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For it is not we who know,
but rather a certain state of mind in us that knows.

HEINRICH VON KLEIST


SELECTED PROSE OF
HEINRICH VON KLEIST


FRAGMENTS

· · ·

I.

There are certain errors that demand a greater outlay of intellect than the truth itself. Tycho’s* renown is based entirely, and rightfully so, on an error, and if Kepler† had not explained the cosmic system he would have become famous solely on account of his delusion and on account of the keenly reasoned arguments on which he based that delusion, namely that the moon does not turn on its axis.

2.

One could divide humanity into two classes: 1) those who master a metaphor, and 2) those who hold by a formula. Those with a bent for both are far too few, they do not comprise a class.

 

* Tycho Brahe, alchemist and astronomer (1546–1601)

† Johannes Kepler, astronomer (1571–1630)


THE EARTHQUAKE IN CHILE

· · ·

In Santiago, the capital of the Kingdom of Chile, at the very moment when the great earth tremors of the year 1647 struck, in the wake of which many thousands found their doom, a young Spaniard by the name of Jeronimo Rugera, accused of a crime, stood beside a pillar in the prison where he’d been incarcerated and intended to hang himself. Don Henrico Asteron, one of the wealthiest noblemen in town, had about a year before chased him out of his house, where he was at the time employed as a tutor, because he had been found to have a tender entanglement with Donna Josephe, Don Henrico’s only daughter. The old Don, who had expressly warned his daughter, was enraged to such an extent by the secret denunciation conveyed  to him by his crafty, proud, eavesdropping son, that he himself had his daughter sent off to the Carmelite Cloister of Our Beloved Lady of the Mountain.

By a fortuitous coincidence, Jeronimo had managed to reestablish contact with her there and on a silent night made the cloister garden the scene of his consummated bliss. It was on Corpus Christi Day, and the festive procession of nuns, followed by the novices, had just got started, when, at the tolling of the bells, the unfortunate Josephe collapsed in labor on the steps of the cathedral.

This occurrence caused quite a scene; the young sinner was immediately hauled off to prison, without consideration for her condition, and hardly had she given birth when, on the express orders of the archbishop, she was made to undergo the most grueling trial. The entire city spoke with such indignation of the scandal, and lashed out so vehemently against the entire cloister in which the scandal took place, that neither the pleas of the Asteron family nor even the wishes of the abbess herself, who, on account of the girl’s otherwise impeccable behavior, had taken a liking to her, could attenuate the severity of punishment ordained by the law of the sacred order. All that could be done was that, by an edict of the viceroy, the death by fire to which she was condemned was commuted to death by beheading, this to the great disgruntlement of the matrons and young girls of Santiago.

Viewing windows were rented out along the street on which the condemned was to pass in a cart, the rooftops were cleared, and the pious daughters of the city invited their girlfriends to stand at their sisterly side to enjoy together the spectacle of God’s wrath.

Jeronimo, who had in the meantime likewise been incarcerated,  almost lost consciousness upon learning of the dreadful turn of events. To no avail did he try to come up with an escape plan; wherever the wings of his most audacious ideas drew him they struck against lock and wall, and an attempt to file through the window grill, as soon as it was discovered, led to his transfer to a still more narrow cell. He flung himself down before the picture of the holy mother of God and prayed to her with boundless fervor as the only one who could still save him.

But the dreaded day came, and with it the absolute certainty of the complete hopelessness of his situation. The bells that were to accompany Josephe to the place of execution began to toll, and desperation overwhelmed his soul. Life seemed hateful and he decided to seek death by means of a cord that chance had left him. As already mentioned, he was at that time stationed beside a pillar, and was in the process of fastening the cord that was to wrest him free of this wretched world to an iron hook at the level of the cornice, when, suddenly, the greater part of the city collapsed with a crash, as if the firmament caved in, and all that breathed life was buried under its ruins. Jeronimo Rugera was numb with horror; and now, as if his entire consciousness had been shattered, he held on for dear life to the pillar from which he was to have dangled, so as to keep from falling. The floor shook beneath his feet, all the walls of the prison cracked, the entire structure leaned toward the street, about to come crashing down, and only the slow collapse of the building across the way, bracing the prison’s collapse in an accidental buttress, prevented it from completely caving in. Trembling, with hair on end and knees about to buckle under, Jeronimo slid across the slanting  floor toward the opening that the collision of the two buildings had rent in the front wall of the prison.

He had hardly managed to escape outdoors, when, in the wake of a second tremor, the entire, already shattered street completely caved in. With no thought as to how he would save himself from this general destruction, he scampered over rubble and fallen beams as death lunged for him from all sides, fleeing toward the nearest gates of the city. But another house collapsed in his path, its tumbling ruins flying in all directions, forcing him down a side street; here the flames already soared, flashing through billowing clouds of smoke from the gabled rooftops, driving him in terror down yet another street, where the Mapocho River, flooding its bed, caught him in its current and swept him, screaming, down a third street. Here lay a heap of the slaughtered, here a lone voice groaned, buried under the rubble, here people shrieked from burning rooftops, here man and beast battled with the flood, here a brave soul tried to help; here stood another, pale as death, stretching his trembling hands in silence to the heavens. When Jeronimo reached the gate and managed to crawl to the top of a hill just outside the city, he collapsed unconscious.

He may have lain there for a good quarter hour or so, in the deepest sleep, when he finally reawakened, and with his back to the city, raised himself half-upright on the ground. Touching his brow and breast, not knowing what to make of his present state, he was seized by a boundless sense of rapture as a west wind wafting from the sea fanned the feeling of returning life, and his eye flitted every which way, taking in nature’s blossoming splendor around Santiago. But  the wretched heaps of fallen humanity everywhere he looked tore at his heart; he could not fathom what had driven them all to this state, and it was only when he turned around and saw the city lying in ruins behind him that he remembered the terrible moments he had lived through. He bowed so low his brow touched the ground to thank God for his miraculous delivery; and forthwith, as if that one terrible impression that engraved itself in his mind’s eye had driven out all previous impressions, he cried for joy that dear life in all its brilliant emanations was still his to savor.

Whereupon, perceiving a ring on his finger, he suddenly remembered Josephe; and with her, his incarceration, the bell he had heard and the moments that preceded the prison’s collapse. A bottomless sadness once again filled his breast; he began to repent of his prayer, and the force that held sway above seemed abominable to him. He mingled with the crowds pouring out of the city gates, people primarily engaged in saving their possessions, and timidly dared inquire after the daughter of Asteron and if her execution had been carried out; but no one was able to give him a conclusive account. A woman, almost weighted all the way down to the ground with a colossal load of household implements and two children hanging from the scruff of her neck, said in passing, as though she’d witnessed it herself, that the girl had been beheaded. Jeronimo turned around; and since, considering the time elapsed, he could not himself doubt that the execution had taken place, he sat himself down in a lonely wood and yielded to the full extent of his pain. He wished that the destructive force of nature would once again erupt upon him. He could not fathom why he had escaped the fate that his miserable soul had sought in those awful moments, since death seemed to advance unbidden to his rescue from every direction. He firmly resolved not to budge from the spot, even if here and now the mighty oaks were to be uprooted and the treetops were to tumble down upon him. Whereupon, having cried his heart out, and hope having been rekindled amidst the hottest tears, he stood up and set out to traverse the surrounding terrain in every direction. He scoured every mountaintop on which people had assembled; on every path on which the flood of humanity still flowed he sought them out; his trembling foot carried him to wherever he saw a woman’s garment fluttering in the wind – yet beneath none of these garments did he find the beloved daughter of Asteron. The sun sank low in the sky, and with it his hope once again began to sink, as he clambered up to the edge of a cliff, and his gaze fell upon a wide valley in which but a handful of people could be seen. He passed in haste through the individual groups of people he found there, uncertain of what to do next, and was about to turn around again, when he suddenly spotted a young woman seated by a wellspring whose water ran down into the gorge, busily washing a child in its stream. And his heart leapt at this sight: he hastened in a fury down into the ravine and cried out: “Oh holy mother of God!” as he recognized Josephe, who, roused by the sound, meekly looked up. Saved by a heavenly miracle, with what boundless joy did these poor unfortunates fall into each other’s arms!

Josephe had been on her way to death, already very close to the place of execution, when the entire apparatus was suddenly smashed to pieces in the crashing collapse of buildings. Her first panic-stricken steps thereupon carried her toward the nearest gate; but she soon returned to her senses and turned around to head back to the cloister where her helpless little boy had been left behind. She found the entire cloister already in flames, and the abbess, who, in those moments that were to have been her last, had offered succor to the newborn, crying outside the gate for someone to help save the boy. Josephe staggered undaunted through the burst of smoke that blew toward her, into the building already collapsing all around her, and just as if all the angels in heaven stood guard over her she safely reemerged with him from the portal. She wanted to fall into the arms of the abbess, who had clasped her hands over her head in joy, when the saintly lady, together with almost all the other sisters, was killed in a most ignominious way by a falling gable. Josephe fell back in horror at the terrible sight; she hastened to press the abbess’ eyes shut and fled, altogether consumed with fright, to save from the teeth of death the precious boy that heaven had given back to her.

She had only taken a few steps when she encountered the crushed corpse of the archbishop that had just been dragged out of the rubble of the cathedral. The palace of the viceroy had been leveled, the court of law in which she had been condemned to death stood in flames, and at the site where her father’s house had been a lake now bubbled over, spewing a red hot steam. Josephe pulled herself together to keep going. She bravely strode with her precious booty from street to street, chasing the misery from her breast, and was already almost at the city gate when she spotted the ruins of the prison where Jeronimo had been held. At the sight of this she tottered, about to fall unconscious in a corner; but at that selfsame moment the collapse of another building behind her that had been damaged by the tremors drove her upright again; fortified by her fright, she kissed the child, wiped the tears from her eyes and staggered to the gate, blind to the horror that surrounded her on every side. Once she’d made it out into the open, she soon concluded that not every resident of a fallen building was necessarily killed in its collapse.

At the next crossroads she stopped dead in her tracks and waited to see if a certain someone, after little Philip the dearest to her in the world, might yet appear. But since that person did not turn up and the fleeing mass of humanity grew from moment to moment, she continued on her way, then turned again and waited; and shedding bitter tears, she slunk into a dark valley shaded by stone-pines to pray for his soul which she believed to be departed; and it was here in the valley that she found this beloved person, and so found bliss, as if it were the Valley of Eden.

All this she now told Jeronimo with great emotion, and once she’d finished speaking, handed him the boy to kiss. Jeronimo took him in his arms and hugged him with immeasurable fatherly love, and weeping over the unfamiliar little face, sealed his lips with unending kisses. Meanwhile, the loveliest night had fallen, a wondrously mild, scented night, so silvery and still as only a poet could have dreamed up. Everywhere along the riverbed, in the shimmer of the moonlight, people had set up camp and were in the process of preparing soft beds of moss and leaves to rest their weary bones after the torturous day. And since the poor wretches were still weeping – one over the loss of his house, another over wife and child, and a third over the loss of everything – Jeronimo and Josephe slipped off into a dense thicket so as to sadden no one with the sound of the secret jubilation of their rejoicing souls. They found a splendid pomegranate tree, its branches spreading wide, covered with fragrant fruit; and on its topmost branch a nightingale piped its voluptuous song. Here beside its trunk Jeronimo sat down to rest, with Josephe on his lap and Philip on hers, all under the cover of his coat. Scattered lights filtered through the tree; its shadow brushed past them and the moon faded in the dawn before they fell asleep. For they had countless things to tell each other of cloister garden and cold prison cell, and how they had each suffered for the other; and they were deeply stirred when they fathomed how much misery the world had had to suffer to permit their happiness!

They decided, as soon as the tremors stopped, to make their way to La Concepción, where Josephe had a trusted girlfriend from whom they hoped to procure a small loan, and thence to ship off to Spain, where Jeronimo had relatives on his mother’s side and where they planned to live out their days. Hereupon, after showering each other with kisses, they finally fell asleep.

When they awakened, the sun had already risen high in the sky and they noticed several families nearby engaged in preparing themselves a modest breakfast over an open fire. Jeronimo himself was just then pondering how he would go about finding sustenance for his own when a well-dressed man with a child in his arms walked up to Josephe and asked her discreetly: would she be willing to briefly give her breast to suckle this poor little creature whose mother lay injured beneath yonder trees? Josephe was a bit bewildered when she recognized him as an acquaintance; but when, misconstruing her bewilderment, he continued: “It would only be for a few minutes, Donna Josephe, and this child has not been nourished since that terrible hour that made us all miserable,” she replied: “I was silent for another reason, Don Fernando; in these terrible times, no one would hesitate to share what’s his”; and handing her own child to the father, she took the little stranger to her breast. Don Fernando was very grateful for this kindness and asked if she would join the little group that was just then gathered round the fire preparing a small breakfast. Josephe replied that she would be delighted to accept, and since Jeronimo had no objections, followed the man to his family where she was most warmly and graciously received by Don Fernando’s two sisters-in-law, whom she recognized as two very distinguished young ladies.

Donna Elvira, Don Fernando’s wife who lay on the ground, her feet badly wounded, seeing her own son being suckled at Josephe’s breast, bid her most cordially to sit down beside her. And even Don Pedro, Don Fernando’s father-in-law, who was wounded in the shoulder, gave her a kindly nod.

Curious thoughts stirred in Jeronimo’s and Josephe’s breasts. If they now saw themselves treated with such great intimacy and kindness, they did not know what to make of the recent past, of the place of execution, of the prison and the bell; and wondered if it had only been a bad dream. It was as if the dispositions of their fellow citizens had all been rendered conciliatory following the terrible shock. They could not revert any further back in their memories than to that moment. Only Donna Elisabeth, who had been invited by a girlfriend the day before to witness the spectacle of the execution from her rooftop, but declined the invitation, cast an occasional dreamy look at Josephe; but word of some new terrible misfortune soon tore her attention, hardly rooted in the present, back to that time.

There were accounts of how, immediately following the first quake, the city was teeming with women collapsing in full view of all the men; how the monks ran around, crucifix in hand, crying: “The End of the World is at hand!” how the people replied to a guard sent by the viceroy with orders to empty a church, that Chile no longer had a viceroy; how at the most terrible moments the viceroy had to have gallows erected to rein in the looting; and how an innocent man, who managed to save himself by fleeing through a burning house situated to the rear of his own, was caught by the owner, who promptly accused him of undue haste, and the man was hanged on the spot.

At one point, amidst the liveliest recounting of simultaneous experiences of the quake, Donna Elvira, whose wounds Josephe assiduously tended, took the liberty of asking her how she had weathered that terrible day. And when, with a heavy heart, Josephe revealed a few of the most salient details of her ordeal, Donna Elvira was overcome by a flood of tears; she grasped Josephe’s hand and pressed it, and with a wink, implied that she need say no more. Josephe bethought herself among the blessed souls in heaven. In a burst of emotion which she was not able to hold back, for all the misery that the preceding day had wrought, she called it an act of deliverance the like of which heaven had never released upon the world. And amidst these awful moments that had brought about the destruction of all of humanity’s worldly possessions, and during which all of nature threatened to be engulfed, it did indeed seem that the human spirit itself blossomed like a lovely flower. In the fields all around, as far as the eye could see, there were people of all social classes lying together, nobles and beggars, matrons of once stately households and peasant women, civil servants and day laborers, monks and nuns: all commiserating with each other, helping each other, cheerfully sharing the little of life’s necessities they’d been able to salvage, as though the common calamity had joined all those who’d managed to survive it into a single harmonious family of man.

Instead of the meaningless chatter for which the world ordinarily furnished material aplenty at teatime, people now recounted cases of inconceivable heroism; they spoke of individuals who in the past had been but little respected in society who rose to the grandeur of ancient Romans; countless examples were given of fearlessness, of cheerful recklessness in the face of danger, of self-denial and godly self-sacrifice, of the unflinching abandonment of life as though it were the most worthless possession, which one was likely to find again round the next bend. Indeed, seeing as there was not a soul to whom something stirring had not happened on that day or who had not himself performed some magnanimous deed, the bitter pain in every human heart was mixed with the sweetest sense of gratification, so much so that it was impossible to assess whether the sum total of general well-being had not increased just as much as it had diminished.

After listening in silence to the last of these accounts, Jeronimo took Josephe by the arm and led her with indescribable joy up and down beneath the shady canopy of the pomegranate grove. He told her that, given the current cast of mind of the people and the subversion of all social norms, he had abandoned his initial decision to ship off to Europe; that should the viceroy, who had always proven himself favorably inclined to his cause, still be alive, he would hazard an appearance and fall to his knees before him; and that he had every hope of being able to remain in Chile with her – whereupon he pressed a kiss on her forehead. Josephe replied that she had harbored similar thoughts; that, if only her father were still alive, she herself had no doubt he would forgive her; but that instead of begging mercy on their knees, she would rather that they make their way to La Concepción – that city being close to the harbor, just in case – and from there, pursue in writing the business of a pardon with the viceroy, and that if things turned out as they wished they could easily make their way back to Santiago. After thinking it over a bit, Jeronimo agreed to the wisdom of this cautious measure, and reflecting on happy times that lay ahead, led her back and forth a few more times beneath the shady bower before rejoining their companions.

In the meantime the day had advanced to afternoon, and as the aftershocks of the quake had abated, the swarm of refugees had barely had a chance to calm their spirits when word spread that the prelate of the Dominican cloister planned to say a solemn mass in the Dominican church, the only structure that had survived the quake intact, to pray to heaven for the aversion of any further misfortune.

The people soon broke camp in all corners and streamed into the city. The question was raised in Don Fernando’s group as to whether they ought not also take part in this festivity and join the flood of humanity. Donna Elisabeth reminded them, with a catch in her throat, what an unholy thing had occurred the day before in the cathedral; that such thanksgiving services would, after all, be repeated; and that they would then feel themselves freer to give full vent to their feelings with greater serenity and peace, since the danger would by then be long gone. Leaping to her feet, Josephe promptly remarked that she had never felt a more burning need to lay her face in the dust before her Maker, now that He had manifested his incomprehensible and sublime might in this way. Donna Elvira enthusiastically agreed with Josephe. She insisted that they go hear the mass and called upon Don Fernando to lead the way, whereupon the whole group, including Donna Elisabeth, rose to its feet. But since the latter was perceived to hesitate with a heaving breast in all the little preparations for leaving, and in answer to the question what ailed her, replied that she did not rightly know, but that she harbored an ill-fated premonition, Donna Elvira allayed her fear and invited her to stay behind with her and her sick father. Josephe said: “Then you will surely, Donna Elisabeth, take back this little darling, who as you can see, has once again crawled into my arms.” “Very gladly,” replied Donna Elisabeth, and reached out to grab him; but the child protested bitterly against this injustice and would under no circumstances let go, so Josephe said with a smile that she would keep him after all and coaxed him with kisses into silence. Hereupon, Don Fernando, who was very touched by her great dignity and grace, offered her his arm; Jeronimo, who was carrying little Philip, led Donna Constanza; all the other members of the group followed; and in this order they headed back into the city.

They had walked no more than fifty paces when they heard Donna Elisabeth, who had in the meantime engaged in a heated, furtive exchange with Donna Elvira, cry out: “Don Fernando!” and followed the agitation of her tongue with restless steps. Don Fernando stopped and turned around, awaiting her, without letting go of Josephe’s arm; and since Donna Elisabeth herself stopped a fair distance away, as though she expected him to advance toward her, he asked what she wished of him. Hereupon, the latter approached him, albeit, so it seemed, with a certain hesitation, and whispered a few words in his hear, so softly that Josephe could not hear them. “What of it?” asked Don Fernando, “What’s the worst that can happen?” With a troubled look Donna Elisabeth went on whispering in his ear. His face red with consternation, Don Fernando replied: “Enough! Donna Elvira had best calm herself down”; and led Josephe onwards.

As soon as they entered the Church of the Dominicans, the organ’s sweet strains wafted forth with melodious splendor; an immeasurably large crowd was pressed within. The crush of people continued past the portals and all the way out to the esplanade, and along the walls in the spaces between paintings stood boys with their caps in their hands, casting longing looks aloft. The chandeliers glimmered, and in the twilight threw eerie shadows among the columns; the big, stained-glass rose window in the far background glowed like the setting sun that lent it its light, and as soon as the organ stopped playing all was silent in the gathered throng as if not a single soul had a sound left in his breast. Never before in a Christian cathedral had such a fervent flame climbed up to heaven as that day in the Dominican Cathedral of Santiago; and no human breasts gave more heat to the flame than those of Jeronimo and Josephe!

The service began with a sermon delivered from the pulpit by the oldest canon decked out in festive finery. He started right in, stretching his trembling hands out from under his flowing vestments up to the heavens, praying with praise, thanks, and glory that there were still people left in this devastated corner of creation able to mutter thanks to God. He described what had occurred as a wink of the Almighty; human law could not surpass God’s in severity; and when, after indicating the telltale crack which the cathedral had sustained, he nevertheless referred to yesterday’s earthquake as a mere foretaste of what was to come, a collective shudder ran through the hearts of all those gathered together. Hereupon, in the flow of priestly oratory, he lashed out against the moral corruption of the city; horrors as not even Sodom and Gomorrah had endured would be their just deserts; and it was only thanks to the infinite forbearance of God that they were not totally wiped off the face of the earth.

But the canon’s words cut like a dagger into the hearts of our two poor unfortunates, already torn to shreds by his sermon, when he proceeded to refer in detail to the sacrilege committed in the cloister garden of the Carmelite nuns; he called the worldly mercy that spared the sinners’ lives a godless abomination, and in a vitriolic harangue, mentioning the perpetrators by name, he consigned their souls to all the devilish demons of Hell! Jerking her hand from Jeronimo’s arm, Donna Constanza cried out: “Don Fernando!” But the latter replied so firmly and yet so furtively, binding both in his command: “Be silent, woman, don’t even blink an eye, and pretend to fall into a faint, whereupon we will quietly slip out of the church.” But even before Donna Constanza was able to carry out this sensibly devised rescue measure, a loud voice interrupted the canon’s sermon: “Take heed, ye burghers of Santiago, for here they stand, the godless sinners!” And when, after a wide ring of outrage spread around them, another voice exclaimed in horror: “Where?” a third voice replied: “Here!” and the speaker, engulfed with righteous malice, tore Josephe down by her hair so that she would have tumbled to the ground with Don Fernando’s son in her arms had Don Fernando not held her up. “Are you mad?” cried the young man, and wrapped his arm around Josephe, “I am Don Fernando Ormez, son of the commander of the city, whom you all know.” “Don Fernando Ormez?” replied a shoemaker standing in front of him who had worked for Josephe and knew her at least as well as he knew her little feet. And turning with insolent defiance to Asteron’s daughter, asked: “Who is the father of this child?” Don Fernando went white in the face at this question. He cast a cautious look at Jeronimo, while desperately scanning the gathered throng: Was there not a soul who recognized him? Gripped by horror at the awful situation they found themselves in, Josephe cried out: “This is not my child, as you suppose, Master Pedrillo!” and casting a look of abject terror at Don Fernando, she exclaimed: “This young gentleman is Don Fernando Ormez, son of the commander of the city whom you all know!” The shoemaker replied: “Which of you, which burghers know this young man?” And several of those standing around repeated: “Whoever knows Jeronimo Rugera, let him step forward!” And it came to pass at that very same moment, that little Juan, terrified by the tumult, turned away from Josephe’s breast and stretched his arms out to Don Fernando. Hereupon, a voice cried out: “He is the father!” and “He is Jeronimo Rugera!” and yet another: “They are the blasphemous couple!” and a third voice cried: “Stone them! By God, let all good Christians gathered in this temple of Jesus stone them!” Whereupon Jeronimo countered: “Hold it, you inhuman beasts! If it’s Jeronimo Rugera you’re after, here he is! Let go of that man who is wholly innocent!”

Flustered by Jeronimo’s remark, the seething mob stopped short; several hands let go of Don Fernando; and since at that very moment a marine officer of high rank came rushing forward, and after shoving his way through the throng, asked: “Don Fernando Ormez! What happened to you?” the latter, now set free, replied with truly heroic composure: “You see there, Don Alonzo, those murderous blackguards! I’d have been done for if that worthy gentleman had not given himself off as Jeronimo Rugera to still the raging rabble. Please be so kind as to take him into custody, as well as this young woman, for their own protection,” and grabbing hold of Master Pedrillo, added, “and arrest that no good scoundrel who stirred up this whole uproar!” To which the shoemaker cried: “Don Alonzo Onoreja, I ask you on your honor, is this girl not Josephe Asteron?” And since, though very well acquainted with Josephe, Don Alonzo hesitated to reply, and numerous other voices, fired up anew in their fury, cried out: “It’s her! It’s her!” and “Kill her!” Josephe took little Philip, whom Jeronimo had until now held in his arms, and handed him to Don Fernando, along with little Juan, saying: “Don Fernando, save your two sons and leave us to our fate!” Don Fernando took charge of the two children and said that he would sooner die than permit any harm to be done to his companions. After soliciting the sword of the marine officer, he offered Josephe his arm and bid the other couple follow him. When, in response to such a show of gallantry, people stepped aside and let them pass with a modicum of respect, they did indeed manage to make their way out of the church and thought themselves saved. But hardly had they reached the esplanade, which was likewise crowded with people, when a voice from the raging mob that followed hot on their heels, cried out: “Citizens of Santiago, that is Jeronimo Rugera, I swear, for I am his father!” and with a mighty blow of a cudgel struck him down at Donna Constanza’s side. “Jesus, Maria!” cried Donna Constanza, and ran to her brother-in-law; but already the cry rang out: “Cloister harlot!” accompanied by a second cudgel blow that laid her out dead beside Jeronimo. “Fiend!” cried an unknown person, “That was Donna Constanza Xares!” “Why did they deceive us!” the shoemaker cried in reply, “Seek out the real culprit and kill her!” Don Fernando burned with fury upon seeing Constanza’s lifeless corpse; he drew and swung his sword, and came down so hard he would surely have hacked in two the murderous scoundrel who had brought about this atrocity had the latter not with a fortuitous turn escaped the fatal blow. But seeing as he was not able to fight off the mob that flung itself upon him, Josephe cried: “Take care of yourself and the children, Don Fernando!” and: “Here, take me, you bloodthirsty beasts!” and willingly flung herself into their midst to put an end to the fight. Master Pedrillo struck her down with a cudgel. Whereupon, doused with her blood, he cried: “Send the bastard with her to Hell!” and surged forward again with still unsated bloodlust.

Don Fernando, that godly hero, now stood with his back up against the church, clutching the children with his left hand and the sword with his right. With every lightning stroke he brought a man down; a lion fights no more fiercely. Seven bloodhounds lay dead at his feet, the leader of the satanic rabble himself was wounded. Yet Master Pedrillo did not rest until he managed to grab one of the children by the feet, tear him from Don Fernando’s breast, and swinging him aloft, smash him head-first against the edge of a church pillar. Whereupon he fell still, and the rabble dispersed. When Don Fernando saw his little Juan lying there, head split open, with the brains spilling out, he raised his gaze to heaven, consumed with unspeakable grief.

The marine officer once again appeared on the scene, tried to comfort him, and assured him that, though circumstances justified his restraint, he deeply regretted not having come to Don Fernando’s assistance in this tragic debacle; but Don Fernando said he bore him no ill will, and bid him only help now to remove the corpses. They were carried in the dark of dusk to Don Alonzo’s lodgings; Don Fernando followed, shedding many a bitter tear upon little Philip’s face. He spent the night at Don Alonzo’s, and inventing various excuses, first because his wife was sick, and then, because he did not know how she would judge his actions, he delayed for the longest time informing her of the whole unhappy business; but shortly thereafter, apprised of all that had transpired by a chance visit from a friend, this admirable lady wept her motherly heart out in silence, and fell into his arms and kissed him one morning with a last radiant tear. Hereupon Don Fernando and Donna Elvira took in the little stranger as their adoptive son; and when Don Fernando thought of both Philip and Juan, and reflected on how he had come to be blessed with each, it almost seemed to him as though he ought to be happy.


THE BETROTHAL IN SANTO DOMINGO

· · ·

In Port au Prince, on the French part of the Island of Santo Domingo, at the start of this century,* when the blacks slaughtered the whites, there lived on the plantation of Guillaume de Villeneuve a dreadful old Negro named Congo Hoango. Originally from the Gold Coast of Africa, this man, who in his youth appeared to be of a faithful and honest nature, having saved his master from drowning on a crossing to Cuba, was rewarded by the latter with endless kindnesses. Not only did Monsieur Guillaume grant him his freedom on the spot, and upon their return to Santo Domingo, pass to him the title to a house and yard; a few years thereafter, contrary to the custom of the land, he even named him overseer of his considerable land holdings, and because Congo Hoango did not wish to marry again, gave him, in lieu of a bride, an old mulatto woman named Babekan from his plantation with whom the planter was closely related by marriage through his late wife. Indeed, when Congo Hoango turned sixty, he let him retire with a generous pension and topped off his magnanimity by including a bequest to him in his will; and yet all these marks of gratitude did not spare Monsieur Villeneuve from the wrath of this murderous man. In the course of the widespread excesses that flared up on these plantations in the wake of the ill-considered steps taken by the Convention National,* Congo Hoango was one of the first to take up arms, and mindful of the tyranny that had snatched him from his native land, put a bullet through his master’s head. He set fire to the house, in which the master’s wife along with their three children and all the other whites on the estate had taken refuge, lay waste to the entire plantation, to which the heirs who lived in Port au Prince might have laid claim, and once all the Villeneuve holdings had been reduced to ashes, set out for neighboring lands with the band of Negroes he had gathered and armed to aid his brothers in the fight against the whites. Sometimes he lay in wait for the itinerant armed bands of Frenchmen who crisscrossed the land; sometimes in broad daylight he attacked the planters themselves who holed up on their estates and he cut down every living soul he found. In his inhuman bloodlust, he even forced Babekan and her daughter, a fifteen year old mestizo* named Toni, to take part in these grim doings that made him feel young again; and since the main house of the plantation in which he now resided loomed as a lone habitation abutting the highway, and in his absence whites or Creole fugitives would often knock at the door, seeking food or refuge, he instructed the women to delay these white dogs, as he called them, with sustenance and acts of kindness, until his return. In such cases, Babekan, who suffered from consumption as a consequence of a brutal punishment she had endured in her youth, enlisted the aid of young Toni, who, on account of her yellowish complexion, proved particularly useful in these deadly deceptions, to which end the mother dressed up the daughter in her best clothes; she encouraged her not to spare the strangers any tender caresses, except for the most intimate, which were forbidden on pain of death; and when Congo Hoango returned with his troops from their bloody incursions, the poor souls who’d allowed themselves to be taken in by Toni’s charms were promptly put to death.

Now everyone knows that in 1803, as General Dessalines† advanced on Port au Prince with an army of 30,000 Negroes, every white-skinned soul gathered in that place to resist. For the city represented the last hope of French power on the island, and if it fell all remaining whites were doomed to die. So it came to pass in the darkness of one stormy night, while old Hoango was off with his band of blacks breaking through French lines to bring the general a shipment of gunpowder and lead, that someone knocked on the back door of his house. Old Babekan, who had already gone to bed, got up, and with nothing but a frock wrapped around her hips, opened the window and asked: “Who’s there?” “For the love of Maria and all the saints,” the stranger whispered, pressing up against the wall beneath the window, “just answer this one question before I identify myself!” Whereupon he stretched his hand out in the dark of night to grab hold of the old woman’s hand: “Are you a Negress?” To which Babekan replied: “Well, you’re definitely a white, if you’d rather peer into the pitch black night than into the eyes of a Negress! Come in,” she added, “and have no fear; this is the home of a mulatto, and the only other person left in the house is my daughter, a mestizo!” At that she shut the window, as if she intended to go straight down and open the door for him; but instead, under the pretense of not immediately being able to find the key, grabbing some clothes that she hastily snatched out of the closet, she dashed upstairs to wake her daughter. “Toni!” she said. “What is it, mother?” “Quick!” she said. “Get up and get dressed! Take these, a white petticoat and stockings! A white man on the run is at the door and begs entry!” “A white?” Toni asked, as she roused herself in bed. She took the clothes the old woman held out and said: “Is he alone, Mother? And do we have nothing to fear if we let him in!” “Nothing, nothing at all!” the old woman replied, lighting a lamp. “He’s unarmed and alone, and trembling in every limb with the fear that we may assault him!” With these words, while Toni got up and pulled on frock and stockings, Babekan lit the big lantern that stood in a corner of the room, hastily bound the girl’s hair up in a bun, in the local manner, and after fastening her pinafore, plunked a hat on her head, put the lantern in her hand and bid her go down to the yard to let the stranger in.

Meanwhile, a boy named Nanky, whom Hoango had fathered out of wedlock with a Negress, and who slept with his brother Seppy in the storehouse next door, was awakened by the barking of some yard dogs; and since he saw a man standing alone on the back stoop of the house, he promptly hastened, as he was instructed to do in such cases, to the back gate, through which said person had entered, to lock it behind him. The stranger, who had no idea what to make of all this, asked the boy, whom he recognized with a shock upon drawing near as black: “Who lives on this estate?” And upon the latter’s reply: “Since the death of Monsieur Villeneuve, ownership fell to the Negro Hoango,” the white man was just about to knock the boy down, grab the key to the back gate from him and take flight, when Toni stepped outside, lantern in hand. “Quick,” she said, reaching for his hand and pulling him toward the door, “in here!” She took pains while saying this to tilt the light so that its glow lit up her face. “Who are you?” cried the stranger, stunned for more than one reason, taking in the sight of her lovely young figure. “Who lives in this house, in which, as you maintain, I am to find safe refuge?” “No one, I swear by the light of the sun,” said the girl, “but my mother and me!” and made every effort to pull him in. “No one!” cried the stranger, taking a step back and tearing his hand free. “Did that boy not just tell me that a Negro named Hoango resides here?” “I tell you, no!” said the girl, stamping her foot impatiently, “and even if the house belongs to a ruffian of that name, he’s out at the moment and a good ten miles away!” Whereupon with both her hands she drew the stranger in, instructed the boy to tell no one of his presence, and after shutting the door, took the stranger’s hand and led him up the steps to her mother’s room.

“So,” said the old woman, who had overheard the entire conversation from her perch at the window, and had noticed in the gleam of the light that he was an officer, “what are we to make of the rapier dangling at the ready under your arm? At the risk of our own lives,” she added, putting on her spectacles, “we granted you safe haven in our house. Did you enter, in the manner of your countrymen, to repay our kindness with betrayal?” “Heaven forbid!” replied the stranger, who strode directly in front of her chair. He reached for the old woman’s hand and pressed it against his heart, and after casting a few furtive glances around the room, unbuckled the blade which he wore at the hip, and said: “You see before you the most miserable of men, but not an ingrate and a cad!” “Who are you?” asked the old woman; she shoved a chair in his direction with her foot and ordered the girl to go to the kitchen and prepare him as good a supper as she could hastily throw together. The stranger replied: “I am an officer in the French forces, although, as you yourself will have noticed by my accent, not a Frenchman; I am Swiss by birth and my name is Gustav von der Ried. Oh, if only I had never left my native land and traded it for this godless isle! I come from Fort Dauphin, where, as you know, all the whites have been slaughtered, and it is my intention to reach Port au Prince before General Dessalines and his troops manage to surround and take the city.” “From Fort Dauphin!” cried the old woman. “And you, with the color of your face, managed to make it in one piece such a long way through a country overrun by angry blacks?” “God and all his saints protected me!” the stranger replied. “And I am not alone, my good little mother; my traveling companions, whom I left some distance from here, include my uncle, a noble old gentleman, with his wife and five children; not to mention several servants and maids who belong to the family; a party of twelve in all, I’ve had to drag them along with me on unspeakably difficult night marches, with the help of two tired old pack mules, as we could not show ourselves on the highway by day.” “Good heavens!” cried the old woman with a sympathetic shake of the head, taking a pinch of tobacco. “Where at the moment are your fellow travelers holed up?” “To you,” the stranger replied after a moment’s hesitation, “to you I can confide; in your complexion I can see reflected a shimmer of my own. The family, if you must know, is camped out in the wild near the seagull pond at the edge of the forest; hunger and thirst compelled us to stop there the day before yesterday. Last night we sent out the servants on a fruitless attempt to obtain a crust of bread and a swallow of wine from the locals; fear of being captured and killed kept them from risking contact, consequently I myself had to set out this morning to try my luck at the risk of my own life. Heaven led me, lest I be mistaken,” he added, pressing the old woman’s hand in his, “to kindhearted people who don’t share the murderous hatred that has gripped the people of this island. Please be so kind, in exchange for ample payment, as to fill a few baskets with food and drink; we still have five day’s journey to Port au Prince, and if you fetch us the provisions to reach this city we will be eternally grateful to you as the people who saved our lives.” “Yes, this mad hatred!” the old woman feigned sympathy. “Is it not as if the hands of the same body, or the teeth of the same mouth, were to rise up against each other just because the two were not made alike? What am I, whose father hails from Santiago on the island of Cuba, to make of that shimmer of light that flashes from my face at daybreak? And what does my daughter, who was conceived and born in Europe, have to do with the fact that the daylight hue of that part of the world is reflected in her face?” “What?” cried the stranger. “Do you mean that you, whose every facial feature belies your mulatto blood and your African ancestry, that you and this lovely young mestizo who opened the door for me, are doomed along with us Europeans?” “By God,” replied the old woman, plucking the spectacles from her nose, “do you think that the meager possessions we’ve managed to scrape together by the sweat of our brow over back-breaking miserable years haven’t caught the fancy of that murderous hell-bent band of thieves? If we were not able by craftiness and the very embodiment of the artful ways necessity teaches the meek to survive their persecution, the shadow of kinship that covers our face wouldn’t do the trick, I assure you!” “That’s not possible!” the stranger cried; “and who on this island is after you?” “The owner of this house,” said the old woman, “the black man Congo Hoango! Ever since the death of Monsieur Guillaume, the former owner of this plantation, who fell to the blackguard’s hand at the start of the uprising, we, who, as the dead man’s next of kin, took charge of the place, attracted his wanton outbursts of rage. Every crust of bread, every liquid refreshment we give out of kindness to one or the other of the white fugitives who sometimes pass this way, we must pay for with his curses and abuse; and he craves nothing more than to goad the wrath of the blacks against us white and Creole half-dogs, as he calls us, in part to rid himself of us who check his savagery against the whites, in part to lay his thieving hands on the meager possessions we would leave behind.” “You poor unfortunates!” said the stranger. “You piteous souls! And where is that blackguard at the moment?” “He’s gone with the other blacks from this plantation to deliver a shipment of gunpowder and lead badly needed by General Dessalines,” the old woman replied. “We’re expecting him back in ten or twelve days, unless he sets out on other expeditions; and if upon his return, God forbid he should find out that we gave safe haven and shelter to a white on his way to Port au Prince, while he was busy exterminating their race on the island, I assure you we’d all soon be knocking at Heaven’s door.” “Merciful Heaven above,” said the stranger, “will protect you for the kindness you have shown a suffering soul!” Taking a step closer to the old woman, he added, “And since, in defying his orders this one time, you will doubtless have drawn the Negro’s eternal wrath, your subsequent subservience to his will, should you choose to return to the fold, would surely do you no good; might I then persuade you, ask what price you may, to give shelter for a day or two to my uncle and his family, worn out from the hardships of their journey, to let them recoup their strength?” “Young Sir,” said the old woman, taken aback, “do you know what you are asking? How in Heaven’s name is it possible to shelter a group as large as yours in a house on the highway without being found out and denounced by one of the locals?” “Why not?” retorted the stranger with great urgency. “What if I were to set off immediately for the seagull pond and lead them back to the house before daybreak; if you hid them all, masters and servants, in the same room, and to be extra-cautious, kept the doors and windows of that room shut tight?” The old woman replied, after weighing his suggestion a while: “If the gentleman attempted this very night to lead the group from their hideout to the plantation, on his way back he would surely fall into the hands of a troop of armed Negroes, alerted by scouts lying in wait on the highway.” “Very well then,” replied the stranger, “we’ll have to make do for the moment by sending them a basket of provisions, and put off the business of bringing them back to the plantation until tomorrow night. Will you do that for me, little mother?” “Alright,” she said, amidst a flurry of kisses from the stranger’s lips on her bony hands, “for the sake of the European, my daughter’s father, I will do you, his countryman, this favor. Sit yourself down at daybreak and write your kin a letter inviting them to make their way to the settlement; the boy you met in the yard will take them enough provisions to tide them over for the night, and if they accept the invitation, he will lead them back here at dawn.”

In the meantime Toni returned with a meal she’d whipped up in the kitchen, and winking at the stranger as she set the table, asked the old woman: “Mother, tell me, did the gentleman recover from the shock that gripped him at the door? Is he convinced that neither poison nor the prick of a blade await him here, and that the Negro Hoango is not home?” The mother said with a sigh: “My child, he who’s been burned fears fire, as the saying goes. The gentleman would have been a fool to have ventured into the house before convincing himself of the race of its residents.” The girl came close to her mother and told her how she’d held the lantern such that its light fell full in her face. “But his mind was full of spooks and Negroes; and even had it been a pretty damsel from Paris or Marseille who’d opened the door, he’d have taken her for a Negress.” Gently slinging an arm around her waist, the stranger said, a bit embarrassed: “The hat you had on kept me from seeing your face.” And pressing her to his breast, he went on: “Had I looked you in the eye, as I do now, even if the rest of you were black as night, I’d have drunk with you from the same cup of poison.” The mother pressed the young white man, who turned red at these words, to be seated, whereupon Toni sat down beside him, and with her arms propped on the table, watched him as he ate. The stranger asked how old she was and where she’d been born; whereupon the mother spoke up: “Toni was conceived and born in Paris fifteen years ago on a trip I took to Europe with Monsieur Villeneuve, my former master,” adding that Komar, the black man whom she later married, adopted her as his child, but that her real father was a rich Marseille merchant named Bertrand, after whom she was named Toni Bertrand. Toni asked him if he was acquainted with said gentleman in France. “No,” said the stranger, “it’s a big country, and I’ve never crossed paths with any person of that name in the course of my sojourn in the West Indies.” The old woman added that she had it on good authority that Monsieur Bertrand no longer resided in France. “His ambitious and aspiring nature,” she said, “was not content to while away its time in staid bourgeois pursuits; at the outbreak of the Revolution he got involved with the insurgents, and in 1795, went with a French delegation to the Turkish court, from whence, to my knowledge, he has not yet returned.” Whereupon the stranger said with a smile to Toni, reaching for her hand: “Which, in that case, would make you a rich society girl.” He encouraged her to profit from the advantages and maintained that she had every reason to hope that she would one day be led down the aisle on her father’s arm to live in somewhat more auspicious circumstances than she did today. “Unlikely,” remarked the old woman with a restrained wince. “During my pregnancy in Paris, Monsieur Bertrand denied in court having fathered this child, to spare the feelings of a wealthy young bride whom he hoped to marry. I will never forget the oath he had the gall to swear in my face, a bilious fever being the consequence, along with, shortly thereafter, sixty strokes of the whip ordered by Monsieur Villeneuve, as a consequence of which I still suffer from consumption.” Toni, who lay her head thoughtfully on her hand, asked the stranger who he was, where he came from and where he was headed; whereupon the latter, following an embarrassed silence in the wake of the old woman’s embittered declaration, replied that he was Monsieur Strömli, that he and his uncle’s family, whom he had left behind in a clearing near the seagull pond, came from Fort Dauphin. On the girl’s urging, he told in some detail of the insurrection that broke out in that city; how at midnight, when everyone was asleep, at a traitorous signal the mob of blacks fell upon the whites; how the leader of the Negroes, a sergeant in the French Pioneer Corps, had been malicious enough to set all the boats in the harbor on fire so as to cut off the escape of the whites to Europe; how his family had hardly had time enough to flee with a few necessities through the gates of the city; and how, given the simultaneous flare-up of hostilities along the coastline, they had had no other recourse but to make their way inland, with the aid of a pair of pack mules, traversing the length of the entire country, hoping to reach Port au Prince, the sole place that, for the moment at least, thanks to the protection of a strong French military presence, still put up a resistance to the advancing forces of the Negro rebels who were gaining ground everywhere else. Toni asked: “How did the whites makes themselves so hated?” To which the stranger replied, with some hesitation: “By the nature of the relationship which they, as masters of the island, had with the blacks, and which, if truth be told, I dare not defend; a situation that had, however, been in place on this island for several centuries! The frenzy of freedom that suddenly gripped all the plantations drove the Negroes and Creoles to break the chains that held them, and the many contemptible abuses they suffered at the hands of a few malicious whites led them to wreak revenge on the entire race. I was particularly stunned and horrified,” he went on after a moment of silence, “by the actions of one young girl. At the very moment of the uprising, this girl, a young Negress, lay ill with Yellow Fever, an outbreak that doubled the misery in the city. Three years before she had been the slave of a white planter, who, because of her refusal to succumb to his advances, had badly beaten her and then sold her to a Creole planter. When the girl learned at the onset of the uprising that the planter, her former master, had fled, the wrath of the Negroes hot on his heels, and taken refuge in a nearby woodshed, remembering the mistreatment she had suffered, she sent her brother to him at dawn the next day inviting him to spend the night with her. The poor white wretch, who neither knew that she was ailing nor with what dread malady, came and wrapped her in his arms out of gratitude for saving him; but no sooner had he spent a half hour in her bed showering her with amorous caresses, than she suddenly turned to him with a fierce expression and cold fury, got up and said: “You have just kissed a plague-infected girl with death burning in her breast; go and give a gift of Yellow Fever to all your kind!” While the old woman loudly expressed her horror at this, the officer asked Toni if she would be capable of such an act. “No!” said Toni, casting him a bewildered look. Putting the cloth on the table, the stranger responded: “By my way of thinking, no tyrannous act the whites committed could ever justify such a base and abominable betrayal. Such treachery,” he said, rising from the table with a pained expression, “undermined the wrath of God; the scandalized angels themselves will stand on the side of those who’d been unjustly treated and take up their cause to uphold the human and sacred order!” At these words he strode to the window and peered out at the storm clouds that covered the moon and stars; and since it seemed to him as if mother and daughter gave each other knowing looks, though he had not noticed them exchanging winks, he was left with an uneasy, downright queasy feeling; he turned around and asked to be led to his room to catch up on lost sleep.

