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Afterword

Robert Walser in English





A MORNING

THERE are mornings in cobbler’s workshops, mornings in streets, and mornings in the mountains, which may well be the most beautiful thing in the world, but a bank morning gives us far more to consider. Let’s assume it’s Monday morning, surely the most morningish morning of the week, when the scent of Monday mornings is excellently disseminated in the bookkeeping departments of large banks.

In such a hall there are, down aisles, about ten to fifteen rows of desks to pass in review; at each twin desk works a pair of people. One is accustomed to speak of a pair of shoes, so why not now and then speak of a pair of people? At the far end of the room stands the director’s desk. The head of the department is a sack-fat man with a monstrous face on his trunk. The face presses itself directly onto the trunk without the help of a neck, is fiery red, and appears to be constantly afloat. It’s ten minutes past eight; Hasler, the boss, scans the room with a few pointed glances to check if everyone is present. Two missing, and once again these are Helbling and Senn.

At this crucial moment, the bookkeeper Senn, a haggard, thin man, shoots in, coughing and puffing. Hasler knows this cough; it’s simply a request for forgiveness. When people are too proud and too stubborn to open their mouths and properly excuse themselves, they cough. Senn sticks his nose in his books with frantic agility and pretends he’s already been at his meager task for hours. Another ten minutes pass. It’s twenty past eight. “This is about to become outrageous,” thinks Hasler, when Helbling appears.

Totally be-Mondayed, his face pale and bewildered, he shoots in a jiffy to his place and position. Really, he could have apologized. Up in Hasler’s pond, I mean head, the following thought pops up like a tree frog: “Now that’s just about enough.” Quietly he walks over to Helbling and, positioning himself behind him, asks why he, Helbling, can’t, like the others, show up on time. He, Hasler, is, after all, really starting to wonder. Helbling doesn’t utter a word in response, for some time now he’s made a habit of simply leaving the questions of his superior unanswered. Hasler returns to his, as it were, lookout tower, from which he conducts the bookkeeping department.

Eight thirty. Helbling pulls out his pocket watch to compare its face with the face of the big office clock. He sighs; only ten little, tiny, thin, delicate, spiky minutes have trickled past, and before him loom fat, indifferent hours. He tries to see if it’s possible to grasp the idea that now he must work. The effort fails, but at least it’s shifted the face of the clock a little. Five more dear, dainty minutes have slipped away. Helbling loves the minutes that have passed, but hates the ones still to come and those that appear unwilling to move forward. He would like to clobber each and every one of these lazy minutes. In his mind he beats the minute hand to death. The hour hand he doesn’t dare look at, for he has good reason to fear that would make him faint.

Yes, such a bank morning, such a life among desks. Outside shimmers the sun. Senn goes to the window, he’s had enough, as he says, and rudely, angrily, throws open both sides to let in some air. This is not yet weather for opening windows, Hasler comments to Senn. Senn turns around and says words to his boss only an employee or civil servant of long standing is allowed to utter. Soon, though, Hasler has had it and refuses to tolerate “that tone of voice.” With this the conversation is cut short, one side of the window is quietly closed, Senn mumbles a few words to himself, for a while peace reigns.

Five minutes to nine. How horribly slowly time passes for Helbling. He wonders why it couldn’t as well be nine already, at least that would be a whole hour, afterwards there would still be more than enough left. He peels away at those five minutes until gradually they’re gone; now the clock strikes nine. A sigh from Helbling accompanies every stroke of the clock. He plucks out his pocket watch; it, too, shows nine; this double verification depresses him. “I shouldn’t be looking at my watch so often, that can’t be healthy,” he thinks and starts to play with his mustache. This is noticed by one of his colleagues, the country Meier, who turns to the city Meier and whispers, “Isn’t it a shame how Helbling is wasting time again?” At this whispered comment a rectangle of heads turns in the direction of the mustache being twirled. The movement is observed by Hasler who soon catches on and for a change once again quietly goes to Helbling and positions himself behind him.

“What are you doing there, Helbling?”

And again the impertinent man doesn’t answer. “You might be so good as to answer me when I ask you something. Now this is really going too far, this attitude of yours. First you are half an hour late” (Helbling says, “That’s not true,” and wants to go on “I was only twenty minutes late”), “then you think about whether you should work or not, and finally you have the audacity to smart off. This can’t go on! Now show me what you’ve done.” And Hasler examines, more with his chin than with his eyes, what Helbling has done so far. He notices three figures and the rudiments of a fourth. Was that all? Helbling says he had intended to work, but as there were no proper nibs left it was difficult to make any headway. Then he should kindly, as soon as he sees fit, go and buy new nibs. Rotten excuse. And Hasler swims back to his fortress. Upon arriving, he pulls an apple out of his desk and arranges a second breakfast. Helbling takes the opportunity to quickly “go somewhere.” Country Meier draws his colleagues’ attention to Helbling’s “having gone somewhere.”

For all of thirteen minutes—they’ve been precisely counted—Helbling has been outside. During this time about ten younger and older colleagues have approached the desk and gazed upon the three figures, the accomplishments of the one outside. A moment later all of bookkeeping knows that Helbling manages three figures an hour; country Meier has gone from desk to desk and seen to the topic’s general circulation. One of them goes “out” to see what “he” is doing. Later this “he” steps back in.

Meanwhile it’s nine thirty. A bright, lovely female voice from outside resounds into the hall, apparently a vocalist exercising. Yes, somewhere in the neighborhood, maybe two houses toward the train station, that could be right. Some of the office workers hold their pens aloft and give themselves up to the pleasure of listening. Helbling, too, once more appears fond of music. He also yawns now several times. A second later, to make time pass, he pats his cheek with the palm of his hand. The patting takes about five full minutes. “Now he’s patting himself,” country Meier whispers in the ear of city Meier. “Nice voice out there,” remarks Glauser, one of those working. The womanly voice singing brings a certain tone to the room. Steiner, the chief of correspondence, is also listening, and indeed that’s rare. On the terraces of Hasler’s lips apple juice glistens like yellow wax on real steps, which he now wipes off with his red-checked handkerchief. “A beautiful voice out there! Out there is air and nature!” This is what little Glauser thinks, he’s poetically gifted. Helbling goes over to Glauser, intending to kill some time with a little stroll. After all, Glauser also likes to chat a bit, even if he is the ambitious sort who’s always trying to please Hasler. With looks Hasler drives Helbling back to his place of business, but nonetheless twelve more minutes have been killed. The singing, too, is done for.

All these people in the hall don’t know what’s happening down there on the street. And the waves out on the nearby lake, what are they doing, and the sky, how does it look? Only Senn, the one always ready to protest, the bristly, over-the-top revolutionary, allows himself to direct his head for a brief moment out into the fresh air. But for that he’s reprimanded from the captain’s cabin with a hissing, elongated, “This is unbelievable!” Hasler shakes his public park or head disapprovingly from side to side, whereupon Senn, once again only to spite Hasler, pointlessly begins to erase in his books with the erasing knife, which his boss hates more than anything.

Ten o’clock! “Only halfway,” Helbling thinks with the sense of having to keep down an immense sum of melancholy. Right now, this instant, he’d like to bawl. Would it be smart to “step out” again for a bit? He doesn’t quite dare. Instead he bends down to the floor as if he’s dropped something, which he hasn’t. In this bent-over position he stays for four whole minutes, as if the time had been just enough to tie his shoes or pick up a pencil. Helbling feels awful. He begins to imagine it’s twelve o’clock. At twelve on the dot he would instantly drop his pen like an excavation worker his shovel and rush off—ah, how heavenly. While he indulges in his daydreaming, Hasler, for a change and to keep an eye on him, has crept up behind him.

“What’s that you’re doing?”

“I’m on the foreign accounts now.”

“I think you’ll soon be in a foreign country rather than doing the foreign accounts. If you don’t start working right away, I’m going to get tough. Shame on you. Get a grip on yourself. If my warnings have no effect, I’ll have a word with the director, just you wait and see. Now you’ve been told.”

And the walrus throws himself back onto his sandbank. The whole hall is agreeably excited, a Helbling–Hasler conflict always brings a welcome change. Helbling sidles over to country Meier and asks him to help him read off numbers. After reading them off (oh, if only the world would all at once burst its blood vessels!), it’s ten thirty. Solemn brass music passes along the street below, everyone runs to the windows, it’s the procession that’s accompanying the corpse of a former minister of state to the cemetery. Even the head of correspondence, indifferent to most events, has leapt up to take a look. This incident is charged with fifteen minutes. Now it’s a quarter to eleven. Helbling has become half bonkers, he’s constantly dabbing his forehead at the edge of his desk and moistening his nose with ink so that he can take up time wiping it off again. Ten minutes more rubbed away, only four delightful little minutes left till eleven. These four minutes, one by one, are simply waited out. At eleven Helbling “again” goes somewhere. “He’s off somewhere again, the scoundrel,” comes from the middle of the hall. Quarter after eleven, twenty past eleven, eleven thirty.

Little Glauser says to Senn that it’s half past eleven and he’s just noticed that Helbling hasn’t done a single stroke. Country Meier goes to Hasler to tell him that he will have to leave half an hour early today because he has a very important errand to run. Helbling turns around to listen to the conversation. He’s incredibly jealous of country Meier. From the street comes the sound made by the wheels of rushing vehicles; facing the hall the figure of a carpet sweeper appears in the window, Helbling passes a good fifteen minutes staring over there. To begin working now, in his opinion, already seems too late. Senn prepares to cast off, Helbling observes Senn about to depart. At two minutes to twelve various people don their hats and put on their coats; Helbling’s already on the street, Hasler left five minutes ago. The morning has been forborne.

(1907)
Translated with Annette Wiesner


SHE WRITES

HEY, OLD monster. Tell me, where the hell are you? One never finds you at home anymore. I’ve been at your house three times now without finding you there. You seem to be hiding, pretending not to be at home. You sneak away from me. I must speak frankly, I think you’re swindling me. I need money, about a hundred marks; can you give it to me or not? I hope you’ll dare to refuse my request, if it doesn’t please you to fulfill it. On the other hand, I expect very little from the likes of you, I don’t trust you, I think you’re a coward. By the way, I saw your painting at the exhibition; it disgusted me. You must be surprised to hear me speak so freely, but in the first place, vis-à-vis you, I don’t need to tiptoe around, and second, it’s always been my practice to try to see how far cheekiness can take one in this world. You pretend it’s me you painted in this picture? No, swine, that’s neither I nor any girl who exists; rather it merely bears a few rough similarities to womanhood. Now I want to have a few serious words with you; my mood alone, if you will, brings this on. I’m in good spirits, I want to make you angry because, frankly, you’re too arrogant. You lied to me to no end that you weren’t married, and now I hear from those who know your situation that you have a wife and child. A fib, well, so what? But why did you have to lie? Do you despise me? Yes, I suspect you think you can have me on because I’m your model. Tell me, don’t you find that rather unseemly? You’re an artist and fancy yourself completely impartial, or do you act imperious only because you’re afraid of me? Perhaps I’m smarter than you think, honey, and it’s quite likely that a sense of decency is alive in me of whose existence you haven’t the faintest. You’re interesting, my dear, but you’re also coarse, and that spoils the interest one is inclined to have in you. You artists should be the most unprejudiced people in the world, and sometimes you’re the most unfree and dithering. And then you’re always pretending you’re geniuses. I’ve devoted myself to you for the sake of my entertainment. However, that’s no reason to think I lack the courage to tell you of your nastiness. Perhaps you can learn a few things from me, I’m smart enough to tell you why you should. I am a poor girl. If you were a real genius, you would love me and regard me with a tenderness suitable to the happiness you inspired, then you would have been able to paint me better. But you’re no great artist, you’re not sincere or courageous or considerate enough for that. Why do you want to paint a girl whom you choose to treat as a pushy beggar? That I’m not some filthy urchin is evident from my language, and that you’re nothing great is evident from your ignoble heartlessness. You wanted entirely to portray something naked; maybe I was only an object of study to you; yes, that’s what I think, you just wanted to learn something. Of course that’s laudable, but it’s juvenile. Good exquisite little laddie, you shouldn’t want to study us so objectively. You can produce a hundred, yes, a thousand nudes of me, but they’ll only be feeble studies, never, understand, a creation, an engendering of something delectable. You can put in light and shadows and flesh tones (or whatever you artists call all that), and ten, twenty subtleties. Oh, I see right through you. In a word, as long as you can’t find something to paint before which you tremble, you’ll remain a dabbler. Allow me to assume that I understand at least a little bit about the craft. When you saw me lying before you so naked, didn’t you suffer at all, not even the slightest? Look, I myself shuddered before my own magnificence. No, you’re nothing, because if one lies, one is nothing. How could you have deceived me and at the same time looked upon me naked? You have no gentleness. You’re a profiteer, a manufacturer of a whole load of pictures, but you’re no painter. O you artists! We step into your houses, eagerly undress, and then you still want to study us like students. You boys should have learned that part earlier, during your innumerable leisure hours. You’ve been lazy, and then if any of us approach you, you become crude. Send me the money; I expect you to do this. Your good, dear wife certainly imagines you’re a great artist. Let her keep her illusions, that suits you. I have little respect for you, instead find you a whimsical, cute little monkey. Adieu. Do as you’re told and send at once what I’ve requested.

(1908)


AN ABC IN PICTURES BY MAX LIEBERMANN

THIS IS a book without words; it tells its story in pictures, in fleetingly drawn sketches of a singular art and gracefulness; it contains a fine, understandable language, a tale filled with age-old suspense; it breathes with life, and when you turn its pages, the sorrow and bliss of nature step toward you entrancingly. The vast, sedate country life breathes its wind upon you. Wind and clouds blow and float in these bold and simple lines. Bushes blooming, country roads—and then the masterly pen compels the sun towards its natural, thought-provoking demise. Or we gaze into the front room of a farmhouse where there’s nothing but an old woman sitting pensively at the window. Here the sketching hand has delineated reclusiveness as though accuracy and persuasiveness had been delineated concisely by an experienced novelist. However, the lovely sketch resists any attempts at comparison. A slow, melancholy flock of sheep on a path. Sun shimmering down from above. And then again sorrow arrives, a casket is being carried somewhere, one thinks one can hear the roar from behind ocean waves, everything is dark and disconcerting. Yet upon turning the page, childhood and immortality smile on us again, and once more everything is filled with sunshine. The artist’s pen knows how to instill delight and horror. We grow fond of this book because we have the feeling that we should pick it up and look at it again and again. The true and genuine thing is how compelling, unsophisticated, endearing, natural, and enchanting it is. Each single picture nuzzles up to a letter, a piece of the ocean to B, a childish laugh to F, crying to U, zest for life to Z, hardship to K. Maybe that’s not exactly right. You should seek out the book for yourself and see where I might have slipped up.

(1909)


SKETCH (I)

HE ARRIVED as if from a misty distance. That alone was enough to recommend him. In appearance he was like no other. She thought, “He looks like someone in imminent danger.” He was poor, wore ragged clothes, but bore himself proudly. His demeanor expressed great peace and great inner joy. She thought, “How glorious the taste of his kiss must be.” Further, he gave the impression of having aroused much favor and stirred a lot of interest, and having provoked this, moved on without a single glance to the right or left.

She thought, “There’s something bold and bighearted about him. Will I fall in love with him? He’s certainly worthy of being loved.”

He also looked as if he knew, and then again as if he didn’t know in the least, how attractive he was. There was something lost, something ambivalent about his behavior. She said to herself, “This young man surely understands how to be discreet. I believe it must be exquisite to trust him. Even more beautiful and sweeter to fall into his arms and embrace him.” With all the sureness and strength of his appearance, nevertheless there adhered to him the shimmer of repudiation and defenselessness. Then she thought, “He needs to be protected. How happy it would make me if I were allowed to protect him.” He was young and yet, it seemed, already tested; tenaciously he stood there, the picture of steadfastness and perseverance, and yet he looked as if he longed for a superfluity of gentlenesses and trustfulnesses.

Then she touched him as if unintentionally and accidentally on the arm. She blushed and thought, “He recognizes what I want.” He, too, blushed. Then she thought to herself, “Ah, the noble man! He respects me. He’s a knight.” In her eyes, he now behaved even more beautifully, and more and more strength, pride, and tenderness rose from his being. She thought, “I’m in love. In fact, though, I mustn’t be in love because I’m married. But I am in love.” She intimated with her eyes that he possessed the thoughtfulness, courtesy, and intelligence to understand what she meant and what she felt and what she wanted. And now the novel began. If I were an authoress rather than an author, I’d write two volumes ASAP.

(1911)


POETRY (I)

I NEVER wrote poems in summer. The blossoming and resplendence were too sensuous for me. In summer I was melancholy. In autumn a melody came over the world. I was in love with the fog, with the first beginnings of darkness, with the cold. I found the snow divine, but perhaps even more beautiful, more divine, seemed the dark wild warm storms of early spring. In the winter cold, the evenings glistened and shimmered enchantingly. Sounds bedazzled me, colors spoke. It goes without saying I lived eternally alone. Loneliness was the bride I indulged, the friend I preferred, the conversation I adored, the beauty I enjoyed, the society in which I lived. Nothing was more natural and nothing friendlier to me. I was a clerk and often without a suitable position, which was fine with me. O the delightful dreamy melancholia, the enchanting hopelessness, the heavenly beautiful dejection, genial sorrow, sweet cruelty. I adored the outskirts with its figure of the solitary laborer. The snow-covered fields spoke intimately to me, the moon seemed to be weeping low onto the ghostly white snow. The stars! It was glorious. I was so princely poor and so regally free. In the wintry night, towards morning, I stood at the open window in only my nightshirt, the icy air blowing on my face and chest. And at the same time I had the strange illusion that the air was glowing all around me. Often in the remote room that I inhabited, I threw myself on my knees and begged God to give me a pretty line of verse. Then I walked out the door and lost myself in nature.

(1912)


THE FOREST

IMBUED with all sorts of strange emotions, I walked slowly on the rocky path up into the forest that advanced towards me like a dark-green impenetrable mystery. The forest was still, yet it seemed to me as if it were moving towards me with all its splendors. It was evening and, as far as I can recall, the air was filled with a sweet, melodic chill. The sky threw golden embers into the thicket, and the grasses and herbs were oddly fragrant. The scent of the forest earth bewitched my soul, and as I was bewildered and oppressed, I was able to progress only with slow, very slow steps. Suddenly, from a low coppice of oaks and between the trunks of firs, there appeared a wild, large, beautiful, unfamiliar woman wearing little clothing, her head covered with a small straw hat from which a ribbon fell onto her dark hair. It was a forest woman. She nodded and waved her hand and came slowly toward me. The evening was already so beautiful, the birds, invisible, already sang so sweetly, and now this beautiful woman who seemed to me like the dream of a woman, like the pure idea of what she was. We drew closer and greeted each other. She smiled and I, I, too, had to smile, and was overcome by her smile and captivated by her magnificent fir-like figure. Her face was pale. Now the moon also emerged from between the branches and regarded us both with a pensive solemnity, and then we sat down next to each other on the moist, soft, sweet-smelling moss and gazed contentedly into each other’s eyes. O, what beautiful, huge, wistful eyes she had. A whole world seemed to lie in them. I embraced her huge, soft body and bade her, with as much adulation in my voice as I could put into it (and this wasn’t difficult), to show me her legs; and she pulled her skirt away from them and the heavenly, beautiful, white ivory shimmered softly toward me through the dark of the forest. I bowed down and kissed both legs, and a friendly welcome stream streamed through my beatified body, and now I kissed her mouth, the swelling, yielding goodness and love itself, and we put our arms around each other and embraced for a long, long time in our mutual silent rapture. Ah, how the fragrance of the forest night enraptured me, but how the fragrance pouring from the woman’s body also enraptured me. We lay down on the moss as if on a precious, richly decorated bed, silence and darkness and peace all around us, and above us the dancing and glittering stars and the good, dear, huge, carefree, heavenly moon.

(1912)
Translated with Annette Wiesner


LUNCH BREAK

ONE DAY during my lunch break I lay in the grass under an apple tree. It was hot and before my eyes everything swam in the light green air. The wind swept through the tree and through the beloved grass. Behind me lay the dark edge of a forest with its somber, faithful firs. Desires swarmed through my head. I wished for a lover to match the sweet-fragranced wind. Then, as I lay there comfortably and languidly on my back, with my eyes closed and face directed toward the sky, summer humming all around, there appeared from out of the sunny ocean-and sky-bright bliss two eyes that looked on me with infinite kindness. I also clearly saw cheeks drawing nearer to my own as if they wanted to touch them, and a wonderfully beautiful, as if formed from pure sun, finely curved, voluptuous mouth came out of the reddish-blue air close to mine as if it wanted to touch my mouth as well. The firmament I saw through my eyes I had pressed closed was completely pink and hemmed by a splendid velvety black. I looked into a world of pure bliss. But then all of a sudden I stupidly opened my eyes, and the mouth and cheeks and eyes were gone and all at once I was robbed of the sky’s sweet kiss. What’s more, by then it was time to go back down to the city, back to business and my daily work. As far as I remember, I was reluctant to get up and leave the meadow, the tree, the wind, and the beautiful dream. Yet everything in the world that enchants the mind and delights the soul has its limits, as does, fortunately, all that inspires fear and anxiety. With that I bounced back down to my dry office and kept nicely busy until closing time.

(1914)


THE KITTEN (I)

I HAD JUST come down from a mountain into an ancient, friendly little village. A house stood there so tenderly it seemed to wink at me with its eyes, I mean to say its windows. An old woman stood beside the road and stuck her head into one of the windows, apparently crocheting a conversation with a neighbor. But the main thing is: I saw a cat in front of the house; no, not a cat, rather a young kitten, yellow and snow-white in color. Through the window which was closed I saw an old kind woman sitting at her sewing machine busily sewing. Completely captivated by the dear little kitten, I stopped there in order to carefully observe the animal, which sat totally still, its tail curled between its forepaws. The woman saw a strange man just standing there, stepped to the other window that was open, and looked at me with friendly eyes. “Ah,” she said, “I see you’re watching the cat.” “Yes,” I said. The kitten gazed up at the woman and let out a sweet, tiny, graceful meow, thereby exposing her little teeth. I bid farewell to the woman and walked on. Still, at one point I looked back and saw the kitten chasing a dry leaf. As fast as the wind, the dear lively animal whirled about. And there was indeed a wind blowing from the lake now. I passed through the town which had only one, albeit wide street. And there were two comic little lads, not yet old enough even for school, rolling about on the ground. What else can I add? Not much particularly. There was a large olden castle and next to it flowed a stream. I went home, and while I was walking homeward, I became more and more engrossed in the yellow and snow-white kitten. How is it that we pay heed to such insignificant things?

(1914)


A LITTLE RAMBLE

I WALKED through the mountains today. The weather was damp, and the entire region was gray. But the road was soft and in places very clean. At first I had my coat on; soon, however, I pulled it off, folded it together, and laid it over my arm. The walk on the wonderful road gave me more and more pleasure; first it went up, then straight down again. The mountains were huge, they seemed to go around. The whole mountainous world appeared to me like an enormous theater. The road snuggled up splendidly to the mountain-sides. Then I came down into a deep ravine, a river roared at my feet, a train rushed past me with magnificent white smoke. The road went through the ravine like a smooth white stream, and as I walked on, to me it was as if the narrow valley were bending and winding around itself. Gray clouds lay on the mountains as though they were resting there. I met a young journeyman with a rucksack on his back who asked if I had seen two other young fellows. No, I said. Had I come here from very far? Yes, I said, and continued on my way. Not a long time, and I saw and heard the two young wanderers pass by playing music. A village was especially beautiful with humble dwellings set thickly under the white rock face. I encountered a few carts, otherwise nothing, and I had seen some children on the country lane. We don’t need to see anything out of the ordinary. We already see so much.

