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About the Author

Ingeborg Bachmann (1926-1973) was an icon of postwar literature in Europe. A poet and a philosopher, she wrote radio plays, short stories, essays and a single novel universally recognized as her masterwork, Malina.

Born in 1926 in Klagenfurt, Austria, Bachmann was the daughter of a Nazi party member. She rose to prominence in the 1950s with two collections of poems that grapple with what she considered to be the jarring dissonance of writing poetry in German “after Auschwitz”. Famously photogenic, she was courted by journalists, critics and fellow writers. She had affairs with Paul Celan (who gave her so many flowers that her studio in Vienna was transformed into ‘a poppy field’), Max Frisch and even Henry Kissinger, who she met on her first visit to America in 1955 as a visiting scholar at Harvard-all of which were the subject of a swirl of cultural gossip.

She steadily produced poetry and philosophical essays, as well as co-writing two operas and a ballet, and becoming politically involved with Heinrich Boll, Gunter Grass and Uwe Johnson against the Vietnam War. She was the constant subject of interviews, documentaries, and dissertations, and featured the front covers of Der Spiegel. She won all the major German and Austrian literary awards, including the prestigious Georg Buchner prize. But she was a naturally shy person and, sick of the sustained attention to her life and work, she left Austria for Ischia, then Naples, then Munich, Zurich, Berlin and finally Rome. In her final years she became dependent on alcohol and sedatives; she died in a fire in her bedroom in 1973, which police concluded was caused by a lit cigarette.

Since her death she has been recognized as a significant influence on such writers as Günter Grass, Max Frisch, Christa Wolf, and Peter Handke. The annual Ingeborg Bachmann Prize is one of the most important awards for literature in the German language.




Introduction

I remember the first time I heard the title of this work, the word “Malina.” Where I was standing, what room I was in, the man who said the word. It sounded so important and complete: Ma-li-na, stress on the first syllable. Stress on every syllable. So symmetrical and smoothly oblique.

“It’s a novel?” I asked the man.

“Yes, a very important work by a major Austrian writer.”

In “important” and “Austrian” and “work” I computed that its author, a woman, was in fact an honorary man. He didn’t have to say it. He said it in the way his shoes were shined. The way he held his expensive raincoat over one arm. This was an office setting, and he was in a position above me. The way he announced the existence of Ingeborg Bachmann suggested that he believed, consciously or not, that she belonged to the world of men; perhaps she even derived from it. Anything is possible. Whether consciously or not, I put a claim on her, as someone to study, on account of her status as an honorary man.

I immediately read the novel. What I encountered in that book, which is this one, and yet not, because I will never again be the age at which I first read it, was a portrait, in language, of female consciousness, truer than anything written since Sappho’s “Fragment 31.” The narrative voice, first person and female, is concerned with what she calls “today,” a word “only suicides ought to be allowed to use, it has no meaning for other people.” “Today” is time as emergency, a present overtaken by what, elsewhere, she calls “a virus,” by which I suspect she means what someone else might call love (or being in love), if by saying love, they meant a condition that suddenly renders a person incomplete.

Greener than grass I am and dead—or almost I seem to me, says Sappho (in Anne Carson’s translation), lines that are open to interpretation, but from Longinus forward are generally taken to mean some profound loss of self in the desire for another. But no one knows where Sappho was going, since the final lines of the poem are lost. Bachmann’s elisions, in a book about female desire and consciousness and loss of self, are intended: the elisions are brutal and internal; Malina is complete.

“I loved Bachmann a great deal,” fellow Austrian writer Thomas Bernhard once told an interviewer. “She was a very intelligent woman. A strange combination, no? Most women are stupid but bearable, possibly even agreeable; intelligent too, but rarely.”

Can a man understand this book? Completely. No less than a woman can understand Thomas Bernhard. A man can appreciate Malina. He doesn’t have to suffer it, while a woman who reads this book might feel the same burns and itching from the wool dress the narrator puts on, late in the narrative—not by choice, by cosmic attrition, as her possessions start to go missing. But Malina is not a novel that is easy for anyone to understand, in a more normal sense of comprehension—the who, what, and why. I won’t pretend. It’s a difficult book in which to find your footing. There are all sorts of references in it, to Schoenberg, to Vienna, to historical events, not all of which the reader will catch. But once you’re in, you’re in. You’re not decoding. Toward the end, you’re racing along, deep in the rhythms of the narrator’s thoughts, which are bone-true and demonically intelligent—and I mean it would be a real burden to be that mentally acute, it can’t go well for a person to know that much, it can only lead to ill health, drinking, and despair—and then the novel careens over a cliff. Although “careens” and “cliff” are subjective. The narrator disappears in an inevitable and disturbing manner.

Who is she? An unknown woman, as she herself puts it, unnamed, and a writer. What is the situation? It’s not clear, except she lives in an apartment in Vienna with one man (Malina), and is in love with another (Ivan), who lives down the street. In the first chapter, Happy with Ivan, the joke is that she’s not happy, but happiness has no share. She spends a lot of time waiting for Ivan and smoking cigarettes, and writes letters at night that she shreds instead of mails. She narrates a fantastic tale about a princess who exists in a kind of premodern utopia. In the second chapter, she dreams of hellish scenes of war-time suffering and death, of fascism and empire and very bad fathers. In the third and final section she speaks to Malina about a mailman who hoarded what he was meant to deliver, on account of an existential crisis she calls “Privacy of Mail,” meaning that no letter should ever, finally, be sent. She tells Malina about her former job working the night shift at a news service, which exposed her to “the swindle from up close,” i.e., the meaninglessness of the churn of days, of topical news, and even of time as ordered by shared events. She talks about a hobo in Paris who was given a shower that spiritually undid him. No one should be made clean, she says, for a new life “that does not exist.” The hobo and the mailman get high marks but mostly she delivers withering judgments of men. She calls intellectuals “men without true secrets.” And she says that the contortions women go through to respond to male desire require a woman to invent false feelings and to shelter her real feelings “in the ones she’s invented.” But, she says, “for the longest time I had no feelings at all, since during those years I was entering the age of reason.”