Turning to the wall clock, the mother noticed that it was going on midnight, took a candle in her hand and motioned for the stranger to follow. She led him down long corridors to the room she’d readied for him; Toni carried the stranger’s overcoat and the other things he’d removed; the mother showed him to his bed piled up with comfortable pillows, and after telling Toni to give him a footbath, bid him goodnight and took her leave. The stranger set his sword in the corner and plucked a pair of pistols out of his belt and lay them on the table. While Toni shoved the bed forward and covered it with a white sheet, he looked around the room; and since he concluded from the luxury and taste of the decor that these furnishings must have belonged to the former owner of the plantation, a feeling of trepidation hovered like a vulture round his heart, and he wished himself, hungry and thirsty as he’d come, back in the woods with his relations. The girl had meanwhile fetched a vessel filled with warm, sweet-scented water from the adjoining kitchen, and bid the officer, who had been leaning at the window, to come refresh himself. Silently shedding scarf and vest, he sank into a chair to bear his feet, and while the girl knelt down before him, busying herself with all the small preparations for the bath, he gazed at her fetching figure. As she knelt down her hair fell in dark billowing curls on her young breasts; a disarming comeliness played upon her lips and graced the long eyelashes that fell upon her downcast eyes; he could have sworn, except for her skin color, which he found objectionable, that he had never set eyes on anything as lovely. Watching her now, he was once again struck, as he had been at first sight of her at the door, by a vague resemblance she bore to someone, though he could not say to whom, and the impression overwhelmed him body and soul. He reached for her hand as, all her preparations completed, she rose from the floor, and since he accurately gauged that there was but one way to test if the girl had a heart, he pulled her down on his lap and asked: “Are you already betrothed to a fiancé?” “No!” the girl said in a hushed voice, casting her big black eyes to the ground with a stunning modesty. And without budging from his lap, she added: “Connelly, the young Negro from the neighboring plantation, did propose to me three months ago, but I declined because I was too young.” The stranger, who with both his hands now grasped her slender body, said: “Where I come from, as the saying goes, at fourteen years and seven months a girl is old enough to marry.” He asked, as she eyed a little golden cross he wore against his breast, “How old are you?” “Fifteen,” she replied. “Well then!” said the stranger. “Does he lack sufficient means to make you happy, this lad?” “Oh no!” replied Toni, without looking up, fingering and letting go of the cross, “Connolly has become a rich man since the recent turn of events; his father took title of the whole plantation that once belonged to their master.” “Then why did you refuse him?” asked the stranger, and gently stroked the hair from her brow. “Did you not find him attractive?” With a quick toss of the head, the girl laughed; and answering his own question he jokingly whispered in her ear: “Might it perhaps have to be a white man who could win your favor?” To which, after flashing him a fleeting, dreamy look, she responded with a ravishing blush that swept over her sun-kissed face, and suddenly lay her head on his chest. Stirred by her comeliness and sweetness, the stranger called her his dear girl, and feeling as though delivered from all his troubles by the hand of God, wrapped her in his arms. He found it impossible to believe that all of these gestures could merely be the miserable expression of a cold-blooded and cruel-hearted betrayal. The troubled thoughts that had clouded his spirit lifted like a flock of vultures; he chided himself for having doubted her for a single second, and as he rocked her on his knees and inhaled her sweet breath he kissed her on the forehead as a sign of reconciliation and forgiveness between them. Meanwhile, suddenly pricking up her ears, as if she’d heard someone drawing near outside the door, the girl bolted upright; she thoughtfully and dreamily rearranged the cloth that had slipped from over her breasts; and only once she fathomed that it had been a false alarm did she turn back to the stranger with a cheerful look and remind him that if he did not soon make use of the hot water it would get cold. “Heavens,” she said, a bit taken aback, as the stranger peered at her in thoughtful silence, “why are you looking at me in such a strange way?” Fiddling with her pinafore, she tried to hide her growing embarrassment, and laughed out loud: “Strange Sir, what strikes you amiss at the sight of me?” The stranger, who wiped his brow with his hand, suppressing a sigh as he lifted her off his lap, replied: “A wondrous resemblance between you and a girl I once knew!” Noticing that he had been distracted from his merry mood, she gaily and attentively grabbed him by the hand and asked: “What girl?” Whereupon, reflecting a moment, the young man spoke up: “Her name was Marianne Congreve and she hailed from Strasbourg. I met her there, where her father was a merchant, shortly before the outbreak of the Revolution, and was fortunate enough to have received a yes to my proposal and her mother’s approval. Dear God, she was the most faithful soul under the sun, and the terrible and stirring circumstances under which I lost her leap to mind when I look at you, so that I cannot keep from crying.” Toni tenderly and intimately pressed her body close to his. “Is she no longer living?” “She died,” replied the stranger, “and it was only at her death that I fathomed that I had lost the epitome of all goodness and virtue. God knows,” he went on, leaning his aching head on her shoulder, “how I could have been so foolish as to criticize the recently established revolutionary tribunal one evening in a public place. I was accused of treason, they came looking for me; in my absence, as I was fortunate enough to have escaped to the outskirts of the city, the raving mob that craved a victim rushed to the house of my bride, and upon her truthful assurance that she did not know my whereabouts, under the pretense that she was in cahoots with me, the embittered hooligans simply dragged her off to the scaffold instead of me. No sooner was I informed of this terrible news than I emerged from my hideout, and shoving my way through the crowd to the place of execution, cried out at the top of my lungs: “Here, you inhuman beasts, am I!” But in response to the questions of several revolutionary judges who, alas, did not seem to know me, standing there on the platform in front of the guillotine, she turned away from me with a look indelibly etched into my soul and said: “I don’t know that person!” Whereupon, moments later, at the sound of the drumbeat and the howl of the mob, egged on by the trumped up charges of the bloodthirsty judges, the blade dropped and her head fell from her shoulders. How I was saved I cannot tell; I found myself a quarter of an hour later in the apartment of a friend, where I staggered from one faint to another, and toward evening, was loaded, half-mad, onto a carriage, and dispatched across the Rhine.” At these words, letting go of the girl, the stranger hastened to the window, and as she saw him bury his profoundly troubled face in a handkerchief, stirred by a deep sympathy for his plight, she impulsively rushed over to him, wrapped her arms around his neck and mingled her tears with his.

What happened next need not be told, since everyone who gets to this point in the tale can guess. Rousing himself afterwards, the stranger had no idea where the impetuous thing he’d done would lead him; in the meantime, however, he fathomed this much, that he had been saved and that he had nothing to fear from the girl in this house. Seeing her lying there on the bed with her arms crossed beneath her, crying her eyes out, he did his best to try and comfort her. He took off the little golden cross, a gift from his faithful Marianne, his dead bride; and leaning over Toni, whispering endless words of endearment, hung it around her neck as an engagement gift, as he called it. And since she kept weeping, heedless of his words, he sat himself down on the edge of the bed, stroking her hand, covering her with kisses, and said that he would speak to her mother the next morning and ask for her hand in marriage. He described for her the small property he possessed on the shore of the Aar River; a house comfortable and big enough to accommodate her and her mother, if the old woman’s age would still allow for the journey; fields, gardens, meadows and vineyards; and a venerable old father who would receive her with gratitude and love, since she had saved his son. And since her never-ending flood of tears drenched the pillow, he took her in his arms and asked her, himself gripped by emotion: “What have I done to hurt you? Can you not find it in your heart to forgive me?” He swore that his love for her would never fade from his heart and that it was only the mad frenzy of emotions, a mingling of desire and the shock of fear she had aroused, that could have induced him to do what he had done. Finally he reminded her that the morning stars sparkled and that if she remained lying in his bed her mother would come and surprise her there; he implored her, for the sake of her health, to get up and rest for a few more hours in her own bed; worried sick by her condition, he asked if perhaps he should pick her up and carry her to her room; but since she made no reply to all his entreaties and lay, quietly sobbing, with her head pressed into her folded arms on the wrinkled pillow, as the light of dawn was already streaming in through both windows, he finally had no choice but, without any further words, to pick her up; he carried her, hanging like a lifeless corpse from his shoulders, up the stairs to her room, and after laying her in her bed and repeating with a thousand endearments all that he had said before, once again calling her his beloved bride, he pressed a gentle kiss on her forehead and rushed back to his room.

As soon as daylight had completely swept away the dark, old Babekan made her way up to her daughter’s room, and sitting herself down on the edge of her bed, revealed what she had in mind for the stranger as well as his traveling companions. She said that, since the Negro Congo Hoango would only be back in two days, everything depended on their keeping the stranger in the house for that time, without, however, welcoming his relatives, whose presence, on account of their number, might, in her opinion, jeopardize their plans. To this end, she said, she intended to make out as if she had just learned that General Dessalines was headed this way with his army, and consequently, because the risk was too great, they would have to wait three days, until the general’s army had passed, to safely bring his family into the house as he wished. The travelers would, in the meantime, have to be supplied with provisions so that they stayed put, and also, to lure them into the trap, would have to be kept under the illusion that they would find safe haven in the house. She remarked, furthermore, upon the importance of the matter at hand, since the family’s possessions would probably bring them rich booty; and insisted that her daughter do everything in her power to aid in this endeavor. Propping herself up in bed, her face flushed with the blush of her reluctance, Toni replied: “It’s scandalous and contemptible to abuse the laws of guest friendship with innocent people lured into the house.” She added that a fugitive who sought their protection ought to be doubly safe; and she assured Babekan that if she did not give up the bloody plan she’d just revealed, that she, Toni, would go forthwith to the stranger and reveal to him what a den of cutthroats was this house in which he had thought to find safe refuge. “Toni!” said the mother, putting her hands to her hips and looking into her daughter’s eyes. “I mean it!” the daughter replied. “What ill deed did this young man, not even a Frenchman by birth, but a Swiss, as he said, ever do to us that we should want to fall upon him like thieves, kill him and rob him? Do the accusations made against the planters here also hold true for those on the side of the island he comes from? Does not everything about him rather show that he is the noblest and finest of men, and surely does not share responsibility for the injustices for which the blacks blame his race?” Taking in the strange expression on the girl’s face, the old woman simply remarked with quivering lips: “I can’t believe my ears!” Then she asked: “What guilt did the young Portuguese gentleman bear who was recently clubbed to death in the doorway? What did the two Dutchmen do to deserve to be shot down in the yard by the Negroes three weeks ago? What blame do the three Frenchmen and all the other white-skinned fugitives bear who were mowed down in this house with flintlock, lance and sword, since the outbreak of the uprising?” “By the light of the sun,” said the daughter, leaping up wildly, “you do me wrong to remind me of all these atrocities! The inhumanities you compelled me to take part in have long since disgusted me in my heart of hearts; and to expiate my sins for all that happened in the eyes of God, I swear to you that I would rather die a tenfold death than permit you to harm even a hair on the head of that young man as long as he is in this house.” “Very well,” said the old woman, with a sudden look of compliance, “let the stranger travel in peace. But when Congo Hoango gets back,” she added, getting up to leave the room, “and finds out that a white man spent the night in this house, you can beg him to show you the same mercy that moved you to disobey his express orders.”

Stunned by this outburst, in which, despite a feigned tone of benevolence, the old woman had given vent to her fury, the girl lingered in her room. She was all too familiar with her mother’s hatred of the whites to think that Babekan might let slip such an occasion to satisfy it. The fear that the old woman would presently send word to the neighboring plantations and call upon the Negroes to fall upon the stranger impelled her to throw on her clothes and follow her mother down to the dining room below. And just as her mother returned, distracted, from the pantry, where she appeared to have had some pressing matter to attend to, and sat herself down on a bale of flax, the daughter stood at the door, onto which a mandate had been tacked forbidding all blacks, at the risk of their life, from aiding and abetting the whites; and pretending, as though gripped with terror, to grasp the error of her ways, she suddenly turned to her mother, who, she knew, had been watching from behind, and flung herself at her feet. Clasping her knees, the daughter begged her to forgive the wild words she had spoken in defense of the stranger; she lay the blame on the half-dreaming, half-waking state from which she was suddenly roused by her mother’s plans to trick him; and assured the old woman that she would do everything in her power to deliver him for judgment, which, based on the present law of the land, demanded his execution. Looking the girl squarely in the eyes, the old woman said after a while: “In Heaven’s name, child, your declaration just saved his life for today! Seeing as you’d threatened to take him under your wing, that pot was already spiked with the poison that would at least have delivered him up dead to Congo Hoango, true to his command.” Whereupon she got up, took the pot of milk on the table and dumped it out the window. Gripped with horror, unable to believe her eyes, Toni stared at her mother. Sitting herself down again and turning to the girl, who crouched before her on her knees, Babekan picked her up off the floor and asked: “What in the course of a single night could have so muddled your thoughts? Yesterday, after giving him a footbath, did you stay with him a while longer? Did you speak much with him?” Yet Toni, whose heart heaved in her breast, held her tongue, but for a few meaningless words; her eyes cast to the floor, she stood there holding her head, lost in a dream. “A look at the bosom of my unhappy mother,” she said, bowing and kissing her hand, “reminded me of the inhumanity of the race to which that stranger belongs,” and turning around and pressing her face into her apron, she assured the old woman, “as soon as the Negro Hoango gets back you’ll see what kind of daughter you have.”

Babekan sat lost in thought, wondering what the devil could have stirred such a strange passion in the girl, when the fugitive entered the room with a note he’d written, stuffed in the pocket of his nightgown, inviting his family to spend a few days at the plantation of the Negro Hoango. He extended a cheerful and friendly greeting to mother and daughter, handed the note to the old woman and asked that someone immediately take it to the clearing along with a few provisions for his kinfolk, as he’d been promised. Babekan stood up, and with a worried look, took the note, stuffed it into the cupboard and said: “Sir, we must ask you to immediately return to your bedroom. The highway is teeming with lone Negro troops rushing by, who’ve informed us that General Dessalines and his army are headed this way. In this house, which is open to everyone, you will find no safe haven unless you hide in your room facing the yard and shut tight the door and all the windows.” “What?” said the stunned stranger, “General Dessalines . . . ?” “Don’t ask any questions!” Babekan interrupted, knocking three times with a stick on the wooden floor. “I’ll follow you and explain everything in your room.” Hustled off by the old woman who feigned worried looks, the stranger turned and called out at the dining room door: “But won’t you at least send a messenger to my family waiting for me in the woods, informing them of that . . . ?” “It will all be attended to,” she cut him short, just as the bastard boy whom we already know came rushing in; whereupon she ordered Toni, who stood before a mirror with her back to the stranger, to take up the basket of provisions in the corner of the room; and mother, daughter, the boy, and the stranger went up to his bedroom.

Here, easing herself slowly into a chair, the old woman told how they’d seen the fires of General Dessalines shimmering all night long on the mountains that blocked the horizon, a verifiable fact indeed, although not a single Negro from his army advancing in a southwestern direction toward Port au Prince had shown his face in the immediate surroundings. She thereby succeeded in sending the stranger into a frenzied panic, which she promptly managed to still with the assurance that, even in the worst-case scenario, if soldiers were quartered in her house, she would do everything possible to ensure his safety. And upon the latter’s imploring reminder that, under these circumstances, his family at least be furnished with provisions, she took the basket from her daughter’s hands, and handing it to the boy, instructed him to go to the clearing at the edge of the seagull pond and bring it to the officer’s family that was camped out there. “The officer himself is safe,” she told him to tell them, “friends of the whites, who, on account of their sympathies, had been made to suffer much at the hands of the blacks, have given him shelter.” In conclusion, she said to assure them that, as soon as the highway was free of the armed Negro bands they expected soon, efforts would be made to bring the family here too and offer them safe haven in this house. “Do you understand?” she asked. Hoisting the basket onto his head, the boy replied that he was very familiar with the seagull pond, where he liked to go fishing with his friends, and that he would do everything he’d been told to help the stranger’s family camping out there for the night. And upon the old woman’s question if he had anything to add, the stranger proceeded to pull a ring from his finger and gave it to the boy, instructing him to pass it to the head of the family, Monsieur Strömli, as a sign that the conveyed message was true. Hereupon the old woman took numerous precautionary measures to assure the stranger’s safety, as she maintained; she ordered Toni to close the shutters, and in order to shed a little light in the darkness, she ignited, not without difficulty, as the flint at first refused to function, a kerosene lamp on the mantelpiece. The stranger took advantage of this moment of chaos to gently sling an arm around Toni and whisper in her ear: “How did you sleep?” And: “Should I not inform your mother of what happened?” But Toni ignored the first question, and pulling herself free of his embrace, whispered back a hasty “No!” in response to the second. “If you love me, don’t say a word!” She did her best to hide the terror that all these deceitful maneuvers stirred up in her; and with the pretext of having to prepare the stranger’s breakfast, she scrambled down to the dining room.

Taking from her mother’s cupboard the note the stranger had written to his family, in which he had, in all innocence, invited them to the house, she decided to follow the boy to their camp; and having resolved, if worst came to worst, and her mother noticed it was missing, to share her lover’s death, she rushed after the boy who had already set off along the highway. For she now no longer saw the young officer, before God, in her heart of hearts, as merely a wanderer to whom she had given shelter, but as her betrothed husband-to-be, and she was determined, once his kinfolk had entered the house in full force, to openly declare this to her mother without worrying about her stupefied reaction. “Nanky,” she gasped, out of breath, having run after and finally caught up with the boy on the highway, “mother changed her plan concerning the family of Monsieur Strömli. Take this letter! It is addressed to Monsieur Strömli himself, the old head of the family, and contains an invitation for them all to come spend a few days at our place. Use your head and do everything in your power to bring it off without a hitch; Congo Hoango will reward you upon his return!” “Good, good, Miss Toni!” the boy replied. And carefully folding and stashing the letter in his pocket, he asked: “And am I to serve them as a guide on the walk back?” “Definitely,” said Toni, “since they don’t know the way. But to avoid running into any troops that might be patrolling the highway you’ll have to hold off your return until after midnight, but then make sure to walk quickly so as to get them here before the break of day. Can I count on you, Nanky?” she asked. “You can count on Nanky!” the boy replied. “I know why you’re luring these white fugitives to the plantation, and Hoango will be well pleased!”

Hereupon Toni rushed back to the house and brought the stranger his breakfast; and after bringing back the dirty dishes, the daughter rejoined her mother in the front dining room to attend to household chores. A little while later, without fail, the mother went to the cupboard and, of course, found the message missing. Doubting her memory, she put her hand to her head and asked Toni: “Where in Heaven’s name could I have put the letter the stranger gave me?” After a moment’s silence, during which she looked down at the floor, Toni replied: “As I recall, the stranger took it back and tore it up in our presence in his room!” The mother gave the girl a puzzled look: “I’m quite sure I remember him handing me the letter and my putting it in that cupboard for safekeeping!” But after rummaging through all the shelves and still not finding it, not trusting her memory, on account of several such apparent lapses, she finally had no other recourse but to believe her daughter’s recollection. In the meantime, busying herself with other tasks, she could not hide her considerable vexation, muttering that the letter would have been of the greatest importance to the Negro Hoango, as it would have enabled them to lure the entire family to the plantation. At lunch and again at suppertime, as Toni served the stranger his meal, Babekan, who kept him company at table, took advantage of the opportunity to ask after the letter; but as soon as the talk turned to this dangerous issue, Toni managed skillfully to deflect or muddle the conversation, such that the mother was unable to make hide or hair of the stranger’s explanation concerning the letter. And so the day went by; after the evening meal, Babekan locked the stranger’s door, for his safety, she assured him; and after hashing out with Toni by what ruse she might lay her hands on such a letter the next day, she retired for the night and likewise told her daughter to go to bed.

But as soon as Toni got to her room and assured herself that her mother was sound asleep, having longed for this moment, she took the painting of the Holy Virgin from where it hung on the wall beside her bed, set it on a chair, and knelt down before it with folded hands. In a fervent prayer, she implored, her godly Son, the Savior, to grant her the courage and perseverance to confess to the young man, her betrothed, all the crimes that burdened her young bosom. She swore not even to hide from him, however painful it might be to reveal, her merciless and terrible intent when she lured him into the house the previous day; but for the sake of the things she’d done since then to save him, she begged him to forgive her and to take her with him to Europe as his faithful wife. Feeling wonderfully fortified by this prayer, she rose, and reaching for the pass key to every room in the house, slowly made her way in the dark down the narrow corridor that ran through the middle of the house, feeling her way toward the stranger’s room. Quietly she unlocked the door and walked over to his bed, where he lay fast asleep. The moon lit up his radiant face, and the night wind that wafted through the open window played with the hair on his forehead. She gently leaned over him and whispered his name, inhaling his sweet breath; but he was preoccupied by a deep dream of which she appeared to be the object: for several times she heard his feverish, fluttering lips whisper back, “Toni!” Overcome by an indescribable wistfulness, she could not bring it upon herself to tear him out of his sweet heavenly illusions down into a mundane and miserable reality; and convinced that he would awaken sooner or later of his own accord, she knelt down beside his bed and covered his precious hand with kisses.

But who can describe the horror that gripped her breast moments later upon suddenly hearing the sound of people, horses and rattling arms in the courtyard, and clearly recognizing among them the voice of the Negro Congo Hoango, unexpectedly returned with his entire band from General Dessalines’ encampment. Careful to avoid being seen in the moonlight, she scrambled for cover behind the window curtains, and already heard her mother informing Hoango of everything that happened while he was gone, including the presence of the European fugitive. With a muffled voice the Negro ordered his men to be still in the yard. He asked the old woman where the stranger was at that moment, whereupon she told him the room the white man was in and promptly proceeded to report the curious conversation she had had with her daughter concerning him. She assured the Negro that the girl was a traitor and that because of her daughter her entire plan of capturing the fugitive’s family threatened to fall through. The little fox, she said, had secretly taken advantage of the cover of night to sneak off to his bed, where she was sleeping soundly at this moment; and in all likelihood, if the stranger hadn’t already flown the coop, she’d warned him and conspired to facilitate his escape. Having already tested the girl’s trustworthiness under similar circumstances, the Negro replied: “I can’t believe it!” And “Kelly!” he cried in a rage. And “Omra! Get your guns!” And without wasting another word, he scampered up the steps with his entire entourage and barged into the stranger’s room.

Toni, before whose eyes and ears the entire scene had transpired, stood paralyzed in every limb, as though she’d been struck by lightning. At one point she thought of waking the stranger; but she immediately fathomed that, given the presence of Hoango’s troops, escape was no longer an option, and that since he was likely to reach for his weapons, and the Negro held the advantage by strength of number, she already saw him stretched out dead on the floor. She was indeed compelled to take into account the likelihood of the poor man’s assumption, upon finding her beside his bed at that moment, that she had betrayed him, and so, instead of following her advice, of flying in a frenzy and rashly falling right into Hoango’s clutches. In this unspeakable paroxysm of terror she suddenly laid eyes on a rope that, God knows by what coincidence, hung from a hook on the wall. God himself, she felt, had placed it there to save her and her beloved. She took it and bound the young man’s hands and feet, tying several knots; and not concerning herself with the fact that he had begun to stir and struggle to break free, she fastened the rope ends tightly to the bed frame; and happy to have mastered the moment, pressed a kiss on his lips and hurried off to greet Hoango, who was already clambering up the steps.

Still doubting the old woman’s account of Toni’s betrayal, upon seeing the girl rush out of the stranger’s room the Negro stood stunned and bewildered in the corridor with his armed and torch-bearing retinue. “The false-hearted turncoat!” he cried out, and turning to Babekan, who had taken several steps toward the door, asked her: “Has he escaped?” Finding the door open, without herself going in, Babekan turned back and howled like a lunatic: “The lying little cheat! She let him get away! Hurry up and man the gates before he makes it to the open fields!” “What’s the matter?” asked Toni, seeing the look of fury on the faces of the old woman and the blacks in attendance. “What the matter is?” Hoango replied, whereupon he seized her chest and dragged her into the room. “Are you all mad?” she yelled, breaking free of Hoango, who stood there stunned by what he saw. “Here’s your fugitive festooned by my own hand in his bed; and, by God, it’s not the worst deed I’ve ever done in my life!” At these words, she turned her back to him and sat down at a table, pretending to burst into tears. The old man turned in a rage at the mother who stood to the side: “Oh Babekan, with what fairy tales have you deceived me?” “Thank heaven,” replied the bewildered mother, examining the rope with which the stranger was tied; “here he is, indeed, though I can’t for the life of me understand what’s going on.” Sheathing his sword, the Negro strode to the bed and asked the stranger who he was, where he came from and where he was headed. But since the latter, twisting and turning to break free, made no reply but the pitifully muttered words: “Oh, Toni! Oh, Toni!” the mother spoke up and said he was a Swiss by the name of Gustav von der Ried, and that he and his filthy brood of European dogs, who at this very moment were hiding out in caves by the seagull pond, came from the coastal outpost of Fort Dauphin. Hoango, who saw the girl seated in a woeful state with her head buried in her hands, walked over to her and called her his dear girl, clapped her on the cheeks and begged her to forgive his having hastily suspected her. The old woman, who likewise approached the girl, shaking her head, flung her hands in the air, and asked: “Why then, if the stranger knew nothing of the impending danger he was in, did you bind him to the bed?” Turning suddenly to her mother, Toni, who was now crying real tears of heartache and fury, replied: “Because you have no eyes and ears! Because he did indeed grasp the danger he was in! Because he wanted to escape and begged me to help him! Because he intended to make an attempt on your own life, and had I not tied him up while still asleep, would surely have carried out his plan at daybreak!” Old Hoango covered the girl with caresses, trying to calm her down, and ordered Babekan to speak no more of this. He called for several guards with muskets to promptly carry out the sentence prescribed by the law on the stranger, but Babekan whispered in his ear: “For heaven’s sake, no, Hoango!” She took him aside and gave him to understand: “Before being executed, the stranger must be made to write an invitation, with the help of which we will lure to the plantation his family, whose capture would otherwise involve considerable risk.” Considering the fact that the family was most likely not unarmed, Hoango concurred with this recommendation; but seeing as it was too late to make the prisoner write such a letter, he posted two guards at his bedside; and after once again inspecting the rope himself, finding that it was too loose, and calling upon two of his men to tie it more tightly, he left the room with his retinue, and things settled back into an apparent calm.

But only pretending to go to bed, Toni bid good-night to the old Negro, who once again gave her his hand, and got up again as soon as the house was still, slipped out the back door and rushed into the field, and ran with her breast heaving in the darkest despair out to the highway to the path Monsieur Strömli’s family would have to take. The looks of contempt that the stranger shot at her from his bed pierced her heart like the thrusts of a knife; a feeling of hot bitterness mingled with the love she felt for him, and she exulted at the thought of dying in the course of carrying out his rescue. Afraid of missing the family if she tried to head them off, she waited by the trunk of a stone pine, by which, presuming they accepted the invitation, the group was bound to pass; and no sooner did the first flicker of dawn break on the horizon than, true to her instructions, Nanky’s voice could already be heard in the distance, leading them along.

The group comprised Monsieur Strömli and his wife, the latter riding on a mule, their five children, two of which, Adelbert and Gottfried, big strapping boys of eighteen and seventeen, respectively, walked beside the animal; three servants and two maids, one of whom, with a baby at her breast, rode the second mule; in all, they counted twelve. Making their way slowly over the protruding roots at the edge of the forest, they came to the stone pine, where Toni stepped out of the shadow as silently as possible, so as not to scare anyone, and called out: “Halt!” Nanky immediately recognized her and when she asked, as men, women, and children surrounded her, “Which one is Monsieur Strömli?” he cheerfully introduced her to the aging head of the family. “Noble Sir,” she said, with a firm voice interrupting the latter’s warm greeting, “the Negro Hoango unexpectedly returned home with his entire force. You cannot now find refuge here without risk to your life; indeed, your nephew, who, alas, was duped by the ploy, is lost if you don’t immediately take up arms and follow me to rescue him from the plantation where the Negro Hoango is holding him captive!” “God in Heaven!” all the members of the terror-stricken family cried out in unison; and the mother, who was ill and drained by the difficult journey, fell unconscious from the pack animal to the ground. While the maids leapt forward, on Monsieur Strömli’s orders, to help his wife, Toni, fearing Nanky’s inquisitive ears and all the while showered with questions from the sons, took Monsieur Strömli and the other men aside. And making no attempt to hold back her tears of shame and compunction, she told them everything that had happened; how matters stood at the moment the young man arrived at the house; how the intimate conversation she had with him unexpectedly changed everything; what she had done, half-crazy with terror, upon the Negro’s arrival, and how she was now resolved to risk her life to save him from the trap she herself had led him into. “My weapons!” cried Monsieur Strömli, rushing to his wife’s mule and pulling out his musket. And while his brave sons Adelbert and Gottfried and the three stout-hearted servants likewise reached for their arms, he said: “Our nephew Gustav saved more than one of our lives, now it’s up to us to do the same for him.” Whereupon he hoisted his wife, who had meanwhile regained consciousness, back onto the mule; as an added precaution, he had Nanky taken as a sort of hostage with his hands bound; sent his wife and little children and the maids, under the armed guard of his thirteen-year-old son Ferdinand back to the seagull pond; and after sounding out Toni, who had herself taken up helmet and sword, as to the strength of the Negro’s force and their positioning in the courtyard, and having assured her that he would do his best to spare Hoango as well as her mother, bravely putting himself in the hands of God, taking the lead of his little troop, he set off after Toni back to the plantation.

As soon as the group slipped through the rear gate, Toni pointed out to Monsieur Strömli the room in which Hoango and Babekan slept; and while Strömli and his people entered the house without making a sound and seized all of the Negroes’ guns, Toni slunk off to the stable in which Nanky’s five-year-old half-brother Seppy slept. For Nanky and Seppy, bastard sons of old Hoango, were both very dear to him, particularly the latter, whose mother had recently died; and since, if they succeeded in freeing the young captive, the return to the seagull pond and their escape from there to Port au Prince – as she resolved to join them – would still involve considerable risk, she reasoned, not incorrectly, that the two boys would come in very handy as hostages in their likely pursuit by the Negroes. She succeeded, unseen, in lifting the boy out of his bed and carrying him in her arms, half-asleep, half-awake, back to the main house. Meanwhile, Monsieur Strömli and his men managed as stealthily as possible to enter Hoango’s quarters; but instead of finding him and Babekan in bed, as Strömli expected, the two, roused by the sound, stood there, albeit half-naked and helpless, in the middle of the room. Musket raised, Monsieur Strömli cried out: “Yield or you’re dead!” But in lieu of a reply, Hoango tore a pistol from off the wall and fired, strafing Monsieur Strömli’s head. Hereupon, Strömli’s men fell upon the black man in a fury; following a second shot that pierced the shoulder of a servant, Hoango was wounded in the hand by the slash of a saber, and the two of them, Babekan and he, were shoved to the floor and bound tightly with ropes to the trestle of a big table. Awakened in the meantime by the sound of shots, Hoango’s Negroes, more than twenty in number, staggered out of their stalls, and hearing old Babekan screaming in the house, came running to get their weapons. Monsieur Strömli, whose wound was of no significance, stationed his people at the windows and had them fire, attempting in vain to hold off the onslaught; oblivious to the fact that two of their number already lay dead in the yard, the Negroes were just then fetching axes and crowbars to break open the door that Monsieur Strömli had bolted shut, when shaking and trembling, Toni burst into Hoango’s room with Seppy in her arms. Monsieur Strömli, who found their arrival most fortuitous, tore the boy from Toni’s arms; drawing his hunting knife, he turned to Hoango and swore to kill the boy on the spot if Hoango did not call out to his men to cease and desist. After a moment’s hesitation, Hoango, whose grip was broken by the blow of the blade on three fingers of his fighting hand, and who, if he chose to resist, would have forfeited his own life, motioned for them to raise him off the floor, muttering: “Alright.” Led by Monsieur Strömli to the window, and waving with a handkerchief in his left hand, Hoango called to the Negroes: “It’s no use, leave the door and return to your quarters!” Whereupon things quieted down a bit; on Monsieur Strömli’s bidding, Hoango sent one of the Negro guards captured in the house out to repeat the order to the hesitant, arguing stragglers remaining in the yard; and as little as they grasped of the situation, they were obliged to heed the words of this delegated messenger, and so the blacks gave up their attempt to break open the door, and one by one returned, albeit grumbling and cursing, to their quarters. Ordering Seppy’s hands to be bound then and there in front of his father, Monsieur Strömli said: “My intention is none other than to set free the officer, my nephew, and if we encounter no further obstacles along the way and succeed in safely making our escape to Port au Prince, you will have nothing to fear for your own life and that of your children, whom I will return to you forthwith.” Toni approached Babekan to bid farewell, reaching her hand out to her mother with a burst of emotion she could not suppress, but the old woman shoved her away. She called her daughter a contemptible traitress, and twisting on the trestle, hissed: “God’s wrath will mow you down before you manage to bring off your filthy deed!” Toni replied: “I did not betray you; I am a white woman, and betrothed to the young man you hold captive; I belong to the race of those with whom you are at war, and will answer to God alone for taking their side.” Hereupon Monsieur Strömli had one of his men stand guard beside Hoango, whom he had bound again and tied to the doorpost; he had the servant, who lay unconscious on the floor with a broken shoulder blade, picked up and carried out; and after repeating to Hoango that he could send for both boys, Nanky and Seppy, in a few days time at the French outpost in Sainte Luce, he turned to Toni, who, overcome by mixed emotions, could not stop crying, heaped as she was with the curses of Babekan and old Hoango, took her hand and led her out of the room.

In the meantime, having finished the main fight, firing from the windows, Monsieur Strömli’s sons, Adelbert and Gottfried, hastened, on their father’s orders, to the room in which their cousin Gustav was being held prisoner, and managed, despite stiff resistance, to overwhelm the two blacks who guarded him. One of them lay dead on the floor of the room; the other dragged himself with a bad bullet wound out into the corridor. The brothers, the elder of whom had suffered a light wound to the thigh, untied their dear kinsman; they hugged and kissed him, and handing him pistols and a sword, jubilantly urged him to follow them to the front room, in which, seeing as the battle was won, Monsieur Strömli was calling them all to fall back. Raising himself half-upright in bed, Gustav pressed their hands and smiled without a word; but his mind was clearly elsewhere and instead of reaching for the pistols they held out to him he raised his right hand and stroked his forehead with an expression of unspeakable grief. Sitting themselves down beside him, the youths asked: “What’s the matter?” But no sooner did Gustav wrap his arms around them and silently rest his head on Gottfried’s shoulder, prompting Adelbert, fearing that his cousin was about to faint, to think of fetching him a drink of water, than Toni entered the room with Seppy in her arms, led by Monsieur Strömli. At the sight of her, Gustav went white in the face; rising from bed, he gripped his cousins’ shoulders as though he were about to fall; and before the youths fathomed what he intended to do with the pistol that he now took from their hands, seething with rage, he had already pressed the trigger and sent a bullet flying at Toni. The shot struck her square in the breast; and with a broken syllable of pain, she managed to take several steps forward, and handing the boy to Monsieur Strömli, sank to her knees before him; he hurled the pistol at her and shoved her away with his foot, calling her a filthy whore, then fell back down in bed. “You madman!” Monsieur Strömli and his two sons cried out in unison. The youths rushed to the girl, and picking her up, called for one of the old servants, who on several previous desperate occasions in the course of their journey had already delivered first aid; but with one hand pressed to the mortal wound, the girl gently pushed them from her, and stammered with a rattle in her throat: “Tell him . . . !” pointing to the one who shot her, and again: “Tell him . . . !” “What should we tell him?” asked Monsieur Strömli, as the effort of dying robbed her of the strength to speak. Adelbert and Gottfried leapt up and cried out to the inconceivably miserable murderer: “Do you know that this girl saved your life; that she loves you and that it had been her intention to forsake family, house and home, and escape with you to Port au Prince?” They howled in his ears “Gustav!” and asked: “Can’t you hear us?” and shook him and grabbed his hair, as he lay still and unresponsive on the bed. Then he sat up. He cast a look at the girl rolling in the blood he’d spilled; and the anger that had sparked this terrible act naturally gave way to compassion. Soaking his handkerchief with a flood of hot tears, Monsieur Strömli asked: “Oh, you poor miserable man, why did you do it?” Once again rising from bed, wiping the sweat from his brow, eying the girl, Gustav replied: “The vixen, she tied me up at night and handed me over to the Negro Hoango!” “Dear God,” cried Toni, reaching her hand out to him with an indescribable expression on her face, “I tied you, my best beloved, because . . . !” But she could neither finish the sentence nor reach him with her hand; drained of all strength, she suddenly fell back into Monsieur Strömli’s lap. “Why?” asked Gustav, kneeling before her, pale as death. After a long while, interrupted only by the rattle in Toni’s throat, during which they waited in vain for a word from her lips, Monsieur Strömli spoke up: “Because, upon Hoango’s return there was no other way to save you, you poor unfortunate man; because she wanted to avoid the mortal combat that you would surely have started; because she wanted to gain time enough for us, dispatched thanks to her ingenuity, to come to your rescue with weapons in hand.” Gustav covered his face in his hands. “Oh God,” he cried out, without looking up, feeling as though the ground gave way beneath his feet, “is what you tell me true?” He wrapped his arms around her and looked her in the eyes with a shattered heart. “Oh,” cried Toni, and these were her last words: “you should not have doubted me!” At which her beautiful soul gave up the ghost. Gustav tore at his hair. “God’s truth,” he cried, as his cousins wrenched him from the corpse, “I should not have doubted you; for you were betrothed to me by an oath, though we had not put it into words!” Sobbing, Monsieur Strömli pressed the displaced pinafore to the girl’s breast. He comforted his servant, who had done his best with the limited tools at hand to remove the bullet, which, he said, had entered her breastbone; but all his efforts, as has already been said, were to no avail, she was pierced by the lead and her soul had already departed for happier climes. In the meantime, Gustav staggered to the window; and while Monsieur Strömli and his sons deliberated with quiet tears on what to do with the body, and whether they ought not to go fetch her mother, Gustav fired the bullet with which the other pistol was loaded through his brain. This new dreadful deed was more than they could bear. All helping hands now turned to him; but, since he had put the pistol in his mouth, his poor shattered skull was in part plastered against the wall. Monsieur Strömli was the first to collect his wits. Since daylight once again shone brightly through the window and servants reported that the Negroes had once again begun to gather in the yard, he had no choice but to immediately think of their retreat. Not wanting to leave the two corpses to the ravages of the Negroes, they lay them on a bed, and after reloading their muskets, the sad party set off for the seagull pond. Monsieur Strömli, with Seppy in his arms, took the lead; he was followed by the two strongest servants carrying the dead bodies on their shoulders; the wounded servant hobbled behind on a stick; and Adelbert and Gottfried covered the slowly advancing funeral cortege with loaded muskets, one on each side. Catching sight of this poorly guarded group, the Negroes emerged from their quarters with pikes and pitchforks in hand, ready to attack; but Hoango, whom Monsieur Strömli had had the foresight to untie, stepped outside onto the steps of the house and signaled to his men to stop. “In Sainte Luce!” he cried to Monsieur Strömli, who had already advanced with the bodies to the gate. “In Sainte Luce!” the latter replied; whereupon the sad party crossed the open field and reached the edge of the woods, without being pursued. At the seagull pond, where they rejoined their family, shedding tears, they dug a grave; and after exchanging the rings of the dead, they lowered the dear ones with whispered prayers into the place of eternal rest. Monsieur Strömli was glad enough to safely reach Sainte Luce five days later with his wife and children; there, true to his word, he released the two Negro boys. He managed to make it to Port au Prince just in time to take to the ramparts shortly before the attack; and when finally, despite stubborn resistance, the city fell to the forces of General Dessalines, he managed to escape along with the French army on ships of the English fleet, sailed to Europe, and without further incident, journeyed home to Switzerland. With what was left of his modest fortune Monsieur Strömli bought lands near the Rigi; and a passing stranger in 1807 could still see in his garden in the shade of the bushes the monument he had erected to the memory of Gustav and his betrothed, the faithful Toni.

 

* The 19th century

* In 1794 the French Convention National abolished slavery on the French part of the Island of Santo Domingo in what today is Haiti, whereupon the white planters balked, refusing to abide by the law. A bitter struggle that would become the Haitian Revolution broke out between the blacks, at first supported by French revolutionary forces, and their former masters. Atrocities were committed by both sides. Putting economics over ethics, Napoleon subsequently backed the cause of the planters. But Haiti finally won its independence and declared itself a free republic in 1804.

* The child of a white and a mulatto.

† Jean-Jacques Dessalines (1758–1806), a former black slave who joined the French army, rising to the rank of officer, and subsequently fought the French as a military leader of the Haitian revolution. He became the first ruler of an independent Haiti and thereafter anointed himself Emperor Jacques I.


SAINT CECILIA, OR THE POWER OF MUSIC

(A LEGEND)

· · ·

At the end of the sixteenth century, as the iconoclast storm of destruction raged in the Netherlands, three brothers, young students in Wittenberg, met up in the City of Aachen with a fourth brother, himself engaged as a preacher in Antwerp. They sought to lay claim to an inheritance left them by an old uncle whom none of them knew, and since no one was there to meet them at the place where they were supposed to apply, they retired to an inn in town. After several days, which they spent sounding out the preacher on the curious incidents that had been occurring in the Netherlands, it so happened that Corpus Christi Day was soon to be celebrated by the nuns in the Cloister of Saint Cecilia, which, at the time, was located just outside the gates of the city; so that, fired up by the revelry, their youth, and the example of the Netherlanders, the four brothers decided to treat the City of Aachen to its own spectacle of destruction. That evening, the preacher, who had already lead several such initiatives, gathered together a group of young merchants’ sons and students committed to the new religious teachings, all of whom spent the night at the inn carousing over wine and food, heaping curses on the papacy; and as soon as day broke over the ramparts of the city, they equipped themselves with pickaxes and other tools of destruction to carry out their business. They triumphantly agreed upon a signal, at the sounding of which they would start smashing the stained-glass windows decorated with Biblical tales; and certain of the large following they would find among the people, they resolved that by the time the bells sounded in the cathedral, they would not have left a stone of the sanctuary intact. The abbess, who had, come daybreak, been warned by a friend of the impending danger to the cloister, sent word several times in vain to the imperial bailiff in charge of keeping the peace in the city, requesting a guard detail to protect the cloister; the officer, who was himself hostile to the papacy, and as such, at the very least a clandestine sympathizer with the new religious teachings, denied her request for a guard detail under the pretext that she was imagining things and that there was not the slightest risk of danger to the cloister. Meanwhile, the hour struck at which the service was to begin, and amidst fear and prayer, and with a dark foreboding of things to come, the nuns prepared themselves for mass. Their only protectors were a 70-year-old cloister caretaker and a few armed porters who stood watch at the gates of the church. In such cloisters, as is common knowledge, the nuns, who are well-trained in all sorts of instruments, play their own music; often – perhaps precisely on account of the feminine feel of this mysterious art form – with a precision, a mastery and a sensitivity not to be found in male orchestras. And to add twice-over to the sisters’ distress, their Kappellmeisterin, Sister Antonia, who ordinarily conducted the orchestra, had several days before fallen ill with a nervous fever; such that, in addition to the danger posed by the four blasphemous brothers who had already been spotted, cloaked and ready, beside the columns outside the church, the cloister was all in a huff, worrying how the performance of a sacred musical work would come off in a seemly manner. The abbess, who on the previous evening had ordered that a stirring age-old Italian mass composed by an anonymous master be presented, a work which the cloister orchestra had already performed on several occasions and to the finest effect, on account of its exceptional holiness and loveliness, now more adamant than ever in her command, once again sent word to Sister Antonia to find out how she was; but the nun who transmitted the message returned with the news that Sister Antonia lay unconscious in her bed and that it was altogether out of the question to think that she might direct the aforementioned work. Meanwhile, in the cathedral, where more than a hundred evil-doers of all classes and ages armed with hatchet and crowbar had assembled, the most unthinkable incidents had occurred; some of the porters stationed at the gates of the sanctuary had been rudely shoved around and the lone nuns who every now and then passed through the aisles engaged in some pious matter were treated to the sauciest and most shameless remarks, as a consequence of which the old caretaker hastened to the sacristy, and falling to his knees, begged the abbess to cancel the service and put herself under the protection of the commandant in the city. But the abbess was unwavering in her resolve that the prescribed service be celebrated in honor of God Almighty; she reminded him of his sworn duty to stand guard over the mass and the sacred festivities conducted in the cathedral; and since the bell had just tolled, she commanded the nuns who stood trembling around her to pick an oratorio, no matter which nor of what quality, and to immediately begin the service with it.

The nuns promptly hastened to the organ balcony; the score of a musical work that they had often presented was distributed; violins, oboes, and cellos were being tested and tuned just as Sister Antonia suddenly appeared on the steps, fresh and healthy, albeit a bit pale in the face; she clasped under her arm copies of the score of the age-old Italian mass upon whose performance the abbess had so adamantly insisted. In answer to the nuns’ stunned question: “Where did you come from? And how did you so suddenly recover?” Sister Antonia replied: “No matter, my friends, no matter!” distributed the score she had in hand, and sat herself down at the organ, glowing with anticipation of the thrill of directing this superb piece of music. Sister Antonia’s sudden appearance came as a wondrous, heavenly consolation easing the hearts of the pious women; they promptly positioned themselves with their instruments on the balustrade; the acute tension that they felt served to vault their souls, swinging them, as it were, into the heavenly heights of harmony; the oratorio was played with the greatest and loveliest musical skill; during the entire performance not a breath stirred in the aisles and on the pews; especially during the Salve regina, and even more so during the Gloria in excelsis, it was as if all those present in the church were dead: for in spite of their evil intent, not even the dust was scattered on the marble floor beneath the feet of the four accursed brothers and their rabble, and the cloister still stood intact at the end of the Thirty Years War, whereupon, pursuant to an article in the Westphalian Peace Treaty, it was, nevertheless, declared secularized.

Six years later, when this incident had long since been forgotten, the mother of the four youths arrived from The Hague, and after sadly reporting their disappearance to the magistrate of Aachen, initiated an official court inquiry as to the road they might have taken. The last word received from them in the Netherlands, where, in fact, they came from, as their mother reported, was a letter written prior to the aforementioned incident, on the eve of Corpus Christi, by the preacher to a friend of his, a schoolteacher in Antwerp, in which he described to the latter with much merriment, or rather, a right free-spirited humor, in four tightly written pages, on a planned action to storm the Cloister of Saint Cecilia, concerning which the mother did not, however, wish to elaborate. After several failed attempts to ferret out the persons sought by the distressed woman, the authorities suddenly remembered four young people, their nationality and place of origin unknown, who, for a few years now, a time period more or less in accordance with the dates she indicated, found themselves in the municipal madhouse recently endowed with imperial funds. Since, however, the four youths in question suffered from a delirium derived from a religious notion, and their comportment, according to the sad testimony taken by the court, remained altogether gloomy and melancholy, a description which accorded so little with the mother’s sense of her sons’ temperaments, she paid this news but little mind, especially since it seemed almost certain that the young people in question were Catholic. Nevertheless, oddly struck by a number of distinguishing attributes used to describe them, she went one day to the madhouse, accompanied by a court officer, and asked the director to be so good as to permit her an exploratory visit with the four hapless troubled youths in his charge. But who can describe the horror of that poor woman, who immediately, upon passing through the door of their cell, recognized her sons? They sat in long black robes around a table on which a crucifix stood, and seemed to be engaged in silent worship of it, with their hands folded before them on the wooden plank. Robbed of her strength, the woman collapsed into a chair. In answer to her question: “What ever are they doing in this place?” the director replied: “They are simply consumed by their glorification of the Savior, whom they believe themselves better qualified than most to recognize as the true son of the one true God.” The director added that “these youths have for the last six years led this ghostly existence; that they slept but little and hardly ate; that no syllable passed from their lips; that only at the midnight hour did they rise from their seated position; and that they then, in unison, in a voice that made the windows shake, intoned the Gloria in excelsis. The director concluded with the assurance that these youths were in perfect physical health; that one could not deny that they showed a certain high-spiritedness, however solemn and ceremonial; that, when declared mad, they merely gave a sympathetic shrug of the shoulders, and that they had already stated on several occasions: “If the citizens of the good City of Aachen only knew what we know, they would all set aside their petty affairs and likewise incline their heads before the crucifix and sing out the Gloria.”

