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			Preface

			ROBERT MUSIL’S massive and unfinished masterpiece, The Man Without Qualities, famously begins with a lengthy meteorological description: 

			 

			A barometric low hung over the Atlantic. It moved eastward toward a high-pressure area over Russia without as yet showing any inclination to bypass this high in a northerly direction. The isotherms and isotheres were functioning as they should. The air temperature was appropriate relative to the annual mean temperature and to the aperiodic monthly fluctuations of the temperature. The rising and setting of the sun, the moon, the phases of the moon, of Venus, of the rings of Saturn, and many other significant phenomena were all in accordance with the forecasts in the astronomical yearbooks. The water vapour in the air was at its maximal state of tension, while the humidity was minimal. In a word that characterizes the facts fairly accurately, even if it is a bit old-fashioned: It was a fine day in August 1913.

			 

			The novel here seems to be smiling, to be amusing itself. The technical language offers a mood of objectivity, rather than objectivity as such. The astronomical yearbooks recall superstition and science simultaneously. The ‘isotherms and isotheres’ functioning ‘as they should’ is wryly animating, as if the notations were children. The translation into informal speech that ends the paragraph (‘It was a fine day in August 1913’) charms like a punchline. 

			Musil’s micro-masterpiece of less than seven hundred words, the short story ‘Flypaper’, opens with a similar technique: ‘Tangle-foot flypaper is approximately fourteen inches long and eight inches wide; it is coated with a yellow poison paste and comes from Canada.’ From that alienating distant beginning, the story goes on to observe the struggle and demise of a fly stuck on that flypaper. The scale is radically smaller, but the effect – invitation through estrangement – is nearly the same. The flies are likened to crashed planes, to decrepit old soldiers, to dead horses. They buzz and try to fly off but cannot. The telling of their efforts is so attentive and accurate as to be at once cruel and tender: ‘They stand there and I feel how helpless they are . . . Their tongue gropes around like a tiny hammer. Their head is brown and hairy, as if made of a coconut . . .’ The flies might as well have been men without qualities. Throughout Musil’s work, the detached scientific gaze overlaps with the subjective lover’s gaze – and both are intense. In this short piece, the observer compares the fly’s periodic defeats to the loosening grip of an endangered mountain climber. (‘They no longer hold themselves up with all their might, but sink a little, and in that moment appear totally human’). By the end, the reader’s identification with the fly is as whole as that with Gregor Samsa. 

			That Musil’s work has such a range of scales – from the trilogy to the pensée, from the movement of planets to the bend of a fly’s knee – rhymes with how scale is deployed as a technique within his work. He moves from abstract philosophy to the sound of footsteps, from atmospheric pressure to a flutter of a heart. His sometime use of scientific language is one of his most prominent mechanisms for changing scale, as within one sentence the reader experiences a shift from terms suited to a cosmic perspective to those better suited to human feeling. Cool indifference, or at least the pose of indifference, shares the page with passionate attention. These moves together form a kind of epistemology – what kind of knowledge is visible only by shifting between these perspectives? What if the human spirit is seen only through flickerings of detachment?

			Dramas of the macro-scale and the micro-scale have inherent charisma. It’s not surprising that Musil is most famous for his works at those extremes of size. How does writing at what we might meteorologically term the meso-scale fare in Musil’s hands? What does his imagination make of the more ‘ordinary’ lengths of short story and slim novella?

			The stories here collected under the title Five Women combine two different volumes. ‘The Temptation of Quiet Veronica’ and ‘The Perfecting of a Love’ were originally published in 1910, as Unions. ‘Grigia’, ‘The Lady from Portugal’, and ‘Tonka’ were published in 1924, as Three Women. All together, these stories, each of which (as the reader will guess) has a woman at the apparent centre of its gaze, have the feel of a series study, or of a natural history, though one performed in a strange and not entirely rational laboratory, or field. The forest described in ‘The Lady from Portugal’ contains, we are told, stag, bear, wild boar, wolves, and ‘perhaps the unicorn’. This mythical creature is at home in Musil’s odd realism, which swirls with metaphors and metaphysical speculations. The intensity in these stories derives in part from looking at humans under the very ordinary extremities of love and desire. Neither love, nor femininity, is the subject matter so much as it is the medium.

