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         More praise for The Radetzky March:

         
             

         

         ‘Roth’s masterpiece is one of the greatest novels written in the last century, even though, at least in the English speaking world, it is also still one of the least-known of those that may unequivocally be called great. This should now change … There is a magnificent unity to this novel. It all holds together. You feel Roth knows everything there is to be known about his characters, their circumstances and their destiny: that, in writing he holds the whole unfolding steadily in his mind. This is extraordinary in itself … magnificent … exhilarating, life-enhancing to read. That is the magic of art and The Radetzky March is a great work of art. Buy it, read it, and then read it again. You will be well rewarded’ Allan Massie, Scotsman

         
             

         

         ‘A heartfelt evocation of an Empire in which he discerned virtues that outweighed all the burdens of a mindless officialdom. Roth’s masterpiece is of such enormous relevance to our times that we must be grateful that it has found, in Michael Hofmann, a translator who does justice to its understated grief ’ Roger Scruton, The Times

         
             

         

         ‘Roth can evoke an unknown place and time with an exactness of sensory detail that is particularly alive to sounds and to changing light. His sharp but sympathetic wit is present throughout, and scene after scene is brightened by unexpected, comic detail … a masterpiece’ Economist

         
             

         

         ‘One of the great traditional novelists of the last century … likened in quality to Thomas Mann, yet inexplicably overlooked. Writing with poetic attention to landscape and characters, with descriptions so haunting they catch the throat, Roth fuses his love of his country and an irrepressible humour with raw anger at the impotence of humans to change their circumstances. Fiction of the highest, and most heartfelt order … Roth’s is a voice to heed – even better, to relish’ Rosemary Goring, Herald (Glasgow)

         
             

         

         ‘Wonderful … a fresh and lively translation of a twentieth-century masterpiece’ Paul Bailey, Telegraph

         
             

         

         ‘Remarkable … it stands with Robert Musil’s The Man Without Qualities as a classic analysis of Austria-Hungary in all its vast scope’ Julius Purcell, Spectator
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            TRANSLATOR’S INTRODUCTION

         

         The Radetzky March has a prominence in the work of the Austrian novelist Joseph Roth that is magnificent and entirely merited, and yet still troubling. Like any great book, it distorts its author. The novel is taken, almost reflexively, as tantamount or equivalent to Roth. In a game of literary consequences, if A. says Joseph Roth, B. says The Radetzky March. Most people who have read Roth have read it, and most who have read it have stopped there. I spoke out of exasperation, but I think truthfully, when I remarked that the consensus on Roth is that he is ‘a one-book author with fourteen or however many titles to his name’. It can seem a lot to ask, but one should remember that The Radetzky March has a crown around it.

         Roth came to write The Radetzky March in the autumn of 1930. After a string of restless, contemporary, occasionally satirical books (Zeitromane) that led ultimately to his brief commitment to documentary fiction – Neue Sachlichkeit – in Flight Without End (subtitled A Report) in 1927 and Right and Left in 1929, he found himself dissatisfied, and in a sort of literary cul-de-sac. Indicative of this is the fact that one more book of this sort, Perlefter: The Story of a Bourgeois, remained a fragment, as did the remarkable Strawberries (included in The Collected Shorter Fiction). Roth ended up by breaking with the  present, and with the politics and perspectives of the entre deux guerres period, and taking up the past in Job: The Story of a Simple Man, published in 1930. Set in the 1890s in Russia – crossing the physical border always seems to confer anteriority in Roth, as witness also the novella The Leviathan – written in short, highly coloured, descriptive sentences, and told in an almost naïve, fabulist manner, this book was Roth’s first great success in Germany and abroad. (An American translation promptly appeared, by Dorothy Thompson; and Marlene Dietrich always claimed it as her favourite novel. When it came to be filmed, admittedly, in the late 1930s, Hollywood would not permit the figures and setting to remain Jewish, but made them Catholic; ‘Mendel Singer Gets Baptised’ was the – not unreasonably – waspish title of a review that appeared in Jerusalem.) It says everything about Roth – and about the necessity of reading all of him – that this ‘most Jewish’ of his books was followed by his ‘most Austrian’; his shortest and simplest sentences by his most elaborate; one of his most spoken books by one of his most written.

         How he did it is a mystery – as much as how he wrote the charmingly effervescent and optimistic Legend of the Holy Drinker in his last months, or, indeed, how he managed, over the last fifteen years of his life, to combine a novelist’s oeuvre with a journalist’s calling and habits. The Radetzky March was in many ways a favoured book: his new publisher Kiepenheuer (no doubt happy and relieved after the success of Job) paid him a monthly stipend; for the one and only time he did a little research (not that there is any necessary correlation between research and end product in fiction); he took the best part of two years to write it (again, there is no correlation between time taken and quality); and he tried hard to free himself from other deadlines and obligations. On the other hand, the distractions and adverse circumstances were, as was always the case with Roth, formidable. The list of places where Roth lived in the period in which he was working on The Radetzky March includes, but is probably not limited to, the following (in his correspondence, there are letters headed from all of them): Frankfurt, Goslar, Leipzig,  Berlin, Cologne (Germany), Paris, Marseilles, Antibes (France), Badenweiler, Baden-Baden (Germany) and Rapperswil (Switzerland). (For a time, curiously, the two great epics about the end of the Dual Monarchy, The Radetzky March and Robert Musil’s The Man Without Qualities, were being written in two Berlin cafés perhaps a couple of hundred yards apart; the respective authors did not like one another.) Then, after years of dread and treatment – wonder rabbis, analysis, shock treatment – Friedl, his wife, was diagnosed as a schizophrenic, and caring for her became a source of constant expense and unimaginable anguish; finally she was committed to the Steinhof asylum outside Vienna (where the Nazis later murdered her in the interest of eugenics). Her condition and fate are reflected in those of Deborah in Job and Chojnicki in The Radetzky March. These were the years, incidentally, in which Roth became a confirmed alcoholic.

         Roth, as I say, at least tried to steer clear of competing or distracting work. His letters show that he was very aware of what was riding on his ‘altösterreichischer Roman’, his novel of old Austria – elsewhere he can be rather casual, almost bored-sounding about his books; when he does refer to one, often it’s not even clear which one he means, as though it were unprofessional to ponder such things overmuch – but his awareness often comes with an agonizing dread and sense of failure. On 22 August 1930, he writes: ‘I am old and tired, and writing is a huge effort’; on 20 November 1930: ‘How I wish I could be working on my book about old Austria!’; on 6 February 1931: ‘I have to write a new novel, and with a completely skewed head, God knows if I’ll succeed. With all my debts, I’ve had to give up writing for the paper, which means a loss of earnings, but what else can I do, I can’t tear myself in half ’; on 20 March 1932: ‘I have been chronically ill and unhappy, and working desperately on The Radetzky March. The material is too much for me, I am too feeble to be able to shape it’; on a ‘Sunday’ in 1932: ‘I have tried to take refuge in the pre-war era, but it’s appallingly difficult to write it the way I feel it. I fear, I fear, I’m botching it’; and on ‘Wednesday’: ‘I am working inhumanly, it’s monstrous, I have an  incredible fear that the novel will turn out INADEQUATE. I have a sense of what’s good, but whether God will give me the strength to make it good, that seems highly debatable to me.’

         It seems, in fact, truer to say that the conditions, both internal and external, under which The Radetzky March was composed were awful, and Roth’s ability to keep them out, or to mute their entry into his manuscript, was nothing less than heroic. He, who once submitted a novel with the order to himself, ‘Must complete novel in three days,’ accidentally included among the pages – which promptly secured its rejection – still and always worked in that fashion. The Radetzky March stretched as he wrote it. Originally, we know, it was conceived as running from 1890 to 1914; it moved both forwards, beyond the end of World War One, and back, to the battle of Solferino, in 1859: what has been called ‘his first successful multigenerational novel’ was actually substantially improvised. The personal appearance in it of the Emperor Franz Joseph was similarly determined at a fairly late stage. Newspaper serialization of the book in the Frankfurter Zeitung was well under way at a time when Roth still didn’t know how – in either sense – he was going to finish it. He was pursued by creditors, bills, journalistic work, the publishers of a coffee table-type book on the Orient Express which he hadn’t written but for which he had accepted payment, love affairs, a painful and troublesome eye disease (some of Dr Demant’s erratic vision is perhaps informed by this). He was so haunted by Friedl’s condition that he was unable to go to Vienna, even as he wrote pages of luminous and plausible description of its imperial ceremonial and protocol. Nor, unlike, say, Thomas Mann, was he able to blind himself to contemporary political developments: ‘Europe,’ he wrote in 1930, ‘is committing suicide, and what has caused the peculiarly extended agony of this suicide is the fact that it is a corpse that is killing itself.’ At the same time, what he was able to set down survives as infinitely more than a record of the combination of a hypertrophic sense of duty, and a protracted absence in the ostrich position, as seems to me the case with Mann’s Joseph tetralogy.

