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Foreword

The clarity of love is an unassailable thing, if a thing at all, beyond the norms of logic, immune to the proffering of doubt. Turned like an apple on a stick, the limpid mind is spun in translucent sweetness: love hardens, refusing to crack, and the immortal bride haunts the mortal groom.

An account of such devotion arrives via courier, tied in crimson string. I open the packet hastily and place the pages before me – Baron Bagge by the Viennese poet and novelist Alexander Lernet-Holenia – a slim manuscript printed on slightly discoloured paper, holding a vague scent of black tea. I know little of the author save that he had served in World War I as a lieutenant in the Austrian Army and was a protégé of the poet Rilke. But I had read his Count Luna – a book so astonishing that I immediately re-read it, fearful it might disappear – and I had fleetingly wondered whether Lernet-Holenia could marshal such accelerated powers of imagination in another work.

What foolish qualms. Great writers harbour reserves as rich and varied as the caves of Ali Baba. If Count Luna might be called a perfectly chatoyant moonstone, surely the work before me would prove to be yet another unimaginable gem. For a poet gives us a verse of unspeakable beauty, only to eclipse it with another, or produce several more in swift succession to form a transporting constellation.

Though not lengthy, this novella, superbly translated by Richard and Clara Winston, begs attentive reading. It unfolds panoramically, as Baron Bagge relates his strange history to his second in an aborted duel, an unnamed but sympathetic listener. He tells a soldier’s tale that will twist and couple him for ever with the ranks of those in love with the dead.

It is 1915; Lieutenant Bagge has joined the Austro-Hungarian Empire’s Count Gondola Dragoons in a brutal campaign against Russia. Forced to retreat, their division flees across the Carpathians to the Hungarian plain. Receiving new orders, they gather reinforcements and head northward on horseback on a reconnaissance mission, surveying the territory. Under banks of low-hanging clouds and through a vortex of storms, they ride at a dizzying pace in an incessant search for the enemy.

Russian forces are sensed, but not seen. The squadron blazes through morphing landscapes into a twilight fringed with ice, a hypernatural world edging the supernatural. Throughout their maneuvers, Bagge is plagued with an odd queasiness, a burgeoning detachment, a sense that another self is navigating in slow motion.

They at last set up camp in Nagy Mihaly, a village intoxicated by revelry. Bagge negotiates his way within a disquieting air of conspiracy, as if everyone is in on a phenomenal universal joke: he alone stands apart, caught in the fabric of a predestined mirage.

The mystified lieutenant is approached by the wraith-like Charlotte Szent-Királys. Beguiled by her eloquence, blue pallor and golden hair, he allows himself to be drawn into a swirl of festivities. She is pliant in his arms as they dance, cloaked in ecstatic melancholy. The stars, frightening in their brilliance, shift overhead, reinventing time.

As if candlelight were a doctrine, Alexander Lernet-Holenia writes of the grandeur of illuminated halls, the space between realms, the men tramping through the snow in their long brown coats. He notes the burnished braids adorning a uniform, the edge of Charlotte’s ivory fan etched with a line from Mallarmé: With no language, but a beating of wings toward heaven. He writes of the touch of two hands, of heart chambers entered, one soul pouring into the other.

What happens next does not matter as much as the question that hovers over Baron Bagge like a tantalizing mist: how does one distinguish between so-called life and exquisite illusion?

The crimson string unwinds; the scent of black tea surrounds. Time to turn the page and, as a poet might command, tread softly the marbled corridors of an undying dream.

PATTI SMITH

NYC, MAY 2022




At a recent reception given by the Minister of Agriculture, a certain Baron Bagge became involved in a dispute with an immature and hot-tempered young man named von Farago. In a voice loud enough to attract everyone’s attention, Farago suddenly forbade Bagge to speak with his sister. The Baron asked a major in my regiment, who happened to be present, to be his second; and the major proposed me as the other second. Our opposites claimed that Farago had been justified in protecting his sister since Bagge already had the lives of two women on his conscience. This was news to us. In fact, we knew virtually nothing about Bagge’s past as he spent most of his time at his remote estate, Ottmanach, in Carinthia. But we took the position that it was not for us to look into that aspect of the matter. Affairs of such a private character, for which, in addition, there could be no direct proof, were simply not pertinent, we argued. In the end, our view prevailed, and, as custom required, Farago had to make a formal apology. Bagge listened to the apology with a distracted, absentminded expression. Then he bowed, and we took our leave. Subsequently, however, he seemed to feel obligated to make explanations to me, and he told me his story.