(1914)


THE HAND HARP

I STOOD in the dark starless night by the side of a road that led into the mountains. With music and jovial colloquy three farmhands or lads passed me by and with jaunty rhythmic strides continued on. Soon the darkness enfolded them and they could no longer be seen, but the hand harp one of the three skillfully played penetrated back through the dark to enchant my ear. In playing the hand harp sometimes simple young people are great masters. The instrument requires a strong, firm fist and this the lads from the mountains certainly are not lacking. So I stood there listening. The magnificent, regal sound, gentle, large, and warm, followed the boys farther and farther into the distance. By now they might have arrived in the forest, the tone grew softer and quieter and rose and fell in waves. An analogy came to mind: I compared the sound to that of a swan intoning as it glided through the darkness. Soon all was still. Farm-hands love roaming through the mountain region and playing the hand harp before the houses where their young maidens dwell. The three boys were also on their way to see a girl.

(1914)


THE GODDESS

ONCE I was walking lost in thought down the elegant main street. Many others were strolling along as well. The sun shone pleasantly. The trees were green, the sky blue. I cannot recall exactly if it was Sunday. I only remember that around me was something sweet and gentle. But something even nicer was about to occur, namely, that from a light uncertain sky a snow-white cloud descended onto the road. The cloud resembled a large and graceful swan, and on its soft, white, downy back sat—in a reclining pose, one arm carelessly outstretched, filled with a gracious, childish majesty—a naked woman. Thus had I always imagined Greek goddesses. She smiled, and all the people who saw her, enraptured by her graceful, sacred beauty, were compelled to smile as well. O how her hair glowed in the sun! She looked upon the world with her large blue kind eyes, gracing us, so to speak, with her brief exalted visit. The cloud soared up like an airship, and after a short while the glorious sight vanished to me and all the others. The people went into the nearest café and recounted the miraculous event. Still the sun shone pleasantly, even without a goddess.

(1914)


THE LOOK

ONE DAY during a summer noon hour I was slowly walking home to have lunch, when, on Garden Street in the villa quarter through which I directed my steps, in all the heat and all the silence prevailing in the deserted, bright, yes, one would have to say garish street, I met a woman more strange than any I might have encountered recently or in times past. Weary and weak, as if deep down she longed for repletion and appeasement, she walked on the other side of the street, and as she came closer I could see from her noble bearing, which she displayed rather carelessly and almost contemptuously, observing a native custom, and also from her expensive clothes, that she came from gentility. Somewhat indolently, as it were, and only half interestedly, I gazed coolly and calmly at the strange woman, for which she reproached me with a long and deep look of pride and protest. Later I couldn’t escape the notion that the gaze of this beautiful, proud, unhappy woman, before being cast upon me, had reached up into the sky and dropped onto me from high above, and to this day I still see it directed at me, dark brown and blazing, the look this woman gave me.

(1914)


THE MORNING

YESTERDAY I got up early and looked out the window. In the distance behind the forest, the sky glowed red. It was still before sunrise, the world cold and dark. The high mountains with their jagged peaks were magnificently silhouetted against the fiery dawn. I dressed quickly and went down to go out into the wonderful, fresh winter morning. The entire sky was filled with reddish clouds. In the village only a few steps away from our city, the lucent rosy street was full of schoolchildren hurrying to school. In the golden morning, glimmering with silver, how touching seemed the numerous young creatures in their diligence. Like a fresh wind, a strange youthful clarity swept through the alley. And indeed a morning wind also blew in and a few dead leaves began to dance over the street. The glow of the divine morning shimmered gloriously through the bare branches of the trees. I filled my lungs with the delicious air, a few houses shone greenishly, others radiated in sweet, pure pink, and the green of the meadows was so fresh. From out of the night and its darkness everything had arisen bright and unspeakably friendly. The faces of the people glowed matutinally. The eyes flashed and sparkled, and in the sky the stars shimmered with unearthly, all-consuming beauty. Radiance and wind everywhere. The wind swept along like the hope of youth, like a new, never before felt confidence. Everything moved, the wash flapped and fluttered, the train smoke flew up and was lost. I, too, lost myself. It was as if I were enchanted, as if born anew, and full of delight I looked up into the morning sky where the sacred, golden clouds floated. Melting into splendor and bliss they dissolved, and then the sun came out, day was here.

(1914)


AUTUMN AFTERNOON

I REMEMBER a beautiful afternoon I once had. I walked over the country with the stump of a cigar snug in my mouth. Sunlight beamed over the green region. In the fields men, children, and women were working; on my left flowed a golden canal and on my right I had a view of farmland. I dawdled along. A bakery truck blasted past. It’s strange that I recall so clearly every detail as if it were a treasure. There must be a great strength within my memory, I’m so happy. Memories are life. Then I continued on past many considerably cheerful and prosperous farmhouses; a farm woman shushed her dog that had the idea of barking at the strange pedestrian passing by. It’s delightful to walk quietly and leisurely over the land and be greeted friendlily by solemn, sturdy country women. Such a greeting does one good, like the thought of immortality. A heaven opens when people are kind to one another. The afternoon and soon evening sun strew liquid love and fantasy gold over the road, and it glowed reddish. On everything was a touch of violet, but only a delicate, barely visible tint. A suggestion has nothing as thick as a finger to grip, but gropes around and hovers just above the visible and invisible totality as an ominous shimmer, tone, sensation. I went by a tavern without entering; I thought I might do that later. At a comfortable pace I strolled on, not unlike a calm, gentle pastor or teacher or messenger. Many a human eye looked upon me curiously in order to unriddle who I might be. In the wonderfully resounding countryside, everything became more and more beautiful. Each step led into another loveliness. It was as if I were writing, dreaming, fantasizing. A pale, beautiful, dark-eyed farm girl, whose face had been sweetly tanned by the sun, looked at me questioningly with the sparkling dark magic of her eyes and said good evening. I returned her greeting and went on into an orchard whose trees thickly dangled with the red and golden fruit of paradise. Through the dark green of the leaves the beautiful apples were wonderfully lit by the evening sun, and over the verdant fields rang the warm buoyant chiming of bells. Magnificent cows, brown, white, and black, lay and stood about in graceful groups scattered across lush meadows stretching down to a silver canal. I didn’t have eyes enough to look at all there was to see, nor ears enough to hear it all. Looking and hearing joined to make one pleasure, the entire wide green and golden landscape resounded—the bells, the fir forest, the animals, and the people. It was like a painting conjured up by one of the masters. The beech forest was brown and yellow; the green and the yellow and the red and the blue made music. Colors flowed into sound, and sound played with the divinely beautiful colors like boyfriends with sweet girlfriends, like gods with goddesses. I walked forward only slowly under the light blue and between the green and brown, and gradually it turned dark. Several shepherd boys came up to me wanting to know the time. Later, in the village, I went past an old, large, venerable rectory. Someone was singing and playing in the house. They were glorious sounds, at least so I imagined. How easy it is to imagine something beautiful on a quiet evening walk. An hour later it was night, the sky glittered black. Moon and stars came out.

(1914)


THE MAN

ONCE I sat in a restaurant on the Viehmarktplatz. Sometimes sophisticated gentlemen sit there, but I don’t want to speak about sophisticated gentlemen. Sophisticated gentlemen are of little interest. They wish to be amused yet are themselves thoroughly unamusing. In the corner sat a man with a cheerful, kind, open gaze. His eyes rested as if on an unfathomable distance, in lands unrelated to earth. At once he began to play a kind of flute, and all those sitting in the elegant restaurant directed their gazes toward him and harkened to his music. Like a large, good-humored, sturdy child the man sat there with his merry eyes. After the flute concert was over, a clarinet was next in line, which he played and handled with the same virtuosity as the flute. He played very simple tunes, but nonetheless excellently. After that, he crowed like a rooster, barked like a dog, meowed like a cat, and mooed like a cow. Obviously he delighted in the various sounds he performed well, but the best was still to come, for now he pulled from a basket he had been keeping under the table a rat, mothering the creature like it was a good child. He gave the rat some of his beer to drink, clear evidence that rats gladly drink beer. In addition he put the animal, for which all reasonable people have a definite disgust, in his coat pocket, and finally he kissed it on its pointy mouth, all the while happily laughing to himself. Odd was this man with the thoughtful, lost look in his sparkling clear eyes. He was a lover of music and a friend to animals. Very strange he was. He made a deep, at least long-lasting impression on me. Not only that, he spoke French superbly.

(1914)


THE GRAVE OF THE MOTHER

ON A SUNDAY toward evening I walked to the cemetery that lay only a few steps from where I lived. Shortly before, it had rained, everything was still damp—the path, the trees. I entered the graveyard with its old, silent, holy graves and here I was embraced as if by sweet dear chaste arms, by a beautiful fresh green like I had never before encountered. Quietly I walked along the pebbled path. Everything was so still. No leaf moved, nothing stirred or budged. It was as if everything was listening. As if the green sensed the expanding circle of solemnity and had sunk into brooding over the old and forever-new puzzle about death and life, and hung and lay there in its damp, wondrous beauty. I had never seen anything like it. Magnificently I had been moved to see how the place of solemn death and silence was forever sweet, green, and warm. No one except me could be seen. Except for the green and the gravestones nothing was there. I hardly dared to breathe in all this soundlessness, and my steps struck me as impudent and untender in the midst of all the holy, solemn, and tender silence. Infinitely kind and lovely hung the rich green of an acacia over a grave near where I stood. It was the grave of my mother. Everything now seemed to whisper and murmur, to speak and expound. The living picture of the dear revered one with her face and noble expression rose softly and mysteriously out of the unfathomable depths of the green, silent grave. I stood there a long time. But not melancholy. Even I and you, all of us will come here once where everything, everything is still and comes to a close, and everything ends, and everything dissolves into silence.

(1914)


REMEMBER THIS

REMEMBER how you rejoiced at the sweet, fresh green spring, how enchanted you were by the silver-white, sky-blue lake, how you greeted the mountains, how you found everything beautiful that encountered you and you encountered, how you were enfolded by a splendidly vast, undisturbed freedom, and how happy you were in its embrace, how joyfully you took things as they came, how you enjoyed each beautiful, bright, dear day, how on the warm nights the moon gazed upon you like a brother in whom you placed all your trust and faith, how the many hours glided imperceptibly by like a pleasure boat rocking on the water, as if the water had fallen in love with carrying and by so doing felt an unspeakable delight in bearing weight and in stillness; how constant and still the old mountain was and how white clouds like glowing flames from behind the mountains climbed into the sky, how kindly the people greeted you on the now day-lit, now night-darkened streets as if you were their friend, though to them you had to be totally unknown, how the villages with their cozy homes and abundant gardens, resplendent with sweet, luxuriant disorder lay there as if dreaming of primordial times, how the grass and grains ripened so benevolently and delectably; how the hill curved and how the lowlands gently went on, how in the forest you were welcomed by an unnameable cloister-like calm and silence, as if you were meant to think you were strolling through the realm of vastness and oblivion, and how the dear, delicate birds sang in the forest, so that when you heard their song you immediately had to stand still and listen, deeply moved, as if you were hearing the voice of eternity; how you were moved by a child in its mother’s arms, how you saw an old man on his deathbed, and how it was your father who lay there dead, who had passed on to the silent land—remember this, remember this. Forget, forget nothing, don’t forget the sweetness, don’t forget the severity. If indifference and unkindness take hold of your being, stir your memory and think of all the beautiful, all the burdensome things. Remember there is life and there is death, remember there are moments of bliss and there are graves. Do not be forgetful, but instead remember this.

(1914)


ON THE TERRACE

IT WAS this or that time, I can’t say exactly when. I stood on a kind of terrace of rock and, leaning against the unadorned railing, looked down into the tender depths. Then it began to rain mildly, gently. The lake shifted colors, the sky appeared splendidly, softly agitated. I stepped under the roof of a summerhouse that stands on the rocks. Everything green quickly became dripping wet. Down on the street a few people stood under the dense foliage of the chestnut trees as if under wide umbrellas. This looked so strange; I don’t recall ever having seen anything quite like it. Not a single raindrop pushed its way through the densely layered mass of leaves. The lake was in part blue, in part dark gray. Such a pleasant, stormy, sweet rustling in the air. Everything was so soft and delicate. I could have stood there for hours reveling in the world. But at last I went on my way.

(1915)


THE LITTLE SHEEP

I REMEMBER once on a walk, one that led me across open country, I saw and heard two kinds of children, country and city. The play, even if only a little play, captivated me and gave me a thing or two to think about. A few small boys from the country were driving with their switches a few little sheep down the road into town. City lads of a tender age were standing alongside the path, and when they saw the country troop coming up, they called in naïve delight, “Oh, the sweet little sheep!” and ran to the animals to look at them more closely and pet them. All at once I was struck by the huge difference between these two kinds of children. The country boys had only pitiless sheep-driving on their minds, while the city kids saw only the touching beauty and charm of the poor animals. The scene moved me deeply and as I walked home I resolved not to lose this memory.

(1915)


SPRING

ONCE LAST spring, shortly before lunch and setting off for town, I stood halfway up the mountain where one enjoys a beautiful view of the country. The damp earth was fragrant with spring; I had just stepped out of the fir forest and now stood unmoving next to a shrub or bush on whose thorny branches perched a small bird with its beak wide open like a pair of scissors about to cut something. Apparently the delicate little fellow on the branch was trying to practice its singing, endeavoring to loosen its throat. Everything around me was so beautiful, so sweet, so friendly. A delicate, joyous presentiment, an exultation, a not yet released delight, a still unheard and not yet liberated jubilation made itself felt and heard everywhere. I saw spring in the tiny open beak of the bird, and as I walked on a few steps, because it was already ringing twelve down below, I saw the sweet, dear, heavenly spring in a different, altogether different form. A poor old woman, crushed and bent with years, sat on a little wall and gazed quietly before her as if sunk in deep reverie, so soft was the air, so mild the kind sun. The ancient little mother sat there sunning herself. “Spring has returned” sang through the air, here and everywhere.

(1915)


A LITTLE EXPEDITION

RECENTLY I went again into a region of the country through which I have often wandered. A village lies by a beautiful river; it takes its name apparently from the bridge that I’m sure was built there in the most ancient of times. I came down from the hill to the river and now walked beside it with the sun at my back. On the riverbank various countrypeople were busy with various kinds of work. I gazed calmly at them, as well as at their good-natured activity. Left and right I looked about and saw green country, and through the green country serenely and calmly and peacefully flowed the good river whose water delicately glistened. The green was of different shades; it seemed to resound like music and at other places to smile as if with a beautiful mouth. Still elsewhere it spoke an earnest though not somber language. Heaven and earth lay so near each other. I looked upon everything attentively, now at a field, now at a farmhouse, now at a person. The day was clear and tender. I walked over a narrow bridge to the other bank, now walked toward the evening sun that played wondrously about the entire region. Now beautiful golden figures moved past me, figures I saw and then again did not see. An evening-sun feeling accompanied me along the river that swam in a golden melancholy rapture. All the high-and low-lying houses were tinged golden, and all the green meadows had a heavenly, deep luster. Here and there the shadows were long and of the deepest, richest tones. Quietly there was a singing in the air as when a person deeply moved by the sunset and by the pensive beauty of evening sings his song of farewell. Now the land became a song and the song intolerably beautiful. Silently some people came towards me on the bank; I bid them good evening, as did they me. On a beautiful evening in the open country, people naturally greet one another. Later still I saw a woman hauling behind her a bundle of wood. She gazed upon me kindly with intelligent eyes. Her face was so delicate, her figure so proud. I would have liked to stand near her, talk with her and ask about her life. In her poverty she was so beautiful, so noble with her bundle of wood. Thoughtfully, near blissfully, I walked home.

(1915)
Translated with Annette Wiesner


ASH, NEEDLE, PENCIL, AND MATCH

ONCE I wrote a treatise on ash, for which I received not a little applause. In it I brought to light a variety of curiosities, among them the observation that ash possesses no resistance worth mentioning. In fact it’s possible to say something meaningful about this uninteresting substance only by deeper penetration; for example, if you blow on ash, it doesn’t in the least refuse instantly to disintegrate. Ash is modesty, insignificance, and worthlessness personified, and best of all, it’s filled with the conviction that it’s good for nothing. Can one be more unstable, weaker, more wretched than ash? Not very easily. Is there anything more yielding and tolerant? Not likely. Ash has no character and is more removed from any kind of wood than depression is from exuberance. Where there is ash, there is really nothing at all. Put your foot in ash, and you hardly feel you’ve stepped on anything. Yes, yes, that’s the way it is, and I doubt I’m very much mistaken if I dare to say that we need only open our eyes and look around carefully to see valuable things, if we look at them closely enough and with a certain degree of attention.

Take the needle, for example, which as we know is just as pointy as useful, and which doesn’t tolerate being dealt with roughly, because as tiny as it is, it still seems to know its true value. Regarding the little pencil, what makes it so remarkable, as we have every reason to know, is that as it’s sharpened and sharpened, eventually there’s nothing to sharpen anymore, whereupon we throw it away, now that it’s useless through merciless use, and it occurs to no one, even from afar, to offer a word of acknowledgment or thanks for its many services. The pencil’s brother is called the blue pencil, and as has often been told, the two unfortunate pencils love each other like brothers, since they’ve struck up a delicate and intimate friendship for life. That’s three, then, as one in general can surely say, very strange, remarkable, and sympathetic objects, which, one just as much as the other, would possibly, that is, in the right situation, be suitable for a special lecture.

And what would the reader say to the little match or matchstick, just as dear as delicate, a sweet, odd little person, lying in its match-box next to its numerous comrades, patient, proper, well-behaved, as if adream or asleep. As long as the little match rests in its box, unused and unchallenged, it’s of no great value. It awaits, so to speak, that which is to come. One day, though, one takes it out, presses it against the rough surface, scrapes its poor, good, dear little head until it catches fire, and now the little match flames and burns. This is the great event in the life of the little match, by which it fulfills its purpose in life, does its good deed, and then dies a death by incineration. Isn’t that heartbreaking? The little match must miserably burn up, pitifully go to ground, while it performs its sweet task, awakening from its apathy, inactivity, and uselessness, revealing its worth, and smoldering with its eagerness to serve and do its duty. The moment the little match takes pleasure in its destiny, it dies; the moment it unfolds its meaning, it perishes. Its joy in life is its death, and its waking its end. The moment it loves and serves, it collapses altogether and expires.

(1915)
Translated with Annette Wiesner


THE YOUNG TRAVELING SALESMAN

I REMEMBER as a boy reading a story in a pulp magazine about a young traveling salesman whose business took him to Paris. The short narrative was accompanied by an illustration whose somber nocturnal colors and air of terror remained vivid in my memory. The young commercial traveler, a German fully unaware of the danger awaiting him in the French capital, entered an inn or hotel to dine and spend the night. After a satisfying meal of food and drink, feeling oddly sleepy and somewhat dull, which usually was not the case at that hour, he let himself be led to his room, which seemed very high up. He was wished a pleasant good night, and the young innocent, without the slightest premonition that he found himself in the villainous and satanic hands of criminals, undressed quietly, lay down on the bed, and at once fell into a hard, deep sleep, as if he had fallen from a clear sky into an abyss. To sleep and murder someone in his sleep? What? Is that so? O, don’t sleep, young man! But that’s what we’re about to see! Sleep is gentle, kind, and sweet, and in its innocence and ingenuousness likened unto heaven. One thinks sleep is holy. Not, however, at the outlaw inn in Paris the young German salesman had come to.

The bed in which he slept was a canopy bed; however, the bed canopy was nothing other than a fiendish machine. Don’t sleep, young man! Wake up, wake up! He awoke. The room was lit by the moon. It would have been approximately midnight. O, what luck that you are awake. All around everything was quiet. Still as the ocean, quiet as the sea. But what was there? It was a picture on the moonlit wall, and then while regarding the picture the young man observed how it gradually disappeared, how something from high in the room lowered itself over the painting, slowly and silently. He was alert, he started, a deathly chill ran all up and down him, and when he leapt out of bed he saw the Fiend: the canopy sank down and down with a mechanical violence to crush the one asleep on the pillow. Swiftly and soundlessly he threw himself into his clothes, and with bold resolve, for only boldness could save him now, he opened the window and, by catching hold of the ledges and gutters, climbed down the wall, while the night wind blew through his ruffled hair and the moon gazed upon the frightened face, until the young man reached the street, where he quickly thanked the Good Lord for his miraculous deliverance from deadly peril. Soon thereafter he returned home.

(1915)


TOOTHACHE

I REMEMBER once I had for a time a severe toothache. In order to numb the pain, I ran into the fields and roared there like King Lear. At home I chose to dash myself against the wall and, in my rage, smash a few precious chairs from the Biedermeier period, but this in no way caused the toothache to stop, rather the trouble got worse by the hour. At night the horror scenes I staged woke the entire house; it was a scandal. The frequent imbibing of the finest cognac scarcely helped. I dealt myself blows to the face like Sancho Panza when he noticed his donkey was lost. At one point I inflicted upon myself with a knife a fortunately by no means life-threatening wound, but this crude step did not in the least better my condition, instead seemed only to increase the torture. Finally I went to the dentist, that is, for the sake of sweet frugality, to a dental clinic, where I gladly handed myself over for purposes of study. My mouth was diligently examined by the hand of a young lady apprentice, and after that the procedures began. I may say with some authority that I placidly endured a tremendous amount and accepted with considerable composure all sorts of things.

Much I patiently suffered, but from time to time I found it apt to utter a rather loud scream, which I did on purpose because by so doing I succeeded in causing the master to rush up and intervene, helping with his masterly skills, which for me was no insignificant relief. In such moments, of course, the young lady became annoyed with me; she thought it very naughty of me to emit such a forceful sound. I allowed myself to say I would be willing to scream even more often whenever unnecessary pain was inflicted upon me. It was not at all nice of me to speak like that, she responded. Gradually I came to have a fairly delightful intercourse with her, and once she had the idea to ask me what I was. I was sort of a writer, I said modestly. She called loudly into the dentist’s room, “I’ve got a writer,” whereupon all the gentlemen and ladies, among them the master, came running up to engage in a cozy study of the peculiar patient. I was subjected to a precise inspection. “If you are a writer,” said the master, “then you are surely one of the poorer ones, one of those who stay unsuccessful their whole lives, one can see this clearly.” I had to laugh at this refined remark and answered, “Certainly I am poor and up to this day have never lacked in failure, but life without success can also be beautiful. If only I become well again and have pretty teeth, which I fervently wish, then I will leap about like a deer and be happier than many a so-called lucky fellow.”

(1917)
Translated with Annette Wiesner


THE NIMBLE AND THE LAZY

I CONFESS that the invention of the story I’m telling here has caused me the greatest difficulties, though it’s likely you will find it a little silly. It deals with a lazy nimble person and a nimble lazy person. It needs to be noted that the nimble one with all his squirrel-like nimbleness lagged far behind the lazy one’s clumsy laziness, and this astounded him not a little, which really is quite understandable. The strange and remarkable thing about this simple and foolish story, which fortunately is not all that long and prolix, is that basically the nimble one is the lazy one, and basically the lazy one is the nimble one, for the nimble one was, alas, in reality only too nimble, and the lazy one, fortunately or unfortunately, splendidly proved himself in the totality of his laziness, in that he was not at all nimble, yet basically was all the same much nimbler than the nimblest of the nimble, whereas, alas, the nimble one in the complete abundance of his nimbleness and agility was certainly in no way lazy, and yet was all the same much lazier than the laziest of the lazy, which in any case is really quite regrettable. The nimble one in any case surpassed the lazy one in proper nimbleness, but all the same he came off badly and in the end finished far behind the lazy one, who in any case, providing we’re not grossly mistaken, greatly transcended the nimble one in laziness, in that he was as lazy as the personification of laziness, yet all the same was not at all as lazy and much nimbler than the nimble one thought, whom he left far behind and magnificently defeated, about which remarkable circumstance the pitiful, poor nimble one almost died of fright. This, my dear reader, is the story of the nimble and the lazy or the lazy and the nimble, depending on which one you prefer and how you like it. Judge it gently, laugh at it, and don’t be altogether angry with its author in whose head it stuck so fast he found himself compelled to write it down just to be rid of it.

