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		Cassandra

		Swarms of waxwings have settled in the ripe clusters of
				rowanberries. It is said that they come only every seven years from high up north,
				from Lapland or Siberia, and only when the winter threatens to turn exceptionally
				severe. They’re also called plague birds, even though they appear rather
				pretty: plump and colorful, with a saucy crest, velvety black heads and throats,
				white-banded wings on scarlet pinions and tails edged in lemon yellow. Their fluffy
				breasts, of a rosy mother-of-pearl hue, crowd against the spiky gridwork of the
				cluster stems as they busily pick the red berries. A sudden detonation: someone is
				shooting with birdshot into the swarm, which rises like smoke above the crowns of
				the rowan trees. But a good dozen of the birds tumble from the fruit clusters down into the snow amidst fallen berries and drops of blood. Who can tell
				whether the survivors will ever return? The clusters are torn to shreds and the
				denuded twigs show as a rigid pattern against the pale winter sky.
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		When she joined the household, it was said, she was hardly more than a beast.
			They had peeled her out of her peasant garb and had instantly consigned the shirt, the
			wrap skirt, the sleeveless sheepskin jacket and the leather buskins to the flames. But
			clad in city clothes, she looked so utterly absurd as to be frightening. People would
			say in rude jesting that if a pregnant woman encountered her, she might well miscarry.
			Forthwith they dressed her once more in her traditional costume, though a somewhat
			stylized version, devoid of the many-colored embroideries on shirt and skirt, without
			the vermilion sash and the saffron-colored kerchief: a nunnish garb in subdued black,
			white and gray shades. “They turned a goldfinch into a sparrow,” she would
			say of herself. It had not been anticipated that she would be even more conspicuous in
			this contrived costume than in her traditional clothes, notwithstanding which she wore
			it with great and dignified pride, as if it were a monastic vestment.

		No one ever found out how she had come by the name of Cassandra. Under no circumstances
			could she have been baptized under that name. The godforsaken hamlet in the Carpathian
				Mountains whence she had come — she still knew its name but no
			longer where it was located, in any case, “way back in the
			woods”—consisted of a handful of clapboard hovels whose inhabitants slept
			with their sheep in winter, while in summer the plangent sound of their shepherd pipes
			mingled with the wind rushing through the pine trees of their mountain fastness. To what
			name she answered there she stubbornly refused to reveal, nor did she divulge who first
			had called her Cassandra. Probably it was someone at the monastery where my father had
			found her, but even that seemed doubtful: no one but the abbot himself would have been
			likely to bestow on her, out of the bevy of maidservants—perhaps by reason of some
			evil-boding prophecy?—the name of the seeress from The
				Iliad. The monks in their black frocks, the stovepipes of their rimless hats
			on their shaggy-haired heads, shy, wildly ecstatic or half mad in self-absorption, were
			no less ignorant than their village brethren. Anyway, she came to us as Cassandra and
			took care of me from the day of my birth—as my nanny, my mother said; as my wet
			nurse, Cassandra claimed.

		It is typical of my mother’s misguided pride that no photographs of Cassandra have
			come down to me. When the northern part of the Bukovina where we used to
			live—formerly a crown land of the Austro-Hungarian monarchy and after 1919 a
			province of Romania—was ceded to Russia in 1940 as a result of the pact concluded
			between Stalin and Hitler, or more accurately between their lackeys Molotov and
			Ribbentrop, the authorities in charge of Interests of Germans Abroad
			“repatriated” us and all other former Austrians “of German
			blood” to the German Reich. Each person was allowed to take fifty kilograms of
			belongings. My mother had a Russian colonel quartered in her town house in Czernowitz
			who gallantly permitted her to take with her twice as much, of which at least a third
			consisted of memorabilia of the family. Among the hundreds of photographs, all those
			showing Cassandra were eliminated. Not because of her ugliness, although she must have
			looked, with me in her arms, like a female gorilla costumed as a nanny kidnapping a
			white infant. That Cassandra had been in our service, first as nanny and later, when I was growing up and my parents had separated, as my father’s
			housekeeper, my mother could not help admitting. But that the “savage one,”
			as Cassandra openly was called in the household, had also been my wet nurse—this
			my mother resolutely denied. To have nursed me with her own milk was a distinction she
			claimed for herself alone.

