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Praise for Wolfgang Koeppen

“Germany’s greatest living writer.” —Günter Grass

    “There are rare writers who inform and enthrall, even terrify. The gifted German enigma Wolfgang Koeppen (1906–1990) is one such witness: candid and strange, allusive, unsettling. Time and again Koeppen stage-manages an unforgettable scene.” —Irish Times

“Scathingly beautiful — lyrically inescapable.” —Nadine Gordimer

    “It is hard to think of a German writer of his generation who has written more sensitively or more profoundly about the Holocaust and its effects than Wolfgang Koeppen.” —Ruth Franklin, The New Republic

    “A forgotten masterpiece: Michael Hofmann has illuminated a dark corner of recent European history.” —The Evening Standard 

    “In a many-toned language Koeppen not only depicts a cacophonous world but peoples it with individuals whose lives barely overlap. The result documents a uniquely German situation; it also, with its echoes of James Joyce and John Dos Passos, reconnects the German novel at a surprisingly early date to modernist fiction.” —The Independent

    ★ “Almost eerily contemporary in its concerns, and remarkable as a sidelong, searing appraisal of the legacy of the Nazi years, it is a recovered masterpiece.” —Publishers Weekly

    “The whorl of Koeppen’s fragments is always steeled by his precision and capacity for revelation, and each word in Hofmann’s translation feels fixed in place as though it were a mortared brick.” —TLS

“Those who haven’t read this novel cannot claim to know German litera­ture after 1945.” —Marcel Reich-Ranicki
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Il mal seme d’Adamo
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Introduction


Wolfgang Koeppen, the maestro dirigent of the post-Nazi German-language novel, was born in the cold old Prussian port of Greifswald in 1906, a bastard, as they used to be called, the out-of-wedlock son of a seamstress who moonlit as a theater prompter and an ophthalmologist father who dabbled in winter sports and competitive ballooning and refused most contact. Mother and son moved around a lot, from Koeppen’s grandmother’s house to the house of his mother’s stepsister. In 1912, the year Death in Venice (not Death in Rome) was published, the pair settled in Ortelsburg, Masuria, which is now the Polish city of Szczytno, where Koeppen attended Realschule. Mother and son fled west with the First World War, heading along the Baltic coast until returning to Greifswald, where Koeppen made efforts to resume his schooling before dropping out totally and working as a deliverer for a bookstore, a cook, a ship’s cook, an assembler in factories, a theater usher, a movie-theater usher, a projectionist, an ice maker and deliverer, and a tester of light bulbs. Each occupation, it might be argued, is a metaphor for “novelist”: delivering the books, preparing nourishment, etc. They certainly provided what in German industrial circles is called “material.”

In 1931, Koeppen washed up, or down, in Berlin, and began contributing articles to the liberal-left Berliner Börsen-Courier, which eventually put him on staff, a precarious position that ended when the paper was shuttered by the Nazis on the final day of 1933 — not an auspicious time to be launching a German-language literary career.

The man was an anachronism: born too early or too late. He’d come into his thirties during the Third Reich, and with a sensibility already matured through interwar modernism, the homegrown Döblin and Becher, the Austrians Broch and Musil, and the experience of having been among the very first readers of Proust, Faulkner, Woolf, and Joyce in German. To be sure, when his journalism stint came to a close and he turned his callused hand to fiction, he seems to have realized how desynchronized he was and set himself to writing two novels with then-approachable touches of socialist realism (not national socialist realism), akin to the working-class work of that fellow son of Greifswald, Hans Fallada: the love-lost account A Sad Affair (1934) and the bleak pastoral The Tottering Wall (1935).

At the same time as he started publishing, however, Koeppen tried to make a break with Germany and followed his Jewish publishers and many of his Jewish and left-liberal friends to Holland, which served as a temporary refuge for some who wound up leaving the continent altogether and for others who wound up being dragged off to Poland. Koeppen did, or suffered, neither. Instead, he — who reviled the Nazis — decided to leave the Hague and go back to the Reich, repatriating in 1938. It might be hard to understand this choice in retrospect, but I imagine in the moment it felt inevitable. Koeppen was no cosmopolitan. He was a monoglot, an obscure fatherless Eastern boy, holes in his pockets, holes in his shoes. He was never going to live in sunny California exile and be Thomas Mann or even Heinrich Mann.