			These middle-in-scale writings are also mid-career writings. Robert Musil was born in 1880 in Klagenfurt, Austria, to a musically gifted mother and an engineering professor father. He attended a military academy in his youth, studied engineering, shifted his attention to philosophy and psychology, fell in love with and married Martha Marcovaldi, to whom he remained deeply attached throughout their years together. His first novel, The Confusions of Young Törless, which set him on the path of being a writer (rather than an engineer, or philosopher) was published when he was twenty-six, and is set among young men in a military academy not so different from the one he himself attended. While Musil continued to write, he also worked as a librarian, and later served as a soldier in the First World War. Musil’s wife, as well as a mistress he kept as a young man, and an Italian peasant with whom he had an affair while a soldier, can all be correlated with the women in these stories, though the stories are best understood as counterfactuals or thought experiments. As nouvelles-à-clef they hold little interest; as inquiries into lives that might have been, and the human spirit under various spells and pressures, they are art. 

			The events of ‘Grigia’, the story of a love affair, are presented as a diversion from the main stream of the life of Homo, the central character. Homo’s child is sick, and is taken by his wife to a spa to get better. Homo chooses not to go, as ‘it would mean being separated too long from himself, from his books, his plans and his life’. But a short time later, when an opportunity to serve as a geologist on a mining expedition presents itself, he packs up and leaves immediately. He soon begins an affair with a local peasant woman, the eponymous Grigia. ‘After this he could not rid himself of the feeling that this life, which was brighter and more highly spiced than any life he had led before, was no longer part of reality, but a play floating in the air.’ In the story ‘Tonka’, our sense of the male character being pushed to the side of his life is effected differently – the young man takes a mistress, brings her to a city far from her family; she becomes pregnant, but the timing seems to suggest that he cannot possibly be the father.

			Intense physical experiences often signal the moment of transition into these ‘side’ streams. The experiences are not only or even primarily sexual. In one example, a man sits in a cane rocking-chair in a hotel, looking at wallpaper with an ‘indescribably bewildering, maze-like pattern, at once banal and very strange’. Rocking and looking, he sees ‘a mere tangle of rising and falling tendrils that would grow within a couple of seconds from nothingness to their full size and then as rapidly disappear into themselves again’. It’s a weird form of action, these perceptual disturbances, but they often precipitate an old-fashioned action – a decision, a flight. The path of the stories wanders through these perceptual portals, only to evict the character abruptly at some later stage from the realms of heightened perception. 

			Emotionally detailed observations serve as expressions of love and dissection at once. Here is a young man looking at his mistress: ‘There she stood in all the awkwardness of her maiden nakedness. It was moving to see how the skin enclosed her body like too tight a garment.’ Though the observation is cased in metaphor, its precision feels like something from a field guide. Later, the same young man describes hearing his mistress utter wrong-headed ideas she has heard in a class: ‘She would bring them home, as it were, in her mouth, without eating them.’

			The observations can feel static and, for long stretches, they are. But the very intensity of perception in these stories starts to precipitate reversals. In ‘Grigia’, after some time spent inside the workings of the anomalous mining expedition, the project itself has hardly progressed, but the mood and dynamics begin to flip: ‘By now there were as many dogs as men in the place, and one might well wonder which was actually entitled to feel he was master in his own house on this earth and which was only adopted as a domestic companion.’ Homo no longer ­experiences himself as in control of his thoughts, but rather: ‘in the insubstantial dawn light one felt oneself to be a thought in some very slow-thinking mind . . .’