Unfortunately, he said, it is only too true that both those unhappy creatures did take their lives. And people say it was on my account. But the truth is I am not to blame. I don’t flatter myself that I am particularly good-looking. Nor am I especially rich. And for a long time I had made no efforts at conquest. On the contrary, when I noticed that a woman was beginning to be interested in me, I tried to withdraw and would expressly state that I was not in a position to think of marriage. But apparently these girls were moved by the spirit of contradiction. First one and then the other insisted on marriage, all the more ardently, it may be, because they suspected that I could not marry them at all. You see, I am already married. It happened this way.

When the war started so unexpectedly, I was travelling in Central America – I had wanted to attend the opening of the Panama Canal. I succeeded in returning to Europe on a Dutch vessel and took part in the beginning of the campaign against Russia, serving in the Count Gondola Dragoons. Early in 1915 our forces, retreating under the tremendous pressure of Grand Duke Nicholas’ armies, withdrew across the Carpathians to the Hungarian plain. We had suffered tremendous casualties from battle and the hardships of the winter, and some of our units had evaporated. In February, however, they began to be rebuilt. Hordes of fresh recruits, principally from Munkács and Nyiregyháza, were assembled. When the advance was due to start, my division received orders to strike out northward from Tokay on a reconnaissance mission.

Near Tokay, a last spur of the Carpathian Mountains, an extinct volcano, covered with vineyards, thrusts up out of the plain like a muted voice of the underworld. The division, which, in addition to the Gondola and Count Scherffenberg Dragoons, was made up of the De la Ost and the Grand Duke of Tuscany Uhlans, was quartered in Tokay itself and in the surrounding villages. I was first lieutenant in the fourth squadron of my regiment. My captain was a Herr von Semler-Wasserneuburg, and the second lieutenants under me were an American named Hamilton – the United States had at that time not yet declared war upon us – and a very young fellow named Karl Maltitz. The men were mostly Galician Poles, but there was also a sprinkling of Germans and Romanians from Bukovina. The division was still almost up to peacetime strength.

Semler was considered a temperamental, unpredictable character, and there were some who bluntly called him a fool. In any case, life in the small Polish garrisons where the regiment had been stationed for the past several years – a life of boredom and heavy drinking – had done him no good and had apparently stretched his nerves to the breaking point. Besides, he probably carried a hereditary strain of instability. So my mother said, at any rate. She had known the Semlers in Carinthia. It was for my mother’s sake that my father, who served originally in the Prussian army, had moved to Carinthia; after his marriage he lived for the most part in Ottmanach. Ottmanach was my mother’s property.

Mother knew the Semlers quite well. Wasserneuburg is no more than a day’s drive by carriage from Ottmanach. A good many ghost stories about Wasserneuburg were in circulation. Now ghost stories in a family generally mean no more than that the mental condition of the family itself is not what it should be. The story went that mental instability had entered the Semler family in the person of a certain Frau von Neumann. This Frau Neumann, it was said, was the death of five or six husbands in rapid succession, until the last of them finally won mastery over her. I heard this story frequently as a child, but perhaps it was really no more than a nursery tale. Outwardly, at any rate, Semler showed no signs of instability; in fact, he could be extremely charming. But you could never count on him at critical moments.

We were soon to have proof of his unreliability. He was to blame not only for his own death, but for the deaths of Hamilton, Maltitz, and a hundred and twenty non-commissioned officers and men. In fact he came within a hair of bringing about my death also. But perhaps it is not right to place the blame on him. Perhaps his foolishness was merely the instrument of fate, and the disaster into which he led his squadron, the slaughter of so many men and horses, took place in order that something which could no longer happen within the realm of the living – because it was too late – could happen after life.

‘In death’ is the usual term, but it did not actually take place in death, rather in that time and space which intervene between dying and death itself. For that there is such an interval, many people consider quite certain. According to some it lasts only a few moments; according to others, several days – nine in extreme cases. Hence it is, people aver, that the dead are not buried or cremated until an interval has passed. There have been periods – in ancient Russia, for example – when it was customary to wait more than a week before burying the dead. Besides, what is the real difference between moments and weeks? … You don’t quite grasp my meaning, do you? But I will try to make it clear. Telling you how it all came about will be the best explanation.

I’ve said nothing so far about Hamilton and Maltitz. Hamilton was, as I’ve mentioned, an American, from one of the so-called old families in the South. He came from Kentucky, I believe. Or isn’t Kentucky in the South? I’m not sure; as I told you, I was in Central America, but not in the United States. Hamilton was tall, bony, and mature beyond his years. Apparently he did not have much use for women. Instead, he drank heavily, and under the influence of alcohol would become amusing. Usually
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