(1917)
Translated with Annette Wiesner


NO ONE

ONCE UPON a time there was someone called No One. He belonged to the thieves’ guild, had a lively craving for putting into order the financial affairs of others, and at pilfering was unequivocally a master. One can say that he understood stealing at its very base and his favorite occupation was cleaning up. His cardinal virtue consisted in his being unusually well suited for visiting rich people at midnight. He held just a little too much interest in those who had to huff and puff under their heavy incomes. His most constant worry was how best to relieve the heavily burdened. Thus through his preference he lessened their worry, carried away loads, and relieved suffering. Equal distribution seemed his ideal. There lived there a certain Herr Lovengood to whom No One paid a most polite and successful visit, in that he lessened Herr Lovengood’s worries and heavy burden in order for him to breathe easily again. But Herr Lovengood couldn’t take a joke; he knew who the thief was and went promptly to the police to make his report. “Last night,” he said, “I was broken into. It was No One, I know it.” “Well,” he was told, “if it was no one, we can’t help you. Why did you come to us when no one had broken in?” And Herr Lovengood, who felt considerably relieved that he had been unburdened of all sorts of financial worries, had to withdraw. “No One has been at my house. No One robbed me, No One did it, I know that for a fact,” he said over and over, but all that talking did him no good. Since he himself said no one had robbed him, it must have been so, and everything was in order. Herr Lovengood was awfully outraged, but at last had to be content. The thief laughed up his sleeve, but nonetheless on one occasion he was, so to speak, collared and placed behind bars, and then his laughter died out.

(1917)


THE MURDERESS

RECENTLY, I recall, I walked over the mountain with a farmer. As we were going on about various things, a stout woman stepped into the middle of the pretty village road and advanced toward us. Nothing about this farmer’s wife struck me except her robust healthy appearance. It didn’t occur to me to examine her more closely. When she had passed by, the farmer allowed himself, which he was completely justified in doing, to quietly remark, “This woman who just went past, I’m sure you didn’t notice, did you, that she has twenty-five years of prison life behind her.” Astonished, I asked, “What for?” My farmer was in no way in a hurry to respond. He paused, then finally said, “Long ago she beat her husband to death.” Appalled, I inquired about the particulars. The farmer, who was on his way over the mountain to inspect his meadows, was again silent for a while, and then with a strange ease, as if he were a superior storyteller relating a half-forgotten ballad or horror tale, he produced the following: “One morning, carrying a hoe or mattock in her hand, she entered her husband’s bedroom where he was lying in bed. He opened his eyes, saw her, and, because the hoe apparently frightened him, asked, ‘What are you doing in my room with a hoe?’ To this the murderess replied, ‘I’m about to show you.’ With these horrible, dryly, as it were, humorous words, she raised the mattock and bashed in his head.” I asked him why he thought the woman had done such a terrible thing. “We don’t know,” he said, “it’s been forgotten. Maybe the husband was a drunk too lazy to work and because of that his wife turned bitter.” Since his work pointed him in a different direction than mine, he took his leave and I went on alone, silently contemplating all sorts of things. What astonished me the most was the good, natural appearance of the woman whom we had seen pass us so quietly and inconspicuously, as if she were not herself but just anybody, not a murderess but just any upright, honest, diligent woman. “In any case, an incredible power must inhabit her,” I thought. “An atrocity and twenty-five years in prison, and still not showing the slightest trace of that—what tremendous indomitability.”

(1917)


LAKE PIECE

THIS PIECE is very simple, it’s about a beautiful summer evening and many people who promenaded back and forth along the shore of the lake. The crowd of people, of which I too was a part, was extraordinary. The whole city seemed to be taking a walk. If I say that the wide, nocturnal lake resembled a slumbering hero whose breast even while asleep is moved by concerns of bravery and noble thought, I am perhaps expressing myself a bit too audaciously. Many skiffs, festooned with lights, moved about in the dark water. The streets and side streets that led to the lake seemed to me to be canals, and I easily imagined that it was a Venetian night. Bright firelight flared up reddish here and there out of the black, and nocturnal figures strolled in the light and dark patches. Nor were lovers missing who tenderly embraced and kissed behind all kinds of thickets, nor a caressing and whispering, gently stroking and, like murmuring water, rippling night music. The half-moon on high resembled, how shall I say, a wound, from which I gather that the lovely body of the night was wounded, as a beautiful noble soul can be bruised and wounded, and because of this it reveals even more clearly its grandeur and beauty. In life, which is rough and ignoble, an injured noble soul sometimes makes a fool of itself, but not so in the art of poetry; the poet never laughs about the vulnerability of sensitive souls. As I walked over an arched bridge, I heard from below, out of the water, a wonderful voice making its way up to me; it was a brightly clad girl in a gondola who was passing by, and I and perhaps one other, who was also intrigued by the tender voice, bent over the railing to listen with utmost attention to the charming song that, in the amphitheater or concert hall formed by the gentle night, warmly and brightly faded away. We two or three, we who were listening, admitted to ourselves that we had never heard such beautiful singing, and we said to ourselves that the song of the sweet-tempered singer gliding onwards in the almost invisible skiff was tremendous, less through art and magnificent vocal talent than through a wonderful intensity of soul and the rapture of a dear, generous heart. We told ourselves moreover, that is, it occurred to us to think that perhaps, yes, even in all likelihood, the young singer in the dark boat below would be fervently blushing over the bravery and magnanimity of her song and over her ability to intoxicate and excite herself, and that her charming, joyfully young, and sweet cheek would be burning intensely with shame over the freedom and enthusiasm of the heavenly, songful outpouring. The song was like a royal palace growing to a fabulous size, so that one believed one saw princes and princesses dancing and galloping past on splendidly festooned horses. Everything transformed itself into sonorous life and into a sonorous beauty; the whole world was like kindness itself, and one could no longer find fault with life, with human existence. Especially enchanting and wonderful was the way the girl bared her tender soul while singing, laid open all her secrets, rose beyond herself and beyond her modesty, beyond all instilled decency, candidly expressed all thinking and yearning, so that, in the manner of heroines, she towered like a figure into the air. The battle that the tender creature waged against shyness and ordinary behavior yielded the most beautiful timbre, and listening, as previously mentioned, to the shamefully proud sound were a few people who all regretted that now, little by little, the song lost itself in the distance.

(1917)
Translated with Annette Wiesner


SCHWENDIMANN

ONCE THERE was a strange man. Hello, hello, what kind of strange man? How old was he, where did he come from? I don’t know. Well then, can you perhaps tell me what his name was? His name was Schwendimann. Aha, Schwendimann! Good, very good, très bien, très bien. Go on, if you like, and tell us: What did Schwendimann want? What did he want? Hmm, he probably didn’t quite know that himself. He didn’t want much, but he wanted something right for him. What was he after, what was Schwendimann searching for? He wasn’t looking for much, but he was looking for something right for him. He was distracted, a bit lost out in the wide world. Is that so? Lost? Aha, distracted! Good God, where is this going to lead the poor fellow? Nowhere, the universe, where else? Troubling question! Everyone looked at him curiously, and he at them. How frightening, how pitiful! He went along, worn down and sluggish, with shaky, uncertain steps, and the schoolchildren chased after him, teasing him spitefully and asking him, “What are you after, Schwendimann?” He wasn’t after much, but he was after the right thing. He certainly hoped in time to find the right thing. “It’ll work out,” he mumbled into his disheveled black beard. Schwendimann’s beard was very shaggy. Is that so? Shaggy? C’est ça! Voilà! Superb. Indeed! Most interesting! Suddenly he stood before the town hall. “There’s no way I can be helped or advised,” he said, and because to the best of his knowledge he didn’t have the slightest business in the town hall, he went slowly on and came to the poor-house. “I’m certainly poor, but I don’t belong in the poorhouse,” he thought, and went diligently on, and after a while unexpectedly he came to the firehouse. “Nothing is on fire,” he said and went sullenly on. A few steps farther was the pawnshop. “In God’s wide world I have nothing to pawn,” and a little stretch farther was the bath-house. “I don’t need to bathe!” When, after some time, he came to the schoolhouse, he said, “My days in school are over,” and went quietly on, shaking his strange head. “I’ll come to the right house in time,” he said. It wasn’t long before Master Schwendimann stood before a large, dark building. It was the prison. “I don’t deserve punishment, I deserve something else,” he spoke to himself gloomily and marched on, and soon arrived before another building, namely the hospital, where he said, “I’m not sick, I’m something else. I don’t require nursing, I require something totally different.” Reeling, he walked on; it was a brilliant, luminous day, the sun sparkled and the pretty streets were full of people, and the weather was so fine, so friendly, but Schwendimann paid no attention to the nice weather. Then he came to his parents’ house, to the dear house of his childhood, to the house of his birth. “I’d certainly like to be a child again and have parents, but my parents are dead and childhood doesn’t return.” Hesitantly, with deliberate steps, he went on and saw the dance hall and after that the store. Before the dance hall he said, “I don’t want to dance,” and before the store, “I’m not buying or selling anything.” Then gradually evening fell. Where did Schwendimann really belong? In the workhouse? He no longer had any desire to work. Or in the house of pleasure? “I’m done with desire and pleasure.” It wasn’t long before he stood before the courthouse: “I don’t need a judge, I need something else.” Before the butcher shop he thought, “I’m no butcher.” In the rectory he had, as far as he knew, no business, and in the theater, people like Schwendimann hardly have any business, such people also don’t set foot in concert halls. Silently and mechanically he went on, barely able to keep his eyes open, so tired was he. It seemed to him as if he were asleep, as if he were sleepwalking. When will you come to the right house, Schwendimann? Patience, all will work out. He came before a funeral home. “I’m certainly sad, but I don’t belong in a funeral home,” and went on; came before the house of God, and wordlessly went on, and came before a guesthouse, where he said, “I’m not a good guest, and no one is happy to see me,” and went farther on his way. Finally, after an arduous journey, after it had already turned dark, he came before the right house, and as soon as he saw it, he said, “Finally I’ve found what I’m after. Here is where I belong.” At the door stood a skeleton and Schwendimann asked, “May I come in and rest?” The skeleton grinned in a most friendly way and said, “Good evening, Schwendimann. I know you well. Come in. You’re welcome here.” He stepped into the house that everyone finds in the end and where not only for him but for everyone room is available, and when he had entered, he sank down and was dead, for he had come to the house of death, and here he found peace.

(1917)
Translated with Annette Wiesner


THE FORSAKEN ONE

ICE-COLD wind howled and rushed through the gloomy streets. Merciless wind, and everything was dark, hopeless, and dismal. All good inspirations and all good thoughts were lost to me, and I myself was lost. Everything kind, gentle, and beautiful was hopelessly lost. The soul was lost. Everything cold and dead, and the world had died. All life, all love, and all good thoughts were as if devoured by the ominously roaring and raging wind that stormed through the hopeless, empty, and desolate streets like a voracious monster. Comfort and conviviality had vanished as if forever from the earth. Satisfaction and joy seemed no longer capable of existing. The long streets, full of hideous joylessness, full of abysmal emptiness, stretched out towards the immense, the nameless, the never-ending and inconceivable, and hopelessness and lovelessness seemed endless. No stars and no friendly moon were in the sky, the dreadful and horrid had become gaping reality, and the just, kind, gentle—ah, great God on high—was merely a pale, tired, nebulous dream, worthy only of a feeble smirk. And the people were poor, pale, sick, storm-driven slaves lashed into terror. No one trusted anyone anymore. Neighborly love and goodness had vanished, were lost, and the apartment houses were houses of horror and dread, abodes of appalling hate and devastating murder. I raged furiously along, hunted and driven by ferocious feelings of remorse, by the monstrously blazing conflagration of terrible reproaches. Everything was lost, I had not a single good thought left. Poor and wretched I was, as never before. Torn I was in my innermost being, as never before. Unhappy, poor, and wretched was I—oh, I say it once again—as never before. The storm wind ripped open my coat so that it towered high over my head, and in the gloomy midnight street, in all the gloom and darkness, I resembled terrible King Richard, the Wandering Jew, and the murderer Parricida. I had been cheated and was in turn a cheater, I had been lied to and in turn I lied. Mankind hated me and I hated, despised the haters and despisers. They had betrayed me, and in turn I committed deplorable treason upon the betrayers. I was pursued by an infinite longing for simplicity, for pure morality, for faith and love, for innocence and trust, until finally I came upon a dreary, dilapidated poorhouse and forced my way in.

Although the house resembled a hideout for robbers and crooks, nonetheless I stepped confidently in without the least hesitation, for I had to tell myself I had nothing more to lose. My callous, iron-hard, despairing soul all too long had been prepared for everything wretched and horrendous. Not in my wildest dreams did I expect something good or beautiful any longer. Cold all around and cold in the center of my heart. I climbed up the pitiful, ravaged, dismal staircase; on a step a poor young girl huddled whose hair I brushed with my hand. The staircase in its keening, creaking, cracking dilapidation was terrifying, for it seemed to me, as I took a step, to be the last of all stairs, the stairs leading to annihilation, to desperation, to desperate suicide. In spite of this, I climbed up, and I remember that my pitiful heart beat as if it would burst from fear and that I hesitated after every little step to attend and listen with intense assiduity into all the emptiness and all the cruel, cold darkness, but not the slightest thing moved, turned, stirred in all the isolation and loneliness. Everything was dead quiet in the horrible house of poverty. Within the stomach of a slumbering monster it could not have been more silent and still.

The apartment door at which I finally groped in the dark—and which I must especially refer to, for it wasn’t like just any door—was open! Normally doors are carefully locked, sometimes even, or rather more often, bolted in fear. This door had been carelessly left ajar, as if in the entire world, for all time to come, no truth or careful consideration or solicitude of any sort were worth anything anymore because of increasing indifference and heartlessness, and as if in human existence for all time to come everything, everything would matter not at all, and as if everything, everything was sick of life, tired, deadened, wicked, cold, and apathetic, and as if it didn’t matter if life still existed or if everything was dead, naked, and torn apart, and even further, as if each finer, more delicate trait had become a thing inconceivable, something completely insignificant and superfluous, and lastly as if the broken, trampled, and dehumanized human race was delighted about its demoralization, about its dismemberment and ruination. Ruins here and ruins there, but that doesn’t matter at all. For now everything, everything, everything is the same . . . Thus, approximately, spoke the desolate, weary, sorrowful door, which I did not have to open, since it was already open. Such a door does not hinder anyone from making their way into an apartment, and so I entered the hallway, step by step, extremely carefully and cautiously, and with each step listened intently.

First the pitiful, sorrowful staircase, then the door that was no less poor and pitiful, and now the close cold corridor that was just as poor, bleak, and pitiful as the staircase and door, and I myself straining to hear the imminent horror, whose appearance I expected because, I told myself, in such a place nothing but a horror was to be expected, and I stood there in the dreadful expectation of what was about to appear. I must say it took some courage to keep up even a little my dwindling, collapsing courage and to persevere in this desolation, to penetrate farther into this ruin and desolation. But then suddenly a sweet delicate gleam of light trembled towards me from a crack, and I thought I perceived from far, far away but at the same time very close a beautiful, sublime, gentle love song. I opened a door and emitted a cry of delight, of delightful surprise. In a bright, beautiful, warm room or chamber sat a woman, I knew her from an earlier time, and now from all sides resounded happy music of joy and comfort. It was as if the golden, clear concert rushed and rippled down from all the open blue skies, and all of a sudden forests, meadows, and fields seemed close to me, I saw all the beautiful, good, pleasing, dear colors, and the beautiful woman, who looked like an angel, smiled at me in a friendly and affectionate manner, as she caught sight of this pitiful, poor vagabond, this wanderer. Suddenly everything was good again, a sunny, sweet, blissful, youthful strength poured over my being, and at once I forgot every grief, and every misery, every doubt was gone. Yes, that was the wonderful, albeit dismal place, where I found again the splendid forsaken one, the place of loneliness where again I saw the beautiful forsaken one. It was she, the celestial outcast, the wonderful exile, the heavenly beautiful, lonely, and forsaken one. Obeying an uncontrollable impulse and congratulating myself on the beautiful gesture, I hastened to the woman who dwelled here in banishment and exile and knelt down before her, and the enchanting one gazed kindly upon me. She didn’t act aloof. I was good for her. I was right for her. She showed herself pleased by my presence, and this made me infinitely happy.

(1917)
Translated with Annette Wiesner


DEAR LITTLE SWALLOW

I SAW YOU early today from the window and now I’m writing to you, which perhaps is pointless, since it’s unlikely the letter will reach you, and in any case you’re unacquainted with reading. Also you’re not in the address book, but surely you live enchantingly in your hidden nest where you sleep and dream. Do you think me envious of your domestic life? Apropos: You always find enough food, don’t you? How are your youngsters doing? I don’t doubt that you are a good mother to them and are raising them suitably, that is, very soundly. To doubt this would be to offend you, and who would want to do that? Certainly not I.

How nice it was to watch you. You tumbled with your cohorts in the silver light, the divine ocean of air, racing and dashing back and forth, climbing the air mountains to plunge straight down as if you had passed out and wanted to lie on the ground with smashed wings, which fortunately can’t be because you always maintained your balance and controlled your velocity. I needn’t have feared that in flight you would suddenly slam against a wall or chimney. As reckless as you seemed, you were also wonderfully alert. Now you were flying in circles, now straight ahead, now swerving, and I heard your little voice all the while, which so tenderly befits your way of life, which is more a faint crying than a singing. You speak simply as you can and must. But who could rival your speed, dancer, you who never tire or require feet? What we understand as being intentional you hardly are, but nonetheless you aim well and seem thoroughly happy and satisfied? Why the question mark? We who are stuck to the ground, who are bound by our fears, we clumsy people know nothing of winged existence.

I hope you like it here with us and ask you please to wait as long as you can before you draw away, because when you leave, it will turn cold. But in the meantime you’re still here, and as long as that’s the case, we have summer.

(1919)


THE CHILDREN’S GAME

ON A VERDANT spot up against an old tower a number of children had gathered to play a game. As if for no reason, all of them leapt into action, dissolved into groups and reformed, depending on what entertained them.

One child above all distinguished itself in its strength, audacity, and skill. Intoxicated, however, by its successes, this child became overly boisterous, didn’t watch out, tripped over a branch, and fell, and as it lay there miserable, unable to move, it was forgotten.

Another dexterous child took advantage of the mishap and stepped easily into the position now vacated, and the game went on without major disruption. No one sensed a loss. No one paid the poor thing any mind. Many hadn’t even noticed the accident. Each played its part and was interested simply in carrying on. All of them, or most, had only themselves in mind.

One child, however, who was held in exceptionally low esteem, since it formed something of a fifth wheel, noticed what happened, and took this as an assignment giving it a chance to break out of its inaction. Quickly it went to the one who had fallen and helped it stand back up, complimenting and encouraging it enough to restore its hope.

The lowest in rank was now tied to the highest, and together the two of them established the nicest friendship.

The game broke up, but soon started again. Among them was a child who possessed everything one might desire, to the extent that it puffed itself up with pleasure and pride. Yet it wasn’t happy.

Another child gave everything away; but as foolish as its behavior was, still it smiled happily and felt blessed by its poverty, which to it was more beautiful than the most precious possession.

Not far away, in his little study, there sat a poet who saw what had happened, took up his pen, shook his head a few times, and wrote an essay about what he had witnessed, then gave it the above title.

(1919)


THE PHILOSOPHER

HE’S CONSTANTLY watching and waiting, stands as still as a portrait, gropes for things gossamer-thin. He’s been doing this for years and seems intent on continuing in this way. This is regrettable, almost scandalous. He’s always seeking and finding something and then, because it’s far too flimsy, losing it all again. In any case, he exercises a patience verging on the stupendous.

What an existence! In bucking up he’s indefatigable. He struggles hard, which, however, is precisely what he seems to want to do. I hardly understand how the desire again and again comes to him to cling to his acerbity and abide the bitterness and ingratitude. What he does will never be appreciated; he knows this himself, by the way. He seems to find his self-sacrifice entrancing. You want to be angry with him and give him a few kicks just to scare him out of his contemplativeness.

He’s always sitting and thinking, it’s ridiculous how he imprisons himself. He seems to be a writer but to require frighteningly little paper and conspicuously little ink, in fact he mostly sticks to cogitating and his excessive studying. It’s quite certain he makes no progress and will not amount to anything, though he appears capable enough.

Now and then he looks very serious, then he laughs again; I can attest that he’s polite and friendly. Some consider him unique among his peers. He lives, yet it’s as if he’s dead. Whoever woke him up probably would deserve a reward. He has a crooked but in no way unpretty smile, sleeps and while doing so is more alive than most.

His suit is threadbare but clean. He walks in crude shoes and wears a clunky hat, partly from inclination, partly because he’s not well-off. Neglectful he is not, if anything he’s overly diligent and cautious and thus gives the impression of poverty and pedantry. Saving has become for him a habit.

For hours he paces back and forth in the parlor, even though the fun in this should have vanished long ago. His way of life makes him appear older than he really is and seem to be an enemy of the world, which is definitely not the case. Sometimes I considered him a bit reckless. A sort of strange childishness inhabited him. Obviously he always keeps some of his smartness in reserve for himself. How often the clever have shown themselves unclever and the unsagacious most sagacious. Despite all his philosophy there probably resided in him a well-tested practical person.

The world doesn’t stand still and neither should our opinions stay the same. In any case, we always need to exercise caution before passing judgment. Does he disdain women? Apparently, but that hasn’t been in the least confirmed.

His orderliness was almost a bit too much. In his parlor no trace of ingenious disorder can be found, which is why I fear he often forgets the room’s true function. He gladly putters about with little objects, would have preferred at times to work as a craftsman instead of sitting still.

In addition, he enjoys taking walks in the fresh air too much. So he sits in his confined space, yet essentially isn’t a homebody. He plays the part of a lollygagger while wanting to be busy and make good use of the day, to create something evident, to strive to do something lucrative.

Doesn’t he intentionally affect a bourgeois manner, as if worried that the zest for life might seduce him from his writing desk?

Beyond the windowpane life flies past. He stands up, looks out upon the stormy lake, accuses himself of dawdling, of only listening. Glittering sunlight and cheerful smoke over the rooftops. Every tree rustling. The river rushing, the people on the street.

What all he could achieve. With his convictions, the strength of his character, his goodness of soul, his sense of justice, and his ideas, how vigorously could he help and effect change by engaging directly with the people, be a part of progress, step onto the stage.

A pity that his long reflections made him lose so many things.

(1919)


PAGE FROM A DIARY (I)

RECENTLY I retraced the footsteps of my childhood; it has such a fresh face. I climbed up the mountain and paid a short visit to a few scenes from the old days. I remembered a so-called castle to which we attached great importance. After searching for a while, I found it and was delighted to see that it still looked as it had years ago. Here I found the same oak trees, the same thick shrubbery, the same rocks, the same scent of greenery. Here we used to play our children’s games. Once I let myself be defeated on purpose because it seemed so nice to see my opponent triumph and to afford him the chance to believe himself strong.

I walked down into the city where a big market day was in progress and vendors vociferously offered their wares; I moved through the swarm into a narrow back alley lined with handicraft stalls. After a few steps I saw the house I grew up in. How small I seemed when looking at the tiny courtyard where my father used to staple his boxes. In a shed with a tile roof we used to play hide-and-seek; the boxes smelled so appetizing. Everything looked as it had before, even the neighbor’s little garden, where a pretty little girl used to appear, and opposite it was a pottery shop and also a square of tall buildings.

Isn’t it pointless to retrace the places we saw as children? Other people live there now; the former youngsters have now grown to this or that age. I myself must have been kicked out of the most beautiful Palais des Illusions a hundred times since, but always tried to storm heaven again, often, so to speak, breaking my leg, but always getting back on my feet by being wary of idleness and by keeping busy.

Someone confronted me in public who seemed hostile; then someone else sent me a well-meaning letter wherein he assured me of his respect and keen judgment. Thus I know who wishes me ill and who wishes me well. I live in the belief that for the most part unwelcome things elicit beautiful ones.