			Just as a reader begins to feel stuck in an eternal eddying movement, with no action other than thoughts, an action intervenes abruptly. Usually this happens as a crisis, at once expected but almost zoological in its necessity: a jealous husband takes revenge, an old woman dies, a venereal disease complicates an unwanted pregnancy. These are the natural sequelae of the characters’ situations, yet still they startle both character and reader. When a young man’s stabilizing plans for his mistress fall through because of his grandmother’s death, it is told in this way: ‘Quite unexpectedly something had happened that would determine the course of his life, and it was something that did not really concern him intimately enough . . .’ The man looking at slides of others through a microscope is one of many slides himself. 

			The character who for much of the story is perceived as an actor and observer, is suddenly acted upon, and observed or, worse still, not observed. ‘Events are, after all, only things that happen untimely and out of place; one is, as it were, mislaid or forgotten, and one is as helpless as an object that nobody bothers to pick up.’ Events make a helpless mistress of the master, such that, for example, in ‘Tonka’, some thoughts the young man has early on in relation to his mistress later feel turned, and applied to his own helpless, predictable course: 

			 

			how is one to define something that . . . dumbly merges with the anonymous mass of mankind, something that is like a little line scratched on the tablets of history? What is one to make of such a life, such a being, which is like a snowflake falling all alone in the midst of a summer’s day? Is it real or imaginary? Is it good, or evil, or indifferent? One senses the fact that here the categories have reached a frontier beyond which they cease to be valid.

			 

			These stories about ‘women’ turn most acutely on the men who do the observing, who again and again fail to see, and in that failing become themselves the central object of investigation.

			Musil’s work has a distinctive self-similar quality. A fragment replicates the shape of the whole. Though compositionally they are decades apart, a detail in the middle of ‘Grigia’ prefigures ‘Flypaper’. Homo is eating in a crowded mess hall, and watches a fly dying on the sticky poison: ‘the dying fly folded its six little legs together, to a point, and kept them straight up like that, and then it died in its pale spot of light on the oilcloth as in a graveyard of stillness that could not be measured in inches or decibels, and which was nevertheless there.’ The fly’s fate will prove to have anticipated a similar end for Homo, though of course he doesn’t know it, focused as he is on the tangle of his own desires, failing to see the obvious peril. The fly dies, the conversation moves on to someone saying that ‘all the Rothschilds put together haven’t enough money to pay for a third-class ticket to the moon’.

			 

			Rivka Galchen

		

	
		
			Three Women

		

	
		
			Grigia

			THERE IS A TIME in life when everything perceptibly slows down, as though one’s life were hesitating to go on or trying to change its course. It may be that at this time one is more liable to disaster.

			Homo had an ailing little son. After this illness had dragged on for a year, without being dangerous, yet also without improving, the doctor prescribed a long stay at a spa; but Homo could not bring himself to accompany his wife and child. It seemed to him it would mean being separated too long from himself, from his books, his plans, and his life. He felt his reluctance to be sheer selfishness, but perhaps it was rather more a sort of self-dissolution, for he had never before been apart from his wife for even as much as a whole day; he had loved her very much and still did love her very much, but through the child’s coming this love had become frangible, like a stone that water has seeped into, gradually disintegrating it. Homo was very astonished by this new quality his life had acquired, this frangibility, for to the best of his knowledge and belief nothing of the love itself had ever been lost, and during all the time occupied with preparations for their departure he could not imagine how he was to spend the approaching summer alone. He simply felt intense repugnance at the thought of spas and mountain resorts.

			So he remained alone at home, and on the second day he received a letter inviting him to join a company that was about to re-open the old Venetian gold-mines in the Val Fersena. The letter was from a certain Mozart Amadeo Hoffingott, whom he had met while travelling some years previously and with whom he had, during those few days, struck up a friendship.

			Yet not the slightest doubt occurred to him whether the project was a sound one. He sent off two telegrams, one to tell his wife that he was, after all, leaving instantly and would send his address, the other accepting the proposal that he should join the company as its geologist and perhaps even invest a fairly large sum in the re-opening of the mines.