The woman, who could not bear the dreadful sight of these sad souls and promptly had herself led back to her room on shaking knees, proceeded the very next morning to the home of Mr. Gotthelf Veit, the reputed draper, to try to establish the cause of this dreadful condition; for this man was mentioned in the preacher’s letter, and it was revealed that he had enthusiastically taken part in the plan to wreak havoc in the Cloister of Saint Cecilia on Corpus Christi Day. The draper Gotthelf Veit, who had since gotten married and fathered many children and taken over his father’s considerable business, received the woman most graciously; and when he learned what business it was that brought her to him he promptly locked the door and, bidding her have a seat, gave the following account:

“My dear woman, if you will not involve me in any legal proceedings in connection with your sons, with whom I admit to having been in contact some six years ago, then I will bear my heart without reserve and tell you all I know: yes, we did, indeed, have the intention mentioned in the letter! For what reason this plan of action fell through I simply cannot conceive, for it had been laid out to the last detail with a truly godless ingenuity; Heaven itself appears to have taken the cloister of the pious women under its protection. For you must know that your sons had spurred on many a stout-hearted soul to take decisive actions, and that they had already disrupted the service with various pranks; more than three hundred scoundrels armed with clubs and torches lurked behind the walls of our misguided city, awaiting the preacher’s signal to tear up the sacred place. But then, as soon as the music starts up, your sons suddenly removed their hats all at the same time and in a manner that strikes us as odd; one after another, as though gripped with deep inexpressible emotion, they raise their hands to their bowed faces, and the preacher, suddenly turning to us after a heartfelt pause, calls out to us all in a loud and terrible voice to likewise remove our hats. A few comrades in arms vainly egg him on in a whisper, simultaneously nudging him with their elbows to give the agreed-upon sign to storm the church. But in lieu of a reply, the preacher sank to his knees with his hands crossed over his breast, and his brothers did likewise, their faces pressed down in the dust, muttering the whole slew of prayers that they had mocked but a short while ago. Deeply troubled by this spectacle, the mob of wretched would-be rioters, robbed of their leader, stands around, irresolute and idle, till the end of the oratorio that wondrously rang down upon them from the balcony; and since, on orders of the commandant, at that very moment numerous arrests were made, and several miscreants who had caused disturbances were taken into custody and led off by a guard, the bulk of the rioters have no recourse but to hastily mingle with the mass of departing worshippers and exit the house of God. That evening, after asking several times in vain as to the whereabouts of your sons, who had not returned, with a dark foreboding and accompanied by a couple of friends, I go back to the cloister to ask after them among the watchmen the imperial guard had left behind to lend a hand. But how can I describe my horror, noble woman, when I spot those four men still lying prostrate before the altar of the church, fervently hugging the ground with breast and forehead, as though they themselves had been turned into stone! In vain the caretaker, who enters at the very same moment, plucks at their coat sleeves and rattles their arms, urging them to rouse themselves and leave the cathedral, as it was all dark and not another soul was left. They do not take heed, only half rising in a dreamlike manner when he had his lackeys grip them under the arms and drag them out through the portals; whereupon at last, albeit moaning and groaning, craning their necks with a tormented look at the cathedral that sparkled behind us in the bright sunlight, they follow us back to the city. Our friends and I, we delicately ask again and again on the way back: what in the world happened to them, what experience so awful as to alter their cast of mind; to which, with a benevolent gaze, they squeeze our hands, peer thoughtfully at the ground, and from time to time – dear God! with a look in their eyes that still breaks my heart – they wipe tears from their eyes. Whereupon, having arrived back at their lodgings, they adroitly and gracefully fashion a cross out of strips of birch bark pressed into a mound of wax between two candles ordinarily used by the maid, and set it down on the big table in the middle of the room; and as the gathering of friends that grows from hour to hour stands by in scattered groups, ringing their hands, watching these silent ghostly goings-on, speechless with pity, the brothers each take a seat at the table; and as though their senses are closed off to any other apparent reality, they silently fold their hands in prayer. They crave neither the food the maid brought each morning on the express orders of their comrades nor, despite their apparent fatigue, the beds made up for them at nightfall in the adjoining room. And so as not to further arouse the indignation of the innkeeper, who is already vexed by this curious display, their friends are obliged to sit down at the richly laden table, and salting the dishes prepared for a goodly company with their bitter tears, had no choice but to gobble it all up. Then all of a sudden the clock strikes midnight; after listening for a fleeting moment to the dull clang of the clock, your four sons suddenly rise as one; and as we gaze with fearful anticipation in their direction, the folded napkins falling from our hands, wondering what in Heaven’s name might happen next after such a strange and disturbing beginning, with grisly, ghoulish voices they start singing the Gloria in excelsis. This is how leopards and wolves must sound when in the icy heart of winter they bellow at the firmament; the supporting pillars of the house shook, I assure you, and struck by the visible breath of their lungs, the windows rattled, threatening to shatter, as though pummeled by the force of handfuls of sand flung against them. Struck dumb by this terrible scene, we stagger apart in all directions, our hair standing on end; leaving coat and hat behind, we scatter hither and thither along the outlying streets, which, within moments, are teeming with more than a hundred other people torn in terror from their sleep; breaking down the inn door, the crowd storms up the stairs and into the room to seek out the source of that terrifying and sickening scream that sounded like a pitiful plea for forgiveness, destined for God’s ear, issued from the lips of eternally damned sinners in the lowest flaming fundaments of Hell. Finally, when the church bell tolls one o’clock, without having taken the slightest notice of the innkeeper’s angry protests or the shaken outcries of the gathered throng, they fall silent; with a cloth they wipe the sweat – dripping in fat drops on chin and breast – from their brows, and, spreading out their coats, stretch themselves out on the floorboards to catch an hour’s rest from such torturous affairs. Indulgent up to this point, as soon as the innkeeper sees them shut their eyes, he makes the sign of the cross over their heads; and, relieved to be free for the moment from this calamity, he assures everyone that all will be better in the morning and bids the mysteriously muttering throng that has gathered to clear the room. But, alas! at the cock’s first cry, the poor unfortunates rise again to recommence the same desolate, ghostlike cloister life around the table, from which exhaustion alone had compelled them to desist for a while. Accepting neither the admonitions nor the offers of help from the innkeeper, whose heart melts at their piteous condition, they bid him politely turn away the friends who would otherwise faithfully gather every morning in their rooms; they ask nothing of him but bread and water and, if possible, a little straw strewn at night; as a consequence of which, the man who had previously made much money off their merriment feels compelled to report the whole unhappy business to the authorities, and to ask that these four people, doubtless inhabited by an evil spirit, be duly conducted out of his house. Whereupon, on the orders of the magistrate, they are made to undergo a medical examination, and as they are found to be mad, they are brought to and lodged, as you know, in the madhouse founded within the walls of our city, thanks to the kindness of our late departed emperor, to benefit such poor unfortunates.”

This and much more was recounted by the draper Gotthelf Veit, the bulk of whose statement we have decided to withhold, as, in our view, enough has already been said to serve our examination of the context of what happened; whereupon he once again enjoined the woman to under no circumstances involve him in the event of a legal investigation into the matter.

Three days thereafter, still deeply shaken by this account and with the aid of a lady friend who held her arm, as the weather was nice, the woman went out to visit the cloister with the sad intention of seeing for herself the place where God had, as though with invisible bolts of lightning, laid her sons low; the two women, however, found the entrance to the cathedral all boarded up, on account of construction work, and could only with great pains, standing on tiptoes and peeking through a gap in the planks, make out the splendid sparkling stained-glass rose window in the rear of the church. Many hundreds of workers, singing merry songs, were engaged within, standing on narrow, intricately interlaced scaffolding, which added a good third to the height of the steeples, and decking the rooftops and spires, theretofore covered only with slate, with sturdy sheets of copper that shimmered in the bright rays of sunlight. Deep black storm clouds rimmed by a golden glimmer hung overhead, framing the building; the thunderstorm had already played itself out over Aachen and the surrounding region, and after flinging a last few feeble bolts of lightning in the direction of the cathedral, it sank with a dissatisfied grumbling in the east, dissolving into a mist. And it so happened that, just as the women, deeply preoccupied by their thoughts, descended the steps of the large cloister building in which the sisters lived, perceiving this double drama in the sky, a passing sister chanced to learn the identity of the woman standing under the portal; whereupon the abbess, informed of a letter in the latter’s possession concerning the planned acts on Corpus Christi Day, promptly sent a sister down to bid the Dutch woman come up to see her. Though momentarily a bit taken aback, the latter, no less honorably inclined in her comportment, resolved to accept the request; and while her friend waited in an antechamber next door, the folding doors to the lovely loft itself were flung open before the Dutch woman as she climbed the steps. There she found the abbess, a noble woman of serene royal bearing, seated in a chair, her foot resting on a footstool with legs in the shape of dragon’s claws; beside her on a writing table lay a musical score. After ordering a chair for the visitor, the abbess told her that she had been informed by the mayor of her arrival in the city; and after asking her in a kindly fashion as to the welfare of her unfortunate sons, and forthwith encouraging her to try to accept the fate that befell them, as it could not be altered – she expressed her wish to see the letter that the preacher had written to his friend, the schoolteacher in Antwerp. The Dutch woman, who was savvy enough to fathom what possible consequences this might have for her sons, was momentarily nonplussed by this request; but since the honorable face of the abbess instilled immediate confidence, and gave no cause to believe that it was her intention to make public use of its contents, the visitor, after a brief hesitation, pulled the letter out from between her breasts and handed it to the noble lady, then fervently kissed her hand. As the abbess read through the letter, the woman cast a fleeting glance at the musical score carelessly left open on the desk; and since, in light of the draper’s account, she suspected that it might well have been the powerful effect of the music that on that awful day troubled and twisted the minds of her poor sons, turning around in her chair, she timidly inquired of the sister who stood behind her: “Was this perchance the musical work performed in the cathedral on the morning of that curious Corpus Christi Day celebration?” Upon the young sister’s reply – “Yes!” she remembered hearing about it, and that, when not in use, it tended to lie open in the room of the honorable abbess – the woman leapt up out of her chair, clearly agitated, and with all sorts of thoughts running through her mind, leaned over the desk. She gazed at the unknown musical notations, wherewith a terrible spirit appeared to secretly trace a circle, and when her eyes fell on the Gloria in excelsis, she suddenly felt as if the earth sank beneath her feet. She felt as though the total shock of the musical art that had destroyed her sons now passed in a swell over her head; she feared that, from the sheer sight of it, she was losing her mind, and after quickly pressing the page to her lips with a boundless stirring of humility and submission before the omnipotence of God, she sat back down in the chair again. Meanwhile, the abbess had finished reading through the letter and said as she folded it up: “God himself shielded the cloister on that wondrous day from the insolence of your sadly misguided sons. Whatever tool he employed may be immaterial to you, as a Protestant. You would also find it hard to believe what I could tell you about it. For you must know that not a living soul can tell just who it was seated at the organ bench at that terrible hour, serenely directing the musical work that you find flung open there, as the riot of destruction threatened to break out in our midst. According to testimony taken on the morning of the following day in the presence of the cloister caretaker and several other men and duly deposited in the archive, it has been established that Sister Antonia, the only person able to direct that work, lay ailing, unconscious, her limbs motionless, in a corner of her cloister cell throughout the time of the entire performance; a sister, who, as a relative, was assigned to attend to her physical care, never left her bed the whole morning on which Corpus Christi Day was celebrated in the cathedral. Indeed, Sister Antonia herself would doubtless have confirmed and verified the fact that it was not she who suddenly appeared at the organ in so strange and astonishing a manner, if her altogether immobile state had permitted her to be questioned, and the poor sick sister were not laid low on the evening of that same day by the nervous fever, a condition not previously deemed life-threatening, but from which she died. And having been informed of this incident, the archbishop of Trier has already made the declaration that alone can explain it, namely that Saint Cecilia herself performed this at the same time terrible and wondrous miracle; and I have just received a brief from the pope in which he confirmed its veracity.” Whereupon, she gave the woman back the letter, which she had merely asked to see to get a more detailed account of what she already knew, with the promise that she would make no further use of it; and after asking the mother if there was any hope of her sons’ recovery, and if perchance she could help with money or some other means of support, a prospect which the woman, kissing the hem of her gown, tearfully declined, the abbess offered her hand in friendship and bid her farewell.

Here ends this legend. The woman, whose ongoing presence in Aachen was completely pointless, after leaving the court a small sum of money for the care of her poor sons, returned to The Hague, where, the following year, deeply moved by all that had happened, she forthwith returned to the lap of the Catholic church; her sons, for their part, gave up the ghost at a ripe old age, succumbing to a serene and joyous death after having, as was their wont, sung the Gloria in excelsis yet again.


THE BEGGAR WOMAN OF LOCARNO

· · ·

At the foot of the Alps, near Locarno in northern Italy, at the descent of the St. Gotthard, stood an old castle belonging to a marquis, which nowadays the traveler finds lying in rack and ruin, a castle with high-ceilinged and spacious rooms, in which a sick old woman found begging at the gate was once bedded down in straw by the merciful lady of the house. Returning from the hunt, the marquis, who happened to enter the room in which he was wont to store his powder box, demanded that the woman rise against her will from where she lay and move herself behind the oven. Standing upright with the aid of a crutch, she promptly slipped on the slick floor and seriously injured herself in the small of the back; she was so badly hurt that, making an unspeakable effort, she managed to get up again, and as commanded by the marquis, crossed the room to the oven, but collapsed there, moaning and groaning, and died.

Many years later, his financial circumstances strained by war and crop failure, the marquis welcomed a Florentine cavalier who wished to buy the castle from him on account of its splendid site. The marquis, who set much store by this transaction, bid his wife put up the stranger in the aforementioned, now empty, room, which was quite lovely and lavishly appointed. How taken aback was the couple, when, in the middle of the night, the cavalier came stumbling down, troubled and pale, swearing on his honor that the room was haunted, that something invisible to the naked eye arose in a corner, with a sound as though it had been lying in straw, and with clearly audible steps, slow and tottering, crossed the room and dropped itself down behind the oven, moaning and groaning.

Frightened for reasons he could not tell, the marquis laughed at the cavalier with feigned amusement, and declared that he would get up then and there, to put his mind at rest, and spend the night in the room with him. But the cavalier begged leave to spend the night on an easy chair in their bedroom, and in the morning had his horses bridled, bid farewell and rode off.

This incident, which sparked a considerable stir, scared off many potential buyers and greatly vexed the marquis; indeed, so much so that, to still the rumor, however strange and incomprehensible, circulating among his own domestic servants, that something went walking around the room at midnight, and to once and for all put an end to this regrettable business, he decided to look into it himself the following night. Consequently, at sunset he had his servants make his bed in said room, and awaited midnight without shutting an eye. But imagine his dismay when, in fact, at the stroke of the witching hour, he heard the inconceivable sound; it was as if a person lifted himself from the straw that crackled beneath him, traversed the room at a diagonal, and sank down behind the oven, rattling and groaning. The next morning the marquise inquired how the investigation had gone; and when, with fearful and uncertain glances, and after shutting and locking the door, he assured her that there was indeed a spook, she flinched as never before in her life and asked him, before making the matter public, to carry out another cold-blooded inspection in her company. But the following night they and a faithful servant whom they took with them did, indeed, hear the same inconceivable ghastly sound; and only the pressing desire to rid themselves of the castle, whatever the cost, enabled them to hide the horror with which they were gripped from their servant, ascribing the sound to some inconsequential and coincidental cause that would surely be established in due time. On the evening of the third day, when, with throbbing hearts, the two of them once again climbed the stairs to the guest quarters to get to the bottom of the matter, their unleashed dog scampered along to the door to said room; and since both of them, without admitting it to themselves, shared the instinctive desire to have yet a third living entity accompany them, they took the dog with them into the room.

At about eleven o’clock, the couple sits down, each on his and her own bed, the marquise not undressed, the marquis with dagger and pistols he’d taken from the closet beside him; and they try as best they can to distract themselves with conversation, while the dog lies down with head and legs folded in the middle of the room and falls asleep. Whereupon, at the stroke of midnight, the terrible sound is once again heard; someone invisible to the naked eye raised herself on crutches in the far corner; you could hear the sound of the straw crinkling beneath her; and at the first footsteps: tap! tap!, the dog awakened, suddenly raised itself off the floor, with ears pricked up, and growling and barking, as though someone had approached, slipped back toward the oven. At the sight of this, with her hair standing on end, the marquise stormed out of the room; and while the marquis, grasping for his dagger, cried: “Who’s there?” and receiving no reply, slashed the air in all directions, like a lunatic, she ordered the horses harnessed, determined to drive off post-haste to the city. But before she managed to pack a few things and rush out the door, she already saw the castle bursting into flame all around her. The marquis, numb with terror and weary of life, had taken a lit candle and with it set fire to the four wood-paneled walls of the room. To no avail, she sent people in to save the wretched man; he had already perished in the most miserable way, and to this very day his white bones, gathered by the country folk, lie in that corner of the room from which he had forced the beggar woman of Locarno to rise.


THE MARQUISE OF O…

(Based on an actual occurrence, the scene of which has been
transposed from the north to the south)

In M . . . , a major city in northern Italy, the widowed Marquise of O . . . , a woman of peerless reputation and the mother of two well-brought-up children, let it be known in the newspaper that she had, unbeknownst to her, been gotten in the family way; that the father of the child that she was about to bear had best make himself known; and that, for family considerations, she was resolved to marry him. The lady who, without the slightest hesitation, driven by unalterable circumstances, took such a singular initiative sure to arouse universal ridicule, was the daughter of Colonel von G . . . , the commandant of the Citadel at M . . . . About three years previously she had lost her husband, the Marquis of O . . . , to whom she had been deeply and dearly attached, on a trip he took to Paris on family business. Heeding the express wishes of Madame von G . . . , her worthy mother, she left the country estate in V . . . , where she had lived until then, and moved back with her two children to her father’s quarters in the commandant’s residence. Here she had spent the next few years in the greatest seclusion, engaged in art, reading, the education of her children and the care of her parents, until, on account of the . . . War, the region was suddenly teeming with the troops of all the warring powers, including the Russians. Colonel von G . . . , who was in charge of the citadel’s defense, ordered his wife and daughter to take refuge at the latter’s country estate, or at that of his son, also in V . . . . But before considerations of the dangers of remaining in the fortress could be fully apprehended by female intuition and weighed against the atrocities they might face in the country, the citadel was surrounded by Russian troops and ordered to surrender. The colonel informed his family that he would now have to act as if they were not there, and replied to the Russians’ demand with bullets and grenades. The enemy likewise bombarded the citadel. They set the arms depot on fire, scaled an outer wall, and when the commandant wavered in the face of a repeated call for capitulation, ordered an attack at nightfall and stormed the fortress.

Just as the Russian troops came pouring in, backed by heavy howitzer fire, the left wing of the commandant’s quarters caught fire, obliging the women to flee. Rushing along behind the marquise and her children, the commandant’s wife cried out that they had best stick together and take refuge on the lower floors; but at that very moment a grenade exploded in the house, causing total chaos. The marquise and her two children stumbled out into the front yard, where shots had been ringing out all night long through the thick of battle, chasing the poor, bewildered woman back into the burning building. Here, unfortunately, wanting to slip out again through the rear door, she ran into a troop of enemy sharpshooters, who, at the sight of her, suddenly went silent, slung their rifles over their shoulders, and with the crudest gestures dragged her away. The marquise cried out in vain to her trembling ladies-in-waiting, who shrank back, as she found herself dragged along now here, now there by the terrible rabble, who were fighting among themselves. They pulled her off to the rear courtyard where, having to endure the most abominable abuse, she was on the verge of collapse, when, overhearing the woman’s pitiful cries, a Russian officer suddenly appeared, and with wild thrusts of his saber scattered the dirty dogs who lusted after her. To the marquise he seemed like a heavenly angel. With the handle of his dagger he struck full in the face the last filthy scoundrel who had his arms around her slender body, so that the latter tumbled backwards, blood pouring from his mouth; then, with an obligatory French salutation, he offered his arm to the lady, herself rendered speechless by all that had happened, and led her to another wing of the palace, one that had not yet caught fire, where she promptly collapsed in a faint. “Here” – he called for a doctor, once she’d been joined by her terrified ladies-in-waiting; and after assuring them that she would soon revive, he plunked his hat back on his head and returned to battle.

In a short time the yard was completely overrun, and the commandant, who only continued to resist because his request for a reprieve had been declined, drew back with waning strength into the portal of his burning castle just as the Russian officer staggered out, flushed in the face, calling on him to surrender. The commandant replied that he had been awaiting this request, handed over his dagger and begged permission to go back inside to search for his family. The Russian officer, who, judging from the role he played, appeared to be one of the leaders of the assault, accorded him this liberty, under the accompaniment of a guard; proceeded with some dispatch to lead a detachment to where the battle still raged and quickly took control of the last holdout positions of the fortress. Soon thereafter he returned to the yard, gave orders to put out the flames that had begun to rage wildly all about, and pitched in with startling effort when his orders were not followed with adequate zeal. Now he clambered, hose in hand, amongst the burning gables, directing the jet of water; now he poked his head into the arsenal, making his Asian troops tremble, and rolled out powder kegs and loaded bombs. The commandant, in the meantime, upon entering his residential quarters and learning of the attack on his daughter, was deeply upset. The marquise, who had already, just as the Russian officer had promised, completely revived from her faint without the aid of a physician, overjoyed to see her nearest and dearest gathered safe and sound around her, only stayed in bed to assuage their concerns, assuring her father that she had no other wish than to be allowed to get up and express her thanks to the man who had saved her. She had already learned that he was the Count F . . . , lieutenant colonel of the T . . . n Riflemen’s Corps, and a knight decorated with the Order of Merit and many other medals. She asked her father to implore him not to leave the citadel without first making a brief appearance in the castle. Honoring his daughter’s request, the commandant promptly returned to the fort, and as the Russian officer was engaged in a never-ending deluge of orders relating to the war, and no better moment could be found to talk, right then and there on the ramparts, from which the latter surveyed the state of his wounded troops, the commandant conveyed his daughter’s ardent wish. The count assured him that, as soon as he had a free moment following the completion of his duties, he would pay his respects. He was still waiting to hear how Madame la Marquise was faring when the formal report of several officers dragged him back into the melee of battle. At daybreak, the commanding officer of the Russian troops arrived and visited the fort. He conveyed his respects to the vanquished commandant, expressing his regret that fortune did not favor his courage, and accorded him, on his honor, freedom of passage to go where he willed. The commandant assured him of his appreciation and declared what a great debt of gratitude he owed on this day to the Russians in general, and in particular, to the young Count F . . . , lieutenant colonel of the T . . . n Riflemen’s Corps. The Russian general inquired as to what had happened; and upon being informed of the shameless attack on the commandant’s daughter he was outraged. He called for Count F . . . by name. And after first briefly praising him for his own noble behavior – whereby the count turned red in the face – he concluded that he intended to have the scoundrels who besmirched the czar’s good name shot by firing squad; and he ordered the count to tell him who they were. Count F . . . replied in a rambling statement that he was unable to give their names, since it had been impossible to recognize their faces in the dim light of reverberating gunfire. The general, who had heard that the castle was in flames at the time of the attack, expressed his surprise; he remarked that even at night one could well recognize familiar people by the sound of their voices; and ordered the count, who shrugged his shoulders and looked askance, to make haste to investigate the matter rigorously. At that moment someone who pushed his way forward from the rear reported that one of those scoundrels wounded by the count had collapsed in the corridor, and that the commandant’s people had since dragged him to a holding cell, where he could still be found. The general had the latter brought up by a guard for a brief interrogation; and after the knave had named the whole gang, five in all, the general had them shot. This having been accomplished, and after leaving behind a small occupying detail, the general gave orders for the decampment of all remaining troops; the officers hastily dispersed among their various corps; amidst the confusion of the scattering soldiers, the count approached the commandant and expressed his regrets that, under these circumstances, he was compelled to respectfully bid farewell to Madame la Marquise; and in less than an hour the entire fort was once again free of Russians.

The family pondered how in the future they might find an occasion to show some expression of their gratitude to the count; but how great was their horror upon learning that on the very day of his departure from the fort he met his death in an engagement with enemy forces. The messenger who brought this sad news back to M . . . had with his own eyes seen him mortally wounded in the breast, carried to P . . . , where, according to an irrefutable source, at the moment the stretcher-bearers lowered him from their shoulders he gave up the ghost. The commandant, who personally went to the guardhouse to confer with the messenger and inquire as to the specific circumstances, learned that on the battlefield, at the moment he was hit by the shot, he was said to have cried out: “Julietta! This bullet avenges your dishonoring!” whereupon his lips shut forever. The marquise was distraught that she had let the opportunity pass to fling herself at his feet. She heaped the bitterest blame upon herself that, in light of his heart-stirring hesitation to make an appearance in the castle, due, no doubt, in her view, to his modesty, that she had not taken the initiative to seek him out herself; she felt profound pity for her unlucky namesake, of whom he had thought at the moment of dying; she sought in vain to find out where the woman lived so as to inform her of this sad and stirring occurrence; and many months passed before she herself could put him out of her mind.

The family was obliged to quit the commandant’s residence to make room for the Russian commanding officer. They considered at first retiring to Colonel von G . . . ’s country estate, to which the marquise felt a great attachment; but since the colonel did not like country life the family moved into a house in the city, fitting it out as a permanent residence. Everything returned to normal. The marquise resumed the long-interrupted education of her children, brought out her easel and books for leisure moments, whereupon, heretofore the epitome of good health, she felt herself beset by repeated indispositions, taking her out of circulation for weeks at a time. She suffered from bouts of nausea, dizziness, and fainting, and did not know what to make of her curious condition. One morning, as the family sat at tea, and the father had for an instant left the room, the marquise, as though awakening from a long, drawn-out daze, said to her mother: “If a woman told me that she had the kind of feeling I just had as I reached for the cup, I’d think to myself that she was anticipating a blessed event.” Madame von G . . . replied that she did not understand. The marquise explained again that she had just felt the same sensation she had felt back when she was pregnant with her second daughter. Madame von G . . . said she would perhaps give birth to a fantasy, and laughed. Morpheus, at least, or one of the dream knights in his retinue, would be his father, she joked. But the colonel returned to table, the conversation was interrupted, and since in a matter of days the marquise was well again, the subject was forgotten.

Shortly thereafter, at a time when the Forest Warden von G . . . , the commandant’s son, happened to be home, the family experienced a singular shock when a servant burst into the room to announce Count F . . . . “Count F . . . !” father and daughter intoned at the same time; and the astonishment rendered all speechless. The servant assured them that he had seen and heard rightly, and that the count was already standing in the antechamber waiting. The commandant himself leapt forward to open the door, whereupon the count, handsome as a young god yet a little pale in the face, strode in. Following the inconceivable scene of surprise, responding to the parents’ declaration that he was supposed to be dead, he assured them that he was alive, and promptly turned with deep emotion to their daughter, and asked her right off how she was. The marquise assured him that she was very well indeed, and only wished to know how he had sprung to life. But sticking to his guns, he replied that she was not telling him the truth; a curious frailty washed over her face; either he was completely deluded or she was indisposed and suffering. To which the marquise, charmed by his heartfelt words, responded: “Well, yes, this frailty, if you wish, could well be the lingering trace of an infirmity I suffered some weeks ago”; but added that she did not now fear any lasting effect on her health. To which, with a burst of joy, he replied: “Nor did I!” and added: “Will you marry me?” The marquise did not rightly know what to make of this behavior. Red in the face, she looked at her mother, and the latter, somewhat taken aback, looked at the son and the father; while the count came close to the marquise, taking her hand in his as if he intended to kiss it, and asked again if she had grasped his meaning. The commandant asked if he did not wish to be seated, and in a courteous, albeit somewhat formal, manner, pulled over a chair. His wife said: “Indeed, we will hold you to be a ghost until you tell us how you rose out of the grave in which they laid you in P . . . . ” Dropping the hand of the marquise, the count sat down and said that the circumstances compelled him to be brief; that he had suffered a deadly shot in the chest and was taken to P . . . ; that for many months he had doubted he’d pull through; that during that time he thought only of Madame la Marquise; that he could not put into words the joy and pain entwined with that thought; that following his recovery he returned to the army; that he had suffered the greatest disquiet; that many a time he had picked up a pen to unburden his heart to the Lord Commandant and Madame la Marquise; that he was suddenly sent to Naples; that he could not say for sure that he might not be redeployed from there to Constantinople; that he might even be obliged to return to St. Petersburg; that he would find it impossible to go on living all the while if he did not come clean concerning a certain imperative of the heart; that on his return passage through M . . . , he had not been able to resist the urge to make a detour with this purpose in mind; in short, that he harbored the ardent desire to be blessed with Madame la Marquise’s hand in marriage, and that he most respectfully, most earnestly and urgently beseeched them to respond to this request. Following a long pause, the commandant replied that if, as he did not doubt, the count was serious in his request, he found it very flattering. However, at the death of her husband, the Marquis of O . . . , his daughter had resolved not to remarry. Nevertheless, seeing as he had recently ingratiated himself by such a great kindness, it might not be impossible that her resolve had thereby been swayed in a manner that might favor such a request; in the meantime, he begged the count’s leave, on her behalf, that he might accord her a bit of time to consider his request. The count assured the commandant that this kind-hearted reply was all he could hope for; that under other circumstances, he could ask no more; that he was painfully aware of the impropriety of not being content therewith; that pressing matters, however, concerning which he could not now be more explicit, made a more definitive answer most desirable; that the horses that were to take him to Naples were already harnessed to his carriage; and that he beseeched them, if there were any persons in this house well disposed toward him, whereby he cast a glance at the marquise, that he not be left to drive off without a word of assurance. Somewhat taken aback by this behavior, the commandant replied that the gratitude the marquise felt permitted him to presume a great deal, but not to presume that much; that she could not take an action that would have a decisive effect on her happiness in life without careful reflection. It would be indispensable for his daughter, prior to any reply, that he honor her with the pleasure of his closer acquaintance. He invited him, following the conclusion of his business trip, to return to M . . . and spend some time as a guest of the family. If at that point Madame la Marquise might hope that he could make her happy, then he too – but not before – would be glad to hear that she had given him a definite answer. A redness rising to his face, the count replied that throughout his entire trip he had foreseen this answer to his impatient wishes; that he had meanwhile felt gripped by a great grief; that given the regrettable role he was now obliged to play, a closer acquaintance could only help his cause; that he believed himself justified in standing by his reputation, if elsewhere this most ambiguous of all qualities should be called into question; that no one knew of the only villainous act he had ever committed in his life, for which he was already in process of making amends; that he was, in a word, an honorable man, and begged leave to presume their assurance that they would accept this assurance as truthful. Cracking a smile, albeit without any ironic intent, the commandant responded that he approved of all these pronouncements. He had indeed never made the acquaintance of any young man who in such a short time had managed to amass so many inestimable qualities of character. He was almost certain that a short period of consideration would resolve any hesitation that still lingered in their minds; yet, nevertheless, before he could seek the consensus of his own, as well as the count’s family, no other answer than the one already given would be possible. Hereupon the count replied that he was an orphan and free, therefore, to answer for himself. His uncle was General K . . . , of whose consent he could assure him. He added that he possessed a considerable fortune and would be prepared to make Italy his home. The commandant made an obligatory bow, once again reiterated his intention, and asked his interlocutor to speak no more of this matter until his return. After a moment’s pause, during which the count gave every indication of the greatest distress, he turned to the marquise’s mother and insisted that he had done his utmost to avert this trip; that the efforts he had dared make to that end in his appeals to the commanding general, and to his uncle, General K . . . , stretched the limits of military decorum; but that his superiors thought, thereby, to shake him out of a lingering dejection in the wake of his injuries; and that he now felt as if he’d been sent to his doom. The family did not know what to make of all these declarations. Rubbing his forehead, the count continued that if there were any hope of thereby expediting his cherished wish, he would do his best to defer his journey for a day and even a bit more. Whereupon, he turned, respectively, from the commandant to the marquise and then to her mother. The commandant peered down with a look of displeasure and did not reply. His wife said: “Go then, go then, Sir Count; take care of your affairs in Naples; and upon your return, accord us the pleasure of your presence by visiting with us for a while; the rest will take its due course.” The count remained seated for a moment and seemed to be considering what to do next. Thereafter rising and pushing back his chair – since he was hopeful, he said, and since his immediate departure might be taken as over-precipitous, and the family insisted upon a closer acquaintance, to which he had no objection, he would send the dispatches back to headquarters in Z . . . , for someone else to take, and would accept the family’s kind invitation to be a houseguest for a few weeks. Whereupon, still grasping the back of the chair, with his back to the wall, he stood there a moment and peered at the commandant. The latter replied that he would find it most regrettable if the feelings that the count appeared to have developed for his daughter were to be the cause of serious repercussions for him; that he must surely know what he had to do and not do, whether or not to send back the dispatches; and that the rooms would be made ready for him. With these words, a pallor falling over his face, the count respectfully kissed the mother’s hand, bowed to the others and left the room.

Upon his departure, the family had no idea what to make of this turn of events. The mother said that it was out of the question that he should send the military dispatches he was supposed to take to Naples back to Z . . . simply because he did not succeed in the course of a five-minute interview in eliciting a yes to his proposal of marriage from a woman he did not know. The forest warden declared that such a frivolous act would be punished by nothing less than his arrest. And his discharge, the commandant added. But he hadn’t yet run any risks, the latter continued. It was just a warning shot; he will surely come to his senses before sending off the dispatches. Upon being apprised of the risk he ran, the marquise’s mother expressed the most heartfelt concern that he would indeed send them. His strong, single-minded determination, she feared, might well make him susceptible to such a rash act. She implored the forest warden to immediately run after him and to dissuade him from courting misfortune. Her son replied that such a move on his part would effectuate the opposite result, and merely strengthen his hope of achieving his end by means of his stratagems. The marquise was of the same opinion, though she was certain, she said, that the dispatches would surely be sent off without him, insofar as he would rather court misfortune than show weakness. Everyone concurred that his behavior was strange, and that he appeared to be accustomed to winning over women’s hearts as he did fortresses, by sustained assault. At that moment, the commandant noticed that the count’s harnessed rig had pulled up to the gate. Surprised, he called his family to the window and inquired of a servant just entering the room if the count was still in the house. The servant replied that he was below in the servants’ quarters writing letters and sealing packages in the company of an adjutant. Hiding his dismay, the commandant hastened downstairs with the forest warden, and seeing the count bent over rough tabletops, inquired if he would not rather conduct his business in the rooms made ready for him, and if he had any other requests. Writing away fast and furiously, the count offered his humble thanks and said that his business was completed; sealing the letter, he asked for the time; and passing the entire dispatch pouch to his adjutant, he wished him a pleasant journey. Not believing his eyes, as the adjutant stepped outside, the commandant spoke up: “Sir Count, if your reasons are not of the utmost importance . . .” “Critical!” the count interrupted, accompanied the adjutant to the carriage and pulled open the door. “In that case,” the commandant continued, “if the dispatches were my responsibility, I would at least . . .” “Impossible!” replied the count, as he helped the adjutant to climb into his seat. “The dispatches are meaningless in Naples without my presence. I also thought of that. Drive on!” “And what of the letters from your uncle?” cried the adjutant, leaning out the door. “They will find me in M . . . ,” the count replied. “Drive on!” said the adjutant, and the rig rolled out the gate.

Hereupon Count F . . . turned to the commandant and inquired if someone could now conduct him to his room. “Permit me the honor of doing so myself,” said the bewildered colonel; instructed his and the count’s servants to take charge of his baggage; and led him to the guest quarters, where he dryly took his leave. The count changed his uniform; left the house to report to the Russian commander of M . . . ; and absent for the rest of the day, only returned for dinner.

The family, meanwhile, was profoundly upset. The forest warden pointed out how precisely the count’s replies had complied with the commandant’s presuppositions; maintained that his behavior appeared to bespeak a clearly planned course of action; and inquired as to what in Heaven’s name might be the reasons for such a packhorse-driven courtship. The commandant said that he had no idea what to make of it and insisted that the family speak no more of the matter in his presence. His wife kept peering every so often out the window, convinced she’d find him hastening back, regretting his rash action, and hoping to set things aright. Finally, as darkness set in, she sat herself down beside the marquise, who was bent over a table diligently engaged in some business, and seemed to be avoiding conversation. As the father paced back and forth, she asked her daughter in a hushed voice if she had any idea of what might come of all this. Casting a timid look at the commandant, the marquise replied: “If father had managed to make him go to Naples, then everything would be alright.” “To Naples indeed!” the commandant, who had heard this, cried back. “Should I have called for the priest? Or should I have had him locked up and arrested and sent under armed guard to Naples?” “No,” replied the marquise, but consumed by vivid and pressing fancies, she looked back, with some reluctance, upon her work. At last, at nightfall, the count appeared. Following an exchange of social niceties, the family waited only for this business to be brought up again to press him in a unified effort, should it still be possible, to retreat from the ill-advised step he’d taken. But for naught, throughout the entire meal, did the family await this moment. Studiously avoiding any subject that might lead to this, he kept the commandant entertained with talk of war and the forest warden with talk of the hunt. When he touched upon the battle at P . . . , in which he was wounded, the mother implored him to speak of his injuries, inquired as to the adequacy of his treatment in that remote place, and whether he had found all the essential comforts. Hereupon he told of many things relating to his passion for the marquise: how she had tirelessly been there at his bedside throughout his sickness; how, in the grip of a burning fever, he had kept confusing her with the image of a swan that he had seen as a boy on his uncle’s estate; that one memory was particularly stirring to him, of his once having tossed a handful of mud at it, whereupon it dove and reemerged clean as a whistle; that it had always swum around in a foamy ferment, and he had called out “Thinka!” which is what they called it, but that he was never able to draw the swan near him, though the splashing and neck-craning must have pleased it no end; and all of a sudden, red in the face, he swore that he loved her dearly, looked back down at his plate and said no more. The meal having been completed, it was finally time to rise from the table; and since, following a brief exchange with the mother, the count bowed to all present and once again withdrew to his room, the family members were left standing around, not knowing what to think. The commandant was of the opinion that they would simply have to let the matter run its course. The rash young man was probably counting on the intercession of his relatives. Or else he faced a dishonorable discharge. Madame von G . . . asked her daughter what she made of him, and if she could see clear to giving him an answer that would avoid a great misfortune. To which the marquise replied: “Dearest mother, I simply cannot do so. I regret that my gratitude had to be put to such a hard test. But I resolved not to marry again; I will not injudiciously risk my happiness on a second match.” The forest warden remarked that if such was her firm resolve, even this explanation could be helpful to him, under the circumstances, and that it seemed to be almost necessary to give him some definite answer. The mother insisted that, seeing as this young man, who was endowed with so many excellent qualities, expressed a desire to visit with them in Italy, that in her view, his request for the marquise’s hand merited her respectful and serious consideration. Sitting himself down beside his sister, the forest warden asked her if she found him attractive. To which the marquise replied, a bit embarrassed: “He pleases . . . and displeases me,” and appealed to the rest of the family to express their feelings. Her mother said: “If he came back from Naples, and the inquiries we would have been able to make in the meantime accorded with the overall impression you’ve had of him, how then would you reply to his repeated request?” “In that case,” said the marquise, “since his wishes seem so heartfelt, I would” – she paused, and her eyes glistened as she spoke – “because of the obligation I owe him, fulfill those wishes.” The mother, who had always wished her daughter would wed again, took pains to hide her joy at this response, and silently pondered how best to proceed. Restlessly rising again from the chair, the forest warden said that if the marquise even contemplated the possibility of gratifying the count by granting him her hand in marriage, then a step had to be taken in that direction right here and now to forestall the consequences of his rash action. The mother was of the same opinion, and maintained that, in light of all the capital qualities he had demonstrated that night when the fort was overrun by Russian troops, it was not too much to presume that his subsequent conduct should likewise meet their approval. Greatly agitated, the marquise peered down at the ground. Taking her daughter’s hand in hers, the mother continued, “One could well assure him that you would not enter into any other engagement until he returns from Naples.” “Such an assurance, dearest mother, I would gladly give him,” the marquise said, “I fear only that it would not appease him and merely lead to our entanglement.” “Let me worry about that!” the mother replied with evident joy, and turned to her husband. “Lorenzo!” she said, preparing to rise from her chair, “What do you think?” All ears, the commandant stood at the window, staring out at the street, and said nothing. The forest warden gave assurances he would, with words of encouragement, hasten the count on his way. “Then do it! Do it! Do it!” cried the father, turning his back to his son. “I’m bound to yield yet again to this Russian!” Hereupon the mother leapt up, kissed him and her daughter and asked, as the father chuckled at her womanly wiles, how they might best communicate this reply post haste to the count. Following the forest warden’s suggestion, it was decided that, supposing he had not yet undressed for bed, they ask him to be so kind as to rejoin the family if but for a moment. The count sent word back that it would be an honor to promptly accede to their request, and hardly had the servant returned with the message when he was already striding into the room, his feet propelled with winged joy, and knelt down before the marquise, stirred with the deepest emotion. The commandant wanted to say something; but rising, the count blurted out: “I already know enough!” He  proceeded to kiss his and the mother’s hand, hugged the brother, and asked them only to be so good as to help him order a rig. Although moved by this demonstration, the marquise nevertheless said: “I am afraid that your rash hopes may . . .” “Nothing! Nothing!” replied the count, “Nothing’s been done that can’t be undone, if the inquiries you wish to make about me should contradict the sentiments that made you call me back into this room.” Hereupon the commandant embraced him most heartily, the forest warden offered him the use of his own carriage, a valet raced to the station to fetch horses for hire, and his departure roused such joy as no arrival ever had. He hoped, said the count, to catch up with the dispatches in B . . . , from whence he’d take a shorter road to Naples, rather than drive the long way through M . . . ; in Naples, he’d do his best to avoid the additional trip to Constantinople; and since, if all else failed, he was resolved to pretend to be too sick to travel, he assured them that, barring any unforeseen eventualities, he’d definitely be back in M . . . in four to six weeks. Hereupon, his valet reported that the horses were harnessed and the carriage ready for departure. The count took his hat, strode before the marquise and reached for her hand. “For now, Julietta,” he said, “I’m somewhat reassured,” placing his hand upon hers, “although it was my most ardent wish to have married you before my departure.” “Married!” the family cried out in unison. “Married,” repeated the count, and kissed the hand of the marquise. And when she asked if he was in his right mind, he assured her: “The day will come when you will understand why.” The family was about to protest, but he staved off any such response by smothering each member in a farewell hug, begged them not to give another thought to his remark, and leapt into the carriage and drove off.

Many weeks went by, during which, with mixed emotions, the family eagerly awaited the outcome of this curious affair. The commandant received from General K . . . , the count’s uncle, a courteous reply; the count himself wrote from Naples; the inquiries made about him elicited responses much to his advantage; in short, the engagement was already considered as good as done when the marquise’s mysterious malady returned, manifesting itself more vehemently than before. She observed an incomprehensible transformation of her figure. This she revealed with a complete openness to her mother and said she did not know what to make of her condition. Deeply concerned by the strange signs of illness in her daughter, the mother asked her to seek a physician’s advice. The marquise resisted, believing in the strength of her willpower to help her get better; she spent several more days of great suffering without heeding her mother’s advice, until ever reawakening feelings of such a curious character aroused the greatest distress. She asked to be examined by a physician whom her father trusted, and in light of her mother’s absence, bid him be seated on her couch, and following a brief introduction, jokingly revealed her own prognosis. The doctor gave her a piercing look, kept silent a while following a thorough examination, and finally replied with a sober expression that Madame la Marquise had aptly diagnosed her condition. And in answer to her question: What did he mean by this? he responded frankly, and with a chuckle he was not able to squelch, that she was perfectly healthy and had no need of a physician. Whereupon the marquise gave him a very severe sidelong glare, rang for her servant, and bid him be gone. She muttered half to herself, as though she did not deem him worthy of address, that she had no desire to jest about matters of this sort. Feeling slighted, the doctor replied that he had to hope she was always so disinclined to jest as she was now; took his hat and walking stick and made ready to leave. The marquise assured him that she would inform her father of this offense. The doctor replied that he was prepared to present his testimony in court, opened the door, bowed and was about to leave. But as he bent down to pick up a glove he’d let fall, the marquise inquired as to the likelihood thereof. The doctor replied that he surely did not need to elaborate on the reasons for his diagnosis, bowed again and walked away.

The marquise stood there as though struck by lightning. She pulled herself together and was about to hasten off to her father; but the strange seriousness of the man from whose words she had taken offense simultaneously made her freeze in her tracks. Deeply distraught, she flung herself on the sofa. Distrusting herself, she ran through every moment of the past year and doubted her own sanity when she reflected on what had just transpired. Finally, her mother appeared, and in response to her dumbfounded question: “What in Heaven’s name has so upset you?” the daughter related what the doctor had just revealed. Madame von G . . . called him shameless and contemptible and encouraged her daughter to go ahead and tell her father of the offense. The marquise assured her that the doctor’s diagnosis was made in all seriousness, and that he appeared to be prepared to repeat it to her father face to face. Whereupon, a bit taken aback, Madame von G . . . asked if there was any reason to consider such a possibility? To which the marquise replied: She could sooner conceive of graves growing fecund and corpses giving birth! “Well then, you stir-brained woman,” said Madame von G . . . , hugging her close, “what in the world do you have to worry about? If your conscience is clear, why pay any mind to a doctor’s diagnosis, even if it’s from an entire cabinet of medical men? Whether it’s a mistake or a mean-spirited prank, what difference does it make? Still it’s only right and proper that we let your father know of this.” “Oh, God!” cried the marquise with a convulsive gesture, “How can I becalm myself? Don’t I have my own inner, all-too-familiar feeling testifying against me? Would I not, were I to recognize this selfsame feeling in someone else, conclude of her that the diagnosis is right?” “How ghastly!” remarked the commandant’s wife. “Malevolence! Mistake!” the marquise muttered. “What in Heaven’s name could have made this man, who to this very day seemed so honorable to us, insult me in such a willful and contemptible way? I who received him in confidence and in anticipation of future gratitude? Before whom, as his very first words affirmed, he appeared with a clean and pure-hearted determination, to help, not to hurt, yet bestirred more cruelty than I could ever have imagined? And if, for lack of any other possible explanation, I must ascribe it to some mistake,” the marquise continued, as her mother looked at her dumfounded, “is it possible that a doctor of even middling competence could err in such a case?” “And nevertheless,” the commandant’s wife replied with a hint of sarcasm, “it must have been one or the other.” “Yes, indeed, my dearest mother,” affirmed the marquise, kissing her hand, as she peered back, red in the face, with a look of injured pride, “it must be so, although the circumstances are so strange as to countenance my doubt. I swear, because you rightfully seek assurance, that my conscience is like that of my children; no cleaner, dearest one, could theirs be. But still, I beg you, get me a midwife, so that I may confirm my condition, and whatever it be, be sure of it.” “A midwife she wants!” cried Madame von G . . . in a tone of disgrace. “A clean conscience and a midwife!” Whereupon she fell silent. “A midwife, my dearest mother,” the marquise repeated, flinging herself on her knees before her, “at once, lest I go mad.” “Gladly,” replied the commandant’s wife, “but if you please, do your child-bearing outside this house.” At that she stood up and was about to leave the room. But following her with outstretched arms, the marquise fell on her face and embraced her knees. “If my blameless life, a life lived following your example, entitled me to your esteem,” she cried, with an eloquence fostered by pain, “if any motherly feeling for me still stirs in your breast, at least until my guilt has been proven without the shadow of a doubt, I beg you, do not abandon me at this awful moment.” “What is it that troubles you so?” asked the mother. “Is it nothing but the doctor’s diagnosis? Nothing more than your inner feeling?” “Nothing more, dear mother,” replied the marquise, and lay her hand on her breast. “Nothing, Julietta?” her mother pressed. “Think carefully. A moral lapse, as unspeakably much it would hurt me, is pardonable, and I would be obliged to pardon it; but if, to avoid a motherly rebuke, you were to concoct some fanciful fable of the overturning of the natural order, and back it up with blasphemous oaths just to impose upon the weakness of my all too gullible heart, that would be shameless; I would never be able to open my heart to you again.” “Would that the gates of paradise would one day be flung so wide open to me as my soul now is to you,” cried the marquise. “I have kept nothing from you.” This last declaration expressed with such pathos rattled her mother to the core. “Oh Heavens,” she cried, “my dearly beloved child! How much you move me!” And she picked her daughter up off the ground, and kissed her, and pressed her to her breast. “What then, in God’s name, do you fear? Come, child, you are not well.” She wanted to lead her to bed. But with tears running down her cheeks, the marquise assured her that she was perfectly healthy, that nothing ailed her save her curious and inconceivable condition. “Condition!” the mother cried again, “What kind of condition? If your memory of past occurrences is so certain, what fearful whimsy could have gripped you? Can an inner feeling, roused in some dark cavity, not be a delusion?” “No! No!” said the marquise, “it’s no delusion. And if you call for the midwife, mother, she will confirm that this terrible, devastating thing is true. “Come now, my darling daughter,” said Madame von G . . . , concerned for her sanity. “Come, follow me, and lay yourself down in bed. Whatever did you imagine the doctor might have said? Your face is afire! You’re trembling all over! What in Heaven’s name did the doctor tell you?” Incredulous now of all that transpired and doubting everything her daughter told her, she gently drew her daughter forward. The marquise protested: “Dearest, most precious mother!” a smile breaking through her veil of tears. “I assure you I have all my wits about me. The doctor told me that I was heavy with child. Let the midwife come, and as soon as she says it isn’t so I’ll calm down.” “As you wish, as you wish,” replied the commandant’s wife, squelching her fear. “She’ll be here presently, presently, my dear, if you’re determined to make her laugh, and tell you you’re a dreamer and a little touched to boot.” Whereupon she rang for her servant and promptly had her fetch the midwife.

