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Praise

‘Lyrical, voluptuous and pictorially splendid … Tremain gives us both an upstairs and a downstairs view of the world she describes. She indulges her readers with sumptuous spectacle and drama lit by the glamorous torchlight of the courtly past’

Sunday Times

‘Tremain’s achievement in Music & Silence is extraordinary … She whips up a narrative world reminiscent of Mervyn Peakes’s Gormenghast: vast, louring palaces, doomily dangerous women, crazed ambitions and, nestling at the foetid heart of all this, a tale of pure and courageous love … A narrative as funny as it is compelling’

Patrick Gale, Daily Telegraph

‘Intricate and sparkling … Tremain shows great confidence and versatility as she changes voices, moves backwards and forwards in time and crams her canvas with brilliant details, scents, sounds and colours … Ingenious, amusing and beautifully written’

Anne Chisholm, Observer

‘At its heart, Music & Silence is a portrait of guilt and desire. Tremain’s buoyant cast struggle with their own deeds and dreams, given eloquent expression by an author who inhabits the minds of her creations and the tenor of their times as if she were at their shoulder … By entering the mind of the age, Tremain executes a remarkable feat of historical empathy and insight … This is writing of the highest order’

Rosemary Goring, Scotland on Sunday

‘With Music & Silence Rose Tremain returns to the historical novel, for which, as Restoration proved, she has a genius. This is evident not just in the richly imagined sense of period and place, but in the humanity of her characters, historical and fictitious; the way she gets under their skin and into their hearts … Tremain has a masterly grip of the intricacies of structure; Music & Silence is narrated through a variety of perspectives, which intersect and illuminate each other, providing both breadth and intimacy … Tremain seems unable to put a foot wrong. Over and over in this novel one is pulled up short by the truth of a sentence or observation, by the lightness and precision of its expression … This is quite simply a wonderful novel – wise, humane and moving’

Kate Hubbard, Literary Review

‘Rose Tremain writes historical fiction like no one else. Her research is rock solid, her characters utterly convincing, and yet there is the whiff of fable about her storytelling, a magical other-worldliness to her created past … A haunting, enigmatic story … Tremain explores her themes of reality and illusion, time and constancy, loss and regeneration with a deft touch, spelling out no answers, letting the power of her story instead build gradually, like snow accumulating into drifts, the result is an intensely moving ending – and a book that will linger in the mind long after its last page has been turned’

Harriet Castor, Express on Sunday

‘The best thing from Denmark since Hamlet’

John Julius Norwich

‘A superb novel … a wonderful, joyously noisy book’

Guardian

‘Music & Silence is a magnificent novel … a brilliant book which will repay many readings’

The Times


Part One

Copenhagen, 1629



 

Lilac and Linden

A lamp is lit.

Until this moment, when the flame of the lamp flares blue, then settles to steady yellow inside its ornate globe, the young man had been impressed by the profound darkness into which, upon his late-night arrival at the palace of Rosenborg, he had suddenly stepped. Tired from his long sea journey, his eyes stinging, his walk unsteady, he had been questioning the nature of this darkness. For it seemed to him not merely an external phenomenon, having to do with an actual absence of light, but rather as though it emanated from within him, as if he had finally crossed the threshold of his own absence of hope.

Now, he is relieved to see the walls of a panelled room take shape around him. A voice says: ‘This is the Vinterstue. The Winter Room.’

The lamp is lifted up. Held high, it burns more brightly, as though sustained by purer air, and the young man sees a shadow cast onto the wall. It is a long, slanting shadow and so he knows it is his own. It appears to have a deformity, a hump, occurring along its spine from below the shoulder-blades to just above the waist. But this is the shadow’s trickery. The young man is Peter Claire, the lutenist, and the curvature on his back is his lute.

He is standing near a pair of lions, made of silver. Their eyes seem to watch him in the flickering gloom. Beyond them he can see a table and some tall chairs. But Peter Claire is separate from everything, cannot lean on any object, cannot rest. And now, the lamp moves and he must follow.

‘It may be’, says a tall gentleman, who hurries on, carrying the light, ‘that His Majesty, King Christian, will command you to play for him tonight. He is not well and his physicians have prescribed music. Therefore, members of the royal orchestra must be ready to perform at all times, day and night. I thought it best to advise you of this straight away.’

Peter Claire’s feelings of dismay increase. He begins to curse himself, to berate his own ambition for bringing him here to Denmark, for taking him so far from the places and people he had loved. He is at the end of his journey and yet he feels lost. Within this arrival some terrifying departure lies concealed. And suddenly, with peculiar speed, the lamp moves and everything in the room seems to rearrange itself. Peter Claire sees his shadow on the wall become elongated, stretching upwards for a few seconds towards the ceiling before being swallowed by the darkness, with no trace of it remaining.

Then the end of a corridor is reached and the gentleman stops before a door. He knocks and waits, putting a finger to his lips and leaning close against the door to listen for the command from within. It comes at last, a voice deep and slow, and Peter Claire finds himself, in the next minute, standing before King Christian, who is sitting in a chair in his night-shirt. Before him, on a small table, is a pair of scales and by these a clutch of silver coins.

The English lutenist bows as the King looks up and Peter Claire will always remember that, as King Christian first glimpses him in this dark middle of a winter’s night, there comes into His Majesty’s eyes a look of astonishment and, staring intently at the lute player’s face, he whispers a single word: ‘Bror.’

‘I beg your pardon, Sir … ?’ says Peter Claire.

‘Nothing,’ says the King. ‘A ghost. Denmark is full of ghosts. Did no one warn you?’

‘No, Your Majesty.’

‘Never mind. You will see them for yourself. We are one of the oldest nations on earth. But you should know that it is a time of storms here, of confusion, of incomprehension, of bitter boiling muddle.’

‘Of muddle, Sir?’

‘Yes. This is why I am weighing silver. I weigh the same pieces over and over again, to ensure that there is no error. No possibility of error. I am trying, piece by piece and day by day, to reimpose order upon chaos.’

Peter Claire does not know how to reply to this and he is aware that the tall gentleman, without his noticing, has gone from the room, leaving him alone with the King, who now pushes the scales aside and settles himself more comfortably in the chair.

King Christian lifts his head and asks: ‘How old are you, Mr Claire? Where do you come from?’

A fire is burning in the room, which is the Skrivestue, the King’s study, and the small chamber smells sweetly of applewood and leather.

Peter Claire replies that he is twenty-seven and that his parents live in the town of Harwich on the east coast of England. He adds that the sea in winter can be unforgiving there.

‘Unforgiving. Unforgiving!’ says the King. ‘Well, we must hurry on, pass over or skirt around that word. Unforgiving. But I tell you, lutenist, I am tortured by lice. Do not look alarmed. Not in my hair or on my pillow. I mean by cowards, rascals, liars, sots, cheats and lechers. Where are the philosophers? That is what I constantly ask.’

Peter Claire hesitates before answering.

‘No need to reply,’ says the King. ‘For they are all gone from Denmark. There is not one left.’

Then His Majesty stands up and moves towards the fire where Peter Claire is standing, and takes up a lamp and holds it near the young man’s face. He examines the face and Peter Claire lowers his eyes because he has been warned not to stare at the King. This King is ugly. King Charles I of England, King Louis XIII of France, these are handsome men at this perilous moment in history, but King Christian IV of Denmark – all-powerful, brave and cultured as he is reported to be – has a face like a loaf.

The lutenist, to whom, by cruel contrast, nature has given an angel’s countenance, can smell wine on the King’s breath. But he does not dare to move, not even when the King reaches up and tenderly touches his cheek with his hand. Peter Claire, with his blond hair and his eyes the colour of the sea, has been considered handsome from childhood. He wears this handsomeness lightly, frequently forgetting about it, as though almost impatient for time to take it away. He once overheard his sister Charlotte praying to God to be given his face in exchange for hers. He thought, it is really of little value to me; far better it were hers. And yet now, in this unfamiliar place, when his own thoughts are so sombre and dark, the lute player finds that his physical beauty is once again the subject of unexpected scrutiny.

‘I see. I see,’ whispers the King. ‘God has exaggerated, as He so often seems to do. Beware the attentions of my wife, Kirsten, who is a fool for yellow hair. I advise a mask when you are in her presence. And all beauty vanishes away, but of course you know that, I needn’t underline the self-evident.’

‘I know that beauty vanishes, Sir.’

‘Of course you do. Well, you had better play for me. I suppose you know that we had your Mr Dowland here at court. The conundrum there was that such beautiful music could come from so agitated a soul. The man was all ambition and hatred, yet his ayres were as delicate as rain. We would sit there and blub, and Master Dowland would kill us with his furious look. I told my mother to take him to one side and say: “Dowland, this will not do and cannot be tolerated,” but he told her music can only be born out of fire and fury. What do you think about that?’

Peter Claire is silent for a moment. For a reason he can’t name, this question consoles him and he feels his agitation diminish by a fraction. ‘I think that it is born out of fire and fury, Sir,’ he says, ‘but also out of the antitheses to these – out of cold reason and calm.’

‘This sounds logical. But of course we do not really know where music comes from or why, or when the first note of it was heard. And we shall never know. It is the human soul, speaking without words. But it seems to cure pain – this is an honest fact. I yearn, by the way, for everything to be transparent, honest and true. So why do you not play me one of Dowland’s Lachrimae? Economy of means was his gift and this I dote upon. His music leaves no room for exhibitionism on the part of the performer.’

Peter Claire unslings his lute from his back and holds it close against his body. His ear (in which he wears a tiny jewel once given to him by an Irish countess) strains to hear, as he plucks and tunes. King Christian sighs, waiting for the sweet melody to begin. He is a heavy man. Any alteration of his body’s position seems to cause him a fleeting moment of discomfort.

Now Peter Claire arranges his body into the stance he must always adopt when he performs: leaning forward from the hips, head out, chin down, right arm forming a caressing half-circle, so that the instrument is held at the exact centre of his being. Only in this way can he feel that the music emanates from him. He begins to play. He hears the purity of the sound and suspects that this, alone, is what will count with the King of Denmark.

When the song is over he glances at the King, but the King doesn’t move. His wide hands clutch the arms of the chair. From the left side of his dark head falls a long, thin plait of hair, fastened with a pearl. ‘In springtime,’ Christian says suddenly, ‘Copenhagen used to smell of lilac and of linden. I do not know where this heavenly scent has gone.’

Kirsten Munk, Consort of King Christian IV of Denmark: From Her Private Papers

Well, for my thirtieth birthday, I have been given a new Looking-glass which I thought I would adore. I thought I would dote upon this new Glass of mine. But there is an error in it, an undoubted fault in its silvering, so that the wicked object makes me look fat. I have sent for a hammer.

My birthday gifts, I here record, were not as marvellous as the givers of them pretended they were. My poor old Lord and Master, the King, knowing my fondness for gold, gave me a little gold Statue of himself mounted on a gold horse and bearing a gold tilting pole. The horse, being in a prancing attitude, has his front legs lifted from the ground, so that the foolish thing would fall over, were it not for a small Harlequin pretending to run beside the horse, but as a matter of fact holding it up.

And furthermore, I didn’t ask for yet another likeness of my ageing husband. I asked for gold. Now, I will have to pretend to love and worship the Statue and put it in a prominent place et cetera for fear of causing offence, when I would prefer to take it to the Royal Mint and melt it into an ingot which I would enjoy caressing with my hands and feet, and even take into my bed sometimes to feel solid gold against my cheek or laid between my thighs.

A message attached to this gift read: To His Heart’s Dearest Mousie from Her Lord, C4. This I tore up and threw into the fire. Long ago, when I was his girl bride and I would tickle him with my small white fingers, he found this nickname ‘Mouse’, it being at that time perfectly endearing to me and causing me to laugh and snuffle and pretend to do all manner of scuttling mousie things. But those days are past. They are gone so absolutely that I have trouble believing that they ever were. I no longer have the slightest desire to be a ‘mousie’. I would prefer to be a rat. Rats have sharp teeth that will bite. Rats carry disease that will kill. Why do husbands refuse to understand that we women do not for long remain their Pet Creatures?

At my birthday feast, to which were invited a great crowd of the ambitious Nobility, most of whom ignored me utterly, I had some moderate sport by drinking a vast quantity of wine and dancing until I fell onto the log pile and then, finding the logs to be as comfortable as any bed, rolling around on them back and forth and laughing with the whole of my Being until I heard the assembled preening company fall silent and saw them all turn to watch me and begin murmuring evil words about me.

Then the King commands that I be helped to my feet and brought to his side and settled upon his knee, in front of all the jealous Gentlemen and their nasty Wives. He gives me water from his own chalice and generally makes such a fuss of me, kissing my shoulder and my face, to show the world that, whatever I do, they cannot plot against me to have me banished, because I am the King’s Wife (even though I do not have the Title of Queen of Denmark) and he is still in slavish love with me.

And that he does this makes me bold in my ideas. It makes me wonder what I could do – to what length and breadth of wickedness I could go – and contrive still to remain here in Copenhagen, inhabiting the palaces, and keeping all my privileges. I ask myself what thing is there that would cause me to be driven away? And I answer that I do not think there is Any Thing that I could do or say which would bring this about.

So I go further and begin to wonder whether I shall cease to be so secret and furtive in my love affair with Count Otto Ludwig of Salm, but on the contrary make no bones about my Passion for him, so that I can lie with him whenever and wherever I choose. For why should I, who have never been accorded the Title of Queen, not have a lover? And furthermore, when I have been a few hours with my beautiful German man and he has given me those things I need so badly and without which I really cannot live, I do find my own behaviour towards the King and towards my Women and even towards my children to be much more kindly. But this kindness lasts no more than a few hours, or at most one single day, and then I become vexed again. And so it follows that if I were able to see the Count and have a little sport with him every day or night (instead of perhaps once in a fortnight) why then I would be always and eternally Kind and Sweet to everyone else and all our lives would go on much better.

But dare I risk confessing my love for Otto? Alas, upon reflection, I do not think so. He was a brave Mercenary soldier and fought in the recent Wars on the side of my husband against the Catholic League, and risked death for the Danish cause. He is a hero and much liked by the King. Such a man should be given all that he requests and all that he desires. But I do think that men give to each other only those Possessions that they are somewhat weary of and do not fiercely love. And if or when they are asked to give away those things by which they set great store, they refuse and fly immediately into a fury. Which would be the case if now I should suggest that my lover be admitted here to my bed. And so I conclude that the very thing which makes me bold in my ideas of what I could ask – namely the King’s love for me – is also the very thing which does prevent me from asking it.

There is but one course to follow, then. I must arrange matters so that, little by little, day by day and cruelty by cruelty, King Christian falls into a State of Indifference towards me. I must contrive it so that within a year or less my husband no longer hopes for nor expects by right or inclination any mousie thing from me as long as we both shall live.

The Closed Window

Denmark is a watery kingdom. People dream that it is the ships of the great navy which tether the land. They imagine hawsers ten miles long, holding the fields and forests afloat.

And in the salty air, an old story still drifts on the sea breezes: the story of the birth of King Christian IV, which happened on an island in the middle of a lake at Frederiksborg castle.

They say that King Frederik was away at Elsinore. They say that Queen Sofie, when she was young and before she had begun her habit of scolding and cursing and hoarding money, loved to be rowed in a little boat to this island and there sit in the sunshine and indulge in secret in her passion for knitting. This activity had been proscribed throughout the land as tending to induce in women an idle trance of mind, in which their proper thoughts would fly away and be replaced by fancy. Men called this state ‘wool gathering’. That the wool itself could be fashioned into useful articles of haberdashery such as stockings or night bonnets made them no less superstitiously afraid of the knitting craze. They believed that any knitted night bonnet might contain among its million stitches the longings of their wives that they could never satisfy and which in consequence would give them nightmares of the darkest kind. The knitted stocking they feared yet more completely as the probable instrument of their own enfeeblement. They imagined their feet becoming swollen and all the muscles of their legs beginning to grow weak.

Queen Sofie had, from the very first, transgressed the anti-knitting edict. Yarn was shipped to her from England in boxes labelled ‘goose down’. At the back of her ebony armoire lay concealed a growing quantity of soft garments of many colours for which she knew that one day she would find a use. Only her maid Elizabeth knew her secret and she had been told she would pay with her life if it was ever revealed.

On the morning of the twelfth of April 1577, a day of pale sunlight and a tender blue sky, Queen Sofie, eight and a half months pregnant with her third child, set out at nine o’clock with Elizabeth to cross the lake and spend the morning knitting. Her chosen spot was a clearing in the woods, a little shaded by some hazel bushes and rose briars, where she would set down cushions on the mossy grass. Here she was sitting, putting the finishing touches to a pair of underdrawers while Elizabeth worked upon a sock, with the coils of yarn unravelling moment by moment between them, when the Queen felt a troublesome thirst come upon her. They had brought no provisions, only the secret knitting in a wooden box, and so Queen Sofie asked Elizabeth if she would row back across the lake to the castle and return with a flagon of beer.

And it was while her maid was gone that the Queen experienced the first pang of labour – a pain so familiar to her since the births of her two daughters that she paid it almost no heed, knowing the process would be long. She went on knitting. She held the underdrawers up to the sunlight to inspect them for dropped stitches. The pain came again and this time it was severe enough to make Sofie lay aside the drawers and lie herself down on the cushions. She still thought that many hours of labour lay ahead but, says the old story, Christian knew in advance of his being that Denmark needed him, that the kingdom was floating free at the mercy of the polar storms and the hatred of the Swedes across the Kattegat Sound and that he alone would be the one to build enough ships to anchor and protect her. And so he fought to be born as fast as possible. He kicked and struggled in his mother’s waters; he headed for the narrow channel that would lead him out into the bright air that tasted of the sea.

When Elizabeth returned with the flagon of beer, he had been born. Queen Sofie had severed the umbilicus with a thorn and wrapped the baby boy in her knitting.

The story goes on. People no longer know what is true or what has been added or taken away. The Dowager Queen Sofie remembers, but the story is hers. She is not a woman who makes gifts of what she owns.

They say that Danish children born at that time were at risk from the devil. They say the devil, driven out of the churches by the implacable Lutherans, began to seek unbaptised souls to inhabit and that he flew round the crowded cities at night, sniffing for the odour of human milk. And when he smelled it, he would flit unseen through the window of the infant’s room and hide in the darkness under the cradle until the nurse slept, and then he would reach out a long thin arm and with his threads of fingers find a passageway, via the little breathing nostrils, to the brain, at the core of which lay the soul, like a single nut of a pine cone. And he would gather it between his finger and thumb. With infinite care he would extract his hand, now slippery from its passage into a living organ, and when the soul was out, pop it into his mouth and suck it until he felt arrive in his being a shuddering of ecstasy and joy that would leave him exhausted for several minutes.

Sometimes he was interrupted. Sometimes the nurse would wake up and sniff the air, and light a lamp and come towards the cradle just as the soul came out, and then the devil would have to drop it and flee. And wherever the soul landed, it would be swallowed by the matter around it and lodge in that place for all time. If it fell into the folds of a blanket, there it would stay, so that there were at that time a great quantity of children who grew up with no soul in them at all. If it fell onto the baby’s stomach, in the stomach it would remain, so the infant would always and for ever have one thought, which was to feed the flesh of its hungry soul and so grow to a huge fatness ultimately fatal to the heart. The worst thing, so the women said, was the soul’s falling onto the genitals of a baby boy. For then that child would become the very devil of a lecherous man who would in time betray his wife, his children and everyone who should have been dear to him just to gratify his soul’s yearning for copulation and might in his lifetime commit infamy with more than a thousand women and boys, and even with his own daughters or with the poor creatures of the hearth and field.

Queen Sofie knew she must not let her son’s little soul be stolen by the devil. They say that after he was rowed with her across the lake, and washed and laid in his crib (the bloodstained knitted drawers being consigned hastily to the fire), she ordered, all brilliant as the April morning was, that the window of his room should be closed and a lock be fastened to the casement so that it could not be opened day or night. The nurse protested that the baby Prince would suffocate for want of air, but the Queen would not be moved and so this one window in the castle was closed for six weeks until the child had been baptised at the Frue Kirke on the second of June.

*

And the King goes now and then to this room where he lay as a baby and looks at the window or at the dark night sky beyond and, knowing he is in possession of his soul, thanks God that the devil never came in to steal it.

It is also reported that, at the same time, King Frederik II and Queen Sofie sent for the great astronomer Tycho Brahe and showed their son and heir Christian to him, and asked him to make predictions concerning the future King’s existence on the earth. Tycho Brahe consulted the stars. He found Jupiter ascendant and told the King and Queen the boy would have a fruitful life and be accorded honour and dignity throughout the world. He had only one warning: trouble and danger would arrive in 1630, the year following Christian’s fifty-second birthday.

A Trapdoor

It is snowing at Rosenborg. The snow began to fall in northern Jutland and now it is blown southwards, carried on an icy wind.

Peter Claire wakes in a hard bed and remembers he is in Denmark and that today will be his first day as a member of the royal orchestra. He has slept for only three hours and the anxiety that accompanied his arrival seems scarcely to have diminished with the coming of the new day. He rises and looks out of his window onto the stable yard, where the snow is beginning to smother the cobblestones. He watches it fall, in gusts and flurries. He wonders how long this particular Danish winter will last.

Hot water is brought to him and, shivering in the cold room above the stables, he shaves his face and cleanses his skin of the dregs of its sea journey – of stale sweat and salt, of flecks of tar and oily grime. He puts on clean clothes and a pair of black leather boots made in the Irish town of Corcaigh. He combs his yellow hair and refastens the jewelled ear-ring to his ear.

