reader, that is something you shall learn before the end of the book, when perhaps you will forgive the rhapsodic nature of the whole, and you may perhaps think that, despite its apparent incoherence, it has a firm thread running through it, holding all the parts together.

Just at this moment there is nothing to be told but that not long after Prince Irenaeus had settled in Sieghartsweiler, Princess Hedwiga and Julia were walking in the pretty park of Sieghartshof one fine summer’s evening. The light of the setting sun lay like a veil of gold over the woods. Not a leaf stirred: trees and bushes awaited the caress of the evening breeze in expectant silence. The deep stillness was broken only by the babbling of the forest stream rushing over white pebbles. Arm in arm and silent, the girls walked along the narrow, flowery avenues, over the bridges that crossed several windings of the brook, until they came to the great lake at the end of the park, with the distant Geierstein and its picturesque ruins reflected in the water.

‘How lovely this is!’ cried Julia from her heart.

‘Let’s go into the fisherman’s cottage,’ said Hedwiga. ‘The evening sun is dreadfully hot, and the view of the Geierstein from the middle window of the cottage is even better than from here, since the landscape over there is seen as a group, like a real picture and not a panorama.’

Julia followed the Princess, who had no sooner entered the cottage and was looking out of the window than she wished she had a crayon and paper to draw the view in this light, which she described as singularly intriguing.

‘I could almost envy you,’ said Julia, ‘for your ability to draw trees and bushes, mountains and lakes from nature so faithfully. But I know very well that even if I could draw as prettily as you, I would never succeed in depicting a landscape from nature, and the lovelier the view, the less could I do so. I would never get down to work for the sheer delight and pleasure of looking!’

At these words of Julia’s a certain smile flitted over the Princess’s countenance, a smile that might have been called odd in a girl of sixteen. Master Abraham, who sometimes expressed his ideas rather strangely, said that such a play of the facial muscles was like the eddies on the surface of water when something menacing stirs in the depths below. In short, Princess Hedwiga smiled, but as she opened her rosy lips to say something in reply to the gentle unartistic Julia, they heard the sound of chords very close to them: chords played so powerfully, so wildly, that the instrument hardly seemed to be an ordinary guitar.

The Princess fell silent, and both she and Julia hurried out of the fisherman’s cottage.

Now they heard tune after tune, linked by the strangest of transitions, the most outlandish sequences of chords. From time to time a resonant male voice could be heard, now exploring all the sweetness of an Italian song, now suddenly breaking off and falling into grave and gloomy melodies, now singing in recitative style, now speaking firm and forcefully accentuated words to the music.

The guitar was tuned – there were more chords – they broke off again; more tuning – vehement words spoken as if in anger – then melodies – and then more tuning again.

Full of curiosity about the strange virtuoso, Hedwiga and Julia stole closer and closer, until they caught sight of a man dressed in black with his back turned to them, sitting on a rock close by the lake and playing the guitar in this odd manner, sometimes singing, sometimes speaking.


He had just entirely retuned the guitar in an unusual way and was now trying a few chords, exclaiming from time to time: ‘Wrong again – no purity – now a trifle of a semitone too low, now a trifle of a semitone too high!’

Then, having slipped the instrument free of the blue ribbon from which it hung around his shoulders, he took it in both hands, held it in front of him, and began: ‘Tell me, you wilful little creature, where’s your melody, in what corner of your being has the pure scale hidden? Or do you mean to rebel against your master and say his ear has been hammered to death in the smithy of equal temperament, and his enharmonics38 are just a childish picture puzzle? I believe you are mocking me, even though I wear my beard much better trimmed than Master Stefano Pacini, detto il Venetiano,39 who laid within you that gift of melody which remains an impenetrable mystery to me. Now let me tell you, dear creature, if you are determined not to allow the concordant dualism of Gs and As or Cs and Ds – or rather, of all the notes – then I will set nine good German masters loose on you, to take you to task and get the better of you with enharmonic remarks. And there’ll be no flinging yourself into the arms of your Stefano Pacini, there’ll be no insisting on having the last word like a shrewish woman. Or are you proud and arrogant enough to think that all the pretty spirits dwelling in you will obey only the mighty magic of enchanters who left this earth long ago, while in the hands of a fool –’

At this last remark the man suddenly stopped, jumped up, and gazed out at the lake like one lost in deep thought. The girls, intrigued by his strange actions, stood behind the bushes as if rooted to the ground; they scarcely dared to breathe.

‘The guitar,’ burst out the man at last, ‘is surely the most miserable and imperfect of all instruments, worthy only to be taken up by lovesick, mooning shepherds who’ve lost the mouthpieces of their shawms,40 for otherwise they’d rather blow a hearty tune, arousing echoes with cowherd’s melodies of the sweetest desire, and sending mournful music in the direction of their Emmelines41 in the far mountains, rounding up their pretty cattle with the merry crack of supple whips! Oh God! Shepherds who sigh “like a furnace to their mistress’ eyebrow”42 – teach them that the triad is just three notes, and may be knocked down when stabbed by a seventh, and put the guitar into their hands! And as for grave fellows with a tolerable amount of education, men of great erudition who occupy their minds with the wisdom of Greece and know what happens at the court of Peking or Nanking, but understand not the least thing about sheep and sheep-breeding, what’s such whining and strumming to them? What are you about, you fool? Remember the late Hippel,43 who tells us that the sight of a man teaching the piano makes him feel as if that teacher were boiling eggs – and now strumming the guitar – shame on you, you fool!’

With which the man flung the instrument away into the bushes, and strode quickly off without noticing the girls.

‘Well,’ cried Julia after a moment, laughing, ‘well, Hedwiga, what do you make of that odd apparition? Where can the strange man come from – a man who first talks so charmingly to his instrument and then casts it contemptuously away like a broken box?’

‘It’s not right,’ said Hedwiga, as if in a sudden fit of anger, while her pale cheeks flushed blood-red, ‘it’s not right for the park to be kept unlocked, so that any stranger can get in.’

‘What?’ replied Julia. ‘Do you think the Prince should be so petty as to keep the people of Sieghartsweiler out of the most delightful place in the whole district? And not them alone, but anyone who walks this way? You cannot mean it seriously!’

‘You forget,’ the Princess continued in even greater agitation, ‘you forget the danger it means to ourselves. Think how often we walk here alone, just as we are now, strolling down the most remote woodland paths, far from all the servants! Suppose one day some ruffian –’

‘Why,’ Julia interrupted the Princess, ‘I do believe you fear some hulking great giant of fairy-tale, or a legendary robber knight, might leap out from the nearest bush, abduct us and carry us off to his stronghold! No, no, Heaven would prevent it! But apart from that, I must confess I quite like the idea of some little adventure here in this lonely, romantic forest. I’m thinking of Shakespeare’s As You Like it, which Mother refused to let us have for so long, until at last Lothario read it aloud to us. Wouldn’t you like just a little to play Celia, with me as your faithful Rosalind? Now, what part shall we give our unknown virtuoso?’

‘Oh,’ replied the Princess, ‘that stranger – can you believe, Julia, that his form and his strange words struck horror into my mind, a horror I cannot explain? Shudders still run through me; I am almost prostrated by a feeling both strange and terrible, which numbs all my senses. A memory stirs in the darkest depths of my mind, vainly struggling to take distinct shape. I have seen the man before, involved in some dreadful incident which rent my heart – or perhaps it was only the lingering memory of a haunting dream – but no more of that: with his strange conduct and his confused talk, the man struck me as a menacing, uncanny creature. Perhaps he meant to lure us into baleful magic circles.’

‘What strange fancies!’ cried Julia. ‘For my part, I see the dark apparition with the guitar as Monsieur Jaques, or honest Touchstone, whose philosophy runs almost like the stranger’s curious remarks. But now, our first task must be to rescue the poor little instrument that barbarian flung so angrily into the bushes.’

‘Julia, what are you about? For Heaven’s sake!’ cried the Princess, but Julia, taking no notice of her, disappeared into the undergrowth and came back in triumph a few moments later, carrying the guitar the stranger had cast aside.

The Princess overcame her alarm, and looked very closely at the instrument, whose strange shape would have shown its great age even had that not been confirmed by the date and the maker’s name, which could clearly be seen on the bottom of the body through the hole in the soundbox, for the words ‘Stefano Pacini fec. Venet. 1532’44 were etched there in black.

Julia could not resist it: she struck a chord on the delicate instrument, and was almost alarmed at the full, powerful sound that issued from the little thing. ‘Oh, wonderful, wonderful!’ she cried, and went on playing. Soon, however, since she was used to playing the guitar only as accompaniment to her singing, she could not but begin involuntarily to sing as she walked along. The Princess followed her in silence. When Julia stopped, Hedwiga said: ‘Go on, sing, play this magical instrument! Perhaps you will succeed in banishing the evil, hostile spirits that wanted to have power over me, banishing them to the infernal regions.’

‘Evil spirits? What do you mean?’ replied Julia. ‘May they be and remain strangers to us both, but I will certainly sing and play, for I don’t know that I have ever found an instrument so apt to my hand or that suited me so well as this one. And I feel as if my voice sounds much better than usual with it.’

She began a well-known Italian canzonetta, and lost herself in all manner of delicate melismas, daring runs and capriccios, giving free rein to the full richness of the notes dwelling in her breast.

If the Princess had been alarmed by the sight of the unknown man, then Julia froze to a statue when, just as she was about to turn and go down another path, he suddenly confronted her.

The stranger, a man about thirty years old, was dressed in black and in the height of fashion. There was nothing at all odd or unusual in his clothing, and yet his appearance did have something singular and eccentric about it. In spite of the cleanliness of his garments, a certain negligence was apparent, seeming to stem less from carelessness than from the fact that the stranger had been obliged to go along a path he had not expected to take, and for which his clothes were ill-suited. There he stood, his waistcoat unbuttoned, his neckcloth only loosely tied, his shoes so thick with dust that their gold buckles were barely visible, and his little three-cornered hat, meant only to be carried under the arm, looked rather ridiculous with the back of its brim turned down to protect him from the sun. He must have forced his way through the densest thickets in the park, for his tangled black hair was full of fir needles. He cast a quick look at the Princess and then let the soulful brilliance of his large dark eyes rest on Julia, thereby further increasing her embarrassment, so that tears came to her eyes, as they usually did in such circumstances.

‘And do those heavenly notes,’ began the stranger at last, in a low and gentle voice, ‘do those heavenly notes cease at the sight of me and dissolve into tears?’

The Princess, forcibly overcoming the first impression the stranger had made on her, looked proudly at him and then said, in almost cutting tones: ‘Your sudden appearance, sir, is certainly a surprise to us! One does not expect to meet strangers in the princely park at this hour. I am Princess Hedwiga.’

As soon as the Princess began to speak, the stranger had turned swiftly towards her and was now looking into her eyes, but his entire countenance seemed altered. Gone was the expression of melancholy longing, gone was every trace of a mind agitated in its inmost depths; a crazily twisted smile exaggerated his expression of bitter irony to the point of drollery or farce. The Princess stopped in mid-speech as if she had felt an electric shock and cast her eyes down, her whole face red as blood.

It seemed that the stranger was about to say something, but at that moment Julia began: ‘Am I not a silly, foolish creature to take alarm and weep like a little child caught nibbling on the sly? For yes, sir, I was nibbling on the sly, enticing the most exquisite notes from your guitar – it is all the fault of the guitar and our curiosity. We overheard the charming way you addressed the little thing, and then we saw you angrily throw the poor creature away into the bushes, so that it sighed aloud in tones of lamentation. That went to my heart so much that I had to plunge into the undergrowth and retrieve your delightful, pretty instrument. I’m sure you know what girls are like: I strum the guitar a little, and my fingers began to itch – I couldn’t resist it. Forgive me, sir, and take your instrument back.’

Julia held the guitar out to the stranger.

‘This,’ said he, ‘is a very rare melodious instrument, dating from the good old days, and only in my clumsy hands – my hands? What do I mean, my hands? The wonderful spirit of melody that has struck up friendship with this little oddity dwells in my breast too, but as a chrysalis, incapable of free movement; from within you, however, my dear young lady, it soars to the bright regions of Heaven in a thousand shimmering hues, like the lustrous eye of a peacock’s feather. Ah, dear young lady, when you sang all the yearning pain of love, all the delight of sweet dreams, hope and longing surged through the forest and fell like reviving dew on the fragrant flower-cups, on the breasts of listening nightingales! Keep the instrument; you alone command the magic locked within it!’

‘You threw the instrument away,’ replied Julia, blushing deeply.

‘True,’ said the stranger, forcefully taking the guitar and pressing it to his breast, ‘true, I threw it away and I receive it back sanctified; it shall never leave my hands again!’

Then the stranger’s countenance suddenly changed, resuming its farcical mask, and he spoke in high, cutting tones: ‘Really, Fate or my cacodemon45 has played a very nasty trick on me, most honoured ladies, obliging me to appear here before you so entirely ex abrupto,46 as the Romans and other good folk say! Dear God! Most gracious Princess, pray risk looking me up and down, from head to foot. You will then be pleased to conclude, from my attire, that I am on a grand tour of visits. Why, I was just thinking of passing through Sieghartsweiler and presenting that good town if not with my own person, then at least with a visiting card. Dear God! Do I lack connections, most gracious Princess? Wasn’t the Lord Marshal of his Highness your father once my close friend? If he saw me here, I know he would clasp me to his satin-clad breast and say, much moved, while offering me a pinch of snuff: “We are in private here, my dear fellow; I can give free rein to my heart and to the most pleasing of sentiments.” I’d have had an audience of his most gracious Highness Prince Irenaeus, and I would have been introduced to you too, Princess, introduced in such a manner that I’ll wager my best team of chords in sevenths to a box of the ears that I’d have won your favour! But now – to my eternal misfortune I must introduce myself here in the park, at this most inappropriate place, in between a duck-pond and a ditch full of frogs. Dear God, if I could only work a little witchcraft, if I could but change this handsome box of toothpicks subito –’ and he produced such a box from his waistcoat pocket – ‘into the finest Chamberlain of the court of Prince Irenaeus, a Chamberlain who would take me under his wing and say: “Gracious Princess, let me introduce such and such a man!” But now – che far, che dir?47 Mercy, mercy, Princess – have mercy, ladies and gentlemen!’

So saying, the stranger flung himself down in front of the Princess and sang, in a hoarse voice: ‘Ah pietà, pietà, Signora!’48

The Princess seized Julia, and crying aloud, ‘This is a lunatic, a lunatic escaped from the madhouse!’ she ran off with her as fast as she could.

Madame Benzon came to meet the girls just outside the castle. Breathless, they almost collapsed at her feet. ‘What has happened, for Heaven’s sake?’ she asked. ‘What’s happened to you; why this headlong flight?’

The Princess, distressed and beside herself as she was, could only stammer a few broken words about a madman who had attacked them. Julia told her mother everything that had happened in a calm, collected manner, and concluded by saying that she did not think the stranger mad at all, merely an ironic wag whom she took for a kind of Jaques, well suited to the comedy of the Forest of Arden.

Madame Benzon made Julia go over it all again, inquired after the smallest details, and then asked for a description of the stranger’s gait, bearing, gestures, manner of speech, and so forth. ‘Oh yes,’ she said then, ‘yes, it is only too certain: it is he, he himself, it cannot – cannot possibly be anyone else.’

‘Who – who is he?’ asked the Princess impatiently.

‘Be calm, dear Hedwiga,’ replied Madame Benzon. ‘You have made yourself out of breath to no purpose; this stranger who seemed such a threat to you is no madman. Whatever bitter, unseemly pleasantries he permitted himself, in keeping with his eccentric manner, I believe you will be reconciled with him.’

‘Never,’ cried the Princess. ‘I will never set eyes on that – that irksome fool again!’

‘Oh, Hedwiga,’ said Madame Benzon, laughing, ‘whatever put the word irksome into your head? Judging by what took place earlier, it’s a word much apter than you may perhaps think or guess yourself!’

‘I don’t know why you’re so angry with the stranger either, dear Hedwiga,’ Julia began. ‘Even in his foolish conduct and confused speech, there was something that moved my heart strangely and not at all disagreeably.’

‘It’s lucky for you,’ replied the Princess, tears starting to her eyes, ‘lucky for you that you can be so calm and composed, but that dreadful man’s mockery pierces my heart! Benzon, who is he? Who is the madman?’

‘I can tell you the whole story in a few words,’ replied Madame Benzon. ‘Five years ago, when I was in –

M. cont. – convinced me that innocent virtue and sympathy with the afflictions of a comrade can also dwell in a sincere, profound poetic nature.

A certain melancholy, such as often affects young Romantic artists as they suffer the experience of feeling great and elevated ideas struggle to develop in their minds, drove me to seek solitude. For some time roof, cellar and attic remained unvisited. With that poet,49 I was sensible of the sweet idyllic joys of life in a little cottage on the banks of a babbling brook, shaded by the sombre foliage of drooping birches and weeping willows, and giving myself up to my dreams, I remained under the stove. It so happened that I never again saw Mina, my sweet mother with her beautifully mottled coat. I found comfort and relief in the sciences. Ah, there is something wonderful about the sciences! My thanks, my ardent thanks, to the noble man who invented them. How much more wonderful and useful is his invention than that of the horrid monk who first took it upon himself to make gunpowder, a thing the nature and effect of which I cannot abide! And posterity, sitting in judgement, has punished that barbarous man, the infernal Barthold,50 with scornful contempt, for even now it is proverbial to say, in giving high praise to a quick-witted scholar, a discerning student of political science, in short, any man of exquisite education, ‘Well, he won’t set the world on fire!’

For the edification of hopeful young tomcats, I cannot neglect to remark that if I wanted to study I would leap at my master’s library with my eyes closed, then tug out the book to which I was clinging and peruse it whatever its contents. Through this mode of studying, my mind acquired that wide-ranging flexibility, that diverse and brilliant wealth of knowledge, which posterity will admire in me. I will not mention here the books I read one after another during that period of poetic melancholy, partly because a more suitable opportunity to do so may occur, partly because I’ve forgotten their titles, and that in turn will to some degree be because I didn’t read most of the titles, so I never knew them. This explanation will satisfy everyone, and no one will accuse me of biographical levity.

New experiences lay ahead of me.

One day, when my master happened to be immersed in a great folio lying open before him, while I, reclining close to him under the desk on a sheet of the finest royal paper,51 was trying my paw at Greek script, in which it seemed very adept, a young man walked in. I had seen him in Master Abraham’s lodgings several times before, and he treated me with friendly respect, indeed with the gratifying regard due to outstanding talent and marked genius. For having greeted my master, not only did he always salute me with a ‘Good morning, cat!’, he would always scratch me gently behind the ears and stroke my back softly, conduct in which I detected genuine encouragement for me to let my intellectual gifts shine before the world.

Today, everything was to be different!

For today, as had never occurred before, a shaggy black monster with burning eyes jumped in through the doorway behind the young man, and on catching sight of me made straight for me. I was overcome by indescribable fear. With one bound, I leaped up on my master’s desk, and I uttered sounds of horror and desperation when the monster jumped up at the desk, making an appalling racket. My kind master, fearing for me, picked me up and put me under his dressing-gown.

However, the young man said, ‘Don’t worry, my dear Master Abraham, my poodle never hurts cats. He only wants to play. Just put your tomcat down, and it will amuse you to watch the little fellows getting acquainted – my poodle and your cat.’

My master actually was about to put me down, but I clung tightly to him and began to wail piteously, which at least persuaded him to let me stay close to him in his chair when he sat down.

Emboldened by my master’s protection, I sat up on my hind legs, my tail coiled around me, assuming a position of such dignity and noble pride as was bound to impress my putative black adversary. The poodle sat down on the floor in front of me, looked me intently in the eye, and said something to me, in broken Cattish, which I could not understand. My fear gradually ebbed away entirely, and once I had calmed down I could see nothing in the poodle’s gaze but good nature and an ingenuous disposition. I involuntarily began to show that I was inclined to feel confident, by gently moving my tail back and forth, and the poodle immediately began wagging his own short little tail in the most delightful manner.

Ah, my heart had gone out to him! There could be no doubt of the harmony of our minds! ‘How,’ said I to myself, ‘how could this stranger’s unfamiliar conduct so alarm and terrify you? What did all that jumping, yapping, gambolling, racing about and barking mean but the vigorous high spirits of a youth animated by love and pleasure, by the joyful liberty of life? Ah, virtue, true poodlishness resides in that hairy black breast!’ Fortified by these thoughts, I determined to take the first step towards a closer, more intimate union of our souls, and to get down from my master’s chair.

As I rose and stretched, the poodle jumped up and dashed round the room, barking loudly! The utterances of a wonderful and vigorous mind! There was nothing more to fear; I immediately climbed down and cautiously, treading softly, approached my new friend. We began performing that act which expresses, with significant symbolism, the closer recognition of kindred spirits, the forging of that alliance contingent upon the inmost heart, an act which base and myopic mankind describes by the low, common expression of ‘sniffing each other’. My black friend expressed a desire to eat some of the chicken bones in my dish. I gave him to understand as best I could that it was appropriate for a cat of my cosmopolitan education and polite manners to entertain him as my guest. He ate with remarkably good appetite, while I watched from a distance. It was lucky I’d already set my fried fish aside and hidden it under my bed. After dinner, we began playing the most delightful of games until finally, united heart and soul, we embraced. Clinging firmly to each other and tumbling head over heels again and again, we swore vows of tender faith and friendship.

I don’t know how there could be anything ridiculous in this meeting of fine souls, this mutual recognition of affectionate youthful minds, but one thing is certain: both my master and the young stranger kept laughing heartily, not a little to my vexation.

My new friendship had made a deep impression on me, so that as I sat in sun or shade, on the roof or under the stove, I thought of nothing, reflected on nothing, dreamed of nothing, was aware of nothing but poodle, poodle, poodle! I thereby gained great insight into the innermost essence of poodlishness which dawned upon me in brilliant colours, and the profound work mentioned above, to wit, Thought and Intuition, or Cat and Dog, was born of this perception. In it, I set out the way in which the manners, customs and language of both species are profoundly dependent upon their characteristic natures, showing both to be merely different rays cast out by the same prism. I paid particular attention to the character of their language, proving that as language is really just symbolic representation of the natural principle in audible form, and consequently there can be but one language, Cattish and Doggish (in the specialized dialect of Poodlish) were branches of the same tree, so that tomcat and poodle, when inspired by a higher spirit, understood each other. To make my point perfectly clear, I adduced several examples from the two languages, drawing the reader’s attention to the identical roots of bow-wow– miaow-miaow– yap-yap – snap – grrr – purr – huff-huff – hissss, and so forth.

Once my book was finished, I felt an irresistible desire to learn Poodlish properly, an endeavour in which I succeeded with the help of my new friend Ponto the poodle, though not without some difficulty, since Poodlish is a really hard language for us cats. However, persons of genius can do anything, and that same quality of genius is underrated by a famous human writer52 when he claims that to speak a foreign language properly, exactly as a native speaker does, one must be something of a fool. In fact my master was of this opinion, and really approved only of the scholarly understanding of a foreign language, contrasting that understanding with the ability to speak it, by which he meant chattering on in the foreign tongue about this or that matter of no importance. He went so far as to consider the speaking of French53 by our ladies and gentlemen at court a kind of illness which, like cataleptic fits, begins with alarming symptoms, and I heard him make this absurd claim to the Prince’s Lord Marshal himself.

‘Be so good,’ said Master Abraham, ‘be so good, Excellency, as to observe yourself. Has not Heaven given you a fine, resonant vocal organ? Yet when you suffer an attack of French you suddenly begin to hiss, to lisp, to growl, your pleasant features becoming dreadfully distorted in the process, and even the fine, firm, grave demeanour usually at your command is marred by all manner of strange convulsions. What can all this mean but the angry activity of some fateful imp of illness inside you?’

The Lord Marshal laughed heartily, and to be sure, Master Abraham’s hypothesis of the foreign-languages disease was laughable.

A clever scholar, in some book or other, advises one to try thinking in a foreign language which one wants to learn quickly. This is good advice, but putting it into practice is not without danger, for I very soon managed to think in Poodlish, but I immersed myself so deeply in these poodlish thoughts that my actual knowledge of the language lagged behind, and I myself couldn’t understand what I was thinking. I set most of the ideas I didn’t understand down on paper, and I am amazed at the profundity of these utterances, which I have collected under the title of Acanthus Leaves54 and which I still don’t understand.

I believe this brief outline of the history of my youthful months should suffice to give the reader a clear picture of my nature, and how I came to be what I am.

However, I cannot leave the prime of my remarkable, eventful life behind without mentioning one more incident, an incident which marks, as it were, my transition to a period of more mature education. Young tomcats will learn from it that no rose is without thorns, and that many an obstacle lies in the way of the ardently aspiring spirit, many a stone upon which they are bound to hurt their paws. And the pain of such wounds is severe, very severe!

I am sure, gentle reader, that you have almost been envying me my happy youth and the lucky star that watched over me! Born in poverty to distinguished but indigent parents, on the brink of ignominious death, I suddenly find myself in the lap of luxury, in the Peruvian mine55 of literature! Nothing disturbs my education, nothing opposes my inclinations, I take giant strides towards that state of perfection which raises me high above my time. And then, suddenly, an excise officer halts me, demanding the tribute due from all here below!

Who would have thought that thorns lay hidden beneath the bonds of the sweetest, most ardent of friendships – thorns sure to scratch me, injure me, wound me severely?

Everyone who has a feeling heart in his bosom, like me, will readily be able to deduce, from what I have said of my relationship with the poodle Ponto, how much the good fellow meant to me, yet he it was who first set in motion that catastrophe which might have ruined me entirely, had not the spirit of my great ancestor been watching over me. Yes, reader! I had an ancestor, an ancestor but for whom I would not, so to speak, be anything at all – a great and distinguished ancestor, a man of rank, dignity, fortune and extensive knowledge, endowed with a most excellent kind of virtue, with the finest philanthropy, a man of elegance and taste in the very latest mode – a man who – but all this is just in passing, and I will say more at a later date concerning that worthy cat, who was none other than the world-famous Prime Minister Hinz von Hinzenfeldt, so dear to the world, so greatly valued, by the name of Puss in Boots.56

As I was saying, more about that most noble of tomcats later!

How could it be otherwise: once able to express myself with ease and elegance in Poodlish, was I not bound to speak to my friend Ponto of that which I valued most in life, to wit, myself and my works? Thus it was that he became acquainted with my peculiar intellectual gifts, my genius, my talent, and here I perceived, not a little to my sorrow, that an incorrigible frivolity, indeed a certain exuberance, made it impossible for young Ponto to get anywhere in the arts and sciences. Instead of marvelling at my knowledge, he told me he had no idea how I could bother about such things, and for his part, so far as the arts were concerned, he would confine himself to jumping over sticks and retrieving his master’s cap from the water, while as for the sciences, he thought they just upset the stomachs of folk like him and me, ruining the appetite entirely.

It was in the course of such a conversation, while I was trying to teach my light-minded young friend better, that the disaster happened. For before I knew what he was about –

W.P. – ‘And still,’ replied Madame Benzon, ‘with your fantastical eccentricity, your cutting irony, you will cause nothing but mischief – confusion – total discord in all conventional existing relationships.’

‘Oh wonderful Kapellmeister,’ cried Johannes Kreisler, laughing, ‘to be capable of such discord!’

‘Now do be serious,’ continued Madame Benzon, ‘do be serious; you won’t escape me by bitter jesting! I have you now, my dear Johannes! Yes, I will call you by the gentle name of Johannes, so that I may at least hope the satyr’s mask hides a gentle, tender disposition after all! And then again, nothing will ever convince me that your bizarre name Kreisler is not to be regarded as an invention, a substitute for some quite different surname!’

‘Madam,’ said Kreisler, his whole face quivering in a strange muscular play of a thousand folds and furrows, ‘my dear madam, what do you have against my honest name? Perhaps I did once bear another, but that’s a long time ago, and I feel like the councillor in Tieck’s Bluebeard57 who says: “I once had a most excellent name, but over the course of time I have almost forgotten it, and can recollect it only dimly now.” ’

‘Oh, pray reflect, Johannes!’ cried Madame Benzon, her bright eyes fixed upon him. ‘I’m sure that half-forgotten name will come back to your mind.’

‘It certainly will not, dear lady,’ replied Kreisler. ‘That’s impossible, and I half suspect that where my name as passport through life for my outer form is concerned, my dim memory of my former self derives from that agreeable time before I was born. Be so good, most honoured lady, as to look at my plain name in the proper light, and you will find it excellent with regard to my appearance, complexion and physiognomy! Furthermore, turn it upside down, dissect it with the anatomical knife of grammar, and its internal content will prove better and better. Dear lady, you cannot possibly see the origin of my name in the word Kraus to describe what is curly or confused, or myself, on the analogy of the word Haarkräusler for a curler of hair, as one who curls and confuses notes or indeed is any kind of a Kräusler at all, for then I would have to spell my name thus. No, there’s no getting away from the word Kreis, meaning a circle, and Heaven send that it immediately puts you in mind of those wonderful circles in which our entire existence moves and from which we cannot escape, do what we may. A Kreisler circulates in these circles, and very likely, weary of the leaps and bounds of the St Vitus’s dance he is obliged to perform, and at odds with the dark, inscrutable power which delineated those circles, he often longs to break out more than a stomach constitutionally weak anyway will allow. And the deep pain of this longing may in its turn be that very irony which you, dear lady, so bitterly deplore, failing to observe that the powerful mother Irony bore a son who stepped into life like a lordly king. I mean Humour, who has nothing in common with his ill-mannered stepbrother Mockery.’

‘Ah, yes,’ said Madame Benzon, ‘that same Humour, the changeling child of an extravagant, fanciful imagination without form or colour, so that you hard, masculine souls don’t know yourselves what rank and dignity you should claim for him – you would like to persuade us that this Humour is something great and fine when you seek, with bitter scorn, to annihilate all that is dear and precious to our hearts. Are you aware, Kreisler, that Princess Hedwiga is still dreadfully distressed by your appearance and conduct in the park? Sensitive as she is, every jest in which she senses even the slightest mockery of herself wounds her, but what is more, my dear Johannes, you saw fit to present yourself to her as a complete madman, thus arousing such horror in her that she might well have taken to her sickbed. Can that be forgiven?’

‘By no means,’ replied Kreisler, ‘any more than a little princess walking in her good Papa’s open park can be forgiven for trying to impress a respectable stranger with her small person.’

‘Well, be that as it may,’ continued Madame Benzon, ‘let it suffice that your eccentric appearance in our park could have had unfortunate consequences. We have to thank my Julia for averting them, and for the Princess’s at least becoming accustomed to the idea of seeing you again. Julia alone takes you under her protection, regarding all you did and said as merely the overflowing of an extravagant mood, such a mood as is often characteristic of a deeply wounded or over-sensitive mind. In short, Julia, who only recently read Shakespeare’s As You Like It, has compared you with the melancholy Jaques, of all people.’

‘Oh, perspicacious, heavenly child!’ cried Kreisler, tears springing to his eyes.

‘Moreover,’ continued Madame Benzon, ‘my Julia knew you for a sublime musician and composer when you improvised on the guitar, sometimes singing and talking to the sound, as she tells me. She believes that a unique spirit of music was revealed to her at that moment, so that she was obliged, as if by some invisible power, to sing and play, and succeeded far better than ever before. You must know that Julia could not resign herself to never seeing the strange man again, to his appearing to her only a charmingly strange, musical phantom, while the Princess, on the contrary, claimed with all her usual vehemence that a second visit from the weird madman would be the death of her. Since the girls are usually united heart and soul, and there has never been any disagreement between them, I might well call this a repetition in reverse of that scene from their early childhood when Julia was determined to throw a rather odd-looking Scaramouche58 which had been given to her into the fire, but the Princess took the doll under her wing and made it her favourite.’

‘I will let myself,’ said Kreisler, laughing aloud as he interrupted Madame Benzon, ‘I will let myself be thrown into the fire by the Princess, a second Scaramouche, and trust to the fair Julia’s good graces.’

‘You must take my memory of the Scaramouche as a humorous fancy,’ continued Madame Benzon, ‘and you cannot misinterpret such a fancy to suit your own theory. As for the rest, you may well imagine that I identified you at once from the description the girls gave me of your appearance and the whole incident in the park, and there was no need for Julia to express a wish to see you again. I would have set all the servants available to searching the entire park and the whole of Sieghartsweiler to find you again anyway, since you had become so dear to me on such short acquaintance. But all my inquiries were in vain, and I thought you lost. I was all the more amazed when you appeared before me this morning. Julia is with the Princess – what a conflict of the most varied emotions there would be if the girls were to learn of your arrival at this moment! As for what brings you here all of a sudden, when I thought you well installed as Kapellmeister at the Grand Duke’s court, I will request enlightenment only if you think it proper and agreeable to tell me anything about it.’

While Madame Benzon was saying all this, Kreisler had been deep in thought. He gazed at the ground and tapped his forehead like a man trying to remember something he has forgotten.

‘Oh,’ he began, when the lady fell silent, ‘oh, it’s a very silly story, scarcely worth the telling. But one thing’s certain: what the little Princess was pleased to take for the ramblings of a madman is founded in truth. In fact, when I had the misfortune to alarm that sensitive little soul in the park, I was on a round of visits, having just come away from a call on none other than his Most Serene Highness the Grand Duke himself, and intending to continue with the most agreeable of calls here in Sieghartsweiler.’

‘Ah, Kreisler!’ cried Madame Benzon, smiling slightly, for she never laughed heartily out loud, ‘ah, Kreisler, this must be some other strange fancy to which you allow free rein. If I’m not mistaken, the Grand Duke’s seat is at least thirty hours’ journey from Sieghartsweiler.’

‘So it is,’ replied Kreisler; ‘but one can walk there in grounds laid out in what seems to me such grand style that they must amaze even a Le Notre.59 Well, dear lady, if you won’t accept my round of visits, then you may remember that a sensitive Kapellmeister, his voice in his throat and in his breast, his guitar in hand, wandering at leisure through fragrant woods and fresh, green meadows, passing ravines where the rocks tower wildly, crossing narrow bridges beneath which the forest streams rush and foam – you may remember that such a Kapellmeister, raising his solo voice to join the chorus of music everywhere surrounding him, can very easily stray unintentionally, without meaning to, into remote parts of the grounds. And perhaps that is how I got into the princely park of Sieghartshof, which is nothing but rather a small part of the great park laid out by Nature. But no, that’s not so! Only when you spoke just now of a merry band of huntsmen being commanded to catch me like game on the run, only then did I feel a firm inner conviction of the inevitability of my presence here. Even had I wished to continue on my mad career, that inevitability was sure to drive me into the net.

‘You were good enough to say that my acquaintance had become dear to you: was that not bound to remind me of those dreadful days of confusion and general distress when Fate brought us together? You found me then vacillating, unable to make a decision, my inmost being lacerated. You kindly took me in and while you sought to comfort me, revealing to me the clear, unclouded sky of a calm femininity sufficient unto itself, you both deplored and forgave the mad abandonment of my conduct, which you attributed to bleak despair brought on by the force of circumstances. You removed me from surroundings which I myself could see were equivocal; your house became the peaceful, friendly asylum where, respecting your silent pain, I forgot my own. Your conversation, so cheerful and mild, had the effect of beneficial medicine, even though you did not know my sickness. It was not those ominous events that might ruin my position in life which had so adverse an effect on me. I had long wished to extricate myself from circumstances which irked me and made me anxious, and I could not chide Fate for doing what I myself had lacked the courage and strength to do for so long. Ah, no! When I felt free, I was overcome by that indescribable restlessness which so often, since my earliest youth, has made me a stranger to myself. It is not the longing which, as that profound poet60 so superbly said, has sprung from a higher life and lasts for ever because it is for ever unfulfilled, is neither deceived nor cheated, but merely remains unfulfilled so that it will not die; no – I often feel a wild, crazy longing for something which I seek outside myself in restless activity, although it is hidden within me, a dark mystery, a confused, baffling dream of a paradise of the utmost contentment which even the dream cannot name, can only divine, and this idea plagues me with the torments of Tantalus.61

‘Even as a child, I was often overcome by this feeling so suddenly that in the midst of the merriest of games with my friends I would run away, into the forest, up the mountain, to cast myself down on the ground weeping and sobbing inconsolably, although I had just been the merriest and most hilarious of us all. Later, I learned to control myself better, but I cannot find words for the torment I suffer when I have been in a cheerful company of agreeable, well-disposed friends, enjoying some artistic pleasure – even at moments when my vanity is flattered in some way or another – and suddenly everything has seemed wretched, empty, colourless, dead, and I have felt myself transported to a desolate wilderness. There is only one angel of light with power over that evil demon: it is the spirit of music, which often arises from me triumphant, and at whose mighty voice all the pains of earthly tribulations die away.’

‘I have always thought,’ said Madame Benzon, ‘that music has too strong an effect upon you, and consequently a harmful one, for all the features of your face would change as your whole being seemed imbued by the performance of some fine work. You turned pale, you were unable to speak, you could utter only sighs and tears, and then, if anyone ventured to say so much as a word about the master’s work, you would round on him with the bitterest mockery, with deeply wounding scorn. Why, when –’

‘Oh, dear lady,’ Kreisler interrupted Madame Benzon, and for all the serious depth of emotion with which he had just spoken he suddenly resumed his characteristic tone of irony, ‘oh, dear lady, that’s all changed now. You won’t believe, my dear madam, how docile and well-behaved I’ve been at the Grand Duke’s court. I can beat time to Don Juan and Armida62 with the greatest good nature and equanimity of mind; I can give the prima donna a friendly wave when she goes hopping up and down the scale in astonishing cadenzas; when the Lord Marshal whispers in my ear, at the end of Haydn’s Seasons, “C’étoit bien ennuyant mon cher maître de chapelle”,63 I can nod and smile and take a pinch of snuff with a meaning look; I can even listen patiently when the art-loving Chamberlain who is maître de plaisir explains to me at length that Mozart and Beethoven didn’t know the first thing about singing, that Rossini, Pucitta64 and whatever all those other little fellows are called may have raised themselves à la hauteur of all operatic music. Oh, dear lady, you have no idea how I’ve profited by my appointment as Kapellmeister, and above all I have become wonderfully convinced of the value of artists’ going into service in due form, since otherwise those proud, unruly folk might stand comparison with the Devil and his grandmother. Make the worthy composer Kapellmeister or Music Director, appoint the poet Court Poet, make the painter Court Portraitist, the sculptor Court Sculptor, and you’ll soon have no more useless fantastical fellows in the land, you’ll have nothing but useful citizens of good breeding and mild manners!’

‘Hush, hush,’ cried Madame Benzon, vexed. ‘Stop, Kreisler, your hobby-horse is beginning to run away with you as usual. What’s more, I smell a rat, and I really would very much like to know what unfortunate incident obliged you to flee the ducal seat in such a hurry – for all the circumstances of your appearance in the park here indicate such a flight.’

‘And I,’ said Kreisler calmly, his glance fixed on Madame Benzon, ‘and I can assure you that the unfortunate incident which drove me from the ducal seat was independent of all external factors, residing only in myself.

‘That same restlessness of which I spoke just now, perhaps at greater length and more earnestly than was really necessary, came over me more forcibly than ever, and I couldn’t remain any longer. You know how glad I was to be appointed Kapellmeister to the Grand Duke. Foolishly, I believed that, living for art, I would be entirely contented by my appointment and the demon within me would be conquered. But you will gather from what little I have just told you about my training at the Grand Duke’s court, dear lady, how much I was mistaken. Spare me the account of how the vapid trifling with sacred art to which I was obliged to turn my hand, how the absurdities of soulless dabblers and tasteless dilettantes, how all the frenzied activity of a world full of artificial puppets increasingly brought me to recognize the pitiful worthlessness of my existence. One morning I had to go and see the Grand Duke, to learn what part I was to take in the festivities due to be held in a few days’ time. The maître de plaisir was present, of course, and bombarded me with all kinds of pointless, tasteless requirements with which I was to comply. In particular, he himself had written a prologue which he wanted me to set to music, as the climax of the theatrical festivities. And as we were not concerned, this time, with learned German music but tasteful Italian song – said he to the prince, casting a keen sidelong glance at me – he had sketched out several tender melodies which I, dutifully, was to insert. Not only did the Grand Duke give permission for all this, he also took the opportunity of indicating that he hoped and expected I would further my education by diligent study of the more recent Italian composers. What a pitiful figure I cut! I felt deeply ashamed of myself. All these humiliations struck me as well-deserved punishment for my infantile, stupid forbearance. I left the castle, never to return. I intended to hand in my resignation that same evening, but even this decision could not reconcile me to myself, for I saw that I had already been banished in a secret process of ostracism.65 I had brought my guitar with me for other purposes; I took it from the carriage, which I dismissed once I was outside the gates, and I went on through the open country, on and on, unable to halt! The sun was already sinking, the shadows of the mountains and the forest were growing wider and wider, darker and darker. The thought of returning to the ducal seat was unbearable, indeed devastating. “What power forces me to go back?” I cried out loud. I knew I was on the road to Sieghartsweiler, I thought of my old friend Master Abraham from whom I had received a letter the day before, a letter in which, guessing at my situation at the Grand Duke’s seat, he wished I were not there and invited me to stay with him.’

‘What?’ Madame Benzon interrupted the Kapellmeister. ‘Do you know that strange old man?’

‘Master Abraham,’ Kreisler continued, ‘was my father’s closest friend, my teacher, and in some sort my tutor. Well, dear lady, you now know exactly how I came to be in good Prince Irenaeus’s park, and you will no longer doubt that I can tell a tale calmly when I must, with all the requisite historical exactitude, and with such ease as horrifies myself! Anyway, the whole story of my flight from the ducal seat seems to me, as I said, so foolish and of such soul-destroying vapidity that I cannot speak of it myself without falling into a pronounced state of languor. However, dear lady, you might supply the alarmed Princess with this trivial event as a soothing draught to calm her mind, and reflect that an honest German musician, put to flight by Rossini and Pucitta and Pavesi and Fioravanti66 and God knows what other inis and ittas, just as he had drawn on his silk stockings and was bearing himself very correctly in a nice carriage, can hardly behave very sensibly. I’ll hope that I may hope for pardon! As a poetical repercussion of this tedious adventure, however, dear Madame Benzon, you must know that just as I was about to run away, scourged by my demon, the sweetest of magic held me spellbound. The demon, with malicious glee, was seeking to violate the deepest secret of my heart when the mighty spirit of music spread its wings, and at that melodious rustling sound comfort awoke, hope and even yearning, which is imperishable love itself and the enchantment of eternal youth – for Julia sang!’

Kreisler fell silent. Madame Benzon, listening attentively, was eager to hear what followed. As the Kapellmeister seemed to be lost in silent thought, she inquired with cold civility, ‘So you really find my daughter’s singing pleasing, my dear Johannes?’

Kreisler gave a violent start, but a sigh from the depths of his heart smothered what he had been about to say.

‘Well,’ continued Madame Benzon, ‘I’m glad of that. Julia can learn a great deal from you about true song, my dear Kreisler, for I take it as a settled thing that you will remain here.’

‘Dear madam,’ began Kreisler, but at that moment the door opened and Julia came in.

When she caught sight of the Kapellmeister, a sweet smile illuminated her lovely countenance, and a soft ‘Oh!’ breathed from her lips.

Madame Benzon rose, took the Kapellmeister’s hand and led him towards Julia, saying, ‘Well, my child, here’s the strange –

M. cont. – young Ponto made for my latest manuscript, which was lying beside me, snatched it up in his teeth before I could stop him, and ran straight off with it, meanwhile laughing with malicious glee, and this alone should have made me suspect it was not just youthful high spirits that drove him to this dreadful deed, but something more besides. I was soon to receive enlightenment.

A few days later the man whose service young Ponto had entered came to see my master. I later learned that he was Professor Lothario, teacher of aesthetics at the Sieghartsweiler Grammar School. After the usual greetings, the Professor glanced around the room, and when he set eyes on me said, ‘Would you care to put that little fellow out of the room, dear Master?’

‘Why?’ asked my master. ‘Why, Professor? You used to like cats, particularly my pet here, the handsome and intelligent tomcat Murr!’

‘Oh yes,’ said the Professor, with a derisive laugh, ‘yes, handsome and intelligent, to be sure! But do me the favour of putting your pet out, Master, because I have things to discuss with you which he mustn’t on any account hear.’

‘Who mustn’t?’ cried Master Abraham, staring at the Professor.

‘Why, your cat,’ the latter continued. ‘Pray don’t ask any more questions, just do as I ask.’

‘Well, this is strange,’ said Master Abraham, opening the door of his cabinet and calling me in. I obeyed, but then, without his noticing, slipped back into the room and hid in the bottom of the bookcase, so that I could watch the room unobserved and hear every word they said.

‘Now,’ said Master Abraham, sitting down opposite the Professor in his armchair, ‘now do for goodness’ sake tell me this secret which must remain hidden from my honest cat Murr.’

‘Tell me first,’ began the Professor, very grave and pensive, ‘tell me, dear Master, what you think of the principle that, only provided he is physically healthy but regardless of native intellectual capacity, talent or genius, any child may be made a hero of scholarship and art within a short time, that is to say while still a boy, by means of a specially regulated education?’

‘Why,’ replied the Master, ‘what can I think of the principle except that it is stupid and fatuous? It is possible, indeed quite probable, that you can systematically drum a great quantity of things into a child endowed with a good memory and much the same perceptive faculties as are to be found in apes, and he will trot them out in company, only the child must lack all natural genius, for otherwise his own better nature would resist such a dreadful procedure. Who, however, will call such a simple lad, force-fed to bursting with all the morsels of knowledge he can swallow, who will ever call him a scholar in the true sense of the word?’

‘The world!’ cried the Professor vehemently. ‘All the world will do so! Oh, it’s a terrible thing! All belief in the higher, inborn, natural intellectual power which alone makes a scholar or an artist is annihilated by that dreadful, crazy principle!’

‘Don’t excite yourself!’ said the Master, smiling. ‘As far as I’m aware, the educational method you mean has delivered but one product so far in our good German land,67 and the world did talk of it for a while, but ceased to do so on observing that the product was not a particularly good one. Moreover, the specimen concerned was at the height of his fame just when infant prodigies were all the rage, showing off their skills for a modest fee, much as laboriously trained dogs and monkeys used to perform.’

‘That’s what you say now,’ said the Professor, ‘that’s what you say now, Master Abraham, and I might believe you if I didn’t know the hidden prankster in you, if I wasn’t aware that your whole life represents a series of the strangest experiments. Just admit it, Master Abraham, just admit it: you have been experimenting with that principle on the sly, in total secrecy, but wishing to outdo the man who prepared the specimen we mentioned just now. Once you were quite ready, you planned to come forward with your pupil and cast all the teachers in the world into amazement and despair, you wanted to make total nonsense of that excellent principle which holds that non ex quovis ligno fit Mercurius!68 Well, in short, there’s your quovis – no Mercury, but a tomcat!’

‘What on earth are you saying?’ exclaimed the Master, laughing out loud. ‘A tomcat?’

‘Don’t deny it,’ continued the Professor, ‘now don’t deny it, you’ve been trying out that theoretical method of education on your little friend in the cabinet there, you’ve taught him to read and write and educated him in the sciences, and now he ventures to turn author and even write verses.’

‘Oh, come!’ said Master Abraham. ‘That really is the silliest thing I ever heard! I, educate my cat, teach him the sciences? What fancies have you taken into your head, Professor? I assure you that I know nothing at all about my cat’s education, and indeed I think such a thing quite impossible.’

‘Do you, though?’ drawled the Professor. He took from his pocket a notebook which I immediately recognized as the manuscript young Ponto had stolen from me, and read:

‘Yearning for Higher Things


Ah, what a feeling ‘tis that stirs my breast!

What fitful, strange foreboding do I find

Urging a bold endeavour on my mind,

Whose mighty genius will not let it rest?




What would that mind? What is its inner quest?

Whither this life, to love so much inclined?

What ardent aspirations have entwined

The fearful heart beating within my chest?




I am transported to enchanted lands.

No word, no sound, all utterance is smothered;

A fervent hope wafts like a breeze in spring




And soon will free me from oppressive bands.

Ah, dreamed of, sensed, in verdant leaves discovered!

Up, up, my heart, and catch it on the wing!’



I hope that all my kind readers will appreciate the excellence of this wonderful sonnet, a model of its kind, an effusion from the deepest depths of my soul, and you will admire me all the more when I tell you it is one of the first I ever wrote! The mean-minded Professor, however, read it so shockingly badly, so totally without expression, that I scarcely recognized my own work, and overcome (as young poets are wont to be) by a sudden fit of rage, I was about to emerge from hiding, spring at the Professor’s face and let him feel my sharp claws. But the prudent realization that I was bound to get the worst of it if both my master and the Professor fell upon me induced me to subdue my anger by main force, although a growl escaped me involuntarily, and would infallibly have betrayed me had not my master, when the Professor had finished the sonnet, roared with laughter once again. His mirth hurt my feelings almost more than the Professor’s unfortunate conduct.

‘Ho, ho!’ cried the Master. ‘Yes, a sonnet truly worthy of a tomcat, but I still don’t see the point of your joke, Professor, so pray tell me straight out what you’re getting at!’

Without replying, the Professor leafed through the manuscript, and read on:

‘Gloss69


Love is found in every byway,

Friendship is a thing apart.

Lovers meet us on the highway,

Friends are chosen by the heart.




All around me sounds of sorrow

Yearn with many a plaintive measure.

Is the mind disposed to pleasure?

Is it more inclined to woe?

Often I would like to know

Am I waking? Do I dream?

Come, my heart, speak up in thy way

Of these longings and their theme:

In cellars, on the roof, ‘twould seem

Love is found in every byway!

Yet in time wounds will find healing:

Those of love like all the rest.

Consolation to the breast,

Over mind and spirit stealing,

Friendship brings, that sacred feeling!

As for love and such flapdoodle,

Cat, dismiss it from thy heart!

’Neath the stove do not canoodle,

Play there with thy friend the poodle.

Friendship is a thing apart!




Love, I know, great –’



‘No,’ said the Master, interrupting the Professor in his reading at this point, ‘no, really, my friend, you are trying my patience! You have been amusing yourself, or some other wag has been doing so, by writing verses in the spirit of a tomcat whom you claim, of all things, to be my good Murr, and now you are wasting my whole morning with the hoax! Well, it’s not a bad joke, and I’m sure Kreisler in particular will find it very much to his taste. He’d very likely go a-hunting with it, and you yourself might be brought to bay in the end. But now, do drop your ingenious disguise and tell me in sober fact what this odd joke of yours really means!’

The Professor closed the manuscript, looked my master gravely in the eye, and then said, ‘My poodle Ponto brought me these pages a few days ago. As you’ll be aware, he is on friendly terms with your cat Murr. He was carrying the manuscript in his mouth, to be sure, just as he usually carries everything, but he placed it on my lap perfectly intact, clearly indicating that he had it from none other than his friend Murr. On glancing at it, I was immediately struck by the very singular, peculiar handwriting, and when I had read some of the manuscript I began to entertain – in just what inexplicable way I don’t know – the strange idea that Murr might have written it all himself. However clearly common sense, and indeed a certain experience of life such as none of us can avoid and which, after all, is only common sense – well, however clearly common sense tells me such an idea is nonsense, since cats are incapable of either writing or composing poetry, yet I couldn’t get it out of my head. I decided to observe your cat, and as I knew from Ponto that Murr spends a great deal of time in your attic, I went up to my own attic and removed several tiles from the roof to give me a good view through your skylight. And what do you think I saw? Hear and be amazed! I saw your cat sitting in the farthest corner of the attic! – sitting there upright at a little desk, upon which his pens and paper lay, now rubbing his paw over his forehead, neck and face, now dipping his pen in the ink, writing, ceasing to write, writing once again, reading his work through and purring and purring (I could hear it), purring with sheer pleasure. And around him lay various books which, judging by their bindings, were borrowed from your library.’

‘What the devil?’ cried the Master. ‘I’ll just go and see if there are any books missing!’

So saying, he rose to his feet and went over to the bookcase. On catching sight of me, he took three steps backwards and looked at me in great astonishment. But the Professor cried, ‘There, you see, Master? You think your little friend’s sitting harmlessly in the room where you put him, but he’s stolen into the bookcase to pursue his studies, or even more likely, to eavesdrop on us. Now he’s heard everything we said, and can take the appropriate steps.’

‘Cat,’ began my master, his gaze resting upon me in amazement all the time, ‘cat, if I felt sure you were really taking to the composition of such ridiculous verses as the Professor has been reading aloud, wholly against your own honest nature, if I could believe you were really pursuing knowledge rather than mice, I think I might tweak your ears severely or even –’

Overwhelmed by dreadful anxiety, I closed my eyes and pretended to be fast asleep.

‘But no, no,’ my master went on, ‘take a look at this, do, Professor! Look at my good cat sleeping without a care in the world, and tell me if there’s anything in his amiable countenance that could indicate such astonishing, secret pranks as those of which you accuse him. Murr, Murr!’

When my master called me I made sure to answer, as usual, with a ‘Prr, prr!’, opening my eyes, rising to my paws and arching my back in a most attractive way.

The Professor furiously flung my manuscript at my head, but I pretended to think he wanted to play with me (my native cunning gave me the idea), and leaping and dancing about I pulled the manuscript this way and that, so that pieces of paper flew everywhere.

‘Well,’ said my master, ‘well, now we know that you’re quite wrong, Professor, and Ponto wasn’t being perfectly truthful. See what Murr is doing to those poems – what poet would treat his manuscript like that?’

‘I’ve warned you, Master, so please yourself!’ replied the Professor, leaving the room.

I now thought the storm was over, but how mistaken I was! To my great vexation, Master Abraham had declared himself opposed to my academic education, and although he had not seemed to believe the Professor’s claims, I soon became aware that he was watching everything I did, that he cut off my access to his library by carefully closing the bookcase, and he would no longer allow me to settle down on his desk among the papers as usual.

Thus did my burgeoning youth know grief and sorrow! What can be more painful to a genius than to see himself misunderstood, indeed mocked? What can embitter a great mind more than to encounter obstacles just where he expected every possible encouragement? But the stronger the pressure, the mightier the force set at liberty by its release; the harder the bow is bent, the more keenly does the arrow fly! If reading was forbidden to me, my own mind worked all the more freely, creating from its own resources.

Vexed as I was, I spent many days and nights at this period in the cellars of the building, where several mousetraps had been set and where, moreover, a number of tomcats of various ages and ranks used to meet.

The most complicated interrelationships of life will never elude a bold, philosophical mind, and its possessor will deduce from them how life itself is shaped, in thought and deed. Thus, even in the cellars, I was struck by the interactive relationship of mousetraps and cats. As a tomcat of noble, honest mind I felt quite heated when obliged to observe how the punctilious operation of those lifeless machines caused great apathy in the young toms. I reached for my pen and wrote that immortal work I have already mentioned above, to wit: On Mousetraps and their Influence on the Character and Achievement of the Feline Race. In this little book, I held up a mirror to those effeminate young tomcats in which they might see themselves abdicating all their own power, indolently, lazily, calmly allowing those base mice to run after the bacon! I roused them from their slumbers with thunderous words. Besides the usefulness this little work was bound to have, its writing was advantageous to myself, in that while I was busy with it I couldn’t catch any mice, and I had spoken out so strongly that later on, it could hardly occur to anyone to expect me to give a personal example in action of the heroism I advocated.

I might close the tale of the first period of my life here, and pass on to the months of my actual youth as I approached the age of maturity, but I cannot deprive my gentle readers of the last two verses of my beautiful ‘Gloss’, the verses my master didn’t want to hear. Here they are:


Love, I know, great force opposes,

When the songs of sweet desire

Set the passionate heart on fire,

Wafting out of banks of roses.

Then the lover’s eager nose is

Hot on the beloved’s scent.

By the flowery paths she’ll lie: say

She’ll be happy to assent!

Leaping on you, she’ll consent.

Lovers meet us on the highway.




Ah, that longing, ah, that yearning

O’er the sense a spell can cast.

Yet how long do such charms last?

All that ardent, amorous burning?

No! to Friendship I’ll be turning

By mild Hesper’s70 tranquil light.

For him, my friend, my counterpart,

I’ll exert my utmost might,

Scaling walls of any height.

Friends are chosen by the heart!



W.P. – that very evening in a cheerful, merry mood such as had not been detected in him for some considerable time. And this mood was the cause of an unheard-of event. For without flaring up in a temper and striding away, as he usually did in such cases, he listened calmly and even with a good-natured smile to the long (and even longer-winded) first act of a frightful tragedy written by a hopeful young lieutenant with rosy cheeks and nicely curled hair, who recited it with all the airs of the most felicitous poet. And when the said lieutenant, upon coming to the end, urged him to give his opinion of the composition, he confined himself, his whole face radiating the mildest expression of private delight, to assuring the young hero of war and verse that the first act, that choice morsel offered for the delectation of aesthetic gourmets, certainly contained some fine ideas, their originality and genius being vouched for by the circumstance that poets of acknowledged stature, as for instance Calderón, Shakespeare, and in modern times Schiller, had hit upon them too. The lieutenant embraced him warmly and confided, with an air of secrecy, that he was thinking of entertaining a whole company of the most distinguished young ladies, even including a Countess who read Spanish and painted in oils, with this most excellent of all first acts that very evening. Upon being assured that this was an uncommonly good notion, he went away full of enthusiasm.

‘Really, my dear Johannes,’ said the little Privy Councillor, ‘really, I can’t make you out at all today, so extraordinarily good-tempered as you are! How could you possibly listen to such stuff so calmly, so attentively? I was cast into great alarm when the lieutenant tackled us, off our guard as we were and expecting no danger, and entangled us so hopelessly in the thousand convolutions of his endless verses! I thought you would cut him short at any moment, as you usually do upon slighter provocation, but no: you remain calm, your gaze even expresses pleasure, and at the end, when I for my part was feeling quite weak and wretched, you dispatch the unfortunate fellow with an irony he can’t even understand, and don’t at least warn him, for future eventualities, that the whole thing was far too long and required much amputation.’

‘Oh,’ replied Kreisler, ‘what good would such pitiful advice have done? Can a pithy poet like our good lieutenant usefully perform any kind of amputation on his verses? Don’t they grow of themselves in his hands? And don’t you know that the verses of our young poets have the reproductive capacity of lizards anyway? Cut their tails off at the roots and they cheerfully grow more. However, if you think I listened to the lieutenant’s perorations calmly, you are very much mistaken! The storm was over, all the grasses and flowers in the little garden were raising their bent heads, greedily drinking in the heavenly nectar that fell in single drops from the veils of cloud. I placed myself under the tall, blossoming apple tree and listened to the voice of the thunder dying away in the distant mountains, re-echoing in my soul like a prophecy of something ineffable, and I looked up at the blue of the sky, peering through the fleeing clouds here and there, as if with shining eyes! But then my uncle called: I must go indoors like a good boy, and not spoil my new flowered dressing-gown with the nasty damp or catch a cold in the wet grass. And then it wasn’t my uncle speaking, but some silly parrot or starling, behind the bushes or in the bushes or God knows where, indulging in the pointless amusement of teasing me by uttering all manner of delightful ideas from Shakespeare in its own manner. So there I was, back with the lieutenant and his tragedy! Be so kind, Privy Councillor, as to note that it was a boyhood memory which enticed me away from you and the lieutenant. I really was standing there in my uncle’s little garden, a boy of twelve at most, wearing the most handsome chintz dressing-gown ever devised by calico printer’s soul, and you’ve squandered your fine smoke-powder71 in vain today, Privy Councillor, for I was aware of nothing but the fragrance of my apple tree in bloom; I didn’t even smell the versifier’s pomade, with which he anoints the head he can never protect from wind and weather with a crown, and indeed may not put anything on it but felt and leather made into a shako72 in accordance with regulations. But enough, my dear fellow! Of the three of us, you were the only sacrificial lamb offering yourself up to the poetic hero’s infernal tragic knife. For while I, carefully drawing in my horns, had pupated into that little dressing-gown and leaped into the garden I’ve mentioned several times already, with the ease of a twelve-year-old lad, Master Abraham, as you see, was cutting three or four sheets of the finest notepaper into all manner of delightful, fantastical shapes, and so he too got clean away from the lieutenant!’

Kreisler was right. Master Abraham could cut sheets of fine card so that although you might not be able to see anything clearly in the tangle of holes he had cut, if a light was held behind the sheet the strangest figures were visible in all kinds of groups in the shadows cast on the wall. Since Master Abraham had a natural dislike of all reading aloud in principle, and was particularly averse, from the bottom of his heart, to the lieutenant’s versifying, it was inevitable that as soon as the lieutenant had begun he would reach eagerly for the stiff notepaper which happened to be lying on the Privy Councillor’s desk, take a small pair of scissors out of his pocket, and begin employing himself in a way that took his mind right off the Lieutenant’s assault on it.

‘Listen,’ the Privy Councillor began, ‘listen, Kreisler – now then, it was a boyhood memory that came into your mind, and your mild, pleasant temper today may well be ascribed to that memory – so listen, my very dear friend! It vexes me, as it vexes all who love and respect you, that I know nothing at all about your earlier life, that you avoid the slightest question about it so brusquely, and indeed you intentionally cast a veil over the past, although the veil is sometimes too transparent not to let all manner of images come shimmering through in strangely distorted form, arousing our curiosity. Now do be frank with those to whom, after all, you gave your trust.’

Kreisler looked at the Privy Councillor wide-eyed and full of amazement, like a man waking from deep sleep who sees the figure of an unknown stranger before him, and then began, very gravely:

‘On the day of St John Chrysostom,73 that is, on the twenty-fourth of January in the year one thousand seven hundred and some years more, around midday, a boy was born with a face, and hands, and feet. His father was eating pea soup at the time, and in his delight spilled a whole spoonful over his beard, at which the newly delivered mother laughed so hard, although she hadn’t seen it, that the tremor broke every string of the instrument in the hands of the lutenist playing the baby the latest murky,74 who swore by his granny’s satin nightcap that little Johnny Milksop there would be an ignoramus in musical matters for ever and always. At that, however, the baby’s father wiped his chin clean and said with feeling, “He will certainly be called Johannes, but he’ll be no milksop.” Then the lutenist –’

‘Oh, pray!’ the little Privy Councillor interrupted the Kapellmeister, ‘pray, Kreisler, don’t lapse into that infernal sort of humour which, I can tell you, leaves me breathless! Am I asking you for a pragmatical autobiography? Do I want more than to be granted a few glimpses of your life before I knew you? You really can’t blame me for a curiosity that has no other source than a most fervent, heartfelt liking for you. And what’s more, since you figure as such an oddity now, you must put up with it if people think that only the most colourful life, and a series of the most amazing experiences, could shape and form such a character as yours.’

‘Oh, what a terrible mistake!’ said Kreisler, sighing deeply. ‘What a terrible mistake! My youth resembles a dry desert without flowers or blossom, mind and spirit languishing in bleak monotony!’

‘Nonsense!’ cried the Privy Councillor. ‘No such thing! I do at least know of a pretty little garden in that desert, with an apple tree in blossom, its fragrance drowning out my finest smoke-powder. Very well, then! I suggest, Johannes, that you come out with that memory of your early youth which, as you were saying just now, is so much on your mind today.’

‘And I too,’ said Master Abraham, as he cut a tonsure for the Capuchin friar he had just completed, ‘I too, Kreisler, would suppose that in your present tolerably good mood you couldn’t do better than open up your heart or your mind, or whatever you like to call that little treasure chest inside you, and fish this or that item out of it. I mean, since you’ve told us you went out into the rain against the will of your uncle, who was concerned for you, and listened superstitiously to the prophecies of the thunder as it died away, you might as well tell us more about what went on at the time. But no lies, Johannes, for you know I can check them, at least so far as the time when you first wore breeches and had your hair braided into its first pigtail is concerned.’

Kreisler was about to make some reply, but Master Abraham turned swiftly to the little Privy Councillor, saying, ‘You wouldn’t believe, my dear sir, how entirely our friend Johannes will abandon himself to the wicked spirit of falsehood when he speaks of his early youth, seldom as that happens. At an age when children are still babbling “da, da” and “ma, ma”, and putting their fingers into the candle flame, at that very age he claims to have noticed everything and to have seen deeply into the human heart.’

‘You do me wrong,’ said Kreisler, smiling mildly, in a soft voice, ‘you do me great wrong, Master! Could I possibly try fooling you with tales of precocious intellectual capacity, as some vain popinjays will? And let me ask you, Privy Councillor, don’t you too find that moments often appear clearly before the mind’s eye, incidents from a period that many remarkably clever folk call merely vegetative, allowing it no merit on the grounds that it is simply instinct, and we must leave the higher excellence of intellect to the animal world? I think there is something particular about this. Our first awakening to clear consciousness remains for ever impenetrable to us! If it were possible for that awakening to occur suddenly, I believe the shock of it would kill us. Who has not felt fear in the first moments of waking from a deep dream, from unconscious sleep, when he has had to feel himself and remember who he is? Yet not to stray too far from the point, I think every strong psychic impression at that period of development must leave behind a seed-corn which thrives with the sprouting of intellectual capacity, and so all the pain and pleasure of those hours of morning twilight live on in us, and the sweet, wistful voices of our loved ones, which we seemed to hear only in our dreams when they woke us from sleep, were real indeed, and still echo within us! However, I know what Master Abraham means: he is referring to none other than the tale of my late aunt, which he means to deny me and which, just to vex him horribly, I will tell you, Privy Councillor, although only if you promise to make allowances for a little childish nonsense. As I was saying, about the pea soup and the lutenist –’

‘Oh, hush!’ the Privy Councillor interrupted the Kapellmeister. ‘Do be quiet! I can see quite plainly now that you mean to fool me, contrary to all order and decorum.’

‘By no means,’ continued Kreisler, ‘by no means, dear heart! But I have to begin with the lutenist, as the most natural introduction to the lute whose heavenly notes lulled the child sweetly asleep. My mother’s younger sister75 was a virtuoso upon that instrument, consigned at the time as it was to the musical lumber room. Sober, serious men who can read and write and do more besides have shed tears in my presence just remembering the way the late Mamsell Sophie played the lute, so you mustn’t take it ill if I, a greedy child not yet in control of myself, still lacking the emergence of consciousness in word and speech, drank avid draughts of all the melancholy in the wonderful magic of the music that flowed from her inmost heart. However, the lutenist by the cradle was the dead woman’s teacher. He was small in stature, with rather crooked legs, his name was Monsieur Turtel, he wore a very clean white wig with a broad hair-bag, and also a red cloak. I tell you this just to prove how clearly the figures of that time appear to me, and to keep Master Abraham or anyone else from doubting me when I claim that I find myself, a child not yet three years old, on the lap of a girl whose mild gaze shines right into my soul, that I can still hear the sweet voice in which she spoke and sang to me, that I remember very well how I bestowed all my love and affection on her charming person. This was my Aunt Sophie, known by a curious distortion of her name as “Tootsie”. One day I complained bitterly that I hadn’t seen Aunt Tootsie. The nurse took me into a room where Aunt Tootsie lay in bed, but an old man sitting beside her quickly jumped up, vehemently scolding the nurse who had me in her arms and leading her out. Soon afterwards they dressed me, wrapped me in thick shawls, and took me right away, to another house and other people, who all claimed to be my aunts and uncles and who told me Aunt Tootsie was very ill, and I would have been just as ill too had I stayed with her. A few weeks later I was taken back to my old home. I wept and shouted and demanded to see Aunt Tootsie. As soon as I managed to get into her room I tottered over to the bed where I had seen Aunt Tootsie lying and drew back its curtains. The bed was empty, and a lady who was yet another aunt of mine76 said, tears flowing from her eyes, “You won’t see her again, Johannes; she’s dead and buried underground.”

‘I know I couldn’t understand what the words meant, but when I remember that moment I still tremble with the nameless emotion that seized upon me at the time. Death himself forced me into his armour of ice, his terrors made their way into my heart, and all the pleasures of the early years of childhood froze before them. I don’t remember now what I did, and perhaps I never really did remember, but I’ve been told often enough that I slowly let go of the curtains, stood there for a few minutes, very grave and quiet, and then sat down on a little wicker chair nearby, as if retreating into myself and thinking of what I’d just been told. People added that there was something extraordinarily moving about this silent mourning from a child usually given to the liveliest of outbursts, and they even feared a lasting effect on my mind, since I remained in the same condition for several weeks, neither weeping nor laughing, disinclined to play any games, never saying a friendly word, and ignoring everything around me.’

At this point Master Abraham picked up a sheet of paper curiously and intricately cut out, and held it in front of the lighted candles. A whole choir of nuns playing strange instruments was reflected on the wall.

‘Oho!’ cried Kreisler, looking at this prettily arranged group of sisters. ‘I know what you want to remind me of, Master! And I’ll still make so bold as to say you did wrong to scold me, calling me a stubborn, irrational boy who could set a whole convent of singing, playing nuns out of tune and off the beat with the dissonant voice of his folly. At the time when you took me to the Poor Clares’ convent some twenty or thirty miles from my native town, to hear real Catholic church music for the first time, hadn’t I the most legitimate of claims to the most strikingly loutish behaviour, being in the very middle of those years when lads do behave like louts? And was it not all the more to my credit that the pain of the three-year-old boy, long since overcome, reawakened with new force, engendering an illusion that filled my breast with all the violent delight of the most heart-rending melancholy? Must I not inevitably claim, sticking to my assertion despite all persuasion, that only Aunt Tootsie could be playing that curious instrument the trumpet marine,77 even though she had died long ago? Why did you prevent me from forcing my way into the choir, where I had found her again in her green dress with the pink ribbons?’

At this point Kreisler stared at the wall, and said in an emotional, trembling voice, ‘Yes, indeed: I see Aunt Tootsie standing out above the nuns! She has stepped up on a footstool, to handle her awkward instrument the better.’

However, the Privy Councillor moved in front of him, blocking his view of the shadow picture, took him by the shoulders and said: ‘Really, Johannes, you had better not give way to your strange dreams and talk about wholly non-existent instruments, for I never heard of a trumpet marine in my life!’

‘Oh,’ said Master Abraham, laughing, as he caused the entire convent of nuns along with the imaginary Aunt Tootsie and her trumpet marine to disappear swiftly by casting the sheet of paper under the desk, ‘oh, my dear Privy Councillor, our friend the Kapellmeister is proving himself a calm and reasonable man, as usual, and not the fantasist or joker many would like to make him out. Isn’t it possible that the lady lutenist, having passed away, successfully took up that wonderful instrument, which you may perhaps still hear and marvel at in convents of nuns now and then? And as for saying the trumpet marine doesn’t exist, be so good as to look it up in Koch’s Musical Encyclopaedia,78 a work you own yourself.’

The Privy Councillor did so on the spot, and read aloud:

‘This old and very simple bowed string instrument consists of three thin boards, seven feet in length and six to seven inches wide at the base, where the instrument stands on the floor, but scarcely two inches wide at the top. They are glued together in triangular shape, so that the body, which has a kind of pegbox at the top, tapers upwards. One of these three boards is the instrument’s resonator: it has several sound-holes and is fitted with a single rather strong gut string. The instrument is played at a slanting angle, its upper part resting against the player’s chest. The instrumentalist touches the string very lightly with his left thumb at the points where the notes to be produced are found (this is rather like the flautino or flageolet on the violin79), while the string is played with the bow held in the right hand. The curious tone of this instrument, similar to the sound of a muted trumpet, is produced by the special nature of the bridge upon which the string rests near the base of the resonating board. This bridge is shaped almost like a little shoe, very low and narrow in front but higher and wider behind. The string lies on the back part of the bridge, and when it is bowed its vibrations cause the slighter, front part of the bridge to move up and down on the sound-board, thus producing the growling tone which resembles a muted trumpet.’

‘Make me such an instrument!’ cried the Privy Councillor, his eyes alight. ‘Make me such an instrument, Master Abraham, and I’ll cast aside my nail violin,80 I’ll never touch the musical glass euphony81 again, I’ll play the most delightful tunes upon the trumpet marine, to the astonishment of court and city!’

‘I’ll do it,’ replied Master Abraham, ‘and may the spirit of Aunt Tootsie in her green taffeta dress come upon you, my dear Privy Councillor, and inspire you to a very spirited performance!’

The delighted Privy Councillor embraced the Master, but Kreisler came between the two of them, saying almost crossly, ‘Well, I call the pair of you worse jokers than I ever was, and hard on the man you profess to love into the bargain! Pray content yourselves with having cast cold water on my heated brow, with that account of an instrument whose tone resounded through my heart, and keep quiet about my aunt the lutenist! Now then, Privy Councillor: you wanted me to tell you about my youth, and since the Master was cutting out shadow pictures befitting incidents of the time, you might have been content with that handsome edition of my biographical sketches, illustrated with engravings. However, when you read out the entry from Koch, I thought of his colleague in lexicography Gerber82 and saw myself a corpse, lying on the table ready for biographical dissection. The demonstrator might say: “It is not surprising that pure musical blood runs through a thousand veins and arteries in this young man’s body, for such was the case with many of his blood relations, and for that very reason he is their blood relation.” What I mean is that most of my aunts and uncles, of whom I had not a few, as the Master knows and you have just heard, most of them were musical and, moreover, played instruments which were very rare even in those days and some of which are played no more, so only in dreams do I now hear those wonderfully melodious concerts I enjoyed until I was about ten or eleven. It may be that this is why my musical talent, even when it first dawned, took the direction manifested in my own style of instrumentation, which is criticized for being over-fantastic. If you, Privy Councillor, can refrain from tears when you hear fine playing on that archaic instrument the viola d’amore,83 then give thanks to the Creator for your robust constitution; for my part, I wept copiously when I heard Sir Karl von Esser84 playing it, and I wept even more at an earlier date, when a tall, handsome man whose clerical clothing suited him uncommonly well and who was yet another of my uncles played the instrument to me. Similarly, it was very pleasing and alluring to hear another of my relations85 play the viola da gamba,86 although the uncle who brought me up,87 or rather didn’t bring me up, and who could play the spinet88 with barbaric virtuosity, was right to criticize him for not keeping time. And the poor fellow earned no little contempt from the entire family when they discovered that he had cheerfully danced a minuet à la Pompadour to the music of a sarabande. I could tell you a great deal about the musical diversions of my family, often enough singular in their way, but there’d be many touches of the grotesque in my tale which would make you laugh, and respectus parentelae89 prevents my exposing my worthy relations to your mirth.’

‘Johannes,’ began the Privy Councillor. ‘Johannes, in your pleasant mood you won’t be vexed if I touch a string in your heart which may perhaps give you pain. You speak of uncles and aunts, but you say nothing of your father and your mother!’

‘Oh, my friend,’ replied Kreisler, with an expression of the deepest emotion, ‘oh, my friend, I was thinking of them only today – but no, no more of my memories and dreams, no more of that moment which today awoke all the pain of my early childhood, felt rather than understood at the time! But then peace stole over my mind, a peace like the expectant silence of the forest when the thunderstorm has passed. Yes, Master, you are right; I was standing under the apple tree listening to the prophetic voice of the thunder as it died away! You will get a clearer idea of the dull stupor in which I lived for a few years after losing Aunt Tootsie when I tell you that the death of my mother,90 which fell within that period, made no special impression on me. However, I needn’t tell you why my father left me or was obliged to leave me entirely to the care of my mother’s brother, since you can read of similar things in many a hackneyed tale of family life or one of Iffland’s91 domestic dramas. Suffice it to say that the state of sad tedium in which I spent my boyhood, and a good part of my youthful years too, may be put down to the absence of my parents. I consider a father, even a bad one, far better than any guardian, even a good one, and I shudder at the idea of thoughtless, unloving parents abandoning their children and consigning them to some educational institution, where the poor creatures are shaped and cut to a certain standard regardless of their individual characters, which only the parents themselves can really understand.

‘As for my upbringing, it can be no surprise to anyone on earth if I am ill-bred, for my uncle didn’t bring me up at all, but left me to the mercy of tutors who came to the house, since I didn’t go to school,92 nor was any friendship with a boy of my own age permitted to disturb the solitude of the house where my bachelor uncle lived alone with one gloomy old manservant. I remember only three separate occasions when my uncle, a man calm and indifferent almost to the point of stolidity, made a brief sally into education, by boxing my ears, so that I actually had my ears boxed three times as a boy. Being so inclined to loquacity today, Privy Councillor, I could serve you up the tale of those three occasions as a romantic trio, but I will pick out only the central incident, since I know you want to hear about my musical studies more than anything else, and you will not be indifferent to the story of how I first composed music.

‘My uncle had quite an extensive library, where I was allowed to browse and read as I pleased; Rousseau’s Confessions93 in German translation fell into my hands. I devoured that book, which was certainly not intended for a boy of twelve and could have sown the seed of much mischief in my mind. But one incident and only one out of many, some of them very risqué, filled my mind so entirely as to make me forget all else. I was struck, as if I had suffered an electric shock, by the tale of how the boy Rousseau, driven by the mighty spirit of the music within him but otherwise lacking any knowledge of harmony, of counterpoint, of all practical aids, decides to compose an opera, how he draws the curtains of his room, throws himself on his bed and abandons himself entirely to the inspiration of his imaginative powers, how his opera comes to him: it was like a wonderful dream. Day and night I was haunted by the thought of that incident, which seemed to have given me a glimpse of the utmost bliss through the boy Rousseau! I often felt as if I had already shared that bliss, and then it depended only on my firm resolve for me to raise myself to the same paradise, for the spirit of music was just as lively in me. In short, I decided to imitate the example I had been given. So when my uncle, against his usual custom, had left the house one stormy autumn evening, I immediately drew the curtains and threw myself on his bed, with a view to conceiving the idea of an opera, like Rousseau. Excellent as my arrangements were, however, and hard as I tried to lure the poetic spirit to me, it obstinately remained absent! Instead of all the wonderful ideas that were to occur to me, I found I had a wretched old song running through my head, its lamentable text beginning: “I loved none but Ismene, Ismene loved me”,94 and whatever I did it wouldn’t go away. “Now,” I told myself, “now for the sublime chorus of the priests, ‘Upon Olympian Heights’.” But the tune buzzed on and on without stopping – “I loved none but Ismene” – until finally I fell fast asleep.

‘I was woken by loud voices, while an intolerable stink met my nostrils and took my breath away! The whole room was full of thick smoke, and in the billowing smoke stood my uncle, tearing down what was left of the blazing curtain in front of the wardrobe and calling, “Water – fetch water!” until the old servant brought plentiful supplies of it, poured the water over the floor and so put out the fire. The smoke drifted slowly through the window. “Where’s that imp of Satan?” asked my uncle, shining a light round the room. I knew only too well what imp he meant and lay in the bed, quiet as a mouse, until my uncle came up to it and with an angry “Get out of there this minute!” helped me to my feet. “So you’d burn the house over my head, you wretch!” continued my uncle. Being further questioned, I told him calmly that I had been composing an opera seria in bed, just like the boy Rousseau, according to the account in his Confessions, and had no idea how the fire had started. “Rousseau? Composing? Opera seria? Blockhead!” stuttered my uncle in his fury, and he gave me a mighty box on the ears, the second I had received, so that I stood there rigid and speechless with fright, and at that moment, like an echo of the blow, I heard quite clearly, “I loved none but Ismene”, etc., etc. From then on I entertained a lively dislike both for that song and for the inspiration of musical composition.’

‘But how did the fire begin?’ asked the Privy Councillor.

‘To this day,’ replied Kreisler, ‘I still don’t know what chance made the curtain catch fire, carrying a handsome dressing-gown of my uncle’s to its doom, as well as three or four nicely dressed toupets which he used to wear, as partial studies in wig-wearing taken from a full-scale wig. I have always felt as if I received that box on the ears not for the fire, which was no fault of mine, but only for the composition upon which I had ventured. Curiously enough it was music alone which my uncle was sternly determined I should pursue, despite the fact that my tutor, misled by the merely transitory dislike I expressed for it, thought me not at all musical. Incidentally, it was all one to my uncle what I myself wanted or didn’t want to learn. Considering that he sometimes expressed great annoyance at the difficulty of making me apply myself to music, you’d have expected him to be delighted when, a few years later, the musical spirit stirred so powerfully in me as to outdo all else; but again, that was not the case at all. My uncle merely smiled slightly upon noticing that before long I could play several instruments with some virtuosity, and indeed was setting a number of little pieces to the satisfaction of my masters and of musical connoisseurs. Yes, he just smiled slightly and when anyone praised me to him said, with a sly look, “Oh yes, my little neveu is sufficiently foolish.” ’

‘But in that case,’ put in the Privy Councillor, ‘in that case I really don’t see why your uncle didn’t give free rein to your inclinations instead of forcing you into another career. For so far as I’m aware, you have not been a Kapellmeister very long.’

‘And not very far from here either,’ cried Master Abraham, laughing, and he continued, casting the shadow portrait of a curiously shaped little man on the wall, ‘But here I must stand up for that good uncle, nicknamed Uncle Ow95 by certain disrespectful nephews because his first names were Ottfried Wenzel, and assure the world that if Kapellmeister Johannes Kreisler took it into his head to become a Legation Councillor, tormenting himself with matters wholly contrary to his nature, no one was less to blame than Uncle Ow.’

‘Oh, hush,’ said Kreisler, ‘hush, Master, and remove my uncle from that wall, for though he may look ridiculous enough I don’t want to laugh at the old fellow today; he’s been lying in his grave a long time now.’

‘You’re certainly conducting yourself in a very proper and sensitive manner today,’ replied the Master.

However, Kreisler ignored this and instead, turning to the little Privy Councillor, said, ‘You’ll be sorry you made me chatter away, since I can serve you only ordinary fare such as you’ll find a thousand times over in life, and you may have been expecting something out of the ordinary. However, you can be sure it was no educational compulsion or any particular quirk of fate which set me on a course involuntarily bringing me where I didn’t wish to be – no, it was the most ordinary set of circumstances in the world. Haven’t you noticed that there’s someone in every family who, whether through particular genius or a happy combination of favourable circumstances, has attained a certain elevation and now stands in the midst of his circle like a hero, his dear relations looking humbly up at him, a man whose commanding voice is heard making cogent remarks against which there can be no appeal? Such was the case with my uncle’s younger brother,96 who had fled the musical family nest and was a person of some importance at the princely residence, being a Privy Legation Councillor close to the prince himself. His rise in the world had cast the family into a permanent state of wonder and amazement. The Legation Councillor was spoken of with solemn gravity, and at the words “the Privy Legation Councillor has written”, “the Privy Legation Councillor says this or that”, everyone listened attentively in silent awe. Used as I was from my earliest childhood to regarding my uncle at the residence as a man who had reached the highest peak of all human endeavour, I was naturally bound to feel I had no choice but to follow in his footsteps. The portrait of my distinguished uncle hung in the drawing-room, and my greatest wish was go about clothed like my uncle in the picture, with my hair dressed in just the same way. My guardian granted this wish, and a pretty enough sight I must have been as a boy of ten in a toupet dressed very high, with a round little hair-bag, wearing a coat of siskin green with narrow silver embroidery, silk stockings and a little dagger. My childish ambition went deeper as I grew older, and to make me feel pleasure in the driest branch of knowledge it was sufficient to tell me that I must study it if I were ever to be a Legation Councillor like my uncle. It didn’t occur to me that the art which filled my inmost being ought to be my real endeavour, the one true way my life should go, and all the less so because I was used to hearing people speak of music, painting and poetry merely as very pleasant things which might serve for amusement and entertainment. The speedy progress I made in the career I had to some extent chosen, through the knowledge I had acquired and the patronage of my uncle at the residence, and without ever encountering a single obstacle, left me not a spare moment to look around me and see that I had taken a wrong turning. I had reached my goal and could not now turn back when, at an unexpected moment, the art to which I had been unfaithful avenged itself, the idea of a wholly wasted life seized bleakly and painfully upon me, and I saw myself in chains which seemed unbreakable!’