Some of her talk is embellished with musical notation, rubato, con fuoco, forte, forte, fortissimo, and so on. Why is this narrator so agitated? By the virus, which isn’t exactly love, now that I think about it, but an undoing that seems almost criminal, because its grammar is so insufficient. She operates in a field of signs, an entire sensory reality, that is male. The male characters in the book, some have speculated, are mere alter egos, not “real” men, but part of her own psyche. Her troubles are deeper than plain old patriarchy, though, and derive also from Nazism, and the ways in which fascism transforms from public to private menace, a postwar specter of cruelty and destruction. She is steeped in a broad lexicon of existential issues that burn her like lit cigarettes. She’s also very funny, especially in the third section of the book, when her mind goes into overdrive. Asked by Malina if she’s going to a friend’s funeral, she says she doesn’t want to be constantly informed of that friend’s—or anyone’s—death. “They don’t constantly tell me that someone is alive,” she says. And anyhow, “it’s rare that anyone is living, except in the theater of my thoughts.” The idea that there are men who are good lovers, she says, is “a legend that has to be destroyed.” A man might expose his bare back to her, on which some other woman has dug her nails and left traces. “What are you supposed to do with this back?” Which echoes a question in the first chapter, in a letter addressed to a “Mr. President,” in which she declares that she was born with half a good-luck bonnet. “What would you do, Mr. President, with half a presidency, half an honor, half a recognition, half a hat, what would you even do with this half letter?”

Ingeborg Bachmann was born in Klagenfurt, Austria, in 1926. She was a brilliant student who completed a PhD dissertation on Martin Heidegger (whom she wanted to prove wrong), but she seems to have almost immediately transferred her intellectual attachments to Wittgenstein. She wrote radio plays and poetry and won the prestigious Gruppe 47 prize in 1953, one of only two women to be made famous by that group, which included Heinrich Böll, Günter Grass, and Uwe Johnson. Even after she quit poetry for prose, she continued to be known primarily as a lyric poet. Repeatedly she was asked in interviews to defend her decision to give up poetry. “Quitting is a strength, not a weakness,” she retorted. She had a love affair with Paul Celan. Another with Max Frisch. She was something of a mentor to Thomas Bernhard, who immortalized her, as the poet Maria, in his final novel, Extinction. She apparently advised Bernhard to save himself by fleeing Austria. In 1953, she herself had moved to Rome, where she remained until the end of her life, which came somewhat suddenly, in 1973, from an accident, while smoking in bed.

She was friends with Fleur Jaeggy, who described her, in a portrait of a summer journey they took in 1971 as “soignée” and smelling of roses and easy with silence. Bachmann, says Jaeggy, knew with precision “all the nuances that might hurt or wound.” And It was Bachmann who “manned” the road maps on their journey. But of course she manned the maps. She’s still something of an honorary man, it seems. The edition of “Understanding Modern European and Latin American Literature” devoted to her oeuvre was the only edition in the series on a woman—at least at the time my copy was printed, in 1995. Perhaps now they’ve added a few. No matter, Bachmann has launched a thousand dissertations, it seems, on feminist thought, and even books that interrogate the feminist thought inspired by her work.

Malina, which was published in 1971, was only to be one novel in a cycle that Bachmann called “deathstyles” or “ways of death.” After she died, it was made into a film by Werner Schroeter, starring Isabelle Huppert, with a script written by Elfriede Jelinek. Critics leapt on the film as lacking in nuance. I still haven’t seen it, but it’s probably better than they thought.

What drove Bachmann’s writing, she told an interviewer just before she died, was an unshakeable belief in a utopia she knew would never come about. “It won’t come and yet I believe in it,” she said. The descriptions of the princess in Malina, who rides a black horse and follows the Danube as if the river flowed free of countries, of empires, are perhaps the most literal proof of Bachmann’s version of hope. The princess, though, reaches “the end of the world.” And her story must remain nested inside another that is sardonic and bleak. The narrator has promised Ivan she would write a beautiful book, but she ends up writing, as she tells him, a book about hell. But that book—about hell—is not this one, or not entirely.

I have my own ideas on the final moment at the end, and what it means, but I don’t want to give it away here, before you yourself read this letter that Bachmann—or her narrator, and it really does not matter which—did not shred, or hoard, but wrote, and sent, with the urgency of “today.”

RACHEL KUSHNER




Translator’s Note


“I’m staring at the wall which is showing a crack, it must be an old crack that now is gently spreading because I keep staring at it.”



I have been staring at Ingeborg Bachmann’s Malina for a very long time through a crack in the wall of translation—a crack widened by thirty years of scholarship since I first attempted to render this exquisitely complex book into English. The recent German critical edition has been very helpful in revealing references that were previously obscure: I learned, for example, that the description of the Danube used in the “Princess of Kagran” fairytale contained substantial quotations from a German translation of Algernon Blackwood’s The Willows, so it made sense to turn to the original text to recover the appropriate passages.