Bowls of hot milk and warm cinnamon bread are served to the musicians in a refectory. Those already there, warming their hands on their milk bowls, turn and stare at Peter Claire as he enters: eight or nine men of different ages, but mostly older than he, all soberly dressed in suits of black or brown cloth. He bows to them and, as he announces his name, an elderly person with a quiff of white hair, sitting a little apart from the others, rises and comes towards him. ‘Herr Claire,’ he says, ‘I am Jens Ingemann, Music Master. Be welcome at Rosenborg. Here now, have your milk and then I will show you the rooms where we perform.’

The King is out hunting. To ride in the forests, following the scent of a wild boar as the snow falls, is one of His Majesty’s chief delights. ‘You will see’, says Jens Ingemann to Peter Claire, ‘that when he comes in, he will be roaring with the rapture of it and ravening with hunger, and we will be asked to play for him while he eats. It is his belief that certain pieces of music aid digestion.’

They are in the Vinterstue, the shadowy room where the lamp was lit the previous evening. Now, in the daylight, Peter Claire sees that what he took for plain wood panels on the walls are in fact oil paintings of sylvan scenes and sea prospects, framed in gold, and the ceiling above them is adorned with ornate stucco painted gold and blue. In a corner of the room is an arrangement of music stands.

‘Well,’ says Jens Ingemann, ‘this is where we play sometimes. The days when we play here are good days, but they are few. Look around the room and tell me if you do not find anything unusual in it.’

Peter Claire observes a fine marble fireplace embellished with the King’s coat of arms, the silver lions which looked upon his arrival, a throne upholstered in dark-red brocade, two oak tables, numerous chairs and footstools, a line of bronze busts, a gathering of heavy candlesticks, an ivory model of a ship.

‘No?’ says Jens. ‘Nothing unexpected?’

‘No …’

‘Very well. We shall go on, then. Follow me.’

They walk into the hallway and turn left into a stone passageway. Almost immediately Jens Ingemann opens a heavy iron-studded door and Peter Claire sees steps, set in a narrow curve, leading downwards.

‘The stairs are dark,’ says Jens. ‘Take care that you do not miss your footing.’

The stairs turn round a vast stone pillar. They end at a low tunnel, along which Jens Ingemann hurries on towards a distant flickering light. Emerging from the tunnel, Peter Claire finds himself in a large vaulted cellar, lit by the flares from two iron torches bolted to the walls. The cellar smells of resin and of wine, and visible now are hundreds of casks, lying like miniature ships in dry dock on curved wooden supports.

Jens Ingemann walks on slowly, his footsteps echoing slightly on the brick floor. Then he turns and gestures to the empty space between the lines of casks. ‘Here we are,’ he says. ‘This is the place.’

‘The wine cellar.’

‘Yes. There is wine here. And in a cage over there some poor hens that have never seen sunshine nor any green thing. Do you note how cold it is?’

‘I would expect a cellar to be cold.’

‘So you will get used to it? Is that what you’re predicting?’

‘Get used to it?’

‘Yes.’

‘Well, I don’t suppose I shall be spending much time down here. I am not really a connoisseur of–’

‘All your time.’

‘Forgive me, Herr Ingemann …’

‘Of course His Majesty did not tell you. No one told you, or perhaps you would not have come. But this is where we have our existence. This – except for those few precious days when we are called up to the Vinterstue – is where we play.’

Peter Claire looks disbelievingly at Jens Ingemann. ‘What purpose can an orchestra serve in the cellar? There is no one to hear us.’

‘Oh,’ says Ingemann, ‘it is ingenious. They say there is nothing else like it in all of Europe. I asked you if you saw nothing unusual in the Vinterstue. Did you not notice the two iron rings bolted to the floor?’

‘No.’

‘I cannot remember if they had their ropes attached or not. Probably not, or you would have noticed them. Now, you see, we are directly under the Vinterstue. Near the throne, a section of the floor can be raised or lowered by means of the ropes. Beneath the trap is a grille and beneath that is an assemblage of brass ducts or pipes, let into the vaults of this cellar and each one fashioned almost like a musical instrument itself, cunningly curved and waisted so that the sounds we make here are transmitted without distortion into the space above and all the King’s visitors marvel when they hear it, not knowing whence the music can possibly come and wondering perhaps whether Rosenborg is haunted by the ghostly music makers of some other age.’

Jens Ingemann has walked on while talking, but Peter Claire stays where he is, looking around, noting that the torches are not the only source of light in the cellar, but that two narrow slits in the wall give out onto the garden at ground level. They are not windows, only reticulations in the brickwork, their spaces open to the air. And now, as Peter Claire stares at them, he sees a few snowflakes, like an errant coterie of summer gnats, come clustering in.

Ingemann reads his mind. ‘If you are thinking that we would be warmer down here if the room were not exposed to the outside world, then of course we all agree with you and I personally have asked the King to have boards nailed across those apertures. But he refuses. He says the casks of wine need to breathe.’

‘And we can freeze to death, it’s of no consequence to him?’

‘I sometimes think, if one of us were to die, then he might be moved to rehouse us, but it is difficult to come by a volunteer for this role.’

‘How can we concentrate if we are so cold?’

‘We are expected to get used to it and I’ll tell you something surprising: we do get used to it. For the Mediterraneans in our little company, Signor Rugieri and Signor Martinelli, it is the hardest. The Germans, the Dutch, the English and of course the Danes and Norwegians survive tolerably well. You will see.’

Buttons

The child Christian, after his baptism, was taken away from his mother.

It was the custom of the time to put the baby into the care of an older woman – usually the mother’s mother – because it was thought that older women, who had fought with their own mortality for a greater amount of time, were better prepared than their offspring to wrestle with death on the infant’s behalf.

Queen Sofie was consoled by her two daughters and by her illegal knitting, but it is thought that the beginnings of her quarrelsomeness and her desire to amass a great and secret fortune of her own date from this time, when she was deprived of the baby son on whom she had already begun to dote.

For Prince Christian’s little life was put into the care of his grandmother, the Duchess Elizabeth of Mecklenburg, at Güstrow in Germany. She hired two young trumpeters and positioned the boys, turn and turn about, outside the Prince’s door. When the baby cried, they were to blow their trumpets and the Duchess or one of her women would come running. That the trumpeting disturbed the whole household counted for nothing with Duchess Elizabeth. ‘All that matters’, she said impatiently, ‘is that the boy does not die. The rest of everything is chaff.’

He was swaddled, with a wooden rod laid into the swaddling to force his back and his limbs to grow straight. Day and night he cried and the trumpeters blew. When one of the women suggested the rod should be removed, the implacable Duchess accused her of indulgence and mawkishness. Yet in her own kitchen she supervised the making up of an ointment from comfrey leaves to heal the tender skin where the rod had chafed it. And when the Prince’s milk teeth began to bud she ordered that the gums should not be cut but allowed to be ‘pierced of their own accord, as the earth is pierced by the pale snouts of spring flowers’.

When the swaddling was gradually loosened and the stout legs permitted to move and kick, and the plump little hands to explore the objects that lay within their grasp, the Duchess would often sit the child on her own lap and talk to him. The language she talked in was German. She told him about the way the heavens and the earth were arranged, with God and his saints high up in the vast blueness of the sky and all his angels floating among the white clouds. ‘And so you see,’ she explained, ‘because Denmark is a watery kingdom with a thousand lakes, it therefore follows that reflections of heaven are here more numerous than anywhere else on earth and these reflections, being seen with the eyes of the people and kept in the hearts of the people, make them love both God and nature, and so they are quiet, and when you are King you will be able to rule them and have their trust.’

He would, while she talked, play with the tresses of her hair, which she unwound for him and wove into plaits. And some people whisper today that the King has confessed a strange thing: he believes he can remember the long golden plaits of his grandmother the Duchess of Mecklenburg and when he is in a state of agitation he caresses his own plait, his sacred elflock, between finger and thumb, and this stroking of his own hair calms and soothes him. Yet no one seems to know whether this is true or, if it is true, to whom it was confessed. It might have been to Kirsten. Or Kirsten might have invented it.

He began to talk very early, but of course it was in German that he talked. He had a voice so loud that, when he cried out, the sound could be heard two or three rooms away and it was thus soon decided to dismiss the daytime trumpeter, for whom there was no longer any need. The night trumpeter remained, however. Duchess Elizabeth was terrified of the power of dreams. If you did not console a child after a nightmare it would grow perpetually to confuse visions with reality and so fall gradually into a state of melancholy.

The night trumpeter was given a new instrument and a new set of instructions. He was not merely to blow if Prince Christian cried in the dark hours, but to play a sprightly melody to chase away the child’s terrors.

And this, too, they say that Christian never forgot. Sometimes, at three or four in the morning, musicians are roused from their beds above the stables and summoned to the King’s bedroom, where they embark upon quadrilles and capers.

At the age of three, talking constantly and unstoppably in German, interspersed with a little French he had picked up from his visits to the laundry room at Güstrow, where the French laundresses would pick him up in their hot, plump arms and smack fat kisses onto his cheeks, Christian was returned to his parents, King Frederik and Queen Sofie, at Frederiksborg. He saw for the first time that his mother, too, had long golden hair.

To calm his incessant talking he was given red and black chalks, and encouraged to make drawings of the things which surrounded him: dogs and cats, wooden soldiers, statues, model ships, fire-irons, fountains and water-lilies, trees and fish. This skill he mastered very quickly and so to the great store of chatter housed in his small frame was added yet another topic of conversation: discussion of his drawings. Nobody was allowed to escape the subject. Visiting nobility were shown sheet after sheet of scarlet soldiers and charcoal trees, and required to pronounce upon them. The King of France, on a sumptuous State visit, was amused to be addressed (in his own language) thus: ‘This is a picture of Nils, my cat. Does Your Majesty think it is a good likeness?’

‘Well,’ said King Louis, ‘where is the cat? Bring me the cat and I will judge.’

But the cat, Nils, could not be found. Hours passed, with servants calling its name from the gates and round the vegetable gardens, but still it could not be discovered. Then, in the middle of the State banquet, His Majesty of France suddenly felt a tugging at his embroidered sleeve. By his elbow stood Prince Christian, in his night-shirt, holding in his arms his cat, who wore around its neck a blue satin ribbon. ‘Here is Nils,’ he announced triumphantly.

‘Ah, but alas,’ said King Louis, ‘now I do not have your drawing by me.’

‘You do not need the drawing,’ said the boy. ‘Kings remember everything. That is what my father says.’

‘Oh, yes, too true,’ said King Louis. ‘I had forgotten that we remember everything, but now I remember it. Well, let us see …’ He took Nils from the boy and set the cat on the table between a bowl of fruit and a flagon of wine, and stroked it while the assembled lords and ladies smiled indulgently upon the scene.

‘What I think’, said the King of France, ‘is that the likeness is fair and correct in all but one thing.’

‘What thing?’ said the boy.

‘Your picture does not purr!’

The dinner guests laughed noisily at this jest.

That night, intent upon the King of France’s observation and having no one with him, Prince Christian opened the door of his room and asked the trumpeter if he knew how one might make a picture that could utter sounds.

‘Are you dreaming, Your Highness?’ asked the young man anxiously. ‘Shall I play a jig?’

At the age of six Christian began to travel about the kingdom with the King and Queen.

He spoke Danish now, but had not forgotten his German nor his French. His memory for everything on earth seemed prodigious.

The travelling had two essential purposes: that the King might collect the tariffs and payments in kind from the fiefs and towns that resided on Crown lands, and that he might go freely about those towns, entering the places of commerce and manufacture to make sure that skills were being properly performed and goods made to a high standard. He told his son: ‘There is something we must eradicate from Denmark if we want to hold our heads high and trade with the world. And that is shoddiness.’

The boy didn’t at first understand this word, but its meaning was explained to him thus by his mother: ‘If you discovered’, she said, ‘that the buckles of your shoes were of uneven size, when they were intended to be of the same size, you would conclude that the person who made them was guilty of lazy workmanship and this is what we call “shoddiness”. You would be forgiven for tearing them off your shoes, or even throwing away the shoes altogether. We must have perfection here, you see. We must rival France and the Netherlands and England in all that we make and in all that we do. And when you are King you must take any shoddy thing to be an insult to our name and punish the persons guilty of its manufacture. Do you understand?’

Christian said that he understood and it was not long before he came to believe that his parents had explained this matter to him because he had his own important task to perform with regard to it. For whenever he now went into a workshop with his father, whether that of a glove maker, cobbler, brewer, engraver, carpenter or candle maker, he saw that he stood at precisely the right height to stick his head just above the work benches and so get a close and level view of the articles laid out for inspection – a view that was unique to him. Everyone else saw these things from above, but he beheld them face to face. He regarded them and they regarded him back. And his draughtsman’s eye was as sharp as a new-minted coin. It constantly aligned, matched and measured. It sought out the smallest errors: loose threads in a bale of silk; a smudged rim on an enamel goblet; uneven stud work on a leather trunk; the lid of a box that did not fit perfectly. And then, quite unperturbed by the dismay on the face of the craftsman or merchant, he would call over the King his father, draw his attention to the imperfection no one but he had spotted and whisper solemnly: ‘Shoddiness, Papa!’

One day, in the town of Odense, the royal party visited a button maker. This button maker was an old man, known to the King since his boyhood, and he greeted the young Prince with an elaborate display of emotion and affection, and put immediately into his hands the gift of a sack of buttons. There were buttons made of silver and gold, of glass and pewter and bone and tortoiseshell. There were iron buttons and buttons of brass, copper, leather, ivory and pearl. And Christian was mesmerised by this gift of the button bag. To plunge his hand into it and feel the great quantity of buttons slip and tumble through his fingers created in him a shivery feeling of unalloyed delight.

When he returned that night to his lodgings in Odense, when he had eaten his dinner and was alone in his room, he placed a lamp on the floor and tipped out the whole contents of the button bag into the area of light. The buttons glimmered and shone. He crouched down and moved them slowly around with the tips of his fingers. Then he knelt very near them and put his face into them, feeling their cold, smooth surfaces against his cheek. He liked them more than any present he had ever been given.

It was only the following morning that he remembered the King’s sacred command concerning shoddiness. In the cold white light of an October dawn in Odense, Christian spread the buttons in a wide arc over the floor, patiently turned each one of them face-side up and began to examine them.

He was shocked. For every perfect button – smooth-edged, evenly polished, showing no crack or chip, with its eye-holes symmetrically positioned – there were four or five or even six buttons which exhibited evident and undeniable defects. He felt sorrowful. The buttons seemed to look beseechingly at him, to beg him to overlook their individual imperfections. But he ignored their sentimental entreaty. He had been told that the future of Denmark lay in the eradication of shoddy work and he had promised his father to help root it out wherever and whenever it was discovered. He had discovered it here and now he would act accordingly.

He made a pile of all the defective buttons, called for a servant and asked him to take them away. At some future time he would report to the King that the work of the old button maker was extremely poor and suggest that the man be deprived of his livelihood.

Back at Rosenborg a few days later, Prince Christian took out the button sack (which now contained only perfect buttons) from his trunk and plunged his hand into it. Because there were so few buttons left, the feeling of pleasure he’d got from this when he had first done it was entirely absent. From being the most marvellous gift he had ever owned, it had now become a thing of no consequence whatsoever and he soon laid it aside.

Yet he found himself very frequently thinking about it. It confused him. He couldn’t find the key to it. He knew that what he had been given was nothing but a bag of imperfect objects and yet it had dazzled and excited him. He had loved it. This meant that what he had loved was flawed, a disgrace to Denmark. He knew that all this had to have an explanation, but he just could not perceive what it might possibly be.

Kirsten: From Her Private Papers

One Birthday Gift I have not mentioned, because it has not yet arrived, is the one offered to me by my mother, Ellen Marsvin: she is giving me a Woman.

They like to be known as ‘Gentlewomen’ or ‘Ladies-in-Waiting’, but I do not see why any such Titles should be given to people who are in every way inferior to me and no better than Servants. So I refer to them merely as my Women. They have names, of course: Johanna, Vibeke, Anna, Frederika and Hansi. But I cannot always get these names into my head when I need them and so I say: ‘Woman, take this away,’ or ‘Woman, close the door,’ or another of the thousand and one commands I have to give them every day, many of which would be superfluous if they spent less time dreaming up wonderful honorary Appellations for themselves and more of it concentrating on the Tasks in hand.

Not long ago I decided to reclassify my Women’s duties into new Categories. And I do believe that my Rearrangement is inspired. Each of them must now take responsibility for different parts of me, such as my hands, legs, head, stomach and so forth. Thus, to attire myself correctly, I need them all, which fact adroitly prevents them from being absent from my service on any day whatsoever. And this Constraint upon them gives me much satisfaction and secret mirth. My life is hedged about with Curtailments and the performance of certain Rites most odious to me, and I do not see why the lives of mere Women should be free of these things when mine is not.

When I mentioned my Reclassification of Duties to my Mother she, while finding it ingenious, did ask me whether I did not have more parts to me than there are Women. I answered that my Subdivisions had proceeded logically and that Johanna was now entitled Woman of the Head, Vibeke Woman of the Torso, Anna Woman of the Hands, Frederika Woman of the Skirt and Hansi Woman of the Feet. (These titles have the resonance of Guild Affiliations and so I said to my Women: ‘There you are. You who are so attached to Nomenclature, take these designations and be happy with them.’)

My Mother says: ‘But that is not all you are, Kirsten – legs and hands and so forth.’ By which of course she means that all mortals are Wondrous Creatures of curious complexity and that certain Needs and Feelings in us cannot be located precisely or entirely within the Categories I had listed, but may nevertheless need catering to by one of the Women from time to time. And so it comes into my Mother’s mind to pay for me to have this Floating Woman, who may have no Guild Name, and is not assigned to any particular Part of me, but who will nevertheless be ready to serve me in any capacity at all times, day and night.

I think it is a Good Idea. And I heard today that such a woman has been found and will come to me from Jutland next week. Her name is Emilia.

In the winter, which is now, everything is pestilentially desolate here and the boredom I feel on certain days puts me into such a fury against the World that I long to be a Man and a Soldier like my lover, so that I could attack somebody with a lance.

Yesterday, there were some visitors here. Two of them were Ambassadors from England and the third was an Elephant. The Ambassadors were sickly-looking men who did nothing interesting and could barely speak any words of Danish or German. The Elephant, on the other hand, was most entertaining. It could kneel and dance. It arrived with a troupe of Tumblers, who stood on its back and its head and climbed up its legs, and I said to the King: ‘I want to ride on the Elephant!’ and so the Tumbling People (who looked small but were very strong) carried me aloft and set me on the Elephant and I swayed around on it for a while, liking very much the sensation of being High Up, while they led it in a little circle, and I saw all the windows of Rosenborg filled with people watching me.

But of course after they had seen me on the Elephant, my Children one by one started a clamour to ride on it too. I forbade it absolutely and refused to be moved by their whinings and entreaties. This is the principal trouble with Children: they do not let you do one single thing but they must do it also, and this Habit of Copying does so grate on me that I declare I wish I had never had any Children whatsoever because all they do puts me into an Irritation from which I cannot find any relief except when I am far away from them and in the Count’s bed.

And alas, I have not been in that bed for a great while, but only in my own and dreaming of the other. To be on my own is sorrowful, but I can endure it in the expectation of my next meeting with my Lover. What I cannot endure any more are the Conjugal Visits of the King and I have now determined that I shall not endure them. So that when he came last night to my room and got into my bed, and tried to put his hand on my breast and press himself against me, I began a violent shrieking and crying, and said that my nipples were chafed and all my body sore and tired and could not be touched. I thought he would protest, for all men, when they are hot, care very little for the pain they may cause, but instead the King went away at once, saying he was sorry for my ailments and hoped that a little rest would cure them.

What he does not yet know is that no amount of rest will ever cure them. I could sleep until springtime and I would still feel as I feel towards him and my only travail now must be to bring about his Indifference towards me.

This is all I want. I have decided that I do not care if I am sent away from Copenhagen or even if my quantity of Women is reduced. I do not mind if I never set eyes on my Children again. My future is with the Count. Nothing on earth but him brings me any pleasure or any joy.

The Task

Peter Claire and Jens Ingemann return to the refectory to await the first summons of the day. A second bowl of hot milk is put into the icy hands of the young lutenist.

Other musicians introduce themselves: Pasquier from France, a flautist; the Italians Rugieri and Martinelli, violinists; Krenze from Germany, a viol player. Pasquier remarks that he hopes Peter Claire will not run away.

‘Run away? I have only just arrived.’

‘English musicians are fond of running away,’ says Pasquier. ‘Carolus Oralli the harpist and John Maynard – both ran away from this court.’

‘But why did they run away? What impelled them to do it?’

Rugieri joins in. ‘You will see’, he says, ‘how we lead our lives, in the cellar, in the dark for most of the time. Today will be one of them. You cannot blame a man because he is homesick for the light.’

‘I do not really mind the dark,’ says the German, Krenze, with a slow smile. ‘I have always believed that life was merely a preparation for death. In the dark and cold, I think I am preparing more efficiently, no?’

‘Krenze pretends that he does not suffer,’ chimes in Rugieri, ‘but we don’t believe him. I look at our faces in the torchlight and I feel bound to this company of men, bound through suffering, because this is what I can see in every one of us. It’s true, isn’t it, Martinelli?’

‘Yes,’ says Martinelli. ‘And we don’t feel ashamed of this, because we know that even very great men like Dowland found these conditions difficult and how, when he was on leave from Denmark, he delayed his return. He pretended his ship from England had been driven back by wind and frost. He remembered what time consists of here …’

‘He couldn’t transcend his own pitiful life, that is all,’ says Krenze. ‘He wrote good music, but he could not make use of it, in his soul. In that respect his labours were pointless.’