         
            *

         

          Joseph Brodsky wondered – archly, provocatively – ‘why/we need the twentieth century when we already/have the nineteenth’. It is a question that Joseph Roth would have relished and put as well. Most of the great literary works of the twentieth century celebrate the triumph of style over matter. Even where matter is present, trivially or abundantly or often both at once (Joyce, Broch, Svevo), it is ironized into an adjunct of style (the pages on the weather at the beginning of The Man Without Qualities). The aim of the enterprise was to freight and ultimately to sink the novel: to produce more and more about less and less. Consciousness, especially selfconsciousness, ballooned, the less there was to be conscious about – in Proust, in Faulkner, in Woolf. Joseph Roth is a spectacular exception to both these (related) tendencies. Big things happen in his books. Not even by synecdoche or symbolism or multum in parvo, but blatant and undeniable big things, at the most attended and lit by detail. Roth’s novels and stories always depict the great turnings of a life: love, loss, honour, career, betrayal, frustration, death. What in Musil is Zeno-ishly kept at arm’s length – that calamitous August 1914 that is postponed over fifteen hundred pages in splintering subdivisions and intrigues and ramifications – Roth impatiently pulls down in his reckless appetite for disaster: the salted dramatic irony he begins to crush over Part Two of his novel, once the action has reached the border garrison town of B.: ‘And none of the Tsar’s officers, and none of the officers of His Apostolic Majesty knew then that over the glass bumpers from which they drank, Death had already crossed his bony invisible hands.’ And, correspondingly, consciousness and self-consciousness are both at an absolute premium in his work, and where they do occur, do so as mere tragic ornaments, confined to characters – Chojnicki is one of them – who, Cassandra-like, have and are nothing else. In Roth, nothing comes between the human and the abyss where he is headed. (It is, at least in part, the scriptural note on the inadequacy of ‘taking thought’.) In Roth’s world, the idea of consciousness is, if not trivial, then at least unavailing, against the big and old-fashioned ideas of a relentless, mechanical fate, of  human folly, of evil, even – though not in The Radetzky March – of the Devil.

         This boldness is a principal source of Roth’s appeal. His stories have an élan and a rush to them that, as far as the twentieth century is concerned, seem like a memory, unexpected and disreputable. The word drastic – to do with drama and action, from the Greek word dran, to do – suggests itself as one of the aptest descriptions of these for the most part short, headlong books that seem always to accomplish so much. Verifiable, freestanding character, like consciousness, is in short supply (though the books are never embarrassed by their ‘solo’ or soliloquizing scenes). Like Chekhov, Roth took his beginnings in sketches, humoresques, satire, and, like Chekhov, he never seems to have abandoned his belief that the human character is basically flat. Trotta in The Radetzky March, Tunda in Flight Without End, Taittinger in The String of Pearls, are basically all one and the same: dutiful, helpless, out of their depth. The view propounded in his books that though the world and our lives are complicated, we are simple, seems to me to have much to be said for it. Roth seems to have applied the tragic maxim of character in action. This takes him, actually, into the unlikely company of ‘progressives’ like Brecht and his anti-psychological ‘epic theatre’ and Kafka, with his K-ciphers. But then, it has always seemed to me the gravest error to condescend to Roth, or to mistake his simplicity for lack of sophistication.

         
             

         

         What sets The Radetzky March apart from almost all the rest of Roth’s production – though from the very beginning, and throughout his career, he had a way of writing ‘big scenes’ – is how it seems to have been done in oils. Elsewhere, there is something rapid, sketched, sometimes caricatural, at any rate linear, about his novels. Here, the scenes follow one another like broad discs overhanging one another, like the records cued on an old-fashioned gramophone: Sunday lunch, the visit to Frau Slama’s, passing out and the trip to Vienna, the encounter with Moser, and so on. What one remembers of the book between readings are its expressive outdoor  and indoor pageants, the scenes like floats in a parade. It is no accident that the two dominant and recurring pictures within the book are themselves like this: Moser’s tachiste painting of the hero of Solferino, and the Radetzky March itself (Strauss’s composition, beautifully described by Roth elsewhere as ‘the Marseillaise of conservatism’), so lovingly orchestrated in silver and gold. Both are complex, evolving symbols, repositories of stored value. Their thickness of texture, and their many voices and views accord with the quality of this novel, which offers more time, more space, more amplitude and more coherent thematic organization (‘the Spartans among the Austrians’; ‘the grandsons’) than any of Roth’s others.

         At the same time, The Radetzky March is no roman-fleuve or Victorian triple-decker. It has Roth’s characteristic zip, his expressionist abruptness, his discontinuities, his fits and starts; ‘hurtig’ – ‘hasty’ – is one of his favourite words. Sights and sounds, colours especially, and music are intensely and vividly there. At many moments, the book has the hallucinatory intensity – aptly enough, considering its mission of describing a vanished civilization – of shapes seen in a fire. Totemic things – boots, sword tassels, glasses of schnapps, physiognomies, shadows, frost, mud, birdsong, curfew and lights-out, coat collars, doorknobs, papyrossa stubs, roulette balls, fountains of cards – seem to be picked out of a surrounding darkness and silence with a blinkered, ghostly, almost claustrophobic acuity: ‘He stood in the corridor, full of muddled notions, watching through the black window the endless succession of evanescent fiery serpents spun from the flying sparks of the locomotive, the dense blackness of the forests and the placid stars that studded the arc of the heavens.’ The momentary intensity of clocks ticking and bells striking, of footfall, of brief, cropped collocations of colours, of liquids flowing, pervades and repeatedly unsettles what otherwise might appear to be a rather stately novel.

         In fact, in the middle of the seemingly intact ‘heile Welt’ of the Dual Monarchy, there is a whole drama of destabilization going on. Time and space are handled with great flexibility. Four o’clock at the gendarmerie post may mean utterly different things. Carl Joseph  comes into a watch, but prefers to wait for clocks to strike the quarter-hours. The District Commissioner confuses Sundays with weekdays. He falls asleep in his chair, only to ‘come round with a start a few minutes later, and feel as though he had been asleep for an eternity’. Valli spends her life and her beauty moving the years as if they were mirrors. The dying Jacques muddles the months. The Emperor – as if Shakespeare had done a Tithonus – wallows in both time and space in a kind of bleary perspicacity: ‘He wasn’t quite sure how old he was, but when the others were around him, he felt he must be very old. Sometimes he had the feeling that he was drifting away from them, and from the whole world, as though they were all shrinking the longer he looked at them.’ The stars are near, far, comforting, not. Vienna is an extension of the court. In the District Commissioner’s political imagination, the Dual Monarchy is something as simple and assertive as merely an enlarged version of the Hofburg, with the appropriate wings and extensions; although by the end, ‘Austria’ is something that still happens once a week, on Sundays. Money is just as bewildering, alcohol, luck, women – ‘He felt the rapid alternation of smooth coolness and smooth heat on her skin, those abrupt climatological changes that are among the magical manifestations of love. (Within a single hour, they are capable of piling the characteristics of all four seasons on a single shoulder. They do indeed suspend the laws of time.)’ In the moment of catastrophe, at the regiment’s centenary celebrations that are incontinently held after only ninety-nine years, in the Shakespearean (again) storm scene when nature is piled on top of history, ‘It was only a second or two, but between the lightning and the thunder, a whole eternity seemed to fit.’ (Incidentally, ironically, how congruent to Musil this is; only in The Man Without Qualities it is the moment before the catastrophe that is capable of indefinite extension and accommodation, in Roth it is the catastrophe itself.) Space is subject to the same vagaries. Slama’s house seems shrunk by the rain. Jacques’s curtains hang like aprons in his window. In one of Carl Joseph’s crises, his fits of vertiginous inadequacy that stand in for understanding, on his own in Vienna, facing the impending loss of his beloved, he reels and whirls  through a crisis like that of geocentric, Ptolemaic astronomy: ‘The South was a foreign land somewhere! And lo: there were other countries which were not subject to Emperor Joseph the First, which had armies of their own, with many thousands of their own lieutenants in greater or lesser barracks. In these other countries, the name of the hero of Solferino was without significance. They had their own monarchs. […] it was just as bewildering as it might be for us to consider that the earth is only one of millions upon millions of heavenly bodies, that there are innumerable other suns in our galaxy, and that each of these suns has its own planets, and that we are therefore relegated to being a very obscure thing indeed, not to say: an insignificant speck of dust!’