The marquise still lay with restlessly heaving breast in her mother’s arms when the woman appeared, and the mother informed her of the strange delusion that made her daughter take sick. Madame la Marquise swore that she had never strayed from virtue, and yet, nevertheless, consumed by a strange feeling, she insisted that she be examined by an expert in these intimate matters. Nodding as she listened, the midwife spoke of young blood and the guiles of this cruel world; and having completed her examination, remarked that such cases were not uncommon, that the young widows who found themselves in this condition all maintained that they’d been living on a desert island. Trying to comfort the marquise, she assured her that the hardy corsair who’d stolen into her bedchamber at night would turn up again. At these words, the marquise fainted. Unable to subdue her maternal instincts, Madame von G . . . brought her back to consciousness with the aid of the midwife. But her anger took the upper hand once her daughter had awakened. “Julietta!” the mother cried out in pain, yet still inclined to some kind of reconciliation. “Will you bear your heart? Will you tell me who the father is?” But when the marquise replied that she was going mad, the mother rose from the couch and muttered: “Go! Go now, you contemptible creature! Cursed be the day I bore you!” and promptly stormed out.

Once again feeling faint in the bright daylight, the marquise pulled the midwife toward her and lay her trembling head upon her breast. She asked in a halting voice if the laws of nature ever erred, and if there were any possibility of an unconscious conception? The midwife smiled, loosened the kerchief round her neck and said that surely the marquise knew better. “No, no,” replied the marquise, “of course I was conscious, I just wanted to know in general if such a thing were possible in nature.” The midwife replied that, to her knowledge, except for the Virgin Mary, such a thing had never happened to any woman on earth. The marquise trembled ever more violently. She thought at any moment she might die, and pressing the midwife to her in an anguished frenzy, begged her not to leave. “There, there,” the midwife tried to mollify her grief. She assured her that the birth was still a long time coming, suggested that, under such circumstances, there were ways to save one’s reputation, and assured her that everything would turn out all right in the end. But since these attempts at comforting felt like knife wounds in her unhappy breast, she pulled herself together, said she felt better and bid the woman take her leave.

No sooner had the midwife left the room than the marquise received a note from her mother that said: “Sir von G . . . requests, given the circumstances, that you leave his house. He sends you, enclosed herewith, the papers concerning your financial affairs and hopes that God may spare him the pain of seeing you again.” Once read, the note was drenched with tears; and in a corner she could still make out the erased word: “Dictated.” Pain welled up in the poor woman’s eyes. Weeping bitterly over her parents’ error and the injustice to which these fine people were misled, she marched to the rooms of her mother, who, she was told, was with her father; so she staggered to her father’s quarters. Finding the door locked, she collapsed before it, wailing, calling on all the saints in Heaven to vouch for her innocence. She may well have been lying there for several minutes when the forest warden strode out and, with burning eyes, exclaimed: “You’ve been told the commandant does not wish to see you.” The marquise cried out: “My dearest brother!” Sobbing, she forced her way into the room, and cried: “My most precious father!” and stretched her arms out to him. Catching sight of her, the commandant turned his back and hurried off to his bedroom. And when she followed him there, he cried: “Be gone!” and tried to slam the door shut; but when, wailing and pleading, she managed to keep him from shutting it in her face and barged in, he suddenly gave way and rushed to the far corner of the room and turned his back on her. She flung herself to the floor before him and, trembling all over, clasped his knees, just as a pistol he’d grabbed went off at the very moment he plucked it off the wall, and the shot went tearing through the ceiling. “God in Heaven!” cried the marquise, pale as death, and she rose up and dashed out of the room. “Horse up my carriage!” she said as soon as she’d returned to her own quarters; bone weary, she collapsed into a chair, hugged her children tightly, and had her bags packed. She had the youngest one between her knees and was just flinging a wrap around him, about to climb into her carriage, when the forest warden burst in, and on the orders of the commandant, demanded that she leave her children. “These children?” she asked, and stood up. “Tell your inhuman father that he can come and shoot me down, but that he can’t take my children from me!” And fortified with all the pride of her innocence, she picked up her children and carried them to her carriage with such a vehemence that her brother would not have dared intercede, and drove off.

Impelled by the intense strain of all she’d been through to a better knowledge of her true self, she suddenly hoisted herself, as if by her own hand, out of the morass into which fate had flung her. The tumult that tore at her heart finally settled as soon as she got outside; her children, the beloved prize of her old life, she covered with kisses, and with a profound sense of satisfaction she considered what a great victory she had won over her brother through the sheer force of her clear conscience. Strong enough not to be shattered by this strange situation, her spirit surrendered completely to the grand, holy, and inexplicable scheme of things. She fathomed the impossibility of ever convincing her family of her innocence, understood that she would have to console herself, lest she be brought down, and it was only a matter of days after her arrival in V . . . that the pain gave way to her heroic resolve and her pride at having withstood life’s assaults. She decided to withdraw from all mundane pursuits and to devote herself with unstinting effort to the education of her two children, and to tend to the third, the gift that God had given her, with all her motherly love. She made plans in the coming weeks, once she’d gotten through the delivery, to see to the restoration of her lovely country estate, which had fallen into ruin during her lengthy absence; she considered, while seated in her garden knitting little hats and socks for little limbs, how best to comfortably rearrange the rooms, which one she would fill with books and in which one she could best set up her easel. And so she had completely come to terms with her life of cloistered seclusion before the time of Count F . . . ’s promised return from Naples. The gatekeeper had orders not to let anyone enter the house. Only the thought tormented her that the young life she had conceived in the greatest innocence and purity, and whose origin, precisely because it was more mysterious, seemed all the more godly than that of other people, should suffer any slurs in proper society. Then a curious idea suddenly occurred to her how she might find the father – an idea that, when she first thought of it, caused the knitting needles to fall from her hands. She ruminated on it through many a long sleepless night, turning it around and twisting it so that it rubbed against her deepest feelings, before thinking it through. She still bristled at the thought of engaging in any relations with the person who had so vilely deceived her, finally concluding that this individual surely must be among the dregs of society, and from wherever he may come, he could only belong to the ranks of the lowest and vilest scum. But since her sense of independence grew ever stronger in her, and she considered that a diamond is still a diamond no matter how coarse its setting, roused one morning by the beat of the young heart stirring in her womb, she had the singular announcement cited at the start of this story run in The M . . . Intelligencer.

Held up by unavoidable business in Naples, Count F . . . had in the meantime written twice to the marquise, enjoining her, come what may, to hold by the silent nod of assurance she had given him. As soon as he managed to decline the subsequent business trip to Constantinople, and his other affairs had been settled, he promptly left Naples and arrived in M . . . just a few days after the promised date. The commandant received him with a look of great consternation, said that pressing business called him away from home, and asked the forest warden, meanwhile, to speak to him. The latter took him to his room and, following a summary greeting, asked if he knew what had transpired in the commandant’s house during his absence. Turning pale, the count replied: “No.” Hereupon, the forest warden informed him of the shame the marquise had brought upon the family, filling him in on all the details, of which our readers have already been apprised. The count struck himself on the forehead. “Why were so many hurdles put in my way!” he cried out, forgetting himself. “If only we’d been married, we’d have been spared all the disgrace and misfortune!” Gaping at him, the forest warden asked if he was mad enough to want to be married to this shameless hussy. The count replied that she was worth more than the whole world that reviled her; that he absolutely believed the pronouncement of her innocence; and that he would ride on to V . . . this very day to repeat his request for her hand in marriage. And he promptly grabbed his hat, bid farewell to the forest warden, who thought the count had lost his mind, and stormed off.

He mounted his horse and galloped off to V . . . . But when he dismounted at the gate of her estate and sought entry to the courtyard, the gatekeeper informed him that Madame la Marquise was receiving no one. The count inquired if this rule established for strangers also held true for friends of the family; whereupon the gatekeeper replied that he had not been informed of any exceptions to the rule, and in the next breath added with an ambiguous tone: “Might you be a certain Count F . . . ?” To which, with a searching look, the count replied: “No,” – and turning to his servant, remarked, albeit loud enough for the gatekeeper to hear, that under the circumstances, he would stop at an inn and notify Madame la Marquise of his arrival in writing. But in the meantime, as soon as the fellow turned his back, the count turned a corner and snuck around the wall of a sprawling garden that stretched behind the house. He stepped through a gate he found open, traversed the allées, and intended to climb the ramp to the terrace at the back of the house, when he espied out of the corner of his eye the lovely and mysterious figure of the marquise herself in an arbor hard at work at a little table. He approached her stealthily so that she could not notice him until he stood in the arbor gate three steps in front of her face. “Count F . . . !” she said, startled, tearing open her eyes, and the red blush of her surprise flushed her cheeks. The count smiled, stayed standing a while without budging from the gate; and hastened then to sit down beside her with such a quiet certainty so as not to arouse her fear, and before she even had a chance to decide how to react in this strange situation, he swung a gentle arm around her dear body. “How ever, Sir Count, did you manage?” asked the marquise – and peered timidly at the ground. The count replied: “I came from M . . . ,” quietly pressing her to him, “and slipped through a rear gate I found open. I thought I could count on your forgiveness, and so, let myself in.” “Did they not tell you in M . . . ?” she asked, not budging from his embrace. “They told me all, my dearly beloved,” replied the count; “but, absolutely convinced of your innocence as I am . . .” “What!” cried the marquise, rising and trying to slip out of his embrace; “and you’ve come nevertheless?” “In spite of the world,” he continued, holding her tight, “in spite of your family, and even in spite of this blessed little being,” pressing a warm kiss on her breast. “Be gone!” cried the marquise. “I’m as convinced of your innocence, Julietta,” he said, “as if I were omniscient, as if my soul dwelt in your bosom.” The marquise cried: “Let me go!” “I’ve come,” he said, not letting go of her, “to repeat my request, and if you will heed it, to find bliss in your reply.” “Leave at once!” cried the marquise. “I order you!” and tore herself free of his arms. “My dearly beloved! My most precious!” he whispered, rising again, and following after her. “You heard me!” cried the marquise, and turned, eluding him. “A single, secret, whispered word is all I ask!” said the count, and abruptly reached for her smooth arm that had managed to slip free. “I wish to hear no more,” the marquise responded, gave him a violent shove, scurried up the terrace ramp and disappeared.

He was already halfway up the ramp, intending, come what may, to bend her ear, when the door was slammed in his face and the bolt, shoved with a frenzied exertion, was slid shut. Wavering for a fleeting moment, unsure of what to do under such circumstances, he considered climbing through a window left open on the side of the house to press his case until he succeeded; yet however difficult in every sense he found the thought of retreating, this time necessity seemed to demand it, and furious with himself for having let her slip out of his arms, he sidled back down the ramp and left the garden to look for his horses. He felt that his attempt to have it out with her eye to eye had failed hopelessly, and trotting along, composing a letter in his mind that he was now doomed to write, he headed back to M . . . . Come evening, in a state of utter dejection, dining at a public house, he ran into the forest warden, who immediately asked him if he had succeeded in his proposal in V . . . . The count replied tersely: “No!” and was quite tempted to follow with a bitter word; but for politeness’ sake, he added after a while that he had decided to address her in writing and would do so shortly. The forest warden said: “I see with great regret that your passion for the marquise has robbed you of your good sense. I must assure you that she has in the meantime pursued another course of action.” And ringing for the latest newspapers, he handed him the paper in which her appeal to the father of her child appeared in print. As the count read her words, the blood rushed to his face. He was riddled by a flurry of emotions. The forest warden asked if he did not believe that they would find the person whom Madame la Marquise sought. “Undoubtedly!” remarked the count, poring over the page with all his heart, greedily gobbling up its meaning. Thereupon, after pausing for a moment at the window to fold back the paper, he said: “Very well then! Now I know what I have to do!” And turning back to the forest warden, he said with a perfunctory smile that he hoped he might have the pleasure of seeing him soon again, bid him farewell and left, reconciled to his fate.

Meanwhile, there was a great deal of agitation in the commandant’s house. His wife felt deeply embittered at the savage severity of her husband and at her own weakness in bowing to his tyrannical will and allowing him to cast out their daughter. When the shot resounded in her husband’s chambers and the daughter burst out the door, the mother fell into a faint from which she soon managed to rouse herself; but at the moment she came to, the commandant could find nothing more to say than that he regretted that she’d endured the shock for naught, and flung the fired pistol onto a table. Later, when the conversation turned to the commandant’s demand for their daughter to relinquish her children, she timidly hazarded the reply that no one had the right to do so; and trembling in the wake of it all, with a weak and stirring voice, she asked that outbursts be henceforth avoided. The commandant made no reply to his wife, but turning to the forest warden, foaming with rage, he cried: “Go, get them for me!” When Count F . . . ’s second letter arrived, the commandant instructed that it be sent on to the marquise in V . . . , who – as they later learned from the messenger – promptly, upon receipt, set it aside, and muttered: “Very good.” At a loss to understand any of it, and particularly the marquise’s inclination to enter into a new marriage with total indifference, the mother sought in vain to give voice to her bewilderment. The commandant continued to clamor for silence in a manner that resembled an order; and in the course of one such altercation, removing a portrait of his shameless child that still hung on the wall, he insisted that he wished to wipe her from his memory, and declared that he no longer had a daughter. Whereupon the marquise’s curious inquiry appeared in the newspaper. Deeply stirred, the commandant’s wife went with the paper she’d received from the commandant to his room, where she found him at work at his desk, and asked him what in the world he made of it. To which the commandant replied, without raising his pen: “Oh, she’s innocent alright!” “What!” cried Madame von G . . . , flabbergasted, “innocent?” “She did it in her sleep,” remarked the commandant, without looking up. “In her sleep!?” gasped Madame von G . . . . “You expect me to believe such an unlikely story? The lunatic!” cried the commandant, shoved his papers aside and stormed out.

The next day at breakfast, the commandant’s wife read aloud the following reply in the latest issue of The M . . . Intelligencer, still hot off the presses:

If Madame la Marquise of O . . . will be so good as to be present at the house of Sir von G . . . on the 3rd of . . . at eleven o’clock, the man she is looking for will fling himself at her feet.

Struck dumb before reading this incredible announcement to the end, the commandant’s wife skipped the last line and handed the paper to her husband. The commandant reread the announcement three times, as though he did not trust his eyes. “For heaven’s sake, tell me, Lorenzo, what do you make of this?” she cried. “The shameless hussy!” he replied, leaping up from the table. “The two-faced liar! Ten times the shamelessness of a bitch in heat paired with ten times the slyness of a fox still can’t compare to hers! Such a put-on! With two such innocent eyes! A she-wolf in sheep’s clothing!” he fumed and couldn’t calm down. “But what in the world, if it is a ruse, could she possibly hope to prove?” his wife asked. “What she could hope to prove? To shove her shameless deception down our throats, that’s what!” the commandant replied. “I’ve already learned it by heart, that little fable, that the two of them, she and he, intend to perform for us here on the 3rd, at eleven o’clock. ‘My dear little daughter,’ I’m expected to reply, ‘I had no idea, who could ever have imagined, forgive me, please accept my blessing and be happy.’ But I’ve got a bullet ready for whoever crosses my threshold on the 3rd at eleven o’clock! It would be more seemly to have him thrown out by the servants.” But after reading the announcement again, Madame von G . . . declared: “If of two inconceivable options I must give credence to one, then let it rather be a fabulous twist of fate than the baseness of my otherwise irreproachable daughter, this I . . . ” But before she’d finished speaking, the commandant snapped: “Do me a favor, will you, and shut up! I won’t hear another word!” and left the room.

A few days later, apropos of this announcement in the paper, the commandant received a letter from the marquise in which, since she was no longer welcome in his house, she requested in a respectful and moving manner that he be so kind as to send the person who appears there on the morning of the 3rd, out to her estate in V . . . . The commandant’s wife happened to be present when the commandant received this letter; since she could clearly read from his expression that he had lost all reason in this regard – for what possible motive should he now impute to their daughter, supposing it was a ruse, as she appeared to make no plea for his pardon? – thereby emboldened, she decided on a plan of action, which she had mulled over for some time now in her doubt-ridden breast. She said, while the commandant still peered with an empty expression at the paper, that she had an idea. Would he permit her to drive out and stay for several days in V . . . ? In the eventuality that it was a ruse and the marquise was indeed already familiar with the individual who passed himself off in the paper as a stranger, she, her mother, would know how to put her daughter in a position in which she would be compelled to bare her heart, even if she were the craftiest conniving creature. The commandant responded impromptu by tearing up the letter. It was clear that he wished to have nothing more to do with his daughter, and that his wife not engage in any contact with her. He put the torn pieces of her letter in an envelope, sealed it, addressed it to the marquise, and handed it to the messenger, by way of return reply. Secretly incensed at his stubborn willfulness that precluded any possible clarification, his wife resolved to carry out her plan against his will. And early the next morning, when her husband still lay in bed, she took along one of his yeomen and they set out together for V . . . . Arriving at the gate of her daughter’s estate, she was told by the gatekeeper that Madame la Marquise received no one. Madame von G . . . replied that she was apprised of this order, but insisted that he nevertheless announce to the lady of the house the arrival of the commandant’s wife. To which the gatekeeper replied that such an announcement would be to no avail, since Madame la Marquise spoke to no one in the world. Madame von G . . . tartly replied that the marquise would speak to her, as she was her mother, and that he had best not tarry and do as he was told. But no sooner had the gatekeeper entered the house to transmit what he took for a futile announcement than the marquise threw open the door, rushed to the gate, and flung herself to her knees before her mother’s carriage. With the aid of her yeoman, Madame von G . . . climbed out and with some effort raised her daughter from the ground. Overwhelmed by emotions, the marquise stooped over her mother’s hand, and shedding many tears, led her into the house. “My dearest mother!” she cried, after pleading with her to be seated on the sofa, while still remaining standing before her, drying her eyes. “What fortunate happenstance may I thank for your precious appearance?” Tenderly touching her hand, Madame von G . . . replied that she came to beg forgiveness for the hard-hearted way she was cast out of her father’s house. “Forgiveness!” the marquise broke in, bending to kiss her mother’s hands. While deflecting the kiss, her mother said that, not only had the recently published reply to her announcement convinced her and her father of their daughter’s innocence, but furthermore, to their great and glad amazement, the author of that reply made a personal appearance at their house yesterday. “Who?” asked the marquise, flinging herself down on the sofa beside her mother, “pray tell me who it was?” – impatient expectation lighting up her expression. “It was him,” replied Madame von G . . . , “the one who drafted the reply, the very person to whom your appeal was addressed.” “For Heaven’s sake,” the marquise replied in turn with a heaving breast, “who is it?” And again: “Tell me who it is!” In response to which, Madame von G . . . smiled: “I’ll let you guess. Yesterday, as we sat at tea, reading that curious reply in the paper, a person of our close acquaintance stormed into the room and with a look of utter despair flung himself first at your father’s and then at my feet. Not knowing what to make of this, we asked him to explain. Whereupon he replied that, plagued by a guilty conscience, he came to confess that it was he, the vile cad who had deceived Madame la Marquise, and he needed to bow to our judgment, and should vengeance be sought he came to turn himself in. “But who? Who? Who was it?” insisted the marquise. “As I said,” Madame von G . . . went on, “it was a young gentleman, otherwise of good standing, of whom we would never have expected such a lowdown deed. But don’t be dismayed, my daughter, to learn that he is of a lower class, and altogether lacking in all those qualities which you would ordinarily have sought in a man you’d consider marrying.” “Even so, my precious mother,” said the marquise, “he cannot be altogether base if he first sought your forgiveness before mine. But who? Who? In God’s name, just tell me who it was?” “Very well then,” her mother replied, “it was Leopardo, the yeoman your father recently recruited from the Tyrol, and who, if you allow, I brought along to present to you as your future husband.” “Leopardo, the yeoman!” the marquise squeezed her mother’s hand and cried out with a look of horror that spread across her face. “What troubles you, my dear?” her mother asked. “Do you have any cause for doubt?” “How? Where? When?” the marquise demanded, totally bewildered. “This,” said the mother, “he will only confess to you. Constrained by modesty and love, he said he could tell it to no one else. But if you wish, we can open the door to your antechamber, where he stands waiting at this very moment with a beating heart; and you may see if, once I’ve left the two of you alone, you can manage to extract his secret.” “God in Heaven!” cried the marquise, “I once awakened from a midday slumber and caught sight of him slinking away from my couch!” Whereupon she buried her shame-red face in her small hands. At these words, her mother sank to her knees before her. “Oh, my daughter,” she cried, “Oh, my most precious!” wrapping her arms around her. “Oh, the contemptible creature that I am!” she wailed and buried her face in her daughter’s lap. “What is it, mother dearest?” asked the bewildered marquise. “Oh, you more pure than angels,” the mother continued, “know that none of what I just told you is true; that my corrupted soul could not believe in the innocence you radiate like a glow of goodness, and that it took this cunning ruse to convince me.” “My dearest mother!” cried the marquise, bending down to pick her up, infused with joyous emotion. “No,” the pained woman replied, “I will not budge from before your feet, my radiant, godly daughter, until you tell me if you can ever find it in your heart to forgive my base behavior.” “Me forgive you, dear mother? Rise up, I implore you!” cried the marquise. “You heard me, daughter,” said the anguished Madame von G . . . , “I need to know if you can still love me and respect me as before?” “Oh my dearly beloved mother!” cried the marquise, and likewise fell to her knees before her. “Veneration and love for you never faded from my heart. Who, under such inconceivable circumstances, could ever have believed me? How jubilant I am now that you’re finally convinced of my blamelessness.” “Now then,” replied Madame von G . . . , rising with her daughter’s aid, “let me pamper you, my best beloved child. Come lie in waiting in my house; and were I to welcome a young lord from your loins, I would care for you with no more gentleness and respect. All the days of my life let me no more stray from your side. The world be damned; I want no other honor than your shame, if only you will take me back into your trust and flush from memory the hardness with which I cast you out.” The marquise sought to comfort her with endless endearments and promises, but darkness fell and midnight struck before she finally succeeded. The next day, once the old woman’s emotions that flared up into a fever during the night had settled some, mother and daughter and grandchildren drove, as if in a triumphal march, back to M . . . . They had a most pleasant journey, joking about Leopardo, the yeoman, who sat up front on the coach seat; the mother whispered to the marquise that she noticed she grew red in the face whenever she glanced at his wide back. The marquise replied with a stir of emotion, half sigh, half smile: “Who knows who is going to show up on the 3rd at eleven o’clock!” Thereafter, the closer they got to M . . . the more serious their moods became in prescient anticipation of decisive events yet to come. Once they had alighted in front of the house, Madame von G . . . , who made no mention of her plans, led her daughter back to her old room; said she should make herself comfortable, she’d be right back; and slipped away. An hour later she returned, having worked up a sweat. “Lord, what a Thomas!” she whispered with a hint of joy in her soul, “What a doubting Thomas! Did it not take me all the sand in an hourglass to convince him! But now he’s sitting and crying.” “Who?” asked the marquise. “Him,” replied the mother. “Who else but the one with the greatest reason for tears?” “Not father!” cried the marquise. “Like a child,” replied the mother, “he wept so hard that I’d have burst out laughing once I got out the door, if I hadn’t had to wipe away my own tears.” “Because of me?” asked the marquise, and stood up. “And you want me to wait . . . ?” “Don’t you dare make a move!” said Madame von G . . . . “To think that he dictated a letter. He will come here and seek you out if he ever wants to see me again as long as I live.” “My dearest mother, I beg of you!” the marquise pleaded. “Pig-headed!” her mother cut her off. “To think that he reached for a pistol!” “But I implore you!” “Not on your life!” replied Madame von G . . . , pressing her daughter back into her chair. “And if he doesn’t come to beg forgiveness before nightfall, I’ll move out with you to your estate.” The marquise called such a resolve hard and unjust. But her mother replied: “Calm yourself!”–As she heard the sound of approaching sobs: “He’s coming!” “Where?” asked the marquise, and listened hard. “Is there someone standing outside my door? That heavy heaving?” “Indeed,” said Madame von G . . . . “He wants us to open the door for him.” “Let me go!” cried the marquise, and leapt up from the chair. “Hold on, Julietta,” said her mother, “if you trust in me, stay where you are.” And at that very moment, the commandant burst in, covering his face with a tear-soaked handkerchief. The mother stood firm before her daughter, with her back turned to him. “My dearest father!” cried the marquise, and reached her arms out to him. “Don’t you move from this spot, you hear me!” said Madame von G . . . . The commandant stood there in the room and wept. “He must beg forgiveness of you,” Madame von G . . . continued. “Why must he always be so violent! And so pig-headed! I love him, but I love you too; I honor him, but you too. And if I had to choose between you, you are more admirable than he, and I would stay with you. The commandant bent all the way to the floor and wept so hard the walls shook. “God in Heaven!” cried the marquise, finally conceding to her mother’s wishes, and took out her kerchief to wipe away her own tears. Madame von G . . . said: “He just can’t find the words!” and stepped aside. Hereupon the marquise lunged forward and embraced the commandant, and begged him to becalm himself. She herself wept profusely. She asked if he did not wish to sit down; she tried to pull him into a chair; she pushed a chair in his direction. But he made no reply; he would not budge; nor would he be seated, and just remained kneeling with his head bent down to the ground, weeping. Half turned toward her mother, while holding him up, the marquise said: “He’ll get sick.” And as he fell into convulsions of crying, even the mother seemed to slip in her firm resolve. But when, giving way to his daughter’s repeated pleas, the commandant finally sat down, and she fell to his feet, covering him with unending words of endearment, his wife spoke up again, said it served him right, and that now at last he’d see reason, whereupon she walked out of the room and left the two of them alone together.

As soon as she’d stepped out, the commandant’s wife wiped the tears from her own eyes, and wondered if the extreme emotional upset she’d brought on in him might not after all be dangerous to his health, and if it might not be advisable to call for a doctor. She cooked up for his supper anything restorative and calming she could throw together in the kitchen, prepared and warmed his bed so as to promptly lead him to it as soon as he appeared hand in hand with their daughter. But since he hadn’t yet turned up and the table was already set, she slunk off to the marquise’s room to listen in on what transpiring. Laying her ear against the door, she discerned a soft fading whisper that seemed to be coming from the marquise; and peeking through the keyhole, Madame von G . . . observed her daughter seated on the commandant’s lap, which he had never before allowed. Finally opening the door, her heart leapt for joy at the sight of her daughter lying with her neck flung back and eyes shut tight in her father’s arms, while he, in his armchair, his eyes full of glimmering tears, pressed long, hot, parched kisses on her mouth, just like a lover! The daughter said nothing, he said nothing; he sat with his gaze bent over her, as though over the first love of his life, and pressed a comforting finger against her mouth and gently kissed her. The mother felt jubilant; unseen, standing behind a chair, she held back, not wanting to disturb the blessed sight of reconciliation that once again reigned in her house. She finally approached the father, and bending over the chair, saw from the side as once again with fingers and lips he brushed his daughter’s mouth in unspeakable bliss. Startled at the sight of her, the commandant immediately twisted his face back into a muddled look, and wanted to say something; but Madame cried: “Will you look at that!” and set things aright with a kiss of her own, her joking tone bringing all back down to earth. Whereupon she invited and led the two of them, like a newly wedded couple, to the dinner table, at which the commandant kept up his good humor, albeit letting out a sob from time to time, ate and spoke little, peering down at his plate, his hand playing with his daughter’s.

Foremost on everyone’s mind upon waking the following day was the question: who in the world would present himself tomorrow at eleven o’clock? For tomorrow was the dreaded 3rd of the month. The father and mother, and brother too, who had in the meantime begged and received his sister’s forgiveness, were all in favor of a speedy wedding, if the person in question proved even halfway acceptable; everything possible should be done to make the marquise happy. However, should the circumstances of said person be such that, even with all good will and family support, he remained far inferior in means to the marquise, then the parents were against the marriage; in that case they decided, after all, to keep the marquise in their house and to adopt the child. The marquise, on the other hand, seemed willing, in any case, if the person were no vile reprobate, to hold to her word, and come what may, to fetch her child a father. That evening the mother asked how they planned to receive said person. The commandant was of the opinion that it would be most seemly to let the marquise receive him alone at eleven o’clock. But the marquise insisted that both parents and the brother be present, as she wished to share no secret confidences with this person. She also pointed out that, since, in his reply, said person had suggested the home of the commandant as the site of the requested rendezvous, this was his wish, a fact which, as she freely confessed, made this option particularly appealing. The mother pointed out the undignified nature of the roles the father and brother would be obliged to play, and bid her daughter to countenance the absence of the men, whereas she would be happy to respect her daughter’s wish and be there with her to receive the person in question. Following a brief reflection the daughter finally accepted the latter suggestion. And after a night of restless anticipation came the morning of the dreaded 3rd. As the clock struck eleven, the two women sat festively attired, as if for a betrothal, in the drawing room; their hearts beat so intensely that the sound would have been audible to all had the day’s noises gone silent. The 11th-hour gong still echoed in the room when Leopardo, the yeoman whom the father had fetched from the Tyrol, entered the room. The women turned pale at the sight of him. “Count F . . . ,” he said, “has just arrived and wishes to be announced.” “Count F . . . !” the two women cried out in unison, flung from one form of bewilderment to another. “Lock the doors! Tell him we’re not home!” the marquise cried, leapt up and herself rushed to latch the doors, intending to push back the yeoman who stood in her way, when the count strode in with sword and medals dangling, decked out in the very same uniform he’d worn the day he conquered the fort. Completely perturbed, the marquise felt as if the earth would sink beneath her feet; she reached for a kerchief she’d left lying on her chair and sought to escape into an adjoining room; but gripping her hand, Madame von G . . . cried: “Julietta!” – and suffocated, as it were, by conflicting thoughts, she found herself at a loss for words. With her eyes fixed on the count, she repeated, pulling her daughter toward her: “Julietta, I beg you! Who else were we expecting?” “For heaven’s sake, not him!” the marquise suddenly spun around, and like a ray of sunlight breaking through a storm cloud, her sparkling gaze struck that face, by whose deathly pallor she was blinded. The count fell to his knees before her; and with his right hand resting on his heart, and his head bowed over his breast, his eyes aglow, he peered at the ground in silence. “Who else,” cried the commandant’s wife with a catch in her throat, “who else, for the love of God, but him?” The marquise stood there dumbfounded and said: “Mother, I’m going mad!” “Foolish woman!” her mother replied, pulled her daughter toward her and whispered something in her ear. The marquise turned away and, with both hands clapped over her eyes, flung herself on the sofa. Her mother cried: “What’s gotten into you, my poor luckless child? Has anything happened for which you were not prepared?” The count did not budge; still on his knees, he grasped the hem of her gown and kissed it. “Dearest! Most gracious and praiseworthy woman!” he whispered, a tear running down his cheek. The commandant’s wife said: “Stand up, Sir Count, stand up! Comfort her, and we’ll all be reconciled, and all will be forgiven and forgotten.” The count stood up, weeping, then fell to his knees again before the marquise, grasping her hand in silence as if she were made of gold, and the smell of his own hand might disturb her. But she –: “Be gone! Be gone! Be gone!” she cried, rising to her feet. “I was ready for a dissolute lout, but not for . . . a devil!” she said, and slipped past him toward the door, as though eluding one infected with the plague. “Call for the commandant!” she cried. “Julietta!” cried her mother in amazement. The marquise flashed a mad look, now at the count, now at her mother; her chest heaved, her face was all aflame: no fury could have looked more terrible. The commandant and the forest warden appeared. “This man, Father, I cannot marry!” she muttered to them as they stood there in the doorway, reached into a basin of holy water fastened to the door, sprinkled father, mother and brother with a single swing of her hand and disappeared.

Taken aback by this odd behavior, the commandant asked what had happened; and turned pale when at that very moment he spied Count F . . . in the room. The mother took the count by the hand and said to her husband: “Don’t ask! This young man regrets from the bottom of his heart everything that has happened; just give your blessing, I beg you, and everything will turn out alright.” The count stood there as though struck dead. The commandant laid a heavy hand on him; his eyelids twitched, his lips were white as chalk. “May Heaven’s curse fall from this head!” he cried. “When do you intend to marry her?” “Tomorrow,” the mother replied on his behalf, for he could not utter a single word, “tomorrow or today, as you wish. Any hour will do for the count, who showed such laudable zeal in trying to make up for his offense.” “Then I have the pleasure of awaiting you tomorrow morning at eleven o’clock in the Church of the Augustines!” the commandant said, bowed, asked his wife and son to come with him to the marquise’s room, and left the count standing there alone.

The family tried in vain to discover the reason for the marquise’s curious behavior; she lay in bed with a burning fever, would not hear of a wedding, and asked to be left alone. In answer to the question of why she suddenly changed her mind, and what made the count more hateful to her than anyone else, she gazed at her father with a wide-eyed and distracted look and wouldn’t say a word. The commandant’s wife said: “Have you forgotten that you are an expectant mother?” Whereupon she replied that in this case, she was obliged to think more of herself than of the child, and again, that she swore on all the angels and saints in Heaven that she would not marry. The father, who, seeing that she was clearly overwrought, declared that she was obliged to keep her word, left the room and, after conferring in writing with the count, made all arrangements for the wedding. He presented the latter with a marriage contract, in which he renounced all rights of a husband, but recognized all of the responsibilities that might be expected of him. The count signed and sent back the document soaked with his tears. The following morning, when the commandant handed the marquise this agreement, her mood had calmed down a bit. Sitting up in bed, she read through it several times, set it aside to think about it, opened it once more and read it through again; whereupon she declared that she would appear at eleven o’clock at the Church of the Augustines. She rose from bed, got dressed without a word, and when the clock struck the hour, climbed with the rest of her family into the carriage and drove to church.

Only at the portal of the church was the count permitted to accompany the family. Throughout the ceremony the marquise stared blankly at the altarpiece; she did not exchange so much as a fleeting look with the man with whom she exchanged rings. Once the wedding was over, the count offered her his arm; but as soon as they’d left the church, the newlywed countess bowed to him; the commandant inquired if he might have the honor to see the count from time to time in his daughter’s rooms, whereupon the count muttered something that no one understood, doffed his hat and disappeared. He took an apartment in M . . . , in which he spent several months without even setting foot in the commandant’s house, where the countess still resided. It was only thanks to his gentle, respectful and altogether exemplary behavior in all his dealings with the family whenever they came in contact, that, following the countess’ subsequent delivery, at which she gave birth to a son, he was invited to be present at the boy’s baptism. The countess, who sat, covered with throw rugs in her birthing bed, only looked at him once when he crossed the threshold and respectfully greeted her from afar. He flung two sheets of paper on the cradle among the gifts with which the guests greeted the newborn, the one, as it proved upon his departure, being a gift of 20,000 rubles to the boy, and the other a testament in which, in the eventuality of his death, he deeded his entire fortune to the mother. From that day forward he was invited more often, on the express orders of Madame von G . . . ; he was now a welcome guest, and soon there was not an evening on which he was not present. Sensing that he had been pardoned by all, if only for appearance sake in the testy tidewater of worldly matters, he began again to court the countess, his wife, and once a year had elapsed, received a second yes from her, and a second wedding was celebrated, this one merrier than the first, following which the entire family moved to V . . . . In time, a slew of little Russians joined their brother; and when, at a happy hour, the count once inquired of his wife why on that dread 3rd of the month, since she was prepared for any Tom, Dick, or Harry, she repelled him as though he were a devil, she replied, wrapping him in a tender embrace: “You would not have appeared to me like a devil that day, had you not, when I first set eyes on you, looked like an angel.”


MICHAEL KOHLHAAS

(FROM AN OLD CHRONICLE)

· · ·

On the banks of the Havel, around the middle of the sixteenth century, there lived a horse trader named Michael Kohlhaas, the son of a schoolteacher, one of the most upright and at the same time terrible men of his time. Until his thirtieth year, this extraordinary man would surely have been held as the epitome of a model citizen. In a village that still bears his name he owned a horse farm, on which he quietly earned a living in the practice of his trade; he raised the children his wife bore him in the fear of God, to be diligent and honest; there wasn’t a single one of his neighbors who did not benefit from his benevolence and fairness; in short, the world would have had to bless his memory had he not gone too far in one virtue. His sense of justice turned him into a thief and a murderer.

One day he rode out with a herd of young horses, all well-fed and groomed, pondering how he would invest the profit which he hoped to make off them at market: a part of it he would, according to good business practice, put back into new stock, but with the rest he would enjoy life in the present – on this he mused as he arrived at the Elbe, where, in front of a stately castle, on Saxon territory, he found a turn pike blocking his path that had not been there before. He paused a moment with his herd in a heavy downpour, and called to the toll collector, who peered out his window with a sour face. The horse trader bid him raise the pike. “What’s this here?” he asked, when, after a considerable while, the agent came out of his house. “Landlord’s privilege,” the latter replied, preparing to raise the pike, “the license was acquired by Junker Wenzel von Tronka.” “I see,” said Kohlhaas. “Wenzel is the Junker’s name?” And he peered up at the castle whose glimmering battlements overlooked the field. “Is the old lord dead?” “Died of apoplexy,” the agent replied, lifting the barrier. “Hmm! What a shame!” replied Kohlhaas. “A worthy old gent, who took pleasure in seeing tradespeople and common folk passing, footloose and fancy free, and helped however he could, and once even had the road paved on the way to the village when a mare of mine broke a leg. Well, so how much do I owe you?” he asked; and plucked the few coins that the agent asked for with some difficulty out of his purse, his coattails flapping in the wind. “Just a moment,” he added when the agent muttered: “Hurry up! Hurry up!” and cursed the weather. “It would have been better for you and me both if that tree trunk you use for a pike had been left standing upright in the forest.” Whereupon he handed over the money and prepared to ride on, when another voice called out from the tower behind him: “Halt there, horse trader!” and he saw the overseer slam a window shut and hasten down to him. “What now?” Kohlhaas asked himself, holding on to his horses’ reins. Buttoning another jacket over his ample belly, the overseer came and, leaning away from the pouring rain, inquired after his passport. Kohlhaas asked: “My passport?” and added, a bit taken aback, that as far as he knew he did not possess one; but that the overseer had best describe what sort of a newfangled thing it was and he’d see if he could, maybe, shake one loose. The overseer replied with a sidelong look that without a permit of passage from the local lord no horse trader with his herd would be permitted to cross the border. The horse trader assured him that he had already crossed the border without a permit seventeen times in his life; that he well knew all local ordinances concerning his trade; that this must be a mistake, which he bid the overseer consider, and that, since he still had a long ride ahead of him, he asked that he not be unnecessarily held up any longer. But the overseer replied that he would not be allowed to slip through an eighteenth time, that the ordinance was just recently passed, and that he must either purchase a passport here and now or else turn back to where he came from. The horse trader, who began to be annoyed by these unwarranted threats, dismounted after a while, handed his horse to one of his men and said that he would have a word himself with the Junker von Tronka. He walked toward the castle; the overseer followed, muttering about the trader’s stingy, money-grubbing and cutthroat schemes; and both walked into the reception hall, sizing each other up with their looks. It so happened that the Junker was seated at table drinking with a few merry friends, and a joke having been told, laughter erupted as Kohlhaas approached to voice his complaint. The Junker asked him what he wanted; the gallant guests grew still as they eyed the stranger; but no sooner did he make mention of the matter concerning his horses than the whole crew cried out: “Horses? Where?” and rushed to the window to admire them. And upon laying eyes on the handsome herd, on the Junker’s suggestion, they all stormed down to the yard; the rain had stopped; the bailiff and the estate manager and the Junker’s men all gathered round and examined the animals. The one praised the sorrel with the blaze on his head, another liked the chestnut brown, a third one stroked the dappled steed with the black and yellow spots; and all agreed that these horses looked as fleet as bucks, and no finer ones could be found in all the land. Kohlhaas replied that the horses were no better than their riders, and encouraged them to buy. Very much enticed by the sorrel stallion, the Junker asked after the price; the manager urged him to buy a pair of black nags, which, he argued, given the scarcity of good horses, were needed to work the land; but once the horse trader stated his price, the table cavaliers found it too high, and the Junker said he’d have to ride out to find King Arthur and the roundtable if the horse trader struck such a hard deal. With a sense of dark foreboding, noticing the bailiff and the manager whispering with one another as they cast telling looks at the black mares, Kohlhaas promptly decided to let them have the workhorses for next to nothing. “Sir,” he said to the Junker, “I bought the black nags six months ago for twenty-five gold guldens; give me thirty and you can have them.” Two cavaliers standing beside the Junker remarked that the horses were indeed worth that much; but the Junker insisted that he would gladly pay good money for the sorrel, but not for the black nags, and turned to leave; whereupon Kohlhaas said that perhaps he’d make a deal the next time he came by with his nags; bid the Junker adieu, and grabbed the bridle of his horse to ride off. At that moment, the bailiff strode forward and reminded him that without a passport he could not travel on. Kohlhaas turned around and asked the Junker if, in fact, he concurred with this condition, which hamstrung the horse trader’s business. About to dash off with a vexed expression, the Junker called back: “Yes, Kohlhaas, you’ll have to pay to pass. Work it out with my overseer and be gone!” Kohlhaas assured him that it was not at all his intention to try to avoid payment of any legal toll he might incur in conjunction with the transport of his horses; promised, upon his passage through Dresden, to pay for the passport at the government office; and requested that he be permitted to pass this once, since he had not previously been informed of this regulation. “Very well then,” said the Junker, as the storm broke again and the rain doused his brittle bones, “let the poor wretch pass. Let’s go!” he said to his table guests, turned around and wanted to return to the castle. But facing the Junker, his overseer argued that the horse trader ought to at least leave a security payment as a pledge of his intent of paying for the passport. The Junker stopped at the castle gate. Kohlhaas asked what value, in money or stock, he wished him to leave for the mares? Muttering in his beard, the estate manager said he might as well leave the nags. “Capital idea,” said the overseer, “it’s the most expedient solution; once he gets himself a passport, he can come pick them up at any time.” Taken aback at such a shameless proposal, Kohlhaas said to the Junker, who clasped his doublet before him, shivering with cold, that he had, after all, offered to sell him the nags; but the latter, at that very moment driven back by a downpour of rain and hail, intent on being done with the matter, yelled back: “If he refuses to leave the horses then fling him back over the toll post!” and stormed off. Fathoming then and there that he had no other recourse to avoid the threatened violence, he decided to fulfill the demand; he unharnessed the horses and led them to a stall the overseer indicated. He left behind a stable hand, gave him some money, bid him take good care of the horses until his return, and continued on his way to Leipzig with the rest of the herd, where he intended to sell them at market, half-doubting that such a protective measure could have been passed in Saxony, on account of the burgeoning horse breeding business.

Arriving in Dresden, where in an outlying district he kept a house with stables as a base of operations from which to pursue his business with the smaller markets in the region, he went straight to the Privy Council, where, as he had suspected from the start, a counselor of his acquaintance confirmed that the business about the passport was a lot of bunk. With, upon his request, a written attestation in hand signed by the disgruntled counselor confirming the speciousness of the alleged ordinance, though he did not yet know what he planned to do about it, he smiled to himself at the wily Junker’s guile; and a few weeks later, having gotten a good price in Leipzig for the herd of horses he’d brought along, without a bitter thought, save for the misery he saw in the world, he rode back to the Tronkenburg castle. The overseer, to whom he presented the written attestation, merely shrugged, and in response to the horse trader’s request if he could now have his horses back, told him to go down into the yard and fetch them. But Kohlhaas, who had traversed the yard, had already heard the distressing news that, on account of his alleged misconduct, his stable hand had been horsewhipped and sent packing a few days after being left behind at Tronkenburg. Kohlhaas asked the local lad what his stable hand had done, and who, in the meantime, had looked after his horses? To which the lad replied that he did not know, whereupon, the horse trader’s heart already thumping with apprehension, the boy opened the stable door. How great was Kohlhaas’ dismay, when, instead of his two fine, well-fed black nags, he found a pair of haggard mares; their protruding bones, on which, like hooks, one could have hung things; their manes and hair all natty, untended and unkempt: the telling sign of misery in an animal’s appearance! Kohlhaas, whom the horses greeted with a feeble whinny, was deeply distressed and asked what had happened to them. The lad, who was standing there beside him, replied that no misfortune had befallen them, that they had been sufficiently fed, but that, given the dearth of workhorses, as it was harvest time, they had been used a bit in the fields. Kohlhaas fumed at this scandalous and underhanded outrage, but well aware of his powerlessness, he swallowed his anger, and since there was nothing else to be done, made ready to leave this den of thieves with his horses, when the overseer, apprised of the exchange of words, appeared and asked what the matter was. “What’s the matter?” Kohlhaas replied, “Who gave Junker von Tronka and his people permission to take the fine black nags I left here and use them for field work? Is this human?” he added, trying to gently rouse the poor exhausted creatures with a garden rake, and demonstrating how they refused to budge. After studying him a while with an insolent expression, the overseer replied: “You thieving lout, you ought to thank your lucky stars your damn mares are still alive. And since your stable boy ran off, who the hell was supposed to tend to them? Didn’t you get off cheaply, chum, to have your horses work off the feed in the fields? I won’t abide any fast ones here,” he concluded, “be off or I’ll call my dogs to clear the yard!” The horse trader’s heart beat hard against his chest. He had a mind to shove the no-good tub of lard into the dung heap and press a foot against his ruddy mug. But finely calibrated as it was, his innate sense of justice still wavered; he was not absolutely certain in his heart of hearts, the only court of law that counted for him, of the culpability of his adversary; and swallowing the insults, silently weighing the circumstances, and walking over to his horses to brush their manes, he asked in a quiet voice: “What did the stable hand do to be booted off the castle grounds?” The overseer replied: “Because the rascal was insolent in the yard! Because he resisted a necessary change of stable, and asked that, on account of his mares, the horses of two young lords who came to visit the castle spend the night out on the street!” Kohlhaas would have given the value of his horses to have had the stable hand present to compare his take on what happened with the words of that blabbering overseer. He stood there, straightening the horses’ bridles, pondering what a man in his situation could do, when the scene suddenly shifted, and Junker Wenzel von Tronka with a horde of knights, servants and dogs came storming into the castle courtyard on their way back from a hare hunt. When the Junker asked what happened, while from one side the dogs set to snarling at the sight of the stranger, and on the other side the knights tried to silence them, the overseer promptly launched into the most spiteful distortion of the facts, imputing that yon horse trader had kicked up a row just because his nags had been used a little. He added with a derisive laugh that the impudent lout declined to recognize the horses as his. Kohlhaas cried out: “Those are not my horses, gracious Sir! Those are not the horses I left that were worth thirty gold guldens a head! I want my well-fed and healthy horses back!” With a momentary pallor in his face, the Junker dismounted and said: “If the pig’s ass doesn’t want his horses back, then let him leave them. Come, Günther!” he cried, “Come, be quick!” patting the dust off his leggings; and “Fetch us some wine!” he called, as he stood with the knights in the doorway, and disappeared within. Kohlhaas said he’d sooner call for the croaker and have the carcasses flung to the vultures than bring these horses back to his stable in Kohlhaasenbrück. He left the haggard nags in the stall and without bothering anymore about them, once he’d assured himself that he’d take the matter into his own hands, swung himself in the saddle of his chestnut brown and rode off.