‘Oh, come,’ says Jens Ingemann, intervening with flustered gestures, ‘why dwell on what is bad? Poor Mr Claire. Why not describe to him what a very beautiful sound we make. You know even the hens are often quiet, completely quiet, as if in a trance, when we are making our music …’

‘There should be no hens!’ says Pasquier.

‘True,’ says Jens Ingemann, ‘absolutely true, it is distracting to have hens with us. But this notwithstanding, I do think we are a very fine little orchestra. And to serve the King is a great honour. All our lives might have been passed in some provincial little town, playing cantatas on Sundays … You were in Ireland, in the house of a nobleman, before coming to us, if I remember, Mr Claire?’

‘Yes,’ says Peter Claire. ‘I was with Earl O’Fingal, helping him with composition.’

At this moment one of the King’s servants enters the refectory and announces that His Majesty has returned from his hunting and will take breakfast in the Vinterstue. He does not mention the cellar, but the musicians know that this is where they must go now.

They put down their bowls and, carrying their instruments, hurry out into the snow, which is falling fast.

A pair of fine virginals, which Peter Claire had not noticed earlier in the cellar, are unwrapped from a protective covering of velvet and Jens Ingemann seats himself before them, facing the semicircle. Krenze, the German viol player, walks round the music stands placing sheets of musical notation upon them. The first piece is a galliard by a Spanish composer, Antonio de Ceque. Rugieri, too, goes from stand to stand, lighting the candles affixed to them which, day after day, dribble lines of wax onto the scores.

They wait, tuning their instruments as quietly as they can, so that no discordant noise may be heard above. The torches burn brightly. In the chicken cage a brown hen is struggling to lay an egg. The snowflakes eddying through the gaps in the wall melt as they fall and create two puddles of icy water.

A noise is heard above: the trapdoor is opening. The tuning ceases. Jens Ingemann raises his hand to silence everything, but the brown hen is still ululating as the egg lodges half in and half out of her body. Pasquier hits out at the cage with his bow. The shock of this causes the hen to deliver the egg and run round the cage squawking.

Then, down the intricate assemblage of pipes, which debouch over the right-hand wall, is heard the King’s voice: ‘Nothing solemn today! Are you listening down there? No fugues. No slow ayres. Play till the trap is shut.’

They begin. It seems to Peter Claire as if they are playing only for themselves, as if this is a rehearsal for some future performance in a grand, lighted room. He has to keep reminding himself that the music is being carried, as breath is carried through the body of a wind instrument, through the twisted pipes and emerging clear and sharp in the Vinterstue, where King Christian is eating his breakfast. He tries to imagine precisely how it must sound and whether his own part in it (this is a galliard where the flutes are dominant) can nevertheless be heard. He strives, as always, for perfection and, because he is playing and listening with such fierce concentration, doesn’t notice the cold in the cellar as he thought he would, and his fingers feel nimble and supple.

He can hear, too, that the sound being made by this orchestra is one of great vibrancy, a generous sound, a sound, he decides, that no English ensemble would make. Ingemann leads it, nodding the beat with his head, but at the core of the sound is something new to him, a quality that he cannot quite define but which he knows arises from this particular composition of players from six different countries, each with his own and individual sensibility and mode of expression. Peter Claire has already seen that these are men of strong opinions who must surely disagree with each other for a great deal of the time, but now, huddled together in their dark domain, they seem to create a rich and faultless harmony.

After the galliard they embark on a saraband, also by de Ceque. Peter Claire has been told that His Majesty’s meals, even breakfast, can be very long and that sometimes they play for hours on end with no break. But today is not to be one of them. When the saraband ends, just as they are turning their scores and preparing for the piece that will follow, the pipes suddenly fill with noise. It sounds like a sonorous belch.

Then the King’s voice bellows: ‘That’s enough! I’m getting indigestion. Mr Claire the lutenist, come up to my bedroom in half an hour.’ And the trap falls. It falls with a noise like thunder, sending a downward draught of warm air into the cellar, which extinguishes the candles.

Although it is only ten o’clock in the morning, King Christian has gone to bed. The drapes across his bedroom window have been drawn and lamps lit, exactly as if the night had come.

He instructs Peter Claire to sit near him. He says: ‘I wanted to have another look at you. Put your face here, in the light.’

The King’s eyes study Peter Claire’s features once again with wrapt attention, as though the lutenist were a work of art. ‘Well,’ he says after a while, ‘I was wrong. I thought I must have dreamed you in the night, but you are perfectly real after all. I thought I had muddled you with the angels I was encouraged to imagine when I was a boy, and also with … but never mind … This is very much how I used to picture the angels – with features like yours. My grandmother used to tell me they rode about on the clouds. At Christmas they would fill my shoes with gold and silver. I think I have been waiting for one all my life and none has ever appeared to me. But now you have come, you and your lute. So I have decided to give you a task.’

Peter Claire says he is ready to undertake any task that His Majesty has in mind, but in the next minute the King falls silent. His eyes look tired and dreamy, as though he were on the edge of sleep, but after a few moments he rouses himself. He takes a sip of some white powder mixed with water in a glass. ‘For my stomach,’ he says. ‘Plagues me day and night. Won’t let me sleep. A life without sleep begins to go badly. We lose the thread of things. This is what I always ask of music – to restore the thread to me. Tell me what you hope from it.’

This is a question that no one has asked Peter Claire in all his twenty-seven years. He stammers that through his playing he believes he can express something of himself that would otherwise have no voice. The King asks: ‘But what is that something, Mr Claire? Can you define it?’

‘No. Perhaps I would say it is what is in my heart…’

‘Deeper. The human heart has too direct a conduit from the senses. Far deeper than that.’

‘I don’t think I know, then, Sir.’

‘Order. That is what we long for, in our innermost souls. An order that mirrors Plato’s Celestial Harmonies: a corrective to the silent chaos that inhabits every human breast. And music comes nearest to restoring this to us. Even to a man who has not understood the nature of his own dilemma: in sublime music, he will discover that his strivings may be subsumed beneath a wondrous calm and he will feel at peace. Is that not true?’

‘It may be, Sir, except that I know that there are men for whom music does not seem to be a solace …’

‘Perhaps they have no souls? Perhaps the devil stole their souls away when they were born?’

‘Perhaps…’

‘Or they are still as children are, existing on the surface of the world and imagining there’s nothing beneath?’

‘Or perhaps it is that they have not heard music sublime enough?’

‘I had not thought of that, but it’s a reasonable assumption. Perhaps we should increase the number of public performances? Should we? I wonder if, in general, kings and governments are too stingy with music? I wonder whether we would have greater external order if the people could hear songs at the wash-house or pavans in the taverns?’

‘You could experiment with that, Your Majesty.’

‘Yes, I could. Very many of our citizens are full of sadness and confusion. They do not know how to be in the world. They do not know why they are alive.’

Peter Claire is not sure what he can say in reply to this. He looks down and his long fingers caress the neck and body of his lute. The King swallows the last of the white powder, belches loudly and puts down the glass. ‘I shall sleep now,’ he says. ‘I did not get any sleep last night. I went to my wife for comfort at half past four, but she sent me away. I do not know what we are come to.’

King Christian still hasn’t mentioned the ‘task’ he has in mind for Peter Claire and now, as he settles himself for sleep, Peter Claire gets up, thinking that this is a signal that he should depart and leave the King alone. He stands for a moment hesitating by the bed and the King looks up at him. ‘Here is your task,’ he says. ‘I want you to watch over me. I cannot tell you now if the task will be long or short, great or small, but I ask you this favour as I would ask an angel. Will you do it?’

Peter Claire stares at the King’s large, ugly face. He’s aware, in these moments, that something of great importance might be beginning, that perhaps, after all, he may not have come to Denmark in vain, and yet he does not know precisely what that something is. He longs to ask what King Christian means by the phrase ‘watch over me’, but is afraid to appear suddenly obtuse and worthless. ‘Of course I will do it, Sir,’ he replies.

Lament of Countess O’Fingal – from Her Notebook Entitled La Dolorosa

I was the eldest daughter of a paper merchant, Signore Francesco Ponti, and lived my life in Bologna under his kind protection until the age of twenty when Earl O’Fingal entered our house and fell in love with me at first glance.

I was dressed in white. My black hair hung about my face in ringlets. I held out my hand to Earl O’Fingal, who was at that time aged thirty-two, and, as I watched him press it to his lips, I knew what was in his mind. Within three months I was his bride and he brought me here to live at his estate at Cloyne in the west of Ireland.

Earl O’Fingal, ever known to his friends as Johnnie, was the most proper man and I must faithfully give account of his propriety and of his tenderness towards me. He spoke with a soft and pleasant voice and, during the first year of our marriage, gave me patient instruction in the English tongue, laughing sweetly at my mistakes, and in the evenings, when we had no company at Cloyne, reading to me from the sonnets of Shakespeare, so that many of these great works have stayed with me and now in this sad time bring me comfort.

When most I wink, then do mine eyes best see,

For all the day they view things unrespected;

But when I sleep, in dreams they look on thee,

And, darkly bright, are bright in dark directed.

That Johnnie O’Fingal loved me I never doubted, nor will I doubt it ever. Something of what he called his ‘vision’ of me at Bologna remained always with him, so that even as I aged, I did not grow old in O’Fingal’s mind. When I came to thirty I was still the white-clad angel he had seen standing before my father’s fire and my body, which by then had borne him four children, was still, to him, the perfect body of a girl.

But now I understand that in this affectionate delusion of his one may perceive the shadow or exemplar of the tragedy which began to unfold in the tenth year of our marriage.

Earl O’Fingal was twelve years my senior, but looked younger than he was. He was exceptionally tall, being, I think, about six feet and four inches, so that my father, while finding him an honest and charming man, did not particularly enjoy standing next to him and always preferred to conduct conversations with him sitting down.

He had most delicate hands. And these hands of his were restless and in a perpetual gesturing and folding and unfolding, almost as if they strove of their own accord to fly off his arms and have some other existence free of his body. His skin was very white and his hair not very abundant, but of a pleasing brown colour. His eyes were grey and lively. The people of Cloyne, because he was their Lord and Master, and because his father the late Earl had ever been a meticulous landlord and kept everything secure on the farms and in the cottages, would say to me, ‘And how does your handsome husband, Lady O’Fingal?’ In truth, to my eye, ‘handsome’ was not the correct word to describe Johnnie O’Fingal, yet for all that he was a moderately fine young man and, lonely as I was during my first years in Ireland, I grew very fond of him.

He was a kind father to our children, as patient with their lessons and with their childish ways as he had been with my instruction into the English language. Often, when I would sit at dinner with him in the lofty marbled room, or by the fire while he read the sonnets, I would find myself looking up at him and thinking that I had made a good decision in agreeing to accept him as my husband. I should here add another thing: Johnnie O’Fingal was possessed of a substantial fortune.

And now I must come to the great catastrophe. It began on a cold night of winter, when a storm swept round the house and I could hear the thundering of the sea very near us, as if it meant to come into our rooms and drown us all. Being afraid, I woke Johnnie, who rose up and lit a lamp for me and put a shawl about my shoulders. He told me that, as a boy, he often heard this same tumultuous sea, but knew that never in a thousand years would it reach to our doors, and so he calmed me and sat there in the lamplight holding my hand.

After a few moments he thanked me for waking him at that moment. When I inquired why, he told me that he had just had an extraordinary dream and that if he had slept through until morning it might have vanished away into that nothingness we call forgotten things.

Johnnie O’Fingal had dreamed that he could compose music. In this miraculous reverie, he had gone down to the hall, where resided a pair of virginals (of which he was an adequate player) and where we would sometimes invite the best Irish musicians of the day to entertain us and our friends with a concert, and had sat down in front of them and taken up a piece of my father’s cream paper and a newly cut quill. In frantic haste, he had ruled the lines of the treble and bass clef, and begun immediately upon a complicated musical notation, corresponding to sounds and harmonies that flowed effortlessly from his mind onto the page. And when he began to play the music he had written it was a lament of such grace and beauty that he did not think he had ever heard in his life anything to match it.

I found this dream so wonderful that I immediately said: ‘Well, why do you not go down now this moment and see whether, when you sit at the instrument, you can remember the tune?’

‘Oh, no,’ he said, ‘what we can achieve in our dreams seldom corresponds to what we are veritably capable of.’

But I pressed him. Ever since that night I have wished that I had not done so.

Urged on by me, Johnnie descended to the hall and woke a servant to come and make up a fire. He remained there, sitting at the virginals, for the rest of the night and, when I went down at breakfast time, I saw him lit by a glance of sunlight falling from one of the high windows in the wake of the storm. His hair was wild. On the floor was a quantity of crumpled paper, scratched with lines and notes.

‘Well, Johnnie?’ I said.

He reached out and seized my hand. ‘Listen!’ he said. ‘Listen.’

He began to play a melody of strange and haunting sweetness, reminding me somewhat of music I had heard long ago in Bologna, composed by the great Alfonso Ferrabosco. I sat there in silent wonderment. When the playing ended abruptly I cried out, ‘Go on! It’s beautiful, Johnnie. Play me all of it.’

But he could not go on. He told me that these few miraculous bars had come to him within fifteen minutes of sitting down at the virginals, but that every attempt to progress beyond them had resulted in something mediocre, spoiling what had gone before. I told him that this was because he was tired and suggested that he return to bed and sleep for a while, and recommence when he was rested. I caressed his head, smoothing his hair. Two of our children had come down and were gazing in perplexity at their dishevelled papa. And then, much to their consternation – for this was a thing they had never beheld and thought perhaps never to behold in their lives – Johnnie O’Fingal put his face into his hands and wept.

Emilia Tilsen

She was born in Jutland. Her father, Johann Tilsen, is a rich landowner with a passion for summer fruit. He felled forests of beech and oak in order to lay out plantations of blackcurrants and loganberries. Emilia’s baby breath had about it the sweet scent of strawberry pie.

She is the eldest of six children and the only girl. On and on went the births of brothers. They exploded into the world, screaming and kicking. They fastened their gums to their mother’s breasts and milked her so violently that she felt wounded and took to lying down on her linen-covered day-bed through all the hours between feeds, just to regain her strength.

Emilia would sit by her on the floor. She would sing her peculiar little songs of her own invention. ‘ What is the sky made of I do not know/Sometimes it is made of dancing snow.’ She would lay kisses on her mother’s hands.

And Emilia’s mother, Karen, grew accustomed to her daughter’s gentle, talkative presence and began to love her more than anything or anyone else in the world: more than her husband Johann; more than their fine house and the perfume of the fruit fields; more than the acres of beechwoods that remained; more than all her boisterous sons. Lying on the day-bed, she would look into Emilia’s grey eyes and at her long hair neither dark nor fair and say: ‘We shall never be parted. We shall always sit like this together in the morning room. When you marry – for love, my darling, and not for money or land or title – we shall build a house for you and your husband within sight of this window and so we shall see each other every day.’

So Emilia grew up in the shelter of Karen’s love. They walked together on the beautiful land, going slowly, arm in arm and talking as they went, while the brothers ran and tumbled along ahead of them, drawn on by Johann’s purposeful stride and by their archery games, and their dogs and their lessons in falconry. At bedtime, they brushed each other’s hair and said their prayers side by side. God bless and keep from harm my beloved daughter Emilia. God, please bless and keep from harm my beloved mother Karen.

But God did not hear. Or, if He heard, He did not oblige.

Two days after the birth of Marcus, her last son, Karen Tilsen died in Emilia’s arms. It was a February morning and all the grey sky that hung above the world seemed on the instant of death to come pouring into the window in a never-ending, suffocating stream and enter Emilia’s being and obliterate it. She was fifteen years old.

She is eighteen now. She is small and silent. A miniature portrait of Karen hangs on a velvet ribbon round her slender white neck and this is the only possession for which she has any feeling.

The person she is fondest of is her youngest brother, Marcus. Very often she whispers to him: ‘You killed my mother, Marcus,’ but he still does not understand exactly what she means. He clings to her, hoping to find out, and she sits him on her knee and holds him close to her, because he smells like Karen, almost as if he were still part of Karen’s body. She sings to him and takes him skating in the frozen winter. She informs him that Magdalena is a witch.

Magdalena arrived as housekeeper for Johann after Karen’s death. She has dark hair and wide hips, and Emilia asks God to come through the window and smite her with swords. She imagines Magdalena’s severed head bouncing down the wooden stairs and shattering on the flagstones of the hallway. She pictures black blood flowing out of Magdalena’s eyes.

But Johann, from the moment he saw Magdalena, wanted to possess her. On her very first morning, some three months after the death of Karen, he followed Magdalena to the linen closet, bolted the door, positioned her wide hips over a linen chest and entered her from behind. She did not resist him but on the contrary murmured that she had never experienced anything she liked more than being taken in this way. When Johann had finished, even as he buttoned his breeches and was still staring with amazement at Magdalena’s colossal arse, he said: ‘As your employer, I wish to do this from time to time. It will cause you no pain, I promise, but on the contrary become a pleasant part of your duties, and duty may in the end be transformed into something else.’

Within a year, he married Magdalena. At the wedding, Emilia looked away from the couple and out at the grey sky that had come into the room on the morning of Karen’s death and taken away her being, and she asked the sky to brew up a whirlwind to snatch Magdalena from the face of the earth.

But Emilia waited and still she waits, and the whirlwind doesn’t arrive. The years go on. The strawberries and the loganberries come into flower, and the summer rains fall and the fruit starts to swell and turn red and purple and is gathered, and the leaves droop and discolour and drop, and still no whirlwind pounces on Magdalena and hurls her into the clouds.

A baby boy is born to Johann and Magdalena and dies in hours. Emilia prays that Magdalena will die in its wake but, once again, her prayers are not heard. Johann’s obsession with Magdalena’s bottom knows no rest and he becomes careless of when and where he takes her, so that one hot afternoon, as Emilia walks with little Marcus by a lake, they suddenly come upon Magdalena bending over in the water, splaying her legs, then lifting her skirts to reveal her white moons of flesh, and then, as they watch, Johann wades towards her, naked except for his shirt and in a state of gross arousal. Three-year-old Marcus laughs and points. He does not know what he has just seen. Emilia covers his eyes with her hand. Magdalena and Johann turn and stare accusingly at the children, then squat down and hide the lower parts of their bodies in the water, Magdalena’s skirts billowing round her, red as blood. ‘Go away!’ Johann shouts.

That night, Emilia decides that her life has become unbearable. Inside her hatred of Magdalena, concealed from her at first but now becoming visible, something else is beginning to grow: a hatred of her own father. She thinks it may have no bounds. No bounds.

She falls asleep in a sweat of loathing and confusion, and has a gentle dream of her lost mother. She recognises this pattern of feeling: anguish followed by calm. She remembers that this was how she held to existence for fifteen years: ill or troubled, perplexed or sad, she would seek out Karen and Karen would talk to her and stroke her hair and hold her small hand in hers, and after a while she would arrive again at normality and serenity, and know that she could proceed with her life.

And now Emilia wakes weeping because the dream was so fine and so real, and all through it she was skating with Karen, arm in arm, skating on and on down a long frozen river, and their two breaths made a single cloud that danced along in front of them, and the sound of their skate blades cutting into the ice was like a kind of singing. ‘Show courage, Emilia,’ Karen said to her.

What did this mean precisely? What kind of courage is her mother asking of her? Emilia lies in her narrow bed wondering. She cannot imagine any future in which she can be happy.

She decides it may be the courage to go to her father and ask him if some position might be found for her – as nurse or as companion or gentlewoman – in some household. All the while she is saying this, she keeps her eyes lowered, so that she cannot see the person to whom she’s addressing her words, in case the hatred she has begun to feel comes into the room and lodges there, taking up all the available air and making it impossible to breathe.

‘Look at me,’ says Johann.

But she can’t. She will not. The knowledge that she despises her father is difficult to bear.

‘Look at me, Emilia.’

She feels her face becoming hot and red. She holds onto the locket on its velvet ribbon. Show courage, Emilia.

She raises her eyes and sees her father standing still and looking at her sadly. She tells herself that he is not a wicked man, that Magdalena has put a spell on him, that if it were not for Magdalena he would not be lewd and forgetful nor walk into the lake with his sex pointing to the far horizon.

‘Now,’ he says kindly. ‘Tell me why it is that you wish me to find you such a position. I had always assumed you would stay here until you were married.’

‘I will never be married,’ she says. ‘I will never love anybody. I don’t want to love anybody.’

‘Why do you say that?’

‘Because it’s true. I don’t want a husband. I don’t want anybody to touch me. I would like to take care of children or be a companion to a lonely person in some household far away, that is all.’

A fine clock ticks in the room. Outside the window, snow is falling. What is the sky made of I do not know.

After a long moment of the ticking clock and the silent snowfall, and fragments of songs coming and going in Emilia’s mind, Johann says: ‘I do not wish to be unreasonable. We will endeavour to find the kind of position you have in mind for yourself and we will place you there, but only for a brief time and after that I shall order you to return. And when you do we shall give thought to your marriage. You must be married, Emilia, and that is that.’

Emilia wants to say: Marriage is the angry mouths of babies suckling; marriage is dying on a February morning with no one to save you; marriage is Magdalena and her skirts like blood and her spells that can never be broken …

‘I think that is a fair bargain,’ says Johann.

Emilia doesn’t reply. She knows there are always ways to forestall the future. Some part of her believes in a heavenly place where Karen can be found, patiently waiting for her to arrive.