		I know better. Not only because I felt all my life that, nursed by Cassandra, I had
			suckled the milk of that soil, with all its light and dark powers, from which she,
			Cassandra, but not my mother, had sprung; but because the myth of my mother’s
			boundless maternality was inconsistent with the hardly more credible but steadfastly
			maintained other myth of her delicate health. Until proof incontrovertible emerged,
			toward the end of her life, of the remarkable toughness with which she endured the
			vicissitudes of existence, she managed to convince almost everyone that, as someone in
			constant poor health, even the simplest life tasks were beyond her. Before I was born
			she had spent most of her time in health spas, allegedly to recuperate from the birth of
			my sister, which had occurred four years earlier.

		Her supposed delicacy was aggravated by historical events, which drove us for the first
			time, though then only temporarily, from the Bukovina. I was born in 1914; the First
			World War broke out in August of that year. The Bukovina borders directly to the north
			on Galicia, where, right from the start, bloody fighting took place and the Russians
			advanced almost unopposed. Because someone claimed to have seen their flat caps—in
			truth, he had mistaken the visorless field-gray caps of our German
			comrades-in-arms—panic broke out among the population. My mother, left alone, as
			my father had gone to war, allowed herself to become infected by the general hysteria,
			and so we too fled more or less helter-skelter. Our objective was a summer house near
			Trieste belonging to my paternal grandfather, who had died shortly before.

		Obviously I remember nothing of this flight, which occurred soon after my birth. My
			sister, who was almost five, spoke of it as a darkly shadowed experience; sometimes it
			recurred for her in anxiety-ridden dreams. My mother avoided talking about it. My father maintained that she was ashamed of the rashness of our flight,
			which he dismissed with a shrug as “headless.” But ultimately events
			confirmed that she had been right: Czernowitz (now Chernovtsy in the Soviet Union), the
			capital of the Bukovina, repeatedly fell into Russian hands during the ever changing
			outcome of the ensuing battles. At best, we might have chosen a more favorable moment
			and a more comfortable means for our flight.

		As to the route we took in our flight, I also know about it only vaguely and through
			hearsay. I was told that we had to cross the Carpathian Mountains in horse-drawn
			carriages and over a rather arduous pass, by night and in a blizzard, so as to reach
			Bistrice (now Bistriţa), in the district of Marmorosh, then still belonging to
			Hungary, whence the railway was to carry us to Trieste by way of Budapest and Vienna.
			This mountain pass can have been only the Bargău, where, according to legend and
			Bram Stoker’s novel, the castle of Dracula once stood. To reach it and Bistrice
			must have taken us several days by carriage, all during which Cassandra acted as our
			protective genius.

		Our mother neither spoke nor understood any of the local languages. Although German had
			been the official idiom in the Bukovina during the Austrian era, that language became
			increasingly mangled and incomprehensible, both to us and to the variegated nationals,
			the deeper one penetrated into the Bukovina. Cassandra, on the other hand, who spoke no
			language correctly, expressed herself in snatches of Romanian, Ruthenian, Polish and
			Hungarian, as well as Turkish and Yiddish, assisted by a grotesque, grimacing mimicry
			and a primitive, graphic body language that made everyone laugh and that everyone
			understood.

		What this kind of flight is like, we now know well, at the latest from the days at the
			end of the Second World War when the tide was turning in 1944–1945, if not sooner
			from the time of the defeat of France, when populations of entire regions were in
			headlong flight. Among the hand-drawn carts and open rack-wagons on which children in
			rags are starving and freezing, the closed barouches with their fur-clad passengers and
			yapping terriers, their attendant vans loaded with mountains of luggage,
			are an object of scandal and inspire hatred rather than respect. Resentment against us
			could not be mitigated by the finishing-school French and nursery English to which my
			mother resorted when she couldn’t make do with German. The decrepit old coachmen,
			my sister’s frightened, indignant and frozen governess, the Bohemian cook and two
			peasant girls barely trained as maids were of no help. But Cassandra was at home in the
			Carpathians and to her the sharp air was as balsam. Had she heard the howling of wolves,
			it would have sounded to her as a familiar melody. She spoke to the people as her own
			kind and in their own idiom. Her strange garb invested her with authority. When it was a
			question of finding quarters for the night or a place close to a warm oven, a pitcher of
			milk or merely some water for tea, it was she who negotiated and sought understanding,
			it was she who called for mercy and sympathy, and she did so with the impish, weirdly
			droll vivacity that was her very own and that no one could withstand. Much later my
			mother, still resentful, and unaware of how this contradicted her description of
			Cassandra, used to recriminate over the remembrance of how Cassandra, a barely born
			infant at her shamelessly bared breast, exploited me as a means of sentimental blackmail
			when expatiating on our wretchedness as refugees.