In the meantime, another wall has cracked open completely—and I am no longer living in Poland, behind the Iron Curtain, as I was when I first started translating this novel, with limited access to resources: today I can also roam unencumbered across the World Wide Web. Since readers, too, can turn to the Internet to indulge their curiosity (as we hope they will), we have jettisoned the notes and glosses present in the earlier version.

I further hope that three decades of translating literary texts has sharpened my discernment; I certainly have benefited from the tutelage of such great editors as Sara Bershtel and Drenka Willen. In regard to Malina, I am particularly grateful to New Directions’ Barbara Epler, Erik Rieselbach, and Tynan Kogane for the care they lavish on the books they publish and on all involved in their creation. I would also like to mention my indebtedness to Mark Anderson, who initially led (or lured!) me down this path, as well as remember Max Holmes, who first published this book in English. Heinz Bachmann, too, has been very kind.

My encounter with a translator who was once me has been a bit unsettling, and this is a great opportunity to do penance for past transgressions. I only hope you, gentle reader, will absolve me of any sins committed in the present.

PHILIP BOEHM




The Cast:


	Ivan:	born in Pécs, Hungary (formerly Fünfkirchen) in 1935. Has been living for some years now in Vienna, where he pursues his neatly ordered affairs in a building on the Kärntnerring. To avoid any unnecessary complications for Ivan and his future, this shall be designated an Institute for Extremely Important Matters, since it deals with money. It is not the Credit Union.

	Béla & András:	the children, aged 7 and 5

	Malina:	forty years old today, although it is impossible to guess by his appearance. Author of an “Apocrypha” no longer available in bookstores, but which sold a few copies in the late fifties. He has assumed as a disguise the status of a Class A Civil Servant employed in the Austrian Army Museum, where advanced degrees in history (his major) and art history (his minor) enabled him to find a good position. He is moving steadily up the ladder without motion, ambition or intrigue, and without calling attention to himself by making demands or petty criticisms of the procedures and written transactions between the Defense Ministry on Franz-Josefs-Kai and the museum in the Arsenal. Although quite inconspicuous, the latter remains one of our city’s most curious institutions.

	Myself:	Austrian passport, issued by the Ministry of the Interior. Official Austrian I.D. Eyes—br., Hair—blnd.; born in Klagenfurt; some dates follow and a profession (crossed out twice and written over); addresses (crossed out three times); above which in clear block letters: Ungargasse 6, Vienna III.

	Time:	Today

	Place:	Vienna



But I had to think long and hard about the Time, since “today” is an impossible word for me, even though I hear and say it daily, you can’t escape it. When people start telling me what they have planned for today—not to mention tomorrow—I get confused. My relationship with “today” is so bad that many people often mistake extreme attentiveness for an absentminded gaze. This “today” sends me flying into the utmost anxiety and the greatest haste, so that I can only write about it, or at best report whatever’s going on. Actually, anything written about “today” should be destroyed immediately, just like all real letters are crumpled or torn up, unfinished and unmailed, all because they were written, but cannot arrive, “today.”

Whoever has composed an intensely fervent letter only to tear it to shreds and throw it away knows exactly what is meant by “today.” And who hasn’t run into barely legible scribbles such as: “Please come if you can, if you want to, I might kindly request! 5:00 PM—Café Landtmann!” Or telegrams like: “Please phone right away stop today.” Or: “Impossible today.”

In fact, “today” is a word that only suicides ought to be allowed to use, it has no meaning for other people. It merely signifies a day like all the rest, when they have to work another eight hours or take time off, run errands, buy groceries, read the morning and evening papers, drink coffee, forget things, keep an appointment, give someone a call—in short, a day on which something is supposed to occur or, better yet, not too much is happening.

But when I say “today,” my breathing grows irregular and my heart beats a syncopation that can now be captured on an electrocardiogram, although the graphs do not show that the cause is precisely my “today,” always urgent and new, however, I can prove my diagnosis is correct. In the confusing code of the medical profession, the disorder precedes acute anxiety—it renders me susceptible, it stigmatizes me—although as of today I’m still functional, according to the experts. I’m just afraid “today” is too much for me, too gripping, too boundless, and that this pathological agitation will be a part of my “today” until its final hour.