         This amplification, as I think of it, is one of the hallmarks of The Radetzky March. Working in from this outer ring of significance (the significance of one’s own insignificance), one may note how much of Austria-Hungary is covered in the book, with Slovenian Sipolje, Moravian W., Galician B. (based on Roth’s birthplace of Brody) and the imperial capital all used as settings, as well as references to Laxenburg, Steinhof, Bad Ischl, and the military academy at Mährisch-Weisskirchen (which the young Rilke attended, and Musil); and also how the different seasons and weathers and times of day and night all play memorable roles. It is truly a work of orchestral magnificence and even-handedness. Within that again, one may note how many of the varieties of earthly felicity are contained in it, and how many of the modes of destruction – and how very often they are the same thing: love and friendship, service to king and country, the pleasures of the table, drink and gambling. The one thing almost wholly absent (striking in a work that takes in three generations – but this one is patrilineal; it is in the late, curt sequel, The Emperor’s Tomb, that a mother–son relationship and marriage are treated) is family, evident really only in truncated or cautionary form, in Demant’s history, in the aspirations and worries of Knopfmacher, in the Nechwals and the Stranskys, in the reassuringly banal Captain Lorenz, with his three identical-looking children, and his slovenly penchant for playing pool in his vest. One might equally approach  the book by an analysis of its myriad forms of light and colour, by the distribution of fog and clarity, by its many, many images of doubleness and splitting – surely all of them veiled allusions to the Dual Monarchy and the Habsburg double eagle – the whiskers of Franz Joseph and the District Commissioner, the ‘two brushes’ on the head of Slama, the would-be Commercial Councillor Knopfmacher (‘His face seemed about to split in two halves. It was only the grey goatee beard that held it together.’), the eagle and the ‘fraternal’ vultures, even Chojnicki’s sliced loaf that has the appearance of wholeness.

         So much of the story is told in such imagery, or in its dramatic, even melodramatic events – battles, woundings, ennoblings, seductions, duels, postings, riots, amours, bankruptcy, espionage, blackmail, withdrawal, war – a systematic, almost a chemical barrage of tests, that there is little scope for ‘character’. And indeed, most of the distinction, the authority, the identity of the people in the book is ‘positional’ not ‘personal’, to use the valuable terms of the anthropologist Mary Douglas. Who truly finds in themselves the freedom to act, to move even fractionally from where they are put? Not any of the Trottas, following old codes and mistaken paternal dispositions. Not any of their warm or wise friends, Chojnicki or Skovronnek or Demant. Certainly none of the officers or the women. Perhaps, ironically, only the ancient Emperor, in the baggy licence afforded him by his vast age and importance and under-ratedness, and then only at odd, stolen moments; and his twin and fellow-underpinning, old Jacques. The people in the book are mostly not even referred to by name, but by designation, rank or occupation. (It is interesting, too, how often Roth has recourse to the German impersonal construction, ‘man’, ostensibly the equivalent of the – far more sheepish and less useful – English ‘one’, but for which I have variously offered the first person, the second person and the third, in an effort to get across this ectoplasmic fluidity of identity.) They put on clothes to fight, to work, to love, to mourn, to be themselves or forget themselves or deceive themselves, to die and to be dead in. The Radetzky March is, in a terribly literal sense, ‘costume drama’.

          It is here that Roth’s flat, passive conception of character really triumphs. His men – not even hollow men, but flat men, cardboard models, clothes-horses – are the perfect servants of, ultimately, a hollow empire; able to swell a throng or progress, to look good on parade – effectively, their last hurrah – but not to fight a war. Their separateness, their anonymity, their irrelation is perfect for the future of separate, anonymous, irrelated and irrelevant little statelets into which they will ignorantly or viciously disappear. (The German rump of Austria, post-Versailles, is something at which Roth despaired, and which, notwithstanding his protestation that he ‘loved’ what remained of his Fatherland ‘like a relic’, and his subsequent, superstitious devotion to the Habsburgs in exile, he despised, that country of ‘Alpentrottel’, ‘Alpine cretins’.) The Radetzky March, this book that begins with the sun breaking through mist over a battlefield and that ends with the rain pattering gently and indefatigably on the window panes of a café where a bereaved survivor smiles and plays chess – the game of kings, the simulacrum of a battlefield – with himself is an account of a formidable collapse, a deadly loss of scale and illusion.

         The popularity of The Radetzky March has sometimes been noted with some surprise by critics: it is actually a far bleaker, more unconsoling book than it is taken for, by no means the revanchist or reinstating celebration of a gone order, more the anatomy of a dismantlement. Even Otto Habsburg, who read it, wasn’t comforted by it, and, as for Roth himself, while the description of the undeceived Chojnicki may have been self-portraiture, one of the many versions of his paternity that he put into circulation was that his father was a drunken painter. His own ‘family’ traditions and his personal destiny were mapped out for him by ‘Professor’ Moser.

         
             

         

         Roth was kept alive, first by writers – in the most literal sense by his patron Stefan Zweig (with whom he had a fascinatingly unequal and volatile relationship), and by other friends like the Polish novelist Josef Wittlin (who translated The Radetzky March and other novels of Roth’s) and Soma Morgenstern; it was no accident that his  final collapse was precipitated by the news that another writer friend, Ernst Toller, had hanged himself in New York. Then, after his death, and after the war – actually rather longer after the war than one would like to think – he was figuratively brought back to life – his reputation retrieved – by another novelist, his friend and editor Hermann Kesten, who brought out first a three-volume edition of his novels in 1956 (reviewed by the young Heinrich Böll), then a selection of his letters in 1970, and of the stories in 1973. But for Kesten, we might well have had no Roth. After the writers, it was the turn of the readers. Roth was first recommended to me in 1980 by – it seems possibly symptomatic – a German mathematics student. I first read him in a one-volume compendium of scenes from the books that was all that the Cambridge University German department had of him. (A barbarously unsympathetic context, from which, in fact, Roth emerged quite brilliantly.) Always in academe there was an undercurrent of feeling that Roth was not worthy, somehow sub-literary; when, for instance, some of his manuscripts were offered to Harvard, admittedly quite some time ago, they were turned down on those grounds. The story of his continued publication or renewed publication in the USA and Britain, in the 1980s by Peter Mayer and Jeremy Lewis, and in the 1990s by Robert Weil and Neil Belton, and his reception by Nadine Gordimer, Mavis Gallant, Gabriel Josipovici, James Wood, and very many others, is again attributable to the discernment of these figures as readers. In the generally apathetic, complacent and mistrustful English-speaking world, he is one of very few foreign writers – Lampedusa, Pessoa, Bernhard, Hrabal come to mind – whose books travel by word of mouth among readers, to achieve the stony, predetermined and all too often unloved category of ‘classic’ – but as living figures.