‘Then,’ said the Privy Councillor, ‘the catastrophe which freed you from those fetters was fortunate and salutary!’

‘Don’t say that,’ replied Kreisler. ‘My liberation came too late. I am like that prisoner who, when freed at last, was so unused to the bustle of the world and even the light of day that he couldn’t enjoy his golden freedom and wished himself back in his dungeon.’

‘Now that,’ put in Master Abraham, ‘is just one of the muddled notions with which you plague yourself and others, Johannes! Come, come! Fate has always meant well by you, and the fact that you can’t be content with an ordinary jog-trot, but keep leaping off the path to right and left, is nobody’s fault but your own. However, you are right to think that in your boyhood years your stars exerted a peculiar influence, and…’


PART II

MY YOUTHFUL EXPERIENCES

I Too was in Arcadia1

M. cont. ‘It would be a funny thing, and uncommonly remarkable too,’ said my master to himself one day, ‘if the little grey fellow under the stove there really did have the qualities the Professor claims for him! Hm… I’d suppose, in that case, he could make me richer than my Invisible Girl did. If I shut him up in a cage he’d have to do his clever tricks for the public, who would happily pay good money to see him. An academically educated tomcat must be worth more than a precocious boy who’s had his exercises drilled into him. Moreover, I could save myself the expense of a clerk! I must look into this more closely!’

When I heard my master’s disquieting remarks, I remembered the warnings of my never-to-be-forgotten mother Mina, and taking great care not to betray even by the slightest sign that I had understood Master Abraham, I firmly resolved to take the utmost pains to conceal my education. In consequence, I read and wrote only by night, and as I did so I thankfully acknowledged the goodness of Providence in providing my despised race with many advantages over those two-legged creatures who call themselves lords of creation, God knows why. For I can assure you that I needed the services of neither candle-maker nor oil merchant in the pursuit of my studies, since the phosphorus of my eyes shines brightly in the darkest night. No doubt that is also why my works are beyond the criticism made of some writer or other of old, whose intellectual creations were said to smell of the lamp.

But fervently convinced as I am of the great excellence of the gifts Nature has bestowed on me, I must admit that all things here below contain certain imperfections which, in turn, betray a certain relationship of dependency. I will not speak of those physical matters which the doctors say are not natural, although they seem perfectly natural to me, but will merely remark of the psychic organism that the same interdependency is manifest there. Is it not ever true that our flights are often impeded by leaden weights, and we know not what they are, where they come from, or who has burdened us with them?

But it will be better, and more correct, if I say that all evil derives from bad example, and the weakness of our nature lies merely in our being obliged to follow that bad example. Furthermore, I am persuaded that the human race is positively destined to set it.

My dear young tomcat, you who read these words, have you never once in your life found yourself in a state of mind which, although you cannot account for it, brought down upon you the bitterest of reproaches from all sides – and perhaps some nasty bites from your cronies? You were lazy, quarrelsome, ill-behaved, greedy, couldn’t be pleased with anything, you were always in the wrong place, a nuisance to one and all, and in short you were a perfectly intolerable fellow! Be comforted, young tomcat! This bleak period of your life did not arise from your true, deeper nature; no, it was the debt you paid to the principle ruling us all in following the bad example of mankind, who first introduced this transient condition. Be comforted, young tomcat, for even I fared no better!

In the midst of my lucubrations I was overcome by an aversion – an aversion, as it were, to a surfeit of indigestible things, so that without more ado I curled up on the very book I was reading, on the very manuscript I had been writing, and fell asleep. My lethargy increased more and more, until at last I could no longer write, I couldn’t read or run or jump, and I no longer felt any inclination to converse with my friends in the cellar or on the roof-top. Instead, I felt an irresistible urge to do all the things that could never please my master or my friends, everything that would be sure to make me a nuisance to them. For some time my master contented himself with chasing me away when I kept choosing to lie down in places where he absolutely did not want me to be, until finally he was obliged to hit me. Jumping up on my master’s desk again and again, I had been waving my tail to and fro until its tip got into his big ink-well, and I then painted beautiful pictures with it on the floor and the sofa. This infuriated my master, who didn’t appreciate such works of art. I fled into the yard, but I was almost worse off there. A large tomcat of awe-inspiring appearance had been expressing his disapproval of my conduct for some time; now, as I tried (foolishly, I will admit) to snatch a nice morsel he was about to eat from in front of his nose, he boxed my ears on both sides without more ado, so many times that I was quite deafened and both my ears were bleeding. Unless I am much mistaken, that dignified gentleman was my uncle, for Mina’s features shone from his countenance, and there was an unmistakable family likeness about his whiskers. In short, I will confess that I wore myself out playing naughty pranks at this period, so that my master said, ‘Murr, I really don’t know what’s come over you! I’m inclined to think you’ve reached the awkward age!’

My master was right: I had reached that terrible awkward age and had to get through it, following the bad example of mankind who, as I was saying, first introduced this unhappy state, being naturally conditioned to it. They also describe this period as ‘the years of adolescence’, although many a man never emerges from it all his life. I and my kind can speak only of weeks of adolescence, and for my part, I was jolted out of it all of a sudden by a shock which might have cost me a leg or a couple of ribs. In fact I jumped out of the awkward age in a very impetuous fashion.

I must tell you how this occurred:

There was a very lavishly upholstered machine on four wheels standing in the yard of the house where my master lived. I learned later that it was an English half-carriage. In my state of mind at that time, nothing was more natural than for me to feel impelled to make the difficult ascent and climb into this machine. I thought the cushions inside it so comfortable and tempting that I took to spending most of my time asleep and dreaming on the comfortable upholstery of the carriage.

A violent jolt, followed by a confused clattering, clinking, rushing noise, woke me just as delightful pictures of roast hare and such-like were passing before my mind’s eye. Who can describe my sudden alarm when I realized that the whole machine was moving off with a deafening roar, flinging me to and fro on my cushions? My ever-increasing fear turned to desperation; I ventured a death-defying leap out of the machine, I heard the whinnying, scornful laughter of demons from Hell, I heard their barbaric voices shouting ‘Shoo, cat, shoo!’ after me, and I ran blindly full speed ahead and away from there, stones flying after me, until finally I reached a gloomy vault, where I sank down senseless.

At last I thought I heard someone walking up and down overhead, and from the echo of the footsteps (since I had heard something similar before) I concluded that I must be underneath a staircase. Such was indeed the case!

But when I crept out, oh heavens! Endless streets stretched before me, and a crowd of people were surging by. I didn’t know a single one of them. And since there were also carriages rattling along, dogs barking loudly, and finally a whole troop of soldiers thronging into the street, their weapons glittering in the sun, while all of a sudden someone beat a big drum right beside me, so terrifyingly that I involuntarily jumped several feet into the air – well, how could strange fears not fill my breast? I now perceived that I was out in the world – a world I had seen only from afar, up on my roof-top, and often not without yearning and curiosity. So now I was in the middle of that world, an inexperienced stranger. I prowled cautiously along the street, keeping close to the buildings, and finally I met a couple of young fellows of my own kind. I stopped and tried to strike up a conversation with them, but they would only glare at me, their eyes flashing, and then leaped on. ‘Light-minded youth!’ thought I, ‘you know not who has crossed your path! Thus do great minds pass through the world, unrecognized and disregarded. Such is the lot of mortal wisdom!’

Expecting more sympathy from human beings, I jumped up on a basement stairway projecting into the street and uttered many a cheerful and, as I thought, alluring ‘Miaow!’, but they all passed coldly by without taking any interest, scarcely sparing me a glance. At last I saw a pretty, fair-haired little boy who looked at me in a friendly fashion and finally, snapping his fingers, called: ‘Puss, puss!’

‘Good soul, you understand me!’ I thought, jumping down, and I approached him with a friendly purr. He began stroking me, but just as I thought I could entrust myself entirely to this kindly-disposed child, he pinched my tail so hard that I cried out in dreadful pain. This seemed to give the naughty boy great pleasure, for he laughed aloud, clutched me tight, and tried to perform the infernal operation again. Overcome by the deepest rage and inflamed by ideas of revenge, I dug my claws hard into his hands and face, so that he screeched and let me go.

Just then, however, I also heard calls of ‘Tyras, Cartridge – get him!’. And two dogs began chasing me, barking out loud. I ran until I was out of breath, but they were close on my heels; there was no escape. Blind with terror, I jumped through a ground-floor window, rattling the panes, and a couple of flower-pots standing on the window-sill fell into the room with a crash. A woman sitting working at a table started up in alarm, cried, ‘Oh, the horrid beast!’, picked up a cudgel and made for me. But my eyes, glowing with rage, my unsheathed claws and the howl of desperation I uttered deterred her, so that the cudgel raised to strike seemed, as it says in that tragedy,2 i’th’ air to stick, and so, as a painted tyrant, she stood, and like a neutral to her will and matter, did nothing. Just then the door opened. Coming to a swift decision, I slipped between the legs of the man who was coming in, and was fortunate enough to find my way out of the building and into the street.

All weak and exhausted, I finally came to a lonely spot where I could lie down for a while. But then the most ravenous hunger began to torment me, and only now, with deep sorrow, did I remember good Master Abraham, whom a harsh fate had parted from me. How could I find him again? I looked around me gloomily, and when I saw no possibility of discovering the way back bright tears sprang to my eyes.

But new hope leaped up in me when I saw an amiable young girl at the street corner, sitting at a little stall with the most delicious rolls and sausages on it. I slowly approached, she smiled at me, and wishing to introduce myself directly as a youth of good education and gallant manners, I arched my back higher and more beautifully than I had ever done before. Her smile turned to loud laughter. ‘At last I have found a fine soul, a feeling heart! Ah, Heaven, what good that does my wounded breast!’ I thought, angling down one of the sausages off her stall, but at that the girl gave a loud cry, and if the blow she aimed at me with a stout wooden stick had struck home I would never have been able to enjoy the sausage I had taken while believing in the girl’s steadfastness and philanthropic virtue, or any other sausage either. I put the last of my strength into escaping from the fiendish female who was chasing me. I succeeded, and finally reached a place where I could eat my sausage in peace.

After my frugal meal I felt very cheerful, and since the sun was shining down warmly on my fur, I felt a lively sense that it was good to be on this earth after all. However, when chill, damp night fell, when I found no such soft bed as I had with my good master, when I woke next morning stiff with cold and plagued by hunger once again, I was overcome by hopelessness verging on despair.

‘So this,’ said I, breaking into loud lamentations, ‘so this is the world you longed to know from your roof-top at home? The world where you hoped to find virtue, wisdom and the morals instilled by higher education! Oh, these heartless barbarians! Wherein does their strength lie but in blows? Wherein their understanding but in scornful mockery? Wherein their entire conduct but in the malicious persecution of feeling minds? Away, away with this world of dissembling and deceit! Take me to thy cool shade, sweet cellar of home! O attic! – stove! – oh delightful solitude, how painfully my heart yearns for you!’

Quite overcome by the thought of my misery and my hopeless condition, I half-closed my eyes and wept bitterly.

Familiar tones reached my ear. ‘Murr, Murr! My dear fellow, however did you get here? What’s happened to you?’

I opened my eyes and saw young Ponto standing before me!

Much as Ponto’s conduct had injured me, his unhoped-for appearance was a comfort. I forgot the wrong he had done me, told him everything that had happened to me, described my sad and helpless situation, shedding many tears, and concluded by complaining that I was starving.

Instead of showing the sympathy I expected, young Ponto burst out laughing. ‘What a silly, foolish fellow you are, dear Murr!’ he said. ‘First this idiot gets into a half-carriage where he has no business to be, falls asleep, is alarmed to find himself being driven away, leaps out into the world, is astonished to find that no one knows him, when he’s hardly so much as put his nose out of doors before, and that his silly pranks do him no good anywhere – and then he’s so simple that he can’t even find the way back to his master! Well, friend Murr, you’ve always boasted of your knowledge and education, you’ve always been very high and mighty to me, and now here you sit abandoned and hopeless, with all the great qualities of your mind insufficient to tell you how to satisfy your hunger and find your way home to your master! And if the poodle you think so far below you doesn’t take you in paw, you’ll die a miserable death in the end, and not a mortal soul will care a bit for your learning and your gifts, nor will any of the poets you thought your friends place a friendly Hie jacet!3 on the spot where you perished of sheer short-sightedness! I’ve been to school too, you see, and can lard my own conversation with scraps of Latin, so there! But you’re hungry, my poor cat, and we must satisfy that hunger of yours first of all. You come with me.’

Young Ponto ran briskly on ahead, and I followed gloomily, crushed by his remarks, which in my hungry frame of mind I felt had much truth in them. How alarmed I was, however, when –

W.P. – the most welcome thing in the world, to the editor of these pages, to have the whole of Kreisler’s remarkable conversation with the little Privy Councillor reported directly. This at least enabled him to show you, dear reader, a few images from the early youth of that strange man whose biography he has been as it were obliged to write, and he believes that in outline and colouring these images may be regarded as characteristic and significant enough. At least there can be no doubt, from Kreisler’s account of his Aunt Tootsie and her lute, that music with all its wonderful melancholy, all its heavenly delights, took root in the boy’s breast, putting out a thousand branching veins, and so it is not surprising to find that this same breast, if only slightly wounded, immediately gushes hot blood. The aforesaid editor was particularly curious about two incidents in the life of his beloved Kapellmeister – was indeed, as they say, quite obsessed by them: to wit, how Master Abraham came into the family and brought his influence to bear on little Johannes, and what catastrophe ejected the good Kreisler from the princely residence and made him the Kapellmeister he should have been all along, although the Eternal Power may be trusted to put everyone in the right place at the right time. And much information on these points has been provided, as you, gentle reader, shall immediately learn!

First of all, there is no doubt whatsoever that in Göniönesmühl, where Johannes Kreisler was born and bred, there was a man whose whole nature and every action seemed strange and singular. The little town of Göniönesmühl has always been a veritable paradise for eccentrics anyway, and Kreisler grew up surrounded by the oddest of characters. The impression they made on him was bound to be all the stronger in that he did not mix with people of his own age, at least not during his boyhood. The man in question shared his name with a well-known humorist,4 for he was called Abraham Liscov and was an organ-builder, a profession for which he sometimes evinced deep contempt while at other times lauding it to the skies, so that you never knew what he really meant.

Kreisler tells us that Herr Liscov was always spoken of with great admiration in his family circle. He was described as the most skilful of artists, and the only difficulty was that his mad fancies and wild ideas kept him apart from everyone. A man would boast that Herr Liscov had actually been to fit new quills to his spinet and tune it, as if this were a notable piece of good luck. And there was much talk of Liscov’s fantastical pranks, which made a tremendous impression on little Johannes, so that he formed a very distinct idea of the man without knowing him, longed to meet him, and when his uncle said that Herr Liscov might come to repair their own defective spinet he asked every morning if Herr Liscov was coming today. However, the boy’s interest in the unknown Herr Liscov grew to the utmost awe and admiration when he first heard the mighty tones of the beautiful organ in the town’s principal church, which his uncle did not usually attend, and his uncle told him that none other than Herr Liscov had built this splendid instrument. From then on the picture Johannes had formed of Herr Liscov disappeared, and was replaced by a very different one. The boy thought Herr Liscov must surely be a tall, handsome man of stately appearance who spoke in a clear, strong voice, and most important of all, he must wear a plum-coloured coat with broad gold braid, like his godfather the Commercial Councillor, who went about thus attired and for whose rich clothing little Johannes felt the utmost respect.

One day, when Johannes and his uncle were standing at an open window, a thin little man came hurrying down the street in a roquelaure5 of bright green wool, its wide sleeve-flaps fluttering up and down in the wind in a curious manner. He also wore a small three-cornered hat set at a martial angle on his powdered white hair, and his pigtail, which was too long, wound its way down his back. He trod with a firm step, making the paving stones ring, and at every other step he took he struck the ground hard with the long Spanish cane he was carrying. As the man passed the window he cast the boy’s uncle a keen glance from his flashing, coal-black eyes, but did not return his greeting. A cold shiver passed through all little Johannes’s limbs. At the same time he felt as if he would have to burst out laughing at the man, and the only reason he couldn’t was because of the constriction of his chest.

‘That was Herr Liscov,’ said his uncle.

‘I knew it was,’ replied Johannes, and he may have been right. Herr Liscov was neither a tall, stately man, nor did he wear a plum-coloured coat with gold braid like the Commercial Councillor, but strangely and indeed miraculously enough Herr Liscov happened to look just as the boy had imagined him earlier, before he heard the organ. Johannes had still not got over his emotion, which was like that of an abrupt shock, when Herr Liscov suddenly stopped, turned, hurried back down the street to the window, made the boy’s uncle a low bow, and hastened away laughing out loud.

‘Really!’ said Johannes’s uncle. ‘Is that any way for a sober citizen to behave – a man of some learning, a man who, as a licensed organ-builder, may be counted an artist, and whom the laws of the land permit to carry a dagger?6 One would think that he had looked upon the wine when it was red, first thing in the morning at that, or escaped from the madhouse! But now I know he’ll come and put our instrument right.’

Johannes’s uncle was right. Herr Liscov turned up the very next day, but instead of setting to work repairing the spinet he insisted on hearing little Johannes play. The boy was ensconced on the music stool, which was packed up high with books, with Herr Liscov opposite him at the narrow end of the instrument, leaning both arms on it and staring into the boy’s face. This so confused him that he stumbled clumsily through the minuets and airs he was playing out of old books of music. Herr Liscov remained grave, but suddenly the boy slipped down and disappeared beneath the frame of the instrument, whereupon the organ-builder, who had suddenly kicked the footstool away from under his feet, burst into roars of laughter. Humiliated, the boy scrambled out, but Herr Liscov was already seated at the spinet and had taken out a hammer, with which he hammered away on the poor instrument as mercilessly as if he meant to break it into a thousand pieces.

‘Herr Liscov, are you out of your mind?’ cried Johannes’s uncle, but the boy, horrified and quite beside himself at the organ-builder’s conduct, pushed down on the lid of the instrument with all his might, so that it closed with a loud bang, and Herr Liscov had to withdraw his head in a hurry to avoid being hit.

‘Oh, Uncle dear,’ cried Johannes, ‘this isn’t the skilful artist who built the lovely organs, he can’t be. This is a silly person acting like a naughty boy!’

His uncle was amazed at the boy’s boldness, but Herr Liscov stared at him for some time, said, ‘Well, here’s a funny little gentleman!’, then opened the spinet quietly and carefully, took out his tools and set to work. He was finished within a few hours, and never said a single word.

After that the organ-builder showed a marked liking for the boy. He visited the house almost daily, and soon won the child over entirely by showing him a whole new, colourful world in which his lively mind could move more freely and boldly. It was not very commendable of Liscov to encourage the boy in the most outrageous tricks, particularly when Johannes was rather older, tricks which were often played on his uncle, although the latter, being of limited intelligence and full of the most ridiculous foibles, certainly provided plenty of occasion for them. However, it is a fact that when Kreisler complains of the sad loneliness of his boyhood years, holding that period to blame for the disruption of temper that often disturbed his inmost mind, we may put it down to his relationship with his uncle. He could feel no respect for the man who was required to take his father’s place, but whose whole nature and conduct must appear to him ludicrous.

Liscov wanted to gain the entire devotion of Johannes, and he would have succeeded had not the boy’s better nature striven against him. Penetrating reason, a profound mind, unusual intellectual sensitivity: all these were the organ-builder’s acknowledged merits. However, what people liked to call his humour was not that rare and wonderful frame of mind which derives from a deep experience of life in its every aspect, from the conflict of the most hostile principles, but was merely a decided instinct for the unseemly, coupled with a talent for bringing it into being and the imperative of his own bizarre appearance. Such were the foundations of the universal contemptuous mockery to which Liscov gave vent, the malicious glee with which he constantly pursued all that is recognized as unseemly into every secret nook and corner. This malicious mockery wounded the boy’s tender mind, and was a barrier to the relationship that his paternal friend would really, in his heart of hearts, have liked to create. Yet it cannot be denied that the strange organ-builder was very well fitted to nurture and encourage the germ of a deeper kind of humour in the boy’s mind, and it grew and flourished abundantly.

Herr Liscov used to talk about Johannes’s father a great deal, having been his closest friend in his younger days, and this was to the detriment of the uncle who was bringing the boy up, and was very decidedly cast into the shade when his brother appeared in bright sunlight. One day, for instance, the organ-builder was extolling the deep musical feeling of the boy’s father, and mocking his uncle for teaching him the elements of music in the wrong way. Johannes, whose whole soul was pervaded by thoughts of the man who was his closest relation, yet whom he had never known, wanted to hear more and more about him. But Liscov suddenly stopped, and stared at the ground like a man confronting some vital idea touching the essence of life.

‘What’s the matter, Master?’ asked Johannes. ‘What moves you so?’

Liscov started, as if waking from a dream, and said, smiling, ‘Johannes, do you remember how I kicked the stool away from your feet and you slipped down under the spinet when you were made to play me your uncle’s terrible murkys and minuets?’

‘I don’t like to think of my first meeting with you,’ replied Johannes. ‘Upsetting a child gave you pleasure.’

‘And mightily cross the child was about it!’ said Liscov. ‘Yet I’d never have thought at the time there was such a fine musician in you, so be kind enough to play me a good chorale on the paper positive,7 my boy, and I’ll work the bellows.’

It should be repeated here that Liscov had a great taste for all manner of odd trifles, and entertained Johannes vastly with them. When he was still a child, Liscov used to bring him some curiosity every time he came to visit.

Whereas he would sometimes give the small child an apple that fell into a hundred separate pieces when you peeled it, sometimes some strangely shaped piece of confectionery, he would please the older boy with this or that astonishing trick of natural magic, and the youth helped him to make optical devices, concoct invisible inks, and so forth. But chief among the mechanical marvels which the organ-builder made Johannes was a positive organ with eight stops, its pipes made of paper, and resembling that masterpiece of the old seventeenth-century organ-builder Eugenius Casparini8 which may be seen in the Imperial Cabinet of Art in Vienna. Liscov’s strange instrument had a tone of irresistible power and charm. Johannes tells us that he could never play it without being deeply moved, and many truly devout sacred melodies sprang clearly into his mind as he played.

Johannes was now to perform on this positive for the organ-builder. After playing a couple of chorales, as required by Liscov, he struck up the hymn Misericordias domini cantabo,9 which he had set to music a few days earlier. When Johannes had finished, Liscov leaped up, pressed him tempestuously to his breast, and cried, laughing out loud, ‘What, you craven, d’you think you can fool me with your lamentable cantilena?10 If I hadn’t always been blowing the bellows for you, you’d never have got anywhere at all! But now I’m going away, leaving you to your own devices, and you may cast around for another organ-blower as well disposed to you as I am!’

As he said this, tears came into his eyes. He hurried out of the door, slamming it extremely hard, but then put his head around it once again, and said, very quietly, ‘There’s nothing else for it, you see. Farewell, Johannes! And if your uncle misses his red-flowered gros de Tours waistcoat,11 tell him I stole it to have it made into a turban for my presentation to the Grand Sophy! Farewell, Johannes!’

No one could understand why Herr Liscov had left the pleasant town of Göniönesmühl so suddenly, telling nobody where he was going.

‘With his restless spirit, I’ve long expected him to be off and away,’ said Johannes’s uncle, ‘for although he builds fine organs, he thinks nothing of the saying that tells us to stay at home and make an honest living! Well, at least our spinet’s in order; I’ll say no more about that excitable character himself!’

Johannes certainly thought otherwise, for he missed Liscov constantly, and all Göniönesmühl now seemed to him a dead, dark dungeon.

So it was that he decided to follow the organ-builder’s advice and look around for another mentor. His uncle said that now he had completed his studies, he could go to the residence and become fully fledged under the wing of the Privy Legation Councillor, and that was what he did!

At this point the present biographer feels a quite extraordinary degree of annoyance, for just as he comes to that second incident in the life of Kreisler which he promised to narrate to you, dear reader, to wit, how Johannes Kreisler lost his rightfully acquired post of Legation Councillor and was (so to speak) thrown out of the residence, he discovers that all the information on this point he has at his disposal is poor, scanty, inadequate and disconnected.

Consequently, it must suffice to say that soon after Kreisler had replaced his late uncle as Legation Councillor, and before anyone knew what was happening, a mighty crowned Colossus12 descended upon the prince in his residence, and clasped him so fervently in his iron arms that the prince lost the greater part of his vital breath. There was something quite irresistible in all that mighty visitant was and did, and so his wishes must be satisfied even if they cast all else into trouble and confusion, as indeed they did. Many felt there was something dubious about the friendship of that powerful personage, and indeed sought to reject it, but thus found themselves in the difficult dilemma of either acknowledging its excellence or seeking another vantage point abroad, from which they might perhaps see the mighty man in a truer light.

Kreisler was one of these.13

Despite his character as a diplomat, Kreisler had retained an engaging innocence, and for that very reason there were times when he did not know what to do. At such a moment, he asked a pretty woman in deep mourning what she thought of Legation Councillors in general. She replied at length, phrasing her remarks decorously and delicately, but the upshot was that she could not think much of a Legation Councillor if he felt enthusiastic about art but did not devote himself entirely to it.

‘Most excellent of widows,’ said Kreisler, in reply, ‘I am leaving!’

When he had his travelling boots on and came to say goodbye, hat in hand, not without some emotion and a suitable amount of sorrow at their parting, the widow gave him a document appointing him to the post of Kapellmeister to that Grand Duke who had swallowed up Prince Irenaeus’s little country.

We need scarcely add that the mourning widow was none other than Madame Benzon, who had just lost her late husband the Councillor.

Curiously enough, it so happened that Madame Benzon, just when –

M. cont. – Ponto ran straight up to that girl selling bread and sausages, the girl who had almost killed me when I helped myself to her wares in a friendly manner. ‘Oh Ponto, my dear poodle, what are you doing? Take care, beware that heartless, barbarous female, beware the vengeful law governing sausages!’ I cried after Ponto, but he went his way, taking no notice of me, and I followed – at a distance, so that if he fell into any danger I could make my escape directly. On reaching the stall, Ponto stood on his back legs and pranced around the girl with the prettiest little leaps. She liked them very much and called him over to her; he went and laid his head in her lap, jumped up again barking cheerfully, gambolled round the stall once more, sniffed unassumingly, and gazed into the girl’s eyes with an amiable expression.

‘Do you want a sausage, nice poodle?’ asked the girl, and when Ponto yapped happily, wagging his tail in a charming manner, she picked up one of the best and biggest sausages, not a little to my surprise, and gave it to Ponto. As if to thank her, Ponto did another little dance, and then hurried back to me with the sausage, which he laid before me with the kind words, ‘Here you are, old fellow! Eat this and you’ll feel better!’ When I had finished the sausage, Ponto told me to follow him and he would take me back to Master Abraham.

We walked slowly side by side, so that it was not difficult for us to conduct a sensible conversation as we went along.

‘I can see, my dear Ponto,’ (thus did I open the conversation), ‘that you have a much better notion than I of how to get on in the world. I could never have managed to touch that barbaric girl’s heart as you did with such uncommon ease. But forgive me for saying that there was something about your entire conduct towards the sausage-seller against which my natural, innate feeling rebels. A certain subservient flattery, a disavowal of one’s personal dignity, one’s nobler nature – no, my dear poodle, I couldn’t bring myself to be as friendly as you were, to make myself quite breathless employing such attacking tactics, to beg so humbly! Even when I am very hungry, or an appetite for some particular thing comes over me, I confine myself to jumping up on the back of my master’s chair and making my wishes known with a gentle purr. And even that is more of a reminder of his bounden duty to care for my needs than a request for charity.’

Ponto laughed out loud at this, and began, ‘Oh Murr, my dear good cat, you may be a great scholar, you may understand things of which I have no notion, but you know nothing whatsoever about real life, which would be the ruin of you, since you have no worldly wisdom at all. For one thing, your opinion might have been different before you ate that sausage, since hungry folk are much more docile and behave more civilly than the well-fed, and for another, you are quite mistaken about what you call my subservience. Surely you know that I really enjoy dancing and leaping about, so much so that I often do it of my own free will! Well, when I perform tricks in front of human beings, just on my own account really, I derive uncommon pleasure from it, since the fools believe I act out of particular fondness for their own persons, purely to amuse and entertain them. Oh yes, that’s what they think, even if I obviously have different ends in view, and you, my dear fellow, have just seen a perfect example. You’d think the girl would have realized at once that I only wanted a sausage, and yet she was delighted to see me doing tricks for her, a stranger, as if I knew her for a person able to appreciate such things, and since she was so delighted she did as I wanted. The worldly-wise must be able to make everything done purely for themselves look as if it were done for the sake of others, who will then feel very much indebted to them and be willing to do as they wish. Many a man appears easy-going, modest and obliging, as if he lived entirely for others, and yet his mind is set on nothing but his precious self, to whom those others are useful without knowing it. What you are pleased to call subservient flattery, therefore, is merely judicious conduct soundly based on recognizing other people’s folly and then fooling them to the top of their bent.’

‘Well, Ponto,’ I replied, ‘you are certainly a man of the world, and I repeat that you know how to get on in life better than I do, but all the same I can hardly believe you really get any pleasure from your curious tricks. I for one was horrified by that shocking trick you played one day in my presence, bringing your master a nice slice off the joint and holding it neatly between your teeth, taking not a bite until your master gave permission.’

‘Ah,’ said Ponto, ‘but tell me, my dear Murr, tell me what happened next!’

‘Well,’ I replied, ‘both your master and Master Abraham lavished praise on you and gave you a whole plateful of roast meat, which you ate with an astonishingly good appetite.’

‘Very well, then,’ Ponto continued, ‘very well then, my dear cat, do you think I’d have got such a good helping, in fact do you think I’d have got any roast meat at all, if I’d gobbled up the little slice I carried over? Learn, O inexperienced youth, learn that you must not shrink from small sacrifices if you have great purposes in view! I’m surprised that all your studious reading hasn’t taught you what throwing out a sprat to catch a mackerel means! Paw on heart, I must confess that if I came upon a nice joint of meat all by itself in a corner, I’d certainly gobble it all up without waiting for my master’s permission, if I could but do the deed unobserved. However, it’s natural for people to act quite differently in private and in public. Moreover, it’s a sound principle, based on profound experience of the world, that honesty in small things is the best policy.’

I was silent for a moment, thinking of the ideas Ponto had expressed, and I recollected reading somewhere14 that everyone should act in such a way that his conduct may be regarded as a general principle, or as he would wish everyone to act towards him. I tried in vain to reconcile this idea with Ponto’s worldly wisdom. It struck me that all the friendship Ponto was showing me at this very moment might actually be intended to injure me, might be solely for his own advantage, and I said so frankly.

‘You comical little thing!’ cried Ponto, laughing. ‘I don’t mean you! There’s no way you can do me either good or harm. I don’t envy you your dry-as-dust learning, your concerns aren’t mine, and were it to cross your mind to express hostile feelings towards me, then I’m your superior in strength and agility. One leap, one good bite from my sharp teeth, would soon send you packing!’

I began to feel horribly afraid of my own friend, and even more so when a big black poodle gave him a friendly greeting in the usual way, and the pair of them whispered together, looking at me with burning eyes.

My ears laid back, I stole aside, but pretty soon Ponto, who had parted from the black poodle, came running up to me again, calling, ‘Come along, old fellow!’

‘Heavens above!’ I cried in consternation. ‘Who was that grave gentleman? I dare say he’s just as worldly-wise as you!’

‘Why,’ replied Ponto, ‘I do believe you’re afraid of my good uncle Scaramouche! I thought you were a tomcat and not such a rabbit!’

‘But,’ said I, ‘why did your uncle cast me such glowering looks, and what were the two of you whispering about in such a secret, suspicious sort of way?’

‘I will not conceal from you,’ replied Ponto, ‘I will not conceal from you, my dear Murr, that my old uncle is a trifle gruff, and as is commonly the case with elderly folk, he has some old-fashioned prejudices. He was surprised to see us together, owing to the fact that the inequality of our social rank must preclude any intimacy. I assured him that you were a young fellow of much education and amiable character who sometimes gives me great amusement. So he said in that case I might converse with you in private now and then, but I mustn’t even dream of taking you into any social assembly of poodles, since you aren’t fit for such society and never could be, if only because your small ears betray your vulgar origins all too clearly, and would be regarded as most improper by all right-minded, large-eared poodles. I gave him my word.’

Had I known at the time about my great ancestor Puss in Boots, who achieved great dignity and office and was King Gottlieb’s bosom friend,15 I would have indicated very gently to my friend Ponto that any social gathering of poodles must feel honoured by the presence of a descendant of that most illustrious family, but as I had not yet emerged from obscurity, I was obliged to suffer the pair of them, Scaramouche and Ponto, considering themselves above me.

We walked on. Going down the street just ahead of us I saw a young man who stepped back with a loud cry of delight, so suddenly that he would have injured me badly if I hadn’t quickly jumped out of the way. Another young man, coming down the street towards him, cried out just as loud. Then the two of them embraced each other like friends who haven’t met for a long time, and walked on ahead of us for a while, hand in hand, until they stopped and parted, showing as much affection as before in their farewells. The man who had been preceding us down the street stood still for some time watching his friend go, and then slipped quickly into a doorway. Ponto stopped and so did I. Soon a window opened on the second floor of the building into which the young man had gone, and a girl as pretty as a picture looked out. The young man was standing behind her, and both of them were laughing heartily as they watched the friend from whom the young man had just parted walking away. Ponto glanced up and muttered something between his teeth which I didn’t quite catch.

‘Why are you waiting here, my dear Ponto? Why don’t we go on?’ I asked, but Ponto would not move from the spot until, after a few minutes, he shook his head hard and then continued on his way in silence.

‘Let us,’ said he, when we came to a pretty square surrounded by trees and adorned with statues, ‘let us stop here for a while, my dear Murr. I can’t shake off the thought of those two young men who embraced so affectionately in the street. They’re fast friends, like Damon and Pylades.’

‘Damon and Pythias,’ I corrected him. ‘Pylades was the faithful friend of Orestes,16 and used to put the poor man to bed in his dressing-gown and give him camomile tea when the Furies and demons had been plaguing him. I observe, my dear Ponto, that history isn’t your strong point.’

‘Never mind that,’ continued the poodle, ‘never mind that: I know the history of those two friends very well, and I will relate it to you in every particular, just as I’ve heard my master tell it twenty times. Then perhaps you will count Walter and Formosus worthy to stand beside Damon and Pythias, Orestes and Pylades, as a third pair of friends. Formosus is the young man who nearly knocked you down in his pleasure at seeing his dear friend Walter again. That handsome house with its shining windows is the home of the rich old President, and Formosus, with his clever mind, his skill and his brilliant knowledge, managed to worm his way into the old man’s favour so well that he was soon like a son to him. Now one day Formosus suddenly lost all his good spirits, looked pale and ill, and would sigh heavily ten times in quarter of an hour as if to sigh away his life; he was entirely absorbed in himself, lost in his own thoughts, and seemed unable to unburden himself for anything in the world. Over a long period the old President vainly urged the youth to tell him the cause of his secret grief, and at last it came out that he was desperately in love with the President’s only daughter. This took the old man aback at first, since he had very different plans for his little daughter than to marry her to Formosus, who had neither rank nor office, but when he saw the poor young fellow fading away more and more he braced himself to ask Ulrike how she liked young Formosus, and whether he had ever told her of his love. Ulrike cast down her eyes and said young Formosus had not actually declared himself to her, out of sheer modesty and reticence, but she had realized long ago that he loved her, for such things are very obvious. Moreover, she said she liked young Formosus very much, and if there was no other objection, and her darling Papa had nothing against it, and – in short, Ulrike said everything girls usually say on such occasions, when they are no longer in the very first bloom of youth and are assiduously asking themselves, “Who will take you off the shelf?”

‘Upon this the President told Formosus, “Cheer up, my boy! Be happy and cheerful – you shall have my Ulrike!” So Ulrike was betrothed to young Herr Formosus. Everyone was pleased to hear of the handsome, modest young fellow’s good fortune, except for one man, who was cast into grief and despair. This was Walter, who had been the dearest childhood friend of Formosus. Walter had seen and spoken to Ulrike several times, and he too had fallen in love with her, perhaps even more desperately in love than his friend. But here I go speaking of love, and being in love, although I have no idea whether you’ve ever been in love yourself, my dear cat, and so know what the feeling is like.’

‘Personally,’ I replied, ‘personally, my dear Ponto, I don’t believe I am in love or ever have been, since as far as I’m aware I have not yet experienced that condition as several poets describe it. Of course poets aren’t always entirely to be believed, but from what else I know and have read of love, it can really be nothing but a state of mental illness manifesting itself in the male sex as the delusion of partiality, in which you imagine something to be quite other than what it really is – for instance, you take a plump little dab of a girl darning stockings for a goddess. But pray go on with your tale of the two friends Formosus and Walter, my dear poodle.’

‘Walter,’ continued Ponto, ‘embraced Formosus and said, shedding many tears, “You rob me of my life’s bliss, but my comfort is that you are the man who does so, that you will be happy. Farewell, my dear fellow, farewell for ever!” Thereupon Walter ran into the densest of thickets intending to shoot himself. However, he failed, having forgotten to load his pistol in his despair, so he contented himself with breaking out in several fits of madness every day. One day Formosus, whom he had not seen for many weeks, unexpectedly called on him just as he was kneeling before Ulrike’s portrait done in pastels, which was hanging on the wall framed and glazed, and lamenting most dreadfully. “No,” cried Formosus, pressing Walter to his breast, “no, I could never endure your pain, your despair; I will gladly sacrifice my happiness to you. I have renounced Ulrike, I have persuaded her old father to accept you as his son-in-law! Ulrike loves you, perhaps without knowing it herself. Pay court to her! I am going away, so farewell!”

‘And he was about to leave, but Walter prevented him. Walter himself felt as if he were dreaming, and couldn’t believe it until Formosus produced a note in the old President’s own hand, which ran more or less as follows: “Noble youth! you have prevailed. I let you go with reluctance, but I honour your friendship, equal as it is to the heroism of which we read in the works of old writers. Let Herr Walter, a man of laudable qualities employed in a fine, profitable position, come to court my daughter Ulrike, and if she wants to marry him I for my part have no objection.” So Formosus did indeed go away, Walter went to court Ulrike, and Ulrike did indeed become Walter’s wife.

‘Well, the old President wrote to Formosus again, praising him to the skies and asking whether he might perhaps do him, the President, the favour of accepting three thousand thalers, not of course by way of compensation, for he well knew there could be none in such a case, but merely as a small token of his sincere affection. Formosus replied that the old man knew how modest were his needs, and that money would not, could not make him happy; only time could console him for a loss that was the fault of no one but Fate, which had inflamed his dear friend’s breast with love for Ulrike, and he had yielded to Fate alone, so there could be no question of any kind of noble deed. However, he would accept the gift on condition that the old man bestowed it upon an old widow who lived in miserable poverty, with a virtuous daughter, in such and such a place. The widow was located and given the three thousand reichsthalers intended for Formosus.

‘Soon afterwards Walter wrote to Formosus: “I cannot live without you any longer. Come back, come to my arms!” Formosus did, and discovered on his return that Walter was giving up his fine, profitable position on condition that it went to Formosus, who had long wished for such a place. Sure enough, Formosus got the post, and apart from his disappointed hopes of marriage to Ulrike he was now in the most comfortable circumstances. City and country alike admired the magnanimous rivalry between the two friends; their deeds were considered to echo better times long gone, and held up as an example of the heroism of which only great minds are capable.’

‘Well, to be sure,’ I began, when Ponto fell silent, ‘to be sure, from everything I’ve read, Walter and Formosus must be noble, strong characters, ignoring your famous worldly wisdom in their faithful self-sacrifice for each another.’

‘Hm,’ replied Ponto, with a sly smile, ‘that depends! I have yet to tell you a few things which escaped notice in town: some of them I’ve learnt from my master, some I have picked up myself. The love Herr Formosus entertained for the rich President’s daughter can’t have been as desperate as the old man thought, for at the very height of this mortal passion the young man did not neglect, having spent all day in despair, to visit a pretty, sweet little milliner every evening. And once Ulrike was betrothed to him, he soon found out that the angelically gentle young lady had a talent of her own for suddenly becoming a little demon upon occasion. He also received the vexatious information, from a reliable source, that Fräulein Ulrike had acquired considerable experience of love and its delights at the Prince’s residence, and it was now that he was suddenly overcome by that irresistible magnanimity which caused him to yield his rich bride to his friend. Walter, in a strange state of confusion, had indeed fallen in love with Ulrike, whom he had seen in public in the glory bestowed by all the arts of her toilette, while as for Ulrike, she didn’t mind which of the two of them became her husband, Formosus or Walter. And the latter did indeed have a fine, profitable position, but he had made such dreadful mistakes in his work that he must very soon expect to face dismissal. He preferred to resign first in his friend’s favour, thus salvaging his honour with an act that bore every token of the noblest cast of mind. The three thousand thalers, in good securities, were delivered to a very respectable old lady who sometimes called herself the mother, sometimes the aunt and sometimes the maidservant of that pretty milliner. She figured in a dual capacity in this business: first, upon receiving the money, as the mother, and then, when she handed it over and received a good fee, as the maidservant of the girl, whom you have seen, my dear Murr, for she was looking out of the window with Herr Formosus just now. Incidentally, both Formosus and Walter have long known in just what way they outdid each other in nobility of mind. They’ve been avoiding one another for some time, so as to avoid mutual panegyrics, which is why their greetings were so warm today when chance brought them together in the street.’

At that moment a terrible noise arose. People were running hither and thither, shouting ‘Fire! Fire!’. Horsemen galloped down the streets; carriages clattered along. Flames and clouds of smoke billowed from the windows of a house not far away. Ponto swiftly ran on ahead, but in my alarm I climbed a tall ladder leaning against a building, and soon found myself in perfect safety on the roof. Suddenly everything –

W.P. – headlong and quite unexpectedly,’ said Prince Irenaeus, ‘without applying to the Lord Marshal, without any introduction from the Chamberlain on duty, almost – I tell you this in confidence, Master Abraham, so pray do not spread it abroad – almost unannounced – no livery servants in the ante-rooms! The fools were playing cards in the vestibule. Gaming is a terrible vice. Once he was inside the door the Steward of the Table, who fortunately happened to be passing through, caught him by the coat-tails and asked who the gentleman was, and how he was to be presented to the Prince. But I liked him; he’s a very good fellow. Didn’t you say he used to be no less than a pure, simple musician, and even of some rank?’

Master Abraham assured him that Kreisler had indeed once lived in very different circumstances, even qualifying him to dine at the princely table, and only the devastating hurly-burly of the times had expelled him from those circumstances. However, said Master Abraham, Kreisler did not wish the veil he had cast over the past to be removed.

‘Ah,’ said the Prince, ‘of noble rank, then! Perhaps a baron – a count – perhaps even – no, one must not take imagined hopes too far! I have a weakness for such mysteries! What a fine time that was after the French Revolution, when marquises were making sealing-wax, and counts were netting lace nightcaps and claiming to be nothing but plain Monsieurs, and the great masquerade was such fun! Yes, well, about Herr von Kreisler!17 Madame Benzon understands these things; she sang his praises, she recommended him to me, and she is right. I immediately recognized him for a man of education and refined breeding from his way of holding his hat under his arm.’

The Prince added further praise of Kreisler’s outward appearance, so that Master Abraham felt sure his plan must succeed. For he intended to introduce his close friend into the imaginary court as Kapellmeister, thus keeping him in Sieghartsweiler. However, when he broached the subject again, the Prince replied very firmly that nothing whatever could come of it.

‘Now tell me,’ he continued, ‘tell me yourself, Master Abraham, how could I draw that amiable man into my more intimate family circle if I made him Kapellmeister, and thus one of my employees? I could give him a court position, make him maître de plaisir or maître des spectacles,18 but you see, the man knows all about music, and you say he’s well versed in the theatre too. Now I won’t budge from the principle of my late father, may he rest in peace, who always held that the said maître must on no account understand anything about the matters for which he is responsible, since he would then pay them far too much attention and take too little interest in the people involved, such as actors, musicians and the like. So let Herr von Kreisler continue to wear the mask of a Kapellmeister from another court and enter the private apartments of the princely house, after the fashion of a man of some rank19 who entertained the most refined circles a little while ago with the most delightful nonsense, wearing what one must admit to have been the reprehensible mask of an unscrupulous play-actor.

‘And,’ called the Prince after Master Abraham, who seemed on the point of leaving, ‘and as you seem to be, as it were, chargé d’affaires to Herr von Kreisler, I will not conceal from you that there are only two things I don’t quite like about him, and perhaps they are mannerisms rather than anything else. You’ll know how I mean that. First, he stares straight into my face when I’m talking to him. Well now, I have remarkable eyes, and I can make them blaze most terribly, just like Frederick the Great of old! Not a chamberlain or page dares look up when I bend my dreadful gaze on him and ask whether that mauvais sujet20 has fallen into debt again, or eaten all the marzipan! As for Herr von Kreisler, though, I may dart lightning at him as much as I like, but he doesn’t care a bit, just smiles at me in such a way that – that I myself have to lower my eyes. And then the man has such a curious way of speaking, of answering you, of carrying on a conversation, that you might sometimes think you hadn’t actually said anything out of the ordinary yourself and were almost, so to speak, a fool – oh, by St Januarius, Master, this is quite intolerable, and you must make sure Herr von Kreisler breaks himself of any such habits or mannerisms.’

Master Abraham promised to do as Prince Irenaeus asked, and was once again on the point of leaving when the Prince mentioned the particular aversion Princess Hedwiga had expressed for Kreisler, saying that he thought the child had been tormented for some time by strange dreams and fancies, and as a consequence the court physician had recommended her to take the whey cure next spring. For Hedwiga, he added, had now taken into her head the strange notion that Kreisler had escaped from the madhouse, and would do all manner of harm at the first opportunity he got.

‘Now tell me,’ said the Prince, ‘tell me, Master Abraham, is there any trace of mental disturbance at all in that sensible man?’

Abraham replied that Kreisler was no crazier than himself, but he did sometimes act rather strangely, and would fall into a state of mind almost comparable with that of Prince Hamlet, which only made him all the more interesting.

‘As far as I’m aware,’ remarked the Prince, ‘young Hamlet was an excellent prince descended from a distinguished old royal house, and only occasionally came out with the curious idea that all his courtiers should be able to play the recorder.21 It is appropriate for persons of high degree to be prey to strange notions; it increases respect. What might be called absurd in a man without rank or station is, in such persons, merely the pleasing whim of a mind out of the common run, and will arouse astonishment and admiration. Herr von Kreisler ought really to remain on the straight and narrow path, but if he insists upon imitating Prince Hamlet it shows a noble striving for higher things, perhaps the result of his powerful inclination towards musical studies. He may be forgiven for behaving strangely at times.’

It looked as if Master Abraham would never be able to get out of the Prince’s room that day, for the Prince called him back yet again when he had the door open, wanting to know what might have caused Princess Hedwiga’s curious aversion to Kreisler. Master Abraham told him how Kreisler had first appeared to the Princess and Julia in the park at Sieghartshof, and said he thought that the Kapellmeister’s agitated mood at the time was very likely to have had an unfortunate effect upon a lady whose nerves were delicate.

The Prince expressed the opinion, with some vehemence, that he hoped Herr von Kreisler hadn’t really come to Sieghartshof on foot, but had left his carriage somewhere in the broad avenues of the park, for only common adventurers were in the habit of travelling on foot.

Master Abraham adduced the example of a brave officer22 who walked from Leipzig to Syracuse without having his boots mended once, but as for Kreisler, he said he felt sure that a carriage had indeed stopped in the park. The Prince was satisfied.

While this was going on in the Prince’s apartments, Johannes was sitting in Madame Benzon’s rooms at the finest grand piano ever built by the ingenious Nannette Streicher,23 accompanying Julia in Clytemnestra’s great and passionate recitative from Gluck’s Iphigenia in Aulis.24

If the portrait of his hero is to be a true likeness, the present biographer is unfortunately obliged to present him as an eccentric character who may often appear almost like a madman to the sober observer, particularly with respect to his musical enthusiasm. He has already had to record Kreisler’s extravagance of style in saying that ‘when Julia sang all the yearning pain of love, all the delight of sweet dreams, hope and longing surged through the forest and fell like reviving dew on the fragrant flower-cups, on the breasts of listening nightingales!’ From this, it would not appear that Kreisler’s judgement of Julia’s performance was of any particular value. However, the aforesaid biographer can take this opportunity of assuring his gentle reader that there must have been something mysterious and very wonderful about her singing, which he himself, alas, never heard. Uncommonly sound characters who had only recently had their pigtails cut off,25 whose equilibrium of mind was not to be shaken in the least by going to the theatre to hear Gluck, Mozart, Beethoven and Spontini26 after they had dealt appropriately with a good legal case, a malevolently curious illness or a recent consignment of Strasbourg pâté de foie gras, even people such as these have often said that when Fräulein Julia Benzon sang they felt very odd indeed, they couldn’t quite say how. A certain uneasiness which yet aroused indescribable pleasure took hold of them entirely, and they often reached the point of playing pranks and conducting themselves like young visionaries and versifiers. It should also be mentioned that once, when Julia sang at court, Prince Irenaeus groaned distinctly, and when the song was finished went over to Julia, pressed her hand to his lips and said, in a very lachrymose voice, ‘My dear, dear young lady!’ The Lord Marshal ventured to claim that Prince Irenaeus had actually kissed little Julia’s hand, while a few tears trickled from his eyes. However, the Mistress of the Household said this claim was unseemly, and not in the interests of the court, so it was hushed up.

Julia, who had a full, ringing voice as pure as a bell, sang with the feeling and enthusiasm that flow from a heart moved to its depths, and that might well have been the cause of the wonderful, irresistible spell she cast today, as usual. All who heard her held their breath as she sang, all felt their breasts oppressed by a sweet, strange melancholy, and it was a few moments after she had finished before their delight broke out in the most unbounded, stormy applause. Only Kreisler sat silent and motionless, leaning back in his chair. Then he rose, softly and slowly, and Julia turned to him with a glance that clearly asked, ‘Was that all right?’

However, she cast her eyes down and blushed when Kreisler, laying his hand on his heart, whispered, ‘Oh, Julia!’ in a trembling voice and then, head bent, stole away rather than walking off behind the circle of ladies.

Madame Benzon the councillor’s widow had gone to great pains to persuade Princess Hedwiga to attend this evening party, where she was sure to meet Kapellmeister Kreisler. The Princess agreed only when Madame Benzon told her, very gravely, how childish it would be to avoid a man just because he was not out of the same mould as the common herd, but displayed a singularity which was indeed bizarre at times. In addition, she said, Kreisler had been admitted to the Prince’s court, so it would really be impossible for Hedwiga to remain obdurate.

All that evening, Princess Hedwiga managed to twist and turn so cleverly that Kreisler who, inoffensive and tractable as he was, really wanted to placate her, could not get near her however hard he tried. She countered his cleverest manoeuvres with cunning tactics. Madame Benzon, who had noticed all this, found it all the more striking when at this moment the Princess suddenly broke through the circle of ladies and positively marched up to the Kapellmeister. Kreisler was standing so deep in thought that he woke from his dream only when the Princess asked whether he alone had no word or sign to add to the applause Julia had earned.

‘Your Highness,’ replied Kreisler, in a tone that betrayed his inner turmoil, ‘your Highness, famous written have given it as their opinion that when we have departed this world we have only thoughts and looks at our command, no words, and I believe I was in Heaven!’

‘In that case,’ replied the Princess, smiling, ‘our Julia is an angel of light, since she could open the gates of Paradise for you! But now I must ask you to leave Heaven for a few moments and give a poor child of earth like myself a hearing.’

The Princess stopped, as if expecting Kreisler to say something. However, as he looked at her in silence with a shining glance, she cast her eyes down and quickly turned so that the shawl draped loosely around her shoulders dropped off. Kreisler caught it as it fell. The Princess stood still. ‘Then allow us,’ she said, her voice wavering and uncertain as if she were wresding with some decision and found it difficult to come out with what she had determined, ‘then allow us to speak quite prosaically of poetic matters. I know you are giving Julia singing lessons, and I must say that her voice and performance have improved immeasurably since you began, which leads me to hope that you would be able to improve even a moderate talent like my own. I mean –’

The Princess hesitated, blushing deeply, and Madame Benzon joined them, assuring Kreisler that the Princess did herself a great injustice by calling her musical talent moderate, for she played the pianoforte very well and could sing with great expression. Kreisler, suddenly finding the Princess remarkably charming in her embarrassment, came out with a torrent of kind remarks, and concluded by saying that he could know no greater fortune than for the Princess to allow him to help her, by word and deed, in the study of music.

The Princess listened to the Kapellmeister with obvious pleasure, and when he had finished, and a glance from Madame Benzon reproached her for her curious shyness towards so amiable a man, she said almost under her voice, ‘Yes, yes, Benzon, you are right! I am often a very childish creature, to be sure!’

As she spoke she put out her hand for the shawl Kreisler was still holding, without looking at it, and he handed it to her. How it was that in so doing he touched the Princess’s hand, he himself did not know, but a violent pulse-beat throbbed through all his nerves, and he felt as if his senses were leaving him.

Then, like a ray of light breaking through dark clouds, Kreisler heard Julia’s voice. ‘I am to sing again,’ she said, ‘I’m to sing again, my dear Kreisler! They won’t leave me in peace! I would like to try that lovely duet you taught me the other day.’

‘Well now,’ said Madame Benzon, ‘you can’t refuse my Julia’s request, dear Kapellmeister, so off with you to the piano!’

Unable to utter a word, Kreisler seated himself at the grand piano and struck the first chords of the duet as if dazed and confused by some strange intoxication. Julia began: ‘Ah che mi manca l’anima in si fatal momento.’27 It should be said that the words of this duet, in the usual Italian manner, spoke simply of the parting of a pair of lovers, that momento of course rhymed with sento and tormento, and that the Abbi pietade o cielo and the pena di morir were there too, as in a hundred other duets. However, Kreisler had composed the setting of these words in the greatest agitation of mind, with an ardour which, in performance, was certain to enrapture anyone to whom Heaven had granted even a passable ear. The duet might be ranked with the most passionate works of its kind, and its intonation was rather difficult, since Kreisler strove only for the highest expression of the idea and not for what the soprano could easily and comfortably encompass. Consequently Julia began timidly, in an almost uncertain voice, and when Kreisler came in his was not much better. But soon both voices rose on the waves of the song like shimmering swans, now aspiring to rise aloft to the radiant, golden clouds with the beat of rushing wings, now to sink dying in a sweet amorous embrace in the roaring current of chords, until deep sighs heralded the proximity of death, and with a wild cry of pain the last Addio welled like a fount of blood from the wounded breast.

There was no one present who was not deeply moved by the duet; bright tears stood in many eyes, and Madame Benzon herself confessed that she had never known anything like it even in some finely performed scene of farewell in the theatre. Julia and the Kapellmeister were praised to the skies; their audience commended the true enthusiasm that inspired them both, and perhaps ranked the composition higher than it deserved.

During the song Princess Hedwiga’s inner emotion had been obvious, hard as she tried to keep calm and indeed hide any show of interest. Beside her sat a rosy-cheeked young lady-in-waiting, equally ready with tears and laughter, who whispered all kinds of things into the Princess’s ear without getting any answer but single words uttered for the sake of courtly convention. The lady-in-waiting also whispered casual remarks to Madame Benzon on her other side, as if she were not listening to the duet at all, but that lady, in her severe manner, asked her to be good enough to save her conversation until the duet was over. At that point, however, the Princess said in a voice loud enough to be heard above the commendations of the entire party, her whole face glowing and her eyes flashing, ‘I suppose I may be allowed to give my own opinion! I admit that the duet may have some value as a musical composition, and my dear Julia sang beautifully, but is it right, is it proper, in a comfortable gathering where friendly conversation should come first, where social intercourse should give rise to speech and song like a brook murmuring softly between beds of flowers – is it right to serve up extravagant notions that rend the heart, ideas whose powerful and destructive impression cannot be overcome? I have tried to close my ears and my mind to the wild pain of the infernal regions which Kreisler has expressed in music, with an art that scorns our vulnerable feelings, but no one was kind enough to take any notice of me. I will happily expose my weakness to your irony, Kapellmeister, I will readily admit that the dreadful impression left by your duet has made me quite ill. Is there no Cimarosa, no Paesiello,28 whose compositions are written in a manner fit for society?’

‘Oh God!’ cried Kreisler, his face quivering in the liveliest play of muscles, as it always did when his sense of humour was aroused, ‘oh God, your Highness! Poor Kapellmeister that I am, how entirely do I share your kind and gracious opinion! Is it not an offence against all correct manners and correct attire to bare a breast with all its pain, melancholy and rapture in society, unless it be thickly veiled with the fichu29 of proper conduct and convention? Are all the fire-extinguishing devices which ensure good tone everywhere worth anything, are they sufficient to smother the naphthalene flames that will flicker up here and there? Do we swallow so much tea, so much sugar-water, so much polite conversation, indeed so much amiable chit-chat just to have some evil-minded fire-raiser succeed in throwing a Congreve rocket into our hearts, whereupon up comes the flame shining bright, burning bright even, as pure moonshine never does? Yes, your Highness, I am the unhappiest of Kapellmeisters here below, I have sinned dreadfully with that terrible duet which passed right through this company like some infernal firework display with all manner of flares, rockets, firecrackers and maroons,30 and now, alas, I see it’s struck a spark almost everywhere! Ho there! Fire – fire – mordio, how it burns – rouse the fire-fighters – water – water – help, help!’

Kreisler made for the box of sheet music, pulling it out from under the piano, opened it – rummaged among the music – snatched up a score, Paesiello’s Molinara,31 sat down at the instrument and began to play the ritornello of the well-known, pretty arietta, La Rachelina molinarina, with which the miller’s daughter makes her entrance –

‘Oh, my dear Kreisler!’ said Julia very timidly, in alarm.

But Kreisler flung himself down on both knees before Julia and implored her, ‘Dearest, loveliest Julia! Take pity on this esteemed company, bring comfort to their desolate hearts, sing Rachelina’s song! And if you won’t, there’s no help for it: here, before your very eyes, I must plunge into the despair on whose verge I am already teetering, and it will be no use clutching your lost Maître de la Chapelle’s coat-tails, for as you cry out in the kindness of your heart, “O Johannes, stay with us!”, he will already have gone down to the river Acheron32 to cut the most graceful of capers in the demonic shawl dance, so sing, dear lady!’

Julia did as Kreisler had asked, although, as it seemed, with some reluctance.

As soon as the arietta was over Kreisler began on the notary’s famous comic duet with the miller’s daughter. Julia’s singing, in voice and style, inclined towards the serious and emotional, yet when she was performing comic pieces she could command a mood which was attractive charm itself. Kreisler had mastered the odd but irresistibly pleasing manner of the Italian buffi33 and today took it almost to excess, for while his voice did not seem like itself, adapting to extreme dramatic expression in a thousand shades of meaning, he also pulled faces all the time he was singing, faces so singular that they would have made a Cato34 laugh.

No one could help applauding loudly and breaking into roars of laughter.

Delighted, Kreisler kissed Julia’s hand, which she quickly withdrew in decided vexation. ‘Oh,’ said Julia, ‘oh, Kapellmeister, I cannot accustom myself to your strange moods – eccentric moods, I might call them – no, I cannot like them! Such a bold leap from one extreme to another goes to my heart! I beg you, dear Kreisler, don’t ask me to sing a comic piece again, however pretty and charming, when my mind is deeply moved and sounds of the most profound melancholy are still echoing within me. I know I can do it, I can carry it off, but it makes me feel quite ill and exhausted, so don’t ask me to do it any more. You’ll promise me, won’t you dear Kreisler?’

The Kapellmeister was about to reply, but here Princess Hedwiga embraced Julia more fervendy and laughed more uproariously than any Mistress of the Household would have thought seemly.

‘Come to my arms,’ she cried, ‘you loveliest, most musical and wittiest of all maids of the mill! You’ll get the better of all the barons, bailiffs and notaries in the world, and into the bargain –’ But whatever else she was about to say was lost in the loud laughter to which she once more gave way.

Then, turning swiftly to the Kapellmeister, she added: ‘You have quite reconciled me to myself, dear Kreisler! Ah, now I understand your humorous flights! They are delightful, truly delightful! Higher life can arise only from the conflict between the most various of feelings, the most hostile of emotions! I thank you, I thank you most heartily – there! You may kiss my hand!’

Kreisler took the hand offered to him, and that pulse-beat throbbed through him again, although not as violendy as before, so that he was obliged to hesitate momentarily before pressing the delicate, ungloved fingers to his lips, bowing with as much decorum as if he were still a Legation Councillor. He himself did not know why this physical sensation he felt on touching the Princess’s hand seemed to him so uncommonly ridiculous. ‘I suppose,’ said he to himself, when the Princess had turned away from him, ‘I suppose her Highness is a kind of Leyden jar,35 and sends electric shocks through honest folk at her gracious pleasure!’

The Princess went hopping and dancing about the room, laughing and trilling La Rachelina molinarina all the while, and she embraced and kissed now one lady and now another, assuring them she had never been merrier in her life, and she owed it to the good Kapellmeister. All of this was unwelcome in the highest degree to the grave Madame Benzon, and at last she could not refrain from drawing the Princess aside and whispering in her ear, ‘Hedwiga, I do beg of you! Such conduct!’

‘I’d have thought,’ replied the Princess, her eyes sparkling, ‘I’d have thought we might leave off being so governessy today, dear Benzon, and all go to bed. Yes, let’s to bed, to bed!’ And so saying, she called for her carriage.

While the Princess was in a mood of extravagant, convulsive merriment, Julia had fallen sad and silent. She sat at the piano resting her head on her hand, and her obvious pallor and clouded eyes showed that her melancholy mood had increased to the point of causing physical pain.

The brilliant fire of Kreisler’s humour was extinguished too. Avoiding all conversation, he stole softly towards the door, but Madame Benzon stood in his way. ‘I don’t know,’ she said, ‘what strange depression it was today that made me –

M. cont. – seemed so familiar to me, so like home; a sweet aroma of some delicious meat roasting, even I knew not what, wafted in a blue haze above the roof-tops, and as if from far, far away, in the rustling of the evening breeze, I heard sweet voices whispering, ‘Murr, beloved Murr, where have you been all this long while?’


‘Ah, through this troubled breast of mine

What heavenly pleasure shoots its dart?

Does my aspiring, ardent heart

Feel prescience of things divine?

Aye! heart, soar high above the earth!

Be sharp of tooth, of paw be fleet!

After sad times of loss and dearth,

All’s turned to merriment and mirth:

Sweet hope revives – I smell roast meat!’



Thus I sang, losing myself in the most pleasing dreams and taking no notice of the terrible sound of the fire! But even up here on the roof I was to be followed by awful apparitions from the grotesque life of the world into which I had leapt, for next moment one of those strange monsters whom humans call chimney-sweeps rose from the chimney-stack. No sooner did this black-a-vised scoundrel catch sight of me than he cried, ‘Shoo, cat!’ and threw his brush at me. Avoiding it, I raced away over the nearest roof and down into the gutter. Who can describe my happy amazement, my joyful shock, when I realized that I was on the building where my good master lived? I clambered nimbly from skylight to skylight, but every one of them was closed. I raised my voice in vain; no one heard me. Meanwhile, the clouds of smoke from the burning house were swirling aloft, jets of water hissed among them, a thousand voices were shouting in confusion, and the fire seemed to be getting more threatening. Then a skylight opened, and Master Abraham looked out, wearing his yellow dressing-gown.

‘Murr, my dear Murr, so there you are! Come in, come in, my little grey-coated friend!’ Such was my matter’s joyful exclamation when he caught sight of me. Nor did I omit to show him my delight by every means at my command; we indulged in a delightful, wonderful moment of reunion. When I had jumped down to him in the attic my master stroked me, making me purr softly and sweetly for the sheer pleasure of it. ‘Oho,’ said my master, laughing, ‘oho, my boy, I see you’re glad to be home again, perhaps after long travels, and you don’t understand the danger we’re in. I could almost wish to be like you, a happy, innocent tomcat caring nothing for firemen, and with no assets to go up in flames, since the only movable asset in your immortal spirit’s possession is yourself.’

So saying, the Master picked me up and went downstairs to his room. No sooner had we entered than Professor Lothario rushed in, followed by two other men.

‘I beg you,’ cried the Professor, ‘for Heaven’s sake, I beg you, Master! You are in the most imminent danger; the fire’s already caught your roof. Let us carry your things away.’

My master said, very drily, that in such dangerous circumstances his friends’ sudden zeal could do much more harm than the danger itself, since what was saved from the fire usually went to blazes anyway, if in a more handsome manner. He himself, he said, once had a friend who was threatened by fire, and who had enthusiastically and with the best of intentions thrown a quantity of Chinese porcelain out of the window to save it from the flames. However, he added, if they would be kind enough just to pack a trunk with three nightcaps, a couple of grey coats and some other garments, including a pair of silken breeches to be treated with special care, along with some underclothes, and to put books and manuscripts in a couple of baskets, he would be much obliged, but they were not to lay so much as a finger on his machines. If the roof actually went up in flames, he added, he and his movable assets would move out.

‘But first,’ he concluded, ‘allow me to give food and drink to the companion of my hearth and home, who has just come home tired and exhausted after a long journey, and then you may set to work!’

They all laughed heartily when they realized that Master Abraham meant none but me.

I enjoyed a delicious meal, and the delightful hopes I had expressed up on the roof in dulcet tones of longing were fully realized. When I had refreshed myself my master put me in a basket, and as there was room enough he put a little dish of milk in beside me, and covered the basket carefully.

‘Just wait there in your dark refuge, my dear cat,’ said Master Abraham, ‘wait and see what’s to become of us, and sip your favourite beverage to pass the time, because if you go jumping or running about the room they’ll tread on your tail or legs in all the flurry of saving my things. If it really comes to flight, I’ll take you out myself in case you run away again as you did before. You wouldn’t believe,” said the Master, turning to the others, ‘you wouldn’t believe, my good sirs, my helpers in time of trouble, what a wonderful, what an erudite tomcat that little grey fellow in the basket is. Gall and such natural historians36 believe that although cats of tolerable education may be equipped in other respects with the best of capacities, such as a bloodthirsty disposition, an instinct for thieving, rascally behaviour and so forth, they have no sense of direction at all, and having once run away can never find their way home, but my dear Murr is a brilliant exception. He has been missing for several days, and I mourned his loss deeply, but today, only just now, he returned. I have reason to suppose that he used the roof-tops as a pleasing substitute for a street. The good creature showed not only intelligence and understanding, but also the most faithful devotion to his master, so that I now love him more than ever.’

I was uncommonly pleased with my master’s praise. With private satisfaction, I felt my superiority to the rest of my entire race – to a whole army of lost tomcats with no sense of direction, and was quite surprised that I myself had not sufficiently appreciated the extraordinary nature of my understanding! It did indeed cross my mind that young Ponto was really the one who set me on the right road, while the chimney-sweep’s brush brought me to the right roof, but I didn’t think I need entertain the least doubt of my sagacity and the validity of the praise bestowed on me by the Master. As I was saying, I felt my intellectual strength, and that feeling was the guarantee of the aforesaid validity. I once read or heard that undeserved praise is far more welcome and puffs its recipient up far more than praise well earned, but that can be true only of human beings. Clever tomcats are free of such folly, and I firmly believe that I might well have found my way home without Ponto or the chimney-sweep, in fact I even think the two of them just confused my proper train of thought. No doubt I would have acquired that trifling amount of worldly wisdom which young Ponto was so proud of in some other way, although the many and varied experiences I had with my dear friend the poodle, that aimable roué, provided me with good material for the Letters to a Friend in which I couched my travel writings. Those letters would look very well printed in the various morning and evening papers, in all the elegant and liberal journals,37 since their wit and understanding display the most brilliant aspects of my mind, a subject that must surely be of the utmost interest to every reader! But I know full well that those gentlemen, the editors and publishers, would ask, ‘Who is this Murr?’ and upon discovering me to be a tomcat, albeit the finest tomcat on earth, say contemptuously, ‘A cat who thinks he can write!’ Why, even if I had the humour of Lichtenberg and the profundity of Hamann38 – I have heard much good of both men, and it seems they didn’t write badly, for humans, but they have died the death, which is a very risky enterprise for every poet and writer who wants to live – well, I repeat, even if I had the humour of Lichtenberg and the profundity of Hamann, I’d have my manuscript sent back, just because they might think I couldn’t write amusingly on account of my claws. It really is most annoying! O prejudice, prejudice that cries out to Heaven, what a hold you have on humanity, and in particular on those specimens of humanity known as publishers!

The Professor and his companions now put on a terrific show around me, and one which I did not think at all necessary, at least in the matter of packing nightcaps and grey coats.

All of a sudden a deep voice outside called, ‘The building’s afire!’

‘Oho!’ said Master Abraham, ‘I must see this for myself. Pray keep calm, gentlemen! I’ll be back once danger is upon us, and then we’ll set to work!’

And so saying, he hurried out of the room.

Shut up in my basket, I became really alarmed. The wild roar – the smoke that now began to make its way into the room – all increased my fears! Dismal ideas of every sort came to my mind. Suppose the Master forgot me; suppose I must perish miserably in the flames? I felt a particularly nasty, griping pain in my belly, which may have been due to my terrible fear. ‘Alas!’ thought I, ‘suppose the Master has shut me up in this basket because at heart he is false and envies me my knowledge – suppose he wants to be rid of me and relieved of every care? What if this innocent white drink – what if it be a poison which my master subtly hath ministered to have me dead? – O glorious Murr, even in mortal fear you think in iambic pentameters, paying heed to what you once read in Shakespeare and Schlegel!39

Master Abraham now put his head round the door and said, ‘The danger’s over, gentlemen! Just sit down at that table and drink the couple of bottles of wine you found in the cupboard. For my part, I’m going back up to the roof for a while to give it a good spraying! But wait – I must see how my good car’s doing first.’

My master then came right into the room, took the lid off the basket containing me, spoke to me kindly, asked how I was and whether I fancied some nice roast fowl, to all of which I replied with several dulcet miaows, stretching myself very comfortably, which my master correctly took for an eloquent indication that I had eaten enough and would like to stay in the basket. He put the lid back on.

I was now persuaded of the kind and friendly feelings Master Abraham entertained for me! I would have been ashamed of my base suspicions, if it were right for a person of understanding to be ashamed of anything. After all, I thought, the terrible anxiety, all my ominous mistrust, amounted to nothing but such poetic raptures as suit brilliant young enthusiasts, who often positively require them as intoxicating opium. This reflection soothed my mind entirely.

No sooner had my master left the room than the Professor looked round at the basket with a suspicious expression – I could see him through a little crack in it – and then beckoned to the others as if he had something of significance to impact to them. Then he spoke so quietly that I couldn’t have caught a word had not Heaven bestowed incredibly keen hearing upon my pointed ears.

‘Do you know what I’d like to do now? I’d like to go over to that basket, open it, and plunge this sharp knife into the throat of that curst tomcat inside it, who may be mocking us all at this very moment in his impertinent self-satisfaction!’

‘What can you be thinking of?’ cried one of the others. ‘What can you be thinking of, Lothario? Kill that pretty cat, the good Master’s pet? And why do you keep your voice so low?’

In as muted a voice as before, the Professor went on to explain that I could understand everything, I could read and write, that Master Abraham had somehow educated me, admittedly in a mysterious and inexplicable way, so that now, as the Professor’s poodle Ponto had shown him, I was writing and composing poetry, and all this served my humorous master no purpose but to mock the most distinguished of scholars and poets.

‘Oh yes,’ said Lothario, with suppressed fury, ‘oh yes, I can see it coming! Master Abraham has the Grand Duke’s full confidence anyway, and he’ll carry all before him with this wretched tomcat. The brute will become a lecturer, receive a doctorate, will end up as a professor of aesthetics lecturing to students on Aeschylus – on Comeille! – on Shakespeare! – oh, I am quite beside myself! – that cat will root about in my own entrails, and he has the most horrible claws!’

These remarks of Lothario the Professor of Aesthetics greatly astonished everyone. One of his friends said it was perfectly impossible for a cat to learn to read and write, since these rudiments of all knowledge, along with the skill of which only mankind is capable, required a certain amount of deliberation, or it might be called reason, not always to be found even in mankind itself, that crown of all creation, and far less in animals of the common sort!

‘My dear fellow,’ said someone else – a man of very grave demeanour, as it seemed to me in my basket – ‘my dear fellow, what do you call animals of the common sort? There’s no such thing as a common animal! When I am plunged in quiet self-contemplation, I often feel the deepest respect for donkeys and other useful creatures. I don’t see why an agreeable domestic pet with a happy natural disposition shouldn’t be taught to read and write, or indeed why such a little creature couldn’t rise to become a scholar and poet. Is that so unprecedented a thing? I won’t go so far as to quote the Thousand and One Nights40 as the best historical source, and a source full of pragmatic authenticity; I will just remind you, my dear fellow, of Puss in Boots, a tomcat of great magnanimity, penetrating reason and deep knowledge.’

Delighted by this praise of a cat who, an internal voice clearly told me, must be my worthy ancestor, I could not refrain from sneezing rather violently two or three times. The speaker paused, and they all looked round at my basket, quite intimidated.

At last the grave man who had been speaking said, ‘Contentetnent,41 moncher!’ and then continued. ‘If I remember righdy, my aesthetic friend, you were mentioning a poodle called Ponto who had betrayed the cat’s poetic and academic activities to you. This brings me to the subject of Cervantes’ excellent Berganza42 of whose latest fate we hear news in a certain recent and very fantastic book. The dog Berganza is another notable example of animal nature, and of the ability of animals to become educated.’

‘My friend,’ said the other man, ‘my dear good friend, what kind of examples are these? It is Cervantes, well known as a writer of fiction, who mentions the dog Berganza, while the story of Puss in Boots is a children’s fairy-tale, though presented to us by Herr Tieck in so lively a manner that one might almost be foolish enough to believe in it. So you cite two poets as if they were serious natural historians and psychologists, whereas in fact poets are nothing but downright romancers who dream up and produce works of pure imagination. Tell me, how can a reasonable man like you cite poets to prove something that runs contrary to sense and reason? Lothario is a professor of aesthetics, so it’s fair enough for him to talk a little wildly now and then, but as for you –’

‘Hush,’ said the grave man, ‘hush, my dear fellow, don’t agitate yourself. Recollect that we may well cite poets in speaking of the wonderful and incredible, for plain historians don’t understand the first thing about it. Oh yes, indeed, when the wonderful is given shape and form, and is to be presented as pure knowledge, any proof of its validity is best taken from famous poets upon whose word we may rely. I will give you – and as a learned doctor of medicine yourself, you will be satisfied with this – I say I will give you the example of a famous doctor whose scientific account of animal magnetism, as undeniably establishing both our rapport with the world spirit and the existence of a wonderful power of premonition, refers to Schiller and his Wallenstein,43 where Wallenstein says: “There are some moments in our human life” and “Such voices do exist, there is no doubt!” – and however it goes on – well, you can read the rest for yourself in the tragedy.’

‘Oho!’ replied the doctor. ‘You avoid my argument – you go on to magnetism, and you’re quite capable of claiming in the end that along with all the other marvels at the magnetist’s command, he could be tutor to impressionable tomcats.’

‘Well,’ said the grave man, ‘who knows how magnetism works on animals? Cats already have the electrical fluid within them, as you may easily convince yourselves –’

Suddenly thinking of Mina, who complained so bitterly of experiments44of that kind which had been carried out on her, I felt so much alarmed that I uttered a loud miaow!

‘By Hades,’ cried the Professor in a fright, ‘by Hades and all its horrors, that infernal cat is listening to us – understands us – but take heart! I’ll throttle him with these very hands.’

‘This is unwise of you,’ said the grave man, ‘this is really unwise of you, Professor. I will never allow you to do the slightest harm to this tomcat, whom I now love dearly without having enjoyed any closer acquaintance with him. Am I to conclude that you’re jealous of him because he writes verses? Our little grey friend can never become a professor of aesthetics, so pray set your mind entirely at rest on that account. Don’t the ancient academic statutes state clearly that asses must not be appointed professors any more, because of widespread abuses, and shouldn’t that decree be extended to animals of every kind and species, including tomcats?’

‘Mayble,’ said the Professor, vexed, ‘maybe that tomcat will never be a lecturer or a professor of aesthetics, but he will set up as a writer some day, the novelty of it will find him publishers and readers, he’ll snap up good fees from under our noses –’

‘Really,’ replied the grave man, ‘really, I see no reason at all why this good tomcat, our master’s amiable pet, should be barred from taking a road upon which so many sport and play, regardless of their powers and turn of mind! The only necessary precaution would be obliging him to have his sharp claws cut, and that might be one thing we could do here and now, to ensure that once he is an author he’ll never wound us.’

They all rose, and the aesthetician picked up a pair of scissors. You may imagine my situation! I resolved to struggle with the courage of a lion against the indignity they meant to inflict on me, and prepared to leap at the first to approach me and mark him for life as soon as the basket was opened.


At that moment Master Abraham came in, and my anxiety, already mounting to desperation, was at an end. He opened the basket, and out I jumped, still quite beside myself. I shot frantically past my master and under the stove.

‘Whatever has happened to that cat?’ cried the Master, looking suspiciously at the others, who stood there in great confusion, tormented by their guilty consciences and wholly unable to reply.

Alarming as my time in captivity had been, yet I felt an inner satisfaction at the Professor’s remarks about my presumptive career, and his clearly voiced envy delighted me. I already felt the doctoral cap upon my brow, I already saw myself at the lecturer’s desk! Would not my lectures be better attended than any others by young people desirous of knowledge? Could any right-minded youth take it ill if his professor forbade him to bring dogs into college? For not all poodles are as well-disposed as my friend Ponto, and those hunting folk the hounds with their long floppy ears are not to be trusted at all, for they are always quarrelling pointlessly with the most cultivated members of my own kind, forcing them to express their anger in the most uncivil ways, such as spitting – scratching – biting, etc., etc.

How very unfortunate it would be if –

W.P. – only be meant for that rosy-cheeked little lady-in-waiting whom Kreisler had seen at Madame Benzom’s. ‘Pray, Nannette,’ said the Princess, ‘pray, Nannette, be so kind as to go down yourself and make sure those pinks are taken into my pavilion; the servants dawdle so much, they may do nothing about it.’

The young lady rose to her feet, bowed ceremoniously, but then flew out of the room as fast as a bird whose cage has been opened.

‘I can’t do anything,’ said the Princess, turning to Kreisher, ‘unless I’m alone with my teacher. He is like the father confessor to whom one can tell all one’s sins without fear. And anyway, my dear Kreisler, you will think our rigid etiquette here strange, you’ll find it a nuisance that I’m surrounded by ladies-in-waiting wherever I go, guarded like the Queen of Spain. Here in delightful Sieghartshof, at least, one ought to enjoy more freedom. If the Prince my father were here in the castle I couldn’t have dismissed Nannette, who is as bored by our musical studies as I am irritated by her presence. Let’s begin again. It will go better this time.’

Kreisler, who was patience itself when teaching, went back to the beginning of the song the Princess had begun to study, but hard as Hedwiga was obviously trying, and however much help Kreisler gave her, she lost time and failed to hit the note, she made one mistake after another until, her whole face burning red, she jumped up, went to the window and looked out into the park. Kreisler believed he saw that the Princess was weeping violendy, and thought this first singing lesson and indeed the whole scene rather awkward. What better could he do than see whether the hostile, unmusical spirit which seemed to be upsetting the Princess might not be banished by music itself? Accordingly he let all kinds of pleasing melodies flow on, improvising on the most familiar of popular songs with contrapuntal variations and melismatic flourishes, until in the end he himself wondered how he was able to play the piano so charmingly, and forgot the Princess, her aria and her reckless importance.

‘How lovely the Geierstein looks in the light of the evening sun,’ said the Princess, without turning round.

Kreisler was in the middle of a dissonance which of course he had to resolve, and so he could not join the Princess in admiring the Geierstein and the evening sunlight.

‘Can there be a lovelier place far and wide than Sieghartshof?’ said Hedwiga, in a louder and stronger voice than before.

Having struck a mighty final chord, Kreisler was now obliged to join the Princess at the window, courteously complying with her invitation to conversation.

‘Indeed,’ said the Kapellmeister, ‘indeed, your Highness, the park is beautiful. I particularly like the way all the trees have green leaves, a circumstance I greatly admire and respect in all trees, bushes and grasses, thanking the Almighty every spring that they have turned out green again and not red, a fault in any landscape and never to be found in the best landscape-painters, such as Claude Lorrain or Berghem, or even in Hackert,45 who simply dusts over his meadow-lands a little.’

Kreisler would have continued, but on seeing the Princess’s face in the little mirror to one side of the window, deathly white and strangely distraught, he fell silent, feeling a cold shudder pass through him.

At last the Princess broke the silence, saying without turning round, still looking out of the window and in a moving tone of the deepest melancholy: ‘Kreisler, Fate will have it that I must always seem to you plagued by strange fancies – excitable, I might even say silly – that I must always be offering you opportunities to exercise your cutting wit on me. It is time I told you why the sight of you casts me into a state like the nerve-racking attack of a violent fever. You shall hear all. A frank confession will relieve my mind and enable me to bear the sight of you, to bear your presence.

‘When I first met you there in the park, you and your whole deportment filled me with the deepest horror, I myself knew not why! But it was a memory from my earliest childhood that suddenly revived in me, with all its terrors, and did not take clear shape until later, in a strange dream.

‘There was a painter at our court called Ettlinger. My father and mother thought very highly of him, since his talent might be described as wonderful. You will see many fine paintings by his hand in the picture gallery, and my mother the Princess appears in all of them, as this or that character in an historical group. The most beautiful of these paintings, however, the one that arouses the greatest admiration in all connoisseurs, hangs in my father the Prince’s cabinet. It is the portrait Ettlinger painted of my mother in the very bloom of youth, although she had never sat for him, and was so good a likeness that he might have stolen it from her mirror. Leonhard, for such was the painter’s first name, by which he was known at court, must have been a good, kind man. I lavished on him all the love of which my infant breast was capable, being perhaps not yet quite three years old. I wished that he would never leave me. And he would play with me too, untiringly, be painted me pretty little pictures, carved me all kinds of figures. Then suddenly, after about a year, he disappeared. The woman to whom my early upbringing was entrusted told me, with tears in her eyes, that Herr Leonhard was dead. I was inconsolable; I did not like being in the room where Leonhard used to play with me. Whenever I could, I escaped from my governess and the ladies-in-waiting and ran all over the castle calling Leonhard’s name aloud! For I still didn’t believe he was dead; I thought he was hidden somewhere in the castle.