‘Meanwhile,’ says Johann, ‘you will kindly show more affection towards your stepmother. She is generous to you and good-hearted, and you are unnecessarily cold and distant. You will be kinder to her for my sake.’

Emilia looks out at the snow. She thinks it is considerate of Nature always to be moving and changing so that, when the mind is in pain, it is unfailingly provided with some kind of new entertainment.

From Countess O’Fingal’s Notebook, La Dolorosa

I must now mention my four children. At the time when our great tragedy began, the eldest, Mary (Maria), was nine, my two sons, Vincent (Vincenzo) and Luke (Luca), were eight and six, and my youngest babe, Juliet (Giulietta), was but four years old. Though I recognise that mothers very often seek to embellish the virtues of their children and even to endow them with gifts and attributes they do not really possess, I must ask any reader of this journal to believe me when I report that these children, brought up very kindly at Cloyne and with many learned, skilful and patient tutors and instructors employed to teach them philosophy and Latin, Italian and French, dancing, fencing, riding, poetry and embroidery, were growing into the most beguiling and beautiful souls that could be imagined.

When, with Johnnie and me, they embarked upon any tour of the estates, all the men – whether shepherd or pig-man, charcoal burner, mussel gatherer or poultry man – and their wives and families swarmed out to our carriages with gifts for the children. They would gaze upon them with great delight, and stroke Giulietta’s hair and let her pick wild posies from their fields and gardens.

This love of the people for his children gratified and moved their father very greatly and he would often say to me that he believed that if a child is loved rightly by its parents and never hurt nor tormented by them, then that child will invite love wheresoever it goes and so will be at ease with love all its days – just as a man may be at ease in clothes that are comfortable and warm – and never competing for affection that it does not need nor striving for the worship of the whole world.

This opinion I shared and do share it still and, since the bad times came to us, I have tried to augment my love for Maria, Vincenzo, Luca and Giulietta in measure as Johnnie’s tender care of them has diminished, so that notwithstanding all that has happened these beautiful children may still, in their future lives, be at ease with love and never ailing nor spiteful for want of it. But this task is hard. They loved their father and they saw him slowly, in the space of four years, sicken in madness and despair – in which state he could not love any living thing but on the contrary cast about him all the while for some breathing creature to wound, so that others might suffer as he did and know what he felt.

More times than I can bear to report it was upon the children that his anger turned and he would scream at them and curse them and even raise his hand to strike them or snatch up some petty instrument of punishment such as a riding whip or a walking stick and attempt to beat them with this.

Time and time again they came to me and asked, ‘Mama, what is happening to Papa? What have we done to enrage him so?’ and I would try to explain that it was not with them that he had begun to despair, but with himself.

If only he had not had that dream of sweet music …

I have often thought that this can by no means have been an ordinary dream because the life span of an ordinary dream is shorter than an instant of time or, if it should linger a while, may do so only for a single day and at that day’s end will vanish with the dark. But the dream of Johnnie O’Fingal never left him. Yet if it was not an ordinary dream, then what was it?

When more than a week of sleepless days and nights had passed, I made him lie down with me in my bed and I held him in my arms and said to him: ‘Johnnie, you know that this striving for your lost music must cease. You are tormenting yourself to no purpose. Look how pale and wan you seem. Remark how our children move so quietly in the house for fear of you, as if you had become a ghost. Hear me when I tell you, you must put this dream from your mind. You must forget it, my dear. For it has left you and will never return.’

He looked at me with his exhausted eyes. ‘You do not understand, Francesca,’ he said. ‘If you had heard the song – the absolute rapture of it – then you would be with me, seeking day and night to recapture it. You must believe me that it was like no piece of music that I have ever in my life heard played. I know that the whole world would marvel at it, weep at it, feel it fill its whole being with joy just as it filled mine in the dream. And something as significant as that cannot be lost! Do not tell me that it is, for I refuse to believe it. I must be patient, that is all. We must all be patient, for I recognise that this search of mine has taken me away from you and the children, and from my duties on the lands. But I will soon return to you. The moment the song is rediscovered I will be my former self again and all will be mended and all will be well.’

So adamant was his conviction that his reverie could in time become a concrete thing that I decided I should not chivvy and berate him, as I was sorely tempted to do, but stay silent and only try to care for him in his struggles, keep the children from him and undertake myself some of the tasks he should have been performing with regard to the buying of livestock and seed for springtime, the supervision of chimney stacks and roofs after the great gales and other matters needing his care.

I also instructed the servants to move the virginals out of the hall (where Johnnie’s desperate playing could be heard all round the house) and into the library, where at least he could be alone with the door closed upon his terrible work. Privately to myself I pledged that I would let one month pass and then insist that Johnnie accompany me and the children to Bologna, where, in the altered environment of my father’s house, his maddening dream might gradually float away and cease to torment him.

This month, marked only by vexation and unhappiness, was almost at an end and plans were already far advanced for our voyage to Bologna, when I was sitting by the fire one evening, reading aloud to Luca and Giulietta some of my favourite lines from Shakespeare’s sonnets.

‘O never say that I was false of heart,

Though absence seem’d my flame to qualify.

As easy might I from myself depart

As from my soul, which in thy breast doth lie …’

Suddenly, Johnnie interrupted my recitation with the words: ‘Francesca, it is almost found!’

I laid down my book. ‘Almost?’ I inquired.

‘It is near! That’s what I mean. I feel it coming. It’s so near that I almost hear it …’

He then insisted that I and the children should go with him to the library. He made us sit in a line upon some chairs. Casting my eyes down our line, I saw that all the children, even my brave Vincenzo, looked dazed with fright.

A little playing followed: some chords in the key of D major. Then Johnnie began, one by one and slowly, to repeat the chords and in between each chord to babble some almost meaningless words that I cannot remember precisely but which ran something like this: ‘… and then it goes and soars and returns, a trill, a tender one-note trill and then the valley or what should I call it but a place of echoes returning the melody to this …’ and then another heavy chord and then more words: ‘and so it must be, must be in this key, the innermost echoing chamber, like the heart, like the human heart or like a crying on the hills or like this, this chord, like the sea …’ and then another chord and another and so on, and then a sudden silence in which we all sat still and petrified upon our chairs, and Johnnie laid his head upon the virginals and seemed in an instant to fall asleep.

I rose and ordered the children to go to bed. Together I and the servants carried Johnnie to our room and laid him down and covered him. I sent for the groom and told him to ride to Cloyne to fetch Doctor McLafferty and, while I waited for him to arrive, sat watching by my husband, who was indeed sleeping, yet in his sleep crying out still, as though his searching was continuing and giving his mind no respite.

Doctor McLafferty, being told by the servants of Earl O’Fingal’s strange condition, had brought with him a potion made of cloves, honey and cinnabar, which he told me would ‘soothe the brain of its trouble’, and this he gently rubbed into the skin of Johnnie’s forehead, but even as he administered it I saw some red patches as of a psora appearing on the skin and ordered him to stop. ‘No, Lady O’Fingal,’ he said, ‘begging Your Ladyship’s pardon, but these welts are the very proof of the efficacy of my ointment. These lovely welts are the Earl’s great anguish coming out of him, do you not see? Please have patience. Let his whole face be covered in lesions if need be; let them erupt and spew like volcanoes with foul matter and in a matter of days his mind will be as calm as a pond.’

The doctor went away and I kept watch over Johnnie as he slept. To keep myself awake I read a little from the great tragedy of King Lear and prayed that the soothing sleep which, in this play, cures the old king of his madness would cure my poor husband of his. But he was not cured by any ointment of cinnabar. He was not cured by any tender sleep. On the instant of waking, he ran down to the library and began again on his demented search. ‘Recommence, recommence!’ I heard him cry out.

*

The children and I travelled to Bologna. Though I entreated him on my knees and with tears and sobbing to come with us, Johnnie had refused. Once again, he had told me that he was ‘near, so very near,’ to achieving his desire and had come to believe that, in the silence following our departure, in the lonely state our absence would produce, it would at last be found.

I wrote many letters from Bologna, telling mostly of trivial things such as the purchase of fine Italian silk for some new dresses for the girls and the great delight my father took in spoiling his grandchildren, but received not one reply. Though sorely tempted to continue to reside with my father, where the children had returned to something like their former gaiety and sweetness, I knew that I had to go back to Cloyne. What I did not know was what I would find when I came there again.

What I found was a terrible quiet.

The virginals had been closed and locked with a padlock, and a tapestry cloth hid them from sight.

Johnnie O’Fingal, his face still infected with the psora caused by the ointment of cinnabar, yet with a deathly pallor spreading to his temples and affecting every part of his emaciated body, sat in an armchair, holding himself perfectly still and unmoving.

I ran to his side and put my arms round him and laid my cheek against his. ‘My dear,’ I said, ‘tell me what has happened that you are so thin and silent. Did my letters arrive? Oh tell me what has occurred at Cloyne in our absence.’

Johnnie did not speak, nor did his arms hold me to him. The children stood by, watching us, and Giulietta began to chatter in Italian, telling her father of the great adventures she had had on the ship that brought us home, but he paid her no heed and did not seem to hear her. ‘Oh my husband and lord,’ I said again, feeling tears begin to start in my eyes, ‘it is your wife Francesca and the children are here. See, they are by you. And we have missed you so. Will you not speak to us?’

He stirred in the chair. I felt his arm come up and I thought it was to draw me nearer to him. But it was not to draw me nearer. His hand crept upwards to my neck and encircled it, and I felt his fingers start to dig into my flesh and all the breath in my body begin to be squeezed out of me. I cried out and the two boys ran to my side and they prised the hand away from my neck and wrenched me from their father’s grip. I stumbled and fell to my knees and the children clustered round me, terrified for their lives.

Johnnie O’Fingal sat silent and unmoving in the chair. He did not look at us, but seemed to rest his gaze on some far-away scene of his own imagining.

To recount these things is to make them live again. I see that my writing has become wild and very sloping on the page.

I note something more. Today is Giulietta’s birthday. She is eight years old.

The Boy Who Could Not Write His Name

They rose at dawn. They said prayers together in the lofty school hall as the windows slowly filled with light. King Christian still remembers that the old Koldinghus smelled of wood, as though one part of it were being sawn up to make planks with which to build another part. In summer, this wood smell became almost intolerably sweet. His friend Bror Brorson said one day: ‘To live at the Koldinghus is akin to living in a cask.’

The boy Christian’s travels with his parents King Frederik and Queen Sofie were over; the days of his drawings of Nils the cat and the golden fish in the lily pond at Frederiksborg were over; his nocturnal conversations with the boy trumpeters were over. He had known for some time that the day would come when these things would all be over and he would reside at the Koldinghus school, under the eye of his corrector Hans Mikkelson. But he did not like it. He told Bror Brorson: ‘The past is already filling up too quickly.’

His companions, like Bror Brorson, were the sons of the nobility. Only high-born children were sent to the Koldinghus school. They were taught Latin, German, French, Italian, English, theology, physics, history and geography in the mornings. During lunch they debated in Latin and in one other foreign tongue. In the afternoons they fenced and rode and played ball games. They spent the evenings at prayer and they had no leisure. The days were too long and the nights too short. It was not unusual for a boy to fall asleep in the middle of an English lesson.

The time of day Christian preferred to any other was that moment when the activities of the afternoon were over and the boys would return to their dormitories to change their clothes before supper. It was not that he liked the dormitory or enjoyed changing his clothes before the unappetising supper that awaited him; what he savoured was the extraordinary feeling of physical strength – of mastery of himself – that he experienced in the wake of the fencing and outdoor games. It did not last more than half an hour, but while it was there it gave him profound satisfaction. And he decided, after some weeks at the Koldinghus, to put it to some use. For how often does a boy feel himself to be master of all that he sees and feels? To be a boy is to be very often most strangely amazed at the conjunction of every thing with every other thing or, to put it plainly, in a state of puzzlement with the world. But here, in the too slow progression of days, were moments when this future King felt at one with his role on earth, when he felt that he could be King or that he was already King within himself.

And so he contrived what he termed his ‘half-hour of absolute majesty’.

He would take up a finely sharpened quill and a piece of vellum and, knowing his hand to be in perfect control of every stroke or loop of the pen and feeling the energy within him travel through him and emerge in its altered condition onto the parchment, he would write his name time after time in calligraphy of exceptional sophistication and beauty:

his Majesty, King Christian IV of Denmark

His Majesty, King Christian IV of Denmark

His Majesty, King Christian IV of Denmark

He would then embellish these repetitions of his name and title with renderings of the Latin motto he had already chosen for his future reign: Regna Firmat Pietas (Through Piety the Kingdom is Strengthened).

Regna Firmat pietas

REGNA FIRMAT PIETAS

As the bell sounded to call him to supper, he would sign the page with a hasty but still perfect CIV or sometimes C4 with the ‘4’ resting inside the capital ‘C’, like a child kneeling on the lap of its parent. He chose to see his own marvellous writing as a calligraphic expression of his innermost being and there was nothing flawed in it. There was no shoddiness about it. It was fine and complete.

Hans Mikkelson, the principal tutor, or ‘corrector’ as he was officially known, was a man of strangely alternating moods. On certain days he could be patient with the boys, wrapped in his task of communicating to them his learning, as if that learning were a soft mantle that he patiently draped about their shoulders. At other times (and this was his more habitual mode) his thin face would wear a sour expression, he would be unnecessarily pedantic with his Latin corrections and he would make frequent use of a leather fly swat, slapping it viciously upon the boys’ hands or upon the pages of their work and sometimes upon their ears. At least one pupil at the Koldinghus complained that throughout his life his hearing had been impaired by the terrible swiping of his ears by Hans Mikkelson’s fly swat. Others would remember him with awe and affection, and fondly recall the affliction from which Mikkelson suffered: he had watery eyes.

This watering of the corrector’s eyes was of great fascination to Christian. He attempted to determine what conditions caused the greatest amount of watering. He noted, for instance, that Mikkelson endured more trouble with his eyes in the mornings than in the evenings and that, if there was sunlight at the schoolroom window, the corrector had to position himself so that no scintilla of it fell upon his face. He likewise recorded that the teaching of Italian seemed to bring about abundant tears, as though the musical cadences of this language were so greatly at odds with his tuneless personality that some anguish was caused to him whenever he attempted to speak it.

If the lunch-time debate was in Italian, Mikkelson’s dinner napkin would be a sodden rag by the end of the meal. History, too, appeared to cause him trouble, as did the singing of cantatas. But his eyes watered most of all when he was angry. As he walked about the room swatting and scolding, a veritable cataract of tears would course down his pale face and Christian formulated the theory, expressed once or twice to Bror Brorson, that Hans Mikkelson had entered a profession about the value of which he felt an anxious ambiguity. Learning he loved, this was certain. It was the passing on of this learning that he did not love entirely.

Bror Brorson was Mikkelson’s most detested pupil. He was the handsomest boy in the school, with a fine-boned face and eyes of a deep-sea blue and a thatch of thick blond hair. He could run very fast and ride well. Like Christian, he was physically brave. But what Bror could not do was write. It was not that he did not have in his mind the thing that he intended to write. He was no worse a Latin conversationalist, for example, than many at the Koldinghus. But when he came to transfer any thought, fact, or observation to paper, something impeded him from writing it correctly. What began in clarity ended in muddle. His work books were shameful. They might have been written by a child of four. And even his own name (easy as it was, with its satisfactory repetition) caused him difficulty. Sometimes, letters would be missing from it and it would appear as Ror Brsen or Brr Rosn. Most frequently all the letters were there but in some altered order, as Rorb Sorbron or Brro Rorbson.

‘What is this?’ Mikkelson would ask, swatting the word Rorbson as he stood by Bror’s desk. ‘What foul chaos is here?’

A slash at the ear. A swipe at the errant hand.

‘I’m sorry, Herr Professor Mikkelson …’

‘“Sorrow” we have already passed, Brorson. We are arrived at “despair”.’

‘I’ll try again, Herr Professor.’

‘Yes. You will. But this time, you will write your name correctly.’

My name si Rbor Sorren. Mye mane is Obrr Sorner …

A stinging slap of the cheek. A hard fist thundering down upon the desk. Tears filling Mikkelson’s eyes.

‘Get out of this class! You will go to the cellar. You will stay there till night, until your fingers are numb. Go!’

Bror Brorson began to spend so many days – and even nights, because Mikkelson’s fury and exasperation with him increased with every day that passed – in the cellar that he soon appeared at lessons with a hurting cough so persistent that it interrupted the natural transfer of information from Mikkelson to pupils, where-upon he would be sent back to the cellar.

One night, Bror told Christian that he had begun to be afraid of the cellar. ‘I was not afraid at first,’ he said. ‘There are some mice down there, but I don’t mind them. What I am afraid of is the place itself. I and the place are at war. Death is in it and wants to kill me, and I will not let it.’

Christian loved Bror Brorson; he was his closest, most trusted friend. He went to Hans Mikkelson and asked him ‘as a favour to me, your future King,’ not to send Bror to the cellar any more. Mikkelson wiped his eyes, sighed and said: ‘I will cease sending him to the cellar when he ceases writing his name backwards. As my future King, you will surely understand the logic of this decision.’

In the winter of 1588 Bror Brorson grew ill. He was taken to the sanatorium and given raw eggs to eat and hot balsams to inhale. Around his sea-blue eyes dark shadows had begun to spread. Christian visited him there every day and read to him from the Bible. Brorson told him: ‘The people I like the most in the Bible are the disciples. They are simple fishermen and would have difficulty with words.’ Both boys were eleven years old.

And then, as the class waited for Mikkelson in the schoolroom one cold February morning, some extraordinary news arrived.

Mikkelson entered the room and the boys stood, as was the custom. Usually, the professor sat down at his desk, facing them, but today he did not sit down. He stood very still, his eyes blinking as they always did when he attempted to control their vexatious watering, and then he spoke. ‘Word has reached us’, he said, ‘that yesterday afternoon, in Zealand at Antvorskov, His Majesty King Frederik II, our beloved King, was taken suddenly ill and there, despite all efforts by his doctors to save him, passed away, God rest his soul.’

Christian did not move. He put his hands round the edges of his wooden desk and held on to it. His first thought was for his mother and he wished he might be at her side, floating on the lake at Frederiksborg in a flat-bottomed boat.

‘Kneel!’ said Mikkelson.

All around him, the boys of the Koldinghus school pushed back their chairs and knelt, with their faces turned towards Christian. Then Hans Mikkelson knelt also and all the company put their hands together, as if in prayer. Christian knew he should speak, but all he could manage to do was to nod, acknowledging the salutation.

‘Long Live His Majesty King Christian IV!’ said Mikkelson.

‘Long Live His Majesty King Christian IV!’ said the boys, almost in unison.

Christian nodded again. Then he found himself staring at the desk in front of his, which was Bror Brorson’s desk, empty of its occupant. He looked at Mikkelson, with only his head visible behind his enormous work table, and his eyes streaming with tears. ‘May I be excused from this lesson, Herr Professor?’ he asked.

‘Of course, Your Majesty,’ said Mikkelson.

Christian walked slowly, his head held high, and opened the door to the schoolroom. He passed through it into the passage and then he began to run. Running was forbidden in the corridors of the Koldinghus.

He ran like the wind to the portal that led onto a cobbled courtyard. The snow was thick on the cobblestones and Christian was wearing only his schoolday suit of dark-brown wool with its shirt of white linen. He sprinted as fast as he could go across the courtyard and in through the wooden door to the gabled annexe of the Koldinghus that housed the sanatorium. He did not stop or even break his stride when one of the nurses asked him what he was doing, but hurtled on until he reached the little room where Bror Brorson lay.

Bror was sleeping. The grey shadows round his eyes were darker than they had ever been. When Christian put out a hand to touch his forehead, it was burning hot.

Christian sat down on a wooden chair by Bror’s bed. ‘Here’, he said aloud, ‘I take up my station!’

He knew that he had come not a moment too soon. There was a fight going on in the room – death had come up from the cellar and was fighting Bror here in a little cell in the school sanatorium – and Christian had come to be on Bror’s side.

Thoughts of his father’s dying went from his mind. What he felt come into his being was a sudden rush of strength and power. In his mind, in the most beautiful writing he could perfect, he channelled this power into a rendition of Bror’s name:

Bror Brorson

He said it, wrote it in the air with his hand, said it again, wrote it larger and larger with a more perfect flourish.

Bror Brorson. Bror Brorson. Bror Brorson.

He had two weapons and death had one. He had the new power of his kingship and his undeniably beautiful rendition of Bror’s name. Death had only itself. He spoke to the sleeping Bror. ‘I am here now,’ he said. ‘Your King is here. You must rest and I will fight.’

Word spread quickly round the school of the death of King Frederik, and the Sister, who was in charge of the sanatorium, came into Bror Brorson’s room and knelt down by Christian and said: ‘Your Majesty must not be in the sanatorium. Your Majesty will, if it please you, leave this sickbed and return to school, where preparations are being made for your journey to Copenhagen.’

‘No,’ said Christian. ‘I have taken up my station here.’

He did not know how long he would have to fight. He knew that whatever he had to do in Copenhagen could wait, but that his friend Bror Brorson could not. He asked to be left alone with his fight. He took up Bror’s burning hand and held it in his. Then, with Bror’s hand, he traced his invisible name. The boy’s fever was intense and the little room smelled foetid, and Christian knew that death was crouching in the folds of the bedding, like the devil crouched over a sleeping infant not yet come to baptism, waiting to swat Bror Brorson’s life away.

The short day’s light began to fade and the snow fell unseen outside the window, but Christian did not call for a candle. He said to death and to the coming night: ‘I am darker than you. I am ink. I am pure and faultless calligraphy and there is no degree of blackness with which I am not familiar!’