         
             

         

         Michael Hofmann

London, June 2002
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         The Trottas were not an old family. Their founder had been ennobled following the battle of Solferino. He was a Slovene. The name of his village – Sipolje – was taken into his title. Fate had singled him out for a particular deed. He subsequently did everything he could to return himself to obscurity. He was an infantry Lieutenant and the commander of a platoon at the battle of Solferino. The battle had been in progress for half an hour or so. Three paces in front of him, he saw the white-clad backs of his men. Their front line was down on one knee, their second stood. They were all in good heart and confident of victory. They had had a good meal, and drunk brandy in honour and at the expense of the Emperor, who had been present on the field of battle since yesterday. Occasionally, a man would fall and leave a gap in the ranks. Trotta would leap into the gap, and fire off the widowed gun of the dead or injured man. Now he closed up the ranks, now he stretched them out again, looking in every direction with hundredfold sharpened eye, listening in every direction with preternaturally acute ear. Amidst the rattling of gunfire, his alert hearing could pick up every occasional, shouted command from his captain, his sharp eye penetrate the grey-blue haze in front of the enemy lines. He never shot without aiming, and his aim was  always sure. His men felt his hand and his eye, heard his call and felt secure.

         A lull came in the fighting. All down the length of the line came the order: ‘Hold your fire!’ Here and there came the rattle of a ramrod, or the bang of a tardy, isolated shot. The grey-blue haze between the fronts lifted and the army felt the full noonday heat of a silvery, occluded, stormy sun. Suddenly the Emperor appeared, between the Lieutenant and the front line, with a couple of staff officers. He was in the process of raising a field-glass handed to him by one of his escort, to his eye. Trotta knew what that meant. Even if one assumed that the main body of the enemy forces was busy regrouping, their rearguard was certainly facing the Austrians, and whoever raised a field-glass showed himself a target worthy of a marksman. And no less a one than the youthful Emperor at that. Trotta’s heart was in his mouth. Fear of the unimaginable, the boundless catastrophe that would destroy himself, the regiment, the army, the state, the whole world, sent a burning chill through his body. His knees shook. And the ingrained resentment of the lower-ranking officer against the gentlemen of the general staff, who had no idea of the bitter realities of warfare, drove the Lieutenant to the action that wrote his name indelibly in the history of his regiment. With both hands he reached for the monarch’s shoulders to pull him down. The Lieutenant probably used a little too much force. The Emperor fell over immediately. His escorts threw themselves at him as he fell. In that instant, a bullet pierced the left shoulder of the Lieutenant, the bullet that had been destined for the heart of the Emperor. As the Emperor got to his feet, the Lieutenant collapsed. All along the front, a confused and irregular fire awoke from rifles abruptly torn from their slumbers. The Emperor, enjoined by his anxious escort to leave this place of danger, still insisted on bending down over the Lieutenant, and, mindful of his imperial duty, asking the unconscious man, who no longer took in anything, what his name might be. A regimental doctor, a medical orderly, and a couple of stretcher-bearers galloped up, heads down and backs bent. The general staff officers pulled the Emperor down, and then flung  themselves to the ground. ‘Look to the Lieutenant!’ the Emperor called to the breathless doctor.

         In the meantime, the gunfire had once more abated. And while the cadet replacement officer stood in front of the platoon and announced in clear tones: ‘I’m taking over the command!’ Franz Joseph and his escort picked themselves up, the medical people carefully strapped the Lieutenant on to the stretcher, and they all departed in the direction of the regimental headquarters, where a snow-white tent housed the nearest dressing station.

         Trotta’s left collarbone was smashed. The bullet, which had come to rest against his shoulderblade, was removed in the presence of the Supreme Commander-in-Chief, to the sound of unearthly screams from the wounded man, whom pain had roused from unconsciousness.

         Four weeks later, Trotta was much better. By the time he returned to his regimental headquarters in southern Hungary, he had been promoted to the rank of captain, awarded the highest military decoration, the Order of Maria Theresa, and ennobled. Henceforth his name was: Captain Joseph Trotta of Sipolje.

         It was as if he had received a strange, new, fabricated life in exchange for his own. Every night before going to sleep, and every morning after getting up, he repeated his new name and rank to himself, and stepped in front of the mirror to assure himself that his face still looked the same. Between the clumsy intimacy with which his comrades tried to overcome the gulf that a baffling fate had suddenly created between them, and his own vain attempts to meet the world with the same innocence as heretofore, the ennobled Captain Trotta seemed to lose his equilibrium. He felt as though he had been condemned to spend the rest of his life in borrowed boots on a slippery floor, welcomed by outlandish greetings and the subject of furtive glances. His grandfather had been a simple peasant, his father a sergeant in the Pay Corps, and then a gendarmerie sergeant in the southern marches of the Monarchy. Ever since losing an eye in a fight with Bosnian smugglers, he had lived on his military pension as a watchman in the grounds of Laxenburg Castle, feeding the  swans, trimming the hedges, protecting the laburnum in season and later the elderflower from the depredations of lawless hands, and on mild nights, removing the courting couples from the park benches where they had gone to take advantage of the dark. The rank of a common or garden infantry Lieutenant seemed natural and appropriate to the son of a sergeant. But to an ennobled and decorated captain, who went around in the strange, almost eerie aura of imperial favour, as in a golden cloud, his father had suddenly become estranged, and the measured love that the heir felt for the old man seemed to call for different behaviour, new forms between the father and son.

         The Captain hadn’t seen his father for five years; but even so, once a fortnight, each time the unchanging roster took him to barrack duty, he had written the old man a short letter, in the guard room, by the sparse, flickering light of an official candle, once he’d inspected the sentries, written the hours of their relief, and in the column, ‘Other Incidents’, entered a clear and energetic ‘None’, as though to ward off even the remotest possibility of there ever being such a thing. The letters were as formulaic as any military pass or official communication. Written on yellow, fibrous octavo sheets with the greeting ‘Dear Father!’ on the left, leaving a space of four fingers’ breadth at the top of the sheet, and two in the margin, they began with a brief statement of the good health of the writer, continued with the hope of similar on the part of the recipient, and concluded with the unvarying expression, in a paragraph of its own to the bottom right: ‘Respectful greetings, your loyal and thankful son, Joseph Trotta, Lieutenant.’ Now, even with a different rank and a new roster, how could one possibly alter this accepted form, calculated to last for the whole of a soldier’s life, and introduce into the standard sentences unusual communications of circumstances to which one had still to grow accustomed oneself, and whose full import one was yet to grasp? On that quiet evening following his recovery when Captain Trotta first sat down to discharge the duty of correspondence at the table comprehensively notched and scratched by the artistry and the pocket knives of bored men, he saw  that he would never be able to get beyond the greeting ‘Dear Father!’ And he propped his sterile pen against the inkwell, pinched off a bit of the guttering candlewick, as though in the hope that steadier light would inspire him with a happy formulation, and drifted off into memories of childhood in the village, his mother, cadet school. He studied the huge shadows that little things cast against the bare, blue-washed walls, the gleaming curvilinear sabre on its hook by the door, the dark ribbon pushed through the sabre’s handguard. He listened to the unabating rain, and its drumming chant on the tin windowsill. And eventually he stood up, having decided to visit his father the following week, after the official audience of thanks with the Emperor, to which he expected to be summoned in the next few days.