Taken as a whole, Koeppen’s activities during the Second World War seem a canny exercise in self-sabotage that was also self-defense. The scripts he wrote and helped to write for UFA and Bavaria Filmkunst were almost never produced, but his employment got him cover. The propagandistic (or so it was described) novel he signed on to write never got finished, but the contract earned him a deferral from military service. An Allied bombing run in Berlin gave him the opportunity to essentially fake his own death and he spent the last years of the war underground, or at least hiding out in a ramshackle hotel near Munich, where he married the proprietor’s sister, Marion. Following the war, the couple eked out a living selling antiques (looted, stolen, abandoned), while Koeppen also drudged freelance as a ghostwriter, most notably on the memoirs of a German Jewish postage stamp dealer named Jakob Littner who’d been through the ghetto liquidations. Koeppen edited, revised, and some would say completely rewrote Littner’s manuscript in exchange for bimonthly care packages the man sent from his new life in New York. Hoarding tinned fish and canned ham, Koeppen also hoarded experience: there is the sense that his entire life up until the fall of the Reich was all a vast batteric accumulation of power, a rag-and-bone collecting of resources, from his jobbing and hustles, from theater and film, from the Nazis and Jew who employed him.

The great discharge of these energies came only in the 1950s, the decade of total division and partial denazification when Koeppen began writing fiction again — writing quickly to be read quickly, books that made speed their governing principle. It’s unclear to me — and it was probably unclear to Koeppen himself — what caused this abrupt fecundity: possibly a desire to novelize the novelties of a Germany that was suddenly West Germany, possibly the more quotidian fact that he met a publisher, Henry Goverts, who upon returning from exile was interested in Koeppen’s work. Whatever the reason — I’m not sure it’s useful to insist on a reason — the man was writing like his typewriter was on fire and in flaming succession produced three books that have been called a trilogy through proximity alone. With no incidents or characters connecting them, with no single style even linking them, they are a trilogy simply because they were written one after another — written as though enjambed — and represent the only fiction that Koeppen would publish postwar, though he continued to live for long silent nonfiction decades and died in the 1990s, just after Communism.

Pigeons in the Grass, with a title from Gertrude Stein, was published in summer 1951 and Ulysses-like follows dozens of characters but especially a Black American serviceman named Odysseus through a single day in spring 1948 in Munich. The Hothouse, published in fall 1953, follows a suicidal West German politician over the course of two days and two nights in spring 1953 in Bonn. And Death in Rome, published in fall 1954, takes the reader to a Nazi family reunion-cum-Roman holiday lasting three days in spring 1954.

It’s this family element that most clearly sets Death in Rome apart from the Mann classic referenced by the title and often lampooned within the text. Both books traffic in the German cathexis with Italy, the Teutonic concept of the Mediterranean cradle of the Imperium as the primal site of warm abandon, where pale and dutiful burghers can go to tan amid the ruins, spice up their bready palates, and fall in love or just lust as a supposedly acculturating stop on the Grand Tour. But that is where the similarities between these thanatoid fictions end, because while Mann focuses on a solitary genius reckoning with his decadence, Koeppen homes in on a busy klatch of already decayed relations, a dark-comically caricatured cohort of Nazi normies who’ve come to the balmy capital of post-Mussolini Italy to cut loose from throat cutting (and say a little prayer and make a little night music).