Whereas there was nothing haphazard about establishing the Time—which I did under great duress—a charitable circumstance led me to the even more unlikely Place, which is not of my own discovery. I did discover myself there, though, and know the Place well—very well—since generally speaking it is Vienna. Really it’s only a side street, more precisely a small section of the Ungargasse, as it happens that all three of us live there: Ivan, Malina and myself. But whoever sees the world from such a narrow point of view as the Third District is naturally inclined to extol the Ungargasse, to study it, to glorify it and endow it with a certain significance. It might be called a special side street since it begins at a fairly quiet, friendly spot on the Heumarkt and since not only the Stadtpark but also the forbidding market hall and the Central Customs Office can be seen from where I live. At this point the houses are still dignified and uninviting, only after Ivan’s—starting at Number 9 with the two bronze lions in front—does the street become more random, less calm and ordered. Despite its proximity to the diplomatic quarter, the Ungargasse shows little affinity with the “Noble Quarter” (as the Viennese call it), which it simply leaves behind on the right. Small cafés and many old inns and taverns make the street useful: we frequent the “Alter Heller,” which we reach after passing a convenient garage, the Automag, a very convenient drug store, and a cigar stand at the Neulinggasse. The great bakery on the corner of the Beatrixgasse should not be overlooked, and also, to our good fortune, there is the Münzgasse, where we can always find a parking place. Here and there one cannot deny the Ungargasse a certain atmosphere, particularly around the Consolato Italiano with the Istituto Italiano di Cultura, still the street can’t claim too much of that, especially when the “O” streetcar rattles by or when the ominous postal garage looms into view. There, two inconspicuous plaques curtly pronounce: “Kaiser Franz Joseph I. 1850” and “Office and Chancellery.” But these aspirations to nobility remain ignored, while the traffic calls to mind the street’s distant youth, the old Hungargasse where merchants and traders returning from Hungary with horses, oxen and hay kept their lodgings. And so the Ungargasse runs its course, “along a wide bow, inbound,” as it is officially described. Coming from the Rennweg, I often traverse this bow, but I can’t get very far in my description, because new details are constantly arresting my attention: insulting innovations, office buildings and stores known as Modern Living—all of which mean more to me than our city’s most triumphant streets and squares. Not that the Ungargasse isn’t well-known, on the contrary, except a stranger would never lay eyes on it, as it is strictly residential and devoid of tourist attractions. Sightseers would turn back at Schwarzenbergplatz, or certainly upon reaching the Rennweg near the Belvedere, with which we share the honor of belonging to the Third District, but nothing more. A stranger might approach the Ungargasse from the other side, from the skating club, if he were staying in that new stone block, the Vienna Intercontinental Hotel, and happened to stray too far into the Stadtpark. Once above this same park, a chalkwhite Pierrot serenaded me in a cracking voice:

[image: O an-cient scent from far – –o days]
but we don’t get to the Stadtpark more than ten times a year, though it’s a mere five minutes away by foot, and Ivan, who doesn’t walk on principle (despite all pleas and cajoleries on my part) only knows it from the car. It’s simply too close—for fresh air we take the children to the Vienna Woods, to the Kahlenberg, to the castles at Laxenburg and Mayerling, to Petronell and Carnuntum, all the way to Burgenland. And so, because we’ve never had to drive there, we abstain from the Stadtpark, in fact, we treat it quite coldly, and I can’t remember anything more from far-off days. Sometimes I still get a little anxious when I notice the first magnolia blossoms, but you can’t always make a fuss about that. When I’m uninspired and ask Malina, like I did today: By the way, did you see the magnolias in the park? he just nods his head and responds because he’s polite, but he’s heard all about the magnolia before.

There’s no doubt that Vienna has much prettier streets, however, they occur in other districts, and evoke the same response that overly beautiful women do: they are duly admired, but who would even consider approaching them? No one has yet claimed that the Ungargasse is beautiful, or breathtaking, or enchanting, as it intersects the Invalidenstrasse. So I don’t want to be the first to make untenable assertions about my, or rather our, street. Instead, I should look to myself if I want to understand this fixation with the Ungargasse as it follows its wide bow, inbound only into me, up to Number 9 and Number 6. I should ask myself why I can’t escape its magnetic field whether I’m crossing the Freyung, shopping along the Graben, taking a stroll to the National Library or standing at Lobkowitzplatz and thinking, this is where I should be living! Or at the Hof! Even when I’m loitering downtown, when I stop to leaf through an hour’s worth of newspapers in some café, I’m really only pretending, secretly I’d just as soon be on my way or already home. When I do arrive in the Third District, beginning at the Beatrixgasse (where I used to live) or the Heumarkt, my blood pressure begins to rise and at the same time the tension begins to fall, the cramps which attack me in unknown places abate, and although I keep walking faster and faster, I finally attain a happy, almost urgent tranquility. I don’t get sick the way I do with Time, although Time and Place suddenly converge. This little piece of side street is my greatest security, during the day I run up the stairs, at night I fall upon the outside door armed with the key, and once again that blissful moment returns, when the key twists, the locks unlock, the doors open and that feeling of having come home overwhelms me in the spray of traffic and people. This sensation radiates across one or two hundred yards where everything signals my house. Of course it isn’t really mine, considering it belongs to a cooperative or some gang of investors who rebuilt it or really just patched it up. But I know next to nothing about that, since I lived ten minutes away during the repair years. In fact, for a long time I used to pass old Number 26—which remained my lucky number for many years—feeling oppressed and guilty, like a dog with a new master when he runs into his old one and doesn’t know who deserves the most affection. Today, however, I can walk by Beatrixgasse 26 as if nothing had ever been there, or almost nothing—well, there was something there once, a scent from long ago, I can’t sense it anymore.