Riding along at a gallop to Dresden, he slowed to a trot at the thought of the stable hand and the accusation made against him at the castle, and before advancing another thousand paces, promptly turned his horse around and headed back to Kohlhaasenbrück to sound his man out, as seemed prudent and just. For should there be even a grain of truth in the overseer’s claim of the fellow’s culpability, an unfailing sense of the imperfect ways of the world made the horse trader inclined, despite the offenses he’d suffered, to accept the loss of his horses as a just consequence. On the other hand, he harbored an equally sharp presentiment, and one that took deeper and deeper root the farther he rode and the more stories he heard everywhere he stopped of the daily injustices done to travelers at Tronkenburg: that if, as in all likelihood appeared to be the case, the whole business had simply been trumped up, then it became his obligation to do everything in his power to demand redress for the offense he’d suffered and to insure the future safe passage of his fellow travelers.

Upon his return to Kohlhaasenbrück, no sooner had he embraced his faithful wife Lisbeth and kissed his children, whose hearts sang for joy at the sight of him, than he asked after Herse, his head stable hand, and if anyone had heard from him. “Yes, dearest Michael,” Lisbeth said, “Herse indeed! Can you imagine, about two weeks ago that poor unfortunate man, beaten within an inch of his life, hobbled back here, beaten so badly he had trouble breathing. We put him to bed, where he spit up globs of blood, and we heard, in answer to our repeated questions, a story that no one could fathom. How he’d been left behind at Tronkenburg with horses that had been refused the right of passage, how on account of the most abominable mistreatment, he was forced to leave the castle, and how he’d been prevented from taking the horses with him.” “I see,” said Kohlhaas, taking off his coat. “Has he recuperated?” “So-so,” she replied, “though he still spits up blood. I wanted to send another stable hand back to Tronkenburg to take care of the horses until your return. For since Herse has always been so honest and so faithful to us, like no one else, it never even occurred to me to doubt his word, substantiated as it was by so many scars, or to suspect that he might have disposed of the horses in some other manner. But he implored me not to make anyone else endure the same sufferings in that den of thieves, and to give up the horses, lest I wished to sacrifice a man in their place.” “Is he still bedridden?” Kohlhaas asked, unbinding his neckerchief. “For a few days now, he’s been back, hobbling round the yard. In short, you’ll see,” she continued, “his story’s true, and this incident is just one more of the brazen outrages committed against strangers of late at Tronkenburg Castle.” “I need to confirm this for myself. Call him for me, would you, Lisbeth, if he’s up and about?” With these words he sank into the easy chair; and pleased at his apparent calm, the lady of the house went to fetch the stable hand.

“What did you do in Tronkenburg Castle?” Kohlhaas asked, as Lisbeth entered the room with him. “I’m not pleased with you.” The stable hand, on whose pale face red splotches appeared at these words, remained silent a while. “You’re quite right, Sir!” he replied. “Hearing a child’s crying within, I tossed into the Elbe the match I happened, by God’s grace, to have with me, with which I’d intended to set afire that den of thieves, and thought to myself: Let God’s lightning strike, I can’t do it!” Whereupon, struck by the man’s reply, Kohlhaas said: “But what did you do to deserve to be booted out of the castle?” To which Herse replied: “By a bad trick, Sir,” and wiped the sweat from his brow. “But what’s done is done. I didn’t want to let the horses be worked to death in the field, so I said that they were young and hadn’t ever pulled a plough.” Trying to hide his mounting rage, Kohlhaas replied that the stable hand had not been altogether truthful here, since the horses had already taken a turn or two last Spring. “At the castle, where you were, after all, a sort of a guest,” the horse trader continued, “you should have pitched in at least once or even a couple of times if they were short-handed in harvesting.” “That I did, Sir,” said Herse. “I thought, since they gave me sorry looks, they wouldn’t work the horses too hard. On the third morning I hitched them up and we brought back three wagonloads of hay.” Kohlhaas, whose heart was pounding, cast his gaze at the ground and added: “Nobody told me about that, Herse!” Herse assured him it was so. “My only fault, Sir, was my refusal to hitch them up again at noon before the horses had a chance to eat their fill; and that, when the overseer and the estate manager offered to give them free feed, in exchange, if I stuck the money you left me for feed in their moneybag, I replied: “Not on your life!” turned around and walked away.” “But that alone could not possibly have caused your expulsion from Tronkenburg.” “God forbid,” cried the stable hand, “it was on account of another misdeed! That very evening two horses of two knights who came to visit the castle were taken into the stable and my two horses were tied to the gate outside. And when I took the reins from the overseer, who had himself taken the horses out, and asked him where my animals would spend the night, he pointed to a hog shed battened with boards to the castle wall.” “You mean,” interrupted Kohlhaas, “that it was such a paltry shelter for horses that it looked more like a hog shed than a stable.” “It was a hog shed, Sir,” replied Herse, “honestly and truly a hog shed, from which the pigs ran in and out and I couldn’t stand up straight.” “But maybe there was no other place to put the horses,” Kohlhaas interjected, “the knights’ steeds did, in a certain sense, take precedence.” “The space was tight, that I grant you,” said the stable hand, lowering his voice. “Seven knights in all were now housed in the castle. If it’d been you, Sir, I’m quite sure you’d’ve had the horses pushed a little closer together. I said I wanted to rent a stable in the village; but the overseer replied that he needed to keep an eye on these horses and that I’d better not take them out of the yard. “Hm!” said Kohlhaas. “What did you say to that?” “Since the manager said the two guests would just spend the night and ride on the next morning, I led the horses into the hog shed. But the next day the guests were still there; and on the third day I was told the gentlemen would be staying another couple of weeks.” “It wasn’t half as bad in the hog shed as it appeared when you first poked your nose in, now was it, Herse?” said Kohlhaas. “Right you are, Sir,” the former replied. “Once I’d swept up a little. I gave the servant girl a few coins to make her put the pigs someplace else. And during the day I managed to let the horses stand upright by prying the roof planks loose at dawn and replacing them at dusk. They peered out the roof like geese, longing for Kohlhaasenbrück or some other place where things were better.” “So then, why in heaven’s name did they run you out?” “I tell you, Sir,” the stable hand replied, “it’s because they wanted to be rid of me. Because as long as I was there, they couldn’t work the horses to death. Everywhere I went, in the yard and in the servants’ quarters, they gave me angry looks; and since I thought to myself: You can make faces at me till you dislocate a jaw, they finally managed to pick a quarrel and kick me out.” “But the cause!” cried Kohlhaas. “They must surely have had a cause!” “Indeed they did,” replied Herse, “and the most rightful cause at that. On the evening of the second day, which I’d spent in the hog shed, I took out the horses, the poor creatures all smeared with dung, to ride them to the watering hole to wash them off. And as soon as I reach the castle gate and turn around, I hear the overseer and the manager charging after me out of the servants’ quarters with their lackeys, dogs and whips, crying: ‘Halt, you thieving scoundrel! Halt, you gallows bird!’ like they were stark raving mad. The gatekeeper steps in my path; and when I ask him and the howling mob chasing after me: ‘What’s the matter?’ ‘The matter?’ says the overseer and grabs the horses by the bridle. ‘Where the hell are you headed with these horses?’ and grabs me by the shirt. ‘Where I’m headed?’ says I, ‘to the watering hole, for heaven’s sake! You think I wanted to . . .?’ ‘To the watering hole?’ shrieks the overseer. ‘I’ll toss you on the highroad to Kohlhaasenbrück and teach you how to swim in the dirt!’ So they drag me off my horse with a murderous heave, him and the manager who’s got me by the leg, and fling me flat out in the dung heap. ‘Hell’s bells!’ cry I, ‘I’ve got harnesses and horse blankets and a bundle of laundry back at the stable.’ But while the manager leads the horses away, the overseer and his lackeys pile on top of me, kicking and whipping and pummeling till I drop half-dead behind the gate. And when I protest: ‘You thieving dogs, where are you taking my horses?’ and raise myself upright – ‘Get the hell out of here!’ cries the overseer, and ‘Now, Kaiser! Up, Jäger! Get him, Spitz!’ and a pack of more than a dozen dogs attack. So I reach for whatever comes to hand and manage to break off a plank from the fence and lay three dogs flat dead; but the pain of my flesh wounds is more than I can bear, my head is swimming-the whistle blows, the dogs are yelping in the yard, the gate flies shut, the crossbar slid in, and me I sink unconscious out on the street. “But didn’t you want to get away, Herse?” Kohlhaas said, pale with horror, shamming a roguish grin. “Admit it,” the horse trader said, as the man looked down, all red in the face, “you didn’t like it in the hog shed, did you, better, you figured, to be safe and sound in a stable in Kohlhaasenbrück.” “May God strike me dead!” cried Herse. “I left harnesses and horse blankets and a bundle of laundry in the hog shed. Don’t you think I’d’ve taken the three guldens I left wrapped in a red silk neckerchief hidden behind the feed crib? Hell’s bells! When I hear you say that, I want to light up that match I tossed away and set the whole place on fire!” “Hold on!” said the horse trader, “I didn’t mean it badly! I believe everything you said, word for word, and I will take it up at the supper table. It pains me that you had to suffer all this in my service; go now, Herse, go to bed, and have them bring you a bottle of wine to drown your misery – You will have justice!” Whereupon the horse trader got up, completed an inventory of the things his head stable hand left behind in the hog shed; specified the value of each; even asked him to estimate the cost of his convalescence; and after shaking his hand one more time, let him take his leave.

Then he told Lisbeth, his wife, how the whole thing had transpired and the interconnected links of the story, declared that he was determined to seek justice, and was pleased to see that she supported him with all her heart in this endeavor. For she said that some other travelers, perhaps less patient than he, would pass that castle; that it would be a godly deed to put an end to mischief of this sort; and that she would manage to muster up the funds needed to pursue such a juridical process. Kohlhaas called her his valiant wife, enjoyed that day and the next in her and his children’s company, and as soon as he’d settled his affairs, set out for Dresden to take his case to court.

Here, with the aid of a solicitor of his acquaintance, he drafted a complaint, in which, following a detailed account of the crimes committed by Junker Wenzel von Tronka against him and his stable hand Herse, he demanded legal redress, the return of his horses in their previous condition and compensation for the damages which he as well as his hired hand had suffered. The legality of his case was clear. The fact that the horses had been illegally held cast a favorable light on all the rest; and even if it were supposed that the horses had fallen ill by mere happenstance, the horse trader’s demand that they be restored to him in their former healthy condition would still be justified. Nor did Kohlhaas lack for friends in Dresden who promised to support his case; his far-flung horse trade had brought him in contact with the most important men thereabouts, and the honesty with which he went about his business earned him their goodwill. He dined on several occasions with his lawyer, himself a respected man; left him the money to cover court costs; and a few weeks later, assured by the latter of the positive outcome of his case, rode back to rejoin his wife Lisbeth in Kohlhaasenbrück. But months went by, and the year was about to end, and he had still had no word in Saxony concerning the course of the suit he himself had set in motion in Dresden, let alone its resolution. Following repeated petitions to the tribunal, he inquired of his solicitor in a confidential letter as to the cause of such an inordinate delay; and learned that, following the intercession of influential parties, his case had been altogether quashed in the Dresden court of justice. Following the astonished response of the horse trader as to the reason, his lawyer informed him that Junker Wenzel von Tronka happened to be related to two young gentlemen, Hinz and Kunz von Tronka, one of whom was cupbearer to the Lord High Counselor and the other served as his chamberlain. The lawyer advised him to forego any further legal proceedings, but to try to retrieve his horses at Tronkenburg; gave him to understand that the Junker, who now lived in the capital, appears to have instructed his people to return them to him; and concluded with the request that, should this not satisfy him, that he hereafter spare him any further communications in pursuit of this matter.

Kohlhaas happened to be in Brandenburg when the captain of the guard, Heinrich von Geusau, whose legal jurisdiction included Kohlhaasenbrück, was engaged in the assignment of considerable funds from the city coffers that had become available to various benevolent institutions for the sick and the poor. The captain took particular pains to facilitate public access to a source of mineral water in a nearby village, the restorative qualities of which were thought at the time to have greater promise than the future confirmed; and since Kohlhaas was acquainted with the man on account of some business they’d engaged in when the captain served at court, the latter permitted the horse trader’s stable hand Herse – who, ever since that dark day at Tronkenbug, suffered pains while breathing – to try the healing water at its source, which the captain had had fitted with a roof and a tap. It so happened that the captain of the guard was present, busying himself with various arrangements, at the rim of the basin in which Kohlhaas had laid the poor man, at the very moment when a messenger sent by the horse trader’s wife handed him the dispiriting letter from his lawyer in Dresden. The captain, who was conversing with a physician, noticed that Kohlhaas shed a tear on the letter he’d opened and let fall, approached him in a warm and friendly manner and asked what misfortune had befallen him. And since the horse trader handed him the letter without saying a word, this worthy gentleman, who was apprised of the scandalous injustice Kohlhaas had endured at Tronkenburg Castle, the consequences of which had caused Herse’s dire, and perhaps lifelong, infirmities, tapped Kohlhaas on the shoulder and told him not to be downhearted, that he would help him seek redress. That evening, following the captain’s counsel, the horse trader presented himself at his castle, where the captain informed him that all he had to do was to draft a petition with a brief presentation of the case addressed to the Elector of Brandenburg, include the lawyer’s letter, and given the outrage committed against him on Saxon territory, appeal for sovereign protection. He promised to personally pass Kohlhaas’ appeal, along with another packet he had ready for delivery, into the hands of the Elector, who, for his part, at a propitious moment, would surely take up the matter with the Elector of Saxony; this was all that was needed to bring the case to the attention of the Tribunal in Dresden, where, the wiles of the Junker and his entourage notwithstanding, justice would be done. Much relieved, Kohlhaas warmly thanked the captain of the guard for this new proof of his goodwill; said he only regretted that, instead of bothering with Dresden, he had not taken his case directly to Berlin; and after having his complaint drafted in the court clerk’s office of the municipal court, according to the captain’s specifications, and passing it on to him, more reassured than ever about the outcome of his case, he rode back to Kohlhaasenbrück. But a few weeks later, he was distressed to learn from a court official dispatched to Potsdam on business for the captain of the guard, that the Elector had passed on his petition to his chancellor, Count Kallheim, and that the latter had not, as one might have expected, immediately presented the petition at court in Dresden, calling for a judicial inquiry and punishment of the perpetrator, but rather, had, provisionally, passed the petition to Junker von Tronka for further consideration. When asked why things had proceeded in this way, the court officer, who had pulled up in his carriage before Kohlhaas’ house, and had apparently been instructed to convey this notification concerning the horse trader’s case, could not offer a satisfactory answer. He added that the captain of the guard said he’d best be patient; seemed impatient to get a move on; and only at the conclusion of this brief interchange revealed to Kohlhaas in a few casual remarks that Count Kallheim was related by marriage to the von Tronkas. Kohlhaas, who no longer took pleasure in breeding horses, in his house and grounds, and hardly even in his wife and children, waited out the next month with a dark premonition; and just as he suspected, when the time elapsed, Herse, whom the baths had helped a bit, returned from Brandenburg with a note from the captain of the guard accompanying a more detailed reply, in sum that: He regretted that he could do nothing on his behalf; he enclosed a resolution drafted by the state chancellery concerning his case, and advised him to retrieve the horses he’d left at Tronkenbug Castle, and let the matter rest. The resolution stated: “In the judgment of the Dresden Tribunal he is a groundless litigant; that the Junker in whose care he left his horses in no ways prevented him from recovering them; that he should send word back to the castle and pick them up, or at least let the Junker know where to send them; but that he should heretofore, in any case, not trouble the State Chancellery with such paltry and pitiful affairs.” Having read the letter, Kohlhaas, for whom it was not a matter of the horses – he’d have felt the same pain had he forfeited two dogs – seethed with anger. Whenever he heard a sound in the yard, he looked toward the gate with the greatest dread that had ever weighed on his heart, expecting at any moment the Junker’s stable hands to come riding up, perhaps even with an apology, bringing back his harried and haggard horses; it was the only time in his life in which his world-tempered soul prepared for an outcome of which he did not wholeheartedly approve. But shortly thereafter he heard from an acquaintance who traveled the same road that his nags continued to be used, along with the Junker’s other horses, for fieldwork at Tronkenburg Castle; and gripped by pain at the thought of such flagrant injustice, a determination welled up in his breast to right this wrong. He invited his neighbor to drop by, a local magistrate who had long coveted his abutting land, by the purchase of which he hoped to enlarge his own estate, and upon his arrival, asked him how much he would pay for his entire holdings in Brandenburg and Saxony, his house and yard, lock, stock and barrel, the grounds and everything on it? His wife, Lisbeth, went white in the face at these words. She turned and picked up her youngest, who had been playing on the floor behind her, and peering past the boy’s rosy cheeks, past his fingers that played with her necklaces, spied the face of death in the horse trader’s mien as he crumpled and tossed a letter to the ground. Astonished, the magistrate asked what had suddenly brought on such strange ideas; whereupon the former, with as much merriment as he could muster, replied: “The thought of selling my homestead on the banks of the Havel is not new at all; you and I have often talked about it; whereas my house just outside Dresden is a mere afterthought hardly worth mentioning; in short, should you concur with my proposal and take both properties off my hands, I am prepared to sign a contract.” And he added with a somewhat strained wit that leaving Kohlahaasenbrück was after all not the end of the world; that there were other objectives in life, in contrast to which the discharge of his duties as father and head of his household seemed secondary and downright contemptible; in short, he confessed, his soul was committed to greater things, concerning which he would perhaps soon be informed. Appeased by these words, the magistrate said in jest, turning to the wife, who kept planting kiss after kiss on the child: “You won’t expect immediate payment, I presume?” lay on the table hat and stick, which he’d held clasped between his knees, and took the contract the horse trader held out to read through it. Kohlhaas moved closer, explaining to him that it was a contract he himself had drafted with four weeks till closing; showed him that the only missing elements were the signatures and the payment of the stipulated sums, which, in addition to the sales price, also included the forfeit, by which was meant the penalty to which all parties agreed, should either back off from the deal in the four-week period; and the horse trader once again encouraged the magistrate in a right friendly manner to make a first bid, assuring him that he wouldn’t ask for much, nor would he attach any special conditions to the deal. His wife, meanwhile, paced up and down the room, her breast heaving, so that the shawl on which the boy plucked threatened to fall from her shoulders. The magistrate said that he was not at all in a position to appraise the value of the Dresden property; whereupon, pushing across the table the official correspondence exchanged at the time of his purchase, Kohlhaas replied that he would sell it for 100 gold guldens; even though, he added, it had cost him almost half as much more. The magistrate, who read through the contract again and noted the inclusion of an extraordinary stipulation that he, too, had the right to back out, already half-inclined to sign, remarked that he had no use for the stud-horses in the stables. But when Kohlhaas replied that he had no intention of selling the horses and that he also intended to keep some weapons that hung in the arms depot, the latter still hesitated and hesitated, finally repeating a half-jesting, half-serious offer far underestimating the value of the estate, an offer he had already made not long ago on a stroll they’d taken together, Kohlhaas shoved ink and pen toward him to put it in writing. And since the magistrate, who did not trust his ears, asked him again: “Are you quite serious?” and the horse trader replied, a bit peeved, “Do you think I’m just pulling your leg?” – with a puzzled look on his face, the man picked up the pen and wrote out his offer and signed; crossed out the part that specified the right of refusal, should the buyer regret the arrangement; committed himself to a down payment of a hundred gold guldens, with a mortgage on the Dresden property, which he had no interest in acquiring, as collateral; and accorded the seller the full right within a two-month period to withdraw from the deal. Moved by the magistrate’s gesture, the horse trader shook his hand right heartily; and after they agreed upon a key stipulation, that a fourth part of the total sales price would be deposited without fail, and the remainder within three months, in the Hamburger Bank, he called for wine to celebrate such an amicably concluded transaction. He bid the maid who brought the bottles tell his servant Sternbald to saddle Fuchs; he had, he said, to ride to the capital to take care of some business; and announced that shortly, upon his return, he would reveal just what he still intended to keep for himself. Hereupon, after filling the glasses, he asked about the Poles and the Turks, who were at the time engaged in a bitter struggle, soliciting the magistrate’s political conjectures on the matter, once again toasted the success of their transaction, and bid him farewell. As soon as the magistrate left the room, Lisbeth fell to her knees before him. “If you still have any feelings in your heart for me and the children I bore you; if we have not already been banished for a reason unknown to me, then tell me the purpose of these terrible arrangements.” “My dearly beloved wife,” said Kohlhaas, “as matters stand, it’s nothing for you to worry about. I received a court resolution in which I was told that my complaint against Junker Wenzel von Tronka was a frivolous affair. And since there must have been some misunderstanding here, I have resolved to personally bring my complaint again to the attention of the Elector.” “But why do you want to sell your house?” she cried, rising with a troubled look in her eyes. Pressing her tenderly to his breast, he replied: “Because I do not wish to remain in a land, dear Lisbeth, where my rights are not protected. Better to be a dog than a man, if I’m to be kicked around! I am quite certain that my wife feels the same about this as I do.” “What makes you think,” she asked, wild-eyed, “that your rights will not be protected? If you present your appeal to the Elector in an even-tempered tone, as is your wont, what makes you think that it will be rejected out of hand or answered with a refusal to hear your case?” “Indeed,” replied Kohlhaas, “if my suspicion is unfounded, my house is not yet sold. His Lordship the Elector himself, I know, to be a just man; and if only I succeed in getting past the people who surround him and manage to plead my case to him in person, I have no doubt that justice will be done, and before the week is over, I’ll return to you and to my affairs in good cheer. In which case,” he added, kissing her, “may I spend the rest of my days by your side! But expedience demands,” he continued, “that I prepare for all eventualities; and so I ask that you go away for a while and that, if possible, you and the children stay with your aunt in Schwerin, whom you’ve been wanting to visit for quite some time.” “What?” cried his wife. “You want me to go to Schwerin? To cross the border with the children and visit with my aunt in Schwerin?” Horror choked back her words. “Precisely,” replied Kohlhaas, “and if at all possible, right away, so that I can take the steps I deem necessary without being hampered by any precautions.” “Oh, I understand now!” she cried. “You no longer need anything but weapons and horses; and the devil take the rest!” Whereupon she turned away, flung herself into a chair and wept. Upset, Kohlhaas said: “Dearest Lisbeth, what are you doing? God blessed me with wife and children and possessions; should I wish today for the first time in my life that it were not so?” He sat himself down beside her, his heart bursting with emotion, and blushing, she embraced him. “Tell me, dearest,” he said, gently brushing back the curls from her forehead, “what should I do? Should I let it all drop? Should I ride to Tronkenburg Castle and ask the lord to return my horses, climb back in my saddle and ride them back to you?” Lisbeth dared not say: “Yes! Yes! Yes!” Weeping, she shook her head, she pressed him to her in a tender embrace and covered him with kisses. “So then,” cried Kohlhaas, “if you feel, as I do, that for me to continue in my trade, I must have justice, then grant me the freedom I need to achieve it!” Whereupon he stood up, and told the servant who strode in to report that Fuchs was saddled: “Tomorrow the chestnut browns must be harnessed up to take my wife to Schwerin.” Lisbeth said she had an idea. She rose to her feet, wiped the tears from her eyes, and as he sat himself down to his desk, asked if he’d give her the appeal, and let her go to Berlin in his place to hand the appeal to the Lord Elector. Greatly stirred by her offer for more than one reason, Kohlhaas pulled her onto his lap and said: “My dearest wife, that is simply not possible! The sovereign prince is surrounded by countless hangers-on, and whosoever would approach him is exposed to some unpleasant treatment. Lisbeth replied that it was a thousand times easier for a woman to approach him than a man. “Give me the appeal,” she repeated; “and if your sole wish is to get it into his hands, I promise you he will get it!” Kohlhaas, who had ample proof of her courage as well as her wisdom, asked her how she envisioned doing it; whereupon, looking down, a bit ashamed, she replied that in former times, while serving in Schwerin, the Majordomo of the Prince’s castle had courted her; that he was now married, with several children; that she was quite sure that she would, nevertheless, not have been completely forgotten; in short that, for this and other reasons, the enumeration of which would take too long, he should leave it to her to take advantage of her contacts. Kohlhaas kissed her with great joy, said that he accepted her suggestion, instructed her that all she had to do was to gain access to his lordship’s wife’s chambers to encounter the Elector in his castle, gave her the appeal, had the chestnut browns harnessed to a carriage and sent her on her way, well fitted for the trip, along with Sternbald, his trusted servant.

But of all the fruitless efforts he made to support his cause, this trip proved the most unfortunate. For but a few days later, Sternbald pulled back up into the yard, driving the carriage in which Lisbeth lay stretched out with a bad bruise on her breast. Kohlhaas, who rushed to the carriage, white in the face, was unable to elicit any coherent account of the cause of this misfortune. The Majordomo, as Sternbald related, was not at home when they got there; they were consequently obliged to spend the night in an inn not far from the castle; Lisbeth left the inn the following morning and instructed the servant to stay behind with the horses; and not before nightfall did she return in this sorry state. It seems she tried to boldly press her way forward to speak to the Elector in person, and through no fault of his, was driven back by an overzealous guard, who landed her a blow to the breast with the shaft of his lance. This at least is what bystanders said, who brought her back to the inn that evening, unconscious; for she herself was hardly able to speak, still gagging as she was on the blood that poured from her mouth. The appeal was later taken from her by a knight. Sternbald said that he had immediately wanted to leap on a horse and inform him of this terrible mishap; but Lisbeth insisted, despite the caution urged by a physician who’d tended to her wound, that she be taken back post haste to her husband in Kohlhaasenbrück without any advance warning. Her condition aggravated by the journey, Kohlhaas carried her to bed, where, painfully gasping for air, she lived a few days longer. Vain attempts were made to bring her back to consciousness to try and shed some light on what happened; she lay there in a daze, staring before her with a blank and broken expression, and did not say a word. Only moments before her death did she regain consciousness. By her bedside, reading to her in a loud, albeit sensitively solemn, voice from a chapter in the Bible, stood a priest of the Lutheran persuasion (to which faith, gaining ground at the time, she had converted, following her husband’s example); and all at once she looked up at the priest with a dark expression, grabbed the Bible out of his hands, as if to say there was nothing more in it for her, leafed and leafed through its pages, and seemed to be searching for something; and turning to Kohlhaas, who sat by her side, she pointed with her forefinger to a verse: “Forgive your enemies . . . do good to them that hate you.” She squeezed his hand with a deeply soulful look in her eyes, and died. Kohlhaas thought: “Let God never forgive me if I forgive the Junker!” and kissed her, the tears welling up, pressed her eyes shut, and left the room. He took the hundred gold guldens that the magistrate had already advanced for the stables in Dresden and ordered a funeral fit more, so it seemed, for a princess than for the wife of a horse trader; in an oaken casket with metal rims, fitted with silken pillows, with gold and silver tassels, in a grave dug eight yards deep, lined with fieldstones and limestone. He himself stood by the graveside, supervising the work, with his youngest child in his arms. On the burial day, the body lay white as snow in an open casket in a hall whose walls were covered with black cloth. The priest had just concluded a stirring sermon beside her bier when he received the Elector’s resolution in answer to the appeal presented by the deceased, which said, in sum: that he should go fetch his horses from Tronkenburg Castle, and at the risk of imprisonment, cease and desist from any future petitions in this matter. Kohlhaas put the letter in his pocket and had the casket brought to the hearse. As soon as the grave had been covered back up, the cross had been planted in it and the guests who’d been present at the funeral had departed, he threw himself one last time before her now empty bed, and promptly turned to the business of revenge. He sat himself down and drafted a final ultimatum, in which he demanded that within three days of receipt thereof, Junker Squire Wenzel von Tronka himself, by the power invested in him, lead the nags he took from him and worked half to death in his fields back to Kohlhaasenbrück and personally feed them their fill in his stables. He sent his demand via mounted messenger, and instructed the man to return to Kohlhaasenbrück immediately upon delivery. As the three days elapsed without delivery of the horses, he called for Herse; told him the final ultimatum he’d made to the young lord, that he personally bring back and feed his horses; asked Herse two things: first, if he would ride with him to Tronkenburg Castle to fetch the lord; and second, if the latter proved lax in the fulfillment of his demands in the stables of Kohlhaasenbrück, would Herse be prepared to use the whip? And as soon as Herse had grasped his meaning, and shouted for joy: “Yes Sir, I’m ready to ride today!” and hurling his cap in the air, swore he’d have a whip with ten knots braided to teach him how to care for a horse, Kohlhaas proceeded to sell his house, packed his children into a carriage and sent them across the border; and at nightfall, called his other men together, seven in number, every one of them sure as gold; fitted them with arms and a steed, and rode off to Tronkenburg Castle.

At daybreak of the third night, he and his little band of men fell upon the toll collector and the gatekeeper, who stood chatting at the gate, and trampled them under, galloping into the castle yard. And having set fire to the barracks and guardroom, while Herse hurried up the winding stairway to the castellan’s tower, where he found the manager and the overseer half-dressed, playing dice, and promptly cut them down, Kohlhaas rushed into the castle to seek out Junker Wenzel. So the angel of justice descended from heaven: the Junker, who had just then been reading aloud the horse trader’s ultimatum to a group of young friends visiting at the time, his friends responding with laughter, when he heard its author calling out in the yard, turned pale in the face, and cried out to his guests: ‘Brothers, save yourselves!’ and promptly disappeared. Bursting into the hall, Kohlhaas grabbed by the collar a Junker Hans von Tronka who came toward him and hurled him so hard against the wall he cracked his skull, and while the horse trader’s men overpowered and scattered the remaining knights who’d reached for their arms, Kohlhaas asked where Wenzel von Tronka was. Furious at the silence of the stunned guests, Kohlhaas kicked open the doors to two passageways that led to wings of the castle, and after scouring every corner of the far-flung premises and finding no one, cursing, he stormed back down to the castle yard to patrol any possible escape route. Meanwhile, the castle itself having caught fire from the barracks, thick columns of smoke rising now from every structure on the castle grounds, as Sternbald and three diligent companions dragged out everything that wasn’t nailed down and hauled it along as booty, along with the horses, a jubilant Herse hurled the corpses of the manager and the overseer, as well as their wives and children, out the open window. On his way down the castle steps, Kohlhaas encountered the Junker’s palsied old housekeeper, who flung herself at his feet. Pausing, he asked her where Junker Wenzel von Tronka was. With a weak and trembling voice, she replied that she thought he’d taken refuge in the chapel; whereupon Kohlhaas called two of his men, and lacking keys, had them break their way in with gunpowder and crowbars, overturned altars and benches, but to his anger and dismay, did not find the Junker. It so happened that at the same time Kohlhaas came back out of the chapel, a young stable boy in the Junker’s service ambled over to a stone stable threatened by the flames to save the Junker’s warhorses. Kohlhaas, who, that very moment, spotted his nags in a little straw-roofed shed, asked the boy why he didn’t save the nags. And when, thrusting the key into the lock of the stable door, the boy replied that the shed was already on fire, Kohlhaas tore the key out of the lock and tossed it over the wall, and, raining blows on the boy with the flat side of his sword, drove him into the burning shed, amidst the terrible laughter of his men, and forced him to save the nags. But when the boy emerged, pale with terror, leading the horses by the reins, and the stall collapsed behind him moments later, Kohlhaas was gone; and when the boy went to join the other stable hands in the castle yard and asked the horse trader, who kept his back turned to him: ‘What shall I do with these broken-down beasts?’ – with a fearful grimace, the latter drew back his boot and let loose a kick that would have killed him if he hadn’t dodged it, and without a word, mounted his chestnut brown steed, and from the castle gate watched in silence as his men went about their business.

By daybreak, the entire castle, walls and all, had burnt to the ground, and no one but Kohlhaas and his seven men still stood within. He climbed down from the saddle and once again, in broad daylight, searched through every nook and cranny of the ruins now laid bare to the naked eye; and since, as painful as it was, he needed to confirm for himself that his action had failed, with a heaving breast he sent Herse and a few of his men to find out the direction in which the Junker had fled. He had his eye, in particular, on a well-endowed convent school named Erlabrunn located on the banks of the Mulde, whose abbess, Antonia von Tronka, was well-known in the region as a pious, charitable and holy woman; for it seemed all too likely to the unhappy horse trader that, stripped as he was of worldly possessions, the Junker would have taken refuge here, since the abbess was his aunt and the woman who had raised him. After learning of this eventuality, Kohlhaas climbed what was left of the overseer’s tower, a single room of which remained intact, and drafted the so-called “Kohlhaas Mandate,” in which he called upon the country to give no quarter to said Junker Wenzel von Tronka, with whom he was engaged in a just conflict, putting its people, the Junker’s relatives and friends included, under obligation, at the risk of bodily harm and death and unavoidable destruction of all their holdings and worldly possessions, to surrender this man unto him. He had word of this declaration dispersed throughout the land by passing travelers and strangers; indeed, he gave his man, Waldmann, a copy of the mandate with the aforementioned demand to deliver it in person to Antonia in Erlabrunn. Hereupon he spoke with several erstwhile servants of Tronkenburg Castle, who had been unhappy with the Junker, and who, enticed by the prospect of booty, wished to join his band; armed them as foot soldiers with crossbows and daggers, and instructed them to march behind his mounted troops; and after liquidating all the spoils his men had amassed and dispersing the money among them, he took a few hours’ rest from his woeful business under the castle gate.

Herse returned at noon and confirmed what Kohlhaas’ heart, forever riddled with dark forebodings, had already told him: namely, that the Junker had indeed taken refuge in the convent at Erlabrunn, where he was welcomed by his aunt, the old abbess Antonia von Tronka. It appears that he escaped through a hidden door in the rear wall of the castle that opened onto a narrow stone stairway and led to a little covered dock, where several skiffs were attached, one of which he managed to commandeer down a moat that ran into the Elbe. At least Herse established for certain that he had pulled in around midnight in a skiff without rudder or oars to a village on the Elbe, to the surprise of the villagers who had assembled outside on account of the fire at Tronkenburg Castle; and that he had driven on in a donkey cart to Erlabrunn. Kohlhaas took a deep sigh at this news; he asked if the horses had been fed; and being told that they had, rallied his men, and three hours later stood before Erlabrunn. At the rumble of a distant thunderstorm that flashed on the horizon, with torches he’d ignited on the spot, he and his band entered the cloister yard, and Waldmann, his servant, who came striding toward him, reported that the mandate had been delivered, just when he spotted the abbess and the convent caretaker engaged in a troubled exchange stepping out under the gate. And while the caretaker, a little, old, white-haired man, cast angry glances at Kohlhaas, he had himself armored up, and boldly called to the servants who surrounded him to ring the bell – the abbess, pale as a sheet, with a silver effigy of the crucified savior in hand, flung herself, along with all the young girls in her charge, before Kohlhaas’ horse. While Herse and Sternbald easily overpowered the caretaker, who had no sword in hand, and led him as a prisoner in between the horses, Kohlhaas asked her: “Where is the Junker Wenzel von Tronka?” “In Wittenberg, Kohlhaas, my good man!” she replied, loosening a ring of keys from her belt, and with a trembling voice, added: “Fear God and do no wrong!” Then thrust back into the hell of his unsatisfied thirst for vengeance, he was about to cry: Set fire!, when a powerful bolt of lightning struck the ground at his feet. Turning his rattled horse back to her, he asked: “Did you receive my mandate?” And in a hushed, hardly audible voice, the woman replied: “Just now!” “When?” “Two hours, as God is my witness, after my nephew, the Junker, had already gone.” And when Waldmann, to whom Kohlhaas turned with a angry look, confirmed this fact in a nervous stutter, and told him that the waters of the Mulde, swollen by the rain, had prevented him from reporting back before now, Kohlhaas regained his composure; a sudden violent downpour that struck the flagstones of the yard and put out the torches, stilled the pain in his unhappy breast; tipping his hat to the lady, he turned his horse around, dug in with his heels, and with the words: “Follow me, brothers. The Junker is in Wittenberg!” rode out of the cloister.

At nightfall, he stopped at an inn on the highway, where he had to rest for a day on account of the great fatigue of his horses, and recognizing that with a band of ten men (for such was now their number), he could not storm such a place as Wittenberg. And so he drafted a second mandate, wherein, following a brief account of what had befallen him, he called upon “every good Christian,” as he put it, in exchange for a modest payment and other spoils of war, “to take up his cause against the Junker von Tronka, as the common enemy of all good Christians.” In yet another mandate that followed soon thereafter, he called himself “a man free of worldly and imperial ties, beholden only to the Lord God,” a hot-headed and ill-conceived rallying cry that won him, as it were, along with the jingle of coins and the prospect of booty, the allegiance of a rabble that swelled in number after the peace treaty with Poland took the bread out of their mouths: such that he now counted thirty and some followers that gathered with him on the right bank of the Elbe preparing to burn Wittenberg to the ground. He camped with his horses and men under the roof of a broken-down old brick shed in the heart of a dark forest that surrounded the city at the time, and no sooner was he informed by Sternbald, whom he’d sent on ahead in disguise with the mandate in hand, that they were already familiar with it there, than on the holy eve of Whitsuntide, he and his band launched an attack, and while the townspeople lay fast asleep, they simultaneously set fire to several corners of the city. And while his men plundered on the outskirts of town, he fixed a paper to the doorposts of a church wherein he declared: “I, Kohlhaas, set your city on fire, and if the Junker is not handed over to me, will burn it to the ground, so that,” as he put it, “I won’t have to look behind any wall to find him.” The townspeople’s horror at this outrage was indescribable; and hardly had the flames – which on this, fortunately, rather windless summer night, had only destroyed nineteen buildings, including a church – been smothered, when the old Lord Governor Otto von Gorgas sent out a battalion of some fifty guards to capture this barbarian. But the captain of the guards, a man named Gerstenberg, failed so miserably in this engagement that, instead of toppling Kohlhaas, it rather raised his fearsome reputation as an extremely dangerous combatant; for since the captain divided his men into several smaller squadrons to surround and subdue the enemy, Kohlhaas responded by holding his troops together and striking out and badly beating them back at several points, such that, by the evening of the following day, not a single member of the captain’s battalion, in whom the locals placed their trust, was still standing. Kohlhaas, who lost a few men in these skirmishes, once again set fire to the city on the following morning, and his murderous efforts were so effective that, once again, a slew of houses as well as all the barns on the outskirts of town were burnt to the ground. While so engaged he tacked up another mandate, this time on the corners of the city hall, including word of the fate of Captain von Gerstenberg sent out by the Lord Governor and duly cut down. Whereupon the Lord Governor, infuriated by this defiance, himself took the lead of a company of some 150 men, including a number of knights. At the Junker Wenzel von Tronka’s written request, he gave him an armed guard to protect him from the anger of the townspeople, who were dead-set on chasing him out of town; and after having placed guard details in all the outlying villages and also stationed sentries round the city wall to protect against attack, the Lord Governor set out on St. Gervasius’ Day to capture the dragon laying waste to his land. But the horse trader was smart enough to elude this army; and once, through shrewd strategy, he’d lured the Lord Governor five miles outside the city, and given him to believe by various maneuvers that, chastened by the superiority of the opposing force, he had fallen back to neighboring Brandenburg – he suddenly turned his men around at nightfall of the third day and once again attacked Wittenberg, a third time setting the city afire. Herse, who slipped into the city in disguise, brought off this terrible trick; and on account of a fiercely gusting north wind, the raging flames were so ruinous and all-consuming that in less than three hours forty-two houses, two churches, several cloisters and schools and the Governor’s residence itself had been reduced to ruins. At daybreak, learning what had happened, the Lord Governor, who thought his opponent was in Brandenburg, staggered back, bewildered, to find the city in an uproar; the crowd gathered by the thousands in front of the Junker’s house that was barricaded up with beams and stakes, and hollered and howled their demand that he be driven out of town. Two mayors named Jenkins and Otto who, dressed in their official robes, were present at the head of the entire town council, declared in vain that they were obliged to await the return of an express courier sent to the president of the state chancellery to request permission to be allowed to take the Junker to Dresden, where, for various unspecified reasons, he himself wished to go; the unruly crowd, armed with pikes and crowbars, put no store in these words, and roughing up a few officials who had called for emergency measures, was in the process of storming the Junker’s house, just when the Lord Governor Otto von Gorgas came riding up with his army of knights. As some consolation, as it were, for the failed mission from which he returned, this worthy gentleman, who, by his mere presence, was accustomed to instilling respect and obedience in the people, succeeded in capturing two routed members of the deadly firebrand’s band directly in front of the gates of the city; and leading these louts in chains before the crowd, while offering assurances in a well-crafted speech to the members of the town council that, hot as he was on the bandit’s trail, he would soon bring back Kohlhaas himself in shackles – he managed, by the strength of all these mollifying circumstances, to defuse the fear of the gathered throng and to somewhat assuage their fury, convincing them to wait for the return of the express courier from Dresden. Surrounded by several knights, he dismounted, and after clearing away the barricade of beams and stakes, entered the house, where he found the Junker in the hands of two physicians doing their best with essences and irritants to rouse him back to life from a faint into which he had fallen; and Sir Otto von Gorgas felt indeed that this was not the right moment to bring up the question of his well-deserved expulsion from the city; so, with a look of quiet contempt, he merely told him to get dressed and to follow him to the prison for his own protection. As soon as they had dressed the Junker in a doublet and put a helmet on his head, and because he was still gasping for air, left his shirt half open, in which condition he appeared on the street, held under one arm by the Lord Governor and under the other by his brother-in-law, Count von Gerschau, a flurry of obscene and frightful curses rang out from every throat. Held back with great difficulty by armed troopers, the crowd called him a contemptible bloodsucker, a pestilent plague on the land and blight on humanity, the lowdown bane of the city of Wittenberg and the undoing of Saxony; and following a miserable march through the ruins of the city, several times during which he lost his helmet, without missing it, and a knight placed it back on his head, they finally reached the prison, where he was whisked into a tower and held there under the protection of an armed guard. In the meantime, the return of the express courier with the Elector’s reply gave the city new cause for concern. For the state government, which shortly before had received a pressing petition from the citizens of Dresden, declined the Junker’s request for sanctuary until the bloody villain Kohlhaas had been caught, but ordered the Lord Governor to hold and protect him with the force at his disposal wherever he was, since he had to be somewhere; the good city of Wittenberg was, however, informed, to dispel any lingering concern, that an army of some five hundred men under the leadership of Prince Friedrich von Meissen was on its way to protect them from any further attacks. But the Lord Governor knew full well that a resolution of this sort would by no means calm the people’s fears; for not only had the horse trader gained the upper hand in many small ways, but dire rumors also spread of his growing strength; the war he waged with disguised henchmen in the dark of night, with pitch and straw and flammable gunpowder, inconceivable and unprecedented as it was, could well overpower a far bigger army than the one with which the Prince of Meissen was drawing near. So, after brief consideration, the Lord Governor decided to suppress the gist of the resolution he’d received. He merely posted at the edge of town the letter which the Prince of Meissen had sent announcing his imminent arrival; a covered wagon that rumbled out of the courtyard of the Herrenzwinger Castle at dawn the next day, accompanied by six heavily armed men on horseback, was bound for Leipzig, though the mounted guards dropped hints along the way that they were bound for Pleissenburg; and since the people were so relieved to be rid of the wretched Junker, whom they associated with fire and sword, the Lord Governor himself subsequently set out with an army of three hundred men to join forces with Prince Friedrich of Meissen. In the meantime, given the reputation that Kohlhaas had acquired for himself, his forces grew to 109; and since he also managed to gather a stock of weapons in Jassen and therewith armed his troops to the teeth, informed of the two storm fronts blowing his way, he decided to ride like the wind and head off the threat before it fell upon him. So, the very next day, he lead an attack by night on the Prince of Meissen’s force stationed at Mühlenberg; in which skirmish, to his deep regret, he lost Herse, the first man to fall at his side; but embittered by this loss, in the course of the three-hour-long battle that ensued, Kohlhaas fought so fiercely with the Prince that the latter, caught unawares, having suffered several heavy wounds and given the disarray of his army, was compelled to beat a retreat to Dresden. Emboldened by this victory, before the Lord Governor could possibly have been informed of what had transpired, Kohlhaas turned his force around and led an attack on this second front in broad daylight in an open field in the village of Damerow, and although suffering heavy losses, fought on till nightfall, here too gaining the upper hand. Indeed, he would surely have resumed the attack with the rest of his men the following day, had not the Lord Governor, who had holed up in the churchyard at Damerow, received word of the defeat of the Prince at Mühlberg, and so deemed it wiser to wait for a more auspicious moment and returned post haste to Wittenberg. Five days after the defeat of these two armies, Kohlhaas stood before the gates of Leipzig and set the city on fire on three sides. In a mandate that he distributed on that occasion, he called himself “an emissary of the Archangel Michael come to punish all those with sword and fire who sided with the Junker in this dispute, and thereby to cleanse the world of the sorry state it had fallen into.” Meanwhile, from the Lützen Castle, which he had taken by surprise and where he and his men held up, he called out to the people to join him in his fight for a better world order; and concluded the mandate, with a hint of megalomania, as “proclaimed at the site of our provisional world government, the arrant castle at Lützen.” As luck would have it for the citizens of Leipzig, a persistent downpour kept the fire from spreading, so that, thanks to the rapidity of the local fire brigades, only a few shops around the Pleissenburg went up in flames. Nevertheless, the city’s dismay was unspeakable in the face of the raging incendiary and his fury at the fact that the Junker was in Leipzig; and since a force of a hundred and eighty stalwarts sent out to fight had returned defeated, not wanting to jeopardize the city’s fortune, the local magistrate had no other recourse but to lock the city gates and have its citizens keep watch night and day outside the walls. To no avail did the magistrate have placards put up in villages in the outlying district assuring the population that the Junker was not in the Pleissenburg; the horse trader insisted in similar placards that he was in the Pleissenburg, and gave his own assurance that, even if the Junker were not there, he, Kohlhaas, would respond as if he were, and act accordingly, until he was furnished with the name of the place where he was being held. Informed by an express messenger of the danger faced by the city of Leipzig, the Prince Elector declared that he would presently assemble an army of two thousand men with himself in the lead to capture Kohlhaas. He issued a sharp rebuke to Sir Otto von Gorgas, chiding him for the duplicitous and injudicious cunning he applied to lure the murderer away from the environs of Wittenberg; and no one can describe the outrage that took hold of all of Saxony, and especially of the capital city, when word spread there that in the villages around Leipzig a declaration had been put up, it was not known by whom, addressed to Kohlhaas, the contents of which read: “Junker Wenzel is with his cousins Hinz and Kunz in Dresden.”