(1920)


TRAM RIDE

WHEN WALKING I’m a foot soldier, a mercenary, but when I board a tram I’m someone who knows how to live, a man of culture, a city dweller, and feel elegant, there’s something official, capital about me.

Hey, how quick it goes, it almost flies. I greet most politely someone walking along the street. Those who ride have every reason to be friendly. People are constantly getting off and on.

The city looks new to me when seen from the tram. How everything moves about here: light-footed girls, civil servants, students, craftsmen, salesmen. Posters are plastered to walls; market women lay out melons, tomatoes, potatoes, turnips, cabbages to sell.

Over a bridge it goes; through streets it rattles. Once I saw in a tram car a woman whose finely shod feet were like a pair of little doves; it was late evening, she was coming from the theater.

Winter sun is shining. A number of people keep their hands in their pockets. Wait till it turns colder. It’s too early for precautionary measures.

A woman in furs climbs in looking like Sacher-Masoch’s Venus, which I once read, with no small delight, in a little chamber where I wrote poems to the stars and women, which seemed to me a splendid occupation.

We’ve arrived at the train station; this is where I transfer. Number 8 carries me on. Once someone advised me to become a tram conductor, then every day I would be able to help women in the politest way. I smiled; my essay does as well.

From high in his residence, God smiles down with heavenly blueness and warm, loving light upon us earthly creatures, sets a good example for us with his unalterable tranquillity, is always kind.

I’ve strayed far by digressing from the tram to such sublimity, but I find it quite natural, now I’m at my destination and jump down, and with that this essay is finished; this isn’t the first one, and probably not the last either.

(1921)
Translated with Annette Wiesner


THE KITTEN (II)

WHAT A beautiful rainbow, the world so ethereal, everything glistening, but I want to speak about something else. Today I thought about nothing but a kitten. Isn’t that totally irrelevant? This I grant, but often trivialities are like sunshine. I had already seen the kitten yesterday, and now I’ll sketch it. In color it is striped like a little tiger. It can yawn magnificently, just like a person who’s bored. How it leapt about; now it was in the kitchen, now in the dining room, now the parlor. Lounge chairs and plush sofas it adores. Everyone bestowed upon it their rather diligent attention. One person asked if it had already forgotten or still missed its previous home. What compassion! Among other things it clung to a curtain tassel, swinging back and forth like an acrobat who performs for money. Its little eyes are big and black, its paws harmless. It can’t really scratch yet, but in time it will learn. It was supposed to spend the night near an open oven, but it preferred a chair. It examines each and every crate and box, made numerous discoveries. In ripping down towels and knocking over vases it was, albeit young and inexperienced, already a master. It must have been born with this talent. Already it can lick up milk; in addition, it’s skilled in curling up into a ball and spinning around like a top. A tomcat was introduced to it, which was a little too much to bear. It rose up high, its hair on end, arched its back, and for a minute remained frightened and pensive. Someone was playing the piano. Swoosh, it disappeared under the dresser and didn’t come out until the concert was over. Apparently it doesn’t care much for music. It prefers to play by itself, not with notes but instead with little spools or wood shavings. Acting the little silly is what it likes above all, is what it most delights in. A girl wanted to play the pastor and baptize it, but only in fun, of course. Who would say something like this seriously? This sketch is a bit purringly droll, but I hope nonetheless a usable contribution.

(1921)


LATEST NEWS

I DRESS somewhat better now, wear a tip-top hat, conduct myself accordingly, pay my bills punctually, and live in a house with a woman and her two daughters, former girlfriends of two PhDs in philosophy. After a while, both gentlemen forsook the two ladies, casting around for other possibilities. Ah, how fiendish are unkindness and infidelity!

But what’s the latest news? Recently a lecture was held on Dostoyevsky, also one about the value of psychiatry to the human community. A preacher spoke about and against sectarianism. In the theater Maria Stuart was performed; on this occasion I saw Frau Else Heims again.

Incidentally, I feel very much at home here in Bern. True, I’m no longer as independent; during the day I work in an office, or rather in a kind of vault, leafing through all kinds of old files, letters, reports, regulations, decrees, compiling directories and striving to be businesslike, which I find quite pleasant, though it takes a bit of an effort.

The nice thing is I have a clear conscience. Indeed, to my knowledge I’ve never lacked one. I regret to say that a short while ago a healthy magnificent tooth fell out, which fortunately however is no great misfortune. Of course now I have to walk around with a gap in my mouth, but still I do this gladly, especially in the evenings at the close of a workday and on Saturday afternoons.

This is the time when, fresh and youthful, I walk into the open, richly fragrant air and am without a care, I’m my old self again, am happy and make all kinds of friendly casual acquaintances, belong to the world just as it belongs to me, and the world is open wide and so is my heart, though no longer all that young.

What are youth and age when confronted with the exalting sense of the unendingness of natural history, which dissolves all such petty differences?

(1921)


NEWS NUMBER TWO

WITHOUT question I’m filled with self-confidence. Perhaps sometimes I might even be a bit conceited. I may only live on the outskirts, but at least my room has a parquet floor. Well, I’m sure Hesse leads a more genteel life. Often I walk past his former residence.

Recently I broke my mirror. An old woman told me that meant bad luck. But I’m by no means superstitious. Wouldn’t that be somewhat unseemly?

By the way, I also have a balcony, which I’ve yet to appreciate. I feel above such contributions to life’s amenities.

It’s true I’m indolent. To prepare one of my little sketch things I need two weeks. I drop ideas, occasionally pick them up, and by so doing ennoble them.

Some time ago I received a bouquet of carnations whose scent was meant to console me. Since when do I need this?

Many think me a lamb, then suddenly something quite different. Whenever I eat whipping cream, I can be rather sweet.

In the afternoons and evenings I’m occasionally happy. That’s when I take a walk along some path, if possible a new one each time, and try to distract myself.

Yet I’m already satisfied that I can still hold the world dear, exchange a few words with someone, buy something, or think about what my future might be.

How happy it makes me, for instance, when someone strikes up a relationship with me. For the entire week I look forward to its unraveling. The least of pleasures occasionally can be of tremendous value.

Speaking of walks in this part of the country, one time I was in a delightfully situated little town, yet another one set on the river Aare—how sunny it was there!

The other day in the nearby hills I came to a stately building adorned with pictures; I recognized it as an inn I once visited when I was young, which I hope I still am, in a certain sense, to this day.

A woman took interest in me. She wrote me a letter several pages long, which I answered with a single page. Since then she hasn’t written a word; now I am awaiting further declarations. Am I a bit bored by all this?

(1921)


NEWS THREE

I SAW ALL kinds of people sitting in a burlesque theater, some of whom had over-imbibed, so the owner paid them quite a bit of attention.

Two delicate maidens were smoking cigarettes. Someone felt inclined to proclaim himself the stupidest person alive. The contention was extreme; obviously he hadn’t taken into account the possibility he might be mistaken.

A young man wore a grotesque hat, but what did that matter when competing with the headbands and hairstyles of some women? The waitress had a pleasant smile for everyone. Vigorously the register rattled.

Now an artiste stepped out who sang exquisitely and on top of that looked beautiful. After this came two who read all kinds of things from a newspaper, followed by a nincompoop in powdered face, top hat, and shabby gloves, who declaimed “If I Were Married.”

Then a soldier appeared who laughed at himself. A handkerchief dangled from his pants pocket. Everyone listened and laughed. Their cheerfulness proved contagious. One visitor played with the hands of his beloved, once he even embraced her.

Now and then the director announced a new number. I thought of a poor woman who had glanced at me that evening. Where was she now? Was someone speaking kindly to her?

Now someone appeared very quietly and sang in a familiar way a strange song. His recital made the room expand more and more. All nature and humanity, the sun, the stars, touched the souls of everyone.

He looked rather common, but from his mouth spring blossomed, and life itself, as recounted in books we gladly read again and again, made itself felt. For several minutes the hall was solemn; yes, that left a deep impression.

Now on to something different: Recently I hiked to

THUN

I walked and walked, it was a calm, continuous working of the legs. I covered distance upon distance, praising nature, which endows us with all kinds of qualities, one with a preference for sitting still, the other the inclination to be often in motion.

I went through two or three villages; in one of them I could have paid a woman a visit, but alas I didn’t have the time. I reached Wichtrach, walked through a forest, advancing ever closer to the Bernese Oberland.

In the village of Heimberg I saw the signs for two inns, a Wilhelm Tell as well as a fabulously, exquisitely rendered Rütli scene commemorating the formation of the Swiss Confederacy. Soon the sight of the castle in Thun took me by surprise. How it thrilled me to enter this city where I once served as an office clerk.

First I ate a piece of cake, gazed into the shops, delightfully considered city hall, walked up the castle steps and found it enchanting at the top.

Everything was as it had been years ago, the houses, the gardens. Its unchangedness moved me. Here stood the office, there the rectory.

I entered the graveyard, walked around the church in which music was playing, inquired of a gentleman the reason for these sounds, and learned they were rehearsing for a concert. I thanked him and said, “This spot overlooking the small town, so close to the mountains, magnificently suits a performance.”

Girls promenaded in the sun. The sky, which until then had been cloudy, suddenly opened up like a blue flower and shone gloriously, as if delighting in this piece of earth beneath it.

The Niesen mountain glowed silver, clouds were flying in the air above, and a joyous wind was blowing.

“Inside they’re playing a symphony, but isn’t one being played outside as well?” I thought and went down the hill. On the bridge someone offered me a leaflet. Then I took a quick walk to the house on the little island where Kleist once lived, and afterwards made my way home.

(1921)


FOURTH NEWS

THERE exists here a little art exhibit; the artist usually sits behind a screen. When someone enters, he rises and welcomes the newcomer.

I met a quiet, kind lawyer.

I slept in a wonderfully nice bed that one needs only to fold out in the evenings, and during the day looks like a closet.

In a lounge I had a discussion with an American, drank liqueur, gave a kind of speech, and behaved in a manner that almost made me appear suave.

Currently I wear a pocket watch and thus become re-accustomed to a kind of refinement and more or less find the path to so-called civilization, for which I congratulate myself.

Now I’m going to talk about a

NEWSPAPER

Clearly I saw it; how could I have overlooked it? It was, after all, hanging in my direct vicinity. Did I long for it? Should I take it? Uncertain, I sat there and couldn’t make up my mind.

Two things were of concern: First, I was curious; second, I wasn’t curious in the least. Basically I didn’t give a fig about it, and again basically I could hardly take my eyes off it.

I read its title quite clearly, it seemed fascinating. The fact is it enticed me, it had something thrilling about it. On the other hand, in fact, it repelled me. Because it enchanted me, I couldn’t care less about it. This was a contradiction.

My desire to immerse myself in it was real, although I assumed an air of aloofness. My indifference was only feigned. The truth is that it really attracted me.

What might it contain? Would it edify me? The more convinced I was of its unimportance, the more I felt driven to rush to it, thereby preventing someone else from snatching it up.

I wanted to ignore it and on the other hand had the greatest desire to make its acquaintance. Without it, one could hardly get by. Everyone turned to it. Engaging with it seemed customary to everyone. Was I the only one who paid it no heed?

Outside the sun shone. I sat there unable to rid myself of the newspaper’s attraction or my infatuation with it, but just as much unable to rid myself of my aversion.

Unquestionably it was quite important. This and that was contained in it, all I had to do was open it. But what would happen if I did? That was what was in question.

I was just about to hurry over and deal with it, but at the last moment I had second thoughts and withdrew from it, but no, that’s not right, it was like this: Someone else beat me to it, held it tight in his hands, in such a way that renunciation on my part was easy, which was a relief. I went out. How resplendent the sky, how happy I felt that someone had preempted me.

Certainly he took something away from me, but from the bottom of my heart I didn’t begrudge him this. O, all we have to be is not envious, then life is good, isn’t it?

(1921)


CONGRATULATIONS ON THE TWENTY-FIFTH ANNIVERSARY OF THE JOURNAL DIE SCHWEIZ

IN MY MEMORY Die Schweiz is closely connected to my military service. Before my eyes appears a little mountain cottage where around ten of us men were on guard duty. How unceremonious and jaunty it was there! Didn’t the wine and the camp freedom taste delicious? We lay around swapping stories and wandered in the region. Books and magazines were lying about. We appreciated almost every modest printed word. Intellectual food seemed exquisite to me and certainly to some of the others. I also found issues of Die Schweiz and read them with pleasure and said to myself that they offered plenitudes, and at the same time I thought about things past and future, then went out and looked at the lake and down onto the sunny plain, and it seemed to me, if I may openly confess, that I was pretty happy; and at night, when everyone was asleep, I climbed out of the straw, went to the table, lit the stump of a candle, and read the proofs a publisher had sent to my place of duty and into my serene Tessin life, and today I gladly say a few nice words on the twenty-fifth anniversary of the journal and wish the best of luck to this fine and noble undertaking and all the luck there is in its continuing efforts to thrive. Something good always finds its way, goes over many an obstacle (even if, from time to time, it may seem quite exhausted), and continues on undeterred to arrive, almost in spite of itself, at its satisfying destination.

(1921)


HOW ARE YOU?

ISN’T it quite irrelevant how we answer such a question? We hear it every day; some would rather ask it than hear it.

“How are you?” is asked out of habit; to those who find it objectionable it’s a stupid question. It’s best to kid around a bit about everyday conventions.

To feign with a mien of misery that things are going magnificently seems ridiculous; only actors succeed in simulating conviviality. Better to assert with a smile on your face, “I’m miserable.”

To confess with a quip on your lips that you’ve gone to the dogs doesn’t cause any harm. The expression of discontent, however, only attests to discomfort, whatever your lips might say.

Someone broached me with “You’ve had a bit of bad luck, haven’t you?” Gently I let him believe this. Had I made an effort to convince him otherwise, he would have assured himself that his assumption was correct.

Why, anyway, should people think I’m well? I find silly those who fear appearing unhappy. It’s precisely this anxiety that’s to blame.

Your demeanor betrays how you’re doing every time with welcome clarity; no need to worry about that.

Sometimes it’s going well, sometime lousy; isn’t it lovely how this alternates? Why need anyone complain about monotony?

All of us are players. The main thing isn’t that we’re always doing well; what’s important is that we’re constantly playing well, that is, that we possess goodwill.

(1922)


AFTERNOON TEA

AFTERNOON tea is really delightful. One listens to music, drinks coffee, and tries to behave in a pleasant manner. The room is modern, the clientele predominantly female.

That smoking is not permitted, a smoker especially may find charming: He can display flexibility.

Instead of walking along country roads, I sit here at a little table and work on being delighted, which consists of one’s wishing not at all to be entertained.

A young Amazon comes in; she might be justified in considering herself pretty. Feminine surroundings undoubtedly make for cultivation of the intellect. If anywhere it’s here that I recollect my better self.

Never are the conversations of young women uninteresting. How they eat ice cream is truly worth observing.

Ribbons fall from hats onto shoulders. Such a hat often covers a face quite advantageously. What is kept hidden from view often seems very attractive.

If you flip through a magazine, you might come across an illustration by Guys that transports you to the Bois de Boulogne and the age of crinoline.

With pleasure I detect how the cups and saucers are reflected in the polished serving tray. Because the tea hour is now over, I rise and go on my way.

(1922)
Translated with Annette Wiesner


THE GIRLS

A Sort of Lecture

OFTEN they stroll about too much.

Flirting can be quite ineffectual, but no doubt promenading in itself is something quite nice.

The prettiest, loveliest, cutest, most enchanting girls are exposed to the risk of being “wallflowers.” I know I’m speaking rather cruelly here, yet that’s fun for me. A single attribute can be more advantageous to a beauty than a pretty exterior. Often I encounter an exceptionally lovely lass; each time she gives me a lot: the sight of her!

Walking past a girl can leave quite a pleasing impression, but only fleetingly. On the street we make only a vanishingly small number of acquaintances.

Girls don’t trust suitors but instead the valiant ones; not those who indulge but instead those who abstain; not the eyes but instead the behavior. The best conduct toward the good ones is not to consider them too good.

Overtrustfulness is not met with trust. They want to be seen right through and thus respected.

For months I ignored a dancer. This disregard instilled in her a confidence in me.

Every girl strives simultaneously to be loved and to inspire love. They like to carp; when we disappoint them, we’re almost doing them a favor. Misery to them is bliss. Whoever treats them unkindly increases their chances with them. They want to be charmed in order to fall in love with a bore, and bored in order to fall in love with a charmer.

Nonchalance delights; strength of character they find impressive. They deem nothing more beautiful in a man than restraint; they’re jealous of this invisible rival, and rightly so, since she’s a beautiful apparition.

I gave a gift to a girl. As a consequence she lost her geniality because she considered me frivolous, whereas before she thought me frugal.

You can put them out of sorts with small courtesies, win their devotion by being indifferent. For their part they please us all the more by not looking at us, by not being well-behaved.

They prefer the bold and decisive to be indecisive, the shy to be social. They make fun of you if you don’t give them the chance to succumb, refuse to greet you because they would quite gladly like to, are able to grieve if you command their respect, are able to detest and admire someone unstable.

“How is it that you understand me so well?” I was asked by a girl years ago, who was puzzled by the inexperienced one’s style of speech.

Often enemies understand us better than friends. The thinking ones aren’t always kind, though they’re usually understanding. However, misunderstanding is as valuable as understanding. If I understand them correctly, they aspire to agency, they want to be moved, want to give of themselves.

To be dear is their dream.

(1924)
Translated with Nicole Köngeter


OVERCOATS

AT THE moment overcoats are in vogue. Advertising posters draw our attention to this.

I’m not wearing one yet because I don’t want to pamper myself.

Ladies’ coats are awe-inspiring. I find it enchanting to help women put them on or take them off, although it seems to me advisable to impose limits on one’s passion to serve.

One smiles now and then at an excess of courtesy, but in general it’s quite nice.

Fur coats command respect.

Recently after the end of a concert I excelled in dispensing coats. A need to be courteous had taken control of me.

Prose writers love poetry.

Girls go cloaked to see Mozart’s Magic Flute. Doesn’t Goethe speak about magic cloaks?

I hope my essay may be appealing and give warmth.

There were times I wore the coat of an art dealer, on other occasions the coat of a count. Both smartened me up.

An appropriation that’s not refuted means one has availed oneself of munificence. Receiving gifts requires understanding.

“Clothes make the man,” a novella by Keller reads. An overcoat confers self-confidence.

Sometimes, though an overcoat be old, the heart beneath it can burgeon and beat with youthfulness, for which excuses may be found.

A housewife said to her maid, “What’s come over you?” The servant was strutting about in her mistress’s mantilla.

Once I presented to a friend a light-blue overcoat idea. To call attention to oneself is tiring, he responded. I agreed and let the inspiration drop.

My overcoat article has exhausted me: How often have tasks that seemed so easy caused us difficulties!

(1924)


SHADOW

NO MATTER how much I weaken, disappoint, fail to live up to expectations or satisfy demands, I can still offer up my shadow, and this indeed attests to my good character. He’s slender and handsome; the sight of him fills me with a lust for life, he makes me feel unequivocally that I have a right to exist. Of course everyone has his shadow; that this is the case diminishes its importance a bit, but isn’t it precisely this that’s so delectable? That I can show what everyone else can produce on request reassures me enormously; it proves I’m normal. It goes without saying that anyone endowed with reason is happy to be average. Wherever shadows exist, light also shines. Whoever has a shadow also possesses a body; pure spirit I’ve no desire to become. Who but he tells me I’m kindhearted, have a serene nature, and possess a bit of wit? He accommodates my every move and speaks flatteringly to me. That’s to say, like everyone I’m susceptible to the latter. No one shouts after me “He doesn’t have a shadow!” as was the case with poor Peter Schlemihl who gave away what was most precious to him; questions like “Bendel, what should I do now?” never cross my lips. Schlemihl fled from the sun, whereas I delight in it. Better an honest shadow than to triumph in life and be a genius.

(1924)


THE LOVER AND THE UNKNOWN GIRL


HEINRICH: Isn’t this road beautiful?

THE UNKNOWN GIRL: When I saw you walking toward me just now, I noticed in the languor and ease and calm of your stride that you would say something to me. You did, and having anticipated it, I replied.

HEINRICH: It would have seemed unnatural to pass you by. The stream beside us, the leaves so still, so inviting—I was sure you would pause and tolerate my company for a spell. Do I seem disturbing to you a bit?

THE UNKNOWN GIRL: Not at all. Do you always walk by yourself?

HEINRICH: Your hands are pretty, your feet nice. It’s true, I’m no danger to a girl. I don’t belong to myself, never take walks by myself, I’m chained, and at the same time far too happy to do something wrong. I’m constantly accompanied by one who doesn’t care for me. The what and how of her hover about me. By and by, she speaks to me breezily, that is I never let her talk to me other than seriously. I have her just the way I like best to imagine her, shape her features however I choose, often scare her away, have no need to ever fear losing her. If she knew how precious she is to me, how I treat her, she’d be outraged, but can she forbid me to think? The tiniest thought connected to her gives me strength. You resemble her a little; that’s probably why I’ve confided in you.

THE UNKNOWN GIRL: Whom have I come across?

HEINRICH: Someone in love.

THE UNKNOWN GIRL: One hears it in your candor.

HEINRICH: Does it offend you?

THE UNKNOWN GIRL: It shouldn’t, but nonetheless it does. I would have liked to have gotten to know you, but you’re already never without company. I thought I could be something to you.

HEINRICH: You’re dear to me.

THE UNKNOWN GIRL: Because you spoke to me of your happiness?



(1924)


THE TIP

WHAT DID I do recently? Am I still worthy of writing a prose piece? Will anyone ever again consider me a poet? I doubt it, because I accepted a tip. Do authors accept delivery fees? Let me explain. Earlier today, while sitting on a bench, there came a lady laden with packages. My gallant soul could hardly bear the sight. Authors are accountable for their names. On the other hand, even the bearers of well-known names should be allowed to bear the packages of ladies, shouldn’t they? Please, tell me! I jumped up, hurried after the one hurrying away, who wasn’t hurrying, she was walking with effort, since she had things to lug. Whenever I see someone burdened, I want to help, so I said, “Excuse me, can I be of assistance?” She accepted my offer of service. Having reached her destination, she took out her purse and handed me a coin. She did this with gloved hands. Before such, I assure you, I go all limp. I might well have said it wasn’t suitable to give a tip to a poet whose fame admittedly had dissipated a bit. I hesitated to accept it, but then accepted it nonetheless. “I thank you, dear lady.” What now? In any case, the little woman was satisfied, considered me well-behaved, and for me that counts for more than if she thought me the greatest writer. What a charming smile! Calmly, I raised my hat to her.

(1925)


THE KELLER NOVELLA

RECENTLY I found myself in one of our restaurants a bit tipsy, if that’s not too euphemistically put; one prefers, after all, to express oneself in a sophisticated manner. To regain my presence of mind, I drank coffee. Then I noticed that a woman of very voluptuous appearance was sitting opposite me, rather close, eating a cutlet and beans. I began to observe her and tasted the pleasure of perceiving how, with her expressions and gently moving foot, she reciprocated my attempt at communication. Goodness, anything can serve as a distraction! The mutual correspondence flourished fabulously. It occurred to me to stroll over to the newspaper stand, thinking that by doing so I might delicately brush against the adored lady. I hoped that perhaps she would be kind enough to drop something, a handkerchief, say; I would pick it up for her and establish a nicer, cozier relationship. She possessed a roundish, kindhearted face, adorned with the loveliest little lips. What tender soul could see this without feeling a craving to accommodate them! To my not small surprise, the newspaper I had picked up contained Keller’s novella A Village Romeo and Juliet. I found the coincidence interesting and began to read what had played into my hands; soon I was immersed in it. All kinds of thoughts enveloped me, so much so that I completely forgot the world around me, including the beautiful lady. Something like grace surrounded me, rose unforced from the wondrous lines that seemed snugly, mountainously put there, not written, no, but actually versed. Now and then I looked up; the everyday figures appeared simpler, more meaningful, and I felt as if I had undergone an intense rejuvenation, as it couldn’t have been otherwise when imbibing such a noble narrative. Especially beautiful to me was the part where the poet, wielding his pen with charming dexterity, enticingly uniting the heavy with the graceful, elaborates in the margins on the misfortunes that are certain to befall human existence as a result of the unjust appropriation of property, and just as beautiful if not more touching, the addition or remark intimating how the drinkers in the romantically situated vagrants’ tavern pitied as well as envied Vreneli and Sali, the blessed unfortunates, their obviously deep affection for each other. Meanwhile I had become sort of quietly proud of myself because, though I had lived through a lot, I could, as in earlier years, still follow the course and windings of the flow of the story, which in its greatness certainly constitutes one of our richest national treasures, and feel how important it was that such obedience and pleasure was not for me alone but for all my fellow citizens, and I wasn’t in the least surprised that, when I looked around, I could no longer see in the salon the lady whom I had been ogling, found it quite reasonable, even sensitive of her that, during the time I had taken full advantage of the chance to revive my heart and spirit, she had left, obviously recognizing from feminine instinct that I allowed myself to be swayed by something stronger and even more lovely than that which she could offer. By unintentionally stealing away from her, I didn’t have to blame myself for having treated her poorly: Greater beauty had wrested me from beauty . . . 

