

Heinrich von Kleist



MICHAEL KOHLHAAS

TRANSLATED FROM THE GERMAN BY

Michael Hofmann

[image: ]



About the Authors

HEINRICH VON KLEIST

Heinrich von Kleist (1777–1811) was a German poet, dramatist, novelist, short-story writer, and journalist. Along with his older contemporaries Goethe and Schiller, he was one of the great innovative forces in the early Romantic movement. After serving in the Prussian Army during the Rhine campaign of 1796, Kleist enrolled in Viadrina University, where he studied law and philosophy. Eventually, after much travel, he settled in Berlin. He committed double suicide with a terminally ill woman.

MICHAEL HOFMANN

The poet Michael Hofmann’s awards for translation include the PEN/Book-of-the-Month Club Prize, the Independent Foreign Fiction Prize, the IMPAC Dublin Literary Award, the Helen and Kurt Wolff Translator’s Prize, the Oxford-Weidenfeld Translation Prize, the Schlegel-Tieck Prize (four times), and most recently, the American Academy’s Thornton Wilder Prize in Translation.




In the middle of the sixteenth century there lived on the banks of the Havel a horse dealer by the name of Michael Kohlhaas, son of a schoolmaster, at once one of the most righteous and appalling individuals of his time. Until his thirtieth year, this unusual man would have been accounted the very model of a good citizen. In the village that still bears his name, he owned a farm that provided him with a comfortable living; the children his wife gave him he brought up in the fear of God, to be hard-working and loyal; there was not one among his neighbours who hadn’t benefited from his charity and his fair dealing; in sum, the world would have blessed his memory, if he hadn’t followed one of his virtues to excess. His sense of justice led him to robbery and murder.

Once, he left his home with a string of colts, all of them wellfed and with shining coats, and he was just thinking of what he would do with the profit he stood to realise from their sale at various markets – some of it, in the manner of prudent landlords, he would reinvest, but the rest he meant to use for his present enjoyment – when he came to the River Elbe and saw a stately castle on Saxon territory, along with a toll barrier he hadn’t previously met with on this route. At a moment when the rain was teeming down, he stopped with his horses and called out to the tollkeeper, who soon after stuck his sour-looking face out at a window. The horse dealer asked to be allowed to pass. What have we here? he asked as the tollkeeper eventually stepped out of the hut. Royal privilege, came the reply, as he made to let him pass: licensed to the Junker Wenzel von Tronka.

I see, said Kohlhaas, the Junker’s name is Wenzel? And he inspected the gleaming battlements of the castle louring over the countryside. Is the old lord dead then?

Died of an apoplexy, replied the tollkeeper, pushing the barrier aside.

Hmm, I’m sorry to hear it, said Kohlhaas. He was a dignified old gentleman who liked to have people coming and going, assisted commerce in any way he could, and once, at his own expense, had the road improved where the track enters the village because one of my mares suffered a broken leg there. Well, now he’s gone. And what do I owe? he asked, and with some difficulty he fished the coppers the tollkeeper demanded from under the skirts of his flapping coat. ‘Ah, the old man,’ he added, as the tollkeeper was saying, Make haste, make haste! and cursing the weather: ‘If yon tree had been permitted to stay in the forest, it would have been better for all of us,’ and he paid him the toll money, and was about to go on his way. No sooner had he passed the barrier, though, than another voice rang out, calling from the tower behind: Hold hard, horseman! and he saw the castellan slam shut a window, and hurry downstairs. What is it now? Kohlhaas asked himself and reined in his horses. The castellan buttoning a jerkin over his capacious belly, asked, leaning into the wind, for his pass.