		Of the house near Trieste where we finally found refuge I have no memories either, unless
			it be subconsciously in my feeling of intimacy with Mediterranean landscapes, the
			homelike ambience which for me pervades those stony shores, scanned by the black
			obelisks of cypress trees, that ocher-colored coastland over which the Adriatic blue
			fades into the barely more translucent azure of the skies. No telling whether this
			familiarity is not derived rather from some early impressions of postcards. We stayed in
			the little villa near Trieste for less than a year, until the entry of Italy into the
			war against us Austrians required that we flee once more, this time much less
			dramatically and in greater comfort—specifically, to Vienna and in three
			sleeping-car compartments.

		Whether for Cassandra this stay in the Karst region around Trieste, a region totally
			different from Bukovina’s wealth of fields and forests, was like
			an exile, she never told. Among Italian-speaking people she became mute, although she
			might have achieved at least some measure of understanding in Ukrainian with Slovenes or
			in German with some of the German-speaking Triestines. Not only must she have seemed, in
			that motley mixture of Slovenes, Friulians, Greeks and Jews, like some exotic specimen
			from the sideshow of a traveling circus, but the opportunities for such encounters would
			have been rare. We lived a very secluded and cloistered existence; even my mother,
			mindful of her role as refugee and of her perennially fragile health, hardly ever drove
			into Trieste. Later, my sister told me that she almost died
			of boredom. Apart from endless hours of instruction with her governess, her sole
			distraction consisted in the game of diabolo, in which a rotating hourglass-shaped spool
			is balanced and spun on a string stretched between two sticks, then thrust into the air
			and caught again on the string—a game Proust had already described as obsolete at
			the turn of the century. Thanks to untiring practice, she managed to acquire a mastery
			of diabolo with which she often used to humiliate me later on. Photographs from that
			period show her, flowerlike, among gigantic agaves in a rock garden, clad in a white
			summer frock and a large linen hat to protect her against the Mediterranean sun. The
			strange plants, appearing to have originated in some other geological era, look like a
			stage backdrop, and this invests the figure of my sister with an air of artificiality
			and precociousness. At home—our home in the Bukovina, which she was to come to
			hate—her blossomlike appearance was natural. There is another picture of her in
			the garden of our true home that shows her at eye level with her stubby-haired setter,
			Troll, the dog my father had laid as a puppy in her cradle shortly after her
			birth—much to the dismay of the still ailing mother, the nurse and all the other
			females in the household. The dog and the little girl are as organically harmonious in
			the cheerfully overgrown garden as its trees and shrubs and lawns turning into meadows
			rank with wild flowers. The picture, taken no more than a year and a half before the one
			in the garden near Trieste, epitomizes an irrevocably lost period in my sister’s
			life. That childlike innocence, the existential oneness with all living
			creatures, the deep embeddedness in the ever astounding richness of all nature became a
			thing of the past and ceded its place to the realization of the complexity of being.