			In P., a prosperous, compact little Italian town in the midst of mulberry-groves and vineyards, he joined Hoffingott, a tall, handsome, swarthy man of his own age who was always enormously active. He now learnt that the company was backed by immense American funds, and the project was to be carried out in great style. First of all a reconnaissance party was to go up the valley. It was to consist of the two of them and three other partners. Horses were bought, instruments were due to arrive any day, and workmen were being engaged.

			Homo did not stay in the inn, but – he did not quite know why – in the house of an Italian acquaintance of Hoffingott’s. There he was struck by three things. The beautiful mahogany beds were indescribably cool and soft. The wallpaper had an indescribably bewildering, maze-like pattern, at once banal and very strange. And there was a cane rocking-chair. Sitting in that chair, rocking and gazing at the wallpaper, one seemed to turn into a mere tangle of rising and falling tendrils that would grow within a couple of seconds from nothingness to their full size and then as rapidly disappear into themselves again.

			In the streets the air was a blend of snow and the South. It was the middle of May. In the evening the place was lit by big arc-lights that hung from wires stretched across from house to house, so high that the streets below were like ravines of deep blue gloom, and there one picked one’s way along, while away up in the universe there was a spinning and hissing of white suns. By day one looked out over vineyards and woods. It was still all red, yellow, and green after the winter, and since the trees did not lose their leaves, the fading growth and the new were interlaced as in graveyard wreaths. Little red, blue, and pink villas still stood out very vividly among the trees, like scattered cubes inani­mately manifesting to every eye some strange morphological law of which they themselves knew nothing. But higher up the woods were dark, and the mountain was called Selvot. Above the woods there was pasture-land, now still covered with snow, the broad, smooth, wavy lines of it running across the neighbouring mountains and up the steep little side-valley where the expedition was to go. When men came down from these mountains to sell milk and buy polenta, they sometimes brought great lumps of rock-crystal or amethyst, which was said to grow as profusely in many crevices up there as in other places flowers grow in the field, and these uncannily beautiful fairy-tale objects still further intensified his impression that behind the outward appearance of this district, this appearance that had the flickering remoteness and familiarity the stars sometimes have at night, there was hidden something that he yearningly awaited. When they rode into the mountain valley, passing Sant’ Orsola at six o’clock, by a little stone bridge across a mountain rivulet overhung with bushes there were, if not a hundred, at least certainly a score of nightingales singing. It was broad daylight.

			When they were well in the valley, they came to a fantastic place. It hung on the slope of a hill. The bridle-path that had brought them now began sheerly to leap from one huge flat boulder to the next, and flowing away from it, like streams meandering downhill, were a few short, steep lanes disappearing into the meadows. Standing on the bridle-path, one saw only forlorn and ramshackle cottages; but if one looked upward from the meadows below it was as though one had been transported back into a pre-historic lake-village built on piles, for the front of each house was supported on tall beams, and the privies floated out to one side of them like litters on four slender poles as tall as trees. Nor was the surrounding landscape without its oddities. It was a more than semi-circular wall of high, craggy mountains sweeping down steeply into a crater in the centre of which was a smaller wooded cone, and the whole thing was like a gigantic empty pudding-mould with a little piece cut out of it by a deep-running brook, so that there it yawned wide open against the high flank of the slope on which the village hung. Below the snow-line there were corries, where a few deer strayed in the scrub, and in the woods crowning the round hill in the centre the blackcock were already displaying. The meadows on the sunny side were flowered with yellow, blue, and white stars, as big as thalers emptied out of a sack. But if one climbed another hundred feet or so beyond the village, one came to a small plateau covered with ploughed fields, meadows, hay-barns, and a sprinkle of houses, with a little church, on a bastion that jutted over the valley, gazing out over the world that on fine days lay far beyond the valley like the sea beyond the mouth of a river: one could scarcely tell what was still the golden-yellow distance of the blessed plain and where the vague cloud-floors of the sky had begun.