Under these circumstances, Dr. Martin Luther, given the respect in which he was held by all, took it upon himself to press Kohlhaas with mollifying words back into the social order; appealing to a soundness he sensed in the incendiary’s heart, he had a placard with the following contents posted in all cities and far-flung corners of Saxony:

Kohlhaas, you who pretend to have been sent by Him on high to wield the sword of justice, by what right do you, in your audacity and the madness of blind fury, dare disseminate the very injustice you claim to oppose, but which you yourself embody from head to toe? Simply because the Prince Elector, to whom you are subservient, denied your appeal in a dispute concerning a paltry possession, you rise up, desperate man, with sword and fire, and like a wolf in the desert, attack the peaceful community he is sworn to protect. You, who with your crafty and fraudulent declaration lead the people astray: misguided sinner, do you really think that you will get away with it before God on that fateful day we all dread in our hearts? How can you maintain that you were denied your right, you, who, after your first frivolous attempts to seek redress came to naught, just dropped everything and, egged on in your seething breast, gave yourself over heart and soul to the base urge for revenge? Do you bow to the authority of a docket full of court clerks and constables who intercept a letter of appeal or withhold a verdict in a case brought before them? And must I tell you, ungodly man, that your true liege lord knows nothing of your case! Nay, man, that the Elector against whom you have taken up arms has no idea who you are, so that, on the day when you step before God’s throne intending to plead your case against him, he will reply with a puzzled expression: To that man, Lord, I did no wrong, for he is a total stranger to me! Know ye that the sword you wield is the sword of plunder and bloodthirstiness! You’re a rebel and no warrior of God! Your earthly destination is the rack and the gallows and eternal damnation in the great beyond for your godless misdeeds.

Wittenberg, etc.

Martin Luther.

Holed up in his stronghold at Lützen Castle, Kohlhaas was just then mulling over in his seething breast a plan to burn Leipzig to the ground – for he gave no credence to the placards posted in villages maintaining that Junker Wenzel was in Dresden, since they were anonymous, lacking, in particular, the signature of the town magistrate, as he had demanded – when, altogether taken aback, Sternbald and Waldmann discovered the placard that had been nailed at the entrance to the castle compound in the dead of night. In vain did they hope for several days that Kohlhaas, to whom they preferred not to broach the matter, would see it himself; but brooding and preoccupied, he appeared every evening to issue his brief orders and noticed nothing; so finally, one morning, when he intended to string up a couple of his men who had been plundering in the region against his orders, the two decided to bring it to his attention. He had just returned from the place of execution, as the crowd of hangers-on he’d attracted ever since the last mandate timidly made way, parting to left and right; a great cherub-bedecked sword on a red leather pillow adorned with golden tassels was presented to him, and twelve men with flaming torches followed him, when Sternbald and Waldmann, clasping their swords under their arms in a manner that must have seemed strange to him, circled the pillar to which Luther’s placard was attached. Hands folded behind his back, lost in thought, Kohlhaas passed under the portal, looked up and stopped short; and when, at the sight of him, the two men respectfully stepped aside, he absently gazed in their direction, and with a few swift steps approached the pillar. But who can describe his state of mind when he caught sight of the placard whose contents accused him of acts of injustice, signed by the man he held in greatest esteem and reverence, Martin Luther! His face flushed a dark red; removing his helmet, he read it through twice from beginning to end; he turned around and looked at his men with a wavering expression, as though he wanted to say something, and said nothing; he took the sheet down from the wall and read it through again, and cried out: “Waldmann! Saddle my horse!” And thereafter: “Sternbald, come with me into the castle!” Whereupon he disappeared. It did not take more than these few words for him to suddenly feel utterly disarmed by the direness of his situation. He donned the disguise of a Thuringian tenant farmer, told Sternbald that a business matter of pressing importance compelled him to go to Wittenberg, entrusted him, in the presence of some of his most stout-hearted men, with the command of the force left behind in Lützen; and with the assurance that he’d be back in three days, during which time no attack was to be feared, he rode off to Wittenberg.

He registered with a false name at an inn, from whence, come nightfall, sheathed with a coat and armed with a pair of pistols he’d taken from Tronkenburg Castle, he made his way to Luther’s house. Luther, who sat at his writing table surrounded by papers and books, and observed the door being opened and locked again behind a stranger, an oddly dressed man, asked him who he was and what he wanted. And no sooner had the latter, respectfully holding his hat in his hands, and well aware of the terror his words would arouse, quietly replied: “I am Michael Kohlhaas, the horse trader,” then Luther cried out: “Be gone from here!” and leaping up from his table, reaching for a bell, added: “Your breath is the plague and your proximity rack and ruin!” Without budging from the spot, Kohlhaas pulled out a pistol and said: “Most honored Sir, this pistol, should you touch the bell, will lay me dead at your feet! Be seated and please listen to me; for you are no safer among the angels, whose psalms you record, than you are with me.” Sitting himself back down, Luther asked: “What do you want?” Kohlhaas replied: “Only to refute the opinion you hold of me, that I am an unjust man! You said on your placard that my liege lord knows naught of my dispute: Very well then, assure me safe passage and I will go to Dresden to present my case to him.” “You desperate and depraved man!” cried Luther, both disconcerted and calmed by his own words: “Who gave you the right to attack Junker von Tronka in pursuit of your own judgment, and not finding him at his castle, to comb with sword and fire the entire region for hide or hair of him?” Kohlhaas replied: “Honored Sir, no one from this day forth! Misinformation I received from Dresden lead me in the wrong direction! The war I wage with society would indeed be a misdeed, were I not, as you have just assured me, cast out of it!” “Cast out!” cried Luther, peering at him. “What madness took hold of your mind? Who would have cast you out of the collectivity of the country in which you live? Tell me a single case, as long as countries have existed, of a man, whoever he may be, cast out of his country?” “I call him an outcast,” Kohlhaas replied, pressing his hands together, “who’s been deprived of the protection of the law! Since I depend on this protection for the peaceful pursuit of my trade; for its sake alone do I put myself and all that I’ve earned in society’s safe haven; and whosoever denies me that legal recourse casts me out to live among the beasts of the wild; he puts the cudgel in my hand with which I must protect myself.” “Who in God’s name denied you the protection of the law?” cried Luther. “Did I not tell you in writing that the complaint you filed is unknown to the Elector? If civil servants suppress legal proceedings behind his back or in some other way dishonor his hallowed name behind his back, who else but God dare call him to account for the selection of such servants, and are you, you damned and terrible man, entitled to pass judgment over him?” “So be it,” replied Kohlhaas, “if the Elector has not cast me out, then I will return to the social order he is sworn to protect. Get me, I repeat, safe passage to Dresden, and I will dissolve the army I’ve gathered at the castle at Lützen, and once again bring the rejected complaint before the High Tribunal.” With a vexed expression, Luther flung the papers on his desk one on top of another and fell silent. The defiant stance this strange man took to the state annoyed him; and as to the judgment he passed from Kohlhaasenbrück on the Junker, Luther inquired: “What do you expect of the tribunal in Dresden?” Kohlhaas replied: “Punishment of the Junker, according to the law; return of my horses in their former condition; and compensation for the injuries that I, as well as my stable hand Herse, who died at Mühlenberg, suffered from the violence done to us.” Luther cried out: “Compensation for the damages! What of the damages in the thousands that you incurred in trade and pledges from Jews and Christians alike in wreaking your wild revenge! Will you add these damages to the bill at the inquiry?” “God forbid!” replied Kohlhaas. “I’m not asking to have my house and lands back, or the good life I once led, far less the cost of my wife’s funeral! Herse’s old mother will calculate the cost of his care and convalescence and prepare a tally of his losses at Tronkenburg Castle, and the state can have an expert calculate the damages I suffered from not being able to sell the horses.” Luther looked him in the eye and said: “You mad, unfathomable and terrible man! Now that your sword has taken the fiercest revenge one could possibly imagine on the Junker, what in heaven’s name impels you to demand a judgment against him, the severity of which, should the punishment finally be enacted, would be light in comparison?” Kohlhaas replied, a tear running down his cheek: “Honored Sir, it cost me my wife; Kohlhaas will show the world that she did not die for an unjust cause. Yield to my will in this matter, and let the court decide; and in all other matters of dispute I will yield to your will.” Luther said: “Look here, had matters taken a different turn, and based on everything I’ve heard, what you demand would be right and just; and had you been wise enough to bring the entire matter to the Elector’s attention and let him decide the matter before taking it into your own hands and wreaking revenge, I don’t doubt that every single one of your demands would have been granted. But all things considered, would you not have done better, in the eyes of your Redeemer, to forgive the Junker and lead the nags, haggard and careworn as they were, back to your stable in Kohlhaasenbrück, where they could eat their fill?” Walking to the window, Kohlhaas replied: “That may be! And then again it might not! Had I known that those nags would cost me the lifeblood of my beloved wife, it may well be, honored Sir, that I would have done as you say, and not begrudged them a bushel of oats! But because I had to pay so dearly for those nags, let justice take its course: let the judgment I’m due be spoken, and let the Junker feed my nags.” Reaching again for his papers, mulling many things over in his mind, Luther said that he would take the matter up with the Elector. In the meantime, he bid Kohlhaas hold his peace at Lützen Castle; if His Lordship acceded to his request for safe passage then he would be informed of it by a posted placard to that effect. “However,” Luther continued, as Kohlhaas bent down to kiss his hand, “I do not know if the Elector will be favorably inclined to grant you a pardon under the present circumstances, since I have heard that he has amassed an army and stands ready to launch an assault on Lützen Castle. In the meantime, as I have already told you, the outcome won’t depend on my efforts.” At that, Luther got up from the table and bid him farewell. Kohlhaas said that he was altogether confident that his intercession would help, whereupon Luther waved goodbye, but the horse trader sank to one knee before him and said: “I have another heartfelt wish. On Pentecost, for which it had always been my custom to visit the altar of the Lord, my battles kept me from attending church; would you, Sir, without any further ado, have the kindness of hearing my confession, and thereafter grant me the blessing of the holy sacraments?” After a moment’s hesitation, Luther looked him in the eye and said: “Yes, Kohlhaas, I will do it. But the Lord, whose body you crave, forgave his enemy. Will you,” he added, as the latter responded with a startled look, “likewise forgive the Junker who offended you, go to Tronkenburg Castle, saddle your nags and ride them home to Kohlhaasenbrück to be fed?” “Most honored Sir,” said Kohlhaas, turning red in the face, reaching for Luther’s hand, “the Lord did not forgive all his enemies. Let me forgive the Elector, both the overseer and the manager, as well as Messrs. Hinz and Kunz, and whosoever else gave me offense in this matter-but let the Junker, if it please, be obliged to feed my nags.” At these words, Luther gave him an angry look, turned his back and rang the bell. In answer to the bell, a servant appeared with a light in the antechamber; Kohlhaas stood there, struck dumb, wiping the tears from his eyes; and since the servant fiddled with the door to no avail, it being locked, and Luther had returned to his writing table, Kohlhaas opened the door for him. “Light his way out!” Luther said with a nod in the stranger’s direction; whereupon, a bit befuddled by the presence of the visitor at this late hour, the man took the house-key down from the wall and turned it in the lock, and retreating behind the half-opened door, awaited the stranger’s departure. Fiddling with his hat in his hands, Kohlhaas said: “Am I then not to be accorded the kindness for which I asked, most noble Sir, the blessing of absolution?” Luther replied curtly: “Your Savior’s absolution, no! As to the Elector’s ruling, that will depend on his reaction to the propositions in my letter, as I promised. And thereupon, Luther motioned to his servant to do as he was told without any further delay. With a pained look, Kohlhaas lay both hands on his breast; followed the man, who lighted his way down the stairs, and disappeared.

The following morning, Luther drafted a letter to the Prince Elector of Saxony, in which, following a bitter interjection concerning Messrs. Hinz and Kunz von Tronka, his chamberlain and cupbearer, who had, as was common knowledge, suppressed Kohlhaas’ complaint, he told the Lord straight out, as was his wont, that under such troublesome circumstances, he had no choice but to accept the horse trader’s proposition, and to accord him amnesty to pursue his legal case. Public opinion, Luther remarked, had turned dangerously in this man’s favor, such that even in the thrice-torched Wittenberg there were those who defended his cause; and since he would most assuredly bring his appeal to the public’s attention in the most hateful terms, should it be denied, the whole business could easily flare up to such a degree that the forces of law and order would no longer be able to hold him in check. Luther concluded that, in this extraordinary case, one had to overlook the dangerous risk of dealing with a citizen who had taken up arms; that the man in question had indeed, in a certain sense, on account of the measures taken against him, been cast out of the social contract; in short, so as to get ourselves out of this bind, we must view him as an invading foreign power – which is how, as a foreigner, he qualifies his own tenuous status – rather than as a rebel rising up against the throne. The Prince Elector received the letter just as Prince Christiern von Meissen, High Commander of the Reich, uncle of Prince Friedrich von Meissen, the latter beaten by Kohlhaas at Mühlberg and still suffering from his wounds; Count Wrede, the Lord High Chancellor of the Tribunal; Count Kallheim, president of the State Chancellery; and the aforementioned Messrs. Hinz and Kunz von Tronka, the former chamberlain, the latter cupbearer, childhood friends and confidants of His Lordship, all happened to be present at his castle. The Chamberlain, Sir Kunz, who, in the capacity of a Privy Councilor, saw to the Elector’s private correspondence with the authority to use his name and seal, was the first to speak up, and after once again establishing at length that he had indeed submitted the horse trader’s complaint against the Junker, his cousin, to the tribunal, noted that he would certainly never have taken it upon himself to suppress it by injunction, had he not, misled by false assertions, taken it to be a wholly groundless and capricious attempt at extortion, whereupon he came to the current state of affairs. He remarked furthermore that, simply because of this regrettable blunder, neither divine nor human laws justified that the horse trader resort to the kind of inconceivable acts of revenge he had committed; he warned that to enter into negotiations with him as a legitimate warring power would bleach the dark stain of his standing in the public eye; and the consequent dishonor to the hallowed person of the Prince Elector would be so intolerable that, all things considered, he could sooner conceive, as worst case scenario, a verdict favoring the raging rebel, wherein the Junker, his cousin, were obliged to go to Kohlhaasenbrück and personally feed his nags, rather than an acceptance of Doctor Luther’s recommendation. Half-turned toward the chamberlain, the Lord High Chancellor of the Tribunal, Count Wrede, expressed his regret that the mindful consideration his colleague now displayed for the reputation of the Prince Elector in the resolution of this admittedly awkward matter had not been taken right from the start. He presented his position that the Elector would be obliged to enlist the supreme power of the state to enforce a patently unjust measure; remarked, with a telling look, on the horse trader’s continuing popularity in the country, that under these circumstances the trail of enormities threatened to go on without end, and concluded that only a simple act of justice, an immediate and unstinting restitution for the wrongs done him could make him stop and extricate the administration from this sordid tit for tat. In answer to the Elector’s question as to what he made of the matter, Prince Chistiern von Meissen turned with reverence to face the Lord High Chancellor: “I have the greatest respect for the high-minded views espoused by my esteemed colleague, in wishing to see Kohlhaas find justice, however, the Lord High Chancellor does not take into consideration all the damage the horse trader himself has done in Wittenberg and Leipzig and in the entire country while seeking redress or at least punishment for the injustice he suffered. The state of law and order in the land has been so disrupted by this man that in holding to a high-minded principle of jurisprudence we would be hard-pressed to repair the damage. Therefore, concurring with the views of the chamberlain, I would urge that all necessary military measures be taken, that an army be gathered of sufficient size to arrest or crush the horse trader, now holed up in Lützen.” Dragging chairs from against the wall for himself and the Prince Elector and setting them ceremoniously in the room, the chamberlain said he was glad that a man of such integrity and such a discerning mind shared his view of the way to settle this dubious matter. Grabbing hold of the proffered chair without sitting down, the Prince looked at his chamberlain and assured him that he had absolutely no reason to rejoice, since legal protocol necessarily demanded that a warrant for his arrest be issued first and that he be brought to trial for misuse of my name and title. For if necessity demanded that the veil be lowered before the throne of justice to cover up a series of outrages that followed ineluctably one after the other, the bar of justice would not be long enough to encompass them all, nor would the person who provoked these outrages be exempt from judgment; and the state would first have to seek the horse trader’s indictment for capital crimes before being empowered to crush a man whose cause was, after all, as everyone knew, a just one, and into whose hands the sword he wielded had been thrust. At these words, the Prince Elector, whom the Junker regarded with a pained expression, turned red in the face and strode to the window. Following a long disconcerted silence in the room, Count Kallheim remarked that such a course of action would not get them out of the vicious circle in which they were caught. “By the same logic,” he said, “one would be likewise obliged to bring my nephew, Prince Friedrich, to trial, for he, too, in the curious campaign he waged against Kohlhaas, had more than once overstepped the bounds of his orders; such that if one were to seek out the growing group of those responsible for the predicament in which we now find ourselves, he too would have to be included among them, and be called by the Elector to account for what happened at Mühlberg.” While the prince cast uncertain glances at his worktable, his cupbearer, Sir Hinz von Tronka, cleared his throat and declared: “I cannot fathom how the obvious state solution could have eluded men as astute as those gathered here. In exchange for safe passage to Dresden and the reopening of his legal case, the horse trader has, to my knowledge, promised to dissolve the army with which he has terrorized this land. It did not, however, necessarily follow that he would have to be granted amnesty for his vengeful acts”: two legal premises which both Dr. Luther and the Lord High Chancellor appeared to have confused. “Even if,” he continued, with a finger touching his nose, “the Dresden Tribunal were to recognize his rightful claim regarding the treatment of the nags, this would not preclude locking up Kohlhaas for his murderous rampage and pillaging” – an expedient take on the situation that combined the benefits of the views of both of the aforementioned statesmen and would surely be applauded by the people and by posterity. Seeing as Prince von Meissen and the Lord High Chancellor responded with nothing but a blank look to the cupbearer’s recommendation, and, consequently, the parley appeared to have come to an end, the Elector said: “I will mull over the various opinions presented here until the next state council meeting.” It seemed that the preliminary disciplinary measure mentioned by the count so touched the heart of the Elector, a heart prone to friendship, that it dispelled his desire to send out the military force he had already amassed to fight Kohlhaas. Thanking all the others, he only asked the Lord High Chancellor, Count Wrede, whose opinion seemed to him to be the most expedient, to remain; and since the latter showed him dispatches reporting that the horse trader’s force had, in fact, already grown to four hundred men, and that, moreover, given the public displeasure at the unseemly comportment of the chamberlain, one could count on that force soon doubling or tripling in size – the Elector decided without any further delay to accept the advice of Dr. Luther. Whereupon he put Count Wrede in charge of the entire matter concerning Kohlhaas; and shortly thereafter, a placard was posted in public places, the essential details of which were as follows:

We, etc. etc., Elector of Saxony, in exceptional merciful consideration of the recommendation made to us by Dr. Luther, herewith grant Michael Kohlhaas, horse trader from Brandenburg, within three days following his laying down of the arms he took up, and our sight thereof, safe passage to Dresden in order to pursue his legal case; with, however, the restriction, in the unlikely eventuality that his suit concerning the nags should be turned down by the Dresden Tribunal, that, on account of his rash actions, wherein he took the law into his own hands, he be made to face justice according to the full severity of the law; conversely, however, should his suit be sustained, let it be so decided that he and his entire force be mercifully granted complete amnesty for the violent acts perpetrated by them in Saxony.

No sooner had Kohlhaas received from Dr. Luther a copy of this placard posted in all public places in the country, as conditional as the terms herein enumerated were, than he called together his entire army, and showering them with gifts, expressions of his profound gratitude and pointed warnings, promptly disbanded them. He deposited all that he had amassed in the way of money, weapons and implements, declaring it the Elector’s property at the court of law in Lützen; and after sending Waldmann with letters of inquiry to the magistrate in Kohlhaasenbrück regarding the reacquisition of his dairy farm, should that be possible, and sending Sternbald to Schwerin to fetch his children whom he once again wished to have by his side, he left the castle at Lützen and traveled incognito to Dresden with the rest of his meager fortune, comprising mostly documents and deeds.

It was daybreak and the entire city was still asleep when he knocked on the door of the small property he still retained, thanks to the integrity of the magistrate, in the outlying district of Pirnais, and said to Thomas, the old superintendent in charge of its upkeep, who opened the door, in stunned amazement: “Please inform Prince von Meissen in the commander’s palace that Kohlhaas the horse trader is here.” Hearing the news, Prince von Meissen, who deemed it advisable to immediately inquire into the agreement that had been made with this man, and soon thereafter came riding up the street with a retinue of knights and foot soldiers, found a considerable crowd of people already gathered in front of the house. The news of the arrival of the avenging angel, the man who had fought the people’s oppressors with fire and sword, brought all of Dresden, the city and its suburbs, to its knees; the horse trader’s front door had to be bolted in the face of this throng of curious spectators, and youths climbed up to the window ledge to catch a glimpse of the famous killer in the flesh having his breakfast. As soon as the prince had, with the aid of a guard, pressed his way through the crowd into the house and entered Kohlhaas’ room, he asked the man seated, bare-chested, at table: “Are you Kohlhaas, the horse trader?” Whereupon, removing from under his belt a satchel of papers relating to his case and respectfully passing them to the prince, the latter said: “Yes!” And added: “After dissolving my army, compliant with the terms of the Elector’s right of passage, I am here in Dresden to plead my case against Junker Wenzel von Tronka in the matter of the nags.” With a fleeting glance that took the man in from head to foot, the prince flipped through the papers; asked him to explain the pertinence of an attestation issued by the court of Lützen concerning his deposition regarding objects of value belonging to the Elector; and after sounding him out with questions regarding his children, his possessions and the lifestyle he henceforth intended to follow, and being satisfied that there was nothing more to fear from him, he returned his satchel and said: “Nothing stands in the way of your legal proceedings. Permit me then without further ado to personally accompany you to the Lord High Chancellor Count Wrede.” And after a pause, during which he strode to the window and took in the crowd that had gathered outside, the prince added: “You will have to accept a guard for at least the first few days to protect you at home and when you go out!” Kohlhaas cast a dejected look at the floor and remained silent. “In any case,” said the prince, stepping away from the window, “come what may, you have yourself to blame”; whereupon he turned back to the door, intending to take his leave. Pulling himself together, Kohlhaas spoke: “Most gracious Sir, do with me what you will! If you will give me your word that you will withdraw the guard when I so wish, then I have no objection to this precautionary measure!” The prince replied: “That goes without saying.” And after telling the three armed men assigned to this detail that the man at whose house they stood guard was not a prisoner, and that they were only to follow him when he went out for his own protection, he bid the horse trader farewell with a wave of the hand and walked out the door.

Toward noon Kohlhaas set out in the company of the three armed guards to see the Lord High Chancelor Count Wrede; they were followed by an immense crowd, but no one dared harm the horse trader, having been warned by the police. The Lord High Chancellor, who graciously and kindly received him in his antechamber, conversed with him for a full two hours, and after being fully informed of the entire matter from beginning to end, immediately directed him to a famous barrister to prepare and file his complaint. Kohlhaas proceeded post haste to the barrister’s office, and as soon as the suit was drafted true to the trader’s account, calling for the punishment of the Junker as specified by the law, the reinstatement of Kohlhaas’ horses in their original condition, and compensation for damages, as well as for the injuries incurred by his stable hand Herse who fell at Mühlberg, the money to be paid to his old mother, he made his way back home, still followed by the gaping crowd, having resolved not to leave the house again, save for some pressing matter.

In the meantime, the Junker was released from house arrest in Wittenberg, and after recuperating from a foot infection caused by the prick of a rose bush, was issued a peremptory summons by the provincial court to be judged in Dresden in the suit brought against him by the horse trader Kohlhaas in the matter of his confiscated and ravaged nags. The brothers Lord Chamberlain and Cupbearer von Tronka, cousins bound by blood ties to the Junker, in whose house he stopped off, received him with the greatest resentment and contempt; they called him a miserable cur and wastrel who had brought scandal and dishonor upon the entire family, informed him, furthermore, that he would surely lose his trial, and pressed him to immediately fetch the nags which he would be condemned to feed their fill in the face of public ridicule. The Junker replied with a feeble and trembling voice that he was the most pitiable man in the world. He swore that he had little knowledge of the whole accursed business that had brought his ruin and that the overseer and the manager of his estate were guilty of everything, in that they used the horses for the harvest without his knowledge and accord, and had worn them down with excessive work, some on their own fields. Having said this, he sat down, and begged his cousins not to willfully fling him back with their insults and ill-chosen words into the sorry state from which he’d just emerged. The next day, at their cousin, Junker Wenzel’s request, having no other choice, Messrs. Hinz and Kunz, who themselves had land holdings in the vicinity of the besieged Tronkenburg Castle, sent word to their foremen and tenant farmers inquiring as to the whereabouts of the nags that had been lost on that unhappy day and never found again. But all that they could find out in the wake of the total leveling of castle and the slaughter of its inhabitants was that a stable hand had saved them from the burning stall in which they stood, rescuing them from the murderer’s savage onslaught, yet in answer to the question of where he had lead them and what he had done with them, the truculent lout responded with a swift kick. The Junker’s aged, gout-plagued housekeeper, who had fled to Meissen, swore in response to a written query that on the morning after that terrible night the stable hand took the horses with him across the border into Brandenburg; yet all subsequent cross-border inquiries were in vain, and the housekeeper’s testimony seemed to be based on an error, for the Junker had no stable hand who lived in or on the way to Brandenburg. Residents of Dresden who had been in Wilsdruff a few days after the burning of Tronkenburg Castle testified that at the said moment a stable hand arrived leading two horses by the halter, and because they were in miserable condition and could not be made to walk any farther, had left them in the cowshed of a shepherd who wanted to keep them. It appeared for various reasons very likely that these were the nags in question; but as other people who had been there since assured, the shepherd from Wilsdruff had resold them, though to whom they did not know; and according to a third rumor, the source of which remained unidentified, the horses had since given up the ghost and were buried in the boneyard in Wilsdruff. Messrs. Hinz and Kunz, for whom, as one can readily understand, this was the most welcome explanation, in that, given their cousin Junker Wenzel’s lack of a stall, it spared them the necessity of feeding the nags in their own, wished to confirm for certain that this was indeed what happened. Consequently, Sir Wenzel von Tronka, in his capacity as rightful feudal heir and lord of the manor, sent word to the court in Wilsdruff, wherein, following a precise description of the nags, which, as he put it, were entrusted to him and accidentally lost, he called for an official inquiry into the circumstances of their stay and their current whereabouts, and demanded that their owner, whoever he may be, and whom he promised to generously compensate for all expenses, return them forthwith to the stables of the Lord High Chamberlain Sir Kunz in Dresden. Whereupon, a few days later, the man to whom the shepherd had sold them in Wilsdruff did indeed lead them, tied to his oxcart, spindly and tottering as they were, to the city’s market square; but unfortunately for Sir Wenzel, and better than the honest Kohlhaas could have wished for, the man who brought them was none other than the horse skinner of Döbbeln.

As soon as Sir Wenzel, in the presence of his cousin, the Lord Chamberlain, got wind of an uncertain rumor that a man with two black horses saved from the fire at Tronkenburg Castle had arrived in town, the two men, accompanied by a hastily gathered group of Sir Kunz’s manservants, hurried to the square to meet him, and should the horses prove to be those belonging to Kohlhaas, to reimburse the cost of their care and bring them home. But imagine their embarrassment when, on their way there, the two noblemen saw an ever growing crowd attracted by the spectacle of the pitiful creatures tied to a two-wheel oxcart, the spectators snickering to each other that the horses tottered in readiness for the skinner’s knife. The Junker who circled the oxcart, eyeing the miserable beasts that looked like they might at any moment drop dead, muttered, greatly disconcerted, that these were not the horses Kohlhaas had left in his care; but Sir Kunz, the Chamberlain, casting at him a look of anger beyond words, which, were it fashioned in iron, would have torn him to shreds, strode forward to the horse skinner, opening his coat to reveal the insignia of his office dangling from a chain, and asked: “Are these the nags that the shepherd of Wilsdrufff gave you and which Junker Wenzel von Tronka, to whom they belong, requisitioned in court?” To which the horse skinner, who at that moment was busy, with a bucket of water in hand, giving the strong and healthy workhorse that pulled his cart a drink, replied: “You mean the black ones?” He set down the bucket, and removed the bit from the workhorse’s mouth, and continued: “The swineherd from Hainichen sold me them black nags. Couldn’t say where he got them, or if they belonged to the shepherd from Wilsdrufff. I was ordered by a court clerk back in Wilsdruff,” he said, picking up the bucket again and resting it between carriage shaft and knee, “to bring them to Dresden to the house of the von Tronkas, but the Junker I’m supposed to see is called Kunz.” And with these words, he turned away with the rest of the water the horse had left in the bucket and emptied it out on the cobblestones. Ringed by the jeering mob, the Chamberlain, who could not manage to make the horse skinner look at him, consumed as he was with a senseless zeal by the tasks at hand, cleared his throat and spoke up: “I am the Lord Chamberlain, Kunz von Tronka, but the nags must surely be those belonging to my cousin, Junker Wenzel, the ones a stable hand saved from the fire at Tronkenbug Castle and sold to the shepherd from Wilsdruff, the very same horses that originally belonged to the horse trader Kohlhaas!” He asked the fellow who stood there with legs spread wide, hoisting up his pants: “Don’t you know anything about it?” And: “Mark my words, my good man, for this is the important part. Might they not be the very same horses that the swineherd from Hainichen bought from the shepherd from Wilsdruff, or from some third party who bought them from the shepherd?” Leaning against the cart, having knocked the last drops of water out of the bucket, the horse skinner said: “All’s I was told was to bring them horses to Dresden to the house of the von Tronkas, who’d pay me money. Damned if I know a thing about the rest, who they belonged to before the swineherd from Hainichen, to Peter or Paul or the shepherd from Wilsdrufff, it don’t make a difference, since, far as I know, nobody stole ‘em.” And with those words, the horsewhip resting round his broad shoulders, he strode off to a tavern on the square, hungry as he was for breakfast. The Chamberlain who did not for the life of him know what to do with horses that the swineherd of Hainichen sold to the horse skinner of Döbbeln, if it wasn’t those on which the devil himself rode through Saxony, pressed the Junker to say something; but when the latter replied with pale, trembling lips: “We’d best buy them, whether they belonged to Kohlhaas or not!” – the Chamberlain backed away from the snickering crowd, buttoning up his coat, cursing the father and mother who put him on this earth, with not the slightest idea of what to do or not do. He called to the Baron von Wenk, an acquaintance of his who just happened to be crossing the street. And determined as he was not to leave the square, precisely on account of the sneering mob, who seemed to be awaiting his departure with handkerchiefs pressed over their mouths to burst out laughing, he asked him to stop by the home of Lord High Chancellor, Count Wrede, to bid him bring Kohlhaas by to inspect the horses. It just so happened that Kohlhaas, fetched by a court clerk, was already there in the Chancellor’s chambers, no doubt to furnish a clarification requested of him regarding the deposition in Lützen, at the very moment when, with the aforementioned purpose, the Baron entered the room; and while the Chancellor rose from his chair with a look of consternation, and bid the horse trader, whom the newcomer had never met, step aside with the papers in hand, the Baron informed him of the embarrassing predicament in which Sir von Tronka found himself. It appeared that, due to an erroneous requisition from the Wilsdruff tribunal, the horse skinner from Döbbeln had shown up in town with horses in such a miserable condition that Junker Wenzel had to hold off recognizing them as those belonging to Kohlhaas; furthermore, that should his cousin, Junker Wenzel, and he, nevertheless, decide to accept them from the horse skinner and take them into his, the Lord High Chamberlain’s stables, and attempt to fortify and return them to their former state, a personal identification by Kohlhaas would be necessary to resolve the situation beyond a shadow of a doubt. “Please be so kind,” he concluded, “as to send a guard to fetch the horse trader from his house and have him brought to the market square where the horses are tied up.” Removing the spectacles from his nose, the Lord High Chancellor replied that the Baron was twice mistaken: first, if he believed that said situation could not be resolved, save by Kohlhaas’ personal identification; and second, if he imagined that he, the Chancellor, was empowered, via the intermediary of a guard, to dispatch Kohlhaas wherever the Junker pleased. Whereupon he presented the horse trader, standing right there behind him, and sitting down again and replacing the spectacles on his nose, bid the Baron address himself directly to Kohlhaas. With no indication in his expression of the tumult in his soul, Kohlhaas said that he was willing to follow him to the market place to inspect the nags the horse skinner had brought to town. While the Baron spun around with a disconcerted look, Kohlhaas returned to the Chancellor’s writing table, and after searching through the papers in his briefcase and handing him a few more relating to the deposition in Lützen, bid him farewell. Meanwhile, the Baron, who strode to the window all red in the face, likewise took his leave; and the two men, accompanied by the three guards assigned by the Prince of Meissen, and trailed by a crowd of townspeople, made their way to the market square. Contrary to the advice of numerous friends who had in the meantime gathered around him, the Lord Chamberlain, Sir Kunz, had stubbornly remained standing there face to face with the horse skinner from Döbbeln, and as soon as the Baron appeared with the horse trader, approached the latter and clutching his sword under his arm with all the pride and dignity he could muster, inquired if the horses standing behind the cart belonged to him. Doffing his hat in a reserved salute to the unknown man who’d asked him the question, and without answering, the horse trader approached the skinner’s cart, accompanied by all the highborn gentlemen in attendance, and stopping at a distance of twelve paces, cast a fleeting glance at the creatures standing there on trembling legs, heads bowed, not even strong enough to eat the hay the skinner had set before them. “Most gracious Sir,” he turned back to the Lord Chamberlain, “the horse skinner is absolutely right; the horses tied to his cart are mine!” Whereupon, gazing around at the circle of gentlemen surrounding him, he once again doffed his hat, and left the Junker with the guards following after him. At these words, the Lord Chamberlain rushed toward the horse skinner with a pace that ruffled the plumes on his helmet, and flung him a pouch of money; and while the latter, money in hand, combed back hair from his forehead with a leaden comb, all the while peering at the money, the former ordered a servant to untie the horses and lead them back to his stable. The servant, who, following his master’s orders, left a circle of friends and relatives in the crowd, and indeed, himself a bit red in the face, stepped over a huge heap of dung toward the beasts that had produced it; but no sooner had he reached for their halters to tie them loose than a certain Master Himboldt, his cousin, grabbed his arm and tugged him away from the cart, crying: “Don’t lay a hand on those sorry jades!” And clambering with uncertain steps over the dung heap toward the Chamberlain, who stood there, speechless, said: “Go hire yourself a flayer’s lackey to do your sordid business!” Seething with rage, the befuddled Chamberlain eyed Master Himboldt a moment, then turned and called over the heads of the lords surrounding him to the guard. And as soon as an officer emerged from the castle with several of the Prince Elector’s gentlemen at arms, at the request of Baron von Wenk, and after offering a brief summation of the scandalous rabblerousing of the townspeople, the Chamberlain ordered them to arrest the ringleader Master Himboldt. Grabbing him by his collar, the Lord Chamberlain accused him of shoving aside and manhandling his servant, who was in the process of untying the horses from the cart. Master Himboldt, who managed with a deft move to break free of his grip, declared: “Most gracious Sir, to tell a twenty-year-old boy what to do is not rabblerousing! Just ask him if, contrary to custom and decorum, he wants to deal with the horses bound to the cart; if he wishes to do so after what I’ve said, then, for heaven’s sake, let him butcher and skin them!” At these words, the Chamberlain turned to his servant and asked him if he had any objections to following his orders and untying the horses that belong to Kohlhaas and leading them to his stable. And when the lad, mingling with the crowd, replied: “The horses have got to be put out of their misery before I touch ’em!” the Chamberlain overtook him from behind, tore off his hat on which was emblazoned the family crest, stomped on it, and with furious swings of his sword chased the lad from the square and duly dispatched him from his service. Master Himboldt cried out: “Tackle the murdering tyrant!” And when, all fired up at the sight of this, the townspeople gathered together and pushed back the guards, Master Himboldt caught hold of the Chamberlain from behind, tore off his coat, collar and helmet, wrestled the sword out of his hand and hurled it with a mighty toss far across the square. To no avail did Junker Wenzel, who’d managed to break free of the tumult, cry out to the knights to come to his cousin’s aid; before they could take a single step they were already scattered by the press of the mob, such that the Chamberlain, who’d injured his head in falling, had to face the raging fury of the crowd. Nothing but the appearance of a troop of armed men on horseback that happened to be passing at that moment and which the commanding officer of the Prince Elector’s men had dispatched could save the Chamberlain. After managing to scatter the rabble, the officer grabbed hold of the fuming Master Himboldt, and while a handful of guards dragged the man off to prison, two of the Chamberlain’s friends picked up the poor bloodied fellow from the ground and brought him home. Such was the unfortunate conclusion to this well-intended and sincere attempt to obtain redress for the injustice that had been done to the horse trader. Once the crowd started to disperse, the horse skinner from Döbbeln, his task having been accomplished and seeing no further cause to stick around, hitched the nags to a lamppost. There they remained standing all day, and since nobody took care of them, they were the butt of street urchins’ and hooligans’ pranks; consequently, abandoned as the poor beasts were, the police had to take charge of them, and come nightfall, called for the horse skinner of Dresden to take them in until further notice.

This incident, though the horse trader was hardly to blame for it, nevertheless aroused, even among the more moderate and well-intentioned folk, a dark mood that did not bode well for the outcome of his case. His comportment with regard to the state was deemed altogether unacceptable, and behind closed doors and in the marketplace growing public opinion maintained that it would be better to do him an outright injustice and once again suppress the entire matter than to do the right thing by him in what was, after all, such an inconsequential matter, and thereby vindicate acts of violence, just to satisfy his pigheaded obstinacy. Alas for poor Kohlhaas, it was felt that the Lord High Chancellor himself would have to support and promote this position out of a heightened sense of justice, and despite the hatred for the von Tronka family it would surely arouse.

It was highly unlikely that the horses now cared for by the horse skinner of Dresden could ever be restored to the healthy condition they enjoyed when they emerged from the stable in Kohlhaasenbrück; but supposing that it were possible, through attentive and sustained care, to nurse the poor beasts back to health, under the present circumstances the shame that would consequently fall on the Junker’s kin was so great that, given their standing as one of the most respected and noblest families in the region, it seemed far less costly and more expedient to instead propose a monetary compensation. Nevertheless, in response to a letter addressed to the Lord High Chancellor, drafted several days later by Count Kallheim, president of the State Chancellery, on behalf of the Lord Chamberlain – who was too indisposed by ill health to do so himself – in which the Count proposed just that, the Chancellor sent word to Kohlhaas admonishing him not to scorn such an offer if it were made; whereas in a short and noncommittal reply to the Count, he asked henceforth to be spared further private appeals in this matter, and enjoined the Lord Chamberlain to directly address the horse trader, whom he described as a very reasonable and modest man. Heeding the Lord High Chancellor’s advice, the horse trader, whose will had indeed been broken by the incident at the marketplace, and who was ready and willing to forgive and put the entire matter behind him, merely waited for an opening offer on the part of the Junker or his next of kin to come to an agreement; but the proud von Tronkas could not bring themselves to do just that; embittered by the Lord High Chancellor’s written reply, they showed it to the Prince Elector, who visited the wounded Lord Chamberlain in his sick bed on the morning of the following day. With a feeble and stirring voice, the effect of which was enhanced by his sorry state, the Chamberlain asked the Prince if, after having risked his life just to settle this matter as he saw fit, a gentleman of his standing should be expected to likewise risk having his honor dragged through the mud by begging forgiveness and seeking reconciliation of a man who had brought every conceivable insult and disgrace upon him and his family. After reading the Chancellor’s letter, a bit taken aback, the Prince asked Count Kallheim: “Supposing the horses could not be restored to their former condition, is the court not empowered, without any further consultation with Kohlhaas, to act as if they were dead and simply call for the horse trader’s indemnification for their cash value?” The Count replied: “Most gracious Sire, they are already dead, from a legal standpoint, since they no longer have any value, and will surely be physically dead before they ever make it from the horse skinner’s stall to the Lords’ stables.” Whereupon, after pocketing the letter, the Prince assured Sir Kunz that he would have a word with the Lord High Chancellor; greatly relieved, the Chamberlain raised himself half upright and grasped His Lordship’s outstretched hand with profound gratitude; and after the Prince urged the wounded man to take good care of himself, wishing him a speedy betterment, he rose from his chair in a most dignified manner and left the room.

This is how matters stood in Dresden when another serious storm broke in Lützen, which the crafty von Tronkas were shrewd enough to turn to poor Kohlhaas’ disadvantage. Namely, a certain Johann Nagelschmidt, one of the men the horse trader had brought together and subsequently, following the Prince Elector’s amnesty, disbanded, had taken it upon himself a few weeks thereafter to regather a band of that shiftless rabble at the Bohemian border to recommence the rowdy business Kohlhaas had begun. In part to intimidate the armed guard hot on his heels, in part by a tried and true ruse to inveigle the locals to join in his villainy, this churlish lout dubbed himself Kohlhaas’ lieutenant; with a tactical adeptness learned from his erstwhile commander, he spread the word that the amnesty allegedly granted to many of the men who had peacefully returned to their homes was not being respected, indeed that Kohlhaas himself had been shamelessly betrayed, arrested and put under armed guard upon his arrival in Dresden; consequently, on placards that bore a striking resemblance to those that Kohlhaas had disseminated, Nagelschmidt portrayed his murderous rabble as an honorbound army of God assembled to enforce the Prince Elector’s precious amnesty; all of which, needless to say, had nothing whatsoever to do with Godliness or any loyalty to Kohlhaas, about whom they didn’t give a hoot, but rather, under the guise of noble purpose, to pursue their burning and plundering with all the more impunity and ease. As soon as word of Nagelschmidt’s mischief reached Dresden, the von Tronkas could hardly contain their glee about this turn of events that put their cause in a whole new light. With sidelong disgruntled “I-told-you so” looks, they reminded whomever they spoke with of the amnesty that had been granted, despite their dire and repeated warnings, as though it had been the state’s misguided intention to thereby give the go-ahead to rogues of every description inclined to follow in the horse trader’s footsteps; and not content to merely lend credence to Nagelschmidt’s supposed purpose of having taken up arms to protect and defend his wronged commander, they went so far as to maintain with certainty that this entire business was nothing but a ruse instigated by Kohlhaas to intimidate the authorities and, true to his pigheaded ways, to push through and expedite his lawsuit. Indeed, the Cupbearer, Lord Hinz, went so far as to imply to the huntsmen and courtiers gathered round the Prince Elector in his sitting room after dinner that the dissolution of Kohlhaas’ band of thieves in Lützen was nothing but a cunning bluff; and poking fun at the Lord High Chancellor’s lofty sense of justice, he cited a drolly assembled set of circumstances as proof that the bulk of the band still lurked in the forests awaiting a signal from the horse trader to break out anew with fire and sword. Sorely displeased at this turn of events that threatened to put an insidious stain on his Lord’s reputation, Prince Christiern von Meissen immediately rode out to the latter’s castle; and seeing through the von Tronkas’ patent scheme of sabotaging Kohlhaas’ legal case, if possible, by linking him to these new trespasses, he begged the Lord Chancellor’s leave to immediately schedule a hearing concerning the horse trader’s case. Led by a bailiff, Kohlhaas caused something of a stir when he appeared in court with his two little sons, Heinrich and Leopold, in his arms; for just the day before his faithful man Sternbald had brought them back to him from Mecklenburg where they had been staying with relatives, and prompted by a train of thought that would be too long to elaborate here, when, believing that the bailiff had come to arrest their father and showering him with childish tears, the boys leapt into his arms, he decided to take them along to the hearing. Seeing the children seated beside their father, the Prince gave them a kindly look, and after graciously inquiring after their ages and names, he told Kohlhaas what Nagelschmidt, his former confederate, had been up to in the valleys of the Erzgebirge; and handing him Nagelschmidt’s so-called mandates, he bid him testify against the latter, and say what he had to say in his own defense. Stunned as he was by these scandalous and perfidious documents, the horse trader, nevertheless, had little trouble convincing a man as honest and upstanding as Prince von Meissen of the groundlessness beyond the shadow of a doubt of false accusations imputing his involvement. Not only did Kohlhaas give convincing testimony on his own behalf, affirming that, as matters stood, given the steady progress of his legal case, he needed no third party to help bring it to judgment; but several letters he brought with him and which he presented to the Prince even confirmed the unlikelihood that Nagelschmidt would be in the slightest well disposed toward him and, therefore, inclined to help his cause, since, in light of rapes and other brazen villainies perpetrated by the lout, Kohlhaas had wanted to have him strung up before dissolving his band; such that only the Elector’s decree of amnesty that abrogated his order had saved him from the gallows, and the two had parted as mortal enemies the very next day. On the Prince’s recommendation, Kohlhaas sat himself down and drafted a letter to Nagelschmidt in which he declared the latter’s allegation that he had taken up arms to enforce the terms of the broken amnesty a scandalous and despicable lie; he confirmed, furthermore, that upon his arrival in Dresden he had neither been arrested nor put under guard, and also that his legal case was moving forward as he wished; and finally, he issued a warning that the burning, looting and killing perpetrated by Nagelschmidt and his ragtag band of hooligans subsequent to the issuance of the amnesty in the Erzgebirge would bring down upon their heads the fierce retribution of the law. To the letter Kohlhaas attached several excerpts of the court record of criminal proceedings which he had already brought against the knave at the castle at Lützen in the matter of the aforementioned atrocities, the horse trader’s intention being to enlighten the public as to the reprehensible character of a scoundrel already condemned to hang, and who, as already mentioned, was only saved from the gallows by the Elector’s amnesty. Pursuant to this writing, the Prince reassured the horse trader concerning the suspicion of guilt which, given the current circumstances, the court was compelled to voice at this hearing; he assured him that as long as he, Kohlhaas, remained in Dresden, the amnesty granted him would in no way be revoked; he offered the two boys his hand to shake, while presenting them with fruit from his table, bid Kohlhaas farewell and sent him on his way. The Lord High Chancellor, who likewise recognized the danger that threatened the horse trader, did his best to bring his case to a speedy conclusion before any further incidents further muddled matters; but this precisely was the express purpose of the wily von Tronkas, and instead of tacitly acknowledging their guilt, as they had done before, restricting their opposition to an appeal for leniency, they now began to categorically deny their guilt in crafty and cunning misstatements. At times they maintained that Kohlhaas’ nags had been detained at Tronkenburg Castle on the arbitrary orders of the overseer and the estate manager, of which the Junker was not at all, or insufficiently, informed; at other times they swore that the animals had already been sick with an acute and dangerous cough at the time of their arrival, and called to witness individuals whom they bribed; and after having these spurious arguments shot full of holes following extensive investigations and interrogations, they even cited a princely edict, wherein, in view of an outbreak of hoof-and-mouth disease, the introduction of horses from Brandenburg into Saxony was expressly forbidden: this as crystal clear justification, not only for the Junker’s authorization, but for his obligation to detain the horses Kohlhaas had brought across the border.