‘And so it was that one evening, when my governess had left me alone just for a moment, I slipped out again to go and look for the Princess my mother. I was going to make her tell me where Herr Leonhard was and get him back for me. The doors of the corridor were open, so I actually reached the main staircase. I ran up it, and at the top of the stairs I entered the first unlocked room I came to, at random. As I was looking around me, about to knock on the door which I thought must lead to the Princess’s apartments, it was pushed violently open, and in ran a man in torn clothing, with tangled hair. It was Leonhard. He stared at me with eyes flashing dreadfully. His face was pale as death, haggard, scarcely recognizable. “Oh, Herr Leonhard,” I cried, “how terrible you look! Why are you so pale? Why do your eyes burn like that; why do you stare at me so? I feel frightened of you! Oh, do be nice again – paint me some more pretty coloured pictures!”

‘At this Leonhard ran towards me with a peal of wild laughter – a chain that seemed to be fastened to his waist clinked as he moved – crouched down on the ground and said hoarsely: “Ha, ha, little Princess – coloured pictures? Oh yes, I can really paint now, I can paint – I’ll paint you a picture, and your lovely mother – for you have a lovely mother, don’t you? Well, ask her not to turn me into my old form – I don’t want to be that poor wretch Leonhard Ettlinger – he died long ago. I am the red vulture; I can paint when I’ve swallowed rays of colour! Oh yes, I can paint if I have hot blood for varnish – and it’s your heart’s blood I need, little Princess.”

‘So saying, he caught hold of me, clutched me to him, bared my throat, and I thought I saw a little knife glint in his hand. The piercing scream of terror I uttered brought servants running in to tackle the madman. However, he knocked them to the ground with a giant’s strength. But at that moment there was a clattering, clanking noise coming up the stairs, and a big, strong man raced in, crying in a loud voice, “Oh Jesus, he got away from me! Oh Jesus, what a terrible thing! You wait, you devil, you wait!” As soon as the madman caught sight of this fellow, all his strength suddenly seemed to desert him. He fell to the floor, howling. They put him in the chains the man had brought with him and led him away uttering dreadful sounds, like a captive wild beast.

‘You may imagine the distressing effect this dreadful scene was bound to have on a child of four. They tried to comfort me, to make me understand what madness meant. Without entirely comprehending it. I felt a deep, nameless horror go through me, a horror that still returns when I see a madman, when I merely think of that frightful condition, a condition comparable to a state of constant, never-ending mortal agony. Kreisler, you are as like that unhappy man as if you were his brother. Your expression in particular, an expression I might often call strange, reminds me only too vividly of Leonhard, and that is what so discomposed me when I first set eyes on you, that is what still disturbs me – alarms me – in your presence!’

Kreisler stood there shaken to his depths, unable to utter a word. He had always been obsessed with the idea that madness lay in wait for him46 like a wild beast slavering for prey, and one day would suddenly tear him to pieces; he was now trembling with the same horror that had seized upon Princess Hedwiga at the sight of him, a horror of himself, and was wrestling with the dreadful notion that it had been he who tried to murder her in a frenzied fit.

After a few moments’ silence, the Princess continued: ‘The unfortunate Leonhard secredy loved my mother, and in die end this love, which was madness in itself, broke out in furious frenzy.’

‘In that case,’ said Kreisler very quietly and gently, as was his wont when a storm within him had died down, ‘in that case it was not an artist’s love that had awoken in Leonhard’s breast.’

‘What do you mean, Kreisler?’ asked the Princess as she swiftly wheeled round.

‘Once,’ replied Kreisler, smiling slightly, ‘once when I was watching a tolerably amusing play47 and heard a wag of a servant in it address the players with the sweet salutation: “Good folk and bad music-makers!”, I immediately, like the judge on the Last Day, divided all humanity into two different kinds. On the one hand were the good folk who are bad music-makers, or rather who aren’t music-makers at all, and the true music-makers stood on the other hand. But none of them was to be damned; they were all to be blessed, if in different ways. Good folk easily fall in love with a pair of beautiful eyes, reach their arms out to the charming person from whose countenance the aforesaid eyes shine, hold the fair one in a closer and closer embrace which finally shrinks to the compass of the wedding ring placed upon the beloved’s finger, representing pars pro toto,48 – you know some Latin, madam – representing pars pro toto, I repeat, a link in the chain by which they lead the captive of love home to the prison of marriage. As they do all this, they cry at the tops of their voices, “O God!”, or, “O Heaven!”, or if they are given to astronomy, “O ye stars!”, or again, if their taste is for pagan beliefs. “O all ye gods, she is mine, the loveliest of women, all my yearning hopes are granted!” In making such a noise, the good folk think they imitate the music-makers, but in vain, since their love acts in quite another way. It can happen that invisible hands suddenly tear away the veil from before the eyes of those music-makers, and they see, walking upon the earth, the angelic image that dwelt silently in their breasts, a sweet uncharted mystery. And now, in pure heavenly fire that gives only light and warmth, and does not destroy with fierce flames, there blazes up all the delight, all the ineffable joy of the higher life springing from deep within, and the spirit puts out a thousand antennae in ardent yearning, casting a net around the one it has seen, and has her yet never has her, since the longing lives on, ever thirsting! And it is she, she herself, the wondrous one who, an idea given form and life, shines out of the artist’s soul as song – picture – poem! Ah, your Highness, believe me, let me persuade you, those genuine artists who use their physical arms and the hands at the ends of them for nothing but making music tolerably well – whether with pen, paint-brush or some other instrument – reach out, in fact, to their true loves only with their spiritual antennae, having neither hands nor fingers able to hold a wedding ring with suitable delicacy and place it on the adored one’s little finger. Consequently, no base misalliances need be feared, and it is all one whether the beloved who lives in the artist’s heart be a princess or a baker’s daughter, so long as the latter isn’t an owl.49 And when the aforesaid music-makers are in love, they create wonderful works with the inspiration of Heaven, neither dying miserably of consumption nor running mad. So I hold Herr Leonhard Ettlinger much to blame for falling into a frenzy; he could have loved her Serene Highness the Princess your mother as much as he liked in the manner of a true music-maker, and suffered no ill-effects at all!’

The Princess’s ear failed to catch the humorous tone the Kapellmeister had adopted; it went unnoticed, or was drowned out by the echo of the string he had touched, a string sure to be stretched tauter and vibrate more powerfully than any other in a woman’s breast.

‘The artist’s love,’ she said, sinking into an armchair and resting her head on her hand as if in thought, ‘the artist’s love! Ah, to be loved thus! What a beautiful, wonderful dream of Heaven – but only a dream, an empty dream!’

‘You don’t seem,’ continued Kreisler, ‘you don’t seem to think much of dreams, madam, and yet it is only in dreams that our butterfly wings really grow, allowing us to escape the most confined, most secure of dungeons and rise aloft, gleaming brightly, into the highest air. After all, everyone has a natural propensity for flying, and I have known grave, sober folk fill themselves up in the evening with nothing but champagne, as a serviceable gas to help them rise aloft in the night, both air balloon and the balloon’s passenger.’

‘To know oneself thus loved!’ repeated the Princess, with even more emotion than before.

‘And as for the artist’s love,’ Kreisler went on when Princess Hedwiga fell silent, ‘as for the artist’s love as I’ve endeavoured to describe it, madam, you have the bad example before you of Herr Leonhard Ettlinger, who was a music-maker but wanted to love as the good folk do, which might indeed overset his sanity to some degree, and for that very reason I say Herr Leonhard was no true music-maker. For a true music-maker carries the lady of his choice in his heart, desiring nothing but to sing, write or paint in her honour, and may be compared to the chivalrous knights of old in their exquisite courtesy – indeed, he is to be preferred to them in point of innocence of mind, since he does not conduct himself like those knights who, in their bloodthirsty manner, would strike down the most admirable folk in homage to the ladies of their hearts if there were no convenient giants or dragons to hand.’

‘No,’ cried the Princess, as if waking from a dream, ‘no, it is impossible for such a pure vestal fire50 to be kindled in the breast of a man! What is a man’s love but the treacherous weapon he uses to win a victory that will destroy the woman without making him happy?’

Kreisler was about to express his great surprise at finding such unusual ideas in a Princess only seventeen or eighteen years old, when the door opened and Prince Ignatius came in.

The Kapellmeister was glad to end a conversation which he thought very like one of those well-arranged duets where each voice must remain true to its own character. While the Princess, he considered, persisted in a melancholy adagio, with only an occasional lower or upper mordent, he himself came in parlando51 with a whole legion of short notes, figuring as an outstanding buffo and supremely comic chanteur, so that the whole thing might be described at a veritable masterpiece of composition and execution, and he could have wished for nothing better than to be able to listen to the Princess and himself from some box or fashionable seat in the stalls.

Well, so in came Prince Ignatius with a broken cup in his hand, sobbing and weeping.

It must be said here that the Prince, although well into his twenties, could not yet bring himself to give up his favourite childhood games. He especially loved pretty cups, and could play with them for hours on end, setting them out in rows on the table in front of him and rearranging the rows again and again, so that first the yellow cup must stand next to the red cup, then the green cup next to the red cup, and so on. He took as sincere and heartfelt a delight in these games as a happy, contented child.

The misfortune which he was now lamenting consisted in the fact that the little pug had unexpectedly jumped up on his table and knocked the prettiest of the cups off.

Princess Hedwiga promised to make sure that he got a cup in the latest style from Paris. He was satisfied with that, and smiled broadly. Only now did he seem to notice the Kapellmeister. He turned to him, asking whether he had a great many pretty cups too. Kreisler knew what to reply to that, having been told by Master Abraham, and he assured the Prince that he certainly did not have such fine cups as his Highness, nor could he afford to spend as much money on them as his Highness did.

‘Well,’ replied Ignatius, much pleased, ‘you see, I’m a prince, so I can have all the pretty cups I like, and you can’t because you aren’t a prince, but seeing that I certainly am a prince, pretty cups are –’ Cups and princes, princes and cups got all muddled up in this speech, which became increasingly confused, while Ignatius laughed and hopped about and clapped his hands in high delight!

Hedwiga, blushing, cast her eyes down, ashamed of her feeble-minded brother and afraid of Kreisler’s mockery – unnecessarily, for in his present mood the Prince’s foolishness, being a state of genuine madness, aroused nothing but compassion in him, not that such compassion could do any good, but instead was bound to increase the tension of the moment. Simply to distract the poor creature from his wretched cups, Princess Hedwiga asked him to put the little reference library arranged in a pretty bookcase on the wall in order. Delighted and laughing happily, the Prince immediately began taking out the handsomely bound books, sorting them carefully by size, and placing them so that the gilt-edged cut pages faced forwards and formed a shining row which pleased him immeasurably.

Then Fräulein Nannette ran in, crying out loud: ‘His Highness, his Highness is coming with the Prince!’

‘Oh, heavens!’ said the Princess. ‘My toilette! Dear me, Kreisler, we have been chattering the time away without a thought for that! I have quite forgotten myself! Myself and his Highness and the Prince!’

She disappeared into the next room with Nannette, while Prince Ignatius went on with what he was doing, not in the least disturbed.

The Prince’s state coach was already rolling up as Kreisler reached the foot of the main staircase, and the two footmen in state livery were just climbing down from the sausage-cart52 – a circumstance which requires further explanation.

Prince Irenaeus kept up the old customs, and so at a time when fleet-footed fellows in brightly coloured jackets were no longer required to run ahead of the horses like hunted animals, amidst a numerous and heavily armed retinue, he still kept two footmen. They were sedate, handsome, well-fed fellows somewhat advanced in years, who only occasionally suffered from abdominal disturbances because of their sedentary way of life. The Prince was far too kindly a man to expect any of his servants to turn on occasion into greyhounds, or dogs of any other kind, but so that the proper etiquette might be observed when he drove out in state, the two footmen had to ride ahead on a good enough sort of sausage-cart, moving their legs a little at appropriate places, for instance where a few onlookers had gathered, to suggest that they were really running. It was a pretty sight.

Well – so the footmen had just climbed down, the chamberlains were stepping in through the entrance, and they were followed by Prince Irenaeus, beside whom walked a young man of handsome appearance in the rich uniform of the Neapolitan Guards, with stars and crosses on his chest.

‘Je vous salue Monsieur de Krösel,’ said the Prince, catching sight of Kreisler. He was in the habit of saying Krösel instead of Kreisler when, on festive and ceremonial occasions, he spoke French and couldn’t remember German names properly.

The princely stranger – for it was obviously this handsome young man Fräulein Nannette had meant when she cried out that his Highness was coming with the Prince – the princely stranger nodded his head briefly to Kreisler in passing, a form of greeting which Kreisler could not endure even from persons of the most distinguished rank. Consequently he bowed low to the ground in so burlesque a manner that the fat Lord Marshal, who regarded Kreisler as an incorrigible jester anyway and took everything he did and said for a joke, couldn’t help chuckling slightly. The young Prince cast Kreisler a burning glance from his dark eyes, muttered ‘Fool!’ between his teeth, and then strode swiftly after Prince Irenaeus, who was looking around for him with mild gravity.

‘For an Italian guardsman,’ said Kreisler to the Lord Marshal, laughing aloud, ‘his Serene Highness speaks tolerable German, so pray tell him, your Excellency, that I’ll pay him back in the best Neapolitan and no nice Romanic,53 least of all will I chatter in vile Venetian like one of Gozzi’s masqueraders,54 in short, I won’t put X before U. Tell him, your Excellency –’

But his Excellency was already climbing the stairs, shoulders hunched as a bulwark and rampart to protect his ears.

The princely carriage in which Kreisler usually came to Sieghartshof drew up, the driver, an old huntsman, opened its door and asked if he would be pleased to get in. Just then, however, a kitchen boy ran past crying and screeching, ‘Oh, what a terrible misfortune – oh, what a disaster!’

‘What’s happened?’ Kreisler called after him.

‘Oh, what a misfortune!’ replied the kitchen boy, weeping harder than ever. ‘Head Cook be in despair indoors there, fair raving he be, fit to stab himself with the steak knife55 on account of his Highness have ordered supper all of a sudden, and he ain’t got no mussels for to make Italian salad. He be bent on going to town himself, but Head Groom won’t harness up no hosses seeing as his Highness ain’t given no orders.’

‘Well, we can do something about that,’ said Kreisler. ‘Let the Head Cook get into this carriage and provide himself with the finest mussels to be had in Sieghartsweiler, while I walk to the same town on foot.’ And with these words he strode off into the park.

‘Great soul – noble heart – what a charming gentleman!’ the old huntsman called after him, tears springing to his eyes.

The distant mountains stood in the flames of sunset, and their glowing, golden reflection played over the meadows, gliding through the trees and bushes as if carried by the rustling evening breeze that had risen.

Kreisler stopped in the middle of the bridge that passed over a wide arm of the lake and led to the fisherman’s cottage, and looked down into the water, where the park with its beautiful groups of trees was reflected in magical shimmering light, the Geierstein rising high above them, wearing its shining white ruins like a strange crown on its head. The tame swan who answered to the name of Blanche was swimming on the lake, her beautiful neck proudly arched, her gleaming wings rustling. ‘Blanche, Blanche,’ cried Kreisler aloud, spreading his arms wide, ‘sing your loveliest song, don’t think that means you must die! You need only press close to my breast as you sing. Then your most beautiful notes will become mine, and only I will perish in ardent yearning while you glide in love and life over the caressing waves!’

Kreisler himself did not know what suddenly moved him so deeply; he leaned on the balustrade, involuntarily closing his eyes. Then he heard Julia’s singing, and a sweet nameless sorrow shook him to the heart.

Dark clouds were driving up, casting broad shadows like black veils over the mountains and the forest. Hollow thunder rolled in the east, the night wind blew more strongly, the brooks babbled, and now and then single notes from the weather harp56 could be heard like distant organ music; the birds of night rose in alarm and flew through the thickets, uttering their cries.

Kreisler woke from his dream and saw his dark figure in the water. Then it seemed to him as though Ettlinger, the mad painter, were looking up at him from the depths. ‘Oho,’ he called down, ‘oho, are you there, my dear doppelgänger, my brave companion? Listen, my good fellow, you look tolerably well for a painter who’s gone a little too far, who would have used princely blood for varnish in his overweening pride. I do believe, my dear Ettlinger, you were fooling illustrious families with your deranged conduct! The longer I look at you, the more clearly I perceive the distinction of your manners, and if you like I’ll assure Princess Maria that as for your standing, or rather your lying in the water, you were a man of the highest rank and she can go ahead and love you. However, my friend, if you want the Princess to resemble your picture to this day, then you must imitate the princely dilettante who made his portraits resemble their subjects by skilfully painting over the latter. Well – if they’ve consigned you to the underworld without due cause, I now bring you all manner of news! Know, my esteemed colonist of the madhouse, that the wound you inflicted upon that poor child the fair Princess Hedwiga still hasn’t healed properly, and she sometimes performs strange antics in her pain. Did you pierce her heart so hard, so painfully, that hot blood still spurts when she sees your likeness, as corpses bleed when the murderer comes near them? Don’t blame it on me, my dear fellow, if she takes me for a ghost, and that ghost for yours. However, just as I am entertaining a great desire to show her I’m no dreadful phantom but Kapellmeister Kreisler, in comes Prince Ignatius to thwart me, obviously suffering from a paranoia, a fatuitas, a stoliditas which Kluge describes57 as a very amiable variety of genuine idiocy. Don’t copy every gesture I make, painter, when I speak to you seriously! What, there you go again? If I weren’t afraid of catching a cold I’d jump down and give you a sound thrashing! To the devil with you, you rascally mimic!’

And Kreisler walked swiftly away.

It was now quite dark; lightning flashed through the black clouds, thunder rolled, and rain began to fall in huge drops. A bright, dazzling light shone from the fisherman’s cottage, and Kreisler hurried fast towards it.

Not far from the door, in the full beam of the light, Kreisler saw his likeness, his own Self walking beside him. Seized by the deepest horror, he burst into the cottage and sank into an armchair, breathless and pale as death.

Master Abraham, who was seated at a little table where an astral lamp58 shone, casting its bright rays around, and was reading a large folio volume, started with alarm, went over to Kreisler and cried, ‘For heaven’s sake, what’s the matter, Johannes? Where have you come from so late in the evening – what has terrified you so?’

Kreisler pulled himself together with an effort and then said, in a hollow voice, ‘It is so, there are two of us – I mean I and my doppelgänger, who jumped out of the lake and has followed me here. For pity’s sake, Master, draw the dagger from your swordstick and strike the villain down – believe me, he’s raving mad and could destroy us both. He conjured up the storm outside! The spirits are moving through the air, their hymn rends the human breast! Master – Master – lure the swan here to sing – my songs are silent, for my Self has laid its cold, white, deathly hand upon my breast, and must remove it again if the swan sings, and then plunge into the lake once more.’

Master Abraham would not let Kreisler continue but spoke to him kindly, made him drink several glasses of a fiery Italian wine he happened to have by him, and then gradually got him to describe all that had happened.

No sooner had Kreisler finished, however, than Master Abraham, laughing out loud, said: ‘Well, here we have an inveterate fantasist, a man fit to see ghosts if ever there was one! As for the organist playing you those dreadful hymns out in the park, it was nothing but the night wind roaring through the air, sounding the strings of the weather harp. You see, Kreisler, you’ve forgotten the weather harp slung between the two pavilions at the end of the park.∗ And as for your doppelganger walking beside you in the light of my astral lamp, I can show you here and now that I have only to step outside the door and my own doppelgänger will appear, in fact everyone who visits me here must put up with such a chevalier d’honneur59 of his Self at his side.’

Master Abraham stepped outside the door, and immediately there was another Master Abraham standing beside him in the lamplight.

Kreisler observed the effect of a concealed concave mirror, and felt the vexation of anyone who sees the wonders in which he had believed turn to nothing. Dreadful terrors please a man more than their natural explanation, and when something has appeared to him supernatural he is most unwilling to reconcile himself with this world below, and insists on seeing something from another world which does not need a body to manifest itself to him.

‘Really, Master,’ said Kreisler, ‘really, I can’t understand your strange liking for such silly tricks. Like a skilled cook, you concoct wonders from all kinds of spicy ingredients, and you think that people whose fancy has become dulled, like the glutton’s palate, must be stimulated by such practices. Nothing is more absurd than to discover that those accursed tricks which constrict the breast have all happened naturally!’

‘Naturally! – naturally!’ said Master Abraham. ‘As a man of some sense, you should see that nothing in the world happens naturally, nothing at all! Do you think, my dear Kapellmeister, that because we can produce a certain effect with the means at our disposal, we have a clear view of the cause of that effect, which proceeds from the mysterious organism? You have usually shown great respect for my tricks, although you never saw the crown of them all.’

‘You mean the Invisible Girl,’ said Kreisler.

‘However,’ the Master went on, ‘that trick itself – although it is more than a trick – would have shown you that the most ordinary and easily calculable mechanisms are often connected to the most mysterious wonders of nature, and can then produce effects which must remain inexplicable – taking that word itself in its usual sense.’

‘Hm,’ said Kreisler, ‘as when you proceeded in accordance with the well-known theory of resonance, cleverly contriving to hide your apparatus, and had a shrewd, skilful creature to hand.’

‘Oh, Chiara!’ cried Master Abraham, tears springing to his eyes. ‘Oh Chiara, my dear sweet child!’

Kreisler had not seen the old man so deeply moved before, for Master Abraham would never indulge in any melancholy emotion, but used to make mock of such things.

‘Tell me about Chiara,’ the Kapellmeister asked him.

‘Dear me,’ said the Master, smiling, ‘dear me, I must appear a lachrymose old fool to you today, but I see the stars require me to tell you about a period in my life on which I have long kept silent. Come here, Kreisler, and look at this big book; it is the most remarkable thing I possess, the legacy of a magician known as Severino, and here am I sitting just now, reading of great marvels and looking at little Chiara, who is pictured in the book, when in you burst quite beside yourself, scorning my magic at the very moment when I am revelling in the memory of its loveliest marvel, which was mine in my heyday!’

‘Well, tell me, then,’ said Kreisler, ‘so that I may fall to weeping with you straight away.’

‘It is not,’ began Master Abraham, ‘it is not very remarkable that although I was normally a strong young man of handsome appearance, I had made myself quite ill and exhausted with working on the great organ in the principal church of Göniönesmühl, out of excessive zeal and a great desire for fame. The doctor told me, “Go walking, my dear organ-builder, go walking over hill and dale, out into the world,” and that was what I did, amusing myself everywhere I went by giving myself out as a mechanic, and performing my best tricks to entertain people. They went down very well, and made me a good deal of money, until I met the man Severino, who laughed me and my tricks to scorn, for many of his own might almost have made me believe, as other folk did, that he was in league with the Devil, or at least with spirits of a better sort. The greatest sensation was his female oracle, a trick later known by the name of the Invisible Girl. A globe of the finest, clearest glass hung from the ceiling in the middle of the room, and the answers to questions asked of the invisible being issued, like a soft breath of wind, from this globe. It was not only the apparent incomprehensibility of this phenomenon that brought people flocking to the magician, but also the Invisible Girl’s ghostly voice, which went straight to the heart, moving hearers to their depths, as well as the accuracy of her answers and her genuine gift for soothsaying. I pressed my company upon him, talking a great deal about my mechanical tricks, but he scorned all my knowledge, although not in the same way as you do, Kreisler, and insisted on asking me to build him a water-organ for his domestic use, despite my demonstrating to him that, as the late Privy Councillor Meister of Göttingen60 has also shown in his treatise De veterum Hydraulo, there is nothing special about such an hydraulus, and you save nothing but a few pounds’ weight of air, which thank Heaven can be had everywhere free. In the end Severino told me he needed the gentler tone of such an instrument to accompany the Invisible Girl, and he would tell me his secret if I swore on the sacrament not to make any use of it myself or to disclose it to anyone else, although he thought it wouldn’t be easy to imitate his work of art without – and here he stopped, assuming a curiously sweet expression, such as Cagliostro61 used to wear when he spoke to women of his magical raptures. Full of curiosity to see the Invisible Girl, I promised to build the water-organ as best I could, and now he gave me his confidence – he even came to like me when I willingly assisted him in his work.

‘One day, just as I was about to go to Severino’s, I saw people crowding together in the street. They told me a well-dressed man had fallen to the ground, unconscious. I forced my way through the throng and recognized Severino, who was just being lifted and carried into the nearest house. A doctor who happened to be passing by was tending him. After various remedies had been applied, Severino opened his eyes with a deep sigh. The glance he turned on me from beneath his convulsively furrowed brows was a dreadful one; all the terrors of his death throes burned there in a dark fire.’ His lips quivered, he tried to speak and failed. At last he struck his waistcoat pocket hard with his hand, several times. I reached into it and found some keys. “The keys of your house?” I asked, and he nodded. “This one,” I continued, holding one of the keys before his eyes, “this one is the key of the cabinet you would never let me enter?” He nodded again. But as I was about to ask more questions he began to moan and groan as if in dreadful anguish, cold drops of sweat stood out on his forehead, he spread his arms wide and then brought them together in a circle, as if embracing something, and pointed to me. “He wants you,” said the doctor, “to take his things, his apparatus, to safety; perhaps he wants you to keep them if he should die?” Severino nodded his head more vehemently, at last cried out, “Corre!”62 and then fell back unconscious again.

‘I made haste to Severino’s house, trembling with curiosity and expectation, opened the cabinet in which the mysterious Invisible Girl must be locked, and was not a little surprised to find it perfectly empty. The one window was thickly curtained, so that only a faint glimmer of light could come in, and a large mirror hung on the wall opposite the door of the room. The moment I chanced to step in front of this mirror, and saw my own form in the dim light, a strange feeling flowed through me, as though I were on the insulating plate of an electrical machine.63 At that same moment the voice of the Invisible Girl spoke, saying in Italian, “Spare me just for today, Father! Don’t scourge me so cruelly. After all, you are dead now!”

‘I quickly opened the door of the room so that full daylight could pour in, but I could not see a living soul.

‘ “I’m glad, Father,” said the voice, “I’m glad you have sent Herr Liscov, and he won’t let you scourge me any more, he’ll break the magnet, and try as you may, you can’t rise from the grave where he will have you buried, for now you are dead and gone, no longer of this world.”

‘You may well imagine, Kreisler, that profound terrors shook me, since I could see no one, and yet the voice sounded close to my ears. “What the devil!” said I aloud, to encourage myself, “if I could only see a wretched little bottle somewhere I’d smash it, and see the diable boîteux64 in person, escaped from his dungeon, standing before me, but as things are –”

‘And now it suddenly seemed to me as if the gentle sighs wafting their way through the cabinet came from a box standing in the corner. I thought it was far too small to hold a human being, but I went over to it and slid its catch open. Curled up inside like a worm lay a girl, who stared at me with large and miraculously beautiful eyes, and when I cried, “Come out, my little lamb, come out, my little Invisible Girl!” she finally reached out her arm to me.

‘At last I took the hand she was holding out, and an electric shock passed through all my limbs –’

‘Wait,’ cried Kreisler. ‘Wait, Master Abraham, what’s this? Just the same thing happened to me when I first chanced to touch Princess Hedwiga’s hand, and I still feel similar effects, although not so strongly, when she graciously gives me her hand.’

‘Aha,’ replied Master Abraham, ‘aha, perhaps our little Princess is a kind of Gymnotus electricus or Raja torpedo or Trichiurus indicus,65 as in a certain way my sweet Chiara was, or perhaps just a frisky mouse like the one who gave the worthy Signor Cotugno66 a good box on the ears when he picked it up by its back to dissect it, which I’m sure you could not have meant to do to the Princess! But let us speak of the Princess another time, and remain with my Invisible Girl for the moment.

‘When I recoiled, alarmed by the unexpected shock the little torpedo had delivered, the girl said in German, in a wonderfully charming voice, “Oh, pray don’t take it ill, Herr Liscov, but I can’t help it; the pain is just too much.” Wasting no more time with my astonishment, I took the little creature gently by the shoulders, drew her out of her dreadful prison, and saw before me a delicately built, pretty little thing the size of a girl of twelve, to judge by her physical development, but at least sixteen years old. Look there, in the book; the picture is a good likeness, and you must confess that there could be no prettier, more expressive countenance, although you must also remember that no portrait can do justice to the wonderful fire of those beautiful black eyes, which inflamed the beholder to the core. Every man whose heart is not set on a snow-white skin and flaxen hair must acknowledge that little face to be utterly beautiful – for it is true that my Chiara’s skin was a little too brown, and her hair shone glossy black. Chiara – for you know already that such was the little Invisible Girl’s name – Chiara fell down before me, all grief and melancholy, a flood of tears poured from her eyes, and she said, with an expression I cannot describe: “Je suis sauvée!”67 I felt full of the deepest pity; I suspected dreadful things!

‘They now brought in Severino’s corpse; a second stroke had carried him off directly after I left him. As soon as Chiara set eyes on the body her tears dried up; she looked gravely at the dead Severino, and withdrew when the people who had come with him gazed at her curiously and commented, amidst laughter, that this must be the Invisible Girl of the cabinet.

‘I felt it impossible to leave the girl alone with the corpse. The kindly landlord of the house and his wife said they were prepared to take her in. But when everyone had gone away, and I entered the cabinet, I found Chiara sitting in front of the mirror in a very strange state. Her eyes intent on the mirror, she seemed to notice nothing, like a woman moonstruck. She was whispering words I could not make out, but they became clearer and clearer, until I heard her speaking, in a medley of German, French, Italian and Spanish, of matters that seemed to concern persons very far away. I realized, not a little to my surprise, that this was the very time of day when Severino used to make his female oracle speak.

‘At last Chiara closed her eyes, and appeared to fall into a deep sleep. I picked the poor child up in my arms and carried her down to the landlord and his family. Next morning I found the little creature calm and cheerful: only now did she seem to realize fully that she was free, and she told me all I wished to know.

‘Although you usually set some store on good birth, Kreisler, you will not mind hearing that my little Chiara was only a gypsy girl who had been in the market-place of some great city with a whole band of dirty gypsy folk, under the guard of police officers, and was letting the sun beat down on her as Severino happened to pass by. “Fair brother, shall I tell your fortune?” the eight-year-old girl called out to him. Severino looked long into the little girl’s eyes, and then he did indeed have the lines on the palm of his hand read, and expressed great surprise. He must have seen something very unusual in the girl, for he immediately went up to the lieutenant of police who was taking the band of gypsies away under arrest, and offered the man some trifle if he would let Severino take the gypsy girl with him.

‘The police lieutenant said curtly that he wasn’t running a slave market, but added that as the little girl really hardly seemed human, and would only be a burden on the house of correction, she was at the gentleman’s disposal if he would pay ten ducats to the city poor-box. Severino immediately produced his purse and counted out the ducats. Chiara and her old grandmother, both of whom had heard the whole transaction, began to weep and wail, and would not be parted. But then the police officers came up, threw the old woman into the cart standing ready to drive the gypsies away, the police lieutenant, perhaps momentarily mistaking his purse for the city poor-box, put the shining ducats in it, and Severino took little Chiara away, trying to soothe her as best he might by buying her a pretty new skirt in the market where he had found her, and feeding her sweetmeats.

‘I am sure that Severino had already devised his trick with the Invisible Girl in his mind, and saw every quality for that part in the little gypsy girl. He educated her with care, and also sought to influence her physical organism, which was particularly apt to enter a state of exaltation. He induced this state of exaltation, in which a prophetic spirit flared up within the girl, by artificial means – remember Mesmer and his dreadful operations68 – and whenever he wished her to prophesy he got her into that condition. An unfortunate chance showed him that the child was particularly sensitive when she had felt pain, which increased her gift of seeing into another person’s mind to an extraordinary degree, so that she seemed a wholly spiritual being. So now the wicked man would always whip her most cruelly before performing the operation that induced her state of heightened knowledge. Besides suffering this torment, poor Chiara was often obliged to spend whole days crouching in the box when Severino was away, so that her presence would remain a secret even if anyone intruded into the cabinet. She went on journeys with Severino in the same box. Chiara’s was a dreadful, unhappy fate, like that of the dwarf whom the famous Kempelen69 carried about with him and who had to play chess hidden inside the Turk.

‘I found a considerable sum of money in gold and securities in Severino’s desk, and laid it out to procure little Chiara a good income. As for the oracular apparatus, that is, the acoustic devices in the room and the cabinet, I destroyed them along with various other devices which were not portable, although I appropriated many of the secrets Severino had left behind him, in accordance with his clearly expressed will. Having done all this, I took leave very sadly of little Chiara, whom the landlord and his wife said they would keep as their own dear child, and left the city.

‘A year had passed, and I was on my way back to Göniönesmühl where their honours the City Councillors wanted me to repair the town organ, but Heaven had a special fancy for making me appear before the world as a conjuror, and so allowed some wretched scoundrel to steal my purse with all my wealth in it, thus obliging me to continue doing tricks to earn my bread, since I was well known as a maker of mechanical devices and held a number of licences and concessions.

‘This happened at a little place not far from Sieghartsweiler. So there am I one evening sitting at work on a magic casket, hammering and filing away, when the door opens and in comes a female figure crying, “Oh, I couldn’t bear it any more, I had to follow you, Herr Liscov, or I would have died of longing! You are my lord and master; do as you will with me!”

‘Thereupon she runs to me, about to fling herself at my feet, but I catch her in my arms, and see that it is Chiara! I scarcely recognize her; she has grown about a foot taller, and stronger too, but without any impairment to the tender form of her figure!

‘ “Dear, sweet Chiara!” I cried, deeply moved, and pressed her to my breast!

‘ “You will let me stay with you, won’t you, Herr Liscov?” says Chiara now. “You will not reject poor Chiara, who owes her life and liberty to you?”

‘And so saying, she runs to the chest a postboy is just hauling in, and presses so much money into the fellow’s hand that he races out through the door with a great leap, crying out loud, “My word, the dear good blackamoor girl!” Chiara opens the box, takes out this book and gives it to me, saying: “There, Herr Liscov, here’s the best thing Severino left, which you forgot to take!” And as I open the book she calmly goes on unpacking clothes and underwear.

‘You may well be thinking, Kreisler, that little Chiara placed me in a situation of no little difficulty, but – well, my dear fellow, it’s time you learned to think a little better of me, since because I helped you steal ripe pears from your uncle’s tree, and hang nicely painted wooden pears in their place, or fill his watering-can with orange-water laced with dung, which he then poured over his white duck trousers spread out on the lawn to bleach, producing a nice marbled effect without any difficulty at all, and in short led you into silly, foolish tricks – well, as I say, you used to think me nothing but a jester and a rascal who never had a heart, or who at least had covered it up so well with fool’s motley that he never felt it beating – now don’t go displaying your sensitivity, man, or your tears, for you’ll have me weeping wretchedly, as you yourself do only too often – oh, but it’s the devil of a business opening one’s heart to young folk, as if it were a chambre gamie,70 and that only in one’s old age.’

Master Abraham went to the window and looked out into the night. The storm was over. Amidst the rustling of the forest, one could hear the single drops shaken from the leaves by the night wind, and the sound of merry dance music from the castle.

‘Ah,’ said Master Abraham, ‘I fancy Prince Hector is opening the partie à la chasse71 by cutting a few capers –’

‘And Chiara?’ inquired Kreisler.

‘You are right,’ went on Master Abraham, sinking into his armchair, exhausted, ‘you are right to remind me of Chiara, my boy, for I must drain the cup of my bitterest memories to the last drop on this fateful night. Ah me! Well, as Chiara bustled busily to and fro, pure joy shining in her eyes, I knew it would be wholly impossible for me ever to part from her, and she must be my wife. Yet I asked, “But Chiara, what am I to do with you if you stay here?”

‘Chiara came up to me and said, very gravely: “Master, you will find an exact description of the way the oracle works in the book I have brought you, and in any case you’ve seen how it was all arranged. I will be your Invisible Girl!”

‘ “Chiara,” I cried, utterly at a loss, “Chiara, what are you saying? Can you take me for another Severino?”

‘ “Oh, do not speak of Severino!” replied Chiara.

‘Well, why need I tell you everything in detail, Kreisler? You already know that I astonished the world with my Invisible Girl, and you may believe me when I tell you I abhorred the notion of stimulating my dear Chiara by any artificial means, or limiting her freedom in any way whatever. She herself let me know the time and the hour when she felt able, or rather would feel able, to play the part of the Invisible Girl, and only then did my oracle speak. And in fact it had become necessary for my little Chiara to play her role. Certain circumstances, which you shall learn at some future date, brought me to Sieghartsweiler. It was part of my plan to make my appearance in a very mysterious manner. I moved into secluded lodgings kept by the widow of the Prince’s cook, through whom I quickly spread rumours at court of my wonderful tricks. It turned out just as I had expected. The Prince – I mean Prince Irenaeus’s father – sought me out, and my soothsaying Chiara was the enchantress who often revealed his own mind to him, as if she were inspired by supernatural power, giving him a clear view of much that would otherwise have remained hidden from him. Chiara, who had become my wife, lodged with a friend of mine in Sieghartsh of and visited me at dead of night, so that her presence remained a secret. For you see, Kreisler, folk are so fond of marvels that, although the Invisible Girl trick was possible only with the co-operation of a human being, they would have scorned the whole thing as stupid folly once they discovered that the Invisible Girl was made of flesh and blood. That was what the townspeople did after Severino’s death, calling him a charlatan when it transpired that a little gypsy girl had spoken the oracular words in his cabinet, and thinking nothing at all of the artificial acoustic device which made the sound come from the glass ball.

‘Well, the old Prince died. I was heartily sick of doing tricks and all the trouble of keeping my Chiara a secret; I wanted to go back to Göniönesmühl with my dear wife and build organs again. Then one night Chiara, who was to play the part of the Invisible Girl for the very last time, did not arrive. I had to send the curious away unsatisfied. My heart beat fast with fear and foreboding. Next day I went to Sieghartshof. Chiara had left her lodging at the usual time. Well, man, why do you look at me like that? I hope you aren’t going to ask any stupid questions! You know the answer – Chiara had vanished without trace, and I never – never saw her again!’

Master Abraham jumped swiftly up and hurried to the window. A deep sigh gave vent to the blood gushing from the wounded heart he had torn open. Kreisler remained silent, respecting the old man’s deep pain.

‘You can’t go back to the town now, Kapellmeister,’ Master Abraham began at last. ‘It is midnight, sinister doppelgängers are abroad out there, as you know, and all kinds of other menaces could play havoc with us. Stay with me! It must be a fine thing, a very fine thing –

M. cont. – such unfortunate events were to occur in that sacred place – I mean the lecture hall. I feel so downcast, my heart so oppressed – although the loftiest of ideas course through me, I can write no more – I must break off, must walk for a while!

I return to my desk, feeling better. But out of the abundance of the heart the mouth speaketh, and so, I suppose, does the poet’s quill! I once heard Master Abraham speak of an old book which said something about a curious man who had a special kind of materia peccans72 fermenting in his body, and couldn’t discharge it except through his fingers. So he put nice white paper under his hand to catch everything given off by the nasty fermenting thing inside him, and called these vile emanations the poetic creations of his mind. I consider the whole story a spiteful satire, but I do sometimes get a peculiar feeling, I might almost call it an intellectual twinge, all the way to my paws, and they are obliged to write down everything I think. That’s how I feel just now – it may be harmful to me, certain infatuated tomcats might be so blind as to lose their tempers and even turn their claws on me, but it must out!

Today my master had spent all morning reading a quarto volume bound in pigskin, and when at last he went out at his usual hour he left the book open on his desk. I quickly jumped up, curious and eager in the pursuit of scholarship as I am, to discover what kind of a book my master might be studying so earnestly. It was that fine, wonderful work of old Johannes Kunisperger73 on the natural influence of the stars, the planets and the twelve signs of the Zodiac. Indeed, I may well call that book fine and wonderful, for did not the marvels of my existence, the course of my life here below, appear to me clear as day while I read? Ah! even as I write this there blazes above my head that wondrous constellation which shines into my soul and out of my soul again in true affinity – yes, I feel the glowing, burning ray of the long-tailed comet on my brow – yes, I myself am the glowing comet, the celestial meteor passing prophetically in great glory through the world. As the comet outshines all the stars, so will the rest of you tomcats, other animals and human beings be eclipsed, if only I don’t hide my gifts under a bushel but let my light shine as it should, which depends entirely on me – aye, so will ye all vanish into dark night! Yet in spite of the divine nature radiating from me, long-tailed spirit of light that I am, do I not partake of the fate of all mortals? My heart is too good, I am too sensitive a cat, I would willingly have the agreeable society of weaker vessels, and that grieves me and breaks my heart. For how can I help noticing that everywhere I am alone, as if in the most desolate wilderness, that I am not of this present age, no, but of a future and more cultured era, since there’s not a soul alive who can appreciate me properly? Yet it gives me so much pleasure to be thoroughly appreciated; even praise from ordinary uneducated young tomcats does me no end of good. I can have them quite beside themselves with amazement, but what’s the use? However hard they try, they can’t strike the right note in trumpeting my praise, loud as they may cry ‘Miaow, miaow!’.

Well, I must think of posterity. Posterity will honour me. Were I to write a philosophical work now, who can penetrate the depths of my mind? Were I to condescend to write a play, where would actors be found able to perform it? If I embark upon other literary genres, writing critical works, for instance – which would be just the thing for me, since I am far above all who have made their names as poets, writers and artists, and can set myself up as a model, an ideal of perfection, unattainable though it be, and consequently I alone am qualified to pronounce judgement – well, if I do so, who can rise to my own vantage point and share my opinions with me? Are there paws, are there hands fit to set the well-earned laurel wreath upon my brow? Well, there’s a remedy for that: I’ll do it myself, and anyone who may venture to tug at that wreath shall feel my claws. For such envious brutes do exist; often, when I merely dream of being attacked by them and fancy I must defend myself, I drive my sharp weapons into my own face, doing sad injury to my fair countenance. Even when nobly aware of one’s own worth, one may feel slightly suspicious, but it can’t be helped. Didn’t I take it for a covert attack on my virtue and excellence the other day when young Ponto, out in the street with several other poodlish youths, discussed the latest wonders of the day without mentioning me, although I was sitting not six paces away from him at the cellar window of my own home? I was not a little annoyed when the jackanapes, on my reproaching him for this, said he really hadn’t noticed me at all.

But it is time for me to impart to you, my kindred spirits in a better posterity – and would that that posterity were here in the present, thinking clever thoughts about Murr’s greatness and expressing them out loud, in a voice so clear that you couldn’t hear anything else above the racket it made – aye, it is time for me to impart to you a little more of what happened to your Murr in the time of his youth. So pay attention, good souls: I am coming to a notable point in my life.

The Ides of March were come, the mild and lovely rays of the spring sun fell on the roof, and a soft fire glowed within me. For some days past I had been tormented by an indescribable restlessness, an unknown, marvellous yearning – I now calmed down, but only to fall very soon into such a state as I had never known before!

From an attic window not far away there climbed softly, gently, a creature – oh, that I could paint that loveliest of forms! She was clad all in white, except for a small black velvet cap on her dear little brow, and little black stockings on her dainty legs. Sweet fire flashed from the delicious grass-green of those loveliest of eyes, the gentle movements of her finely pricked ears told the observer that virtue and reason dwelt within her, just as the undulations of her waving tail expressed the utmost charm and feminine delicacy of feeling!

This lovely young creature did not seem to notice me, but looked up at the sun, blinked and sneezed. Ah, that sound sent sweet shivers thrilling through me, my pulse beat – my blood flowed seething through every vein – my heart was ready to burst – all the ineffably painful delight that set me quite beside myself poured out in the long ‘Miaow!’ I uttered.

The little creature quickly turned her head and looked at me with alarm and sweet, childlike timidity in her eyes. Invisible paws propelled me in her direction with irresistible force – but just as I was leaping towards the lovely fair to embrace her, she had vanished quick as thought behind the chimney stack! All rage and despair, I ran around the roof mewing in the most pitiful tones, but in vain – she did not return! Ah, what a state I was in! I couldn’t eat a bite, my studies nauseated me, I didn’t feel like either reading or writing.

‘Heavens!’ cried I next day, when I had sought my fair one all over the roof, in the attic, the cellar, in every corridor of the building, and had gone sorrowfully home, where I found that the little darling was constantly in my thoughts, so that even the fried fish my master set before me stared up at me from my dish with her eyes, causing me to cry out loud, in raptures of delight, ‘Is it you, so long desired?’ before swallowing it in one gulp – yes, well: ‘Heavens, o Heavens,’ I cried, ‘can this be love?’ whereupon I became calmer, and decided, being an erudite youth, to get a proper understanding of the state I was in. Although it cost me some effort, I instantly began to study Ovid’s De arte amandi and Manso’s Art of Love,74 but none of the marks of a lover as cited in those works really seemed to apply to me. At last I suddenly remembered reading, in some play or other,∗ that an unquestionable spirit and a beard neglected were sure signs of a man in love! I looked in a mirror. O Heaven, were my whiskers neglected! O Heaven, was my spirit unquestionable!

Now that I knew I was in love in the right kind of way I felt comforted. I decided to fortify myself well with food and drink and then seek out the little creature to whom I had given my whole heart. A sweet foreboding told me she was sitting outside the door of the building. I went downstairs, and sure enough, I found her! Oh, what a reunion! How the delight, how the ineffable joy of amorous feeling, surged through my breast! Kitty – for such was the little darling’s name, as I learned later – Kitty was sitting there prettily posed on her hindquarters, washing herself by passing her little paw over her cheeks and ears several times. With what indescribable grace did she perform, before my eyes, those tasks required by cleanliness and elegance! She needed no base artifices of the toilette to heighten the charms Nature had lent her! I approached her, less exuberantly than before, and sat down beside her! She did not flee, but looked inquiringly at me and then cast down her eyes.

‘Lovely one,’ I began softly, ‘be mine!’75

‘Bold tomcat,’ she replied in confusion, ‘bold tomcat, who are you? Do you know me? If you are an honest cat, as I am an honest cat myself, and if you will be true, then tell me, then swear to me that you really love me.’

‘Oh,’ I cried fervently, ‘yes, by the terrors of the world below, by the holy moon, by all the other stars and planets which will shine this coming night if the sky is clear, I swear that I love you!’

‘I love you too,’ whispered the little creature, inclining her head to me in sweet bashfulness. I was about to fling my paws around her, full of ardour, but then two gigantic tomcats jumped on me, growling like the Devil, bit and scratched me dreadfully, and then, to cap it all, rolled me into the gutter, where waves of dirty water closed over my head. I only just managed to escape the claws of those murderous beasts, who paid no heed to my rank, and with a great cry of alarm I raced upstairs.

When my master saw me he laughed out loud and cried, ‘Murr, Murr, what on earth do you look like? Aha! I know what’s happened. You were planning to get up to the tricks of a cavalier stumbling through the maze of love,76 but you were out of luck!’ And with these words my master roared with laughter again, not a little to my annoyance. He had a bucket filled with lukewarm water, and without more ado dipped me into it several times, so that I couldn’t see or hear for sneezing and spluttering. Then he wrapped me well in a piece of flannel and put me in my basket. I was almost fainting with rage and pain, unable to move a limb. At last the warmth had a beneficial effect on me, and I felt my thoughts ordering themselves.

‘Alas,’ I lamented, ‘yet another of life’s bitter disappointments! So that’s the love I have hymned so sublimely, the love held to be the most elevated of all emotions, to fill us with ineffable joy, to raise us to Heaven! Yes, well, it threw me into the gutter! I’ll have no truck with an emotion that’s brought me nothing but bites, a horrible bath, and a shameful swaddling in nasty flannel!’

But no sooner was I free and feeling better than Kitty would keep coming before my mind’s eye again, and although mindful of the disgrace inflicted on me I realized, to my horror, that I was still in love. I forcibly pulled myself together, and being a sensible and educated cat I turned to Ovid, since I recollected coming upon remedies for love in his Ars amandi.

I there read the lines:


Venus otia amat. Qui finem quaeris amoris

Cedit amor rebus, res age, tutus eris!77



In accordance with this precept, I tried immersing myself in my studies with fresh zeal, but Kitty kept cavorting on every page before my eyes, I thought Kitty – I read Kitty – I wrote Kitty! The poet must mean some different kind of business, thought I, and as I had heard from other tomcats that hunting mice was an uncommonly distracting amusement, mouse-hunting might perhaps be included in the category of rebus. Consequently, I went down to the cellar as soon as it was dark and stalked along its dark corridors, singing, ‘I prowled the forest, quiet and wild, my firearm at the ready –’78

Ah! – instead of the game I meant to hunt I saw her lovely image. It really stood out against the dark background, and the bitter pain of love cut me to my heart, all too vulnerable as it was. I said: ‘Turn on me those lovely glances, fair and virgin light of day! Murr and Kitty, bride and bridegroom, soon will homeward wend their way!’ Thus spake I, a bold tom hoping for the prize of victory. But alas! with downcast eyes my timid lady ran away!

And thus, pitiable creature that I was, I fell deeper and deeper in the love that a hostile star seemed to have kindled in my breast to destroy me. Raging, rebelling against my fate, I went back to Ovid again and read the lines:


Exige, quod cantet, si qua est sine voce puella,

Non didicit chordas tangere, posce lyram.79


‘Ha!’ I cried. ‘Up to her on the roof! Aha, I will find the sweet creature once again where I first set eyes on her, but she shall sing, aye, sing, and if she sings just one note out of tune then it’s over, I am cured, I’m saved.’ The sky was clear, and the moon, by whose light I had sworn love to the fair Kitty, really did seem to be awaiting her as I climbed to the roof. I didn’t give her long before my sighs became loud amorous laments.

At last I struck up a little song in the most melancholy tone, roughly as follows:


‘Ah, rustling forests, whispering rivers

In whose deep waters sweet feeling yet quivers,

Share my lament!

Say where she went!

Lovely sweet Kitty, Kitty so cheerful!

When did the ardent young Murr with aplomb

Embrace his beloved, though never so fearful?

Ah, comfort the tearful,

Comfort the lovelorn, enamoured poor tom!

Moonshine, oh moonshine,

Where is that love of mine?

Beautiful one, to my doom I am lured,

Pain such as mine is can never be cured!

Classic adviser of lovers, come from

Dark Hades to see him,

From love’s chains to free him,

Help him, oh help that despairing young tom!’



As you see, gentle reader, a good poet doesn’t actually have to be in a rustling forest, or beside a whispering river: deep waters quivering with sweet feeling will still flow his way, and he will see what he likes in those waters and can sing about it as he likes. Should anyone be lost in wonder and admiration at the sublime merit of the above lines, let me modestly point out that I was in a state of ecstasy, in amorous frenzy, and everyone knows that a person in the feverish grip of passion, even if he could scarcely rhyme moon with June and dove with love in the usual way, if, as I say, he normally just couldn’t hit upon these not entirely uncommon rhymes however hard he tried, yet in the grip of passion poetry will suddenly come over him and he is bound to spout the most excellent of lines, like a person who has caught a cold and can’t help succumbing to terrible fits of sneezing. We owe much great poetry to this onset of ecstasy in prosaic natures, and it has often won human Kittys of no particular beauty great fame for a while, which is a very fine thing. For if they do these things in a dry tree, what shall be done in the green? I mean, if the most hopelessly prosaic can be made into poets by love alone, what effect must this period of life have on genuine poets? Well then, I wasn’t sitting in a rustling forest or beside a whispering river, I was up on a high, bare roof-top, the little bit of moonlight hardly counted for anything, and yet in those masterly lines I begged forests and rivers and deep waters and finally my friend Ovid to come to my aid and stand by me in my lovelorn hour of need. It was a little difficult finding rhymes for a cat of my own sex, and even in my inspiration I didn’t manage to fit in maelstrom, to fit my state of mind, but the fact that I actually did find those rhymes showed me yet again how superior is my own kind to Homo sapiens, for whom it is not at all easy to find a rhyme, and consequently some witty playwright or other80 has said that there is no rhyme or reason in Homo sapiens. Both, however, exist in me.

Not in vain had I struck the notes of painful yearning, not in vain had I invoked forests, rivers and the moon, entreating them to bring me the lady of my heart, for the lovely creature came tripping out from behind the chimney with light and graceful steps.

‘Is that you singing so beautifully, dear Murr?’ Thus did Kitty address me.

‘What,’ I replied in joyful amazement, ‘what, do you know me, sweet creature?’

‘Oh, well,’ said she, ‘well, I liked you at first sight, and it really upset me when my two horrid cousins threw you so mercilessly into the gutter and –’

‘Let us not,’ I interrupted her, ‘let us not mention the gutter, dearest child – ah, tell me, tell me if you love me?’

‘I have made inquiries,’ continued Kitty, ‘into your circumstances, and learnt that you were called Murr and that as you lived with a very kindly man, you enjoyed not only an extremely handsome competence but every other comfort of life, comforts you could well share with a pretty wife. Oh yes, I love you very much, dear Murr!’

‘Heavens!’ cried I, in the utmost delight, ‘heavens, is it possible? Do I wake or dream? Stand fast – stand fast, reason, do not run mad! Ah! am I still upon this earth? Am I still sitting on the roof? Am I not floating in the clouds? Am I still Murr the cat and not the man in the moon? Come to my breast, beloved! But first, loveliest of creatures, tell me your name.’

‘I am called Kitty,’ replied the little creature, sweetly lisping her name in pure bashfulness, and she settled comfortably down beside me. How beautiful she was! Her white fur shone like silver in the moonlight, her green eyes sparkled with soft, languishing fire.

‘Do you –

W.P. – might indeed have told you about this a little earlier, gentle reader, but Heaven forbid that I should go careering across country even faster than before. Very well: as I was saying, just the same thing had happened to Prince Hector’s father as to Prince Irenaeus: he had lost his little country out of his pocket, even he knew not how. Prince Hector, who liked nothing less than a quiet, peaceful life, and wished to stand on his own two feet even though the princely throne had been kicked away from under him, decided that if he couldn’t be a ruler he would at least be a commander and so took service in the French army, where he was uncommonly brave; but one day, when a zither-playing girl warbled to him, ‘Knowst thou the land where lemon trees do glow?’81 he went straight off to the land where lemon trees of the kind do indeed glow, that is, to Naples, and put on a Neapolitan instead of a French uniform. He then became a general as speedily as only a prince can.

When Prince Hector’s father died, Prince Irenaeus opened the big book where he personally had listed all the princely heads of Europe, and made a note of the recent death of his princely friend and companion in misfortune. Once this was done, he stared at Prince Hector’s name for a long time, then said ‘Prince Hector!’ in a very loud voice, and slammed the folio volume shut so violently that the Lord Marshal recoiled three paces in alarm. The Prince now rose, walked slowly up and down the room, and took as much Spanish snuff as he required to put a whole world of ideas in order. The Lord Marshal spoke at length about the late gentleman, who had a good heart as well as great riches, and about young Prince Hector, idolized in Naples by the monarch and the nation, etc. Prince Irenaeus did not seem to notice any of this, but he suddenly stopped right in front of the Lord Marshal, fixed him with that terrible Frederick the Great gaze of his, said very forcefully, ‘Peut-être’, and vanished into the cabinet next door.

‘By God,’ said the Lord Marshal, ‘his Highness the Prince certainly has some very weighty matters on his mind. He may even be making plans.’

Such was indeed the case: Prince Irenaeus was thinking of Prince Hector’s wealth and his connections with powerful sovereigns, he called to mind his conviction that the Prince was sure to exchange the sword for the sceptre, and it struck him that the marriage of Prince Hector to Princess Hedwiga might have the most beneficial of consequences. In the utmost secrecy, the chamberlain who was instantly dispatched to take Prince Hector heartfelt condolences on the death of his father was also to slip a miniature of Princess Hedwiga into his pocket: an excellent likeness, even to the colour of her complexion. It should be mentioned here that the Princess could have been described as an outright beauty had her complexion been a little less on the sallow side. In consequence, candlelight was kind to her.

The chamberlain carried out the secret errand of Prince Irenaeus – who had confided not the least of his intentions to anyone, even his wife Princess Maria – and did it very skilfully. When Prince Hector saw the miniature he fell into much the same ecstasy as his princely colleague in The Magic Flute. Like Tamino, he might almost have exclaimed, if not sung, ‘This portrait is divinely fair!’ continuing, ‘Can it be love that now I feel? Ah yes, ‘tis love, ‘tis love alone!’82 In the usual way it is not love alone that causes princes to pay their addresses to a beauty, but Prince Hector had nothing else in mind when he sat down and wrote a letter to Prince Irenaeus, asking permission to seek the heart and hand of Princess Hedwiga.

Prince Irenaeus replied, saying that as he would happily agree to a marriage he desired from the bottom of his heart, if only for the sake of his late princely friend, there was no real need for any further courtship. However, he added, as the formalities must be observed, Prince Hector might like to send a civil man of suitable rank to Sieghartsweiler, a man whom he could also provide with full authority to go through the ceremony of marriage by proxy, and carry out the good old tradition of jumping into bed with the bride booted and spurred.83

‘I am coming myself, your Highness!’ Prince Hector wrote back.

Prince Irenaeus did not care for this idea: he thought a marriage by proxy with an authorized person would be better, more distinguished, more princely; he had been heartily looking forward to the festivities, and soothed himself only by recollecting that a great bestowal of decorations could be celebrated before the consummation of the marriage. For he intended to hang the Grand Cross of an order of his house most solemnly around Prince Hector’s neck, an order instituted by his father and no longer worn (nor might it be worn) by any knight.

So Prince Hector came to Sieghartsweiler to carry Princess Hedwiga home and receive the Grand Cross of a defunct order. He thought it was a good thing that Prince Irenaeus had kept his intentions secret, and asked him to maintain his silence, particularly towards Hedwiga, since he said he must be sure of her whole heart before he could come out with his courtship.

Prince Irenaeus did not quite know what Prince Hector meant by that, and said that so far as he knew or could recollect such a formality – i.e., assurances of love before consummation of the marriage – had never been usual in princely houses. However, if all Prince Hector meant was the expression of a certain attachement, that could hardly occur during the betrothal period, but as the flighty young are inclined to disregard all the demands of etiquette, it might be briefly agreed upon three minutes before rings were exchanged. It would certainly be a fine, distinguished thing if the princely couple were to show a certain dislike of each other at that point, but unfortunately, said Prince Irenaeus, these rules of the highest decorum were nothing but an empty dream today.

When the Prince first set eyes on Hedwiga, he whispered to his adjutant, in the Neapolitan dialect that no one else could understand: ‘By all the saints, she’s beautiful, but born not far from Vesuvius, and its fire flashes from her eyes.’

Prince Ignatius had already asked very earnestly whether there were pretty cups in Naples, and how many Prince Hector had, so that the latter, having run through the whole gamut of greetings, was about to turn back to Hedwiga when the doors opened, and Prince Irenaeus invited the Prince to the scene of splendour he had prepared in the hall of state, by dint of assembling all those persons who had any eligibility whatsoever for reception at court in them or about them. This time he had been less strict in his choice than usual, since the court society of Sieghartshof might really be regarded as a country house-party. Madame Benzon was present, with Julia.

Princess Hedwiga was quiet, deep in thought, listless, and seemed to take no more notice of the handsome southern stranger than of any other new arrival at court. She rather crossly asked her lady-in-waiting, red-cheeked Nannette, whether she had lost her wits when Nannette would keep whispering in her ear, to the effect that the foreign Prince was just too attractive, and she had never in her life seen a finer uniform!

Prince Hector now spread the magnificent, brightly-coloured peacock tail of his gallantry for Princess Hedwiga, while she, almost offended by the vehemence of his honeyed raptures, asked him questions about Italy and Naples. The Prince described a paradise with herself walking there, its presiding goddess. He proved himself a master of the art of addressing a lady in such a fashion that anything and everything becomes a hymn to her beauty and charm. In the middle of this hymn, however, the Princess jumped up and ran to Julia, seeing her nearby. She clasped her to her breast, called her a thousand loving names, and was exclaiming, ‘This is my dear, dear sister, my sweet, lovely Julia!’ when the Prince, rather surprised by Hedwiga’s flight, joined them.

The Prince fixed Julia with a long, strange gaze, so that she blushed rosily, cast down her eyes, and turned shyly to her mother, who was standing behind her. But the Princess embraced her again, crying: ‘My dear, dear Julia!’ while tears came into her eyes.

‘Princess,’ said Madame Benzon quietly, ‘Princess, why this feverish conduct?’

Ignoring Madame Benzon, the Princess turned to Prince Hector, whose flow of conversation had actually dried up in the face of all this, and whereas she had previously been quiet, grave and out of spirits, she was now in an almost extravagant mood of strange, fevered merriment. At last the strings stretched too taut relaxed, and the melodies that now came from within her were softer, milder, more virginally tender. She was more engaging than ever, and Prince Hector seemed wholly enchanted. Finally the dancing began. After several dances had succeeded each other the Prince offered to lead the company in a Neapolitan national dance, and he soon succeeded in conveying the idea of it to the dancers so well that everything fitted nicely together, and even the passionately tender character of the dance came out.

No one, however, had understood that character so entirely as Hedwiga, who was dancing with Prince Hector. She demanded an encore, and when the dance had finished for the second time she insisted on going through the steps yet again, saying she could do it really well now and ignoring a warning from Madame Benzon, who could already see a suspect pallor in her cheeks. Prince Hector was delighted. He danced away with Hedwiga, whose every movement seemed grace itself. In one of the many entwinements required by the dance, the Prince pressed his lovely partner passionately to his breast, and at that very moment Hedwiga fainted away in his arms.

Prince Irenaeus thought there could be no more unfortunate interruption of a court ball, although much could be excused because they were in the country.

Prince Hector himself had carried the unconscious girl to a nearby room and laid her on a sofa, where Madame Benzon rubbed her temples with some kind of strong waters which the court physician had to hand. The physician himself put her fainting fit down to an attack of nerves caused by the heat of the dance, and said it would soon pass.

The doctor was right; a few seconds later the Princess opened her eyes, with a deep sigh. As soon as he heard that she had recovered, Prince Hector made his way through the circle of ladies crowding round her and knelt down by the sofa, reproaching himself bitterly for being, so he said, solely to blame for the incident, which went to his heart. However, the moment Princess Hedwiga caught sight of him she cried out, with every sign of loathing, ‘Go away, go away!’ and fainted again.

‘Come along,’ said Prince Irenaeus, taking Prince Hector’s hand, ‘come along, my dear Prince, you don’t know it, but the Princess often suffers from the strangest fancies. Heaven knows in what strange guise you appeared to her just now! Only think, my dear Prince, even as a child – entre nous soit dit84 – even as a child Princess Hedwiga once took me for the Grand Mogul for a whole day, claiming that I ought to wear velvet slippers when I went out riding, and I finally made up my mind to do so too, although only in the garden.’

Prince Hector merely laughed in the Prince’s face and called for his carriage.

At the request of Princess Maria, who was concerned for Hedwiga, Madame Benzon was to stay in the castle with Julia. The Princess knew what a strong psychic force Madame Benzon usually exerted over her daughter, and she knew, too, that attacks of this kind commonly yielded to that force. Sure enough, back in her own chamber Hedwiga soon recovered when Madame Benzon had spoken to her gently and at length. The Princess claimed no less than that Prince Hector had turned into a monster like a dragon as he danced, and had stabbed her to the heart with his sharp, burning tongue.

‘Heaven forfend!’ cried Madame Benzon. ‘Why, at this rate Prince Hector will be the mostro turchino85 from Gozzi’s tale! What an idea! But it will all turn out in the end as it did with Kreisler, whom you once took for a dangerous madman!’

‘But never again!’ cried the Princess vehemently, and then added, smiling, ‘Truly, I wouldn’t like my dear Kreisler to turn into a mostro turchino as suddenly as Prince Hector!’

When Madame Benzon, who had been keeping watch beside the Princess, entered Julia’s room early in the morning, her daughter came to meet her, pale and worn from lack of sleep and hanging her head like a sick dove.

‘What’s the matter, Julia?’ cried Madame Benzon in alarm, unused to seeing her daughter in such a state.

‘Oh, Mother,’ said Julia, in very disconsolate tones, ‘oh, Mother, I can never come here any more. My heart trembles to think of last night. There is something terrible about that Prince; I can’t tell you what went on within me when he looked at me. A mortal lightning flash shot from those dark, sinister eyes, a flash that could destroy me, poor creature that I am, if it struck me. Don’t laugh at me, Mother, but it was the look of a murderer who has chosen his victim, a victim doomed to die of the fear of death itself before ever the dagger is drawn! I repeat, a very strange feeling, a feeling I cannot name, trembled convulsively through all my limbs! People speak of basilisks86 whose venomous fiery glance will kill you instantly if you dare look at them. The Prince is like one of those dangerous monsters!’

‘Well,’ said Madame Benzon, laughing aloud, ‘well, I suppose I must believe in the mostro turchino, since the Prince, although the most handsome and amiable man in the world, appeared to two girls as a dragon and a basilisk. I can credit the Princess with entertaining the wildest fancies, but to think of my calm, gentle Julia, my sweet child, giving way to foolish dreams!’

‘And there’s Hedwiga,’ Julia interrupted Madame Benzon, ‘there’s Hedwiga – I don’t know what evil, hostile power is trying to tear her from my heart, is trying to involve me in the turmoil of a terrible illness raging within her. Yes, I call the Princess’s condition an illness, and the poor creature can do nothing against it. When she suddenly turned away from the Prince yesterday, when she caressed me, put her arms round me, I felt her burning with feverish heat. And then the dancing, that dreadful dancing! Mother, you know how I hate those dances where the men are permitted to embrace us. I feel as if, at that moment, we must give up all that decency and conduct require, and allow men a power over us which at least the considerate among them will find unwelcome. And then there was Hedwiga, unable to stop dancing that southern dance, which seemed to me worse the longer it went on. There was real diabolical malice darting from the Prince’s eyes –’

‘You silly girl,’ said Madame Benzon, ‘what ideas you’ve taken into your head! Well, I cannot blame your attitude to all this – hold fast to it – but don’t be unjust to Hedwiga, think no more of what the matter is with her and Prince Hector, put it out of your mind! If you like, I will make sure you needn’t see either Hedwiga or the Prince for a while. Your peace shall not be troubled, my dear good child! Come to my heart!’ And so saying, Madame Benzon embraced Julia with every sign of maternal affection.

‘And then,’ continued Julia, pressing her burning face to her mother’s breast, ‘and then the strange dreams that have so distressed me might well have arisen from the dreadful agitation I felt.’

‘What did you dream?’ asked Madame Benzon.

‘I thought,’ Julia went on, ‘I thought I was walking in a beautiful garden where gillyflowers and roses bloomed entangled together beneath dense, dark bushes, spreading their sweet fragrance through the air. A wonderful shimmering light, like moonshine, rose in music and song, and as it touched the trees and flowers with its golden glow they quivered with delight, the bushes rustled and the springs whispered with quiet, yearning sighs. However, then I realized that I myself was the song echoing through the garden, and as the glory of the notes faded so must I too pass away in painful melancholy! But then a gentle voice said: “No! that sound means bliss, not annihilation. I will hold you fast with strong arms, and my song will rest within you, for it is as eternal as longing!” It was Kreisler who stood there before me, speaking these words. A heavenly feeling of hope and comfort went through my heart, and even I did not know – you see, I am telling you everything, Mother! – even I did not know how I came to sink upon Kreisler’s breast. Then I suddenly felt steely arms clutch me firmly, and a dreadful, scornful voice cried, “Why resist, wretched girl? You have already been killed, and now you must be mine.” It was Prince Hector holding me. I started up from sleep with a great cry of fear, threw on my night-gown, ran to the window and opened it, for the air in the room was sultry and heavy. In the distance I saw a man looking at the castle windows through a telescope, but then he went leaping down the path in a strange, I might almost say a comical way, executing all kinds of entrechats and other dancing steps first from one side, then from another, waving his arms in the air, and I thought I heard him singing out loud as he did so. I recognized Kreisler, and while I couldn’t help laughing heartily at his capers, yet he seemed the benevolent spirit who would protect me from the Prince. Indeed, it was as if only now did I really understand Kreisler’s nature, only now did I see how what appears his eccentric humour, which can often wound others, springs from the truest, finest of minds. I would have liked to run down into the park and tell Kreisler all the terrors of my dreadful dream!’

‘Now that,’ said Madame Benzon gravely, ‘that’s a silly dream, and its sequel even sillier! You need peace and quiet, Julia. A little morning rest will do you good. I intend to sleep for a couple of hours myself.’

So saying, Madame Benzon left the room, and Julia did as she had been told.

When she woke up, the midday sun was streaming in through the window, and a strong fragrance of gillyflowers and roses filled the room. ‘What’s this?’ cried Julia in amazement. ‘What’s this? My dream!’ But when she looked around she saw a beautiful bunch of those same flowers above her, lying on the back of the sofa where she had been sleeping.

‘Kreisler, my dear Kreisler!’ said Julia softly, and she picked up the bouquet and fell into a dreamy reverie.

Prince Ignatius sent a message asking whether he might see Julia for a little while. She quickly dressed and hurried into the room where Ignatius was already waiting for her with a whole basket full of porcelain cups and Chinese dolls. Julia, good creature that she was, would spend hours playing with the Prince, for whom she felt deep pity. She never said a word to tease him, let alone a word of contempt, as others did from time to time, particularly Princess Hedwiga, and so the Prince liked Julia’s company better than anything, and would often actually call her his little bride-to-be.

The cups were put out, the dolls arranged in order, and Julia was just making a speech to the Emperor of Japan on behalf of a little Harlequin (the two dolls stood facing each other) when Madame Benzon came in.

After watching the game for a while, she dropped a kiss on Julia’s forehead and said: ‘You are indeed my dear, good child!’

It was now deep twilight. Julia, who by her own wish had not been obliged to go down to dinner, was sitting alone in her room waiting for her mother. Quiet footsteps came stealing up to the door, it opened, and Princess Hedwiga came in, pale as death, eyes staring, looking like a ghost in her white dress.

‘Julia,’ said she, in soft, hollow tones, ‘Julia, call me foolish, wild – crazy, but don’t withdraw your heart from me! I need your sympathy, your comfort! It was only over-excitement, the dreadful exhaustion of that terrible dance that made me ill, but it’s over, I feel better now! Prince Hector has gone to Sieghartsweiler! I must get out into the air. Let’s go and walk in the park!’

When the two of them, Julia and the Princess, reached the end of the avenue, they saw a bright light shining from the depths of the thickets and heard sacred music. ‘They’re singing the evening litany in the Lady Chapel,’ cried Julia.

‘Oh, let’s go there,’ said the Princess, ‘let’s go there and pray! You must pray for me too, Julia!’

‘We will pray,’ replied Julia, feeling the deepest grief for her friend’s condition, ‘we will pray that no evil spirit may ever have power over us, and that our pure, devout minds may not be disturbed by the temptation of the Enemy.’

As the girls reached the chapel, which stood at the far end of the park, the country folk were just leaving. They had been singing the litany in front of the image of Our Lady, which was decked with flowers and lit by many lamps. The girls knelt down at the prie-dieu. Then the singers in the little choir on one side of the altar began the Ave maris stella87 which Kreisler had composed quite recently.

Beginning quietly, the song rang out more strongly and forcefully in the dei mater alma until the notes, dying away in the felix coeli porta, vanished on the wings of the evening breeze.

The girls still remained on their knees, deep in fervent devotions. The priest murmured prayers, and far away in the distance, like a choir of angelic voices from the dark night sky, the hymn O sanctissima88 echoed, struck up by the singers on their way home.

At last the priest gave them his blessing. They rose, and fell into one another’s arms. A nameless melancholy, woven of pleasure and pain, seemed to be trying to wrench itself violently from their breasts; the hot tears that flowed from their eyes were drops of blood gushing from their wounded hearts.

‘It was he,’ whispered the Princess softly.

‘He it was indeed,’ replied Julia. They understood one another.

In expectant silence, the forest was waiting for the disc of the moon to rise, spreading its shimmering gold above the trees. The singers’ hymn, still audible in the silence of the night, seemed to rise to the clouds that began to glow as they brooded over the mountains, marking out the path of the shining heavenly body before which the stars grew pale.

‘Ah,’ said Julia, ‘what is it that moves us so, piercing our hearts with a thousand pains? Listen! hear how that distant song echoes back to us with such consolation! We have prayed, and devout spirits from the golden clouds above speak to us of heavenly bliss.’

‘Yes, dear Julia,’ replied the Princess in a firm, grave voice, ‘yes, dear Julia, salvation and bliss lie above the clouds, and I wish an angel from Heaven would carry me up to the stars before the Dark Power could seize me. I would be glad to die, but then, I know, they would carry me to the princely vault, and my ancestors buried there wouldn’t believe I was dead; they would wake from the stillness of death to dreadful life and drive me away. And then I would belong neither to the dead nor the living, and would find shelter nowhere.’

‘What are you talking about, Hedwiga? In the name of all the saints, what are you talking about?’ cried Julia in alarm.

‘I once,’ continued the Princess in the same steady, almost indifferent tone, ‘I once dreamed of such a thing. Or perhaps some ominous ancestor has turned vampire in his grave and is sucking my blood now. That may be why I faint so often.’

‘You are ill,’ cried Julia, ‘you are very ill, Hedwiga, and the night air is bad for you. Let us make haste away!’

So saying, she put her arm round the Princess, who let herself be led away in silence.

The moon had now risen high above the Geierstein, and the bushes and trees were bathed in magical light, whispering and rustling, making love to the night wind in a thousand delightful strains.

‘This earth,’ said Julia, ‘this earth is oh! so lovely. Does not Nature offer us her most beautiful marvels, like a good mother with her dear children?’

‘Do you think so?’ replied the Princess, and after a while she went on, ‘I wouldn’t like it if you had understood me entirely just now. I will ask you to think of all that as just the overflowing of a bad temper. You don’t yet know how destructive the pain of life can be. Nature is cruel, she cares only for her healthy children and abandons the sick, she even turns deadly weapons on them. Ah, you know that once Nature was nothing to me but a picture gallery set up to exercise the powers of mind and hand, but then she changed, so that now I feel and guess at nothing but her horrors. I’d rather be in brightly lit halls, with a motley company, than walking alone with you this moonlit night.’

Julia was not a little alarmed. She saw Hedwiga becoming ever weaker and wearier, and the poor girl had to exert all her slight strength to keep her friend upright as she walked.

At last they had reached the castle. Not far away, on the stone bench that stood under an elder bush,89 sat a dark, veiled figure. As soon as Hedwiga set eyes on this figure she cried joyfully, ‘Thanks be to Our Lady and all the saints, there she is!’ And suddenly invigorated, drawing away from Julia, she approached the figure, who rose and said in a low voice, ‘Hedwiga, my poor child!’

Julia saw that this figure was a woman cloaked from head to foot in brown robes. The deep shadows did not allow her to make out the features of the woman’s face. She stood still, trembling with inner terrors.

Both the woman and the Princess sat down on the bench. The woman gently smoothed Hedwiga’s hair back from her brow, then laid her hands on it and spoke slowly and quietly in a language Julia could not remember ever having heard before. After this had gone on for a few minutes, the woman said to Julia, ‘Make haste to the castle, girl, call the waiting women and see that they get the Princess indoors. She has fallen into a quiet sleep, and will wake from it healthy and happy.’

Without giving way to her amazement for so much as an instant, Julia quickly did as she was bidden.

When she came back with the waiting women, they found the Princess carefully wrapped in her shawl and sleeping quietly, just as she had been told. The woman had disappeared.

‘Tell me,’ said Julia next morning, when Princess Hedwiga had woken up entirely cured, and with no trace of the inner turmoil Julia had feared, ‘tell me, for heaven’s sake, who was that strange woman?’

‘I don’t know,’ replied the Princess. ‘I have only seen her once before in my life. You’ll remember how once, as a child, I fell mortally ill and the doctors gave me up for lost. One night she suddenly appeared sitting at my bedside, lulling me into a sweet sleep, just as she did on this occasion, a sleep from which I awoke cured. Her image came before my mind’s eye again last night, for the first time since then; I felt as if she must surely appear to save me once more, and so indeed she did. Do something for my sake: say nothing at all about the apparition, don’t show by any word or sign that anything strange happened to us. Remember Hamlet and be my dear Horatio!90 There must certainly be some mystery about this woman, but let it remain hidden from you and me: I feel that any further inquiries would be dangerous. Isn’t it enough that I am well and happy, and free of all the ghosts that were haunting me?’

Everyone was amazed by the Princess’s sudden return to health. The court physician claimed it was her nocturnal walk to the Lady Chapel which had taken such drastic effect by shaking up her nervous system, and it was merely an oversight that he had not expressly prescribed it.

But Madame Benzon said to herself: ‘Hm – so the old woman has been with her. Well, let it pass this time!’

It is now high time for that fateful question on the biographer’s part: ‘You–

M. cont. – love me, then, fair Kitty? Oh, say so again, tell me a thousand times over, so that I may fall into a state of even greater ecstasy and talk all the nonsense befitting a romantic hero created by the best novelists! But my love, you have already noticed my remarkable liking for singing and my skill in that art: would you be so kind, dearest, as to sing me a little song yourself?’

‘Oh,’ replied Kitty, ‘oh, dear Murr, it is true that I’m not inexperienced in the art of song, but you know how a girl feels when she is to sing for the first time before masters and connoisseurs! Fear and confusion constrict her throat, and the most exquisite of notes, trills and mordents stick there like fish-bones, in the most fatal manner. At such times it is perfectly impossible to sing an aria, which is why one usually begins with a duet. Why don’t we try a little duet, my dear, if you are agreeable?’

I was perfectly agreeable, and we immediately struck up that tender duet: ‘At the first glance my heart flew straight to you,’ etc., etc. Kitty began timorously, but she was soon encouraged by my powerful falsetto. Her voice was very sweet, her execution rounded, soft and tender, in short, she proved herself an excellent singer. I was delighted, although I saw that friend Ovid had let me down again. Since Kitty was so good at the cantare, the chordas tangere idea wouldn’t work, and it was no use my even calling for a guitar.

With rare fluency, uncommon expressiveness and the utmost elegance, Kitty was now singing the famous aria Di tanti palpiti,91 etc., etc. She rose magnificently from the heroic vigour of the recitative to the truly feline sweetness of the andante. The aria might have been written for her, so that my heart too overflowed, and I broke into a loud howl of joy. Ah, how Kitty would surely delight a whole world of sensitive tomcat souls with that aria! Now we struck up another duet, from a brand-new opera, a duet which also went extremely well and could have been written especially for us. The heavenly roulades rose brilliantly from our hearts, since they consisted mostly of chromatic passages. I will take this occasion of pointing out that the voices of our kind are chromatic by nature, and consequently every composer wishing to write for us will be well advised to compose his melodies and all the rest of it chromatically. Unfortunately I have forgotten the name of the excellent master who composed that particular duet, for he is a fine, good man, a composer after my own heart.

While we were singing a black tomcat had climbed up to the roof and was watching us with burning, flashing eyes. ‘You keep away from here, friend,’ I called to him, ‘or I’ll scratch out your eyes and throw you off the roof-top. However, if you want to join our singing, I’ve no objection to that.’

I knew this young fellow in black to be a very good bass, and so I decided to sing a work which in fact I don’t particularly care for in the usual way, but which was very appropriate to my forthcoming parting from Kitty. We sang ‘My love, shall I see you no more?’.92 But no sooner were I and the black tomcat assuring Kitty that the gods would look after me than a hefty half-brick shot into our midst, and a furious voice shouted, ‘Can’t those bloody cats pipe down?’

We scuttled frantically apart and into the attic, driven by mortal fear! Oh, those heartless barbarians who have no feeling for art, who can remain unmoved even by the most touching laments of inexpressible amorous melancholy, who have nothing in mind but vengeance, death and destruction!

As I was saying, that which was supposed to relieve me of the pangs of love only plunged me deeper into that state. Kitty was so musical that the two of us could sing fantasias together in the most charming manner. Finally she sang my own melodies after me most beautifully, which made me quite besotted. I tormented myself so in my amorous pain that I went all pale, thin and miserable. At long, long last, after pining for a sufficient period, I hit upon the one and only, if desperate, way to cure myself of love. I determined to offer Kitty my heart and paw! She agreed, and as soon as we had become a couple I noticed the pangs of love passing off entirely. My appetite for milk and meat was excellent, I recovered my jovial temper, my whiskers looked fine, and my fur was restored to its former beautiful glossy condition, since I now paid more attention to my toilet than before, whereas my Kitty, on the other hand, no longer cared to wash herself. Despite that, I wrote more verses to Kitty, just as before, verses felt to be all the prettier and more sincere when I exaggerated the expression of my amorous affection until it seemed to me to have reached the ultimate zenith. Finally I dedicated a whole thick book to my darling, and I had then done everything in the literary and aesthetic line that can be required of an honest tomcat who is deeply in love. Meanwhile I and my Kitty were leading a happy, peaceful domestic life on the straw mat outside my master’s door.

But what happiness can endure long in this vale of woe? I soon noticed that Kitty frequently seemed absent-minded when she was with me, answering distractedly when I spoke to her. Deep sighs escaped her, she would sing nothing but yearning love-songs, and she ended up looking quite tired and ill. If I asked her what the matter was, she certainly patted my cheeks and replied, ‘Oh, nothing at all, my dear good little Daddikins,’ but still I didn’t quite like it. I often waited in vain for her on the straw mat, I sought her in vain in cellar and attic, and when I did find her at last and made tender reproaches, she would excuse herself by saying her health called for long walks, and in fact a medical cat had advised her to visit a spa. I didn’t like that either. She might well notice my concealed annoyance, and make it her business to heap caresses on me, but even in these caresses there was something strange, I hardly know what to call it, something that chilled instead of warming me, and I didn’t like that any more than the rest. Although I did not suspect that there might be some particular reason for this conduct on my Kitty’s part, I realized that the last sparks of love for my darling were gradually being extinguished, and I felt the most mortal boredom in her vicinity. Consequently I went my own way and she hers; if we did chance to meet on the straw mat, however, we reproached each other in the most loving manner, became the tenderest of spouses, and sang the praises of our peaceful domestic life.

One day the black tomcat with the bass voice came to visit me in my master’s lodgings. He spoke in disjointed and mysterious terms, then asked impetuously how I was getting on with my Kitty – in short, I realized that the black cat had something on his mind and wished to disclose it to me. At last it came out. A young fellow who had come back from the wars was living nearby on a small pension of fish-bones and left-overs put out for him by a café proprietor. Since he had a handsome figure and a Herculean build, and in addition wore a fine foreign uniform of black, grey and yellow, with the Order of the Burnt Bacon on his breast (awarded for the courage he had shown when he and a few comrades set about ridding a whole larder of mice), all the queens and young females in the neighbourhood noticed him at once. Every heart beat for him when he appeared, bold as brass, head held high, casting fiery glances around him. And this fellow, so the black cat assured me, had fallen in love with my Kitty, she returned his love, and now it was only too certain that they had secret amorous assignations every night behind the chimney or down in the cellar.