The Sister came again to try to prevail upon Christian to leave, but he would not. Hans Mikkelson came, but he refused to let the corrector into the room and he knew that, now, he would have to be obeyed.

All night he fought death in the name of Bror Brorson. Death slithered from the folds of bedding and lashed the walls of the room with its tail. It breathed a mephitic stench into the air.

In the first light of dawn Christian felt a change come over the sleeping boy. The burning abated. But he knew that it must not abate too much, that he must not let Bror go cold. He called for a nurse to bring more blankets and these he placed over Bror, while death began its daylight cries, like a street trader tempting souls to pass its way. He said aloud: ‘This is the moment when all is won or lost.’

Bror Brorson

Bror Brorson!

Bror opened his eyes just after the great clock on the Koldinghus tower struck seven. Finding Christian there, holding his hand, he said: ‘What’s happening? Where have I been?’

‘I do not know,’ said the eleven-year-old King.

Then Christian stood up and laid Bror’s hand gently on his chest. ‘Sister will take care of you now,’ he said. ‘I must go to Copenhagen, to my father’s palace, for since yesterday morning I am King of all the realms. I am going to give order that you travel to Frederiksborg when you are well enough. Will you like that? We shall ride in the forests and go fishing in the lake when the ice has gone.’

‘Will it be allowed?’ asked Bror.

‘Yes,’ said Christian. ‘An order is an order.’

Kirsten: From Her Private Papers

As February arrives, certain Things that do please me excellently well have come to pass.

The King has gone away. That he should be gone is enough for me and I really had no desire to be told where he was going or why, but such is his habit to burden me with every detail of every Scheme that enters his mind that he bored me for at least an hour with some story concerning the discovery of Silver in the mountains of the Numedal in his Norwegian kingdom and how he must go there at once to find Men to hack and mutilate and blow up the rock to get all the Silver out of it.

I said to him: ‘Silver is very pretty, but I really do not wish to hear about hacked rock and men with gunpowder and picks; I prefer the Silver to arrive freshly polished in my room in the form of a hairbrush.’ Knowing how one comes by a thing, though it may be edifying, does not always make one feel merry.

I made this last observation also to my Lord and Master, but he, being a person who must always understand the How and Why and Wherefore of everything on this Earth, flew immediately into one of his rages with me. He called me a Vain and Shallow Vessel and a Bad Mother. He accused me of caring for no one and nothing but Myself. But I was not moved by any of this. I declared that I did not understand what my reluctance to hear about the dreadful workings of a Silver Mine had to do with my being a Bad Mother. And here I saw that I had for one moment got a little advantage over him in the argument, for he paused and shook his head and found no words for an instant or two.

And so I took the opportunity here to press home my ascendancy and cried out in a Pitiful Voice: ‘As to being a Shallow Vessel, women would not be vessels at all if men did not treat them as such! We would prefer to be Ourselves and Human, and no mere receptacle for men’s lust, but what choice do we have? And if we are, in these miserable times, found to be Shallow, it is because we are filled to the brim with the products of men’s licentiousness and cannot bear to take into us one single droplet more!’

Now I saw, to my satisfaction, that the King appeared a little discomfited. He knows how much I have suffered, bearing him so many children that the skin of my stomach is wretchedly puckered and my breasts, which once were as round as apples, do droop almost to my waist (so that when I am abed with the Count I must always keep remembering to position my body in such a way that the Droop be not emphasised). He knows, too, that I am in a state of great unhappiness in my life with him, but yet Denies this to himself, so that he is in reality no more honest than I, who cannot bear to look upon the toil of a Silver Mine, because he cannot bear to look upon me and see me as I am and know what I am feeling in my heart.

But this last I did not say, preferring then to go from the room and lock myself away in my chambers until he and his party (which contains every manner of Person from Cooks to Musicians) departed on the first stage of their journey towards the Numedal. I stood at my window, watching them go through the gates at Rosenborg, and no sooner were they out of my sight than I sent my Woman Johanna to the Count’s house with the following message in the playful code Otto and I have adopted:

My Noble Count,

Morgana the Queen begs to inform you that her Cat is missing and begs you to bring a big Mouse to amuse her while it is away.

No man in my life was like Count Otto Ludwig. Such is my delight when we are engaged in the Act of Love, that I do not seem to take note of any time passing, but be in a World Apart, which world is composed only and entirely of his body and mine and the draperies and light of the room around us.

To sleep in his arms is very soothing and lovely. I do think that I have never known such a sleep as this. But immediately on waking, on discovering where I am, I do feel as naughty as a Vixen again. I cannot help it. I know that sometimes I should let him rest and not in a single afternoon insist upon more than two or three Moments – which I shall admit I do, because this is the only man I have known with whom I can have any real Moment at all and my health is suffering through a great lack of them, and why should I, who am the Queen in all but Title, suffer bad health through a sorry lack of Moments?

Yesterday afternoon, when I had had more than four or five Moments (and he but two) the Count suddenly complained that I was too avid for my pleasure. I did not like the sound of this at all. But instead of being angry with him I feigned some girlish tears and cried to him: ‘Oh, Otto, you are right! How shameful and lascivious I am! What a scarlet wretch you have chosen as your Mistress! You must punish me now, immediately. Oh, go to, with all speed, take up your belt or the curtain cord or any flagellating object of your choosing. And look, here I expose my naked bottom to its terrible lash. Delay not, but punish me without more ado!’

I need not set down the degree of alacrity with which the Count responded to my entreaties, for I do think all men love to chastise women and do get a great Excitement from it. And, although if the King or any other man were to beat me on any part or limb of my body I would detest it, and scream so loudly that all the servants at Rosenborg were woken from their idle beds, the passionate beatings given to me by the Count put me into a kind of delirium, and in this Delirium when I arrive at a Moment, it is of such intensity and long duration that I have begun to think the Count and I are still low down on the graph of Absolute Pleasure and that we could arrive, through experiment and invention, at a degree of Ecstasy that normal men and women never experience in their lifetimes, nor imagine to be possible.

So absolutely does my mind turn to Matters of the Bedchamber that I have cast about me, while the King is still far from Copenhagen and unlikely to return until next month, for every Means that I can devise to make the Count become more besotted with me, so that he be tied only to me with a knot of love and never look elsewhere for his pleasure.

Today – a day of sudden sun that began to melt the snow at Rosenborg – Herr Bekker, the Sorcerer, came to my summons and wrote down for me the ingredients of a Love Potion. He informs me that this Potion is very strong and I must administer it to my man (Bekker believes I am referring to the King, my husband) in small doses, ‘Or else, Madam,’ said Herr Bekker, ‘he could die of a surfeit of delight and this would be a black day for Denmark.’

I made no comment on this last remark of his but ushered him speedily out in case he should begin upon some premature valedictory address to his Great Master. Alas, only after he had gone did I fall to reading the List of Ingredients and discover that one of these is a Thimbleful of Powder from the Grated Hoof of an Antelope. I do not think that any Apothecary in Copenhagen will have ready for me a convenient quantity of grated Antelope’s Hoof, nor do I know how any Antelope can be found, to whose foot a grater may be speedily applied. From this it immediately became apparent to me that Sorcerers live in a World of their Own Invention and not in the Real World with the rest of us mortals. And this is profoundly irritating.

Feeling thus dejected by the impossibility of procuring the wretched Antelope’s Hoof, I was about to summon one of my Women to go after the Sorcerer and inquire what he would have me do, if not voyage to the Plains of Africa or to the Mountains of Nepal in search of the animal, when I noticed that Herr Bekker had left his quill pen behind on my writing table.

I picked it up, thinking to return it to him with my Woman, and, when I held it in my hand, found it to be an object of startling and strange beauty with which, following a natural inclination, I began to caress my own cheek.

The quill feather is black, but with a sheen upon it the colour of mother-of-pearl and a bunch of soft feathers at its base that have arranged themselves into a little curl, like the curls on a baby’s head.

The caressing of my cheek with the quill so lulled and soothed me that I quite forgot to send after Herr Bekker. And I decided that I would not return the quill but, on the contrary, pretend that it had never been left in my room, so that I can keep it for myself. For I think it has some magical property. The skin of my cheek felt very warm and a kind of happiness came into me that seemed to have its beginning there, in my face. When I heard a knock upon my door, I was startled out of my reverie and quickly secreted the quill in the drawer of my writing table, where I keep these papers and to which no one has any key except myself.

My Woman of the Feet, Hansi, entered then. With her was a young girl of very sweet and pleasing appearance whom I had never before seen. ‘Madam,’ said Hansi, ‘your new Woman is arrived, given to you by your Mother, and this is she. Her name is Emilia Tilsen.’

‘Ah,’ I said.

The girl, Emilia Tilsen, curtsied to me and bowed her head. I crossed to her and raised her up and bade her welcome into my service. Though the King calls me a Vain and Shallow Vessel and the Count, while he lashes my bottom with a silken cord, screams that I am a Very Vile Hussy, I know that I can still be kind and lovely when I am at peace with my life, and on the instant this girl Emilia engendered in me a feeling of gentleness and calm that was very marked and the like of which I had not felt for some time.

She has a pale, oval face and hair neither dark nor fair. Her smile is very pleasing and her eyes the colour of the grey sea. Her hands are small.

‘Well,’ I said, ‘you have come from Jutland, if I remember, so I expect you are tired and would like to rest.’

As I said this Hansi looked at me with amazement, she believing that, because I pay not the slightest attention to her Need for Rest, I am incapable of being considerate, whereas the truth is I can be exceptionally considerate and careful of others if I am moved to be so. The fact that I am so seldom moved is not my fault, but attributable to the fact that I am hedged about with gross and idle people for whom I feel not one jot of love.

‘Oh, no,’ said this sweet Emilia, ‘I am not tired, Madam. If there is any task that I can perform for you, then please let me set about it.’

She was wearing a little dress of grey silk. It was very plain, but it suited her well. Round her neck was a locket on a velvet ribbon. She had about her a fragile, pleasing perfume that reminded me of the smell of summer fruit.

‘Very well,’ I said. ‘There is one small task that you might do for me, but first, if you are not tired, I should like to talk to you and hear about your life in Jutland, where I was myself born. So, Hansi, send for a little wine and some caraway cake, and Emilia and I will converse here for a while. Come here, Emilia my dear, and sit down on this chaise while we wait for the wine.’

Hansi gaped at me. Never in her life had I spoken thus nicely to her. She turned tail and went away, letting the door bang rudely after her.

I have now discovered that my sweet Emilia has had a tragic life. She wears her Mother’s picture in the locket round her neck and says nothing will part her from this one possession.

I was very moved when I heard how her Mother died, ready indeed to weep – which thing I scarcely ever do, preferring to rail at Life rather than snivel at it. ‘Oh, my poor girl,’ I said in a choked voice, and took her in my arms, and laid her head on my shoulder and stroked her hair. And together we cried and after a few minutes of weeping, I said: ‘Let me tell you straight away, Emilia, that I am also in an unhappy condition here at Rosenborg. You may observe my sumptuous rooms and count my great quantity of dresses and furs, and all my golden ornaments and jewels. But for all this I am a wretched woman. By and by, you will come to see why and to understand how much I am despised.’

‘Despised?’ said Emilia. ‘How could anyone despise a person as beautiful and kind as you?’

‘Oh,’ I exclaimed, ‘is this how you see me? Beautiful and kind?’

‘Yes. You are very beautiful. And look how, in my first hour at Rosenborg, you have been so tender and gracious towards me …’

‘I was!’ I said, beginning to weep again. ‘I was both these things, when I was younger, before I was driven insane with carrying children and pushing them out into a spiteful world. But all my kindness was used up. And now I am so angry with my fate that I would … I cannot tell you what I would do. I do not know what terrible thing I am capable of doing!’

We sobbed a little longer. I had forgotten what a marvellous thing weeping can be. Then I poured us some more wine and found a kerchief with which to wipe our eyes, and I said to Emilia: ‘My Mother gave you as a gift to me and I can see that she chose very well. My other Women have specific tasks, but I will give you none other than to ask you always to come when I call you and undertake whatever foolish thing it is that has entered my mind. And I, in my turn, will try always to be gentle with you, as your own Mother would have been, and not ask of you anything that might cause you vexation or pain.’

Emilia thanked me and promised she would do for me anything whatsoever that I asked of her and so I patted her small hand and we drank the wine and ate the caraway cake. Then I said: ‘Very well, Emilia. Now I want you to write a letter for me.’

I then dictated the following:

Dear Herr Bekker,

Upon perusing the List you put into my possession today, I do find that you have mentioned the words ‘Hoof of Antelope’.

Please be good enough to call on me tomorrow and explain to me how in the World I am to come by any such extraordinary Thing.

Yours in expectation,

Kirsten Munk, King’s Consort

I noted that Emilia Tilsen’s writing is round and neat. She did not comment on the words Hoof of Antelope, but only, when she had completed the letter, looked up to me with a little worried frown.

North

King Christian’s vast gilded ship, the Tre Kroner, travels northwards towards the ice floes of the Skagerrak. The Tre Kroner is the largest of the ships of the fleet. It weighs fifteen hundred tons. Its main mast is one hundred and thirty feet from main deck to crow’s nest. Silk banners fly from the yards and the mast-heads, and billow in the wind. On the tall quarterdeck the royal coat of arms, painted gold and blue, catches the gleaming of the late winter sun.

With its fatness of sail and its mighty tonnage, this ship is more magnificent than anything ever seen on these waters. In all these ways, it resembles the King himself – exactly as he wished it to. To its Scottish builder, Christian commanded: ‘Give me bulk and bravery. Give me hugeness and a stout heart.’

Now, it ploughs towards Norway across the cold seas of the icy spring. Its cargo is barrels of gunpowder and the iron utensils for breaking rock and stone, together with ropes and tackle and chains. But when King Christian is escorted down into the hold to inspect these tools of the mine, it is not picks and shovels that he sees in the torchlight: he has already replaced them in his imagination with ingots of silver. And the barrels are filled with silver dalers.

The King’s retinue is large, but this ship can accommodate one hundred and fifty souls. Cabins on the quarterdeck are given to the engineers, the people the King calls the geniuses of the mine, men who can look at a hill and know where the seams of precious ore are likely to run. The geniuses of the mine sit in a huddle on the lofty quarterdeck and fret and compare notes, and lay maps of the Numedal across their knees.

The King has included two musicians among the cooks, vintners, surgeons, apothecaries, geographers and launderers because he doesn’t know how long he will be away from Copenhagen and he considers that a life without music – even life on a far-away hillside under a Norwegian sky – is a life where the cold indifference of the universe may hold absolute sway. And he is in no mood to hear its uncaring silence.

One of the musicians is his ‘angel’ Peter Claire and the other is the German, Krenze, the viol player. Their quarters, shared with the surgeons, on the uppermost of the three gun decks are lightless and noisy, and as the ship passes Frederikshavn and begins to feel the west winds of the Skagerrak rouse the seas from their Kattegat slumber, the Tre Kroner’s size affords her little protection from being hurled about in the angry water.

Krenze lies in his hammock, sipping ginger tea to ward off seasickness. Peter Claire’s body begins to ache from the effort of trying to keep his balance and it seems to him that this ache of his and the creaking and sighing of the ship confuse themselves and become one and the same. His world is shrunk to this, to bone and sinew, to wood and rope, all protesting against the inhospitable sea. It is only a few weeks since his journey from England and Peter Claire never expected to be aboard a ship again so horribly soon. He sleeps fitfully and dreams of his Irish Countess. ‘Gone,’ he says aloud, ‘and for always.’

Krenze overhears this, but doesn’t question or comment. Green-gilled, his thin hands nurturing his bowl of tea, he remarks acidly: ‘I am surprised His Majesty did not put us in the hold with the powder. What has become of his cherished concept of underneath?’

Peter Claire, his mind still filled with images of Countess O’Fingal, seeing in the tormented Skagerrak the slate-blue seas of the west coast of Ireland, says pedantically: ‘The hold is too deep. There are only two of us and, even on the main deck, he wouldn’t be able to hear us.’

Krenze smiles, despite his sickness. ‘You know we are a floating explosion?’ he says. ‘One lick of fire down in the depths there and we will all be blown to hell.’

‘Why are you so sure it’s hell, Krenze? Why should it not be paradise?’

‘Look at us – how wretched we are! Foul weather at sea strips men of their dignity and makes them nothing. Hell is all we are fit for.’

And so Peter Claire is silent and, not for the first time, asks himself what he is doing so far from his home and wonders, if he should drown in this freezing sea, what living souls would mourn him and what the sum of his life might be seen to be. He thinks of his kind parents, his father the Reverend James Whittaker Claire and his mother Anne. He imagines them sighing for the loss of him, lamenting secretly that he had done so little with his life, only bind himself to a musical instrument and wander about the world – so far from his father’s church of St Benedict the Healer, so far from his mother’s bounteous table – in search of new harmonies and strange company.

He knows they would pray for his soul, yet also find themselves wondering what kind of soul it was they prayed for. For all his life he has been quiet, secretive and solitary. As if he had been biding his time, always biding his time. Telling nobody what he hoped and feared because he knew that the things that he feared and the things that he hoped for were not the things that would come to matter. Something else waited for him. Something he could not yet see. But was it yet in sight? Peter Claire decides that, when or if they reach the Numedal, he will write his parents a letter. In it, he will say:

King Christian has bound me to him more closely than I anticipated. He has acted out of superstition and not out of affection nor from any knowledge of who I really am. It seems, simply, that I resemble the angels he imagined as a boy. But I confess that I have been affected by this and do come to believe – or come to hope – that something of great importance will happen to me in Denmark.

Peter Claire watches the King. The King does not appear stripped of any dignity. On the contrary, his heavy frame seems to have acquired an agility it didn’t possess at Rosenborg. And the workings of the ship are of eternal fascination to him. He doesn’t stay in the fastness of the quarterdeck, but roams about the forecastle and the main deck, scrutinising everything and everyone. For minutes at a time he stares up at the topsails, his gaze resting on the midshipmen strung out aloft on the yard-arms – resting with an expression of awe, even of envy, as though in that universe of sky and sail there might be found a moment of release from all his earth-bound trouble.

‘Oh, this is a wonderful ship!’ he is heard to cry out, and at that very moment a mountainous wave comes rearing up at the Tre Kroner’s prow and water comes pouring over the gunwales, so that the King loses his footing on the deck. Men stagger to his aid and help him to stand, but he is not hurt and once he is up again he refuses to go to his cabin. He holds fast to a shroud. Rain begins to beat down on him and the wind whips his elflock around his neck like a noose, but he pays none of this any heed. In moments, his gaze has returned to the men high above him. They are beginning to furl the topsail, dismantling their airy kingdom inch by inch. And when at last they climb down, some of them boys no older than twelve, King Christian holds out his hand to them in a gesture of admiration. And his eye scans the space of sky where the topsail flew and the rain clouds sweep in, billow upon billow.

With the coming of nightfall the storm dies down. A gentle wind from the south-west still ensures that the Tre Kroner makes headway, but the seas are quieter and above the ship a thin moon slides into view as the clouds race away northwards.

Peter Claire and Krenze are sleeping at last, when one of the ship’s crew wakes them and orders them onto the quarterdeck ‘by command of His Majesty’. They struggle into their boots, Krenze cursing that the King is ‘a destroyer of a man’s health and sanity’, take their instruments out of their cases and hurry to answer the summons. They find King Christian, not in his cabin, but on the deck itself, out under the moon, seated in an elaborate wooden chair like a throne and wrapped in a sealskin coat.

He looks tenderly at his lutenist. ‘Nature’, he says, ‘has given us a little respite, Mr Claire. You and Krenze will now record the gratitude of the ship’s company with some sweet ayres.’

It is very cold. The musicians sit side by side on a wooden crate and begin upon a cycle of German songs – the very music with which, in his mind, Krenze has tried to console himself in his hours of sickness. As the songs start to be heard around the ship, more and more people emerge onto the quarterdeck to listen. The captain leans against some rigging and fixes his eyes on the moon and stars, but the geniuses of the mine gaze intently at Peter Claire and Krenze, as if the sounds they make contained some precious metal as yet unknown to them.

Magdalena’s Ascendancy

Now, with Emilia gone, Magdalena Tilsen rules over a house of men. There are six of them, including Johann, and Magdalena has come to recognise an extraordinary phenomenon: it is not only Johann who is in love with her, but also his two eldest sons, Ingmar and Wilhelm.

They have ceased, it appears, to pine for their mother. They are sixteen and fifteen years old, and Magdalena knows, from the way they cling to her and the habit they have adopted of asking her to kiss them good-night and then giggling as they both try to kiss her on the lips, that she arouses in them something more than simple affection.

The two boys next in line after Ingmar and Wilhelm are too small to be in love with her, but already Boris and Matti are, in their ways, possessive about her. They like to hold her hand. They like to take a furl of her ample skirt and enfold themselves in it, bound to her body, laughing. When she bakes cakes, they sit on the table and dip their fingers into the bowl and, when they have eaten mouthfuls of the creamy egg and butter mixture, persuade her to lick their little fingers clean. Sometimes they unbraid her hair and hold it over their faces.

She has converted them all. She overhears Wilhelm say to Ingmar that he envies his father and Ingmar whispers in reply that the smell of her ‘is fearful in that way’. And the thought enters her mind that when the summer comes she may take Wilhelm and Ingmar to the woods that border the strawberry fields and show them everything they will ever need to know about a woman. Magdalena is from peasant stock. Her father’s family motto (from whence it came, nobody remembers) was ‘Guiltless Are We’ and all his clan took the words to heart in the way they arranged their lives.