         A week later, immediately after the audience, which had lasted barely ten minutes, no more than ten minutes of imperial gratitude, ten or a dozen questions read out from a briefing paper to which he had had to respond to with ‘Yes, Your Majesty!’s fired off like a volley of rifle shots, he was in the carriage to his father in Laxenburg. He saw the old fellow in his shirtsleeves in the kitchen of his quarters, sitting at the bare, planed-down kitchen table, on which was laid a dark blue handkerchief with red trim, with a large cup of fragrant, steaming coffee on it. His knotty stick of reddish-brown cherrywood was hooked over the table top, swaying slightly. A wrinkly leather tobacco pouch, well filled and half open lay next to the long, charred, yellowing clay pipe. Its tints matched those of his father’s mighty white moustache. In the midst of this very plain official household Captain Joseph Trotta of Sipolje appeared like a war god, with a gleaming dress belt, a lacquered helmet that scattered its rays like a black sun, a pair of smooth, burnished riding boots with glittering spurs, two rows of sparkling, almost incandescent buttons on his tunic, and the unearthly glory of the Order of Maria Theresa casting its blessing. Thus the son stood in front of his father, who got up very slowly, as though to cancel the glory of the young man by the slowness of his greeting. Captain Trotta kissed his father’s hand, bent down and received a kiss on the forehead and  another on the cheek. ‘Sit down!’ said the old man. The Captain unbuckled part of his spendour, and sat. ‘Congratulations!’ said the father, in his usual voice, in the stiff German spoken among army Slavs. The consonants growled like minor thunder, and the endings of words had little weights pulling them down. Just five years ago, he had spoken Slovenian to his son, even though the lad understood only a few words of it, and didn’t speak any himself. But today the use of his mother tongue would have seemed like an undue intimacy with a son who, by the grace of fate and the Emperor, had moved so far; meanwhile, the Captain never took his eyes off his father’s lips, poised to greet the first sound of Slovenian as something familiarly distant and a piece of lost home. ‘Congratulations, congratulations!’ thundered the Sergeant. ‘In my day, it never happened as quickly as that! In my day, we had Radetzky to put us through our paces!’ It really is over! thought Captain Trotta. He was cut off from his father by a great weight of military distinction. ‘Do you have any raki, Father?’ he asked, endeavouring to confirm one last remnant of family solidarity. They drank, touched glasses, drank again, and with each swallow, his father wheezed, disappeared into a protracted fit of coughing, turned purple, spat, slowly recovered himself, and began to tell anecdotes from his own time in service, with the transparent objective of diminishing the career and merits of his son. Finally, the Captain rose, kissed his father’s hand, received his father’s kiss on brow and cheek, buckled on his sabre, put on his shako, and left – in the certain knowledge that he would never see his father again in this life …

         It was indeed the last time. The son continued to write the usual letters to the old man, but there was no other discernible relationship between the two of them: Captain Trotta had been cut adrift from the long line of his Slav peasant forebears. A new line began with him. The round years trundled past like peaceful, equable wheels. In accordance with his rank, Trotta married his colonel’s niece, a well-situated party no longer in the first flush of youth, whose father was on the Board of Administration in Western Bohemia; with her he had a son and enjoyed the monotony of a  healthy, soldierly existence in a little barracks town. Every morning he rode out to the exercise grounds, and in the afternoons he played chess in the café with the notary; he got to feel at ease in his rank, his social status, his dignity and his fame. He was of middling gifts as an officer, and gave middling proof of the fact in the annual manoeuvres; he was a good husband, wary of other women, uninterested in gambling, gruff but fair-minded in duty, implacably opposed to lying, to unmanly conduct, cowardice, favour-seeking, and all forms of ambition and pretence. He was as straightforward and blameless as his conduct sheet, and only his periodic rages would have shown an observer that the soul of Captain Trotta harboured its share of nocturnal abysses, full of dormant storms and the unknown voices of nameless ancestors.

         Captain Trotta did not read books, and he felt quiet pity for his growing son, who was compelled to deal with slate-pencil, slate and sponge, paper and ruler and times-table, and already had the inevitable schoolbooks waiting for him. At this stage, the Captain still assumed that his son would follow him into the army. It never occurred to him that (from then until the end of the family) a Trotta could pursue any other profession. If he had had two, three, four sons (but his wife was infirm, needed doctors and cures, and pregnancy was dangerous to her) they could all have been soldiers, as far as Captain Trotta was concerned. There was talk of a new war; well, he was ready for it. Yes, he was almost certain he had been earmarked for death in battle. His uncomplicated solidity took such a death as the inevitable consequence of military fame. All until one day when, with casual curiosity, he picked up the primer of his son, who was only five and, thanks to his mother’s zeal, becoming rather prematurely acquainted with the demands of learning in the person of a tutor. He perused the rhymed morning prayer; unaltered over the decades, he still knew it by heart. He read ‘The Four Seasons’, ‘The Fox and the Hare’, ‘The King of the Beasts’. He turned to the table of contents, and found a piece entitled ‘Franz Joseph I at the Battle of Solferino’ that promised to be of particular interest. He began reading, and had to sit down. ‘In the  battle of Solferino’ – thus the narrative began – ‘our King and Emperor Franz Joseph I found himself in grave danger.’ Why, Trotta himself put in an appearance! But in what a transformation! ‘Our monarch,’ it said, ‘had advanced so far in the heat of the battle that he saw himself ringed by enemy horsemen. In that instant of his direst need, a youthful lieutenant galloped up on a sweating bay mare, swinging his sabre. Whish! how the blows came down on the heads and necks of the foe!’ And there was more: ‘A lance pierced the breast of the young hero, but only when he had already slain the greater part of the enemy. Shining sabre in his hand, the intrepid young king was easily able to beat off the weakening attackers. The rest of the enemy cavalry were taken prisoner. As for the noble young lieutenant – Joseph von Trotta was his name – he received the highest distinction that our fatherland has to give to its young heroes: the Order of Maria Theresa.’

         Book in hand, Captain Trotta went to the little orchard behind the house, where his wife liked to potter on pleasant afternoons, and, with pale lips and low voice, asked her whether she knew of the scandalous piece. She nodded and smiled. ‘It’s a lie!’ yelled the Captain, flinging the book on to the wet earth. ‘It’s for children!’ his wife mildly replied. The Captain turned on his heel. He was shaking with rage, like a reed in a storm. He stalked into the house, his heart fluttering. It was time for his daily chess game. He took the sabre off its hook, slung it round his hips with a furious swivel, and left the house with long angry strides. Anyone seeing him would have thought he was on his way to confront his enemies. After losing a couple of games in the café, still not having said a word, with four deep horizontal creases on his pale, narrow brow under his short stubbly hair, he upset the clattering pieces with a choleric hand, and said to his partner: ‘I need your advice!’ A pause. ‘I’ve been the victim of a slander,’ he went on, looking up into the glinting spectacles of the notary, and it dawned on him that he didn’t have the words. He should have taken the primer with him. With that odious item to hand, it would have been considerably easier to explain. ‘What sort of slander?’ asked the notary. ‘I’ve never served in  the cavalry,’ Captain Trotta felt obliged to begin, even though he could see it wasn’t an ideal way to begin. ‘You know the shameless hacks who write those children’s books, they say that I came galloping up on a bay mare, a sweating bay mare was what they wrote, to rescue the king.’ The notary understood. He knew the piece in question from his own sons’ schoolbooks. ‘I think you’re taking it too seriously, Captain,’ he said. ‘Bear in mind, it’s for children!’ Trotta looked at him in alarm. At that moment it seemed to him that the whole world was conspiring against him: the writers of these schoolbooks, the notary, his wife, his son, his house-tutor. ‘Historical events,’ said the notary, ‘are always portrayed differently in the classroom. And I think that’s quite right too. Children need examples that they can understand and will remember. They can learn the truth later!’ ‘The bill!’ called the Captain, and stood up. He went to the barracks, caught the duty officer, Lieutenant Amerling, canoodling with a woman in the accounts office, made a personal inspection of the sentries, sent for the company sergeant major, ordered the duty officer to report to him tomorrow, had the company assemble, and ordered weapons drill in the yard. There was bewildered, trembling obedience. Every platoon had one or two men missing; they couldn’t be found. Captain Trotta had the roll called. ‘Absentees to report to me tomorrow!’ he said to the Lieutenant. He drilled the men till they panted. The ramrods clattered, the rifle-straps flew, hot hands smacked against cold metal barrels, the mighty gun-stocks stamped on the soft, stifling ground. ‘Load!’ ordered the Captain. The air shook with the hollow rattle of blanks. ‘Half an hour saluting practice!’ commanded the Captain. After ten minutes, he issued new orders. ‘Kneel down for prayer!’ He listened with relief to the thump of knees on earth, gravel and sand. He was still Captain, still in command of his company. He would show those scribblers.

         He didn’t go to mess, he didn’t even eat, he went to bed. His sleep was deep and dreamless. At officers’ report the following morning, he made his curt complaint to the colonel. It was passed along. And so began the martyrdom of Captain Joseph Trotta, the  knight of Sipolje, the knight of truth. It took weeks for an acknowledgement to arrive from the War Ministry, saying that the complaint had been forwarded to the Ministry of Culture and Education. Weeks more went by, and then one day the Minister’s reply arrived. It read as follows:

         
            Dear, esteemed Captain and Baron!