‘I’m surprised,’ said the black cat, ‘I really am surprised, my dear friend, that for all your usual sagacity you didn’t notice it long ago, but loving husbands are often blind, and I’m sorry that as your friend I felt obliged to open your eyes, since I know that you are utterly besotted with your lovely wife.’

‘Oh, Muzius,’ (for such was the black cat’s name), ‘oh, Muzius,’ cried I, ‘am I a fool, do I love her, the sweet traitress? I adore her, I am hers entirely! No, no, true soul that she is, she couldn’t do such a thing to me! Muzius, you black scandalmonger, here’s the reward for your shameful deed!’

And I raised my paw with claws unsheathed. Muzius looked at me in a kindly way and said very calmly, ‘Don’t agitate yourself, my dear fellow, you share the fate of many excellent men! Base inconstancy is to be found everywhere, and sad to say, it is most common of all among our own kind.’

I let my raised paw drop again, leaped up in the air several times in sheer desperation, and then cried furiously: ‘Can it be possible, can it be possible? O Heaven – O Earth! What else? And shall I couple Hell?93 Who has done this to me – that tabby tom? And she, my sweet wife, previously faithful and fair, could she, with infernal deceit, scorn him who often basked blissfully in sweet dreams of love, cradled on her breast? Flow, flow, ye tears, flow for the ungrateful one! Confound it to blazes, this won’t do at all! Devil take that tabby fellow slinking round the chimney!’

‘Calm down,’ said Muzius, ‘calm down, do. You abandon yourself too much to the frenzy of sharp pain! Being your true friend, I wouldn’t like to interrupt you any more just now, while you are wallowing agreeably in despair. If you wish to kill yourself in your desperation, I could certainly furnish you with an excellent rat poison, but I don’t want to do that, since you are usually a delightful and charming tomcat, and it would be a shame to lose your young life. So cheer up, let Kitty go: there are plenty more pretty queens in the world. Farewell, old fellow!’ And so saying, Muzius leaped away through the open door.

As I lay quietly under the stove, meditating further on the revelations the tomcat Muzius had made, I felt something like secret satisfaction stir within me. I now knew where I stood with Kitty, and the torment of uncertainty about her was at an end. But since I had expressed a proper despair for the sake of decorum, I thought that same decorum also required me to attack the tabby.

I eavesdropped on the lovers by night behind the chimney, and then made furiously for my rival with the words, ‘You infernal, bestial traitor!’ However, he was much my superior in strength, as I unfortunately noticed too late; he seized upon me, boxed my ears soundly, occasioning me the loss of quite a quantity of fur, and then leaped swiftly away. Kitty had fallen down in a faint, but when I approached her she jumped up as nimbly as her lover and raced into the attic after him.

Worn out, my ears bleeding, I slunk down to my master, cursing my notion of trying to preserve my honour, and thinking it no shame at all to yield Kitty entirely to that tabby tom.

‘How sad is my fate!’ I thought. ‘First I get thrown into the gutter for the sake of heavenly, romantic love, and then all domestic bliss brings me is a cruel thrashing!’

I was not a little surprised next day when, coming out of my master’s room, I found Kitty on the straw mat. ‘Dear Murr,’ said she gently and calmly, ‘I believe I feel I don’t love you so much any more, which hurts me a great deal.’

‘Oh, my dear Kitty,’ I replied tenderly, ‘it cuts me to the heart, but I must admit that ever since certain things happened I have viewed you with indifference myself.’

‘Don’t take it ill,’ continued Kitty, ‘pray don’t take it ill, my sweet friend, but I somehow feel as if I hadn’t been able to stand the sight of you quite for some time.’

‘Mighty Heaven!’ cried I enthusiastically. ‘What harmony of souls is here! I feel exactly the same about you.’

Having agreed in this manner that we had become wholly intolerable to each other, and must inevitably part for ever, we put our paws round one another in the most affectionate manner, shedding hot tears of joy and delight!

Then we parted, each convinced henceforth of the other’s magnanimity, and extolling it to anyone who would listen.

‘I too was in Arcadia!’ I cried, and turned to the fine arts and sciences more eagerly than ever.

W.P. – ‘I tell you,’ said Kreisler, ‘yes, I tell you from my heart, I think this calm more menacing than the fiercest tempest. This is that dull, heavy, sultry period before the destructive storm breaks, the storm which now involves all at the court brought into being by Prince Irenaeus, in duodecimo format with gilt-edged pages like an almanac. In vain does his Highness, a second Franklin,94 keep mounting brilliant festivities to act as lightning conductors: the lightning will still strike, and may singe his own robes of state. It is true that Princess Hedwiga’s whole nature now resembles a melody running bright and clear, instead of the former wild, restless chords that broke out confusedly from her wounded breast, but – Well! so Hedwiga now walks in transfigured, amiable pride on the bold Neapolitan’s arm, and Julia smiles at him in her own sweet way and tolerates those gallantries which Prince Hector, without for a moment taking his eye off his intended bride, contrives to turn her way so skilfully that they must strike a young and inexperienced mind like ricochets, and harder than if the threatening firearm had been aimed directly at her! And yet, as Madame Benzon tells me, first Hedwiga felt oppressed by the mostro turchino, and then the handsome military commander appeared to that heavenly child the calm, gentle Julia as a vile basilisk! Oh, you prophetic souls, you were right! What the Devil – haven’t I read, in Baumgarten’s History of the World,95 that the snake who cheated us of Paradise strutted about in a glistening, golden, scaly doublet? That’s what I think of when I see Hector in his gold lace. By the way, I once had a very good bulldog called Hector, who showed me extraordinary love and faithfulness. I wish he were here now, so that I could set him on the coat-tails of his princely namesake when he swaggers between that lovely pair of sisters! Or tell me, Master, since you know so many artifices, tell me how I can change myself into a wasp at some convenient opportunity, and sting the princely hand so hard that he drops his accursed plans!’

‘Very well,’ said Master Abraham, ‘I’ve let you have your say, Kreisler, and now I ask whether you will listen quietly if I tell you certain things that justify your forebodings?’

‘Am I not,’ replied Kreisler, ‘am I not a sedate, well set-up Kapellmeister? I don’t mean in the philosophical sense of setting up my Self as Kapellmeister;96 I refer solely to my intellectual ability to remain calm in honest society when a flea bites me.’

‘Very well, then,’ continued Master Abraham. ‘You must know, Kreisler, that a curious coincidence has given me deep insights into Prince Hector’s life. You are right to compare him to the serpent in Paradise. Underneath the fair exterior which you will not deny him, there lies hidden venomous corruption – I might rather say infamy. He means evil – he has, as I know from much that has occurred, he has designs on the lovely Julia.’

‘Oho,’ shouted Kreisler, pacing about the room, ‘oho, fair bird, is that your sweet song? By God, this Prince is a fine fellow, digging the claws of both feet at once into fruits permitted and forbidden! Ho there, my sweet Neapolitan, little do you know that Julia has at her side a bold Kapellmeister with a sufficiency of music in him, a Kapellmeister who, as soon as you approach her, will take you for a damnable chord of fourths and fifths that needs to be resolved! And the Kapellmeister will do as his profession requires, which means he will resolve you by putting a bullet through your brain, or running this blade through you!’ So saying, Kreisler drew the blade from his sword-stick, assumed the posture of a fencer, and asked Master Abraham whether he was sufficiently well-bred to spit a dog of a prince on his sword.

‘Do keep calm,’ replied Master Abraham, ‘now do keep calm, Kreisler; there’s no need for such heroics to spoil the Prince’s game. Other weapons can be used against him, and I will provide you with them. I was in the fisherman’s cottage when Prince Hector and his adjutant passed by. They did not notice me. “The Princess is beautiful,” said Prince Hector, “but that little Benzon girl is divine! All my blood rose up, seething, when I set eyes on her – ah, she must be mine before I give the Princess my hand. Do you think she’ll prove implacable?” “What woman ever withstood you, Highness?” replied the adjutant. “But devil take it,” continued the Prince, “she seems to be a devout child.” “An innocent one too,” the adjutant put in, laughing, “and devout, innocent children are the very sort to submit patiently to the onslaughts of a man accustomed to victory and take it all for the providence of God, perhaps even falling deeply in love with the victor, which is what may happen in your own case, Highness.” “That would be a fine thing,” said the Prince. “If I could only see her alone – how is it to be contrived?” “Nothing easier,” replied the adjutant. “I have noticed that the little creature often walks alone in the park for pleasure. Now if –” And at this point the voices died away in the distance and I could hear no more! Some diabolical plan is probably to be carried out today, and it must be foiled. I could do it myself, but there are reasons why I would rather not let Prince Hector see me just now, so you, Kreisler, must go straight to Sieghartshof and keep watch in case Julia happens to walk down to the lake to feed the tame swan, as is her wont. That Italian rascal has probably overheard something about this walk of hers. There, take this weapon, Kreisler, and the very necessary instructions, so that you may prove a good general in battle against the dangerous Prince!’

Yet again, the biographer is appalled at the totally disjointed nature of the information from which he must cobble together the present history. Would it not have been a good idea to insert something here saying what instructions Master Abraham gave the Kapellmeister? For if the weapon itself should feature later, dear reader, you won’t be able to see what is going on. However, just now the unfortunate biographer doesn’t know a word of those instructions whereby (and this much seems certain) a very singular secret was revealed to our friend Kreisler.

Yet be patient a little longer, gentle reader; the aforesaid biographer pledges his writing hand that this mystery too shall be revealed before the end of the book.

It must now be related that, as soon as the sun began to sink, Julia walked through the park to the lake, singing, with a little basket of white bread on her arm, and stopped in the middle of the bridge not far from the fisherman’s cottage. But Kreisler was lying in wait among the bushes, with a good Dollond telescope to his eye, giving him a clear view through the shrubs that concealed him. The swan came splashing up, and Julia threw it bits of bread, which it ate greedily. Julia continued singing aloud, and so it was that she did not notice Prince Hector striding up to her. When he suddenly appeared at her side, she jumped as if in violent alarm. The Prince took her hand, pressed it to his breast, his lips, and then leaned over the balustrade of the bridge beside her. As the Prince ardently addressed her, Julia fed the swan, looking down at the lake.

‘Don’t make those infernally sweet faces, you potentate! Can’t you see me sitting right before you on the balustrade, close enough to box your ears soundly? Oh God, you lovely child of Heaven, why do your cheeks blush an ever deeper crimson? Why are you looking at the evil man so strangely now? You smile? Yes, it is the burning, poisonous breath before which your breast must open, as the bud among the fairest leaves unfolds before the blazing rays of the sun, to die all the more quickly!’ So said Kreisler, watching the couple brought so close to him by his good telescope.

Prince Hector was now throwing bits of bread too, but the swan disdained to eat them and uttered a loud, harsh cry. At this the Prince put his arm around Julia and threw bread from that position, as if to make the swan think Julia was feeding it. As he did so, his cheek nearly touched hers.

‘That’s it,’ said Kreisler, ‘that’s it, your rascally Highness, clutch your victim, my bird of prey, but there’s a man lying here in the bushes aiming at you, ready to shoot until your shining wings droop, and then it will go hard with you and your hunting!’

Now Prince Hector took Julia’s arm, and they both walked towards the fisherman’s cottage. Just as they reached it, however, Kreisler emerged from the bushes, approached the couple and said, bowing low to the Prince: ‘A lovely evening, uncommonly brisk air with a refreshing aroma to it. Your Highness must feel yourself in the beautiful state of Naples here.’

‘And who are you, sir?’ Prince Hector asked brusquely. But at that moment Julia shook off his arm, went up to Kreisler in a friendly manner, gave him her hand and said, ‘How delightful that you are here again, dear Kreisler! Do you know how heartily I have wished to see you? Indeed, Mother says crossly that I act like a tearful, ill-bred child if you are absent only for a day. I could fall quite ill with vexation when I think that you forget me and my singing.’

‘Oh,’ cried the Prince, shooting venomous glances at Julia and Kreisler, ‘oh, so you are Monsieur de Krösel, are you? Prince Irenaeus spoke very highly of you!’

‘Bless him,’ said Kreisler, while his whole countenance quivered oddly in a hundred folds and little wrinkles, ‘bless the good Prince for that! It means I may perhaps get what I wanted to ask, Highness, to wit, your gracious protection. I am bold enough to entertain the notion that you gave me your goodwill at first glance, that you deigned to call me fool in passing, entirely of your very own accord, and as fools are apt to do anything you please, then –’

‘You are jocular,’ the Prince interrupted him, ‘you are a jocular man.’

‘Oh, not at all,’ continued Kreisler. ‘I like a joke, it’s true, but only a bad one, and that in its turn isn’t very comical. Just at present I fancy going to Naples to bawl a few good ditties as sung by fishermen and bandits on the quay there, ad usum delphini.97 Now you, my dear Prince, you’re a kindly, art-loving gentleman, and if you were perhaps to give me a few introductions –’

‘You are a jocular man, Monsieur de Krösel,’ Prince Hector interrupted him again. ‘I like that, I really do, but now I wouldn’t wish to keep you from your walk, so goodbye!’

‘No, no, your Highness,’ cried Kreisler, ‘I can’t let this opportunity pass without revealing myself to you in all my glory! You were about to go into the fisherman’s cottage, where there is a little pianoforte, and I’m sure Fräulein Julia will be kind enough to sing a duet with me!’

‘With the utmost pleasure,’ cried Julia, taking Kreisler’s arm. Prince Hector gritted his teeth and stalked haughtily ahead. As they walked on, Julia whispered into Kreisler’s ear, ‘Kreisler, what a strange mood you are in!’

‘Oh God,’ replied Kreisler, in just as quiet a voice, ‘oh God, do you lie lulled in beguiling dreams as the serpent approaches to kill you with its poisonous bite?’

Julia looked at him in the greatest astonishment. Only once before, at a moment of intense musical enthusiasm, had Kreisler addressed her by the familiar form of the pronoun ‘you’.

When the duet was over the Prince, who had been crying ‘Brava, bravissima’ at frequent intervals during the song, broke into enthusiastic applause. He covered Julia’s hands with burning kisses, he swore that no song had ever gone so straight to his heart, and he asked her to let him print a kiss on the heavenly lips from which those paradisal sounds had flowed like a river of nectar.

Julia timidly recoiled. Kreisler went up to the Prince and said, ‘Your Highness, as you don’t wish to give me a word of praise too – one I think that I’ve deserved as much as Fräulein Julia, as composer and bold singer – I see my poor musical knowledge doesn’t make much of an effect. However, I also know something about painting, and will do myself the honour of showing you a little portrait of someone whose remarkable life and strange end are so well known to me that I can tell the whole tale to anyone who cares to listen.’

‘Tedious fellow!’ muttered the Prince.

Kreisler took a little box out of his pocket, removed a small portrait from the box, and held it out to Prince Hector. The Prince looked at it; all the blood drained from his face, his eyes stared, his lips quivered, and muttering ‘Maledetto!’98 through his teeth he strode away.

‘What is it?’ cried Julia, terrified. ‘For the sake of all the saints, what is it, Kreisler? Tell me everything!’

‘Oh, it’s amazing stuff!’ replied Kreisler. ‘Comical pranks, the exorcism of demons! See, my dear young lady, see the good Prince running over the bridge as fast as his gracious legs will carry him. Good God! he’s going right against his sweet, idyllic nature; he doesn’t even look down at the lake, he doesn’t want to feed the swan any more, the dear, good – devil!’

‘Kreisler,’ said Julia, ‘your voice goes to my heart, cold as ice; I fear some mischief! What are you about with the Prince?’

The Kapellmeister moved away from the window where he had been standing, and looked with deep emotion at Julia, who stood there before him, hands clasped as if to pray the spirit of good to relieve her of the fear that brought tears to her eyes.

‘No,’ said Kreisler, ‘no harsh or hostile note shall destroy the heavenly harmony that dwells in your mind, devout child! The spirits of Hell walk the world in dissembling disguise, but they have no power over you, and you shall not know them by their dark deeds! Be calm, Julia! Let me keep silent. It is all over now!’

At this moment Madame Benzon entered in great agitation. ‘What has happened?’ she cried. ‘What has happened? The Prince rushes right past me without seeing me, like a madman! Close to the castle his adjutant comes to meet him – they talk vehemently together, then the Prince sends the adjutant on some important errand, or so it seemed to me, for while the Prince strides into the castle the adjutant turns in great haste to the pavilion where he is staying. The gardener told me you had been standing on the bridge with the Prince, and upon hearing that I was overcome, I don’t know why, by a dreadful premonition of something terrible about to occur – and I hurried here. Tell me, what has happened?’

Julia told her everything.

‘Secrets?’ inquired Madame Benzon sharply, casting a penetrating glance at Kreisler.

‘My dear madam,’ replied Kreisler, ‘there are moments – circumstances – situations, rather, in which I think a man must keep his mouth shut, for if he opens it he will utter nothing but confused stuff likely to irritate reasonable people!’

And they left it at that, although Madame Benzon seemed to be hurt by Kreisler’s silence.

The Kapellmeister accompanied her and Julia to the castle, and then set off on his way back to Sieghartsweiler. Once he had gone down the leafy avenues of the park and was out of sight, the Prince’s adjutant emerged from the pavilion and followed the same path that Kreisler had taken. Soon afterwards, deep in the forest, a shot rang out!

That very night Prince Hector left Sieghartsweiler. He had taken leave of Prince Irenaeus in writing, promising to return soon. When the gardener searched the park next day with his men, he found Kreisler’s hat, with bloodstains on it. Kreisler himself had disappeared, and did not appear again. One –
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VOLUME TWO
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PART III

MY APPRENTICE MONTHS

The Whimsical Play of Chance

M. cont. Your breast is filled with yearning, ardent longing, yet when you have finally got what you strove for with a thousand pains and cares, that longing instantly freezes to icy indifference, and you cast away what you have won like a worn-out toy. And no sooner have you done so than bitter remorse follows your swift act, you strive again, and so life hastens away in longing and loathing. Even such is Cat! This term is the correct description for all of my kind, including the proud lion, whom the famous Hornvilla in Tieck’s Oktavian1 consequently calls a big cat. Yes, I repeat, such and no other is Cat, and the feline heart is a very inconstant thing.

It is the first duty of an honest biographer to be scrupulous and not on any account to spare himself. In all honesty, therefore, paw on heart, I will confess that despite the inexpressible zeal with which I devoted myself to the arts and sciences, yet the thought of lovely Kitty would often rise suddenly before my mind’s eye, wholly interrupting my studies.

I felt as if I should not have left her, as if I had scorned a faithful, loving heart merely dazzled momentarily by a false delusion. Ah! how often, when I intended to refresh myself with the great Pythagoras (for I was deep in the study of mathematics at this time), would a dainty black-stockinged little paw suddenly push aside all the catheti2 and hypotenuses, and I saw the fair Kitty herself before me, her dear little velvet cap on her head, the sparkling glance of those charmingly lovely grass-green eyes gazing at me with the tenderest reproaches! What pretty little sideways leaps, what lovely waving and coiling of her tail! I longed to fling my paws around her in transports of newly inflamed love, but then the teasing phantasm would be gone.

Such reveries from the Arcadian realms of love could not but induce in me a certain melancholy bound to be injurious to my chosen career as poet and scholar, particularly as it soon deteriorated into a lethargy I could not withstand. I tried to wrench myself forcibly from this irksome condition by making a swift decision to seek Kitty out again. Yet once I had my paw on the first step of the stairs, ready to climb to the upper regions where I might hope to find the lovely fair, shame and bashfulness seized upon me, and I removed my paw from the step again and retreated sadly to my place under the stove.

Despite these afflictions of the mind, however, I enjoyed remarkable physical well-being at this time, and I was conspicuously increasing if not in knowledge, then at least in corporeal strength. When I looked at myself in the mirror I noted with satisfaction that united with the freshness of youth, there began to be something awe-inspiring about my round-cheeked countenance.

Even my master noticed my changed mood. It is true that I had been accustomed to purr and perform merry leaps and bounds when he fed me something tasty, that I used to roll at his feet, caper about and jump up on his lap when he rose in the morning and called, ‘Good morning, Murr!’ I now ceased to do any of these things, contenting myself with a friendly ‘Miaow!’ and that attractive, proud gesture which will be familiar to the gentle reader as the arching of a cat’s back. Yes, I even scorned the bird-game I had always loved so much. Young gymnasts or athletes of my kind may derive instruction from an account of this game. My master would tie one or more quill pens to a long piece of string and wave them rapidly up and down in the air as if they were really flying. Crouching in the corner, observing the tempo of the game, I would leap for the feathers until I caught them and tore them to bits. This game often quite carried me away; I thought the feathers really were a bird and became all enthusiasm, so that mind and body were both involved in the process, were educated and grew stronger. But now I even despised this game, and however hard my master made his feathers fly I remained sitting placidly on my cushion.

‘Tomcat,’ said my master to me one day, when the feathers passed close to my nose and even touched my cushion, but I scarcely so much as blinked and put a paw out to them, ‘tomcat, you’re not the cat you used to be. You’re getting lazier and more indolent every day. I think you’re eating and sleeping too much.’

At these words from my master, light dawned on me! I had ascribed my listless melancholy solely to the memory of Kitty and the paradise of love I had spurned. Only now did I realize how things of this world had divided me from my aspiring scholarship, asserting the claims of earthly life. Certain natural phenomena clearly show us how the captive mind must sacrifice its freedom to that tyrant the body. First and foremost among these phenomena I count a tasty porridge made of flour, sweet milk and butter, and a big cushion well stuffed with horsehair. My master’s maidservant made that sweet porridge very nicely indeed, and consequently I used to eat two large dishes of it for breakfast with the best of appetites. After making such a hearty breakfast, however, I had no more taste for the sciences, which seemed to me very dry fare, nor was it any use my turning from them to fling myself at once into poetry. The most highly praised works of the latest authors, the most famous tragedies of celebrated poets could not hold my attention; I would fall into a wide-ranging train of thought, my master’s skilful maidservant involuntarily coming into conflict with the author, and it appeared to me that she knew more about the proper gradation and compounding of unctuosity, sweetness and vigour than he did. What an unfortunate dream-like confusion of intellectual and physical pleasure! Aye, I may call this confusion dream-like since I felt dreams coming on, causing me to seek out that second dangerous phenomenon, the big cushion stuffed with horsehair, to slumber softly on it. And then the sweet likeness of fair Kitty appeared to me! Heavens above, it was all of a piece: milk porridge, disdain for the sciences, melancholy, stuffed cushion, unpoetic nature, memories of love! My master was right: I was eating and sleeping too much. With what stoic gravity did I determine to be more moderate! But the nature of the tomcat is weak, and the best, most excellent decisions were routed by the sweet smell of milk porridge and that invitingly plump cushion.

One day, when my master had just stepped out of the room, I heard him speaking to someone and saying, ‘Oh, very well, I don’t mind! Perhaps company will cheer him up. But no silly tricks, if you please! Any jumping up on my desk, tipping over the ink-well or knocking things to the floor, and the pair of you will be cast out of the temple.’

Thereupon my master opened the door a little way and let someone in. This Someone was none other than my friend Muzius. I hardly recognized him. His once smooth and glossy fur was dull and unkempt, his eyes lay deep in their sockets, and his formerly amiable if rather boisterous nature had taken on a touch of swaggering brutality.

‘Well, well!’ he spluttered. ‘So here you are at last! We have to run you to ground behind that curst stove of yours, do we? But if you don’t mind…’ And he went over to my dish and gobbled up the fried fish I had been saving for my supper. ‘Tell me,’ said he as he ate, ‘tell me, where on earth have you been? Why don’t we see you on the roof-tops any more? Why do you shun the merry social round?’

I explained that after abandoning my love for the fair Kitty I had been devoting my mind entirely to the sciences, and consequently could not think of taking any excursions. Nor did I in the least long for society, since I had all my heart could desire here at my master’s: porridge made with milk, meat, fish, a soft bed, and so forth. A quiet life free of care, said I, was the most beneficial thing possible for a tomcat of my inclinations and character, and that made me fear all the more that if I went out this life might be disturbed, since sad to say, I had observed that my fondness for little Kitty was not yet entirely extinguished, and seeing her again could easily lead me to perform rash actions which I might regret bitterly afterwards.

‘And you might rustle me up another fried fish afterwards too!’ said Muzius, crooking his paw to wash his face, whiskers and ears in a very perfunctory manner. He then settled down on the cushion beside me.

‘You may consider it,’ began Muzius, having purred for a few seconds to show his satisfaction, his voice and bearing gentle, ‘you may consider it your good fortune, brother Murr, that I took it into my head to visit you in your hermitage, and your master didn’t object to letting me in. You are in the greatest danger that can befall an able young tomcat with brains in his head and vigour in his limbs. That’s to say, you’re in danger of becoming a truly dreadful Philistine.3 You say you’ve applied yourself to the sciences too strictly to have any time left over for going round town with other tomcats. Well, forgive me, brother, but that’s not true. Plump, well fed and glossy as you are, you don’t look at all like a bookworm given to burning the midnight oil. Believe you me, it’s this curst comfortable life makes you lazy and lethargic. You’d feel very different if you had to wear yourself out, the way we do, to lay your paws on a few fish-bones or a little bird.’

‘I thought,’ said I, interrupting my friend, ‘you were in a pretty good situation yourself. I mean, comrade, you used to –’

‘We’ll talk of that another time,’ snapped Muzius angrily, ‘and not so much of the comrade, I won’t have that, not before we’ve pledged fellowship with a spot of mud in your eye!4 But you’re a Philistine, you wouldn’t understand the expression!’

When I had tried to make peace with my irate friend he continued, more gently: ‘Well, as I was saying, your way of life is no good, brother Murr. You must get out and about, go out into the world.’

‘Heavens above,’ I cried in alarm, ‘what are you saying, brother Muzius? You want me to go out into the world? Have you forgotten what I told you down in the cellar a few months ago – how I once jumped out into the world from an English half-carriage? Have you forgotten what I told you about the dangers that threatened me on every side? Or how my good friend Ponto saved me in the end and brought me back to my master?’

Muzius laughed nastily. Then he said, ‘Oh yes, that’s just it, that’s the point! Your good friend Ponto! That foppish, know-all, foolish, proud hypocrite who took your part because he had nothing better to do just then and it happened to amuse him, but who wouldn’t acknowledge you at all if you sought him out in his meetings with his cronies, oh no, in fact he’d bite you for not being one of his own kind! Your good friend Ponto who amused you with silly stories of human affairs instead of introducing you to the world of real life! No, my dear Murr, that incident showed you a world very different from the world where you belong! You may believe every word I say: all this solitary study is no use to you at all, in fact it’s doing you harm. It’ll leave you a Philistine still, and there can be nothing more tedious and insipid on earth than a learned Philistine!’

I truthfully confessed to my friend Muzius that I didn’t entirely understand either the term Philistine or what he really meant.

‘Oh, my brother,’ replied Muzius, with a delightful smile which made him look most attractive at that moment, quite my dear old Muzius again, ‘oh, brother Murr, any attempt to explain it all to you would be useless, for you could never, never understand what a Philistine is while you are still a Philistine yourself. However, if you will make do for the time being with some of the fundamental characteristics of a Philistine cat, then I can –

W.P. – a very strange spectacle. Princess Hedwiga was standing in the middle of the room, her face pale as death, her glance absolutely fixed. Prince Ignatius was playing about with her as if she were a jointed doll. He raised her arm in the air and it remained there; it was lowered when he moved it down. He gave her a gentle push and she walked forward; he made her stop, and she stood there; he put her into an armchair and she sat down. So immersed was the Prince in this game that he did not even notice the new arrivals.

‘What are you doing, Prince?’ cried his mother Princess Maria.

Giggling and rubbing his hands happily, he told them his sister Hedwiga was a good girl now and did everything he wanted, instead of contradicting and scolding him as usual. And with that he began putting the Princess into all kinds of different positions, issuing commands in a military manner. He laughed out loud and jumped for joy every time she remained in the position where he had placed her, as if she were under a magic spell.

‘This is not to be borne!’ said Princess Maria quietly in a trembling voice, tears gleaming in her eyes.

The court physician, however, went up to the Prince and said, in stern and commanding tones, ‘Stop it, your Highness!’ Then he took Princess Hedwiga in his arms, laid her gently on the ottoman which stood in the room, and drew the curtains. ‘Just now,’ he said, turning to her mother, ‘just now what the Princess needs most is absolute peace and quiet. I would ask Prince Ignatius to leave the room.’

Prince Ignatius behaved in a very refractory way, complaining tearfully that all sorts of people kept crossing him these days, people who weren’t princes at all or even nobility. He said he wanted to stay with the Princess his sister, whom he loved now more than his prettiest cups, and the physician had no business to give him orders.

‘Do go, my dear Prince,’ said his mother gently. ‘Go to your room. The Princess must sleep now, and Fräulein Julia is coming after dinner.’

‘Fräulein Julia!’ cried the Prince, laughing childishly and capering about. ‘Fräulein Julia! Oh, how nice! I’ll show her the new engravings, and how I’m pictured in the story of the King of the Water as Prince Salmon wearing his great order!’ And so saying he ceremoniously kissed his mother’s hand, and proudly held out his own for the physician to kiss. The doctor, however, took the Prince’s hand, led him to the door, and opened it with a civil bow. The Prince allowed himself to be shown out of the room in this way.

Princess Maria sank into an easy chair, all pain and exhaustion, leaned her head on her hand and said quietly to herself, in tones of the deepest grief: ‘What mortal sin weighs down on me that Heaven should punish me so harshly? My son condemned to eternal infancy, and now Hedwiga – my Hedwiga!’ And she fell into sad and gloomy thoughts.

Meanwhile the physician had induced Princess Hedwiga, with some difficulty, to take a few drops of some healing medicament, and called her waiting women. After he had instructed them to summon him whenever anything at all happened to her, they bore the Princess, whose automaton-like state did not change one jot, away to her bedchamber.

‘Your Highness,’ said the court physician, turning to Princess Maria, ‘strange and alarming as the Princess’s condition may appear, yet I think I can assure you with certainty that it will soon pass over, leaving not the slightest dangerous after-effects. The Princess is suffering from that very singular and strange kind of catalepsy which occurs so rarely in medical practice that many a famous doctor has never in his life had a chance of observing it, so that I may consider myself lucky to –’ Here the physician stopped.

‘Ah,’ said Princess Maria, bitterly, ‘I hear the voice of the practical doctor who cares nothing for boundless suffering so long as he can increase his knowledge.’

‘Only a little while ago,’ continued the court physician, ignoring the Princess’s reproach, ‘I found an example in a scientific book of a case precisely resembling the state into which the Princess has fallen. A lady (says my author) came from Vesoul to Besançon to pursue a lawsuit. The importance of the lawsuit, the idea that losing her case would be the greatest, worst event in the sad misfortunes she had suffered and would surely plunge her into want and misery, filled her with the liveliest anxiety, which increased until her whole mind was in great agitation. She passed sleepless nights, ate little, was seen in church falling to her knees and praying in an unwonted manner, in short, her abnormal state of mind manifested itself in various different ways. On the very day when her case was to be judged, however, she suffered an attack which those present took for a stroke. The doctors summoned to treat the lady found her sitting motionless in an easy chair, glittering eyes raised to Heaven, eyelids open and unblinking, arms raised and hands folded. Her face, previously sad and pale, was more blooming, cheerful and agreeable than before, her breathing was regular and unimpeded, her pulse faint and slow, almost exactly like the pulse of someone sleeping peacefully. Her limbs were supple and felt light, and could be put into any position without the slightest resistance. But her illness and the impossibility of any deception showed in the fact that those limbs would not, of their own accord, come out of the position into which they had been placed. When her chin was pressed down her mouth opened and remained open. When first one of her arms was raised, and then the other, they did not drop. They were bent behind her back and stretched upwards in a position which it would have been impossible for anyone to hold for long, and yet she did. Her body could be bent over as far as one liked; it always remained in the most perfect equilibrium. She seemed to have no sensation at all; people shook her, pinched her, tormented her, placed her feet on a hot brazier, shouted in her ear that she was going to win her case: all in vain, she gave no voluntary sign of life. Gradually she came to herself, but her speech was disjointed. At last –’

‘Go on,’ said Princess Maria, when the physician stopped, ‘go on, don’t keep anything from me, however dreadful! The lady went mad – am I not right?’

‘Let it suffice,’ continued the physician, ‘let it suffice to add that she remained in a very grave condition for only four days, that when she returned to Vesoul she recovered completely, and she felt no serious effects at all of her grave and unusual illness.’

While Princess Maria fell into gloomy reflections again, the physician held forth at length on the medical means he thought of using to treat Princess Hedwiga, and finally lost himself in demonstrations of as scientific a nature as if he were addressing a medical conference of the most learned doctors.

‘What use,’ said Princess Maria at last, interrupting the voluble physician, ‘what use are all the methods speculative science can offer if the patient’s mental health and well-being are endangered?’

The physician was silent for some moments, and then went on: ‘Your Highness, the example of that lady’s remarkable catalepsy in Besançon shows that her illness had a psychic cause. When she had some command of her senses again they began her treatment by persuading her to take courage, and telling her the troublesome lawsuit was won. The most experienced of doctors all agree that some sudden strong emotion is indeed most likely to induce such a condition. Princess Hedwiga is sensitive to an extremely uncommon degree, indeed, there are times when I might call the organization of her nervous system abnormal in itself. It certainly appears that some violent shock to her mind has caused her illness. We must try to discover the cause so that we can treat it successfully by psychic methods! The sudden departure of Prince Hector – well, your Highness, a mother may perhaps see further than any doctor, and show him the best means of restoring her daughter to health.’

The Princess rose and said, in a cold, proud voice: ‘Even a woman of the middle class likes to preserve the secrets of the female heart. The princely house discloses its inmost thoughts only to the Church and her servants, among whom a doctor is not to be numbered!’

‘Why,’ cried the physician vehemently, ‘who can separate physical and mental health so sharply? A doctor is a second confessor; he must be allowed glimpses into the depths of the patient’s psychic nature if he is not to risk failure at every turn. Think of the story of that sick Prince, your Highness –’

‘That will do!’ Princess Maria interrupted the doctor, almost angrily. ‘That will do! I will never be induced to commit impropriety, and nor can I believe that any impropriety, even if only of thought and sentiment, can have caused Princess Hedwiga’s illness.’

With which Princess Maria turned and left the physician where he was.

‘A strange woman, the Princess!’ said he to himself. ‘A strange woman! She’d like to persuade others, and even herself, that when Nature is making something princely the putty she uses to stick body and soul together is of a very special kind, not to be compared with the sort she employs for us poor mortals of middle-class birth. We are not to suppose for a moment that Princess Hedwiga has a heart, just as that Spanish courtier turned down the gift of silk stockings which the good burghers of the Netherlands wished to present to their Princess, because it would be improper to recollect that a Queen of Spain actually had feet like other honest folk! And yet I’ll wager that the cause of the worst nervous ills afflicting Princess Hedwiga is to be sought in the heart, the laboratory of all female disorders.’

The physician was thinking of Prince Hector’s rapid departure, the Princess’s excessive and morbid sensitivity, the passionate manner in which (he had heard) she was said to have behaved towards the Prince; it therefore seemed to him certain that some sudden love quarrel had wounded the Princess enough to cause her sudden illness.

We shall see whether the physician’s assumptions were correct or not. As for Princess Maria, she perhaps suspected something similar, and for that very reason would not countenance any inquiries or investigations on the doctor’s part, since courts in general despise all deep emotions as vulgar and not to be countenanced. The Princess had a good mind and a good heart, but that strange half-foul, half-ludicrous monster called Etiquette had laid itself on her breast like a smothering incubus, and would permit no sigh, no sign of her inner life, to rise from her heart any more. In consequence, she felt obliged to reconcile herself even to such scenes as her son and daughter had just enacted, and proudly reject a man who only wanted to help.

While this was happening in the castle, there were various incidents going on in the park as well, incidents which must be narrated here.

The fat Lord Marshal was standing in the bushes to the left of the entrance. He drew a small gold box from his pocket, took a pinch of snuff, passed the sleeve of his coat over the snuff-box a few times and handed it to the Prince’s personal valet, saying, ‘I know you like such pretty things, my good friend, so pray accept this box as a small token of my gracious esteem, upon which you can always count! Now, my dear fellow, tell me all about that strange and unusual excursion?’

‘My humblest thanks!’ replied the valet, pocketing the gold box. Then he cleared his throat and went on, ‘I can tell you, your Excellency, sir, his Highness has been in a state of great alarm ever since her Highness Princess Hedwiga lost the use of her five wits, no one knows how. Today his Highness stood perfectly upright at the window for perhaps half an hour, drumming the gracious fingers of his right hand on the glass pane in a horrid manner, making it rattle and squeal. As for the rhythm of his drumming, though, it was all pretty marching music of pleasing melody and a lively nature, as my late brother-in-law the court trumpeter used to put it. Your Excellency must know that my late brother-in-law the court trumpeter was a skilful man; he blew his C major like the deuce, his C minor and G minor like the song of the nightingale, and as for his playing in the principale–’5

‘Yes, yes, I know all that, my dear fellow!’ said the Lord Marshal, interrupting the voluble valet. ‘Your late brother-in-law was an excellent court trumpeter, but now tell me, what did his Serene Highness do, what did he say, when he had finished drumming those marches?’

‘What did he do? What did he say?’ went on the valet. ‘Hm – well, not much. His Serene Highness turned round, looked hard at me with blazing eyes, and pulled the bell in a terrible manner, calling as he did so, “François, François!” “Highness, here I am!” cried I. Whereupon his Highness said very crossly, “Why didn’t you say so at once, you donkey?” And then he added, “Fetch my walking dress!” I did as I was told. His Serene Highness was pleased to put on his green silk coat, the one without a star on the breast, and walk out into the park. He forbade me to follow him, but – well, you see, your Excellency, sir, a man must know where his Highness is to be found, just in case some accident – well, so I followed at quite a distance, and saw his Highness go into the fisherman’s cottage.’

‘To see Master Abraham!’ cried the Lord Marshal in great surprise.

‘That’s it,’ said the valet, looking very important and mysterious.

‘The fisherman’s cottage,’ repeated the Lord Marshal. ‘Went into the fisherman’s cottage to see Master Abraham! His Serene Highness has never visited the Master in the fisherman’s cottage!’

A silence pregnant with foreboding followed, and then the Lord Marshal continued: ‘And didn’t his Serene Highness say anything else?’

‘Nothing at all,’ replied the valet, meaningly. ‘But,’ he continued with a sly smile, ‘one window of the fisherman’s cottage looks out over the thickest of the bushes, and there’s a recess there where every word spoken inside can be heard – one could –’

‘Oh, my dear fellow, I wish you would!’ cried the Lord Marshal in delight.

‘I will!’ said the valet, stealing quietly away. But as he stepped out of the bushes, he found himself facing Prince Irenaeus, who was on his way back to the castle, so close that they were almost touching. He stepped back in alarm and respect.

‘Vous êtes un grand dunderhead!’ thundered Prince Irenaeus. He then gave the Lord Marshal a chilly ‘Dormez bien!’ and strode away to the castle with the valet after him.

Much taken aback, the Lord Marshal stood there muttering, ‘Fisherman’s cottage – Master Abraham – dormez bien –’ and immediately decided to go and see the Chancellor of the realm, to discuss this extraordinary event and discover, if possible, what situation at court might arise from it.

Master Abraham had accompanied the Prince as far as the bushes where the Lord Marshal and the valet were standing. Here he turned back at the bidding of the Prince, who did not want to be seen from the castle windows in Master Abraham’s company. The gentle reader knows just how well the Prince had succeeded in concealing his solitary and secret visit to Master Abraham in the fisherman’s cottage. But another person besides the valet had been watching him, although he could not know it.

Master Abraham had almost reached his own lodgings when Madame Benzon quite unexpectedly approached him, walking down the paths over which dusk was already falling.

‘Well,’ cried Madame Benzon, with a bitter laugh, ‘so the Prince has been to take counsel with you, Master Abraham. You are indeed the true prop and stay of the princely house; you bestow your wisdom and experience on both father and son, and when good advice is in short supply, or cannot be had at all –’

‘Why, then,’ Master Abraham interrupted Madame Benzon, ‘then there is a lady, the widow of a Councillor, who is the bright star shedding her light on all here, and even a poor old organ-builder can lead his simple life undisturbed under her influence.’

‘Do not jest,’ said Madame Benzon, ‘do not jest so bitterly, Master Abraham. A star which shines brightly can soon turn pale, fleeing from our horizon, and at last sink entirely. In this isolated family circle, commonly designated the court by a small town and a few dozen people more than happen to live in it, the strangest events seem to be trying to intersect. The sudden departure of the bridegroom so ardently awaited – Hedwiga’s dangerous condition! – All this would indeed be sure to depress the Prince deeply, were he not a man with no feelings at all.’

‘You weren’t always of that opinion, Madame Benzon,’ Master Abraham interrupted her.

‘I don’t understand you,’ said she in a scornful tone, as she cast the Master a penetrating glance and then quickly turned her face away.

Prince Irenaeus, with that sense of trust he had felt impelled to repose in Master Abraham, and indeed recognizing the intellectual supremacy he must allow him, had set aside all princely reserve and poured his whole heart out to him in the fisherman’s cottage, but he had said nothing of any comments made by Madame Benzon on the day’s disturbing events. Master Abraham knew this, and was the less surprised to find the lady so sensitive, although it did surprise him that, cold and reserved as she was, she could not hide that sensitivity better.

However, it must surely wound Madame Benzon deeply to see the monopoly of control she had assumed over the Prince imperilled again, and that at a crucial, fateful moment.

For reasons that may perhaps become clear later, Madame Benzon wished most fervently for the union of Princess Hedwiga and Prince Hector. She must now believe this union at risk, and any intervention in the matter by a third party would appear to her threatening. Moreover, she found herself for the first time surrounded by inexplicable mysteries, and for the first time Prince Irenaeus preserved his silence. Accustomed as she was to presiding over all the games of the fantastical court, how could she be more deeply wounded?

Master Abraham knew that there is no better weapon to use against an agitated woman than imperturbable calm. Consequently he said not a word, but walked along in silence beside Madame Benzon, who turned, deep in thought, towards that bridge which the gentle reader knows already. Leaning on the balustrade, Madame Benzon gazed into the distant bushes, upon which the setting sun was still casting bright golden glances as if in farewell.

‘A lovely evening,’ said Madame Benzon, without turning round.

‘Indeed it is,’ replied Master Abraham. ‘Indeed it is: quiet, peaceful, cheerful as an easy, open mind.’

‘My dear sir, you cannot hold it against me,’ continued Madame Benzon, addressing the Master with more formality than usual,6 ‘you cannot hold it against me that I am bound to feel painfully affected when the Prince suddenly makes you alone his confidant, asks you alone for advice in a matter where an experienced woman can really give better counsel, make better decisions. But I have now wholly overcome the petty sensitivity I was unable to hide! My mind is quite at ease, since nothing but the form of the thing has been injured. The Prince ought to have told me himself all that I have now learnt from other sources, and indeed I can only approve entirely of everything you have told him, my dear sir. I will even admit to something not exactly praiseworthy. Perhaps it may be excused by both feminine curiosity and my profound sympathy for all that happens to this princely family. You must know, Master, I was listening to you in secret; I eavesdropped on your whole conversation with the Prince and heard every word –’

At these words from Madame Benzon, a strange emotion compounded of scornful irony and deep bitterness seized upon Master Abraham. Like the Prince’s personal valet, he had observed that anyone hiding in the recess in the bushes close to a window in the fisherman’s cottage could hear every word spoken inside. However, he had contrived a clever acoustic device which made conversation inside the cottage sound like nothing but distorted, incomprehensible noise to a person standing outside, so that it was quite impossible to distinguish so much as a syllable. Inevitably, then, it struck the Master as pitiful to hear Madame Benzon resort to a lie in order to discover secrets which she might guess at, but the Prince could not, and which the Prince therefore could not confide to Master Abraham. As for what he was discussing with the Master in the fisherman’s cottage, that will be disclosed later.

‘Oh,’ said the Master, ‘oh, dear madam, it was the lively mind of an active woman of the world that led you to the cottage. How can I, a poor old man without experience, manage all these matters without your aid? I was just about to broadcast what the Prince told me in confidence to all and sundry – but there’s no need for further explanations, since you know everything already. Perhaps, dear madam, you would credit me with speaking from the heart about things that may possibly appear worse than they really are.’

Master Abraham hit the tone of sober confidentiality so well that for all her perspicacity, Madame Benzon could not immediately decide if he were chaffing her or not, and her confusion caused her to lose the thread she might otherwise have grasped and knotted into insidious snares for him. As it was, however, she stood there on the bridge like one spellbound, struggling in vain for words as she looked down into the lake.

The Master relished the sight of her embarrassment for a few moments, but then his thoughts turned to the day’s events. He well knew how Kreisler had been at the centre of those events; deep pain at the loss of his dearest friend overcame him, and the exclamation ‘Poor Johannes!’ involuntarily escaped his lips.

At this Madame Benzon turned quickly to the Master, and said, with sudden vehemence: ‘What, Master Abraham? Surely you aren’t so foolish as to believe that Kreisler has perished? What can a blood-stained hat prove? And what could make him take the terrible decision to do away with himself so suddenly? In any case, he would have been found.’

The Master was not a little surprised to hear Madame Benzon speak of suicide when there seemed to be quite a different sort of suspicion abroad, but before he could answer she continued: ‘It’s as well for us, indeed it is, that he is gone – that unlucky man who brings nothing but distress and mischief wherever he goes. His passionate nature, his bitterness – for I can’t call the humour some praise so highly anything else – will infect every sensitive creature with whom he plays his cruel game. If disdain for all conventional circumstances, indeed defiance of every usual formality, be evidence of a superior understanding, then we must all bow the knee to this Kapellmeister, but pray let him leave us in peace instead of rebelling against all that proceeds from a proper view of real life and is acknowledged to be the foundation of our contentment. So I say thank Heaven he is gone, and I hope never to set eyes on him again!’

‘And yet,’ said the Master gently, ‘yet you were a friend to my Johannes in the past, dear madam, and took his part at a difficult, critical time, and did you yourself not guide him into the path from which he had been lured only by those same conventional circumstances which you support so zealously? Why reproach my good Johannes so suddenly now? What evil has emerged from his heart? Is he to be hated because life faced him with hostility so soon after chance had brought him to a new place, because evil-doing threatened him, because – because an Italian bandit was in pursuit of him?’

Madame Benzon visibly started at these words. ‘What thoughts,’ she said then, in a trembling voice, ‘what dreadful thoughts do you nurture in your breast, Master Abraham? But should it be so, should Johannes really have been killed, then at that moment the bride he had ruined was avenged. Some inner voice tells me that Kreisler alone is to blame for Princess Hedwiga’s dreadful condition. He stretched the tender strings of the sick girl’s mind without pity, until they snapped.’

‘In that case,’ said Master Abraham, sharply, ‘in that case our Italian friend was a man of swift decision who took revenge even before the deed was done. After all, my dear madam, you have heard all I discussed with the Prince in the fisherman’s cottage, so you know that Princess Hedwiga fell into a lifeless trance at exactly the same moment as the shot rang out in the forest.’

‘Indeed,’ said Madame Benzon, ‘it almost makes one believe in all the chimerical stuff served up to us these days, psychic correspondences and such things! Yet I repeat, it is as well for us that he has gone; the Princess’s condition can and will change. Disaster has driven the destroyer of our peace away – and tell me yourself, Master Abraham, isn’t our friend’s mind so lacerated that life can give him no solace now? So supposing he has really –’

Madame Benzon did not finish her sentence, but Master Abraham felt the anger he had been suppressing with difficulty flare up.

‘What,’ he cried, raising his voice, ‘what do you all have against Johannes, what harm has he done you that you will grant him no place of refuge on this earth? You don’t know? Then I’ll tell you. You see, Kreisler doesn’t wear your colours, doesn’t understand your manner of speech; the chair you offer for him to sit in among you is too small for him, too narrow; you cannot take him for one of your own kind, and that vexes you. He will not recognize the perpetuity of the contracts which you have concluded about the form life should take, indeed he thinks that you are suffering from a severe delusion which prevents you from seeing reality, and that the solemn way you think you rule a realm you cannot understand looks quite ludicrous – and you call all that bitterness. More than anything he loves the kind of jesting which is engendered by the deeper intuition of the human mind, and which may be called Nature’s finest gift, drawn from the purest spring of her being. But you are grave folk of high rank, and won’t jest. The spirit of true love dwells in him, yet how can it warm a heart forever frozen to death, which never held the spark that spirit breathes into flame? You don’t care for Kreisler because you are uncomfortable with your sense of the superiority you cannot but allow him, because he has dealings with higher things than fit into your narrow circle, and you fear him.’

‘Master,’ said Madame Benzon in a low voice, ‘Master Abraham, the zeal with which you defend your friend takes you too far. Did you want to wound me? Well, you have succeeded, for you have awoken thoughts within me that have slumbered for a long, long time! You call my heart frozen? How do you know whether the spirit of love has ever addressed it in a kindly manner, whether I have not found peace and comfort only in those conventional circumstances the eccentric Kreisler may find contemptible? Don’t you think, old man, having known so much grief yourself, that it’s a dangerous game to raise oneself above those conventions and try to approach the world spirit more closely in puzzling over one’s own nature? I know Kreisler has called me the coldest, most motionless piece of prose alive, and it is his judgement now speaking through yours when you call me frozen, but has either of you ever been able to see through the ice that has protected my breast like armour for so long? If love does not mean life itself to men, who merely enthrone it on a peak from which there are safe ways down, our highest, brightest point, creating and shaping our whole being, is the moment of first love.7 If hostile fate ordains that moment to be missed, then all of life is missed for the weak woman submerged in desolate insignificance, while she who has more strength of mind will raise herself up by force and give those same ordinary circumstances of life a form which offers her peace and repose. Let me tell you, old man – here in the darkness of night that casts a veil over confidences, let me tell you, when that moment came in my own life, when I saw him, saw the man who kindled in me all the fire of the most fervent love the female breast can feel – I was standing at the altar with Councillor Benzon, who turned out the best husband in the world. His total insignificance allowed me all I could desire in order to lead a quiet life, and no complaint or reproach ever passed my lips. I put my mind wholly to the sphere of ordinary life, and if much happened even within that sphere to lead me, unobserved, off the straight and narrow path, if I can excuse much that might seem blameworthy only by the pressure of circumstances at the time, then let the first stone be cast by the woman who, like me, has fought the hard battle leading to the entire renunciation of all higher happiness, even if that happiness be nothing but a sweet, dream-like delusion. Prince Irenaeus became acquainted with me – but I will say nothing of what is long past; I will speak only of the present. I have allowed you a glimpse of my heart, Master Abraham; now you know why, with things here turning out as they are, I must fear every intrusion of a strange, exotic principle as a threat. My own fate in that disastrous hour grins at me like a ghost uttering dreadful warnings. I must save those who are dear to me; I have made my plans. Do not oppose me, Master Abraham, or if you wish to enter the lists against me, then be careful I don’t frustrate your conjuring tricks!’

‘Unhappy woman,’ cried Master Abraham.

‘Unhappy, do you call me?’ replied Madame Benzon. ‘I, who have known how to combat a hostile fate, winning peace and contentment where all seemed lost?’

‘Unhappy woman,’ repeated Master Abraham, in a tone which bore witness to his inner emotion, ‘poor, unhappy woman! You think you have won peace and contentment, never suspecting that it was desperation which made all the burning flames flow out of you, like a volcano, and now, in your intractable delusion, you take those dead ashes from which no blossom or flower will spring again for the rich field of life that will yet give you fruits. You mean to erect an artificial structure on foundations shattered by a lightning bolt, and you don’t fear it will fall just when bright ribbons wave merrily from the flowery garland announcing the triumph of the architect? Julia – Hedwiga – I know, I know, those plans were artfully made for them! Unhappy woman, take care that ominous emotion, that real bitterness for which you most unjustly took my friend Johannes to task, does not rise from the depths of your own heart, making your wise designs nothing but a hostile rebellion against a happiness you never enjoyed, and which you now grudge even your dear ones. I know more than you may think of your designs, of those circumstances you boast of which were supposed to bring you peace – yet which lured you into criminal dishonour!’

Madame Benzon uttered a low, inarticulate cry at these last words of the Master, betraying her deep distress. Master Abraham stopped, but then, as Madame Benzon too had fallen silent and did not move from the spot, he continued quietly, ‘I want nothing less than to enter into any combat with you, dear lady! But as for what you call my conjuring tricks, you know very well, madam, that ever since my Invisible Girl left me –’ At that moment the idea of his lost Chiara struck the Master with a force he had not felt for a long time; he thought he saw her form in the dark distance, he thought he heard her sweet voice.

‘Oh, Chiara – my Chiara!’ he cried out in the most painful grief.

‘What’s the matter?’ asked Madame Benzon, turning quickly towards him. ‘What’s the matter with you, Master Abraham? What name is that you speak? But I repeat, let the past alone, don’t judge me by those curious opinions of life you share with Kreisler, promise me not to abuse the confidence Prince Irenaeus has given you, promise not to oppose me in my plans.’

Master Abraham was plunged so deep in the painful memory of his Chiara that he scarcely heard what Madame Benzon was saying, and could reply only with incoherent words.

‘Don’t repudiate me,’ she continued, ‘don’t repudiate me, Master Abraham. It seems you are in fact better informed about many matters than I could suppose, but perhaps I too have secrets which would be worth a great deal to you if I were to impart them; indeed, I might be able to do you a favour you cannot divine. Let us rule this little court together; it certainly needs to be kept in leading-strings! “Chiara” you cry, with an expression of pain that –’

But Madame Benzon was interrupted by a loud noise from the castle. Master Abraham was roused from his dreams. The sound –

M. cont. – list them as follows. A Philistine cat, however thirsty he may be, begins by lapping all round the sides of his saucer of milk, so as to keep clean and not get his nose and whiskers milky, for he minds decorum more than thirst. If you visit a Philistine cat he’ll promise you all manner of good things, but when you leave will assure you of nothing but his friendship, and then he’ll gobble up the delicacies he offered you on his own, in secret. A Philistine cat has a sure and unerring ability to find the best place everywhere, in the attic, the cellar, etc., and will settle down there and make himself as comfortable as possible. He talks a lot about his own good qualities and how, thank Heaven, he can’t complain that Fate has overlooked them. He’ll tell you at length how he came by the good position he now occupies, and what more he will do to rise in the world. However, if in the end you want to say something about yourself and your less fortunate lot in life, the Philistine cat will immediately close his eyes, put back his ears, and pretend to be sleeping or purring. A Philistine cat industriously licks his fur clean and glossy, and even when he goes hunting mice he won’t pass a puddle without shaking water off his paws at every step, so that should his prey escape he would still cut a fine, tidy, well-dressed figure in every eventuality of life. A Philistine cat shuns and avoids the slightest danger; should you find yourself in such danger, and approach him for aid, he will say, with the most solemn assurances of his friendly sympathy, how sorry he is that his situation and various considerations he must take into account don’t allow him to help you just now. In fact everything the Philistine cat does on all occasions depends on thousands and thousands of considerations. For instance, he’ll even remain polite and friendly to the little pug who bit his tail in a very sensitive spot, so as not to offend the yard dogs whose protection he has wisely secured; he just lies in wait for that pug by night to scratch one of its eyes out. Next day he’ll express heartfelt sympathy for his dear friend the pug, indignantly condemning the malice of its cunning enemies. These considerations, incidentally, resemble a well-designed fox’s earth, always giving the Philistine cat a chance to escape just when you think you’ve caught him. What a Philistine cat likes best is staying under the stove at home, where he feels safe. Open air on the roof-top gives him vertigo. You see, friend Murr, that’s your own case precisely. Now, if I tell you that the cat who’s a member of one of our feline fraternities8 is open, honourable, disinterested, good-hearted, ever ready to help a friend, taking account of no considerations but those incumbent upon honour and good sense, in short, that the feline fraternity member is the very opposite of the Philistine cat, then you won’t hesitate to shake off Philistinism and join a fraternity like a good, honest fellow.’

I keenly felt the truth of what Muzius said. I realized it was only the word Philistine I hadn’t known, while I did indeed know what it meant, having already met many feline Philistines, a bad class of cats whom I had heartily despised. All the more painfully, then, did I feel the error whereby I might have been counted among such contemptible folk, and I determined to follow Muzius’s advice in every point, so that perhaps I might yet be a good member of a feline fraternity. A young man once spoke to my master of a friend who had proved false, and described him by a very strange term which I didn’t understand: he called him a sluggard. It now seemed to me that the word sluggard would describe a Philistine very well, and I asked friend Muzius about it. I had scarcely uttered the word ‘sluggard’ before Muzius leaped up with a cry of delight, and embracing me vigorously shouted, ‘That’s my boy! Now I see that you’ve truly understood me – yes, a sluggard of a Philistine! Such is the despicable creature that sets itself up against our noble fraternities, and we’d like to do away with it wherever we find it. Yes, friend Murr, you have now shown your true, inner feeling for all that is great and noble! Let me press you once more to this breast, in which there beats a true German heart.’

So saying, my friend Muzius embraced me again and said that as he was thinking of introducing me into the fraternity the following night, I had better be up on the roof at twelve midnight. He would come there to fetch me and take me to a party being held by the President or Senior of the fraternity, a tomcat called Puff.

My master came into the room. I ran to meet him as usual, rubbed myself against him and rolled on the floor to show him my pleasure. Muzius too stared at him with satisfaction. After my master had scratched my head and neck a little, he looked round the room and said he saw all was as it should be. ‘Well, that’s all right! The two of you have had a quiet, peaceful conversation, as good, well-bred folk should. That deserves a reward.’

My master went through the door leading to the kitchen, and Muzius and I, guessing his kind intentions, walked along behind him with a happy ‘Miaow, miaow, miaow!’. Sure enough, my master opened the kitchen dresser and took out the bones and carcasses of a couple of young fowls whose meat he had eaten yesterday. Everyone knows that folk of my kind regard chicken carcasses as the greatest delicacies in the world, and so it was that Muzius’s eyes beamed with bright fire, he waved his tail in the most graceful of ripples and purred aloud as my master put the dish down on the floor in front of us. Mindful of the sluggard Philistine, I pushed the best bits in the direction of my friend Muzius – the necks, the bellies, the parsons’ noses – and contented myself with the coarser thigh and wing-bones. When we had finished the fowls, I was about to ask friend Muzius if he would care to take a cup of fresh milk, but with the sluggard Philistine ever before my mind’s eye I refrained from words and instead fished out the cup itself, which I knew was standing under the dresser, issuing Muzius with a friendly invitation to a drink just by showing it to him. Muzius drank all the milk in the cup, then pressed my paw and said, the tears gleaming in his eyes, ‘Friend Murr, you live in Lucullan style9 here, but you have shown me your faithful, honest, noble heart, and the vain pleasures of the world won’t entice you into base Philistinism! My thanks, my hearty thanks!’

We said farewell with an honest German pawshake in the good old style. Muzius, no doubt to hide the deep emotion which drew tears from him, had jumped swiftly out of the open window with a breakneck leap and landed on the adjacent roof. Even I, gifted by Nature with excellent buoyancy, was amazed by his daring leap, and once again I saw it as an occasion to praise my own kind, all of us born gymnasts10 who need no vaulting or climbing pole.

Moreover, my friend Muzius showed me how frequently a rough, forbidding exterior hides a tender, deeply feeling mind.

I went back to my master’s room and lay down under the stove. Alone here, reflecting on the form my existence had taken so far and assessing my latest mood, indeed my whole way of life, I was alarmed to see how close I had come to the abyss, and despite his shaggy fur, my friend Muzius appeared to me a beautiful angel of salvation. I was about to enter a new world, the emptiness within me would be filled, I would be a new tomcat! My heart beat fast with anxious, happy expectation.

It was still well before midnight when I asked my master to let me out with my usual request of ‘Meee-ow!’.

‘By all means,’ said he, opening the door, ‘by all means, Murr. Nothing at all will come of all that lying asleep under the stove. Off you go, out into the world with other tomcats. Perhaps you’ll find young feline kindred spirits who’ll amuse themselves in jest and earnest with you.’

Ah, the Master must have guessed that a new life stood before me! At last, when I had waited until midnight, my friend Muzius arrived and led me over various roof-tops until finally, on a roof that was almost flat in the Italian style, ten young tomcats, sturdy fellows although attired as carelessly and curiously as Muzius himself, welcomed us with loud cries of glee. Muzius introduced me to his friends, extolled my good qualities and true, honest mind, laying particular emphasis on my hospitable entertainment of him with fried fish, chicken bones and fresh milk, and concluded by saying that I would like to be accepted as a true member of their fraternity. They all agreed.

There now followed certain ceremonies which, however, I will not describe, since gentle readers of my own kind might suspect I had joined a prohibited society11 and want me to give information about it. I assure you on my conscience, though, that there was no mention at all of such a society and its appurtenances, such as statutes, secret signs and the like, but that our association depended solely on sympathy of mind, for it soon turned out that every one of us preferred fresh milk to water and roast meat to bread.

When the solemnities were concluded I received a fraternal kiss and pawshake from all the fraternity members, and they addressed me by the familiar pronoun! We then sat down to a simple but cheerful meal followed by a hearty drinking session. Muzius had made some excellent cat-punch. Should any greedy young tom feel curious about the recipe for this delicious beverage, I fear I cannot give him sufficient details, but this much is certain: its extremely pleasant flavour and the powerful kick in it result chiefly from a sizeable amount of soused herring.

In a voice that echoed over many roof-tops and far away, Puff the Senior now struck up that fine song ‘Gaudeamus igitur’! I was delighted to feel myself an outstanding juvenis, both internally and externally, and I would not think of the tumulus12 in the peaceful, quiet earth, a last resting place seldom allotted to our kind by dismal Fate. Various other fine songs were sung, such as ‘Oh Let the Politicians Talk’,13 etc., until the Senior Puff smote the table with a mighty paw and announced that the true, genuine song of initiation, to wit, ‘Ecce quam bonum’,14 must now be sung, and immediately struck up the chorus Ecce, etc., etc.

I had never before heard this song, whose composition, as profoundly conceived as it is harmonious and melodious, may be described as wonderful and mysterious. As far as I am aware, the master who wrote it is not known, but many ascribe this song to the great Handel, while others claim that it existed long, long before Handel’s time, for according to the Wittenberg Chronicle15 it was already being sung when Prince Hamlet was a freshman there. But whoever wrote it, it is a great, immortal work, much to be admired for the way the solos, alternating with the chorus, allow the singers freedom for the most delightful, inexhaustible variations. I have faithfully preserved in my memory some of the variations I heard that night.

When the first chorus was over a black and white young tom struck up:


All too sharply barks the Pom,

Far too loud the poodle.

See the bold and valiant tom,

Silencing that noodle!



Chorus: Ecce quam etc., etc.



Next a grey tomcat sang:


See the Philistine go by!

Doff your cap politely.

Such a fool, his head held high,

We don’t suffer lightly.




Chorus: Ecce quam etc., etc.



Then a ginger cat came in:


Merrily the fish must swim,

Birds fly in fair weather.

Fin and feather let us hymn,

Though we catch them never!



Chorus: Ecce quam etc., etc.


And after him it was the turn of a white tom:


Mew and growl and growl and mew
but do not scratch; pray pause!
Show yourselves in rosy hue
and spare your nice sharp claws.



Chorus: Ecce quam etc., etc.


Then my friend Muzius sang:


Master Coxcomb thinks he can
Judge us by his standard.
Looks haughty, acts the gentleman,
But we’re more even-handed.



Chorus: Ecce quam etc., etc.


I was sitting next to Muzius, so it was my turn to sing on my own next. All the solos hitherto performed were so different from the kind of verses I had previously composed that I became anxious, fearing I would fail to hit the tone and mood of the whole thing. I remained silent when the chorus had ended. Some cats were already raising their glasses and calling Pro poena,16 for a forfeit, when I pulled myself together by main force and immediately sang:


Each of us beside the others
Paw in paw we sang:
‘We’re a merry bunch of brothers!
Philistines go hang!’



Chorus: Ecce quam etc., etc.


My variation met with the loudest, the most unheard-of applause! The generous young toms surrounded me with cries of delight, flung their paws round me, pressed me to their throbbing breasts. So here too the exalted genius of my mind was recognized! It was one of the finest moments of my life. Then we drank an ardent toast to many great and famous tomcats, particularly such as, despite their greatness and fame, remained aloof from each and every kind of Philistinism, as they had proved in word and deed. And then we parted.

The punch must have gone to my head just a little; I felt as if the roof-tops were going round and round, and I could scarcely keep upright by means of my tail, which I used as a balancing pole. The faithful Muzius, noticing my condition, took charge of me and brought me safe home through the skylight.

With my head in such a devastated condition as I had never known before, it was some time before I could –

W.P. – knew it as well as did the perspicacious Madame Benzon, but my heart never guessed that I was to have news of you today of all days, true soul.’ So said Master Abraham, and he took the letter which he had received, and in whose address he had, with joyful surprise, recognized Kreisler’s hand, put it unopened in his desk drawer and went out into the park.

For many years Master Abraham had been in the habit of leaving letters he received unopened for hours, often for days. ‘Never mind what’s in them,’ he said, ‘the delay doesn’t matter. If the letter brings bad news, then I gain a few more happy or at least untroubled hours; if the news is good, a man of settled habits can wait to indulge his pleasure.’ This was a reprehensible habit of the Master’s, since first, a person who leaves his letters unopened will never amount to anything in business or in political or literary journalism, and furthermore, the mischief it may cause among those who are neither businessmen nor journalists is obvious. As for the present biographer, he does not believe in Master Abraham’s stoic indifference, but rather regards his habit as a certain anxious reluctance to disclose the mystery of a sealed letter. Getting letters is a special pleasure, so as a witty writer has said somewhere, we are particularly apt to like those who bring us that pleasure in the first place, to wit, postmen.

This may be called a pleasant form of self-delusion. The biographer remembers how once, at university, he waited a long time in the most painful anxiety for a letter from someone he loved, begging the postman with tears in his eyes to bring him a letter from his native city very soon, and he should get a good tip. With a shrewd look, the fellow promised to do as he was asked, triumphantly delivered the letter when it actually did arrive a few days later, as if it had been solely up to him to keep his word, and pocketed the promised tip. Yet the biographer, who perhaps gives too much room to certain self-delusions himself, does not know whether you, gentle reader, are of his mind: do you feel that pleasure mingled with a curious anxiety which causes your heart to thud when you are going to open a letter you have received, even if it is hardly likely that the letter contains anything of vital importance to you? It may be that we sense here, too, that oppressive feeling with which we peer into the night of the future, and just because a little pressure of the fingers is sufficient to reveal what is hidden, the moment constitutes a climax that disquiets us. And ah! how many fine hopes have been shattered with the fateful seal, while the lovely dreams which, formed in our hearts, seemed to represent our ardent yearning itself, have trickled away into nothing! The little sheet of paper was the evil magic spell drying up the flower garden where we thought to stroll, and life lay before us a bleak, inhospitable desert. If it seems a good idea to collect one’s thoughts before that light pressure of the fingers reveals what is concealed, perhaps it may excuse Master Abraham’s otherwise reprehensible habit, one which, incidentally, the present biographer cannot shake off, having acquired it in a certain calamitous period when almost every letter he received was like Pandora’s box, from which a thousand ills and evils escaped into the world as soon as it was opened.

However, though Master Abraham may have put the Kapellmeister’s letter unopened in his desk or the drawer of his writing table, and gone out walking in the park, the gentle reader shall learn its contents immediately, word for word. Johannes Kreisler had written as follows:


My very dear Master!

I might have cried, ‘La fin couronne les oeuvres!’17 as Lord Clifford does in Shakespeare’s Henry VI when the most noble Duke of York has dealt him his death-blow. For by God, my hat fell into the bushes severely wounded, and I toppled backwards after it, like a man of whom it is said that he falls or has fallen in battle. Such men, however, seldom rise again, but your Johannes did so, dear Master, and that on the spot. I could pay no heed to my badly wounded comrade,18 who had fallen not so much at my side as over or off my head, since I had my work cut out for me in executing a movement19 (a term I use here in neither the musical nor the doctrinal but solely the gymnastic sense) to avoid the mouth of a pistol being aimed at me by someone standing about three feet away. However, I did yet more: I passed suddenly from the defensive to the offensive, jumped at the man with the pistol, and without more ado thrust the dagger from my walking stick into him. You have always taken me to task, Master, for being incapable of the narrative style, unable to tell a story without unnecessary flourishes and digressions. What do you say to this succinct description of my Italian adventure in the park at Sieghartshof, a court ruled so mildly by a high-minded prince that he will even tolerate bandits for the sake of pleasant diversion?

Take what I have said so far, dear Master, merely as a provisional summary of the contents of that chapter of history which, if my impatience and his Reverence the Prior permit, I will write you instead of an ordinary letter.

There is little more to be said about my actual adventure in the forest. It certainly struck me at once, when the shot rang out, that I would profit by it, for as I crashed to the ground I felt a burning pain in the left side of my head, which my deputy headmaster in Göniönesmühl used to call, with some justice, stiff-necked. Sure enough, the stiffness of that structure put up stubborn resistance to the ill-intentioned lead, so that the glancing wound was hardly worth noticing. But tell me, dear Master, tell me at once, or this evening, or anyway first thing tomorrow, into whose body did I sink my blade? I would be very glad indeed to know that I had shed no common human blood, but only some princely ichor,20 and I suspect such was the case. If so, Master, chance led me to do the deed announced by that dark spirit when I was with you in the fisherman’s cottage! When I used the little blade from my stick in self-defence against murderers, was it perhaps the terrible sword of Nemesis21 avenging blood-guilt? Write and tell me everything, Master, in particular tell me about the weapon you gave me, that little picture. But no – no, don’t tell me anything about that! Let this Medusa22 picture, whose sight turns the threat of evil to stone, remain an inexplicable mystery even to me. I feel as if the talisman would lose its power once I knew what circumstances give it the virtue of a magic weapon! Would you believe it, Master, I haven’t even looked at your little picture properly yet? When the time comes you’ll tell me all I need to know, and then I will restore the talisman to your hands. So not a word more about it for the moment! And now I will go on with my chapter of history.

When I ran my blade into the body of the aforesaid person with the pistol, so that he fell to the ground without a sound, I ran away as fleet of foot as any Ajax,23 since I thought I heard voices in the park and believed myself still in danger. I intended to make for Sieghartsweiler, but lost my way in the dark night. I ran on faster and faster, still hoping to find the path again. I waded through ditches, I climbed a steep slope, and finally sank down in some bushes, exhausted. There seemed to be lightning flashes before my eyes; I felt a stabbing pain in my head, and woke from a sleep as deep as death. My wound had been bleeding profusely. Using my handkerchief, I made a bandage that would have done credit to the best military surgeon on the battlefield, and then looked about me, brisk and merry. Not far away rose the mighty ruins of a castle. You will have realized, Master, that not a little to my surprise I had reached the Geierstein.

My wound no longer hurt; I felt fresh and light of foot. I stepped out of the bushes that had served me as a bedroom. The sun was rising, casting bright rays of light on forest and field like cheerful morning greetings. The birds woke in the bushes, bathed themselves, twittering, in cool morning dew, and then rose into the air. Sieghartshof lay far below me, still swathed in the mists of night, but soon those veils sank, and there stood trees and bushes blazing with gold. The lake in the park was like a mirror, dazzling bright. I could make out the fisherman’s cottage as a small white dot – I even thought I saw the bridge clearly. The previous day came back into my mind, but as if it were a long time ago, and nothing now remained to me but the sad memory of what I had lost for ever, a memory simultaneously rending the heart and filling it with sweet delight. Master, I hear you asking me: ‘What do you mean by that, you fool? What did you lose for ever in that long-ago yesterday?’ Ah, Master, I set myself once more on the towering peak of the Geierstein – once more I spread my arms like an eagle’s wings to rise up to those regions where a sweet magic reigned, where the love which does not depend on space and time, but is eternal as the world spirit, was revealed to me in those heavenly, prescient notes that are avid longing itself, longing and yearning! I know, I know – there’s an infernally hungry opponent sitting right in front of my nose, arguing with me only for the sake of the barley bread of earthly life, inquiring scornfully whether it’s possible for a musical note to have deep blue eyes? I will cite the most cogent proof, to wit, that the note is really a glance as well, a glance shining down from a world of light through torn veils of cloud; my opponent, however, goes on to ask about brow, hair, mouth and lips, about arms, hands and feet, and with a malicious smile says he very much doubts that a mere, pure note can be endowed with all these. Oh God, I know what the wretch means, which is just that as long as I am a glebae adscriptus,24 like himself and the rest of them, as long as we don’t all feed solely on sunbeams, and must sometimes sit in a chair of an ordinary and not a professorial kind, then the eternal love and longing that wants nothing but itself, and of which every fool can chatter – Master, I wouldn’t like you to range yourself beside my hungry opponent; it would be disagreeable to me. And tell me, could any single reasonable cause drive you to it? Have I ever shown any tendency towards sad boyish folly? Haven’t I reached years of maturity and managed to remain ever sober? Have I ever, for instance, wished to be a glove merely to kiss my Julia’s cheek, like Cousin Romeo?25 Believe me, Master, let folk say what they will, I have nothing but notes in my head, and the sound of them in my heart and mind, for by all the devils, how else could I set such good, fine pieces of church music as the Vespers26 I have just finished, now lying on my desk? Yet there I go away from my story again – I will continue!

In the distance I heard the singing of a powerful male voice. It was coming closer and closer. Soon I saw a Benedictine monk making his way down the footpath, singing a Latin hymn. He stopped not far from me, ceased singing, and looked around, taking off his broad-brimmed travelling hat and mopping the sweat from his brow with a handkerchief. Then he disappeared into the bushes. I felt inclined to join him. The man was more than well-nourished, the sun was burning more and more strongly, and I could well imagine that he would have sought out some resting place in the shade. Nor was I wrong, for making my way into the bushes I saw the reverend gentleman, who had seated himself on a rock thickly overgrown with moss. A taller rock beside it served him as a table upon which he had spread a white cloth, and he was just taking bread and roast fowl out of his travelling bag. He set about them with a hearty appetite. ‘Sed praeter omnia bibendum quid,’27 said he to himself, pouring wine from a wicker-covered flask into the small silver beaker he had taken out of his pocket.

He was about to drink when I approached him with a ‘Praise be to Jesus Christ!’ He looked up, the beaker to his lips, and I immediately recognized my jovial old friend from the Benedictine abbey at Kanzheim, honest Father Hilarius the choirmaster.

‘For ever and ever, amen!’ stammered Father Hilarius, staring at me wide-eyed.

I instantly thought of my head-dress, which might make me look strange, and began, ‘My very dear, good friend Hilarius, pray don’t take me for some vagabond Hindu gone astray, or a local rustic who has fallen on his head, since I am none other, and never will be, than your close friend Kapellmeister Johannes Kreisler!’

‘By St Benedict,’ cried Father Hilarius happily, ‘I recognized you at once, excellent composer and good friend that you are, but tell me per diem28 where have you come from and what has happened to you, when I thought you were in floribus29 at the Grand Duke’s court?’

I did not hesitate to give the Father a brief account of all that had happened to me, how I had been obliged to run my blade into the body of a man who thought it good to take pot shots at me as if I were a target, and how the aforesaid marksman had probably been an Italian prince called Hector, a name given to many a good deerhound. ‘So now what am I to do? Go back to Sieghartsweiler, or – pray advise me, Father Hilarius!’

I concluded my story with these words. Father Hilarius, who had interjected many a ‘Hm! Well, well! My word! Holy St Benedict!’ now looked down, murmured, ‘Bibamus!’30 and emptied his silver beaker at a draught.

Then he said, laughing, ‘The fact is, Kapellmeister, the best advice I can give you for a start is to make yourself comfortable here beside me and share my breakfast. I can recommend these partridges; our reverend Brother Macarius shot them only yesterday. As I am sure you remember, he can hit anything except the right note in the responsories, and if the aromatic vinegar with which the fowls are dressed is to your liking, you have to thank the pains taken by Brother Eusebius, who roasted them for me himself. As for the wine, it’s good enough to moisten the tongue of a fugitive Kapellmeister. Real Franconian wine, carrissime Johannes, real Franconian wine from the St Johannis Hospital at Würzburg, and we unworthy servants of the Lord get the best quality. Ergo bibamus!’

So saying, he filled the beaker and handed it to me. I did not need to be asked twice, but ate and drank like a man in need of such restoratives.

Father Hilarius had chosen the most delightful place to break his fast. A thick birch grove shaded the flowery turf below, and the crystal clear woodland stream splashing over the stones of its bed increased the sense of refreshing coolness. The secluded secrecy of the place filled me with peace and well-being, and while Father Hilarius told me all that had happened since I was at the Abbey, not forgetting to interject his usual jests and his nice turn for dog Latin, I listened to the voices of the forest and the water, which spoke to me in comforting melodies.

Father Hilarius was inclined to put my silence down to the bitter grief that recent events had caused me.

‘Be of good cheer,’ he began, handing me the freshly filled beaker again, ‘be of good cheer, Kapellmeister! You’ve shed blood, it’s true, and shedding blood is a sin, but distinguendum est inter et inter31 – everyone loves his life better than anything; he has but one. You have defended yours, which the Church does not by any means forbid, as may be abundantly shown, and neither our reverend Lord Abbot nor any other servant of the Lord will deny you absolution, even should you have driven your blade unexpectedly into princely entrails. Ergo bibamus! Vir sapiens non te abhorrebit Domine!32 But my dear Kreisler, if you go back to Sieghartsweiler they will interrogate you horribly about the cur, quomodo, quando, ubi,33 and if you accuse the Prince of that murderous attack, will they believe you? Ibi jacet lepus in pipere!34 But you see, Kapellmeister – bibendum quid –’ He emptied the full beaker and then continued. ‘You see, Kapellmeister, wine brings good counsel! You must know that I was on my way to the monastery of All Saints to get music from the choirmaster there for the forthcoming feast days. I’ve been through our box of music two or three times already; it’s all old and stale, and as for the music you composed for us while you were staying in the Abbey, why, that is very fine and modern, but – pray don’t take this ill, Kapellmeister, it’s set in such a curious way that one daren’t look away from the score. And if a man wants just to take a squint through the grating at some pretty girl or other down in the nave, he’s sure to miss a rest or some such thing, lose the beat and upset everything, and – oops! there we go, with Brother Jakob going di – di – doodle deedle on the organ keys, ad patibulum cum illis35 – so I was to – but bibamus!’

After we had both drunk, the flow of his discourse continued: ‘Desunt36 those who aren’t present, and those who aren’t present can’t be questioned, so I was thinking you might come straight back to the Abbey with me. If we go the direct way it’s scarcely two hours from here. In the Abbey you’ll be safe from all persecutions, contra hostium insidias.37 I’ll take you there as a piece of living music, and you can stay as long as you like or as long as you think advisable. The reverend Lord Abbot will provide you with all you need. You can wear the finest underclothes and the Benedictine habit over them; it will suit you very well. On our way, to keep you from looking like the injured victim in the parable of the Good Samaritan, you can put on my travelling hat and I’ll pull my cowl over my bald pate. Bibendum quid, my dear fellow!’

So saying he emptied the beaker again, rinsed it out in the nearby woodland stream, packed everything quickly away in his travelling bag, pressed his hat down on my brow and cried merrily, ‘Kapellmeister, we have only to put one foot in front of another, taking it slowly and easily, and we’ll arrive just as they are ringing ad conventum conventuales,38 that is, when the reverend Lord Abbot is sitting down to dinner.’

You may well imagine, dear Master, that I had not the least objection to jovial Father Hilarius’s suggestion, and indeed the idea of going to a place which could be a beneficent asylum to me in so many ways was very welcome.

We walked on at our ease, discussing all manner of things, and reached the Abbey, as Father Hilarius intended, just as the bell was ringing for dinner.

With a view to anticipating any questions, Father Hilarius told the Abbot that, having learnt by chance of my presence in Sieghartsweiler, he had thought it better to bring back a composer with a truly inexhaustible store of music inside him than fetch music from the monastery of All Saints.

Abbot Chrysostom (I have a notion I’ve already told you a good deal about him) received me with that genial delight characteristic only of the truly well-disposed, and applauded Father Hilarius’s decision.

So you now see me, Master Abraham, transformed into a passable Benedictine monk, sitting in a tall, roomy chamber in the main building of the Abbey, working industriously away on Vespers and hymns, aye, and now and then noting down ideas for a solemn High Mass, while those of the brothers who sing and play assemble, with the choirboys, and I assiduously hold rehearsals, and conduct the music behind the choir screen! In fact I feel so immersed in this solitary life that I might compare myself with Tartini39 who, fearing the vengeance of Cardinal Cornaro, fled to the Minorite monastery of Assisi, where he was discovered at last years later by a Paduan who happened to be in church, and saw his lost friend in the choir when a gust of wind briefly lifted the curtain concealing the orchestra. It might have been with you and me, Master, as it was with that Paduan, and yet I had to let you know where I was, or you might have thought God knows what had become of me. I wonder whether they have found my hat, and were surprised to find no head inside it? Master, a special and beneficent kind of peace has entered my heart; can I perhaps have reached my true anchorage? The other day, when I was walking by the little lake in the middle of the Abbey’s extensive grounds and saw my reflection walking beside me in the water, I said: ‘The man down there, walking by my side, is a peaceful, circumspect man, no longer tossing wildly in vague, unbounded space, a man who keeps to the way he has found, and I am glad that man is none other than myself.’ A dreadful doppelgänger once looked up at me from another lake – but hush – no more of that. Master, name me no names –tell me nothing – not even who it was I stabbed. But pray write and tell me all about yourself. Here come the brothers for rehearsal; I will close my chapter of history and with it my letter. Farewell, my dear Master, and think of me! Yours etc., etc., etc., etc.



Walking by himself in the distant, wildly overgrown avenues of the park, Master Abraham thought of his dear friend’s fate, and how he had hardly got him back before losing him again. He saw the boy Johannes, he saw himself in Göniönesmühl at the old uncle’s instrument; he saw the child hammering out Sebastian Bach’s most difficult sonatas with a proud air and an almost adult touch, whereupon he rewarded him with a bag of sweets slipped into his pocket on the sly. It was as if this were only a few days ago, and he could not but marvel that the boy was none other than Kreisler, who now seemed entangled in a strange, wayward series of mysterious events. But with the thought of that past time and the ominous present, the image of his own life rose before him.

