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Introduction

When Rilke arrived in Paris on August 28, 1902, and found a room at 11, rue Toullier, he believed he had come there to collect himself, to study in the libraries with one dreamy eye on a distant degree, and to meet the controversial sculptor, Auguste Rodin, whose work he had received a commission from a German publisher to write about. Rilke had recently married and fathered a child; his own father was no longer paying him the small stipend which had supplied Rilke for some years with the simplest of essentials; so that the commission, scarcely munificent, nevertheless seemed at least like a life ring if not a rescue launch. He not only needed an immediate income, he found it necessary, now, to think of the future, of a career of some kind, a useful pursuit. But Rilke had begun to slip out of the knot of his marriage in the moment that he tied it; and as time went on his habit of letting go of things even as he reached out for them would become firmly established; although, when he wrote about such “partings” later, it suddenly seemed to be the objects themselves or the beckoning women who broke the lines of attraction and connection.


How I have felt it, that nameless state called parting,
and how I feel it still: a dark, sharp, heartless
Something that displays, holds out with unapparent hands,
a perfect union to us, while tearing it in two.

With what wide-open eyes I’ve watched whatever
was, while calling to me, loosening its hold,
remaining in the road behind as though all womankind,
yet small and white and nothing more than this:

a waving which has blown the hair beyond its brow,
a slight, continuous flutter—scarcely now
explicable: perhaps the tremor of a plum tree
and the bough a startled cuckoo has set free.



When Rilke went to Paris, he was in full retreat from the noise of infants and their insistent needs; from the dull level of everyday life he had reached the instant his romance with the country cottage had subsided and intimacy’s repeated little shames had reasserted their reality. He was returning, he felt, to the world of his work, and the prospect of going to Paris for the first time, as it would be, was therefore welcome to more than one of his selves. If Rilke approached Paris with eagerness and relief, however, and found Rodin, indeed, a genius he could quite decently idolize, Paris grasped his outstretched spirit with a pair of gnarled and beggarly hands which wrung nothing but outcry out of him, mercilessly squeezing him until body and soul were only a dry husk around rented air.

Rilke had written poems on poverty and death, but up to now he had really known neither. From the first, he had possessed, as a poet, enormous technical facility. Sentiment’s superficial song came easily to him. Heine had held his heart longer than was necessary to warm it. While waiting for the muse, he struck his poses, and handed out pamphlets containing his work to passers-by on Prague’s more notable streets as if giving away bread to the poor in spirit. At 26, Rilke still seemed an adolescent youth and selfstruck poet whose glibness was no longer a gift to either his art or his attitudes. It was as if he saw the people, actions, and objects of the world as basins into which he might empty the apparently boundless bladder of his being.

Now he was alone, in effect a runaway, nearly friendless, fearful, living in a shabby rented room in a squalid neighborhood: the pale fleck of a fly’s egg in spoiling meat; and as poor as the poor all about him were poor, the poor who were dying nearby him in pallid strips like sprayed weeds. When he walked the mile or two to Rodin’s atelier on the rue de l’Université; or took, from the Gare Montparnasse, the twenty-minute train ride to Meudon, Rodin’s modest villa in the country; or crossed a few streets to the Bibliothèque Nationale where he was reading about the architecture of the great medieval cathedrals; he encountered everywhere figures like himself: lonely, grubby, ill, forlorn, although by now they were so at home in their hopelessness the furniture of their fate seemed almost comfortable (for what else would there ever be but this? this was the world; and then, at Rodin’s, the master would suddenly appear, larger than duty, to draw Rilke into a crowd of dazzlingly white plaster casts, against which one’s dark trousers threw an insipid shadow. In one moment, the sculptor’s purposeful presence would replace an otherwise empty “now” with creative life. There would be folios of sketches to examine, a model also, odd lunches taken in the company of the sculptor’s addled wife; there would be Rodin’s laugh, his open and intense gaze on every surface and every hollow like an exploratory hand; his unfinicky, robust lust for the visible and invisible alike; and there would be his direct and simple advice: to watch, work, and have patience; for work was a continual necessity, he said: to work and to have a woman; but it was certainly dismaying as well—this unashamed physicality, this utter concentration upon a piece of stone to whose shape he would gradually give the undulating surface of some soon-to-be-living thing.

On other days, Rilke would turn in from the noisy streets to enter the public quiet in which books are read or significant objects contemplated: a space which equally enclosed the spaces of texts and dusty cabinets of sleeping things. Sometimes the poet would try to rest in his room, to write, where an unsteady table, sagging bed and single window indifferently surrounded what remained of a soul which had fled into the interior of the self, and came up occasionally to peer cautiously out of the ports of the eyes.

While in Rodin’s studio, he was in a vibrant and creative present; while in the library, he could visit an equally creative and living past; but in his room or out in the streets of Paris, or even in himself, it seemed, there were only the failed, the sick, the pitiable, the threatening, the ugly. Rodin showed him who he ought to be; Paris demonstrated where and what he really was. The difference was the width of a wound.

If Rilke had fled his family, it was with his wife’s leave, for she was soon to follow him, after depositing little Ruth on Granny’s stoop like a basket packed with orphan; still, his guilt, the relatively petty quality of his accomplishments, his lack of ordinary skills, his poverty and consequent dependency, made him an outcast, a stranger in a world of strangers, as he would later write. More and more, there was less and less difference to be discerned between himself and les misérables around him. “Regard! Observe!” came the command, but it was difficult indeed to face one’s face reflected from the sooty stones, the soiled eyes, the pebbled skin, the unclean clothes one saw in the streets. Features followed him—buildings, hoardings, windows, watched—or they parted like wet paper or adhered like paint to distraught palms. “I sometimes press my face against the iron fencing of the Luxembourg in order to feel a little distance, stillness, and moonlight,” Rilke writes his wife, Clara, “but in that place, too, is the heavy air, heavier still from the scents of the too many flowers they have crowded together in the constraint of the beds …” Thus Rilke, as if obeying Rodin’s advice, visits the Jardin des Plantes, where he will find the panther’s gaze so worn from passing through the bars that it sees nothing more; he also frequents fountains, tosses breadcrumbs from benches, watches the pigeons peck about in the gravel; he searches desperately inside himself for some spiritual strength (as in his letters he advises his wife to do when she arrives); he goes to Cluny where he sees the celebrated unicorn tapestries, to the Trocadéro, the Louvre. For the lonely, they invented museums.

There was no painter’s autumn for the dessicated leaves which had begun to fall in August, so that now, in September, they are rattling down the dry paths in the parks, uttering, as if insects were calling out to one another, that brittle and bitter sound that signifies the irreversible absence of life.


The leaves are falling, falling from far away,
as though a distant garden died above us;
they fall, fall with denial in their wave.

And through the night the hard earth falls
farther than the stars in solitude.

We all are falling. Here, this hand falls.
And see—there goes another. It’s in us all.

And yet there’s One whose gently holding hands
let this falling fall and never land.



Rilke writes long letters to Clara about Rodin, about his reading, about Botticelli, about Leonardo, about a Paris brimming with sadness. He is beginning to prepare for a book whose beginning has not yet arrived. We sometimes forget, thinking of him as a poet, which is certainly natural enough, that Rilke was a master of German prose; that he wrote far more prose than he did poetry; that much of it is as astonishingly beautiful as prose can be, and as terrifying too; not simply in his notorious essay on dolls (which frightened females), or in the theoretical fancies of “Primal Sound” (which charmed them), or with the angry eloquence of “The Young Workman’s Letter,” or in the painful, and painfully prepared, pages of this singular novel; but in those countless, carefully composed, ample, and always elegantly indited lines drawn out of his loneliness like silk threads unwound from a cocoon: the correspondence which kept him, in his isolation, a social being.

These letters are sometimes shaded by self-pity. They are sometimes too supplicating, dandified, indulgent (the poseur is the other side of this poet); but they are invariably sensitive and thoughtful, often full of the unexpected in being raw, direct, and harsh. Certainly, they are rich, intense, frequently breathtaking: letters that could create a passion and stimulate an affair, for real acts of love occasionally covered the white sheets, and his skillful writer’s hand could manage to touch even the most guarded heart. They are letters it must have taken—sometimes—more than a day to compose and copy over; and for their recipients, hours of rereading and rest before they would be able to recover. Rilke’s writing is breathtaking: it falls upon the center of the spirit like a blow.

By early spring—ill in every element and tatter—Rilke leaves for Viareggio, an Italian resort near Pisa which he favored for a time; and then, for the summer, and still wan, he decides to return to Worpswede, the art colony close to Bremen where he had met his wife. It is here, with Paris safely over several hills on the calendar, that he is finally able to find a voice for his fears; and he begins to send to Lou Andreas-Salomé, his former lover and now a faithful and most valued friend, those stupendous letters which are the actual origin and part of the early text of The Notebooks of Malte Laurids Brigge. These long letters to Lou could not have been dashed off. They clearly come from notes, from prose trials and errors, so that when Rilke revises sections of them for inclusion in the novel, they are already in their third kind of existence.

It is in Rome, however, on the 8th of February, 1904 (always a propitious, hard, deep month for Rilke’s work), that the project at last takes the sort of shape that begs for a name. Rilke had initially thought to title these pages, The Journal of my Other Self, and in many ways it is a better choice than the one he settled on. The novel we have now is made of two notebooks of nearly equal length, yet none of these entries is very notelike, unless a musical meaning is meant. The prose is too polished, the thought too refined, the sentiments too considered. The prose is constantly pushing at its edges, enlarging its capacities for expression. There can be little doubt, either, that the work is therapeutic and projective; that in its pages Rilke endeavored to confront, and overcome, the nightmares of his present life. True, it is about another self, because even if his surrogate’s name has the same phonological shape as his own, it is the northern, Dane-touched Rilke who appears as a character in the novel, not the sensual, southern one; it is not the Malte who sees and speaks of ghosts, but the Rilke who harkens to the Angels, who writes it, and, in writing it, succeeds in escaping its protagonist’s ambiguous fate.

Nonetheless, the word ‘journal’ suggests that these spoon-sized paragraphs are likely to contain doses of daily life’s more commonplace medications; and that a familiar temporal progression is going to give a straightforward course to the work; when it is the psychological climate and not the clock that counts. It is a felt world which arises around us. At the same time, the phrase ‘of my other self’ identifies the author with his fictional agent so narrowly that the wider reaches of neither can be appreciated. Even if every observation in the text has been brought up from its low birth in rude fact, and every thought and feeling is one which Rilke at one time entertained like a guest for lunch; even if some of the transformations come to no more, immediately, than making an address (“11 rue Toullier”) into a date (“September 11th, rue Toullier”); the sum of the alterations, omissions, and additions is significant, because Rilke saw and thought and felt strongly about far more things than he permits Malte to see and think and feel. Rilke (as any fine novelist must) will see “all round” his hero the way Henry James once arrogantly claimed to see “all round” Flaubert.

Malte’s extraordinary lucidity may mislead us about the bars which frame his vision. There is no Rodin in this book to humble Malte’s artistic claims; there is no mention of the glory and the menace of Cézanne, who meant so much to the development of Rilke’s art during the time he spent writing this book; there is no intimation of success or greatness; there are no passages, such as those which occur in his letters to Clara, for all their gloomy remonstrances, which evoke the vitality and sensuality of the city.

There is simply a sudden end to the notebooks, as if their author had no interest in beginning a third, or as if the third were lost, or as if Malte Laurids Brigge were no longer alive.

No. Rilke is not Malte. Yet Malte is Rilke. Just as matter and mind, for Spinoza, were essential but separate aspects of one natural whole, so Malte is an aspect of Rilke—Rilke seen with one “I”. And Malte, when he describes the remaining interior wall of a demolished house (to choose a celebrated example), is penetrating more fully into things than Rilke or Rodin or any one of us would, if we were merely walking by on some Parisian sidewalk, because this vision, like so many others, is an observation taken home, and taken to heart, and held warmly there until it rises like bread. Anyone can stand still and take notes. Quite a different eye or recording hand constructs one thing out of its response to another. It is the artful act of composition that creates the emotional knowledge which such passages contain—the metaphors of misery and shame and decay which arise like imagined odors from the wall. Thus Rilke comes into possession of this knowledge in the same moment Malte does; but he does so (and consequently suffers a stroke of synethesia, smelling the ugliness he has just seen) because he is imagining Malte; and Malte, to be Malte, must make these discoveries; must run in horror from this wall which he feels exposes his soul to every passerby like a flung-open coat. One probably cannot say it too often: writing is, among other things, an activity which discovers its object; which surprises itself with the meanings it runs into, and passes sometimes with apologies, or recognizes with a start like an old friend encountered in a strange place.

Rilke has little idea where his project is heading. It has no head: that is the trouble. Bits and pieces of his book are accumulating. They have a thematic and emotional unity. They are uncentered insights. That’s all. And the pain of Paris has receded somewhat. To finish his work he will have to return to Paris eventually, but the old wounds won’t open as widely as before. How to continue? Worse: why continue? The difficulty is familiar. To re-bleed isn’t easy.

Rilke has recently reviewed the posthumous writings of an obscure Norwegian poet. It is a collection of scratched-over jottings and aborted beginnings, a jumble that he says was at bottom just movement, nervous twitches of attention: “and this world of moods and voices trembled and revolved around the peculiar silence left behind by one who has died.” At first, Rilke has thought he would attach a small preface to the notebooks indicating to the reader how they had presumably been acquired, but later decided against it, which was wise: first, because to pretend to honesty by calling a mess by its right name will not remove it; second, because the fragmentary and chaotic condition of the text at that time needed no further emphasis (even the suggestion of looseleafery in the novel’s name is enough to mislead many critics), and because now Malte’s body, as well as the fate of his soul, lies in a deeper darkness than mere dirt or damnation can contrive.

Fictions have large but brittle bones, and suffer frequent fractions and dislocations. Their legs limp a long time after the bones have knit. Unfortunately, Rilke was an accomplished interrupter. He travels: first to pillar, then to post. He becomes a professional guest; he lives in other people’s houses, in hotels, in rented rooms. Unfamiliar mirrors become his temporary friends. For a time, he resides in Rome. Then he visits Scandinavia. He complains about the uglification of Capri. He lectures: first hither, then yon. In Vienna, before a reading of “the death of the Chamberlain” section of Malte, he has a nosebleed. Hofmannsthal is solicitous and offers to substitute himself if necessary. At Meudon, he watches Rodin work on the bust of George Bernard Shaw. He occupies himself with his so-called “thing poems,” but the truth is that he is avoiding the failure he fears. He is filling his life with inconsequence. And if the novel cannot be completed; if some sort of whole cannot be made of it, Rilke will become his other self.

Back in Paris (it is now 1907), his book begins to mature and to assume a shape, but there is an important change of tone. The second part, or afterhalf, is a progressive transformation of the thematic material of the first. Malte’s early obsessions (with alienation, fear, poverty, loneliness, art, disease, death) continue to occupy his thoughts, and figures from the past are still called up; but Malte’s meditations on death, for instance, are first mingled with, and then gradually replaced by, his reflections on the notion of a non-possessive passion (the idea of one’s own Tod is supplanted by an ownerless Liebe); loneliness is more and more that emancipating distance between lovers which we have already seen symbolized in the wave which is both greeting and goodby; alienation begins to look like a defiant freedom; other kinds of dreams, and different ghosts, preoccupy Malte now: the indistinct forms of saintly women, temporally distant kings; while his graphic impressions of Parisian lowlife are overshadowed by his equally intense experiences of ancient texts, often equally grim and macabre, particularly demonstrated by his grisly description of the maggot-infested, rosette-shaped wound in the center of the chest of Charles VI. What is said, early in the first notebook, to be “the main thing” (that is, to survive), is no longer, in the second, “the main thing” at all (“the main thing is just to keep drawing,” to remain faithful to one’s art). And the initial commandment: to learn to see, is followed by another, later: to take on and learn the task of love.

The final section of the first notebook, and the initial section of the next, are both given over to a description of the Dame à la Licorne tapestries which are on display in the Cluny Museum, and to the girls who come to contemplate and sketch them. These pages form a hinge between the novel’s two halves. The girls are from good families, Malte imagines, but they have left their homes; no one any longer takes care to see that all the buttons down the backs of their dresses are properly fastened. They are prodigal daughters, entranced momentarily by emblems, by this ethereal, floating, simultaneous, enigmatic world … a woven world, static, pictorial, plastic, even as this novel is, although its images are rarely so benign. And the young girls, enamored, begin to draw. The objects they wish to reflect on their tablets, perhaps as the mirror which the woman holds reflects the unicorn and the unicorn’s lone white horn back at itself, are, in their way, eternal objects—images which can be safely, purely, loved. Here all passions come to rest like a splash caught by a camera so the wild drops glint like gems, and their frantic rush remains serenely in one place, in the path of a few threads.

In their families, Malte remarks of the girls, religion is no longer possible. “Families can no longer come to God.” And in families, if one shares an end or object equally with all its other members, “each gets so shamefully little.” And if one tries to gain a little more of liberty or local love or leisure of one’s self, disputes will arise. Such thoughts, again, approach those of Spinoza. These girls, before they have known the fat but actually fragile pleasures of the flesh, are able to lose themselves in their drawings for a moment; lose themselves, and thereby realize another kind of love: a love which allows them to take into an almost unfolded soul, like a bee between hesitant petals, “the unalterable life that in these woven pictures has radiantly opened in front of them.” Of course, as ordinary girls—as anybody’s kids—they want to change, grow up, have their loneliness embraced by another’s loneliness; they believe they want to enjoy that promised world where one pleasure is supposed to follow another like sweetmeats tamely to the mouth. Yet not in all young women is the shining, still image of this other—ethereal—love suppressed. And Malte begins to recite the names of his “saved ones,” his “blessed”—those whose dedication survives all indifference, cruelty, or rejection, because it contains a love which refuses to enslave or possess its object, but paradoxically insists upon increasing the selfhood, the freedom, the plenty, the being, of what is loved.

Rilke was a rather accomplished caricaturist, even as a child, and his eye is a painterly and plastic one. It is his punishment as a poet not to be able to shape and fondle and bring forth things. The lyric poem, too, of which he was one of the last great masters, is only typographically a linear event. Its words interact in all directions to produce an entity whose nature it is to occupy a space—a space which song sings us through like a gracious guide from room to room, but whose structure we grasp as a single simultaneity.

The eyes, the lips, of the reader move, then, and as they move, the music of the work begins; those moving lips sustain it; but, for this great novel, it is as if the eyes were lighting here, then there, upon the surface of a series of tapestries, observing in each place the signs: symbols like the figures of the lion and the lady, the little dog, the silver moons, sung above an oval island. Another significant clue to the character of this fiction is contained in the passage which almost immediately follows Malte’s meditation upon la Dame à la Licorne; namely, the section in which Malte remembers when his mother unrolled for him the antique pieces of lace she had collected. Malte, even more susceptible to “ecstacy” and loss of self as a child than he will be as an adult, is gratefully absorbed into the realms their lacelight shapes create. He becomes enmeshed in the luxurious leaves and tendrils of one design; he crosses the bleached fields of another, suffering from its chill white winds, its frost. And in the weave where he is happily caught are also the women who sewed and directed and knotted the threads—there, in the linen, in lieu of a lesser heaven. These epitomal pages, which are so occupied with ghostlike, archetypal, and mystical episodes, also include this epiphany of their novel’s slow unspooling movement.

Like the tapestries, the laces have a fixed yet enrapturing esthetic design, and their delicate art redeems, from a life of merely “what’s expected,” those women who might have been otherwise wholly wasted.


And if one day all we do and suffer done
should seem suddenly trivial and strange,
as though it were no longer clear
why we should have kicked off our childhood shoes
for such things—would not this length
of yellowed lace, this densely woven swatch
of linen flowers, be enough to hold us here?
See: this much was accomplished.

A life, perhaps, was made too little of, who knows?
a happiness in hand let slip; yet despite this,
for each loss there appeared in its place
this spun-out thing, not lighter than life,
and yet perfect, and so beautiful that all our so-be-its
are no longer premature, smiled at, and held in abeyance.