For years my relationship with Malina consisted of awkward meetings, absolute follies and the biggest possible misunderstandings—I mean of course much greater misunderstandings than with other people. Certainly I was subordinate to him from the beginning, and I must have known early on that he was destined to be my doom, that Malina’s place was already occupied by Malina even before he entered my life. I was only spared—or perhaps I spared myself—meeting him too soon, for there were numerous occasions at the E2 and H2 streetcar stop by the Stadtpark when something could have happened, and almost did. There he stood holding a newspaper, I acted as if I didn’t see him, although I kept staring over my paper in his direction, without flinching. I couldn’t tell whether he was really so engrossed in the news or whether he had noticed my pinning him, hypnotizing him, wanting to force him to look up. Me forcing him! I thought: if the E2 comes first, everything will be fine, but heaven forbid the unfriendly H2 or the even rarer G2 should arrive first. Finally the E2 did indeed pull up, but by the time I had jumped onto the second car Malina had vanished: he wasn’t to be found in the first car or in my own and he hadn’t remained behind. He must have dashed into the Stadtbahn station just as I had to turn around—after all, he couldn’t have dissolved into thin air. My whole day was ruined since I couldn’t find an explanation, I kept looking for him and was as much perplexed by his behavior as by my own. But that was ages ago, and today there’s not enough time to talk about it. Years later the same thing happened in a lecture hall in Munich. He was suddenly standing next to me, took a few steps forward against a shove of students, searched for a seat and then retreated, while I listened—kept very alert by my fear of passing out—for one and a half hours to a lecture on “Art in the Age of Technology,” while looking and looking for Malina amid this mass of people forced to sit still and be moved by the speaker. On that evening I realized beyond a doubt that I could not count on art, technology or this age to help me in any way, and that I would never have anything to do with the thoughts, themes or problems under discussion. I was also convinced I wanted Malina, and that whatever I desired to know must come from him. In the end I applauded abundantly like everyone else, then two people from Munich helped me to the back of the hall and showed me the way out. One held my arm while the other kept saying intelligent things to me, others joined in, and I kept looking over to Malina, likewise moving toward the back door, but slowly enough to allow me to gain some speed. It was then I performed the impossible: I rammed into him as if someone had pushed me, or as if I had tripped, and down I fell, right on top of Malina. This way he couldn’t help but notice me, though I’m not sure he really saw me. I did hear his voice for the first time though, calm and proper, on one note: Excuse me.

I didn’t know how to answer him, since no one had ever said that to me and I wasn’t sure whether he was begging my pardon or granting me his. The tears came so quickly to my eyes I lost sight of him, and because of the others I stared at the ground, took a handkerchief from my purse and pretended that someone had kicked me. When I looked up he had lost himself in the crowd.

In Vienna I stopped looking for him, assuming he was out of the country, and hopelessly retraced my way to the Stadtpark, as I did not yet own a car. One morning I found him in the paper, but the article wasn’t about Malina at all, it mainly dealt with Maria Malina’s funeral, the most magnificent and impressive ceremony the Viennese ever celebrated voluntarily—only for an actress, of course. Among the mourners gathered at the Zentralfriedhof could be counted the brother of the deceased, the young, highly talented and well-known writer, who wasn’t well-known at all but whom the journalists quickly helped make famous for one day. For in those hours, as all Vienna marched in a long procession, from the Minister of Culture to the janitor, from critics who sit in the best boxes to high-school students who have to stand, Maria Malina had no use for a brother who had written a book that nobody knew and who was himself a “nobody.” The words “young, highly talented and well-known” were necessary attire on this national day of mourning.

As if it had had nothing to do with him and even less with me, we never discussed this third, unappetizing newspaper contact, which really existed only for me. For in the lost time when we couldn’t even ask each other’s name, much less about each other’s life, I secretly called him “Eugenius,” since the first song I ever learned, and with it the first man’s name, was “Prince Eugene, the Noble Knight.” The name immediately held great appeal for me, also the city “Bel-ge-rad,” whose significance and exotic ring didn’t evaporate until it turned out that Malina was not from Belgrade but only from the Yugoslav border like myself, sometimes we still speak to each other in Slovenian or Windish, a few words, as in the first days: Jaz in ti. In ti in jaz. Other than that we don’t need to talk about our good old days, because our days are getting better and better, and I have to laugh about the times when I was furious with Malina for having allowed me to squander so much time with other people and things. That’s why I banished him from Belgrade, took away his name, attributed mysterious stories to him—soon he was a swindler, soon a philistine, soon a spy—and when my mood improved, I had him disappear from reality and lodged him in fairy tales and sagas, christened him Florizel, Thrushbeard, but I liked him best as St. George who slew the dragon so that my first city could be born, so that Klagenfurt could arise from the barren swamp, and after much idle play I would return discouraged to the only correct supposition, namely that Malina was indeed in Vienna, and that in this city where I had so many possibilities of running into him I had nonetheless always managed to miss him. I began to talk about Malina wherever his name came up in conversation, although this was not often. It’s an ugly memory (which no longer causes me pain) but I felt compelled to act as if I knew him too, as if I knew something about him, and I was as witty as anyone else when it came to the notorious, droll story concerning Malina and Frau Jordan. Today I know that Malina never “had” anything with this Frau Jordan, as they say here, that Martin Ranner never even met secretly with her on the Cobenzl, because she was his sister—first and foremost Malina cannot possibly be considered in a context with other women. It’s not out of the question that Malina knew other women before me, he knows a lot of people, so of course he knows women as well, but this doesn’t mean anything at all since we’ve been living together, I don’t think about it anymore because as far as Malina is concerned, all my suspicions and confusions have come to nothing under his astonished gaze. Moreover, the young Frau Jordan was not the woman long rumored to have uttered the famous saying, “I’m pursuing a policy for the world to come,” when her husband’s assistant surprised her one day on her knees scrubbing the floor and she demonstrated her full contempt for her spouse. It happened otherwise, it’s a different story and one day everything will be set right. The real figures will emerge great and freed from all gossip, like Malina for me today, no longer the product of rumors, but redeemed, sitting next to me or walking with me around the city. The time has not yet come to correct the other things, that’s for later. Not today.