Kohlhaas, who had in the meantime reacquired his homestead in Kohlhaasenbrück from the gracious magistrate in exchange for a modest compensation for damages incurred, wished, so it seems, to absent himself from Dresden for a few days and ride home to conclude this transaction; a decision, which, no doubt, had less to do with said business per se, as pressing as it was, given the need to lay in a store of winter wheat, but was rather driven more by a desire to weigh his options in light of the curious and dubious goings on – in addition to which other motives may well have come into play, motives which we will leave to every reader with a beating heart in his breast to divine. Consequently, leaving behind the guard who had been assigned to protect him, he went straight to the Lord High Chancellor, with the magistrate’s letters in hand, to inform him of his intention of leaving town, if, as it seemed, his presence was not required at court, promising to return promptly following the eight to twelve days it would take him to wrap up his business in Brandenburg. Peering down at the ground with a vexed and quizzical look, the Chancellor replied: “Good God, man, you must know that your presence is more necessary now than ever before to testify and defend yourself against the malicious and devious moves of your opponents in a thousand unforeseeable maneuvers.” But since Kohlhaas referred him to his barrister who, he assured him, was well informed of his case, and with a quiet insistence held to his request, promising to restrict his absence to eight days, the Chancellor replied after a brief pause: “I trust you will solicit a passport from Prince Christiern von Meissen.” Grasping full well what the Chancellor was driving at, yet nevertheless stubborn in his resolve, Kohlhaas sat himself down then and there and wrote to the Prince of Meissen, in his capacity as commander of the castle guards, requesting an eight day pass to Kohlhaasenbrück and back, without giving any reason for the trip. In response to this letter he received an official resolution signed by the captain of the castle guard, Baron Siegfried von Wenk, to wit: “Your request for travel papers to Kohlhaasenbrück will be passed onto his Serene Highness the Elector, pending whose approval, as soon as it is received, you will be sent the necessary papers.” Upon Kohlhaas’ written inquiry to his lawyer, in which he informed him that the resolution was signed by a certain Baron Siegfried von Wenk, and not by Prince Christiern von Meissen, to whom he had addressed his request, the latter replied that the Prince had left for his country estate three days before, and in his absence all governmental business was to be handled by the captain of the castle guard Baron Siegfried von Wenk, a cousin of the aforementioned gentleman of the same name. Kohlhaas, whose heart beat with a restive flutter, waited a few more days for the Prince’s reply to his request which seemed to have such an astonishingly hard time reaching its addressee; but a week went by and then a few more days, during which the Prince’s decision was not forthcoming, nor was the speedy judgment he’d been promised at court. Consequently, on the twelfth day, regardless of the State’s attitude toward him, whatever it might be, he sat himself down and drafted another pressing appeal for the requested travel papers. But picture his distress when, come nightfall the following day, with still no reply from the Prince, musing on his situation, particularly in light of the amnesty Doctor Luther had procured for him, he cast a thoughtful look out his back window onto the annex to his house and could not find the guard Prince von Meissen had assigned to watch over him upon his arrival in town. Thomas, the old attendant whom he called to and asked what to make of all this, replied with a sigh: “Sir, things are not all as they should be; at nightfall, the armed guards, more of whom there are today than usual, circled the house; two are stationed with shield and spear at the front entrance to the street; two at the back gate leading to the garden; and two more are lying in a heap of straw in the entrance hall, and say that they’re going to sleep there.” Kohlhaas, who went white in the face, turned and replied: “It’s just as well, as long as they’re here; fetch them some light so that they can see.” After having opened the front window a crack, under the guise of emptying out a pot of water, and confirming for himself the truth of the situation as the old man had described it – for the guard had just been changed in silence, a measure not heretofore deemed necessary – he lay down in bed, though hardly desirous of sleep, firm in his resolve for the following day. For nothing angered him more about this government that he had dealt with in good faith than the sham appearance of justice, while, in fact, they broke the promise of amnesty they’d made him; and if he were indeed a prisoner, of which there was no more doubt, he wanted to force them to declare it openly and outright. To that end, at daybreak the next day, he had his man Sternbald harness his horses and ready the rig, declaring his intention to drive out to Lockewitz to visit the magistrate, an old acquaintance whom he had run into in Dresden a few days ago and who had invited him to drop by one day with his children. Unsure of what to do, given all the commotion in the house, the armed guards secretly sent a man into town, whereupon, in a matter of minutes, an officer along with several bailiffs appeared, and pretending to have business in the house across the street, went in. Well aware of these maneuvers, and awaiting their completion while pretending to be oblivious to them, Kohlhaas, who was busy dressing his boys, and who had deliberately left the wagon waiting longer than necessary in front of his house, promptly stepped outside; and informing the bewildered guards stationed in front of his door that they did not need to follow him, he lifted his sons into the carriage and kissed and comforted his crying little girls, who, according to his instructions, were to stay behind with the daughter of the attendant. No sooner did he himself climb into the wagon than the officer and his men came storming out of the house across the street and asked him where he was going. Kohlhaas replied: “I would like to drive out to visit a friend, the magistrate at Lockewitz, whom I happened to run into a few days ago and who invited me and my boys to pay him a visit.” To which the officer replied that, in that case, he would have to wait a few minutes for a couple of his mounted guards to prepare to accompany him, on orders of the Prince of Meissen. Smiling down from the rig, Kohlhaas asked: “Do you think I won’t be safe in the home of a friend who invited me to come dine with him?” The officer responded in a jovial and pleasant manner, that the danger was indeed not acute; to which he added that the guards would be no bother at all. To which Kohlhaas, in turn, responded with a grave expression: “Upon my arrival in Dresden, the Prince of Meissen gave me leave to avail myself or dispense with the guards as I saw fit.” And since the officer evinced surprise at this, and the whole time he was standing there, beating around the bush with carefully selected phrases, the horse trader recalled the circumstances that first led to the stationing of the guards in his house. The officer assured him that he was sworn to protect and assure his safety from harm, on the express orders of the captain of the castle guard, Baron von Wenk, in his current capacity as chief of police; and bid him, should the accompaniment of the guards not be to his liking, to come down to headquarters himself to correct the regrettable error that had surely been made. Giving the officer a telling look, resolved to test out the truth, come what may, Kohlhaas replied: “That’s just what I intend to do!” And with a fast-beating heart he climbed down from the wagon, bid the attendant bring the children back into the house, while his man Sternbald took the reins, and proceeded with the officer and his men to the station house. It so happened that the captain of the castle guard, Baron von Wenk, was in the process of interrogating some of Nagelschmidt’s men who had been captured the night before in the area around Leipzig, and the troopers in the Baron’s entourage were busy eliciting the desired information at the very moment when Kohlhaas entered the room along with the men guarding him. As soon as the Baron set eyes on the horse trader, he approached him, and while the troopers suddenly went silent, halting their interrogation, the Baron asked what he wanted, and when Kohlhaas respectfully related his intention of having lunch with the magistrate in Lockewitz, and expressed his desire to be allowed to leave behind the guards whose presence he did not deem necessary, the Baron went red in the face, and straining to modulate his tone, replied that he would do better to sit tight in his house and postpone his luncheon engagement with the Lockewitz magistrate. And cutting the conversation short, he turned to the officer and said: “You have my orders concerning this man, stick to them; he may not leave town except in the company of six mounted guards.” To which Kohlhaas retorted: “Am I a prisoner then? And am I to understand that the promise of amnesty publicly accorded me is now null and void?” Whereupon the Baron, his face flushed a bright red, turned and strode right up to him, looked him in the eye and sputtered: “Yes! Yes! Yes!” then turned his back, left him standing there and returned to his interrogation of Nagelschmidt’s men. Hereupon Kohlhaas left the room, and while fathoming that by the steps he had taken he had rendered all the more difficult the one option still open to him, namely escape, he nevertheless was glad at what he’d done, since for his part he now viewed himself as henceforth freed from the terms of the amnesty. Once home, he had the horses unharnessed, and accompanied by the officer in charge returned to his room, deeply shaken and dejected, and while the latter assured him in a manner that revolted Kohlhaas that all this was surely based on a misunderstanding that would soon be resolved, with a furtive wink from their superior the guards promptly sealed off all exits from the house into the yard; whereby the officer assured him that he would still be free to come and go through the main door.

Meanwhile, Nagelschmidt was so hemmed in on all sides by the police and troopers hot on his heels that, given his utter lack of provisions, compelled by the desperate situation and the role he had assumed, he suddenly thought of actually making contact with Kohlhaas; and having been well-informed by a passing traveler of the turn of his legal case in Dresden, the enmity between them notwithstanding, he felt quite certain he could convince the horse trader to once again join forces. Consequently, he sent one of his men with a message in barely legible German: “Should you wants to come to Altenburg and again take charge of the band of men what consists of stragglers from your former force who now find themselves in these parts, then I would be respectfully ready and willing to help you with horses, men and money, to break free of your captors in Dresden” – whereby he swore to henceforth be more obedient, upright and comport himself in a better manner than before, and as proof of his fidelity and devotion he pledged to personally come to Dresden to break him out of bondage. Unfortunately, the fellow entrusted with this note had the ill luck to collapse in a seizure of cramps he suffered since childhood in a village just outside Dresden; at which point the letter he carried in a pouch hung round his neck was found by the people who came to his assistance, he himself was arrested as soon as he’d recuperated, and brought by armed guards directly to police headquarters, with a considerable crowd trailing behind. As soon as the captain of the guard von Wenk had read this letter he hastened to the Elector’s palace, where he found their Lordships Kunz and Hinz, the former recovered from his wounds, as well as the President of the Chancellery Count Kallheim. The gentlemen were of the opinion that Kohlhaas should immediately be arrested and made to stand trial for his secret collusion with Nagelschmidt; in that, as they maintained, such a letter could not possibly have been written without prior contact initiated by the horse trader, and without there being a heinous and criminal connection between them in a plot to perpetrate new atrocities. The Elector adamantly refused, merely on account of this letter, to break the terms of the amnesty he had granted him; he was rather of the opinion that the letter appeared to suggest the great likelihood that no prior contact had been established between them; and all that he ultimately decided to do to clear things up, on the urging of the president, despite great hesitation, was to have the letter that had been carried by Nagelschmidt’s messenger passed on to him, as if the man had not been arrested, and see if Kohlhaas answered it. Consequently, the following morning, the man, who’d spent the night in jail, was taken to headquarters, where the captain of the guard gave him back the letter, and promising a full pardon and a reprieve from all punishment if he did as he was told, commanded him to hand it to the horse trader, as though nothing had happened; a malicious scheme with which the fellow readily agreed to comply, and in an apparently secretive manner, pretending to have crabs for sale, with which the captain’s men supplied him at market, he made his way to Kohlhaas’ house. Kohlhaas, who read the letter, while his children played with the crabs, would under other circumstances surely have grabbed the rascal by his collar and handed him over to the guards at the door; yet altogether disheartened as he was, even such a move seemed futile, and since he had completely convinced himself that nothing in the world could save him from the fix he was in, he cast a sad gaze on the knave’s all too familiar face, asked him where he was staying, and told him to return in a few hours, at which time he would pass on his decision to Nagelschmidt. He instructed Sternbald, who just happened to enter the room, to buy up the man’s stock of crabs; and once this business was done and the two, who did not know each other, had gone, sat himself down and drafted the following response to Nagelschmidt: “First of all, I accept your proposition that I take command of the band of men now gathered around Altenburg; further, pursuant thereto, I agree that you send a wagon with two horses to help me break out of the house in Neustadt near Dresden where I and my five children are currently being held prisoner; that, to speed my getaway, you also put at my disposal another rig with two horses on the road to Wittenberg, by which detour, for reasons too lengthy to go into, I alone will make my way to join you; that I believe I’ll be able to bribe the soldiers guarding me to turn a blind eye, but in the eventuality that force should be necessary, it would be good to know that a couple of stouthearted, shrewd and well-armed fellows were on hand nearby just in case; that to cover the costs of all these arrangements I will send my trusted servant with a pouch of twenty gold kronen, with which, if all goes well, you will be reimbursed; moreover, that I forbid you to be among my liberators in Dresden, since your presence there is not necessary, and indeed I order you to stay behind in Altenburg as the interim boss of the band, who can’t do without a headman.” When the man returned that evening Kohlhaas gave him this letter, rewarded him right generously and warned him to beware of Nagelschmidt. It was Kohlhaas’ intention to head with his children to Hamburg, thence he would ship off to the Levant or East India, or as far as the sky stayed blue over the heads of strangers; for aside from his reluctance to make common purpose with Nagelschmidt, the trouble that twisted his soul had made him fed up with the business of raising horses. No sooner had the traitorous lout brought his answer to the captain of the guard than the Lord High Chancellor was relieved of his office, Count Kallheim was appointed Chief of the Tribunal in his place and Kohlhaas was arrested by a cabinet decree from the Elector and led in chains to the tower. The letter, copies of which were posted in every corner of the city, was stuff enough for a trial; and since, at the prisoner’s dock, in response to the question, did he recognize the handwriting of said document, he replied “Yes!,” but in answer to the question, did he have anything to say in his defense, he peered at the ground and muttered “No!” and was condemned to be plucked apart by red hot pincers, thereafter drawn and quartered and his remains burnt between rack and gallows.

This is how matters stood for poor Kohlhaas in Dresden when the Elector of Brandenburg interceded on his behalf to save him from the caprice of the powerful, and in an official objection filed with the State Chancellery of Saxony asserted the horse trader’s rights as a subject of Brandenburg. For the valiant captain of the Brandenburg guard, Sir Heinrich von Geusau, had informed the Elector of the fate of this extraordinary and falsely maligned man in the course of a stroll the two took together on the banks of the Spree, on which occasion, pressed by the flurry of questions of his startled liege lord, Sir Heinrich could not refrain from impressing upon him the culpability that fell to his own royal person as a consequence of the unseemly behavior of his Arch-Chancellor Count Siegfried von Kallheim. Whereupon the greatly vexed Elector, after demanding an explanation from Count von Kallheim, and discovering that the Count’s familial ties to the House of von Tronka were at the root of all this chicanery, expressed his displeasure in no uncertain terms and fired him forthwith from his post, installing in his stead as Arch-Chancellor Sir Heinrich von Geusau.

It so happened, however, that for reasons unknown to us, the Polish Crown was at that very moment engaged in a quarrel with the House of Saxony, and in urgent and repeated appeals for help, called upon the Elector of Brandenburg to make common cause against Saxony; such that, the Arch-Chancellor Sir von Geusau, an able man in such matters, had reason to be optimistic in pressing His Lordship’s call for justice for Kohlhaas, come what may, without unduly jeopardizing the common good for the sake of one man. Consequently, citing not only the altogether arbitrary subversion of the laws of God and man, the Arch-Chancellor demanded the immediate and undisputable extradition of Kohlhaas to Brandenburg, and if he be deemed blameworthy, to have him stand trial according to the tenets of Brandenburg law, according to which the Dresden court could send a barrister to bring suit in Berlin; he furthermore requested the free right of passage for a lawyer whom the Brandenburg Elector wished to send to Dresden to seek justice for Kohlhaas for the nags unlawfully taken from him and for all the unconscionable mistreatments and acts of violence done him on Saxon soil by Junker Wenzel von Tronka. The Lord Chamberlain, Sir Kunz, who had meanwhile, in the government shuffle in Saxony, acceded to the presidency of the State Chancellery, and who, given his present plight and for many other reasons, did not wish to offend the Berlin court, replied in the name of His Lordship, the Elector of Saxony, much taken aback at Brandenburg’s demand for extradition: “His Lordship is surprised at the incivility and unfairness of Berlin’s denial of Dresden’s right to try Kohlhaas for crimes committed on Saxon soil, according to Saxon law, since it is common knowledge that the defendant owns considerable land in the capital and does not deny his Saxon citizenship.” But since the Polish Crown had already amassed an army of five thousand men at the border with Saxony, prepared to defend its claims, and the Arch-Chancellor Sir Heinrich von Geusau declared: “that Kohlhaasenbrück, the place after which Kohlhaas was named, is located within the sovereign territory of Brandenburg, and that his state would deem his execution as a breach of international law,” the Elector of Saxony, on the urging of his Lord Chamberlain, Sir Kunz, who sought to disentangle himself from this whole affair, bid Prince Christiern von Meissen return from his country estate, and decided, after conferring briefly with that savvy gentleman, to respect Berlin’s wishes and extradite Kohlhaas. Though hardly pleased with all the improprieties that had transpired, the Prince, who was compelled to take charge of the Kohlhaas case on the express wishes of his hard-pressed lord, asked: “On what charges does your Lordship wish the horse trader tried at the Berlin high court?” And since, given the ambiguous and shady circumstances under which that confounded letter to Nagelschmidt was written, one could not very well present it as evidence, nor could one mention the previous plundering and arson on account of the decree of amnesty by which he was pardoned, the Elector decided to present a report on Kohlhaas’ armed raids in Saxony to His Majesty the Emperor in Vienna, to lodge an official complaint concerning this unlawful cross-border incursion and the resultant disturbance of the peace, a charge not bound by the terms of any amnesty, and consequently, to request that an imperial prosecutor pursue the case against Kohlhaas at the Berlin high court. Eight days later, still in shackles, the horse trader, along with his five children whom he had asked to have retrieved from the foundling homes and orphanages to which they’d been sent, were loaded onto a cart and conducted by the Baronet Sir Friedrich von Malzahn, whom the Elector of Brandenburg had sent from Dresden along with six mounted men to bring the prisoner to Berlin. Now it came to pass that the Chief Magistrate Count Aloysius von Kallheim, who at the time had extensive land holdings at the border with Saxony, invited the Elector of Saxony, along with his Lord Chamberlain Sir Kunz, the latter’s wife Lady Heloise, daughter of the Chief Magistrate and sister of the President of the State Chancellery, not to mention the various other illustrious lords and ladies, country Junkers and courtiers who happened to be on hand, to come to Dahme to take part in a stag hunt arranged to cheer up the dejected Elector; such that the entire company, still covered with the dust of the hunt, serenaded by a band playing under an oak tree, and served hand and foot by pages and footmen, were seated at table making merry in bright bannered tents pitched on a hilltop blocking the way, when the horse trader and his mounted guards came riding up on the road from Dresden to Berlin. For the illness of one of Kohlhaas’ delicate little ones compelled the Baronet von Malzahn, who accompanied them, to hold up for three days in Herzberg; concerning which precaution, solely accountable as he was to His Lordship, he did not deem it necessary to inform the authorities in Dresden. The Elector of Saxony, who sat with half-open shirt, his hat festooned with evergreen branches, hunter style, beside Lady Heloise, who had been his first love way back when, cheered by the infectious charms of the occasion, said: “Let us go and give the poor unfortunate, whoever he may be, this cup of wine!” Casting a tenderhearted look at him, Lady Heloise promptly leapt up from her chair and, reaching across the table, filled a silver dish a page handed her with fruit, cake, and bread; no sooner had the entire party followed her lead, swarming out of the tent loaded down with all sorts of refreshments, than the Chief Magistrate approached them with an embarrassed look and bid them return to their seats. In answer to the Elector’s startled question: “What in heaven’s name happened to make you so upset?” the Chief Magistrate stuttered, eyeing the Lord Chamberlain: “It’s K . . . K . . . Kohlhaas in the cart!” Whereupon the Lord Chamberlain, Sir Kunz, greatly surprised like everyone since it was common knowledge that the horse trader had left Dresden six days ago, gripped his cup of wine and, with a backwards toss, emptied its contents onto the sand. Turning red from ear to ear, the Elector set his cup on a plate a page held out to him, on a wink from the Lord Chamberlain; and while the Baronet Friedrich von Malzahn slowly made his way through the line of tents pitched helter-skelter across the road, extending his respectful greetings to the gathered group, none of whom he knew, ordering the cart to drive on to Dahme, the befuddled ladies and gentlemen followed the advice of the Chief Magistrate to think no more about it and return to the tents. As soon as the Elector had settled back into his chair, the Chief Magistrate sent surreptitious word on to the Magistrate of Dahme to assure that the horse trader be hustled along without any further interruptions; but given the late hour of their arrival, and the Baronet’s expressed desire to hole up there for the night, the local authorities were obliged to quietly put them up in a farm house belonging to the town magistrate, hidden behind a hedge by the side of the road. Now it just so happened that, come evening, the celebrants distracted by the wine they’d drunk and the sweet dessert they’d consumed, and having by now completely forgotten the incident, the Chief Magistrate, hearing that another herd of deer had been spotted in the vicinity, proposed that they once again set out in pursuit; of this proposition the entire company heartily approved, and, after filling their powder boxes and grabbing for their flintlocks, they bounded two by two over ditches and hedges into the nearby forest; and as chance would have it, the Elector and Lady Heloise, who, not wanting to miss all the fun, hanging on to His Lordship’s arm, were led by an assigned guide to the yard of the very house in which Kohlhaas and the Brandenburg guards were put up. Upon hearing this, the lady said: “Come, my gracious Lord, come!” and with a sly wink, plucked the gold chain that hung from his Lordship’s neck and hid it under his silken sash. “Let’s slip into the farmhouse before the others get here and catch a peek at the splendid gent!” Turning red, the Elector grasped her hand and said: “Heloise, what’s got into you?” But when, with a pout, she replied: “Nobody’d ever recognize you in your hunting get-up!” and dragged him along after her; and at that very moment a couple of country Junkers slipped out of the house, having already satisfied their own curiosity, assuring them that neither the Baronet nor the horse trader had the slightest idea of the highfalutin company the Chief Magistrate had gathered for a shindig just outside Dahme; the Elector pressed his hat down over his eyes and, grinning, whispered: “Folly, you rule the world, and your throne is a lovely woman’s mouth!”

Kohlhaas happened to be seated on a bale of hay with his back to the wall, feeding the child that had fallen ill in Herzberg with a roll and milk, when the highborn guests dropped by the dairy farm to pay him a visit. To initiate a conversation, the lady inquired: Who was he? What ailed the child? What crime had he committed? And where was he being taken with such an armed escort? In response to this he respectfully doffed his leather cap, and, while going about his business, offered terse but satisfactory answers. Standing behind the huntsmen and noticing a small lead tube dangling from a silken thread round the horse trader’s neck, the Elector at a loss for anything else to say, asked him why he wore it and what the tube contained. To which Kohlhaas replied:

“This tube, yes, gracious Sir” – plucking the object from round his neck, screwing it open, and removing and unrolling a note bearing a lacquer seal – “this tube has a very special meaning for me! It has been just about seven months to the day since my dear wife’s funeral; whereupon, as you perhaps already know, I rode forth from Kohlhaasenbrück to lay my hands on Junker von Tronka, who had done me great injustices, when, for reasons unknown to me, the Elector of Saxony and the Elector of Brandenburg happened to have arranged a meeting on the market square in Jüterbock, through which my journey took me. And since, toward evening, the two lords had completed their business, they went strolling through town together, engaged in friendly conversation, to catch a glimpse of the fair in full swing at the time. There they chanced upon a gypsy woman seated on a footstool telling fortunes to the crowd, and inquired of her in jest if she did not have a jolly tidbit to reveal to them. I, who had stopped off with my men at an inn and happened to be present on the square at that moment, pressed as I was behind the crowd at the entrance to a church, unable to make out what that inscrutable woman said to the gentlemen, stepped back and climbed onto a stone bench at the church portal, less, I must admit, out of curiosity than to make way for the curious, who laughingly whispered to each other that the old biddy didn’t spill the beans for every Tom, Dick, and Harry, and shoved their way forward to be present at the spectacle. No sooner had I caught sight from this unobstructed vantage point of the gentlemen and the gypsy woman seated on the stool before them scribbling something on a scrap of paper than she suddenly stood up and, leaning on her crutches, scanned the crowd; and though we had never exchanged a word nor had I ever in my life solicited her wisdom, she looked me right in the eye, pressed her way through the mob toward me and said: ‘Here! If Milord would like to know what lies ahead, let him ask you!’ And thereupon, gracious Sir, with her bony fingers she handed me this note. And when, taken aback, with all eyes upon me, I said: ‘Little mother, with what gift  do you honor me?’ she replied, following much incomprehensible muttering, among which, to my great amazement, I heard my name: ‘It’s an amulet, Kohlhaas the horse trader, preserve it well for it will one day save your life!’ whereupon she disappeared. Now then!” Kohlhaas continued in a genial tone of voice, “if truth be told, as close as I came to my end in Dresden, I came away with my life; and how things turn out for me in Berlin, and if I come away alive and kicking, only the future will tell.” At these words the Elector sank down on a bench; and though in answer to the lady’s concerned question: “What’s the matter?” he answered: “Nothing, nothing at all!” he then fell unconscious to the floor before she had time to catch him in her arms. The Baronet von Malzahn, who at that very moment happened to enter the room attending to some other business, cried: “Dear God! What ails Milord?” The lady cried back: “Bring him water!” The huntsmen picked him up and carried him into a bed in the room next door; and the general stupefaction came to a head when the Lord Chamberlain, whom a page had rushed to inform, declared after several fruitless attempts to revive him: “He gives every appearance of having suffered a stroke!” While the cupbearer promptly sent a mounted messenger to Luckau to fetch a physician, the Chief Magistrate, seeing that the ailing Lord batted an eye, had him carried to a cart and slowly rolled to a nearby hunting lodge; but the effort caused him to twice more lose consciousness en route, such that he only managed to recover somewhat from the unmistakable symptoms of a nervous fever late the next morning when the physician arrived from Luckau. As soon as he came to, he sat up halfway in bed and the first question on his lips was: “Where is Kohlhaas?” Misconstruing his meaning, the Lord Chamberlain gripped his hand and said: “Milord need worry no more about that awful man, who, following the strange and incomprehensible incident, I ordered held under Brandenburg guard in the dairy farm at Dahme.” And while assuring him of his most heartfelt concern and that he had bitterly reproached his wife for her unconscionable folly in having brought Milord in contact with this man, he asked him what strange and monstrous words in the scoundrel’s conversation had so taken him aback. The Elector replied: “All I can tell you is that this whole unpleasant business was provoked by the sight of a mere scrap of paper which the man kept in a tube around his neck.” He added certain details which the Lord Chamberlain did not understand; and suddenly, gripping the latter’s hand tightly, assured him that it was of the utmost importance that he gain possession of that scrap of paper; and, sitting up straight, bid him promptly ride to Dahme and acquire that paper from the prisoner for whatever price. Hard pressed to hide his fluster, the Lord High Chamberlain assured the Elector that if this slip of paper held the slightest importance for him it was of the utmost importance not to let Kohlhaas know it, since, should he get wind of it from a careless utterance, all the riches of the realm would not suffice to make that truculent lout, hell-bent on revenge, part with it. He added, to allay his fears, that they would have to find a different way, perhaps resorting to a ruse, soliciting the help of a third impartial party, to get him to give up that scrap, which, in all likelihood, he did not even care much about, but which His Lordship so desired. Wiping the sweat from his brow, the Elector asked: “Might it not in that case be advisable to immediately send word to Dahme to have the horse trader’s further transport held up temporarily, until you manage, by whatever means, to get hold of that paper.” The Lord Chamberlain, who could hardly believe his ears, replied: “Unfortunately, in all likelihood, Milord, the horse trader has already left Dahme and is now on the far side of the border in Brandenburg, where any attempt to hinder his advance or to make him return would provoke the most unpleasant and complex repercussions, indeed such difficulties that we might not be able to resolve.” Seeing as the Elector lay his head back down on the pillow in silence with a look of utter hopelessness, the Lord Chamberlain asked: “What in heaven’s name does it say on that slip of paper? And by what strange and inexplicable coincidence did you discover that it had anything to do with you?” To which, however, casting suspicious glances at the Lord Chamberlain, whose discretion in this case he doubted, the Elector made no reply; he lay there stiffly with a fast-beating heart, staring down at the tip of the handkerchief he held in a trembling grip; and suddenly bid him go fetch the Huntsman von Stein, a hale and hearty, clever young fellow, whom he had often called upon to attend to covert business, pretending that he had some other matter to discuss with him. After explaining the matter to the Huntsman and assuring him of the importance of procuring that slip of paper now in Kohlhaas’ possession, he asked him if he thought that he could get it from Kohlhaas before he reached Berlin, and thereby earn his lifelong friendship and gratitude. And as soon as the young gentleman grasped the importance of this matter, as odd as it seemed, he assured His Lordship that he would do everything in his power to serve him. Whereupon the Elector charged him to ride after Kohlhaas, and since the latter could probably not be swayed with money, to rather in a secretly arranged meeting offer him his freedom and his life in exchange; indeed, if he asked, to furnish him with horses, men, and money to help him, albeit with great prudence, to break free of the armed detail from Brandenburg and make his escape. After requesting and receiving a written attestation signed and sealed by the Elector, Sir von Stein immediately set out with several servants, and, spurring on the horses, had the good fortune to catch up with Kohlhaas at a border hamlet, where he, the Baronet von Malzahn, and the horse trader’s five children were taking their midday meal outside in a courtyard. The Huntsman introduced himself to the Baronet von Malzahn as a passing stranger who wished to see the extraordinary man in his charge, and the Baronet immediately obliged, introducing him to Kohlhaas, and urging him to join them at table; and since the Baronet came and went, preparing for their departure, while the guards sat apart at a table on the other side of the house, the occasion soon presented itself for the Huntsman to reveal his true identity and the purpose of his mission to the horse trader. Upon learning the name and title of the man who had fallen unconscious at the sight of the tube at the dairy in Dahme, and being informed that to relieve the dizziness caused by the sight of it, said gentle man sought nothing more than some insight into the secrets of that slip of paper it contained, which, for various reasons, the horse trader resolved not to reveal, the latter responded that, given the ignoble and ungentlemanly treatment he had been forced to suffer in Dresden, despite his complete willingness to comply with all demands made of him, “I wish to retain that slip of paper.” In answer to the Huntsman’s baffled question as to the reason for such a strange reluctance to part with it, given that he was being offered in exchange nothing less than his freedom and his life, Kohlhaas replied: “Noble Sir! If your sovereign prince came to me and said, I will slay myself and the legions of those who support my claim to the scepter – slay myself and them, you understand, which would satisfy my deepest desire – I would still refuse to part with that slip of paper more dear to him than life itself, and I would say to him: You can make me mount the scaffold, but I can get you where it hurts, and that is exactly what I want.” And with these words, in the face of death, he called a guard over to finish off a tender tidbit left in the serving bowl; and for the rest of the hour he spent at table beside the Huntsman, he acted as if he were not there, and only turned to him again as he climbed back into the wagon with a wave of farewell. Upon being informed of this, the Elector’s condition worsened to such a degree that the physician spent three fretful days profoundly concerned for His Lordship’s life, threatened as it was from all sides. Nevertheless, by the strength of his natural constitution, after spending several difficult weeks in his sick bed, he got better; and was at least strong enough to be transported by carriage, with pillows and blankets, back to Dresden to attend to matters of state. Immediately upon his arrival, he called for Prince Christiern von Meissen and asked him how things stood with the preparations of Court Counselor Eibenmayer, whom they had decided to send to Vienna to plead their case against Kohlhaas before His Imperial Majesty for cross-border incursions and transgression of the peace on Saxon soil. The Prince replied that, in compliance with the orders His Lordship left upon his departure for Dahme, upon the arrival of the jurist Zäuner whom the Elector of Brandenburg had sent to Dresden to pursue Kohlhaas’ lawsuit against Junker Wenzel von Tronka in the matter of the nags, Court Counselor Eibenmayer had left for Vienna. Turning red in the face and rushing to his desk, the Elector expressed his surprise at such undue haste, in that, according to his recollection, he had expressly instructed that Eibenmayer’s departure be held up until further notice, pending prior necessary consultation with Dr. Luther, who had procured the amnesty for Kohlhaas. Meanwhile, knitting his brow, he shuffled through a pile of official correspondence and documents that lay on his desk. After a moment’s pause, the Prince replied with a puzzled expression that he was very sorry if he unwittingly aroused His Lordship’s displeasure in this matter; but he would be happy to show him the Privy Council’s decision, wherein it stated that he was duty-bound to send the barrister to Vienna at the aforementioned time. He added that no mention had been made in the Privy Council of the need for a consultation with Dr. Luther; that it may very well have previously been expedient to confer with that man of the cloth, given his intercession on Kohlhaas’ behalf, but not now, after having publicly broken the amnesty, having him arrested, and extraditing him for judgment and execution by the Brandenburg High Court of Law. To which the Elector replied that the Prince’s blunder in having sent off Eibenmayer was, in fact, not so serious. In the meantime, he asked that the barrister hold off until further notice on taking any action in his capacity as prosecutor in Vienna, and he, therefore, bid the Prince immediately dispatch a messenger to Vienna to communicate his wishes. To which the Prince replied that this order, alas, came one day too late, in that, according to a report received this very day, Eibenmayer had already appeared in court and proceeded with the presentation of his case before the Vienna State Chancellery. In answer to the Elector’s stunned question as to how all this could have happened in such a short time, the Prince added that three weeks had already transpired since Eibenmayer’s departure, and that the jurist had followed his orders not to tarry but to press his case promptly upon his arrival in Vienna. “A delay,” the Prince pointed out, “would in this instance have been all the more embarrassing, since the Brandenburg barrister Zäuner had proved all the more emphatic in pressing charges against Junker Wenzel von Tronka, and had already filed a motion calling for the provisional retrieval of the nags from the horse skinner for the purpose of their restitution, and, all objections notwithstanding, had already had the motion sustained. Pulling the bell to call for his servant, the Elector said: “It’s just as well! No matter!” And after plying the Prince with seemingly nonchalant questions: “How do things stand in Dresden otherwise? What happened in my absence?” with a wave of the hand he bid him take his leave, unable to hide his inner turmoil any longer. Later that same day, under the pretense of wanting to weigh the matter himself on account of its political implications, he asked for the entire dossier concerning Kohlhaas; and since he could not bear the thought of hastening the demise of the one individual able to reveal the secret of that slip, he drafted a personal appeal to the Emperor in which he begged him in an emotional and urgent tone, for pressing reasons he would perhaps elaborate upon shortly, to be allowed until further notice to withdraw the suit which Eibenmayer brought on Saxony’s behalf against Kohlhaas. In a note drafted by the State Chancellery, the Emperor replied that the Elector’s seeming sudden change of heart surprised him greatly; that the report made to him by Saxony had turned the matter of Kohlhaas into an affair of concern to the entire Holy Roman Empire; that, therefore, he, the Emperor, as the highest civic authority, felt compelled to pursue the prosecution of this case before the House of Brandenburg; to which end the Court Assessor Franz Müller had already left for Berlin in his capacity as imperial advocate to bring justice to bear on Kohlhaas for cross-border incursions and transgression of the peace, wherefore Saxony’s official complaint could no longer be revoked and the matter would have to be followed through to its end according to the laws of the realm. This written reply greatly distressed the Elector; and since, shortly thereafter, a confidential letter arrived from Berlin, announcing the start of the legal proceedings in the State Supreme Court, and noting that despite all the efforts of the attorney assigned to Kohlhaas to press his defense, he would likely end up on the gallows – the disconsolate Elector decided to make one last attempt to intercede, and sent a personal appeal to the Elector of Brandenburg asking him to spare the horse trader’s life. He pretended that the amnesty granted this man effectively precluded his execution; assured His Lordship that, despite the seeming stringency of Saxony’s pursuit of the case against him, it was never his intention to let him die; and emphasized how distressed he would be if Brandenburg’s assurance of Kohlhaas’ protection made in support of their call for his extradition for judgment in Berlin were, by an unexpected turn of events, to prove more detrimental than had the case been decided according to Saxon law. The Elector of Brandenburg, to whom this statement of the Saxon head of state seemed somewhat ambiguous and unclear, replied that, in accordance with the dictates of imperial law, the emphatic nature of the case as presented by His Imperial Majesty’s attorney made it absolutely impossible for him to grant His Lordship’s wish to deviate from the severity of judgment. He remarked that the concern expressed by His Lordship struck him as inconsistent with the fact that the case against Kohlhaas for crimes committed during his amnesty had, after all, not been pursued by the same authority that accorded the amnesty, but rather by His Imperial Majesty, who could by no means be held accountable to its terms at the State Supreme Court in Berlin. He furthermore impressed upon him the absolute necessity of a public execution as exemplary deterrent, given the continuation of Nagelschmidt’s cross-border atrocities, perpetrated with ever more brazen audacity, some on Brandenburg soil, and bid His Lordship, should he nevertheless not wish to take into account all of the aforementioned factors, appeal directly to His Imperial Majesty, since a peremptory order of a pardon for Kohlhaas could only come from him. Overcome by grief and anger at all of these failed attempts, the Elector of Saxony once again fell sick; and when the Lord Chamberlain visited him one morning, the ailing Elector showed him the letters he had had sent to the Viennese and Berlin courts to try and keep Kohlhaas alive at least long enough for him to get his hands on the slip of paper. Falling to his knees before His Lordship, the Lord Chamberlain begged, in the name of everything sacred and dear to him, that he tell him what was written on it. The Elector said to lock the door and sit down on the bed; and, after reaching for his hand and pressing it to his heart with a sigh, he began: “Your wife, I believe, has already told you that on the third day of my meeting with the Elector of Brandenburg in Jüterbock, he and I happened upon an old gypsy woman; and since in discussion at the midday table jesting mention was made of this strange woman’s reputation, the Elector of Brandenburg, enlightened as he is by nature, decided to show her up for a fraud by means of a public prank: with this in mind he walked up to her table at the marketplace with folded arms and demanded as a proof of the verity of the fortune she was about to tell him, a sign to be tested this very day, professing that, even if she were the Roman Sybil herself, he would not otherwise believe her words. Measuring us with a quick look from head to foot, the woman said: ‘The sign will be that the big horned roe-buck the gardener’s son raised in the park will come bounding toward us in the marketplace before you leave.’ Now you must know that this fine buck destined for my table in Dresden was kept under lock and key in a high, gated enclosure in the castle park shaded by oak trees, and that, moreover, on account of the other smaller game and fowl stocked there too, the park as well as the garden leading to it were always kept locked tight, consequently it was absolutely inconceivable that this creature would, as foretold, come charging toward us at the spot where we stood; nevertheless, concerned lest the gypsy pull a fast one behind our backs, the Elector after briefly conferring with me, firmly resolved, for the sake of a lark, to upstage any of her tricks, and sent word to the castle ordering that the roe-buck be slaughtered on the spot and dressed for our dinner table the next day. Hereupon he turned back to the woman, in front of whom the entire matter was loudly discussed, and said: ‘Now then! What can you reveal about my future?’ Peering at his palm, the woman said: ‘Hail, my Lord Elector! Your Grace will reign for a long time, the house from which you come will long endure, and your descendants will be great and splendid to look upon, and will grow mighty before all princes and lords of this world!’ After a moment of silence, during which he cast a thoughtful look at the woman, he muttered, taking a step toward me, that he was almost sorry to have sent a messenger to make light of this prophecy; and while the knights in his entourage poured money into the woman’s lap, cheering all the while, he asked her, reaching into his own pocket and adding a gold piece to the pile, if the fortune she held in store for me had such a silvery jingle as his. After opening a box that stood beside her and painstakingly ordering the money by currency and denomination, and once again closing and locking the box, she shaded her face from the sun as if it were a burden to her, and looked me in the eye; and when I repeated the question, and jokingly whispered to the Elector as she studied my palm: ‘It looks to me like the old biddy has nothing pleasant to report!’ she reached for her crutch, slowly raised herself from the stool, leaned close to me with curiously outstretched hands and whispered in my ear: ‘No!’ ‘So,’ I said, sorely upset, taking a step back, as she sank down onto the stool, flashing me a blank, cold, lifeless look, as though out of marble eyes, ‘From whence is my house threatened?’ Taking up a lump of charcoal and a slip of paper and crossing her legs, she asked: ‘Shall I write it down?’ And since, at a loss for words, and under the circumstances, not knowing what else to say, I replied: ‘Yes! Do that!’ she countered: ‘Very well then! Three things I will write down for you: the name of the last reigning lord of your house, the year he will forfeit his realm, and the name of he who will take it from him by force of arms.’ Having done so in full view of everyone, she rose from her stool, sealed the slip with lacquer which she wetted with her parched lips and pressed upon it a leaden signet ring she wore on her middle finger. And seeing how I, as you can well imagine, with a burning curiosity more powerful than words can describe, sought to grab that slip of paper from her hand, she said: ‘Not so fast, Milord!’ And, turning, she raised a crutch in the air and pointed: ‘From that man over there with the feathered hat, standing on the bench at the portal to the church behind the crowd, from him will you redeem that slip of paper, if it please, Sir.’ And before I fathomed what she’d said, she left me standing there, stunned and speechless; no sooner had she shut the box behind her and hoisted it on her back, than she disappeared in the crowd that surrounded us. At that very moment, to my great relief, the knight whom the Elector had sent back to the castle returned and reported with a broad smile that the roe-buck had been slaughtered and in his presence carried by two hunters into the kitchen. Gaily grasping my arm with the intention of leading me away, His Lordship, the Elector of Brandenburg, said: ‘See there! So the old biddy’s prophecy was nothing but a common swindle not worth the time and money it cost us!’ But imagine our amazement, even as he uttered these words, when a cry rose around us in the marketplace, and all eyes turned to a huge hunting dog that came trotting toward us from the castle, where, in the kitchen, it had sunk its fangs into the roe-buck’s neck, and, chased by servants and scullery maids, finally let go not more than three paces in front of us: such that the old woman’s prophecy was, in fact, fulfilled, and although already dead, the roebuck had come bounding toward us. A bolt of lightning that strikes on a white winter day could have been no more devastating to me at that moment than the sight of that buck, and as soon as I’d broken free of the crowd my very first thought was to seek out the man with the feather hat whom the old woman had pointed out; but even after three days’ search, none of my people managed to bring me back any word of his whereabouts; and now, friend Kunz, just a few weeks ago at the dairy farm in Dahme I saw the man with my own eyes.” And with that, he let his Lord Chamberlain’s hand drop; and wiping the sweat from his brow, sank back onto his pillow. Sir Kunz, who deemed it futile to try and fathom and confirm His Lordship’s take on this incident, or to dissuade him from it, urged him to try by whatever means to acquire that slip of paper, and thereafter to leave the poor wretch to his fate; to which, however, the Elector replied that he simply could not think of any way to go about it, even though the very thought of foregoing this last chance and of seeing the secret disappear with the man brought him to the brink of madness and despair. In answer to his friend’s question of whether he had made any attempts to find the old gypsy woman, the Elector replied that, pursuant to an order he had issued under false pretext, the constabulary had sought in vain to this very day to find either hide or hair of the woman anywhere in the land: whereby, for reasons he refused to elaborate, he doubted she could be tracked down anywhere in Saxony. Now it just so happened that the Lord Chamberlain expressed a sudden desire to travel to Berlin, with the express purpose of tending to several considerably large properties that his wife had recently inherited from the deposed and, shortly thereafter, deceased Arch-Chancellor, Count Kallheim; and seeing as he was indeed deeply devoted to the Elector, he asked him after a moment’s reflection, if His Lordship would give him a free hand in this matter; whereupon the Elector pressed the Lord Chamberlain’s hand to his heart and said: “Put yourself in my place and get me that slip of paper!” And so, after attending to a few pressing matters of business, he moved up the date of his departure and, leaving his wife behind, set off for Berlin accompanied only by a few servants.