Rilke has basely encouraged and nobly earned the affection of many fine women by the time his novel appears in 1910, although their numbers will increase, and although he is fully aware of what these feelings normally mean. His conception of an intransitive love is certainly a defense of his own needs and an apology for his own behavior, but that does not lessen its interest or even increase its novelty, since it is at least as old as the average idea.

Because you are loved, Rilke found (and he interprets the parable of the Prodigal Son in these terms when he chooses to conclude Malte Laurids Brigge with it), you are expected to serve your lover, whose feelings have been left like a kitten in your care. Because you are loved, you become the victim of many benevolences which your lover wishes to bestow upon you, but which you are scarcely prepared to receive. Because you are loved, your work, which is a rival much admired but not more jealously betrayed for all that, will have to step aside so that the loving one can be comforted by your attention, assured of your devotion by the degree to which you are prepared to neglect yourself, abandon your principles, release your dreams. Because you are loved you will be offered a physical intimacy which will be perceived as conferring spiritual rights. Because you are loved, you are now fuel for another’s fire; and the Prodigal Son does not wish to burn from outward, in. The Prodigal Son flees the embrace of the world, and when he returns he does not desire to be forgiven his departure. To be loved means to be consumed in flames. To love is to give light with inexhaustible oil. To be loved is to pass away; to love is to endure. These are Malte Laurids Rilke’s hard words. And they have provoked rather stern, angry, and anquished responses.

However, to anyone whose work has to do with the unity of heart and mind in the service of some truth, or the pursuit of some distant ideal of justice or beauty, these words do not seem wide of the mark but rather its eye; for when one compares the concern of the poet for poetry, the philosopher for the good, or that of the physicist for the more abstractly material formulation of what’s finally real, all other adorations (now that the love of the gods has got the go by) come to resemble merely plant or animal appetites; and how well we know those plant and animal appetites! and how they put the objects of their solitude in immediate danger of their teeth, in more distant, slower danger, of their roots.

“Who speaks of victory?” Rilke writes in one of his poems. “To endure is all.” The love of God which Malte Laurids Brigge yearns for is actually a license for his own love. Even when the courtly poet loves, in love with love itself and each of its amorous rites, the object of that love, already half imaginary, must nevertheless be worthy. Its pursuit, its contemplation, must furnish the inspiration necessary to sustain the poet’s efforts. It need not do anything, but it must be. Spinoza cannot call “God” some ignominious thing; and although Nature, as that divinity, is certainly indifferent to him, God is God, and deserving of the devotion of such a mind as his. When Art or God or the Good return one’s love, permission is the substance of it: they have allowed that service simply by meriting it. Rilke’s saintly women, who begin by worshipping vain men—earthly objects, leafless twigs—end by transubstantiating them. There is no other way. Malte’s choice of deity, it would appear when the novel subsides, has not yet offered him that opportunity. Hence this strenuous attempt, to substitute for his obsession with death the practice of a liberating love, cannot be deemed a success. The Notebooks’ last words make a dismal sound. He [Malte in the guise of the Prodigal Son] was now terribly difficult to love, and he felt that only One would be capable of it. But He was not yet willing. Here, the second book breaks off.

It may be that the love which this work asks for is also of the non-possessive kind, although it has certainly received a surfeit of the other sort. In any case, by writing it, Rilke succeeded in furthering the art of fiction so far as to make its continued practice forbidding if not impossible. From its readers, as well, Malte requires a wholly different dedication; it requires a gaze. Paradoxically, it is just such difficulties which drive us on, so that the novel has become more beguilingly daunting for every age of its existence. As readers too—look!—brought to a standstill before the page—how wide, now, we must widen our eyes.



WILLIAM H. GASS

Washington University
St. Louis,
May 6, 1984

[Note: of the poems quoted in this Preface, “Autumn” and “Parting” have been previously published in River Styx, No. 11 (1982).]


THE NOTEBOOKS OF
MALTE LAURIDS BRIGGE

September 11th, rue Toullier

So this is where people come to live; I would have thought it is a city to die in. I have been out. I saw: hospitals. I saw a man who staggered and fell. A crowd formed around him and I was spared the rest. I saw a pregnant woman. She was dragging herself heavily along a high, warm wall, and now and then reached out to touch it as if to convince herself that it was still there. Yes, it was still there. And behind it? I looked on my map: maison d’accouchement. Good. They will deliver her—they can do that. Farther along, on the rue Saint-Jacques, a large building with a dome. The map said: Val-de-grâce, hôpital militaire. I didn’t really need to know that, but all right. The street began to give off smells from all sides. It smelled, as far as I could distinguish, of iodoform, the grease of pommes frites, fear. All cities smell in summer. Then I saw a house that was peculiarly blind, as if from a cataract; it wasn’t on the map, but above the door there was an inscription, still fairly legible: Asile de nuit. Beside the entrance were the prices. I read them. It wasn’t expensive.

And what else? A child in a baby-carriage standing on the sidewalk: it was fat, greenish, and had a clearly visible rash on its forehead. This was apparently healing and didn’t hurt. The child was sleeping with its mouth open, breathing iodoform, pommes frites, fear. That is simply what happened. The main thing was, being alive. That was the main thing.

[image: ]

To think that I can’t give up the habit of sleeping with the window open. Electric trolleys speed clattering through my room. Cars drive over me. A door slams. Somewhere a windowpane shatters on the pavement; I can hear its large fragments laugh and its small one giggle. Then suddenly a dull, muffled noise from the other direction, inside the house. Someone is walking up the stairs: is approaching, ceaselessly approaching: is there, is there for a long time, then passes on. And again the street. A girl screams, Ah tais-toi, je ne veux plus. The trolley races up excitedly, passes on over it, over everything. Someone calls out. People are running, catch up with each other. A dog barks. What a relief: a dog. Toward morning there is even a rooster crowing, and that is an infinite pleasure. Then suddenly I fall asleep.
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These are the noises. But there is something here that is more dreadful: the silence. I imagine that during great fires such a moment of extreme tension must sometimes occur: the jets of water fall back, the firemen stop climbing the ladders, no one moves. Soundlessly a black cornice pushes forward overhead, and a high wall, with flames shooting up behind it, leans forward, soundlessly. Everyone stands and waits, with raised shoulders and faces contracted above their eyes, for the terrifying crash. The silence here is like that.
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I am learning to see. I don’t know why it is, but everything enters me more deeply and doesn’t stop where it once used to. I have an interior that I never knew of. Everything passes into it now. I don’t know what happens there.

Today, while I was writing a letter, it struck me that I have been here just three weeks. Three weeks anywhere else, in the country for example, would be like one day; here they are years. And I don’t want to write any more letters. What’s the use of telling someone that I am changing? If I’m changing, I am no longer who I was; and if I am something else, it’s obvious that I have no acquaintances. And I can’t possibly write to strangers.
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Have I said it before? I am learning to see. Yes, I am beginning. It’s still going badly. But I intend to make the most of my time.

For example, it never occurred to me before how many faces there are. There are multitudes of people, but there are many more faces, because each person has several of them. There are people who wear the same face for years; naturally it wears out, gets dirty, splits at the seams, stretches like gloves worn during a long journey. They are thrifty, uncomplicated people; they never change it, never even have it cleaned. It’s good enough, they say, and who can convince them of the contrary? Of course, since they have several faces, you might wonder what they do with the other ones. They keep them in storage. Their children will wear them. But sometimes it also happens that their dogs go out wearing them. And why not? A face is a face.

Other people change faces incredibly fast, put on one after another, and wear them out. At first, they think they have an unlimited supply; but when they are barely forty years old they come to their last one. There is, to be sure, something tragic about this. They are not accustomed to taking care of faces; their last one is worn through in a week, has holes in it, is in many places as thin as paper, and then, little by little, the lining shows through, the non-face, and they walk around with that on.

But the woman, the woman: she had completely fallen into herself, forward into her hands. It was on the corner of rue Notre-Dame-des-Champs. I began to walk quietly as soon as I saw her. When poor people are thinking, they shouldn’t be disturbed. Perhaps their idea will still occur to them.

The street was too empty; its emptiness had gotten bored and pulled my steps out from under my feet and clattered around in them, all over the street, as if they were wooden clogs. The woman sat up, frightened, she pulled out of herself, too quickly, too violently, so that her face was left in her two hands. I could see it lying there: its hollow form. It cost me an indescribable effort to stay with those two hands, not to look at what had been torn out of them. I shuddered to see a face from the inside, but I was much more afraid of that bare flayed head waiting there, faceless.
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I am afraid. One must take some action against fear, once one has come down with it. It would be horrible to get sick here, and if someone thought of taking me to the Hôtel-Dieu, I would certainly die there. It is a pleasant hotel, with an enormous clientele. You can hardly look at the façade of Notre-Dame without the risk of being run over by one of the many vehicles that cross the open square, as quickly as possible, to disappear inside. They are little omnibuses which incessantly clang their bells, and the Duke of Sagan himself would have to stop his carriage if one of these little people who are dying had decided to drive straight into God’s Hotel. The dying are pigheaded, and all of Paris stops when Madame Legrand, junk dealer from the rue des Martyrs, is driven toward a certain square in the Cité. It is to be noticed that these fiendish little carriages have extraordinarily intriguing windows of frosted glass, behind which you can picture the most glorious agonies; even the imagination of a concierge could do that. If your imagination is more lively and you let it develop in other directions, the possibilities are truly endless. But I have also seen open horse-cabs arrive, hired cabs with their hoods folded back, which drove at the usual rate: two francs per death-hour.
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This excellent hotel is very ancient; already in the time of King Clovis people were dying here, in a few beds. Now there are 559 beds to die in. Like a factory, of course. With production so enormous, each individual death is not made very carefully; but that isn’t important. It’s the quantity that counts. Who is there today who still cares about a well-finished death? No one. Even the rich, who could after all afford this luxury, are beginning to grow lazy and indifferent; the desire to have a death of one’s own is becoming more and more rare. In a short time it will be as rare as a life of one’s own. Because, my God!, it is all there. You come, you find a life, ready-made, you just have to slip it on. You leave when you want to, or when you’re forced to: anyway, no effort: Voilà votre mort, monsieur. You die as best you can; you die the death that belongs to the sickness you have (for since all sicknesses are well known, it is also known that the various fatal endings belong to the sicknesses and not to the people; and the sick person has, so to speak, nothing more to do).

In the sanatoriums, where people die so willingly and with so much gratitude to the doctors and nurses, it is one of those deaths which are attached to the institution; that is looked on favorably. But when people die at home, it is natural they should choose that polite, genteel death by which a first-class funeral has, as it were, already begun, with the whole sequence of its admirable customs. Then the poor stand in front of the house and look till they are full. Their death, of course, is banal, without fuss. They are happy if they find one that more or less fits. No matter if it’s too large: you always keep growing a little. Only if it doesn’t meet around the chest, or if it strangles, is there a problem.
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When I think back to my home, where there is no one left now, it always seems to me that things must have been different back then. Then, you knew (or perhaps you sensed it) that you had your death inside you as a fruit has its core. The children had a small one in them and the grownups a large one. The women had it in their womb and the men in their chest. You had it, and that gave you a strange dignity and a quiet pride.

It was obvious that my grandfather, old Chamberlain Brigge, still carried a death inside him. And what a death it was: two months long and so loud that it could be heard as far away as the manor farm.

The long, ancient manor-house was too small for this death; it seemed as if new wings would have to be added on, for the Chamberlain’s body grew larger and larger, and he kept wanting to be carried from one room to another, bursting into a terrible rage if, before the day had ended, there were no more rooms that he hadn’t already been brought to. Then he had to go upstairs, with the whole retinue of servants, chambermaids, and dogs which he always had around him, and, ushered in by the chief steward, they entered the room where his dear mother had died. It had been kept exactly as she had left it twenty-three years before, and since then no one had ever been allowed to set foot in it. Now the whole pack burst in. The curtains were pulled back, and the robust light of a summer afternoon examined all the shy, terrified objects and turned around clumsily in the forced-open mirrors. And the people did the same. There were maids who, in their curiosity, didn’t know where their hands were loitering, young servants who gaped at everything, and older ones who walked around trying to remember all the stories they had been told about this locked room which they had now, incredibly, entered.

But it was especially the dogs who were excited by this place where everything had a smell. The tall, slender Russian wolfhounds loped busily back and forth behind the armchairs, moved across the rug swaying slightly in long dance-steps, stood up on their hind legs like the dogs on a coat-of-arms, and, leaning their slender paws on the white-and-gold windowsill, with sharp, attentive faces and wrinkled foreheads gazed right and left into the courtyard. Small, glove-yellow dachshunds sat on the large silk easychair by the window, looking as if everything were quite normal. A wire-haired, sullen-faced setter rubbed its back on the edge of a gilt-legged table, and on the painted top the Sèvres cups trembled.

Yes, it was a terrible time for these drowsy, absent-minded Things. Down out of books which some careless hand had clumsily opened, rose leaves fluttered to the floor and were trampled underfoot; small, fragile objects were seized and, instantly broken, were quickly put back in place; others, dented or bent out of shape, were thrust beneath the curtains or even thrown behind the golden net of the fire-screen. And from time to time something fell, fell with a muffled sound onto the rug, fell with a clear sound onto the hard parquet floor, but breaking here and there, with a sharp crack or almost soundlessly; for these Things, pampered as they were, could not endure a fall.

And if anyone had thought of asking what had caused all this, what had called down such intense destruction upon this anxiously protected room,—there could have been only one answer: death.

The death of Chamberlain Christoph Detlev Brigge at Ulsgaard. For he lay on the floor in the middle of the room, enormously swelling out of his dark blue uniform, and did not stir. In his large, strange face, which no one could recognize now, the eyes had closed: he no longer saw what was happening. At first they had tried to lay him on the bed, but he had put up a fight, for he hated beds ever since those nights when his illness had first grown. Besides, the bed in this room had turned out to be too small, so there was nothing left but to lay him on the rug; for he refused to go downstairs.

So now he lay, and one might think that he had died. As it slowly began to grow dark, the dogs had one after another slipped out through the half-closed door. Only the stiff-haired setter with the sullen face sat beside its master, and one of its wide, shaggy forepaws lay on Christoph Detlev’s large gray hand. Most of the servants were now standing outside in the white hallway, which was brighter than the room; but those who had stayed inside sometimes stole a glance at the large darkening heap in the middle of the room, and they wished that it were nothing more than a large blanket over some rotten inanimate object.

But there was something more. There was a voice, the voice that, seven weeks before, no one had known: for it wasn’t the Chamberlain’s voice. This voice didn’t belong to Christoph Detlev, but to Christoph Detlev’s death.

Christoph Detlev’s death was alive now, had already been living at Ulsgaard for many, many days, talked with everyone, made demands. Demanded to be carried, demanded the blue room, demanded the small salon, demanded the great banquet-hall. Demanded the dogs, demanded that people laugh, talk, play, stop talking, and all at the same time. Demanded to see friends, women, and people who had died, and demanded to die itself: demanded. Demanded and screamed.

For, when night had come and, exhausted, those of the servants who didn’t have to sit up tried to get some sleep, Christoph Detlev’s death began screaming, it screamed and groaned, it howled so long and continuously that the dogs, which at first had howled along with it, fell silent and didn’t dare to lie down and, standing on their long, thin, trembling legs, were afraid. And when, through the huge, silvery Danish summer night, the villagers heard it howling, they got up out of bed as if there were a thunderstorm, dressed, and stayed seated around the lamp, without a word, until it was over. And the women who would soon give birth were brought to the most remote rooms and to the most inaccessible alcoves; but they heard it, they heard it, as if it were screaming from inside their own bodies, and they begged to be allowed to get up, and came, white and heavy, and sat down among the others with their blurred faces. And the cows that were calving then were helpless and miserable, and the dead fruit had to be torn out of one of them, along with all the entrails, since it refused to come out at all. And everyone did their daily work badly and forgot to bring in the hay because they spent the day dreading the arrival of night and because they were so worn out by the sleeplessness and the terrified awakenings that they couldn’t concentrate on anything. And when on Sunday they went to the white, peaceful church, they prayed that there might no longer be a master at Ulsgaard: for this one was a terrifying master. And what they were all thinking and praying, the minister said out loud up in the pulpit, for he too had no nights anymore and could no longer understand God. And the church-bell said it, having found a terrible rival which boomed out all night long and against which, even when it rang with all its metal, it could do nothing. Indeed, they all said it; and one of the young men dreamed that he had gone to the manor-house and killed the master with his pitchfork; and they were so exasperated, so overstrained, that they all listened as he told his dream and, quite unconsciously, looked at him to see if he were really brave enough to do that. This is how people felt and talked in the whole district where, just a few weeks before, the Chamberlain had been loved and pitied. But though there was all this talk, nothing changed. Christoph Detlev’s death, which had moved in at Ulsgaard, refused to let itself be hurried. It had come for ten weeks, and for ten weeks it stayed. And during that time it was master, more than Christoph Detlev Brigge had ever been; it was like a king who is called the Terrible, afterward and for all time.

This was not the death of just any old man with dropsy; this was the sinister, princely death which the Chamberlain had, all his life, carried inside him and nourished with his own experiences. Every excess of pride, will, and authority that he himself had not been able to use up during his peaceful days, had passed into his death, into the death that now sat squandering these things at Ulsgaard.

How Chamberlain Brigge would have looked at anyone who asked him to die any other death than this. He was dying his own hard death.
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And when I think about the others I have seen or heard of: it is always the same. They all had a death of their own. Those men who carried it in their armor, inside themselves, like a prisoner; those women who grew very old and small, and then on an enormous bed, as if on the stage of a theater, in front of the whole family and the assembled servants and dogs, discreetly and with the greatest dignity passed away. The children too, even the very small ones, didn’t have just any child’s death; they gathered themselves and died what they already were and what they would have become.

And what a melancholy beauty this gave to women when they were pregnant and stood there, with their slender hands instinctively resting on their large bellies, in which there were two fruits: a child and a death. Didn’t the dense, almost nourishing smile on their emptied faces come from their sometimes feeling that both were growing inside them?
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I have taken action against fear. I sat up all night and wrote; now I am as tired as after a long walk through the fields of Ulsgaard. Still, it is hard for me to think that that world no longer exists, that strangers are living in the ancient, long manor-house. It may be that in the white room up in the gable the maids are sleeping now, sleeping their heavy, moist sleep through the night until morning comes.