Since everything between us has happened as it has, the only thing I still have to ask myself is what we can be for each other, Malina and I, since we are so distinct, so unalike, and this isn’t a question of sex or kind, the stability of his existence and the instability of my own. Of course Malina has never lived as convulsively as I have, he’s never wasted his time on trivialities, by phoning around, letting events take over, he’s never gotten into trouble, much less spent half an hour staring at himself in the mirror only to rush off somewhere, always late, stammering excuses, perplexed by a question or embarrassed by an answer. I guess even today we don’t have much to do with one another, we put up with each other, are mutually amazed, but my amazement is curious (is Malina really ever amazed? less and less, I think), and there’s tension precisely because my presence never upsets him, since he acknowledges it as he pleases and doesn’t bother when there’s nothing to say, as if we weren’t constantly passing each other in the apartment, impossible to overlook, performing everyday actions impossible to ignore. Then it seems to me that his calm comes from my ego being too familiar, too unimportant for him, as if he had rejected me as waste, a superfluous something-made-human, as if I were merely the dispensable product of his rib, but at the same time an unavoidable dark tale accompanying and hoping to supplement his own bright story, a tale that he, however, detaches and delimits. Thus I am the only one who has anything to settle, and above all I must and can explain myself, but only to him. He has nothing to settle, no, not him. I’m cleaning up in the front hall—I want to be near the door because he’ll be here any minute—the key moves inside the door, I step back so he won’t knock me down, he locks the door behind him and simultaneously, kindly, we greet one another: hello. And walking along the corridor I add:

I must talk. I will talk. There’s nothing more to disturb my reminiscing.

Yes, says Malina, unamazed. I enter the living room, he heads on toward the back, since his is the last room.

I must and I will, I repeat loudly to myself, for if Malina won’t ask and doesn’t want to know more, then it’s all right. I can be reassured.

However, if my memory only entails the usual recollections, remote, decrepit, abandoned, then I’m still far away, very far away from the silent reminiscence where nothing more can upset me.

What should upset me about a city, for example, in which I was born, without understanding why it had to be exactly there and nowhere else, but do I have to keep reminding myself about that? The Office of Tourism distributes Most Important Information on that subject, some things do fall outside its domain, but I must have learned in school where “manly courage and womanly fidelity” unite and where, according to our anthem, “the Glockner’s glacier glistens.” Thomas Koschat, our city’s greatest native son, as attested to by the Thomas Koschatgasse, is the composer of the song: “Verlassn, verlassn, verlassn bin i,” in Bismarck Elementary School I had to relearn multiplication tables I already knew, in the Benedictine school I went to religion (later not to be confirmed) with a girl from another grade, always in the afternoon—everybody else, the Catholics, had their religion before noon, and so I always had time off, the young vicar was said to have been shot in the head, the old deacon was strict, wore a mustache, and considered questions immature. The doors to the Ursuline high school (which I rattled once again) are now barred shut. Maybe I didn’t get my cake at the Café Musil after the entrance exam but I wish I had and picture myself dissecting it with a small fork. Maybe I didn’t get the cake until a few years later. At the foot of the promenade overlooking the Wörthersee, near the steamboat landing, I was kissed for the first time, but I no longer see a face approaching my own, also the stranger’s name must be buried in the silt of the lake, I can only remember something about ration tickets I gave to the stranger who did not return to the landing the next day, since he had been invited to visit the most beautiful woman in the city, who used to walk along the Wienergasse wearing a large hat and who really was named Wanda, once I followed her as far as Waagplatz—without a hat, without perfume and without the self-assured step of a woman of thirty-five. The stranger was probably on the run or else he wanted to exchange the tickets for cigarettes and smoke them with the beautiful tall woman, except I was already nineteen then and not just six, with a satchel on my back, when it actually happened. In a close-up you can’t see the western bank of the lake, just the little bridge over the Glan, this bridge in full sun at noon with the two little boys who were also carrying satchels on their backs, the older one, at least two years older than myself, called out: You, hey you, come here, I’ve got something for you! Neither the words nor the boy’s face have been forgotten, my first vocal challenge, so important, nor have I forgotten that first wild joy, the stopping, hesitating and the first step toward another person, all on this bridge, and all at once the hard clap of a hand on my face: There you go, now you’ve got it! It was the first time I had been hit in the face and my first awareness of someone else’s deep satisfaction in hitting. The first experience of pain. Holding the ties of her satchel, without tears, someone who was once me trotted home with measured steps, for once not counting the pickets along the edge of the path, having fallen among humans for the very first time, and so sometimes you really do know exactly when it began, how and where, and which tears were meant for crying.

It was on the bridge over the Glan. Not the promenade by the lake.

Whereas some people are born on days like the first of July, when four extremely famous people came into the world, or on the fifth of May, crowded with great reformers and geniuses who uttered their first cries on that day, I have never been able to ascertain who was so imprudent as to begin his life on the same day I did. I do not know the satisfaction of sharing a stardate with Alexander the Great, Leibnitz, Galileo Galilei or Karl Marx, and even sailing from New York to Europe on the Rotterdam, where they kept a list of all passengers celebrating birthdays during passage, when my turn came the only greeting that came through my cabin door was a fancily folded birthday card from the captain, and until noon I kept hoping that among the many hundred passengers there would be some, as there had been every morning, who would be surprised with a free cake and the singing of “happy birthday to you.” But as it turned out I was the only one, in vain I scanned the whole dining saloon, no, no one but me, I quickly cut my cake, distributed it hastily at three Dutch tables and talked and drank and talked, I couldn’t stand the sea swells, hadn’t slept the entire night, and I ran back to my cabin and locked myself in.