Magdalena’s uncle, a poultry man, showed her all the ways of pleasing men when she was a child of fourteen. (‘There is no shame in it, Magdalena, but only a little learning.’) Before she met and married Johann Tilsen, she still regularly slept with this uncle (of whom she remained extremely fond) and with her cousin, the poultry man’s son. There was more than once talk of a child, but no child was ever born and now no one remembers what was said or done on the subject. Guiltless Are We.

So sure of her supremacy in the Tilsen house has Magdalena become that, relishing her many luxuries and satisfactions in this new life of hers, she walks about with an unsurpassed air of confidence. She reflects that it only needed the departure of Emilia to bring about this extraordinary augmentation of her power.

There is often a secret smile coming and going about her lips. And she’s taken to spoiling herself with all the delicacies that can be procured in the neighbourhood, easily persuading her husband to purchase goose livers and cream, capons for stuffing, quail eggs, partridges, lambs’ tails and pigs’ trotters. Her flesh expands. Her cheeks are fat and rosy. That ‘fearful’ perfume of hers seems to increase in intensity. She reigns and the men follow after, always yearning and then again yearning: touch my forehead Magdalena, kiss my lips Magdalena, lick my fingers Magdalena, wrap me in your skirts Magdalena, Magdalena come with me to the lake …

But there is one exception. Marcus, the youngest boy, the child informed by Emilia that he had killed his mother, is apparently impervious to Magdalena’s spell. When she picks him up he screams. He refuses to kiss her. If he goes to one of her cake makings, he holds his hands behind his back, so that she will not lick his fingers. And he is disobedient. Against all her orders he will go wandering away from the house on his own. He has been told that Emilia is no longer there, that she is in Copenhagen, but each time Marcus is brought back from his wanderings, when he is asked what he has been doing, his reply is always the same. He says that he has been looking for Emilia. Again and again it is explained to him that Copenhagen is miles and miles away, further than anyone is able to walk, further than the sea, further than the north star, but still he goes in search of her.

At night, Marcus cries. Often, he wets his bed and in the morning is treated, not to the beguiling touch of Magdalena’s hand on his body that Ingmar longs for, but to a stinging slap on his legs or on his bottom. He lies in his damp cot with his face turned away from the room. He refuses to eat more than a few mouthfuls at mealtimes or to concentrate on his lessons. He is growing very thin and there are shadows under his eyes.

This obstinacy of Marcus’s annoys Magdalena. Why, when with her irresistible smell and her buxom peasant beauty she has enslaved the entire household, must there be this one sorrowful little dissenter? There is no logic to it and this increases Magdalena’s irritation. Marcus is the one child who never knew his mother and therefore he can feel no loyalty towards Karen, yet he it is who pushes his stepmother away.

‘You must talk to him severely, Johann,’ says Magdalena. ‘We cannot have a child in this house who refuses to flourish.’

So Johann (who does whatever Magdalena asks) takes his youngest son for a ride on his bay pony, leading him slowly and carefully along the lanes that border the fruit fields, and, when they come to a meadow, he lifts him down and lets the pony graze and they sit on the edge of a stone water trough still filmed with ice.

Johann looks at Marcus and sees in his small serious face the ghost of his first wife Karen. The other boys are growing up to look like Johann, with dark hair and sturdy countenances. Only Emilia and Marcus resemble Karen. And now, as Johann sits there on the horse trough, he wishes that they did not.

‘Now, Marcus,’ says Johann, ‘pay attention.’

The boy is examining the ice. He sees that there are things trapped in it: dead leaves and small sticks.

‘Are you paying attention?’ asks Johann.

‘Yes,’ says Marcus. But his gaze doesn’t move from the surface of the frozen water.

‘Well, now,’ says Johann with a sigh, ‘you must tell me what is the matter with you.’

He waits, but the boy doesn’t answer.

‘This running away and searching for Emilia. You know it is disobedient and very foolish.’

Marcus looks up at his father. It is a sunny morning and Marcus rubs his eyes, as if the sunlight hurt them. He says nothing.

‘Do you understand?’ says Johann.

‘Where is Copenhagen?’ asks Marcus.

‘We’ve told you: a long way away, across the water. Further than you have ever travelled.’

‘Magdalena could fly there. She is a witch,’ says Marcus.

‘Stop that!’ snaps Johann. ‘I will not have you say that! It was wicked of Emilia to whisper such a thing to you. Wicked. Indeed I am beginning to think she is a sinful girl and that it would be better that she stay in Copenhagen, so that we may all be tranquil here. So you must forget her, Marcus. You must forget her shameful lies and you must forget her. She will not come back to us. And Magdalena is not a witch. She is my wife and she is your mother.’

‘No, she isn’t. I killed my mother.’

‘Another example of Emilia’s disgraceful inventions! Upon my word, I thought her a good girl, but now I see how secretive she is. I believe I shall not permit her ever to return. And you, Marcus, if you don’t cease these doleful ways you have and make progress with your work and begin to behave properly at mealtimes, why then I shall devise some punishment that may be cruel and which you will not like. Look at what you have: these fields and woods, your pony, a loving father, handsome brothers. You are the most fortunate of children. And you will from now on mend your ways or the consequences for you will be very disagreeable.’

Johann expects Marcus to look frightened by now, but he does not appear frightened, only distracted, his large eyes staring at the sunlit meadow.

‘Will Magdalena die?’ he asks.

Johann’s voice is loud and angry when he says: ‘Die? Of course she will not die! What thoughts are in your head? Whatever they are, they are not sensible and they are not good.’

‘I wish that she would die,’ says Marcus.

Now, Johann feels a great torment come into him. He raises a hand to strike Marcus, but in that instant is aware of his youngest son as a pitiful creature, a ghostly soul adrift in his own confused world, a child without a future. He lowers his hand and, instead, picks Marcus up (how light he is, how small and weightless …) and sets him on his knee.

‘I will forget’, Johann says, ‘that you ever uttered those words, but you, in turn, must forget Emilia. You will never more go searching for her in the woods or by the lake or wherever it may be. And now you must promise me that all these wanderings are over. Promise me now.’

Marcus, as if he were overcome with tiredness, leans towards his father and lays his face against his father’s chest. Johann holds him closely and waits, but the only sounds that break the silence of the field are the scufflings of a bird among the old dry leaves.

‘Promise,’ Johann says again, but Marcus neither moves nor speaks.

From Countess O’Fingal’s Notebook, La Dolorosa

While I and the children were staying with my father in Bologna the conviction stole upon Johnnie O’Fingal that I was the sole author of all his anguish. He reasoned as follows: had I been of a more courageous disposition and never woken him on the night of the storm, why then his dream of sublime music would never have risen to the surface of his mind. Thus, it was my childish weakness, my ‘womanish terror of nature’s grandeur’, as he put it, which had brought about our tragedy. I was entirely and only responsible, and the man who had fallen in love with me at first sight could now only look at me with hatred and barely suppress in himself a constant desire to do me harm.

The virginals had been locked and put away because Johnnie O’Fingal had renounced his struggles to recapture the lost melody, declaring that it had ‘gone beyond every reach of my mind and heart’. With this renunciation he decreed that henceforth no music of any kind could be played in the house, not even by the children. Never more would there be concerts or any musical entertainment at Cloyne. ‘There will be silence!’ he thundered.

And so silence there was. I and the children went about our lives – our lessons and pastimes, our walks and meals and reading and prayers – but we did all these things as quietly as we could and were by no means successful in including Johnnie in them, so that what came about in the month that followed our return from Bologna was no less than a separation between us on the one hand and him on the other.

He never came near my bed, but occupied a distant room that looked northwards towards the hills of Cloyne. He never visited the children’s schoolroom nor talked to them at mealtimes nor took them out on any picnic or pleasing adventure. In the daylight hours he would either sit and gaze into the fire in his study or go about his lands all alone and often with no coat or hat, and walk for hour after hour until he grew tired and returned to sleep.

Seeing him wandering like this, with his wild, distracted look and his hair unkempt and thin clothes in winter and the psora unhealed on his forehead, his tenant farmers and peasants on the estate grew anxious for their future. Always, in the old days, he would stop at every cottage or dwelling and talk to the people there, but now he passed them by and did not return their greetings and when, as began to happen, they pleaded with him to set in motion repairs to their roofs or barns, or to take note of the damp that had come into the church, or to pay Doctor McLafferty his annual stipend for the care of them and their children, he did not give them any answer, but only passed by, as though he had not heard them.

Naturally, I still went among them and when they saw me they would press their hands together or hold their heads, as if in pain, and say to me: ‘Oh, Lady O’Fingal, what calamity is come upon us? What has stricken His Lordship down?’

‘It is a mystery,’ I would reply. ‘And I tell you truly that I do not know how it may be solved.’

Then, I would try to reassure the people that I would do everything in my power to find money for their repairs and to give the doctor his dues. But in a short time all the income to which I alone had any right or access was used up. I then went to Johnnie (though still afraid that his loathing of me might manifest itself at any second in some violent deed) and told him: ‘If you will not take care of everything on the estate as before, then you must give me the means to do it. You cannot let your people live in leaking houses or allow their children to sicken or die for want of the services of a physician.’

‘Francesca,’ he said, regarding me with the stony look of hatred to which I had now grown accustomed, ‘the plight of these idle peasants is of no interest to me. What do they know of suffering, compared with what I know? I have been face to face with the sublime and they have never come near it. I have heard the melody in the heart of the universe and then lost it.’

‘Oh, but Johnnie,’ I said, ‘that you have heard it should make you the more inclined – and not less – to deal in all things like an honourable man. Surely, I am right in this? What was revealed to you that night but a great beneficence to which you might aspire? And what prevents you from aspiring to it by means other than musical composition? You do not lack money. Only let me have the right to some control of the estate funds and I will aspire to do good in your place, and all will be well and you will not be disturbed, I promise you, from your walks and reveries.’

But he would not yield. He hounded me from the room. He declared that I, along with all members of my sex, was incapable of aspiring to anything noble for as long as I should live.

By the end of the year I had no funds whatsoever to pay the household staff nor the children’s tutors. In shame and with fear and anguish in my heart, I rode to Corcaigh one day and pawned a diamond brooch Johnnie had given me for my twenty-fifth birthday.

I then, in despair, wrote to my father and asked him to make me a loan from his paper business. This he did straight away and, what is more, hearing of my plight and acting still as a most tender parent towards me, he informed me that as soon as time permitted he would make the journey from Bologna to Ireland and strive with all his might to set in train some resolution to the catastrophe that had come upon us.

It was Francesco Ponti who unlocked the key to the next chapter of our sad story.

For no reason that I could determine, other than that he was a man and a most clever and kindly person, the presence of my father in our house started almost at once to work some soothing magic upon poor Johnnie’s exhausted mind.

He began to talk to him. I do not know what many things they spoke of together (and indeed it is true that my father does make many mistakes in English, so that it may have been some words muddled or confused with others that made to his listener a strange kind of logic) but after a few days I began to see a change in Johnnie O’Fingal. He appeared in his chair at mealtimes and would, from time to time, say some words to the children and let them tell him about their games or their work.

At lunch-time one day, while we ate a thin stew of lamb’s neck, he suddenly embarked upon a discussion of the great matter of God and religion, his mind turning endlessly upon the question of how and when and in what manner we are afforded any proof of the existence of God. And my father, being a Roman Catholic but also a merchant and in no wise a great philosopher, answered him in a plain manner with a tale from his life as a man of commerce. He said God appeared to him in the guise of opportunity.

‘You see, Johnnie,’ he said by way of explanation, ‘in whatever is revealed to us, there I see the hand of God. You understand me? For a saint, this revealing might be to go and make some conversation with the birds, or to give away golden things to a mendicante. You know my thought? But for me, I have a different revelation. I go to a city. It might be Roma or Firenze. It might be London. It could be Corcaigh. I visit a law man, an apothecary, an ospedale, a seminary. Many places. I do then talk to these people in these places and watch what they do. And then, little by little, God reveals it to me: where and how I can do business with them. I have in a leather box my samples of paper, all different qualities, and it is God who says to me, “Francesco, show the Paper Numero Due.”’

I see that I have mocked my father’s language a little here, but any reader of this notebook will forgive me, for this account does indeed give some flavour of the way Francesco Ponti spoke about the subject of God and opportunity. And what it procured that lunch-time, causing astonishment to me and all the children, was a thing we had not seen for very many months. And this thing was a smile on the face of Johnnie O’Fingal.

*

Some nights later my father came to my room after Johnnie had gone to bed and told me that he now at last understood how my husband might be rescued from the entrapment in which he found himself. With his simple logic, Francesco said to me that he believed the reason Johnnie O’Fingal had been unable to rediscover the music he had heard was that he lacked the professional skill to find it. He had proceeded ‘all on his own, without any qualified musician to help him’, and so, of necessity, his endeavours had come to naught.

I protested that if a thing appears in a dream, then it is only the dreamer himself who has any hope of rediscovering it, but Francesco reminded me that Johnnie had ‘got very near’ to playing the tune upon the virginals. If only some skilled composer had been by him to essay different melodies and harmonies, then it surely would have emerged at last and all our lives would have been glorified by its discovery.

Still I expressed my doubts, saying that I did not see how any man may hear what is locked inside another’s heart, but my father then revealed that he had, on this very evening, put his opinion to Johnnie, who had listened attentively and said at last that he would now ‘endeavour to regain his strength to try again, with the hired help of some musical person’.

I let a sigh escape from my breast. ‘Father,’ I said, ‘since you are come to us, Johnnie has by slow degrees begun to return to a little normality and kindness. And for this I thank you more than I can express. But please do not urge upon my husband any return to his search. For this will surely bring him again to absolute despair and misery. Only stay with us a little longer and continue with your conversations, and I entertain some hope that we can at length have something of our old life again.’

My father laid his hand gently upon my head. ‘Francesca,’ he said, ‘this is a man who has seen paradise. You must not prevent a man who has been in this place from trying to go there again.’

And so it was that, in due time, the padlock was removed from the virginals and a tuner hired to prepare them again to be played upon. The library was cleaned and repainted, and a great quantity of paper brought in by my father and laid beside a music stand. Upstairs a room was made ready and on the day that my father left us to return to Bologna a young musician by the name of Peter Claire arrived in our household.

How Can This Be So?

Kirsten Munk has always believed that the rooms inhabited by her women should be plain and simple rooms, unadorned by any luxury.

‘Absence of luxury’, she has told her mother, ‘is essential, if I am to retain control of them. Give them luxury and they will believe that this is a permanent condition at Rosenborg – as if feather beds fell from the air, as if ebony dressing-tables grew out of the floor. Whereas, when they see that this is not so, they will begin to ask themselves how they may get more things with which to warm themselves and embellish their ambitious bodies. And they will soon understand what the answer is: all luxury emanates from me! I can provide it and I can take it away. And so, comprehending this, they will always be striving to please me and always striving not to wake up my temper.’

Thus it is that Emilia Tilsen lies now, on her first night at the castle, not in some spacious or comfortable room, but in a narrow bed in a high chamber with no fire to warm her, and a single candle to make a girdle of light against the Rosenborg dark. The sheets that cover her feel damp, as though they had never been aired in the sun, and Emilia is cold. She keeps the candle burning and lays her cloak trimmed with fur on top of the bedding, holding the fur against her face.

She is thinking about Marcus. She can imagine his face, as if he were standing there, in this unfamiliar room, just beyond the candle flame. His eyes are huge and shadowy, and he clutches some little piece of cloth against his cheek as a comforter. He begs Emilia not to leave him at home with his father and Magdalena, and his brothers whose fingers Magdalena is implored to lick when they’ve gorged themselves on her cake butter. He says: ‘I want it to be true that you never left.’

But she has left. She is alone for the first time. Despite the cold of the room, despite her worrying for Marcus, Emilia now tells herself that she has been fortunate in being summoned here to serve in Kirsten’s household. She is at the start of a new life. She has escaped from Magdalena and Magdalena’s obscenity and spite. She blows out the candle and wills herself to sleep in the knowledge that tomorrow will be good.

Someone wakes her, calling her name.

Emilia has been dreaming about the strawberry fields and thinks at first that she is in Jutland. Then she sees a woman’s face, frilled at its edge by the lace of a night-bonnet and lit by a lamp.

‘Emilia,’ says the woman, ‘I don’t know how you can sleep so soundly in such an icy room.’

Emilia sits up. She is warm in the bed, but knows that the night chill is still in the air. The face in the bonnet belongs to Johanna, the oldest of Kirsten’s women.

‘Now,’ says Johanna, ‘before the day begins, I must warn you of all the things you do not know.’

‘What things … ?’

‘Hansi and I are agreed: you are very young and we cannot let you go unprepared into the morning. I shall speak in a whisper, for Rosenborg is as full of spies as it is of spiders. But you must pay attention.’

Emilia holds on to the fur of her cloak. Johanna seizes a hard chair and positions it by the bed. She sits down on it, placing the lamp on the floor, so that a tall shadow suddenly spreads itself across the wall, causing Emilia an instant of terror. Since the death of Karen she has not been comfortable with the way shadows in the lamplight move at such astounding speed.

Johanna lays a hand on hers which clutches the cloak. ‘Try to remember everything I say,’ she whispers.

And then she begins her recitation of the humiliations she and the other women endure in the service of Kirsten Munk. She tells Emilia about the ‘ridiculous nomenclatures’ they are forced to suffer and the delight Kirsten appears to take in wounding their pride, so that each day contains ‘not one but very many vexing abasements of the kind we did not think would ever be put upon us in the service of the King’s wife’.

‘My title’, she continues, ‘is Woman of the Head. But my mistress always and eternally considers only outward things. My tasks are to dress and adorn her hair and to care for the skin of her face and the jewels she will wear in her ears and round her neck. She is not asking me to concern myself with the thoughts and schemes boiling inside her skull and indeed she does not imagine that I have any knowledge of these. But she is wrong! I have knowledge that could cast her out from the King’s heart and throw her onto the street. And in time, I may use it …

‘But, Emilia, this Woman of the Head is not so foolishly named. I was schooled by my father in thinking – quite by accident in that he had no sons and so he talked to me as if I might have been a man. He told me fables about good and evil, about wisdom and foolishness, and showed me how a fable can awaken the mind to the truth of what it perceives in the daily world. And so you see, I am aptly named and must take responsibility for all the women and try to help them and save them from cruelty and this is why I am here, to tell you what a place of misery you have come to and implore you to try not to feel the insults that will be heaped upon you, but only take them into you as words that have no meaning, as if you felt nothing but the air upon your cheeks.’

Emilia stares into Johanna’s anxious face, at her forehead creased with worry under the white frills. She is about to tell her that nothing at Rosenborg can be more terrible to endure than the presence of Magdalena in the very rooms where her mother used to walk, but Johanna moves closer to her, so close that she can feel her warm breath in the cold air of the room, and continues in a voice hushed almost to ghostliness. ‘And for your own good,’ she hisses, ‘let me speak of things far worse than those we women suffer. Our mistress lives deep, deep in a deception that will soon come to light. She has a German lover, Count Otto Ludwig of Salm. When the King is away she is bold and careless. And sometimes we hear how they scream and cry out together. But we are sworn to secrecy – as she will make you swear. We have to act as if we are deaf and blind. We are threatened with death by drowning, far away in some lake in Jutland, if we make any reference to the Count or to the marks left on her skin when she has been with him. And so you must also become deaf and blind, Emilia. Blind and deaf and dumb.’

Johanna draws back and looks at Emilia, as if watching to see what effect her words have had on the young girl who has been given no specific tasks, but only the tide of Floating Woman in this universe of shadows and secrets. Emilia appears calm. Surprised, of course, with her eyes very dark and wide in the flickering lamplight, but not yet afraid. Johanna opens her mouth to come out with yet more fearful revelations, but Emilia says: ‘She is unhappy.’

‘What?’ says Johanna.

‘Lady Kirsten. She told me she is “despised”.’

‘Of course she is despised! By almost everyone in Denmark. But not by the King. The King does not see her as she is. Yet, I know that one day soon, he will wake up to what she is doing.’

‘People who feel themselves to be despised may do things they do not intend …’

Johanna laughs, then covers her mouth to stifle the sound. She rises then, picks up her lamp and moves swiftly to the door. ‘You will learn, Emilia,’ she says. ‘You will learn.’

Emilia sits motionless in her bed in the dark. She hears Johanna’s footsteps moving away down the corridor.

Then she begins to sift and examine the new knowledge that now seems to live and breathe with her in the small room, making some minute sound, disturbing the stillness of the air. To her lost mother she asks the question, How can this be so?

Karen looks at her gravely. After a while, she slowly shakes her head, telling her daughter that she does not know the answer.

Tycho Brahe’s Recipe

Soon after the funeral of King Frederik, while the state rooms of the castle were still draped in black, Bror Brorson arrived to stay with his classmate at Frederiksborg.

Nobody at the Koldinghus school, not even Hans Mikkelson, had dared to return Bror Brorson to the cellar after Christian’s vigil in the sanatorium and so the shadows around Bror’s blue eyes had vanished, his face had recovered its healthy colour and Queen Sofie complimented her son for having as his friend such a handsome boy.

In the time of his recovery, Bror had also done battle with the writing of his name and he was now able sometimes to replicate a one-word signature, Bror, without experiencing anything more fearful than occasional confusion. And it was Christian’s opinion that a one-word signature would suffice for Bror’s lifetime. ‘As King,’ he said, ‘I will have a one-word signature, with just the little IV or 4 after it to distinguish me from my ancestors. So I have an excellent idea, Bror. Why do we not form a secret society, consisting only of you and me, to be known as the “Society of One-Word Signatories”?’