            In reply to your complaint, re item # 15 in the series of authorized primers for Austrian elementary schools, as established by the law of 21 July 1864, written and edited by Professors Weidner and Srdcny, the Minister of Education ventures to draw the Captain’s attention to the fact that items of historical significance, in particular those concerning the person of His Majesty, the Emperor Franz Joseph, and other members of the Royal Family, are, according to the decree of 21 March 1840, adapted to the comprehension of the pupils and good pedagogical practice. The aforementioned item # 15 was submitted to the Minister in person, and received his personal authorization for use in a school reader. It has long formed part of our educational philosophy to depict heroic actions by our military personnel to the schoolboys and schoolgirls of the Monarchy, in such a way as to render them conformable both to the childish character, and to the imagination and patriotic feeling of the coming generation – not altering the substance of the events depicted, but avoiding a drily factual tone that discourages patriotic feeling and fails to fire the imagination. In consequence of such and similar considerations, the undersigned respectfully urges the addressee to desist from his complaint.

         

         The document was signed by the Education and Culture Minister. The Colonel passed it to Captain Trotta with the fatherly advice, ‘I’d let the thing drop if I was you.’

         Trotta took the letter and didn’t say anything. A week later, via the prescribed channels, he requested an audience with His Majesty,  and one morning, three weeks after that, he found himself face to face with His Supreme Commander-in-Chief in the Hofburg.

         ‘Listen, my dear Trotta!’ said the Emperor. ‘It’s a bad business. But we both come out of it looking pretty good. Why don’t you drop it!’

         ‘Your Majesty,’ the Captain replied, ‘the whole thing is a lie!’

         ‘There’s a lot of lying goes on,’ affirmed His Majesty.

         ‘Your Majesty, I can’t,’ the Captain blurted out.

         The Emperor stepped up to the Captain. The monarch was only slightly taller than Trotta. They looked one another in the eye.

         ‘My Ministers,’ began Franz Joseph, ‘must know their own business. I have to rely on their judgement. You do understand, my dear Captain Trotta.’ And, after a while: ‘We’ll make it up to you. You’ll see!’

         The audience was at an end.

         His father was still alive. But Trotta didn’t drive out to Laxenburg. He returned to barracks, and asked to be discharged from the military.

         He was discharged with the rank of Major. He moved to Bohemia, to a small property of his father-in-law’s. The imperial favour did not leave him. A week later, he received word that the Emperor had given instructions for five thousand gulden from his private purse to be awarded, for study purposes, to the son of the man who had saved his life. Simultaneously, Trotta was raised to the baronetcy.

         Joseph Trotta, the Baron of Sipolje, accepted the imperial gifts as unenthusiastically as if they had been insults. The war against Prussia was fought and lost without him. He was resentful. Already his temples were silvering; his stride slowed, his eye grew dim, his hand heavy, his speech scarce. Even though he was a man in his prime, he seemed to be ageing rapidly. He had been expelled from the paradise of simple faith in Emperor and virtue, truth and justice, and, trapped in silent suffering, he could see that it was guile that underwrote the world, the might of the law, and the greatness of crowned heads. Thanks to the timely expression of the Emperor’s wish, item  15 vanished from the schoolbooks of the Monarchy. The name Trotta survived only in the obscure annals of the regiment. The Major lived on as the forgotten bearer of an evanescent fame, not unlike a fleeting shadow projected by a hidden object on to the bright world of the living. On his father-in-law’s estate, he pottered around with watering can and gardener’s shears, and, just as his father did in the castle grounds at Laxenburg, the Baron trimmed the hedge and mowed the lawn, guarded the laburnum in its season and later the elderflower from the depredations of lawless hands, put in new, freshly sawn fence-posts for old, weathered ones, kept harness and tackle, saddled and bridled his chestnut horses himself, replaced rusty locks on doors and gates, drove carefully carved wooden wedges between sagging hinges, stayed out in the forests for days, shot small game, spent the nights with his forester, and concerned himself with chickens, manure and harvests, fruit trees and trellises, groom and coachman. He was a miserly and suspicious shopper, drawing coins with long fingers from his dirty leather purse, before hiding it under his shirt again. He became a little Slovenian peasant. Sometimes flashes of his old rage came over him, shaking him like a reed in a storm. Then he would whip the groom and the horse’s flanks, slam the doors into the locks he had himself repaired, threaten the labourers with death and destruction, send his dinner plate skimming across the table, growl and refuse to eat. By his side, in her own rooms, there lived his feeble and infirm wife, the boy who saw his father only at mealtimes and submitted his school reports to him twice a year, without eliciting either praise or censure, and his father-in-law, who blithely got through his pension, liked the girls, stayed in town for weeks at a time, and was rather in awe of his son-in-law. A little, old Slovenian peasant, that was Baron Trotta. He still wrote the regular fortnightly letters to his father, late at night with a flickering candle, on yellow octavo sheets, beginning four fingers from the top, two from the side, ‘Dear Father!’ He didn’t often get a reply.

         On and off the Baron thought about visiting his father. He felt considerable nostalgia for the cavalry sergeant with his austere  poverty, his loose tobacco and his home-distilled raki. But the son worried about the expense, just as his father, his grandfather, his great-grandfather would have done. He felt closer to the pensioner in the Laxenburg Castle now than he had done years before, when he had sat in the blue-washed kitchen of the little official quarters, in the full splendour of his recent ennoblement, and drunk raki with him. He never discussed his origins with his wife. He felt that a bashful pride would come between the daughter of generations of civil servants and a Slovenian cavalry sergeant. So he didn’t invite his father to come either.

         On a bright day in March, the Baron was clumping over the frozen fields to see his steward, when a servant brought him a letter from the administrator of Laxenburg. The pensioner had passed away peacefully in his sleep at the age of eighty-one. Baron Trotta merely said: ‘Tell the Baroness I want my bags packed, I’m going to Vienna tonight!’ He carried on to the steward’s house, enquired about the seed, discussed the weather, gave instructions for three new ploughs to be ordered, for the vet to come on Monday and the midwife that same day for the maid, who was heavily pregnant, and said in parting, ‘My father’s died. I’m going to be away in Vienna for three days!’ He saluted with a single, casual finger and left.

         His bags were packed, the horses were harnessed up; it was an hour to the station. He quickly ate his soup and meat. Then he said to his wife: ‘I’ve finished! My father was a good man. You never met him!’ Was that an obituary? A lament? ‘You’re coming with me!’ he said to his terrified son. His wife got up to pack some clothes for the boy. While she was busy upstairs, Trotta said to the little boy: ‘You’re going to see your grandfather.’ The boy trembled and lowered his eyes.

         The cavalry sergeant was lying in state when they arrived. Watched over by eight three-foot candles and a couple of fellow pensioners, he lay there on the catafalque in his living room, with his mighty bristling moustache, dressed in a dark blue uniform with three shiny medals on his breast. An Ursuline nun was praying in the corner, by the single, curtained window. The pensioners  stood to attention when Trotta entered. He wore his major’s uniform with the Maria Theresa Order; he knelt down and his son promptly fell to his knees as well, at the dead man’s feet, the mighty bootsoles of the corpse in front of the youthful face. For the first time in his life, Baron Trotta felt a slight stab in his heart. His little eyes were dry. In pious quandariness, he mumbled two or three Lord’s Prayers, stood up, bent down over the dead man, kissed the mighty moustache, waved to the invalids, and said to his son: ‘Come on.’

         ‘Did you see him?’ he asked once they were outside.

         ‘Yes,’ said the boy.

         ‘He was just a gendarmerie sergeant,’ said the father. ‘I saved the Emperor’s life at the battle of Solferino – that’s what got us the baronetcy.’

         The boy said nothing.