		More especially for Cassandra, the encounter with an alien world was not an enriching
			experience: she—who relished the anecdotal and raised any occurrence, however
			banal, to the level of an event and knew how to embroider and enrich it with fantasy, so
			as to incorporate it into the never ending garland of cameos that gave our life story
			(and thereby her own) glamour and drama—was incapable of telling us anything about
			the time near Trieste. Whether her memory was blurred by the homesickness she may have
			suffered there, or whether the sullen patience, legacy of an old line of slaves, with
			which she bore any dispensation of fate (a condition of psychic torpor similar to the
			physical rigor that certain bugs or birds assume at the approach of danger) prevented
			anything memorable from even dawning on her—this remains a moot question. That she
			had no eyes for the beauty of the landscape was but natural: as my father used to say,
			primitive people have no grasp of the abstract concept of beauty in nature, since for
			them, sensory perception of nature flows together with love of the ancestral soil;
			anything else is merely alien. Whenever I asked Cassandra whether she hadn’t liked
			the sea, she remained glum and taciturn. I had the impression that her sullen reticence
			had to do with some unpleasant occurrence she didn’t care to think about. Through
			some kind of spiritual osmosis there rose in me an image, somewhat in the Art Nouveau
			style of that period: a young woman in silhouette, like a figurehead on a galleon,
			stands on a foam-sprayed cliff by the sea, and in her I seem to recognize my mother;
			sitting before her, in a half-adoring, half-masterful attitude, is the dark-clad figure
			of a man combining all the traditional attributes of the southerner, the artist and the
			lover in a single epitome—dark hair, a flowing black lavalliere, a black slouch
			hat carelessly held in his hand. I have an inkling that the fierce antagonism between my
			mother and my sister, which arose originally between an obstreperous child and an
			authority who asserted herself too late and never self-assuredly, at some time had
			assumed the form of an archfemale enmity, the true motive of which
			resided in jealousy over a man. That something of this sort also might have colored the
			relationship between Cassandra and my mother seemed to me too abstruse a fancy to be
			worth thinking about, and yet in the end I came to believe it. Both my sister and
			Cassandra idolized my father. To them, the stay in Trieste dimmed his image as husband
			and sole master of the household—and thus as the safeguard of that family unity
			which alone bonds a home in togetherness.

		For me all this experience dwells in the golden haze of the mythical. Conscious recall
			sets in only after we left Trieste and found refuge in the house of friends in Lower
			Austria. Here it is a different landscape: a valley rich in meadows, embedded between
			the wooded slopes of hills. This is more enticing and gives much more evidence of the
			human imprint than the Carpathian land that remains my true home; nevertheless, this
			Austrian landscape is an intimately familiar part of myself. For my mother, the church
			and the tiny village nearby were merely admonitory markers of our bitter existence as
			refugees, but for me they signal my awakening to the world. I can see myself on a
			meadow, its grass not yet mown and so high that I cannot see above it. I raise my arms
			to Cassandra so that she may pick me up. To me she represents the mediator of the
			reality all around, she is the embodiment of all security, of the safe assurance with
			which I experience the world. The miracle of my discovery of the world occurs under her
			protection and with her encouragement. For anyone else, she is but a barely tamed
			savage. My mother could never get

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
	
		Epilogue

		Czernowitz, where I was born, was the former capital of the former duchy of
			Bukovina, an easterly region of Carpathian forestland in the foothills of the Tatra
			Mountains, in 1775 ceded by the former Ottoman Empire to the former Imperial and Royal
			Austro-Hungarian realm as compensation for the latter’s mediation in the
			Russo-Turkish War; the Bukovina was at first allocated to the former kingdom of Galicia,
			but after 1848 it became one of the autonomous former crown lands of the House of
			Habsburg.

		One can readily see that everything in this quick summary (with the exception of the town
			of my birth, whose name, in the course of historical evolution, underwent several
			changes—from Czernowitz to Cernăuţi to the present Chernovtsy) is
			designated as “former,” that is to say, not in the present, not truly
			existing—and this invests my birthplace with a kind of mythic aura, an irreal
			quality. It’s of no use to try to elucidate this mythic twilight by means of
			historical analysis. That the Austro-Hungarian monarchy has not existed since 1918 is
			well enough known, yet in Czernowitz-Cernăuţi, people acted as if they
			didn’t quite believe it. German remained the everyday language of most people, Vienna was the closest metropolis, and no one thought of denying it
			the rank of capital. Even though the reality of Shakespearean kingdoms like those of
			Galicia and Lodomeria had become more than questionable, people spoke of them as if they
			still existed; today they speak of the Bukovina as if it were still a political entity
			even though it disappeared as such in 1940.