His father, a stern and self-willed man, had almost forced him into the art of organ-building, which the father practised as an ordinary, down-to-earth craft. He would allow no one but the organ-builder himself to touch his work, so his apprentices had to be skilled carpenters, tinsmiths and so on before they ever came to the internal mechanism. The old man was concerned solely with the instrument’s precision, durability and good touch; he had no sense of its soul, its tone, and oddly enough that showed in the organs he built, which were justly criticized for their harsh, sharp sound. Next to them, the mind of Abraham’s father was entirely devoted to the naïve artifices of past times. For instance, he had fitted figures of King David and King Solomon to one organ, turning their heads as if in admiration as it was played; not one of his creations lacked its angels beating drums, blowing trumpets and keeping time, its cockerels flapping their wings and crowing, and so forth. Often Abraham’s only way to escape a beating, whether deserved or not, and extract an expression of paternal pleasure from the old man, was to come up with some new device by virtue of his own gift for ingenuity: a shriller cock-a-doodle-do for the cockerel on the next organ, perhaps. Abraham had looked forward, with apprehensive longing, to the time when he would go on his travels in accordance with the custom of the trade. That time came at last, and Abraham left his father’s house, never to return.

On those travels in the company of other journeymen, most of them wild, rough fellows, he once visited the Abbey of St Blaise in the Black Forest, and heard the famous organ built by old Johann Andreas Silbermann.40 Hearing the full, magnificent tones of this instrument, he felt the magic of music stir within him for the first time; it was as if he were transported to another world, and from then on he loved the craft he had previously practised with reluctance. But now his whole life, and the circumstances in which he had hitherto led it, seemed so worthless that he summoned up all his strength to raise himself from the mire into which he thought he had sunk. His natural understanding and gift of perception helped him to make great strides in his scientific education – yet he often felt the leaden weight of his earlier upbringing and his failure then to rise above the mean and low. Chiara and his union with that strange, mysterious creature brought a second ray of light into his life, and so the two together – that awakening of music and Chiara’s love – brought about a dualism in his poetic existence which influenced his rugged but powerful nature for the better. Scarcely had he escaped from the inns and taverns, where bawdy songs were sung amidst thick clouds of tobacco smoke, when chance, or rather his skill in the mechanical devices to which he could lend a touch of mystery (as the gentle reader has already learnt), brought young Abraham into surroundings that must seem like a new world to him, and where, always a stranger, he could maintain himself only by asserting the forthright character with which his nature had endowed him. That forthright character became ever more forthright with time, and as it was by no means the character of a simple boor but arose from a clear, sound human understanding, a proper view of life, and the accurately aimed irony to which those qualities gave rise, it was inevitable that, where the youth had merely held his ground and been tolerated, the grown man inspired great respect, as one to be feared. Nothing is easier than to impress certain persons of high rank who are far below what might be expected of them. Master Abraham was thinking of this just now, as he returned to the fisherman’s cottage from his walk, and he broke into a loud, hearty peal of laughter which relieved the oppression of his breast.

For the vivid memory of that moment in the church of the Abbey of St Blaise, and of his lost Chiara, had plunged the Master into a mood of deep melancholy not usually typical of him. ‘Why,’ he asked himself, ‘why do the wounds I thought long ago covered by scar tissue bleed so frequently these days, why do I indulge in empty dreams when I feel as if I ought to intervene actively in the machinery that an evil spirit seems to be driving the wrong way?’ The Master felt alarmed by the thought of being imperilled in his most characteristic thoughts and deeds, even he knew not how, until (as mentioned already) he fell into that train of thought which brought him to the persons of rank, whereupon he laughed, and immediately felt considerably better.

So he went into the fisherman’s cottage to read Kreisler’s letter.

A remarkable thing had happened in the princely castle. ‘Amazing!’ said the physician. ‘Outside all medical practice and experience!’

Said Princess Maria: ‘It couldn’t be helped, and Princess Hedwiga is all right!’

Said Prince Irenaeus: ‘Didn’t I expressly forbid it – but those asinine riff-raff our servants never listen – well, the Head Forester must make sure the Prince can’t lay hands on any more gunpowder!’

Said Madame Benzon: ‘Thank Heaven she is safe!’

Meanwhile, Princess Hedwiga looked out of the window of her bedchamber, occasionally plucking broken chords on the same guitar Kreisler had flung away in disgust and received back sanctified, as he put it, from Julia’s hands.

Prince Ignatius sat on the sofa weeping and complaining, ‘It hurts, it hurts!’ while Julia, standing in front of him, was busy with a little silver basin – in which she was peeling raw potatoes.

All this related to an event the physician was quite right to call amazing, and outside all medical practice. Prince Ignatius, as the gentle reader has been told several times before, retained the innocently sportive mind and happy candour of a six-year-old boy, and consequently liked to play like one. Among his other toys he had a small cannon cast in metal which he used in his favourite game, although it was a game he could very seldom enjoy, since it involved many items not readily available, to wit, several grains of gunpowder, a fair amount of birdshot and a small bird. If he had all those things he would parade his troops, court-martial the little bird for inciting rebellion in his princely papa’s lost land, load the cannon and shoot the bird, which he had bound to a candlestick with a black heart on its breast. Sometimes he killed it outright but sometimes he didn’t, and then he had to use his penknife to carry out his just sentence on the traitor.

Fritz, the gardener’s ten-year-old son, had found the Prince a pretty, bright-coloured linnet, and was given a crown for it, as usual. The Prince immediately went off to the gunroom when the huntsmen were not there, found a bag of shot and a powder-horn easily enough, and helped himself to the ammunition he needed. He was about to begin the execution, which seemed to call for some haste, since the brightly-coloured, twittering rebel was trying its hardest to escape, when it struck him that as Princess Hedwiga was behaving so nicely these days, he couldn’t deny her the pleasure of witnessing the little traitor’s execution too. He therefore put the box containing his army under one arm, the cannon under the other, took the bird in the hollow of his hand, and stole very quietly (for his father had forbidden him to see Princess Hedwiga) to her bedchamber, where he found her lying clothed on the day-bed, still in her cataleptic state. It was unfortunate that her waiting woman had just left the Princess, and yet as we shall soon see it was fortunate too.

Without more ado Prince Ignatius tied the bird to a candlestick, drew up his army in military order, and loaded the cannon. Then he raised the Princess from her day-bed, made her go over to the table and explained that she was now acting as general in command, while he was the reigning Prince and would fire off the artillery to kill the rebel. The abundance of ammunition had tempted the Prince, and he had not only overloaded his cannon but had scattered gunpowder around the table. As soon as he unlimbered the gun, not only was there an unusually loud bang, but the gunpowder lying around exploded too, burning his hand so badly that he screamed out loud, and never even noticed that at the moment of the explosion Princess Hedwiga had fallen heavily to the floor. The shot rang through the corridors, everyone came running up fearing some misfortune, and even Prince Irenaeus and Princess Maria pushed their way in through the door with the servants, forgetting all about etiquette in their lively alarm. The waiting women picked the Princess up from the floor and laid her on her day-bed, while people ran for the court physician and the surgeon. From the items on the table, Prince Irenaeus very soon saw what had happened and, eyes flashing with anger, told Prince Ignatius, who was screaming and howling terribly, ‘Look here, Ignatius! This is what comes of your silly childish tricks. Get some salve for your burns and stop howling like a street urchin. You – the birch – your posterior – ought to –’

The Prince’s lips were trembling so hard that he could not speak clearly; he became incomprehensible, and left the room with dignity. Deep horror had seized the servants, for this was only the third time Prince Irenaeus had ever addressed his son so brusquely, and merely as Ignatius. Whenever he did so, it showed that he was feeling the most violent anger and would be hard to pacify.

When the court physician announced that the crisis had begun, and he hoped Princess Hedwiga would soon be out of danger and fully cured, her mother said with less interest than might have been expected: ‘Dieu soit loué;41 pray send me any further news.’ However, she took the weeping Princess Hedwiga tenderly in her arms, comforted her kindly, and then followed her husband.

Meanwhile Madame Benzon, intending to visit the unfortunate Hedwiga with Julia, had arrived at the castle. As soon as she heard what had happened she hurried up to the Princess’s bedroom, hastened to the day-bed, knelt down, took Hedwiga’s hand and stared into her eyes, while Julia shed hot tears, imagining that her bosom friend would soon fall into the sleep of death.

Then Hedwiga took a deep breath and said, in a low, barely audible voice, ‘Is he dead?’

Prince Ignatius immediately stopped crying, despite his pain, and replied, laughing and chuckling with delight at the success of his execution, ‘Yes, yes, Princess Sister, dead as a doornail, shot right through the heart.’

‘Ah, yes,’ continued Princess Hedwiga, closing her eyes again, ‘yes, I know. I saw the drop of blood gushing from his heart, but it fell on my breast and I froze to crystal, and it alone lived on in my corpse!’

‘Hedwiga,’ began Madame Benzon, quietly and tenderly, ‘Hedwiga, wake from your dreadful, unhappy dreams. Hedwiga, do you know me?’

The Princess made a small gesture of her hand, as if she wished to be left alone.

‘Hedwiga,’ continued Madame Benzon, ‘Julia is here.’

A smile lit up Hedwiga’s face. Julia leaned over her and pressed a soft kiss to her friend’s pale lips. Then Hedwiga whispered, barely audibly, ‘It’s all over now. My strength will be entirely gone in a few minutes; I can feel it.’

Up to this point no one had taken any notice of the little traitor lying on the table with his mangled breast. Julia now caught sight of him, and only then did she realize that Prince Ignatius had been playing the horrible game she hated so much once again. ‘Prince,’ she said, her cheeks flushing rosy red, ‘Prince, what did that poor bird ever do to you, that you should kill him without mercy here in this room? It’s such a stupid, cruel game – you promised me not to play it long ago, and you haven’t kept your word. If you play it once more, I’ll never arrange your cups or teach your dolls to talk again, or tell you the story of the King of the Water!’

‘Don’t be angry!’ whimpered the Prince. ‘Don’t be angry, Fräulein Julia! He was such a wicked villain. He cut off all the soldiers’ coat-tails on the sly, and he led a rebellion too. Oh, it hurts, it hurts!’

Madame Benzon glanced at the Prince and then at Julia with a curious smile, and then said, ‘What a fuss to make over a couple of burnt fingers! But it’s true, the surgeon is taking a long time to bring that salve. However, there’s an ordinary household remedy which will help even persons of extraordinary rank. Fetch some raw potatoes!’

She went to the door, but then stopped, as if suddenly struck by some idea, turned, took Julia in her arms, kissed her forehead and said, ‘You are my dear good child, and will always be entirely what you should be! Just be careful of extravagant, crazy fools, and close your mind to the evil magic of their enticing words!’

So saying, she cast another inquiring glance at the Princess, who seemed to be sleeping quietly and sweetly, and left the room.

The surgeon arrived carrying a mighty plaster, assuring them with many protestations that he had been waiting for quite some time in his Highness Prince Ignatius’s apartments, for how could he suppose that he would be in those of her Highness instead? He was going to approach the Prince with the plaster, but the waiting woman, who had brought a couple of fine potatoes in a silver basin, barred his way and told him peeled potatoes were the best remedy for injuries caused by burning. ‘And,’ said Julia, interrupting the waiting woman as she took the silver basin from her, ‘and I will make your plaster very nicely for you myself, my little prince.’

‘Your Highness,’ said the surgeon in alarm, ‘think what you are about! A household remedy, for the burnt fingers of a high and princely lord! My art – my art shall – must be the only remedy here!’

And he again approached the Prince who, recoiling, cried out, ‘Go away, go away! I want Fräulein Julia to make my plaster. Your art can take itself away, out of this room!’

The art of medicine took its leave, along with its well-prepared plaster, casting venomous glances at the waiting woman.

Julia could hear the Princess breathing more and more strongly, but imagine her surprise when –

M. cont. – fall asleep. I tossed and turned on my couch; I tried every possible position. Now I stretched full length, now I curled up in a ball, resting my head on my soft paws and wrapping my tail gracefully round me so as to cover my eyes, now I turned on my side and stuck my paws out, hanging my tail down from my bed in lifeless apathy. All, all in vain! My thoughts, my imaginings became more and more confused, until at last I fell into that delirium which may be called not sleep but a conflict between sleeping and waking, as is correctly asserted by Moritz, Davidson, Nudow, Tiedemann, Wienholt, Reil, Schubert, Kluge and other physiological authors42 who have written on sleep and dreaming and whom I haven’t read.

The sun was shining brightly into my master’s room when I woke properly to clear consciousness from this delirium, this struggle between sleep and wakefulness. O youthful tomcat reading this, prick up your ears and pay attention lest the moral escape you! Take to heart what I say of a condition whose inexpressible wretchedness I can describe to you only in faint colours. I repeat, take to heart what I say of this condition, and observe the utmost caution when you first taste cat-punch in a feline fraternity. Lap with moderation, and if anyone objects refer to me and my experience: say you have it from Murr the cat, and I trust all will recognize and allow the validity of that authority.

Very well: first of all as regarding my physical state, not only did I feel dull and miserable, but I was particularly tormented by a certain insistent and abnormal demand of the stomach, which could not be met because of that very abnormality and merely caused a useless rumbling inside me, one in which even the affected ganglions participated, trembling and quivering morbidly in unceasing physical desire and powerlessness. It was a dreadful condition!

But almost worse was the psychic effect. Together with bitter remorse and regret for a yesterday which none the less I could not really deplore, a bleak indifference to all earthly good entered into my soul! I despised all the delights of this world, all gifts of nature, wisdom, understanding, wit, etc. The greatest philosophers, the most brilliant poets seemed to me no more than rag dolls, or those toys called Jumping Jacks, and worst of all, this contempt extended to my own person, and I thought I saw that I was only an ordinary, miserable mouser! There can be nothing more depressing! The idea that I was in the utmost wretchedness, and all this earthly world was nothing but a vale of woe, crushed me with inexpressible pain. I closed my eyes and wept bitterly!

‘So you’ve been out on the tiles, have you, Murr, and now you feel terrible? That’s how it is! Sleep it off, old fellow, and then you’ll be better!’ Such were my master’s words when I couldn’t eat my breakfast, but uttered a few sounds of pain. My master! Dear God, he didn’t know, he had no idea of my suffering! He couldn’t guess the effect of feline fraternities and cat-punch on a sensitive mind!

It might have been noon, and I still had not stirred from my bed when I suddenly saw brother Muzius standing before me. Heaven knows how he’d managed to slip in. I bewailed my wretched condition to him, but instead of feeling sorry for me as I had hoped, instead of comforting me, he laughed immoderately and cried, ‘Ha, ha, brother Murr, it’s nothing but the crisis of your transition from worthless Philistine boyhood to the membership of a worthy fraternity which makes you think yourself sick and miserable. You aren’t used to our heroic drinking bouts yet! But do me the favour of holding your tongue; don’t complain of your suffering to your master, for instance, don’t give him a chance of saying you look like something the cat brought in,43 or wondering who’s used you as a cat’s-paw. Human beings, who delight in abusing others, have plenty of derogatory remarks to make about our kind, so wait until you feel like the cat’s whiskers again. Now then, up you get, pull yourself together and come with me; the fresh air will do you good, and what you need most is the hair of the dog. Come along; you’ll soon find out what that means in practice.’

Brother Muzius had exercised absolute authority over me since saving me from Philistinism; I must do as he demanded. I therefore rose from my couch with difficulty, stretched my lax limbs as best I could, and followed my faithful brother up to the roof. We paced up and down a few times, and I did feel rather better, and a little refreshed. Then brother Muzius led me behind the chimney, and here, reluctant as I felt to do so, I was obliged to take two or three nips of neat soused herring. This was what Muzius called the hair of the dog! Ah, how much more miraculous than any miracle was the drastic effect of this remedy! What can I say? The abnormal demands of my stomach fell silent, the rumbling died down, my nervous system was soothed, life felt good again, I valued earthly well-being, knowledge, wisdom, understanding, wit, etc., I was restored to myself, once more I was that splendid, that most excellent tomcat Murr! Oh, Nature, Nature! Is it possible that a few drinks taken by a reckless tomcat in his ungovernable independence of will can incite rebellion against you, against the benevolent principle you have implanted in his breast with maternal care, which must convince him that the world with its pleasures, for example fried fish, chicken bones, milky porridge, etc., is the best of possible worlds,44 and he the very best creature in that world, since its pleasures are created solely for and on account of him? However – and a philosophical cat will recognize the deep wisdom of this – such desolate, monstrous distress is only the counterweight producing the reaction necessary for persistence in the condition of Being, and so that same distress is rooted in the idea of the eternal universe! So take a hair of the dog, young toms! and console yourself with this philosophical doctrine drawn from the experience of your learned and sharp-witted colleague.

Let it suffice to say that for some time I continued to lead a cheerful, merry life on the roof-tops of the neighbourhood as a feline fraternity member, in the company of Muzius and other excellent, honest, trustworthy young fellows, white, ginger and tabby. I now come to a more important event in my life, and one which was not without consequences.

One evening, as night was falling and I was just off in the bright light of the moon to a tavern, by arrangement with the fraternity, that tabby betrayer who had stolen my Kitty crossed my path. I might well hesitate briefly at the sight of my hated rival – and a rival to whom I had been obliged to submit ignominiously! However, he walked straight by without any greeting, and I felt as if he were smiling at me disdainfully in the awareness of the superiority he had won. I recollected my lost Kitty, the thrashing I had suffered, and the blood boiled in my veins. Muzius observed my rising anger, and when I told him what I thought I’d seen he said, ‘You’re right, brother Murr. The fellow pulled such a face and seemed so bold, I fancy he really meant to insult you. Well, we’ll soon find out. If I’m not much mistaken, that tabby Philistine is in the throes of a new love-affair in the neighbourhood; he slinks around this roof every evening. Let’s wait a little. Perhaps Monsieur will soon be back, and then we can find out more.’

Sure enough, it wasn’t long before the tabby defiantly returned; even from a distance he was measuring me up with scornful glances. Heart high, I boldly went to meet him, and we passed so close that our tails touched ungently. I immediately stopped, turned and said in a firm voice, ‘Miaow!’ He too stopped, turned, and replied defiantly, ‘Miaow!’ Then we went our separate ways.

‘An insult!’ cried Muzius very angrily. ‘I’ll call that defiant tabby to account tomorrow.’

Next morning Muzius did indeed go to the tabby and asked, on my behalf, whether he had touched my tail. He sent me word: he had indeed touched my tail. I sent him word again: if he had touched my tail, I must take it as an insult. He sent me word: I could take it as I liked. I sent him word: I did take it for an insult. He sent me word again: I was in no position to judge what an insult is. I sent him word: I knew it very well, and better than he. He sent me word: I was not man enough for him to insult. I sent him word again: but I took it for an insult. He sent me word: I was a silly boy. Whereupon, to give myself the advantage,45 I sent him word: if I was a silly boy then he was a base villain! Then came the challenge.


[Editor’s marginal note: Oh, my dear Murr, either the point of honour hasn’t changed at all since Shakespeare’s time, or I catch you out in an authorial lie! That is to say, a lie intended to give increased glory and brilliance to the event you describe! Isn’t the way in which you came to fight a duel with the tabby veteran an obvious imitation of Touchstone’s lie seven times removed46 in As You Like It? Don’t I detect, in your supposed account of it, the whole course of insults from the Retort Courteous to the Quip Modest, the Reply Churlish, the Reproof Valiant and the Countercheck Quarrelsome, and does it improve matters that you close with a couple of rude remarks instead of the Lie Circumstantial and the Lie Direct? O Murr, my dear cat, the critics will attack you savagely, but at least you have shown that you’ve read Shakespeare with understanding and to good effect, and that excuses a great deal.]


To be honest, I did suffer a certain sinking feeling when I received the challenge to a duel by scratching. I remembered how badly the tabby betrayer had beaten me when, impelled by jealousy and a desire for revenge, I attacked him, and I wished at least I didn’t have the advantage to which friend Muzius had helped me. Muzius probably saw me turn pale as I read the challenge requiring blood, and anyway he noticed my attitude of mind. ‘Brother Murr,’ said he, ‘I have an idea you are a little alarmed at the thought of facing your first duel?’ I made no bones about it, but opened my whole heart to my friend and told him what was sapping my courage.

‘O my brother,’ said Muzius, ‘o my beloved brother Murr! You forget that when that rough, rude fellow thrashed you so shockingly you were still a young stripling, not the bold, stout fraternity member you are now. Nor could that fight with the tabby tom be called a proper duel according to the rules, no, not even a rencontre,47 only a Philistine kind of a brawl beneath the dignity of any feline fraternity member. Mark my words, brother Murr: mankind, envious of our singular gifts, reproaches us in a shameful, dishonourable fashion with an inclination to brawl, and should any of their own kind do the same they insultingly call it a cat-fight. That is why a tomcat, a tomcat of honour who sets store by right conduct, must and will avoid every low rencontre of that sort, putting to shame men, who are very apt to give and take blows in certain circumstances. So, dear brother, cast away all fear and trepidation, keep up your courage, and be persuaded that you will take sufficient revenge in a proper duel for all the wrong you have suffered. You can scratch that tabby villain so badly that he will leave off his stupid flirtations and silly strutting for quite some time. But wait! It has just struck me that after what has passed between you a duel by scratching cannot give an adequate result: you should fight with more decisive weapons, namely, by biting. Let’s see what the fraternity thinks!’

In a very well-composed speech, Muzius told the assembled fraternity about the case of myself and the tabby. They all agreed with the speaker, and consequently I sent word to the tabby by Muzius to say I accepted his challenge, but in view of the severity of the insult offered me I would fight only by biting. The tabby tried to object, on the pretext that his teeth were blunt, etc., but when Muzius explained in his grave, serious manner that we couldn’t contemplate anything but a more decisive duel by biting, and if he wouldn’t agree he must suffer himself to be called a base villain, he decided he would fight with that weapon.

The night of the duel came. At the appointed hour I positioned myself with Muzius on the roof of the house which lay on the border of our range. My opponent soon appeared with a fine tomcat brindled almost more colourfully than himself; the features of his countenance were even bolder and more defiant. This, we could presume, was my enemy’s second; the two of them had been comrades on various campaigns, and were also both at the conquest of the larder which had won the tabby tom the Order of the Burnt Bacon. At the request of the cautious and provident Muzius, as I learned later, a small, pale grey cat was present too. This cat was supposed to know a great deal about surgery, and was here to give appropriate treatment to the worst, most dangerous wounds so that they would heal quickly.

It was also agreed that the duel was to consist of three jumps, and if there was no clear winner by the end of the third round it would then be decided whether the duel was to proceed or the matter to be regarded as settled. Our seconds paced out the ground, and we took up our positions opposite each other. As custom demanded, the seconds set up a terrible caterwauling, and we jumped at one another.

In a moment, as I tried to seize my adversary, he had sunk his teeth in my right ear, and bitten it so hard that I couldn’t help uttering a loud screech. ‘Fall apart!’ cried Muzius. The tabby let go, and we got back into position.

More caterwauling from our seconds, another leap. This time I thought I had a better hold on my opponent, but the deceitful tabby ducked and bit my left paw, making great drops of blood gush out of it.

‘Fall apart!’ cried Muzius again.

‘Well now,’ said my opponent’s second, turning to me, ‘the matter’s really settled, since the severe injury to your paw means you’re hors de combat, my good fellow.’

But anger and profound wrath kept me from feeling any pain, and I said the third jump would show whether I lacked strength and if the matter was to be taken as settled.

‘Oh, well,’ said the tabby’s second, with a scornful laugh, ‘well, if you’re absolutely determined to fall by the paw of your stronger adversary, have it your own way!’

However, Muzius tapped me on the shoulder and cried, ‘Well done, brother Murr, well done! A good fraternity member takes no notice of such a scratch! Bear yourself bravely!’

There was a third screech from our seconds, a third jump! Despite my fury, I had noticed the trick my opponent used: he always jumped slightly to one side, which was why I missed him but he was sure to get hold of me. This time I took great care, jumped to one side myself, and by the time he thought he would seize me, I had bitten his neck so hard that he couldn’t cry out but only groan.

It was the turn of my adversary’s second to cry, ‘Fall apart!’ I leaped back at once, but the tabby sank to the ground unconscious as blood flowed freely from his deep wound. The pale grey cat immediately hurried over to him, and to help staunch the blood before bandaging the wound employed a household remedy which, Muzius assured me, was always ready to hand, since it went about with its owner. This meant that the medical cat instantly poured a liquid into the wound, and then sprayed the unconscious patient all over with it. It had so sharp and acrid an aroma, I felt sure it would have a strong, drastic effect. It wasn’t exactly Theden’s Arquebusade,48 nor yet Eau de Cologne.

Muzius pressed me ardently to his breast, saying, ‘Brother Murr, you have defended your honourable cause like a tomcat with his heart in the right place! Murr, you will rise to the heights of the fraternity, you will suffer no slurs, and will be ever ready to maintain our honour.’

My adversary’s second, who up to this point had been standing beside the pale grey surgeon, now marched defiantly over and said that I hadn’t fought by the rules in the third jump. At this, however, brother Muzius got into fighting position himself and declared, his eyes flashing, his claws outstretched, that anyone who said such a thing would have him to deal with, and they could settle it on the spot. The tabby’s second thought it better to make no further reply to this, but in silence took his wounded friend on his back – the tabby had now come round a little – and went off with him through the attic window.

The ash-grey surgeon asked whether I would like to have my own wounds treated with the same remedy. However, much as my ear and paw hurt me, I declined this offer and instead set off for home, elated by the victory I had won and by my revenge for the seduction of Kitty and the thrashing I had received.

I have deliberately recorded the story of my first duel in every particular for you, O youthful tomcat! Not only will you find this remarkable tale of the point of honour most instructive, you may also derive from it many a moral which will prove most necessary and useful in your life. As for instance, that courage and boldness are powerless to counter stratagems, and consequently a close study of stratagems is essential if you don’t want to be knocked to the ground but keep a sound footing instead. ‘Chi no se ajuta, se nega,’ says Brighella in Gozzi’s Fortunate Beggars,49 and the man’s right, perfectly right. Remember that, young tom, and don’t despise stratagems, for the true wisdom of life lies concealed in them, as in a rich vein of ore.

When I got downstairs I found my master’s door closed, and consequently had to make do with the straw mat outside it as my bed for the night. My wounds had caused me to lose a great deal of blood, and I did feel rather faint. Then I felt myself being gently carried away by someone. It was my kind master, who had heard me outside the door (I may have whimpered a little without knowing it), opened it, and seen my wounds. ‘Poor Murr,’ he cried, ‘what on earth have they done to you? Those are nasty bites – well, I hope you did your opponents no favours!’

‘Oh, Master,’ I thought, ‘if only you knew!’ And once again I felt greatly elated by the thought of the duel I had fought to the end and the honour I had won.

My good master laid me on my bed, took out a little tin of ointment from the cupboard, prepared two plasters and put them on my ear and my paw. I let him do all this calmly and patiently, only letting out a little ‘Mrrr!’ when the first plaster hurt me slightly.

‘You’re a clever cat, Murr!’ said my master. ‘Unlike other cross, bad-tempered specimens of your kind, you don’t fail to recognize your master’s good intentions. Keep quiet now, and when it’s time for you to lick your wounded paw better you’ll get the plaster off yourself. As for your injured ear, though, there’s nothing you can do about that, my poor friend; you’ll just have to put up with the plaster.’

I promised my master I would, offering him my sound paw in token of my satisfaction and my gratitude for his aid. As usual, he took it and shook it slightly without applying the least pressure. My master knew how to associate with cats of culture and education!

I soon felt the beneficial effect of the plasters, and was glad I had turned down the little pale grey surgeon’s dreadful household remedy. Muzius, who came to visit me, found me well and cheerful. Before long I was able to go to the fraternity’s drinking party with him. You may imagine with what indescribable rejoicing they received me there! Everyone thought twice as much of me as before.

From this time on I led a merry life in the fraternity, and didn’t at all mind losing the best of the fur from my coat in the process. But is there any lasting happiness here below? Behind every pleasure we enjoy, does there not lurk –

W.P. – situated on a steep, high hill which would have been considered a mountain in low-lying country. A broad, pleasant path led up past aromatic bushes, and the stone benches and arbours set at frequent intervals on both sides of this path showed a hospitable concern for pilgrims travelling it. On reaching the top, the first thing you noticed was the size and splendour of the building which might have been taken, from a distance, for nothing but an isolated church. The coats of arms, the bishop’s mitre, crozier and cross carved in stone above the gate, all showed that this had once been a bishop’s residence, and the inscription Benedictus qui venit in nomine domini50 invited pious guests in through the entrance. But all who did come in were sure to stop involuntarily, surprised and enthralled by the sight of the church at the centre of the complex, in the main building, with its magnificent façade built in the Palladian style51 and its two tall, airy towers. Wings adjoined it on both sides. The main building also contained the Abbot’s apartments, while the wings accommodated the monks’ cells, the refectory and other common rooms, as well as guest-rooms for visitors. Not far from the monastery lay its farm buildings, dairy and steward’s house, and further down the valley the pretty village of Kanzheim wound its way like a luxuriant, colourful garland round the hill where the Abbey stood.

This valley reached to the foot of the distant mountain range. Many herds and flocks grazed the meadows through which clear, bright streams of water flowed; the country folk from the villages scattered throughout the district passed merrily through the rich cornfields; joyful bird-song rose from the charming bushes; the wistful call of a horn echoed from the dark and distant forest; heavily laden boats with pretty white sails glided along the broad river that ran fast through the valley, and the cheerful greetings of the boatmen could be heard. Everywhere there was luxuriant growth, Nature’s blessings richly bestowed; everywhere flourishing life pursued its eternal course. The view of this smiling landscape seen downhill from the Abbey windows raised the spirits and simultaneously filled the mind with deep pleasure.

If, despite the grand and noble plan of the church building, the interior decoration with its wealth of painted, gilded carving and its ornate pictorial detail could perhaps be accused of excess and monastic lack of taste, that made the purity of style in which the Abbot’s apartments were built and decorated all the more striking. You stepped straight from the choir of the church into a roomy hall which served as both a common-room for the brethren and a place to store instruments and sheet music. From this hall a long corridor, displaying a row of Ionic columns, led to the Abbot’s rooms. Silken hangings, excellent paintings by the best masters of various schools, busts, statues of great churchmen, carpets, well-laid floorboards and fine furniture – everything bore witness to the wealth of this well-endowed monastery. Although that wealth dominated the whole, it was not the brilliant magnificence which dazzles without pleasing the eye, and arouses wonder rather than enjoyment. Everything here was in its right place; nothing ostentatiously obtruded itself alone on your attention to the detriment of the rest, so you did not think of the value of this or that individual ornament but felt pleasingly stimulated by the whole effect. It was the general seemliness of the arrangement which gave this pleasing impression, and that just sense of what is seemly might well be what is usually called good taste. The pleasant comfort of these rooms of the Abbot’s verged on luxury without being actually luxurious, so the fact that a man of God had collected and arranged everything himself could give no offence. When Abbot Chrysostom came to Kanzheim a few years earlier, he had caused the Abbot’s apartments to be furnished as they now were, and those furnishings vividly expressed his whole character and nature even before you saw the man himself, when you quickly became aware of his intellectual stature. Still in his forties, tall, well built, his handsome, manly countenance wearing a spiritual expression, dignity and grace in his whole bearing, the Abbot inspired the respect due to his rank in all who met him. A zealous soldier of the Church, a never-resting champion of the rights of his order and his monastery, he none the less appeared indulgent and patient. But this apparent indulgence was itself a weapon he was well able to wield, thus overcoming all opposition, even from the highest authorities. Though you might guess that those simple words of salvation which seemed to spring from the most faithful of hearts hid monastic cunning, yet all you perceived was the skill of an eminent mind versed in the deeper business of the Church. The Abbot was a pupil of the Propaganda in Rome.52 Personally disinclined to deny the claims of this world, in so far as they can be reconciled with spiritual decorum and order, he gave the many brethren under him all the freedom they could require in their station in life. Thus it was that while some devoted themselves to one branch of scholarship or another, pursuing their studies in secluded cells, others walked happily in the Abbey grounds, indulging in cheerful conversation; while those with a leaning to fervent piety fasted and spent their time in constant prayer, others enjoyed the pleasures of the Abbey’s richly furnished table and confined their religious observances to the Rule of the Order; while some never wished to leave the Abbey, others took long journeys and even, in due season, exchanged their long religious robes for short hunting coats and went abroad as bold woodsmen.


However, if the brothers were of different casts of mind, and each could follow his own inclinations, they were all united in an enthusiastic love of music. Almost to a man they were trained musicians, and there were virtuosi among them who would have done credit to the finest of court orchestras. An extensive collection of sheet music and a selection of the finest instruments enabled each of them to pursue his art as he chose, and frequent performances of fine works kept everyone up to the mark in practice.

Kreisler’s arrival at the Abbey gave new stimulus to these musical activities. The scholars closed their books, the pious cut short their prayers, they all gathered round Kreisler, whom they loved and whose works they valued more highly than any others. The Abbot himself felt deep affection for him, and joined them all in their utmost endeavours to show him their respect and love as best they could. If the surroundings where the Abbey lay might be called a paradise, life in the monastery offered the most delightful of comforts, including an excellent table, and fine wines procured by Father Hilarius, while cheerful good humour, instigated by the Abbot himself, reigned among the brethren. Unceasingly occupied by his art, Kreisler was truly in his element, and inevitably his troubled spirit became calmer than it had been for some time. Even his angry humour was softened; he became mild and gentle as a child. But even more important, he believed in himself. The phantom doppelgänger who had risen from the blood of his wounded heart was gone.

It is said somewhere∗ of Kapellmeister Johannes Kreisler that his friends could not get him to write a composition down, and if he ever did, then whatever pleasure he had expressed at succeeding with it, he would throw the work into the fire immediately afterwards. Such may have been the case at a certain disastrous period which threatened poor Johannes with hopeless ruin, but of which the present biographer does not yet know very much. In Kanzheim Abbey, at any rate, Kreisler was careful not to destroy the compositions written from his heart, and his mood was expressed in the sweet, healing melancholy that marked his works, in contrast with his former only too frequent practice of using mighty magic to conjure up, from the depths of harmony, those powerful spirits that arouse fear, horror and all the torment of hopeless longing in the human breast.

One evening, in the choir of the church, they had been holding the last rehearsal of a High Mass completed by Kreisler, which was to be performed next morning. The brethren had returned to their cells. Kreisler alone lingered in the colonnade, looking out at the countryside lying before him and lit by the last rays of the setting sun. Then he seemed to hear once more, at a great distance, the work that the monks had just performed for him in such a lively fashion. When it came to the Agnus Dei,54 however, he was overcome again, and yet more powerfully, by the ineffable joy of those moments when he had conceived that Agnus. ‘No,’ he cried out, as hot tears filled his eyes, ‘no! It is not I, but you alone, you, my one Idea, my only desire!’

The way in which Kreisler had set this movement, felt by the Abbot and the brethren to express the most ardent piety, divine love itself, was a remarkable one. One night when his mind was entirely occupied by the High Mass he had begun but had not nearly finished writing, he dreamed that it was the feast of All Saints, for which the composition was intended; they had rung the bells for High Mass and he was standing at the conductor’s desk with the completed score before him, while the Abbot, officiating at the Mass in person, intoned the opening of his Kyrie. Movement now followed movement; the performance was good and powerful, surprising him and sweeping him on to the Agnus Dei. Then to his horror he found blank pages in the score, with not a note written down; as he suddenly let his baton fall the brethren stared at him, waiting for him to begin again, waiting for the silence to come to an end at long last. But confusion and anxiety weighed down on him, heavy as lead, and although he had the whole Agnus ready in his mind, he could not get it out and into the score. However, a beautiful angelic figure appeared, approached the desk and sang the Agnus in heavenly tones, and the angelic figure was Julia! In raptures of sublime inspiration, Kreisler woke and wrote down the Agnus that had come to him in his blissful dream. And now he was dreaming that dream again; he heard Julia’s voice, the waves of song beat higher and higher, and when the chorus came in with Dona nobis pacem he was ready to sink in the sea of a thousand blissful joys flowing over him.

A light tap on the shoulder roused Kreisler from the ecstasy into which he had fallen. It was the Abbot, standing before him and looking at him with pleasure.

‘Am I not right,’ began the Abbot, ‘am I not right, my son Johannes, in thinking that what you have felt deep within your heart, what you have magnificently and powerfully succeeded in bringing to life, now rejoices your entire soul? I believe you were thinking of your High Mass, which I count as one of the best works you have ever written.’

Kreisler looked at the Abbot in silence, still incapable of uttering a word.

‘Well now,’ continued the Abbot, smiling, ‘come down from that elevated region to which you have soared! I really believe you compose in your thoughts and so you never stop work, which is certainly a pleasure to you, if a dangerous one, since in the end it will consume your powers. Rid yourself of all creative thoughts now, and let us walk up and down this cool alley and talk without constraint.’

The Abbot now spoke of the furnishings of the monastery, of the monks’ way of life, praised the truly cheerful and pious mind they all bore within them, and finally asked the Kapellmeister whether he (the Abbot) was mistaken in thinking he had noticed that after spending these months at the Abbey Kreisler had become calmer, less prejudiced, more inclined to active pursuit of that high form of art which glorifies the service of the Church.

Kreisler could not but admit this, and furthermore assured him that the Abbey had opened its doors to him like an asylum to which he had fled, and he felt as much at home there as if he were really a brother of the Order and would never leave the monastery again.

‘So, reverend sir,’ Kreisler concluded, ‘allow me the deception these robes encourage. Let me believe that when I was buffeted by threatening storms, the kindness of a Fate now placated washed me up on an island where I could be safe, where the beautiful dream that is none other than the inspiration of art itself can never be destroyed.’

‘Indeed,’ replied the Abbot, his countenance lit up by a singular kindliness, ‘indeed, my son Johannes, the garment you have put on to appear our brother suits you well, and I would wish you never to take it off again. You are as worthy a Benedictine as can be imagined. And yet,’ the Abbot continued after a brief silence, taking Kreisler’s hand, ‘and yet this is not the occasion for joking. You know, Johannes, how dear you have been to me ever since I first met you; you know how my deep friendship, coupled with my great respect for your outstanding talent, has increased more and more. One feels concern for a man one loves, and this concern it was that has made me observe you, even observe you with anxiety, since you came to stay in the monastery. The result of my observations brought me to a conviction that I cannot relinquish! I have long wished to open my whole heart to you in this respect; I was waiting for a favourable moment, and it has come! Kreisler, renounce the world and enter our Order!’

Congenial as Kreisler found the Abbey, pleased as he was to be able to prolong a visit that gave him peace and quiet while he devoted his mind to his many artistic occupations, the Abbot’s proposition surprised him in an almost disagreeable way, since the last idea he seriously entertained was to give up his freedom and remain with the monks for ever, even if such a fancy had sometimes entered his head, and the Abbot might have noticed it. He looked at the Abbot in astonishment. However, the latter did not let him speak, but continued: ‘Hear me out quietly, Kreisler, before you give me an answer. I must certainly wish to win the Church an able servant, but the Church herself frowns on any undue persuasion, only desiring the inner spark of true knowledge to be stirred so that it blazes up into the brightly burning flame of faith and destroys all delusion. All I want, therefore, is to disclose what may lie dark and confused in your own heart, and bring you to clear knowledge. May I then, my dear Johannes, speak to you of those nonsensical prejudices against the monastic life entertained in the outside world? A monk is always supposed to have been driven by some monstrous fate into the cloister, where he spends a desolate life in constant torment, renouncing all the pleasures of the world. The monastery is seen as the dark dungeon where sad grief for happiness forever lost, despair and the madness of ingenious self-torments lock themselves away, a place where careworn, pale, deathly figures eke out a miserable existence, giving vent to their heart-rending anguish in dully murmured prayers!’

Kreisler could not help smiling, for as the Abbot spoke of careworn, pale, deathly figures he thought of many a well-nourished Benedictine, particularly good red-cheeked Hilarius, who knew no greater torment than drinking wine of a bad vintage, and whose only anguish was caused by a new musical score which he did not immediately understand.

‘You smile,’ continued the Abbot, ‘you smile at the contrast of the picture I painted with the monastic life as you have learnt to know it here, and you certainly have reason to do so. And if many a man tormented by earthly sorrow does flee to the cloister, resigning all worldly happiness and good fortune for ever, then it is well for him that the Church takes him in, and he finds in her bosom a peace which alone can comfort him for all the adversity he has suffered, and can raise him above disastrous earthly fate. But how many there are who are led to the convent by a true inner inclination to the devout contemplative life, who are ill-fitted for the world, distracted every moment by the pressure of all the petty business that life engenders, who feel at ease only in voluntary seclusion! And then there are others who have no decided inclination towards the monastic life, yet belong nowhere but in the cloister. I mean those who live as strangers in the world because they belong to a higher existence, and take the claims of that higher existence for the condition of life; however, they are in restless pursuit of what cannot be found here below, ever thirsty with a longing that can never be satisfied, wavering this way and that, seeking peace and calm in vain. Every arrow strikes their bared breasts; there is no balm for their wounds but the bitter derision of the enemy who is always armed against them. Only seclusion, a life of uniformity without interruption, and above all constant freedom to look up to that world of light where they belong can create equilibrium, allowing them to feel an inner contentment not of this earth, not to be won in worldly bustle and confusion. And you – you, my dear Johannes – are one of these men raised up by the Eternal Power, amidst the stress of earthly life, to what is heavenly. That lively sense of a higher existence that will always, must always divide you from shallow earthly things shines strongly out in the art which belongs to another world and which, a sacred mystery of divine love, is locked with longing in your breast. That art is ardent piety itself, and once devoted to it entirely, you will have nothing more in common with a motley worldly dalliance which you will fling contemptuously away, as a boy casts aside his worn-out toys when he becomes a young man. Flee the deluded mockery of scornful fools who have often wounded you to the heart, my poor Johannes, flee it for ever! Your friend spreads his arms to receive you and guide you into the safe harbour where no tempest threatens!’

‘I am deeply aware,’ said Johannes in sad, grave tones, when the Abbot fell silent, ‘I am deeply aware of the truth of your words, my reverend friend! I have a profound sense of being good for nothing in a world which seems to me an eternal and mysterious kind of dissonance. And yet – I admit it freely – I am horrified by the thought of putting on this habit at the cost of many convictions I absorbed with my mother’s milk; I see it as a dungeon from which I could never emerge. I feel as if the world where Kapellmeister Johannes found many a pretty little garden full of fragrant flowers would suddenly appear to Brother Johannes a desolate, inhospitable wilderness, as if, once involved in active life, renunciation –’

‘Renunciation,’ the Abbot interrupted the Kapellmeister, his voice raised, ‘renunciation? Is it renunciation to you, Johannes, when the spirit of art grows stronger and stronger within you, when you rise to the bright clouds on mighty pinions? What earthly pleasure can still beguile you? But –’ (continued the Abbot in a softer voice) ‘but no doubt the Eternal Power has set a feeling in our hearts that shakes our whole being with invincible force; it is the mysterious bond that unites mind and body, in that one man thinks he is striving for the highest ideal of a chimerical happiness, yet he wants only what another thinks a necessary requirement, and so there is an interplay required for the continued existence of mankind. I need not add that I speak of love between men and women, and that I consider it no small thing to renounce it entirely. But Johannes! if you do renounce it you save yourself from ruin; you never, never can or will partake of the imagined happiness of earthly love.’

The Abbot spoke these last words as solemnly and devoutly as if the Book of Fate lay open before him, and he was informing poor Kreisler out of it of all the suffering that threatened him, which he must escape by fleeing to the cloister.

However, there began on Kreisler’s face that strange play of muscles which usually announced the advent of the spirit of irony seizing upon him. ‘Oh no!’ said he. ‘Oh no, your Reverence is wrong there, quite wrong. Your Reverence is mistaken in my person, confused by the habit I wear to fool folk for a while in masquerade, and while remaining incognito myself, write their names in the palms of their hands, so they know where they stand! Am I not a tolerable sort of fellow, then, still in the prime of life, handsome enough in appearance, sufficiently educated and well-mannered? Can’t I brush my best black tail-coat and put it on, and as for what goes under it, appear bravely decked out all in silk to come before any professor’s red-cheeked daughter, or any blue or brown-eyed daughter of a privy councillor, asking without more ado, all the sweetness of the most delicate amoroso55 in my bearing, countenance and tone, “Loveliest of girls, will you give me your hand and with it your precious person, in earnest of the same?” And the professor’s daughter would cast down her eyes and whisper softly, “Pray speak to Papa!” Or the councillor’s daughter might cast me a languishing glance and then assure me that she has been silently aware for some time of the love I have only now put into words, and just by the way she’ll talk about the trimming of her wedding dress. And oh, dear God! as for those gentlemen their respective fathers, how happily would they be rid of their daughters at the bidding of so respectable a character as a Grand Ducal ex-Kapellmeister!

‘Or then again, I could aspire to the high romantic vein, embark upon an idyll, offer my heart and hand to the farmer’s pretty daughter while she’s engaged in making goat cheese, or like another Pistofolus the notary56 betake me to the mill and seek my goddess in the celestial clouds of flour-dust! Where would a true, honest heart fail to be appreciated if it wants nothing, asks nothing, but marriage – marriage – marriage? So I’ll have no luck in love? Your Reverence doesn’t stop to think that I’m the very man to be quite stupendously lucky in the kind of love whose simple theme is nothing but “If you want me, then I’ll take you!”, upon which, after the allegro brillante of the wedding, further variations are played during marriage. What’s more, your Reverence doesn’t know that I seriously thought of getting married a while ago. To be sure, I was a young fellow of little experience and education at the time, being only seven years old, but the young lady of thirty-three whom I had chosen for my bride promised me then, with hand and word, to marry none but me, and why it all fell through later I myself don’t know. So let your Reverence just note that I’ve been lucky in love from infancy, and now – silk stockings, silk stockings – shoes fit to put me on a suitor’s footing so that I may instantly go a-courting, running full tilt after the lady who has already stretched out the prettiest little index finger, ready for a ring to be put on it directly. If it weren’t indecorous for a respectable Benedictine to amuse himself by leaping about like a hare, I’d dance a jig for your Reverence here and now, or a gavotte or a hopping dance,57 such is the joy that overwhelms me at the mere thought of brides and weddings. Ah, when it comes to marriage and luck in love I’m your man, as I hope your Reverence may understand!’

‘I have not,’ said the Abbot, when Kreisler at last fell silent, ‘I have not wished to interrupt you in your strange flights of humour, Kapellmeister, which prove just what I say. And I certainly feel the sting that was intended to wound me but did not! It is my good fortune never to have believed in that chimerical love which hovers bodiless in the air, and is supposed to have nothing in common with the condition of the human principle! How can it be that with your morbid extravagance of mind – but never mind that! It is time to come closer to the menacing enemy that pursues you. Did you not hear of the fate of that unhappy painter Leonhard Ettlinger during your visit to Sieghartshof?’

Shudders of strange horror ran through Kreisler when the Abbot spoke that name. Every trace of the bitter irony which had previously possessed him was gone from his face, and he asked in a hollow voice: ‘Ettlinger? Ettlinger? What has he to do with me, or I with him? I never met him; it was only a trick of heated fancy when I once imagined he was speaking to me from the water.’

‘Hush,’ said the Abbot in mild and gentle tones as he took Kreisler’s hand, ‘hush, my son Johannes! You have nothing in common with that unhappy man who was cast into utter ruin by the aberration of a passion grown too strong. Yet his dreadful fate may serve you as a warning and an example. My son Johannes, you are still treading paths more slippery than he trod, so flee – flee Hedwiga! Johannes, a nightmare holds the Princess fast in bands that seem impossible to loosen if a free spirit does not cut through them! And you?’

A thousand ideas passed through Kreisler’s mind at these words. He saw that the Abbot was acquainted not only with all the circumstances of the princely house at Sieghartshof, but also with what had happened while he was staying there. It became clear to him that the Princess’s morbid sensitivity had given grounds for fearing a danger in his presence which he had not even thought of, and who could entertain that fear and therefore wish him gone from the scene entirely but Madame Benzon? The lady must be in contact with the Abbot, must have heard of his, Kreisler’s sojourn in the Abbey, and was thus the moving force behind everything his Reverence had been saying. He vividly remembered all those occasions when the Princess really had appeared to feel a passion kindling within her, yet even he did not know why the idea that he himself could be the object of that passion filled him with something like fear of the uncanny. He felt as if a strange incorporeal power were trying to force its way into him and rob him of his freedom of thought. Princess Hedwiga suddenly stood before his mind’s eye, gazing at him with the strange glance characteristic of her, and at that moment a pulse-beat throbbed through all his nerves, as it had when he first touched the Princess’s hand. Yet now that uncanny fear was lifted from him. He felt electrical warmth spread benignly through his inner being, and said quietly, as if in a dream, ‘Little rogue of a Raja torpedo,58 are you teasing me again? But you can’t inflict injury unpunished, you know, since I’ve turned Benedictine monk all for love of you!’

The Abbot observed the Kapellmeister with a penetrating glance, as if trying to see right through him, and then asked gravely and solemnly, ‘To whom are you speaking, my son Johannes?’

Kreisler, however, awoke from his dreams. It struck him that if the Abbot were informed of all that had happened in Sieghartshof, he must know, more particularly, the sequel to the catastrophe that had driven him away, and he was anxious to hear more about it.

‘I was speaking to no one, reverend sir,’ he replied to the Abbot, with a curious laugh, ‘to no one but, as you heard, a rogue of a Raja torpedo which tried, quite uninvited, to interrupt our rational conversation and confuse me more than I’m confused already. But from all this, I am very sorry to conclude that certain persons take me for as much of a fool as the late court painter Leonhard Ettlinger, who not only wanted to paint a lady of rank – who naturally couldn’t care for him a jot – but to love her too, and that in as common a way as Jack loves Jill. Dear God, did I ever show any disrespect in playing the finest chords to accompany some wretched singing? Did I ever dare to express unseemly or fanciful notions of joy and pain, love and hate, when it pleased that self-willed princely little creature to act strangely, in all manner of wonderful emotional fancies, trying to vex honest folk with magnetic visions? Did I ever do such a thing? Tell me –’

‘Yes,’ interrupted the Abbot, ‘yes, my dear Johannes, you once spoke of the artist’s love.’

Kreisler stared at the Abbot and then, striking his hands together and casting up his eyes, exclaimed, ‘O Heaven! So that’s it! My dear good people,’ he continued, that curious smile asserting itself again on his face so that the inner melancholy of his voice was almost hidden, ‘dear good people all, did you never hear Prince Hamlet59 somewhere, even treading the most commonplace of boards, tell an honest man called Guildenstern, “Call me what instrument you will, though you fret me, you cannot play upon me.” By Heaven, that’s my case entirely! Why listen to your harmless friend Kreisler if the melody of love locked in his breast doesn’t please your ear? Ah, Julia!’

The Abbot, as if suddenly surprised by something quite unexpected, seemed to be searching in vain for words, while Kreisler stood there gazing with delight at the sea of fire rising in the evening sky.

Then the sound of bells rang out from the Abbey towers; beautiful, heavenly voices, they moved through the golden glow of the evening clouds.

‘I will go with you,’ cried Kreisler, spreading both arms wide, ‘I will go with you, ye chords! Borne by you, all desolate pain shall rise to me and be destroyed within my breast, and your voices, like heavenly messengers of peace, shall proclaim that pain is swallowed up in hope, in the yearning of eternal love.’

‘The bells are ringing for Vespers,’ said the Abbot. ‘I hear the brethren coming. My dear friend, we may perhaps speak again tomorrow of various events at Sieghartshof.’

‘Wait,’ cried Kreisler, who had just remembered what it was he wanted the Abbot to tell him, ‘wait, most reverend sir; there’s a great deal I’d like to hear about merry weddings and so forth. Surely Prince Hector will not hesitate to take the hand he sued for, even while far away? I hope no ill has befallen the glorious bridegroom?’

At this all solemnity vanished from the Abbot’s countenance, and he spoke with the pleasant humour usually characteristic of him. ‘Nothing has happened to the glorious bridegroom, my dear Johannes, but they do say a wasp stung his adjutant in the forest.’

‘Oho,’ replied Kreisler, ‘oho! A wasp he was trying to drive off with fire and smoke!’

The brothers entered the colonnade, and –

M. cont. – a wicked enemy seeking to snap up the choice morsel right under an honest, harmless tomcat’s nose? For before long our pleasant roof-top society received a blow which shook and entirely ruined it. Our wicked enemy, destroyer of all feline comfort,60 appeared in the shape of a mighty raging Philistine known as Achilles. There were few respects in which he might be compared with his Homeric namesake, unless one were to suppose that the latter’s heroism too consisted chiefly in a certain clumsy awkwardness and the making of coarse, boastful remarks. Achilles was really an ordinary mastiff, but he worked as a watchdog, and the gentleman whose service he had entered kept him chained up, to strengthen his attachment to the house, so that he could go about freely only by night. Many of us were very sorry for him, despite his insufferable nature, but he did not take his loss of liberty to heart, being foolish enough to suppose the heavy weight of the chain was bestowed on him as an honour and ornament. Not a little to his vexation, Achilles found that our nocturnal merry-making disturbed his sleep when he was supposed to be on duty protecting the house from all mischief, and he threatened us with death and destruction as disturbers of the peace. However, since his clumsiness prevented him from climbing even to the attic, let alone on to the roof, we took no notice at all of his threats, but went on in just the same way as before.

Achilles resorted to other measures: he began his campaign against us as a good general begins many a battle, with furtive attacks and then with open skirmishing. He sometimes condescended to play with various Pomeranians, applying his clumsy paws to them, and the moment we struck up our music he made these Poms bark so horribly at his command that we couldn’t hear a note we were singing! There was more to come! Some of those Philistine hangers-on made their way up to the attic and although they wouldn’t venture into any kind of open, honourable fight when we showed them our claws, they struck up such a terrible racket, yowling and barking, that whereas only the watchdog’s sleep had been disturbed at first, the master of the house himself couldn’t get a wink now, and when the fearsome noise went on and on he snatched up his hunting-crop to drive the riotous folk overhead away.

O tomcat, you who read this, have you ever heard, if you have true manly feeling in your breast, a clear understanding in your head, and an ear for music, have you ever heard, I say, of anything more horrible, unpleasant, loathsome and at the same time pitiful than the shrill, dissonant yapping of Poms in a rage, howling in every key? Tomcat, beware those tail-wagging little creatures, smacking their lips and acting so sweetly! Don’t trust them! Believe me, the friendliness of a Pom is more dangerous than the tiger’s unsheathed claw! Let us say nothing of our own bitter experiences in that respect – alas, all too frequent! – but return to the further course of our story.

As mentioned above, then, the dog’s master picked up his hunting-crop to drive the rioters from the attic. And what happened? Why, the Poms ran up to the irate gentleman wagging their tails, licked his feet, and pretended they had been making such a racket only for the sake of his peace and quiet, even though their noise itself was what had wrecked his comfort. They pretended they were barking only to drive away us cats, who got up to all manner of intolerable mischief on the roof, they said, singing songs in excessively high keys and so on. Sad to relate, the gentleman let the fluent loquacity of those Poms persuade him to believe it all, particularly because the watchdog, whom he did not neglect to question, confirmed it in the bitter hatred he bore us. Persecution was now our lot! We were driven away wherever we went – errand boys went for us with broomsticks, tiles were thrown at us, snares and fox-traps set everywhere to catch us, and alas, they did catch some of us too. Even my dear friend Muzius fell into misfortune, that is, into a fox-trap which crushed his right hind paw badly.

So there was an end of our happy life together, and I went back to my place under my master’s stove, bewailing the fate of my unfortunate friends in sad seclusion.

One day Herr Lothario the Professor of Aesthetics entered my master’s room, and behind him – ran Ponto.

I cannot tell you how strange and uneasy I felt at the sight of Ponto. If he wasn’t exactly either a watchdog or a Pom himself, yet he belonged to that species whose nasty hostile nature had spoilt my life in the merry society of the feline fraternity, and therefore, in spite of the friendship he had shown me, I was in two minds about him. Moreover, I thought I saw something cocky and scornful about Ponto’s glance, about the dog himself, and I consequently decided I would rather not speak to him at all. Very quietly, I slipped off my cushion, and with one bound I was inside the stove, the door of which happened to be open. I pulled it shut behind me.

Herr Lothario was now talking to my master, discussing various matters of no interest to me, particularly as all my attention was bent on young Ponto. After foolishly babbling a song, he had gone dancing round the room and jumped up on the window sill, where he was nodding the whole time to acquaintances passing by, as conceited persons commonly will. He also yelped a little, no doubt to attract the glances of passing fair ones of his own kind. The giddy fellow seemed not to think of me at all and although, as I was saying, I didn’t in the least want to speak to him, I did not like his failing to ask after me, his ignoring me entirely.

Of quite another mind – and as I thought, a much better, more reasonable one – was the Professor of Aesthetics Herr Lothario, who, having looked all round the room for me, asked my master, ‘But where’s your excellent Monsieur Murr?’

For an honourable feline fraternity member, there can be no worse appellation than the fateful word Monsieur.61 However, one must suffer a great deal in this world from aestheticians, so I forgave the Professor his insult.

Master Abraham told him I had been going my own way for some time and was seldom home, especially at night, which made me look tired and exhausted. But I had been lying on my cushion just now, he said, and he really didn’t know where I’d disappeared to so suddenly.

‘I suspect,’ continued the Professor, ‘I’m inclined to suspect, Master Abraham, that your Murr – but is he hiding somewhere here, listening? Let’s just take a look.’

I quietly withdrew to the back of the stove, but you can imagine how I pricked up my ears when the talk turned to me. The Professor had searched every corner in vain, not a little to my master’s surprise. ‘Really, Professor, you do my Murr extraordinary honour!’ said he, laughing.

‘Aha!’ replied the Professor. ‘Master, I can’t rid my mind of that suspicion I have of you and the educational experiment whereby a tomcat may became a poet and an author. Don’t you remember the sonnet and the gloss my Ponto snatched from your Murr’s paws? Well, be that as it may, I’ll take advantage of Murr’s absence to tell you of a nasty conjecture I entertain, and recommend you most urgently to keep an eye on his behaviour. Little as I generally concern myself with cats, it has not escaped my notice that many previously good, well-behaved tomcats have suddenly adopted a course of conduct which is a gross offence against all decorum and order. They don’t wind their way about our legs humbly as they used to, but strut defiantly about, they don’t hesitate to show their original wild nature with flashing glances and angry growling, they even unsheathe their claws. Thinking so little of sober, quiet conduct, they’re equally disinclined to appear decorous and urbane in their outward appearance. They never think of washing their whiskers, licking their fur till it shines, nibbling their claws when they grow too long; they run about all dishevelled and shaggy with unkempt tails, to the horror and dismay of all cultivated cats. But particularly blameworthy, indeed insufferable, is their habit of holding secret meetings by night, rumbustiously engaged in what they call singing, although there’s nothing to be heard but a horrible howling utterly without proper time, correct melody and harmony. I am afraid, Master Abraham, I am afraid your Murr has gone to the bad and is participating in those vulgar diversions, which can earn him nothing but a good thrashing. It would grieve me if all the care you’ve lavished on your little grey friend were in vain, and for all his education he descends to the usual wild behaviour of common dissolute tomcats.’ When I heard myself, my good friend Muzius and my stout-hearted brothers so shockingly undervalued, a sound of pain involuntarily escaped me.

‘What was that?’ cried the Professor. ‘I do believe Murr is hiding somewhere in the room after all! Ponto! Allons! Seek, seek!’

With one bound, Ponto was down from the window-sill and snuffling around the room. He stopped outside the door of the stove, growled, barked, and jumped up in the air.

‘He’s in the stove, no doubt about it!’ So said the Master, opening the door. I sat calmly where I was, looking at my master with clear, bright eyes. ‘Yes, indeed,’ cried my master, ‘there he is sitting at the very back of the stove. Well, do you fancy coming out of there? Come along, out!’

Little as I wished to leave my hiding place, I had to obey my master’s order if I didn’t want to invite violence in which I would come off worst. I therefore slowly crept out. However, no sooner had I emerged into the light of day than both the Professor and my master exclaimed aloud, ‘Oh, Murr! Murr! What do you look like? What have you been up to?’

I was covered all over with ashes, to be sure; add to that the noticeable deterioration in my outward appearance which had been coming on for quite some time, and I was obliged to see myself in the description the Professor had given of those schismatic tomcats. I could imagine the pitiful figure I cut. When I compared that pitiful figure with the appearance of my friend Ponto, who looked very fine indeed with his nice, handsome, glossy and curly coat, deep shame filled me, and I slunk quietly and sadly into my corner.

‘Is that,’ cried the Professor, ‘is that the clever, the well-conducted cat Murr? The elegant writer, the brilliant poet who composes sonnets and glosses? No, he’s a perfectly ordinary cat who haunts kitchen hearths and knows nothing but how to catch mice in cellars and attics! So tell me, you decorously behaved animal, will you be asking to take your degree soon, even applying for a chair of aesthetics? You’ve certainly got yourself a nice academic gown there!’

And he went on and on mocking me with such remarks. What could I do except what I usually did in such cases, when taken to task, and lay my ears back close to my head?

Finally both the Professor and my master burst into roars of laughter that cut me to the heart. However, I felt Ponto’s conduct almost more keenly. Not only did he show by expression and gesture that he shared his master’s scorn, he kept jumping aside to display his dislike of coming near me. He was probably afraid of getting his nice clean coat dirty. Being obliged to suffer such contempt from a stupid poodle is no small thing for a tomcat as conscious of his distinguished qualities as I am.

The Professor now fell into a lengthy conversation with my master, a conversation which seemed to have nothing to do with me and my kind, and I really understood very little of it. But I did gather that they were discussing whether it were better to counter the often confused and unbridled behaviour of excitable youth with open force, or merely to employ clever, inconspicuous ways of keeping it within limits, giving the young people room for self-knowledge, which would soon put an end to such behaviour. The Professor was for open force, saying that conformity to the outer good required everyone, resistance notwithstanding, to be pressed as soon as possible into the mould made by the relationship of all individual parts to the whole, for otherwise a dreadful monstrosity would immediately be created and could cause all manner of mischief. In his discourse, the Professor spoke of the issuing of pereats62 and breaking of windows, but I didn’t understand that at all. My master, on the other hand, said he thought the excitable young were in much the same state as the partly mad, whose madness is always increased by open resistance, whereas recognition of error acquired personally is a radical cure and leaves no room for fear of a relapse.

‘Well,’ cried the Professor at last, as he rose and took his hat and stick, ‘well, Master Abraham, as to the use of open force to check over-excited behaviour, you will at least admit me right in thinking it must be applied mercilessly when that behaviour has a detrimental effect on people’s lives, and so we come back to your cat Murr, for I am glad to say I’ve heard that some brave Poms have driven away those curst tomcats who sang so horribly, thinking themselves wonderfully great virtuosi.’

‘That depends how you look at it,’ replied my master. ‘If they’d been allowed to sing, perhaps they’d have become what they mistakenly thought themselves already, to wit, good virtuosi in actual fact, whereas they may now doubt that true virtuosity exists.’

The Professor took his leave, and Ponto ran after him without even granting me the honour of a farewell, the kind of farewell he used to give in a very friendly way.

‘I myself,’ said my master, turning to me now, ‘I myself have not been satisfied with your recent conduct, Murr, and it’s time you became a good, sensible cat again if you’re to recover a better reputation than that you seem to enjoy at present. If you could understand me fully, I’d advise you to be always quiet and friendly, and perform all your undertakings without any fuss, for that’s the best way to get a good reputation. In fact I’d give you the example of two men: one of them sits quietly alone in the inglenook every day, drinking bottle after bottle of wine until he is in a wholly intoxicated condition, but long practice enables him to hide that condition so well that no one notices. The other man, however, drinks a glass of wine only occasionally, in the company of cheerful, merry friends; the drink sets his heart and tongue free, as his cheerfulness increases he talks much and eagerly, but without offending propriety and decency, and he is the one whom the world considers a great wine-bibber, while the secret drunkard appears a quiet, moderate man. Oh, my dear Murr, if you knew the way of the world you would see that a Philistine who keeps pulling his horns in is always best off. But how can you know what a Philistine is? Although there may be plenty of them among your own kind too!’

At these words from the Master I could not prevent myself uttering a loud, cheerful chirrup and then purring, aware as I was of the excellent knowledge of feline nature I had acquired from both the teaching of my good friend Muzius and my own experience.

‘Why,’ cried my master, laughing aloud, ‘why, my dear Murr, I do believe you understand me, and the Professor is right to claim he has discerned unusual mental powers in you, and even fears you as his rival in aesthetics!’

By way of confirming that this was indeed the case, I uttered a very clear and melodious ‘Miaow!’ and without more ado jumped on my master’s lap. I had forgotten, however, that he happened to be wearing his best yellow flowered silk dressing-gown, which I was bound to soil. With an angry ‘Oh, would you?’, my master flung me away so violently that I turned a somersault and cowered on the floor, putting back my ears and closing my eyes in alarm. Thank goodness, however, for my good master’s kindness! ‘There,’ said he in friendly tones, ‘there, there, Murr, I didn’t intend to hurt you! I know you meant well; you wanted to show your fondness for me, but you did it clumsily, and when that happens people seldom care a bit about good intentions! Come here then, little cinder-cat; I must clean you up and make you look like an honest tom again!’

So saying, my master took off his dressing-gown, picked me up and spared no pains in brushing me clean with a soft brush and then combing my fur with a little comb until it shone.

When my toilette was completed, and I walked past the mirror, I myself was amazed to see what a different cat I looked all of a sudden. I couldn’t stop purring at myself with satisfaction, so fine did I think I appeared, and I won’t deny that considerable doubts of the propriety and usefulness of the feline fraternity club stirred in me at that moment. I felt it had been quite barbarous of me to get into the stove; I could only put it down to a kind of wildness, and I didn’t even need my master’s warning: ‘And don’t you go clambering into that stove again!’

Next night, I thought I heard a soft scratching at the door and a timid ‘Miaow!’ which sounded very familiar to me. I stole over and asked who was there. Puff, our good Senior, replied (I knew him at once by his voice). ‘It is I, good brother Murr, and I have very sad news for you!’

O Heaven, what –

W.P. – done you great wrong, my dear, sweet friend. No, you are more to me than a friend – my faithful sister! I haven’t loved you enough, I haven’t trusted you enough. Only now does my whole heart open to you, only now that I know –’

Princess Hedwiga stopped. A flood of tears poured from her eyes, and once again she pressed Julia tenderly to her heart.

‘Hedwiga,’ said Julia gently, ‘have you not always loved me with all your soul, have you ever had secrets you would not confide in me? What is it you know, what have you only now learnt? But no, no, no! Not another word until this pulse beats calmly again, until these eyes don’t burn with so sad a light.’

‘I really don’t know,’ replied the Princess, suddenly irritated, ‘I don’t know what you all want. They say I’m still ill, and I never felt stronger or better. The strange accident that happened to me alarmed you, and yet it may be that such electric shocks, which bring the whole organism of life to a standstill, are more necessary and useful to me than all the remedies offered by a silly, paltry medical art in its unhappy self-deception. How I dislike that court physician who thinks he can treat human nature like clockwork, to be dusted off and wound up! I hate him, with his drops and his essences! Is my health supposed to depend on such things? If so, then life here below must be a terrible piece of mockery on the part of the world spirit.’

‘And this very agitation,’ said Julia, interrupting the Princess, ‘shows that you are still unwell, dear Hedwiga, and should spare yourself far more than you actually do!’

‘You want to hurt me too!’ cried Princess Hedwiga, jumping up in haste and running to the window. She opened it and looked out into the park. Julia followed her, placed an arm round her, and begged her with the most affectionate melancholy at least to shun the rough wind of autumn, and allow herself that peace the physician thought so beneficial. But the Princess replied that the cold air streaming in through the window revived and strengthened her.

Julia now spoke from her heart of the recent past, when a dark and menacing spirit had held sway, and how she had to exert all her inner strength not to be driven to distraction by many things which aroused in her a feeling she could compare only to true, mortal fear of the uncanny. Among these she counted principally the mysterious discord which had arisen between Prince Hector and Kreisler, and which made her fear the worst, for it was only too certain that poor Johannes had been intended to die at the hands of the vengeful Italian, and he had been saved, so Master Abraham assured her, only by a miracle.

‘And that dreadful man was to be your husband?’ said Julia. ‘No – never, oh never! Thanks be to the Eternal Power! You are saved! He will never come back, will he, Hedwiga? Never!’

‘Never!’ replied the Princess, in a low, barely audible voice. Then she sighed deeply, and continued speaking softly as if in a dream. ‘Yes, the pure heavenly fire gives only light and warmth, does not destroy with fierce flames, and she, she herself shines out of the artist’s soul, the idea given form and life – the idea itself – his love! He said so here, on this spot.’

‘Who?’ cried Julia, quite bewildered. ‘Who said so? Of whom were you thinking, Hedwiga?’

The Princess passed her hand over her brow as if she had to recall herself to the present, from which she had escaped. Then, supported by Julia, she tottered to the sofa and sank down upon it, quite exhausted. Concerned for the Princess, Julia wanted to summon the waiting women, but Hedwiga drew her gently down to the sofa, whispering softly, ‘No, dear girl! You, you alone shall stay with me; do not think that some sickness has afflicted me. No, it was the thought of the utmost bliss that became too strong, as if it would rend this breast asunder, and its heavenly rapture felt like mortal pain. Stay with me, dear girl; you yourself don’t know what wonderful magic you can work on me! Let me look into your soul as into a clear, pure mirror, and see myself there. Julia, I often feel as if the inspiration of Heaven came upon you, and the words dropping from your sweet lips like the breath of love were prophecies full of comfort. Julia – dear girl, stay with me, never, never leave me!’

So saying, and holding Julia’s hands tightly, the Princess sank back on the sofa, her eyes closed.

Julia was well enough used to moments when Hedwiga fell prey to morbid over-excitement of the mind, but the paroxysm now manifesting itself seemed to her strange: very strange and mysterious. Formerly the Princess had shown a passionate bitterness which arose from the imbalance between her emotions and the structure of life, and which, rising almost to the level of rancour, wounded Julia’s child-like mind. Now Hedwiga seemed quite dissolved in pain and nameless sorrow, as she had never been before, and this dreadful state of mind moved Julia in proportion to her growing anxiety for her beloved friend.

‘Hedwiga,’ she cried, ‘my Hedwiga, I will not leave you; no truer heart loves you than mine, but speak, oh, do speak to me! Only trust me, tell me what torment rends your heart! I will weep with you, I will lament with you!’

At this a strange smile spread over Hedwiga’s face, a soft rosy glow suffused her cheeks, and without opening her eyes she whispered quietly, ‘You’re not in love, Julia, are you?’

Julia felt strangely affected by this question from the Princess, as if a sudden alarm went quivering through her.

What young girl’s breast is not stirred by ideas of a passion which seems to be the chief condition of her existence, for only a woman who loves is a woman complete? Yet a pure, childish, devout mind lets these ideas rest without inquiring further, without wishing, in wanton curiosity, to unveil the sweet mystery which will be revealed only at that moment, the moment a vague yearning has promised. So it was with Julia, who suddenly heard spoken what she had not dared to think, and tried to see into her own heart in fear, as if accused of some sin of which she herself was unaware.

‘Julia,’ repeated the Princess, ‘you’re not in love? Tell me! Be honest.’

‘How strangely,’ replied Julia, ‘how curiously you question me! What can I say – what am I to tell you?’

‘Speak, oh, speak!’ begged the Princess. Then all became clear as day in Julia’s soul, and she found words to express what she saw distinctly in her own heart.

‘What is in your mind, Hedwiga,’ began Julia, very grave and composed, ‘what is in your mind that you ask me such questions? What does the love of which you speak mean to you? Isn’t one supposed to feel drawn to the beloved with such irresistible force that one lives and breathes only in the thought of him, abandons one’s whole self for him, with such force that he alone seems to be all longing, hope and yearning, all the world? And is this the passion said to afford the highest kind of bliss? I feel dizzy at such a height, for if I look down, the bottomless abyss yawns before me with all the horrors of utter ruin. No, Hedwiga, this love, as terrible as it is sinful, has not seized upon me, and I will cling to the belief that my mind will remain ever pure and free of it. Yet it may well be that one man above all others arouses the highest respect, indeed true admiration in us with the virile, outstanding power of his mind. Even more – when we are near him we feel mysteriously pervaded by a certain pleasing sense of well-being, raised above ourselves; it is as if only now do our minds really awake, only now does life shine with true light, so we are glad when he comes and sorry when he goes. Do you call this love? Why should I not confess to you that our lost Kreisler has aroused that feeling in me, and I miss him painfully.’

‘Julia,’ cried the Princess, suddenly starting up and turning a penetrating burning glance on Julia, ‘Julia, can you think of him in another’s arms without perishing in nameless torment?’

Julia blushed rosy red, and in a tone that betrayed the injury to her feelings she replied, ‘I have never thought of him in my arms!’

‘Ah! You don’t love him – you don’t love him!’ cried the Princess in a shrill voice, and then sank back on the sofa.

‘Oh,’ said Julia, ‘oh, I wish he would return! Pure and innocent is the emotion I cherish in this breast for that dear man, and if I never see him again then the thought of him, whom I can never forget, will shine into my life like a bright, beautiful star. But surely he will come back! For how can –’

‘Never!’ the Princess interrupted Julia in a brusque, cutting tone. ‘He never can or may return. News has come that he is at Kanzheim Abbey, and will renounce the world and enter the order of St Benedict.’

Bright tears came into Julia’s eyes. She rose in silence and went to the window.

‘Your mother is right,’ continued the Princess, ‘she is perfectly right. It is as well for us that he’s gone – that madman who forced his way like an evil spirit into the counsels of our hearts, who knew how to pierce us to the quick. And music was his magical means of ensnaring us. I never want to see him again.’

Julia felt the Princess’s words like a dagger stabbing her. She reached for her hat and shawl.

‘Will you leave me?’ cried the Princess. ‘Will you leave me, my sweet friend? Stay – oh, stay – comfort me if you can! Strange horror stalks these halls, walks in the park, for you must know –’ And so saying, Hedwiga led Julia to the window and pointed to the pavilion where Prince Hector’s adjutant had been staying. She began, in low tones, ‘Look there, Julia, those walls hide a dreadful mystery. The castellan and the gardeners all swear that no one’s living there now that Prince Hector has left, the doors are locked fast, and yet – oh, just look, look there! – don’t you see it at the window?’

Julia did indeed see a dark figure at the window in the gable end of the pavilion: a figure which swiftly disappeared again at that same moment.

Feeling Hedwiga’s hand tremble convulsively in her own, Julia said there could be no question of a dreadful mystery here, or of anything at all uncanny, since it was only too likely that one of the servants might be using the empty pavilion without permission. Indeed, the place could be searched and the identity of the figure showing itself at the window cleared up directly, she said. But the Princess assured her, to the contrary, that the faithful old castellan had done so long ago at her desire, and said he had found no trace of any human being in the whole pavilion.

‘Let me tell you,’ said the Princess, ‘let me tell you what happened three nights ago! You know that often sleep eludes me, and then I am used to rise and walk about the apartments until a weariness overcomes me to which I abandon myself, and I really do fall asleep. So it was that sleeplessness drove me into this room three nights ago. I suddenly saw the reflection of a light quivering on the wall. Looking out of the window, I saw four men, one of them carrying a dark lantern; they disappeared somewhere near the pavilion, and I couldn’t see whether they had actually gone in. However, it was not long before light showed in that same window, and there were shadows flitting about inside. Then it was dark again, but soon a bright light shone through the bushes, a light that must have come from the open door of the pavilion. The light came closer and closer, until at last a Benedictine monk stepped out of the bushes, with a torch in his left hand and a crucifix in his right. He was followed by four men carrying a bier draped in black cloth on their shoulders. They had gone only a few paces when a figure wrapped in a voluminous cloak came to meet them. They stopped and put down the bier, the figure removed the draperies, and a corpse came into view. I nearly fainted away; I scarcely saw the men raising the bier and hastening after the monk along the broad side avenue that soon leads out of the park on the road to Kanzheim Abbey. That form has been visible at the window ever since, and perhaps it is a murdered man’s ghost I fear.’

Julia was inclined to think the whole incident as told by Hedwiga a dream or, if she had indeed been standing awake at the window, a deceptive trick played on her by her agitated mind. Who would or could the dead man be – a man carried away from the pavilion in such mysterious circumstances, since there was nobody missing? And who could believe that the dead stranger was still haunting the place from which he had been taken? Julia said all this to the Princess, adding that the apparition at the window could well be an optical illusion, or even some jest of that old magician Master Abraham, who often amused himself with such things and might have given the empty pavilion a ghostly inmate.

‘Oh,’ said the Princess, smiling gently, her whole composure restored, ‘how glibly the explanation of some strange, supernatural incident comes to hand! As for the dead man, you forget what happened in the park before Kreisler left us.’

‘For God’s sake,’ cried Julia, ‘was some terrible deed really done? Who? By whom?’

‘You know,’ continued Hedwiga, ‘you know, my dear, that Kreisler is alive. But the man who loves you is alive too – don’t look at me in such alarm! How can you have failed to guess, long ago, what I must tell you so that you understand something which, if it is hidden any longer, could ruin you? Prince Hector loves you, you, Julia, with all the wild passion peculiar to his nation. I was and am betrothed to him, but you, Julia, are his beloved.’ The Princess uttered these last words in her own sharp way, although without laying any particular emphasis on them to suggest a sense of emotional injury.

‘O Eternal Power!’ cried Julia vehemently, tears streaming from her eyes. ‘Hedwiga, will you cut me to the heart? What dark spirit speaks out of you? No, no, I will happily suffer you to take revenge on my poor self for all the nightmares that have disturbed you, but I will never believe in the truth of that threatening phantasm! Only recollect, Hedwiga, you are no longer betrothed to the dreadful man who appeared to us like ruin itself! He will never come back, you will never be his!’

‘Oh yes,’ replied the Princess, ‘oh yes, I will! Control yourself, dear girl! Only when the Church has united me with Prince Hector will that dreadful dissonance in my life that makes me wretched perhaps be resolved! Heaven’s wonderful providence will save you. We shall part: I to follow my husband, you to stay here!’ The Princess fell silent in emotional turmoil, and Julia herself was unable to utter a word. In silence and tears they fell into each other’s arms.

It was announced that tea was served. Julia was more agitated than her mild, quiet nature would let her appear. She felt she could not possibly remain in company, and her mother willingly allowed her to go home, since Princess Hedwiga too wished to rest.

On being questioned by Princess Maria, Fräulein Nannette assured her that Hedwiga had been feeling perfectly well that afternoon and evening, and had insisted on being alone with Julia. So far as she could see from the next room, she said, the Princess and Julia had been telling each other all kinds of stories and playing together, now laughing, now crying.

‘The dear girls,’ said the Lord Marshal softly.

‘The amiable Princess, the dear girl!’ Prince Irenaeus corrected the Lord Marshal, flashing him a sharp look. In his embarrassment at his shocking faux pas, the Lord Marshal tried to swallow whole a large piece of biscuit he had been dipping in his tea. It stuck in his throat, and he fell into a frightful fit of coughing, so that he had to leave the hall in a hurry, and was saved from choking miserably to death only when the court seneschal performed a well-arranged drum solo on his back with a practised fist in the ante-room.

Having been guilty of two solecisms, the Lord Marshal feared committing a third, and consequently dared not return to the hall, but sent his excuses to the Prince, saying he was suddenly taken ill. His absence, however, broke up the Prince’s usual whist party. When the card tables were set up, everyone waited in breathless expectation to see what the Prince would do in this crisis. In fact he did nothing, but having signed to the others to sit down and play, took Madame Benzon’s hand, led her to the sofa and told her to sit down, while he himself sat beside her.

‘I wouldn’t have liked it,’ said he in the soft, gentle tones he always used with Madame Benzon, ‘I really would not have liked it if the Lord Marshal had choked on that biscuit. But he did seem to be suffering from absence of mind, something I have often noticed in him before, for he called Princess Hedwiga just a girl, so he would have made a poor hand at whist. Anyway, my dear Benzon, I find it very welcome and agreeable not to play today, but exchange a few words with you alone here in confidence instead, in our old way. Ah, our old way! Well, you know of my attachement to you, dear lady! It can never cease; a princely heart is always faithful, so long as insurmountable circumstances don’t demand otherwise.’

With these words, the Prince kissed Madame Benzon’s hand much more affectionately than their rank, age and surroundings would seem to permit. Madame Benzon assured the Prince, her eyes sparkling joyfully, that she had long wished for an opportunity to speak to him in confidence, since she had much to tell him which he would not dislike hearing.

‘You must know,’ said Madame Benzon, ‘you must know, your Highness, that the Privy Legation Councillor has written again to say that our business has suddenly taken a turn for the better, and –’

‘Hush,’ the Prince interrupted her, ‘hush, dear lady, no government business! A prince too wears a dressing-gown and dons a nightcap upon going to bed, almost crushed by the burden of ruling, although to be sure Frederick the Great of Prussia was an exception, and as you will be aware, being a well-read woman, wore a felt hat even when he retired. Well, I mean that even a prince always has too much about him of what – well, what people call the basis of so-called ordinary life, marriage, the joys of fatherhood, and so forth – he has too much of it to deny those feelings entirely, and he may be pardoned for abandoning himself to them at those moments when his attention isn’t wholly claimed by state business, by his care for proper decorum at court and in the country. My dear Benzon, this is such a moment; seven documents lie signed in my cabinet, so now let me forget I am a prince at all, let me be entirely the paterfamilias at tea here, Baron von Gemmingen’s German paterfamilias.63 Let me speak of my – yes, of my children, who cause me such grief that I often fall into a most unseemly disturbance of mind.’

‘Your children?’ said Madame Benzon, her voice sharp. ‘We’re to speak of your children, are we, your Highness? You must mean Prince Ignatius and Princess Hedwiga. Go on, your Highness, go on. Perhaps, like Master Abraham, I can offer advice and comfort.’

‘Yes,’ continued the Prince, ‘oh yes, I would sometimes be very glad of advice and comfort! You see, my dear Benzon, taking Prince Ignatius first, of course he didn’t need any special intellectual gifts, such as Nature is accustomed to give those who would otherwise remain obscure and insensible on account of their rank – but one could wish he had a little more esprit. He is, he will always be a – simpleton! There he sits, you see, dangling his feet, playing one wrong card after another, giggling and laughing like a boy of seven! Benzon, entre nous soit dit, he can’t even be taught as much of the art of writing as he needs. His princely signature looks like an owl’s claw. Merciful Heaven, what’s to come of this? The other day I was disturbed in my business by a dreadful barking outside my window. I look out, to have the importunate Pom driven away, and what do I see? Would you believe it, dear lady? I see Prince Ignatius, barking at the top of his voice and chasing the gardener’s boy as they play hound and hare together! Can you make any sense of that? Are those princely passions? Can the Prince ever attain the slightest degree of independence?’