         The pensioner was buried in the military section of the small cemetery at Laxenburg. Six navy-clad pall-bearers carried the coffin from the chapel to the grave. Major Trotta, in shako and parade uniform, kept his hand on his son’s shoulder throughout. The boy sobbed. The sad music of the army band, the unvarying, melancholy droning of the priests, which could be heard each time there was a pause in the music, the gentle waft of incense – all this combined to provoke in the boy a baffling, choking grief. And the rifle salvoes, which a half-platoon loosed off over the grave, shook him with their long and implacable echo. What they were doing was sending soldierly greetings to the spirit of the departed as it flew up to heaven, for evermore clear of this earth.

         Father and son rode home. The Baron didn’t speak once. Only when they got off the train and boarded the carriage that was waiting for them behind the stationmaster’s garden did the Major say: ‘He was your grandfather. Don’t forget him!’

         The Baron returned to his usual occupations. The years rolled on like peaceful, equable, silent wheels. The gendarmerie sergeant’s was not the last corpse that the Baron had to bury. After him he buried his father-in-law, then a couple of years later his wife, who  died quickly, demurely and without farewell of a sudden bronchial infection. He sent his son to boarding school in Vienna, and decreed that he should never become an active soldier. He lived alone on the estate, in the spacious white house imbued still with the breath of the departed, speaking only to the forester, the steward, the servant and the coachman. The domestics could always feel his rough peasant fists, and his speechless fury hung over them like a yoke over their necks. A fearsome stillness preceded him like a storm. Twice a month he received dutiful letters from his son. Once a month, he replied in a couple of short sentences, on small, scrimped bits of paper, which he tore off the edges of those he had received. Once a year, on 18 August, the Emperor’s birthday, he put on his uniform and drove to the nearest garrison town. Twice a year, his son came home on visits, in the Christmas and the summer holidays. On Christmas Eve, the boy was given three hard silver gulden, which he had to sign for, and wasn’t allowed to take away with him. That very same evening, they were put away in a little box in the old man’s sock drawer. Along with the gulden were his school reports. They spoke of the boy’s respectable diligence and his average, but always satisfactory talents. Never was the boy given a toy, never any money, never a book, with the exception of the prescribed school textbooks. He seemed not to feel these privations. He had a tidy, sober and honest mind. His limited imagination desired nothing but to get through his school years as quickly as possible.

         He was eighteen on the Christmas Eve when his father announced: ‘This year you’re not getting three gulden any more! You can take nine out of your box, if you sign for them. Watch yourself with the girls, most of them are diseased!’ And, after a pause: ‘I’ve decided you’re going to be a lawyer. You’ve got two years ahead of you till then. The army’s not a pressing thing. They can wait till you’re done.’

         The boy accepted the nine gulden just as obediently as he accepted his father’s wish. He didn’t often visit the girls, he chose carefully among them, and by the time he came home for his  summer holiday, he still had six gulden. He asked his father if he might bring a friend home with him. ‘All right,’ said the Major, with some surprise. The friend came without much in the way of luggage, except for a large box of paints, which the master of the house took against. ‘Is he a painter then?’ asked the old man. ‘A very good one!’ said Franz, the son. ‘He’s not to do any of his daubs about the house! Tell him he can paint landscapes if he likes!’ The guest painted outdoors, but not landscapes. He painted a portrait of Baron Trotta from memory. Every day at table, he studied the features of the master of the house. ‘What’s he staring at?’ asked the Baron. Both boys blushed and looked at the tablecloth. Even so, the portrait was completed and presented to the old man, framed, at the end of the visit. He examined it carefully, and smiled. He turned it round, as though seeking further clarification on the back, held it up next to the window, then on the other side of the room. He looked at himself in the mirror, compared his reflection with his image, and finally asked: ‘Where shall I put it?’ It was the first pleasure he had had in many years. ‘If your friend is ever short, you can loan him money if you want,’ he said quietly to Franz. ‘I would like it if you stayed friends!’ The portrait was, and was to remain, the only one ever made of the old Trotta. Later, it hung in the living room of his son, and was to preoccupy the imagination of his grandson …

         But for now, it kept the Major in unusually good spirits for the next several weeks. He tried hanging it now on this wall, now on that; with flattered pleasure he took in the hard, beaky nose, the narrow, pale, moustache-less mouth, the lean cheekbones, which lay like little hills in front of the little black eyes, and the narrow, furrowed brow, under the cropped, bristly, widow’s peak. Only now did he come to know his own face; sometimes he gave himself over to silent dialogues with it. It aroused in him quite new thoughts, memories, ungraspable, fleeting shadows of melancholy. He had needed the painting to understand his premature ageing and his deep loneliness; now, from the painted canvas they flowed towards him, his loneliness and his age. Was I always like that? he asked himself. Did  I never used to be any different? From time to time, rather aimlessly, he went to the graveyard, visited his wife’s grave; he looked at the grey stone and the chalk-white cross, the dates of her birth and death; he calculated that she had died before her time, and he confessed that he could not remember her well. Her hands, for example, he had forgotten. ‘Chinese Iron Tonic Wine’ he remembered, that was a remedy she had taken for many years. What about her face? He could still summon it up when he closed his eyes; later it disappeared, blurring in a round, reddish haze. He grew milder in his dealings about the house and grounds, was known to pat a horse sometimes, to smile at the cows, to drink the odd glass of schnapps, and one day he wrote his son a few lines outside the normal correspondence times. People began to greet him with a smile, he nodded back with pleasure. Summer came, the holidays brought his son and his friend, the old man drove into town with the pair of them, took them to a pub, drank a couple of glasses of slivovitz, and ordered the young men a big meal.

         His son took his law exams, his visits home became more frequent, he looked around the property, he thought he would like to manage it one day and give up his legal career. He told his father. The Major said: ‘It’s too late for that! You won’t be a farmer or a landlord in your lifetime! You’ll be a civil servant, and that’s that!’ It was a foregone conclusion. The son became an officer of state, an Assistant District Commissioner in Silesia. If the name Trotta had disappeared from the officially sanctioned schoolbooks, it was very much present in the confidential files of the political authorities, and the five thousand gulden that had been donated by the grace of the Emperor assured young Trotta of benevolent notice and steady preferment from his unknown superiors. He worked his way up through the grades. A couple of years before he became Chief District Commissioner, the Major died.

         He left a rather surprising will. Certain of the fact – he wrote – that his son would never make a good agriculturalist, and hoping that the Trottas, grateful to the Emperor for his continuing favour, would attain rank and station in the service of the state, and make  their way in life more happily than he, the testator, he had decided, in memory of his late father, to leave the property he had inherited from his father-in-law, with all its moveable and immoveable goods and chattels, to the Foundation for Military Invalids, requiring of the said foundation only that it arrange for the burial, of the very humblest sort, of the testator, in the same graveyard where his father lay, and if possible, close to his father. The testator asked for a minimum of ceremony. Cash holdings of fifteen thousand florins plus interest, deposited with Efrussi’s bank in Vienna, plus the ring, watch and chain belonging to his late mother were to go to the testator’s only son, Baron Franz von Trotta and Sipolje.

         An army band from Vienna, a company of infantry, a representative of the Knights of the Order of Maria Theresa, representatives of the south Hungarian regiment in which the reticent hero had served, all the pensioners who were still able to march, two officials from the Court and Cabinet Office, and a junior officer carrying the Order of Maria Theresa on a black velvet cushion: these made up the official mourners. Franz, the son, walked apart, small, thin and in black. The band played the same march they had played at his grandfather’s funeral. The salvoes discharged on this occasion were louder and left a more lingering echo.

         The son had no tears. No one wept for the dead man. Everyone remained dry-eyed and formal. No one spoke at the graveside. Major Baron von Trotta and Sipolje, the knight of truth, was laid beside the gendarmerie sergeant. He was given a plain, military headstone, and alongside name, rank and regiment, the proud sobriquet etched in black, THE HERO OF SOLFERINO.

         What was left of the deceased did not amount to much more than that stone, a vanished fame, and the portrait. A peasant walks across his field in springtime, and by summer, all trace of his footsteps has been covered by the wheat he has sown. In that same week, the Kaiserlich und Königlich* Chief District Commissioner Trotta von Sipolje received a letter of condolence from His Majesty, in which the still ‘unforgotten services’ rendered him by the deceased were referred to twice.