		In the days between 1919 and 1940, the Kingdom of Romania governed the Bukovina with a
			sovereign self-assurance based on the claim that it had been the Romanians’
			archoriginal home soil, their Ur-land since the time of the Dacians—a claim that
			may be questioned. In Czernowitz-Cernăuţi, one did not go to the trouble to
			doubt it. In fact, that Romanian interlude was hardly more than a fresh costume change
			in a setting worthy of operetta. The uniforms of Austrian lancers were supplanted by
			those of Romanian Roşiori, infantry wasn’t worth noticing much anyway, and
			the whole transformation was given no greater weight than the one accorded the changing
			scenery at the municipal theater between Countess Maritza
			and The Gipsy Baron or The Beggar
				Student. It took barely twenty years before the black-and-yellow on the
			border posts and the doors of the tobacco-monopoly shops was painted over with the
			blue-yellow-and-red of the new sovereigns and the double eagle on the steeples of public
			buildings was supplanted by the Romanian coat of arms. Then, in 1940, Cernăuţi
			became Chernovtsy and the whole Bukovina became something “former”;
			nominally it no longer existed, cut in two by a state treaty between the Third Reich and
			the Soviet Union, concluded in cavalier disregard of the legend about the Romanian
			Dacians. The region south of the Siret River, together with Moldavia, was allocated to
			the present People’s Republic of Romania, while the northern part, with
			Chernovtsy, fell to the Soviet Republic of the Ukraine. As a result, Chernovtsy was no
			longer a capital, since the capital of the Ukraine is Kiev.

		I used to hesitate when asked about my place of origin, and the reasons for this demurral
			were twofold: first, because the admission that I came from Czernowitz invariably drew
			the irrepressible comment, “Ah, I see…” This is not limited to former
			Austro-Hungarians, for whom the very name Czernowitz stands for a
			standard set of concepts: Czernowitz seems to be well-known everywhere as the setting of
			most Galician-Jewish jokes and as the breeding ground of an unmistakable type of
			individual. My hometown gained world fame as the melting pot for dozens of ethnic
			groups, languages, creeds, temperaments and customs, fused and refined there into a
			quintessential species of “Slaviennese” rapscallions. To what extent it is
			an advantage to be counted among them is a moot point. All my life I did what I could to
			make the best of it. The poet Paul Celan, who said of Czernowitz that it was a place
			where people and books had lived, has done better than I in this respect.

		The second reason for my hesitation is again twofold: of the three score and fifteen
			years of my earthly existence I spent only the first ten in Czernowitz. After that I
			visited the place only sporadically—alas! for there was much to be learned there.
			The last time I had been there was in 1936, when I was twenty-two, fifty-three years
			ago. Over such a time span the original markings fade. But what contributed even more
			signally to my alienation was the increasing “erstwhileness” and irreality
			of my origins. It began to sound to me as if I had invented Czernowitz—and with
			it, myself.

		The fact is that I actually did invent my own Czernowitz.
			Leaving aside my book Maghrebinian Stories, which I could
			not have written had I not been born and raised there, the city itself plays a fatidic
			role in three other of my books: significantly in An Ermine in
				Czernopol (published in English under the title The
				Hussar); marginally in the novel Memoirs of an
				Anti-Semite; and of course decisively in this one. I did not intend in any of
			these to write a travel guide to the actual Czernowitz-Cernăuţi-Chernovtsy,
			but rather to describe a mythical topos. Especially in An Ermine in Czernopol, the very title indicates that we are
			dealing with a literary transposition, the remembrance of the town of my childhood
			serving merely as a scaffolding on which to model a mythic site in which mythical events
			take place.

		But we know that memory is anything but reliable. It selects at random what it wishes to
			store, discards what is not to its liking, underscores the emotional, sublimates and
			distorts. Thus I contributed both intentionally and unintentionally to
			the growing loss of reality for my place of origin, adding the odium of implausibility
			to its—and thereby also my own—already legendary reputation for shifty
			unreliability.

		This hardly disturbs me insofar as the ethical question of truthfulness is concerned. I
			am a writer and as such I have not only the right but also the duty to raise the level
			of reality, as I see it, to the very point where it threatens to tip over into the
			unbelievable. But if one seeks to achieve this by drawing—as I do—on the
			autobiographical, paraphrasing and transforming it and inserting it into fictional and
			hypothetical happenings, then one runs the danger of falling into one’s own trap,
			with the result that one no longer knows what is real and what is not. This exceeds the
			moral sphere and comes dangerously close to schizophrenia.