‘That,’ replied Madame Benzon, ‘that is the very reason why the Prince should be married as soon as possible, to a wife whose grace, charm and good understanding will awaken his sleeping senses, and who will be kindly disposed enough to lower herself entirely to his level, so that she can then gradually draw him up to hers. Such qualities are essential in the woman who is to be the Prince’s wife, to save him from a state of mind which – and it grieves me to say so, your Highness – which could eventually degenerate into true insanity. For that same reason, her rare qualities alone must be the criterion; her rank must not be too strictly regarded.’

‘There have never,’ said Prince Irenaeus, wrinkling his brow, ‘there have never been any misalliances in our house, so pray desist from an idea which I cannot approve! In other respects I was, and still am, ready to do as you wish!’

‘As if,’ replied Madame Benzon sharply, ‘as if I didn’t know that, your Highness! How often have justifiable wishes been obliged to fall silent for the sake of imaginary considerations! But there are some claims that make a mockery of all circumstances.’

‘Laissons cela,’64 Prince Irenaeus interrupted Madame Benzon, clearing his throat and taking snuff. After a few moments’ silence he went on: ‘Princess Hedwiga causes me almost more distress than the Prince. Tell me, Benzon, how could a daughter of her strange disposition, and yet worse, of a morbid constitution which puzzles even the court physician, how could she have been born to us? Hasn’t the Princess her mother always enjoyed blooming health? Was she ever inclined to high-flown nervous attacks? Haven’t I been a strong prince in body and soul myself? How came we to have a child who, I must admit it to my bitter sorrow, who often seems to me quite – quite deranged, lacking in all princely decorum?’

‘I too,’ replied Madame Benzon, ‘find it impossible to understand the Princess’s organism. Her mother has always been clear-minded, sensible, free of any excessively strong, disastrous passion.’ Madame Benzon spoke these last words in a low, quiet voice, averting her gaze.

‘You mean the Princess her mother,’ suggested Prince Irenaeus with some emphasis, since he did not think it proper for the word ‘mother’ not to be qualified by the word ‘Princess’.

‘Whom else?’ replied Madame Benzon, intensely. ‘Whom else should I mean?’

‘Has not,’ continued the Prince, ‘has not Princess Hedwiga’s recent alarming illness cost me the fulfilment of my efforts, the joy of seeing her married as soon as I would wish? For my dear Benzon, entre nous soit dit, Princess Hedwiga’s sudden fit of catalepsy, which I personally put down to nothing but a bad cold, may well have been the sole reason for Prince Hector’s abrupt departure. He wanted to leave, and – juste ciel, I must admit I can’t entirely blame him, so even if propriety didn’t forbid any new approach, that fact alone must keep me, as a prince, from taking further steps towards the granting of a wish which I abandon most unwillingly, and only because I must. For I am sure you will agree with me, dear lady, that there’s always something alarming about a wife who suffers such strange attacks. Might not such a wife – of a princely house, and at the same time subject to cataleptic fits – be struck down by such a fit in the midst of the most brilliant cour, standing there like an automaton and obliging all the worthy persons present to imitate her and remain motionless? To be sure, a court stricken by general catalepsy may be considered the most solemn and dignified court the world can show, since it would be impossible even for the frivolous to give the slightest offence to the requisite dignity. But a feeling which takes possession of me at such moments of paternal emotion as those now prevailing allows me to observe that a condition of that kind in his bride can inspire a princely bridegroom with horror and distaste, and consequently – Benzon, you’re a good, sensible woman: do you think you could find some way to set things right with Prince Hector, some means of–’

‘There is no need,’ Madame Benzon interrupted the Prince with animation, ‘there is no need for this at all, your Highness! It wasn’t the Princess’s illness that drove Prince Hector away so quickly; there’s another mystery involved, and Kapellmeister Kreisler is part of it.’

‘What?’ cried the Prince in astonishment. ‘What are you saying, Benzon? Kapellmeister Kreisler? Then can it be true that he –’

‘Yes,’ continued Madame Benzon, ‘yes, dear sir, it was a quarrel between him and Prince Hector, a quarrel which was, perhaps, to be settled in too heroic a manner, which sent the Prince away.’

‘Quarrel!’ Prince Irenaeus interrupted Madame Benzon. ‘Quarrel – settled – heroic manner! The shot in the grounds – the blood-stained hat! Benzon! why, it’s impossible – the Prince – the Kapellmeister! – a duel – a rencontre – why, either is unthinkable!’

‘So much,’ Madame Benzon continued, ‘so much is certain, sir: Kreisler had only too powerful an influence on the Princess’s mind, and that strange fear, indeed that horror she felt at first in his presence was on the point of turning to disastrous passion. It may be that the Prince was keen-eyed enough to observe this; that he saw Kreisler, who from the first employed a tone of hostile, scornful irony towards him, as an opponent of whom he thought he must rid himself; and that this led to a deed which, to be sure, may be condoned only on the grounds of the fierce hatred arising from injured honour, from jealousy, and which, thanks be to the Eternal Power, did not succeed. I allow that none of this explains the Prince’s swift departure, and that (as I said) there is still a dark mystery at work. Prince Hector fled in horror, so Julia tells me, at the sight of a picture which Kreisler carried with him and which he showed the Prince. Well, however that may be, Kreisler is gone and the Princess’s crisis is over! Believe me, Highness, had Kreisler stayed, the Princess’s breast would have been inflamed by the most violent passion for him, and she would have died rather than give her hand to the Prince. Everything has changed now, Prince Hector will soon come back, and his marriage to the Princess will end all cares.’

‘You see,’ cried the Prince angrily, ‘you see, Benzon, the insolence of that wretched music-maker! The Princess would fall in love with him, would she – refuse the hand of the most amiable of princes? Ah, le coquin!65 Oh, I see just what you mean now, Master Abraham! You must rid me of that dreadful man, sir, and make sure he never comes back.’

‘Every measure,’ said Madame Benzon, ‘every measure that wise Master Abraham might suggest to that end would be superfluous, since what would be required has already come about. Kreisler is at Kanzheim Abbey, and as Abbot Chrysostom writes to tell me, will probably decide to renounce the world and enter the Order. I have already given Princess Hedwiga this news at a suitable moment, and the fact that I then noticed no particular agitation of mind in her assures me that the dangerous crisis, as I said, is already over.’

‘Excellent woman!’ said Prince Irenaeus. ‘Excellent, good woman! What devotion you show me and my children! What pains you take for the good of my house, for its best interests!’

‘Really?’ said Madame Benzon in a bitter tone. ‘Do I really? Could I, was I always permitted to take pains for the good of your children?’

Madame Benzon laid special emphasis on these last words. The Prince looked down and ahead of him in silence, playing with the thumbs of his clasped hands. At last he murmured quietly: ‘Angela? Still no trace of her? Entirely vanished?’

‘Such is the case,’ replied Madame Benzon, ‘and I am afraid the unhappy child has fallen victim to some infamy. She was said to have been seen in Venice, but that was certainly a mistake. Admit, Highness, it was cruel – terrible to have your child torn from its mother’s breast, banished into desolate exile! I shall never recover from the wound your severity dealt me!’

‘Benzon,’ said the Prince, ‘didn’t I make you and the child a handsome annual allowance? Could I do more? Had Angela stayed here, must I not have feared constantly that our faiblesses might be divulged, and the decorous peace of our court wrecked in a disagreeable manner? You know the Princess my wife, dear Benzon! You know she sometimes takes strange fancies into her head.’

‘You mean,’ said Madame Benzon, ‘you mean that money, an annual allowance, is supposed to compensate a mother for all her pain, her grief, her bitter lamentations for her lost child? The fact is, your Highness, there is another way of caring for one’s child, one which satisfies the mother better than any amount of gold!’

Madame Benzon spoke these words in a tone and with a look that caused the Prince some embarrassment.

‘Excellent woman,’ he began, awkwardly, ‘why these strange ideas? Don’t you think that I too feel the disappearance without trace of our dear Angela most unfortunate, most dreadful? She would surely have been a good, lovely girl, born as she was of handsome, charming parents.’

Prince Irenaeus again kissed Madame Benzon’s hand very tenderly, but she swiftly withdrew it and whispered into the Prince’s ear, a bright, penetrating look in her eyes, ‘Confess, sir, it was unjust, cruel of you to insist on the child’s being sent away. Don’t you owe it to me not to refuse me a wish – a wish which, if granted, I’m really well enough disposed to see as some recompense for all my grief?’

‘Benzon,’ replied Prince Irenaeus, cast into even more confusion than before, ‘my dear, my wonderful Benzon, can’t our Angela be found? I will do heroic deeds at your desire, dear lady! I will confide in Master Abraham; I’ll consult him. He’s a sensible, experienced man; perhaps he can help.’

‘Oh,’ Madame Benzon interrupted the Prince, ‘oh, the wise Master Abraham! Do you believe, Highness, that Master Abraham is really willing to do anything for you, that he’s truly devoted to you and your house? And how could he find out anything about Angela’s fate, now that all inquiries in Venice and Florence have failed, and worst of all, he has been robbed of that mysterious means he once employed for discovering the unknown?’

‘You mean his wife,’ said Prince Irenaeus. ‘You mean the wicked enchantress Chiara.’

‘It is a moot question,’ replied Madame Benzon, ‘it is decidedly a moot question whether the woman deserves that description, gifted as she was with superior, remarkable powers; perhaps she was inspired and no more. In any case, it was unjust, inhuman, to rob the Master of the creature he loved with all his heart, who was a part of his own self.’

‘Benzon,’ cried Prince Irenaeus in alarm, ‘Benzon, I don’t understand you today! My head is going round and round! Weren’t you yourself in favour of removing the threat of that creature, through whom the Master might soon have known everything about us? Didn’t you yourself approve my letter to the Grand Duke, pointing out that as magic arts of any kind had long been prohibited in this country, those who persisted in pursuing such matters shouldn’t be tolerated, and should suffer a period of imprisonment for safety’s sake? Was it not purely to spare Master Abraham that the mysterious Chiara wasn’t publicly put on trial, but apprehended in secret and taken away, I don’t even know where, since I gave the matter no further thought? How can I be reproached with anything?’

‘Forgive me,’ replied Madame Benzon, ‘forgive me, Highness, but you can in fact be justly reproached with acting too hastily, at the very least. However, sir, you must know that Master Abraham has been told his Chiara was taken away at your behest. He is quiet, he is friendly, but don’t you think, Highness, that he nurtures thoughts of hatred and vengeance towards the man who robbed him of what he loved most on earth? And is this the one in whom you would confide, disclosing your inmost mind to him?’

‘Benzon,’ said the Prince, mopping the drops of perspiration from his brow, ‘Benzon, you are agitating me severely – I might say indescribably! Merciful Lord! Can a prince be so put out of countenance? Devil take it – dear God, I do believe I’m swearing like a dragoon as I sit here drinking tea! Benzon, why didn’t you tell me before? He already knows everything! In the fisherman’s cottage, when I was quite beside myself about Princess Hedwiga’s condition, my heart overflowed and the words spilled out. I spoke of Angela, I told him – Benzon, this is terrible! J’étois un – an ass, voilà tout!’

‘And he replied?’ Madame Benzon asked this question intently.

‘I almost feel,’ continued the Prince, ‘I almost feel as if Master Abraham was the first to speak of our former attachement, and how I could have been a happy father instead of the unfortunate I now am. But so much is certain: when I had finished my confession he told me, smiling, he had known all about it for a long time, and hoped Angela’s whereabouts might very soon be discovered, saying many falsehoods would then be demolished and many deceptions foiled.’

‘Did the Master say that?’ asked Madame Benzon with trembling lips.

‘Sur mon honneur’, replied the Prince, ‘he said that. Good Heavens above – forgive me, Benzon, but I am enraged! – suppose the old man were to bear me a grudge? Benzon, que faire?’

Both of them, Prince Irenaeus and Madame Benzon, stared at one another, speechless.

‘Most Serene Highness!’ whispered a servant softly, offering the Prince tea.

But – ‘Bête!’ cried the Prince, leaping up in such haste that he knocked the cup and saucer flying from the servant’s hands. Everyone rose from the card-tables in alarm. The game came to an end, and the Prince, pulling himself together with an effort, smiled a friendly ‘Adieu!’ to the alarmed company and withdrew with Princess Maria to their private chambers. The thought could clearly be read on every face: ‘Good God, what’s the matter, what does it mean? The Prince didn’t play cards, he talked so long and earnestly with Madame Benzon, and then fell into such a terrible rage!’

It was impossible for Madame Benzon to guess, even remotely, what kind of scene awaited her in her own apartments, which were in a building beside and close to the castle. For no sooner had she come in than Julia, quite beside herself, hurried to meet her and – Well, the present biographer is very glad that this time he can give a much better, clearer account of what had happened to Julia, while the Prince was taking tea in company, than of many another event in this narrative, which so far at least has been somewhat confused. Very well! We know that Julia had been permitted to go home earlier. One of the Prince’s huntsmen went ahead with a torch to light her way. However, no sooner were they a few paces from the castle than the huntsman stopped suddenly and held the torch aloft.

‘What is it?’ asked Julia.

‘Why,’ replied the huntsman, ‘why, Fräulein Julia, didn’t you see the figure hurrying away so fast, over there ahead of us? I don’t know what to make of it. There’s been a man prowling around here these last few evenings, and with no good in mind, judging by his secrecy! We’ve already tried every possible means of waylaying him, but he slips out of our hands, in fact he becomes invisible before our eyes, like a ghost or Old Nick himself!’

Julia thought of the apparition in the gable window of the pavilion, and felt eerie shudders run through her. ‘Let us get away from here, quickly!’ she cried out to the huntsman, but the man, laughing, said there was nothing for the young lady to fear, because the ghost would have to wring his, the huntsman’s neck before anything touched her, and anyway no doubt the unknown creature seen in the vicinity of the castle had flesh and blood like other honest folk, and was a timorous coward who shunned the light.

Julia found her maid complaining of headache and a feverish chill; she sent the girl to bed and put on her nightclothes without her aid.

Now that she was alone in her room she went over everything Hedwiga had said in a condition she could put down only to morbid over-excitement. Yet it was certain that this morbid excitement must have some psychic cause. Girls of such a pure and candid disposition as Julia’s seldom hit upon the truth in such intricate cases. So having recalled everything to mind, Julia felt sure that Hedwiga was in the grip of that terrible passion which she herself had described to Julia in terms as dreadful as the thought of it was in her own soul, and that Prince Hector was the man to whom she had sacrificed her Self. She concluded, further, that somehow, Heaven knew how, Hedwiga had fallen prey to the delusion that the Prince was in love with someone else, and this delusion had tormented her like a frightful ghost always following close behind her, causing the sad disruption of her mind. ‘Oh,’ said Julia to herself, ‘oh, dear, sweet Hedwiga, if Prince Hector would come back, how soon you would be sure you have nothing to fear from me, your friend!’

But as Julia spoke these words the idea that Prince Hector did love her emerged from her inmost mind so vividly and strongly that she took fright, feeling herself seized by an indescribable fear that what the Princess believed might be true after all, and her ruin was certain. The strange, curious impression that Prince Hector’s glance and whole bearing had made on her came back to her; the same horror shuddered through her again. She remembered that moment on the bridge when the Prince, embracing her, fed the swan; she remembered all the insidious remarks he had made on that occasion. Harmless as they had all seemed to her at the time, they now seemed to have a deeper meaning. But she also remembered her dreadful dream, in which she felt steely arms seize her and found it was the Prince holding her; whereupon she woke to see the Kapellmeister in the garden, his whole nature became clear to her, and she believed he would protect her from the Prince.

‘No,’ cried Julia, ‘no, it isn’t so, it can’t be so, it is impossible! The evil spirit of Hell itself stirs up these sinful doubts in me, poor creature that I am! No, that spirit shall have no power over me!’

With her thoughts of the Prince and those perilous moments, an emotion stirred deep within Julia’s breast which might be recognized as dangerous only in that it aroused shame, bringing the surging blood to her cheeks and hot tears to her eyes. It was as well for the lovely, devout Julia that she had strength enough to dismiss the evil spirit, allowing it no room to get a firm footing. It may be mentioned again here that Prince Hector was the most handsome and charming man imaginable, that his ability to please was founded on a thorough knowledge of women, a knowledge which had provided him with a life full of fortunate adventures, and that of all women a young, innocent girl might well fear the triumphant force of his glance and his whole nature.

‘Oh, Johannes,’ said she softly, ‘you good, excellent man, can I not seek the protection you promised me? Can you not speak comfortingly to me yourself, in those heavenly tones that echo in my breast?’

So saying, Julia opened the pianoforte and began to play and sing those of Kreisler’s compositions she loved best. She did indeed soon feel cheered and comforted; the singing carried her away into another world where there was no Prince, nor any Hedwiga whose morbid fancies might distress her!

‘And now my favourite canzonetta!’ said Julia, and began to sing those words set by so many composers, Mi lagnerò tacendo,66 etc. Kreisler had indeed set this song better than anyone. It expressed the sweet pain of the most fervent, amorous longing in a simple melody, with a truth and a strength that could not fail to take hold of every feeling mind. Julia had finished and, entirely absorbed in thoughts of Kreisler, was still striking a few chords which seemed to echo her heartfelt emotions. Then the door opened, she looked up, and before she could rise from where she sat Prince Hector was at her feet, holding her fast and gripping both her hands. She cried out aloud in her sudden alarm, but the Prince begged her, by Our Lady and all the saints, to be quiet, to grant him only two minutes of the heavenly sight and sound of her. In terms such as only the frenzy of the most violent passion can inspire, he then told her that he adored her and none but her, that the idea of marriage to Hedwiga was dreadful, was fatal to him. That, he said, was why he had tried to flee, but soon, driven by the power of a passion which could end only with his death, he had returned only to see Julia, speak to her, tell her that she and she alone was his life, his all!

‘Go away,’ cried Julia, in desolate anguish of mind, ‘go away – you are killing me, Prince!’

‘Never!’ cried the Prince, pressing Julia’s hands to his lips in the madness of love, ‘never! The moment has come that means life or death to me. Julia! heavenly child! Can you spurn me, spurn one whose whole existence, whose happiness you are? No, you love me, Julia, I know it! Oh, say you love me, and all the heavens of rapturous delight are open to me!’

With these words the Prince embraced Julia, who was half-fainting with fear and horror, and pressed her violently to his breast.

‘Oh, woe is me,’ she cried, her voice half-stifled, ‘woe is me – will no one take pity on me?’

The windows were illuminated by torchlight; several voices could be heard outside the door. Julia felt an ardent kiss burn her lips, and in a moment the Prince had fled.

As mentioned above, then – Julia, quite beside herself, ran to meet her mother as she entered, and Madame Benzon was horrified to hear what had happened. She began comforting poor Julia as best she might, assuring her that she would get the Prince out of the place where he must be hiding and put him to shame.

‘Oh,’ said Julia, ‘oh, don’t do that, Mother. I would die if Prince Irenaeus, if Hedwiga were to hear –’ Sobbing, she fell on her mother’s breast, hiding her face.

‘You are right,’ replied Madame Benzon. ‘You are right, my dear, good child. For the time being no one must know or guess that the Prince is here and has designs on you, my dear, devout Julia! Those who are in the plot must keep silent – for without the slightest doubt there are such people, in league with Prince Hector, since otherwise he couldn’t have remained here in Sieghartshof unremarked, any more than he could have stolen into our own dwelling. I cannot understand how the Prince could get away from this house without meeting me and Friedrich, who was lighting my way. We found old Georg in a deep, unnatural sleep – but where’s Nanni?’

‘It was my misfortune,’ whispered Julia, ‘my misfortune that she was ill, and I had to send her away.’

‘Then,’ said Madame Benzon, ‘perhaps I can be her doctor.’ And she swiftly pushed open the door to the next room. There stood poor sick Nanni fully dressed; she had been eavesdropping, and now sank at Madame Benzon’s feet in terror and alarm.

A few questions from Madame Benzon were sufficient to show that Prince Hector, making use of the old castellan who was thought to be so faithful, had –

M. cont. – news I heard! My faithful friend Muzius, my dear brother, had perished as a consequence of the severe injury to his hind leg. I was hit very hard by receiving the notice of his death. Only now did I realize what Muzius had been to me! The funeral, Puff told me, was to be held tonight in the cellar of the building where my master lived, and where the corpse had been taken. I promised not only to attend at the time appointed but also to provide food and drink, so that we could hold a wake after the noble old fashion. And I did provide for it, by carrying my lavish supplies of fish, chicken-bones and vegetables down to the cellar bit by bit during the day. For readers who like to have everything explained in the most precise detail, and will want to know how I managed to get the drink downstairs too, let me say that a friendly housemaid lent me a hand, so there was no trouble at all. This housemaid, whom I often encountered in the cellar and whose kitchen I also used to visit, seemed to like my kind very much and me in particular, so that we never met without playing an agreeable game together. She gave me many titbits which were actually worse fare than I got from my master, but which I consumed, pretending to think them delicious, for reasons of pure chivalry. Such things touch a housemaid’s heart, and then she would do what I really wanted: that is, I jumped on her lap and she petted my head and ears until I was in an ecstasy of bliss, and I became well accustomed to the hand that wields the broom of a weekday and caresses you best of a Sunday!67

I resorted to this friendly person just as she was about to carry a large pan full of fresh milk up from the cellar where I happened to be, and expressed a lively wish, in a manner she understood, to have the milk for myself. ‘You silly Murr,’ said the girl, who knew my name, as did everyone else in the house and indeed the entire neighbourhood, ‘you silly Murr, I’m sure you don’t want the milk just for yourself, I expect you want to treat your friends to a drink! Well, keep the milk, my little grey friend! I have other people to look after upstairs!’ With which she put the pan of milk down on the floor, stroked me a little more – meanwhile I was arching my back very prettily to express my delight and thanks – and then climbed up the cellar stairs. By this you may note, O youthful torn, that the acquaintance of a friendly cook, and indeed a certain sentimentally amiable relationship with her, is as agreeable as it is profitable for young fellows of our own rank and kind.

Around the hour of midnight I went down to the cellar. What a sad, heart-rending sight! There lay the corpse of our dearly beloved friend in the middle of the cellar, on a catafalque which, in accordance with that simplicity of mind ever displayed by the dear departed, consisted of nothing but a bundle of straw. All the other toms had already assembled; we shook paws, unable to utter a word, sat in a circle around the catafalque with hot tears in our eyes, and struck up a lament whose notes, going straight to the heart, echoed most frightfully through the cellar vaults. It was the most desolate, dreadful mourning that ever was heard; and no human organ is capable of producing it.

After the song was over a very handsome young fellow suitably clad in black and white stepped out of the circle, stationed himself at the head of the corpse, and made the following funeral oration, a copy of which he gave me in writing although he delivered it extempore.

  FUNERAL ORATION


at the grave of Muzius the Cat, untimely deceased,

a zealous student of Hist, and Phil.

delivered by his faithful friend and brother

Hinzmann68 accomplished in the study of Lit. and Eloq.


‘Dearly beloved brethren, gathered here to mourn!

Bold, brave-hearted fraternity members!



‘What is Cat? A frail, perishable thing, like all born here on earth! If it be true, as the most famous doctors and physiologists claim, that death, to which all creatures are subject, consists chiefly in the entire cessation of all breath, why then, our honest friend, our brave brother, that bold, true comrade in joy and sorrow, why then our noble Muzius is dead indeed! See, there lies our noble friend on the cold straw, all his four paws outstretched! Not the faintest breath steals through those lips, for ever closed! Those glowing, gold-green eyes that would sometimes radiate the gentle fire of love, sometimes flash annihilating anger, are now dulled! The pallor of death lies upon his countenance, his ears are limp, his tail hangs down! Ah, brother Muzius, where be now your merry gambols,69 your flashes of merriment, your good humour, your clear, cheerful “Miaow!” that rejoiced all hearts, your courage, your steadfastness, your cleverness, your wit? All, all has been stolen away by cruel Death, and now perhaps you do not even know for sure if you ever lived. Yet you were health and strength in person, armed against all bodily ills as if you would live for ever! Not one of the little wheels in the clockwork of your internal mechanism was so much as faulty, nor had the Angel of Death swung his sword above your head because that clockwork had run down and couldn’t be wound up again. No! a hostile principle interfered violently with your organism, wantonly destroying what might yet have continued in existence much longer. Yea, those eyes would have beamed a friendly light many times more, amusing notions and merry songs would often have escaped these lips and this breast now stilled; full oft would that tail, proclaiming the inner power of a cheerful mind, have waved and coiled, full oft would those paws have displayed their strength and skill in the mightiest and most daring of jumps – and now – ah, can Nature permit that which she constructed laboriously over a long period to be destroyed before its time, or is there in truth a dark spirit named Chance that can intervene, with wanton despotism, in those cycles that seem to rule all Being in accordance with the eternal natural principle? Oh, dead friend, if only you could give an answer to the company here assembled, sad but still alive!

‘But you worthy folk present, bold brothers all, let us not linger too long over such profound considerations, but turn wholly to mourning for our late friend Muzius, untimely taken from us. It is usual for the orator at a funeral to give the mourners the entire life history of the dead person, with additions and asides in his praise, and a very good custom it is, for such a recital must arouse the revulsion born of boredom in even the most sorrowful listener, and according to the experience and pronouncements of expert psychologists, such revulsion is the best way of curing any sadness, so that the orator thus performs two duties at once: he shows proper honour to the dear departed, and he comforts the bereaved. We have examples, and they are very natural, of the most afflicted of mourners going away perfectly cheerful and happy after such an oration; he has got over the loss of the deceased in his delight at being released from the torment of the eulogy.

‘Dear brothers here assembled, how happily would I myself follow that praiseworthy and hallowed custom, how gladly would I recite to you at length the complete life story of our late friend and brother, turning you from sad to happy toms, but it will not do, indeed it will not do! You will understand why not, my dear beloved brethren, when I tell you that I know almost nothing at all about our late friend’s real life as regards his birth, upbringing and subsequent career, so that I would have to lay pure fiction before you, and our situation here by the corpse of our late friend is far too grave for that, our mood much too solemn. Do not take it ill, comrades, if instead of preaching you a boring sermon I simply describe, in a few plain words, the shameful end suffered by the poor devil lying cold and dead here before us, and tell you what a bold, fine fellow he was in life! But heavens! I am deviating from the proper eloquent tone, despite the fact that I have graduated in eloquence, and, Fate willing, I hope to become Professor poeseos et eloquentiae!’70

(Hinzmann paused, washed his ears, forehead, nose and whiskers with his right paw, bent his intent gaze on the corpse for some time, cleared his throat, passed his paw over his face again, and then continued, in a louder voice.)

‘O bitter Fate! – o cruel Death! did you have to bear our late young friend away so cruelly in his prime? Brothers! an orator may repeat what the hearer has already heard even to excess, so I tell you what you all know, to wit, that our late brother fell victim to the ravening hatred of the Philistine Poms. He meant to steal up to that roof where once we amused ourselves in peace and joy, where happy songs resounded, where we were one heart, one soul, paw in paw and breast to breast, aye, he meant to steal up there for a quiet, secluded celebration with our Senior Puff of the memory of those fine days, true days in Aranjuez71 which now are over. But the Philistine Poms, desirous of thwarting every new meeting of our happy feline fraternity in any way they could, had set fox-traps in the dark corners of the attic, the unfortunate Muzius fell into one of those traps, crushed his hind leg – and was doomed to die! Painful and dangerous are the wounds dealt by Philistines, for they always make use of blunt, jagged weapons, yet being strong and powerful by nature, our late friend might have recovered despite the severity of his injury, but the grief, the deep grief of seeing himself cut down in the prime of his brilliant career, laid low by base Poms, the constant thought of the shame we had all suffered, was what gnawed his life away. He would suffer no proper dressing of the wound, he took no medicine – they say he wished to die!’72

(I could not – none of us could but feel severe pain at these last words from Hinzmann; we all broke into such a pitiful weeping and wailing as might have melted a rock. When we had calmed down sufficiently to hear him, Hinzmann continued, with much pathos.)

‘O Muzius! oh, look down! See the tears we shed for you, hear the desolate laments we utter for you, oh deceased tom! Aye, look down on us, or maybe up at us, whichever you can do just now, be among us in spirit if you still have such a thing, and if what dwells within you hasn’t been otherwise exhausted. Brethren! as I was saying, I will keep quiet about our late friend’s life because I don’t know anything about it, but the excellent qualities of the dear departed come to my mind all the more vividly, and it is those I will place before you, my dearest, most beloved friends, that you may feel to the full the terrible loss you have suffered by the death of that fine tomcat! Hear this, young toms who are minded never to deviate from the path of virtue, hear and mark this!

‘Muzius was a worthy member of feline society, as few alive are: a good, faithful husband, an excellent loving father, an ardent champion of truth and justice, tireless in doing good, a prop and stay of the poor, a true friend in time of trouble! A worthy member of feline society? Aye, for he always expressed the most laudable attitudes, and was even ready to make some sacrifices to get what he wanted; he was hostile only, and exclusively, towards those who crossed him and wouldn’t do as he wished. A good, faithful husband? Aye – for he chased other little ladies only when they were younger and prettier than his wife, and irresistible desire drove him to it. An excellent, loving father? Aye, for no one ever heard of his eating one of the kittens he had sired when a special appetite73 came over him, as rough, unloving fathers of our kind are wont to do; instead, he preferred their mother to take them all away, so that he had no idea where they were at present. An ardent champion of truth and justice? Aye, for he would have laid down his life for them, and consequently, since we have only one life, he didn’t bother much about either, which is not to be held against him. Tireless in doing good, a prop and stay of the poor? Aye, for year in, year out, on New Year’s Day he would take a little herring tail or a few tiny bones down to the yard for those poor brethren in need of feeding, and when thus doing his duty as a lover of his fellow cat, he would growl angrily at those needy toms who wanted even more from him. A true friend in time of trouble? Aye, for if he fell into trouble himself he would not refrain from applying for help even from those friends whom he had previously neglected and forgotten entirely.

‘Dear departed Muzius, what more can I say of your heroic courage, your elevated, refined sense of all that is beautiful and noble, your learning, your artistic culture, all the thousand virtues united in you? What, I say, what am I to say of that without greatly increasing our already well-founded grief at your sad demise? Friends, brethren, moved as ye are – for indeed I observe from certain unambiguous gestures, not a little to my satisfaction, that I have succeeded in moving you – well then, brethren, moved as ye are, let us follow the example of our late friend, let us do all we can to tread in his worthy pawsteps, let us be everything our late brother was, and we too will enjoy in death the peace of the truly wise tomcat, refined by virtues of every kind and nature, like our late friend here! See for yourselves how still he lies, not a paw moving, how all my praise of his excellence has not won even a faint smile of pleasure from him! Do you believe, sad mourners, that the bitterest blame, the coarsest, most injurious insults would have made any more of an impression on our late friend? Do you believe that even that infernal Philistine Pom, were he to step inside this circle, that Pom whose two eyes our friend would once have scratched out incontinent, could now vex him in the very least, or disturb his sweet, gentle peace?

‘Our excellent Muzius is now above praise and blame, above all hostilities, all chaffing, all malicious scorn and mockery, all the tangled vicissitudes of life; he has no more charming smiles, ardent embraces or honest pawshakes for a friend, but no claws or teeth for an enemy either! His virtues have brought him to that repose for which he vainly strove in life! In fact I can almost imagine that all of us sitting here, mourning our friend, will attain that repose without being quite such paragons of all the virtues as he, and there must be some other motive for virtuous conduct than a longing for this peace, but this is only an idea I put to you for further consideration. I was about to urge you to employ the chief part of your whole lives in learning to die as well as friend Muzius, but I will refrain, since you could produce many serious arguments against me. I mean, you could say the departed should also have learnt to be cautious and avoid fox-traps so as not to die before his time. And then I recollect how a very young tomcat whose teacher had adjured him along the same lines, saying that a cat should spend his whole life learning how to die, answered pertly that dying couldn’t be so very difficult, since everyone succeeded at the first attempt! Let us now, afflicted youths, devote ourselves to silent thought for a few moments!’

(Hinzmann fell silent and passed his right paw over his ears and face again. Then he seemed to sink into deep meditation, closing his eyes tightly. At last, when this had gone on rather too long, our Senior Puff nudged him and said quietly, ‘Hinzmann, I do believe you’ve gone to sleep. Come on, get your sermon over with, we’re all ravenous!’ Hinzmann started, sat up in his elegant oratorical position again, and continued.)

‘Dearest brothers: I was hoping to glean a few more lofty thoughts and conclude this speech with a brilliant peroration, but nothing at all occurred to me. I believe the great pain I have taken such trouble to feel has made me a little dull. Let us therefore consider my funeral oration, which you cannot refrain from applauding to the skies, let us consider my funeral oration closed and strike up the usual De or Ex profundis!’74

Thus did that elegant young tom conclude his eulogy, which seemed to me well composed and effective from the rhetorical point of view, but in which I could detect many faults. For it struck me that Hinzmann had spoken more to display a brilliant talent for eloquence than to honour poor Muzius after his sad demise. Not all that he said really applied to my friend Muzius, who had been a simple, plain, straightforward tomcat and, as I knew from experience, a kind, faithful soul. The praise lavished on him by Hinzmann, moreover, was of an ambiguous nature, so that in retrospect I didn’t really like the oration, and had merely been deceived during its delivery by the speaker’s charm and his admittedly expressive style of declamation. Our Senior Puff seemed to share my opinion; we exchanged glances which showed that we were of one mind over Hinzmann’s eulogy.

As requested at the end of the oration, we struck up a De profundis which sounded even more miserable and heart-rending, if possible, than our dreadful mourning hymn before the speech. It is no secret that singers of our kind are extremely well able to express the deepest pain, the most doleful lamentation, whether the cause of the complaint be love, either scorned or too ardent, or the death of a beloved comrade. Even cold unfeeling Man is deeply moved by songs of such a kind, and can relieve his troubled breast only by uttering strange oaths. When the De profundis was over, we picked up the body of our late brother and lowered it into a deep grave situated in a corner of the cellar.

At this moment, however, the must unexpected and at the same time delightfully touching event of the entire funeral occurred. Three young female cats as beautiful as the day came scurrying up, and cast into the open grave potato haulm and parsley which they had picked in the cellar, while a slightly older queen sang a simple, heartfelt song. I was familiar with the melody, and if I am not much mistaken, the original text of the song from which the voice had taken it begins with the words, ‘O Tannenbaum! O Tannenbaum!’,75 etc. Our Senior Puff whispered into my ear that these were the daughters of the late Muzius, come to take part in their father’s funeral in this manner.

I could not take my eyes off the singer; she was charming, the tone of her sweet voice, even the moving, deeply felt emotion in the melody of the funeral dirge wholly captivated me. I could not restrain my tears. But the grief she made me feel was of a strange and rare kind, since it aroused the sweetest pleasure in me.

I might as well say it straight out! My whole heart was drawn to the singer; I felt as if I had never seen a maiden queen of such charm, of such nobility in her bearing and her glance, in short, of such victorious beauty!

The grave was laboriously filled in by four sturdy toms scratching up as much sand and earth as possible; the funeral was over, and we went to table. Muzius’s sweet, pretty daughters were about to withdraw, but we wouldn’t allow that; rather, they must partake of the funeral feast, and I skilfully arranged it so that I led the loveliest of them all to table and sat down beside her. If her beauty had first dazzled me, her sweet voice enchanted me, now her clear, bright mind, her sincerity, the tenderness of her feelings, the purely feminine devout nature radiating from within her carried me up to the highest Heaven of delight. In her mouth, in her sweet words, everything had a magical charm of its own; her conversation was all a delightful, tender idyll. She spoke to me enthusiastically, for instance, of a dish of porridge made with milk which she had enjoyed with some appetite a few days before her father’s death, and when I said that they made such porridge very well in my master’s household, adding a good knob of butter too, she looked at me with a green glow in her innocent dove-like eyes and asked, in a tone that went right through my heart, ‘Oh, to be sure – to be sure, sir – so you like porridge made with milk too? And with a knob of butter!’ she repeated, as if rapt in ecstatic dreams. Who does not know that nothing suits pretty blooming girls of six to eight months old (such would have been the lovely creature’s age) better than a touch of enthusiasm, and that indeed it often makes them irresistible? Thus it was that I, wholly inflamed by love and ardently pressing the lovely creature’s paw, cried out: ‘Angelic child! Breakfast with me on porridge made with milk, and there will be no other bliss in life for which I would exchange my happiness!’

She seemed confused and cast her eyes down, blushing, but she left her paw in mine, which aroused the most delightful hopes in me. For once, at my master’s, I had heard an old gentleman, who, if I am not mistaken, was a lawyer, say it was very dangerous for a young girl to leave her hand long in the hand of a man, who might reasonably take the action as a traditio brevi manu76 of her whole person, and base upon it all manner of claims which it could then be difficult to reject. Well, I felt a great desire to make such claims now, and was about to begin on them when the conversation was interrupted by a libation in honour of the dead.

Meanwhile the late Muzius’s three younger daughters had fallen into a happy mood of roguish naïvety which delighted all the tomcats. They were already feeling their pain and grief much alleviated by food and drink, and the company now became increasingly lively and cheerful. We laughed, we joked, and when we rose from table it was our grave Senior Puff himself who suggested a little dance. Everything was quickly cleared away, three tomcats tuned up their throats, and soon Muzius’s lively daughters were twirling and leaping boldly around with the young fellows.

I did not move from my beauty’s side but asked her to dance, she gave me her paw, and we flew up and down the set. Ah, how her breath played on my cheek, how my breast trembled against hers, how I held her sweet body embraced in my paws! Oh, what a blissful, celestially blissful moment!

When we had danced two or maybe three écossaises, I led my beauty over to a corner of the cellar and followed the gallant custom by serving her a few refreshments, such as might be found, since the wake had not really been intended as a ball. I now gave free rein to my heartfelt emotion. Again and again I pressed her paw to my lips, assuring her that I would be the happiest of mortal cats if she would but love me a little.

’Unhappy cat!’ said a sudden voice right behind me, ‘unhappy cat, what are you about? This is your daughter Mina!’

I trembled, for well I knew that voice! It was Kitty! How capriciously did chance toy with me: just as I thought I had quite forgotten Kitty, I must learn what I could never have guessed, that I had fallen in love with my own child!

Kitty was in deep mourning, and I didn’t know what to make of that. ‘Kitty,’ said I, softly, ‘Kitty, what brings you here, why the mourning, and – o God! – those girls – Mina’s sisters?’

I learned the strangest thing! My hateful rival the tabby had parted from Kitty directly after falling victim to my chivalrous courage in that fierce duel, and when his wounds were healed he had gone away, no one knew where. Muzius then asked for her paw, which she willingly gave him, and the fact that he had entirely concealed the connection from me did him honour and showed his delicacy of feeling. So those merry, innocent kittens were only my Mina’s stepsisters!

’Oh, Murr,’ said Kitty tenderly, when she had told me all about it, ‘oh, Murr! Your noble mind erred only in the feeling that overwhelmed it. It was the love of the most affectionate of fathers, not of an ardent lover, that awoke in your breast when you saw our Mina. Our Mina! Oh, how sweet a word! Murr! can you remain insensible, can all love be extinguished in your breast for one who so fervently loved you – o Heaven, still loves you so fervently, who would have remained true to you till death had not another come between us, tempting her with vile seductive arts? Frailty, thy name is Cat!77 I know that’s what you are thinking, but is it not virtue in the torn to forgive the weaker queen? Murr! You see me bowed down and desolate at the loss of my third loving husband, but in that desolation I feel the love that was once my happiness, my pride, my life rekindled! Murr, hear my confession! I love you still, and I was thinking we might get mar—’ Tears choked her voice!

I felt most uncomfortable throughout this whole scene. There sat Mina, pale and lovely as the first snow that sometimes kisses the last flowers of autumn and will soon melt into bitter water–


[Editor’s note: Oh, Murr, Murr, yet another plagiarism! The hero of the wondrous tale of Peter Schlemihl78 describes his beloved, also called Mina, in those very words.]



I looked at them both in silence, mother and daughter, yet I liked the latter very much the better, and since among our kind, relationships between very close family members are no canonical bar to marriage – Perhaps my expression gave me away, for Kitty seemed to read my most private thoughts.

‘Barbarian!’ she cried, as she quickly ran to Mina and, embracing her vehemently, clutched her to her breast. ‘Barbarian! What have you in mind? Can you scorn this heart that loves you, and heap crime upon crime?’

Although I had no idea what kind of claims Kitty could have on me, or what crimes she could blame me for, I felt it advisable to put a brave face on all this so as not to disturb the party into which the wake had turned. I therefore assured Kitty, who was in a perfectly frantic state, that only Mina’s extraordinary likeness to herself had led me astray, making me believe my heart was inflamed by the same feeling I cherished for her, the still lovely Kitty. Kitty instantly dried her tears, sat down beside me and began as familiar a conversation as if there had never been any discord between us. And since young Hinzmann had asked the lovely Mina to dance, you may imagine in what a painful and uncomfortable position I found myself!

It was a good thing for me that our Senior Puff finally asked Kitty for the last dance, for she might otherwise have made me all kinds of strange propositions. I stole quietly out of the cellar and upstairs, thinking: Time will bring counsel!

I see this wake as a turning point, as the moment when my apprentice months came to an end and I entered into another phase of life.

W.P. – caused Kreisler to visit the Abbot’s apartments very early. He found that reverend gentleman with hatchet and chisel in his hands, busy opening up a large crate which, judging by its shape, must contain a painting.

‘Ah!’ cried the Abbot, as Kreisler came in, ‘I’m glad to see you, Kapellmeister. You can lend me a hand with a difficult, tedious task. This crate has a thousand nails hammered into it, as if to keep it closed for all eternity. It comes straight from Naples, and there is a painting in it that I want to hang in my cabinet for the time being, without showing it to the brothers. So I am not calling any of them to my aid – but now you can help me, Kapellmeister.’

Kreisler set to work, and it was not long before the large, handsome painting in its magnificent gilded frame was brought out of its crate and into the light of day. Kreisler was not a little surprised when he saw that the place above the small altar in the Abbot’s cabinet, where a delightful picture of the Holy Family by Leonardo da Vinci used to hang, was now empty. The Abbot had considered that painting one of the best in the Abbey’s collection, which was rich in old originals, yet this masterpiece was to make way for a painting whose decided modernity, as well as its great beauty, Kreisler could see at first glance.

Both the Abbot and Kreisler had worked hard, fixing the painting to the wall with masonry screws, and now the Abbot stood in the right light and contemplated the picture with such heartfelt satisfaction, such obvious pleasure, that it seemed as if there were some interest involved here besides the painting itself, worthy of admiration as it certainly was.

The subject of the painting was a miracle. It showed the Virgin Mary surrounded by the radiant glory of Heaven. She held a branch of lilies in her left hand, but with the two middle fingers of her right hand she touched a youth’s naked breast, and thick blood could be seen oozing from an open wound beneath her fingers. The youth was half rising from the couch where he lay outstretched, and seemed to be waking from the sleep of death. He had not yet opened his eyes, but the transfigured smile spreading over his handsome countenance showed that he saw the Mother of God in his blissful dream, that the pain of his wound was gone, and death had no more dominion over him.

Any connoisseur of art must feel much admiration for the good draughtsmanship, the clever arrangement of the group, the judicious distribution of light and shade, the stately design of the garments, the great charm of the figure of Mary, and in particular the vivid colouring, something which most modern artists have not mastered. However, what chiefly showed the artist’s true genius, and in the nature of the thing did so in the most striking way, was the extraordinary expression of the faces. The Virgin was the loveliest and most charming woman imaginable, yet the commanding majesty of Heaven lay on that high brow, and supernatural bliss shone in the mild brilliance of those dark eyes. Similarly, the heavenly delight of the youth awakening into life was caught by the artist and depicted with rare force by his creative mind. In fact Kreisler knew not a single painting of recent times that he could have set beside this magnificent picture, and he said so to the Abbot, dilating at length on all the individual beauties of the work, and adding that scarcely anything more successful had been produced of late.

‘There is good reason for that,’ said the Abbot, smiling, ‘as you shall now learn, Kapellmeister! It is a curious thing about our young artists: they study and study, devise ideas, draw, produce powerful cartoons, yet all is dead and stiff in the end, and cannot get to the heart of life because their work is not itself alive. Instead of carefully copying whatever great old master they have chosen as pattern and example, and thus fathoming his unique mind, they wish to be masters themselves at once, and paint similia,79 but that leads them into imitating things of minor importance, so that they appear as childish and ridiculous as he who, wishing to resemble a certain great man, took pains to cough and grunt and walk with a slight stoop just as he did. Our young painters lack the true inspiration that calls forth a picture from the mind, in all the glory of the most perfect life, and sets it before their eyes. We see this or that artist toiling vainly to attain, at last, that elevated frame of mind without which no work of art is created. But what the poor creatures take to be true inspiration, inspiration as it exalted the cheerful, peaceful minds of the old masters, is only a curious feeling compounded of proud admiration for their own ideas and anxious, painstaking endeavours to imitate the smallest detail of their old examples in the execution. Consequently the figure that should step into bright, welcoming life, looking alive itself, is often a terrible distortion. Our young painters do not achieve a clear view of that figure as conceived in the mind – and may that not be just because, though they succeed quite well in everything else, they lack a sense of colour?

‘In a word, at best they can draw, but they can’t paint. For it isn’t true that the understanding of colour and how to handle it has been lost, or that young painters lack industry. As for the first point, it can’t be true, since the art of painting in the Christian era, when it first became a real art, has never ceased developing: masters and pupils form an uninterrupted, continuous line, and those changes which did gradually cause deviations from reality could not have influenced the transference of mechanical skills. And as for the artists’ industry, they may be accused of having too much rather than too little of it. I know a young artist who will overpaint and overpaint a promising picture until everything is bathed in a dull, leaden tone, and perhaps does resemble its conception, whose forms could never come fully, vividly alive. You see here, Kapellmeister, a picture which breathes true, magnificent life, and the reason is that true, devout inspiration created it! The miracle will be clear to you. The youth raising himself from his couch there was attacked by murderers while he lay helpless, and killed. Although he had hitherto been a godless unbeliever who, in his infernal delusion, despised the Church’s commandments, he cried out to Our Lady for aid, and it pleased the heavenly Mother of God to awaken him from death to life again, to see the error of his ways and dedicate himself with pious devotion to the Church and her service. The youth to whom God’s envoy showed such favour is also the painter of the picture.’

Kreisler expressed considerable surprise at what the Abbot told him, and said he supposed that in that case the miracle must have occurred quite recently.

‘So you too,’ said the Abbot in a mild and gentle tone, ‘you too, my dear Johannes, are of the foolish opinion that the gate of Heaven’s grace is closed today, and will no longer afford passage to mercy and pity in the shape of the saint to whom a man oppressed has prayed fervently in mortal fear of ruin, a saint appearing in person to one in distress, bringing him peace and comfort? Believe me, Johannes, miracles have never ceased, but the human eye is dimmed by sin and crime, it cannot bear the supernatural brightness of Heaven, and so cannot recognize the grace of the Eternal Power when it announces itself in visible form. Yet, my dear Johannes, the most wonderful divine miracles occur in the mind of man himself, and he must proclaim these miracles aloud as best he may, in words, musical notes or colours. Thus the monk who painted that picture proclaimed the miracle of his conversion in a wonderful way, and thus – Johannes, I must speak of you, my heart is overflowing – and thus do you proclaim from deep within you, in mighty music, the wonderful miracle of the perception of clear eternal light. And is not your ability to do so another gracious miracle permitted by the Eternal Power for your salvation?’

Kreisler felt strangely moved by the Abbot’s words; total faith appeared vividly before his powerful and creative mind’s eye as seldom before, and a blessed sense of comfort spread through him.

All this while he had not taken his eyes off the wonderful painting. It is often some time before we see figures in the dark background of a picture, particularly when, as in this case, there are strong effects of light painted in the foreground or middle ground, and so it was only now that he saw the figure wrapped in a voluminous cloak disappearing through the door, in his hand a dagger upon which one ray of the halo surrounding the Queen of Heaven seemed to fall, so that it glinted only just perceptibly. This was obviously the murderer; as he fled he was looking back, a dreadful expression of fear and horror on his face.

Kreisler felt as if he had been struck by lightning when he recognized, in the countenance of the murderer, Prince Hector’s features, and now he also thought he had seen the youth waking to life somewhere, although only very fleetingly. A reluctance he himself could not explain kept him from imparting these observations to the Abbot. He did ask, however, whether the Abbot didn’t think it disturbing and inappropriate for the painter to show items of modern dress right in the foreground, although in heavy shadow – and what did he think of the waking youth, who was also dressed in modern clothes?

It was true that the painting showed a small table with a chair close to it in the foreground, over to one side. There was a Turkish shawl cast over the back of the chair, and an officer’s cap with a plume of feathers lay on the table next to a sword. The young man was wearing a modern shirt collar, an unbuttoned waistcoat, and a dark coat which was also unbuttoned, but whose cut allowed the folds to drape well. The Queen of Heaven was dressed as she is usually shown in pictures by the best of the old masters.

‘To my mind,’ replied the Abbot to Kreisler’s question, ‘to my mind the objects in the foreground and the young man’s coat are not at all inappropriate, and I think the painter would have had to be full not of Heaven’s grace but of worldly foolishness and vanity had he deviated from the truth in the slightest of the minor details. He had to show the miracle just as it really happened, remaining faithful to the place, the surroundings, the clothing of the characters, etc., so everyone can see at first glance that the miracle took place in our own times, and the devout monk’s picture becomes a splendid witness to the Church Triumphant in these days of unbelief and depravity.’

‘And yet,’ said Kreisler, ‘and yet, as I say, I don’t like that hat, that sword, that shawl, that table and chair, and I wish the painter could have left out those foreground items and cast a robe around his own figure instead of the coat. Now tell me, reverend sir, can you imagine the Holy Family in modern dress: St Joseph in a plush coat, the Saviour in a frock coat, Our Lady in fashionable dress with a Turkish shawl round her shoulders? Wouldn’t you think that an unworthy and indeed shocking profanation of what is most high? And yet the old painters, particularly German artists, portrayed all biblical tales and stories of saints in the costume of their own age, and it may be quite wrong to say those costumes were more suited to pictorial representation than those of the present day, which are indeed foolish and unpicturesque enough, except for certain women’s garments. However, many fashions of the past were inclined to exaggeration, I might say monstrosity: just think of those long crakow shoes with their turned-up toes, those padded breeches, those dagged doublets and sleeves, and so forth. And many of the women’s fashions we see in old pictures were quite intolerable too, deforming face and figure, giving a blooming young girl, pretty as a picture, the look of a sour old matron just because of her dress. Yet no one ever thought those pictures inappropriate.’

‘Well,’ replied the Abbot, ‘I can show you in a few words the difference between the devout past and this more corrupt time, my dear Johannes. In those days, you see, the holy stories so permeated the life of mankind, I might say were so much a part of life itself, that all believed miracles had happened before their eyes, and the Eternal Power might work more at any time. To the devout painter, therefore, the holy story to which he put his mind was happening in the present; he saw grace abounding among the people around him in daily life, and depicted it on his panel as vividly as he saw it. Today those stories seem very far distant, standing by themselves and not a part of the present, laboriously asserting their claim to a dim kind of life only in the memory, and the artist struggles in vain for a lively idea of them, for though he may not like to admit it to himself, his inner sense has been dulled by the things of this world. By the same token, however, it would be equally silly and ridiculous to reproach the old masters with ignorance of costume, taking that as their reason for depicting only the dress of their own times in their paintings, as when our young painters today take pains to show the most extravagant and tasteless of mediaeval costumes in their own paintings of holy subjects, thus showing that they were not taking what they meant to depict straight from life, but contenting themselves with a reflection of it as shown in an old master’s painting. That is the reason, my dear Johannes – since the present is too secular not to form an ugly contrast with those pious legends, and no one now can depict miracles as if they happened among us – that is the reason, however, why showing such legends in modern costume seems to us a tasteless distortion, and even impious. Yet if the Eternal Power really worked a miracle before all our eyes, it would be quite inappropriate to change from the costume of our time, in the same way as young painters looking for a point of reference must be careful to observe the costume of previous periods correctly in the old details, so far as they can be discovered. The painter of this picture, I repeat, was right to set it in the present, and those objects which you don’t like, my dear Johannes, fill me with devout and holy awe: I feel as if I myself were entering the small room of that house in Naples where the miracle of the young man’s conversion took place only a few years ago.’

The Abbot’s words set off reflections of many kinds in Kreisler’s mind: he had to allow that the Abbot was right on a number of points, but thought that in discussing the superior piety of the past and the depravity of the present he spoke too much in the character of the monk requiring and actually seeing signs, wonders and ecstasies, wonders not necessary for the practice of true Christian virtue by a devout, innocent mind remote from the feverish ecstasy of an intoxicating cult. Such virtue, he reflected, had by no means vanished from the earth, and if it ever did then the Eternal Power, having abandoned us and granted the Devil a free hand, would not be attempting to bring us back to the straight and narrow path by means of any miracle.

However, Kreisler kept these thoughts to himself as he continued looking at the picture in silence. On even closer examination, the features of the murderer stood out more and more clearly from the background, and Kreisler was convinced that the living original of the figure could only be Prince Hector.

‘It appears to me,’ began Kreisler, ‘it appears to me, reverend sir, that in the background there I see a bold marksman on the track of that noblest of animals, man, hunting him down in many ways. This time, I see, he struck home with a fine, well-sharpened blade, but as for his gun, there’s certainly something the matter with that, for he missed his shot not long ago when he was chasing a bold stag. I’d very much like to hear this determined huntsman’s curriculum vitae, or merely a brief extract from it; it might show me where I really stand, and whether I would not be well advised to turn to the Holy Virgin directly for the letter of safe conduct I may need.’

‘Let time pass,’ said the Abbot, ‘only let time pass, Kapellmeister! I would be surprised if much that is now hidden in dark obscurity were not soon made plain to you. And much may chime happily with your own wishes, which I have only now understood. It seems strange – I can say this much to you – it seems strange enough that they are quite wrong about you at Sieghartshof. Master Abraham is perhaps the only one who sees into your heart.’

‘Master Abraham?’ cried Kreisler. ‘Do you know the old man, your Reverence?’

‘You forget,’ replied the Abbot smiling, ‘you forget that our fine organ owes its impressive new structure to Master Abraham’s skill! But more of this in the future! Wait patiently now and see what happens next.’

Kreisler took his leave of the Abbot; he wanted to go down into the grounds to think over a number of ideas that were passing through his mind, but as soon as he had climbed down the steps he heard a voice behind him calling, ‘Domine, domine Kapellmeister, paucis te volo!’80

It was Father Hilarius, who told Kreisler he had been waiting with the utmost impatience for the end of his long conference with the Abbot. He had just done his office as cellarer, he said, had drawn off the best Franconian wine they had had in the cellar for years, and it was imperative that Kreisler drain a goblet of it at once for his breakfast, to appreciate the excellence of the noble vintage and convince himself that it was a wine absolutely made for a fine composer and true music-maker, being fiery and fortifying to mind and heart.

Kreisler well knew it would be impossible to try escaping the enthusiastic Father Hilarius, and in his present mood, indeed, he was happy to enjoy a glass of good wine. He therefore followed the merry cellarer, who led him to his cell, where he already had a bottle of the noble wine standing on a little table covered with a clean cloth, together with freshly baked white bread, salt and caraway seeds.

‘Ergo bibamus!’ cried Father Hilarius, filling the delicate green rummers and clinking glasses cheerfully with Kreisler. ‘Now then,’ he began, when they had emptied their goblets, ‘isn’t it a fact, Kapellmeister, that our reverend Abbot would like to harry you into putting on monastic robes? Don’t do it, Kreisler! I feel comfortable in my habit and wouldn’t shed it at any price, but distinguendum est inter et inter! A good glass of wine and good singing in church mean all the world to me, but you – now you are meant for very different things. Life still smiles on you in other ways, lights not at all like altar candles still shine on you! Well, Kreisler, to put it briefly – your good health! – long live your girl, and when you marry I’ll get the Abbot to send you, by my own hand, the best wine to be found in our extensive cellar, and never mind his vexation!’

Kreisler felt moved in an uncomfortable way by these remarks of Hilarius, as it hurts us to see something tender and pure as snow seized by clumsy, awkward hands.

‘What a great deal you know and hear within your four walls,’ said Kreisler, withdrawing his glass.

‘Domine,’ cried Father Hilarius, ‘Domine Kreislere, don’t take it ill, video mysterium, but I’ll hold my tongue. Don’t you wish to – well, let’s break our fast in camera et faciemus bonum cherubim81 – and bibamus that the Lord may maintain our peace and comfort here in the Abbey as before.’

‘Is it in danger now, then?’ asked Kreisler, intently.

‘Domine,’ said Father Hilarius quietly, moving confidentially closer to Kreisler, ‘Domine dilectissime!82 You’ve been with us long enough to know in what harmony we live, how the most varied inclinations of the brothers are united in a certain cheerfulness favoured by everything: by our surroundings, the mild nature of our monastic discipline, our whole way of life. That may be coming to an end. You must know, Kreisler, that Father Cyprian, whom we have long been awaiting, has just arrived, with the most fervent recommendations from Rome to the Abbot. He is still a young man, but there isn’t a trace of cheerfulness to be found on that austere and rigid countenance; rather, inexorable severity lies in those dark, lifeless features, a severity speaking of asceticism exaggerated to the highest degree of self-mortification. His whole nature conveys a certain hostile contempt for all around him, a contempt which may owe its origin to a real sense of spiritual superiority to us all. He has already inquired briefly about discipline here, and seemed to take great exception to our way of life. Be careful, Kreisler; this newcomer will turn our whole way of life upside down, a way of life which has been so good for us! Be careful, nunc probo!83 Those of a stern cast of mind will readily join him, and soon a party will form against the Abbot, who may not be able to prevent its triumphing, because it seems to me a certain thing that Father Cyprian is an emissary of his Holiness the Pope, to whose will the Abbot must bow. Kreisler, what will become of our music, of your pleasing presence with us here? I mentioned our well-furnished choir and our ability to give fine performances of the works of the greatest masters, at which the dark ascetic pulled a terrible face and said music of such a kind was for the secular world, not for the Church, from which Pope Marcellus the Second84 had rightly wished to ban it entirely. Per diem, if the choir is to go, and perhaps the wine cellar will be closed to me too – but for the moment, bibamus! Let us not mourn before the event, ergo – glug-glug!’

Kreisler said he thought matters might yet turn out well respecting the new arrival, who perhaps appeared stricter than he really was, and for his part he couldn’t believe that the Abbot, who had always displayed such a firm character, would give way so easily to the will of a monastic stranger, especially since he himself had many important and successful friends in Rome.

Just then the bells were rung, a signal that the solemn admission of Brother Cyprian the newcomer into the Order of St Benedict was to proceed.

Kreisler and Father Hilarius, who speedily swallowed the dregs of his goblet with a half-fearful ‘Bibendum quid!’, set off on their way to church. From the windows of the corridor along which they passed, they could see into the Abbot’s apartments. ‘Look, look!’ cried Father Hilarius, drawing Kreisler into a window niche. Kreisler glanced across and saw a monk in the Abbot’s own room. The Abbot was speaking to him very earnestly, while his own face flushed dark red. At last the Abbot knelt before the monk, who gave him the blessing.

‘Am I not right,’ said Hilarius quietly, ‘am I not right to seek and find something odd and unusual in this stranger monk who has suddenly descended upon our Abbey?’

‘To be sure,’ replied Kreisler, ‘there is something out of the ordinary about this Cyprian, and I should be surprised if certain connections were not soon revealed.’

Father Hilarius went to join the other monks, to walk in solemn procession with them into the church, preceded by the cross, the lay brothers with lighted candles and banners walking beside them.

When the Abbot and the strange monk passed close to Kreisler, he saw at first glance that Brother Cyprian was the youth awakened from death to life by Our Lady in the picture. Suddenly an idea came into his mind. He ran up to his room and found the little portrait Master Abraham had given him. No doubt about it! he was looking at the same young man, only younger, more animated, and in officer’s uniform. When he –


PART IV

BENEFICIAL CONSEQUENCES OF A SUPERIOR EDUCATION

My Months of Greater Maturity

M. cont. Hinzmann’s moving sermon, the wake, the lovely Mina, my reunion with Kitty, the ball – all this had excited a conflict of the most diverse emotions in my breast, so that, in the common phrase, I really did not know what to do with myself, and in a certain desolate anxiety of mind wished myself buried down in the cellar like my friend Muzius. This was very bad, to be sure, and I don’t know what would have become of me but for the true, elevated spirit of poetry dwelling within me, which immediately supplied me with many verses I did not omit to write down. The divine nature of poetry reveals itself primarily in the fact that making verses, although the rhyme may cost many a drop of sweat from time to time, produces a wonderful inner satisfaction which subdues all earthly sorrows, and they say has even conquered hunger and toothache on many occasions. That man whom death has robbed of father, mother or wife (indeed who has suffered any bereavement), good reason as he may have to be quite beside himself, yet is said never to have lacked for comfort in contemplating the wonderful dirge with which he expected to be inspired, and even to have married again simply so as not to abandon all hope of another tragic inspiration of the same kind.1

Here are the verses describing, with poetic force and verisimilitude, my condition and how I passed from sorrow to joy:


Who wanders far from light of day,

Haunting the cellar down below?

Who cries to me, ‘No more delay!’

Whose voice bewails a bitter woe?

My truest friend lies buried there,

His restless spirit riv’n by strife.




’Tis I must solace him: I swear

That I will give his ghost new life!




Yet no! There is no fleeting shade

Can utter notes of such sweet power!

A husband dear, a lost comrade

They mourn who will return no more.

Rinaldo2 would once more be drawn

Into love’s bonds, obey its laws.

But what is this I see? Proud scorn!

I feel the touch of sharpened claws!




’Tis she – my wife! where may I fly?

Ah, what emotion stirs my breast!

The loveliest creature I espy

In blooming youth and beauty drest!

It seems a light shines from aloft!

She leaps and plays with pretty art.

Sweet perfumes through the cellar waft.

My breast is light – heavy my heart.




My friend is dead – but she is found!

Oh rapture! Joy! Oh bitter pain!

My daughter – wife – I feel the wound!

Poor heart, are you to break again?

Yet can a wake, a merry dance

So utterly beguile the mind?

No! ’Tis delusion, not romance.

Strength to withstand it I must find.




Begone, thou vain deceiving vision:

Make way for loftier endeavour!

I’ll hold the female in derision.

She loves, she hates, she’s constant never.

No melting looks, pray – thine eyes sink!

Oh Mina, Kitty, save your presence –

This fatal poison I’ll not drink.

I flee. Let Muzius have his vengeance.




Transfigured tom! Whene’er I eat

A tasty fish I’ll think of you;

At every slice of good roast meat

I’ll vow to emulate you too.

Could vile, base Poms, my noble friend,

Bring you to ruin? Theirs the shame!

Plot as they might your grievous end,

I’ll glorify your noble name.




I felt so sad, like one who chooses

To weep and wail from morn to night.

But thanks be to the gracious Muses,

Thanks to the phantasy’s bold flight –

I feel considerably fitter;

My appetite is much improved.

My genius like my friend’s shall glitter.

A gourmet is to poesy moved!




Child of the high celestial sphere!

Art! comforter in times like these,

Let me write verses, year by year,

With brilliant and consummate ease.

And ‘Murr,’ cries many a lovely queen

And noble youth, ‘Poetic Murr!

What trust and confidence, I ween,

Are roused in me by thy sweet purr!’



The effect of composing these little verses did me so much good that I couldn’t be content with this one poem, but produced several more, one after another, with the same ease and felicity. I would communicate the most successful of them to my gentle reader at this point, were it not my intention to publish them, along with several witticisms and impromptus which I have composed in my hours of leisure and which almost make me burst out laughing myself, under the general title of Fruits of my Hours of Inspiration.

I must say, not a little to my own credit, that even in my youthful period, before the storm of passion had yet blown itself out, a clear understanding and a fine sense of decorum ruled me, getting the upper hand of any excessive intoxication of the senses. I thus succeeded in suppressing entirely the love that had suddenly bloomed within me for the lovely Mina. For one thing, in the circumstances and on calm reflection I could not but see it as a somewhat foolish passion; for another, I discovered that in spite of her outward appearance of childlike innocence, Mina was a pert, self-willed little thing who would dart at the bright eyes of the most unassuming young toms on occasion. To protect myself from any relapse, however, I carefully avoided seeing Mina, and as I was even more reluctant to face Kitty’s alleged claims and her strange, excitable character, I stayed indoors on my own so as not to meet either of them, visiting neither cellar, attic or roof. My master seemed to approve of this, and if he was studying at his desk, he would let me sit behind him on his chair, craning my neck so that I could look through the crook of his arm at the book he was reading.

My master and I studied some very nice books3 together in this manner: for instance, Arpe’s De prodigiosis naturae et artis operibus, Talismanes et Amuleta dictis, Becker’s Enchanted World, Francisco Petrarch’s book of memoranda, and many more. Reading these works was uncommonly diverting, and gave my mind new stimulus.

My master had gone out; the sun was shining so pleasantly, the scents of spring wafted in through the window so delightfully, that I forgot my resolutions and strolled up to the roof. No sooner was I on the roof-top, however, than I caught sight of Muzius’s widow coming round the chimney. I stood still, rooted to the spot with alarm; I could already hear myself being assailed with reproaches and protestations.

I was wide of the mark! Young Hinzmann was following close behind the lovely widow, whispering sweet nothings. She stopped, welcomed him with loving words, the two of them greeted each other with decided expressions of heartfelt affection, and then they swiftly passed me by without a greeting, taking no further notice of me at all. No doubt young Hinzmann was ashamed to face me, for he lowered his head and cast down his eyes, although the light-minded, flirtatious widow gave me a scornful look.

The tomcat is a very foolish creature in respect of his psychic nature. Could I not, ought I not to have felt glad that Muzius’s widow was provided with another lover? Yet I could not help feeling a certain inner vexation which seemed almost like jealousy. I swore never again to visit that roof, where I thought I had suffered great wrong. I took to sedulously jumping up on the window-sill instead, basking in the sun and looking down at the street to amuse myself; I indulged in all manner of profound meditations, thus combining pleasure with profit.

One subject of my reflections was as follows: why had it never occurred to me to go outside the door of the building of my own free will, or to take a stroll along the street, as I saw many of my kind do without any fear or alarm? I imagined such a promenade as an extremely agreeable thing, and felt sure that now I had come to months of greater maturity, and had acquired sufficient experience of life, I could no longer be risking any of those dangers into which I fell when Fate flung me into the world as a youth of tender years. For a start, I therefore walked confidently downstairs and sat down on the doorstep in the brightest of the sunshine. It goes without saying that I assumed a position calculated to show anyone, at first glance, that I was an educated, well-bred cat. I liked it outside the door of the building very much indeed. While the warm rays of the sun warmed my fur pleasantly, I delicately crooked my paw to wash my face and whiskers, whereupon a couple of young girls passing by on their way home from school, to judge from the large briefcases with clasps which they carried, not only expressed their high delight but also gave me a piece of white bread, which, with my usual gallantry, I gratefully accepted.

I was playing with their gift rather than actually preparing to eat it, but what was my alarm when a loud growling close beside me suddenly interrupted my game, and I saw before me that powerful old dog Scaramouche the poodle, Ponto’s uncle! I was about to vacate the doorway with one bound, but Scaramouche called out: ‘Don’t be such a coward! Stay where you are! Do you think I’m going to eat you?’

I inquired, with the humblest courtesy, in what way I might be able to serve Herr Scaramouche to the best of my poor powers, but he replied brusquely, ‘You can’t serve me in any way at all, Master Murr. How could you, anyway? I was going to ask whether you happen to know where my young wastrel of a nephew Ponto is. He used to go around with you, and the two of you seemed to be bosom friends, not a little to my annoyance. Well? Just tell me if you know where the lad’s hanging about. It’s several days since I set eyes on him.’

Cast into confusion by the old fellow’s arrogant, slighting manner, I told him coldly that there was no question of any close friendship between me and young Ponto, and never had been. Of late, in particular, Ponto had dissociated himself from me entirely, and in any case I’d never sought him out.

‘Well,’ growled the old fellow, ‘well, glad to hear it; it shows the lad still has a sense of honour and isn’t ready to go about with all kinds of rag, tag and bobtail.’

This was not to be endured! I was overcome by fury, the spirit of the feline fraternity stirred within me, and forgetting all fear I hissed a heartfelt ‘You old ruffian!’ into the face of the vile Scaramouche, meanwhile raising my right paw with claws extended towards the poodle’s left eye.

The old dog retreated a couple of steps, and said, less brusquely than before, ‘There, there, Murr, don’t take it ill! You’re a good cat otherwise, so I advise you to beware of young Ponto, for he’s a devil of a fellow! Well, you may believe me, he’s an honest soul, but light-minded, light-minded! Ready for all kinds of crazy pranks, never takes life seriously, no morals! So beware, I say, or he’ll soon be luring you into company where you don’t belong at all, where you’ll have to go to extraordinary pains to force yourself into a kind of social intercourse abhorrent to your disposition and apt to ruin your character and your simple, unfeigned morality, as you showed it to me just now. Well now, my dear Murr, as I was saying, you’re not a bad cat as cats go, and you’re ready to lend an ear to good advice! You see, however many crazy, disgraceful and indeed dubious pranks a youth may indulge in, if he displays only occasionally that yielding, often mawkish good humour peculiar to persons of a sanguine temperament, folk will say, “He’s a good sort after all, au fond!”,4 using the French expression, and that’s supposed to excuse his acting in defiance of all morality and order. But the fond where the kernel of virtue is hidden lies so deep, and so much of the debris of a dissolute life has accumulated on top of it, that it’s bound to be nipped in the bud. However, that silly amiability is often held up to one as a true sense of what’s good – though devil take such amiability if it can’t recognize the spirit of evil beneath a glittering mask! Trust me, tomcat, trust the experience of an old poodle who knows his way about the world, don’t let anyone fool you with that infernal “He’s a good sort au fond!” And if you happen to see my dissolute nephew, you’re welcome to tell him to his face everything I’ve been saying to you, and decline any further friendship with him. God bless you! You weren’t going to eat that, were you, my dear Murr?’

So saying, Scaramouche the old poodle snapped up the piece of white bread from in front of me and then walked away at a leisurely pace, head down so that his long, hairy ears swept the ground, wagging his tail slightly.

I thoughtfully watched the old poodle go as I took in the worldly wisdom of his remarks.

‘Has he gone? Has he gone?’ whispered a voice just behind me. I was not a little surprised to see young Ponto, who had been hiding behind the door, waiting for the old dog to leave me. Ponto’s sudden appearance cast me into some confusion, since although I really ought to have carried out his old uncle’s instructions now, it seemed rather a risky undertaking. I remembered those alarming words Ponto had once barked at me: ‘Were it to cross your mind to express hostile feelings towards me, then I’m your superior in strength and agility. One leap, one good bite from my sharp teeth would soon send you packing!’ I thought it highly advisable to say nothing.

This inward hesitation may have made my outward behaviour seem cold and forced. Ponto gave me a sharp look. Then he burst out laughing and cried, ‘I see what it is, friend Murr! My old uncle’s been telling you all manner of terrible things about my doings; he’s described me as dissolute and addicted to every kind of foolish prank and debauchery. Don’t you be silly enough to believe a word of it! Now then: take a good look at me and tell me what you think of my outward appearance.’

Looking young Ponto up and down, I thought he had never seemed so fit and well-fed, his attire had never been so neat and elegant, never had there been such agreeable harmony about him in general, and I told him so frankly.

‘Well now,’ said Ponto, ‘well now, my dear Murr, do you think a poodle who frequents bad company, who’s given over to low debauchery, who makes a point of being dissolute without taking any real pleasure in it, merely out of boredom, as indeed many poodles do – do you think such a poodle can look as you see me look? You praise, first and foremost, the harmony of my appearance. That in itself should show you how much my cross old uncle is mistaken! Remember – since you are a literary cat – remember the wise man5 who, when someone reproached a profligate chiefly with the lack of harmony in his nature, replied, “Is it possible for there to be unity in profligacy?” My dear Murr, do not for a moment be surprised by my old uncle’s black slanders! Surly and stingy as all uncles are, he was furious with me because he had to pay a few little gaming debts of mine, debts of honour I ran up with a sausage-seller who allowed illicit gambling at his shop, and would often advance considerable quantities of saveloys, groats and liver to the gamblers (made into sausages, of course). And then again, the old fellow’s still thinking of a certain period when my way of life wasn’t exactly creditable, but that’s all over long ago, and has given way to the utmost decorum.’

Just then an impertinent pinscher came down the street, peered at me as if he’d never seen anyone like me before, shouted some very coarse insults at me and then snapped at my tail, which I had stretched out full length and which he didn’t seem to care for. However, by the time I rose to defend myself Ponto too had made for the ill-bred roisterer, kicked him to the ground and jumped on him two or three times, sending him shooting away like an arrow from the bow, tail firmly clamped between his legs, and uttering the most miserable lamentations.

This proof of Ponto’s goodwill and active friendship moved me uncommonly, and I thought that in his case the saying ‘He’s a good sort au fond!’, against which Uncle Scaramouche had tried to warn me, could be understood in a better sense, and for various reasons could excuse him more than many another. Anyway, I had an idea the old fellow saw things in too dark a light, and although Ponto might be light-minded he could never play wicked pranks. I told my friend all this without concealment, thanking him, in the most heartfelt terms, for coming to my defence.

‘I’m glad,’ replied Ponto, glancing around him with a bold, roguish look in his eyes, as was his wont, ‘I’m glad my old fogey of an uncle hasn’t misled you, my dear Murr, and you recognize my good heart. Didn’t I see that boisterous young fellow off well, Murr? He won’t forget it in a hurry. In fact I’ve been watching him all day; the oaf stole a sausage from me yesterday, and deserved chastisement. And I’m not at all sorry your own injury was avenged in the process, so that I was able to prove my friendship to you. I was killing two birds with one stone, as the saying goes. But now, to return to what we were just discussing. Take another good close look at me, my dear cat, and tell me whether you don’t notice anything in particular different about my outward appearance.’

I looked attentively at my young friend, and – good heavens! Only now did I notice the prettily worked silver collar he was wearing, engraved with the words Baron Alcibiades von Wipp. Marschallstrasse No. 46.

‘What?’ I cried in amazement. ‘What, Ponto, have you left your master the Professor of Aesthetics and gone to live with a baron?’

‘I didn’t actually leave the Professor,’ replied Ponto. ‘He drove me away with kicks and blows.’

‘How could that be?’ I asked. ‘Surely your master used to show you every possible sign of affection and kindness?’

‘Ah, well,’ replied Ponto, ‘it’s a silly, vexatious story which turned out to my advantage only by the strange play of capricious chance. My stupid good nature alone was to blame for the whole thing – along with just a little vainglory, to be sure. I was always trying to pay my master attentions, thus showing off my skill and education. Consequently, I was in the habit of carrying any little thing I found on the floor straight to him without waiting to be asked. Well, you may perhaps know that Professor Lothario has a wife, very young and pretty as a picture, a wife who loves him most tenderly, as he cannot doubt at all, since she assures him of it all the time, heaping caresses on him at the very moment when he is deep in his books and preparing for the lecture he must give. She is domestic bliss personified, since she never leaves home before twelve noon, having risen at ten-thirty; being a woman of simple ways, she doesn’t think it beneath her to consult the cook and the housemaid on every detail of domestic affairs, and borrow from them if the housekeeping money has run out early because certain expenditure exceeding the budget has been incurred, and the Professor can’t be approached. She pays interest on such a loan in clothes that have hardly been worn, and these clothes, besides the feathered hats in which the astonished world of maidservants sees the housemaid decked out of a Sunday, might be considered the reward for certain secret errands and other favours. With so many perfections, a charming woman can scarcely be blamed for the small folly (if folly it may be called) of bending her most earnest endeavour, all her thoughts and aims, to being always dressed in the latest fashion – for thinking the most elegant and expensive garment not elegant or expensive enough for her, while if she has worn a dress three times or a hat four, or has draped a Turkish shawl around her for a full month, she feels a dislike for it and will let the costliest outfit go again for almost nothing or, as I said, will let the maids preen in it. It is hardly surprising for the wife of a professor of aesthetics to have a sense of a handsome appearance, and it can only please her spouse if she manifests that sense by letting the gaze of her bright, sparkling eyes rest on handsome youths, even running after them a little from time to time.

‘I sometimes noticed that some attractive young man or other who attended the Professor’s lectures missed the door of the lecture hall, and quietly opened the door to the Professor’s wife’s room instead, entering it equally quietly. I could almost have believed that this confusion was not entirely accidental, or at least that no one minded it, for none of the young men was in any hurry to correct his mistake. If he went in it was quite some time before he came out again, and then with a smiling, satisfied look which suggested that his visit to the Professor’s wife had been as pleasing and profitable as the Professor’s lecture on aesthetics. The lovely Letitia (for such was the name of the Professor’s wife) did not particularly like me. She wouldn’t have me in her room, and she may have been right, since it’s true that even the most refined poodle doesn’t belong in a place where he risks tearing silk lace and soiling the clothes lying scattered on all the chairs at every step he takes. Yet the evil genius of the Professor’s wife ordained that I should once get into her boudoir.

‘One day the Professor had drunk more wine than was really good for him at luncheon in the middle of the day, and consequently he was in great good humour. On coming home he went straight to his wife’s room, quite contrary to his usual custom, and I slipped through the door with him, impelled by what special desire I myself don’t know. The Professor’s wife was wearing a negligée so white it might have been compared to new-fallen snow; her whole attire showed not just a certain carefulness but the most profound art of the toilette, which conceals itself behind simplicity and, like an enemy in ambush, is all the more sure of a conquest. She was indeed full of charms, and the half-intoxicated Professor felt their force more strongly than usual. Full of love and delight, he called his beautiful wife the sweetest names, lavished the most affectionate caresses on her, and thus failed to notice a certain absence of mind, a certain uneasy discomfort which his wife’s whole demeanour betrayed all too clearly. I found the enthusiastic aesthetician’s growing tenderness displeasing and annoying, and turned to my old way of passing the time, sniffing around on the floor. Just as I heard the Professor crying out loud, in the utmost ecstasy, “Divine, noble, heavenly woman, let us –” I came prancing up to him on my hind legs, wagging my short tail slightly, as usual, and daintily presenting him with the man’s glove of fine quality and orange hue which I had found under his wife’s sofa.

‘The Professor stared at the glove, and cried, as if abruptly woken from a sweet dream, “What’s this? Whose is this glove? How did it get into the room?” So saying, he removed the glove from my mouth, examined it, held it up to his nose and shouted again, “Where did this glove come from? Letitia, tell me who’s been with you!”

‘ “Oh, dear me!” replied the fair and faithful Letitia, in tones of uncertainty and confusion which she tried in vain to suppress, “oh, dear me, how oddly you’re behaving, dear Lothario! Whose is the glove – whose would it be? Why, the Major’s wife came to call, and when she left she couldn’t find her glove. She thought she must have dropped it on the stairs.”

‘ “The Major’s wife!” shouted the Professor, quite beside himself. “The Major’s wife, that delicately-built little woman whose whole hand would fit into the thumb of this glove? Hell and the devil, what pretty boy’s been here? For this curst thing stinks of scented soap! Who’s been here, unhappy woman? What criminal, infernal imposture has been destroying my peace and happiness? Oh, vile and infamous woman!”

‘The Professor’s wife was just preparing to fall down in a faint when the chambermaid came in and I, happy to be released from the fateful scene of marital life I had set in motion, made haste to run away.

‘Next day the Professor was very quiet and occupied with his thoughts: one notion alone seemed to fill his mind, and he seemed to be brooding on nothing but that idea. “Can it be he?” Such were the words that involuntarily escaped his silenced lips from time to time. Towards evening he picked up his hat and stick. I jumped to my feet, barking happily. He looked at me for a long time, bright tears sprang to his eyes, and he said, in tones of the deepest, most heartfelt melancholy, “My good Ponto! Faithful, honest soul!” Then he hurried out of doors, and so did I, close on his heels, determined to cheer the poor man up with all the arts at my command. Just outside the gate we encountered Baron Alcibiades von Wipp, one of the most elegant gentlemen in town, mounted on a fine English horse. As soon as the Baron caught sight of the Professor he curvetted gracefully up to him and asked after his (the Professor’s) health and then the health of his lady wife.

‘The Professor stammered a few indistinct words in his confusion.

‘ “Yes, to be sure, very hot weather!” said the Baron, pulling a silk handkerchief out of his coat pocket, but with the same movement he also flung out a glove which, in my usual way, I carried to my master.

‘The Professor swiftly snatched the glove from me and cried, “Is this your glove, Baron?”

‘ “Why, yes,” replied he, surprised by the Professor’s vehemence, “why, yes, I believe I pulled it out of my coat pocket just now and your helpful poodle retrieved it.”

‘ “In that case,” said the Professor in cutting tones, handing the Baron the glove I had fetched out from under his wife’s sofa, “in that case I have the pleasure of being able to return you the twin brother of your glove, the one you lost yesterday.”

‘And without waiting for the obviously embarrassed Baron to answer, the Professor hurried wildly away.

‘I took care not to follow the Professor into his dear wife’s room, since I could anticipate the storm that was soon to be heard raging, audible even in the corridor. But I waited in a corner outside, listening, and saw the Professor, his burning red countenance alight with rage, push the chambermaid to the door of the room and then, as she began saying something pert, throw her right out of the house. At last, late that night, the Professor came up to his bedroom absolutely exhausted. I expressed my heartfelt sympathy for his sad misfortune by whining softly. At that he embraced me and pressed me to his breast, as if I were his best, his closest friend. “My good, honest Ponto,” said he in a very doleful tone, “faithful heart, you, you alone have woken me from the beguiling dream that would not let me see my shame, you have brought me to throw off the yoke to which a false woman had harnessed me, so that now I can be a free, clear-minded man again! Ponto, how shall I thank you? You must never, never leave me; I will cherish and care for you as my best, most faithful friend, you alone will comfort me when I am near despair at the thought of my harsh misfortune.”

‘These moving expressions of a noble, grateful mind were interrupted by the cook, who rushed in, her face pale and distorted, and told the Professor the terrible news that his wife was lying in the most frightful convulsions, about to give up the ghost. The Professor flew downstairs!

‘For several days on end I hardly saw the Professor at all. The task of feeding me, which in the usual way my master lovingly performed himself, fell to the cook, but she was a cross, nasty creature and grudgingly gave me only the most miserable scraps, barely edible, instead of my usual good fare. Sometimes she even forgot me entirely, so that I was obliged to sponge on good friends, and even go hunting prey just to satisfy my hunger.

‘Finally, as I was moping around the house one day weak and hungry, my ears drooping, the Professor paid me a little attention. “Ponto,” said he, smiling, and indeed his whole face was bright and sunny, “Ponto, my good old dog, where have you been hiding? Is it so long since I saw you? I do believe they’ve neglected you, which wasn’t what I wanted at all, and they haven’t fed you properly! Come along, come along, and I’ll feed you myself again today.”