			It was a fine life they led there. All day one was up in the mountains, working at old blocked mine-shafts, or driving new ones into the mountainside, or down at the mouth of the valley where a wide road was to be built: and always one was in gigantic air that was already soft, pregnant with the imminent melting of the snow. They poured out money among the people and held sway like gods. They had something for them all to do, men and women alike. The men they organized into working parties and sent them up the mountains, where they had to spend the week; the women they used as porters, sending them in columns up the almost impassable mountainside, bringing provisions and spare parts. The stone schoolhouse was turned into a depot where their stores were kept and whence they were distributed. There a commanding male voice rapped out orders, summoning one by one the women who stood waiting and chattering, and the big basket on each woman’s back would be loaded until her knees gave and the veins in her neck swelled. When one of those pretty young women had been loaded up, her eyes stared and her lips hung open; then she took her place in the column and, at a sign, these now silent beasts of burden slowly began to set one foot before the other up the long, winding track into the heights. But it was a rare and precious burden that they bore, bread, meat, and wine, and there was no need to be too scrupulous about the tools either, so that besides their wages a good deal that was useful found its way to their own households, and therefore they carried the loads willingly and even thanked the men who had brought these blessings into the mountains. And it was wonderful to feel: here one was not, as everywhere else in the world, scrutinized to see what sort of human being one was – whether one was reliable, powerful, and to be feared, or delicate and beautiful – but whatever sort of human being one was, and no matter what one’s ideas about life and the world were, here one met with love because one had brought blessings. Love ran ahead like a herald, love was made ready everywhere like a bed freshly made up for the guest, and each living being bore gifts of welcome in their eyes. The women could let that be freely seen, but sometimes as one passed a meadow there might be an old peasant there, waving his scythe like Death in person.

			There were, indeed, peculiar people living at the head of this valley. Their forefathers had come here from Germany, to work in the mines, in the times when the bishops of Trent were mighty, and they were still like some ancient weathered German boulder flung down in the Italian landscape. They had partly kept and partly forgotten their old way of life, and what they had kept of it they themselves probably no longer understood. In the spring the mountain torrents wrenched away the earth from under them, so that there were houses that had once stood on a hill and were now on the brink of an abyss; but nobody lifted a finger to contend with the danger, and by a reverse process the new age was drifting into their houses, casting up all sorts of dreadful rubbish. One came across cheap, shiny cupboards, oleographs, and humorous postcards. But sometimes too there would be a saucepan that their forebears might well have used in Luther’s time. For they were Protestants; but even though it was doubtless no more than this dogged clinging to their beliefs that had prevented their being Italianized, they were certainly not good Christians. Since they were poor, almost all the men left their wives shortly after marrying and went to America for years on end; when they came back, they brought with them a little money they had saved, the habits learnt in urban brothels, and the irreligion, but not the acuity, of civilization.

			Right at the beginning Homo heard a story that interested him extraordinarily. Not long before – it might have been some fifteen years previously – a peasant who had been away for a long time came home from America and bedded with his wife again. For a while they rejoiced because they were reunited, and they lived without a care until the last of his cash had melted away. Then, when the rest of his savings, which had been supposed to come from America, still failed to arrive, the peasant girded himself up and – as all the peasants in this district did – went out to earn a living as a pedlar, while his wife continued to look after the unprofitable smallholding. But he did not come back. Instead, a few days later, on a smallholding some distance from the first, the peasant returned from America, reminded his wife how long it had been, exactly to the day, asked to be given a meal exactly the same as that they had had on the day he left, remembered all about the cow that no longer existed, and got on decently with the children sent him by Heaven during the years when he was away. This peasant too, after a period of relaxation and good living, set off with pedlar’s wares and did not return. This happened a third and a fourth time in the district, until it was realized that this was a swindler who had worked with the men over there and questioned them thoroughly about their life at home. Somewhere he was arrested and imprisoned, and none of the women saw him again. This, so the story went, they all were sorry about, for each of them would have liked to have him for a few days more and to have compared him with her memories, in order not to have to admit she had been made a fool of; for each of them claimed to have noticed something that did not quite correspond to what she remembered, but none of them was sufficiently sure of it to raise the matter and make difficulties for the husband who had returned to claim his rights.