(1925)
Translated with Nicole Köngeter


WALSER ON WALSER

HERE YOU can hear Walser the writer speaking.

To Robert Walser, Writer.

This is how the address on letters sent to me reads, as though certain people concerned about my welfare wanted to remind me of my writerly profession.

Is it perhaps asleep in me, my passion for writing?

Do the well-meaning perhaps want to awaken me?

When, for example, I experienced the events of my novel The Assistant, the writer Walser was at first also asleep. Otherwise I would have been an unnatural assistant.

In order to write The Tanners, it took a lot of long awaiting, which of course occurred unconsciously. I would remind a writer more of a human being than of a writer. Writing indeed originates in what is human.

I know people of the opinion that there’s too much scribbling going on, just as there’s too much painting.

I’m also of this opinion, and that’s why in no way am I concerned about the writer Walser at present seemingly asleep. On the contrary, his conduct pleases me.

When in reality I was an assistant, did I have any idea that from this scrap of experience a “true-to-life novel,” a literary work out of real work would come into being? Not in the least!

At that time Walser already lived and already slept and already wrote remarkably little. But because he was committing himself to experiencing life disinterestedly, that is, without any concern for writerly passion, which is to say not writing anything yet, he wrote his Assistant years later, that is, afterwards. He did not perish from the unconsummated desire to have books published.

Everything the writer Walser wrote “later” finally had to be experienced “earlier.”

Can a person who doesn’t scribble even drink his coffee in the mornings?

Such a person hardly dare breathe!

And at the same time Walser takes a walk each and every day for a little hour, instead of getting his fill writing. Instinctively he finds excuses to help waitresses set the table. Why once did Walser experience all kinds of things?

Because the writer in him happily slept, and thus did not get in the way of experience. That’s why he thinks it’s best to leave him lying there in his sprawled-out ignorance, and he asks the concerned ones for ten years’ patience, wishing his colleagues all imaginable success. Why is everyone else left less indifferent to Walser’s fame than he himself?

For example, when I wrote The Tanners, how unmoved I was by fame! Had I already been famous, the book would have never been born.

Thus I wish to go unnoticed. Should one nevertheless want to notice me, I for my part won’t notice the noticers. The penning of my books so far hasn’t been forced. I don’t believe writing a lot constitutes a rich literature. Don’t come to me about my “early books”! One shouldn’t overestimate them, and concerning the living Walser, one should try to take him for what he is.

(1925)


SACHER-MASOCH

HE WAS born in Galicia, in his younger years presumably went to school, turned himself into a writer and one not without success, but in turn made his wife miserable.

Not exactly blessed with an excess of education, he composed novellas such as Miss Director.

In Venus in Furs, the most famous of his once widely read books, the enthusiast distinguished himself by carrying boxes.

He looks nice, alas too much in love, thus rich in weakness, poor in energy.

With much agility he assists his beloved—who, with the most becharmed smile on her lips, esteems another to the extent she despises her helpmate—into a first-class carriage, and betakes himself with unfeigned delight to a lesser compartment.

Such and similar experiences our author dishes up for us, obviously with too much pleasure. His fate is to be mocked by his own style.

Once I read a detective story by him on the floor of a nicely furnished room fitted with alcoves, comfortably stretching out my legs.

Furthermore, I have to thank him for knowledge of a youth who, naively punished for a naive mistake, tasted the whiplash of the lady of the manor, fully knowing how to enjoy this benevolence.

That this occurred in the Carpathians excuses it.

This portrayer of Eastern characteristics found willing readers precisely in the standardized West, which hardly surprises us, since savage beings impress tamed ones.

Where else but in him did I find taverns impregnated by greenly shimmering schnapps air? Who else but he allows me, even today, to think about bear fights and so on?

Maybe I should never have read him, but I gladly confess it. With a little goodwill, we can successfully rid ourselves of troublesome acquaintances. Doesn’t one influence in life happily replace another?

He let one of his heroes be thoroughly pummeled, perhaps only too gently, by countrywomen wearing red leather boots that indeed clattered bravely on the pavement.

I would have let them be harder on the simpleton who, in his highly single-minded soul, rejoiced in a most inimitable manner about the diminishment of his right to live.

The lady who vanquished him found him so insipid she had no choice but to renounce him. The way she did this turned out badly for him.

While he suffered because of her, she had tea served and listened in all tranquillity to Beethoven’s “Moonlight Sonata.”

She longed, incidentally, to be away from the castle, where she had begun to take over duties like, for example, slapping her maids. Her noble being suffered in such a milieu.

He who wrote such things would have liked to have been, to his and the reader’s advantage, someone else, but this just wasn’t granted him.

Nonetheless, he made himself famous, from which circumstance these lines derive.

(1925)
Translated with Annette Wiesner


SHOP WINDOWS (I)

WHO DOESN’T enjoy simply going window-shopping? With a quick glance one nibbles chocolate.

Here hats interest you, there ties, elsewhere frankfurters and wieners. Sometimes the most gorgeous things are given gratis, for example views of reproductions of the great masters.

Little bouquets of violets with their smart lilac lie appetizingly beside oranges. Our eyes provide us such a wealth of joys.

In antique shops Swiss battle scenes are on display. One is amazed at what horrible things went on then. One must fight and struggle for the opportunity to enjoy the better part of life.

I detect something nutritious, like an Emmentaler or a Gruyère.

Clothing stores bespeak favorable appearances. It can never hurt to be well dressed. Haven’t I often eaten an Äpfelmütschli, a kind of apple bun, in a bakery in the Aarbergergasse?

Cafés entice those hurrying by with fried pastries and pancakes, that is, Schenkeli and Pfannkuchen. It’s not proper for a gentleman to gaze intently on corsets and the like. For a journalist, however, it should be permitted.

The hankies of lasses are most charmingly embroidered. Because of a handkerchief Othello made a scene with his wife.

Early on I was told shoes were not to be given to ladies; it was more seemly for them to buy these themselves.

Jewelry stores glitter with rings, brooches, and necklaces. Stationery stores bring to mind the rewards of writing a letter every once in a while.

Recently, in a secondhand shop, I saw a little ivory picture of Christ, arms extended horizontally, feet perforated.

Once again I have only been sketching here, when in fact I was obliged to do more.

(1925)


GRETCHEN

GRETCHEN was a capricious lass. She didn’t know her own mind. She acquired a suitor. It’s fatal when a Gretchen is courted. He worshipped her, she dropped him; he stayed in bed for eight days. That he remembered; unfortunately he totally forgot it again. Because he no longer came to see her, she developed a longing (also known as tedium) for him. “Be so good as to come,” she wrote him. This sounded perfectly courteous and proper, but he did not go because he preferred, so to speak, her non-presence. She was delicate beyond words. A dainty, dainty little plant! To her he seemed a brute, though basically he wasn’t, rather a thing of delicacy, of sensitivity. She simply deluded herself into believing something that wasn’t true. Poor Gretchen! One day she wept, she didn’t know what about, but blamed him, charged him with it, which might and must be considered the pinnacle of indolence. Any woman can do that, can’t she? She called him heartless, he in turn said she was impossible, which infuriated her. Pointless effort. Gretchen dwelled in luxury, being a child of wealthy parents, and grew up unspeakably refined. One moment she laughed at, the next railed against the one she wasn’t sure she loved. At times she hated him, and then also hated herself, which goes to show she actually did love him. She wanted him near and at the same time a thousand miles away. Was she in need of medical attention? Well, in point of fact she died, and that made him laugh. When she heard about this, she rose from the dead solely to tell him how filthy she found this, coming from a faithful lover. Seems she wasn’t quite that dead after all. One moment she found him charming, the next imbecilic, and all her aversion made her fall into his arms, on which occasion he sensed her bosom’s throbbing, a music that moved him to say, “I love you.” “Indecent lout!” she cried, and fled. And what about him? Did he spring after her? No, he let her go. This she resented. We’d best break off the story of Gretchen and her devotee because we dread becoming as petulant as the former or as preposterous as the latter, and as windchimeish as both, and collapsing into an abyss of chagrin, which we definitely would regret, so let us conclude: “So long, Gretchen!”

(1925)


PORCELAIN

THE VENUE is the display window of a trinket shop, and the characters of this playlet porcelain figurines.

 


THE GENTLEMAN: Sometimes they call me a scoundrel. This charming designation convinces me of my innocence. I’ve done an untold amount of good. For the sake of decorum, I’ve forgotten how many benefactions I’ve bestowed. I possess a talent for speaking, and I sit here in the attitude of a perfect aristocrat. Whoever gazes attentively upon me can form an opinion of the infinitude of my exquisite qualities. It goes without saying I own here and there debt-ridden country estates. My ancestors proved quite fearless in the occasional skirmish. The founder of my lineage ran a spice business whose fragrances were sent to the most remote regions. My body fights my soul over which is the finer, which the more reserved. It’s possible that my suit fits me only too well.

THE LADY: I bow my little head, which is of unparalleled grace, incredibly elegantly and unspeakably modestly, over a book I’m pretending to read. The book is delighted to be allowed to lie on my lap. Sentimentalities perfume me with the breath of lilac and as if with the scent of Christmas candles. Venice all but sank when it saw me. My little feet are swallows. Who gazes too frequently at them and with too much benevolence becomes sick with the longing to accomplish what might be called sinking before my feet. By gazing upon me, those with the most impoverished feelings are transformed into the most soulful. My hair is a temple constructed of untouchabilities that smile divinely in the slightest breeze.

THE GENTLEMAN: I’m not speaking, yet I speak.

THE LADY: I’m expecting someone and expect nobody.

THE GENTLEMAN: I’m mute yet amusing.

THE LADY: My breast is cold and warm.

BOTH: A unique someone is being kind enough to bestow interest upon us.

THE INTERESTED ONE: I don’t need to fear your running off. I still have to rush here and there.

BOTH: Do we please you?

THE OBSERVER: I won’t say yes or no. You can guess.

BOTH: Do you think we have time for that? It’s unseemly for us to care for something. We’re objects of art that don’t exist for those who can’t summon for us any understanding. You understand us.

THE PORCELAIN-FIGURE ENTHUSIAST: So for me you’re alive.



(1925)


LUDWIG

A Review

AH, IF I could give this book to everyone to read!

In it a boy was sitting in an armchair, his face buried in his hands.

His name was Ludwig, and the others claimed he was lost. However he never believed that!

“How awful!” resounded frightfully around him. He was put in bed, apparently he was sick, but it seemed that the others were sicker than he, since they were talking pure nonsense.

What did Ludwig do? What a question! He did nothing but sigh. Who brought this on him? Those who fancied themselves very wise. And what had their efforts achieved? Nothing, other than making him say to them, “Don’t turn me into what I’m not.”

They, however, did not cease weeping over him. Restrained behavior is so boring! They would have bewailed Ludwig to death, if he hadn’t properly believed in himself. He lay there quiet as a child and let them have their way.

A Mr. Batschano was there who pursued nothing special and in his beguiling chitchat was, to the dot, the same as the others. “What do you want with me?” our Ludwig asked.

Women approached him and said, “Darling, you’ve already caused us great pain.”

“If only I knew the cause,” responded the afflicted lad. In the bed he was as pretty as a picture and in his tender endurance resembled a young girl.

I didn’t read the book to the end, as the conversation always revolved around one thing alone, innocence and terror. Where no reason for wailing exists, the right to be inconsolable ceases.

They wanted Ludwig to drive himself mad, but he spent his happiest days as a patient.

“May I get up soon?”

“What are you thinking? Are you crazy?”

So he kept to his bed, for he was very obedient. One after the other, aunts and sisters, brides and enticing beauties kissed him without restraint. In his place I would have tolerated this as well.

Edith would not leave his bedside. “You sinner,” she whispered. That’s not in the book; it’s penned by me. What a curious source I’m drawing from here! Oh, how I long to be hugged!

(1925)


IT’S ALL RIGHT, MISS

THESE words were uttered by a gentleman next to whom I was sitting, who deemed himself polite. This was in a restaurant; in regard to fine clothing, the gentleman lacked nothing. He was a very nice, intelligent gentleman. The above expression, which he addressed to a young lady who had a little mishap, contained a kind of politeness and at the same time a kind of discourteousness. The young lady, you see, had tipped over a hat-and-coat stand while leaving her seat. The gentleman, who had, in a way, been keeping her company at dinner, attempted to calm, to console, to mentally and psychically cheer her up. So far that was nice of him. Of course she was a little embarrassed. Surely others would have been, too, in her situation. Her startled face was completely red. Thus it was very nice of the gentleman to spring to her aid with the expression that makes up the title of this sketch. But he could have been more helpful than just dropping kind and patronizing words of comfort; he could have risen and helped her with the practical matter of gathering up the coats and hats. A genuine helpfulness she would have preferred to a merely verbal one. In his politeness, therefore, there was a good deal of indolence. But indolence in respect to a young lady’s distress is impolite. At least he could have easily picked up one or two hats. That wouldn’t have hurt him, and also not her; on the contrary, it would have benefited her because it would have made her happy. When we evoke even the tiniest bit of joy we do our fellow man a kind of favor. Perhaps it was wise that he didn’t gladly assist the embarrassed one. He obeyed the demands of a very refined reserve.

I know someone who would have hied himself to her like a lightning bolt to exhibit his zealousness. For him this little bit of bending down would have been a delight.

Thus one can be polite and at the same time impolite.

(1926)
Translated with Annette Wiesner


ESSAY ON BISMARCK

FOR SUCH a nonentity as me, it takes courage to write about a man as stupendous as Bismarck.

Though well-behaved, he waged wars, and despite the wars he apparently instigated and advocated, he was a most accommodating husband.

Having grown up on a knight’s estate, he conducted himself, perhaps not always but for the most part, chivalrously. Toward ladies his behavior was remarkably gallant.

His master, who held the position of king, he served honestly. In that he was of service to him, he also helped his people. May I point out that Bismarck’s nature was a simple one? Indeed, one can be simple and at the same time very smart, and honesty can combine with cleverness. The devoted aren’t always unwise, nor the good inept.

Bismarck gained fame through his realism. Still, he, too, perhaps, possessed a romantic vein, in the evenings possibly enjoying reading poetry by lamplight.

All in all, he had a fiery temperament; he possessed what we call inspiration, he was original and seemed more convinced about the problematic nature of all earthly things than about himself.

He was endowed with an exceptionally healthy mind, whereby he achieved that which, from time to time, may have wrested a smile from his friends’ lips and from his opponents an abundance of disapproval.

Because he was well-read, one could discourse with him in the most diverse fashion. Even if, while with others, he didn’t manage an engaging smile every second, nonetheless it appears he wasn’t always frowning.

As for his achievements, it’s hardly necessary for me to remark upon them prolixly. One knows them well enough, but I permit myself to stress that I do not credit his iron will alone for all that he so splendidly achieved, because I do not doubt that his endeavors were often simply graced by so-called luck, by which, of course, in no way do I belittle his reputation.

Surely Bismarck himself often didn’t know how cleverly he acted. And with this I have reached the point where it seems fitting to say he was a kind of artist, that is, an actor, as circumspect as he was brave.

From his fellow countrymen he demanded devotion. During his entire career he advocated frugality, that is, preservation of strength, and practical consideration. He will have known the golden ruthlessness, so to speak, yet he didn’t think it desirable to see the dissemination of such maxims when they can never be applied by everyone.

An amusing thing about him is that he had a predilection for reading a certain poet prone to satire. He liked to wear wide-brimmed hats and let himself be accompanied on walks by a Great Dane he treated with the kind of attention one gives to things not understood, which certainly to us are always more intriguing than inferior.

If I’m not mistaken, Bismarck’s genius consisted, as with many other great men, of piety. Perhaps you’ll smile at these remarks, but that’s exactly why I wrote them, as in general I believe my best lines to be those that cause the reader to believe himself superior to the author.

(1926)
Translated with Annette Wiesner


ANECDOTE

RALPH was an exemplar of laziness. Perhaps it would be more refined if we adhered to the expression indolence. However, we’re of the opinion—and will not deviate from it—that there’s something comical in the word lazy, and we want to compose a story here that’s funny, not serious, much less sad.

Reproaches had no effect on Ralph; he comported himself unbelievably quietly and calmly, that’s to say, lazily. His face remained always the same deadpan, since essentially he was much too lackadaisical to put agitation—that means rage—on his visage.

This face drove you crazy.

He was an acknowledged jumper, runner, dancer, or gymnast. His laziness, however, didn’t allow him to make use of his corporeal gifts. His steps bore the stamp of an almost repellent leisureliness. One suffered an attack of precipitateness when witnessing by chance his dilatoriness.

For what high, exalted purpose was Ralph actually saving himself?

He was a born laugher, but much too lethargic, too cold-blooded, and consequently, once again, too lazy to express any joy. Didn’t he sometimes almost resemble a superannuated, fagged-out cab horse? London perhaps would have been the appropriate whereabouts for a character like the one he appeared to be.

It always seemed to us necessary to push him, in other words constantly to be cheering him on.

Once the obstinacy of a girl, concerning whom he convinced himself he was in love with, made him unhappy. But do you think he could have been induced to show some sign of this? Not in the least! Obviously he was too lazy to display any feelings from which could be inferred he felt unsettled. No one noticed the disadvantageousness of which he availed himself.

From time to time Ralph suffered from drowsiness, which came over him from the unpleasant sensation that he was bored. But no one ever saw him yawn, which was simply because he was too lazy to display even this little proof of his laziness.

Thus he was definitely too lazy for either joy or sorrow. Was there ever a greater slacker?

Since it seemed to him to get married would entail too much effort, he remained single.

I must abscond from this anecdote, else it infect me.

(1926)


THE NOBEL PRIZE

TODAY, thank God, I’m back in the pink again, which I definitely deserve because I’m a nice person. How was it for me yesterday? I was emotionally ill. Full of thoughts, I ran about vehemently and at the same time galled. And why was that? I believed my colleague Hopeful had won the Nobel Prize in Literature. A notice in the paper had fooled me. How gullible I am! I took my countryman High-hope for the happiest person and myself in consequence for the unhappiest. I imagined all the pretty girls had already composed the most talented satirical poems about me. Yet nevertheless, with what strength, what grandeur I conducted myself! With what composure I strode forth. I can barely describe it. In any case I’m satisfied with myself. I had received an apparently hard blow, but inwardly I did not refuse, not even for a minute, to accept the perfidy of fate. This morning I checked and learned that Persistence, not Hopeful, had received the Nobel Prize. Persistence is someone whom I do not begrudge the honor. The sensations one has. Regarding my dear compatriot Hopejoy, I can calm myself. This pleases me, and since I’m full of joy, I can allow myself to be seen again. Yesterday I thought I had become impossible to my countrymen. Thankfully this unpleasant notion had to retreat. My friend Hopeful is at work. I want to be as well. I can now. I’m capable of this anew. To the same extent that Persistence was crowned with the Nobel Prize, I am crowned with the most cheerful serenity. Yesterday I was like a snapped-off plant, while today I’m a sturdy tree. What illusions can do to us! Brain power, you’re weird! Now that this Nobel Prize business no longer weighs on me, how noble I seem. Yes, the world is gay and serious.

(1926)


THE CAROUSEL

I STAND before a carousel. How it spins around its axis! Doesn’t the earth do something similar? Shouldn’t one be in awe, be perplexed for a few minutes? The music is romantic. How enticing it sounds! It affects me almost like opium. I dream and still know perfectly well how unhealthy a luxury this is. Round it merrily goes, again and again, pleasantly and gently. How could one not delight in it? Children, as it’s written on a sign or poster, must pay ten cents. Adults pay more, presumably because they’re heavier. The little horses, adorned with fine saddlery, look valiant. It would appear funny for someone of significance to sit on them. Little houses pirouette around themselves. To sit in one of the chaises must be really pleasurable. A father sits there not for his own sake but for the dear children’s. In every way this coincides with dignity and concurs with the laws of decorum. The carousel is decorated with little flags, many lights, and velvet scarves, and all its splendor is reflected glisteningly on the wet ground. One can’t help but see this. Once a ride ends, the customers descend, while the others wait to take part in the next tour. The carousel has its history. Already our great-grandparents cherished this enchanting invention, which has retained its attraction up to today and will not have lost it tomorrow. I once read that Louis XIV indulged in the pleasure of ring jousting. He must have done so when he was still young. Later he sought and found another pastime, such as the protection of Molière, because he must have deemed him worthy of it. If we gaze at a carousel from a distance, it seems as though we’re looking into a fairy kingdom, so bright does it appear. Truly it deserves our attention. At first I didn’t want to give it a look, but I regretted my haughtiness and congratulated myself on my discretion in casting aside the aforementioned and in holding this nice business establishment in high esteem. I realized, in fact, that this would turn into something of a sketch. As you can see, I guessed right.

(1926)


“UNDERAPPRECIATED POETS AMONG US?”—ANSWER TO A SURVEY

REGARDING myself, I have nothing to complain about being underappreciated. I know people who long for me. Individualities court me. Women of a not-to-be-misunderstood social status are pleased when I am, to even the minutest degree, nice to them. Early each morning, my Daseinslust, or pleasure-in-being, refreshes itself with the finest Dutch cocoa. In my cupboards lie not the best but the most agreeable of wines. In my opinion, poets by and large are appreciated almost too easily and hastily, and as a consequence one tires of them. Me girls invite to tea in the sunny outdoors, introduce to their moms, write flattering letters to, which adorn the drawers of my ornamental tables with their delicatenesses. Everyone goes to the greatest of lengths conceivable on my account. To appear discriminating I act indifferent and seem ungrateful. To the degree that I’m content with my reception I wish my colleagues the same. My publishers tell me they find me enchanting. Incessantly they hope for the best, and I don’t keep them from embellishing the exquisite opinion they’ve formed of me. On the other hand I don’t offer them any support for this either. My poetic products travel friskily, circle endlessly throughout the press. Once in a while a little golden bird flies trustingly from some pale and unknown hand into mine. Every day I’m preoccupied with some problem or other. Generally speaking, I find nothing so healthy as a hearty portion of under-appreciation, which surely has its disadvantages, but by happily handling what is disadvantageous, exquisiteness abounds.