‘I followed my kind master into the dining-room. The Professor’s wife, blooming like a rose, came to meet him, her countenance all sunshine, just like her husband’s. They were more affectionate than ever in their behaviour to each other; she called him “angel husband”, he called her “Mousie”, and they kissed and toyed like a pair of turtle-doves. It was a pleasure to watch them. The Professor’s lovely wife was friendlier to me, too, than she had ever been before, and you may well imagine, my good Murr, that my native gallantry taught me how to behave well and prettily. Who could have guessed what fate hung over me? It would be difficult, even for me, to describe in detail all the malicious tricks to which my enemies resorted to ruin me, and it would weary you into the bargain. I will confine myself to mentioning just a few things which will give you a faithful picture of my unhappy situation.

‘My master was in the habit of giving me my usual portions of soup, vegetables and meat in a corner by the dining-room stove, while he had his own meal. I ate with such delicacy and cleanliness that not even the smallest speck of fat could be seen on the wooden floor. Imagine my horror, therefore, when at dinner-time one day the bowl broke into a hundred pieces when I had scarcely come near it, spilling greasy broth all over the beautiful floor. The Professor shouted angrily at me, uttering dreadful insults, and although his wife sought to excuse me, her pale face showed bitter annoyance. She said that even if the nasty stain wouldn’t come out, the wood could be planed down, or a new board fitted. The Professor had a great dislike of such repairs; he could already hear the carpenter’s lads planing and hammering, so it was his wife’s kind excuses which really brought my supposed clumsiness home to him, earning me a couple of cuffs about the head as well as those insults. I stood there conscious of my innocence, very much surprised, with no idea what to think or what to say.

‘Only when the same thing had happened to me two or three times did I see the malice of it! I had been given half-broken bowls which were bound to fall to pieces at the slightest touch. I wasn’t allowed in the dining-room any more. The cook fed me outside, but so grudgingly that, driven by the pangs of hunger, I was forced to try stealing many a crust of bread and many a bone. There was always a great deal of fuss over this, and I had to put up with hearing myself berated for selfish theft, when I had only been satisfying the most urgent natural needs. And there was worse to come! The cook complained at the top of her voice that a fine leg of mutton had gone from the kitchen, and I must have stolen it. As a domestic affair of some importance, the matter was brought before the Professor. He said he’d never noticed any inclination to theft in me, and thought my organ of larceny was not at all well developed; what was more, I couldn’t conceivably devour a whole leg of mutton leaving not a trace behind. They searched – and found the remains of the mutton in my bed! Murr, I swear to you – look, paw on heart! – that I was entirely innocent, that it had never entered my mind to steal that joint of meat, but what was the use of protesting my innocence when the evidence was against me? The Professor was all the angrier because he had taken my part, and found himself mistaken in his good opinion of me. I got a good thrashing. But if the Professor made his dislike for me clear after that, his wife was all the friendlier; she patted my back, which she never used to do before, and would even give me something nice to eat now and then. How could I guess that this was all hypocrisy and deceit, no more? Yet such was about to prove the case.

‘The door of the dining-room stood open. I looked in longingly, my stomach empty, thinking sadly of those happy days when the air was full of the aroma of roast meat and it wasn’t in vain that I looked beseechingly at the Professor, sniffling just a little. Then the Professor’s wife called, “Ponto, Ponto!”, dexterously holding up a nice slice of meat between her tender thumb and her pretty forefinger. It may be that in the enthusiasm of my excited appetite I snapped at it a little more vigorously than was actually necessary, but you may believe me, Murr, I never bit that soft, lily-white hand! Yet the Professor’s wife screamed out loud, “Oh, the wicked dog!”, fell back in her armchair as if fainting, and indeed, to my horror, I really did see a couple of drops of blood on her thumb. The Professor fell into a rage; he beat me, kicked me, and used me so mercilessly that I dare say I wouldn’t be sitting here outside the door with you, my good cat, enjoying the pleasant sunshine, if I hadn’t saved myself by prompt flight from the house. There could be no thought of return. I saw that there was nothing to be done about the black conspiracy the Professor’s wife had contrived against me, out of sheer revenge for the incident of the baronial glove, and decided to seek another master at once. In the usual way this would have been easy, on account of the great gifts bestowed on me by kindly Mother Nature, but hunger and grief had brought me so low that what with my wretched appearance I must really fear universal rejection. Sadly, tormented by urgent worries about nourishment, I slunk out of the gate. I caught sight of Baron Alcibiades von Wipp walking ahead of me, and I don’t know why, but the idea of offering him my services occurred to me. Perhaps it was a dim feeling that I would thus have an opportunity of avenging myself on the ungrateful Professor, and so indeed it turned out later.

‘I pranced over to the Baron, made up to him, and when he looked at me with some favour I simply followed him back to his lodgings. “Look at this,” said he to a young fellow he called his personal manservant, although he kept no other servants at all, “look at this, Friedrich, see this poodle who’s come my way. If only he were better-looking!” But Friedrich praised the expression of my face and my elegant figure, saying he thought I must have been maltreated by my master, and had probably left him for that reason. As he added, further, that poodles who attached themselves to a person of their own accord like that were usually good, faithful animals, the Baron had no choice but to keep me.

‘Despite the fact that I now acquired a really attractive appearance, thanks to Friedrich’s good offices, the Baron didn’t seem to think very much of me, and would only let me go for walks with him if absolutely necessary. All that was to change. When we were out walking one day, we met the Professor’s wife. You will recognize, my good Murr, the genial congeniality – if I may put it that way – of an honest poodle when I tell you that, although the woman had done me great injury, I felt unfeigned joy in seeing her again. I danced about in front of her, barked cheerfully, and showed her my pleasure in every possible way. ‘Why, it’s Ponto!” she cried, patting me and looking meaningly at Baron von Wipp, who had stopped. I ran back to my master, who caressed me. He seemed to be occupied with thoughts of a very particular nature, and muttered to himself, several times running, “Ponto! Ponto – can it be possible?”

‘We had reached a nearby pleasure garden,6 where the Professor’s wife sat down with her party, which did not, however, include the dear, good Professor himself. Baron Wipp seated himself not far away, so that he could keep his eye constantly on the Professor’s wife without attracting any special attention from the others. I placed myself in front of my master and looked at him, gently wagging my tail as if awaiting his orders. “Ponto!” he repeated. “Ponto – can it be possible! Well,” he added, after a brief silence, “well, let’s put it to the test!” So saying, he took a small strip of paper from his wallet, wrote a few words on it in pencil, rolled it up, tucked it under my collar, pointed to the Professor’s wife and said softly: “Ponto, allons!”

‘Even if I hadn’t been the clever, sophisticated poodle I am, I could have guessed immediately what this was all about. Accordingly, I went straight to the table where the Professor’s wife was sitting and pretended to feel a great appetite for the handsome cake standing there. The Professor’s wife was kindness itself; she fed me cake with one hand while petting my neck with the other. I felt her pull out the strip of paper. Soon afterwards she left her party and withdrew into a neighbouring walk. I followed her. I saw her eagerly read the Baron’s words, take a pencil from her netted reticule, write a few words on the same note and then roll it up once more.

‘ “Ponto,” she said, looking roguishly at me, “Ponto, you’re a very clever, good poodle when you fetch and carry at the right time!”

‘With these words, she stuck the little note under my collar, and I did not omit to hurry back to my master as fast as I could. He guessed at once that I was bringing an answer, for he instantly drew out the note from my collar. The words written by the Professor’s wife must have been very pleasant and cheering, for the Baron’s eyes flashed with sheer joy, and he cried in delight, “Ponto – Ponto, you’re a wonderful poodle! My lucky star sent you to me.”

‘You may well imagine, my dear Murr, that I was no less delighted, for from what had just happened, I could tell how to rise high in my master’s favour.

‘In my delight, and almost unasked, I did all the tricks I knew: the talking dog trick, the dying and coming back to life trick, refusing the piece of white bread offered by a Jew and devouring the piece offered by a Christian with relish, etc. “An uncommonly clever dog!” cried an old lady sitting near the Professor’s wife. “Uncommonly clever!” replied the Baron. “Uncommonly clever!” the voice of the Professor’s wife came in like an echo. In short, my good Murr, I will tell you that I continued carrying letters in the manner I have described, and do so to this day. I sometimes even take notes to the Professor’s house when he happens to be away. But if Baron Alcibiades von Wipp ever steals in to the fair Letitia as dusk falls, I stay outside the door of the house, and should the Professor be espied, even from afar, I make such an infernal racket with my barking that my master scents the enemy’s proximity as well as I do, and avoids a meeting.’

I felt I could not quite approve of Ponto’s conduct; I thought of the late Muzius, of my own deep repugnance for wearing any collar, and this in itself showed me very clearly that a good conscience, a conscience such as a right-minded tomcat bears within him, scorns to be a go-between in affairs of the heart. And I told young Ponto so quite frankly. However, he laughed in my face and asked whether feline morality was quite so strict, or hadn’t I kicked over the traces myself now and then – that is, had I never done something which wouldn’t quite fit into the narrow moral mould? I thought of Mina, and said no more.

‘For one thing,’ continued Ponto, ‘for one thing, my dear Murr, it’s a rule of thumb, and a very common one, that none can escape his fate, do what he may; and you, being an educated cat, can read more about that in a very instructive book, written in delightful style, entitled Jacques le fataliste.7 If it was determined, by immutable decree, that Herr Lothario the Professor of Aesthetics was to be a – well, you know what I mean, my good cat, and furthermore, the way the Professor behaved over the curious history of the glove – which should gain wider circulation; you could write something about it, Murr – the way the Professor behaved clearly showed that Nature had implanted in him a vocation to enter that great order the insignia of which are worn with such commanding dignity and great elegance by many, many men all unwittingly. Professor Lothario would have fulfilled that vocation even had there been no Baron Alcibiades von Wipp and no Ponto in the case. And anyway, did Professor Lothario deserve anything else, anything better, than for me to throw myself into his enemy’s arms? Then again, the Baron would certainly have found other means of meeting the Professor’s wife, and the Professor would have suffered the same injury without any of the benefit to myself I now genuinely derive from the Baron’s pleasing relationship with the fair Letitia. We poodles are not such excessively stern moralists as to gnaw our own flesh and scorn those good, choice morsels which are hard enough to get in this life anyway.’

I asked young Ponto whether the benefit he derived from his position with Baron Alcibiades von Wipp was really so great and important as to outweigh the unpleasant, oppressive nature of the servitude it entailed. In so doing I gave him to understand, in no uncertain terms, that such servitude must ever remain abhorrent to a tomcat with an inextinguishable sense of liberty in his breast.

‘You speak,’ said Ponto, smiling proudly, ‘you speak as you yourself see it, my good Murr, or rather as your total lack of experience of life in high society makes it appear to you. You don’t know what it means to be the pet of such a gallant, well-bred man as Baron Alcibiades von Wipp! For I suppose I don’t need to tell you, my liberty-loving cat, that I have been his dearest pet ever since I acted in such a clever, helpful manner. A brief account of our way of life8 will give you a very lively idea of the agreeable and beneficial nature of my present situation.

‘We rise in the morning – by “we” I mean I and my master – we rise not too early, but not too late either; that is to say, on the stroke of eleven. I should mention, by the way, that I have a soft, roomy couch made up for me not far from the Baron’s bed, and we snore in such harmony that if we wake suddenly we can’t tell which of us was snoring. The Baron pulls the bell and his manservant immediately appears, bringing a beaker of steaming chocolate for the Baron and a china dish of the best sweet coffee with cream for me, which I empty with as good an appetite as the Baron shows in draining his beaker. After breakfast we play together for half an hour; not only is the physical exercise good for our health, it also cheers our spirits. If the weather is fine, the Baron is in the habit of looking out of the open window, watching passers-by through his telescope. However, if there don’t happen to be many passers-by, the Baron has another amusement which he can pursue for an hour at a time without becoming fatigued. There is a stone of a particular reddish colour set into the paving beneath the Baron’s window, and a small hole has crumbled away in the middle of it. The Baron’s game is to spit out of the window accurately enough to hit this little hole. Much assiduous practice has brought him to the point where he can bet he will hit it three times running, and he’s won many a bet.

‘After this entertainment comes the very important moment of getting dressed. The Baron himself attends to the skilful combing and curling of his hair, and above all to the artistic arrangement of his cravat, without his manservant’s aid. As these two difficult operations last quite a long time, Friedrich employs the interval in getting me dressed too: that is, he washes my coat with a sponge soaked in luke-warm water, combs the long hairs decoratively left at appropriate places by the poodle-clipper with a sufficiently narrow-toothed comb, and puts on the handsome silver collar which the Baron gave me as soon as he discovered my virtues.

‘The next part of the day is devoted to literature and the fine arts: we visit a restaurant or coffee-house, enjoy a beefsteak or carbonade, drink a little glass of Madeira, and glance at the latest journals and newspapers. Then our morning calls begin. We call upon this or that great actress, singer or ballerina, bringing her the latest news, and in particular reports of any début the previous evening and how the show went. Baron Alcibiades von Wipp contrives to manipulate his news with remarkable skill so as to keep the ladies always in good humour. An enemy, or at least a rival, has never succeeded in gaining even a part of the renown crowning the celebrated lady whom he happens to be visiting in her boudoir just now. The poor creature was hissed – ridiculed! And if there is really no way of hiding the brilliant acclaim some artiste has received, the Baron is sure to serve up some new, scandalous little tale about her, a tale as eagerly heard as it is passed on, so that a judicious amount of poison may kill the flowers in her wreath before their time.

‘Calls on ladies of higher rank – Countess A., Baroness B., Lady C. the Ambassador’s wife, and so forth – occupy our time until three-thirty, and now that the Baron has done the real business of his day, he can sit down with satisfaction to dinner at four. This repast too is usually taken at a restaurant. After dinner we go to drink coffee, or perhaps to play a game of billiards, and then, if the weather allows, we take a little promenade. I am always on foot, but the Baron sometimes rides on horseback. Then it’s time for the theatre; the Baron never omits to go. He has a very important part to play there, since he must not only keep the audience informed of everything to do with the stage and the artistes who are appearing, he also has to allot praise and blame in the appropriate quarters, and above all he must keep taste directed along the right lines. He feels a natural vocation to do so. As even the most refined of my kind are most unfairly never allowed into the theatre, the hours when the performance takes place are the only time when I am separated from my dear Baron, and amuse myself on my own account. You shall hear at some future time how I do so, my good Murr, and how I employ my connections with greyhounds, English spaniels, pugs and other distinguished folk!

‘After the theatre we eat at a restaurant again, and the Baron abandons himself entirely to his jovial mood in cheerful company. That is to say, they are all talking and laughing and finding everything quite divine, ’pon their honour, and no one knows what he is saying or what he is laughing at, or what is to be praised, ’pon his honour, as so divine. However, therein lies the sublimity of the conversation, of the entire social life of those who follow the dictates of elegance, like my master. Sometimes the Baron goes on to a late-night party, where he is said to shine. I don’t know anything about that either, because the Baron has never yet taken me with him, and he may have his reasons for that.

‘I’ve already told you how comfortably I sleep on a soft bed beside the Baron. So now tell me, my good cat, in view of the avocations I have described here at some length, how can my cross old uncle complain that I lead a wild, dissolute life? It’s a fact, as I have told you already, that some time ago I did deserve all manner of reproaches. I went about in bad company and took special pleasure in forcing my way in everywhere uninvited, particularly at wedding feasts, and in kicking up an unprofitable row. However, none of this was done out of an outright instinct for dissolute brawling, but purely for lack of higher refinement, which I could hardly acquire in the circumstances then prevailing in the Professor’s household. It’s all different now. But whom do I see? There goes Baron Alcibiades von Wipp! He’s looking round for me – he’s whistling! Au revoir, old friend!’

Quick as a flash, Ponto raced away to meet his master. The Baron’s appearance was entirely in accord with the picture I had been able to form of him from Ponto’s description. He was very tall, and not slender so much as thin, thin as a rake. His attire, bearing, gait and gestures could all be taken as a prototype of the latest fashion, which, carried to fantastic extremes, lent his whole being a touch of the curious and eccentric. He was carrying a small, very thin cane with a steel crook at the end, and made Ponto jump over it several times. Degrading as this seemed to me, I had to admit that Ponto now combined the greatest skill and strength with a grace I had never noticed in him before. Moreover, the way the Baron walked with a strange, strutting goose-step, chest thrust out and belly pulled in, while Ponto bounded now in front of him and now beside him, curvetting very gracefully and allowing himself only very brief and sometimes proud greetings to passing friends – all this was evidence of a certain Something which, without being perfectly clear to me, impressed me mightily. I guessed what my friend Ponto meant about higher refinement, and decided to find out as much as possible about it. However, it proved very difficult to do so – or rather, my efforts were quite in vain.

I later came to understand that all the problems and theories one may form in the mind will be frustrated in the face of certain things, knowledge of which can be attained only by actual practice, and the refinement acquired by both Baron Alcibiades von Wipp and Ponto the poodle in high society is one of those things.

In passing, Baron Alcibiades von Wipp looked at me very keenly through his lorgnette. It seemed to me that I read curiosity and anger in his gaze. Had he perhaps noticed Ponto’s conversation with me, and did he disapprove of it? I felt a little anxious, and made haste upstairs.

I ought now, if I am to perform all the duties of a good autobiographer, to give you another description of my state of mind, and I could not do so better than in a few sublime verses to which I have been turning my paw, as they say, for some time now. However, I –

W.P. – wasted the best part of my life on these paltry, foolish devices. And now, old fool, you wail and blame the Fate you arrogantly defied! What were persons of rank to you, what was the whole world to you, the world you scorned because you thought it foolish, being most foolish of all yourself? You should have stuck to your craft, to your craft, building organs and not playing the witchmaster and soothsayer… Then they wouldn’t have stolen her away from me, my wife would be with me, I would be sitting in my workshop, a good craftsman with sturdy journeymen tapping and hammering around me, and we’d be making instruments better worth seeing and hearing than any others far and wide. And Chiara! Perhaps there’d be lively boys hanging around my neck, perhaps I might be dandling a pretty little daughter on my knee. Devil take it, what’s to prevent me from running off this moment, seeking my lost wife through the whole wide world?’

With these words Master Abraham, who had been conversing thus with himself, threw the little automaton he had begun to make down on the floor along with all his tools, got to his feet and paced rapidly to and fro. The thought of Chiara, which hardly ever left him now, called forth all the painful melancholy within him, and as his higher life had once begun with Chiara, now the defiant anger engendered by his pain ebbed: it was anger with himself for looking beyond his craft and venturing into the practice of true art. He opened Severino’s book and gazed long at the lovely Chiara. Then, like a man moonstruck, deprived of his outer senses and acting purely automatically, as impelled by his inmost thoughts, Master Abraham went over to a chest standing in a corner of the room, removed the books and other items standing on top, opened it, took out the glass ball and all the apparatus for the mysterious experiment of the Invisible Girl, fastened the ball to a thin silken thread hanging down from the ceiling, and arranged everything in the room as it had to be arranged for the hidden oracle. Only after doing all this did he awaken from his dreamy trance, and was not a little surprised to see what he had done. ‘Alas,’ he wailed aloud, sinking into his armchair quite exhausted and despairing, ‘alas, Chiara, my poor lost Chiara, never again will I hear your sweet voice telling what lies hidden in the depths of a human heart. There is no comfort left on earth – no hope but the grave!’

Then the glass ball swayed back and forth, and a musical sound was heard, like the wind softly touching harp-strings. But soon the sound became words:


‘Hope and comfort still may flow

In your life: ah, let them steal

O’er your senses, for although

Bound by oath, I may reveal

 That the deepest wounds can heal.

Master, be not plunged in woe.

Bitter pain will yet bring weal.

She who suffered tells you so.’



‘Merciful heaven,’ whispered the old man, with trembling lips, ‘it is she herself speaking to me from heaven above; she is no longer among the living!’

Then that musical sound was heard again, and the words seemed even softer, even further away:

‘Pallid death cannot devour
Those whose loving hearts are true.
He now sees the sunset hour
Who despaired in morn’s fresh dew.
Soon the time may come when you
Are free, however Fate may lour.
Soon, ah soon, you’ll dare to do
The will of the Eternal Power.’

Swelling more strongly, re-echoing again, the sweet notes brought sleep to fold the old man in its black wings. Yet in the dark, shining like a lovely star, the dream of past happiness rose, Chiara lay on the Master’s breast once more, both were young and happy again, and no dark spirit could cloud the heaven of their love.


[At this point the editor is obliged to inform his gentle reader that the cat has torn a few more sheets of paper out entirely, leaving yet another gap in a history full enough of gaps already. Judging by the page numbering, however, only eight columns of print are missing, and they do not seem to have contained anything of special importance, since on the whole what comes next follows on quite well from the previous passages. The text, then, continues:]


– could not expect. Prince Irenaeus was a sworn enemy of all unusual incidents anyway, and more particularly if he himself was required to investigate the matter more closely. He therefore took a double pinch of snuff, as he was wont to do in cases of difficulty, stared at the court huntsman with that famous, deflating Frederician gaze of his, and said, ‘Lebrecht, I fancy you’re a moonstruck dreamer, eh? Seeing ghosts, and making a wholly unnecessary fuss!’

‘Most Serene Highness,’ replied the court huntsman very calmly, ‘have me turned out like any ordinary rogue if everything I have told you isn’t literally true! I repeat it boldly and frankly. Rupert is a downright scoundrel.’

‘What?’ cried the Prince, in a rage. ‘What, Rupert – my faithful old castellan who has served the princely house for fifty years, without ever letting a lock get rusty, or failing to do his duty locking and unlocking gates – you call Rupert a scoundrel? Lebrecht, you’re possessed, you are raving! Good God in Heaven above –’

The Prince stopped, as always when he caught himself swearing in a manner not consonant with princely dignity. The court huntsman seized this moment to interrupt, very swiftly: ‘Your Serene Highness may become very heated and curse roundly, yet a man can’t keep quiet about a thing like this, he can only tell the truth and nothing but the truth!’

‘Who’s getting heated?’ said the Prince more calmly. ‘Who’s cursing? Only donkeys curse! I want you to tell me the whole story again, in a concise summary, so that I can call a secret meeting of all my councillors and tell them about it, for the purpose of proper consultation and deciding on the measures to be taken. If Rupert really is a scoundrel, then – well, we’ll see what we shall see.’

‘As I told you,’ began the huntsman, ‘when I was lighting the way for Fräulein Julia yesterday, the same person who’s been prowling around the place for some time stole past us. Wait a minute, thought I to myself, I’ll get Old Nick there yet, and when I’d taken the good young lady home I put out my torch and waited in the dark. It wasn’t long before the same fellow came out of the bushes and knocked quietly at the door of the house. I followed him cautiously. The door was opened, a girl came out, and the stranger went in with this girl. It was Nanni – you know her, Serene Highness, don’t you – Madame Benzon’s pretty Nanni?’

‘Coquin!’ exclaimed the Prince. ‘One doesn’t discuss pretty Nannis with crowned heads! But continue, mon fils!’

‘Well,’ the huntsman went on, ‘well, I’d never have thought pretty Nanni would do such a stupid thing. So it’s only a silly love affair, says I to myself, yet I couldn’t but think that there might be something else behind it. I went on waiting near the house. After quite a while Madame Benzon came back, and no sooner was she in the house than a window was opened upstairs, and the stranger jumped out as nimbly as you please right into the pretty pinks and gillyflowers planted in pots there, the flowers dear Fräulein Julia tends so carefully herself. The gardener made a terrible fuss; he came along with the broken potsherds and wanted to go and complain to your Serene Highness in person. But I wouldn’t let him in, because the rascal’s drunk even first thing in the morning.’

‘Lebrecht,’ the Prince interrupted his huntsman, ‘Lebrecht, this seems to be an imitation, for the very same thing happens in that opera by Herr Mozart, The Marriage of Figaro,9 the one I saw in Prague. So stick to the truth, huntsman!’

‘I’m not saying a word,’ continued Lebrecht, ‘not a word but what I can swear to on my body! The fellow had fallen as he jumped out, and I thought I’d catch him now, but he picked himself up quick as lightning and ran straight off to – where? Where do you think he went, Most Serene Highness?’

‘I don’t think anything,’ replied the Prince solemnly, ‘don’t you bother me with stupid questions about what I think, huntsman, just carry on quietly until your story is done, and then I’ll think!’

‘Well,’ continued the huntsman, ‘well, the man went straight to the empty pavilion. Empty, mark you! As soon as he’d knocked on the door a light showed inside, and who should come out but our honest, upright Herr Rupert? The stranger followed him in, and he locked the door again. So you see, Serene Highness, Rupert has dealings with strange, dangerous guests who must surely intend some evil, slinking around like that. Who knows what it’s all about? It’s possible that even your most Serene Highness is threatened by wicked men here in the peace and quiet of Sieghartshof!’

Since Prince Irenaeus considered himself a most important princely personage, he could not but dream now and then of all manner of conspiracies and wicked plots at court. Consequently the huntsman’s last remark struck home, and he remained deeply sunk in thought for some moments. Then, opening his eyes wide, he said, ‘Huntsman, you’re right! The matter of this stranger prowling about the place, and the light showing in the pavilion by night, is more suspicious than it seems at first glance. My life is in the hand of God! But I am surrounded by faithful servants, and should one of them sacrifice himself for me I would certainly provide generously for his family! Make that known among my servants, my good Lebrecht! You know that a princely heart is free of all fear, of any human terror in the face of death, but one has duties towards one’s people, one must preserve oneself for them, particularly when the heir to the throne hasn’t come of age yet. So I will not leave the castle until the conspiracy in the pavilion has been foiled. The forester must come with the huntsmen and all the other rangers, and all my servants are to arm themselves. The pavilion must be surrounded immediately, and the castle securely locked. See to it, my good Lebrecht. I myself will buckle my hunting knife on, and you can load my double-barrelled pistols, but don’t forget to leave the catch on for fear of accidents. And I want to hear news if, for instance, the rooms in the pavilion are about to be stormed and the conspirators forced to surrender, so that I can withdraw to my private apartments. And have the prisoners carefully searched before they’re brought before the throne, lest one of them may be so desperate as to – but why are you standing there, why are you looking at me like that, why are you smiling, what does all this mean, Lebrecht?’

‘Why,’ replied the huntsman, with a droll look, ‘why, Serene Highness, only that there’s no need at all to summon the forester and his men.’

‘Why not?’ inquired the Prince angrily. ‘Why not? I do believe you’re being impertinent enough to contradict me! And the danger is increasing every second! A thousand dev– Lebrecht, mount your horse – the forester – his men – loaded rifles – I want them on the spot this minute!’

‘But,’ said the huntsman, ‘but they’re on the spot now, Serene Highness!’

‘How – what?’ cried the Prince, keeping his mouth open in order to vent his astonishment.

‘I went out to the forester at first light of dawn,’ continued the huntsman. ‘The pavilion’s so well surrounded by now that a cat couldn’t slip out, let alone a man.’

‘Lebrecht,’ said the Prince, much moved, ‘Lebrecht, you’re an excellent huntsman and a faithful servant of the princely house. Save me from this danger, and you may count on getting a medal for services rendered! I’ll devise it myself, and have it cast in gold or silver, depending how many people are killed when the pavilion is stormed, a great number or only a few.’

‘With respect,’ said the huntsman, ‘with respect, Serene Highness, we’ll set about it straight away. That is, we’ll break down the doors of the pavilion, capture the rabble inside, and then it’ll all be over. Oh yes, I want to lay hands on that fellow who’s escaped me so often, the fellow who’s so curst good at vaulting, that rascal who’s billeted himself in the pavilion uninvited. I want to get hold of the scoundrel who upset Fräulein Julia!’

‘What scoundrel?’ inquired Madame Benzon, entering the room. ‘What scoundrel has been upsetting Julia? What are you talking about, my good Lebrecht?’

The Prince marched solemnly and significantly towards Madame Benzon, like a man to whom something great and monstrous has happened, something he is endeavouring to bear with all his strength of mind. He took her hand, pressed it tenderly, and then said, in a very soft voice: ‘Benzon, even in the loneliest, the most secluded retirement, a princely head is beset by danger! It is the fate of princes that all their leniency, all their goodness of heart will not protect them from that hostile demon which kindles envy and the lust for power in the breast of treacherous vassals! Benzon, the blackest treachery has raised its serpent-haired Medusa head against me. You find me in the most imminent danger. But the moment of catastrophe will soon come. I may shortly owe my life, my throne, to this faithful servant! And if it is not to be so – well, then I am resigned to my fate. I know, Benzon, that you still feel for me as you did, so I can say high-mindedly, like that king in the tragedy by a German poet10 with which Princess Hedwiga recently spoiled my tea, “Nothing is lost, for you remain still mine!” Kiss me, my dear Benzon! Dear Amalie, we are the old folk now! Good God, in my distress of mind I’m rambling! Let us be quite composed, my dear, and when the traitors are caught I’ll annihilate them with a glance! Huntsman, let the attack on the pavilion begin!’

The huntsman was about to hurry away.

‘Stop!’ cried Madame Benzon. ‘What attack? On what pavilion?’

At the Prince’s orders, the court huntsman had to give another concise account of the whole incident. Madame Benzon seemed to listen with increasing suspense to the huntsman’s narrative. When he had finished, she cried, laughing, ‘Well, this is the most comical misunderstanding that can be! I beg you, Highness, send the forester and his men home again at once! There’s no conspiracy at all, and you’re not in the slightest danger, my dear sir! The unknown lodger in the pavilion is already your prisoner.’

‘Who is it?’ asked the Prince, in astonishment. ‘Who, what unhappy man is lodging in the pavilion without my permission?’

‘It’s Prince Hector,’ Madame Benzon whispered into the Prince’s ear. ‘Prince Hector is concealing himself in the pavilion!’

The Prince recoiled a few paces, as if some invisible hand had suddenly struck him a blow, and then cried, ‘Who? What? Est-il possible? Benzon, am I dreaming? Prince Hector?’ His glance fell on the court huntsman, who was crushing his hat in his hand, wholly at a loss. ‘Huntsman,’ the Prince shouted at him, ‘huntsman, go down there and tell the forester and his men to go away – go back home! Let none of them be seen! Benzon,’ he added, turning to the lady, ‘my dear Benzon, would you believe it? Lebrecht called Prince Hector a fellow, called him a scoundrel! Unhappy man! But it will all remain between us, Benzon, it’s a state secret. Tell me, just explain, how could it be – the Prince makes out he’s going away, but then he hides here as if to embark upon intrigues?’

Madame Benzon saw herself saved from great embarrassment by the huntsman’s observations. Although she had entirely convinced herself that it would be inadvisable for her to disclose Prince Hector’s presence in Sieghartshof to the Prince, and least of all should she mention his designs on Julia, yet matters could not remain in a state which must become more dangerous with every passing minute for Julia herself and the whole situation she, Madame Benzon, was making every effort to maintain. Now that the court huntsman had discovered Prince Hector’s hiding-place, and Prince Hector risked being discovered in rather an ignominious fashion, she could – indeed she must – give him away without divulging Julia’s involvement. She therefore told Prince Irenaeus that a love quarrel with Princess Hedwiga had probably made the Prince pretend to be going away directly, but that then he hid near his beloved, with his faithful valet. It could not be denied that there was something romantic and fantastical about his actions, she said, but what lover was not so inclined? She added that the Prince’s valet was ardently courting her Nanni, and Nanni had given the secret away.

‘Ah!’ cried Prince Irenaeus. ‘Thank Heaven! Then it was the valet, not Prince Hector himself, who stole into your house and jumped out of the window into the flowerpots, like the page Cherubino. I was beginning to entertain all kinds of uncomfortable ideas. A Prince jumping through the window! How in the world could such a thing be?’

‘Why,’ replied Madame Benzon, with a roguish smile, ‘I know a princely personage who didn’t scorn to go out through the window when –’

‘Now, now,’ the Prince interrupted her, ‘you are vexing me, Benzon, you are vexing me most uncommonly! Let us not discuss the past; instead, let us think what’s to be done about Prince Hector now! Devil a bit of use is any diplomacy, process of state or courtly statute in this curst situation! Should I ignore him? Should I come upon him by chance? Should I – should I what? My head is in a whirl! This is what comes of princes lowering themselves to peculiar romantic pranks!’

In fact Madame Benzon did not know what direction to give the matter of Prince Hector now. However, this cause of embarrassment too was removed, for before she could reply to Prince Irenaeus the old castellan Rupert entered and handed him a small folded note, assuring him, with a sly smile, that it came from a person of rank whom he had the honour of keeping under lock and key not far away.

‘So you knew, Rupert?’ Prince Irenaeus said very graciously to the old man. ‘So you knew about it? Well, I always thought you a faithful, honest servant of my house, and now you have proved yourself one, for you did your duty and obeyed the orders of my noble son-in-law. I’ll consider how to reward you.’

Rupert thanked Prince Irenaeus in the humblest terms, and left the room.

It often happens that a man is regarded as particularly honourable and virtuous just when he has done something scoundrelly, and so thought Madame Benzon, being better informed of Prince Hector’s evil designs, and sure that the hypocritical old castellan Rupert was in the nefarious secret.

Prince Irenaeus opened the note and read:


‘Che dolce più, che più giocondo stato

Saria, di quel d’un amoroso core?

Che viver più felice e più beato,

Che ritrovarsi in servitù d’Amore?

Se non fosse l’huom sempre stimulato

Da quel sospetto rio, da quel timore,

Da quel martir, da quella frenesia,

Da quella rabbia, detta gelosia.11



In these verses of a great poet, Prince, you will find the cause of my mysterious actions. I thought myself unloved by her whom I adore, who is my life, all my hope and longing, for whom all ardent fires burn in my inflamed breast. Happily for me, I am persuaded it is otherwise! A few hours ago I learned that I am loved, and I now emerge from hiding! May love and happiness be the password to announce me! I will soon greet you, my Prince, with the respect due from a son.

Hector.’

The gentle reader may not find it entirely unwelcome if the biographer lets his story pause here for a couple of seconds, and inserts his own attempt at a translation of these lines of Italian verse. They run something like this:


What sweeter, gladder, state could be possest

Than falls to the enamoured bosom’s share?

What happier mode of life, what lot more blest,

Than evermore the chains of love to wear?

Were not the lover, ’mid his joys, distrest

By that suspicious fear, that cruel care,

That martyrdom, which racks the suffering sprite,

That phrenzied rage, which jealousy is hight.



The Prince read this note two or three times very attentively, and the more often he read it the darker did the frown on his brow become. ‘Benzon,’ said he at last, ‘Benzon, what’s the matter with Prince Hector? Lines of Italian verse to a princely head, a crowned father-in-law, instead of a clear, sensible explanation? What can it mean? There’s no sense in it! The Prince seems to be in a most indecorously extravagant state of mind. The lines speak of the happiness of love and the torments of jealousy: I understand that much. What does the Prince mean about jealousy? For heaven’s sake, whom could he be jealous of here? Tell me, my dear Benzon, do you detect so much as a spark of sound human reason in this note from the Prince?’

Madame Benzon was alarmed by the deeper meaning of Prince Hector’s words, which she could easily divine after what had occurred in her house the previous day. At the same time, she had to admire the subtle means he had devised of coming out of hiding without giving further offence. Far from her mind as it was to say anything at all about that to Prince Irenaeus, she tried to derive as much advantage from the present situation as possible. Kreisler and Master Abraham were the persons who, she feared, might confound her secret plans, and she thought she must employ every weapon that chance put into her hands against them. She reminded Prince Irenaeus of what she had told him about the passion kindled in Princess Hedwiga’s breast. The Princess’s state of mind, she added, could hardly have escaped her father’s keen glance, and Kreisler’s strange, extravagant behaviour must have given him reason to suspect some mad connection between the two of them. This was sufficient explanation for Prince Hector’s grim pursuit of Kreisler, and for his avoiding an encounter with the Princess’s grief and despair when he thought he had killed him, whereas upon learning that Kreisler was alive he had returned, impelled by love and longing, to watch over the Princess in secret. Consequently, she pointed out, the jealousy of which the Prince’s verses spoke could refer to none but Kreisler, which made it all the wiser and more necessary not to admit him to Sieghartshof any more, since he seemed to be hatching plots with Master Abraham against the court in general.

‘Benzon,’ said Prince Irenaeus, very gravely, ‘Benzon, I have been thinking of what you told me about the Princess’s unworthy weakness, and I don’t believe a word of it. Princely blood flows in her veins!’

‘Do you believe,’ cried Madame Benzon with vehemence, blushing hotly, ‘do you believe, Highness, that a woman of princely blood can command the beating of her heart, the main artery of life itself, better than another?’

‘Benzon,’ said the Prince crossly, ‘Benzon, you are in a very strange mood today! I repeat, if any kind of passion in such poor taste arose in the Princess’s heart, it was only a morbid coincidence – a convulsion, so to speak – she does suffer from spasms, after all – something from which she would very soon have recovered. And as for Kreisler, he’s a very amusing man who lacks only the proper refined breeding. I cannot believe him capable of such impertinent audacity as wishing to approach the Princess. Audacious he is, but in quite a different way. You may believe me, Benzon, when I say that in view of his eccentric manners a Princess is the very last person who would win his heart, should it be conceivable for a lady of such rank to condescend to fall in love with him. For – and entre nous soit dit, Benzon – he doesn’t think much of persons of rank like ourselves, and it is that same ridiculous, tasteless folly which makes him unsuitable for long residence at court. So let him keep away; but if he does come back he’ll be heartily welcome to me. For as if it weren’t enough that, as Master Abraham told me – oh yes, and you may leave Master Abraham out of it, Benzon; any plots he hatches have always been for the good of the princely house! As I was about to say – yes! As if it weren’t enough that, as Master Abraham told me, the Kapellmeister had to flee in an unseemly fashion, although I had received him with kindness, he was and is a very clever man who amuses me, despite his extravagant nature, and cela suffit!’

Madame Benzon froze with secret rage to hear herself snubbed so coldly. She had come upon an unsuspected rock hidden in the water as she blithely thought to swim downstream.

Now there was a great noise in the castle courtyard. A long line of carriages came rattling up, escorted by a strong troop of grand-ducal hussars, and the Lord Marshal, the President, Prince Irenaeus’s councillors and several members of the high society of Sieghartsweiler got out. News had arrived there of revolution breaking out at Sieghartshof, threatening the Prince’s life, and now his faithful followers and other supporters of the court had come to surround the person of the Prince, bringing with them the defenders of the country, whose assistance they had earnestly requested of the governor.

What with the assurances of the assembled company that they were ready to sacrifice life and limb for their noble lord, Prince Irenaeus couldn’t get a word in edgeways. He was just about to begin speaking at last when the officer commanding the troops came in and asked him about the plan of operations.

When the danger that has inspired fear in us turns to a vain, empty bogeyman before our very eyes, it is only human to feel extreme vexation. The thought of having escaped real danger gladdens us; the idea that there was never any danger at all does not. So it was that Prince Irenaeus could scarcely hide his displeasure and annoyance at all the unnecessary uproar.

Should he, could he say that the whole storm had blown up over an assignation between a valet and a lady’s maid, over the romantic jealousy of a Prince in love? He thought it over this way and that, while the expectant silence in the hall, interrupted only by the whinnying of the hussars’ horses outside promising a valiant victory, weighed down on him like lead.

At last he cleared his throat, and began with much feeling: ‘Gentlemen! The wonderful disposition of Heaven – yes, what do you want, mon ami?’

Prince Irenaeus interrupted himself with this question to the Lord Marshal. The Lord Marshal had indeed bowed several times, conveying by means of glances that he had something important to say. It turned out that Prince Hector had just been announced.

The Prince’s countenance cleared; he saw that he could deal very briefly with the presumed danger threatening his throne, and as if by waving a magic wand could turn this distinguished assembly into a courtly ceremony of welcome, which he duly did!

It was not long before Prince Hector entered, magnificently clad in his gala uniform: handsome, strong and proud they saw the god-like youth appear! Prince Irenaeus took a step or so towards him, but then instantly recoiled as if struck by lightning. Close behind Prince Hector, Prince Ignatius came running into the hall. Sad to say, that princely gentleman was becoming more foolish and inane with every day that passed. He must have been very much taken with the hussars in the castle courtyard, for he had made one of them give him his sword, pouch and shako, and had decked himself out in these splendours. Thus attired, he cavorted about the hall in little leaps as if he were on horseback, the bright blade of the drawn sword in his hand, letting its iron sheath clang mightily on the floor, and laughing and giggling in an uncommonly pretty fashion all the while.

‘Partez – décampez! Allez-vous-en – tout de suite,’ cried Prince Irenaeus in a voice of thunder, eyes blazing. The startled Ignatius swiftly made off. None of those present was so tactless as to take any notice of Prince Ignatius or the entire scene.

Prince Irenaeus, restored to the full, sunny brilliance of his mild and friendly disposition, now said a few words to Prince Hector, and then they both went the rounds of the assembly, saying a few words to this or that person. The court ceremony was over, that is, the profound and witty remarks usually made upon such occasions had been duly uttered, and Prince Irenaeus repaired with Prince Hector to his wife’s apartments. As Prince Hector insisted on surprising his beloved bride to be, they then went on to Princess Hedwiga’s room. They found Julia with her.

Prince Hector flew to the Princess’s side with the haste of the most ardent lover, pressed her hand tenderly to his lips a hundred times, swore that he had lived only in his thoughts of her, that an unfortunate misunderstanding had caused him the torments of Hell, that he could no longer endure separation from her whom he adored, and that now all the bliss of Heaven had opened up before him.

Hedwiga received the Prince with an easy cheerfulness unlike her usual manner. She replied to his tender nothings as best a bride-to-be may, without giving too much of herself away in advance; indeed, she did not think it beneath her to tease him a little about his hiding place, assuring him that she could think of no prettier or more charming transformation than to see a milliner’s block turn into a prince’s head – for, she said, she had taken the head she saw in the gable window of the pavilion for just such a block. This gave rise to all manner of amiable chaffing of the happy pair, which seemed to please even Prince Irenaeus. He felt quite sure now that Madame Benzon had been in grave error about Kreisler, for in his opinion Princess Hedwiga’s love for this handsomest of men was clear to see. The Princess seemed to be in rare, full bloom both of mind and body, as befits a happy bride.

With Julia, it was quite the opposite. As soon as she caught sight of the Prince she quivered in the grip of inner dread. Pale as death, she stood there with her eyes lowered to the ground, unable to make any movement, scarcely capable of standing upright.

After some time Prince Hector turned to Julia, with the words: ‘Fräulein Benzon, if I am not mistaken?’

‘A friend of the Princess’s from earliest childhood – they’re like a pair of sisters!’

As Prince Irenaeus spoke these words, Prince Hector took Julia’s hand and whispered to her very softly, ‘It is you alone I mean!’

Julia swayed; tears of the bitterest fear trickled from beneath her lashes. She would have fallen to the ground had Princess Hedwiga not swiftly thrust a chair towards her.

‘Julia,’ said the Princess quietly, as she leaned over her poor friend, ‘Julia, pull yourself together! Don’t you guess what a hard battle I am fighting?’

Prince Irenaeus, opening the door, called for eau de Luce.12

‘I don’t carry such stuff on me,’ said Master Abraham, coming up, ‘but I have some good ether. Has someone fainted? Ether’s good for a faint too!’

‘Then come in,’ replied Prince Irenaeus. ‘Come in at once, Master Abraham, and help Fräulein Julia.’

As soon as Master Abraham entered the hall, however, the unexpected was to happen. Prince Hector, pale as a ghost, stared at the Master. His hair seemed to stand on end, a cold sweat of fear stood out on his forehead. Stepping forward, his torso bent back, his arms outstretched towards the Master, he might have been compared with Macbeth when Banquo’s dreadful, bloody ghost13 suddenly takes the empty seat at table. The Master calmly produced his little flask and was about to approach Julia.

At this the Prince seemed to pull himself together and revive. ‘Severino, is it you?’ he cried in hollow tones of the deepest horror.

‘It is indeed,’ replied Master Abraham, not deviating in the slightest from his calm demeanour, not so much as changing expression. ‘It is indeed. I’m glad you remember me, Highness; I had the honour of doing you a small service some years ago in Naples.’

The Master took another step forward, whereupon Prince Hector seized his arm, pulled him aside by main force, and there followed a brief conversation of which no one in the hall understood a word, since it was conducted very fast and in the Neapolitan dialect.

‘Severino, how did that man come by the portrait?’

‘I gave it to him as a weapon to defend himself against you.’

‘Does he know?’

‘No.’

‘Will you keep silent?’

‘For the time being, yes!’

‘Severino, all the devils of hell are after me! What do you mean, for the time being?’

‘As long as you behave yourself and leave Kreisler alone, and that young lady too.’

At this the Prince let go of the Master and went over to a window.

Meanwhile, Julia had revived. Looking at Master Abraham with an indescribable expression of heart-rending melancholy, she whispered rather than said, ‘Oh, my dear, kind Master, you can save me! You have power over so much, do you not? Your knowledge may yet turn everything to good!’

The Master felt he saw the most wonderful connection between Julia’s words and his recent conversation, as if she had understood it all in the exalted perception of a dream, and knew the whole secret!

‘You are a devout angel,’ said the Master softly into Julia’s ear, ‘and so the dark, infernal spirit of sin has no power over you. Put all your trust in me; fear nothing, arm yourself with all spiritual power – and think of our Johannes.’

‘Oh,’ cried Julia painfully, ‘oh, Johannes! He will come back, won’t he, Master? I shall see him again!’

‘Certainly,’ replied the Master, putting a finger to his lips. Julia understood.

Prince Hector was taking pains to seem at ease; he explained that the man known here, so he understood, as Master Abraham had witnessed a very tragic event several years ago in Naples, an event in which he, the Prince himself, as he must confess, had been involved. This was not the time to tell that story, but he would do so at a future date.

The storm within him was too violent for its turmoil not to show on the surface, and so the Prince’s distraught countenance, from which every drop of blood seemed to have drained, suited very ill with the nonchalant conversation in which he now forced himself to engage merely to get over this difficult moment. The Princess succeeded in overcoming the tension of the situation better than Prince Hector. With that irony which turns even suspicion and bitterness to the subtlest mockery, Hedwiga chaffingly entangled the Prince in the labyrinth of his own thoughts. Clever man of the world as he was, and moreover armed with all the weapons of a wickedness that destroys every truthful form life takes, he could not withstand her strange state of mind. The more vivaciously Hedwiga spoke, the more fiery and electrifying the lightning of her witty irony as it struck home, the more confused and anxious did the Prince seem to feel, until at last that feeling became unendurable and he hastily took his leave.

Prince Irenaeus felt as he always did when offence of this kind was offered: he couldn’t understand any of it. He confined himself to a few fragments of French, meaning nothing in particular, which he flung at Prince Hector and which the latter returned in kind.

Prince Hector was already out of the door when Hedwiga suddenly, her whole mood changing, looked down at the floor and cried aloud, in a strange tone that went to the heart: ‘I see the murderer’s bloody track!’ Then she seemed to wake from a dream, pressed Julia stormily to her breast, and whispered, ‘Child, poor child, don’t let yourself be beguiled!’

‘Secrets,’ said Prince Irenaeus crossly, ‘secrets, fancies, follies, romantic tricks! Ma foi, I scarcely know my own court! Master Abraham, you mend my clocks when they go wrong; I wish you could find out what damage has been done to the clockwork here, because it never faltered before. And what’s all this about someone called Severino?’

‘I showed my optical and mechanical devices under that name in Naples,’ replied the Master.

‘Oh – oh, indeed,’ said Prince Irenaeus, staring at the Master as if a question were hovering on his lips, but then he swiftly turned and left the room in silence.

They had all thought that Madame Benzon was with Princess Maria, but she was not; she had gone to her own lodgings.

Julia longed for fresh air; the Master led her into the park, and strolling along the avenues where the leaves were falling, they spoke of Kreisler and his visit to the Abbey. They came to the fisherman’s cottage. Julia went inside to rest; Kreisler’s letter lay on the table. The Master thought there was nothing in it that Julia need fear to learn.

As she read the letter, her cheeks flushed a rosier red, and soft fire, reflecting a happier frame of mind, shone from her eyes.

‘You see,’ said the Master kindly, ‘you see, dear child, how the good spirit of my Johannes speaks words of comfort to you, even from afar? What have you to fear from threatening designs if constancy, love and courage protect you from the wicked who lie in wait?’

‘Merciful Heaven,’ cried Julia, casting up her eyes, ‘only protect me from myself!’ She trembled, as if in sudden terror at the words she had involuntarily uttered, sank into the armchair, half-fainting, and covered her burning face with both hands.

‘I don’t understand you, my dear girl,’ said the Master. ‘Perhaps you don’t understand yourself, so look closely into your own mind, and hide nothing from yourself out of weak self-indulgence.’

The Master left Julia to the mood of profound reflection into which she had sunk, folded his arms, and looked up at the mysterious glass ball. His breast swelled with longing and a wonderful sense of premonition.

‘I must question you now,’ said he, ‘I must consult you now – you dear and lovely secret of my life! Do not be silent, let your voice be heard! You know I was never an ordinary man, though many thought me so, for all the love that is the eternal world spirit itself burned in me, and a spark glowed in my breast that you breathed into bright, cheerful flame! Never believe, Chiara, that this heart has turned to ice because it has grown older, and cannot beat as fast as when I took you from the inhuman Severino;never believe me less worthy of you now than when you yourself sought me out. Yes, let your voice be heard, and I will pursue that sound with a young man’s speed until I have found you, and then we will live together again and work high magic in enchanted company, that magic which all human beings, even the worst, must recognize even though they may not believe in it. And if you are no longer bodily here on earth, if your voice speaks to me from the spirit world, then I will be content, I will even be better than I was before. But no, no! What were those comforting words you spoke to me?


‘Pallid death cannot devour

Those whose loving hearts are true.

He now sees the sunset hour

Who despaired in morn’s fresh dew.’



‘Master,’ cried Julia, who had risen from her chair, listening to the old man in profound surprise, ‘Master, to whom are you talking? What are you doing? You spoke the name Severino. Dear Heaven! didn’t Prince Hector address you yourself by that name when he had recovered from his surprise? What dreadful mystery lies hidden here?’

At these words from Julia the old man immediately came out of his exalted state, and his face assumed, as it had not done for some time, that strange, almost exaggerated grin that was curiously at odds with his usual kindly nature, giving his whole appearance the look of a rather weird caricature.

‘My dear young lady,’ said he in the shrill tone commonly used by purveyors of wonderful secret devices crying up their wares, ‘my dear young lady, just be patient for a little, and I’ll soon have the honour of showing you some very wonderful things here in this fisherman’s cottage. Do you see these dancing manikins, this little Turk who knows the age of everyone in the company, these automatons, these freaks, these distorted images, these optical mirrors – all of them pretty magic toys, but I still lack the best, and that’s my Invisible Girl. Note this: she’s already sitting up there in the glass ball. But she won’t speak yet, she’s still tired after her long journey, for she has come straight from far-away India. Yes, pretty lady, my Invisible Girl will be here in a few days’ time, and then we’ll ask her about Prince Hector, and Severino, and other matters of the past and the future! But let’s just have a little simple amusement now.’

So saying, the Master went running about the room with the speed and liveliness of a young man, wound up the machinery and arranged the magic mirrors. In every corner, devices came to life: automatons strutted about, turning their heads, and an artificial cockerel beat his wings and crowed, while screeching parrots flew circling around them, and Julia herself and the Master seemed both outside and inside the room. Well accustomed as she was to such tricks, Julia felt some horror at the Master’s strange mood. ‘Master,’ she said, anxiously, ‘Master, what has happened to you?’

‘My child,’ said the Master, in his grave manner, ‘my child, something beautiful and wonderful, but it is not good for you to learn of it. However, let these devices here, alive yet dead, go through their tricks while I tell you all that it is necessary and useful for you to know about on certain subjects. My dear Julia, you own mother has closed her maternal heart to you, but I will open it so that you may look in, see the danger in which you stand, and draw back from her. First, then, and without more ado, know that your mother has set her heart on nothing less than that your marriage to –

M. cont. – prefer not to do so. Young tomcat, be modest like me, and don’t be ready with your verses on every occasion if plain honest prose will do to spin out your ideas. Verses in a book of prose should serve the same function as bacon in sausage: that is, they should be scattered about in little bits here and there, lending the entire mixture a greasier gleam, a more deliciously sweet flavour. I don’t fear that my poetic colleagues will think this simile too low and vulgar, since it is taken from our favourite food, and indeed a good verse can sometimes be as serviceable in a merely tolerable novel as a piece of fat bacon in a lean sausage. I tell you this as a tomcat of aesthetic education and experience.

Unworthy and indeed rather pitiful as Ponto’s entire conduct, way of life and manner of remaining in his master’s favour might strike me in the light of my previous philosophical and moral principles, yet I was greatly taken by his unaffected manners, his elegance, and his charming ease in social intercourse. I endeavoured with all my might to persuade myself that my scholarly education, the gravity of all I said and did, set me far above the ignorant Ponto, who had merely snapped up a few scraps of learning here and there. However, a certain feeling which would not be suppressed told me plainly that Ponto would outshine me anywhere; I felt obliged to recognize the existence of a more distinguished rank of persons, and count Ponto the poodle among them.

A brilliant mind like mine will always have its singular and characteristic ideas on any occasion, at every experience life brings, and so I myself, meditating on my own cast of mind and my whole relationship with Ponto, fell into all manner of very pretty reflections which are well worth further communication. How is it, said I to myself, thoughtfully putting a paw to my brow, how is it that great poets and philosophers, although brilliant and sophisticated in other respects, prove so awkward in the social intercourse of the so-called polite world? They are for ever found where they ought not to be just then, they speak just when they ought to be silent, and conversely they remain silent just when they should be saying something; they offend against the form society has taken, always swimming against the current, and so injure themselves and others; in short, they resemble one who thrusts himself out of the gateway alone just as a whole procession of brisk walkers is strolling out in unison, and who, impetuously following his own path, breaks up the entire procession. This, as I know, is put down to a lack of social refinement which cannot be acquired at the scholar’s desk, but I think such refinement is easily enough acquired, and there must be some other reason for their inveterate awkwardness.

A great poet or philosopher would not be great if he were not aware of his intellectual superiority; but similarly he could not have those deep feelings peculiar to every brilliant man without seeing that his superiority cannot be acknowledged, because it upsets the balance that so-called polite society is always chiefly concerned to maintain. Every voice must join in the perfect accord of the whole, but the poet’s strikes a dissonant note, and although it may be a very good note in other circumstances, yet it is the wrong one at that moment, because it is not in tune with the whole. The right note, however, like good taste, consists in desisting from all that is unseemly. I also think that the irritation arising from the contradiction between feelings of superiority and an unseemly outward appearance hinders the poet or philosopher who is inexperienced in the world of society from seeing the whole and rising above it. He should not value his own intellectual superiority too highly at that moment, and if he refrains from doing so he will not set too high a value, either, on the so-called refinement of high society, which amounts only to an attempt to smooth away all corners and sharp edges, reducing all physiognomies to a single one, which then ceases to be one for that very reason. Then, impartial and free of vexation, he will easily understand the true nature of that refinement and the poor premises upon which it rests, and this understanding will make him at ease in the curious world which considers such refinement essential.

It is the same with artists, in their own way: like poets and writers, they are sometimes invited into the society of a person of rank, so that such a person can claim to be a kind of patron in the old style. Alas, these artists usually smell of the shop a little, and consequently they are either humble to the point of crawling, or brusque to the point of loutishness.


[Editor’s note: Murr, I am sorry to see you decking yourself out in borrowed plumes so often. I have good reason to fear that it will lower you considerably in the esteem of our gentle readers. Don’t all these reflections you’re so proud of come straight from the mouth of Kapellmeister Johannes Kreisler? And anyway, how could you acquire sufficient experience of life to see so deeply into the mind of a human writer, the most wonderful thing on earth?]



But why, I further reflected, should not a brilliant tomcat, if he is also poet, writer or artist, why should he not succeed in raising himself to such an understanding of the refinement of high society in all its significance, and in moving there himself with all the beauty and charm of his outward appearance? Has Nature granted the advantages of this refinement to the dog family alone? Though we cats may differ a little from that proud family in our dress, way of life, manners and customs, yet we too are flesh and blood, body and mind, and in the final resort dogs can lead their lives only as we do. Dogs too must eat, drink, sleep, etc., and when they are beaten it hurts them. In short, I decided to take instruction from my elegant young friend Ponto the poodle, and entirely at one with myself I went back to my master’s room. A glance in the mirror assured me that my serious purpose of striving for higher refinement was already, in itself, having a beneficial effect on my outer bearing. I looked at myself with the greatest contentment. Can there be any more comfortable condition than to be wholly satisfied with oneself? I purred!

Next day I did not confine myself to sitting outside the door, but strolled off down the street. I caught sight of Baron Alcibiades von Wipp in the distance, with my merry friend Ponto running along behind him. This could not be more convenient for me; I summoned up as much gravity and dignity as possible and approached my friend with that inimitable grace which, being a priceless gift of kindly Nature, no art can teach. But – oh, horrible! What happened next? As soon as the Baron saw me he stopped, and inspected me very closely through his lorgnette. Then he cried, ‘Allons, Ponto! Cat, cat! After it!’ And my false friend Ponto chased full tilt after me!

Horrified, my composure wholly destroyed by this shameful treachery, I was incapable of resistance, but cowered as low as I could to escape Ponto’s sharp teeth, which he was baring as he growled. However, Ponto jumped over me several times without touching me, and whispered in my ear, ‘Murr, don’t be such a fool! You’re not frightened, are you? Surely you can see this isn’t serious. I’m only doing it to please my master!’

Ponto went on jumping round me, and even pretended to be snapping at my ears, but without hurting me in the least. ‘Now, off you go, friend Murr!’ he whispered at last. ‘Down into that cellar!’

I didn’t wait to be told twice, but shot away like lightning. Despite Ponto’s assurance that he would do me no harm, I was not a little alarmed, since in such a delicate case you can never know for certain whether friendship will be strong enough to overcome a person’s natural disposition.

Once I had scuttled into the cellar Ponto continued staging his performance for his master’s benefit. That is, he growled and barked outside the cellar window, stuck his nose through the grating, and pretended to be furious that I had escaped him and he couldn’t follow me. ‘There,’ Ponto said to me as I sat in the cellar, ‘there, now do you see the profitable consequences of higher refinement? I’ve just shown my master what a good, obedient dog I am, and without making an enemy of you, my dear Murr. Such is the conduct of a true man of the world fated to be the tool in the hand of someone stronger. He must attack when urged to do so, but show skill enough to bite only when biting will really serve his own purposes.’

I rapidly disclosed to my young friend Ponto how I was minded to profit a little by his higher refinement, and asked whether and how he might undertake my instruction.

Ponto thought about it for a few minutes, and then said the best thing would be for me to start by getting a clear, vivid picture of the polite world in which he now had the pleasure of living, and this couldn’t be done better than by my going with him that evening to visit the lovely Badine, who received company during the hours of theatrical performances. Badine, he told me, was a greyhound in the service of the wife of the Controller of the princely household.

I groomed myself as well as I could, read a little more Knigge,14 skimmed through a couple of brand-new comedies by Picard,15 so that I could show off my knowledge of French if necessary, and then went down to the doorway. Ponto did not keep me waiting long. We strolled companionably down the street, and soon reached Badine’s brightly lit room, where I found a motley assembly of poodles, Poms, pugs, Maltese terriers and greyhounds, some sitting in a circle, some in groups in the corners of the room.

My heart was beating rather fast in the company of these creatures, who were of another kind than mine, and a hostile one. Many of the poodles scanned me with a certain contemptuous surprise, as if to say: ‘What’s a common tomcat doing in our elevated society?’ And now and then an elegant Pom bared his teeth, showing me how happily he would have attacked me had not decorum, dignity and the good breeding of those present not prohibited all brawling as unseemly.

Ponto saved me from embarrassment by introducing me to our lovely hostess, who assured me, with charming condescension, that she was very glad to have a cat of my renown at her party. Only now that Badine had said a few words to me did some of the other guests, fawning like the dogs they were, pay me more attention, speaking kindly to me and mentioning my written works, which they said they had enjoyed a great deal from time to time. This flattered my vanity, and I scarcely noticed that they were asking questions without paying any attention to my answers, extolling my talent without knowing anything about it, and praising my works without understanding them. A natural instinct taught me to reply in the same spirit: that is, making brief remarks without reference to the question, in such general terms as could be taken to relate to anything at all, expressing no opinions whatsoever, and never trying to take the conversation down into the depths beneath its smooth surface. Ponto told me, in passing, that an old Pom had said I was amusing enough, as cats went, and showed some talent for good conversation. Such a remark will please even one who is out of temper!

Jean-Jacques Rousseau, when he comes to the story of the ribbon in his Confessions,16 admits that he committed theft and saw a poor innocent girl punished for it without confessing the truth, telling us how hard it was for him to become reconciled to this shallowness of mind in himself. I am now in the same situation as that revered autobiographer. Though I have no crime to confess, yet if I am to be truthful I must not conceal the great folly I committed that same evening, which distressed me for a long time, even endangering my reason. But is it not just as hard to admit to a folly as a crime, and often even harder?

Before long I was overcome by such a sense of discomfort and uneasiness that I wished myself far away, under my master’s stove. The most terrible boredom crushed my spirits, and in the end made me forget all caution. I stole very quietly into a secluded corner to indulge in the slumber the conversation around me had brought on. For that conversation, which at first, in my ill humour, I might have erroneously taken for the dullest, most insipid chatter, now seemed to me like the monotonous clapping of a mill, very easily inducing a pleasant, mindless sensation of brooding, the kind soon followed by real sleep. I was in this mindless brooding condition, this gentle delirium, when I felt as if a bright light were suddenly shining before my closed eyes. I looked up. There in front of me stood a charming snow-white greyhound bitch, Badine’s pretty niece, whose name, as I later learnt, was Minona.

‘Oh, sir,’ said Minona, in that sweet lisping tone which arouses only too strong a response in the susceptible breast of an ardent youth, ‘oh, sir, you are sitting all alone! You seem to be bored! I am so sorry! But to be sure, sir, a great, profound poet like yourself, dwelling in higher spheres, must find the concerns of ordinary social life shallow and superficial.’

I rose, somewhat surprised, and was displeased to find that my nature, being stronger than any theories of well-bred decorum, made me involuntarily arch my back, which seemed to make Minona smile.

Pulling myself together at once, however, and behaving more politely, I took Minona’s paw, pressed it softly to my lips, and discoursed on those moments of inspiration to which a poet is often prone. Minona listened to me with such clear tokens of the most heartfelt sympathy, with such attention, that my flights rose higher and higher, until they were uncommonly poetic, and in the end I could hardly understand myself. Perhaps Minona understood me no better, but she fell into the greatest raptures, assuring me it had often been her fervent wish to meet the brilliant Murr, and that the present moment was one of the best and happiest of her life. What shall I say? It soon transpired that Minona had read my works, my most sublime poems – and had not just read them, but comprehended their highest meaning. She knew several of them by heart, and recited them with an enthusiasm and charm that transported me to a whole heaven full of poetry, particularly since it was my verses that the loveliest of her kind was reciting to me.

‘My dear, most excellent young lady,’ I cried, quite enraptured, ‘you have understood this mind of mine! You have learnt my poetry by heart! O Heaven! Can there be any higher happiness for an aspiring poet?’

‘Murr,’ lisped Minona, ‘Murr, tomcat of genius, can you believe that a feeling heart, a disposition which is minded to love poetry can remain indifferent to you?’ Having spoken these words, Minona sighed from the depths of her heart, and that sigh told me all the rest. What could I do but fall so madly in love with the beautiful greyhound that, dazzled and frenzied, I failed to notice that she suddenly broke off in mid-rapture to indulge in wholly insipid chit-chat with a pretty little boy of a pug, and then avoided me all evening, treating me in a way that should have told me clearly her praise and enthusiasm were meant for no one but herself. Suffice it to say I was a dazzled fool, and so I remained; I sought out the lovely Minona however and whenever I could, I hymned her in the finest of verses, made her the heroine of many a charming, whimsical story, thrust myself into company where I had no business to be, and was rewarded with much surly anger, scorn and hurtful injury.

In my cooler hours, the folly of my actions came before my own eyes, but then I again thought, foolishly, of Tasso17 and many more recent poets of a chivalrous turn of mind who love a high-born mistress, singing her praises and adoring her from afar, just as the man of La Mancha adored his Dulcinea,18 and then I determined to be no worse and no less poetic than such a man, and swore unswerving constancy and knightly service unto death to the deceptive object of my dreams of love, that charming white greyhound bitch. Once in the grip of this strange madness, I passed from folly to folly, and even my friend Ponto, having warned me gravely of the dreadful delusions in which they sought to entangle me at every turn, thought it necessary to avoid my company. Who knows what would have become of me, had not a lucky star been watching over me? This lucky star so contrived it that I went to visit the fair Badine late one evening, merely to set eyes on my beloved Minona. However, I found all the doors closed, and all my waiting and hoping for a chance to slip in was quite in vain. My heart full of love and longing, I wished at least to announce my proximity to the lovely fair, and struck up one of the most tender Spanish tunes ever devised and set to words underneath the window. It must have been a lamentable sound!

I heard Badine barking, and Minona’s sweet voice growled something too. Before I knew it, the window was swiftly opened and a bucket full of icy water was emptied over me. You may imagine with what speed I ran home! However, the flames within me consorted so ill with cold water on my fur that no good could come of it – at the very least a fever. And so it turned out. Back in my master’s lodgings, I was shaken by a feverish chill. My master could tell I was ill from the pallor of my countenance, the dullness of my eyes, the burning temperature of my brow and the irregularity of my pulse. He gave me warm milk, which I lapped eagerly, for my tongue was sticking to my gums with thirst; then I wrapped myself in the blanket on my bed and gave way entirely to the illness which had taken hold of me. First I fell into all kinds of delirious fancies about polite society, greyhounds, and so forth. After that my sleep became easier, and at last it was so deep that I believe I may say without exaggeration I slept for three days and nights on end.

When at last I woke I felt free and light at heart. I was entirely cured of my fever and – wonderful to relate! – of my foolish love too! The folly into which Ponto the poodle had enticed me became perfectly clear to me. I saw how silly it was for a tomcat born and bred to mingle with dogs, dogs who scorned me because they couldn’t appreciate my intellect, who must stand upon formalities because of their naturally trivial disposition, and who could thus offer me nothing but a nutshell lacking a kernel. The love of art and science revived in me with new strength, and I felt the attractions of my master’s fireside more strongly than ever before. My months of greater maturity had come, and being now no longer a feline fraternity member or a refined cat of fashion, I felt very forcefully that one need be neither in order to become such a cat as the deeper, better claims of life require.

My master had to go away, and during his absence thought it good to send me to board with his friend, Kapellmeister Johannes Kreisler. Since a new chapter of my life begins with this change of residence, I will close the present one, from which you, O youthful tomcat, will have derived so much useful instruction for your future.

W.P. – as if hollow, distant music reached his ear, and he heard the monks walking along the corridors. When Kreisler roused himself fully from sleep, he saw from his window that the church was lit up, and heard the murmuring singing of the choir. The time for the midnight office was past, so something unusual must have happened, and Kreisler could reasonably suppose that one of the old monks might have been snatched away by a swift, unexpected death, and was now being carried to the church in accordance with the Abbey’s custom. The Kapellmeister quickly flung on his clothes and went to the church. In the corridor he met Father Hilarius, who was yawning aloud and tottering on his feet, dazed with sleep, unable to take a firm step and holding his lighted candle not upright but pointing to the ground, so that the wax dripped off it, sizzling, and threatened to extinguish the flame at any moment.

‘Most reverend sir,’ faltered Hilarius as Kreisler called out to him, ‘most reverend Father Abbot, this is against all our usual arrangements. A funeral by night! At this hour! And just because Brother Cyprian insists on it! Domine – libera nos de hoc monacho!’19

The Kapellmeister finally succeeded in convincing the half-dreaming Hilarius that he was not the Abbot but Kreisler, and then drew from him, with some difficulty, the information that the corpse of a stranger had been brought to the Abbey by night, Hilarius knew not whence. Only Brother Cyprian seemed to know the stranger, who could have been no common man, since at Cyprian’s urgent request the Abbot had agreed to hold his exequies there and then, so that the burial could take place after the first office next day.

Kreisler followed Father Hilarius into the church, which was dimly lit and presented a strange, uncanny spectacle.

The only candles lit were those of the great metal candelabrum hanging from the lofty roof before the high altar, so that the flickering light scarcely illuminated the nave of the church fully, while casting into the aisles only mysterious rays of light in which the statues of saints seemed to be moving and walking, roused to ghostly life. Under the candelabrum, in the brightest of the light, stood the open coffin where the corpse lay, and the monks surrounding it, pale and motionless, seemed like dead men themselves, risen from their graves at this witching hour. They sang the monotonous verses of the Requiem in hoarse, muted voices, and when from time to time they fell silent, all that could be heard outside was the ominous roaring of the night wind, while the tall windows of the church creaked strangely, as if the ghosts of the dead were knocking at the building where they heard the pious dirge. Kreisler approached the ranks of the monks, and recognized the dead man as Prince Hector’s adjutant.

Then the dark spirits which so often had power over him stirred, sinking their sharp talons mercilessly into his wounded breast.

‘Tormenting apparition,’ said Kreisler to himself, ‘do you drive me here to make that dead youth bleed, as they say a corpse will bleed when its murderer comes near? Ah, but don’t I know that all his blood must have drained away in the sad days when he was expiating his sins on his sickbed? He has no evil drop left to poison his murderer, should that murderer come near him, least of all to poison Johannes Kreisler, who has no business with the adder he crushed to the ground when its forked tongue was already outstretched to deal a mortal wound! Open your eyes, dead man, so that I may look you straight in the face and you may see the sin has nothing to do with me! But you can’t! Who told you to set life against life? Why did you play a deceitful game of murder when you weren’t prepared to lose it? Yet your features are good and gentle, O pale and quiet youth; the agony of death has driven every trace of odious sin from your fair countenance, and if it were seemly to do so now I could say Heaven had opened its merciful gate to you, because there was love in your breast. But then, suppose I’m mistaken in you? Suppose you are no wicked demon, suppose my lucky star raised your arm against me to save me from the dreadful doom lying in wait for me in the dark? You may open your eyes now, pale youth, you may disclose everything now, everything, with a glance of reconciliation, even should I perish of mourning for you, or of a terrible dread fear that the black shadow prowling behind me will instantly seize upon me. Aye, look at me – but no, you might look at me like Leonhard Ettlinger, I might think you were the man himself, and then you must go down into the depths with me, those depths from which I often hear his hollow, ghostly voice. What’s this – do you smile? Does colour come to your cheeks, your lips? Does not Death’s weapon strike home? No, I will not wrestle with you again, but –’

During this soliloquy Kreisler had fallen unawares on one knee, both his elbows propped on the other, his hands beneath his chin. He now started up hastily, and would surely have done something strange and wild had not the monks and choirboys at that moment intoned the Salve regina, to the soft accompaniment of the organ. The coffin was closed, and the monks paced solemnly away. Then the dark spirits left poor Johannes alone, and he followed the monks, his head bowed, entirely dissolved in pain and melancholy. He was just on his way out through the door when a figure rose in a dark corner and strode rapidly towards him.

The monks stopped, and the lights they carried fell full on a tall, sturdy fellow of about eighteen or twenty years old. His face, which could only be described as ugly, wore an expression of the most savage defiance; his black hair hung shaggily round his head, his torn jerkin of striped linen scarcely covered his nakedness, and sailor’s breeches of the same material reached only to his calves, so that the Herculean build of his body was fully visible.

‘You damned scoundrel, who told you to murder my brother?’ cried the fellow wildly, in a voice that echoed through the church, and he leaped on Kreisler like a tiger, taking him by the throat in a murderous grip.

However, before Kreisler, utterly horrified by this unexpected attack, could even think of defending himself, Father Cyprian was beside him, speaking in a strong, commanding voice. ‘Giuseppo, you infamous and sinful man, what are you doing here? Where have you left the old woman? Be off with you at once! Most reverend Father Abbot, have the servants called to throw this murderous rogue out of the Abbey!’

As soon as he found himself facing Cyprian, the fellow had let go of Kreisler. ‘Well, well, Sir Saint!’ said he, sullenly, ‘you needn’t make such an almighty fuss about a man claiming his rights! I’m going of my own accord, no need to set any servants on me.’ And so saying he leaped quickly away through a door they had forgotten to shut, and through which he had probably stolen into the church. The Abbey servants arrived, but there seemed no occasion to pursue the audacious man further into the dark night.

It was in Kreisler’s nature for the excitement of anything unusual and mysterious to have a beneficial effect on his mind as soon as he had overcome the turmoil of the moment that threatened to destroy him. Consequently, the Abbot could not but think Kreisler’s calm curious and surprising when the latter stood before him next day, speaking of the shattering impression made on him by the sight, in such strange circumstances, of the body of the man who had tried to murder him and whom he had struck down in legitimate self-defence.

‘My dear Johannes,’ said the Abbot, ‘neither the Church nor the secular law can hold you in any way criminally guilty of that sinful man’s death. But it will be long before you can overcome the reproaches of an inner voice telling you it would have been better to die yourself than kill your opponent, which proves that the Eternal Power is better pleased by the sacrifice of a man’s own life than by its preservation, if it can be preserved only by a swift and bloody deed. But let us speak no more of this just now, for I have other, more immediate matters to discuss with you.

‘What mortal man can judge how the next moment may alter the course of events? It is not long since I was firmly convinced that nothing could be better for the welfare of your soul than to renounce the world and enter our Order. I have changed my mind now, and would advise you, dear and precious as you have become to me, to leave the Abbey very soon. Do not lose faith in me, dear Johannes! Do not ask me why, contrary to my own character, I submit to the will of another, a man who threatens to overturn all I have laboured to create. You would have to be deeply initiated into the mysteries of the Church to understand me, even if I wished to tell you the reasons for my course of action. Yet I can speak more freely to you than to anyone else. Know, then, that very shortly residence at the Abbey will no longer ensure you beneficial peace, as hitherto, indeed that a deadly blow will be dealt to your heartfelt aspirations, and the Abbey will seem to you a bleak, cheerless dungeon. The whole way of life in this house is changing: that freedom which can accompany devout morality will be no more, and the dark spirit of fanatical monasticism will soon rule within these walls with implacable severity. Ah, my dear Johannes, your wonderful hymns will no longer raise our spirits to the heights of devotion, the choir will be dissolved, and soon nothing will be heard here but monotonous responsories muttered painfully in hoarse, untuneful voices by the oldest brethren.’

‘And is all this,’ asked Kreisler, ‘to be by order of the strange monk Cyprian?’

‘It is so,’ replied the Abbot in almost melancholy tones, casting down his eyes, ‘it is so, my dear Johannes, and it is none of my doing that it can’t be otherwise. And yet,’ he added solemnly after a short silence, raising his voice, ‘and yet all that can promote the firm foundation and the glory of the Church must come to pass, and no sacrifice is too great!’

‘So who,’ asked Kreisler, displeased, ‘who is this great and mighty saint who has power over you, and whose word alone was enough to make that murderous fellow let me go?’

‘My dear Johannes,’ replied the Abbot, ‘you are entangled in a mystery which you do not fully understand as yet. But soon you will learn more, perhaps more than I know myself, and you will learn it from Master Abraham. Cyprian, whom we still call our brother, is one of the Elect. Direct contact with the Eternal Powers of Heaven was vouchsafed him, and we must already venerate him as a saint. As for that bold fellow who stole into the church during the funeral service and made a murderous attack on you, he is a half-crazy scoundrel of a gypsy vagabond whom our bailiff has had soundly whipped several times for stealing fat chickens from the villagers’ hen-houses. It did not take any special miracle to drive him away.’

As the Abbot spoke these last words, a slight, ironic smile hovered around the corners of his mouth, disappearing as quickly as it had come.

Kreisler was filled by the deepest, most bitter vexation; he could see that for all his superior mind and understanding, the Abbot was involved in falsehood and deceit, and all the reasons he had formerly employed to persuade him, Kreisler, to join the Order had served only as the pretext for some secret design, just like the reasons he was now putting forward to the contrary. Kreisler made up his mind to leave the Abbey, freeing himself entirely of all the ominous secrets which, if he were to stay longer, might yet entangle him in a web he could not then escape. But now, thinking of going straight back to Master Abraham in Sieghartshof, of seeing her again, hearing her, her of whom alone he thought, he felt in his heart that sweet anguish in which the most ardent, amorous longing is revealed.

Deep in thought, Kreisler was walking along the main avenue through the grounds when Father Hilarius came hurrying towards him, and immediately began, ‘You’ve been with the Abbot, Kreisler. He told you everything! So was I right? We’re all done for! When that clerical play-actor – well, the word’s out, but we’re on our own – when he – you know who it is I mean – went to Rome in his habit, his Holiness the Pope gave him audience at once. He fell on his knee and kissed the papal slipper. But his Holiness the Pope let him lie there for a full hour without signing to him to get up. “Let that be your first ecclesiastical penance,” said His Holiness, when he was at last allowed to rise, and preached a long sermon on the sinful errors into which Cyprian had fallen. Thereafter Cyprian received long instruction in certain secret chambers, and then he went away. It’s a long time since there’s been a new saint! The miracle – well, you saw the picture, Kreisler – the miracle, I say, appeared in its true light only in Rome. I’m just an honest Benedictine monk, a good praefectus chori, you’ll allow, and I like to drink a little glass of Niersteiner or Franconian wine to the honour of the one true Church, but, but… My comfort is that he won’t stay here long. He must be always on the move. Monachus in claustro non valet ova duo: sed quando est extra bene valet triginta.20 I expect he’ll work more miracles too. Look, Kreisler, look, here he comes down this path. He’s seen us, and knows how he must act.’

Kreisler saw the monk Cyprian coming along the leafy walk at a slow and solemn pace, his glance fixed on Heaven, his hands folded as if in pious ecstasy.

Hilarius made quickly off, but Kreisler remained lost in contemplation of the monk; there was something strange and outlandish about his countenance and his whole bearing which seemed to mark him out from all other men. A great disaster, one out of the common way, leaves distinct marks behind it, and so it might also have been that a wonderful fate had shaped the monk’s outward appearance into what it now was.

In his exaltation, the monk was going to walk past without taking any notice of Kreisler, who, however, felt impelled to bar the way of this stern envoy of the Head of the Church, this sworn enemy of the finest art.

He did so by saying, ‘Allow me to thank you, reverend sir. The force of your words freed me just in time from the hands of that coarse lout of a gypsy boy who would have throttled me like a stolen chicken!’

The monk seemed to wake from a dream. Passing his hand over his brow, he looked fixedly at Kreisler for a long time, as if trying to remember him. Then his expression changed to one of terrible, penetrating gravity, and he cried in a loud voice, his eyes burning with anger: ‘Audacious, impious man, you would have deserved it had I let you die with your sins upon your head! Are you not he who profanes the holy worship of the Church, the greatest prop and stay of religion, with secular tinklings? Are you not he whose vain works of art captivated the most pious minds here, so that they turned away from holy things and indulged in worldly pleasure with opulent songs?’

Kreisler felt both injured by these deranged reproaches and elated by the stupid arrogance of the fanatical monk, who could be routed with such light weapons.

‘If it is sinful,’ said Kreisler very calmly, looking the monk straight in the eye, ‘if it is sinful to praise the Eternal Power in the language that Power itself has given us, so that this gift of Heaven may arouse in our breasts the enthusiasm of the most ardent devotion, and indeed a perception of the world beyond, if it is sinful to rise on the seraph wings of song above all that is earthly, aspiring to what is highest in devout love and longing, then you are right, reverend sir, and I am a wicked sinner. But permit me to say that I don’t share your opinion, and firmly believe that the worship of the Church would lack the true glory of sacred enthusiasm if there were no more singing.’

‘Then pray,’ replied the monk in stern, cold tones, ‘pray to Our Lady to remove the veil from your eyes, and show you your damnable error.’

‘There was a composer,’∗ said Kreisler, with a slight smile, ‘who was asked by someone how he managed to get his sacred compositions to breathe such pious inspiration. The devout master, in childlike innocence, replied: “When my composing is not going well, I walk up and down the room saying several Aves, and then my ideas flow again.” The same master said of another great sacred work:† ‘It was not until I was half-way through the composition that I realized it was successful, nor was I ever so devout as during the time I was working on it. I fell on my knees daily, praying God to lend me the strength to bring the work to a happy conclusion.” And it seems to me, reverend sir, that neither this master nor old Palestrina21 was labouring to create something sinful, and only a heart frozen in ascetic obduracy can fail to be aroused to the utmost piety by sacred song.’

‘Little fellow,’ cried the monk angrily, ‘who are you that I should dispute with you, when you ought to prostrate yourself in the dust? Begone from the Abbey, and disturb what is holy no longer!’

Deeply angered by the monk’s commanding tone, Kreisler cried vehemently, ‘And who are you, deluded monk, to raise yourself above all humanity? Were you born free from sin? Have you never entertained thoughts of Hell? Did you never go astray on the slippery path you trod? And if Our Lady truly snatched you in her mercy from the death some terrible deed may have earned you, then it was so that you might humbly acknowledge and expiate your sin, not boast with impious arrogance of Heaven’s mercy and even of the holy crown you will never win.’

The monk stared at Kreisler with a glance that flashed death and destruction, muttering incoherent words.

‘And, proud monk,’ continued Kreisler, his emotion rising, ‘and when you still wore this coat –’

So saying, Kreisler held the picture Master Abraham had given him before the monk’s eyes. But as soon as Cyprian saw it he struck his brow with both hands in a gesture of wild despair, and uttered a heart-rending cry of pain as if dealt a mortal blow.

‘Begone with you,’ cried Kreisler, ‘begone from the Abbey, wicked monk! Oh yes, my good saint, and if you should chance upon that chicken thief who kept you company, tell him that you couldn’t and indeed wouldn’t protect me another time, but let him take care to stay away from me, or I’d skewer him like a lark, or like his brother, for when it comes to skewering folk –’ But here Kreisler became horrified by what he himself had done; the monk stood before him rigid and motionless, both fists still pressed to his brow, incapable of uttering a word or making any sound. Kreisler thought he heard a rustling in the bushes nearby, as if the savage Giuseppo would fall upon him any moment. He strode away; the monks were just singing the evening office in the choir, and Kreisler went into the church, hoping to calm his deeply agitated, deeply wounded mind there.

The office was over, the monks left the choir, the lights were extinguished. Kreisler’s mind had turned to those devout old masters whom he had mentioned while arguing with the monk. Music – the spirit of sacred music had risen within him, Julia had sung, the storm no longer raged in his heart. He decided to leave through a side chapel, the door of which opened into the long corridor leading to a staircase and up to his room.