			That was what these women were like. Their legs were concealed by brown woollen skirts with deep borders of red, blue, or orange, and the kerchiefs they wore on their heads and crossed over the breast were cheap printed cotton things with a factory-made pattern, yet somehow, too, something about the colours or the way they wore these kerchiefs suggested bygone centuries. There was something here that was much older than any known peasant costume; perhaps it was only a gaze, one that had come down through the ages and arrived very late, faint now and already dim, and yet one felt it clearly, meeting one’s own gaze as one looked at them. They wore shoes that were like primitive dug-out canoes, and because the tracks were so bad they had knife-sharp iron blades fitted into the soles, and in their blue or brown stockings they walked on these as the women walk in Japan. When they had to wait, they sat down, not on the edge of the path, but right on the flat earth of the path itself, pulling up their knees like Negroes. And when, as sometimes happened, they rode up the mountains on their donkeys, they did not sit on their skirts, but rode astride like men, their thighs insensitive to the sharp wooden edges of the baggage-saddles, their legs again raised indecorously high and the whole upper part of the body faintly swinging with the animal’s movement.

			And they had, besides, a bewilderingly frank friendliness and kindliness. ‘Do you come in,’ they would say, with all the dignity of great ladies, if one knocked at their rustic doors. Or if one stood chatting with them for a while in the open air, one of them might suddenly ask with extreme courtesy and reserve: ‘Shall I not hold your coat for you?’ Once, when Homo said to a charming fourteen-year-old girl: ‘Come in the hay’ – simply because ‘the hay’ suddenly seemed as natural to him as fodder is to cattle – the childish face under the pointed, ancestral kerchief showed not the slightest dismay: there was only a mirthful puffing and flashing, a tipping this way and that on the rocking shoe-boats, and almost a collapse on to her little bottom, with her rake still on her shoulder, the whole performance conveying, with winsome clumsiness, comic-opera astonishment at the man’s intensity of desire.

			Another time he asked a tall, Valkyrie-like peasant woman: ‘Well, and are you still a virgin?’ and chucked her under the chin – this time, too, merely because such jests need a touch of virile emphasis.

			But she let her chin rest quietly on his hand and answered solemnly: ‘Yes, of course . . .’

			Homo was taken aback. ‘You’re still a virgin!’ he repeated, and laughed.

			She giggled.

			‘Tell me!’ he said, drawing closer and playfully shaking her chin.

			Then she blew into his face and laughed. ‘Was once, of course!’

			‘If I come to see you, what can I have?’ he went on with his cross-examination.

			‘Whatever you want.’

			‘Everything I want?’

			‘Everything.’

			‘Really everything?’

			‘Everything! Everything!’ and her passion was so brilliantly and passionately acted, that the theatrical quality of it, up here, nearly five thousand feet above sea-level, left him quite bewildered.

			After this he could not rid himself of the feeling that this life, which was brighter and more highly spiced than any life he had led before, was no longer part of reality, but a play floating in the air.