My pass? asked Kohlhaas. A little crestfallen, he said that to the best of his knowledge he had none; but if he were told what manner of thing this was, then he would certainly do his best to kit himself out with one. The castellan gave him a sidelong look and said that without a permit from the local lord, no trader with horses was permitted to cross the frontier. The horse dealer assured him he had passed this frontier seventeen times in the course of his life without any such document; that he was well-acquainted with all the official stipulations concerning his business; that this was surely a mistake, and he asked him to reconsider, begging him, since his day’s journey was arduous, not to detain him any longer without reason. But the castellan replied that he wasn’t about to let him slip through for an eighteenth time, that this was a decree that had newly been promulgated, and that he would either have to acquire a pass on the spot or be forced to turn back. The horse dealer, beginning to find these arbitrary constraints irksome, after a brief pause for thought got off his horse, left it with a squire, and said he would take up the matter with this Tronka in person. He went up into the castle, the castellan following him all the while muttering darkly about sharp practice and salutary bleeding; and both entered the room together, eyeing one another. It transpired that the Junker was sitting over wine with a few of his associates, and a great peal of laughter over some pleasantry was just ringing out as Kohlhaas advanced to make his complaint. The Junker asked him what his business was; his friends, seeing the stranger, fell silent, but no sooner had he begun his plea regarding the horses than the whole group almost as one, called out: Horses? Where? and hurried over to the window to look. Seeing the gleaming backs, at a suggestion of the Junker, they hurried down into the courtyard; the rain in the meantime had stopped; and castellan and steward and squires all assembled and appraised the animals. One liked the sorrel with the blazon on his brow, a second the chestnut, a third stroked the brindle with the black and yellow patches; all of them were agreed that the horses were as spirited as stags, and that in all the land there were none better. Kohlhaas happily replied that the horses were no better than those who would ride them and urged them to make a purchase. The Junker, who was greatly drawn to the powerful sorrel, asked him what his price was; his steward urged him to buy a couple of the horses, that he had good use for in the running of the estate, which was short of mounts, but when the dealer named his price, the knights found it too steep, and the Junker said he would have to ride to the Round Table and borrow from King Arthur himself if he had such a price in mind. In some dark presentiment and seeing the castellan and the steward exchanging glances and whispers, Kohlhaas made every effort nonetheless to sell the horses. He said to the Junker: ‘Sir, I bought these black mares for twenty-five gold ducats not six months ago; give me thirty, and they are yours.’ Two of the knights, standing by the Junker, expressed themselves to the effect that the horses were surely worth such a sum; but the Junker reckoned that he would spend money on the sorrel, but not on the others, and made to leave; whereupon Kohlhaas said perhaps they might reach an agreement the next time he came through; said goodbye to the Junker, and took the bridle of his horse to ride off. At that moment the castellan emerged from the ruck and said: Mark him, he was not allowed to leave without a pass. Kohlhaas turned and asked the Junker if this was indeed the case, because if so, it meant the ruination of his business. Himself turning to leave, the Junker said with a sheepish expression: Yes, Kohlhaas, you must buy a pass. Talk to the castellan and go your ways. Kohlhaas assured him he had no intention of avoiding the rules that applied to the export of horses; he promised to obtain a pass in the government notariat on his way through Dresden and asked him just this once – seeing as he was so entirely unprepared for this demand – to let him pass. Well, said the Junker, as the weather just again began to turn nasty, and the wind blew through his thin limbs, let the lucky chancer go. Come, he said to his retinue, and turned to go back inside. Facing the Junker, the castellan said the fellow should at least be required to leave some warranty that he would indeed obtain the permit. The Junker stopped in the gateway. Kohlhaas asked what value, in money or objects, he should leave behind to guarantee his black mares? The steward reckoned, muttering into his beard, that he might as well leave the mares themselves. That’s true, said the castellan, that would be the most practical solution; once the permit has been obtained, he can come back and pick them up at his convenience. Kohlhaas, dismayed by such an insolent requirement, said to the Junker, who was clasping his tunic to try and stay warm, that his whole purpose was to take the horses to market; but the Junker, since at that instant a puff of wind chased a flurry of rain and hail through the gateway, called out to put an end to the affair: If he won’t relinquish the horses, then toss him back across the barrier; and so left. The horse breeder, who could see he had no option but to yield to brute force decided to fulfil the other’s demands; he untied the mares and led them to a stable to which the castellan took him. He left a groom behind with them, supplied him with money, instructed him to look after them until his return, and resumed his journey with the rest of the string to the noble city of Leipzig where he meant to attend the fair, half wondering whether, in view of a nascent Saxon trade in horses, such a restrictive measure might not indeed have been passed there.

Straight after his arrival in Dresden, where he owned a property on the outskirts of the town, with stabling for a few horses, that he used as a base for his tours to the other smaller fairs in the land, he betook himself to the government notariat, where the notaries, some of whom he knew, confirmed what instinct had already told him: namely that the story of a pass was a fairy tale. Kohlhaas, whom the sympathetic notaries at his insistence furnished with written confirmation that there was no basis in fact for the levy, smiled at the jest played by the bony Junker, even though he didn’t really see what its purpose might be; and having sold the rest of his horses to his satisfaction in the ensuing weeks, he returned without any bitterness except at the general condition of the world, to Tronkenburg. The castellan, to whom he produced the certificate, made no comment, and to the breeder’s question about the return of his horses, replied that he might go down and fetch them. Even as he was crossing the courtyard, Kohlhaas made the disagreeable discovery that his groom, for bad conduct, as was said, had been soundly beaten and chased away from Tronkenburg shortly after he had left him there. He asked the lad who told him the news what was it the groom had done? And who had looked after the horses since? To which the lad replied that he didn’t know, and thereupon opened the stables in which they stood to the horse breeder, whose heart was already big with anxiety. How great nevertheless was his dismay that in place of his two sleek and well-fed sable mares, he saw a couple of shrunken bony creatures; ribs like barrel hoops; their manes and tails, without attention and grooming, all matted: the very picture of animal distress. Kohlhaas, to whom the beasts feebly whinnied, was dismayed in the extreme, and asked what had befallen his horses? The lad who was standing by him replied that it was no misfortune as such, they had been provided with proper feed too, but that as it had been harvest time, and there was a shortage of draught animals, they had been used for a little fieldwork. Kohlhaas swore at such shameful and conniving practice, but feeling his inability to do anything, stifled his fury, and as there was nothing for it, made to leave this nest of thieves with his horses, when the castellan, summoned by the sound of conversation, appeared and asked what was going on? What’s going on? said Kohlhaas. Who gave Tronka and his people permission to use my mares I left with him for work in the harvest? Was such a thing human? he added, tried to rouse the exhausted horses by a stroke of the switch, and showed the castellan that they were incapable of stirring. After looking at him stonily for some time the castellan said: Behold the ruffian! Should the villain not instead praise God that his mares were still alive? Who, since the groom had run off, was supposed to look after them? Was it not fair exchange that the feed they were given should have been earned from their labour? He finished by saying he wasn’t to kick up a fuss, otherwise he would call the dogs on him, and they would see to it that there was quiet again.