		But since I am a conscientious person, I recently chanced the adventure of confronting my
			invented Czernopol with the factually existing Czernowitz still surviving in the
			present-day Chernovtsy. This was all the more daring an undertaking since I had given
			not only myself but my hometown as well half a century in which to develop into
			something entirely unforeseeable. Naturally I had to assume that the Ukrainian
			Chernovtsy of 1989, cleansed of its hodgepodge of Swabian Germans, Romanians, Poles,
			Jews, Prussians, Slovaks and Armenians, could no longer be the Czernowitz or
			Cernăuţi that I had last visited in 1936. Likewise I had to assume as out of
			the question that Chernovtsy should have escaped the hybrid growth which, in the past
			few decades, has transformed all human settlements throughout the world into teeming
			excrescences—especially not this chameleon among cities, which the popular
			Austrian writer Karl Emil Franzos called around 1890 “a village of Huzules with
			pseudo-Byzantine, pseudo-Gothic and pseudo-Moorish buildings,” and somewhat later
			“a Black Forest idyll” and ultimately “Little Vienna.” I was
			sure that much of what I recalled would have to have been destroyed according to
			pseudo-American and pseudo-Russian notions about redesigning the future; it was likely
			that I would have to dig up large portions of my remembered past or else leave them permanently under tons of reinforced concrete. Equally, the erstwhile
			capital of the erstwhile Bukovina had meanwhile become a Soviet backwater, in which most
			probably dilapidation and squalor would be visible everywhere.

		None of this was the case—at least it didn’t seem so at first. I found myself
			back in my Czernowitz, the Romanian Cernăuţi from between the two murderous
			wars, as if I had never left, a Rip Van Winkle rubbing the sleep from my eyes without
			first realizing that it had been a sleep of a half-century. Everything stood in place
			around me exactly as it had been fifty-three years earlier. Nothing was missing—at
			least at first glance. A second glance revealed tiny changes. Everywhere trees had been
			planted on both sides of the streets, and their resplendent young greenery brought the
			city closer together and made the avenues, streets and alleys seem narrower and also
			more cheerful, almost spalike. It was altogether a Czernowitz to which I had to
			apologize for my skeptical anticipations. Nothing was dirty or messy. The houses were
			freshly painted in an imperial Austrian egg-yolk yellow that alternated with an imperial
			Russian pea green. The pavements were swept clean—the very same cobblestone
			pavements that once had been polished smooth by the hackneys’ rubber wheels and
			the same stone slabs of the sidewalk over which I had toddled in my child’s shoes
			and slid in my first dancing-lesson pumps, with their slippery soles, after some pretty
			girls along the promenade of Squires Street. The streets, to my boundless relief, were
			free of the tinny metastases of parked cars. Small amounts of traffic trickled by
			without bottlenecks, without stench and almost noiselessly. The silence made me aware of
			the lack of some dearly familiar sounds from the past: what was missing were the rough
			shouts of “Hoh!” with which the Jewish hackney drivers had shooed
			inattentive pedestrians out of the way of their horses, and the whirring twitter of
			swarms of sparrows that everywhere had greedily awaited the plentiful fall of damply
			steaming horse apples. The hackneys had disappeared, as had the streetcars (whose brakes
			had had a way of their own and often had caused confused tie-ups in the traffic). Now
			nimble trolley buses snaked along the old routes, the rails long since paved over, where
			in the past the faded red-white-and-red cars with narrow windows
			swayed on little metal wheels like toy boxes, to emerge in front of the town hall on the
			Ringplatz after having courageously mounted the steep gradient from the Prut River
			valley, then continuing across town, ringing their bells and shrieking at every curve,
			all the way out to the People’s Park. Missing too was the bickering of jackdaws in
			the acacias across from the provincial administration building and around the onion
			towers of the Orthodox church, missing the rattle of rack carts on which the peasants
			from surrounding villages drove to market, missing their smell of cheap rotgut and the
			‘tinkling clopping’ of their poorly shod scruffy Polack horses. The acacias
			were now trimmed in the Italian manner and the peasant carts were replaced by the
			kolkhozes’ trucks. This made the city neater-looking but also more sterile.