Bror said that he liked the idea of a secret society, provided it did not have a written charter. But the utterance of the word ‘charter’ woke in Christian an immediate longing for such a document and so he spent many hours compiling and perfecting it in his beautiful calligraphy, then reading it aloud to his friend and only asking from Bror his signature at the bottom of it. The final clause of the charter stated that

All Members of the Society of One-Word Signatories do hereby Promise and Swear upon their names to Protect each other Always and at all Times from Acts of Cruelty, wheresoever and whensoever such Actions of Cruelty shall be threatened against them, as far as human Endeavour and human Strength shall permit.

The signatures on the charter read

Christian           Rorb

Christian quickly rolled the document and tied it with one of the black ribbons with which his chamber seemed to be adorned since his father’s death. He pronounced it ‘perfect’.

The days that followed were filled with the sight of black-clad noblemen, members of the Rigsråd or State Council, arriving to confer with the Queen, bearing sheafs of papers and running out again with their dark cloaks flying, as if time had been sewn into their garments and was now pursuing them up and down stairs, across courtyards and in and out of carriages.

Christian and Bror stood at a high window and watched them. ‘It seems’, said Bror, ‘you have not yet become part of their arithmetic.’

‘No,’ said Christian. ‘It is stupid.’

Danish law decreed that the dead King’s son, though he might nominally use the title of King, could not be crowned until his twentieth year. Until that time the government of the country would lie in the hands of the flying noblemen of the Rigsråd and with the Queen. ‘It is short-sighted of them,’ said Christian. ‘We must find a way to ensure that I am taken into account.’

So the two members of the Society of One-Word Signatories sought out Christian’s grandmother, Duchess Elizabeth of Mecklenburg, her golden plaits no longer golden, but who in her old age could deny nothing to the grandson she had watched over night and day till his second birthday.

They found her in the castle kitchens, making jam from bottled gooseberries. When she was introduced to Bror she put down her slatted spoon and looked at him intently. ‘I am glad you were saved,’ she said.

They helped her measure the sugar and stir the fruit. When it was explained to her that the future King appeared to be forgotten, they saw appear, above her shining, bubbling copper cauldrons, a glitter of amusement in her eyes and a smile on her thin lips. ‘Forgotten?’ she said. ‘How disgraceful. Forgetfulness we cannot endure by any means. We must draw attention to you.’

She left her jam making to the cooks, and the One-Word Signatories followed her to the room she inhabited when she came to Frederiksborg. ‘Now,’ she said, ‘I have something that I have been saving against this day. It was inadvertently dropped by Tycho Brahe when he came here to make his predictions about your life. I should have returned it to him, but some feeling that it might prove useful one day prevented me from doing so. It is a recipe and I believe it might serve your purposes now, provided you are cautious and follow the instructions very carefully, so that you do yourselves no harm. You must bring to it all your skill and ingenuity.’

Searching in drawers and cupboards, and sifting through papers and old pieces of knitting, she found at last a piece of parchment, worn a little as if by frequent perusal, and this she handed to Christian. He and Bror stared at it. On the parchment was a drawing of a skyrocket.

‘Here you are,’ said the Duchess Elizabeth. ‘Now, Bror, I have heard that you are most excellent at practical things. You see here below the drawing is a list of ingredients and instructions for assembling the device?’

Bror immediately felt himself held by the image of the skyrocket’s triumphant ascent into the clouds above Denmark. The ingredients and instructions, however, appeared to him as meaningless symbols.

Christian saw his friend’s hesitation and at once began to read aloud from Tycho Brahe’s faded writing: Sal petrae, 70 parts; Sulphura, 18 parts; Carb. amorph., 16 parts.

‘That’s right,’ said the Duchess. ‘The armourers at Slotsholmen will give you what you need. But you must weigh everything very carefully. And listen to me, children. Do not make it very large.’

How large was very large? Christian suggested that it should be as tall as he was. Bror told him that such a rocket would blow the roof off the castle.

They decided in the end that it should follow roughly the measurements of Christian’s leg, from his knee to his foot, its girth being that of his calf at its widest point. They agreed that such an object would not be too difficult to conceal ‘so that when we send it into the sky, there will be great amazement and wonder, mixed with a satisfactory amount of fear’.

Tycho Brahe had specified for the housing ‘a wicker Cage, perfectly turned at the bottom, so that only a small Aperture be left in the very centre, but making sure that a wicker Tail, to act as weight and conduit, be securely attached. This Rocket casing to have a pointed roof of excellently balanced construction. This Cage to be sewn entirely with a fine skin or supple parchment, so that no air be admitted to any part save the Aperture at the base.’

Christian and Bror Brorson rode out of the gates of Frederiksborg, telling the grooms they were going to tease the wild pigs of the forest with a little archery practice. They made their way first to a basket maker recommended by the palace cooks and thence to a paper merchant, giving orders and leaving drawings and measurements as they went. They were on the road for Copenhagen, intending to be rowed from the city over to Slotsholmen, when the Queen’s carriage overtook them. It was beginning to get dark, with the sky to the west full of snow clouds, and from deep within her fur coverings the angry Queen ordered them back.

‘There is tomorrow,’ said Christian, as they turned their horses round. ‘Tomorrow has one word and it is mine.’

The acquiring of parts and ingredients for the skyrocket and working for many hours together on its assembly made Christian and Bror secretive. Christian’s young brothers, Ulrich and Hans, were prevented from entering their rooms or taking part in their pastimes. The Society of One-Word Signatories led its own enigmatic existence from early in the morning until late at night.

If the world had forgotten about Christian, so, too, had he momentarily forgotten about the world. And it was to him as if Bror Brorson had always belonged at Frederiksborg and would never leave it. In his dreams, Bror became a magical being. He conceived the notion that, as long as Bror was by his side, he could come to no harm. God and calligraphy had helped him to save Bror’s life. Now, Bror would watch over him.

When the skyrocket was complete it was smuggled into the Duchess of Mecklenburg’s rooms, where she examined it for the smallest hole or rent and, finding none, set it upon a wide window-sill, pointing at the ceiling. ‘Fine workmanship,’ she said. ‘Your father the late King would have been proud of it. Now, we are coming to the important moment and do not think that I have not given it a great deal of thought.’

The Duchess Elizabeth chose the date the thirteenth of April. On this day, the Herredag, the People’s Court over which the future King believed he should be allowed to preside, would be assembling at Copenhagen castle.

‘We shall take a closed carriage,’ said the Duchess, ‘and we shall order the coachman, though it be broad daylight, to light the lamps, so that we have fire for the taper.’

As the day neared, the Society of One-Word Signatories, together with the Duchess of Mecklenburg, composed a declaration, to be read out by Christian in the moments after the skyrocket had disappeared into the ether, while the nobles were still staring with awe at the vapours of its fiery passage. This declaration bade the Rigsråd and the judges of the Herredag to ‘remember their King, Christian IV, and henceforth to allow him Full Participation in the Affairs of the Country, so that nothing will be concealed from him and that he may learn how to arrive at Good Government before he is crowned’. It was set down by Christian in writing so exquisite that Bror, casting his eyes across it, declared it to be ‘like music’.

Christian prayed for a blue sky for the thirteenth of April and his prayers were answered. Early in the morning the two boys, the Duchess, the skyrocket and an earthenware milk jar set off in a black carriage for Copenhagen with the coach lamps flaring in the bright sunshine.

Entering the courtyard of the castle, they saw to their satisfaction a great congregation of nobles assembling there. So excited did the Duchess become at this moment that she felt almost faint and had to fan herself with great vigour while Bror and Christian descended with the skyrocket wrapped in a velvet doublet. She called to the coachman to position the milk jar ‘a little way from the horses’ and then to light a taper from one of the lamps.

Temporarily mistaking the taper for her fan, the Duchess waved it back and forth in front of her face, thus engendering a very lively flame within seconds and exclaiming in fright as she began to feel the heat of it coming near her fingers. Bror immediately understood the nature of the emergency and seized the taper from her while Christian, whose own heart was beating as if in time to a steady fast-paced march, carefully unwrapped the skyrocket and set it on the edge of the jar.

King Christian remembers that at this moment of setting the skyrocket on the jar some of the nobles turned and looked at him, and at Bror holding the burning taper. Then Bror plunged the taper into the jar and lit the fuse. The Duchess, standing near them, said in French, ‘Ah, bon Dieu!’ and the milk jar filled with hissing flame as the fuse began to burn.

In the next moment, the rocket flew.

‘Never in the history of time’, King Christian is fond of saying, ‘has any object made by man gone into the space above the earth with such triumphant grace.’ And indeed, the rocket sped straight up, to where the birds turned on the springtime air, and then higher still, trailing its sulphurous smoke, until at last it exploded with a thunderous reverberation in the empty sky and slowly, like snow turned black to join the national mourning, pieces of charred parchment and tiny carbonated filaments of wicker came falling down upon the heads of the people and all the horses whinnied and reared up in the traces of the carts and carriages. There was gasping and screaming. Bror and the Duchess applauded.

King Christian unfurled his declaration and stepped boldly forward onto the steps of the Court House building.

Convoy

The Tre Kroner is saluted by three guns as she sails into Christiania.

Commissioned by the King and designed by him with the help of Dutch architects, this new town deep in the fjords, at the furthest point of the Skagerrak’s reach, is a source of pride to him. It was intended to be an orderly place and orderly it has remained. The streets are straight and the citizens, herded into the town from Otter Island, appear willing – as far as King Christian can ascertain – to walk upon the freshly laid cobblestones in straight, unintoxicated lines. The harbour is deep and the ships berthed there tidily arranged. Christiania smells of fish and of resin, and of the salt wind.

A great crowd of people gather around the King as he disembarks from his marvellous ship. The Tre Kroner will wait there to sail him home, while the geniuses of the mine supervise the extraction of silver from the hills of the Numedal. Then the ship will return to Christiania and wait a second time. It will wait for the silver to arrive. As the ore is stowed into the hold, soldiers will be put on permanent watch down there in the darkness. In Copenhagen the machinery of the Royal Mint will be oiled and repaired. A new likeness of the King (older, heavier about the jaw and with a look of increased anxiety in the eyes) will be struck, awaiting its impress on hundreds of thousands of dalers.

The people of Christiania press forward in the cold morning. They want to touch the King. They hold up their children for him to bless. Some of them remember him coming to Norway as a boy with his father, King Frederik, and his mother, Queen Sofie, and visiting the craftsmen’s guilds. They recall that the word ‘shoddy’ became fearful and entered their nightmares. But they are impressed on this cold morning by the vastness of him. In his tall boots and his great brocaded cape, he seems like a giant out of the old legends. ‘Sir!’ they call. ‘Sir! Sir!’

But Christiania is only an assembly station for the mine convoy. In covered wagons and on carts, the King’s party now makes its way north-west to the rocky valleys of the Numedal. The two musicians travel in a draughty contraption, clad with canvas and drawn by mules. Krenze, huddled under sacking, remarks: ‘Winter had almost begun to recede in Copenhagen; that we have caught up with it again is intolerable.’

Peter Claire doesn’t answer. The German stares at him and under this relentless gaze he feels himself entering once more a state of melancholy, which thickens and deepens as the miles pass and the convoy begins to struggle through drifts of snow. So great now seems to be the distance between himself and his former life that he feels as though a return to it has become impossible. If something of his old longings and dreams remained with him in Copenhagen, here in Norway they have finally deserted him. A man can travel too far from his point of departure and become lost and never find his way back. All that remains to him then is to keep moving forward and pray that hope does not desert him too.

And so, as the mule wagon lurches towards the lonely outpost which is to become the village of the silver mine, and Krenze’s unblinking eyes watch him from above the heap of sacking, Peter Claire understands that his life must be lived in its entirety without the love and companionship of his Countess. She will grow old in Ireland. Her daughters will grow up and inherit some of her beauty, but she herself – as she is and always will be in the mind of Peter Claire – will never again stand before him.

He tries to see her clearly, as if for one last look at her, before even the memory of her is snatched away by time. He lays her down beside him in the wagon and strokes her glossy hair, and hears her say, laughing, ‘Oh, Peter, what a lumpy bed you have brought me to!’

‘His heart will burst, you will see,’ says Krenze suddenly. And the fragile vision of Francesca lying here on the sacking immediately vanishes.

‘Whose heart?’

‘The King’s. For look at what he has to do: hire men; build a town; supply the town; explode the rock; extract the silver; transport the silver back along this infernal route. And then … the hardest thing of all.’

‘What is the hardest thing of all?’

‘Ha! You don’t know? You, who have been locked in your own reverie?’

‘No, I don’t think I know.’

‘Well, keep watch, lute player. You will no doubt eventually come to understand what it is.’

‘Will you not tell me?’

‘No. I merely observe that the King is embarked upon a course which will be fatal to him. Perhaps we shall sail back to Denmark with his body in a casket in the hold of the ship? What do you think, Herr Claire? Then, no doubt, you would be free. Free to return to whatever or whoever it was you have been dreaming about.’

‘No,’ says Peter Claire. ‘I would not be free.’

They journey all night, stopping once so that the mules and horses can rest while the cooks light fires in the snow and prepare a meal. King Christian now wears an enormous coat of leather, which creaks as he moves. He drinks three flagons of wine, declares that the snow drifts illuminated by the fire resemble naked women crouched all along the route ‘and enticing me with their lovely hips’, and has to be helped to his uncomfortable bed in the royal wagon, protesting that sleep no longer gives him rest from care. As he is borne away, Krenze spits into the slush.

Peter Claire is woken by the cart lurching to a halt and the driver shouting to the mules. Krenze also wakes and starts to mumble that there are fleas in the sacking and by morning they will both be plagued with flea-bites, when one of the King’s gentlemen opens the door flap of the wagon and, holding a torch aloft, commands Peter Claire to bring his lute and follow him to the King’s wagon.

Warm at last in the sacking and reluctant to leave this makeshift bed, Peter Claire nevertheless obediently tugs on his boots, picks up his instrument and follows the man out into the frosty night. Above them is a chill clustering of stars and under these cold heavens the bodies of the poor mules and horses steam, and ice gathers on the beards and eyebrows of the coachmen.

‘His Majesty is not well,’ says the gentleman, whose speech is so perfectly articulated that it might be the voice of an English nobleman. ‘His stomach plagues him and he is much afflicted by small fears.’

The royal wagon smells foetid and the King’s breath, when Peter Claire comes near to the pile of brown furs from which His Majesty’s troubled head protrudes like a potato from the earth, stinks of vomit. A bowl has been set near him and a servant waits with damp rags and clean cloths. Peter Claire feels his own stomach rebel at the thought of passing the rest of the night in this malodorous confinement, but he strives to master his discomfort and settles himself, as instructed, at the King’s side.

‘This is how my father died,’ says King Christian. ‘From a sickness of the stomach and bowel. I was eleven years old, so I did not witness it, but this is what the physicians told me.’ Then he takes a sip of water and adds: ‘Of course he did not have an angel to keep watch.’

Peter Claire is about to reply that very few people have any power against disease or the slow failure of the body’s internal organs, when the King says: ‘We are consoled as much by our delusions and imaginings as by any real or verifiable thing. Is that not true, Mr Claire?’

Peter Claire thinks of the way in which – for a time – he deluded himself about the possibility of a future life with Francesca O’Fingal and says: ‘Well, Sir, my feeling is that all delusions, if they are to console us, must come in a kind of relay, one after another, so that we do not have to linger too long with one only, lest we suddenly perceive the stark truth of it.’

The King gapes at him and a look of terror suddenly crosses his face. He swallows several times, as if mastering the rise of sickness to his throat. The servant offers the bowl to His Majesty and stands ready with his cloths.

But he seems to recover, enough to gesture at Peter Claire’s lute, and the gentleman, crouched near them with a candle, whispers: ‘Play, Mr Claire. Nothing fierce nor strained.’

He tunes the lute, leans forward, as though he might be listening for a sound that is going to come out of the reeking darkness of the wagon, and begins upon an ayre by the German composer Matthias Werrecore. As he plays, he can hear the horses sneezing and stamping outside, but the convoy remains where it is on the road and doesn’t move on, as if the whole company of men and mules had paused to listen to this song.

When the piece ends, the King nods and gestures for him to continue with something else. From his time at Cloyne he remembers an Irish pavan with which he used to comfort Francesca O’Fingal, but which he has not played since coming to Denmark, and he has already picked out the opening bars of this before he realises how greatly the sound of this melody is going to deepen his own feelings of melancholy. Held living and breathing in this music is the remembrance of the Countess’s head, leaning upon her arm as she listens, and of her brown eyes, large and luminous yet heavy-lidded with desire, caressing him as they watch him play. So all he can do is surrender to this memory and, even as it engulfs him, swear to himself that this will be the last time he will ever think of her.

Just as the pavan ends, shouts from the coachmen and the jingle and chafing of harness are heard, and slowly the convoy begins to move.

To Peter Claire this night seems now to be frozen, not just in the empty spaces of the starlit Numedal, but also in a sudden immobility of time. And when the King pushes the bowl away from him, it is as if he is setting aside his own illness in order to understand what is happening in the mind of the man he has chosen as his angel. Peter Claire lets his lute rest at his side and the two men stare at each other, each with a quantity of questions forming inside his exhausted head.

Kirsten: From Her Private Papers

Since the King’s departure into Norway, now that I can no longer see him, nor hear, nor smell him, my mind has felt a great and enduring Solace. In short, I do begin to thrive in his Absence and when I contemplate my own Reflection in my new (more flattering) Looking-glass, I do see with much satisfaction that I am daily growing more beautiful.

I pray that he will be away for a long time. The digging out of a Silver Mine is a colossal Business (as he was at pains to explain to me) and my Husband – having the disposition to oversee and master everything in the Universe – will, I suppose, wish to stay to supervise the Miners and return with his ship so loaded with silver that it will be at risk from sinking in the Skagerrak.

Perhaps it will sink in the Skagerrak?

Perhaps I am to be a Happy Widow before the year is gone?

Oh, dear Lord, but it is not hard to picture the great weight and tonnage of the Silver Ore pulling like boulders at the keel of the ship, while the sails still strive to keep it flying through the wind, but yet they cannot and so the masts begin to tilt and the ship to list and the men below to feel the vessel going down and endeavour for as long as they have breath to take up the Silver and hurl it out into the water, but yet they cannot, they neither, for their breath is gone and they are drowned and white and floating in the sea …

Yet if none of this comes to pass, what am I to do?

Last night I had a dream that I walled myself up in a high Tower, with guards at the gate and stationed before the door of my chamber, and only those who knew my secret Password, which was phantasma, were admitted into my presence. But alas, everyone, Count Otto included, had forgotten the pestilential Password and could by no means bring it to mind, and so I was left all alone for the remainder of my life to grow old in unremitting Solitude.

(Dreams such as this one are utterly vexing and of no help to me in my predicament whatsoever.)

If only I could pass my days as I pass them now, left alone to do as I will, and every night visited by my Lover, then I should be content.

Otto and I, I here set down, have become so enamoured of Chastisement of each other while we are engaged in the Act, that we are veritably addicted to these Practices and cannot resist them, even though our bodies are now showing secret signs of bruises and lacerations. Otto tells me that he can, when he is not with me, come to a state of brimming excitation just by the mere thought of the beatings I shall inflict upon him and he has commanded to be made for us a quantity of silken Whips (the curtain cords of my bedchamber and of its adjoining closet all being used up and frayed into pieces).

I know that when I shall see these lovely Whips I shall so pant to use them upon Otto that I may in my frenzy tear his breeches and find upon my lips some flecks of Foam, such as Mad People do give forth. And from this I see that my enslavement to Otto, and his to me, is indeed a veritable Derangement, as though we two were inhabitants of some Other World where no one walks but us and where no ordinary matters are considered, but only this one Thing, which binds us and which we cannot renounce for anyone or anything upon the Earth.

Our Flayings and Whippings are now refined and perfected further into Absolute Lust by the means of Words. I do not dare to set down what Insults we have screamed out to each other, only to record that if Otto accuses me of being ‘a verit. wh. & strump., a fornic. troll … etc. etc.…’ these terms are quite habitual, even mild and courteous, and we are gone so far into Abuse of each other’s Names that I do declare we need some Dictionary to help us come by some new terms that have not staled with use.

Ah, Otto, my lover, my Only Satisfaction, what is to become of us?

Shall we die from our heavenly Wounds?

When Otto is not with me I like to pass my time in Sleep or, for some part of each day, engage in some gentle Pastime such as Embroidery or games of Shove-Halfpenny or short walks in the gardens with my sweet Floating Woman Emilia.

Her alone, among my Women, can I endure for the reason that she does not hate me. I have come to believe that all my Nastiness stems only from this burden of Hate and that were I loved and prized by the Nobility and the Dowager Queen, and by my own Children, instead of being loathed and detested by every one of them, why then I would be Different and Good, and the name Kirsten would be associated only with Virtue.

For we are, in some measure, what others believe us to be. And because Emilia likes me and believes I am Honourable and Considerate, so then can I indeed be these things when I am with her and show towards her nothing but affection.

Lest her excellent opinion of me be disturbed by news of my Amours with the Count, I have sworn my other Women to secrecy upon this matter and, in giving her a chamber very far and distant from mine, ensured that she does not overhear any Noise which would betray to her what I was doing with the silken Whips and so forth.

My Woman of the Head, Johanna, was the most reluctant to swear, saying impertinently to me: ‘Madam, I do not see how we are supposed to keep secret a Thing which is not conducted in Secrecy,’ and this so enraged me that I took up the gold statue of the King on his Tilt-horse and only prevented myself from hurling it at her head by the sudden realisation that this might cause her to fall down utterly Dead. But I would not be surprised to find that she plots against me. I believe she is deluded into thinking, because her appellation is ‘Woman of the Head’, that she is intelligent and cunning, but I do not spy any intelligence in her, only jealousy and spite.