And you have nobody and nothing, and you travel through the world with a trunk and a carton of books and truly without curiosity. What kind of life is this: without a house, without inherited Things, without dogs. If at least you had your memories. But who has them? If childhood were there: it is as though it had been buried. Perhaps you must be old before you can reach all that. I think it must be good to be old.
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Today we had a beautiful autumn morning. I walked through the Tuileries. Everything that lay toward the East, before the sun, dazzled; was hung with mist as if with a gray curtain of light. Gray in the gray, the statues sunned themselves in the not yet unveiled garden. Single flowers in the long parterres stood up to say: Red, with a frightened voice. Then a very tall, thin man came around the corner from the Champs-Elysées. He was carrying a crutch, but it was no longer thrust into his shoulder-pit: he was holding it out in front of him, lightly, and from time to time he hit the ground with it, firmly and loudly, as if it were a herald’s staff. He couldn’t repress a joyful smile, and smiled, past everything, at the sun, the trees. His step was as bashful as a child’s, but extraordinarily light, filled with memories of an earlier walking.
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How much a small moon can do. There are days when everything around you is luminous, scarcely intimated in the bright air, and yet quite distinct. The foreground takes on the colors of distance, is remote and merely shown from far away, not given to you. And everything related to expanse—the river, the bridges, the long streets, and the extravagant squares—has taken that expanse behind it, is painted on it as if on silk. It is impossible to say what a bright-green carriage on the Pont-Neuf can then become, or a red so vivid that it can’t be held back, or even a simple poster on the division wall of a pearl-gray group of houses. Everything is simplified, brought onto a few correct, clear planes, like the face in a Manet portrait. And nothing is trivial or superfluous. The booksellers on the quai open their stalls, and the fresh or worn yellow of the books, the violet brown of the bindings, the larger green of an album: everything is in harmony, has value, everything takes part and forms a plenitude in which there is nothing lacking.
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In the street below there is the following group: a small wheelbarrow, pushed by a woman; lengthwise across the front of it, a barrel-organ. Behind that, a small crib in which a baby is standing on firm legs, chuckling with delight under its bonnet, not wanting to be sat down. From time to time the woman turns the organ handle. Then the baby immediately stands up again, stamping in its crib, and a little girl in a green Sunday dress dances and beats a tambourine lifted up toward the windows.
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I think I should begin to do some work, now that I am learning to see. I am twenty-eight years old, and I have done practically nothing. To sum it up: I have written a study of Carpaccio, which is bad; a play entitled “Marriage,” which tries to demonstrate a false thesis by equivocal means; and some poems. Ah, but poems amount to so little when you write them too early in your life. You ought to wait and gather sense and sweetness for a whole lifetime, and a long one if possible, and then, at the very end, you might perhaps be able to write ten good lines. For poems are not, as people think, simply emotions (one has emotions early enough)—they are experiences. For the sake of a single poem, you must see many cities, many people and Things, you must understand animals, must feel how birds fly, and know the gesture which small flowers make when they open in the morning. You must be able to think back to streets in unknown neighborhoods, to unexpected encounters, and to partings you had long seen coming; to days of childhood whose mystery is still unexplained, to parents whom you had to hurt when they brought in a joy and you didn’t pick it up (it was a joy meant for somebody else—); to childhood illnesses that began so strangely with so many profound and difficult transformations, to days in quiet, restrained rooms and to mornings by the sea, to the sea itself, to seas, to nights of travel that rushed along high overhead and went flying with all the stars,—and it is still not enough to be able to think of all that. You must have memories of many nights of love, each one different from all the others, memories of women screaming in labor, and of light, pale, sleeping girls who have just given birth and are closing again. But you must also have been beside the dying, must have sat beside the dead in the room with the open window and the scattered noises. And it is not yet enough to have memories. You must be able to forget them when they are many, and you must have the immense patience to wait until they return. For the memories themselves are not important. Only when they have changed into our very blood, into glance and gesture, and are nameless, no longer to be distinguished from ourselves—only then can it happen that in some very rare hour the first word of a poem arises in their midst and goes forth from them.

But all my poems had a different origin; so they are not poems.—And when I wrote my play, how far I wandered from the point. Was I an imitator or a fool, that I needed a third person in order to present the fate of two people who were making life difficult for each other? How easily I fell into the trap. And yet I should have known that this third person who passes through all lives and literatures, this ghost of a third person who has never existed, has no meaning and must be disavowed. He is one of the pretences of Nature, which is always careful to divert men’s attention from her deepest mysteries. He is the partition behind which the play is performed. He is the noise at the entryway to the voiceless silence of a true conflict. It could be said that every playwright up to now has found it too difficult to speak of the two whom the drama is really about. The third person, just because he is so unreal, is the easiest part of the problem; they have all been able to manage him; from the very first scene you can feel their impatience to have him enter; they can hardly wait. The moment he appears, everything is all right. But how tedious when he’s late. Absolutely nothing can happen without him; everything slows down, stops, waits. Yes, and what if this delay were to continue? What, my dear playwright, and you, dear audience who know life so well, what if he were declared missing—that popular man-about-town or that arrogant youth, who fits into every marriage like a skeleton-key? What if, for example, the devil had taken him? Let’s suppose this. All at once you feel the unnatural emptiness of the theaters; they are bricked up like dangerous holes; only the moths from the rims of the box-seats flutter through the unsupported void. The playwrights no longer enjoy their elegant townhouses. All the detective agencies are, on their behalf, searching in the remotest corners of the world for the irreplaceable third person, who was the action itself.

And all the while they are living among us—not these “third persons,” but the two about whom so incredibly many things might be said, about whom not a word has ever yet been said, though they suffer and act and don’t know how to help themselves.

How ridiculous. I sit here in my little room, I, Brigge, who am twenty-eight years old and completely unknown. I sit here and am nothing. And yet this nothing begins to think and thinks, five flights up, on a gray Paris afternoon, these thoughts:

Is it possible, it thinks, that we have not yet seen, known, or said anything real and important? Is it possible that we have had thousands of years to look, meditate, and record, and that we have let these thousands of years slip away like a recess at school, when there is just enough time to eat your sandwich and an apple?

Yes, it is possible.

Is it possible that despite our discoveries and advances, despite our culture, religion, and science, we have remained on the surface of life? Is it possible that even this surface, which might still have been something, has been covered with an incredibly tedious material, which makes it look like living-room furniture during the summer vacation?

Yes, it is possible.

Is it possible that the whole history of the world has been misunderstood? Is it possible that the past is false, because we have always spoken about its masses, just as if we were telling about a gathering of many people, instead of talking about the one person they were standing around because he was a stranger and was dying?

Yes, it is possible.

Is it possible that we thought we had to retrieve what happened before we were born? Is it possible that every one of us would have to be reminded that he had his origin in all who have gone before, that consequently he contains this past and has nothing to learn from those who assert that their knowledge is greater?

Yes, it is possible.

Is it possible that all these people know, with perfect accuracy, a past that never existed? Is it possible that all realities are nothing to them; that their life is running down, unconnected with anything, like a clock in an empty room—?

Yes, it is possible.

Is it possible that we know nothing about young girls, who are nevertheless living? Is it possible that we say “women,” “children,” “boys,” not suspecting (despite all our culture, not suspecting) that these words have long since had no plural, but only countless singulars?

Yes, it is possible.

Is it possible that there are people who say “God” and think that this is something they have in common?—Take a couple of schoolboys: one buys a pocket knife, and the same day his friend buys another exactly like it. And after a week they compare knives, and it turns out that there is now just a very distant resemblance between them—so differently have they developed in different hands. (“Oh,” says the mother of one, “you can’t own anything without wearing it out in a day …”) In the same way: Is it possible to believe we could have a God without using him?

Yes, it is possible.

But if all this is possible, if it has even a semblance of possibility,—then surely, for the sake of everything in the world, something must be done. The first comer, the one who has had these alarming thoughts, must begin to do some of the things that have been neglected; even though he is just anyone, certainly not the most suitable person: since there is no one else. This young, insignificant foreigner, Brigge, will have to sit down in his room, five flights up, and keep writing, day and night. Yes, he will have to write; that is how it will end.
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I must have been twelve then, or at most thirteen. My father had taken me with him to Urnekloster. I don’t know what the occasion was for this visit to his father-in-law; the two men hadn’t seen each other for years, not since my mother’s death, and my father had never been inside the ancient manor-house that Count Brahe had retired to in his old age. I never again saw that remarkable house, which passed into strangers’ hands after my grandfather’s death. As I find it in the memories of my childhood, it isn’t a complete building; it has been broken into pieces inside me; a room here, a room there, and then a piece of a hallway that doesn’t connect these two rooms, but is preserved as a fragment, by itself. In this way, it is all dispersed inside me—the rooms, the staircases that descended so gracefully and ceremoniously, and other narrow, spiral stairs, where you moved through the darkness as blood moves in the veins; the tower rooms, the high, suspended balconies, the unexpected galleries you were thrust onto by a little door—all this is still inside me and will never cease to be there. It is as if the image of this house had fallen into me from an infinite height and shattered upon my ground.

The only area that has remained complete in my heart, I think, is the banquet-hall where we used to assemble for dinner every evening at seven o’clock. I never saw this room by day; I can’t even remember if it had windows or where they faced. Whenever the family entered, the candles would be burning in the heavy branched candlesticks, and in a few minutes you forgot the time of day and everything you had seen outside. This high and, I suspect, vaulted room was more powerful than everything else. With its darkening height and its never fully illuminated corners, it sucked all images out of you, without giving you anything definite in return. You sat there as if you had disintegrated—totally without will, without consciousness, without pleasure, without defense. You were like an empty space. I remember that at first this state of annihilation almost made me feel nauseated; it brought on a kind of seasickness, which I only overcame by stretching out my leg until my foot touched the knee of my father, who was sitting opposite me. It didn’t strike me until later that he seemed to understand this strange gesture, or anyway seemed to tolerate it, although between us there was an almost cool relationship, which wouldn’t have accounted for such behavior. Nevertheless, it was that slight contact which gave me the strength to sit through the long meal. And after a few weeks of tensed endurance, I had, with a child’s almost limitless adaptability, gotten so very used to the eeriness of those gatherings that it no longer cost me any effort to sit at table for two hours; now the time even passed more or less quickly, because I was busy observing the dinner-guests.

My grandfather called them “the family,” and I also heard the others use this term, which was completely arbitrary. For although these four people were distantly related to one another, they in no way belonged together. My uncle, who sat next to me, was an old man, whose hard, sunburned face had several black spots on it, the result (as I later found out) of a gunpowder explosion. Sullen and embittered, he had retired from the army with the rank of major, and was now conducting alchemical experiments in some region of the house where I had never been. He was also, as I heard the servants say, in communication with a prison, from which once or twice a year corpses were sent to him; he would lock himself in with them for days and nights, dissecting and preparing them in some mysterious way so that they could withstand putrefaction.

Opposite him was Miss Mathilde Brahe. She was a person of uncertain age, a distant cousin of my mother’s. Nothing was known about her, except that she kept up a very active correspondence with an Austrian spiritualist who called himself Baron Nolde and to whom she was so completely devoted that she would not undertake even the most trivial action without first obtaining his consent or, rather, something like his blessing. She was at that time exceptionally plump, of a soft, lazy fullness that looked as if it had been carelessly poured into her loose, brightly colored dresses. Her movements were tired and uncertain, and her eyes watered constantly. And yet there was something about her that reminded me of my frail, slender mother. The longer I looked at her, the more I discovered in her face all those delicate features which since my mother’s death I had never been able to remember clearly; only now that I was seeing Mathilde Brahe every day did I again know what she had looked like; perhaps I had even come to know it for the first time. Only now did the hundreds and hundreds of details come together inside me to form an image of my dead mother, the image that accompanies me everywhere I go. Later it became clear to me that all the details which determined my mother’s features were actually present in Miss Brahe’s face—only they seemed forced apart, distorted, no longer connected to one another, as if some stranger’s face had thrust itself among them.

Beside this lady sat the small son of a female cousin, a boy about as old as I, but smaller and more delicate. His pale, slender neck rose out of a pleated ruff and disappeared beneath a long chin. His lips were thin and closed tightly, his nostrils trembled a bit, and only one of his beautiful dark-brown eyes was movable. It sometimes glanced peacefully and sadly in my direction, while the other eye remained pointed toward the same corner, as if it had been sold and was no longer being taken into account.

At the head of the table stood my grandfather’s huge armchair, which a servant who had no other duty pushed beneath him, and in which he took up very little room. There were people who addressed this deaf and imperious old gentleman as “Your Excellency”; others called him “General.” And, to be sure, he had a right to be addressed that way; but it had been so long since he had held any position that such titles were now barely intelligible. It seemed to me, at any rate, as if no definite name could adhere to his personality, which was at certain moments so sharp, and yet, again and again, without any precise outline. I could never manage to call him Grandfather, though he was occasionally quite friendly to me and sometimes would even summon me to him, trying to give a playful intonation to my name. For the rest, the whole family acted toward the Count with a mixture of veneration and fear. Little Erik was the only one who lived in any degree of intimacy with him; his movable eye at times cast quick glances of understanding at the old man, which were just as quickly answered. Sometimes too, during the slow afternoons, you would see them appear at the end of the long gallery, and you could observe how they walked, hand in hand, past the dark, ancient portraits, in total silence, apparently understanding each other without needing to say a word.

I would spend nearly the whole day in the garden and outside in the beech-woods or on the heath. Fortunately there were dogs at Urnekloster, who would accompany me on my walks; here and there I would come across a tenant’s house or farm, where I could get milk, bread, and fruit. I think I enjoyed my freedom in a fairly carefree way, without letting myself, at least during the next few weeks, be frightened by any thought of the evening meals. I hardly talked to anyone, for I found my greatest joy in being alone; only with the dogs did I now and then have short conversations: we understood one another perfectly. Taciturnity was, in any case, a kind of family trait. I was used to it in my father, and wasn’t at all surprised that during the long dinners hardly a word would be spoken.

In the early days after our arrival, however, Mathilde Brahe was extremely talkative. She questioned my father about old acquaintances in foreign cities; she reminisced about events in the distant past; she even moved herself to tears by recalling friends who had died and a certain young man who, she intimated, had been in love with her, though she hadn’t cared to respond to his urgent and hopeless passion. My father listened politely, now and then nodding in agreement, and answering only when necessary. The Count, at the head of the table, sat with a contemptuous smile on his lips. His face seemed larger than usual, as if he had put on a mask. He also at times entered the conversation himself, without speaking to anyone in particular; but though his voice was very soft, it could be heard all through the room. It reminded me of the regular, indifferent motion of a pendulum; the silence around it seemed to have a strange, empty resonance, the same for each syllable.

Count Brahe believed he was doing my father a particular courtesy by speaking to him of his deceased wife, my mother. He called her Countess Sybille, and all his sentences ended as if he were inquiring about her health. Indeed, it appeared to me, I don’t know why, as if he were talking about a very young girl in white, who might enter the room at any moment. I heard him speak in the same tone about “our little Anna Sophie.” And one day, when I asked who this young lady was, whom Grandfather seemed so particularly fond of, I was told that he was referring to the daughter of High Chancellor Conrad Reventlow: the second, morganatic wife of Frederick IV, who had been reposing in one of the tombs at Roskilde for nearly a century and a half. The passing of time had absolutely no meaning for him; death was a minor incident which he completely ignored; people whom he had once installed in his memory continued to exist, and the fact that they had died did not alter that in the least. Several years later, after the old gentleman’s death, I heard stories about how, with the same obstinacy, he experienced future events as present. It was said that on one occasion he had spoken to a recently married young woman about her sons, in particular about the travels of one of them, while the young woman, who was in the third month of her first pregnancy, sat almost fainting from bewilderment and horror as the old man talked on and on.

But it began with my laughing. I laughed out loud and couldn’t stop. What had happened was that one evening Mathilde Brahe hadn’t appeared for dinner. The old, almost totally blind butler nevertheless held out the serving-dish when he came to her seat. He remained in that attitude for a few moments; then, content and dignified, and as if everything were in order, he moved on. I had watched this scene, and for the moment, as I looked, it didn’t seem at all funny. But a few moments later, just as I was about to swallow a mouthful of food, a fit of laughter rose to my head so quickly that I choked and caused a great commotion. And even though I myself found this situation painful, even though I tried with all my might to be serious, the laughter kept bubbling up in little fits and in the end completely took control of me.

My father, as if to divert attention from my bad manners, asked, in his broad, muffled voice: “Is Mathilde sick?” Grandfather smiled his peculiar smile and then answered with a sentence which, occupied as I was with myself, I paid no attention to, but which sounded something like: No, she merely does not wish to meet Christine. Nor did I realize, therefore, that it was these words which made my uncle, the brown-faced major, get up and, with a mumbled apology and a bow in the Count’s direction, leave the room. It only struck me that he turned around again at the door, behind my grandfather’s back, and began waving and nodding to Erik and suddenly (to my utter amazement) to me as well, as if he were urging us to follow him. I was so surprised that my laughter stopped. Beyond that, I paid no further attention to the major; I found him unpleasant, and I saw that Erik took no notice of him either.

The meal dragged on as usual, and we had just reached the dessert when my eye was caught by something moving in the semi-darkness at the other end of the room. A door there, which I thought was always kept locked and which I had been told led to the mezzanine, had opened little by little, and now, as I looked on with a feeling, entirely new to me, of curiosity and alarm, a slender woman in a light-colored dress stepped into the shadows of the doorway and slowly walked toward us. I don’t know whether I made any movement or sound; the noise of a chair being overturned forced me to tear my eyes from the apparition, and I saw my father: he had leapt up from the table and now, his face deathly pale and hands clenched at his sides, was walking toward the woman. She, meanwhile, kept moving toward us, quite untouched by this scene, step by step, and was already not far from the head of the table when the Count suddenly stood up, seized my father by the arm, pulled him back to his seat and held him there, while the strange woman, slowly and indifferently, continued across the space that had now been left clear, moving step by step, through an indescribable silence in which only a glass clinked trembling, and vanished through a door in the opposite wall. At that moment I noticed that it was Erik who, with a deep bow, closed the door behind her.

I was the only one left sitting at the table. I had become so heavy in my chair that I felt I would never be able to get up again by myself. For a few moments I saw without seeing. Then I thought of my father, and I became aware that the old man was still holding him by the arm. My father’s face was now angry, swollen with blood, but Grandfather, whose fingers clutched his arm like a white claw, was smiling his mask-like smile. Then I heard him say something, syllable by syllable, though I couldn’t understand the meaning of his words. Nevertheless, they must have fallen deeply into my hearing, for about two years ago I discovered them one day at the bottom of my memory, and I have known them ever since. He said: “You are violent and uncivil, Chamberlain. Why don’t you let people go about their business?”

“Who is that?” my father shouted, interrupting.

“Someone who has every right to be here. Not a stranger. Christine Brahe.”

Then there was again that same peculiarly thin silence, and again the glass began to tremble. But with an abrupt movement my father tore himself away and rushed out of the room.

All night long I heard him pacing back and forth in his bedroom; for I couldn’t sleep either. But suddenly, toward morning, I woke out of a sleep-like drowsiness and saw, with a horror that made my bones freeze, something white sitting on my bed. Despair finally gave me enough strength to bury my head under the covers, and there, from fear and helplessness, I began to cry. Suddenly I felt something cool and bright above my tear-filled eyes; I kept them closed so I wouldn’t have to see what it was. But the voice which was now speaking to me from quite nearby touched my face with its warm, sweetish breath, and I recognized it: it was the voice of Miss Mathilde. I immediately grew calm, and even when I was quite composed I continued to let myself be comforted. I did feel that this kindness was rather effeminate, but I enjoyed it even so, and thought I had somehow deserved it.

“Aunt,” I said at last, trying to assemble in her face the scattered features of my mother: “Aunt, who was the lady?”

“Ah,” answered Miss Brahe with a sigh that seemed to me ludicrous, “an unfortunate woman, my child. An unfortunate woman.”

That same morning I noticed a few servants in one of the rooms, who were busy packing some trunks. I thought this meant that we would be leaving, and it seemed quite natural to me. Perhaps my father actually did intend to leave then. I never found out what made him stay on at Urnekloster after that evening. But we didn’t leave. We remained in that house for eight or nine weeks more, we put up with its oppressive eeriness, and we saw Christine Brahe three more times.

In those days I knew nothing about her story. I didn’t know that she had died a long, long time before, as she was giving birth to a second child, a boy, who grew up to a terrifying, cruel fate: I didn’t know that she was a dead person. But my father knew. Had he wanted to force himself, precisely because he was of such a passionate nature and yet so invested in logic and clarity, to endure this adventure calmly and unquestioningly? I saw, without comprehending, how he struggled with himself, and how, in the end, he triumphed.

It was the evening when we saw Christine Brahe for the last time. On this occasion Miss Mathilde had come to dinner; but she was in an unusual mood. As in the first few days after our arrival, she talked incessantly, without any clear sequence, and continually getting entangled in her own words, while some physical restlessness forced her to keep adjusting something in her hair or her dress—until unexpectedly she jumped up with a shrill cry of lament and vanished.

At the same moment my eyes involuntarily turned toward that particular door, and indeed: Christine Brahe was entering. The major, in his seat next to me, made a short, violent movement that passed on into my own body, but he apparently no longer had enough strength to stand up. His old, brown, spotted face turned from one person to another, his mouth hung open, his tongue writhed behind his decaying teeth; then all at once this face was gone, and his gray head lay upon the table, and his arms lay over it and under it as if in pieces, and from somewhere a withered, spotted hand emerged, quivering.