		I couldn’t get over it. There could be no doubt that this was indeed the
			Cernăuţi of my childhood, tangibly concrete and real—and yet it
			wasn’t the Czernowitz whose vision I had carried in me for half a century:
			Czernopol, the city of the steppes, mythic site of mythic happenings. It was the
			quintessence of a provincially stolid, bright and well-kept township, undeniably
			revealing its imperial past, phenotypically a former provincial capital from the eastern
			reaches of the former Dual Monarchy, still faintly glinting with its erstwhile glory.
			Sensibly planned streets still presented the architectonically well-meaning and
			unpretentious façades of bourgeois residences from the middle and end of the last
			century (in which even the rare extravagances in style were tempered by the
			period’s mediocrity). The neo-Gothic towers of the Catholic churches, the
			pseudo-Byzantine cupolas of the Orthodox ones and the pseudo-Moorish crenellations of
			the Armenian rose in urbane moderation above the level rooftops of the other buildings
			(I was to learn that only the flamboyant neo-Assyrian temple of the Jews had been razed
			during the German occupation), and in an equally mild manner the neo-Renaissance public
			buildings and pseudo-classic garrison barracks still helped the eye to enjoy an easy
			transition from Gründerzeit
			architecture to a temperate Art Nouveau. All of this embedded in the fresh greenery of
			newly planted trees.

		For me it was a fall into the unreal. I could no longer trust my senses. The city before
			me had been built stone by stone in duplication of my legendary Czernopol. But its
			overwhelming here-and-nowness was devoid of any soul; in some strange way, it was
			removed from its global time. Not that it had been arrested in its evolution, but rather
			that it had been backdated, as it were, beyond it. This present-day Chernovtsy was a
			repudiation both of the interwar Cernăuţi and of the imperial Austrian
			Czernowitz. In its unaltered surface permanence it had reverted to an abstract,
			provincially idyllic Belle Époque, a founders’-era dream of itself, but
			without spirit and life. It was the stage setting of a play that had never been
			produced, a contradiction in itself: a cleanup, spit-and-polish, lacquered and
			antiseptic city. Nothing could be felt of its once demonic nature. What could endow this
			cunning model of a provincial town, as the Chernovtsy of 1989 presented itself, with the
			wide-awake perceptiveness, the bright resourcefulness, the sharp powers of observation,
			the delight in ridiculing others and the biting wit of—well, precisely of
			Czernowitz? Nothing could be detected now of the restlessly vivacious, cynically bold
			and melancholically skeptical spirit that had distinguished the children of this town
			and made them known and famous throughout the world as Czernowitzers. And yet the city
			before me was an undeniable reality, and it was more persuasive than the myth, which was
			merely my own assertion.

		It has been claimed that the spirit of Czernowitz was due to the unique propinquity and
			juxtaposition of the Bukovina’s multiplicity of populations and to their furiously
			fermenting compression in its capital, their reciprocal insemination and abrasion, the
			challenging, constant need to react quickly and adapt shrewdly, a need that had been
			vital especially for the Czernowitz Jews. All of this seemed invalidated in the here and
			now of Chernovtsy. The motley ethnic variegation had been replaced by a homogeneous
			breed of people. Of those wretched avatars, issued from folksy patriotism and fatal
			nationalism, which had produced Walpurgis Night–like excesses
			here too, hardly more than allegorical traces remained visible. On the façades of
			the former Deutsches Haus, Dom Polski, Romanian Casa Poporului and Ukrainian Narodni Dim
			could still be discerned, though faded by the strongly contrasting local weather, the
			frescoes of imposing female figures with bared bosoms and all kinds of symbolic
			appurtenances—sword, book, lyre, wheat sheaves, eagles, throttled
			snakes—meant to epitomize in Art Nouveau style the spirit of every nationality,
			each but a single component among the many of the spiritus
				loci of Czernowitz.

		But the primary base element of Czernowitz had always been a cynically healthy derision
			for all types of lofty conviction. Any true Czernowitzer watched an exhibition of
			overflowing nationalistic sentiment with no greater personal involvement than that which
			he reserved for the Purim masquerades put on by street urchins.