The horse breeder could feel his heart thumping under his tunic. He felt an urge to dump the fat-bellied ne’er-do-well in the filth and grind his heel in those ruddy features. But his sense of justice, which was as finely equilibrated as a pair of jeweller’s scales, was still trembling in the balance; outside the tribunal of his own bosom he could not be sure whether some guilt was oppressing the other party or not; and, swallowing back fresh tirades of his own, he stepped over to the horses, and in quiet contemplation stroking their manes, he asked in a soft voice: For what misconduct was his groom ejected from the castle? The castellan replied: Because the rascal was impertinent on the estate! Because he tried to stand in the way of a necessary move to another stable and demanded that the mounts of two young gentlemen who were visiting Tronkenburg spend the night on the open road, in place of his own two mares!

Kohlhaas would happily have shelled out the price of the two horses to have had his groom present, to compare his witness to the statement of the loudmouthed castellan. He was still standing there, teasing the knots out of the horses’ manes, and thinking what to do when the scene abruptly changed, and Junker Wenzel von Tronka with a rout of knights, grooms and dogs came clattering into the courtyard, fresh from a chase of hares. The castellan, asked what the matter was, straight away spoke up, and while the dogs, sighting the stranger, from one side set up a bloodthirsty baying, and the knights, from the other, did their best to hish them, he claimed, with egregious misrepresentation of the facts, that the horse breeder was peeved because his horses had been put to work a little. He said, to scornful laughter, that the man refused to acknowledge the horses were even his. Kohlhaas called out: ‘No, indeed, they are not my horses, if it please your honour! These are not the horses that were worth thirty gold ducats! I want the return of my sleek and well-fed horses!’

The Junker, across whose face a fleeting pallor was seen to pass, dismounted and declared if the wretch doesn’t want his horses, let him leave them here. Günther! he called, Hans! Come! Brushing the dust from his garments and calling: Bring wine! he entered the castle, and then he and the knights were all within. Kohlhaas said he would sooner call the knacker and have the horses sold for glue than take them back to Kohlhaasenbrück in their present condition. Without further ado he left the horses where they were, swung himself up in the saddle of his chestnut, and assuring anyone who cared to hear that he knew how to obtain his rights, rode off.

He was on the best way to Dresden, when, thinking of his groom, and the grievance they had against him at the castle, he slowed to a walk, and finally before he had gone a thousand steps, turned his horse, and made instead for Kohlhaasenbrück to question his groom, as now seemed both urgent and prudent. His instinct, already well-acquainted with the infirm constitution of the world, inclined him – in spite of the insults he had suffered, and if it really was the case, that, as the castellan claimed, the groom was guilty of some transgression – to accept the loss of the horses as nothing more than he deserved. Countering this was another feeling, just as distinct, which took ever deeper root within him, that, as he rode on, making the occasional stops, and hearing everywhere of the injustices that were daily practised on travellers at Tronkenburg: that if the whole incident, as seemed to be the case, was a conspiracy, he with all his strength was duty-bound to obtain satisfaction for the insult he had suffered, and security for future citizens.

No sooner had he arrived in Kohlhaasenbrück and embraced Lisbeth his dear wife, and kissed his children, who gleefully clustered round him, than he straight away asked after Herse, his groom: had nothing been heard from him? Lisbeth said: Oh, my dear Michael, Herse! Imagine, this unhappy man, beaten most piteously, arrives here two weeks ago: So badly beaten he can hardly draw breath. We put him to bed where he spits blood and, in answer to our repeated questions, are regaled with a story that none of us can make any sense of. How he had been left behind at Tronkenburg with the horses that had not been permitted passage, how by the most injurious mistreatment he had been forced to leave the castle, and how he had been prevented from
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