And then Christine Brahe walked past, step by step, slowly, like a sick person, through an indescribable silence interrupted only by a single whimpering sound, as if from an old dog. But then, to the left of the large silver swan filled with narcissus, the large mask of the old Count thrust forward with its gray smile. He lifted his wine-glass toward my father. And then I saw how my father, just as Christine Brahe was passing behind his chair, seized his glass and lifted it, as if it were something extremely heavy, a handsbreadth above the table.

And that same night we left.

Bibliothèque Nationale

I am sitting here reading a poet. There are many people in the room, but they are all inconspicuous; they are inside the books. Sometimes they move among the pages, like sleepers who are turning over between two dreams. Ah, how pleasant it is to be among people who are reading. Why aren’t they always like this? You can go up to one of them and touch him lightly: he feels nothing. And if, as you get up, you happen to bump against the person sitting next to you and you apologize, he nods in the direction your voice is coming from, his face turns toward you and doesn’t see you, and his hair is like the hair of someone sleeping. How good that feels. And I am sitting here and have a poet. What a fate. There are perhaps three hundred people reading in this room; but it is impossible that each one of them has a poet. (God knows what they have.) There can’t be three hundred poets. But just imagine my fate: I, perhaps the shabbiest of all these readers, and a foreigner: I have a poet. Even though I am poor. Even though the jacket I wear every day has begun to get threadbare in certain spots; even though my shoes are not entirely beyond criticism. True, my collar is clean, my underwear too, and I could, just as I am, walk into any café I felt like, possibly even on the grands boulevards, and confidently reach out my hand to a plate full of pastries and help myself. No one would find that surprising; no one would shout at me or throw me out, for it is after all a genteel hand, a hand that is washed four or five times a day. There is no dirt under the nails, the index finger isn’t ink-stained, and the wrists especially are irreproachable. Poor people don’t wash so far up; that is a well-known fact. Certain conclusions can therefore be drawn from the cleanliness of these wrists. And people do draw these conclusions. For example, in the shops. Though there are still one or two individuals, on the Boulevard Saint-Michel for example, or on the rue Racine, who are not fooled, who don’t give a damn about my wrists. They look at me and know. They know that in reality I am one of them, that I’m only acting. After all, it’s carnival time. And they don’t want to spoil my fun; they just grin a little and wink at me. No one sees them do it. For the rest, they treat me like a gentleman. If someone happens to be nearby, they even become servile, behave as though I were wearing a fur coat and my carriage were following along behind me. Sometimes I give them two sous and tremble that they’ll refuse; but they take them. And everything would be all right if they hadn’t grinned a little and winked at me. Who are these people? What do they want of me? Are they waiting for me? How do they recognize me? It’s true that my beard looks somewhat neglected and very, very slightly resembles their own sick, faded beards, which have always made a deep impression on me. But don’t I have the right to neglect my beard? Many busy men do that, and no one ever thinks of numbering them, for that reason, among the outcasts. For it’s obvious they are outcasts, not just beggars; no, they are really not beggars, there is a difference. They are human trash, husks of men that fate has spewed out. Wet with the spittle of fate, they stick to a wall, a lamp-post, a billboard, or they trickle slowly down the street, leaving a dark, filthy trail behind them. What in the world did the old woman want of me, who had crawled out of some hole carrying a night-table drawer with a few buttons and needles rolling around inside it? Why did she keep walking at my side, keep looking at me? As if she were trying to recognize me with her bleary eyes, which looked as though some diseased person had spat a greenish phlegm under the bloody lids. And how did that small, gray woman come to be standing at my side for a whole quarter of an hour in front of a store window, showing me an old, long pencil that pushed infinitely slowly up out of her wretched, clenched hands. I pretended that I was busy looking at the display in the window and hadn’t noticed a thing. But she knew I had seen her; she knew I was standing there trying to figure out what she was doing. For I understood quite well that the pencil in itself was of no importance: I felt that it was a sign, a sign for the initiated, a sign only outcasts could recognize; I sensed that she was directing me to go somewhere or do something. And the strangest part was that I couldn’t get rid of the feeling that there actually existed some kind of secret language which this sign belonged to, and that this scene was after all something I should have expected.

That was two weeks ago. Since then, hardly a day has passed without a similar encounter. Not only in the twilight, but at noon, in the busiest streets, a little man or an old woman will suddenly appear, nod to me, show me something, and then vanish, as if everything necessary were now done. It is possible that one fine day they will decide to come as far as my room; they certainly know where I live, and they’ll manage to get past the concierge. But here, my friends, here I am safe from you. One must have a special card in order to get into this room. And I have the advantage of possessing this card. I walk through the streets a little shyly, as you can imagine; but finally I stand in front of a glass door, open it as if I were at home, show my card at the next door (just the way you show me your things, except that the guard understands me and knows what I mean—), and then I am among these books, am removed from you, as if I had died, and sit reading a poet.

You don’t know what a poet is?—Verlaine … Nothing? No recollection? No. You didn’t see a difference between him and the people you knew? You make no distinctions, I know. But it is another poet I’m reading: a poet who doesn’t live in Paris, a very different one. One who has a quiet house in the mountains. Who rings like a bell in the clear air. A happy poet, who tells about his window and the glass doors of his bookcase that pensively reflect a dear, solitary distance. This poet is the one I would have liked to be. He knows so much about young girls, and I too would have known much about them. He knows about girls who lived a hundred years ago; it no longer matters that they’re dead, for he knows everything. And that is the main thing. He says their names, those soft, gracefully written names with old-fashioned loops in the long letters, and the grown-up names of their older friends who are almost young women, in which you can already hear a little bit of fate echoing, a little bit of disillusionment and death. Perhaps in a compartment of his mahogany desk you might find their faded letters and the loose leaves of their diaries, where birthdays are recorded, summer picnics, birthdays. Or it may be that in the potbellied dresser at the back of his bedroom there is a drawer in which their spring dresses are kept—white dresses worn at Easter for the first time, dresses of dotted tulle, which really belong to the summer they couldn’t wait for. What a happy fate, to sit in the quiet room of an ancestral house, among calm, sedentary Things, and to hear the wrens trying out their first notes in the airy, bright-green garden, and far away the chimes of the village clock. To sit and look at a warm streak of afternoon sun, and to know a lot about young girls who have passed away, and to be a poet. And to think that I too would have been a poet like this if I could have lived somewhere, anywhere in the world, in one of the many closed-up country houses that no one cares about. I would have used just one room (the bright room in the attic), and I would have lived there with my old Things, the family portraits, the books. I would have had an armchair and flowers and dogs and a strong walking-stick for the stony paths. And nothing else. Just a book bound in yellowish, ivory-colored leather with an old flowered design on the endpaper: on its pages, I would have written. I would have written a lot, for I would have had many thoughts, and memories of many people.

But life has turned out differently, God knows why. My old furniture is rotting in the barn where I left it, and I myself, yes, my God, I have no roof over me, and it is raining into my eyes.
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Sometimes I pass little shops—in the rue de Seine, for example. Dealers in second-hand furniture, small used-book sellers, specialists in engravings, with overcrowded windows. No one ever walks through their doors; they apparently don’t do any business at all. But if you look in, you can see them sitting there, sitting and reading, without a care in the world; they don’t think about the future, don’t worry about success, have a dog that sits in front of them, wagging its tail, or a cat that makes the silence even greater by gliding along the rows of books, as if it were trying to rub the names off their bindings.

Ah, if only that were enough: I sometimes wish I could buy myself a crowded shop-window like that and sit down behind it, with a dog, for twenty years.
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It is good to say it out loud: “Nothing has happened.” Once again: “Nothing has happened.” Does that help?

That my stove began to smoke again and I had to go out isn’t really so terrible. That I feel tired and cold is unimportant. That I have been wandering in the streets all day is my own fault. I could just as well have sat in the Louvre. Though actually, I couldn’t have done that. There are certain people who go there to warm themselves. They sit on the velvet benches, and their feet stand side by side, like large empty boots, on the hot-air grates. They are extremely modest people, and they are thankful that the guards in the dark-blue uniforms studded with medals let them stay there. But when I enter, they grin. Grin and nod slightly. And then, when I walk back and forth in front of the pictures, they watch me, they keep watching me, with their cloudy, multiple gaze. So it was just as well that I didn’t go to the Louvre. I have been walking and walking. Heaven knows how many towns, districts, cemeteries, bridges, and entryways I passed. Somewhere or other I saw a man who was pushing a vegetable cart. He was shouting: “Chou-fleur, chou-fleur,” pronouncing the fleur with a strangely flat eu. An ugly, angular woman walked beside him, nudging him from time to time; and when she nudged him, he shouted. Sometimes he also shouted on his own, but then it was wasted, and he immediately had to shout again, because they were in front of a customer’s house. Have I already said that he was blind? No? Well, he was blind. He was blind and he shouted. I am not telling the truth when I say that; I haven’t included the cart he was pushing; I am pretending I didn’t notice that he was crying out “cauliflowers.” But is that essential? And even if it were, isn’t the main thing to say what it all meant for me? I saw an old man who was blind and shouted. That is what I saw. Saw.

Will people believe that there are houses like this? No, they’ll say I am not telling the truth. But this time it is the truth; nothing has been left out, and of course nothing has been added. Where would I get it from? People know that I’m poor. People know that. Houses? But, to be exact, they were houses which no longer existed. Houses which had been demolished from top to bottom. It was the other houses that were there, the ones that had stood alongside them, tall neighboring houses. Apparently they were in danger of collapsing, since all support had been removed; a whole scaffolding of long, tarred poles had been rammed diagonally between the rubble-strewn ground and the bared wall. I don’t know if I have already said that this is the wall I am talking about. It was, so to speak, not the first wall of the existing houses (as you would have supposed), but the last of the ones that were no longer there. You could see its inside. You could see, at its various stories, bedroom walls with wallpaper still sticking to them; and here and there a piece of floor or ceiling. Near these bedroom walls there remained, along the entire length of the outer wall, a dirty-white space through which, in unspeakably nauseating, worm-soft, digestive movements, the open, rust-spotted channel of the toilet pipe crawled. The gaslight jets had left dusty gray traces at the edges of the ceiling; they bent here and there, abruptly, ran along the walls, and plunged into the black, gaping holes that had been torn there. But the most unforgettable things were the walls themselves. The stubborn life of these rooms had not let itself be trampled out. It was still there; it clung to the nails that were left, stood on the narrow remnant of flooring, crouched under the corner beams where a bit of interior still remained. You could see it in the paint which it had changed, slowly, from year to year: blue into moldy green, green into gray, yellow into a faded, rotting white. But it was also in the places that had been kept fresher behind mirrors, paintings, and wardrobes; for it had traced their outlines over and over, and had been with cobwebs and dust even in these hidden places, which were now laid bare. It was in every flayed strip of surface; it was in the damp blisters on the lower edges of the wallpaper; it fluttered in the torn-off shreds, and oozed from the foul stains which had appeared long before. And from these walls, once blue, green, and yellow, and now framed by the broken tracks of the demolished partitions, the air of these lives issued, the stubborn, sluggish, musty air which no wind had yet scattered. There the noons lingered, and the illnesses, and the exhalations, and the smoke of many years, and the sweat that trickles down from armpits and makes clothing heavy, and the stale breath of mouths, and the oily smell of sweltering feet. There the pungent odor of urine lingered, and the odor of soot, the gray odor of potatoes, and the heavy, sickening stench of rancid grease. The sweet smell of neglected infants lingered there, the smell of frightened schoolchildren, and the stuffiness from the beds of pubescent boys. And all the vapors that had risen from the street below, or fallen down from above with the filthy urban rain. And many things brought there by the weak house-winds, which always stay in the same street; and much more whose origin would never be known. I said, didn’t I, that all the outer walls had been demolished except the last one—? It is this wall that I have been talking about all along. You would think I had stood looking at it for a long time; but I swear I began to run as soon as I recognized this wall. For that’s what is horrible—that I did recognize it. I recognize everything here, and that’s why it passes right into me: it is at home inside me.

After all this, I was rather tired—I would even say, exhausted—and so it was really too much that he had to be waiting for me. He was waiting in the little crémerie where I meant to have two poached eggs. I was hungry. I had gone the whole day without eating. But even now I couldn’t wait there for the eggs; before they were ready, something drove me out again into the streets, which rushed toward me in a viscous flood of humanity. It was carnival-time, and evening, and the people, with time on their hands, were roaming through the streets, rubbing against one another. Their faces were full of the light that came from the carnival booths, and laughter oozed from their mouths like pus from an open wound. The more impatiently I tried to push my way forward, the more they laughed and crowded together. Somehow a woman’s shawl caught onto me; I dragged her along, and people stopped me and laughed; I felt I should have laughed too, but I couldn’t. Someone tossed a handful of confetti into my eyes, and it stung like a whip. On the street-corners, people were wedged in, flattened together, with no way to move forward, just a gentle back-and-forth motion, as if they were copulating. But though they stood there and I ran like a madman along the edge of the pavement where there were gaps in the crowd, it was actually they who were moving, while I stood still. For nothing changed; when I looked up, I saw the same houses on one side, and on the other, the booths. Perhaps everything was stationary, and it was just a dizziness in me and in them that seemed to make everything whirl. I didn’t have time to think about that; I was heavy with sweat, and a stupefying pain was circulating inside me, as if something too large were rushing through my blood, distending the veins wherever it passed. And I also felt that the air had long since been exhausted and that I was breathing only stale exhalations, which my lungs refused.

But now it’s over. I have survived. I am sitting in my room, near the lamp. The room is a bit cold, but I don’t dare try the stove. What if it smoked and I had to go out again? I am sitting and thinking: if I weren’t poor, I would rent another room, a room with furniture that isn’t so worn out and full of former tenants as this furniture is. At first I found it really difficult to lean my head on the back of this armchair; for there is a certain greasy-gray hollow in its green slipcover, which all heads seem to fit into. For a long time I took the precaution of putting a handkerchief under my hair, but now I am too tired to do that; I have discovered that it’s all right the way it is and that the small hollow fits the back of my head perfectly, as if it had been custom-made. But if I weren’t poor, I would first of all buy myself a good stove, and burn good sturdy logs from the mountains, not these miserable little lumps of cheap coal, whose fumes make your head so dizzy and your breathing so forced. And then I would need someone who could come and clean up without making noise, and keep the fire the way I like it. For often when I have to kneel in front of the stove and poke for a quarter of an hour, my eyes tearing and my forehead scorched by the close flames, I exhaust all the strength I have stored up for the day, and when afterward I appear among people, they have an easy time with me. Sometimes, when there is a large crowd, I would take a carriage and drive past; I would eat every day in a Duval … and wouldn’t have to slink into crémeries … Would he have been sitting in a Duval? No. He wouldn’t have been able to wait for me there. They don’t permit dying people to enter. Was he actually dying? I am in my own room now; now I can calmly try to think about what happened. It’s good not to leave anything in the realm of the uncertain. So: I walked in and at first I saw only that the table where I usually sit was occupied by someone else. I nodded in the direction of the little counter, ordered, and sat down at a nearby table. But then I felt him, though he didn’t move. It was precisely this immobility of his that I felt, and I understood it in an instant. The bond between us was established, and I knew that he was numb with terror. I knew that terror had paralyzed him, terror at something that was taking place inside him. Perhaps one of his blood-vessels had burst; perhaps, just at this moment, some poison he had long been afraid of was trickling into a ventricle of his heart; perhaps a large abscess had risen in his brain like a sun, transforming the whole world for him. With an indescribable effort I forced myself to look at him, for I still hoped it was all my imagination. But finally I had to jump up from the table and rush out; for I hadn’t been mistaken. He was sitting there in a thick black winter coat, and his gray, tense face was buried in a woolen scarf. His mouth was tight, as if it had fallen shut with great force, but it was impossible to tell whether his eyes could still see: they were hidden by smoke-gray glasses, which trembled slightly. His nostrils were chapped, and the long hair over his devastated temples looked wilted, as if from too intense a heat. His ears were long and yellow, with large shadows behind them. Yes, he knew that he was now withdrawing from everything in the world, not merely from human beings. One more moment, and everything would lose its meaning, and this table and the cup and the chair he was clinging to would become unintelligible, alien and heavy. So he sat there, waiting for it to happen. And no longer bothered to defend himself.

And I am still defending myself. I am defending myself though I know that my heart has been torn out and that even if my torturers left me alone I couldn’t live. I tell myself: “Nothing has happened,” and yet I was able to understand this man just because inside me too something is taking place that is beginning to withdraw and separate me from everything. I have always shuddered to hear that a dying person could no longer recognize anyone. I would imagine a solitary face that lifted itself up from the pillow and looked, looked for something familiar, looked for something seen before; but there was nothing there. If my fear weren’t so great, I would find some consolation in the thought that it’s not impossible to see everything differently and still remain alive. But I am frightened, I am unspeakably frightened of this change. I have not yet grown accustomed to this world, which seems good to me. What would I do in another? I would so much like to remain among the meanings that have become dear to me, and if something has to change, I would at least want to live among dogs, who have a world that is related to our own, with the same Things in it.

For the time being, I can still write all this down, can still say it. But the day will come when my hand will be distant, and if I tell it to write, it will write words that are not mine. The time of that other interpretation will dawn, when there shall not be left one word upon another, and every meaning will dissolve like a cloud and fall down like rain. In spite of my fear, I am still like someone standing in the presence of something great, and I remember that I often used to feel this happening inside me when I was about to write. But this time, I will be written. I am the impression that will transform itself. It would take so little for me to understand all this and assent to it. Just one step, and my misery would turn into bliss. But I can’t take that step; I have fallen and I can’t pick myself up. Until now I have always believed that help would come. There they are, in my own handwriting: the words that have been my prayer, evening after evening. I copied them from the books I found them in, so that they would be right in front of me, issued from my hand as if they were my own words. And now I want to write them again, kneeling here before my table I want to write them; for in this way I can have them with me longer than when I read them, and every word will last and have time to echo and fade away.

“Mécontent de tous et mécontent de moi, je voudrais bien me racheter et m’enorgueillir un peu dans le silence et la solitude de la nuit. Âmes de ceux que j’ai aimés, âmes de ceux que j’ai chantés, fortifiez-moi, soutenez-moi, éloignez de moi le mensonge et les vapeurs corruptrices du monde; et vous, Seigneur mon Dieu! accordez-moi la grâce de produire quelques beaux vers qui me prouvent à moi-même que je ne suis pas le dernier des hommes, que je ne suis pas inférieur à ceux que je méprise.”
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“The children of despised men, who were the vilest in the land. And now I am their song, and I have become their legend.

 … they have built a road over me …

 … it was easy for them to injure me; they needed no help.

 … but now my soul is poured out upon me, and the days of affliction have seized me.

My bones are pierced in the night, and my tormentors do not sleep.