During my embroidery hours with Emilia she has told me something more about the family she has left behind in Jutland and how all her brothers save one are caught in the spell of the vulgar peasant Stepmother Magdalena, and how she fears for Marcus, ‘the only one who is outside the spell’, imagining his melancholy since her coming to Copenhagen. Emilia has such a tender heart that she is more moved by the plight of her brother than I have ever been by any plight of my own Children. And so I, in turn, do feel moved to comfort her. I put a kiss upon her soft hair and call her My Little Pet. And then we make plans together to buy some pretty bells and send them to Jutland for Marcus to put on his pony, so that he knows Emilia has not forgotten him.

And Emilia turns to me with a look of adoration in her grey eyes and says to me, ‘Madam, you are so kind and thoughtful, I do not know how I can repay you,’ and I am so astonished that I feel almost like weeping.

So agreeable do I find the presence of Emilia that I have lighted upon an Idea, which may be of assistance to me on that ill-fated day when the King returns from Norway. I have told her that there are certain nights in the month when cruel fears and hauntings do enter my mind and at such times I like to have near me some gentle person with whom, if it moves me, I can hold Midnight Conversations.

Thus, I have arranged it that, when I have my Menses and the Count does not come to me, a little cot is put in the chamber next to mine (through which all who wish to enter my own room must pass) and Emilia sleeps there at my door. I have told her to admit no one. I have said to her, ‘Emilia, you must promise me that not a soul in the land – not even the King, were he to request it – shall be allowed to come past you on these nights, because my mind is horribly discomfited and I cannot endure to converse with anyone in Denmark except you.’

And so she brushes my hair and warms my bed with a warming pan, that the pains of the Menarche may be lessened by the soothing heat, and I see her arms going about these tasks so lovingly that I am moved to stroke them and find that her skin is as soft as a child’s. ‘Emilia,’ I say, ‘I hope you will not leave me.’

In the night, if I wake with my brain boiling with Terror, remembering anew my Great Predicament with regard to Otto and the King, I cry out and Emilia comes to me with a candle and we send for hot milk and hazelnut cake and build up the fire in my room and furl the drapes against the cold night air. Emilia, without showing any disgust, helps me to change my bloody rags. And then we talk of the Cruelties and the Nastiness of the world and how, in the corridors of this very palace, whispers against me may be heard passing from mouth to mouth.

An Ordinary Household

The herring fleet is going out.

Softly, into a calm sea, with the wind blowing from the south, the fishing boats set sail from Harwich quayside, where a few people, the early risers of the little town, stand and wave until the vessels are lost to sight in the morning mist.

The people wander away, each to his own house or place of work, each to his own task, until only one man is left standing there, as the sun rises higher and gulls begin to cluster and circle, following the boats, and the church clock of St Benedict the Healer strikes seven.

The man is the Reverend James Whittaker Claire. He doesn’t move, but continues to look out to sea, as though he planned to wait out all the hours until the herring fleet’s return. But he is not thinking about herrings. What occupies his mind is the future. He is fifty years old and his hair and beard are grey. He has passed the night in a sleepless despondency that he did not anticipate and already he has been standing here for an hour, since well before sunrise, in the hope that the salt air and the banter of the fishermen would act as a balm upon his agitated spirits.

His wife, Anne, and his daughter, Charlotte, are at home in the vicarage and he knows that they will be going about their morning tasks, overseeing the baking of bread and the laying of the table for breakfast, calling to the hens in the yard and scattering corn. He understands that these women of his are happy and serene on this February morning and he longs mournfully to share in this serenity, but he cannot. He rubs his eyes and turns away from his contemplation of the sea. He begins to walk towards his church.

The previous evening Charlotte’s suitor, Mr George Middleton, had come to see the Reverend Claire to ask for her hand in marriage.

George Middleton is a Norfolk landowner with a large estate at Cookham, near Lynn, and an income of a thousand pounds a year. A boisterous man in his thirties with a loud laugh and rough handshake, he is a good match for the daughter of a vicar. What is more, Charlotte has declared that she loves him ‘more than any being in Norfolk or beyond’ and when James Claire gave his blessing to the match, Charlotte flung her arms round his neck and declared she was ‘the most fortunate girl in England’. Her cheeks were pink and her eyes shining. George Middleton whirled her, laughing, into his arms.

The wedding will take place in the autumn. Already, Anne Claire has begun upon a quantity of lists. The business of the wedding will occupy the minds of both women from dawn to sunset. And James Claire is happy for them, doesn’t begrudge them one second of their contentment. Yet, in his own heart, he feels a misery so deep that, as he walks along, it almost causes him to stumble.

He has seen his future.

He has seen the mornings empty of Charlotte. He has seen the afternoons passing in unaccustomed silence. He has seen his congregation assembled at Evensong and, though he searches for his daughter’s face among them, he knows that she is not there. He has seen himself grow old in mourning for his departed children.

While Charlotte remained, there was yet some distraction, some compensation for the absence of Peter. Sometimes James Claire has cruel dreams of his son lost in a storm, drowned in a frozen northern sea, or simply falling into an icy forgetfulness so that all memory of England and his former home seeps silently from his mind.

But, with his daughter near him, reminding him that Peter’s love for music always did and always would triumph over his father’s wish that he follow him into the Church, why then James Claire could endure his absence. Only now, in the certain knowledge that, when next winter comes Charlotte will no longer be part of his household, does the loss of Peter, stretching into a future the duration of which no one can predict, feel intolerable.

He and Anne will be alone with the hens and the apple orchard and their daily prayers. Charlotte and George Middleton will visit them from Norfolk from time to time, but the era of the family is past. Long ago, before either Peter or Charlotte was born, James Claire wept over a child which lived a single day and died without a murmur as night fell. Now, although he feels his misery to be a selfish, unwarranted thing, he cannot rid himself of the notion that a second dramatic darkness is about to fall.

With the bread baked and the butter and preserves set out on the table, Anne and Charlotte wait for James Claire to return from the quayside. They are hungry and their servant, Bessie, waits obediently by the stove, ready to coddle the eggs, but they do not particularly notice their hunger nor the time passing as they sit at a bureau and write the wonderful words Trousseau List on a plain piece of paper.

‘Mother,’ says Charlotte, ‘when we have done this, you know we must send a letter to Peter informing him that I am to become Mrs George Middleton.’

‘Yes indeed,’ says Anne Claire. ‘And I wonder if he will have leave to come home. That he should play at the wedding would gladden all our hearts, especially your father’s.’

‘I hope he will like George,’ says Charlotte, ‘and that George will see eye to eye with him.’

‘Eye to eye,’ remarks Anne. ‘A strange choice of expression, my dearest, for do you not remember how Peter’s eyes, so blue as they are, seem to reflect in them some other place, where it has always been hard to follow him?’

Charlotte thinks for a moment, imagining her brother, whose beauty she used to envy with ferocious pain, standing at the window, with sunlight falling onto his hair, and telling her that he was leaving for Ireland and then later returning and announcing that his time in Ireland was over and now he was going to Denmark to join the royal orchestra.

At first she had been glad, then sorry at last, finding that she missed him. Later, after she had met Mr George Middleton, she was indifferent to Peter’s absence and all she hopes for now is that he will come home for her magnificent day. ‘Yes,’ she says to her mother, ‘of course I remember that. But it is only a look. It doesn’t mean that he couldn’t take part in a game of bowls with George on the lawns of Cookham, does it?’

Under Trousseau List, Anne Claire has already written:

12 pair silk stockings

12 pair linen thread stockings

5 plain linen petticoats

2 plain stuff jackets for morning wear

She pauses and says: ‘Bowls at Cookham? Why, no, Charlotte. Not at all.’

From Countess O’Fingal’s Notebook, La Dolorosa

On the day that Peter Claire arrived in our household I heard larks in the heather. I knew that spring had returned.

I had sent for a musician, following my father’s advice, but the musician I imagined was elderly with a slow gait, wearing a black coat. When I saw Peter Claire standing in the hall, he took away all my breath.

It was as if he belonged to some world beyond time where all living things had at last attained perfection. At certain moments in my former life I had glimpsed other inhabitants of this divine place: a grey horse that stood in a meadow a few miles from Bologna; a ragged child watching me from behind a market stall in Florence; a young woman seated by a fountain, combing her hair. And I had always been certain that their habitation among us here on the earth would be brief, that God would be jealous of their absence and reach down His hand and take them to Him again before they had grown old or known unkindness or truly seen what alteration suffering can bring to a living countenance.

When Peter Claire had rested from his journey from England, I made known to him the bare facts of our tragedy. ‘Believe me, Mr Claire,’ I said, ‘when I tell you that my husband was once a good and honourable man. Now, he will appear to you as cruel, as violent, as a lunatic soul … Yet I cannot believe that the person he once was is lost for ever. He will return, if only you will be patient and help him with all the musical knowledge and skill I have been told that you possess.’

Peter Claire looked at me kindly. This look of kindness was so troubling to me that I felt a blush come to my face and I lowered my head, pretending to search for my fan in the folds of my skirt, so that he would not see how much I was affected by him.

‘Countess O’Fingal,’ he said, ‘I am more glad than you can know to learn of the task that I am to accomplish. Always, since childhood, have I loved music and yet I have never been able to say precisely why I feel this love. My father, who is a minister, tells me that what it expresses is a reaching out, in the soul of man – and in my soul therefore – towards God, and indeed it is this, I am sure.

‘Yet the “Why” lingers. It is joined very frequently by a “What”. What is music and Why do I neglect all other things so that I may give my life to this alone? But now I see that if by some miracle I may return your husband to the paradise he glimpsed in his dream, then all my work until now will not have been in vain, but on the contrary will have been but a preparation for this extraordinary moment of revelation.’

‘Oh, pray,’ I said fervently, looking deeply now into the blue of Peter Claire’s eyes. ‘Pray this may be so.’

Hope is a strange commodity.

It is an opiate.

We swear we have relinquished it and, lo, there comes a day when, all unannounced, our enslavement to it returns.

So it was with Johnnie O’Fingal and with me.

On the evening of Peter Claire’s arrival I persuaded Johnnie to go into the library, where he saw at once that the padlock on the virginals had been removed and the instrument cleaned and made ready to be played upon.

Without a word he sat down and I told him gently that there had arrived a young man who held the key to the ending of all our sorrows. ‘Tonight’, I said, ‘he is going to play for us on the lute. We shall hear music again in this silent house! And then, tomorrow, you and he will recommence your work. Mr Claire is very skilled at composition and he will be the means through which you are returned to happiness.’

Johnnie looked up at me and it was at that moment that I saw rekindled in his clouded eyes the sudden flicker of hope. It trembled there. I stroked his exhausted head and laid his hands gently one upon the other in his lap. I sat beside him, and we waited while Peter Claire entered the room, bowed to us, paused to fine-tune his instrument and then began to play.

I do not know what song it was that he played. It was a fragment of great sweetness, seeming sweeter no doubt because of the quiet and loneliness in which we had existed for so long. Johnnie did not take his eyes from Peter Claire all the while that the song lasted, seeming transfixed by the sight of his hands that drew from the lute this patterning of sound for which, in nature, there is no equivalent or model and for the true understanding of which the young lutenist had told me he was still searching.

When the playing ceased, Johnnie sat very still. I saw that his eyes were brimming with tears. These tears he let fall, and did not wipe them away.

The following day the two men began work.

I gathered the children to me and asked for the pony cart to be brought. With Maria, Vincenzo, Luca and Giulietta, I set forth in the April sunshine to make a tour of the estates and tell the people that I believed their sufferings and ours would soon be at an end.

As always, the tenants received us with kindness, yet beneath that kindness I knew there was justifiable anger, for the ruin that we saw that day on the farms and in the dwellings was so very visible to me and to my children that, out of cowardice and fear, we abandoned the tour and drove instead to the river, where we ate the simple picnic I had brought for us and where we remained until evening, playing games with sticks and stones, telling stories, watching the moorhens at work upon their nests and the coots diving for fish, and the first gnats and flies of the summer hatch out among the sunbeams.

We returned at dusk. We crept into the house, listening for the one sound we longed to hear – an ayre so strange and magical we would recognise it as the divine composition of Johnnie’s dream. But the house was as hushed as the tomb. We stood in the hall, not daring to go anywhere in case we might be disturbing that fragile moment of silence that precedes some great epiphany. ‘Mama,’ Giulietta whispered, ‘perhaps Papa’s lost music is of the kind that no one can hear?’

I stroked her hair. ‘Perhaps it is, my dearest,’ I said. ‘I had not thought of that.’

At this moment we heard the library door open. Giulietta put her hand in mine. Johnnie O’Fingal strode into the hall. On finding us there, he paused a moment to stare at us – as if we were visitors to the house that he had not expected – and then swept past us and up the stairs. We heard the door to his room open and close upon him.

Peter Claire told me that the morning had passed quite well. From the few bars of the remembered melody that Johnnie could play for him, Peter tried to hear in his heart the continuation that would be at one with the beginning. He arrived at length at three of these continuations. He made notations for them and played them both upon the virginals and upon the lute. Johnnie listened attentively. He knew that none of them corresponded to what he had heard, but he did not immediately reject them. He knew that the very fact that a continuation could exist was important and so he let the lutenist experiment with them for a while.

Then, in the afternoon, he grew impatient with them. He declared that all were ‘as cold as the moon compared with the sun that was in my mind’ and refused to listen to them any more. He paced the library, tearing books from the shelves and throwing them to the ground. He opened the window and let out a wailing into the bright afternoon.

Peter Claire began to be afraid.

He started again – on a fourth continuation. Johnnie’s anger abated. He sat still once more and listened. He picked up some of the books from the floor and returned them to the shelves. He admitted there was ‘some beauty’ in this fourth continuation and thus began to copy it, note by note, upon the virginals, while Peter Claire struggled to find pleasing harmonies on the lute. They worked together until early in the evening when, at the moment of my return from the river with the children, Johnnie decreed that with each playing of it this fourth continuation grew more and more earthbound and stale. He ordered Peter to abandon it. By now, both men were too tired to go on.

In the space of one month, fifty-nine continuations were begun and abandoned. As time went on the number of hours Johnnie was able to work diminished. In mid-afternoon he would walk out of the library, go to his room and fall into a heavy sleep that would last until the following morning.

And so a new phase of our story had its beginning here. For, once the children had gone to bed, I found myself very frequently alone with the lutenist. I invited him to dine with me. After dinner, we sat by the fireside and I told him about my life in Bologna with my father the paper merchant and he told me about his childhood in Harwich and the sorrows of his father the minister at his son’s refusal to follow him into the Church. The company of Peter Claire was so pleasing to me that hours would pass and seem as moments.

As the evenings grew lighter, we took to walking together after supper in the perfumed air of the Maytime dusk. We saw the apple blossom and the cherry blossom holding within itself its white light in the diminishing day. We went down to the sea.

We discussed Johnnie O’Fingal’s dream and the fragile chance that this riddle, which had caused so much suffering, would ever be solved. I told Peter Claire that I wished him to stay on, no matter how distant that solution might seem. I said to him: ‘My only hope is in you.’

And so it was that, even as we talked about my husband’s plight, with the waves breaking and gathering, breaking and gathering, before us and the colours vanishing from the world, we put our arms around each other and stood together, not moving, only feeling the heartbeat of the other and the welling up of a passion which we knew to be against all laws of loyalty and right feelings, and which must therefore never find its ultimate expression.

We did not even kiss. My longing to kiss and to be kissed by the exquisite mouth of Peter Claire (five years my junior and in my pay as teacher to my husband) was as great as any longing I had known in my thirty years on this earth. Yet I did not yield to it and nor did Peter force me to it. It was as if we both knew that with a single kiss our mouths would breathe the fatal syllables of the word ‘surrender’.

‘Because They Are Beautiful’

Forwards into history went the story of the explosion of Christian’s skyrocket in the courtyard of the Herredag. After it, the nobility did not dare, any longer, to ignore the uncrowned King. Indeed, so uncertain were they about what he would do next that they wanted to keep him within their sights at all times. In their jostling for power and aggrandisement, they now regarded him as a wild creature. They did not know which way he would dart, nor how many of them he might pursue into the briar patch of disgrace. For they had not reckoned with their future King’s stubborn disposition and his troubling imagination that seemed at this time, since the saving of Bror Brorson’s life, to take flight into realms where nobody could follow it. He did not appear to see the world as it was, but as his mind reconstituted it. One perspicacious member of the Rigsråd likened the boy King to ‘an artist who works upon an invisible canvas’.

At one session of the Herredag documents known to be the work of a forger were shown to Christian. He was told that the date inscribed within the watermark pre-dated the founding of the paper mill from whence the document supposedly originated. Members of the Herredag prided themselves on thus revealing a forgery through their detailed knowledge of the nation’s commerce and sat around the large table wearing smiles of satisfaction upon their faces. The forger, dressed in ragged clothes and with his hands manacled together, stood haplessly before them.

Christian held the forged documents up to the light. He let his mind float along the edges of the counterfeit watermark. He saw only its extraordinary perfection. He wished his father alive again so that he could show it to him as an example of supreme Danish craftsmanship, devoid of all shoddiness. He turned to the assembled nobility and said: ‘I find this work to be very beautiful and true.’ Then he looked towards the forger in his rags and said: ‘Punishment will serve no purpose. You have a skill, Sir, and will serve your country with that. A position will be found for you at the royal printers and you shall begin work there tomorrow morning.’

These ideas, these fancies, these provocations: where did they come from?

Word passed among the nobles that Christian absorbed them from his friend Bror Brorson, who had no learning and could not write properly, and who saw the world through ignorant eyes.

Bror was still at Frederiksborg because Christian refused to be parted from him. Those courtiers who hunted with the boys marvelled at Bror’s daring on a horse, at his perseverence in the chase, at his disdain of the scratches and wounds he sustained while in pursuit of the boar and at his extraordinary beauty. He now wore his fair hair long and, as he rode, it would fly out behind him. His skin was brown from the hours he spent in the open air. His eyes, once shadowed by illness in the cellar of the Koldinghus, now reflected the blue of the sky. But as time passed the whispering of the nobility against him grew louder. Bror did not hear it. Christian did not hear it. Yet it was in the wind.

And so another case came before the Herredag over which the young King-in-waiting presided. The accused man was a tailor’s assistant. Over weeks and months this man had succeeded in manufacturing a lead stamp which could set down upon any paper a perfect rendition of his employer’s signature. Making use of the stamp, the tailor’s assistant wrote letters and despatched money orders to numerous cloth merchants, commanding bales of wool and fustian. The cloth he sold (at favourable prices) to a French seamstress making costumes for circus performers and travelling players. And with the money thus obtained he acquired, in secret, a wild Arabian stallion.

‘A wild Arabian stallion?’ said King Christian to the man. ‘How strange a thing to buy with ill-gotten gold. What can a man such as yourself, who has no park in which to ride it and no groom to undertake its breaking, want with such an animal?’

‘Nothing,’ said the tailor’s assistant. ‘I wanted nothing from it except to go and look at it. I have dreamed of Arabian horses all my life, not to ride them, but only to contemplate them, because they are beautiful.’

Christian heard the members of the Herredag dissolve into spluttering laughter, but he himself let no smile pass across his face. ‘What is the name of your horse?’ he asked.

‘It has no name, Your Majesty,’ said the man. ‘I have tried to think of one, but no word in our language presents itself to me as fine enough.’

‘And if we send you to prison, what is to become of it? Who will feed it and care for it?’

At this moment, the tailor’s assistant prostrated himself upon his knees. Would King Christian himself not take the beautiful creature as a gift and let it be schooled in the park at Frederiksborg and let it bring him honour and glory at the tilt ring?

The courtroom grew silent. The nobles of the Herredag stared at Christian in horrified anticipation that some new and ever more lunatic perversion of justice was about to escape his lips. And – as they perceived the matter – they were right.

‘The name of the horse shall be Bror,’ announced the boy King. ‘Let him be taken to Frederiksborg this very day. And if you sign your promise to return the stolen money to your master, you shall be free.’

The Herredag erupted in fury. It was almost as if a second skyrocket had exploded in the grand hall, sending burning ash down upon every head.

The following day, very early in the morning, while Bror Brorson lay asleep, Queen Sofie entered his room. She jolted him awake. ‘Bror,’ she said. ‘Get up. I am commanded by Christian to tell you that you are to ride at once with the groom to Copenhagen, where a great surprise awaits you. You must not wake a soul, but go down into the yard where the groom is waiting. Put on your hunting clothes and take your whip and that is all.’

Bror did not know what time it was, but only understood that it was very early because the sun was not yet risen above the lake.

He did as he was ordered and rode out of the gates of Frederiksborg as the palace clock struck five.

On the road to the city, in the hamlet of Glostrup, his companion the groom reined in his horse and Bror saw that one of the royal coaches was waiting there under the shade of a linden tree. The groom told Bror that this coach would carry him the rest of the journey, so the boy dismounted and got into the coach, and watched as the groom turned and led the two horses back in the direction of the palace.

But the coach never arrived at Copenhagen. It carried Bror Brorson back to his home in Funen, and many years would pass before King Christian was permitted to see him again.

Letters were sent from Frederiksborg, an extraordinary quantity of letters in which Christian declared that he was lonely in the world ‘without my dearest friend and fellow One-Word Signatory, Bror’. But no reply ever came. And Christian did not really expect one, knowing as he did that Bror was incapable of writing it.
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