Gottlieb Judejahn is the patriarch: note the Jew in his name and wonder (as translator Michael Hofmann has pointed out) whether the jahn references Wahn, madness, or jäten, to weed out or extirpate. He’s an unrepentant former SS man whose résumé takes in pretty much every major German twentieth century travesty: the Freikorps, the Black Reichswehr, and so on. Sentenced to death in absentia at Nuremberg, he has somehow escaped to an Arab country — either Egypt or Jordan, it was never clear to me — where he works as a military consultant helping to plan the destruction of the state of Israel. His presence in Rome is both business and pleasure: between Baedeker tourism and catching up with family, he has a sit-down with some arms dealers to make a purchase. Judejahn and his wife Eva have a son, Adolf, who wears another uniform: he’s a trainee priest affiliated with the Vatican, seeking salvation from his father’s crimes in religion, but troubled by the Church’s relationship with the Reich. Judejahn’s brother-in-law is Friedrich Wilhelm Pfaffrath, a former front man for Nazi manufacturing since reformed into a Burgomaster and Bundesrepublik caudillo convinced he has enough clout to get Judejahn pardoned and readmitted into the country. Pfaffrath is married to Eva’s sister, Anna, and they have two sons: Dietrich, a careerist law student destined to become a version — and given that he should know better, an even more malicious version — of his father, and Siegfried, a serialist composer who gradually becomes what has to be considered the novel’s hero. He, like Mann’s von Aschenbach, is a homosexual and a pederast, a writer not of prose but of the so-called dodecaphonic music espoused by the Viennese school of Schoenberg, Webern, and Berg. His music, an ostensibly logical rational transposition of the world’s dissonance, provides the most superficial occasion for the reunion: a performance of his new symphony, which has won a prize. Though Siegfried professes to hate the piece, it is being performed at a concert under the baton of the conductor Kürenberg, whose Jewish wife Ilse becomes a target of Judejahn, Siegfried’s uncle …

Such is the cast that meets and parts, meets and parts, as the characters insinuate themselves like musical leitmotifs in and out of the Roman vias, confronting German-Roman history ancient (Alaric the Goth) and modern (fascism), in a mad allusive style that takes its cues from music: patternization, systemization, theme and variation.

Musicality is a neglected attribute of prose and when it’s evoked as a description, usually by the deafer critics, it’s used as a hazy dazey indicator of sentences that sound good: alliteration, assonance, some poetry-like balancing of the sonic surface. But Koeppen’s musicality goes deeper than that: it’s structural. The clause is the unit, which Koeppen deploys in canon and manipulates by the principles of fugue, creating sentences that sing in a complex orchestration of what’s essentially contrapuntal voices. That makes this book a masterpiece in German, but fiendishly difficult to translate, though I hope you’ll agree that Michael Hofmann has performed a near miracle, reinventing the colorations for English while preserving the formal architecture in all its modulations, as in the following passage:


and the two of them, two firm silhouettes, had stepped up to the window, the tall French window, and they looked down into the illuminated pit of the street below, and they looked across at other hotels like their own in many-storied stone buildings by the station, full of travelers, electrical signs flashed their temptations, and Rome was ready as ever to be conquered, and Kürenberg was thinking about Siegfried’s music, the flow of feeling he wanted to tighten and compress and cool for this city tomorrow, and Ilse stood beside him and looked at the roofs of automobiles creeping along the bottom of the street like an armored column of cockroaches, she saw the brief, harmless flash of lightning in the wires over the electric trolleybuses, she saw through the convention of pretending death didn’t exist, the unanimous agreement to deny terror, the ownership of the buildings she saw was set out in the land register, and even the Romans, well acquainted with ruin and the devastation of former splendor, believed in the everlastingness of this particular arrangement of stones on the old earth, she saw the mystery plays of trade, these also based on the delusions of eternity, inheritance and certainty, she saw the blooming and withering miracles of advertisements, whose colors had played on her own childhood too, quicksilver lights or dragon candles, and how simpleminded of her father it had been to put up a wall of books, music and art between her girlish life and the store, a false bastion, mild lamplight extinguished forever.