When Kreisler entered the chapel, a monk rose with difficulty from the floor where he had been lying prostrate before the miraculous image of the Virgin which was placed there. In the light of the lamp where the eternal flame burned, Kreisler recognized the monk Cyprian, but looking weary and wretched, as if he had only just recovered from a fainting fit. Kreisler offered him a helping hand. At that the monk said, in a low, whimpering voice: ‘I know you – you are Kreisler! Have mercy, don’t leave me, help me over to those steps. I will sit down there, and do you sit with me, close beside me, for only Our Blessed Lady must hear us. Have pity,’ the monk continued, when they were both sitting on the steps of the altar, ‘have pity on me, have mercy, tell me whether you had that fatal portrait from old Severino, whether you know everything, the whole terrible secret?’

Kreisler said frankly and openly that Master Abraham Liscov had given him the portrait, and told the full tale of all that had happened in Sieghartshof, saying he merely deduced, from certain circumstances, that some dreadful deed had been committed, and the portrait aroused a lively memory of it as well as the fear of revelation. The monk, who had seemed deeply shaken at certain points in Kreisler’s tale, now remained silent for a little while. Then he took courage and began, in a firmer voice, ‘Kreisler, you know too much not to hear it all. I must tell you, Kreisler, that same Prince Hector who pursued you with murderous intent is my younger brother. We are the sons of a princely father whose throne I would have inherited, had not the turmoil of the time overthrown him. As the war had just broken out, we both took service in the army, and it was military service which brought first me and then my brother to Naples. At that period I had abandoned myself to all the wicked pleasures of the world, and in particular I was entirely given up to a mad passion for women. My mistress was a dancer as lovely as she was notorious, and I ran after loose women wherever I found them.

‘So it came about that one day, when twilight was already falling on the quayside, I was pursuing a pair of creatures of that kind. I had almost caught up with them when a voice called out close beside me, “See the little prince – what a shocking waster! There he goes, chasing common whores, when he could lie in the arms of the loveliest princess!” My glance fell on a ragged old gypsy woman. A few days earlier, in Toledo Street, I had seen the sbirri22 take her away for knocking a water-seller to the ground with her stick in an argument, strong as he seemed.

‘ “What do you want of me, old witch?” I asked the woman, but at that moment she began heaping such an abundance of the most dreadful, vulgar insults on me that idle bystanders soon assembled round us, roaring with wild laughter at my embarrassment. I tried to walk away, but the woman, without rising from the ground, clung to my clothing and, suddenly ceasing her insults and distorting her ugly face into a grimace of a smile, said softly, “What, my sweet princeling, don’t you want to stay with me? Don’t you want to hear about the lovely, angelic child who is madly in love with you?”

‘So saying, the woman rose with difficulty, clutching my arm, and whispered something into my ear about a young girl as beautiful and charming as the day, and still innocent. I took the woman for a common bawd, and since I was not minded to begin a new adventure I tried to get rid of her with a few ducats. However, she would not take the money, and when I walked away she called after me, laughing aloud, “Go along, go along, my fine gentleman; you will soon be seeking me out with great grief and woe in your heart!”

‘Some time had passed, and I thought no more of the gypsy woman, when one day, on the promenade called the Villa Reale, I saw a lady walking ahead of me. Her person seemed to me wonderfully charming, lovelier than anything I had seen before. I hurried to overtake her, and when I saw her face I felt as if the bright heaven of all beauty were opening up. I thought so then, when I was a sinful man, and my repetition of that impious idea may serve you instead of any description of those charms apt to inspire love which the Eternal Power had bestowed upon the lovely Angela, especially as it is not fitting for me to dilate upon earthly beauty now, and perhaps I could not either. Beside this lady there walked or rather limped, leaning on a stick, a very old, respectably dressed woman, striking only because of her unusual size and curious clumsiness. Despite the complete change in her attire, despite the deep hood which concealed a part of her face, I recognized this old lady at once as the gypsy woman from the quay. Her grotesque smile and a slight nod of her head told me I was not wrong.

‘I could not take my gaze from the charming wonder before me; the lovely girl cast her eyes down, and her fan fell from her hand. I quickly picked it up; as she took it I touched her fingers; they were trembling, and at that the fire of my accursed passion blazed up in me. I did not guess that this was the first moment of those terrible trials Heaven had ordained for me. I stood there utterly dazed, wholly confused in my mind, and scarcely noticed the lady and her old companion getting into a coach that had stopped at the end of the street. Only when the carriage drove away did I come to my senses, running after it like a madman. I was just in time to see the vehicle stop outside a house in the short, narrow street leading to the great square called the Largo delle Piane. Both the lady and her companion got out, and since the carriage drove away as soon as they were inside the house, I had good reason to suppose that they lived there.

‘Now my banker, Signor Alessandro Sperzi, resided in the Largo delle Piane, and I myself don’t know how the idea of visiting the man occurred to me at this moment. He believed I had come on business, and began discussing my affairs at length. However, my whole head was full of the lady; I thought of nothing else, heard nothing else, and so instead of answering Signor Sperzi, I told him about the delightful adventure I had just had. Signor Sperzi was able to tell me more about my beauty than I could have expected: he it was who received a considerable allowance for that same young lady twice a year, from a banking house in Augsburg. She was called Angela Benzoni, and the old lady went by the name of Frau Magdala Sigrun. For his part, Signor Sperzi had to send the Augsburg banking house detailed reports on the girl’s entire life, and as the supervision of her upbringing had previously been his business, and he now managed her household, he could to some extent be considered her guardian. The banker supposed the girl was the offspring of a forbidden union between persons of the highest rank.

‘I expressed my surprise to Signor Sperzi that such a jewel should be entrusted to so dubious a character as the old lady, a woman who went about the streets in dirty, ragged gypsy clothing, and perhaps even meant to play the bawd. The banker assured me, however, that there could be no more faithful, conscientious companion than this old woman, who had come here with the girl when the child was only two. The fact that she sometimes disguised herself as a gypsy was a strange fancy, easy to understand in this land of the freedom of masquerade.

‘I should, I must, be brief! The old woman soon sought me out in her gypsy costume, and herself took me to Angela, who confessed her love to me, blushing rosy red in pure, virginal bashfulness. Sinful man that I was, I had still believed that the old woman was wickedly fostering sin, but soon I discovered my mistake. Angela was pure and chaste as snow, and where I had thought to luxuriate in sinful pleasure, I learned to believe in a virtue which, however, I must now regard as an infernal illusion of the Devil. As my passion rose higher and higher, I became more and more inclined to listen to the old woman, who kept whispering in my ear that I should marry Angela. Although it would have to be done in secret at this time, she said, yet the day would come when I would publicly place the princely diadem on my wife’s brow. Angela’s birth, she added, was equal to mine.

‘We were married in a chapel of the Church of San Filippo. I thought I had found Heaven. I withdrew from all other connections, gave up my commission in the army, and no longer frequented those circles where I used to indulge wickedly in all pleasures. It was this change in my way of life that gave me away. The dancer I had discarded found out where I went every evening, and told my brother the secret of my love, guessing that the seed of her vengeance might grow from that action. My brother followed me, and surprised me in Angela’s arms. With a jocular excuse, Hector apologized for his intrusion, and took me to task for my selfishness in failing to trust him even as I would trust an honest friend. Yet I saw only too clearly how much affected he was by Angela’s great beauty. The spark had caught; the flame of the most violent passion was fanned within him. He often came to call, although only when he knew he would find me there. I thought I saw Hector’s crazy love returned, and all the furies of jealousy rent my breast. I now fell victim to the torments of Hell! One day, upon entering Angela’s chamber, I thought I heard Hector’s voice in the next room. Murder in my heart, I stood rooted to the spot. Then Hector came suddenly bursting out of the room, his face burning red, his eyes rolling wildly like a madman’s. “Damn you, you shall not stand in my way any more!” he cried, foaming with rage, and thrust the dagger he had swiftly drawn into my breast right up to the hilt. The surgeon who was called said that the blow had gone through my heart. Our Blessed Lady deigned to work a miracle and give me back my life.’

The monk spoke these last words in a quiet, trembling voice, and then seemed lost in sad thought.

‘And what,’ asked Kreisler, ‘what became of Angela?’

‘When the murderer,’ replied the monk, in a hollow, ghost-like voice, ‘when the murderer tried to enjoy the fruits of his dreadful deed, his beloved was seized by deathly convulsions, and she died in his arms. Poison –’

Having uttered that word, the monk fell on his face, breathing with difficulty, like a dying man. Kreisler roused the Abbey by pulling the bell. Monks came hurrying up and carried the unconscious Cyprian to the infirmary.

Next day, Kreisler found the Abbot in a peculiarly cheerful mood. ‘Well, well,’ he cried as Kreisler came in, ‘well, my dear Johannes, you don’t believe in modern miracles, but yesterday you yourself, in the church, worked the most wonderful miracle of all. Tell me, what did you do to our proud saint who lies there like a remorseful, repentant sinner, and in childlike, mortal terror has begged us all to forgive him for wishing to raise himself above us? Did you perhaps hear his confession, although it was yours he demanded?’

Kreisler saw no reason to withhold any of what had passed between him and the monk Cyprian. He therefore told the whole story in detail, from his outspoken sermon to the arrogant monk when he spoke slightingly of the holy art of music, to the terrible state into which Cyprian had fallen after uttering the word ‘Poison!’. Kreisler then explained that while the sight of the picture had horrified Prince Hector, he still did not know why it had the same effect on the monk, and said he was also entirely in the dark about Master Abraham’s involvement in these terrible events.

‘The fact is,’ said the Abbot with a gracious smile, ‘the fact is, my dear son Johannes, we face one another now in circumstances very different from those of only a few hours ago. A constant mind, a firm resolve, but most of all a deep, true feeling that lies in the breast like a wonderfully prophetic perception, if united together will do more than the keenest understanding, the most experienced judgemental eye. You have proved as much, my dear Johannes, in showing that even though you were not told everything concerning the effect of the weapon put into your hands, you could make such skilful use of it at the right time that you instantly struck down an enemy who might not, perhaps, have been driven so easily from the field by the best-laid plans. Without knowing it you have done me, the Abbey, and perhaps the Church itself a service the beneficial consequences of which cannot be overlooked. I will, I must, be entirely honest with you now; I turn my back on those who tried to slander you to me; you may count on me, Johannes! Let me help you to find the fulfilment of your heart’s dearest wish. Your Cecilia,23 you know what fair creature I mean – but let us say nothing about that now! What you still wish to know about that terrible incident in Naples can be told in a few words. First, our good Brother Cyprian was pleased to omit one little circumstance from his narrative. Angela died of poison he had given her in the dreadful madness of jealousy. Master Abraham was in Naples at the time, going under the name of Severino. He thought he might find traces of his lost Chiara, and indeed he did, for that old gypsy woman called Magdala Sigrun, of whom you already know, crossed his path. The old woman turned to the Master when the worst had happened, and before she left Naples she gave him that portrait, but you still do not know all its secrets. Press the steel knob on the rim, and out springs Antonio’s likeness,24 which serves only as the lid of a container; not only will you then see the portrait of Angela, but a couple of little pieces of paper will fall into your hands too. They are of the utmost importance, since they are proof of the double murder. Now you see why your talisman has so powerful an effect. Master Abraham, it seems, has been involved with the two brothers in many other ways, but he will be able to tell you about that better than I can. So now, Johannes, let us go and find out how our sick Brother Cyprian is!’

‘And the miracle?’ asked Kreisler, glancing at that place on the wall above the little altar where he himself had helped the Abbot to hang the picture which the gentle reader will remember. He was not a little surprised to see Leonardo da Vinci’s Holy Family back in its old place instead. ‘And the miracle?’ repeated Kreisler.

‘You mean the handsome picture which previously hung here?’ replied the Abbot, with an odd look. ‘I have had it hung in the infirmary now. Perhaps the sight of it will strengthen poor Brother Cyprian; perhaps Our Blessed Lady will help him a second time.’

Once in his own room, Kreisler found a letter from Master Abraham which ran as follows:


My dear Johannes,

Up, up and away! Leave the Abbey and make all the haste you can! The Devil has set a fine chase afoot here for his own amusement! More by word of mouth; I find writing most vexatious, for everything sticks in my throat and threatens to choke me. Not a word now of myself, or the star of hope that has risen upon me: only this much, in haste. You will find no Madame Benzon here any longer; she is Countess von Eschenau instead. The licence from Vienna has arrived, and the future marriage of Julia to the worthy Prince Ignatius is as good as announced. Prince Irenaeus is occupied with the idea of the new throne on which he will sit as sovereign, and which Madame Benzon, or rather the Countess von Eschenau, has promised him. Meanwhile, Prince Hector has been playing hide-and-seek until he was really obliged to return to the army. He will soon be back, and then there is to be a double wedding. It will be a very merry occasion. The trumpeters are already gargling, the fiddlers rubbing resin on their bows, the lamplighters of Sieghartsweiler are getting the torches ready – but Princess Maria’s name-day comes very soon, and I have great plans afoot, but you must be here. Pray come at once, when you have read this. Come as fast as you can. I will see you soon. And by the way, beware of those clerical gentlemen – but I am very fond of the Abbot. Adieu!



So short and so full of matter was this little note from the old Master that –


EDITOR’S POSTSCRIPT

At the end of this second volume, the editor is obliged to impart some very sad news to his gentle readers. That clever, well-educated, philosophical, poetical tomcat Murr was snatched away by bitter Death in the midst of a fine career. He died in the night between the twenty-ninth and the thirtieth of November, after a short but severe illness, with the calm and composure of a wise man. Yet again we see that a genius maturing early can never prosper long: either he declines, in anticlimax, to become a mediocrity without character and intellect, and merges with the masses, or he does not live to a great age. Poor Murr! the death of your friend Muzius was the harbinger of your own, and if I were to make your funeral oration it would come from my heart and be very different from that delivered by the unfeeling Hinzmann, for I loved you, I loved you more than many a – well then, sleep well, and peace be to your ashes!

It is a pity that the late Murr had not completed his Life and Opinions, which must therefore remain fragmentary. However, the posthumous papers of the departed tomcat contain many reflections and comments which he seems to have recorded during his residence with Kapellmeister Kreisler, and a good part of the book containing the biography of Kreisler, but torn up by the tomcat, was still left too.

The editor therefore thinks it not inappropriate if, in a third volume to be published at the time of the Easter Fair, he imparts what remains of Kreisler’s biography to his gentle readers, now and then, at suitable places, inserting those parts of the cat’s comments and reflections which seem worth further communication.

[image: image]


NOTES

INTRODUCTION

1. As Howard Gaskill pointed out in his thoughtful review of the first edition of this translation, George Eliot is also among the nineteenth-century novelists who cite the Tomcat. Strange as this may seem, it is possible that Hoffmann’s novel helped to inspire Middlemarch, by encouraging her to combine two different stories into a single, complex work.

VOLUME ONE

EDITOR’S FOREWORD

1. Herr Dümmler: Hoffmann’s own publisher of that time, Ferdinand Dümmler.

2. Night Pieces: Nachtstücke, a collection of stories by Hoffmann in two volumes, published in 1816–17. In the original German, the verbal confusion in the typesetting of which Hoffmann humorously complains hinges on the words Boskett, ‘grove or glade’, and Kaskett, ‘helmet’.

3. Das Fräulein von Scuderi: A novella, Mademoiselle de Scudery, by Hoffmann, first published by Gleditsch in the Taschenbuch zum geselligen Vergnügen in 1819, published again in 1820 in volume 3 of Hoffmann’s four-volume collection of stories entitled Die Serapionsbrüder. In the original German, the verbal confusion is between the words Robe, ‘robe or gown’, and Farbe, ‘colour’.

4. His likeness is very well caught on the cover of this book: The original German edition bore a picture of Hoffmann’s cat Murr on the cover. In May 1820 Hoffmann wrote to his friend Dr Friedrich Speyer: ‘A real cat whom I have brought up, a tomcat of great beauty (his likeness is very well caught on the cover of this book) and of even greater intellect, was the occasion of the droll jest which weaves its way through this really very serious work.’ The real Murr died, as Hoffmann tells his readers at the end of Volume Two of the novel, in late November 1821. Hoffmann sent an obituary notice to his friends, as if announcing the death of a human being. It ran: ‘On the night of the 29th to 30th November this year, after a short but severe illness, my beloved ward the tomcat Murr departed this life for a better world, dead in the fourth year of his promising career. Those who knew the deceased youth, who saw him tread the path of virtue and justice, will judge of my pain and honour it by silence.’

AUTHOR’S PREFACE

1. Étudiant en belles lettres: Student of literature.

FOREWORD (SUPPRESSED BY AUTHOR)

1. Homme de lettres très renommé: Very famous man of letters.

PART I: SENSATIONS OF EXISTENCE

1. ‘O thou sweet habit of existence!’ cries that Dutch hero in the tragedy: Count Egmont in Goethe’s tragedy Egmont, Act 5. reflecting in prison on his approaching execution.

2. ‘How mighty is my love for thee, O Fatherland!’: The German line in the original, Gewaltig ist die Liebe zu dir o Vaterland!, is a slight misquotation of the line Allmächtig ist die Liebe zu dir, o Vaterland!, from a Singspiel of 1798 entitled Die Geisterinsel (‘The Isle of Spirits’), adapted from Shakespeare’s The Tempest by F. W. Gotter, with music by Johann Fredich Reichardt and others.

3. don’t you recollect the great wind… the strangest of all adventures: Hoffmann takes the tale of the notary who lost his hat on the Pont Neuf (not quite accurately, and elaborating on it) from the passage entitled ‘The Fragment’ in A Sentimental Journey through France and Italy, by Laurence Sterne (1713–68), first published in 1768. Sterne’s narrator finds the fragmentary tale written ‘in the old French of Rabelais’s time’ on a sheet of waste paper wrapping a pat of butter. Sterne himself was one of Hoffmann’s favourite authors.

4. Atalanta: In Greek myth, a huntress who vowed never to marry any man unless he could outstrip her in a race. She was finally defeated by Hippomenes, who dropped three golden apples as they ran. Atalanta could not resist stopping to pick them up, and so lost the race.

5. the Fêtes de Versailles: Louis XIV of France had held magnificent festivities lasting a week at Versailles in 1664. Plays including a work by Molière were performed, and the texts of the entertainments were published first under the title of Les Plaisirs de l’isle enchantée, then as Les Festes de Versailles.

6. stoical Scaevola: According to a Roman legend Gaius Mucius Scaevola was taken prisoner by the Etruscans besieging Rome, and put his right hand into the fire to show his captors he did not fear death. The Etruscan king Lars Porsenna, impressed by his courage, released him, and the Romans gave him the nickname of Scaevola, ‘left-handed’.

7. Laocoön countenances: In classical legend the Trojan prince Laocoön, a priest of Apollo, warned the Trojans not to trust the gift of a wooden horse from the Greeks, and was then strangled together with his sons in the coils of two sea-serpents. A famous statuary group carved in Rhodes in about 25 BC shows the three human figures with distorted faces and the serpents twining round them.

8. ‘Give me some light!’: The line ‘Give me some light. Away!’ is spoken by King Claudius in Shakespeare’s Hamlet (III.ii) as he rises from watching the players perform, and is echoed by Polonius in the next line with the words ‘Lights, lights, lights’.

9. the hobgoblin Puck: The mischievous spirit in Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream.

10. Mi lagnerò tacendo della mia sorte amara: ‘I will lament my bitter fate in silence.’ The opening words of an aria by Hoffmann himself, as recorded in his diary for 3 July 1812. The aria is now lost.

11. my Ariel… as Shakespeare’s Prospero praises his: In The Tempest (V.i).

12. Ave maris stella: The traditional hymn to the Virgin Mary, who is addressed as ‘star of the sea’. The specific reference is to Hoffmann’s four-part setting, of 27 June 1808.

13. girandole: A firework consisting of a revolving wheel with rockets fixed to it.

14. the weather harp: A gigantic version of an Aeolian harp, a stringed instrument producing sound by currents of air touching the strings, and cf. Hoffmann’s description of this gigantic version of an Aeolian harp in his own footnote (Part II, p. 125).

15. ‘You sentimental Just!’: The character of a rough-mannered but good-hearted soldier, batman to Major von Tellheim, the hero of Lessing’s play Minna von Barnhelm, which was first performed in 1767.

16. homo sui juris: ‘A man of his own right’, i.e. a man who has come of age and is held responsible for his own actions.

17. Pulcinella: One of the stock characters of Italian commedia dell’arte of the 16th to 19th centuries. Through the form ‘Punchinello’ the character becomes Mr Punch of the traditional English Punch and Judy puppet show.

18. Plutarch: (c. AD 46–120) the Greek historian and moral philosopher, author of the famous Lives, biographical accounts of notable figures of classical times.

19. Cornelius Nepos: (c. 100–c. 25 BC) Roman biographer and poet, who wrote a series of Lives of Famous Men.

20. Calderón and Shakespeare, Goethe and Schiller: Murr’s list of great dramatic poets includes, besides Shakespeare, the Spanish playwright Pedro Calderón de la Barca (1600–1681), and the major German dramatists of his own day, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1749–1832) and Friedrich von Schiller (1759–1805).

21. Biographical Entertainments: The German, biographische Belustigungen, probably refers to a work by the novelist Jean Paul (1763–1825), the pseudonym of Johann Paul Friedrich Richter, entitled Biographische Belustigungen unter der Gehirnschale einer Riesin (‘Biographical Entertainments Inside the Brain of a Giantess’), published in 1796.

22. Basedow… Pestalozzi: Johann Bernhard Basedow (1723–90) and Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi (1747–1827), famous educationalists of the time.

23. Knigge’s On Human Conduct: Adolf Franz Friedrich, Baron von Knigge, a prominent Freemason, rationalist and member of the Order of Illuminati (a society similar to Freemasonry), who was the author of a number of novels, but in particular of a didactic book entitled Über den Umgang mit Menschen (‘On Human Conduct’), published in 1788 and often, erroneously, mentioned as a guide to etiquette and polite manners.

24. Hilmar Curas: A teacher and author of the manual Murr mentions, entitled Calligraphia Regia. Königliche Schreibfeder, published in 1741.

25. Tasso and Ariosto: The two famous Italian epic poets, Torquato Tasso (1544–95) and Ludovico Ariosto (1474–1533), on whose works Edmund Spenser drew a little later for his allegorical English epic The Faerie Queene.

26. a good Dollond telescope: The German calls it merely, ‘a good Dollond’s’, from the name of the inventor of this telescope, John Dollond (1706–61).

27. procul negotiis: ‘Far from worldly affairs’, a quotation from the Odes of Horace, Ode 2.

28. eligibility for court: The German term, Hoffähigkeit, refers to the social rules of etiquette determining whether a person could or could not appear at court, which were strictly observed in the princely households of many German states of the time.

29. half-carriage: A two-seated carriage, partly open to the elements.

30. Haroun Al Rashid: (763–809) Caliph of Baghdad and friendly with his contemporary Charlemagne, who appears as a character in some of the tales of the Thousand and One Nights, and is described as wandering his capital city incognito.

31. the Invisible Girl: The trick has been described thus by the Hoffmann scholar Ellinger: ‘The Invisible Girl… a magic trick performed in many places from the end of the 18th century onwards… the curious oracle is described as follows. Visitors were taken into a tiny room, one half of it divided from the other half by a grating. In the space thus marked off you saw an empty glass box (later a ball was used) hanging freely in the air. There was a speaking-tube inside the box and protruding from it. If you spoke into the tube you appeared to receive an answer from the box. The explanation of the entire process was frequently discussed at the turn of the century; it was often assumed that voice transmission was by way of the grating. As in Hoffmann, the person giving the answer was believed to be concealed in some hiding place or under the floor… Hoffmann connects the mysterious process directly with somnambulistic conditions; hence the use of the mirror… and the influence of suitable music in inducing such conditions.’ See, in this novel, the account of the Invisible Girl trick on pp. 126–7.

32. agathodemon: From the Greek agathodaimon, from agathos = ‘good’, and daimon, ‘a spirit’; ‘a benevolent spirit’.

33. soufflet: French, ‘slap’.

34. a dreadful appetite…: It was believed in Hoffmann’s time that a tomcat would kill and eat his new-born kittens. In fact it is not unknown, among feral cats (and lions), for a male to kill the kittens or cubs of another male, in order to bring the mother into heat again and mate her, thus increasing the chances of survival of his own genes.

35. The most cultivated people on earth: The Greeks of antiquity. Murr refers to the myth of the Titan Cronus, father of the Olympian gods, who ate his children at birth because he knew he was fated to be overthrown by one of them. However, when Zeus (Jupiter in the Roman tradition) was born, his mother gave Cronus a stone to swallow instead, and the baby was brought up in hiding.

36. O Appetite, thy name is Cat!: An allusion to Shakespeare’s ‘Frailty, thy name is woman!’ in Hamlet (I.ii).

37. like pious Aeneas: In Virgil’s Aeneid the hero Aeneas climbs to the roof of his father’s house and looks down on the burning city of Troy. The epithet ‘pious’ was bestowed on him because of his filial devotion to his father.

38. equal temperament… enharmonics: ‘Equal temperament’ = the adjustment of the intervals in tuning so that the twelve semitones of the scale are equal intervals; ‘enharmonics’ = notes that differ from each other in name but not in pitch. The ‘unusual way’ in which Kreisler has been tuning his guitar involves very small intervals.

39. Stefano Pacini, detto il Venetiano: ‘That Venetian Stefano Pacini’, an instrument-maker whose name is not otherwise known. He may have been the maker of Hoffmann’s own guitar.

40. shawms: The shawm, in Western European music an early form of oboe, is taken here to denote not just a shepherd’s pipe but a musical instrument of loud and raucous tone. Shawms of various kinds, found all over the world, are typical instruments for playing music out of doors because the sound will carry so far.

41. Emmelines: Emmeline was the name of the heroine in an opera entitled Die Schweizerfamilie (taken from The Swiss Family Robinson) by the Austrian composer Joseph Weigl (1788–1846). The opera had its première in 1809.

42. Shepherds who sigh ‘like a furnace to their mistress’ eyebrow’: Shakespeare’s As You Like It (II.vii).

43. the late Hippel: Theodor Gottlieb von Hippel (1741–96), author of a treatise Über die Ehe (‘On Marriage’) in which he says: ‘When I see a man teaching singing I feel as if I were watching him boil eggs.’ Hoffmann is remembering another passage in which Hippel recommends men to play drums and trumpets and leave the ‘gentler’ instruments, keyboard instruments and lute, to women.

44. fec. Venet. 1532: Latin, ‘made [this] in Venice in 1532’.

45. cacodemon: Evil spirit (Gr. kakodaimon, ‘evil genius’).

46. ex abrupto: Latin, ‘abruptly’.

47. subito… che far, che dir?: Italian, ‘suddenly… what shall I do, what shall I say?’

48. Ah pietà, pietà, Signora!: ‘Mercy, mercy, madam!’ Kreisler is parodying the opening words of a Miserere by Niccoló Jomelli: Ah pietà, pietà, Signore (1774).

49. With that poet: Probably referring to Horace and the line from his second Ode already quoted above, Beatus ille qui procul negotiis.

50. the infernal Barthold: The invention of gunpowder is sometimes ascribed to a 15th-century monk called Berthold, known as Berthold the Black because he practised the art of alchemy. The German proverb quoted here, Er hat das Pulver nicht erfunden, translates literally as ‘He didn’t invent gunpowder’, i.e. has not been very successful in life, ‘is no great shakes’. It will be observed that despite his boasted erudition, Murr has understood this proverbial saying the wrong way round.

51. royal paper: A size of paper measuring 636 × 480 mm.

52. a famous human writer: Georg Christoph Lichtenberg (1742–99), who wrote that ‘To learn to speak a foreign language really well, and speak it properly in society with the correct accent, one must not only have a good memory and ear, but also, to a certain extent, be something of a jackanapes.’

53. the speaking of French: It will be noticed that Prince Irenaeus in particular is fond of sprinkling his conversation with French words and phrases.

54. Acanthus Leaves: Hoffmann is parodying the title of a work called Lotosblätter (‘Lotus Leaves’) by Isidorus Orientalis, the pseudonym of Otto Heinrich, Count von Loeben, published in 1817. Hoffmann wrote his first publisher C. F. Kunz, who also published von Loeben, a letter making fun of the work.

55. Peruvian mine: Referring to the wealth of the fabled gold and silver mines of Peru.

56. Puss in Boots: With specific reference to Ludwig Tieck’s fairy-tale drama of that name, published in 1797. The cat in Tieck’s play is called Hinze, Hinz or Hinze being a short form of Heinrich and a traditional German name for a cat. Puss in Boots is raised to the nobility by the king at the end of the play.

57. the councillor in Tieck’s Bluebeard: A quotation from another fairy-tale play by Tieck, Ritter Blaubart (‘Sir Bluebeard’), also first published in 1797.

58. Scaramouche: The stock character of the boastful coward from the Italian commedia dell’arte, usually shown as a black-clad Spaniard. In this case, the child Julia obviously had a doll made to resemble Scaramouche.

59. Le Notre: André Lenôtre (1613–1700), the famous 17th-century French landscape gardener who designed the gardens of Versailles and laid out St James’s Park in London.

60. that profound poet: Hoffmann is referring to a passage from the introduction to Tieck’s collection of his shorter prose works, Phantasus, published in three volumes in 1812–17: ‘Oh no,’ said Friedrich, ‘believe me, my friends, life is of higher origin, and it is in our power to bring it up and maintain it in a manner worthy of its noble birth, so that dust and destruction can never triumph over it; yes, there is an eternal youth, a longing that lasts for ever because it remains for ever unfulfilled; is neither deceived nor cheated, but merely remains unfulfilled so that it will not die.’

61. the torments of Tantalus: A figure in Greek mythology condemned to stand for ever up to his neck in water which sank whenever he bent to drink it, and with fruit trees overhead which withdrew their branches whenever he reached out to pick and eat a fruit, so that he could never satisfy his hunger or thirst.

62. Don Juan and Armida: The operas Don Giovanni and Armida, by Mozart and Gluck respectively.

63. Haydn’s Seasons: Haydn’s oratorio The Seasons. ‘C’étoit bien ennuyant mon cher maître de chapelle’: ‘That was very boring, my dear Kapellmeister.’

64. Rossini, Pucitta: Gioachino Rossini (1792–1868) and Vincenzo Pucitta (1778–1861), Italian operatic composers. Pucitta’s works have not remained in fashion; Rossini’s entertaining and melodious comic operas, and some of his examples of opera seria, remain popular to the present day. Kreisler’s dismissal of him here is perhaps a little unkind, since no less a composer than Beethoven himself admired his Il barbiere di Siviglia, but he is generally regarded as less sublime than Mozart, a fact implicitly recognized by Thomas Love Peacock, like Hoffmann an enthusiastic Mozartian, who disarmingly compares the comic climax of his Nightmare Abbey, contemporaneous with Murr, to a finale by Rossini rather than anything by his beloved Mozart.

65. ostracism: Hoffmann here uses the term in a sense very close to its original meaning in classical Greek times, when citizens voted by scratching names on potsherds (ostraka) for the temporary banishment of men who were thought to have become too influential.

66. Pavesi and Fioravanti: Stefano Pavesi (1778–1850) and Valentino Fioravantini (1768–1837), also Italian operatic composers.

67. but one product so far in our good German land: Master Abraham and Professor Lothario are referring to Karl Witte (1800–1883), an infant prodigy whose father, a pastor called Karl Heinrich Gottfried Witte (1767–1845), set out his educational theories in a two-volume work entitled Karl Witte oder Erziehung und Bildungsgeschichte derselben (‘Karl Witte, or, The History of His Upbringing and Education’). This book appeared while Hoffmann was working on Murr.

68. non ex quovis ligno fit Mercurius: ‘A Mercury is not made of every wood’, with reference to the classical god Mercury as being particularly cunning and ingenious.

69. Gloss: A verse form built on a quatrain, each of its four lines being used in turn as the concluding line of one of the following four verses. In the original German, the quatrain on which Murr has written his poem is a slight misquotation of a verse from Goethe’s Singspiel Claudine von Villa Bella.

70. Hesper: Hesperus, the personification of the evening star in ancient Greek mythology.

71. smoke-powder: Perfumed powder to be burnt indoors as a kind of air freshener.

72. a crown… a shako: Kreisler means the laurel wreath with which a good tragic poet was traditionally crowned in classical antiquity. The shako, on the other hand, the cylindrical military cap still worn by French gendarmes, is the lieutenant’s by right, merely by virtue of his being an army officer.

73. the day of St John Chrysostom: Hoffmann (who identifies with his character Kreisler to a considerable extent in these biographical passages) was born on 24 January, whereas the feast of St John Chrysostom is actually 27 January. That date also happens to be Mozart’s birthday. By merging the two dates, Hoffmann is probably expressing his admiration for the composer, as he also did in changing his first names from Ernst Theodor Wilhelm to Ernst Theodor Amadeus.

74. murky: A style of 18th-century keyboard music where the bass consists of alternating octaves, as for instance in the allegro of the first movement of Beethoven’s piano sonata in C minor, op. 13, known as the ‘Pathétique’.

75. My mother’s younger sister: Hoffmann’s aunt Charlotte Wilhelmine Doerffer, who died of smallpox in 1779 at the age of twenty-three.

76. yet another aunt of mine: Probably Hoffmann’s elder maternal aunt Johanna Sophie Doerffer (1745–1803).

77. that curious instrument the trumpet marine: The trumpet marine (in Italian, tromba marina) was a bowed single-string instrument in use from the 15th to the mid-18th century. It was large, some two metres long, and had a vibrating bridge low down on the sound-board, over which the single string passed. Its sound resembled a trumpet, but there is no agreement on the origin of the term ‘marine’; theories that it was used to send signals on shipboard cannot be substantiated. See Hoffmann’s quotation from a musical encyclopaedia of the time in the passage that follows.

78. Koch’s Musical Encyclopaedia: Heinrich Christoph Koch (1749–1816), a musician working in Rudolstadt, published his Musikalisches Lexikon in 1802.

79. the flautino or flageolet on the violin: An instruction to a violinist more usually known today as flautando, telling the player to pass the bow lightly over the end of the finger-board so as to produce a flute-like sound.

80. nail violin: Not a violin or indeed a string instrument at all, but an idiophone, a percussion instrument invented in the middle of the 18th century. It consisted of a semi-circular soundboard with metal rods (the ‘nails’) fixed upright at one end. Some of the rods were bent to produce notes of different pitch. The player held the instrument in the left hand and produced sound by the friction of a stout bow rubbed over the nails.

81. the musical glass euphony: The German word Euphon in the original describes an instrument similar to the nail violin, but with glass instead of metal rods, and in the usual manner of musical glass instruments played with a wetted finger instead of the nail fiddle’s bow. The instrument was invented in 1790 by a physicist called Chladni.

82. Gerber: Ernst Ludwig Gerber (1746–1819), court organist in Sondershausen, who wrote a Historisch-biographisches Lexikon der Tonkünstler (‘Historical and Biographical Encyclopaedia of Musicians’), which appeared in two volumes in 1790–92, and in a revised four-volume edition in 1812–14.

83. the viola d’amore: A type of viola much played in the late 17th and the 18th centuries. It originally had fourteen strings, seven bowed and seven sympathetic, and derived its name from the sweetness of its tone.

84. Sir Karl von Esser: Karl Michael, Ritter von Esser (born c. 1746, date of death unknown), a famous virtuoso string instrument player of the period.

85. another of my relations: Hoffmann’s father, Christoph Ludwig Hoffmann (c. 1736–97). In a letter to his brother Johann written in July 1817, Hoffmann says: ‘As far as I can remember, Papa used to play the viola da gamba, which once, when I was three or four years old, made me break into a terrible fit of weeping, and I could not be comforted except by a nice piece of gingerbread. However, Papa could not keep time, and slanderous tongues said he had once danced a minuet to the music of a polonaise…’

86. the viola da gamba: A large viol, called ‘viola da gamba’, or leg viol, because it was propped on the ground and held vertically between the player’s legs, like the modern cello. It was slightly smaller than a cello.

87. the uncle who brought me up: Hoffmann’s maternal uncle Otto Wilhelm Doerffer (1741–1811). Hoffmann’s friend Hippel, in his reminiscences of the writer, described this uncle as a man of little talent who spent his days in a ‘vegetative existence’ of eating, sleeping, and indulging in a little reading and music, and who could not tolerate the outbursts of his nephew’s enthusiastic brilliance. Clearly uncle and nephew were not likely to get on. However, Hippel adds: ‘Hoffmann owed him much. He undertook the burden of the child’s early education, and had been his first music teacher… he had to thank this uncle for his becoming accustomed to constant industry, and for the sense of what is fitting which marked him even in his wildest flights of fancy.’

88. the spinet: Last in this catalogue of now old-fashioned or defunct instruments played by the family of Hoffmann/Kreisler, the spinet is a small keyboard instrument of the harpsichord type, and in the late 17th century became the most usual keyboard instrument for domestic music-making.

89. respectus parentelae: Latin, ‘respect for one’s family’.

90. the death of my mother: Hoffmann’s mother (1748–96) had separated from his father in 1778. She returned to her parental home with Hoffmann, her younger son; her elder son remained with his father. Since E. T. A. Hoffmann was twenty years old when she died, his own biography here diverges slightly from Kreisler’s.

91. Iffland: August Wilhelm Iffland (1759–1814), a prominent man of the theatre in Germany at this period, was noted as an actor, director and playwright. He wrote over sixty dramas of a kind very popular at the time, dealing with tense emotional situations within family relationships.

92. I didn’t go to school: The early careers of Hoffmann and Kreisler again diverge here, since Hoffmann did go to school in his native town of Königsberg, and it was at this school that he made friends with Theodor Gottlieb von Hippel (1775–1843), nephew of the well-known writer of the same name.

93. Rousseau’s Confessions: Les Confessions, by the Swiss philosopher, writer and composer Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712–78), an autobiographical work which had a remarkable influence on the imagination of Romantic writers throughout Europe. In fact the passage from Book 7 of the Confessions, describing Rousseau’s decision to compose an opera, tells of an incident when he was not a boy, but was thirty years old, and did have some musical education. He was not very successful with his actual operas, but the French opéra comique was much influenced by his intermède (a form modelled on the Italian intermezzo) entitled Le devin du village, and his spoken monodrama to music (most of it composed by Coignet) entitled Pygmalion gave rise to the ‘melodrama’ musical genre. He composed songs, motets and instrumental pieces, and wrote a dictionary of music.

94. ‘I loved none but Ismene…’: ‘Ich liebt’ nur Ismene’, a popular song of the early 18th century.

95. Uncle Ow: In fact the first names of Hoffmann’s uncle were Otto Wilhelm. The German original has his nickname as der O-weh-Onkel, ‘the O Woe Uncle’, from the phonetic pronunciation of the letter w in German as [ve], which is also the pronunciation of weh = ‘woe!’.

96. my uncle’s younger brother: The parallels between Hoffmann and Kreisler continue. Johann Ludwig Doerffer was a law officer in the Prussian civil service, into which his nephew followed him, pursuing a legal career except for a nine-year period during which he tried to support himself by music and music criticism.

PART II: MY YOUTHFUL EXPERIENCES

1. I Too was in Arcadia: From the famous Latin tag Et in Arcadia ego, often used as an inscription on tombs and shown in that context in various paintings, for instance by Poussin and by Reynolds. It is not known who first coined the phrase, which has usually been taken to refer to the occupant of the tomb, as Hoffmann suggests in his translation of the Latin into German, Auch ich war in Arkadien. However, another interpretation holds that because of the frequent connection with funerary inscriptions the ‘I’ should be taken as a personification of Death. The term Arcadia, or sometimes in English Arcady, which is the real name of a mountainous part of the Peloponnese, has also been used for centuries as a symbol of a lost classical Golden Age of pastoral simplicity and contentment, as in the title of Sir Philip Sidney’s 16th-century prose romance The Arcadia. Both Goethe and Schiller made use of the Latin tag.

2. as it says in that tragedy: Hamlet (II.ii).

3. Hic jacet!: Latin, ‘here lies’.

4. a well-known humorist: Christian Ludwig Liscow (1701–60), a writer of satires. It has been pointed out that Master Abraham’s surname of Liscov contains five letters from the name of Hoffmann’s own boyhood music teacher, an organist called Podbielsky, and in the same way the name of Kreisler’s birthplace Göniönesmühl contains five letters from the name of Hoffmann’s native town of Königsberg.

5. a roquelaure: A man’s knee-length cloak with a cape collar, called after its first wearer Antoine-Gaston, duc de Roquelaure (1656–1738), and fashionable in the 18th century.

6. a man… whom the laws of the land permit to carry a dagger: Not for self-defence but as a sign of social status.

7. positive: A small movable or chamber organ, i.e. one that can be ‘put in position’. In English the word also refers to a manual from such an organ incorporated into a larger instrument.

8. Casparini: A well-known German organ-builder who lived from 1624 to 1706 and whose real name was Caspar.

9. Misericordias domini cantabo: ‘I will sing the mercy of the Lord.’

10. cantilena: A sustained lyrical vocal line, or a similar passage of instrumental music.

11. gros de Tours waistcoat: A waistcoat made of silk from Tours.

12. a mighty crowned Colossus: Napoleon, who invaded various German territories in the course of the Napoleonic Wars.

13. Kreisler was one of these: There are further possible parallels between the careers of Hoffmann and his hero here. At the time of the defeat of Prussia by the French in 1806, Hoffmann was working for the Prussian administration in Warsaw, and was dismissed along with his colleagues. The next year he took up a musical appointment in Bamberg. However, a theory that he too had a relationship with a married woman around this time (Kreisler’s precise relations with Madame Benzon remain unclear because the novel was never finished) is based mainly on the claims of a writer who was extremely hostile to him, and cannot be substantiated.

14. I recollected reading somewhere…: Murr has been reading Kant’s Critique of Practical Reason, §7, where the philosopher formulates his famous Categorical Imperative: ‘Act in such a way that your personal maxims can at any time also be taken as the principle of a general law.’

15. King Gottlieb’s bosom friend: In Tieck’s play on the subject of Puss in Boots. See Part I, note 56.

16. Damon and Pylades… Damon and Pythias… Orestes: Ponto has his Greek mythology mixed up, and the well-read Murr sets him right. In classical legend, Damon and Pythias of Syracuse set an example as devoted friends; Pylades was the faithful friend of Orestes, and stood by him when he was pursued by the Furies after murdering his mother Clytemnestra in revenge for her own murder of his father Agamemnon.

17. Herr von Kreisler: In his optimistic view of Kreisler’s possible high rank, the Prince credits him with the noble particle von, bestowed upon a person raised to the nobility, as when the famous writer Goethe became Johann Wolfgang von Goethe.

18. make him maître de plaisir or maître des spectacles: Alternative French titles for the court officer in charge of organizing lavish spectacular entertainments on the lines of those at Versailles. As we have seen earlier, Master Abraham is already carrying out the functions of such an officer at the court of Prince Irenaeus.

19. a man of some rank: Probably an adventurer who called himself Alexander, Count Cagliostro, but whose real name was Giuseppe Balsamo (1743–95), and who claimed to be able to make gold by alchemy and conjure up spirits. He was known throughout Europe as a famous charlatan, was involved in the scandal of Marie Antoinette’s necklace in Paris, and was imprisoned and then deported from France.

20. that mauvais sujet: French, ‘bad character, ne’er-do-well’.

21. all his courtiers should be able to play the recorder: Cf. Hamlet (III.ii) where Hamlet addresses Rosencrantz and Guildenstern: ‘O, the recorder. Let me see… Will you play upon this pipe?’

22. a brave officer: Johann Gottfried Seumes (1763–1810), whose travel book Der Spaziergang nach Syrakus im Jahre 1802 (‘The Walk to Syracuse in the Year 1802’) Hoffmann read, according to his correspondence, in 1804; he may also have been reminded of the incident closer to the date of his writing Murr by a quotation from the work in Tieck’s fairy-tale play about Tom Thumb.

23. Nannette Streicher: A famous piano-maker of the period. She had learnt her craft from her father Johann Stein, a famous German maker of keyboard instruments whose pianos were praised by Mozart. Nannette and her husband founded the piano-making firm of Streicher in Vienna in 1802. It continued in business for nearly a century.

24. recitative from Gluck’s Iphigenia in Aulis: Christoph Willibald Gluck’s Iphigénie en Aulide had its première in Paris in 1774. The recitative Hoffmann means is probably from Act 3, Sc. 6: ‘Dieux puissants que j’atteste…’

25. Uncommonly sound characters… pigtails cut off: The fashion in hairdressing had changed, i.e., Hoffmann means conservative, conventional and prosperous people such as lawyers and doctors.

26. Spontini: Gaspare Spontini (1774–1851), an operatic composer famous in his time, who spent twenty years working in Berlin, where his style of opera conflicted with the new German operas of Weber. He is chiefly remembered now for his opera La vestale, which had its première in Paris in 1807.

27. ‘Ah che mi manca I’anima in si fatal momento’: ‘Ah, that my heart fails me at so fatal a moment.’ Sento = ‘I feel’; tormento = ‘torment’; Abbi pietade o cielo = ‘have mercy, O Heaven’; pena di morir = ‘pain of dying’. Hoffmann is making fun of the conventionality of language in this Italian duet, one he himself composed in 1812 and published in 1819: No. 6 from his Six Little Italian Duets for Soprano and Tenor.

28. Is there no Cimarosa, no Paesiello: Domenico Cimarosa (1749–1801), and Giovanni Paisiello (1740–1816), both of them Italian composers of melodious operas.

29. fichu: A light triangular scarf knotted round the neck and shoulders.

30. a Congreve rocket… maroons: The Congreve rocket, intended for military use, was called after its inventor Sir William Congreve (1772–1828), Comptroller of the Royal Laboratory at Woolwich. A maroon was a kind of firework imitating the sound of a cannon shot.

31. Paesiello’s Molinara: An opera by Paisiello (see note 28 above) originally entitled L’amor contrastato, when it received its première in Naples in 1789 (first performance in Rome, later that year, as L’amor contrastato, o sia La Molinarella). It was performed in Vienna and Dresden in 1790 as La Molinara. Hoffmann conducted the opera himself in 1813–14. A ritornello, as the name indicates, is a recurring musical passage in an aria or concerto. Arietta indicates a vocal solo rather shorter or slighter than a full-scale aria. La Rachelina molinarina: ‘Rachelina, the little maid of the mill’.

32. the river Acheron: One of the rivers of the underworld Hades in classical mythology.

33. the Italian buffi: The male singers in Italian comic opera or opera buffa.

34. Cato: Either Marcus Porcius Cato ‘the Elder’ (234–149 BC) or his great-grandson of the same name, Cato ‘the Younger’ (95–46 bc), both of them men of strictly upright principles who sought to reform abuses in the Roman society of their time.

35. Leydenjar: An early form of electric capacitor, consisting of a glass jar or bottle partly covered with tinfoil, and named after the city of Leyden in the Netherlands where it was invented in the mid-18th century.

36. Gall and such natural historians: Franz Joseph Gall (1758–1828), a doctor and the inventor of phrenology, the study of the size and shape of the skull, which was widely believed in the 19th century to be a valid indication of character. It will be noticed that in Hoffmann’s time popular wisdom about the cat’s ability to find its way home was precisely the opposite of the notions entertained today, when there are many stories (almost none of them with any basis in scientific fact) about extraordinary feats of direction-finding by cats lost or abandoned far from their former homes.

37. morning and evening papers… the elegant and liberal journals: References to the titles of various journals of the time; the Morgenblatt (‘Morning Journal’), the Abendzeitung (‘Evening Paper’), the Zeitung für die elegante Welt (‘Paper for the Elegant World’), Der Freimüthige oder Unterhaltungsblatt für gebildete, unbefangene Leser (‘The Independent or Entertaining Journal for Educated, Unbiased Readers’) and Der Freimüthige für Deutschland. Zeitblatt der Belehrung und Aufheiterung (‘The Independent for Germany. A Journal of Instruction and Amusement’).

38. Lichtenberg… Hamann: Georg Christoph Lichtenberg (1742–99) was a satirical writer, particularly of ironic aphorisms. Johann Georg Hamann (1730–88) was a writer known in his time as ‘The Mage of the North’ because of his cryptic style.

39. iambic pentameters… Shakespeare and Schlegel: In the original German, Murr quotes directly from Romeo and Juliet (IV.iii), as translated by August Wilhelm Schlegel (1767–1845), whose translations of seventeen of Shakespeare’s plays are regarded as standard versions and indeed classics in Germany.

40. the Thousand and One Nights: The speaker is referring to the various animal stories in the famous collection of traditional Oriental fairy-tales.

41. Contentement: The French word for ‘contentment, satisfaction’ is used here as an expression of goodwill to someone who has just sneezed, instead of the usual German Gesundheit!, ‘Good health!’.

42. Berganza: A story by the famous Spanish writer Cervantes contains a conversation between two dogs, Scipio and Berganza. In 1813 Hoffmann wrote a sequel continuing the conversation, entitled Nachricht von den neuesten Schicksalen des Hundes Berganza (‘News of the Latest Fate of the Dog Berganza’). This is the ‘recent and very fantastic book’ to which the speaker refers.

43. a famous doctor… Schiller and his Wallenstein: The doctor was Carl Alexander Ferdinand Kluge (1782–1844), whose book Versuch einer Darstellung des animalischen Magnetismus als Heilmittel (‘Essay on an Account of Animal Magnetism as a Remedy’) appeared in 1811 and was famous at the time. In it, Kluge quotes from Schiller’s play Wallensteins Tod (‘The Death of Wallenstein’), the final part of a trilogy on the historical figure of Wallenstein, Duke of Friedland and Mecklenburg and an outstanding general in the Thirty Years War.

44. the electrical fluid… Mina… experiments: The reference is to ideas of the nature of electricity at this time. The sparks sometimes produced by stroking a cat’s fur in the dark are actually the result of static electricity caused by friction of the hairs. For the account given by Murr’s mother of her tribulations at the hands of children and adults seeking to produce these sparks, see p. 35.

45. Claude Lorrain… Berghem… Hackert: Claude Lorrain (1600–1682), real name Claude Gellée from Lorraine, one of the most famous of all landscape-painters, is often known simply as Claude. Nicolaes Pietersz Berghem (1620–83) was a Dutch painter of landscapes in the Italian style. Philipp Hackert (1737–1807) was a German painter very famous in his own time, but whose reputation faded after his death; he was friendly with Goethe, who wrote a biography of Hackert based on the painter’s own autobiographical notes.

46. obsessed… that madness lay in wait for him: Kreisler is again echoing Hoffmann’s own thoughts, as recorded in his diary for 6 January 1811: ‘Why do I think of madness so often, sleeping or waking?’

47. a tolerably amusing play: The comedy Ponce de Leon written in 1804 as an entry for a competition by Clemens Brentano (1778–1842).

48. pars pro toto: Latin, ‘a part [standing] for the whole’.

49. a princess or a baker’s daughter, so long as the latter isn’t an owl: A reference to mad Ophelia’s speech in Hamlet (IV.v): ‘They say the owl was a baker’s daughter.’ The reference is to a folk legend in which Jesus Christ came incognito to a baker’s, asking for bread; the baker’s daughter grudged her mother’s charity in giving it and was turned into an owl as punishment.

50. a pure vestal fire: With reference to the Roman temple of Vesta, the goddess of the hearth, whose priestesses, the vestal virgins, were vowed to chastity.

51. lower or upper mordent… parlando: A lower mordent is a musical ornament in which the main note alternates rapidly only with the note a step below; an upper mordent has the main note alternating with the note above. The Italian direction parlando indicates a speech-like manner of singing.

52. the sausage-cart: In German Wurst, or in full Wurstwagen. This was a kind of open vehicle with its front and back axles joined by a long stuffed and padded bar (the ‘sausage’) upon which several people could sit as if riding a horse. It was used for conveying a number of people at once, e.g. soldiers or huntsmen, and also for transporting items such as hunting equipment.

53. Romanic: Hoffmann probably means a North Italian dialect such as that spoken in Bergamo.

54. one of Gozzi’s masqueraders: Carlo Gozzi (1720–1806), an Italian writer, was a proponent of the old commedia dell’arte and comedies in masquerade, where some of the characters spoke in Venetian dialect.

55. fit to stab himself with the steak knife: An allusion to the notorious occasion on which Prince Condé’s steward Vatel committed suicide by stabbing himself to death when his master had invited Louis XIV to dinner, and the fish failed to arrive in time.

56. weather harp: See Hoffmann’s own explanatory footnote on the next mention of this unusual instrument and Part I, note 14.

57. a fatuitas, a stoliditas which Kluge describes: Fatuitas = ‘foolishness’; stoliditas = ‘simple-mindedness’. Hoffmann is probably here confusing C. A. F. Kluge (see Part II, note 43) with Johann Christian Reil, who says in his Rhapsodien über die Anwendung der psychischen Curmethode auf Geisteszerrüttungen (‘Rhapsodies on the Application of the Psychic Method of Curing Mental Disturbances’), published in 1803, that the feeble-minded ‘are as a rule contented, happy and well-disposed’.

58. an astral lamp: An oil lamp with a shallow oil container, invented in 1809 and developed from the kind of oil lamp called an Argand lamp after its inventor the French physicist A. Argand (1755–1803).

59. chevalier d’honneur: French, literally ‘knight of honour’, i.e. a lord-in-waiting accompanying a royal lady as her escort.

60. Privy Councillor Meister of Göttingen: Alfred Ludwig Friedrich Meister (died 1788), who wrote a work actually entitled De veterum hydraulis (‘On the Water-Organ of the Ancients’). The water-organ, hydraulus or hydraulic organ was a pipe-organ played in classical times which used water-pressure to keep a constant flow of air to the pipes.

61. Cagliostro: See Part II, note 19.

62. Corre!: Italian, ‘Run!’

63. the insulating plate of an electrical machine: Various forms of electrical or electrostatic machines were being made in the 18th and early 19th centuries as methods of converting mechanical into electrical energy were developed, and such machines were a source of considerable interest to the general public. In Hoffmann’s time, the earlier frictional machines of the 18th century were beginning to be superseded by ‘influence machines’ constructed on the basic principle of two Leyden jars (see Part II, note 35).

64. the diable boîteux: ‘The limping devil’ features in the novel of the same name by the French writer Alain-René Lesage (1668–1747), where the hero sets free a devil imprisoned in a phial, a theme familiar from many folk-tales all over the world.

65. Gymnotus electricus… Raja torpedo… Trichiurus indicus: Zoological names of the electric eel, electric ray and cutlass fish, all of which can deliver an electric charge.

66. Signor Cotugno: Domenico Cotugno (1736–1822), a Neapolitan doctor. This incident was described by Kluge in his work on animal magnetism (see Part II, note 43).

67. Je suis sauvée!: French, ‘I am saved!’

68. Mesmer and his dreadful operations: Franz Anton Mesmer (1734–1815), whose theory of animal magnetism was famous or notorious at the time, and who was able to produce violent or convulsive reactions in his patients after putting them into a hypnotic trance (the ‘dreadful operations’ referred to).

69. Kempelen: Wolfgang von Kempelen (1734–1804) devised a series of automata, one of which was the figure of a Turk who played chess. However, it was said that there was really a live dwarf inside the automaton.

70. chambre garnie: French, ‘furnished room’.

71. partie à la chasse: French, ‘hunting party’.

72. materia peccans: Latin, ‘sinning matter’, i.e. substance causing illness.

73. Johannes Kunisperger: Johannes Müller of Konigsberg in Franconia (1436–76), known as Johannes Kunisperger or Regiomontanus (from the Latinate version of the name of his native place), a mathematician and astronomer. The book Master Abraham and Murr were reading was probably his Temporal natürlicher Kunst der Astronomey – kurtzer Begriff von natürlichen Eynfluβ der Gestim (‘Temporally Natural Art of Astronomy – a Short Survey of the Natural Influence of the Stars’), date of publication not known.

74. Ovid’s De arte amandi and Manso’s Art of Love: Ovid’s famous verse work on the art of love is properly entitled Ars amatoria. Johann Kaspar Friedrich Manso (1759–1826) wrote a work thus entitled, and published in 1794, which is mocked by Goethe and Schiller in their Xenien.

75. ‘Lovely one…’: In this conversation between Murr and his lady-love Hoffmann is parodying the popular novelist Jean Paul (see Part I, note 21). In the original German the dialogue echoes almost word for word the conversation between the hero Albano and his beloved Linda (who eventually turns out to be his sister) in Jean Paul’s novel Titan of 1800–1803.

76. a cavalier stumbling through the maze of love: The reference is to a work by Johann Gottfried Schnabel (1692–c. 1752), best known for his very long novel based on the Robinson Crusoe theme. However, the book whose title is quoted here by Master Abraham, Der im Irrgarten der Liebe herumtaumelnde Cavalier, was an erotic novel published in 1738.

77. Venus otia amat… tutus eris!: ‘Venus loves idleness. If you seek an end to love, which shuns business, then get down to work and you will be at peace.’ From Ovid’s Remedia amoris, lines 143–4.

78. ‘I prowled the forest, quiet and wild…’: A reference to Goethe’s poem Jägers Abendlied (‘Huntsman’s Serenade’), which actually begins: Im Felde schleich ich still und wild… Puss in Boots sings the song in Tieck’s play of that name. Shortly after quoting this phrase, Murr breaks into verse of his own (printed as prose).

79. Exige… posce lyram: Another quotation from the Remedia amoris, lines 333 and 336. ‘Insist on the girl’s singing if she has no voice; if she had never learned to play the strings, demand a lyre.’

80. some witty playwright or other: August von Kotzebue (1761–1819) has a passage in his one-act play Der arme Poet (‘The Poor Poet’) of 1812 in which a character remarks that there is ‘no rhyme for Mensch’ (‘man’ in the sense of ‘humanity’), and adds, with a play on words, that man is ein ungereimtes Gechöpf, ‘an absurd creature’. In the original German of Murr’s poetic effusion and his subsequent comments on it, the other rhyming word concerned is Kater, ‘tomcat’. Obviously the English rendering of the verse and Murr’s comments as given here is very free, since it is not at all difficult to find rhymes for ‘cat’ and ‘man’ in English.

81. ‘Knowst thou the land…’: The famous song by the girl Mignon in Goethe’s novel Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre. The German should really read: Kennst du das Land, wo die Zitronen blühn, i.e. ‘flower’ and not glühn, ‘glow’. The song itself has been set by several composers including Schubert and Wolf.

82. ’tis love.alone!: The quotation is from Prince Tamino’s first aria in Mozart’s The Magic Flute, when he is presented with a portrait of Pamina, daughter of the Queen of the Night, and immediately falls in love.

83. jumping into bed with the bride booted and spurred: The kind of formality which used to be part of weddings by proxy, the boots and spurs indicating, of course, that there was no question of the proxy bridegroom’s actually consummating the marriage, and that his function was purely ceremonial.

84. entre nous soit dit: French, ‘be it said between ourselves’.

85. the mostro turchino: Italian, ‘dark blue monster’. Il mostro turchino is the title of a fairy-tale play of 1764 by Carlo Gozzi (see Part II, note 54).

86. basilisks: The basilisk of medieval legends and fables was supposed to be a serpent hatched from a cock’s egg, and was also called a cockatrice. As Julia says, its mere glance was believed to be fatal.

87. Ave maris stella: See Part I, note 12. Dei mater alma… felix coeli porta: ‘wise Mother of God… happy gate of Heaven.’

88. O sanctissima: ‘O holiest one’. Hoffmann wrote an a cappella hymn to this text in 1808, one of his Canzoni per 4 voci alla capella.

89. an elder bush: Whatever the ultimate function in the plot of the mysterious veiled woman might have been (it is one of the matters left unresolved with Hoffmann’s death before he could write the third volume of his novel, and several theories have been advanced), it may be interesting to note that the elder is a tree frequently associated with witches in European folklore. The wise, or the cautious, were supposed to ask an elder tree’s leave before cutting a branch.

90. Remember Hamlet and be my dear Horatio!: Hamlet (I.v), where Hamlet makes his friend Horatio, and Horatio’s companion Marcellus, swear never to say or even suggest that they have seen the ghost of Hamlet’s father.

91. the famous aria Di tanti palpiti: Italian, ‘Of so many heartbeats’. The aria is from Rossini’s Tancredi of 1813.

92. ‘My love, shall I see you no more?’: The reference is to the trio Soll ich dich, Teurer, nicht mehr sehn? from Mozart’s The Magic Flute, where Tamino and Pamina are parting from each other before Tamino goes through a series of tests, while Sarastro the high priest of Isis and Osiris reassures them that all will be well in the end.

93. O Heaven…: Murr is quoting Hamlet’s reaction to the tale told by his father’s ghost (Hamlet, I.v). Tieck had quoted the same passage in his play on the subject of Puss in Boots.

94. a second Franklin: With reference to Benjamin Franklin, the American scientist and statesman, famous not only for his successful campaigning for American independence but also for his research into electricity, which earned him a Fellowship of the Royal Society. He showed that lightning is a form of electricity and suggested the protection of buildings by lightning conductors.

95. Baumgarten’s History of the World: The translation, by Siegmund Jakob Baumgarten (1706–57), of an encyclopaedic English work in several volumes, the first published in Germany in 1744.

96. a sedate, well set-up Kapellmeister… my Self as Kapellmeister: The German here contains a play on words referring to the philosophical doctrine of Fichte, who put forward the theory that existence was to be seen only in terms of the Self, unlike his predecessor Kant, who believed in a mysterious source of all phenomena which exists outside consciousness, and which he called the ‘thing in itself’.

97. ad usum delphini: Latin, ‘for the use of the Dauphin’, figuratively = ‘arranged for pupils’.

98. Maledetto!: Italian, ‘Accursed!’

VOLUME TWO

PART III: MY APPRENTICE MONTHS

1. Hornvilla in Tieck’s Oktavian: The character is a peasant in a play by Ludwig Tieck based on a 16th-century popular story, originally written in French, in which the Emperor Octavianus banishes his wife and two sons and the children are carried off by wild animals, but all ends happily with a family reunion.

2. Pythagoras… catheti: Pythagoras, the Greek philosopher of the 6th century BC, was also credited with many discoveries in mathematics and astronomy. A cathetus is a now rare term for a straight line falling perpendicular to another line or a surface.

3. Philistine: Besides the usual meaning of this term, also common in English, of a narrow-minded, materialistic and uncultivated person, it was originally used in German universities to describe a non-student, and thus an outsider, and an ignorant person whom the students despised. Cf. the traditional conflict in British university cities between ‘town’ and ‘gown’. The cat Muzius is about to show himself an enthusiastic member of student society with its fraternities, and ready to introduce Murr to its traditional activities, such as drinking sessions and duelling.

4. mud in your eye: The expression Muzius uses in the original is a specific German student health – ‘Schmollis!’.

5. the principale: The lower register of the natural trumpet; the valved trumpet was not introduced until the 1820s, although there had been earlier keyed trumpets such as those for which Haydn and Hummel wrote their trumpet concertos.

6. addressing the Master with more formality than usual: In the original German, Madame Benzon switches to the use of Sie for the pronoun ‘you’ instead of Ihr, which could be used at this time for a single person, although in modern usage it is employed only as the more familiar form of addressing two or more people. Later in this conversation, she switches pronouns again, back to Ihr and then to the familiar singular du.

7. the moment of first love: Compare Byron’s Don Juan, contemporaneous with Murr, with its very similar sentiments, also put by a male writer into the mouth of a woman: ‘Man’s love is of man’s life a thing apart, / ’Tis woman’s whole existence’ (Don Juan, Canto I).

8. a member of one of our feline fraternities: In the original German, Katzbursch, explicitly announcing for the first time the theme of the following episodes where Murr is introduced into such a fraternity, parodying the student fraternities or Burschenschaften of German universities, which had their own fixed customs and codes of honour. The president of such a fraternity was called the Senior (a post occupied in Murr’s fraternity by the cat Puff). After 1814 the term Burschenschaft was applied more particularly to a student movement deriving from the Wars of Liberation and aiming for political unity in Germany. The movement met with much political opposition from other spheres of society in the first decades of the 19th century. Note Murr’s quasi-nationalistic remarks about ‘an honest German pawshake’, etc.

9. Lucullan style: In the manner of the Roman commander Lucullus in the 1st century BC, who was famous for his luxurious banquets.

10. all of us born gymnasts: With reference to the gymnastics movement founded in 1810–11 in Berlin by Friedrich Ludwig Jahn (1778–1852), known in Germany as the ‘father of gymnastics’.

11. a prohibited society: Secret societies such as the Freemasons, Illuminati and Rosicrucians were widespread in German states of the 18th and early 19th centuries, and encountered much opposition on the part of the authorities, who suspected them of subversive activities and sometimes banned them.

12. ‘Gaudeamus igitur’… juvenis… tumulus: The famous Latin student song. The words of the version thought to be quoted here by Hoffmann run: Gaudeamus igitur / iuvenes dum sumus / post molestam senectutem / nos habebit tumulus (‘Let us therefore rejoice while we are young; after burdensome old age the tomb will have us’). The last word in later versions is humus, ‘earth’.

13. ‘Oh Let the Politicians Talk’: A song by Leopold von Göckingk (1748–1828), originally entitled ‘Song to be Sung at Table’, and published in a collection of verses in 1793.

14. ‘Ecce quam bonum’: Another popular student song of the time. Its Latin refrain, adapted from the beginning of Psalm 133 (‘Behold how good and pleasant it is for brethren to dwell together in unity!’), ran: Ecce quam bonum / bonum et jucundum / habitare fratres / fratres in unum. Verses were then improvised, as the cats do here, and the refrain repeated.

15. the Wittenberg Chronicle: It will be remembered that Hamlet was studying at Wittenberg University (founded in 1502 and a favourite university among Danes in Shakespeare’s time), and his uncle Claudius speaks of his ‘intent, In going back to school in Wittenberg’ (Hamlet, I.ii).

16. Pro poena: Latin, ‘for punishment’, indicating that a forfeit must be paid by the person who does not contribute to a game or (in this case) a song.

17. ‘La fin couronne les oeuvres!’: ‘The end crowns the works!’, quoted from Henry VI Part 2 (V.ii). The wording is in French in Shakespeare’s original.

18. my badly wounded comrade: A reference, in the original, to Uhland’s poem Der gute Kamerad.

19. executing a movement: The German original here is a play on the word Satz, which besides meaning a leap or bound has many other senses, including a musical movement (of a sonata, etc.) and a philosophical dogma.

20. ichor: In Greek mythology, the liquid supposed to flow instead of blood in the veins of the gods. Hence, by association with ideas of superiority, Kreisler credits Prince Hector with having no common blood in his veins.

21. Nemesis: In Greek, ‘righteous indignation’. The personification of the goddess of retribution.

22. Medusa: In Greek mythology, one of the three female monsters called Gorgon. Medusa had snakes on her head instead of hair, and the sight of her was supposed to turn anyone who looked directly at her to stone. The hero Perseus managed to kill her by only viewing her in a mirror.

23. Ajax: One of the two heroes of that name supposed to have fought on the Greek side at the siege of Troy. Known as ‘the Lesser Ajax’ to distinguish him from the Greater or Telamonian Ajax, he was the fastest runner among the Greek forces.

24. glebae adscriptus: Latin, ‘bound to the land’, i.e. a serf or subject.

25. Cousin Romeo: See Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet (II.ii). ‘O! that I were a glove upon that hand, That I might touch that cheek.’ In German, the name Juliet is the same as Julia.

26. Vespers: Hoffmann himself composed a setting of the Vespers, now lost; of his sacred compositions, only a Mass in D minor has been preserved.

27. Sed praeter omnia bibendum quid: Latin, ‘But above all, something to drink.’ Like some of the other remarks in Latin made by Father Hilarius, this is borrowed from Rabelais’s Gargantua.

28. per diem: Perhaps a euphemistic spelling for deum, in which case the phrase means ‘by God’.

29. in floribus: ‘In bloom’, i.e. flourishing.

30. Bibamus!: ‘Let us drink!’

31. distinguendum est inter et inter: ‘One thing must be distinguished from another’.

32. Vir sapiens non te abhorrebit Domine!: ‘Thou wilt not abhor a wise man, O Lord!’

33. cur, quomodo, quando, ubi: ‘Why, how, when, where’.

34. Ibi jacet lepus in pipere!: Literally, ‘that’s where the hare lies in the pepper’, translating a German phrase, Da liegt der Hase im Pfeffer!, meaning ‘that’s the trouble’.

35. ad patibulum cum illis: ‘To the gallows with them’.

36. Desunt: ‘They are absent’.

37. contra hostium insidias: ‘Against the wiles of the enemy’.

38. ad conventum conventuales: ‘To the convent, members of the community’.

39. Tartini: Giuseppe Tartini (1692–1770), the Italian composer and violinist, who did in fact contemplate becoming a monk before concentrating on his musical career. His story, hinted at here, was a variation on the Heloïse and Abelard theme: he was secretly married to a relative of a Cardinal, and his wife was forced to enter a convent, whereupon Tartini took refuge in Assisi.

40. Johann Andreas Silbermann: A famous German organ-builder (1712–83). The Abbey of St Blaise in the Black Forest was a well-known Benedictine foundation.

41. Dieu soit loué: French, ‘God be praised’.

42. Moritz… and other physiological authors: Murr’s impressive list of authorities consists of real writers. Karl Philipp Moritz (1756–93), schoolmaster and novelist, was also the author of a journal on psychology. Wolf Davidson (1772–1800), a Berlin doctor, wrote a book on sleep. Heinrich Nudow (born 1752) was also a doctor; he too wrote on the theory of sleep. Dietrich Tiedemann (1748–1803), a professor of philosophy, discussed sleep in a theoretical work. Arnold Wienholt (1749–1804), who wrote on animal magnetism, included studies of its effect on sleep. Johann Christian Reil’s work ‘Rhapsodies on the Application of the Psychic Method of Curing Mental Disturbances’ has already been mentioned, see Part II, note 57. He lived from 1759–1813. Gotthilf Heinrich von Schubert (1780–1860) wrote on the symbolism of dreaming. Carl Alexander Ferdinand Kluge (1782–1844) wrote on sleep in his study of animal magnetism (see Part II, notes 43, 57 and 66).

43. something the cat brought in: This passage is necessarily a free adaptation in English, since the German refers to the familiar words Kater (literally ‘tomcat’) or Katzenjammer (literally ‘cat’s misery’) for a hangover. As Muzius cannot bring himself to pronounce the word, only to warn Murr in oblique terms against laying himself open to the charge of suffering a hangover, a reader of the German cannot tell which of the two words for the condition he actually has in mind.

44. the best of possible worlds: Hoffmann refers to the idea best known through Voltaire’s mockery of it in Candide (1759); it actually originated half a century earlier in the optimistic theories of Gottfried Wilhelm von Leibnitz (1646–1716), philosopher, mathematician and rival of Isaac Newton. Leibnitz held that although the world was imperfect, it was still the best possible world because only God is perfect, and a good God could not make any world but the least imperfect possible. Voltaire holds the notion up to ridicule in Candide, where the central characters suffer misfortune after misfortune, but still insist with foolish optimism that all must be for the best.

45. the advantage: i.e. of having been the first to say something so insulting as to require a challenge to a duel in answer. Even into the 20th century, duelling on points of honour was a tradition of the student fraternities of German universities.

46. an obvious imitation of Touchstone’s lie seven times removed: See Shakespeare’s As You Like It (V.iv).

47. not even a rencontre: By the standards of the student fraternities, a rencontre (literally, ‘meeting’) was a less formal and honourable affair than a duel proper. The latter followed strict rules, was fought with an agreed choice of weapons (see the cats’ choice of biting or scratching), and was divided into rounds (Murr and his opponent fight in ‘jumps’ instead). A rencontre was more of an ordinary brawl, conducted non-stop and without any special regulations.

48. Theden’s Arquebusade: A lotion for dressing wounds invented by Johann Christian Anton Theden (1714–97). The medical cat has of course been spraying urine on the patient.

49. ‘Chi no se ajuta, se nega,’ says Brighella in Gozzi’s Fortunate Beggars: Literally, ‘He who does not help himself denies himself’, i.e., ‘Fortune helps those who help themselves’. The character Brighella is a figure in a play called I pitocchi fortunati (‘The Fortunate Beggars’), by Carlo Gozzi (see Part II, note 54).

50. Benedictus qui venit in nomine domini: Latin, ‘Blessed is he who cometh in the name of the Lord.’

51. the Palladian style: The neo-classical style of the famous Renaissance architect Andrea di Pietro, known as Palladio (1508–80).

52. the Propaganda in Rome: In full, the congregatio de propaganda fide, ‘the Congregation for Propagating the Faith’, a Roman Catholic committee of cardinals with responsibility for foreign missions, founded by Pope Gregory XV in 1622.

53. Fantasiestücke in Callots Manier: The footnote giving the title of this collection is Hoffmann’s own. The book, first published in 1814, includes his series of essays entitled Kreisleriana, about his invented character the musician Kreisler and music in general. The passage to which he refers is in his introduction to the essays: ‘Thus it was that his friends could not induce him to write a composition down, or if he did write it down to leave it intact.’

54. the Agnus Dei: In his partial identification with Kreisler, Hoffmann may be referring to the Agnus Dei from his own Mass in D of 1805.

55. amoroso: Italian and Spanish, ‘a lover, a gallant’.

56. Pistofolus the notary: The male lead in Paisiello’s opera La Molinara (see Part II, note 31).

57. a hopping dance: In the German, a Hopswalzer, a dance of the period in two-four time.

58. Raja torpedo: See Part II, note 65.

59. Prince Hamlet: Hamlet (III, ii). See also Part II, note 21, referring to the same passage in which Hamlet points out, in musical metaphors, that he is not willing to let Rosencrantz and Guildenstern manipulate him.

60. Our wicked enemy, destroyer of all feline comfort: The episode here in which Achilles the dog attacks the feline fraternity is a reference to the action taken by the authorities to suppress the national body of Burschenschaften in 1819, after the assassination for political reasons of the playwright August von Kotzebue (see Part II, note 80) by a Burschenschaft member, a student called Karl Ludwig Stand.

61. the fateful word Monsieur: The Burschenschaften originally grew out of student opposition to reactionary and in some cases pro-French attitudes on the part of the authorities during the Napoleonic Wars. They favoured the political unity of Germany and already had some nationalistic leanings, which became much more pronounced in the later 19th century. See also Part III, note 8.

62. pereats: Latin, ‘let him perish’, or ‘down with so-and-so’, student fraternity slang of the period.

63. Baron von Gemmingen’s German paterfamilias: Hoffmann alludes to a play by Baron Otto Heinrich von Gemmingen-Hornberg (1755–1836), whose play of 1780, called Der deutsche Hausvater and modelled on Diderot’s Le Père de famille, was extremely popular. The central character, Wodmar, influences the lives of his sons and daughter for the better.

64. Laissons cela: French, ‘never mind that’.

65. Ah, le coquin!: French, ‘Oh, the rascal!’

66. Mi lagnerò tacendo: See Part I, note 10.

67. the hand that wields the broom of a weekday… : A free allusion to a passage in Goethe’s Faust, Part I. ‘The hand that wields the broom on a Saturday will caress you best on a Sunday.’

68. Hinzmann: Various associations combine in the name of this eloquent cat, who may well be related to Tieck’s cat Hinze in his play Puss in Boots (see Part I, note 56), while Hinzmann was also a name for a kind of beer popular with students.

69. where be now your merry gambols?: Hoffmann alludes to Hamlet’s speech to the skull of Yorick the jester (Hamlet, V.i). In the original German, the wording echoes the famous Schlegel translation of Shakespeare’s plays (see Part II, note 39), as indeed do Hoffmann’s other Shakespearian quotations.

70. Professor poeseos et eloquentiae: Dog Latin, ‘Professor of Poetry and Eloquence’.

71. days in Aranjuez: A quotation from Schiller’s play Don Carlos. Die schönen Tage in Aranjuez sind nun zu Ende (‘Those fair days in Aranjuez now are over’).

72. they say he wished to die: A quotation in the original (man sagt, er wollte sterben!) from Schiller, Wallensteins Tod (see Part II, note 43). Hinzmann is drawing heavily on the canon of the major tragic playwrights admired in Germany, Shakespeare included.

73. a special appetite: For the belief that tomcats would eat their own kittens, see Part I, note 34.

74. the usual De or Ex profundis: The opening, in the Latin version, of Psalm 130, a psalm of penitence often sung at funerals. ‘Out of the depths have I cried unto thee, O Lord.’

75. O Tannenbaum! O Tannenbaum!: Originally an adaptation of a folk-song to a student song by J. A. Zarnack (1777–1822), the song was further adapted for its familiar use as a carol in 1824. In the English-speaking countries, it is also the tune to which the socialist anthem The Red Flag is sung.

76. traditio brevi manu: Latin, ‘surrender without formalities’, literally ‘transfer with the short hand’.

77. Frailty, thy name is Cat!: Hoffmann uses this parody of a line from Hamlet (I.ii) for the second time.

78. the wondrous tale of Peter Schlemihl: Peter Schlemihls wundersame Geschichte, a fantastic tale by Adelbert von Chamisso (1781–1838), soldier, scientist and writer. The story Hoffmann mentions was published in 1814.

79. similia: Latin, ‘similar things’.

80. Domine, domine Kapellmeister, paucis te volo!: ‘Master Kapellmeister, just a few words!’

81. Kreislere… video mysterium… in camera et faciemus bonum cherubim: Father Hilarius adds a Latin vocative ‘e’ ending to Kreisler’s name, and then falls into more dog Latin, ‘I see a secret… [let’s break our fast] in the cell and make good cheer’ (literally, ‘make the cherub well-disposed’, a piece of student slang).

82. Domine dilectissime!: ‘Most excellent master!’

83. nunc probo: ‘Now I tell you’.

84. Pope Marcellus the Second: Marcello Cervini (1501–55), a leading member of the humanist movement in the Church in Italy. He became a cardinal in 1539 and was librarian of the Vatican. He strongly opposed polyphonic church music, in particular at the Council of Trent. He was Pope for less than a month, from 10 April 1555 until his death on 1 May of the same year.

PART IV: BENEFICIAL CONSEQUENCES OF A SUPERIOR EDUCATION

1. another tragic inspiration of the same kind: This passage is thought to allude to similar ironic remarks in the satirical works of Gottlieb Wilhelm Rabener (1714–71).

2. Rinaldo: A hero of medieval legend, first mentioned in the Charlemagne tales (as Renaud), subsequently featuring in the epic poems of Ariosto and Tasso. His name is used here to characterize a lover lured into captivity by an enchantress, as Armida lured Rinaldo in the legend, which also became the subject of Handel’s opera Armida.

3. some very nice books…: The work on talismans, written in Latin by Peter Friedrich Arpe (1682–1740), a philologist and lawyer, first appeared in 1717, and was translated into German in 1792. Hoffmann was reading the book in the autumn of 1821. Becker’s Enchanted World was published in Dutch as De betoverde weereld in 1691. Its author Balthasar Bekker, a Dutch preacher, used rationalist arguments to oppose the belief in magic and witchcraft widely current at the time. Petrarch (Francesco Petrarca, 1304–74), the famous Renaissance Italian poet and humanist, wrote a treatise Rerum memorandum libri, published in a German translation in 1541; it is a collection of character sketches of historical figures.

4. au fond: French, ‘at bottom, at heart’.

5. The wise man: The reference is to Diderot’s novel Le Neveu de Rameau, translated into German by Goethe, whose version appeared in 1805.

6. a nearby pleasure garden: Such places of open-air amusement were popular in early 19th-century Europe, and contained cafés, bandstands for musical performances, pleasant walks, places where informal parties, fireworks displays, etc., might be held, and so forth. In London, Ranelagh and Vauxhall Gardens were places of public amusement similar to the pleasure garden Ponto describes here.

7. Jacques le fataliste: A novel by Denis Diderot (1713 – 84), published posthumously, in which the eponymous central character claims that ‘if it is written in the stars that you are to be cuckolded… then cuckolded you will be’.

8. A brief account of our way of life: The following account of a day in the life of a man about town at this period is modelled, with comic exaggerations, on a passage in a letter to his wife from Prince Pückler-Muskau, the early 19th-century European traveller and fortune-hunter.

9. that opera by Herr Mozart, The Marriage of Figaro: With reference to the famous scene in Act 2 where the page Cherubino eludes the angry Count by jumping out of the window, and the drunken gardener Antonio complains furiously of the damage to his flowers.

10. that king in the tragedy by a German poet: Prince Irenaeus cites (not quite word for word) from Schiller’s Die Jungfrau von Orleans (‘The Maid of Orleans’, I.iv).

11. Che dolce più… detta gelosia: These eight lines of Italian ottava rima are the first stanza of Canto 31 of the famous epic Orlando Furioso, by Ariosto (see Part I, note 25). The translation given here is that of W. S. Rose, published in 1823–31.

12. eau de Luce: A solution of alkaline smelling-salts, called after the apothecary who first made it.

13. Macbeth when Banquo’s dreadful, bloody ghost: Macbeth, IV.i.

14. Knigge: See Part I, note 23.

15. Picard: Louis-Benoît Oucard (1769–1828), a French playwright who was best known in Germany through Schiller’s adaptation of two of his plays.

16. Jean-Jacques Rousseau… Confessions: The incident occurs at the end of Book 2 of the Confessions. However, Hoffmann has remembered it inaccurately, since the girl was actually released without punishment.

17. Tasso: See Part I, note 25. The poet’s love for Leonore d’Este is described in Goethe’s verse play Torquato Tasso.

18. the man of La Mancha adored his Dulcinea: Don Quixote, in Cervantes’ famous novel of that name; in his deranged imagination, the hero takes the peasant girl Dulcinea for a noblewoman to whom he is chivalrously devoted.

19. Domine – libera nos de hoc monacho!: Latin, ‘Lord, save us from this monk!’

20. Monachus in claustro… bene valet triginta: ‘A monk in his cell is not worth two eggs, but outside it he is worth a good thirty.’

21. Palestrina: Giovanni Pierluigi da Palestrina (1525–94), the famous composer of sacred music, whose influence succeeded in persuading the Council of Trent (see Part III, note 84) to allow the further practice of polyphonic church music.

22. sbirri: Italian, somewhat derogatory term for the police.

23. Your Cecilia: The Abbot equates Julia, as Kreisler’s inspiration, with the patron saint of music. The real Julia Marc, Hoffmann’s former pupil with whom he had been in love, and on whom Julia Benzon is modelled, also appears under the name of Cecilia in Nachricht von den neuesten Schicksalen des Hundes Berganza (1814).

24. Antonio’s likeness: Antonio was clearly the name of Brother Cyprian before he became a monk, when in the usual fashion of those entering the religious life he took a new name, that of a saint or a virtue.



∗In the original first German edition, a list of misprints followed.





∗The abbë Gattoni of Milan had fifteen iron strings slung from one tower to another, tuned to produce the diatonic scale. At any change in the atmosphere these strings sounded more or less strongly depending on the extent of that change. This large-scale Aeolian harp was known as a Giant Harp or Weather Harp.





∗Murr means Shakespeare’s As You Like It (III.ii). Ed.





∗Fantasiestücke in Callots Manier, Part I.53




∗Joseph Haydn.

† The Creation.
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