Through their power my clothes have been changed, and I am bound as if by the collar of my coat …

My intestines boil without ceasing; the days of affliction have caught me …

And my harp is tuned to lament now, my flute to the sound of tears.”
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The doctor didn’t understand me. At all. And certainly my case was difficult to describe. They wanted to try electrotherapy. Good. I was given a slip of paper: at one o’clock I was supposed to be at the Salpêtrière. I appeared. I had to walk past a long row of barracks and through several courtyards, where people in white hats that made them look like convicts were standing here and there under the bare trees. Finally I entered a long, dark, corridor-like room, which had four windows on one side, made of a dull, greenish glass and separated from one another by an expanse of black wall. There was a wooden bench in front, along the whole length of the wall, and on this bench they were sitting and waiting. Yes, they were all there, and they knew me. When I had gotten used to the dim lighting, I noticed that among these people sitting shoulder to shoulder on an endless line, there were also a few others, insignificant people, artisans, housemaids, teamsters. Down at the narrow end of the corridor, two fat women had spread themselves out on special chairs and were talking—concierges, probably. I looked at the clock; it was five minutes to one. In five or, say, ten minutes, my turn would come; so it wasn’t so bad. The air was foul, heavy, filled with clothing and breath. At a certain spot the strong, heightening coolness of ether blew in through a crack in a door. I began to pace back and forth. It occurred to me that I had been directed here, among these people, to this overcrowded, public waiting-room. It was, so to speak, the first official confirmation that I belonged to the category of outcast. Had the doctor known by my appearance? Yet I had gone to his office in a fairly decent suit; I had even sent in my card. In spite of that, he must have somehow discovered it; perhaps I had given myself away. However, now that it was a fact, I didn’t find it so terrible after all. The people were sitting still and paid no attention to me. Some of them were in pain, and moved one leg a bit, to endure it more easily. Several men had leaned their heads against their palms; others were fast asleep, with heavy, fatigue-crushed faces. A fat man with a red, swollen neck sat bent over, staring at the floor. From time to time he spat loudly at a point that he seemed to find suitable for this purpose. A child was sobbing in a corner; it had pulled its long skinny legs in, onto the bench, and was now holding them tightly to its body in an embrace, as if it would soon have to take leave of them forever. A small, pale woman, who was wearing a crêpe hat, slightly askew, adorned with round black flowers, had the grimace of a smile about her gaunt lips, but her eyelids were constantly overflowing. Not far from her they had put a girl with a round, smooth face and bulging eyes that were totally expressionless; her mouth hung open, so that you could see the white, slimy gums with their stunted teeth. And there were many bandages. Bandages wrapped around a whole head, layer by layer, until just a single eye remained that no longer belonged to anyone. Bandages that hid, and bandages that revealed, what was under them. Bandages that had been opened and in which, as if in a filthy bed, a hand lay now, that was no longer a hand; and a bandaged leg that stuck out of the line on the bench, as large as a whole man. I walked back and forth, trying hard to remain calm. I spent a good deal of time observing the wall opposite me. I noticed that it contained a number of single doors and that it didn’t reach the ceiling, so that this corridor was not entirely separated from the rooms adjoining it. I looked at the clock: I had been pacing back and forth for an hour. A few moments later, the doctor came. First a couple of young men, who walked past with indifferent faces; then the one I had been to see, in light-colored gloves, chapeau à huit reflets, impeccable topcoat. When he saw me, he tipped his hat and smiled inattentively. I was hoping I would be called in right away, but another hour passed. I can’t remember how I spent it. It passed. An old man in a soiled apron came in—an attendant, apparently—and tapped me on the shoulder. I went into one of the side rooms. The doctor and the young men were seated at a table and looked at me. Someone gave me a chair. Good. And now I was supposed to describe what was the matter with me. As briefly as possible, s’il vous plaît. For the gentlemen did not have much time. I felt very uncomfortable. The young men sat and looked at me with the condescending, professional curiosity that they had learned. The doctor I knew stroked his black goatee and smiled inattentively. I thought I would burst into tears, but I heard myself say in French: “I have already had the honor, monsieur, of giving you all the information I can give. If you think it is necessary for these gentlemen to be initiated, you are certainly able, from our conversation, to do that in a few words, while I would find it very difficult.” The doctor stood up, with a polite smile, walked to the window, followed by his assistants, and said several words, which he accompanied with a vague, horizontal movement of his hand. Three minutes later, one of the young men, nearsighted and perfunctory, came back to the table and said, trying to look at me severely: “Do you sleep well, monsieur?” “No, badly.” At this, he hurried back to the group at the window. They deliberated for a few more moments, then the doctor turned to me and informed me that I would be called in again. I reminded him that my appointment had been for one o’clock. He smiled and made a few quick, jerky motions with his small white hands, which were meant to indicate that he was extremely busy. So I returned to my corridor, where the air had become much more oppressive, and began to pace back and forth again, though I felt dead-tired. After a while, the stale, musty odor set my head spinning; I stopped at the entrance door and opened it slightly. I saw that it was still afternoon outside, and rather sunny, and this made me feel much better. But I had been standing there for barely a minute when I heard someone calling me. A female, who was sitting at a small table two or three steps away, hissed something at me. Who had told me to open the door? I said that I couldn’t stand the air. Well, that was my own business, but the door had to be kept shut. Wouldn’t it be possible, then, to open a window? No, that was forbidden. I decided to start pacing again, because it had a calming, anesthetic effect and wouldn’t bother anyone. But now this too displeased the woman at the small table. Didn’t I have a seat? No, I didn’t. Walking around was not permitted; I would have to find myself a seat; there ought to be one. The woman was right. In fact, there was now a seat next to the girl with the bulging eyes. I sat there feeling that something terrible was about to happen. On my left was the girl with the rotting gums; what was on my right I couldn’t recognize for a few moments. It was a huge, immovable mass, which had a face and a large, heavy, inert hand. The side of the face that I saw, was empty, without features and without memories; and it was eerie to notice that the clothes were like the clothes a corpse laid out in a coffin might be wearing. The narrow black necktie was fastened around the collar in the same loose, impersonal way, and it was obvious that the jacket had been placed over this will-less body by someone else. The hand had been positioned on the pants exactly where it was lying now, and even the hair looked as if it had been combed by undertakers; it was stiffly arranged, and bristled like the hair of a stuffed animal. I observed all this very carefully, and it occurred to me that this must be the seat I had been destined for: I had finally arrived at the place in my life where I would remain forever. Truly, the paths of fate are wondrous and beyond understanding.

Suddenly, right near me, I heard the screams of a terrified, struggling child, one scream after another, and then a low, suppressed sobbing. While I strained to find out where this sound was coming from, there was again a little scream, and I could hear voices questioning, a voice whispering orders, and then some kind of machine started, and hummed on indifferently. I remembered that half-wall, and realized that all these sounds were coming from the other side of the doors and that the doctors were working there now. From time to time the attendant with the soiled apron appeared and signaled to someone. I had given up thinking that this could be directed at me. Was it? No. Two men came in with a wheelchair; they lifted the mass onto it, and I now saw that it was an old paralytic, who had another, smaller side to him, worn out by life, and an open, dim, sorrowful eye. They took him inside, and now there was a large space next to me. And I sat and wondered what they would do to that idiot girl and whether she too would scream. Behind the wall, the machines made a pleasant, mechanical hum; there was nothing upsetting about it.

But suddenly everything was quiet, and a vain, condescending voice, which I thought I knew, said:

“Riez!” A pause. “Riez. Mais riez, riez.” I was already laughing. It was incomprehensible why the man in there didn’t want to laugh. A machine rattled, and immediately stopped; words were exchanged; then the same energetic voice ordered: “Dites-nous le mot avant.” Spelling it: “A-v-a-n-t” … Silence. “On n’entend rien. Encore une fois:…”

And then, as I listened to the warm, flaccid babbling on the other side of the door: then, for the first time in many, many years, it was there again. What had filled me with my first, deep horror, when I was a child and lay in bed with a fever: the Big Thing. That’s what I had always called it, when they all stood around my bed and felt my pulse and asked me what had frightened me: the Big Thing. And when they sent for the doctor and he came and tried to comfort me, I would just beg him to make the Big Thing go away, nothing else mattered. But he was like all the others. He couldn’t take it away, though I was so small then and it would have been so easy to help me. And now it was there again. Later, it had simply stayed away; it hadn’t come back even during the nights of fever; but now it was there, though I wasn’t at all feverish. Now it was there. Now it was growing out of me like a tumor, like a second head, and was a part of me, although it certainly couldn’t belong to me, because it was so big. It was there like a large dead animal which, while it was alive, used to be my hand or my arm. And my blood flowed through me and through it, as through one and the same body. And my heart had to beat harder to pump the blood into the Big Thing: there was barely enough blood. And the blood entered the Big Thing unwillingly and came back sick and tainted. But the Big Thing swelled and grew over my face like a warm bluish boil, and grew over my mouth, and already my last eye was hidden by its shadow.

I can’t remember how I got out through the many courtyards. It was evening, and I lost my way in the unknown neighborhood, and walked up boulevards with endless walls in one direction and, when there was no end to them, walked back in the opposite direction until I reached some square or other. Then I began to walk down one street, and other streets came that I had never seen before, and still others. Electric trolleys, too brightly lit, raced up and past, their harsh bells clanging into the distance. But on their signboards were names I couldn’t recognize. I didn’t know what city I was in, or whether I had a room somewhere, or what I had to do so that I could stop walking.
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And now this illness again, which has always affected me so strangely. I’m sure it is underestimated. Just as the importance of other illnesses is exaggerated. This illness doesn’t have any particular characteristics; it takes on the characteristics of the people it attacks. With the confidence of a sleepwalker, it pulls out their deepest danger, which seemed passed, and places it before them again, very near, imminent. Men who once, in their schooldays, tried the helpless vice that has as its duped partner the poor, hard hands of boys, find themselves doing it again; or an illness they had overcome when they were children begins again inside them; or a lost habit reappears, a certain hesitating turn of the head that was characteristic of them years before. And with what comes, a whole tangle of confused memories arises, hanging from it like wet seaweed on a sunken boat. Lives that you would never have known about bob to the surface and mingle with what really happened, and drive out a past that you thought you knew: for in what rises there is a new, rested strength, while what was always there is tired out from too much remembrance.

I am lying in my bed five flights up, and my day, which nothing interrupts, is like a clock-face without hands. As something that has been lost for a long time reappears one morning in its old place, safe and sound, almost newer than when it vanished, just as if someone had been taking care of it—: so, here and there on my blanket, lost feelings out of my childhood lie and are like new. All the lost fears are here again.

The fear that a small woolen thread sticking out of the hem of my blanket may be hard, hard and sharp as a steel needle; the fear that this little button on my night-shirt may be bigger than my head, bigger and heavier; the fear that the breadcrumb which just dropped off my bed may turn into glass, and shatter when it hits the floor, and the sickening worry that when it does, everything will be broken, forever; the fear that the ragged edge of a letter which was torn open may be something forbidden, which no one ought to see, something indescribably precious, for which no place in the room is safe enough; the fear that if I fell asleep I might swallow the piece of coal lying in front of the stove; the fear that some number may begin to grow in my brain until there is no more room for it inside me; the fear that I may be lying on granite, on gray granite; the fear that I may start screaming, and people will come running to my door and finally force it open, the fear that I might betray myself and tell everything I dread, and the fear that I might not be able to say anything, because everything is unsayable,—and the other fears … the fears.

I prayed to rediscover my childhood, and it has come back, and I feel that it is just as difficult as it used to be, and that growing older has served no purpose at all.
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Yesterday my fever was better, and this morning the day began like spring, like spring in paintings. I want to go out to the Bibliothèque Nationale and spend some time with my poet, whom I haven’t read for many weeks, and afterward perhaps I can take a leisurely walk through the gardens. Perhaps there will be a wind over the large pond which has such real water, and children will come to sail their little red boats.

Today I really didn’t expect it; I went out so bravely, as if that were the simplest and most natural thing in the world. And yet something happened again that took me up and crumpled me like a piece of paper and threw me away: something incredible.

The Boulevard Saint-Michel lay in front of me, empty and vast, and it was easy to walk along its gentle slope. Window-casements overhead opened with a clear, glassy sound, and their brilliance flew over the street like a white bird. A carriage with bright red wheels rolled past, and farther down someone was carrying something green. Horses in their glittering harnesses trotted along the dark, freshly sprinkled boulevard. The wind was brisk and mild, and everything was rising: odors, cries, bells.

I came to one of those cafés where false red gypsies perform in the evening. From the open windows, the air of the previous night crept out with a bad conscience. Sleek-haired waiters were busy sweeping in front of the door. One of them was bent over, tossing handful after handful of yellowish sand under the tables. A passerby stopped, nudged him, and pointed down the street. The waiter, who was all red in the face, looked sharply in that direction for a moment or two; then a laugh spread over his beardless cheeks, as if it had been spilled across them. He gestured to the other waiters, turned his laughing face quickly from right to left several times, to call everyone over without missing anything himself. Now they all stood there, seeing or trying to see what was happening down the street, smiling or annoyed that they hadn’t yet found out what was so funny.

I felt a slight fear beginning inside me. Something was urging me to cross the street; but all I did was start to walk faster; and when I looked at the few people in front of me, I didn’t notice anything unusual. I did see that one of them, an errand-boy with a blue apron and an empty basket slung over one shoulder, was staring at someone. When he had seen enough, he turned around toward the houses and gestured to a laughing clerk across the street, moving his finger in front of his forehead with that circular motion whose meaning everyone knows. Then his dark eyes flashed and he came toward me, swaggering and content.

I expected that as soon as I had a better view I would see some extraordinary and striking figure; but it turned out that there was no one in front of me except a tall, emaciated man in a dark coat, with a soft black hat on his short, faded-blond hair. I was sure there was nothing laughable about this man’s clothing or behavior, and was already trying to look past him down the boulevard, when he tripped over something. Since I was walking close behind him I was on my guard, but when I came to the place, there was nothing there, absolutely nothing. We both kept walking, he and I, with the same distance between us. Now there was an intersection; the man in front of me hopped down from the sidewalk on one leg, the way children, when they are happy, will now and then hop or skip as they walk. On the other side of the street, he simply took one long step up onto the sidewalk. But almost immediately he raised one leg slightly and hopped on the other, once, quite high, and then again and again. This time too you might easily have thought the man had tripped over some small object on the corner, a peach pit, a banana peel, anything; and the strange thing was that he himself seemed to believe in the presence of an obstacle: he turned around every time and looked at the offending spot with that half-annoyed, half-reproachful expression people have at such moments. Once again some intuition warned me to cross the street, but I didn’t listen to it; I continued to follow this man, concentrating all my attention on his legs. I must admit I felt very relieved when for about twenty steps the hopping didn’t recur; but as I looked up, I noticed that something else had begun to annoy the man. His coat collar had somehow popped up; and as hard as he tried to fold it back in place, first with one hand, then with both at once, it refused to budge. This kind of thing can happen. It didn’t upset me. But then I saw, with boundless astonishment, that in his busy hands there were two distinct movements: one a quick, secret movement that flipped up the collar, while the other one, elaborate, prolonged, exaggeratedly spelled out, was meant to fold it back down. This observation disconcerted me so greatly that two minutes passed before I recognized in the man’s neck, behind his hunched-up coat and his nervously scrambling hands, the same horrible, bi-syllabic hopping that had just left his legs. From this moment I was bound to him. I saw that the hopping was wandering through his body, trying to break out here or there. I understood why he was afraid of people, and I myself began to examine the passersby, cautiously, to see if they noticed anything. A cold twinge shot down my spine when his legs suddenly made a small, convulsive leap; but no one had seen it, and I decided that I would also trip slightly if anyone began to look. That would certainly be a way of making them think there had been some small, imperceptible object on the sidewalk, which both of us had happened to step on. But while I was thinking about how I could help, he himself had found a new and excellent device. I forgot to mention that he had a cane; it was an ordinary cane, made of dark wood, with a plain, curved handle. In his anxious searching, he had hit upon the idea of holding this cane against his back, at first with one hand (who knows what he might still need the other hand for), right along his spine, pressing it firmly into the small of his back and sliding the curved end under his collar, in such a way that you felt it standing behind the cervical and first dorsal vertebrae like a neck-brace. This posture didn’t look strange; at most it was a bit cocky, but the unexpected spring day might excuse that. No one thought of turning around to look, and now everything was all right. Perfectly all right. True, at the next intersection two hops escaped, two small, half-suppressed hops, but they didn’t amount to anything; and the one really visible leap was so skillfully timed (just at the spot where a hose was lying across the sidewalk) that there was nothing to be afraid of. Yes, everything was still all right; from time to time his other hand too seized the cane and pressed it in more firmly, and right away the danger was again overcome. But I couldn’t keep my anxiety from growing. I knew that as he walked and with infinite effort tried to appear calm and detached, the terrible spasms were accumulating inside his body; I could feel the anxiety he felt as the spasms grew and grew, and I saw how he clutched his cane when the shaking began inside him. The expression of his hands became so severe and relentless then that I placed all my hope in his willpower, which was bound to be strong. But what could mere willpower do? The moment had to come when his strength would be exhausted; it couldn’t be long now. And I, who followed him with my heart pounding, I gathered my little strength together like money and, gazing at his hands, I begged him to take it if it could be of any use.

I think he took it; is it my fault that it wasn’t enough?

At the Place Saint-Michel there were many vehicles, and pedestrians hurrying here and there; several times we were caught between two carriages, and then he would take a breath and relax a bit, and there would be a bit of hopping and nodding. Perhaps that was the trick by which the imprisoned illness hoped to subdue him. His willpower had cracked in two places, and the damage had left in his possessed muscles a gentle, alluring stimulation and this compelling two-beat rhythm. But the cane was still in its place, and the hands looked annoyed and angry. As we stepped onto the bridge, it was all right. It was still all right. But now his walk became noticeably uncertain; first he ran two steps, then he stopped. Stopped. His left hand gently let go of the cane, and rose so slowly that I could see it tremble in the air. He pushed his hat back slightly and drew his hand across his brow. He turned his head slightly, and his gaze wobbled over sky, houses, and water, without grasping a thing. And then he gave in. The cane was gone, he stretched out his arms as if he were trying to fly, and some kind of elemental force exploded from him and bent him forward and dragged him back and made him keep nodding and bowing and flung a horrible dance out of him into the midst of the crowd. For he was already surrounded by people, and I could no longer see him.

What sense would there have been in going anywhere now; I was empty. Like a blank piece of paper, I drifted along past the houses, up the boulevard again.
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* I am attempting to write to you, although there is really nothing to say after a necessary parting. I am attempting it nevertheless; I think I must, because I have seen the saint in the Panthéon, the solitary, holy woman and the roof and the door and the lamp inside with its modest circle of light and, beyond, the sleeping city and the river and the far-away, moonlit landscape. The saint watches over the sleeping city. I cried. Because as I looked, it was all so immediately and unexpectedly there; I couldn’t help crying.

I am in Paris. People who hear this are glad; most of them envy me. They’re right. It is a great city, great and filled with strange temptations. For myself, I must admit that I have, in a certain sense, succumbed to them. I don’t think there is any other way to express it. I have succumbed to these temptations, and this has brought about certain changes, if not in my character, at least in my point of view and, in any case, in my life. An entirely different conception of all things has developed in me under these influences; I have had certain experiences that separate me from other people, more than anything I have ever felt in the past. A different world. A new world filled with new meanings. For the moment I am finding it a bit difficult, because everything is too new. I am a beginner in my own life.

Wouldn’t it be possible for once to get a glimpse of the sea?

Yes, but just think, I was imagining that you’d be able to come. Could you perhaps have told me if there was a doctor? I forgot to find out about that. Anyway, I no longer need to know.

Do you remember Baudelaire’s incredible poem “Une Charogne”? Perhaps I understand it now. Except for the last stanza, he was in the right. What should he have done after that happened to him? It was his task to see, in this terrifying and apparently repulsive object, the Being that underlies all individual beings. There is no choice, no refusal. Do you think it was by chance that Flaubert wrote his “Saint Julien l’Hospitalier”? This, it seems to me, is the test: whether you can bring yourself to lie beside a leper and warm him with the warmth of your own heart—such an action could only have good results.

But don’t think I am suffering from disenchantment here—on the contrary. I am sometimes astonished by how readily I have given up everything I expected, in exchange for what is real, even when that is awful.