         

         
            * Kaiserlich und Königlich: Imperial and Royal – henceforth K-and-K.
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         In all the territory from which the division was drawn, there was no finer military band than that of the Xth Infantry in the small Moravian town of W. The bandleader was one of those old-school Austrian military musicians, whom a good memory and a craving for new variations on old tunes enable to knock out a new march once a month. The marches were as difficult to tell apart as men in uniform. Mostly, they began with a drum roll, contained the accelerando of the tattoo and an outbreak of hilarity from the winsome cymbals, and ended with a rumble of thunder from the great side drum – the brief and cheerful storm of a marching tune. What distinguished the bandleader Nechwal from his colleagues was not so much the assiduousness of his composing, as the racy and breezy strictness with which he conducted his music. Some other bandleaders’ casual habit of putting the musical adjutant in charge of the first march, and only taking the baton for the second, was in Nechwal’s eyes clear evidence of the decline of the Dual Monarchy. As soon as the band members were drawn up in the usual circular formation, and the frail feet of their tiny music stands dug into the cracks of black earth between the cobblestones, there was the bandleader standing in the midst of his musicians, his black ebony baton with its silver head discreetly at the ready. All their public concerts – they took place under  the veranda of the District Commissioner – began with the Radetzky March. Although it was so familiar to all the members of the band that they could have played it in their sleep without a conductor, still the bandleader insisted on reading every note from the score. And, every Sunday, as though he were rehearsing the Radetzky March for the first time, in military and musicianly conscientiousness Nechwal raised his head, his baton and his gaze and aimed all three simultaneously at whichever part of the circle around him most needed his commands. The bitter drums rolled, the sweet flutes warbled, and the winsome cymbals pealed. A pleasant and musing smile came to the faces of the listeners, and the blood quickened in their legs. Even as they stood still, they had the feeling they were marching. Young girls parted their lips and stopped breathing. Mature men looked at the ground and remembered their manoeuvres. Old women sat in the park some distance away, and wobbled their little grey heads. It was summer.

         Yes, it was summer. The ancient chestnuts opposite the District Commissioner’s house only moved their dense green broad-leaved crowns in the morning and evening. In the daytime, they remained motionless, gave off a bitter scent, and spilled their spacious, cool shade over the road. The skies were never anything other than blue. Invisible larks trilled unremittingly over the silent town. From time to time, a fiacre would trundle over its bumpy cobbles, bearing a stranger on his way from the station to the hotel. Sometimes the hooves of the horses went at a brisk clip, as Herr von Winternigg was driven down the wide avenue, from north to south, from his manor house to his vast hunting grounds. Small, old and pathetic, a yellowed old man under a large, yellow blanket, with a tiny, wizened face, Herr von Winternigg sat in his calèche. Like a pathetic remnant of winter he drove through the plenitude of summer. On silent, bouncy, lofty rubber-tyred wheels, whose delicate brown-lacquered spokes scattered the sunlight, he rolled straight out of bed to his rural idyll. Large dark forests and blond green-clad foresters were already waiting for him. The townspeople greeted him. He did not respond. He rode impassively through  a sea of greetings. His black-clad coachman loomed stiffly, his top hat almost brushing the crowns of the chestnuts, his pliant whip stroked the brown backs of the horses, and at certain set, regular intervals there came from his closed mouth a resounding click, louder than the drumming of the hooves, like a tuneful gunshot.

         It was the beginning of the holidays. To the fifteen-year-old son of the District Commissioner, Carl Joseph von Trotta, a pupil at the cavalry cadet school in Mährisch-Weisskirchen, his birthplace carried strong associations of summer; it was the home of summer, as much as his own. Christmas and Easter he spent with his uncle. It was only in summer that he got to go home, and his stay always began on a Sunday. That was the will of his father, the District Commissioner Franz von Trotta and Sipolje. Whenever the summer holidays might be slated to begin in the institution, at home they always began on a Sunday. On Sunday, Herr von Trotta and Sipolje did not work. He set aside the entire morning from nine till twelve for his son. Punctually, at ten to nine, a quarter of an hour after early mass, the boy was standing outside his father’s door, in his Sunday uniform. At five to nine, Jacques would come down the stairs in his grey livery to announce: ‘Young Master, your Papa’s on his way.’ Carl Joseph straightened his tunic one last time, adjusted his belt, took his cap in his hand, and pressed it, as per regulations, against his hip. His father appeared, the son clicked his heels, the report echoed through the silent old house. The old man opened the door and with a faint gesture ushered his son into the room. As though oblivious of the invitation, the boy remained rooted to the spot. So the father strode through the door and Carl Joseph followed, as far as the threshold. ‘Make yourself at home!’ the District Commissioner said after a while. Only now did Carl Joseph approach the red plush armchair and sit down, facing his father, knees pressed together, and his cap and white gloves on his knees. Through thin gaps in the green blinds, narrow beams of sunshine fell on the burgundy carpet. A fly buzzed, the wall clock began to strike. After the nine rings had echoed away, the District Commissioner began: ‘How is Colonel Marek?’ ‘Thank you, Father,  he’s doing well!’ ‘Still shaky at geometry?’ ‘Thank you, Father, a little better!’ ‘Done any reading?’ ‘Yes, Father!’ ‘How’s the riding? Nothing to write home about last year …’ ‘This year …’ Carl Joseph began, only to be immediately cut off. His father had put out his slender hand, half covered by the round, shiny shirt-cuff. The massy square golden cuff link sparkled. ‘It was nothing to write home about, I just said. It was –’ and the District Commissioner paused, before adding in a low tone, ‘disgraceful!’ Father and son didn’t speak. However softly the word ‘disgraceful’ might have been said, it lingered in the room. Carl Joseph knew that he had to keep silent after such a severe rebuke from his father. The judgement had to be absorbed in its full, crushing weight, it needed to be assimilated and digested, worked into the heart and mind. Then Carl Joseph piped up, ‘This year, it was much better. The cavalry sergeant said so himself quite a few times. I was also commended by First Lieutenant Koppel.’ ‘Cause for celebration,’ growled the District Commissioner. He shot his cuff by banging it against the edge of the table. ‘Go on!’ he said, and lit a cigarette. That was the signal for the beginning of a new, more genial phase. Carl Joseph put his cap and gloves on a little desk, stood up and began to relate the events of the past year. The old man nodded. All at once he said: ‘You’ve shot up all of a sudden, my son! Your voice is breaking! In love, by any chance?’ Carl Joseph blushed. His face burned like a red paper lantern, bravely he held it up to his father. ‘Still waiting, then!’ said the District Commissioner. ‘Don’t be thrown! Carry on!’ Carl Joseph gulped, his blush paled, suddenly he felt cold. Slowly, and with many pauses, he made his report. Then he took his booklist out of his pocket, and handed it to his father. ‘Some solid reading matter there!’ said the District Commissioner. ‘Now. Tell me the plot of Zriny!’ Carl Joseph gave a résumé, act by act. Then he sat down, tired, pale, his tongue parched.

         He shot a covert glance at the clock, it was only half past ten. There was another hour and a half of his examination still to go. The old man could go on to test him on classical history or German mythology. He was striding about the room now, smoking, his left hand behind his back. The cuff rattled on his right. The stripes of sunlight on the carpet grew in intensity, as they slid towards the window. The sun must be high in the sky already. The church bells began to peal, they clanged into the room as though they were swinging just the other side of the thick blinds. Today the old man only tested him on literature. He spoke at some length about the significance of Grillparzer, and recommended Adalbert Stifter and Ferdinand von Saar as ‘light holiday reading’. Then he got back to military subjects, sentry duty, part two of the service regulations, the composition of an army corps, the numbers required to make up a regiment in wartime. Suddenly he asked: ‘Define subordination!’ ‘Subordination is the duty of unconditional obedience,’ recited Carl Joseph, ‘that is owed by every soldier to his commanding officer, and by …’ ‘Stop!’ his father interrupted him, ‘and also by every officer to a superior officer.’ Carl Joseph went on, ‘When …’ ‘From the moment that,’ the old man corrected him. ‘From the moment that a command is issued.’ Carl Joseph took a deep breath. It struck twelve.

         Only now did the holidays really begin.
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