Here in this stretch I’ve picked almost but just almost at random is Koeppen/Hofmann at their best. Putting aside a comparison with the original, let’s stay in this English transcription where the two of them, the bassoons might say, two firm silhouettes, the flutes might add, step up to the window, the cellos declare, the tall French window, the violins correct, and they look down into the illuminated pit of the street below, like an orchestra’s pit, but here the orchestra is lit and center stage. The theme, or countertheme, of Roman history is introduced before the conductor himself enters to think about Siegfried’s music, rather to think about how he wants Siegfried’s music to sound, though just as his thoughts coalesce and focus, Ilse brassily steps out from the wings to pick up the Roman motif and run with it, straight into the wall of her bourgeois childhood. The virtuosity on display here is emblematic of Koeppen, whose technique bears beauty as an entr’acte between the world’s recurrent slaughters.

Joshua Cohen






Part One


Once upon a time, this city was a home to gods, now there’s only Raphael in the Pantheon, a demigod, a darling of Apollo’s, but the corpses that joined him later are a sorry bunch, a cardinal of dubious merit, a couple of monarchs and their purblind generals, high-flying civil servants, scholars that made it into the reference books, artists of academic distinction. Who gives a damn about them? The tour group stand in the ancient vaults, and gawk up at the light falling on them like rain through the only window, the circular opening in the cupola that was once covered with bronze tiles. Is it golden rain? Danaë succumbs to the approaches of Thomas Cook and the Italian Tourist Board; but without much enthusiasm. She won’t lift her skirts to receive the god into her. Perseus won’t be born. Medusa gets to keep her head and moves into a swish apartment. And what about great Jupiter? Is he here in our midst? Could he be the old fellow in the Amex office, or the rep for the German-European Travel Agency? Or has he been banished to the edge of town somewhere, is he in the asylum enduring the questions of nosy psychiatrists, or languishing in the state’s prisons? They’ve installed a she-wolf under the Capitol, a sick and depressed animal, not up to suckling Romulus and Remus. The faces of the tourists look pasty in the light of the Pantheon. Where is the baker that will knead them, where is the oven that will give them a bit of color?

Wrong, the music sounded wrong, it no longer moved him, it was almost unpleasant to him, like hearing your own voice for the first time, a recording coming out of a loudspeaker, and you think, well, so that’s me, that braying twit, that phony, that smoothie, and in particular it was the violins that were wrong, their sound was too lush; it wasn’t the unearthly wind in the trees, it wasn’t the child’s conversation with the daemon at nightfall, that wasn’t what fear of being sounded like, it wasn’t so measured, so well-tempered, it should be more tormenting, more passionate, old panic fear of the green trees, of the expanse of the sky, of the drifting clouds — that was what Siegfried had meant to sing, and he had totally and utterly failed, and so now he felt weak and timid, he felt like crying, but Kürenberg had been reassuring and praised the symphony. Siegfried admired Kürenberg, the way he ruled with his baton, the plenipotentiary of the notes; but still there were times when Siegfried felt violated by him. Then Siegfried would get angry with himself for not putting up any fight. He couldn’t; Kürenberg was so knowledgeable, and Siegfried was green and no match for him in musical theory. Kürenberg smoothed, accented, articulated Siegfried’s score, and Siegfried’s painful groping, his search for a sound, the memory of an Edenic garden before the dawn of mankind, an approximation to the truth of things, which was by definition unhuman — all that, under Kürenberg’s conducting hand, had become humanistic and enlightened, music for a cultured audience; but to Siegfried it sounded unfamiliar and disappointing, the feeling now tamed and striving for harmony, and Siegfried was worried, but then again the artist in him enjoyed the precision, the clarity of the instruments, the care with which the celebrated hundred-strong orchestra were playing his composition.