My God, if only something of this could be shared. But would it be then; would it be? No, it is only at the price of solitude.
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The existence of the horrible in every atom of air. You breathe it in as something transparent; but inside you it condenses, hardens, takes on pointed, geometric shapes between your organs; for all the torments and agonies suffered on scaffolds, in torture-chambers, madhouses, operating rooms, under bridges in late autumn: all this has a stubborn permanence, all this endures in itself and, jealous of everything that is, clings to its own dreadful reality. People would like to forget much of it; sleep gently files down these grooves in the brain, but dreams drive it away and trace the designs again. And they wake up gasping and let the gleam of a candle dissolve in the darkness and drink the half-bright solace as if it were sugared water. But alas, what a narrow ledge this security is standing on. The slightest movement, and once again vision plunges beyond what is known and friendly, and the outline that was so comforting just a moment ago comes into focus as the edge of terror. Beware of the light that makes space more hollow; don’t turn around to see whether, behind you as you sat up, a shadow has arisen as your master. It would have been better, perhaps, if you had stayed in the darkness, and your heart, without any limits, had tried to be the heavy heart of everything indistinguishable. Now you have pulled yourself together; you see yourself end in your own hands; from time to time, with an imprecise movement, you re-draw the outline of your face. And inside you there is hardly any room; and it almost calms you to think that nothing very large can enter this narrowness; that even the tremendous must become an inner thing and shrink to fit its surroundings. But outside—outside there is no limit to it; and when it rises out there, it fills up inside you as well, not in the vessels that are partly in your control or in the phlegm of your most impassive organs: it rises in your capillaries, sucked up into the outermost branches of your infinitely ramified being. There it mounts, there it overflows you, rising higher than your breath, where you have fled as if to your last refuge. And where will you go from there? Your heart drives you out of yourself, your heart pursues you, and you are already almost outside yourself and can’t get back in. Like a beetle that someone has stepped on, you gush out of yourself, and your little bit of surface hardness and adaptability have lost all meaning.

O night without objects. Dim outward-facing window; doors that were carefully shut; arrangements from long ago, transmitted, believed in, never quite understood. Silence on the staircase, silence from adjoining rooms, silence high up on the ceiling. O mother: you who are without an equal, who stood before all this silence, long ago in childhood. Who took it upon yourself to say: Don’t be afraid; I’m here. Who in the night had the courage to be this silence for the child who was frightened, who was dying of fear. You strike a match, and already the noise is you. And you hold the lamp in front of you and say: I’m here; don’t be afraid. And you put it down, slowly, and there is no doubt: you are there, you are the light around the familiar, intimate Things, which are there without afterthought, good and simple and sure. And when something moves restlessly in the wall, or creaks on the floor: you just smile, smile transparently against a bright background into the terrified face that looks at you, searching, as if you knew the secret of every half-sound, and everything were agreed and understood between you. Does any power equal your power among the lords of the earth? Look: kings lie and stare, and the teller of tales cannot distract them. Though they lie in the blissful arms of their favorite mistress, horror creeps over them and makes them palsied and impotent. But you come and keep the monstrosity behind you and are entirely in front of it; not like a curtain it can lift up here or there. No: as if you had caught up with it as soon as the child cried out for you. As if you had arrived far ahead of anything that might still happen, and had behind you only your hurrying-in, your eternal path, the flight of your love.
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The mouleur, whose shop I pass every day, has hung two plaster masks beside his door. The face of the young drowned woman, which they took a cast of in the morgue, because it was beautiful, because it smiled, because it smiled so deceptively, as if it knew. And beneath it, his face, which knows. That hard knot of senses drawn tightly together. That inexorable self-condensing of a music continually trying to evaporate. The countenance of a man whose hearing a god had closed up, so that there might be no sounds but his own; so that he might not be led astray by what is turbid and ephemeral in noises—he who knew in himself their clarity and permanence. So that only the soundless senses might carry the world in to him, silently, a world in suspense, waiting, unfinished, before the creation of sound.

World-consummator: as that which comes down as rain over the earth and upon the waters, falling carelessly, at random,—inevitably rises again, invisible and joyous, out of all things, and ascends and floats and forms the heavens: so our precipitations rose out of you, and vaulted the world with music.

Your music: it could have encircled the whole universe; not merely us. A grand-piano could have been built for you in the Theban desert, and an angel would have led you to that solitary instrument, through mountain-ranges in the wilderness, where kings are buried and courtesans and anchorites. And he would have flung himself up and away, for fear that you would begin.

And then you would have streamed forth, unheard, giving back to the universe what only the universe can endure. Bedouins in the distance would have galloped by, superstitiously; but merchants would have flung themselves to the ground at the edges of your music, as if you were a storm. Only a few solitary lions would have prowled around you at night, in wide circles, afraid of themselves, menaced by their own excited blood.

For who will now take you out of ears that are lascivious? Who will drive them from the concert halls, these corrupted ears whose sterile hearing fornicates and never conceives, as the semen spurts out onto them and they lie beneath it like whores, playing with it; or it falls onto the ground like Onan’s, while they writhe in their abortive pleasures.

But, Master, if some pure spirit with a virgin ear were to lie down beside your music: he would die of bliss; or he would become pregnant with infinity, and his fertilized brain would explode with so much birth.
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I don’t underestimate it. I know it takes courage. But let us suppose for a moment that someone had it, this courage de luxe to follow them, in order to know forever (for who could forget it again or confuse it with anything else?) where they creep off to afterward and what they do with the rest of the long day and whether they sleep at night. That especially should be ascertained: whether they sleep. But it will take more than courage. For they don’t come and go like other people, whom it would be child’s play to follow. They are here and then gone, put down and snatched away like toy soldiers. The places where they can be found are somewhat out-of-the-way, but by no means hidden. The bushes recede, the path curves slightly around the lawn: there they are, with a large transparent space around them, as if they were standing under a glass dome. You might think they were pausing, absorbed in their thoughts, these inconspicuous men, with such small, in every way unassuming bodies. But you are wrong. Do you see the left hand, how it is grasping for something in the slanted pocket of the old coat? how it finds it and takes it out and holds the small object in the air, awkwardly, attracting attention? In less than a minute, two or three birds appear, sparrows, which come hopping up inquisitively. And if the man succeeds in conforming to their very exact idea of immobility, there is no reason why they shouldn’t come even closer. Finally one of them flies up, and flutters nervously for a while at the level of that hand, which is holding out God knows what crumbs of used-up bread in its unpretentious, explicitly renunciatory fingers. And the more people gather around him—at a suitable distance, of course—the less he has in common with them. He stands there like a candle that is almost consumed and burns with the small remnant of its wick and is all warm with it and has never moved. And all those small, foolish birds can’t understand how he attracts, how he tempts them. If there were no onlookers and he were allowed to stand there long enough, I’m certain that an angel would suddenly appear and, overcoming his disgust, would eat the stale, sweetish breadcrumbs from that stunted hand. But now, as always, people keep that from happening. They make sure that only birds come; they find this quite sufficient and assert that he expects nothing else. What else could it expect, this old, weather-beaten doll, stuck into the ground at a slight angle, like a painted figurehead in an old sea-captain’s garden? Does it stand like that because it too had once been placed somewhere on the forward tip of its life, at the point where motion is greatest? Is it now so washed out because it was once so bright? Will you go ask it?

Only don’t ask the women anything when you see them feeding the birds. You could even follow them; they do it just in passing; it would be easy. But leave them alone. They don’t know how it happens. All at once they have a whole purseful of bread, and they hold out large pieces from under their flimsy shawls, pieces that are a bit chewed and soggy. It does them good to think that their saliva is getting out into the world a little, that the small birds will fly off with the taste of it in their mouths, even though a moment later they naturally forget it again.
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There I sat before your books, obstinate man, trying to understand them as the others do, who don’t leave you in one piece but chip off their little portion and go away satisfied. For I still didn’t understand fame, that public demolition of someone who is in the process of becoming, whose building-site the mob breaks into, knocking down his stones.

Young man anywhere, in whom something is welling up that makes you shiver, be grateful that no one knows you. And if those who think you are worthless contradict you, and if those whom you call your friends abandon you, and if they want to destroy you because of your precious ideas: what is this obvious danger, which concentrates you inside yourself, compared to the cunning enmity of fame, later, which makes you innocuous by scattering you all around?

Don’t ask anyone to speak about you, not even contemptuously. And when time passes and you notice that your name is circulating among men, don’t take this more seriously than anything else you might find in their mouths. Think rather that it has become cheapened, and throw it away. Take another name, any other, so that God can call you in the night. And hide it from everyone.

Loneliest of men, holding aloof from them all, how quickly they have caught up with you because of your fame. A little while ago they were against you body and soul; and now they treat you as their equal. And they pull your words around with them in the cages of their presumption, and exhibit them in the streets, and tease them a little, from a safe distance. All your terrifying wild beasts.

When I first read you, these words broke loose and fell upon me in my wilderness, in all their desperation. As desperate as you yourself became in the end, you whose course is drawn incorrectly on every chart. Like a crack it crosses the heavens, this hopeless hyperbola of your path, which curves toward us only once, then recedes again in terror. What did you care if a woman stayed or left, if this man was seized by vertigo and that one by madness, if the dead were alive and the living seemed dead: what did you care? It was all so natural for you; you passed through it the way someone might walk through a vestibule, and didn’t stop. But you lingered, bent over, where our life boils and precipitates and changes color: inside. Farther in than anyone has ever been; a door had sprung open before you, and now you were among the alembics in the firelight. In there, where, mistrustful, you wouldn’t take anyone with you, in there you sat and discerned transitions. And there, since your blood drove you not to form or to speak, but to reveal, there you made the enormous decision to so magnify these tiny events, which you yourself first perceived only in test tubes, that they would be seen by thousands of people, immense before them all. Your theater came into being. You couldn’t wait until this life almost without spatial reality, this life which had been condensed by the weight of the centuries into a few small drops, could be discovered by the other arts: until it could gradually be made visible to a few connoisseurs who, little by little, acquire insight and finally demand to see these august rumors confirmed in the parable of the scene opened in front of them. You couldn’t wait for that; you were there, and everything that is barely measurable—an emotion that rises by half a degree, the angle of deflection, read off from up close, of a will burdened by an almost infinitesimal weight, the slight cloudiness in a drop of longing, and that barely perceptible color-change in an atom of confidence—all this you had to determine and record. For it is in such reactions that life existed, our life, which had slipped into us, had drawn back inside us so deeply that it was hardly possible even to make conjectures about it any more.

Because you were a revealer, a timelessly tragic poet, you had to transform this capillary action all at once into the most convincing gestures, into the most available forms. So you began that unprecedented act of violence in your work, which, more and more impatiently, desperately, sought equivalents in the visible world for what you had seen inside. There was a rabbit there, an attic, a room where someone was pacing back and forth; there was a clatter of glass in a nearby bedroom, a fire outside the windows; there was the sun. There was a church, and a rock-strewn valley that was like a church. But this wasn’t enough: finally towers had to come in and whole mountain-ranges; and the avalanches that bury landscapes spilled onto a stage overwhelmed with what is tangible, for the sake of what cannot be grasped. Then you could do no more. The two ends, which you had bent together until they touched, sprang apart; your demented strength escaped from the flexible wand, and your work was as if it had never existed.

If this hadn’t happened, who could understand why in the end you refused to go away from the window, obstinate as you always were? You wanted to see the people passing by; for the thought had occurred to you that someday you might make something out of them, if you decided to begin.
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Then, for the first time, I realized that nothing can be said about a woman; I noticed when they spoke about her, how much they left blank, how they named and described other people, surroundings, objects, up to a certain point where it all stopped, gently and as it were cautiously stopped at the light never-retraced outline that enclosed her. “What was she like?” I would ask then. “Blonde, more or less like you,” they would say, and they would add all kinds of further details; but as they did, she would again grow quite indistinct, and I could no longer form her image in my mind. I was able to really see her only when Maman told me the story, which I asked for again and again—.

—And every time she came to the scene with the dog, she would close her eyes and, with a kind of fervor, would hold her face, hidden yet everywhere visible and shining, between her hands, the touch of her fingertips cold against her temples. “I saw it, Malte,” she would declare: “I saw it.” It was during the last years of her life that I heard her tell this story. She no longer wanted to see anyone, and always, even while traveling, had the little, fine silver strainer in her purse, through which she would filter everything she drank. She no longer ate solid food, except for some biscuits or bread which, when she was alone, she would break into little pieces and eat bit by bit, the way a child would. She was already dominated by her fear of needles. By way of apology, she would tell people: “I really can’t digest anything any more, but don’t let that upset you; I feel very well indeed.” But to me, she would sometimes turn, suddenly, (for I was already a little bit grown up) and, with a smile that was a great effort for her, she would say: “What a lot of needles there are, Malte; they are lying around everywhere, and when you think how easily they could fall …” She meant to say this in a playful tone of voice; but horror shook her at the thought of all the poorly fastened needles, which could fall down anywhere, at any moment.
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But when she was speaking about Ingeborg, nothing could harm her; she didn’t spare herself; she spoke louder, she laughed as she remembered Ingeborg’s laugh, and you could see how beautiful Ingeborg had been.

“She made us happy,” she said, “your father too, Malte, literally happy. But afterward, when we were told she was going to die, though she seemed just slightly ill, and we all went around hiding the truth from her, she sat up in bed one day and said to herself, like someone who wants to hear how a thought sounds out loud: ‘You mustn’t make such a great effort; we all know it, and I can assure you that things are all right as they are; there is nothing more that I want.’ Just imagine; she said: ‘There is nothing more that I want’; she, who made us all happy. Will you understand that, someday when you are grown up, Malte? Think about it later on; perhaps you’ll see what it means. It would be good if there were someone who understood such matters.”

“Such matters” occupied Maman when she was alone, and she was always alone during those last years.

“I will never arrive at it, Malte,” she would sometimes say with her strangely bold smile, which wasn’t meant to be seen by anyone and fulfilled its whole purpose when it was smiled. “But to think that no one is tempted to understand! If I were a man—yes, certainly, if I were a man—I would meditate on it in the proper order and sequence, and right from the beginning. For there has to be a beginning, and if one could only grasp it, that would already be something. Ah Malte, we pass away like that, and it seems to me that people are all distracted and preoccupied and don’t really pay attention when we pass away. As if a shooting star fell and no one saw it and no one made a wish. Never forget to make a wish, Malte. One should never give up wishing. I don’t think there is such a thing as fulfillment, but there are wishes that endure, that last a whole lifetime, so that anyhow one couldn’t wait for their fulfillment.”

Maman had had Ingeborg’s little secretary-desk brought up and put into her own room. I often found her in front of it, for I was allowed to go in whenever I wanted to. My steps completely disappeared in the carpet, but she felt my presence and held out one of her hands to me over the other shoulder. This hand was entirely weightless, and kissing it was almost like kissing the ivory crucifix that was held out to me before I went to sleep. At this low desk, with its drop-leaf open in front of her, she would sit as if at a harpsichord. “There is so much sunlight in it,” she said, and indeed the interior was remarkably bright, with its old yellow lacquer, on which flowers were painted, always a red one with a blue one beside it. And where there were three together, a violet flower appeared in the middle, separating the other two. These colors, and the green of the narrow horizontal border of arabesques, were as dim as the background was luminous (though it wasn’t really distinct). This resulted in a strangely muted harmony of tones, which stood in intimate relation to one another, without stating it explicitly.

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

“Ah, roses,” she said, bending forward a little into the faint smell that had not quite disappeared. She always imagined that something might suddenly turn up in a secret compartment which no one had thought of and which wouldn’t open until some hidden mechanism was pressed. “All at once it will pop open—you’ll see,” she said, her voice solemn and anxious, and she hurriedly pulled at all the drawers. But any papers that had in fact been left in the compartments, she had carefully folded and locked away, without reading them. “I wouldn’t understand anyway, Malte; I’m sure it would be too hard for me.” She was convinced that everything was too complicated for her. “There are no classes in life for beginners; right away you are always asked to deal with what is most difficult.” People assured me that she had only been like this since the horrible accident that had happened to her sister, Countess Øllegaard Skeel, who had been burnt to death one evening before a ball, as she stood in front of a candle-lit mirror trying to rearrange the flowers in her hair. But more recently it was Ingeborg who seemed to her the most difficult of all to comprehend.

And now I will write down the story, just as Maman told it when I asked her to.

“It was in the middle of summer, on the Thursday after Ingeborg’s funeral. From the place on the terrace where we were having tea, one could see through the giant elms to the roof of the family vault. The table had been set as if there had never been one more person sitting at it, and we had also spread ourselves out around it. And we had each brought something along, a book or a basket of needlework, so that we were even a little crowded. Abelone” (Maman’s youngest sister) “was pouring the tea, and we were all busy passing the dishes around, except for your grandfather, who was looking from his armchair toward the house. It was the hour when the mail was expected, and it usually happened that Ingeborg brought it, since she had to stay in the house longer making the arrangements for dinner. During the weeks of her illness we had had ample time to get accustomed to her not coming; for we knew only too well that she couldn’t come. But that afternoon, Malte, when truly she could no longer come—: she came. Perhaps it was our fault; perhaps we called her. For I remember that all at once I was sitting there trying to think what it was that was so different now. Suddenly it became impossible to say what it was; I had completely forgotten. I looked up and saw all the others turned toward the house, not in any special or conspicuous way, but very calmly, as if they were waiting for some simple, everyday occurrence. And I was about to (I feel quite cold, Malte, when I think of it), but, God help me, I was just about to say, ‘Where is …’—when Cavalier shot out from under the table, as he always did, and ran to meet her. I saw it, Malte; I saw it. He ran toward her, although she wasn’t coming; for him she was coming. We understood that he was running to meet her. Twice he looked around at us, as if he were asking a question. Then he rushed at her, as he always did, Malte, just as he always did, and he reached her; for he began to jump around and around, Malte, around something that wasn’t there, and then he jumped up at her, he jumped up again and again to lick her. We heard him whimpering with joy, and from the way he was leaping into the air, several times in quick succession, you might really have thought it was his body that was hiding her from us. But suddenly there was a howl, and whirling around in midair from his own momentum, he pitched back with incredible clumsiness, and lay stretched out before us, strange and flat on the ground, not moving a muscle. From the other wing of the house a servant came out with the letters. He hesitated for a moment; apparently it wasn’t very easy to walk toward our faces. Besides, your father had already motioned to him that he should stop. Your father, Malte, didn’t like animals; but now, in spite of that, he went up, slowly, it seemed to me, and bent down over the dog. He said something to the servant, something brief, monosyllabic. I saw the servant jump forward to pick Cavalier up. But your father himself took the animal in his arms and carried it, as if he knew exactly where to take it, into the house.”
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On one occasion, when it had grown almost dark during her recitation, I was about to tell Maman the story of “the hand”: at that moment I could have done it. I had taken a long breath before beginning; but then it occurred to me how well I had understood the servant’s hesitation at approaching their faces. And, in spite of the growing darkness, I was afraid of what Maman’s face would look like when it saw what I had seen. Quickly I took another breath, to make it look like that was all I had meant to do. A few years later, after the strange night in the gallery at Urnekloster, I went around for days intending to tell Erik my secret. But after our nocturnal conversation he had once more completely shut off from me; he avoided me; I think he even despised me. And just because of this I wanted to tell him about “the hand.” I imagined I would win his respect (which for some reason I urgently desired) if I could make him understand that I had really had that experience. But Erik was so skillful in eluding me that I never had the chance. And then we left shortly afterward. So, strangely enough, this is the first time I am telling (and after all only for myself) about an event that now lies far back in my childhood.

How small I must have been at that time, I see from the fact that I was kneeling on the armchair so I could comfortably reach up to the table I was drawing on. It was a winter evening, in our apartment in town, if I’m not mistaken. The table stood in my room, between the windows, and there was no lamp in the room except for the one that shone on my pages and on Mademoiselle’s book; for Mademoiselle was sitting beside me, her chair pushed back a little, reading. She was far away when she read, and I don’t know whether she was in her book; she could read for hours, she seldom turned a page, and I had the impression that the pages kept growing fuller beneath her gaze, as if she looked words onto them, certain words that she needed and that weren’t there. That’s how it seemed to me as I went on drawing. I drew slowly, without any very definite intention, and when I got stuck, I would look at my drawing with my head bent a little to the right; in that position I could always figure out soonest what was missing. They were officers on horseback, who were riding into battle, or they were already in the midst of it—which was much easier, since then almost all you needed to draw was the smoke that covered everything. Maman, it’s true, claimed that I only painted islands—islands with large trees and a castle and a staircase and flowers along the edge that were supposed to be reflected in the water. But I think she was making that up, or it must have been at a later time.