(1926)
Translated with Annette Wiesner


DISCUSSION

PERHAPS I’ll procure a book by Marcel Proust, in its original language, of course, not the language of its translatedness. I still don’t know a single syllable by Romain Rolland, which I can conceive as evidence that culturally I’m neither frightened nor curious. In addition, I considered this author still quite young. It grieves me that he’s already sixty. Once a Jewish author wrote from his exile in Paris works that afterwards were eagerly read by many, as well as by the likes of Bismarck, in the Augsburger Abendblätter, and not long ago, while perusing a magazine, there passed before my eyes pictures of the Fuggerhaus in Augsburg. Today I received an aggrieved letter, I mean the sender was out of sorts, not the letter. This Heinrich Heine possesses a flourishing immortality, but still he rhymed about things most immoral, yet fate had marked him out as someone never to be forgotten. Once I loved a woman who had both an illegitimate child and a wealth of enthusiasm for Heine. I was, so to speak, in this woman’s good books. And now someone who had already elaborated on how one should treat books wrote an extensive essay on divine Italian laughter, though it had no air of laughter about it. At one of the occasional meetings of the Berlin Secession, Walther Rathenau once told me how taken he was with Hesse’s Peter Camenzind. I, in turn, shared with a girl that Hesse had married a waitress. The recipient of this news was so kind as to accept this as true. Lies casually served up can garner absolute belief. One can be counted a liar when telling the truth and be deemed well behaved when impudent. In a feverish state of ethical fervor, Tolstoy unleashed an assault against Shakespeare, only to perish afterwards of grief over this outrage, which of course is spoken anecdotally. A few days ago I heard a hurdy-gurdy man playing and a comedian delivering a lecture. The former stood in a landscape, the latter sat at a lectern before a select audience. The reading, like the organ-grinding, was done for money, the only difference being that the organ-grinder’s remuneration was put into a proffered hat while the admission fee was paid at the ticket counter. After that I saw a chair beam with joy to have had the chance to serve as a seat for a young lady. Bread rolls lay unspeakably quiet on the shimmering white plates. Then I found myself in a church where Haydn’s The Seasons was being performed. Two teachers were present who, in the most educated, that is, sophisticated manner, sought to avoid meeting, since they couldn’t stand each other. A singer sang so beautifully, almost to the point of it being sickening, but this is a sickness that heals, and now once again someone spoke to me about an unhappy young poet whose misery it was for an unbridgeable gulf to gape between his desire to live and his desire to figurate. To the bearer of this sensation, I answered that, for proponents of culture, internal dissension had always been the order of the day. Once a very dear, good, refined, elegant, in some respects knotty, unruly, but, as such, otherwise significant book was taken up by a girl. In her girlishly hot little hand the literary product melted away like snow when April comes around. I, too, am one of those who have already read Anatole France. With the request that the present piece not be taken as excessively heavy but rather as light as swan’s down, I grant myself permission to take my leave, though most likely I’ll be back in a bit.

(1926)


GIRLFRIENDS

OPPOSITE my window rises a hill.

The window is open.

On the hill stand two young men.

It’s Sunday morning.

From their position the two men see me writing at the table, and now I write the following:

Once I stood behind a curtain. Alice and Helene were “training.” What did their exercise consist of? Am I about to speak uninhibitedly? Why not? Alice played the sovereign, Helene the devotee, the subservient one—in any case, two essentially different roles. I consider it most beneficial for people to feel the desire to play some kind of part. In this case it was these two nice, pretty girls. Each was pretty in her own way, each had her own special perception of life. In my “position,” from my “lookout,” I kept as still as a mouse. Helene served Alice as a kind of stool; she seemed in every respect pleased about undertaking this “mission.” The one reigning appeared displeased, and actually it’s somehow always like this. It befits those in charge and who give commands to be worried, which the underlings are most pleasantly exempt from. Unfreedom can harbor an enormous amount of freedom; independence can be slavery. Alice was the independent one, and consequently she carried a great responsibility. Responsibility is a weight of pure spirituality. Alice personified strenuousness, dignity, morality, sovereignty, while Helene’s devotion manifested an addiction to oblivious sensuality, sweet as inspired music. Music is essentially something irresponsible, rocking, life-assertive. I looked straight into Alice’s eyes. How big they seemed to me, how demonic! She didn’t see me, even though I kept on observing her. Helene was something like a single grin of joy. She was almost dying from silent satisfaction. Did the one playing the oppressor sacrifice herself to the one playing the suppressed? Quite likely. The superior one had no sense of her own self, but the other one did. Alice had her feet, which were installed in elegant shoes, positioned lightly on the cowering one. Perhaps the one dictating didn’t have many relationships, had no one, and it might indeed be possible that Helene, who formed the stool, was rich in acquaintances, whom, however, one after the other she spurned because they didn’t mean much to her. Perhaps she possessed an adorer of the highest quality, one who was concerned for her welfare, and about the one reigning no one cared, and here in Helene’s company she was the giver, the gifted one, who showered her sister, child of life and society, with pleasure and mirth.

Strange inner fates there are, and countless, never perceived, guiding destinies.

Girlfriends, let us praise the unwithering possibilities of life.

(1926)


THE YOUNG WOMAN IN THE COUNTRY HOUSE

SURE ENOUGH, a shot was fired one night near the country house on the edge of a forest, regarding the significance of which no one is clear. For a long time it was spoken about in the mornings and evenings over breakfast and dinner, and the expression of opinions regarding the situation, which gazed wide-eyed, as it were, like a riddle out of dark incomprehensibility, resembled swaying stems on whose flower tips velvet-winged butterflies of pensive tranquillity had fastened. In the villa, situated on a grassy hillside, dwelled a certain Miss Beanstraw who played host to a visiting cavalier with a lively interest in wasp nests. So hastily did the grapes begin to ripen that the flesh almost burst out of its skin, and the apples, pears, and plums, growing quietly in the orchard, glowed with a vivacious particularity. Miss Beanstraw seemed to be smartness itself. In vain she longed for a bit or snippet of unintelligence, as she was and remained an unmistakable European whose finery swept through an indescribably harmonious suite of rooms, whereby it should be mentioned that the cavalier lovied up to the maidservants, meeting them sometimes in the barn, sometimes in the laundry, until on one occasion the inhabitant of the villa told him to justify his behavior as best he could, and with the bearing of a troubadour he placed himself before her and silk-ribbonishly executed an aria in which he devotedly elevated the one deep in thought.

After noting his poetic art and at first carefully refraining from any criticism, she had the horses yoked to a small wagon that resembled a rococo maison de plaisance, got into it, and drove to the town nearby for afternoon tea and conversation, which served in particular as a rejuvenating cure for her propensity to imagine herself already on the path of de-youthification, about which, fortunately, she was mistaken.

The kind ones have no idea how graceful they are.

(1926–1927)


THE BOB

ABOUT this, it seems to me, still-relevant question, a lot of ink has already flowed. The bob reminds me of the early Italian Renaissance. In any case it’s the fashion and regarding which it’s essential to maintain the necessary reserve. If there are those to whom the bob is somewhat plain, I believe I may assess it to be sophisticated. Sometimes the bob looks pageboyish. Possibly this bob rage will lead us into the realm of Egyptology. By the way, every fashion always has something sobering connected to it. Weren’t there already in old Babylon shapes like the bob? Neither dismissing nor enthusiastically welcoming the object currently under consideration, I find that with the bob the neck is strongly accentuated. Bobbed-hair essay, you seem to be turning out splendidly! The tiniest bit funny to me is the fact that at the sight of a bob I think of the women’s rights furor that once billowed up such wonderful waves and, with the kindest permission, since has calmed, that is to say, as it were, availed itself of the goddess of Reason. Years ago I visited an assembly that vigorously advocated the rights of which I just spoke. Was the bob supposed to be an attempt at compromise? Does it constitute a bridge toward an understanding between the two sexes? Of course one can’t be exact to a hair about this. What imposing hair contours towered up in the rococo era. In the Biedermeier period kiss curls were found becoming.

I imagine, for my own pleasure, how the bob came to be as follows: From a girl in the possession of a glorious wealth of hair, a man, the girl’s lover, desired that she sever herself from that which adorned her, and lo and behold she fulfilled this request conscientiously, and there, full-fledged, stood the first bob. It seems clear to me that with the bob coiffure an illusion of youthfulness and happiness wants to be aroused. One may, therefore, call this fashion a healthy one. Furthermore, it flirts, up to a certain point perhaps, with an unattainableness, that is to say with freedom, which without doubt is something enchanting. I am of the opinion that it is in every way appropriate to long for this beauty. Perhaps one might have the opportunity to admit that I have intensively immersed myself in my article, wherein I assert that the bob cut, strictly speaking I mean, is best suited for very rich, talented, elegant, independent specimens of women—for example, goddesses.

As you see, I have a superb understanding of the bob.

(1927)
Translated with Annette Wiesner


THE RED LEATHER POUCH

SHE WAS, confidentially speaking, a spy. In certain times certain persons are entrusted with a mission. The spy had been assigned by such and such government to pry from certain hands a little pouch with letters, sketches, etc. What backstairs-intriguishness I’m bringing into this!

In her beauty and innocent appearance the spy resembled a dream, a dove, and thus it was almost inevitable that the proprietor, owner, and possessor of the little pouch was seized with a love for her. His love exalted him to the point of his becoming a kind of child. The little pouch was made of red leather.

The respective government waited anxiously to hear what kind of news the spy would convey to them. The absence of news lasted a long time. Various emissaries returned disappointed from whence they had come. The one assigned apparently seemed to take her assignment quite casually. Certain people considered her inept. A writer ridiculed her, but one often ridicules what one loves.

Several ministers already had had to give up the ghost, but still the bag was in the possession of this most peculiar individual. This individual represented, as it were, a certain sort of power. The scoundrel, with his heart full of love for the spy, and the government in question waged, so to speak, a secret war with each other. The state continued to place its highest trust in the spy.

For his part the owner of the little leather pouch from time to time wrote articles—received in part disparagingly, in part with applause—for national newspapers and ones from neighboring countries, so one might assume he was a journalist. In addition, he played the piano unusually lovingly, sweetly, and beautifully.

For her part the spy was constantly shadowed by an escort. Its members carried revolvers capable of going off at any moment.

All these gentlemen often passed closely by the pouch carrier. Had the abovementioned government suspected how the spy became more and more afraid of the scoundrel, it would hardly have bethought itself to withdraw her. The spy shivered at the thought of his detecting what she was, for she liked him.

The villain knew exactly what the villainess was after, she whose attire was appalling and at the same time fabulously beautiful. The government still had trust in the spy. The escort trembled with agitation. The country abounded with perplexed faces.

(1927)
Translated with Nicole Köngeter


DETECTIVE NOVEL

HE PRETENDED to possess technical expertise. Anyway, the title seemed quite brilliant. I resolved to learn more and started reading him, but he left much to be desired. Both he and his author lacked a certain finesse. He seemed to have no place to call home. How can I cuddle up to someone who isn’t comfortable with himself? His sentences were laborious paths for those who tread on them. I remember far more beautiful rambles and gladly admit this, since I gain by this admission. He was viewed quite kindly. An attempt to create interesting situations was discovered with delight. Already the first chapter stretched out to the most accommodating length imaginable. Each paragraph elicited from me a grateful yawn. By the way, I think the time of the detective novel is over. The puzzling disappearance of refined, charming people doesn’t seem very fresh these days. Authors have operated more than enough with chemicals and the like. I did my best to succumb to his charms, but alas I failed in this endeavor. Perhaps I lack the openness, I said, smiling at one of those persons (I mean myself) unsympathetic to some new releases. In fact, I find it aggravating to say yes to everything. In the course of the events he let me gaze into a Russian female. It may be that I’m expressing myself a bit sloppily here. All in all, for what he was, I found him unable to live up to himself. I hold his father responsible that I’m pained by his existence. My contemporaries may note his innocuousness. But can a detective novel be innocuous? Doesn’t he fail when, instead of arousing suspense, he allows us to be bored in his presence? Ambitious lackey, it would be best if you vanished. That you were published was your misfortune. Whoever reads you pities you. Whoever investigates you has to laugh at you, though, alas, alas, you’re innocent! In any case, you’re not what you should be. What you could be if things had turned out right you aren’t, because things didn’t turn out right. Fare thee well, unwarranted detective novel.

(1927)


POET STORY

I’M NOT mocking the poet who each evening, to put it bluntly, ate cheese, and at midday, if you like, ingested soup, and led a solid life.

Derision, in this instance, is the farthest thing from my mind. Only a few old, venerable fir trees, which appeared to be clothed in greatcoats, peered derisively down at the house wherein the one with whom I’m concerned had each year approximately one single idea.

From time to time the spouse of the fir-tree-surrounded and never-to-abandon-the-study person sat down with him, looked at him with honest concern, and put to him the question of whether he still believed in his poetic profession.

The one thus imposed upon used to respond that, yes, regarding his mission he was conviction itself.

The woman, whom I take the liberty to present to the reader here, had a small, delicate mouth only barely adorned with lips and curls of unusual tenderness.

When the poet achieved a few good, I mean well-rung or balanced lines that in addition he carefully polished, the little birds in the garden where the poet’s house was situated began to sing, tweet, and jubilate.

Basically the park was a poem of a very respectable type. Every day the gorgeous wife of the poet entered the city employing her adorable little feet that looked as if they were comical and capable of smiling.

She told the acquaintances she met that her husband was very industrious, which actually wasn’t the case, but she believed herself entitled to say this. She said it to make a favorable impression and especially so that people would think she was as happy with her husband as one could imagine.

Perhaps she would have welcomed seeing him more active. In his patience and repose he resembled the firs.

Her I know nothing to compare with, other than this story that has sprouted from me here and which I consider pretty.

Perhaps this is due to its meager contents.

(1927–1928)
Translated with Nicole Köngeter


THE BELLETRISTIC BOOK

IT SEEMS the belletristic book has yet to find a form suitable to its time. My belief is that today’s readers often snatch up books written long ago because the current generation of scribes has too little time to write meticulously. If many believe modern tastes definitely require things to be touted, it’s my opinion that it’s all a question of the method of arousal. It seems fairly clear to me that not much can be gained from the desire to pound something in. To excite interest depends in many ways on the circumstances, the situation. It is, then, for the most part, a matter of chance. One can be interesting, and the attention one has temporarily gained, little by little, as it were, drifts off. Society doesn’t like to believe in one and the same personalities for too long. An expert as well as one of little expertise or someone a bit of or a complete klutz can get lucky. In my opinion some authors are equipped with too little dexterity and prolific ones with well-nigh too much. The reading public is pampered as perhaps never before. It won’t be easy to accustom it to fancying itself less pampered. Essayists and suchlike have acquainted it with the finest spiritual fare. Who today among the somewhat cultured would dare be lowbrow? The modest find themselves mocked, indeed looked upon almost as vermin obstructing and opposing development. Regarding subject matter, I believe I may advise novelists to be enchanting beyond words and, as far as technique goes, outrageously sophisticated, yet without in the least behaving as if they knew a lot or as if life had dealt harshly with them, both of which create an impression of disingenuousness. Most male and female readers desire, if possible, to deal with a literature that captivates without disturbing. At any rate, I have exactly as much time left as I need to declare that for me it’s a pleasure of the utmost refined sort to regard appreciatively a woman who lets me understand that she wishes to have nothing to do with me. In such a case my contemplation becomes an adventure, whereby I might be intending to demonstrate that for an educational product disapproval probably proves as beneficial as favor, which is not all that easily ascertained. Just like people, sentences seem dependent upon being content with their fate, and fate lies opaque in the womb of time.

(1928)
Translated with Annette Wiesner


GARDEN ARBOR ESSAY

I’M WRITING this garden arbor essay at my own discretion. Beautifully clothed imposing women appear garden-arborish standing at some slender, curtain-decorated window and mumbling to themselves, “The splendid lad is causing me immense sorrow.”

I’m alluding here to novels published in the early editions of The Garden Arbor,* and I do this with pleasure.

Do I adore The Garden Arbor?

Yes, I believe I do.

Sashes rush proudly over cleanly polished floors past the apparitions of cavaliers, who necessarily seem to have to admit to themselves they hadn’t made a sufficient enough impression on a sentimental heart.

Even as a boy I buried myself eagerly in such pieces. A certain preference for conscientiously educated, sophisticated young men, as well as for fastidious young beauties who are aloofness itself, has in no sense waned, is as alive in me as ever. A reputable person conveys to a snoozer regarding his earnings, etc., that he’s being ignored, while elsewhere a delicate one, a chastely loving one, settles for her revivifying piano playing. Somewhere an enthusiast presses the leaves of a bush to his mouth, in the delusion that his lady had touched them with the hem of her dress or with her hand, which to him is holy. In the novels that today have, as it were, faded, it happens that a housewife shouts into the kitchen in a relatively imperious tone, “Hey, what are you doing? Hurry up and bring the coffee!” “Leave immediately!” are words that might be spoken disdainfully by a sincere, self-respecting woman, while outside the extensive fields look like insouciance itself offering numerous opportunities for strolling.

In the course of time many pretty eyes have rested on the printed pages and illustrations that serve as an intelligence-inducing basis for the present attempt to say something pleasant.

Before they go to breakfast, the daughters of administrators of estates, their braids falling naively down their backs, inspect themselves in the mirror with a care that always affords them the same unshattered pleasure.

Tutors and horses are, subject to the requirements or circumstances, restrained. Little doves flutter. Lackeys stand at attention.

Has a more successful journal ever been published? Coming up with the title alone was ingenious; its endearing concept is what prompted this assignment.

(1928)


*Die Gartenlaube (The Garden Arbor) was a highly popular illustrated family weekly, founded in Leipzig in 1853, which ran well into the twentieth century.—TW




GHOSTS

I DON’T know if it can be to my advantage to review a kind of dime novel in which, as far as I can remember, there stood in a pretty little town a haunted tower.

In my opinion ghosts are very modern. It seems to me it’s become fashionable to believe, with a certain persistent willfulness, in inexplicable appearances.

One must admit this takes courage. As for me, I lived temporarily, if I dare say so straight out, in a bright, wide, two-windowed room. One night I awoke in bed and saw, on one of the armchairs or stools that came with the room, someone sitting.

Something nonexistent was existent, for when I had gone nearer to inspect or examine the place, the something (undoubtedly I was dealing with a ghost here) had evaporated.

To return to my little booklet in which, among other things, a young woman danced: it’s been quite some time since I perused this work, which dealt mainly with an ingenious Hans who, in all innocence and innocuousness, pulled off, as it were, a stroke of genius.

The landscape seemed to me delightfully sketched; the subject matter revolved as much around money as around love. A little river that stretched around the town the author had charmingly entrusted to blab mysterious things. The brooklet in this regard proved to be immensely talented, since it busily burbled and babbled night and day.

Attentively I listened in on the engaging story. Roles were swapped, young sophisticated girls sat in the pleasing interiors of music stores, into which one glanced in passing.

Hans proved to be a complications-disentangler.

I like to imagine my up-to-the-minute diction as tabloidish. I hope this will be judged kindly.

A beautiful woman sat interestingly ghostlike, I mean conspicuously thin, thus in fashion, at a window. Hans bestowed upon her his interest. In his eyes lay so much justifiable or baseless melancholy that the woman leapt up in bewilderment.

These and similar events occurred in the little volume whose author I don’t name because he hardly wishes it. There are little books we read as if we’re eating something delicious. We quickly forget them. After a certain amount of time, perhaps we recall them again. They’re like people we’re capable of loving because they’re not difficult. I also wish this for what I have written here.

(1928–1929)


FEMALE PORTRAIT

SHE THOUGHT she was ridiculous. What a bold beginning! My intention is to dance with words. She believed herself to be somewhat obsolete, marginalized, so to speak, by the times in which she lived. Without any rhyme or reason she felt she was a relic, historical, though she wore, as it were, fur. Did she live too lavishly? Perhaps I’ve posed this question somewhat carelessly, incautiously. Yet, now that the question has already been raised, I’ll try to answer it as firmly and elegantly as I can. Having possibly adopted the daily habit of imploring her husband to “Eat, my dear,” she probably helped herself too much to this herself. Her feet were pretty, her head in its daintiness a flower head. She would have preferred her hands a bit paler. In general she constantly thought she looked too wholesome, not sophisticated enough. To assess your own worth requires practice in desiring the possibility of being mistaken and the determination to place trust in having certain abilities. One might say, that is, hold the opinion, that she had never taken the trouble to make enough of an effort to love herself. For example, she still didn’t know if she respected herself at all. She had a page whom she permitted to edify her with his poetic skills by allowing him now and then to sit on a stool at her feet. May I ask that you put your confidence in this prose piece? I’d like to point out the fact that I’m thought capable of performing only for those anxiously willing to discover the possibility of appreciating more or less what’s being offered. Those who fail to see my industriousness for what it is naturally consider me indolent. Occasionally she wished her page didn’t poeticize, that he was just a page, and her wish was justified in that everyone who writes poetry is a bit discourteous, directing his courtesies to poeticizing and neglecting all sorts of other things. By the way, I declare that the page mentioned here is my very own invention and not the servant of some other Mr. Author. The woman often asked the page, less by setting her lips in motion than with her eyes, “Can I be content with myself?” Thanks to his independent spirit, the page replied, “Only you can be the judge of this! To me you’re beautiful. One can hardly expect me to know whether or not you are beautiful to yourself.” Thus she had to rely on her own self when it came to matters of her soul and its reassurance. If haughtily she sulked quietly over herself for a spell, she was soon reconciled again with her moodiness. She always reproached herself for something that perhaps she should have refrained from doing. Among other things she reproached herself for reproaching herself. Is that right? Really? Now she was expecting someone. I’d like to glide over depicting the room’s decorations, since I’d have to bestow praise and it can’t always be appropriate to delight in things.

“I put enormous constraints upon myself. Do you know what I’m trying to say?” Such were the words spoken by the woman who had just arrived.

She had always considered her perfectly happy. For a long time she had been envious of the one who had come to see her and still was. “I’m not as I would like to be,” I heard her say.

“How nice of you to complain. I thought you were always happy and thus almost feared you. Now you’ve put me at ease,” she said and sighed.

Her sigh was genuine, I mean it was sighed with thorough originality. It was not a sigh often sighed otherwise. Each sigh is always different, that is, unique.

In an age when much is in doubt, such observations seem to me permissible, if not perhaps even necessary.

(1928–1929)
Translated with Nicole Köngeter


A MAN OF THE WORLD

HE WAS told he suffered, but he never believed it. Once he had kissed the golden shoes of an artiste. This gold didn’t shimmer, instead it simply lay pale, as if applied like a thin, vacuous coating of varnish. For a time his eyes had something of a flickering blaze in them; he didn’t know whence that came. Others behaved towards him as if he were a child; he gladly considered himself a lad. The lineaments of aging didn’t prevent him from this kind of make-believe. He saw a girl crying, and with the most agile effortlessness believed she was crying because of him. Never had he made anyone laugh, since he acted like a poor sinner, and in people who consented to deal with him, he instilled the chilling impression he was heartless. His sveltenesses entitled him to entertain cheerful and conceivably candid relations with a very modest parlormaid of a manor, who fancied he had never been unhappy or done anything unpleasant. To her he seemed unsmart because he smiled prettily, which he accomplished due in part to her drollery, in part to his having sporadically read certain amusing works. With a novelistic coherence he told her stories she fell for word for word. A thousand conquered aggravations clothed him like a garment of frivolousness and elegance, as if wistfulness lay over his manners and mode of being, as if he didn’t know what to do with his brio. His resiliencies resulted from his finding boredom not unbearable but always somewhat useful or edifying. Something about his kindnesses encouraged fawning. In winter he went sledding, he went snowballing; life’s summer he seemed never to have known; in the spring little flowers moved gracefully, tremblingly into his autumn, the autumn that he perhaps always was. Only once in the course of his life did a woman treat him as if he were a perfect gentleman, an event that remained forever in his memory.

By the way, he never tried to be a man of the world.