It was not on the bridge, nor the promenade, it wasn’t on the Atlantic at night either. I was merely passing through this night, drunk, bound for the deepest night of all.

Only later did I realize that at least somebody had died on this day, which then still held my interest. At the risk of encroaching on the domain of popular astrology, since I may imagine constellations and configurations high above us merely by following my fancy, and since there isn’t any science to keep an eye on me and rap my fingers, I connect my beginning with an end—why shouldn’t someone start living when a human spirit expires?—but I won’t mention this man’s name as it is less important than the cinema behind the Kärntnerring, which has also just occurred to me, the cinema where I first saw Venice, for two hours in extravagant colors and a lot of darkness, the oars beating the water, a melody accompanied by lights passed through the water as well, and its da-dim da-dam carried me along, all the way inside the figures, the coupled figures and their dancing. In this way I arrived in a Venice I would never see, on a clanking, windy winter day in Vienna. Since then I have often heard that music again, improvised, varied, but never played the same way or so correctly, once from an adjacent room, where it was hacked to pieces during a discussion between several voices about the collapse of the monarchy, the future of socialism, and where someone began shouting because someone else had said something against existentialism or structuralism, and by listening carefully I managed to make out another beat, but by then the music had already perished in the shouting, and I was beside myself because I didn’t want to hear anything else. Often I don’t want to listen and often I can’t look. Like when I couldn’t bear the sight of the dying horse which had fallen off the cliff at Hermagor, for whose sake I walked for miles to fetch help, but I left it behind with the shepherd boy who couldn’t do anything either, or the time I couldn’t stand the sound of Mozart’s C-Minor Mass or the gunshots in a village during Fasching.

I don’t want to talk, it all upsets me, in my remembering. Malina enters the room, looks for a half-empty whiskey bottle, hands me a glass, pours one for himself and says: It still upsets you. Still. But you’re upset about a different recollection.




[image: Penguin walking logo]
ONE

Happy with Ivan

Having smoked and drunk again, counted the glasses and my cigarettes, saving two for today, as there are three days left till Monday, without Ivan. Sixty cigarettes later, however, Ivan is back in Vienna, first he’ll call the time service to check his watch, then dial 00 for the wakeup service, which phones right back, immediately thereafter he’ll fall asleep as quickly as he alone can do, then he’ll wake up (with the service) in a grumpy mood he always expresses in different ways using sighs, curses, tantrums, complaints. Next he’s forgotten all about being grumpy and has jumped into the bathroom to brush his teeth, shower and shave. He’ll turn on the radio and listen to the morning news. This is Radio Austria. The news. In Washington …

But Washington and Moscow and Berlin are merely impertinent places trying to make themselves important. In my country, in Ungargassenland, no one takes them seriously or people simply smile at such obtrusions as they would at the proclamations of ambitious upstarts, no longer can they have any impact on my life, which once ran into someone else’s on the Landstrasser Hauptstrasse in front of a florist whose name I have yet to discover, and I only stopped running because there was a bouquet of Turk’s-cap lilies in the window, red and seven times redder than red, never seen before, and in front of the window stood Ivan, I don’t know what else was there, since I left with him immediately, first to the post office on the Rasumofskygasse, where we had to wait at two different counters, he at “Transfers” and I at “Stamps,” and this first separation was already so painful that upon reclaiming Ivan at the exit I was speechless. He didn’t have to ask me a thing because I had no doubt I would accompany him, go home with him right then and there, which to my amazement was only a few doors down from my own house. The borders were soon defined, after all only a tiny country had to be established, without territorial claims or even a proper constitution, an intoxicated land with only two houses you can find in the dark, even during total eclipses (solar and lunar), and I know by heart how many steps it takes, going diagonally, to reach Ivan’s, I could even walk there blindfolded. Now the rest of the world, where I lived up to now—always in a panic, my mouth full of cotton, the throttle marks on my neck—is reduced to its petty insignificance since it is opposed by something truly powerful even if this only consists of waiting and smoking, like it does today, so no part of this force is lost. Because it’s twisted I have to unwind the telephone cord ten times, carefully, with the receiver dangling off the hook, so that it may again be handled easily in case of emergency, this way I’ll also be able to dial 72 68 93 before the emergency occurs. I’m aware that nobody will answer, but that’s not important, as long as Ivan’s phone is ringing in the darkened apartment, I know its exact location, the ringing is intended as an announcement to everything in his possession: I’m calling, it’s me. And the heavy deep armchair will hear it, where he likes to sit, suddenly dozing off for five minutes, and the closets and the lamp over the bed where we lie together and his shirts and suits and the underwear he’ll have tossed on the floor so that Frau Agnes knows what she has to take to the laundry. Ever since I’ve been able to dial this number, my life has finally stopped taking turns for the worse, I’m no longer coming apart at the seams, no longer getting into troubles I can’t get out of, I’m not progressing anymore nor am I swerving from the path—because I hold my breath, stopping time, and call and smoke and wait.

If for some reason or another I hadn’t moved to the Ungargasse two years ago, if I were still living in the Beatrixgasse, as during my student years, or abroad, as so often happened later, then my life would have arbitrarily taken some other course, and I never would have discovered the most important thing in the world: that everything within my reach, the telephone, receiver and cord, the bread and the butter and the kippers I save for Monday evening because they’re Ivan’s favorite, or the special sausage I like best, everything bears Ivan’s brand, from the House of Ivan. This benevolent and powerful company must have also acquired and softened the typewriter and the vacuum cleaner which used to make such an unbearable racket—the car doors underneath my windows no longer slam shut with such a bang, and even nature must have fallen under Ivan’s protection unintentionally, since the birds sing more quietly in the morning, allowing a second brief sleep.