It is certain that on that particular evening I was drawing a knight, a solitary, easily recognizable knight, on a strikingly caparisoned horse. He grew so brightly colored that I often had to change crayons; but the red one was most in demand, and I reached for it again and again. Once more I was going to use it, when it rolled (I can see it now) right across the lighted page to the edge of the table and, before I could stop it, fell past me and was gone. I needed it quite urgently, and felt very annoyed that I had to climb down after it. Awkward as I was, this involved all sorts of preparations; my legs seemed much too long, I couldn’t pull them out from under me; the too-prolonged kneeling position had made my limbs numb; I didn’t know what belonged to me and what was the chair’s. At last I did get down, somewhat bewildered, and found myself on a fur rug that stretched under the table as far as the wall. But then a new difficulty arose. My eyes, accustomed to the brightness above and still quite dazzled by the colors on the white paper, could not perceive anything at all under the table, where the blackness seemed so dense that I was afraid I would knock against it. I was thus forced to rely on my sense of touch and, kneeling, propped up on my left hand, I combed around with my other hand through the cool, longhaired rug, which felt quite familiar; but there was no crayon. I imagined I must be losing a good deal of time and was about to call Mademoiselle and ask her to bring over the lamp for me, when I noticed that to my involuntarily adapted eyes the darkness was gradually growing more transparent. I could already distinguish the wall in back, which ended in a light-colored molding; I saw where I was in relation to the table legs; above all I recognized my own outspread hand moving down there all alone, like some strange crab, exploring the ground. I watched it, I remember, almost with curiosity; it seemed to know things I had never taught it, as it groped down there so completely on its own, with movements I had never noticed in it before. I followed it as it crept forward; it interested me; I was ready for all kinds of adventures. But how could I have been prepared to see, all at once, out of the wall, another hand coming to meet it—a larger, extraordinarily thin hand, such as I had never seen before. It came groping in a similar fashion from the other side, and the two outspread hands blindly moved toward each other. My curiosity was not yet satisfied, but suddenly it was gone and there was only horror. I felt that one of the hands belonged to me and that it was about to enter into something it could never return from. With all the authority I had over it, I stopped it, held it flat, and slowly pulled it back to me, without taking my eyes off the other one, which kept on groping. I realized that it wouldn’t stop, and I don’t know how I got up again. I sank deep into the armchair, my teeth were chattering, and my face was so drained of blood that I felt there couldn’t be any more blue in my eyes. “Mademoiselle—,” I wanted to say, and couldn’t. But then she took fright on her own, she flung her book aside and knelt beside my chair and called out my name; I think she may have shaken me. But I was quite conscious. I swallowed once or twice; for now I wanted to tell her.

But how? I made an indescribable effort to pull myself together, but there was no way it could be expressed so that someone else could understand. If there were words for this occurrence, I was too small to find them. And suddenly the fear seized me that nevertheless, beyond my years, these words would all at once be there, and what seemed to me the most horrible thing of all was that I would then have to say them. To once again live through the reality down there, differently, conjugated, from the beginning; to hear myself admitting it—no, I didn’t have any strength left for that.

It is of course imagination on my part to say now that at that time I already felt something had entered my life which I alone would have to walk around with, forever and ever. I see myself lying in my little bed, unable to sleep, and somehow vaguely foreseeing that life would be like that: full of truly strange experiences that are meant for one person alone and can never be spoken. What is certain is that gradually a sad and heavy pride arose in me. I pictured to myself how a person could walk around full of inner happenings and silent. I felt a passionate sympathy for grownups; I admired them, and made up my mind to tell them that I admired them. I made up my mind to tell it to Mademoiselle at the next opportunity.
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And then came one of those illnesses which aimed at proving to me that this wasn’t my first private adventure. The fever dug into me and out of the depths it pulled experiences, images, facts, which I had known nothing about; I lay there, overloaded with myself, and waited for the moment when I would be told to pile all this back into myself, neatly and in the right order. I began, but it grew in my hands, it resisted, it was much too much. Then rage took hold of me, and I threw everything into myself pell-mell and squeezed it together; but I couldn’t close myself back over it. And then I screamed, half open as I was, I screamed and screamed. And when I began to look outside myself, they had been standing around my bed for a long time and were holding my hands, and a candle was there, and their large shadows were moving behind them. And my father ordered me to say what was the matter. It was a friendly, softened order, but it was an order nevertheless. And he got impatient when I didn’t answer.

Maman never came at night—, or rather, she did come once. I had been screaming and screaming, and Mademoiselle had come, and Sieversen the housekeeper, and Georg the coachman; but it had done no good. And finally they had sent the carriage for my parents, who were at a great ball, at the Crown Prince’s, I think. And all at once I heard it drive in to the courtyard and I stopped screaming, sat up and looked over to the door. And then there was a faint rustling in the adjoining rooms, and Maman came in, in her magnificent court gown—she was hardly aware she had it on—and almost ran in and let her white fur fall behind her and took me in her bare arms. And I, astonished and enchanted as I had never been before, touched her hair and her little smooth face and the cold jewels in her ears and the silk at the edge of her shoulders, which smelled of flowers. And we stayed like that and cried tenderly and kissed each other, until we felt that Father was there and that we had to separate. “He has a high fever,” I heard Maman say timidly, and Father reached for my hand and took my pulse. He was wearing the uniform of the Master of the Hunt, with its beautiful, broad, watered blue ribbon of the Order of the Elephant. “What nonsense to send for us,” he said, speaking into the room without looking at me. They had promised to go back if it was nothing serious. And certainly it was nothing serious. But on my blanket I found Maman’s dance-card, and white camellias, which I had never seen before and which I placed on my eyes when I felt how cool they were.
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But it was the afternoons that were endless during such illnesses. In the morning after a bad night you always fell asleep, and when you woke up and thought that now it was morning again, it was really afternoon and remained afternoon and never stopped being afternoon. So you lay there in the freshly made bed and you grew a little in your joints perhaps and were much too tired to imagine anything at all. The taste of applesauce lasted for a long time and it was even a great achievement to somehow interpret it, involuntarily, and let the clean tartness circulate through you instead of thoughts. Later, as your strength returned, the pillows were propped up behind you, and you could sit there and play with soldiers; but they fell over so easily on the slanting bed-tray and always the whole row at once; and you were not yet so completely back inside life that you could always begin all over again. Suddenly it was too much, and you begged them to take everything away, quickly, and it felt good to see just your two hands again, a little further off on the empty blanket.

When Maman sometimes came for a half hour and read me fairy tales (the real readings, the long ones, Sieversen did), it wasn’t for the sake of the stories. For we agreed that we didn’t like fairy tales. We had a different conception of the marvelous. We found that things which happened in a totally natural manner were always the most marvelous of all. We didn’t think much of flying through the air; fairies disappointed us; and when we read about magical transformations we didn’t expect anything but a very superficial change. But we did read a little, so that we would look occupied; it was unpleasant for us, when anyone came in, to have to explain what we were doing; especially toward Father, we were exaggeratedly explicit.

Only when we were quite sure we wouldn’t be disturbed, and it was growing dark outside, it might happen that we abandoned ourselves to memories, memories we had in common, which seemed ancient to us both and which we smiled over; for we had both grown up since then. We remembered that there had been a time when Maman wished I had been a little girl and not the boy that I undeniably was. I had somehow guessed this, and the idea had occurred to me of sometimes knocking in the afternoon at Maman’s door. Then, when she asked who was there, I would delightedly answer “Sophie,” making my voice so dainty that it tickled my throat. And when I entered (in the little, girlish house-dress that I wore anyway, with its sleeves rolled all the way up), I really was Sophie, Maman’s little Sophie, busy with her household chores, whose hair Maman had to braid, so that she wouldn’t be mistaken for that naughty Malte, if he should ever come back. This was not at all desirable; Maman was as pleased at his absence as Sophie was, and their conversations (which Sophie always carried on in the same high-pitched voice) consisted mainly in enumerating Malte’s misdeeds and complaining about him. “Oh dear, that Malte,” Maman would sigh. And Sophie could go on and on about the naughtiness of boys in general, as if she knew a great number of them.

“I wish I knew what has become of Sophie,” Maman would suddenly say in the midst of these reminiscences. Of course Malte couldn’t give her any information about that. But when Maman suggested that she must certainly be dead, he would stubbornly contradict her and beg her not to believe that, however little he could prove it wasn’t true.
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When I think about it now, I can’t help being astonished that I always managed to completely return from the world of these fevers and was able to adjust to that social existence where everyone wanted to be reassured that they were among familiar objects and people, where they all conspired to remain in the realm of the intelligible. If you looked forward to something, it either came or didn’t come, there was no third possibility. There were Things that were sad, once and for all, and there were pleasant Things, and a great number of incidental ones. And if a joy was arranged for you, it was in fact a joy, and you had to behave accordingly. All this was basically very simple, and once you got the knack of it, it took care of itself. For everything entered into these appointed boundaries: the long, monotonous school hours, when it was summer outside; the walks that afterward you had to describe in French; the visitors into whose presence you were summoned and who thought you were amusing, just when you were feeling sad, and laughed at you the way people laugh at the melancholy expression of certain birds, who don’t have any other face. And of course the birthday parties, to which children were invited whom you hardly knew, embarrassed little girls who made you embarrassed, or rude little boys who scratched your face, and broke the presents you had just received, and then suddenly left when all the toys had been pulled out of their boxes and wrappings and were lying piled up on the floor. But when you played by yourself, as always, it could happen that you inadvertently stepped out of this agreed-upon, generally harmless world, and found yourself in circumstances that were completely different, and unimaginable.

At times Mademoiselle had her migraine, which was extremely violent, and these were the days when I was hard to find. I know that on these occasions the coachman was sent to look for me in the park when Father happened to ask for me and I wasn’t there. From one of the upper guest-rooms I could see him running out and calling my name at the entrance to the long tree-lined driveway. These rooms were situated, side by side, in the gable of Ulsgaard and, since we very seldom had house-guests in those days, were almost always empty. But adjoining them was that large corner room that attracted me to it so powerfully. There was nothing in it except an old bust of Admiral Juel, I think, but all around, the walls were paneled with deep, gray wardrobes, so that the window had had to be installed in the bare, whitewashed space above them. In one of the wardrobe doors I had found a key, and it opened all the others. So in a short time I had examined everything: eighteenth-century chamberlains’ coats, cold with their inwoven silver threads, and the beautiful embroidered vests that went with them; official costumes of the Order of Danneborg and the Order of the Elephant, so rich and ceremonious, with linings so soft when you touched them, that at first you thought they were women’s dresses. Then real gowns which, held out by their panniers, hung stiffly like marionettes from some too-large puppet show, now so completely outmoded that their heads had been taken off and used for some other purpose. But alongside these, there were wardrobes that were dark when you opened them, dark with high-buttoned uniforms that seemed much more worn than all the others and that wished they had never been preserved.

No one will find it surprising that I pulled all these clothes out and took them into the light; that I held one of them up to my chest or wrapped another one around me; that I hastily tried on some costume that might fit me and, curious and excited, ran to the nearest guest-room, in front of the tall, narrow mirror, which was made up of irregular pieces of green glass. Ah, how I trembled to be there, and how thrilling when I was: when something approached out of the cloudy depths, more slowly than myself, for the mirror hardly believed it and, sleepy as it was, didn’t want to promptly repeat what I had recited to it. But in the end it had to, of course. And now it was something very astonishing, strange, totally different from what I had expected, something sudden, independent, which I glanced over quickly, only to recognize myself a moment later, not without a certain irony, which came within a hairsbreadth of spoiling all the fun. But if I immediately began to talk, to bow, to nod at myself, if I walked away, looking around at the mirror all the while, and walked back, brisk and determined, I had imagination on my side, as long as I wanted.

It was then that I first came to know the influence that can emanate from a particular costume. Hardly had I put on one of them when I had to admit to myself that it had me in its power; that it dictated my movements, my facial expression, even my thoughts. My hand, over which the lace cuff fell and fell again, was in no way my ordinary hand; it moved like an actor; I might even say that it watched itself move, however exaggerated that sounds. These disguises, though, never went so far as to make me feel a stranger to myself; on the contrary, the more complete my transformation, the more convinced I was of my own identity. I grew bolder and bolder; flung myself higher and higher; for my skill at catching myself again was beyond all doubt. I didn’t notice the temptation in this quickly growing security. My undoing came when the last wardrobe, which I hadn’t been able to open before, yielded one day, furnishing me with, not specific costumes, but all kinds of random paraphernalia for masquerades, whose fantastic possibilities made my head spin. There is no way to describe everything I found there. In addition to a bautta that I remember, there were dominos in various colors, women’s skirts which tinkled brightly with the coins that were sewn into them; there were Pierrot costumes, which I thought looked ridiculous, and pleated Turkish pants, and Persian fezzes, from which little sacks of camphor slipped out, and coronets with stupid, expressionless stones. All these I rather despised; they were so shabbily unreal, and hung there so stripped and wretched, and collapsed so helplessly when they were dragged out into the light. But what transported me into a kind of intoxication were the spacious cloaks, the scarves, the shawls, the veils, all those yielding, wide, unused fabrics that were so soft and caressing, or so smooth that I could hardly keep hold of them, or so light that they flew by me like a wind, or simply heavy with all their own weight. It was in them that I first saw possibilities that were free and infinitely varied: I could be a slave-girl who was about to be sold, or Joan of Arc or an old king or a wizard; all this was possible now, especially since there were also masks, enormous menacing or astonished faces with real beards and thick or upraised eyebrows. I had never seen any masks before, but I immediately understood that masks ought to exist. I had to laugh when it occurred to me that we had a dog who looked as if he wore one. I remembered his affectionate eyes, which always seemed to be looking out from behind two holes in his hairy face. I was still laughing as I put on the clothes, and in the process I completely forgot what I had intended to dress up as. All right, it was new and exciting not to decide until I was in front of the mirror. The face I tied on had a peculiarly hollow smell; it fitted closely over my own face, but I was able to see through it comfortably, and only after the mask was on did I choose all kinds of materials, which I wound around my head like a turban, in such a way that the edge of the mask, which extended downward into a gigantic yellow cloak, was almost completely hidden on top also and on the sides. Finally, when there was nothing more to add, I considered myself adequately disguised. To complete the costume, I picked up a large staff and walked it along beside me at arm’s length, and in this way, not without difficulty but, as it seemed to me, full of dignity, I trailed into the guest-room toward the mirror.

It was really magnificent, beyond all expectation. And the mirror repeated it instantly: it was too convincing. It wouldn’t have been at all necessary to move; this apparition was perfect, even though it didn’t do a thing. But I wanted to find out what I actually was, so I turned around slightly and lifted both arms: large gestures, as if I were a sorcerer, were (as I saw immediately) the only appropriate ones. But just at this solemn moment I heard quite near me, muffled by my disguise, a multiple, complicated noise. Very frightened, I lost sight of the creature in the mirror and, to my great dismay, saw that I had knocked over a small round table with heaven knows what on it, probably very fragile objects. I bent down as well as I could and found my worst fears confirmed: everything seemed to be in pieces. The two useless, green-violet porcelain parrots were of course shattered, each in a different, malign way. A small bowl had spilled out its pieces of candy, which looked like insects in their silk cocoons, and had tossed its cover far away—only half of it was visible, the other half had completely disappeared. But the most annoying sight of all was a perfume bottle that had broken into a thousand tiny fragments, from which the remnant of some ancient essence had spurted out, that now formed a stain with a very repulsive physiognomy on the light rug. I quickly tried to wipe it up with some of the material that was hanging all over me, but it only got darker and more unpleasant. I was truly desperate now. I got up and looked for some object I could repair the damage with. But there was nothing. Besides, I was so hampered, in my vision and in every movement, that a violent rage flared up against my absurd situation, which I no longer understood. I began to pull at the knots of my costume, but that only made them tighter. The strings of the cloak were strangling me, and the material on my head was pressing down as if more and more were being added to it. In addition, the air had grown thick and misty with the vapor of the spilled liquid.

Hot and furious, I rushed to the mirror and with difficulty watched, through the mask, the frantic movements of my hands. But the mirror had been waiting for just this. Its moment of revenge had come. While I, with a boundlessly growing anguish, kept trying to somehow squeeze out of my disguise, it forced me, I don’t know how, to look up, and dictated to me an image, no, a reality, a strange, incomprehensible, monstrous reality that permeated me against my will: for now it was the stronger one, and I was the mirror. I stared at this large, terrifying stranger in front of me, and felt appalled to be alone with him. But at the very moment I thought this, the worst thing happened: I lost all sense of myself, I simply ceased to exist. For one second, I felt an indescribable, piercing, futile longing for myself, then only he remained: there was nothing except him.

I began to run, but now it was he that was running. He knocked against everything, he didn’t know the house, had no idea where to go; he stumbled down a flight of stairs, he tripped over someone who screamed and struggled free. A door opened, people came out: Ah, what a relief it was to recognize them. Sieversen was there, with her kind face, and the chambermaid and the butler: now everything would be decided. But they didn’t rush forward to rescue me. They stood there, with infinite cruelty, and laughed; my God, they just stood there and laughed. I was crying, but the mask didn’t let the tears escape, they fell inside it, onto my face, and dried immediately, and fell again and dried. And finally I kneeled in front of them, as no one had ever kneeled before; I kneeled and lifted my hands toward them and begged: “Take me out, if you still can, save me,” but they didn’t hear; there was no voice left in me.

To the day of her death, Sieversen used to tell how I had collapsed onto the floor and how they had kept on laughing, thinking this was part of the game. They were used to that from me. But then I had continued to lie there and hadn’t answered. And the fright when they had finally discovered that I was unconscious and lay there like a piece of cloth among all those wrappings, yes, just like a piece of cloth.
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Time went by incalculably fast, and all at once it had again come around to the point when the minister, Dr. Jespersen, had to be invited over. This meant a luncheon, painful and tedious for everyone concerned. Accustomed to the very pious country-people who were always overwhelmed in his presence, Dr. Jespersen was entirely out of his element in our house; he was left, as it were, lying on dry land and gasping for breath. The gills he had developed in himself hardly worked; bubbles formed; and it all became rather dangerous. Materials of conversation were, to be exact, nonexistent; remainders were on sale at unbelievable prices, it was a liquidation of all assets. In our house, Dr. Jespersen had to be satisfied with being a kind of private person; but that was precisely what he had never been. He was, as far back as he could remember, employed in the soul business. For him the soul was a public institution, of which he was a representative, and he saw to it that he was never off duty, not even in his relations with his wife, “his modest, faithful Rebecca, sanctified by the bearing of children,” as Lavater expressed it on another occasion.

* [As for my father, his attitude toward God was perfectly correct and irreproachably courteous. In church it sometimes seemed to me as if he were Master of the Hunt to God himself, when he stood there and waited and bowed his head. Maman, on the other hand, thought it almost offensive that anyone’s relationship with God could be merely polite. If she had been born into a religion with expressive, complicated observances, it would have been bliss for her to remain kneeling for hours, to prostrate herself and make the sign of the cross with broad, emphatic gestures on her breast and shoulders. She didn’t actually teach me to pray, but it was a comfort to her that I liked to kneel and hold my palms together, with fingers sometimes interlaced and sometimes straight, whichever seemed to me more expressive. Left a good deal to myself, I early on went through a series of developments which I didn’t connect with God until much later, during a period of despair; and then, indeed, with such violence that God formed and shattered almost at the same moment. After this I obviously had to begin all over again from the beginning. And for that beginning I sometimes thought I needed Maman, though naturally it was better to go through it alone. And of course by that time she had been dead for many years.]

Sitting next to Dr. Jespersen, Maman could speak with a vivacity that was almost boisterous. She would begin conversations with him which he took seriously, and then, as soon as he heard himself talking, she judged that she had done enough and completely forgot him, as if he had already gone. “How can he,” she sometimes said, “drive around and walk in to people, just when they are dying.”

He came to her also on that occasion, but she certainly was no longer able to see him. Her senses were fading, one after another, and her sight was the first to go. It was in the autumn; we were supposed to be leaving for the city, but just then she got sick, or rather, she immediately began to die, slowly and hopelessly, over the whole surface of her body. The doctors came, and on one particular day they were all there together and took over the whole house. For a few hours it seemed to belong to the specialist and his assistants, as if we no longer had any say. But right after that, they lost all interest and came only one at a time, as though out of pure politeness, to smoke a cigar and drink a glass of port. And meanwhile Maman died.