(1928–1929)


SOMETHING ABOUT WRITING

IF I’M not mistaken, Balzac, for example, wrote novels nonstop until the moment that pulled him out of the practice of his profession. Let us just try and roughly imagine the extent of such a faculty for fantasizing. For Dostoyevsky, as I believe I should know, it may have been the same. After publishing a string of comparatively very worthwhile novellas, Gottfried Keller entered the civil service, which for the next fifteen years kept him from any further continuous literary work. Adalbert Stifter, who possessed a lively talent for narrative like an effervescent spring upon which he drew to his heart’s content, held a civil service post in education. Goethe, this giant, as his life history displays, poeticized himself into, as it were, a courtlike, that is, administrative position through works that soared into the ranks of the imperishable. The existence of a writer is determined by neither success nor acclaim, but rather depends on his desire or power to fabulate anew again and again. Balzac apparently did this constantly, Keller not, and undoubtedly there were reasons why he didn’t. I believe the causes as to why some continue to write on and on and others at times cease their poetic endeavors are, under certain circumstances, too subtle to be easily defined. External events are capable of giving a career a certain direction; for example, the character or incidents in the region of the heart may be worthy of serious consideration. Some writers present their best work at the beginning of their strivings only to succumb afterwards to their proclivity, bit by bit, to flatten out, while we know of quite a few others who strike us as curious because they happen to start inconspicuously or uncertainly, but nevertheless precisely for this reason acquire in the course of time more certitude, superior vision, etc. To which type one gives preference is left to necessity. Every writer is an aggregate of two people, the citizen and the artist, to which he, more or less fortunately, resigns himself.

(1930)


TOLSTOY AND HUTTEN

IN ONE of his thoughtfully rendered narratives, Tolstoy, who achieved excellence in his field, draws our attention to a docile young man, who, alas, only too willingly and lightheartedly let things go as they would, called himself Nekhludov and lost a fortune playing billiards, after which, according to a previous agreement, he felt compelled to crawl on all fours under the billiard table. This unfortunate reminds me of the beautifully situated island Ufenau on Lake Zurich where, after he had studied and loved, fought and suffered, Ulrich von Hutten once found a kind of refuge, whose pleasantness he no doubt abundantly deserved, in that he promoted the development of education and knowledge. Ulrich von Hutten wore a coat of mail, which pinched and cramped him, while Nekhludov was covered in a suit of modern dress, which possibly wasn’t hard to wear. Many who are unsuccessful in their profession or tumble down from the hill of their good fortune often betake themselves to the calm of any kind of refuge. Others besides Hutten searched out and found a Ufenau murmuring all round with grace and merriment, where they were afforded the opportunity to reflect on causes and effects. Tolstoy lived and wrote on a country estate. Over me a very pretty, capricious maid ruled who encouraged me to refrain from the composition of capacious books encompassing extensive interconnectivities, and instead content myself with sketches. Enclosed is a specimen thereof.

(1930)


THE WOMAN NOVELIST

WHAT TODAY’S extant and efficacious woman novelist is like, I freely admit might be of less interest to me here than how yesterday’s and those in former times fared, who, in clothes then in style, that is, at the time she wrote her works and diligently fabulated away, sat in a petite and comic room embellished with all sorts of bric-a-brac, and just then perhaps finding herself busy with the description of a spring landscape. Not giving a single answer to the enraptured questions of a teenager gushing over the profession she practiced and the prominence she epitomized, she scribbled with a persistence as though she had been given wings. But what was it I wanted to say? So far I’ve definitely not succeeded in painting her portrait. When enchanting little slip-ons covered her little feet and these little shoes softly rejoiced in the office they were allowed to administer and like joyous little bells seemed to be satisfied, the woman novelist of earlier times composed poems about lordly estates wherein, on meticulously well-tended paths gently strewn with sand, a woman walked up and down thinking of the respectable one she loved, yet who had fallen from grace due to conduct neither she nor hers could condone. In that she scribbled this, an exercise that sounded like the feeping of a little sparrow, the female poet knew that she herself from time to time experienced something human. Into her fantasy realm entered incredibly proud, graceful, and demanding females, or representatives of classes who since have practically vanished, which might well be a pity. But who can stay with their hand or the aid of their own personal will the course of life? How pretty and beautiful the petiteness of the apartment of the woman novelist of the past must have been! Glancing out the window, she was already thinking of a new chapter. Her breaths she took to be inspiration. It’s possible she once wrote a book entitled Overcoming the Irrepressible. Committing these lines in front of me to the joyful hope that they might bear a resemblance to forget-me-nots and that they might flow and whisper with the gentleness of a rivulet, I entrust them to the friendly benevolence of today’s reading public, both male and female. Are there still eyes romantically tinged?

(1930)
Translated with Nicole Köngeter


THE EQUESTRIENNE

SHE GREW up in a town lying between pretty hills, where she went gaily to school in order to acquire knowledge and where it turned out she possessed a talent for counting correctly and writing legibly. Because of her industriousness, the teacher praised her and, at the same time, felt induced to severely admonish her for a certain willful wittiness she seemed to have been born with. Her companions coddled her, and perhaps that’s why she adopted a somewhat smug smile she relished as if it were a kind of sweet she had bought at the pastry shop and smacked up. Gradually turning into a beauty, an imperceptible event in that it happened naturally, her situation allowed her to meet other young people, among whom one lad distinguished himself by obtaining her permission to effect an adolescent kiss. With a daintily embroidered handkerchief in her hand, she wiped away the kiss, as if it was something worthy of disposal. Demonstrations of tenderness she found amusing. Her wish to accomplish something, to become somebody, left a deeper impression than being loved. The latter she figured she could appreciate later. Meanwhile, on a terrace, she helped secure the laundry on a line. The days passed her by like brightly costumed cavaliers, or ones less beautifully dressed; the nights she compared to an old, cackling crone. She was given the opportunity to learn the household thoroughly, which in no way disinterested her. The kitchen held unmistakable significance. To clean up a room or set a table was an occupation that afforded the body a pleasant amount of movement, which appeared to make her want to sing. To her, to serve was something enchanting. There was something regal in punctually, happily fulfilling commands. For a long time she had believed she was allowed the observation that nature had made to her a beautiful gift of her hands. She adored them, like one adores poets whose words delight and fortify. On her head a little hat sat that looked as if it were twittering, and she felt as though she had been destined to be borne by something dancing. She herself she thought too stately to flirt and dance. One day in church she heard a woman singing joyfully and timidly, bravely and beseechingly. Being beautiful is still a profession, she told herself, and after thinking about it for a while, devoted herself to riding. At first others found her riding droll, then elegant, even impressive, and under her, the horse, clopping with his legs the sand-strewn ground, was admired, just as she was, she who relayed to it, with an unparalleled gentleness, commands as to how it was to behave: The eyes of the one leading resembled those of the one obeying. Each complemented the other, made a commonality. Being their own respective masters, each was there for the other.

(1930)


SHE BETTERED HERSELF

I BECAME aware of a not necessarily poorly composed little spouse story.

Beautiful thoughts paid me a visit while I was reading the thoroughly mediocre tale I’m recounting here.

A little woman resembled in pleasantness the sunshine.

How tritely put!

She loved luxury, seemed to be taken with expensive clothes, while her spouse couldn’t come up with a more civil objection to this than to point out to her the restraints on his income.

Little angels cuddle me because I am courteous toward the discourteous one who thought her brave decent man had been placed on earth to be compliant.

Wrinkles of concern began to show on his face, while the town hall stood there solemnly, and the tip of the church spire rose into the sky.

People rushed through the numerous alleys, and in the department store goods were bought by and bestowed upon those who on the one hand wanted to possess them and on the other were having them offered.

Over the houses of the town, regally smiling little clouds enchantingly swam.

No one needed to bother with those aloft.

I, too, would like to hover high over every question and be oblivious of my beauty.

But back to human matters.

Accounts needing to be settled were presented to the frivolous one by dapper errand boys with the alacrity of commission agents.

To all such demands, however, she shook her head no, as if to suggest for the time being this was not to be.

Little by little her neighbors learned she was insolvent.

Liberally she spent money she didn’t have, competing in elegance with the cream of her sex.

With domestic adroitness she organized cozy little festivities her husband both endorsed and excoriated.

He had a business associate whose welcome orders he had been rejoicing in and who was a tasteful, charming bachelor with a rather considerable fortune.

Both shook each other’s hands jovially, but in no way did this prevent something clandestine from going on.

To the housewife, the colleague availed himself of the opportunity to appear chivalrous, that is, he ingratiated himself with her.

Simultaneously condescending and respectful, he handed over the amounts her beautiful eyes solicited.

In return he was allowed to help her dress.

The fragrance rising from her bewitched him.

By the way, often what doesn’t work for a husband, a suitor, if the circumstances are in his favor, accomplishes with ease.

Supported by the evidence offered of his willingness to help, he nonchalantly but unambiguously encouraged the beneficiary of the aforementioned to become, as far as possible, a stronger person.

At first she scoffed at his chiding, but soon discovered that something like a diversion, a relief resided in frugality.

From then on she behaved as he wished.

Whoever is to be educated needs to be flattered.

(1930–1931)


A WOMAN’S BOOK

BOOK READING indeed requires good intentions. May I confess I’m unable to absorb Balzac’s Peau de chagrin in German translation? French enchants, is so seductive! Here, if I may be permitted, I would like to discourse on a book containing a plethora of landscapey things. How dessicatedly and gracelessly I say this, by the way. A dissatisfied woman, a woman who struggles, who would like to stay young for years to come, is being valiantly spread like a precious rug in need of brushing and a good shaking. I must stress, incidentally, that very few contemporary books, books of today, fall into my hands. I like reading folksy short stories. For example, recently a story came to my comparatively undivided attention that told of a craftsman living in a village with his wife and child, who, as they say, strays. His distinguishing mistake consists of his predilection for frequenting taverns. He develops an unseemly addiction, and while he’s failing to abstain, back at home his ailing child lies dying. His wife, who loves her husband, as is only proper, has quietly, or rather in a state of neglect, decided to bid adieu to her spouse, who, due alone to his avid pub patronage, had become guilty of neglectfulness. She implements her plan in a simple, respectable, trembling manner and with a magnanimity not to be mistaken. One evening the man comes home, as he so often does, cockeyed again and finds his wife gone, reads the letter she wrote him that, before taking leave of him for good, she had left on the table, wherein she states she cannot live with him any longer. But now back to my duties.

A story can be movingly beautiful, a novel leave you cold. It may happen that a male or female author indulges in discoursing for two hundred printed pages on nothing but outrageously beautiful things, such as vibrant tulips, opulent terraces, shimmering streets, swelling, twirling, ripe fruits, exceptionally interesting men, enchantingly smiling girls, and towns resplendent with history. Famous authors can have a sobering effect, whereas a total unknown can invigorate us. The book I am reporting on here apparently was written by a thoroughly well-educated woman; I think this can be clearly felt and not doubted. That the book is a sophisticated one soon becomes obvious, or right away. Whether or not it can be perceived as a nice book remains for the reader to decide. A sophisticated book can refrain from being nice, while a nice book need not necessarily appear sophisticated. The protagonist of this work of prose apparently has a terribly thorough grasp of art, etc., which evokes the impression that she can’t be a proper, hot-blooded, true heroine, as though, regarding her experience, she had to remain continuously impoverished and wretched. She sees, loves, looks at, embraces, beholds, and comprehends art, yet finds life far less manageable. Regarding the latter, she could almost be taken for a kind of schoolgirl, and appearing as such, while at the same time assuming an air of maturity, she will, just a tiny bit, have to suffer being pitied, that is, as usual, smiled upon. When I had finished reading the book in question, my smile was certainly somewhat mocking. The dissatisfied woman claims she remains young, but one doesn’t quite believe her. She tries a bit too hard to create the appearance of youth.

The reader might note that actually none of this is so terribly significant. Nevertheless, I read this thoroughly uninteresting book with a certain satisfaction. In order to tackle it as bravely as possible, I read it quickly, grateful, so to speak, because I didn’t find it thrilling. Had it struck me as such, I might have had to envy its authoress. Can one be enthusiastic about an enthusiastically written book? The authoress herself might have had to catch her breath, so to speak, when authoring it. By the end I was under the impression it was necessary to offer the exhausted writer a foothold, that is to hold her up so she wouldn’t sink. Chivalrous of me, yes?

(1931)
Translated with Nicole Köngeter


THE COFFEEHOUSE

THERE was a coming and going, I mean, people arrived and departed, appeared and disappeared. Those entering the scene made their way to one of the numerous round or square tables, and those of a mind to leave the coffeehouse, who wanted to turn their backs on the characteristic redolence that resided there, intimated or made it understood they wished to pay. Paying what they might owe, they smiled, as if delighted to be permitted to splurge, to run up a bill.

Here the latest hat styles were on display. Somehow, somewhere, a conversation materialized. Where it arose, there seemed to be evidence for the existence of witty and eloquent people. One could hear the clinking of little coffee spoons, sugar cubes dropping into the cups. Every item was treated with a certain finickiness, as if diffident behavior was the most refined one could imagine.

The servers served with care, that’s to say as inconspicuously as possible. To serve and to be served weren’t so far away from each other. Difference doesn’t need to be emphasized or ascertained in a room whose purpose is comfort. The commanding command jovially, the serving serve genteelly.

From time to time, the gérant, or manager, dropped in, as if it were becoming to quickly and nonchalantly examine the day’s business.

It was exquisite the kind of connoisseurs in the art of living who theatrically came into their own there.

Here and about, beneath the leaves of a plant, sat a woman waiting for the one to whom she had given permission to call upon her.

The strong were made weak by the coffee because there exists in the powerful the need to be assailed by something unhealthy in order to become ill. It was as if the unchallenged were embarrassed by their imperturbability, and in addition it appeared as if wasting time was essential.

Somewhere in the dark, poeticizing in solitude, sympathetically guarded by a waitress, a play-constructing or novel-drafting poet paid homage to the elegant notion that in the coffeehouse it was he who reigned supreme over fantasy and creativity.

Newspapers were requested and read more or less attentively.

The famous and the unfamous came into contact.

Apparently the coffeehouse originated in the Orient and somehow is connected to storytelling, along with the beauty and significance of idleness, which is a cultural characteristic underestimated by those not readily capable of understanding that activity and industriousness wish to be interrupted.

One lives off the other. There are those who place orders and those who take them, that is, those who initiate the production and dispense the money that’s earned, and the ones who produce and thus benefit from the worthlessness of those able to exist without working. If everyone is industrious, they stand, as it were, in each other’s way, and something essential in the whole apparatus doesn’t function, an imbalance occurs, with which words I mean to have disclosed the excellence of the coffeehouse.

(1931)


LITERARY SWITZERLAND

ONCE THE Romans roamed through Switzerland disseminating culture. There might already have been settlements of significance that preceded them. Painfully and persistently the native language evolved, passing through innumerable tutorials. The plough and scythe came into use, and for the entirety of the population the question of clothing remained preeminent. With the church striving to achieve glory and with this well-meant intention seeking realization, here and there, under favorable circumstances, literary efforts begin to stir under the auspices of an ever-expanding religion. At this juncture the author would like to allude to the castles that still to this day in every way satisfy the eyes. Reputable women wanted to be revered in poems. Where monasteries already existed, in which determinedly abstinent individuals busied themselves performing intellectual tasks that in no way can be praised highly enough, the founding of a civic society in towns, including the establishment of public offices and the requisite public order, slowly began to thrive. Leaving aside a few important points that history provides insight into and not wanting to play the professor but instead intent only on offering a few lines that should more or less be of interest, quietly I speak of new and cultured times, regrettably ignoring the battles to which armories and museums bear potent witness. Those neighbors who ceded victory to the Swiss made the latter drunk with victory, causing them to become reckless, which, in turn, proved a condition rendering them susceptible to having to be taught a lesson or two themselves. The gulled learn more and imprint to memory far better things than those who witness the embarrassment of others. Something similar happened here as well.

Somewhere abroad writers began to attract attention, like Cervantes and Shakespeare, whose stories and plays were received with pleasure and amazement. Households saw themselves expanding, research found favor, the modern woman began to emerge from her chrysalis. In the century of delicate manners and lace cuffs, Jean-Jacques Rousseau beneficially and temporarily resided on an island in Lake Biel. Said person spread far and wide an abundance of tender, sentimental influences and what we might call landscape-appreciation effects. The upper crust and the sentimental began to swoon over nature, gazing into the heavens with hand on heart. Imperceptibly we pay a profitable visit to socialism, from which grew the wonderful poetic flower Gottfried Keller, whose talent was such as to seduce readers into believing that poets easily accomplished what they set out to do and that writing was mere child’s play. Meyer wrote in an elegant, country-manor way, Gotthelf in a rustic reformation style. Switzerland rose to eminent literary fame. Numerous foreigners traveled to Zurich to see what a region pervaded by the breath of poetry might look like.

The height of aestheticism had been reached. Thus, because a commensurate number of writers threw themselves into churning out books, in time a kind of decline had to set in. As a result of their multifarious appearances, the success of literary practitioners inevitably became modest. First, the effects lessened; second, somehow protests were made against the unceasing exploitation of national life. A country and its people don’t want to be constantly described, depicted, and reproduced, but rather left in peace.

The Swiss writer isn’t discouraged but instead has reason to attribute what he is unable to accomplish with ease to all sorts of things that refrain from occurring.

(1931–1932)
Translated with Nicole Köngeter


EMBONPOINT

WHAT AN exemplary figure he appeared to be! Simple and strong (as the opening words of my essay read) seemed the will of this exponent of stupendousness. His pronounced steps were the opposite of circumspection. The assurance of his corporeal as well as intellectual behavior could scarcely be doubted. Somewhere the thoughtful and deliberate tiptoed about. He was different; he was a brutal, grim, inexorable, staunch tackler of things, matters, necessities, and affairs demanding fearlessness. Forthrightly and courageously he looked around him, and whoever observed him looking about were themselves compelled to believe in him. He inspired the young to carry their heads high and to make their chests playgrounds of splendid and solemn conviction. Those who were like him grasped his hand in a comradely fashion. The shrewd and the sophisticated, the reluctant and the complex, as reflected in their reserve, bestowed upon him the silence and discretion of their contempt. Out of a kind of necessity he despised his despisers. Meanwhile he aged.

At the same time chance gave him the opportunity to become a flagrant bumbler regarding one success, which he had presumed was his due but had been unable to effect.

To see him tumble from the height of his innumerable sanguinities to the depth of the loss of what had, until then, been his perfectly sincere impudence was a uniquely beautiful, but also quite risible, spectacle.

His splendid arrogance abandoned him.

Something rigid took possession of his demeanor.

Supplenesses bid him adieu.

The elderly made fun of his incarcerated appearance, since in fact he evoked the impression that his vivacity had been imprisoned and he personified self-captivation itself.

Whoever was young avoided him; whoever was pretty paid him no heed; whoever was elegant wrinkled their noses when he showed up; whoever had a beautiful and kind disposition looked at him as if he were vile.

What’s good is what pleases.

Why was it that so many began their careers with an excess of savoir faire?

Now he stood on the threshold of the vastness of the evening of his life, while I ask myself what embonpoint is.

What a droll word!

One certainly understands by it something quite nice and pleasant: health, élan, worthwhile transactions, relations to anything profitable, including female acquaintances.

Probably it was this that eluded him.

(1931–1932)


THE BOURGEOIS

RECENTLY I took delight in a book that allowed me, in its easy comprehensibility and comparatively clear form, to notice an identifiable-at-a-glance bourgeois enticed by the notion of being interesting.

That he was sweet-tempered by nature and birth embarrassed him not a little. Carrying on in a bourgeois manner, which came easy to him, he thought it his duty to penetrate the depths and rise to the heights.

When, for example, he had the opportunity, let’s say, to kiss the hand of a woman, he imagined without the slightest effort something far from ordinary.

Most of all it was the everyday he instinctively loved, and at the same time consciously—that is, in a sense, with the help of his literary knowledge, possibly, that is to say, nimbly flowing in and out of him—despised.

To be lively, polite, agreeable, sympathetic, and virtuous had something picayune and petty about it, which, when he lunched or went for a stroll, he more or less feared. He was afraid others might assume he was nothing more than an honest, nice, useful fellow.

Was he tied to the goddess Vanity’s little apron strings? Could be.

He read only unsimple, complicated books taking on or constituting the cosmopolitan or even the demonic, which deformed him, made him, in other words, from day to day more demanding on himself and his excellent fellow man.

If he met a neighbor who seemed to him bourgeois, he smirked or took the liberty to comment ironically on the fine weather, in order to impress on the addressee how insignificant he was to him.

Under certain circumstances to be insignificant is a blessing.

Thereby, it seems, the one who in no way wanted to be unworthy of recognition exposed his weakness.

Now and then he clearly recognized this. But then again not. When he felt completely content, he convinced himself he was doing himself harm. One has to be annoyed, was his possibly bourgeois, because anti-bourgeois, point of view.

One day the imperfect bourgeois met the consummate representative of coffeepot coziness, by whose manner the thought occurred to him that he, the one in conflict with himself, might be in error.

All the same, he continued never to be what he was, instead constantly attempted to envision what he was incapable of becoming.

An odd person, don’t you think?

(1931–1932)


THE PIPSQUEAK

THE PIPSQUEAK had been ruined by women.

With only a little effort, one can always catch certain men in their “flight from the female.”

When someone isn’t hugely successful in what he strives for and is surrounded by adversities, when life affords him the chance to struggle against obstacles and so on, his friends always say it’s due to women.

“It’s over with for him,” they pityingly cry out. “For the sake of his career, why didn’t he stay away from women?”

Because the pipsqueak was a sweetie to women, he meant nothing to them. One doesn’t even have to think about this.

Regarding the current writing profession, it seems today the pipsqueak is celebrating his fiftieth birthday.

He wrote close to a hundred short novels, which, no matter how harshly you criticize them from a literary standpoint, forced their way into the public.

It’s not known to me exactly whether his works, which we can divide or dissect into numerous individual dismemberednesses, could have been composed in a room on the ground floor, its windows and doors open during the act of writing, so that fresh air could waft around his enterprise.

From time to time the fervently poeticizing prose writer may have stepped up to the piano in order to melodiously recover from the strain of his literary profession.

The pipsqueak wrote mainly for those provincial girls who enter some kind of employment, of whom it’s easy to believe they possess great feeling, and whom nature has bequeathed the peculiarity quickly to lose heart and just as quickly deem themselves reinvigorated.

We gather from the pipsqueak’s countenance a by no means disagreeable procuration of reserve.

With a certain goodness he offered what sprang from the well of his exceptional disposition. As his altogether unattractive splendidness now and then was inclined to accept an honorarium and never thought about giving something in return, he was somehow, nonetheless, if we may lift lightly from Goethe, helpful and noble.

His art, if not epochal, afforded employment to all kinds of craftsmen’s hands. To each of his tiny works he bestowed the most advantageous titlings.

Now and again his skill, as if emanating from a kind of asleepness, bore the stamp of calculated naïveté and artificial unartificiality.

His picture can be found in a den offering a charming view of a distinctive landscape, where his poetic life’s work to the present, neatly ordered, finished, and at the same time still incomplete, is appropriately presented, volume after volume, on a shelf.

By the way, just as a precaution, for the moment I consider no one the prettiest lass in town.

If I don’t count the pipsqueak as one of the best, it’s partly because, in my opinion, what we call reality stubbornly refuses always to be in accord with us.

Regarding his more distant path, we can at least wish him luck.

(1932)
Translated with Annette Wiesner


PORTRAIT OF A LADY

EARTHY, fiery she’s rumored to have been. I’m much obliged for the perfection of her unmediatedness. She grew up in a happy circle. Nicely done! Because of her many drolleries and fresh-from-the-wellspring behavior, her social peers appeared to have worshipped her. I understand this and find the affection granted her by her relatives quite proper. She needed only to open her mouth to be met with thunderous applause. She became a wife and mother, but in spite of these developments, gazed cheerfully about her, offered up brilliantly witty flippancies. While her son followed his calling, she remained the youthful naif bristling with originality which, so to speak, she caressed. In matters of faith and hope she was something of a genius. For example, she knew how to instill her religiosity with idiosyncrasies. In the salons she behaved in a refined manner, yet at the same time gauchely. While chicly displaying her French, she clung with insuperable fervor to the candor of Germanity, which she called her home, whose allure above all she esteemed. Some responded with a typical shrug of their shoulders to the mishmash that made up her education. However, the aforementioned hodgepodge in itself was something so rich that she felt content with it. In general she was happy, and since this was the case, efforts were made to upset her enough so that she would cry, which was considered enchanting. To be able to succeed in vexing her gentle heart could be called a kind of pleasure. By the way, occasionally she seemed to be the only one to blame, since she knew nothing more toned down or equable to do than, with her various uninhibitednesses, tease those subject to society’s dictates. In her spouse she caught a glimpse of her shadow; but there were others, too, and these others made her life miserable because of her twitting them. Once more, this mockery had everything to do with her upbringing. If I call her a little forward, at the same time I respectfully kiss her hand, and if I point out that it is precisely those dear to her who suffered because of her, it was part of the beauty of her nature, which I’ve here presented in a little portrait.