Kohlhaas, who in the meantime had already arrived in Berlin, was taken on the express orders of the Elector to a lordly prison where he and his five children were lodged as comfortably as possible. Immediately following the arrival of the imperial prosecutor from Vienna, he was brought before the dock of the State Supreme Court to face charges of violation of imperial peace; and whereas, according to the terms of the amnesty agreement issued by the Elector of Saxony at Lützen, he had already been freed of any responsibility for acts of violence perpetrated during his armed incursion into Saxony, he learned, to his surprise, that His Imperial Majesty, whose legal counselor argued the case against him here, could not take that agreement into consideration; he also soon learned, from an elaboration and explanation of Saxon court proceedings, that the Dresden court granted him full redress for damages and injuries in his case against Junker Wenzel von Tronka. It came to pass thereafter, on the very day the Lord Chamberlain arrived in Berlin, that judgment was passed and the verdict declared, and that Kohlhaas was condemned to be executed by beheading; which sentence, its relative mildness notwithstanding, no one believed would be enforced, given the knotty nature of the case, for all Berlin hoped that since the Elector was favorably disposed toward the accused, His Lordship would intercede and commute the sentence, at the very worst into a long and hard prison term. Still, the Lord Chamberlain, who immediately realized that there was no time to lose if he hoped to fulfill the charge given him by his liege lord, promptly got down to business, the following morning showing himself clearly in his courtly attire before the prison at the window of which Kohlhaas stood peering out at the passersby, making sure the prisoner took notice; and since, from a sudden head movement, the Lord Chamberlain concluded that the horse trader had indeed seen him, and moreover had, with a look of great satisfaction, instinctively made a motion with his hand to the place on his breast where the tube dangled, Lord Kunz presumed that the sentiments harbored at that moment in the heart of the prisoner were preparation enough for him to advance with his planned attempt to acquire the slip of paper. He called to his chambers an old woman on crutches, a peddler of second-hand clothes whom he had seen in the company of others, haggling with the crowd over the price of rags, and who, by her age and attire, appeared to bear a striking resemblance to the gypsy woman the Elector had described; and presuming that Kohlhaas could not possibly have retained a clear impression of the face of the person who had in passing handed him the slip of paper, he decided to pass her off as the gypsy, and, if all went well, to have her impersonate her before the prisoner. To that end, to fully prepare her, he described in detail everything that had transpired between the Elector and said gypsy woman in Jüterbock, and, seeing as he did not know just how much the gypsy had revealed to Kohlhaas concerning that scrap of paper, he did not fail to impress upon her the nature of the three secrets contained in the message; and after taking pains to explain, in an awkward and abrupt fashion – this on account of the urgency to get hold of that paper by any means necessary, whether by deceit or violence, the acquisition of which was of exteme importance to the Saxon Court – just what she was to let slip to the prisoner, he suggested that she insist the prisoner let her take charge of the paper for a few fateful days, since it was no longer safe in his hands. Enticed by the promise of a sizable payment, part of which she demanded be paid in advance, the rag woman promptly accepted the task; and since the mother of Kohlhaas’ trusted servant Herse, the man who had fallen in battle at Mühlberg, occasionally visited the prisoner, with the permission of the authorities, and the two women had in recent months struck up an acquaintance, the rag woman managed within a few days, having bribed the turnkey, to gain entry to the horse trader’s cell. As soon as the prisoner set eyes on the signet ring she wore on her hand and a coral necklace dangling from her neck, he was convinced that she was the old gypsy woman who had passed him the slip of paper in Jüterbock; and since probability is not always on the side of truth, it so happened that something occurred here which we will report, but which we are duty-bound to permit any reader so inclined to doubt: the Lord Chamberlain had made the most momentous mistake, for the rag woman whom he had dug up in the streets of Berlin to play the part of the gypsy was none other than the mysterious gypsy herself, the very person he wished to have impersonated. Leaning on her crutches and stroking the cheeks of the children who, frightened by her strange appearance, sought refuge in their father’s arms, she told him how for quite a while now she had been back in Brandenburg, and how, overhearing the Lord Chamberlain incautiously asking in the streets of Berlin after the gypsy who had plied her trade in Jüterbock the previous spring, she immediately approached him, and giving a false name, had accepted the task he sought to have carried out. The horse trader detected an uncanny resemblance between her and his late wife Lisbeth, so much so that he was tempted to ask if she were her grandmother: for not only did the features of her face remind him of his wife, but so did her hands, still lovely in their angular shape, of which, just like Lisbeth, she made animated use when speaking; and noticing the necklace, just like the one his wife wore round her neck, consumed by a jumble of thoughts swirling round his brain, the horse trader bid her be seated on a stool, and asked what in the world had brought her to him on the Lord Chamberlain’s business. And while Kohlhaas’ old dog sniffed at her knees, wagging his tail, contented at the touch of her hand, she replied: “The task the Lord Chamberlain gave me was to find out for him the three mysterious answers on the slip of paper, answers to questions of interest to the Saxon Court; to warn you of an emissary sent to Berlin to get the paper, under the pretense that it was no longer safe on your breast where you wear it. But my real intention was to tell you that the supposed threat to snatch it by guile or by force is an absurd and empty lie; that being under the protection of the Elector of Brandenburg, in whose safe custody you are, you have no cause to fear for that paper; indeed, that it is much safer in your care than in mine, and that you should take heed not to let anyone convince you to hand it over, for whatever reason. Nevertheless,” she concluded, “I deem it wise for you to make use of that paper for the same purpose I passed it to you at the marketplace in Jüterbock, and urge you to consider the proposition made by Junker von Stein at the Brandenburg border, to give it to the Elector of Saxony in exchange for your freedom and your life.” “Not for anything in this world, little mother, not for anything in this world!” Kohlhaas replied, pressing her old hand in his, exalting at the power he’d been given to strike his enemy in the heel and inflict a mortal wound at the very moment when they trampled him underfoot. “But tell me, if I may know, the answers to those terrible questions that the paper contains!” To which, after lifting onto her lap the youngest child who had knelt down at her feet, the woman laughed: “Not for anything in this world, Kohlhaas the horse trader; but for the sake of this handsome little blond boy!” The child peered at her with his big eyes, whereupon she smiled back, cuddled and kissed him, and with her haggard hands gave him an apple she pulled out of her pocket. Flustered, Kohlhaas said that the children would honor him for his resolve when they grew up and that he could do nothing more beneficial for them and their grandchildren than to keep that slip of paper. Furthermore, he asked, who could assure him against another swindle, who could swear that he’d come out with nothing in the end for the slip of paper, just as he had for dissolving his army in Lützen. “Whoever breaks his word once,” he said, “won’t have another word from me; and only if you demanded it outright and in no uncertain terms, my good little mother, would I ever part with that paper, the sole redress granted me in such a wondrous way for all that I have suffered.” Setting the child back on the floor, the woman allowed that in some ways he was right and that he should do as he saw fit. Whereupon she reached for her crutches and got up to leave. Kohlhaas repeated his question as to the gist of the message on that wondrous slip of paper; and after she replied in haste: “Go ahead and open it for yourself, if you’re so curious!” He pressed her to reveal a thousand other things before leaving: who she really was, how she came to know the things she knew, why she refused to give the Elector the paper since it was after all written for him, and why among the thousands present at the marketplace that day did she hand it to him of all people who had never sought her out? Now it so happened that at that very moment they heard the sound of several police officers climbing the steps; such that, afraid of being found here with him, the woman hastily replied: “Fare thee well, Kohlhaas, fare thee well! You will have all your answers when next we meet!” And turning to the door, she cried: “Goodbye, my little ones, goodbye!” kissed them all one after another, and rushed off.

In the meantime, the Elector of Saxony, still prey to his obsessive thoughts, called for two astrologers, Oldenholm and Olearius, at the time highly respected in Saxony, and asked them to advise him concerning the secret contents of that slip of paper that mattered so much to him and to future generations of his line; and since, after several days of concerted stargazing in the tower of his Dresden castle, the two could not come to a consensus as to whether the prophecy applied to his distant descendants in centuries to come or to the present moment, concluding that it perhaps referred to his still quite bellicose relations with the Polish Crown, instead of easing His Lordship’s malaise, not to mention his despair, all this learned disputation merely served to aggravate his frenzied state of mind to an almost unbearable degree. To make matters worse, at around the same time, the Lord High Chamberlain instructed his wife, who was preparing to follow him to Berlin, to inform the Elector prior to her departure in as delicate a manner as possible of his failed attempt to do His Lordship’s bidding, due to the disappearance of an old woman he’d entrusted with the task, and consequently, that there was little hope left of his acquiring the slip of paper in Kohlhaas’ possession, insofar as, at this late date, following a thorough scrutiny of the case, the death sentence had already been signed by the Elector of Brandenburg and the date of execution had been set for the Monday following Palm Sunday. The news tore at the Elector’s heart, and like a lost soul he locked himself in his room for two days, taking no meals, tired of living, and, on the third day, after abruptly informing the government officials at court that he was going on a hunting trip with the Prince of Dessau, suddenly disappeared from Dresden. Where he was actually headed, and if Dessau was indeed his destination, we cannot confirm, since, curiously enough, the various chronicles upon which we have drawn for our account contradict and nullify each other in this regard. The one thing we know for certain is that at this time the Prince of Dessau lay sick in bed, in no shape to hunt, at the castle of his uncle, Duke Heinrich, and that on the following evening Lady Heloise turned up at the door of her husband, the Lord Chamberlain, accompanied by a certain Duke von Königstein, whom she gave out to be her cousin. In the meantime, on the orders of the Elector of Brandenburg, the death sentence was read to Kohlhaas, his chains were removed and the documents concerning his holdings that had been taken from him in Dresden were returned; and since the legal counselors assigned to him by the court asked how he wished to have his property dispersed following his death, he drafted a last will and testament with the aid of a solicitor, naming his children as benefactors and designating his faithful old friend, the Magistrate of Kohlhaasenbrück, their legal guardian. Thus his last days were the very picture of peace and contentment; following a special edict by the Elector, the Zwinger Castle, where he was imprisoned, was opened, and all his friends, of which there were many in Berlin, were granted free access to visit with him day and night. Indeed, he had the satisfaction of seeing the theologian Jakob Freising, an emissary sent by Dr. Luther, enter his cell carrying a doubtless quite extraordinary letter, which, alas, has since been lost, and from this man of the cloth, accompanied by two Brandenburg deacons, receiving the blessing of Holy Communion. Thereupon, notwithstanding public sentiment that never stopped hoping and praying for a pardon, came the fateful Monday following Palm Sunday on which he was to be reconciled with the world on account of his rash attempt to seek justice for himself. Thus did he step out the prison gates, surrounded by a heavy detail of armed guards, with his two boys in his arms (which special dispensation he had expressly requested and been granted by the court), lead by the theologian Jakob Freising, when the majordomo of the Elector’s palace pushed his way toward him through a mournful crowd of well-wishers who pressed his hands and took their leave, and with a troubled look the official passed him a message, which, as he said, came from an old woman. Staring, astonished, at the man he hardly knew, Kohlhaas unfolded the paper, which had been sealed in lacquer with a signet ring, whose mark he immediately recognized as that of the old gypsy woman. But who could describe the emotion that gripped his heart upon reading the following message: “Kohlhaas, the Elector of Saxony is in Berlin; he has already pushed his way forward to the executioner’s block, and is recognizable, should you be interested, by a hat festooned with blue and white feathers. I hardly need tell you his intention; as soon as you’ve been beheaded, he means to grab the tube and open the message rolled up in it. Your Elisabeth.” Profoundly agitated, Kohlhaas turned to the majordomo and asked if he knew the strange woman who gave him the message. To which the latter replied: “Kohlhaas, the woman . . .” and suddenly stopped mid-sentence, so that, dragged along by the crowd that now once again swarmed around him, the prisoner did not manage to decipher what the man, who started trembling all over, had uttered. Arriving at the place of execution, he found the Elector of Brandenburg already waiting there with his retinue, among whom he recognized the Arch-Chancellor Sir Heinrich von Geusau seated on horseback amidst an immense crowd of onlookers. To his right stood the Court Assessor Franz Müller with a copy of the death sentence in hand; to his left, his own counsel, the legal scholar Anton Zäuner, holding the verdict of the Dresden High Court; a herald standing before him in the center of the half-open circle of the crowd grasped a bundle and gripped the reins of his two hale and hardy nags, which stamped their feet with pleasure. For the Arch-Chancellor Sir Heinrich had, in the name of his liege, the Elector of Brandenburg, pursued and won his legal case against Junker Wenzel von Tronka point for point and without the slightest accommodation; consequently, after having a flag waved over their heads to denote their official restitution, the horses, which had been retrieved from the horse skinner and fed their fill and properly groomed by the Junker’s men, were returned, in the presence of a commission assembled for this express purpose, to Kohlhaas’ lawyer at the marketplace in Dresden. Whereupon, as Kohlhaas was led forward by the guards, the Elector of Brandenburg declared: “Well, Kohlhaas, today is the day you have gotten your just due! See here, I am delivering back to you all that you forfeited by force at Tronkenburg Castle, and what I, as your liege lord, was duty-bound to retrieve: horses, scarf, guldens, linen, including the cost of caring for your man Herse who fell at Mühlberg. Are you satisfied with me?” And upon reading through the entire decision of the Dresden court which the Arch-Chancellor handed him, his eyes aflutter, the horse trader set the two children he’d been holding in his arms on the ground beside him; and after finding in the decision a paragraph condemning Junker Wenzel to two years in prison, overcome with emotion, and with his hands crossed over his breast, he knelt down before the Elector. Smiling up at the Arch-Chancellor, rising then and placing a hand on the Elector’s lap, he assured him with heartfelt emotion that his greatest wish on earth had been fulfilled; he stepped toward the horses, looked them over and clapped a hand on their fat necks; and cheerfully declared to the Arch-Chancellor, stepping back to him: “I bequeath these horses to my sons Heinrich and Leopold!” Dismounting, the Arch-Chancellor, Sir Heinrich von Geusau, assured him, in the name of the Elector, that his last wishes would be faithfully followed, and urged him to distribute the other things gathered in the bundle as he saw fit. Hereupon, Kohlhaas called forth Herse’s old mother whom he spied in the crowd, and handing her his last possessions, said: “Here, little mother, they’re yours!” This included the sum of money for damages, which, he added, ought to help pay for her care and comfort in her old days. The Elector cried out: “Now then, Kohlhaas, the horse trader, you to whom justice has been done, prepare yourself to give your due to His Imperial Majesty, whose legal counselor stands here, and to pay the price for your cross-border disruptions of the peace!” Removing his hat and flinging it to the ground, Kohlhaas said he was ready, and, after once again picking up his children and pressing them to his breast, he handed them to the magistrate of Kohlhaasenbrück; and while the latter led them away, quietly weeping, he strode toward the execution block. No sooner had he unwound the kerchief from his neck and opened the pouch, than, with a fleeting glance at the circle of people that surrounded him, he spotted, in close proximity, the gentleman with the blue and white feathers in his hat standing between two knights who half-hid him from view. Taking a sudden stride forward, in a manner alarming to the guards, Kohlhaas untied the tube from around his neck; he removed the slip of paper, unsealed it, and read it through; and with his steady gaze glued to the man with the blue and white feathers in his hat, the latter looking on hopefully, he stuffed the paper in his mouth and swallowed it. At that very moment the man with the blue-and-white-feathered hat trembled and collapsed unconscious. But as his stunned companions bent down to him and lifted him up off the ground, Kohlhaas leaned over the block, where his head fell to the executioner’s axe. Here ends the story of Kohlhaas. Amidst a murmuring crowd, his body was laid in a coffin; and while they carried him for proper burial to the churchyard outside town, the Elector called for the sons of the deceased, and, turning to the Arch-Chancellor, proclaimed that they were to be raised in his page school at court and dubbed them knights. Soon thereafter, torn in body and soul, the Elector of Saxony returned to Dresden, where chronicles can be found that relate the rest of his story. But in Mecklenburg, in the previous century, there still lived a few happy and stouthearted descendants of Michael Kohlhaas.


ON THE GRADUAL FORMULATION OF THOUGHTS WHILE SPEAKING

To R. v. L.*

· · ·

If you want to know something and can’t find it out through meditation, then I advise you, my dear, quick-witted friend, to talk it over with the next acquaintance you happen to meet. It doesn’t have to be a sharp-witted thinker, nor do I mean to imply that you should seek your interlocutor’s counsel: not at all! But rather, to begin with, just tell it to him. I see you’re looking puzzled, and promptly responding that you were taught in childhood not to speak of anything but matters you already fully grasp. But back then you probably directed your curiosity toward others; I want you to speak with the sensible purpose of enlightening yourself, and so, applied differently in different circumstances, both precepts may well be able to subsist side by side. The Frenchman says, l’appétit vient en mangeant,* and this experiential verity still applies if we parody it and say, l’idée vient en parlant.† Often I sit at my desk bent over my law books, and wracking my brain over some twisted disputation, attempt to find the optimal angle from which best to decide the matter. Then I generally stare directly into the light so as to try to illuminate at the brightest point possible the great effort with which my innermost being is gripped. Or else if faced with an algebra problem, I look, sometimes to no avail, for the first equation that expresses the given conditions, and whose subsequent solution can readily be established by simple calculation. But listen, my friend, if I speak of it with my sister, who is seated behind me and busy over her own business, I promptly find the solution that I might never have found in hours upon hours of brooding. It is not as if she literally spelled it out for me; for neither does she know the law books nor has she ever studied Euler or Kästner.‡ Nor is it as if she had led me with insightful questions to the salient point, although this may very well happen often enough. But because I do have some kind of an obscure inkling that harbors a distant relation to that which I am seeking, if only I utter a first bold beginning, as the words tumble out, the mind will, of necessity, strain to find a fitting ending, to prod that muddled inkling into absolute clarity, such that, to my surprise, before I know it the process of cognition is complete. I mix in unarticulated sounds, draw out the conjunctions, add an apposition, even though it may not be necessary, and make use of other speech-stretching rhetorical tricks to gain time enough to hammer out my idea in the workshop of reason. Nothing, meanwhile, is more helpful than a gesture from my sister, as though she wished to interrupt; for my, in any case, already strained mind will only be all the more roused by this external attempt to wrest a train of thought on which it was set, and like a great general, when pressed by changing battlefield conditions, I too will find my intellectual capacity stoked to yet a higher degree of performance. This is how I understand of what use Molière’s chambermaid might be to him; for if, as he maintains, he trusted her judgment as able to inform his own, this would bespeak a modesty I do not believe he possessed. But consider, rather, that, when speaking, we find a strange source of enthusiasm in the human face of the person standing before us; and from a look that signals comprehension of a half-formulated thought we may often draw the expression needed to find the other half. I believe that many a great orator at the moment he opened his mouth did not yet know what he was going to say. But the very conviction that he would derive the necessary inspiration from the situation and the resultant stimulation of his state of mind made him bold enough to trust chance to favor his send-off. I am reminded of Mirabeau’s “thunderbolt” of inspiration with which he made short shrift of the majordomo, who, following the conclusion of the king’s last royal session on June 23, in which the monarch ordered the estates general to disburse, returning to find them still lingering in the council chamber, said majordomo inquired if the king’s order had been received. “Yes,” replied Mirabeau, “we’ve received the king’s order” – I am convinced that in uttering these ordinary opening words, he had not yet conceived of the verbal bayonet thrust with which he concluded: “Yes, indeed,” he repeated, “we heard him” – we can see that he does not yet rightly know what he means to say. “But what empowers you, Sir,” – he went on, and then, suddenly, a rush of heretofore inconceivable concepts rolls off his tongue – “to issue orders to us? We are the representatives of the nation.” – That was just what he needed! “The nation gives orders and receives none.” – and promptly, thereafter, he rose to the pinnacle of presumption: “And let me be perfectly clear, Sir” – and only now does he find the words to express the act of resistance to which his soul stands ready: “You can tell your king that we will not leave our seats, save at the point of a bayonet.” – Whereupon, well pleased with himself, he sank into his chair. – If we try to imagine the majordomo, we cannot picture him on this occasion as anything but altogether at a loss for words, intellectually bankrupt; this, according to a related law of physics, by which, when a body devoid of electrical charge comes in contact with an electrified body, a negative charge is stirred up in it. And just like in the electrified body, in which, due to a reciprocal effect, the electrical charge is subsequently increased, so too, in flooring his opponent did our speaker’s spirit soar to the height of bravado. Perhaps such daring was sparked in the end result by the insolent twitch of the majordomo’s upper lip, or a duplicitous turn of the cuff, which in France can bring about the overthrow of the social order. We read that, as soon as the court official had departed, Mirabeau stood up and suggested: 1) that they immediately declare themselves a National Assembly, and 2) declare themselves invulnerable. For like a Kleistian jar,* having emptied himself, he had once again become neutral, and retreating from his bravado, he suddenly gave vent to a fear of the kings’ authority and a newfound caution. Here we have proof of a remarkable accord between phenomena of the physical and the moral world, which, were one to follow it through, would likewise manifest itself in secondary effects. But let me leave my simile and return to the matter at hand. Lafontaine likewise gives a remarkable example of the gradual completion of a thought from a pressed beginning in his fable “Animals Sick with the Plague,” in which the fox is compelled to offer the lion an apology without knowing what to say. You are surely familiar with this fable. The plague is ravaging the animal kingdom, the lion calls together the mighty ones to reveal to them that if heaven is to be appeased one of their number will have to be sacrificed. There are many sinners among them, the death of the greatest of these will have to save the others from their demise. He bids them therefore to candidly confess their offenses. The lion, for his part, admits, in the pangs of hunger, to having polished off a lamb or two; even dispatched the sheepdog if he came too close; and that, indeed, at greedy moments, he had chanced to consume the shepherd. If no other creature perpetrated greater offenses, he was prepared to die. “Sire,” says the fox, wishing to deflect the storm from himself, “you are too magnanimous. Your noble zeal takes you too far. What is it to throttle a lamb? Or a dog, that ignoble beast? And quant au berger,” * he continues, for this is the thrust of his remark: “on peut dire,” † – although he does not yet know what – “qu’il méritoit tout mal,” ‡ he hazards; and herein finds himself in a fix; “étant” § a poor choice of words, which, however, buys him time: “de ces gens là,” # – and only now does he find the thought that saves his skin: “qui sur les animaux se font un chimérique empire.” ** – And now he proves the donkey the blood-thirstiest of beasts (who eats up every green in sight) and so the most suitable sacrifice, whereupon all leap on him and tear him apart. – Such a discourse is indeed a true thinking-out-loud. The series of ideas and their designations proceed side by side, and the emotional connotations for the one and the other are congruent. Language is as such no shackle, no brake-shoe, as it were, on the wheel of the intellect, but rather a second, parallel wheel whirling on the same axle. It is something else altogether when the intellect is done thinking through a thought before bursting into speech. For then it is obliged to dwell on the mere expression of that thought, and far from stimulating the intellect, this has no other effect than to let the steam out of excitement. Therefore, if an idea is expressed in a muddled manner it does not at all necessarily follow that the thinking that engendered it was muddled; but it could rather well be that those ideas expressed in the most twisted fashion were thought through most clearly. We often find in a gathering in which lively conversation fosters a fertile intellectual atmosphere that individuals who ordinarily hold back, because of their poor grasp of language, suddenly catch fire, and with a jerking gesture, hold forth, expounding some enigmatic gem. Indeed, once they’ve attracted everyone’s attention, they seem to suggest with embarrassed gestures that they themselves don’t rightly know what they wished to say. It is altogether likely that these ordinarily tongue-tied people thought up something very apt and very clear. But the sudden gearshift involved in the passage of their intellect from the state of thought to that of expression subdued the very burst of mental agitation needed both to grasp the idea and to bring it forth. In such cases, a facility with language is all the more indispensable, so that we may as quickly as possible follow up the idea that we thought, but could not immediately express, with a fitting formulation. And in any case, of two individuals able to think with equal clarity, the one who can speak more quickly than the other will have an advantage, since he can, as it were, send more reinforcements out into the battlefield of discourse. In the examination of lively and educated intellects, we can often see how essential a certain excitement of the mind is, if only to permit the re-evocation of ideas that we have already formulated, especially when, without any introduction, such individuals are made to answer questions like: What is the state? Or: What is property? Or questions of that sort. Had these young people attended a gathering at which a discussion of state or property were already well underway, they would no doubt, through a comparison, abstraction and summation of these concepts, have no trouble finding the definitions. But when the mind has had absolutely no priming, we see our young scholars get stuck, and only a foolish examiner would conclude from this that they do not know the answer. For it is not we who know, but rather a certain state of mind in us that knows. Only ordinary intellects, young people who yesterday memorized the meaning of the political concept of state and will already have forgotten it tomorrow, will have the answer at hand. There is perhaps no worse occasion than a school examination to put one’s best foot forward. And it is precisely because the experience is already so unpleasant and so injurious to our sensitivities, so irritating to the one being examined to be perennially on display, when such a learned horse trader tests us on our knowledge, be it five or six of us, so as to buy or dismiss us. It is so difficult to play a human intellect and tease out its true tone, for the heartstrings are so easily brought out of tune by unskilled hands that even the most seasoned judge of character, the most able practitioner of the midwifery of the mind, as Kant puts it, could, on account of his unfamiliarity with his young charge, do unwitting damage. What generally helps such young people, even the most ignorant, garner a good grade, by the way, is the fact that when the exam is conducted in public the examiners themselves are too ill at ease to allow for a fair assessment. For not only do they frequently feel the indecency of these entire proceedings – one would already be ashamed to demand that someone empty out his purse in front of us, let alone his soul! – but the examiners themselves must also undergo a perilous appraisal of their own intellectual capacity, and they may often thank their lucky stars to emerge from the exam without having laid themselves bare in a manner more shameful perhaps than that suffered by the young lads from the university whom they just examined.

(More to come.)

 

* Kleist’s friend Rühle von Lilienstern

* Eating stirs your appetite. The quote comes from Gargantua, by François Rabelais.

† Speaking stirs your ideas.

‡ Leonhard Euler, Swiss mathematician (1707–1783) and Abraham Gotthelf Kästner, German mathematician (1719–1800)

* An experimental receptacle invented by an ancestor of the author, the German physicist Ewald Georg von Kleist (1700–1748), subsequently reinvented by the Dutch physicist Pieter van Musschenbroek (1692–1761) and his student Andreas Cunaeus (1712–1788), both from Leyden, and, consequently, better known as the Leyden jar.

* As for the shepherd.

† One can well say.

‡ That he deserves the worst.

§ Seeing as he is.

# One of those people.

** Who make a chimerical empire of the animal realm.


ON THE THEATER OF MARIONETTES

· · ·

One evening in a public garden in M . . . , where I spent the winter of 1801, I happened to run into Mr. C . . . , who had recently been hired as the principle dancer of that city’s opera and was already all the rage.

I told him that I was surprised to have found him on several occasions in a makeshift marionette theater erected in the marketplace, an establishment that catered to the rabble with little dramatic burlesques and song and dance.

He assured me that the pantomime of these puppets gave him great pleasure, and suggested in no uncertain terms that a dancer inclined to improve his technique could learn a thing or two from them.

Since, by the way he said it, the remark seemed to me more than the stuff of idle fancy, I sat down with him to learn more about the underlying premises for such an extraordinary statement.

He asked me if I did not, indeed, find some of the movements of the puppets, particularly the smaller ones, to be extraordinarily graceful.

This fact I could not deny. A group of four peasants dancing the Ronde to a rapid tempo could not have been portrayed more charmingly by Teniers.*

I inquired as to the mechanism of these figures, and how it was possible, without myriad threads attached to fingers, to direct the motion of each limb and its pauses as prescribed by the rhythm of the movement or the dance?

He replied that I must not picture it as if each limb were individually posed and tugged at by the machinist during all the different moments of the dance.

Each movement, he said, had a center of gravity; it would suffice to control this point from the center of the figure; the limbs, which are, after all, nothing but pendulums, would follow mechanically on their own without anything else needing to be done.

He added that this movement was very simple; that each time the center of gravity is moved in a straight line the limbs trace curves; and that often, when merely shaken in a haphazard fashion, the entire mechanism slipped into a kind of rhythmic motion that resembled dance.

This remark seemed at first to shed some light on the pleasure he claimed to take in the marionette theater. But I did not then and there have the slightest inkling of the conclusions which he would subsequently derive from it.

I asked him if he believed that the machinist who controlled the puppet had himself to be a dancer, or at least to have a sense of the aesthetic of dance.

He replied that even if a task seemed simple in its mechanical basis that it does not necessarily follow that such a task could be practiced without any sensibility.

The line the center of gravity had to trace would indeed be very simple, and in most cases, he believed, straight. In those instances in which it was curved, the gravitational law of its curvature appeared to be of the first, or at most, the second order; and even in the latter case, it would only be elliptical, which form of movement was, in any case, (on account of the joints) the most natural for the nethermost parts of the human body, and consequently, demanded no great artistry on the part of the machinist.

On the other hand, viewed from another angle, this same line was something very mysterious. For it was nothing less than the pathway of the dancer’s soul; and he doubted that it could be produced in any other fashion than that the machinist adopted the center of gravity of the marionette, in other words, that he danced.

I responded that the puppeteer’s craft had been described to me as rather vapid: more like the turning of a crank that plucked at a lyre.

“Not at all,” he replied. “The manipulative relation between the movements of his fingers and the movement of the puppets attached to them is really rather ingenious, more like the relation between numbers and their logarithms or between asymptotes and hyperbolae.”

At the same time, he believed that this latter soul splitting, of which he spoke, is extracted from the marionette, that its dance is completely transposed into the realm of the mechanical, and could be evoked, as I had supposed, by means of a crank.

I expressed my surprise to see what attention he lavished on this art form invented for the masses, as though it were a fine art. Not only that he deemed it capable of a higher artistic development, but that he even seemed to dabble in it himself.

He smiled and said that he dared claim that if a mechanic could build him a marionette according to the stipulations he envisioned, that he would have it perform a dance which neither he himself, nor any other skilled dancer of the day, not even Vestris,* could execute.

“Have you,” he asked, upon noticing me cast my gaze in silence to the ground, “have you heard of those mechanical limbs that English artists had fashioned for those poor unfortunates who’d lost their own?”

“No, I said.” I had never laid eyes on such a thing.

“What a shame,” he replied; “for if I told you that these poor unfortunates could dance with them, I almost fear you would not believe it. – Well not exactly dancing! The sphere of their movements is indeed limited; but those movements which they are able to command are executed with a calm, ease and comeliness that makes every thinking person stand in awe.”

I remarked in jest that he had surely found his man. For the artist able to construct such a remarkable limb would undoubtedly also be able to build him an entire marionette according to his specifications.

“What?” I asked, for I noticed him casting a somewhat despondent look at the ground: “Of what sort are those specifications that you would make for the workmanship of such a puppet?”

“Nothing,” he replied, “that can’t already be found here: symmetry, flexibility, agility – but all to a higher degree; and especially a more natural disposition of the centers of gravity.”

And the advantage that this puppet would have over live dancers?

“The advantage? First of all, a negative one, my fine friend, namely that it never strikes an attitude. For attitude, as you well know, arises when the soul (vis motrix) finds itself twisted in a motion other than the one prescribed by its center of gravity. Since, wielding wire or thread, the machinist simply has no other point at his disposal than this one, all the other bodily articulations are as they should be, dead, pure pendulums, and merely follow the law of gravity; an admirable quality that one may seek in vain among the vast majority of our dancers.

“Take P . . . , for instance,” he continued, “when she dances the part of Daphne, and turns around to peer at Apollo, who is pursuing her, her soul sits in the axis of the spine; she bends as if she were about to break, like a Naiad from the School of Bernini.* Look at young F . . . , when, in the role of Paris, he stands among the three goddesses and passes the apple to Venus: his soul, if I dare say so (and it’s a horror to see) lodges in his elbows.

“Such missteps,” he added as an aside, “are unavoidable ever since we ate of the fruit of the tree of knowledge. But Paradise is bolted shut and the cherub is on our tail; we are obliged to circle the globe and go around to the other side to see if perhaps there’s a back way in.”

I laughed. – Indeed, I thought to myself, the spirit can’t go wrong if there’s no spirit to begin with. But I sensed that he still had more on his mind, and bid him continue.

“The puppets, moreover, have the advantage in that they are gravity-defiant. They know nothing of the inertia of matter: for the force that lifts them into the air is greater than the force that binds them to the ground. What wouldn’t our worthy G . . . give to be sixty pounds lighter, or if a weight of this magnitude were to aid her in her entrechats and pirouettes? The puppets only need the ground, as do the elves, to graze it, and thereby to reanimate the swing of their limbs against the momentary resistance; we need it to rest on it and recuperate from the strain of the dance: for us the moment of contact clearly plays no part in the dance and we have no other recourse but to get it over and done with as quickly as possible.”

Whereto I said, that, as cleverly as he might maneuver the crux of his paradox, he would never convince me that there was more grace in a jointed mechanical figure than in the structure of the human body.

He replied that it would simply be impossible for a human being to even hold his own with the mechanical figure. Only a god could measure up to inert matter in this regard; and here precisely was the point at which the two ends of the ring-shaped world came together.

I was ever more surprised and did not know what to make of such extraordinary assertions.

It appears, he suggested, taking a pinch of tobacco, that I had not read carefully enough the third chapter of the first Book of Moses; and it would be impossible to confer with a man who was unfamiliar with the first period of human refinement concerning the subsequent periods, let alone concerning the last.

To which I responded that I did, indeed, know all too well what a mess consciousness had made of the natural grace of Man. A young man of my acquaintance had, as it were, before my very eyes, forfeited his innocence with a single remark, and was never, thereafter, despite every conceivable effort, able to retrieve this lost paradise. “–But what conclusions can you draw from this?” I added.

He asked me just what had transpired.

“Some three years ago,” I recounted, “I happened to be bathing beside a young man, blessed at the time with an astounding beauty. He must have been about sixteen years old, and manifested only the faintest first traces of vanity fostered by the favor of women. It so happened that we had both shortly before seen the young man pulling the thorn out of his foot in Paris; a copy of that famous sculpture can be found in most German collections. A glance he cast into a large mirror at the very same moment at which he set his foot on a stool to dry it reminded him of it; he smiled and remarked that he had just made a discovery. In fact, I had at that same moment made the same association; but, whether to test that his innate grace was still intact, or to put a healthy damper on his vanity, I laughed and told him he was seeing things! He blushed and raised the foot again, to show me; but, as one might well have predicted, the attempt failed. Befuddled, he raised his foot a third and fourth time, indeed he raised it ten more times: but for naught! He was simply unable to repeat the same movement – and what’s more, the movements that he did manage to make looked so comic that I was hard pressed to restrain my laughter.

“From that day, indeed, as it were, from that moment on, the young man underwent an incomprehensible transformation. He began to stand for days at a time in front of the mirror; and he lost one charm after another. An invisible and inconceivable force, like an iron net, seemed to settle over and impinge upon the free play of movements, and after a year had gone by, not a trace could be found of the charming allure that had once entranced all those whose eyes fell upon him. I know another living soul who witnessed that strange and unfortunate incident, and could confirm, word for word, my account.”

“In this context,” Mr. C . . . replied in a right friendly manner, “I must tell you another story, of which you will immediately comprehend the connection.

“On a trip to Russia I happened to find myself on the country estate of a certain Sir von G . . . , a Livonian nobleman, whose sons were at the time very much focused on their fencing; especially the older one, who had just returned from his university studies, played the virtuoso, and one morning up in his room handed me a rapier. We fenced, yet I proved superior; passion helped put him off his guard; with almost every thrust I struck home, until, finally, his rapier flew into a corner. Half in jest, half pained, he said, as he picked up his rapier, that he had found his master; but everything in nature finds its match, and he would soon lead me to mine. The brothers laughed out loud and cried: ‘Off with him! Off with him! To the woodshed he must go!’ Whereupon they took me by the hand and led me to a bear that Sir von G . . . , their father, was training in the yard.

“When I appeared before him in stunned amazement, the bear stood upright on its hind legs, with his back to a post to which he was attached, his right paw raised and ready to strike, looking me straight in the eye: this was his fencing position. And finding myself face to face with such an opponent, I did not know if I was dreaming; but Sir von G . . . , egged me on: ‘Thrust man! Thrust!’ he said. See if you can teach him a thing or two! And having gotten over my initial amazement, I lunged with my rapier; the bear made a very slight movement with his paw and parried my thrust. I tried with feints to trick him; the bear did not budge. And once again I lunged with a nimble stroke that would have pierced without fail any human breast; but the bear made a very slight motion with its paw and parried the thrust. Now I was almost as befuddled as had been the young Sir von G . . . The bear’s perfect calm helped rob me of my own composure, I varied thrusts and feints, sweat dripped from my brow: for naught! Not only did the bear, like the foremost fencer in the world, parry all my thrusts; but, unlike any human counterpart would have done, not a single time did he go for my feints: Looking at me eye to eye, as if he could read my soul, he stood stock still, paw raised and ready, and if my thrusts were ruses, he did not even budge.

“Do you believe this story?”

“Absolutely!” I replied with cheerful applause; “I’d believe it from the lips of any stranger; all the more so from you!”

“Well then, my fine friend,” said Mr. C . . . , “you now have all the knowledge you need to grasp my meaning. We see that in the organic world, to the same degree that reflection gets darker and weaker, grace grows ever more radiant and dominant. But just as two lines intersect on one side of a point, and after passing through infinity, suddenly come together again on the other side; or the image in a concave mirror suddenly reappears before us after drawing away into the infinite distance, so too, does grace return once perception, as it were, has traversed the infinite – such that it simultaneously appears the purest in human bodily structures that are either devoid of consciousness or which possess an infinite consciousness, such as in the jointed manikin or the god.”

“In which case,” I observed, a bit befuddled, “would we then have to eat of the fruit of the tree of knowledge again to fall back into the state of innocence?”

“Undoubtedly,” he replied; “which will be the last chapter of the history of the world.”

 

* David Teniers the Younger, Flemish genre painter, 1610–1690.

* Marie-Jean-Augustin Vestris, a.k.a. Auguste Vestris (1760 –1842), a French dancer dubbed “le dieu de la danse” (the god of dance).

* Gian Lorenzo Bernini, Italian Baroque sculptor and architect (1598–1680)


ALL FALL DOWN:
THE HOUSE OF CARDS OF HEINRICH VON KLEIST

(an afterword)

· · ·

In a letter to his fiancée, Wilhelmine von Zenge, dated November 16–18, 1800, Heinrich von Kleist, a 23-year-old ex-army officer at the time who had not yet published a single word and would soon break off the engagement to take up a passionate romance with pen and ink, described his state of mind:

On that evening of the most important day of my life I went walking through Würzberg. As the sun set, it seemed to me as if my happiness were sinking. I shuddered at the thought that I might perhaps have to abandon everything dear to me. So there I went, walking through that vaulted doorway, my mind turned in upon itself, thinking back on the city. Why, I thought, does this arch not come crashing down since it has no support? It holds, I replied, because all the stones want to cave in at once – and from this thought I drew an indescribably comforting consolation that has stood by me until this decisive moment, always giving me hope that I, too, would manage to hold on if life were to let me fall.

In the mad tumble that ended eleven years later with a fatal bullet through the head, one of Germany’s most enigmatic authors embraced his fall heart and soul, suspending the laws of gravity long enough to document the descent in plays, stories and essays that have held up over time.

It would be hard to imagine a personality more contradictory than that of their creator, a man at once more brilliantly adept at the practice of his art and more painfully inept at the business of living.

Born October 18, 1777, in the market town of Frankfurt-an-der-Oder, in the Margraviate of Brandenburg, into a family of proud Prussian Junkers, a lineage that produced 18 generals in its genetic pool, Bernd Heinrich Wilhelm von Kleist (a.k.a. Heinrich von Kleist) was predestined to bear arms and constitutionally disinclined to do so. Entering the army at age 15 and rising to the rank of second lieutenant in the elite King’s Guards Regiment in Potsdam, he proceeded seven years later to resign his commission to pursue liberal studies, thereby vexing his next of kin and courting the disfavor of the Prussian King Friedrich Wilhelm II. Returning to Frankfurt to attend the university, after reading Kant, Kleist suffered a crisis of confidence and a paralyzing bout of existential doubt that forever shook his faith in pure reason and dispelled any prospect of an academic path, further rankling the already sorely disapproving clan. And when, thanks to family connections, he managed to get his foot in the door of the Prussian state bureaucracy, the last refuge of the prodigal aristocrat, and landed an entry-level position in the Royal Chamber of Crown Lands in Königsberg, he promptly lost interest and proceeded to squander all good will, once again seeking his discharge, resolved to pursue a free life of letters. Fed up, the family broke off ties.

Kleist left for Dresden, a cultural capital at the time, but on the way an unfortunate misunderstanding with Napoleon’s provisional military government, then occupying the region, landed him in the clink on suspicion of espionage. He was marched off to the Fort de Joux, the forbidding prison in which the Haitian rebel leader Toussaint l’Ouverture (1743–1803) had met his end. The experience would later provide the seed of Kleist’s story “The Betrothal in Santo Domingo.” Grim as the conditions were, the period of incarceration proved a welcome respite from responsibility. Later transferred to considerably more hospitable quarters in Châlonssur-Marne, Kleist put the time to good use, writing “The Marquise of O . . .” and “The Earthquake in Chile.” While still a prisoner, he learned that a friend had managed to get the latter story published in a respected magazine, the Morgenblatt für gebildete Stände (Morning Journal for Cultivated Classes). Shortly thereafter, by the terms of the Peace of Tilsit, Prussia capitulated to France, and its prisoners, including Kleist, were released.

Kleist went straight to Dresden, where he had high hopes of launching a successful literary career. Yet he proved remarkably clumsy at maneuvering the social niceties, alienating with immoderate words and rash behavior many of his would-be patrons and benefactors, including the aged poet Christoph Martin Wieland and the éminence grise of German letters, Johann Wolfgang Goethe in Weimar. Lacking financial backing and adequate readership, his shaky business venture Phöbus, a literary review, soon went under, as did a subsequent venture, Berliner Abendblätter, a newspaper launched in Berlin, though both served as venues for his work.

But even his literary succès d’estime, such as it was, proved a Pyrrhic victory. With a few notable exceptions, Kleist’s contemporaries missed the point and dismissed the result. His published plays were ridiculed. His stories were condemned by scandalized critics as “hack jobs,” “sheer nonsense,” “senseless frivolities,” “the work of a deranged mind,” “un-German, stiff, twisted and coarse.” As to the assessment of his next of kin, the author complained in a letter of 1811 to Marie von Kleist, a cousin by marriage and confidant, that his siblings viewed him as “a good-for-nothing link in the social chain no longer worthy of any attachment.”

“The truth is,” Kleist confided to a friend, “that I find what I imagine to be beautiful, not what I actually produce. Were I able to engage in any other useful pursuit, I would gladly do so: I only write because I can’t do anything else.”

His own verdict on the work, communicated to his half-sister Ulrike, was as witty as it was merciless: “Hell gave me my half-talents, Heaven grants a man a complete talent or none.”

On November 21, 1811, the house of cards came tumbling down. Acting as judge, jury, executioner and the condemned, in a suicide pact with Henriette Vogel, the wife of an acquaintance, a pact of convenience, rather than romance – she was dying of cancer and he had had enough – he put them both out of their misery with two pistol shots.

Yet till the end Kleist managed to press his Prussian discipline and bellicose breeding to the service of his writing, sublimating tactical maneuvers into intricate syntax, waging a one-man war with society and himself, and in the process hammering the German language into a powerful weapon of expression. His plays, “The Broken Jug,” “Penthesilea,” the fragment “Robert Guiskard,” and “Prinz Friedrich von Homburg,” would become classics of the German theater, remarkable for their mingling of the idiomatic and the poetic, the impossible and the matter-of-fact, though he never saw them staged.

The present volume is devoted to his prose. It includes two insightful meditations on the nature of thought and art, “On the Gradual Formulation of Thoughts While Speaking” and “On the Theater of Marionettes,” and his most powerful narratives, “The Earthquake in Chile,” “The Betrothal in Santo Domingo,” “The Marquise of O . . . ,” “Michael Kohlhaas,” and “St. Cecilia, or the Power of Music,” in which Kleist forged peerless prototypes of German fiction that would influence writers for generations to come.

A word concerning the inclusion of “The Betrothal in Santo Domingo.” One of Kleist’s most emotionally gripping, gut-wrenching stories, this tragic tale of the love of a white fugitive and a light-skinned, mixed-blooded erstwhile slave, set during the Haitian revolution, is soaked in racial clichés. Today’s reader will wince at the portrayal of the villain Congo Hoango, “a dreadful old Negro,” who repays the kindness of his former master who granted him his freedom by putting a bullet through the latter’s head, and slakes “his inhuman bloodlust” on a murderous rampage. All the more repulsive, albeit complex, character, his common-law wife, Babekan, a cunning mulatto, enlists the seductive charms of the heroine, her lovely, young mestizo daughter, Toni, to lure an unsuspecting white fugitive, Gustav, into a trap. But falling in love with him – after he has had his way with her – competing blood lines and allegiances battle it out in Toni’s heart.

Fashioning a faithful English take, this translator was inevitably reminded of the problems of staging “The Merchant of Venice” in our time. Like Jessica in “The Merchant . . . ,” Toni betrays her next of kin to follow her heart. Yet whereas Shakespeare resolves the conflict in a cutting comedic fashion – even if the laughs may jar modern ears – Kleist, no doubt hearkening back to the double death in another Shakespearean classic, whips up the frenzy of passion and betrayal, perceived and real, to a fever pitch finally defused in a blood bath. But the plot is so adroitly knotted, the action so compelling, and the young heroine so emotionally vulnerable and endearing – no character in Kleist’s fiction is quite as scintillating – that, racist though it may be, “The Betrothal . . .” makes for a thoroughly riveting read. It would have been a literary calumny to leave it out.

No less a master than Thomas Mann recalled discovering “the work of Heinrich von Kleist early on; it made a powerful impression on me then and this impression was always confirmed and renewed in the course of my life.” Mann paid tribute to the language in an essay posthumously published as the preface to an English language edition of Kleist’s tales issued in America by Criterion Books:

Kleist’s narrative language is something completely unique. It is not enough to read it as “historical” – even in his day nobody wrote as he did. [. . .] An impetus squeezed out with iron, absolutely un-lyrical detachment, brings forth tangled, knotted, overloaded sentences [. . .] painstakingly soldered together [. . .] and driven by a breathless tempo.*

Another ardent admirer, Franz Kafka, found inspiration for his own style and stance in those of the disaffected Prussian Junker, treasuring, in particular, “Michael Kohlhaas” – “a story I read with true reverence.” There are indeed striking parallels in the narrative technique employed by the two authors, a shared fondness for bureaucratic precision and dispassionate description to evoke the ineffable. Kafka extolled Kleist in a letter to his own betrothed, the subsequently forsaken Felice Bauer, as “one of the four men I consider to be my true blood-relations.”† The German satirist and critic Kurt Tucholsky recognized this elective affinity, calling Kafka “the grandson of Kleist.”

Kleist formulated his own fate in words that prefigure Kafka: “Oh, it is my inborn misshapen tendency always to live elsewhere than where I am, and in a time gone by or not yet come.”

The future confirmed Kleist’s assessment. His Marquise inspired the spare aesthetic of the French Nouvelle Vague in Eric Rohmer’s faithful screen adaptation (in which the young Bruno Ganz pulls off a tour-de-force performance, embodying the soul of the author). And in an artistic tribute on this side of the Atlantic, E. L. Doctorow effectively reset Kleist’s Kohlhaas in blackface, conjoining injustice and racism, in his novel, Ragtime.

Kleist’s prose may give pause to the contemporary English-speaking reader, accustomed, since Hemingway, to the simple and the succinct. Like Van Gogh in painting and Mahler in music, Kleist left no empty space, no room for silence or doubt. The effect can be a bit disconcerting.

The paragraphs often stretch for pages without a break. The sentences – which this translator decided, wherever possible, to leave largely intact – are complex syntactical puzzles, claustrophobic labyrinths of pronominally linked subordinate clauses joined by semicolons that confound any prospect of foreseeable closure.

The plots defy reason, driven more by single-minded obsession carried to the bitter end than by any novelistic norms – and in this, read eerily modern.

As to character development, such as it is, Kleist’s protagonists resemble the mercilessly pummeled dummies in car crash tests and the anatomical figures in medical atlases, in which the outline of the digestive tract is visible under the musculo-skeletal system and the skin. You can practically hear the heart thumping and see the words congeal in a vapor of raw emotion, but try and identify with them and you’ll fall flat. For this is neither a literature of relationships nor of confession, nor is it the instructive stuff of a Bildungsroman. As in classical Greek drama and Biblical narrative, the die has been cast from the start, and all the reader/spectator can do is watch in stunned amazement as destinies spin out to their ineluctable end. “The Marquise of O . . . ,” an unlikely, albeit strangely compelling, account of a highborn Mary minus the halo, impregnated in her sleep, shocked contemporary readers, as much because of the author’s detached telling, as on account of its socially unacceptable subject. Her mind made up from the start, the only development the marquise undergoes is in her womb. Ticked off by injustice, Michael Kohlhaas rages with a mechanical fury: all we can do is wait for his psychic batteries to drain. Josephe and Jeronimo, the ill-starred lovers in “The Earthquake in Chile,” make out, break out and march to their doom just as surely as the social norms and the walls of Santiago come tumbling down around them. Toni literally loves Gustav to death in “The Betrothal in Santo Domingo.”

Depending on how you view them, from the outside in or the inside out, Kleist’s narrative structures, engineered to harness and channel the demiurges that drove him to the brink, are either emotional arches about to collapse overhead, or pressure cookers about to explode, that hold somehow, while the pressure gauge whirrs out of control.

His words overwhelm. His stories suck you into a visceral virtual reality. Surrendering, you stagger through the telling like a sleepwalker, gasping, unable to catch your breath or find your footing, trapped by the syntax, until finally Kleist lets you drop with a merciful period and an inkling of the human condition.

Peter Wortsman

 

* The Marquise of O . . . , and Other Stories, Criterion Books, 1960.

† In two letters from Franz Kafka to Felice Bauer, dated February 9–10, 1913, and September 2, 1913, Kafka praised “Michael Kohlhaas” and designated Grillparzer, Dostoyevsky, Kleist and Flaubert as “my true blood-relations.” Franz Kafka, Letters to Felice, Schocken Books, 1967.

OEBPS/images/f0001-01.jpg





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   

   
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/f0004-01.jpg
= mesoa





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
NEINRICH VON HLEIST