But much more is going on since this assumption of ownership, and it seems strange to me that medicine, which considers itself a science and a very rapidly progressing one, knows nothing about the following phenomenon: the incidence of pain in my neighborhood is decreasing, between Ungargasse 6 and 9 fewer misfortunes occur, cancer and tumors, asthma and heart attacks, fevers, infections and breakdowns, even headaches and discomforts due to weather are on the decline, and I ask myself if it isn’t my duty to inform scientists of this simple remedy, so that Research—which claims to be able to combat all disease using more and more sophisticated medications and treatments—could make a great leap forward. The tremulous anxiety, the high tension hovering over this city and presumably everywhere has almost completely abated here, and schizothymia, the world’s schizoid soul, its crazy, gaping split, is healing itself imperceptibly.

The only remaining excitement is a hasty search for hairpins and stockings, a slight quiver while applying mascara and manipulating eyeshadow, using narrow brushes on the lids, or while dipping flimsy cotton puffs in light and dark powder. Or an insuppressible moistening of the eyes while I run back and forth between the bathroom and the hall looking for my purse or a handkerchief, a swelling of the lips—there are just these tiny physiological changes, a lighter gait which makes you taller by half an inch, and losing a little weight because it’s going to be afternoon later and the offices will start to close and then these daydream-guerrillas will have infiltrated the Ungargasse and begun to incite, soon they have occupied it with their glorious proclamations and the only password they recognize, and how could that word, which even today stands for the future, be anything but Ivan.

It’s Ivan. Ivan, again and again.

Against the decay and order, against life and against death, against accident, constant threats from the radio, the newspaper headlines all spreading the plague, against perfidy seeping down from upstairs or up from downstairs, against a slow devouring inside and being swallowed up by the outside, against Frau Breitner’s insulted airs each morning, I hold my position, keep my early evening watch and wait and smoke, increasingly confident and safe, with unprecedented endurance and security, because in this sign I shall conquer.

Even if Ivan was created just for me, as he certainly was, I can never claim him solely for myself. For he has come to make consonants constant once again and comprehensible, to unlock vowels to their full resounding, to let words come over my lips once more, to solve problems and recreate connections long since disrupted, and I will not stray from him one iota, I will align and superimpose our identical, high-pitched first initials we use to sign our little notes, and after our names unite we could begin with the first words, cautiously, once again paying heed to this world, compelling it to respect itself once more, and since we want resurrection and not destruction, we take care not to touch each other in public, nor do we look into each other’s eyes except furtively, because Ivan must first wash my eyes with his own, removing the images that landed on my retina before his arrival. Nonetheless after many cleansings a gloomy, fearsome picture reemerges, practically inextinguishable, whereupon Ivan rushes to cover it with some bright image to stop my evil eye and make me lose this horrible look—which I know how I acquired but do not remember, I do not remember …

(You still can’t, not yet, there’s so much upsetting you …)

But since Ivan is beginning to cure me, things cannot be all that bad on earth.

Even though at one time everyone knew, but since nobody remembers today, I’ll disclose one reason why it has to happen secretly, why I close the door, lower the curtain, why I am alone when I present myself to Ivan. I’m not trying to keep us hidden, I want to recreate a taboo, and Malina understood this without my having to explain it, because even when I’m alone and my bedroom door is open, or when he’s the only one in the apartment, he walks to his room as if there never were an open door, as if there never were a closed one, as if there weren’t any room at all, so as not to profane anything and so the first bold moves and last tender submissions might have another chance. Lina doesn’t clean up here either, for no one is supposed to set foot in this room, there’s nothing going on that might be surrendered to dissection and analysis, because Ivan and I do not mutilate or torture ourselves, break each other on the wheel or murder one another, and in this way we shelter ourselves, protect what is our own and not to be touched. Ivan is never mistrustful, never asks questions, never suspects me, so my own suspicion disappears. Since he doesn’t criticize my two obstinate chin hairs, nor notice the first two wrinkles under my eyes, since the coughing after my first cigarette doesn’t bother him, since he even covers my mouth with his hand whenever I’m on the verge of saying something rash, I tell him everything I’ve never said before, in a different language, no holding back, because he’ll never want to know what I’m up to during the day, what I did earlier, why I didn’t come home until three in the morning, why I didn’t have any time yesterday, why the telephone was busy for a whole hour and who I’m talking to right now, for as soon as I start with an ordinary sentence and say: I have to tell you something, Ivan interrupts me: Why, what do you have to explain to me, absolutely nothing, not a thing, who do you owe an explanation, certainly not me, nobody, it’s nobody’s business—

But I have to.

You’re incapable of lying to me, I know that, I’m sure of that.

But only because I don’t have to!

Why are you laughing? It wouldn’t be a disgrace, you could still go ahead and do it. Go on and try, but you can’t.

And you?

Me? Do you have to ask?

No, I don’t have to.

I can try, too, but maybe I just won’t tell you something from time to time. What do you say to that?

Fine with me. I have to agree. You don’t have to do anything, Ivan, but you can.

While we’re working things out so effortlessly, the carnage continues in the city—insufferable remarks, commentaries and scraps of gossip circulate in restaurants, at parties
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