(1932–1933)
Translated with Nicole Köngeter


THE PRECIOUS ONE

YES, THIS delicate one led a precious existence. I don’t doubt this for a moment because I understand him, and this being the case, my pen hardly dares to describe or, let’s say, sketch the one who was sitting in a room, reading and trying his best to believe himself happy. Cautiously, carefully I handle him, so that the likeness I’m attempting resembles a breeze or fragrance. Understandably the house he inhabited was a magnificent building resting in a beautiful garden demurely and illusion-inducingly comprised of meadows, trees and paths, little fountains and pavilions. Whoever walked through this park felt distinguished simply by doing so and succumbed to beautiful imaginings. Swans, whose feathers seemed to sing, enlivened a small lake or pond that graced the garden with its softness and, by virtue of its resplendence, rendered it more serene and isolated than it already was. The air appeared to be the bride of the garden, and the garden the groom, and the leaves and flowers rejoiced when the cherished one strolled toward them, so that he might direct a few words to the ones whispering and pleasantly gazing about. Sometimes he ventured a boat trip on the water or rested for a while on a shady bench, in rapport with all kinds of thoughts that chimed with the quietness around him, and with whose scampering about he concurred because he did not begrudge them their rambling. The wind played with his hair. Even as a child in the crib a special quality veiled him. Never would he grow old, he divined, since aging is tied to the diminishment of one’s handsomeness, and it didn’t seem permissible to become graceless or give those in his presence occasion to think of something unpleasant due to his appearance. His purpose in life lay in being graceful and in his never experiencing disappointment. No one frowned upon him, which is why it was denied him to say no to anything that had breath and form. Beleaguered by considerateness, his activities were limited to behaving well-mannered, and much not-knowing, which is diverting, was the lot of his soul, which remained ungrown-upish.

What was expected—and because of his preciousness almost deemed proper to wish for—happened. He was gripped by an illness he could not resist, and leaving memories behind, let it lead him away.

(1932–1933)


SOMETHING ABOUT EATING

DON’T deliberate too long before you begin to write a sketch. All kinds of nice ideas can disappear, never to be seen again. On the other hand, I advise you not to tremble in the face of months, years even, of procrastination, since there’s something quite formative and educational in waiting.

Today I am discoursing on food, which is a necessity and at the same time can be a pleasure.

An apple at first seems to me a fine comestible, although I fear for a tooth when I bite into it. I prefer to eat it cooked rather than in its natural state.

Pears taste scrumptiously succulent. Nuts I handle with care, in that I chop them up fine in order to enhance their flavor.

Bread is as nutritious as it is delicious, if handled moderately. In my opinion a piece of chocolate can replace a cup of coffee.

Next in line comes meat, which naturally, of course, is something wonderful. How superbly baked fish agrees with me. Veal and lamb, each on its own, can also be most appetizing.

Beets are red, spinach and lettuce green, likewise beans, which perhaps I prefer above all other vegetables. Chicken in a sauce can be recommended as something tender.

Nonetheless, carefully prepared roast beef reinvigorates me to the utmost degree. I have a special predilection for eating sauerkraut with sausage.

Without hesitation I declare rice one of the most agreeable foods. In no way does asparagus seem indispensable; all the same, I appreciate it as a delicacy and highly esteem its digestibility.

Every sensible person sincerely praises a bowl of soup. From cherries and apricots we make pies.

Meals are eaten either at home or in a restaurant, bringing differences to light that aren’t necessarily significant.

Wherever we eat, certain useful precepts learned from experience are observed, for example, the little bit of politeness with which we sit down at the table and which consists, among other things, of our being satisfied with both the quantity of the dishes and their quality.

To treat food attentively enhances its value.

(1932–1933)


MOTHER NATURE

NATURE isn’t always good; no, often she’s enraged, and each time there are valid scientific reasons for this.

How lovely spring is, and in winter a charming, snowbound, pretty little village.

On the other hand, a mountain, from whose interior an unannounced fire erupts, makes us tremble. A river of liquid embers pours down into the valley, clearing a way for itself, consuming everything in its path, through gardens and cultivated fields. One thinks here of Pompeii.

Then one imagines an earthquake that, with a speed defying comprehension, breaks apart churches, rends the houses asunder, and draws cracks in the earth, so that when seen by the people of the region, they feel induced to flee.

Another unpleasantness is found in the ceaseless, unending rain and streams that overflow their banks. Soon the unchecked waters, their excess, bring forth a deluge, forcing one to climb onto a roof and wait for help to arrive. The water rises and rises; it covers the streets, paths, fields, farmland, equipment, lawns, beds, chairs, tables, cabinets, rooms and kitchens and barns and all kinds of objects related to domestic comfort, and the wet is still coming down on the mass of objects floating in and lying on the water, and where before we had gone on foot, now we take a boat and keep a lookout for people in the straitened condition of needing assistance.

I hasten to another rarity Nature creates, stand on a ship and see before my eyes an apparition in whose reality I can hardly believe, so strange and dreamlike it is. It’s an iceberg, which the captain has the task of carefully evading. With Vesuvius one had the boiling heat to deal with; here in the northern sea one has to concern oneself with the cold, the hard, and the frozen.

Now into a storm or hurricane, at least on paper, in thought. Lightning flashes. Ocean and sky are a single, tangled jumble. Black is the air, and high waves fall and sway back and forth, and in the middle of this reels a craft that, like a toy, dances and whirls and tilts obliquely as if already it were exhausted. In such a situation, apprehension and hope seem called for.

Enticed by alpinism, I go climbing in the mountains. I want to rejoice. Then an avalanche ploughs down the slope. It almost took hold and swept me away, but just barely missed me.

When she smiles and nothing befalls her, when she reveals herself in her untroubledness, how good Nature then is.

(1933)


AFTERWORD

Sovereign Insignificance

FOR THE feuilletonist anything can be an occasion for a prose piece: a walk in the mountains, a new hairstyle, an old fountain, shopwindows, a kitten, a carousel, a Parisian newspaper, an hour of the day. It is, however, the rare feuilletonist, no matter how fine a quick-sketch artist, who can bestow permanence to reality’s ephemera, which is one reason we tend to ignore miniaturists in prose—to our great loss in the case of a genius like Robert Walser.

Born in Biel, Switzerland, in 1878, Walser left school at fourteen to apprentice as a bank clerk. His primary cities of residence during his active writing career (1898–1933) were Zurich (1896–1905), Berlin (1905–1913), Biel (1913–1921), and Bern (1921–1933), though he also worked for a time in Basel, Stuttgart, Thun, Winterthur, and Wädenswil, and as an assistant butler in Castle Dambrau in Upper Silesia. The pattern of his life was one of short-term jobs, mostly of a clerical nature, and short-term stays in furnished rooms—between 1896 and 1905, he changed residences seventeen times. Before the end of the century, his poems and short prose began to appear in literary journals and in the feuilleton sections of newspapers, and in 1904 his first book, Fritz Kochers Aufsätze (Fritz Kocher’s Essays), was published. More than a dozen others followed, including the novels The Tanners (1907), The Assistant (1908), and one of the twentieth century’s master novels, Jakob von Gunten (1909), whose eponymous narrator is a pupil of the Benjamenta Institute, a school for butlers (Walser himself attended one in Berlin) where “the educators and teachers are asleep, or they are dead, or seemingly dead, or they are fossilized, no matter, in any case we get nothing from them.”

Admired by and an influence on Kafka, Jakob von Gunten, though subtitled “A Diary,” is more an oneiric account of Jakob’s life in a school where the only class is “How should a boy behave?” and whose primary staff consist of the principal, Herr Benjamenta (“a giant”), and his sister, the mysterious, sad, beautiful Lisa Benjamenta. Even Jakob, in keeping with the world both outside and within him, has “contrived to become a mystery” to himself. The novel is bathed in unreality and shimmers with contradictions. Jakob is a dreamy, benevolent rascal, a sort of King Midas who turns everything he touches into riddles. It is his willingness to embrace the ordinary and the contradictory that allows him to thrive in the stultifying, rule-ridden atmosphere of the institute. “Everything that’s forbidden lives a hundred times over,” he writes, “thus, if something is supposed to be dead, its life is all the livelier. As in small things, so in big ones. Nicely put, in everyday words, but in everyday things the true truths are found.”

For the German novelist Martin Walser (no relation), Jakob von Gunten is “the most radical book I know.” Walser himself saw it as a rather bold poetic fantasy, and it was his favorite of his longer published works. Sales, however, were dismal, and its few critics mostly dim, as in this review by Josef Hofmiller in Süddeutsche Monatshefte: “Such feeble and sapless scribbling without a thought for tomorrow is unendurable.” Walser’s career as a writer would never really recover from this publishing fiasco.

In 1917 Walser suffered, “due to the pen, a real breakdown in my hand, a sort of cramp,” as he said in a 1927 letter. “With the help of the pencil, I was better able to play, to write; this seemed to revive my writerly enthusiasm.” The Mikrogramme, or microscripts, that were found after his death consist of 526 slips of paper containing drafts Walser wrote in pencil during the 1920s and early ’30s, many of which he revised and saw published in the leading newspapers and journals of his day. Jochen Greven, the editor of the twenty-volume Sämtliche Werke in Einzelausgaben (1985), discovered that Walser’s tiny handwriting—once considered an indecipherable code and a sign of the author’s madness—was in the old German Sütterlin script and indeed decipherable. Transcribed by Werner Morlang and Bernhard Echte, these scraps of paper with their minute script constitute the six volumes of Aus dem Bleistiftgebiet (From the Pencil Region, 1985–2000), which supplement Greven’s edition. Of the eighty-eight texts in Girlfriends, Ghosts, and Other Stories, all but three come from Sämtliche Werke in Einzelausgaben, the exceptions being “The Belletristic Book” from volume five of Aus dem Bleistiftgebiet and “The Tip” and “The Carousel” from Feuer (2003), a collection of prose pieces and poems previously unknown, though many of them had appeared in journals and newspapers during Walser’s lifetime.

In 1929, after severe episodes of anxiety and depression, Walser entered Waldau, a psychiatric clinic outside Bern. There, after a while, he managed to return to writing, until four years later when a new director decided that Waldau should house only acute patients. (“The Precious One,” written while he was in Waldau, reflects, to a degree, his life and state of mind while there.) In 1933, against his wishes, Walser was transferred to a clinic outside Herisau, in eastern Switzerland, after which he apparently wrote no more. In the introduction to her translation of Walser’s final and truly most radical novel, The Robber, Susan Bernofsky cites an interview by Catherine Sauvat, the French biographer of Walser, with Josef Wehrle, a former attendant at the asylum in Herisau, who recalled observing Walser writing on scraps of paper after meals and then throwing them away. Walser destroying this writing (if he wrote anything in Herisau other than necessary and perfunctory letters) is certainly plausible, as he had discarded earlier manuscripts, including three novels (another was lost by a publisher).

For the first few years in Herisau, Walser expressed the hope that, after being out of the asylum for a few years, he might begin to write again, but by the 1940s this no longer seemed a possibility. “Why bother me with all this scribbling?” he tells the Swiss writer Carl Seelig, who would become his legal guardian and write Wanderungen mit Robert Walser (1957) based on their meetings during Walser’s last two decades. “Can’t you see I don’t give a damn about this? Leave me alone about it! All that’s far behind me.” He would remain in Herisau until the end of his life, doing his best to be, above all, a good inmate among his fellow inmates, to seek and wish for no special privileges. When Seelig, serving as a messenger for Walser’s doctor, asked him if he would like to move into a better section of the asylum, Walser responded, “I have just as little appetite for rank and privilege as you. I want to live with the people and disappear in them. That’s what suits me best.” On Christmas Day, 1956, he died of a heart attack while on a solitary walk across the snow-covered hills near the sanatorium.

•

Because Walser wrote like someone upon whom nothing is lost and synchronized his syntax to thought, one might almost say he’s Jamesian. W. G. Sebald, in his homage to Walser entitled “Le promeneur solitaire” (in A Place in the Country), wrote that “with seismographic precision [Walser] registers the slightest tremors at the edges of his consciousness.” This is a consciousness able to sense that, as Walser wrote in “The idea was a delicate one,” in Speaking to the Rose, the “branches, the stalks, are remarkable, swaying, hushing, also in their speaking suppleness, and indeed how singular are the roots, in their dark existence, which, like the holiness of light, is the stuff of fairytales,” and that flowers “have incomparable grace and are friends without equal, fresh and gentle, carefree and humble, and they raise no objection to being smelled, or else they behave as if this were not forbidden; they are pious without knowing anything of piety, good without knowing anything of goodness, and they love nothing. Is that perhaps why one loves them so much?”

Such entranced encounters with nature, especially those written during the Biel years, may make one wonder if Walser’s relationship to nature is ingenious or ingenuous, ludic or non-ludic. Is there any reason for it not to be both and more? More than one reader of “Dear Little Swallow,” for example, has detected in Walser’s description of the swallow’s style of flight a mirror image of his own flights of language. In any case, to settle on one mode of approach to Walser is certainly not the point. “Quiddities never rest, they ramble,” he wrote in “Sampler Plate.” “Perpetual motion compels morality,” states Jakob von Gunten. “Everything reminds one of its opposite,” says the narrator of “Snowdrops.” In her biography of Walser, Sauvat sees his swings from one extreme to another as a kind of rotary machine. At the end of his story “Titus,” the narrator’s “most exalted is so beautiful and I worship her with such a holy respect that I attach myself to another and therewith must seize the opportunity to recover from the strain of sleepless nights, to relate to the successor how dear the past one was, to tell her, ‘I love you just as much.’ ” Walser intuited what neurologists later discovered—that movement not stasis is the essence of self.

Some readers may find the velocity at which Walser’s irony travels is too fast to follow; others, like Martin Walser, look down and see no bottom in sight. When is the mask of irony on, when off? And if one mask is lifted, how many more are left before we reach the author’s true self? How, for example, can we tell when he’s embracing Romanticism or composing elaborate, metafictional variations on methods and themes found in German Romanticism? Among the Romantic authors about whom he wrote prose pieces are Baudelaire, Brentano, Büchner, Dostoyevsky, Eichendorff, Gotthelf, Hölderlin, Jean Paul, Kleist, Lenz, Poe, Rousseau, Stendhal, and Tieck. In a postcard to Hermann Hesse, whose kindnesses (a typical Walser coinage) included six articles on Walser’s work, Walser wrote from Biel on December 3, 1917:


Dear Mr. Hermann Hesse,

I have just come back from a foot and snow hike in the Jura and am still filled with beautiful impressions and warmth from marching. Last week I read your short, very beautiful, noble exposition in the NZZ about [my] Poetenleben (Lives of Poets). That you have an uncommonly fine way of reporting about books, many will already have told you. By the way, I also am convinced of the incredibly high value of Eichendorff’s Taugenichts. What a German and what a graceful book. But because a stupid good fellow is the protagonist of this masterpiece and because everything is pure and quite natural, no sub-or side streams, nothing frightening, Strindbergian, nothing bent or sick, roguish, treacherous or gruesome occurs in it, the reader feels, so to speak, embarrassed. I thank you very much and greet you from my European war and diplomat’s room, that is Deputy chamber, sincerely, your friend Robert Walser.



On the other hand, in Walser’s first letter to Seelig, he responds on February 28, 1922:


Dear Sir,

Why don’t you have the Reader’s Circle Hottingen send you the booklet with my contribution “Rob. Walser’s Biography.” They will do that, and you will find in the essay what you need for your purpose. The Romantics and delicate authors I’ve put aside a bit. Now I look for my essence elsewhere, and therefore am not that interested anymore. Best greetings, Robert Walser.



For Robert Musil—who, in a joint review of Walser’s seventh book and Kafka’s first, labeled Kafka “a special case of the Walser type”—Walser’s fiction contained “shades of puppetry, Romantic irony; but in this fun there is something else . . . all of a sudden the gravity of real conditions begins to drizzle along the thread of verbal association.” Kafka, by the way, would have understood being compared to Walser; as early as 1907 he was enthusiastically reading Walser and as late as 1917 was enough of a student to compare Walser and Dickens in the blurring effect of their abstract metaphors.

For the record, Walser’s other European admirers include Aichinger, Benjamin, Bernhard, Calasso, Canetti, Dürrenmatt, Frisch, Jelinek, Koeppen, and Magris. Nonetheless, Walser’s idiosyncratic rambles earned him no favor from the general public of his time. But before dismissing his prose as the work of a frivolous eccentric, readers should also consider Sebald’s comment that Walser “was anything but politically naive,” and then read, say, from Selected Stories, “Masters and Workers” (“Those who are begged beg the beggars, who don’t understand this”) or “Essay on Freedom” (“I hope I may be believed if I permit myself to say that freedom is difficult and produces difficulties, with which phrase perhaps there sprang from my mouth an insight the expression of which could be accomplished by none but a connoisseur and gourmet of freedom who notes and cherishes all the unfreedoms internal to freedom”), or from Masquerade and Other Stories a lesson in Swiss history in “The Battle of Sempach”: “Naturally the noble steeds trampled their own masters in frenzied flight; and many noblemen, attempting to dismount quickly, got caught in their stirrups with their stupid, fashionable shoes, so that they kissed the meadows with the backs of their bloody heads, while their horrified eyes, before they went out, saw the sky burning above them like a furious flame.” One might also consider the ethical-political implications bared in stories like “The Murderess,” “The Children’s Game,” and “Essay on Bismarck” from the present volume.

To Seelig, Walser said that as a writer he didn’t give “a damn about literary regulations, I simply kept on playing music.” One place Walser’s defiance of literary norms can be seen is in his willingness to use the plots of what he called Bahnhofhallenbüchlein, the dime novels of his time found for sale in the kiosks of train stations. On the plots of such books Walser performed astonishing improvisations, designed to simultaneously inspirit language, ironize kitsch, and mock the arbiters of literature who judge books only by the principles that can be extracted from them. Examples of such Walser arabesques in Girlfriends, Ghosts, and Other Stories include “The Red Leather Pouch” (where he takes on an espionage plot), “Detective Novel,” “Ghosts,” “Ludwig,” and “A Woman’s Book.” To understand how separate Walser is from the standard literary currents of his or any time, try to imagine a writer of his talent plumping his prose-piece nest with the plot shavings of today’s airport fare and finding therein the means for “truing language to matter,” as Christopher Middleton wrote in his 1958 essay “The Picture of Nobody: Some Remarks on Robert Walser”—still the single best essay in English on Walser’s prose I know.

•

We’re fortunate that it was Middleton, a poet and essayist possessing his own special brilliance, who in 1954, while teaching at the University of Zurich, became the first person to translate Walser into any language. In his 1973 essay “Notes on Rhythm,” Middleton states: “The rhythm of a poem is a structure of variable tempos which realize its sounds as the radicles of meaning.” Only a translator alert to the tempo of Walser’s “radicles of meaning” can effectively mime his thought, especially at the syntactic level, where he performed his most daring turns about “the dream we call human life.” Take, for example, this passage from the 1930 prose piece “I Was Reading Two Stories”: “While for my pleasure I was reading how a woman of refinement, a model of cultivation, in demi-colleté, I mean with polite deliberation exposing to view her pretty bust, suddenly thought of something that had slipped her mind for a moment, a wagon halted outside the house and two horses attached to it stood there as motionless as two brass, or bronze, or marble statues.”

Such syntactically charged prose is, in large part, what appealed to me when, in 1973, I first read Walser in Great German Short Stories (1960), a Dell paperback edited by Stephen Spender that contained Middleton’s translation of “A Village Tale.” Here is a more or less literal translation of one of its sentences: “A writer wrote in a lamplit room at his rapidly growing work, while the maid, plagued by visions, got out of bed in order to run into the water, which was carried out with almost laughable promptness.” (Ein Schriftsteller schrieb in einer lampenbeleuchteten Stube an seinem zusehends wachsenden Werk, als die von Visionen geplagte Magd aus ihrem Bett aufstand, um ins Wasser zu laufen, was mit beinahe belachenswerter Promptheit ausgeführt wurde.) And here’s Middleton’s translation: “A writer was working in a lamplit room at his rapidly waxing work when, vexed by visions, the girl rose up from her bed intending to rush into the pond, which she did with almost laughable alacrity.” Middleton translates to perfection Walser’s text and spirit.

Attracted to its alpine flowers, novices can easily crash and burn against the Walserberg. Fortunately, the two principal translators of Walser’s prose, Middleton and Bernofsky, adeptly scale its peaks, as have at times others, including Lydia Davis, Mark Harman, and Damion Searls. In his essay on translating Walser, “Translating as a Species of Mime,” Middleton notes that Walser’s “spirit, this manifold configuration in all its mobility, which the translator tries to mime, is of course not identical with the spirit he performs, or hopes to voice. Precisely that discrepancy is the area of risk which provokes the translator as mime to grapple with the manifold, now insightfully, now blindly. A translation can only achieve so much, no more, of a manifold spirit which persistently disseminates itself.” For a close, perceptive analysis of the challenges found in translating Walser, see Bernofsky’s “Unrelenting Tact: Elements of Style in Walser’s Late Prose” in Robert Walser and the Visual Arts, and for unsurpassable examples of translations of his late prose, see her translations of The Robber and Microscripts.

Like other modernist masters (Proust, Kafka, Beckett), Walser didn’t so much write about ideas as he found the formal means to embody them. For Sebald, the ideal Walser strived for was the overcoming of gravity, certainly not an easily obtainable goal for us “clumsy people [who] know nothing of winged existence.” In “Lightness,” his first lecture from Six Memos for the Next Millennium, Italo Calvino warns us against mistaking lightness for frivolity, solemnity for weight: “In fact, thoughtful lightness can make frivolity seem dull and heavy.” Or as Walser’s microscript text “I would like to be standing” concludes:


Moreover I make with pleasure the confession—which perhaps characterizes me—that while writing I might have been silent about rather much, quite unintentionally, too, for as a writer I preferred to speak not of what could be irksome, or difficult to express, but of lightness, whereas into what has occupied me here I did open out, with all the heaviness in me, though fugitively, of course, as seems to be my wont.



Walser seems closer to someone like the French poet Francis Ponge than to his “weightier” peers such as Musil, Hermann Broch, or Thomas Mann. Both Ponge and Walser, through an almost phenomenological parsing and shedding of received notions, reveal the uniqueness of insignificant things. In his insignificance Walser was among the sovereign.

•

Two of the pieces included in Girlfriends, Ghosts, and Other Stories have appeared in different translations in other selections of Walser’s prose: “The Nimble and the Lazy” (“Der Flinke und der Faule”) can be found in A Schoolboy’s Diary as “Swift and Sluggish” translated by Searls; “A Little Ramble,” which I’ve here revised from an earlier version of mine, first appeared in Selected Stories.

My Walser-related debts over the past five decades (and even the past year) are too numerous to list, but I would like to thank Paul Rosheim of Obscure Publications who brought out the limited-edition chapbook The Nimble and the Lazy (2000), which included earlier versions of nine of these texts, and the editors of The Baffler, Connecticut Review, Kestrel, and Witness, where some of these pieces appeared. I also want to thank Kate Deimling for reading my first version of the book; Tonja Adler for her numerous, essential suggestions; Nina Joanna Bergold for working with me closely on several texts that otherwise would have defeated me and for going over more than half of the book with me, line by line, alongside Walser’s German; Paula Flynn for her careful reading of this afterword; and my patient, generous co-translators, Annette Wiesner and Nicole Köngeter. Nicole also went over the majority of the translations for their fidelity to the original, though in the end all deviations there-from are due to my own decisions or deficiencies.

—TOM WHALEN
Stuttgart, May 2016
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