			Meanwhile summer had come. When he had received the first letter and recognized his ailing little boy’s childish handwriting, the shock of happiness and secret possession had flashed right through him, down to the soles of his feet. Their knowing where he was seemed to give everything tremendous solidity. He was here: oh, now everything was known and he had no more need to explain anything. All white and mauve, green and brown, there were the meadows around him. He was no phantom. A fairy-tale wood of ancient larches, feathery with new green, spread over an emerald slope. Under the moss there might be living crystals, mauve and white. The stream in the midst of the wood somewhere ran over a boulder, falling so that it looked like a big silver comb. He no longer answered his wife’s letters. Here, amid the secrets of Nature, their belonging together was only one secret more. There was a tender scarlet flower, one that existed in no other man’s world, only in his, and thus God had ordered things, wholly as a wonder. There was a place in the body that was kept hidden away, and no one might see it lest he should die: only one man. At this moment it seemed to him as wonderfully senseless and unpractical as only profound religious feeling can be. And only now did he realize what he had done in cutting himself off for this summer and letting himself drift on his own tide, this tide that had taken control of him. Among the trees with their arsenic-green beards he sank down on one knee and spread out his arms, a thing he had never done before in all his life, and it was as though in this moment someone lifted him out of his own embrace. He felt his beloved’s hand in his, her voice sounded in his ear, and it was as though even now his whole body were answering to a touch, as though he were being cast in the mould of some other body. But he had invalidated his life. His heart had grown humble before his beloved, and poor as a mendicant; only a little more, and vows and tears would have poured from his very soul. And yet it was certain that he would not turn back, and strangely there was associated with his agitation an image of the meadows in flower round about these woods, and despite all longing for the future a feeling that here, amid anemones, forget-me-not, orchids, gentian, and the glorious greenish-brown sorrel, he would lie dead. He lay down and stretched out on the moss. ‘How am I to take you across with me?’ he asked himself. And his body felt strangely tired, was like a rigid face relaxing into a smile.

			Here he was, having always thought he was living in reality – but was there anything more unreal than that one human being should for him be different from all other human beings? – that among innumerable bodies there was one on which his inmost existence was almost as dependent as on his own body? – whose hunger and fatigue, hearing and seeing, were linked with his own? As the child grew older, this had grown – as the secrets of the soil grow into a sapling – into earthly cares and comforts. He loved his child, but just as the boy would outlive them, so too the boy had earlier killed the other-worldly part of them. And suddenly he flushed hot with a new certainty. He was not a man inclined to religious belief, but at this moment he was illumined within. Thoughts cast as little light as smoky candles in this great radiance of emotion that he experienced; it was all simply one glorious word blazing with the light of youth: Reunion. He was taking her with him for all eternity, and in the moment when he yielded to this thought, the little blemishes that the years had wrought in his beloved were taken from her and all was, eternally, the first day of all. Every worldly consideration vanished, and every possibility of tedium and of unfaithfulness, for no one will sacrifice eternity for the sake of a quarter of an hour’s frivolity. And for the first time he experienced love beyond all doubt as a heavenly sacrament. He recognized the Providence that had guided his life into this solitude and felt the ground with its gold and jewels beneath his feet no longer as an earthly treasure, but as an enchanted world ordained for him alone.

			From this day onward he was released from a bondage, as though rid of a stiff knee or a heavy rucksack. It was the bondage of wanting to be alive, the horror of dying. It did not happen to him as he had always thought it would, when in the fullness of one’s strength one seems to see one’s end approaching, so that one drinks more deeply of life, savours it more intensely. It was merely that he felt no longer involved, felt himself buoyed up by a glorious lightness that made him supreme lord of his own existence.

			Although the mining operations had not progressed according to plan it was indeed a gold-digger’s life they were leading. A lad had stolen wine, and that was a crime against the community, the punishment of which could count on general approval. The lad was brought in with his wrists bound. Mozart Amadeo Hoffingott gave orders that he should constitute a warning to others by being tied upright to a tree for a day and a night. But when the foreman came with the rope, in jest portentously swinging it and then hanging it over a nail, the lad began to tremble all over in the belief that he was about to be hanged. And it was always just the same – although this was hard to explain – when horses arrived, either fresh horses from beyond the valley or some that had been brought down for a few days’ rest: they would stand about on the meadow, or lie down, but would always group themselves somehow, apparently at random, in a perspective, so that it looked as if it were done accordingly to some secretly agreed aesthetic principle, just like that memory of the little green, blue, and pink houses at the foot of Mount Selvot. But if they were up above, standing around all night tethered in some high corrie in the mountains, three or four at a time tied to a felled tree, and one had started out in the moonlight at three in the morning and now came past the place at half-past
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