In the concert hall there were laurel trees growing in green-painted tubs, or perhaps it was oleander; anyway the same thing that grew in crematoria, and even in high summer looked somehow wintry. “Variations on Death and the Color of Oleander” had been the title of Siegfried’s first major composition, a septet that had remained unperformed. In the first draft he had had in mind his dead grandmother, the only member of his family to whom he had been at all close; perhaps because she had been such a strange and silent presence in the noisy and bustling house of his parents, forever echoing to the tramp of jackboots. And what a ghastly send-off they’d given her. His grandmother was the widow of a pastor, and had she been able to watch, she would have hated the technology and comfort, the hygiene and slickness, with which she had been turned to ashes, the deft and indifferent address, while the wreath, with the garish swastika ribbon that the SA Women’s Section had contributed, was certainly repugnant to her, even if she would never have spoken out against it. But then, in the second version of his septet, Siegfried had tried to express something more universal and more suspect, a secret opposition, suppressed, brittle, romantic scraps of feelings, and in its posture of resistance his composition resembled a rose-garlanded marble torso, the torso of a young warrior or a hermaphrodite in the blaze of single combat: it represented Siegfried’s rebellion against his surroundings, against the prisoner-of-war camp, against the barbed-wire fences, against his comrades with their boring conversations, against the war, for which he held his parents responsible, against his whole hellish and hellbent Fatherland. Siegfried wanted to pay them all back, and so, having read in an English newspaper that Kürenberg, who had been a rising conductor in Germany before the war, was now in Edinburgh, he had written to him, asking for some examples of twelve-tone music, a form of composition that was considered unacceptable in Siegfried’s youth, and which now attracted him for that very reason, because it was frowned upon by those in power, his hated teachers at the military academy, his feared Uncle Judejahn, the mighty man whose glowering image in the vile uniform had hung over his despised father’s desk, and Kürenberg had sent works by Schoenberg and Webern to Siegfried in his camp, and sent a friendly note to accompany them. The scores were in the old Universal edition, published in Vienna before Siegfried’s time and then banned after the Anschluss of Austria. The music represented a new world for Siegfried, it opened a gate for him, not just in the barbed-wire prisoner-of-war compound, but in something still more constricting. And afterward he refused to crawl back under the yoke as he called it, the war was lost, and he at least had been freed, and no longer deferred to the views of the family to have been born into which had always seemed ghastly to him.

The greenery in the concert hall looked dusty. It probably was laurel after all, the leaves had the look of dried herbs swimming in soup, moistened but still brittle and unsoftened by cooking. They depressed Siegfried, who didn’t want to be sad in Rome. The leaves reminded him of a succession of soups in his life: the Eintopf at the Party school that his father had sent him to on Uncle Judejahn’s recommendation, the field kitchens of the army, to which Siegfried had fled from school; the Party’s Junker school had had green bay trees too, and there were oak leaves in the barracks, proliferating on decorations and on tombstones, and there had always been a picture of that twitchy and repressed type, the Führer, with his Charlie Chaplin mustache, looking benevolently down on his herd of sacrificial lambs, the boys in uniform now ready for the slaughter. Here, among the laurel and oleander of the concert hall, in this chilly indoor grove, there was an old portrait of the master, Palestrina, looking far from benevolent, no, surveying the orchestra’s efforts sternly and reproachfully. The Council of Trent had accepted Palestrina’s music. The congress in Rome would reject Siegfried’s. That too depressed Siegfried, depressed him while still rehearsing, depressed him even though he’d come to Rome expecting to be rejected, telling himself he didn’t care.