We were just waiting for Maman’s only brother, Count Christian Brahe, who, as will be remembered, had served for a while in the Turkish army, where we had always heard he had gained great distinction. He arrived one morning accompanied by a strange-looking foreign servant, and I was surprised to see that he was taller than Father and apparently older as well. The two gentlemen exchanged a few words which, as I guessed, had to do with Maman. There was a pause. Then my father said, “She is very much disfigured.” I didn’t understand this expression, but I shivered when I heard it. I had the impression that my father too had had to master himself before he could utter it. But it was probably his pride that suffered most in making this admission.
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Not until several years later did I hear further mention of Count Christian. That was at Urnekloster; and it was Mathilde Brahe who liked to talk about him. I am sure, though, that she elaborated upon the various episodes of his career in a rather arbitrary way; for my uncle’s life, which the public and even our family knew about only through rumors that he never took the trouble to contradict, offered infinite possibilities for embellishment. Urnekloster belongs to him now. But no one knows whether he is actually living there. Perhaps he is still traveling, as he used to; perhaps the news of his death is on its way from some remote continent, written by his foreign servant in bad English or in some unknown language. Or perhaps this man will give no sign of life when he is left alone one day. Perhaps they have both long since disappeared and remain only on the passenger list of some lost ship under names that weren’t their own.

I must confess that in those days, whenever a carriage drove into the courtyard at Urnekloster, I always expected to see him step out, and my heart began pounding in a peculiar way. Mathilde Brahe declared that that was how he would come, that was one of his strange habits, to suddenly turn up when you thought it least possible. He never did come, but my imagination was occupied with him for weeks at a time. I felt as if we owed each other some kind of relationship, and I would have loved to know something real about him.

When, shortly after this, however, my interest shifted and as a result of certain events fastened entirely on Christine Brahe, I did not, strangely enough, make any attempt to learn about the circumstances of her life. On the other hand, I was troubled by the question of whether her portrait was among the paintings in the gallery. And the desire to find out grew so insistent and tormenting that for several nights I couldn’t sleep; until, quite unexpectedly, the night came when, God help me, I got out of bed and went upstairs with my candle, which seemed to be afraid.

For my own part, I wasn’t thinking of fear. I wasn’t thinking at all: I was just walking. The high doors yielded so playfully before me and above me; the rooms I walked through kept very quiet. And finally I noticed, from the depth which brushed my face like a wind, that I had entered the gallery. On my right I felt the windows, filled with night, and the pictures had to be on my left. I lifted my candle as high as I could. Yes: there were the pictures.

At first I intended to look at the women only, but I soon recognized one man and then another, whose portraits were also at Ulsgaard, and when I shined my candlelight on them from below, they moved and wanted to come into the light, and it seemed heartless not to give them time at least for that. There was Christian IV, again and again, with his beautiful braided hair along his broad, gradually rounded cheek. There were presumably his wives, of whom I recognized only Kirstine Munk; and suddenly Mrs. Ellen Marsvin was looking at me, suspicious in her widow’s weeds and with the same string of pearls on the brim of her tall hat. There were King Christian’s children: always new ones by more recent wives, the “incomparable” Eleonore on a white palfrey, in her most radiant period, before the ordeal. The Gyldenløves: Hans Ulrik, of whom the women in Spain thought that he painted his face, so full-blooded was he; and Ulrik Christian, whom people, once they saw him, never forgot. And nearly all the Ulfelds. And that one over there, with one eye painted black, might well be Henrik Holck, who at the age of thirty-three became Count of the Empire and Field Marshal, and it happened like this: on his way to the damsel Hilleborg Krafse, he dreamed that instead of a bride he was given a naked sword; and he took this dream to heart and turned back and began his short, impetuous career, which the plague put an end to. I knew them all. We also had at Ulsgaard the ambassadors to the Congress of Nimwegen, who slightly resembled one another, because they had all been painted at the same time, each with the same narrow, eyebrow-like mustache over the sensual, almost seeing mouth. That I recognized Duke Ulrik goes without saying, and Otte Brahe and Claus Daa and Sten Rosensparre, the last of his race; for I had seen paintings of them all in the dining room at Ulsgaard or had found, in old albums, copper-plate engravings that portrayed them.

But then there were many others I had never seen; few women, but there were children. My arm had long since grown tired and was shaking, yet again and again I held up the candle in order to see the children. I understood them, those little girls who carried a bird on their hand and forgot all about it. Sometimes a little dog sat at their feet, a ball lay on the floor, and on the nearby table there were fruits and flowers; and on a pillar behind them, small and provisional, hung the coat-of-arms of the Grubbes or the Billes or the Rosenkrantzes. So much had been collected around them, as if a lot had to be made up for. But they stood there, simply, in their dresses, and waited; you could see they were waiting. And that made me think about the women again and about Christine Brahe, and I wondered if I would recognize her.

I was deciding whether I should quickly run to the end of the gallery and look as I walked back, when I knocked against something. I turned around so abruptly that Erik jumped back, whispering: “Be careful with your light!”

“Are you here?” I said breathlessly, and I wasn’t sure whether this was a good or a very bad omen. He just laughed. I had no idea what would happen next. My candle was flickering, and I could barely see the expression on his face. Probably it was a bad omen that he was there. But then, coming nearer, he said: “Her picture isn’t here; we’re still looking for it upstairs.” With his hushed voice and the one movable eye he made a kind of upward gesture. And I realized that he meant the attic. But all at once a strange thought occurred to me.

“We?” I asked. “Is she upstairs too?”

“Yes,” he nodded, standing very close to me.

“Is she looking for it herself?”

“Yes, we’re both looking.”

“You mean the picture has been put away?”

“Yes, just imagine!” he said indignantly. But I didn’t quite understand what she wanted it for.

“She wants to see herself,” he whispered into my ear.

“Oh,” I said, as if I understood. At this, he blew out the candle. I saw him straining forward, into the light, with his eyebrows raised high. Then it was dark. I involuntarily stepped back.

“What are you doing?” I called out in a stifled voice, quite dry in the throat. He leapt toward me and grabbed my arm, giggling.

“What!” I hissed at him, trying to shake him off; but he held on. I couldn’t stop him from putting his arm around my neck.

“Should I tell you?” he whispered, and a little saliva sprayed my ear.

“Yes, yes, quick.”

I didn’t know what I was saying. He had gotten his arms completely around me now.

“I’ve brought her a mirror,” he said and giggled again.

“A mirror?”

“Yes, because her picture isn’t there.”

“No, no,” I murmured.

He suddenly pulled me closer to the window and pinched my arm so sharply that I screamed.

“She’s not inside,” he breathed into my ear.

Involuntarily I pushed him away; something in him cracked; I thought I had broken him.

“Come on …,” and now I had to laugh myself. “Not inside? What do you mean, not inside?”

“You’re stupid,” he answered angrily, no longer whispering. His voice had changed register, as if he were beginning a new, still-unused part of it. “Either someone is inside,” he pronounced with a severity beyond his years, “and in that case he isn’t here; or when he is here, he can’t be inside.”

“Of course,” I answered, quickly, without thinking. I was frightened that if I didn’t agree he would go away and leave me alone. I even grabbed at him.

“Let’s be friends,” I proposed. He wanted to be begged. “It’s all the same to me,” he said curtly.

I tried to inaugurate our friendship, but I didn’t dare to embrace him. “Dear Erik” was all I could manage, touching him lightly. I was all at once very tired. I looked around; I no longer understood how I had come here or how it was that I hadn’t been afraid. I didn’t really know where the windows and where the pictures were. And as we left, he had to lead me.

“They won’t hurt you,” he magnanimously assured me, and giggled again.
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Dear, dear Erik; perhaps you were after all my only friend. For I’ve never had one. It’s a pity you didn’t care about friendship. I would have liked to tell you so many things. Perhaps we would have gotten along together. One can never know. I remember that your portrait was being painted at that time. Grandfather had hired someone to come and paint you. An hour every morning. I can’t recall what the painter looked like; his name escapes me, though Mathilde Brahe used to repeat it every moment.

Did he see you as I see you? You were wearing a suit of heliotrope-colored velvet. Mathilde Brahe adored that suit. But that doesn’t matter now. I would just like to know whether he saw you. Let’s assume he was a real painter. Let’s assume it didn’t occur to him that you might die before he was finished; that he didn’t look at the matter at all sentimentally; that he simply worked. That the difference between your two brown eyes enchanted him; that he was not for one moment ashamed of the immovable one; that he had the tact not to place anything on the table by your hand, which perhaps was lightly resting on it—. Let’s assume whatever else is necessary and approve it: we then have a portrait, your portrait, the last one in the gallery at Urnekloster.

(And when people are on the way out, having seen them all, there is still a little boy there. Just a moment: who’s that? A Brahe. Do you see the silver pole on the black field and the peacock feathers? There’s the name too: Erik Brahe. Wasn’t it an Erik Brahe who was executed? Yes, of course, everyone knows that. But this can’t be the same one. This boy died when he was quite young, it doesn’t matter when. Can’t you see that?)
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When visitors came and Erik was called in, Miss Mathilde Brahe always asserted that it was simply amazing how much he resembled the old Countess Brahe, my grandmother. People say that she was a very great lady. I didn’t know her. But I have a very vivid memory of my father’s mother, the real mistress of Ulsgaard. For she had always remained that, however strongly she resented Maman for entering the house of the Master of the Hunt’s wife. Afterward, she continually acted in a self-effacing manner, and referred the servants to Maman for even the most trivial detail; while in important matters she calmly made decisions herself and carried them out without accounting to anyone. I don’t think Maman wanted it to be otherwise. She was so poorly fitted to manage a large house; she was completely without the capacity to distinguish what was important from what wasn’t. As soon as someone spoke to her about anything at all, that became the whole, and she forgot everything else; though of course other things didn’t cease to exist. She never complained about her mother-in-law. And whom could she have complained to? Father was an extremely respectful son, and Grandfather had little to say.

Mrs. Margarete Brigge had always been, as far back as I can remember, a tall, unapproachable old woman. I can’t picture her except as much older than the Chamberlain. She lived her life in our midst, without caring for anyone. She wasn’t dependent on any of us, and always had with her a kind of lady-companion, the aging Countess Oxe, whom through some favor or other she had placed under a boundless obligation. This must have been an extraordinary exception in her life; she wasn’t known for her favors. She didn’t like children, and animals weren’t allowed near her. I don’t know whether there was anything she did like. It was said that as a very young girl she had been engaged to the handsome Felix Lichnowsky, who came to so cruel an end at Frankfurt. And indeed, after her death, among her belongings a portrait of the prince was found, which, if I am not mistaken, was returned to his family. I now think that perhaps, through this retired country existence, which living at Ulsgaard more and more became over the years, she had missed another, brilliant life, the one that nature had intended her for. It’s hard to say whether she regretted this. Perhaps she despised it for not coming, for missing the opportunity of being lived with skill and talent. She had taken all this so deeply inside herself and had covered it with shells, many hard, brilliant, slightly metallic shells, and the layer that was for the moment on top always looked cool and new. Now and then, though, by her naive impatience she betrayed a feeling that people weren’t paying enough attention to her. I can remember her at table suddenly choking, in some obvious and complicated way that assured her of everyone’s concern and made her appear, for a few moments at least, as sensational and fascinating as she would have liked to be in general. But I suspect that my father was the only one who took these much-too-frequent accidents seriously. He would watch her, politely bending forward, and you could see how, in thought, he was offering her his own, normally-functioning windpipe, placing it completely at her disposal. Of course the Chamberlain too had stopped eating; he took a little sip of wine and refrained from making a comment.

Only once had he, during dinner, upheld his own opinion against his wife. That had been long ago; yet the story was still repeated, maliciously and in secret; almost everywhere there was someone who had never heard it. It seemed that there had been a time when the Chamberlain’s wife would fly into a rage about wine stains on the tablecloth; any such stain, whatever the occasion, was noted by her and, you might say, exposed, under the severest rebuke. This had even happened once when several distinguished guests were present. A few innocent stains, which she made far too much of, were the subject of her sarcastic accusations, and though Grandfather tried his best to warn her by little signs and facetious interruptions, she obstinately kept on with her reproaches, which, a moment later, she was forced to cut short in the middle of a sentence. For something unprecedented and absolutely incomprehensible happened. The Chamberlain had called for the red wine, which had just been passed around the table, and was now most attentively filling his glass himself. Except that, strangely enough, he didn’t stop pouring although the glass had been full for a long time, but amid the growing silence slowly and carefully continued to pour; until Maman, who could never hold herself back, burst out laughing and thus set the whole affair right by turning it to laughter. For now everyone joined in, relieved, and the Chamberlain looked up and handed the bottle to the servant.

Later on, another peculiarity took possession of my grandmother. She wouldn’t permit anyone in the house to get sick. Once, when the cook had cut herself and she happened to see her with her bandaged hand, she maintained that the whole house reeked of iodoform, and it was difficult to convince her that the woman couldn’t be fired for that reason. She didn’t want to be reminded of the possibility that she herself could get sick. If anyone was imprudent enough to manifest even the slightest discomfort in her presence, she considered it to be nothing less than a personal insult, and resented it for a long time afterward.

That autumn, when Maman died, the Chamberlain’s wife shut herself off completely, stayed in her rooms with Sophie Oxe, and broke off all relations with us. Even her son was no longer admitted. It is true that this death came at a most inconvenient time. The rooms were cold, the stoves were smoky, and the mice had thronged into the house; no place was safe from them. But it was more than that: Mrs. Margarete Brigge was indignant that Maman was dying; that there was a subject on the agenda which she refused to talk about; that the young wife presumed to take precedence over her, when she herself intended to die sometime, at a date that was still not definitely set. For she often thought about the fact that she would have to die. But she didn’t want to be hurried. She would die, of course, when she chose to, and then they could all go ahead and die themselves, after her, if they were in such a hurry.

Maman’s death was something she never quite forgave us for. Besides, she aged very quickly during the following winter. When she walked she was as tall as ever, but she drooped in her armchair, and grew more and more hard of hearing. You could sit and stare at her for hours, and she wouldn’t feel it. She was somewhere inside herself; only seldom and for just a few moments at a time did she come back into her senses, which were empty, which she no longer inhabited. Then she would say something to the Countess, who adjusted her shawl and, with her large, freshly washed hands, tucked in her dress, as if water had been spilled or as if we weren’t quite clean.

She died as spring was approaching, in the city, one night. Sophie Oxe, whose door was open, hadn’t heard a thing. When they found her in the morning, she was cold as glass.

Immediately after that the Chamberlain’s great and terrifying illness began. It was as if he had waited for her end, so that he could die as pitilessly as he had to.
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It was in the year after Maman’s death that I first really noticed Abelone. Abelone was always there. This did her great harm. And then Abelone wasn’t likeable, as I had decided a long time before, on some occasion or other, and I had never seriously reviewed that opinion. Until now it would have seemed to me almost ludicrous to ask what Abelone was like or what purpose she served. She was simply there, and people used her however they could. But all at once I asked myself: Why is Abelone there? Each of us had a reason for being there, even if it wasn’t always as obvious as, for example, the utility of Sophie Oxe. But why was Abelone there? For a short time people used to say that she needed a little entertainment. But that was quickly forgotten. No one contributed anything to Abelone’s entertainment, and she certainly didn’t give you the impression that she felt entertained.

Besides, Abelone had one good quality: she sang. That is to say, there were times when she sang. There was a strong, imperturbable music in her. If it is true that angels are male, you could say that there was something male in her voice: a radiant, celestial maleness. I, who even as a child had been distrustful of music (not because it lifted me out of myself more powerfully than anything else, but because I had noticed that it never put me back where it had found me, but lower down, somewhere deep in the uncompleted), I endured this music, on which you could ascend upright, higher and higher, until you thought you must have been more or less in heaven for a little while. I didn’t suspect then that Abelone was to open still other heavens for me.

At first our relationship consisted in her telling me stories about when Maman was a girl. She wanted very much to convince me how brave and youthful Maman had been. There was no one at that time, she assured me, who could compare with Maman in dancing or riding. “She was the most daring of all the girls and was quite tireless; and then all of a sudden she got married,” Abelone said, still astonished after so many years. “It happened so unexpectedly; no one could really understand it.”

I was curious to know why Abelone hadn’t gotten married. She seemed relatively old, and it never occurred to me that she might still be able to.

“There just wasn’t anyone,” she answered simply, and as she said these words she became truly beautiful. Is Abelone beautiful? I asked myself, surprised. Then I left home to go to the Academy for Young Noblemen, and an odious and painful period of my life began. But there at Sorø, when I stood at a window, apart from the others, and they left me in peace for a while, I would look out into the trees; and in such moments, and at night, the certainty grew in me that Abelone was beautiful. And I began to write her all those letters, long ones and short ones, many secret letters, in which I thought I was talking about Ulsgaard and my unhappiness. But, as I can see now, they really must have been love letters. For when summer vacation finally came, though at first it seemed it never would, it was as if by prearrangement that we didn’t meet in the presence of the others.

Nothing at all had been agreed upon between us, but when the carriage turned into the park, I couldn’t help getting out, perhaps just because I didn’t want to drive up to the house as any stranger would. Summer was already there in its full glory. I took one of the side paths and ran toward a laburnum tree. And there was Abelone. Beautiful, beautiful Abelone.

I will never forget how you looked at me then. How you wore your look, holding it up on your back-tilted face like something that could never be defined.

Ah, didn’t the climate change at all, didn’t it grow milder around Ulsgaard, from all our warmth? Aren’t there certain roses in the park that bloom for a longer time now, right into December?

I won’t tell anything about you, Abelone. Not because we deceived each other—since even then you loved someone whom you have never forgotten, and I loved all women—but because only wrong is done in the saying.

[image: ]

There are tapestries here, Abelone. I am imagining that you are with me; there are six tapestries; come, let’s walk slowly in front of them. But first step back and look at them all together. How peaceful they are, aren’t they? There is little variety in them. Look, there is always that oval, blue island, floating on the subdued red background, which is covered with flowers and inhabited by little animals busy with their own affairs. Only there, in the last tapestry, the island rises a little, as if it has grown lighter. It always has one figure on it, a woman, in various costumes, but always the same one. Sometimes there is a smaller form beside her, a handmaid, and the heraldic animals are always there, large, also on the island, also involved in the action. On the left a lion, and on the right, pure white, the unicorn; they are carrying the same pennants, which show high above them: three silver moons, rising, in a blue band on a red field.—Have you looked? Shall we begin with the first?

She is feeding a falcon. How magnificent her clothing is! The bird is on her gloved hand and is moving. She is looking at it and at the same time reaching into the bowl that the handmaid brings her, in order to give it something. Below, on the right, a little silken-haired dog is lying on the train of her dress; it is looking up and hoping that they will remember it. And—have you noticed?—a low rose-trellis closes off the island at the back. The lion and unicorn are standing on their hind legs with heraldic arrogance. The coat-of-arms is repeated as a cloak around their shoulders. A beautiful clasp holds it together. It is floating.

Don’t we involuntarily walk toward the next tapestry more softly, as soon as we see how deeply absorbed she is? She is weaving a garland, a small, round floral crown. Thoughtfully she chooses the color of the next carnation in the flat basin which the handmaid holds out for her, while she strings the one she chose a few moments ago. Behind her on a bench, unused, stands a basket full of roses, which a monkey has discovered. But this time she needs carnations. The lion is no longer participating; but on the right the unicorn understands.

Shouldn’t music come into this silence? Isn’t it already secretly there? Gravely and silently adorned, she has walked (how slowly—do you see?) to the portable organ and is standing there, playing it, separated by the row of pipes from the handmaid, who is working the bellows on the other side. She has never been so beautiful. Her hair has been strangely pulled forward in two plaits and fastened together over the headdress in such a way that its ends rise out of the knot like a short helmet-plume. The lion, in a bad mood, endures the sounds unwillingly, holding back a howl behind clenched teeth. But the unicorn is beautiful, as if floating on waves.
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