There is a trench going round the Pantheon that was once the street that led from the Temple of All the Gods to the Baths of Agrippa; the Roman imperium collapsed, debris filled up the trench, archaeologists laid it bare again, masonry stumps rise up mossy and ruined, and sitting on top of them are the cats. There are cats all over Rome, they are the city’s oldest inhabitants, a proud race like the Orsinis and the Colonnas, they are really the last true Romans, but they have fallen on hard times. Imperial names they have! Othello, Caligula, Nero, Tiberius. Children swarm round them, calling to them, taunting them. The voices of the children are loud, shrill, voluble, so appealing to a foreign ear. They lie on their fronts on the wall that runs alongside the ditch. School ribbons transform the grimy faces into little Renoirs. The girls’ pinafores have ridden up, the boys wear tiny shorts, their legs look like those of statues under a patina of dust and sun. That’s the beauty of Italy. Suddenly laughter rings out. They’re laughing at an old woman. Compassion always has a pathetic aspect. The old woman hobbles along with a stick, bringing the cats something to eat. Something wrapped in a foul, sodden newspaper. Fish heads. On a blood-smeared newspaper photograph the American secretary of state and the Russian foreign minister are shaking hands. Myopic the pair of them. Their glasses blink. Thin lips compressed in a smile. The cats growl and hiss at each other. The old woman tosses the paper into the trench. Severed heads of sea creatures, dull eyes, discolored gills, opalescent scales, tumble among the yowling moggy mob. Carrion, a sharp whiff of excrement, secretions and sex, and the sweet smell of decay and purulence rise into the air, mixed with the exhaust fumes on the street, and the fresh, tempting aroma of coffee from the espresso bar on the corner of the Piazza della Rotonda. The cats fight over the leftovers. It’s a matter of life and death. Foolish creatures, why did they have to multiply! There are hundreds of them starving and homeless, randy, pregnant, cannibalistic; they are diseased and abandoned, and they have sunk about as far as cats can sink. One tom with a bullish skull, sulfur-yellow and bristle-haired, lords it over the weaker ones. He puts his paw down. He doles out. He takes for himself. His face bears the scars of past power struggles. He is missing part of an ear — a lost campaign. There is mange on his fur. The adoring children call him “Benito.”

I was sitting at a zinc table, on a zinc chair, so light the wind might have carried me off. I was happy, I was telling myself, because I was in Rome, on the pavement terrace of an espresso bar on the corner of the Piazza della Rotonda in Rome, and I was drinking a brandy. The brandy also was light and flighty, light metal, like distilled zinc. It was grappa, and I was drinking it because I’d read in Hemingway that that’s what you should drink in Italy. I wanted to be cheerful, but I didn’t feel cheerful. Something was gnawing me. Perhaps the awful mob of cats were gnawing me. No one likes seeing poverty, and a few pennies weren’t enough to absolve you here. I never know what to do. I avert my eye. A lot of people do, but it bothers me. Hemingway doesn’t seem to know the first thing about brandy. The grappa tasted moldy and synthetic. It tasted like German black-market brandy from the Reichsmark period. Once I got ten bottles of brandy like that in exchange for a Lenbach. The Lenbach was a sketch of Bismarck; I did the deal with a Puerto Rican in GI uniform. The brandy was distilled from fuel for the V2 rockets that were supposed to destroy London: you flew off in the air when you drank it, but that’s all right, the Lenbach was faked as well. Now we had the “economic miracle” in Germany, and good brandy. The Italians probably had decent brandy too, but they didn’t have an economic miracle. I surveyed the square. I saw the state being swindled. A young woman was selling American cigarettes from her dirty apron. I felt reminded of the cats. The woman was the human equivalent of those poor creatures, ragged and unkempt and covered with open sores. She was miserable and degraded; her kind too had multiplied too quickly, and they had been weakened by lust and hunger. Now she was hoping to get rich illegally. She was ready to worship the golden calf; but I wasn’t sure whether it would answer her prayers. I had a feeling this woman might be murdered. I could see her strangled body, whereas she probably saw herself as a proper businesswoman, a dignified signora, enthroned in a legitimate kiosk. On the piazza, the golden calf condescended to nuzzle the woman. She seemed to be well known in the area. Like a buoy she stood in the flow of traffic, and the deft little Fiats swam boldly up to her. How the brakes squealed! The drivers, handsome men with curled, with waved, with pomaded hair, with buffed and scented scalps if they were bald, passed money out through the windows of their cars, took their packets on board, and their little Fiats would chase off to the next port of call, the next fraudulent little transaction. A young Communist woman walked up. I could tell by the bright red kerchief over her blue anorak. A proud visage! I thought, Why are you so arrogant? You deny everything, you deny the old woman feeding the cats, you deny all compassion. A youth lurked in a doorway, greasy, as though dipped in oil. He was the cigarette seller’s boyfriend, her protégé or her protector; or maybe he was her boss, a serious businessman concerned about his volumes and his margins; whatever he was, I think he was the Devil with whom Fate had paired this woman. Every so often the two of them would meet on the piazza, as though by chance. She would slip him her takings, a bunch of dirty lira notes, and he would pass her fresh, shiny cellophane-wrapped packs. A carabiniere was standing there in his flashy uniform like his own monument, and was looking across at the Pantheon with a bored sneer. I thought, You and that little Communist would make a fine pair, you’d nationalize the cats, the compassionate old woman would die in a state nursing home, the fishheads would be taken into public ownership, and everything would be organized out of existence. But for the moment there was still disorder and happening. Newspaper sellers cried their wares with hoarse, pleading shouts. They’ve always had my admiration. They are the rhapsodists and panegyrists of crimes, of accidents, of scandals and national commotions. The European bastion in Indochina was about to fall. In those days, war and peace hung in the balance, only we didn’t know. We didn’t hear about the cataclysm that threatened us until much later, in newspapers that hadn’t yet been printed. Whoever could, ate well. We sipped our coffee and our brandy; we worked hard to earn money, and if the circumstances were favorable, we slept with one another. Rome is a wonderful city for men. I was interested in music, and it looked as though a lot of other people in Rome were as well. They had come from many countries to attend the congress in the ancient capital. Asia? Asia was far off. Asia was ten hours’ flight, and it was as big and remote as Hokusai’s wave. The wave was coming. It lapped at the shores of Ostia, where a girl’s body had been found washed up. The poor corpse went around Rome like a ghost, and her pallid image terrified cabinet ministers; but they managed, as usual, to save their skins. The wave was approaching the cliffs at Antibes. “Bonsoir, Monsieur Aga Khan!” Dare I say that it’s not my concern? I have no bank accounts, no money, no jewels, I weigh as nothing in the balance; I am free, I have no strings of race horses and no starlets to protect. My name is Siegfried Pfaffrath. An absurd name, I know. But then again, no more absurd than many others. Why do I despise it so? I never chose it. I like to talk shamelessly, but then I feel ashamed: I behave rudely, and I long to be able to show respect. I’m a composer of serious music. My profession matches my name for absurdity. Siegfried Pfaffrath, it says on concert phonies. Why don’t I use a pseudonym? I have no idea. Is it the hated name clinging to me, or do I cling to it? Will my family not let go of me? And yet I believe that everything that’s done, thought, dreamed or ruined, everything in the universe, even invisible and impalpable things, concern me and reach out to me.


A large automobile, gleaming black, noiseless engine, a lacquered coffin, the windows mirroring and impenetrable, had driven up to the Pantheon. It looked like a diplomatic conveyance — maybe the ambassador from Pluto was nestling on the plump upholstery, or a delegate from Hell — and Siegfried, drinking his brandy on the piazza and dreaming, aware of some activity but nothing out of the ordinary, looked at the license plate and had an impression of Arab script. Who was it just drawing up, a prince from the Arabian Nights, an exiled king? A dusky-faced chauffeur in military livery leapt from his seat, tore open the passenger door, and stayed in bustling close attendance on a man in a well-fitting gray suit. The suit was English flannel, and it was the work of an expensive tailor, but on the squat body of the man — thick neck, broad shoulders, high ribcage, round elastic belly like a medicine ball, stocky thighs — the suit took on a rustic, Alpine aspect. The man had cropped bristly iron-gray hair, and he wore large dark glasses that were everything other than rustic, that suggested secrecy, cunning, foreign travel, diplomatic corps, or wanted by Interpol. Was this Odysseus, on a visit to the gods? No, it was not Odysseus, not the wily king of Ithaca; this man was a butcher. He came from the Underworld, carrion smells wafted round him, he himself was Death, a brutal, mean, crude, and unquestioning Death. Siegfried hadn’t seen his Uncle Judejahn, who had terrorized him as a child, for thirteen years. Many times Siegfried had been punished for hiding from his uncle, and the boy had come to see his Uncle Gottlieb as the embodiment of everything he most feared and hated, the personification of duress, marching, the war. Even now he sometimes imagined he could hear the scolding, forever angry voice of the man with the bull neck, but he only dimly remembered the innumerable images of the mighty and universally feared tribune — on hoardings, on classroom walls, or as a paralyzing shade on cinema screens that showed the man in ostentatiously plain Party uniform and unpolished boots, with his head thrust avidly forward. Thus, Siegfried, since escaped into freedom, drinking grappa à la Hemingway, thinking about this square in Rome and about the music which was his personal adventure, failed to recognize Gottlieb Judejahn, it never even crossed his mind that this monster had come back from the dead and surfaced in Rome. Siegfried only observed casually, and with an involuntary shudder, a corpulent, presumably wealthy foreigner, someone of consequence and unpleasant, luring the cat Benito to him, grabbing him by the scruff, and taking him off — amid the shouts and cries of the children — to his magnificent car. The chauffeur stiffened to attention like a tin soldier, and shut the door respectfully after Judejahn and Benito. The large black automobile glided silently out of the square, and in the afternoon sun Siegfried caught a glimpse of Arab script on the license plate, until abruptly a cloud passed in front of the sun, and the car vanished in a puff of haze and dust.


Asked along to the rehearsal by Kürenberg her husband, Ilse had been sitting, unnoticed by Siegfried, in the back row of the concert hall (which was darkened except for the lights over the orchestra pit) next to one of the green potted trees, listening to the symphony. She didn’t like it. What she heard were discordant, inharmonious, mutually antagonistic sounds, a vague searching, a half-hearted experiment in which many paths were taken and none followed to its end, in which no idea asserted itself, where from the outset everything was brittle, full of doubt, doomed to despair. It seemed to Ilse that the person who had written these notes didn’t know what he wanted. Did he despair because he was lost or was he lost because whichever way he went, he spread the black night of his depression, and made it impassable for himself? Kürenberg had talked a lot about Siegfried, but Ilse had yet to meet him. Up until now, she had been merely indifferent. But now Siegfried’s music disturbed her, and she didn’t want to be disturbed. There was something in it, some tone that made her sad. But life had taught her that sorrow and pain were best avoided. She didn’t want to suffer. Not anymore. She had suffered long enough. She gave beggars unusually large sums, without asking what had forced them to beg. Kürenberg could have conducted elsewhere in the world for more money, in Sydney or New York; and Ilse hadn’t advised him against putting on Siegfried’s symphony for the congress in Rome, but now she was sorry that he was taking trouble over something inchoate and hopeless, an expression of naked and unworthy despair.

When the rehearsal was over, the Kürenbergs went out to eat. They liked to eat; they ate often, plentifully and well. Happily it didn’t show. They did well on their good and abundant food; both were solid, not fat, well-nourished and sleek like healthy animals. As Ilse didn’t say anything, Kürenberg knew that she’d disliked the symphony. It’s difficult to argue with a silent opponent, and before long Kürenberg was hailing Siegfried as the most gifted composer of his generation. He had invited him back for that evening. Now he wasn’t sure how Ilse would respond. He mentioned it in passing, and Ilse said, “You asked him to our hotel?” “Yes,” said Kürenberg. Then Ilse knew that Kürenberg, who was a passionate cook, even on the road, and they were always on the road, was going to cook for him, and that was proof that he genuinely did admire Siegfried and was courting him, and once more she was silent. But why shouldn’t she join him in inviting Siegfried? She didn’t like to be left out. Nor did she want to quarrel with Kürenberg. They hardly ever quarreled. Their union was harmonious, they had been all over the world together, often traveling in grim and dangerous circumstances, without friction. Very well, Siegfried could visit them in their hotel, and they would give him dinner, that was fine by her. Kürenberg assured her Siegfried was a pleasant man, and perhaps he was; but his music, unless it were to change — and Ilse refused to believe that it could change, because these notes, however incoherent and disagreeable to her, were in their way a true reflection of a particular human destiny, and that made them unalterable — his music, however nice Siegfried might be, she would never get on with.
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