		Still, it was anything but shoulder-shrugging imperturbability that was responsible for
			letting these strongholds of conceited, chauvinistically overheated pettiness remain
			standing just as they had been built and decorated a century ago in the heyday of
			patriotic romanticism. Among all the spooky, soullessly preserved testimonies to a
			turbulent past, these were the only ones that appeared dilapidated. I had the impression
			that behind their now shabby façades these buildings were nothing but empty shells,
			like houses after a ruthlessly extinguished conflagration, when the firemen have done
			more damage than the flames—as if, at one time, the aggression they harbored had
			flared too violently and the people who then exterminated the spreading infection had
			proceeded so drastically that they also annihilated all the productive antagonisms, all
			the color and vivid tension that had characterized the city’s contiguous admixture
			of a dozen nationalities.

		In this connection I tried to reconstruct a scene from the past in my legendary
			Czernopol: a youth from the Junimea, the Romanian Youth Movement, steps from the Casa
			Poporului wearing the well-known costume of short, sleeveless and colorfully embroidered
			sheepskin jacket, and coarse linen shirt over linen trousers tightly
			belted in blue-yellow-and-red; there’s a suggestion of a whiff of pine needles
			from the Carpathian forests in his hair and his eyes shine with the pride of the Dacians
			(whom Trajan’s cohorts could never subdue, though they managed to overcome them in
			battle). As chance will have it, a German student passes by, a member of the folk-German
			fraternity Arminia, in its usual uniform: stiff collar, kepi worn at a snappy angle,
			fraternity colors displayed across the chest on a broad ribbon. At the sight of the
			Romanian he snorts contemptuously through the adhesive plaster covering a recent saber
			cut—an unambiguous signal that he considers the Romanian a lumpish yokel and
			potential adversary, even though both sit in the same lecture halls at the university.
			Such an encounter might all too easily lead to blows. But this time both are distracted
			by the appearance of a Hasidic rabbi in black caftan, with the pale skin of a bookworm
			and long corkscrew side-locks under a fox-pelt hat, an apparition that forthwith unites
			the former opponents in the happy recognition that the newcomer is the natural target of
			their aggression. For the time being, they content themselves with jeers and taunts,
			obscene gestures and curses. For the time being—I was writing of the year 1930.
			The great signal had not yet been given that would produce all its evil
			consequences.

		In the Chernovtsy of 1989 such a scene is unimaginable. It haunts my mind but not those
			neatly kept streets. What now moved through the streets before my confused and
			astonished eyes was utterly uniform and obviously homogeneous, nothing provoking any
			particularizing pride. People strolled about at all hours of the day like a mass of
			workers streaming from factories at the end of their shift. Despite the occasional
			colorful getup, the ready-to-wear mass clothing seemed mostly to be a uniform gray. The
			faces were—as the saying goes—all of the same stamp: of Slavic broadness and
			angularity with coarse skin and light-colored hair. These were Ukrainians. In the old
			days we called them Ruthenians, one of the many minorities in a place where there was no
			majority. In all the Bukovina they did not make up more than a third of the population,
			in the Czernowitz of old Austria even less, and a smaller proportion still in the
			Romanian Cernăuţi. Now they were the only ones left, those
			people’s comrades of the Soviet Republic of the Ukraine, which, as the former
			“Little Russia” enlarged by the annexation of Galicia and the northern
			Bukovina, now accounts for more than half the European territory of the Soviet Union.
			Nor were these people different from other Russians. The women were almost without
			exception plump, the men stocky and puffy, a people of cabbage eaters, not in dire want,
			not dissatisfied but inclined to submit resignedly to God’s will, serious and well
			behaved. Very well behaved, it seemed. Femininity found its expression solely and
			ostentatiously in a petit-bourgeois motherliness—and perhaps also in a fatal
			predilection for dyed fire-red hair. Only very young girls wore slacks; and only a few
			teenagers made weak attempts to imitate Elvis Presley hairdos. But this was mere
			modishness and not an expression of a sociopolitical essence.

		All in all, this certainly was not a world of ease and plenty, and it was entirely free
			of the mad waste and squandering that is the hallmark of late Occidental consumer
			paradises. There was no sales talk, no urging to buy this or that, nor did anything
			irritate by junky superabundance. The moderation was pleasing, whether or not it was
			voluntary. I felt no obligation to purchase or become the user of anything, and this
			circumstance may have given me the deceptive impression that the people here were
			possessed of the dignity of those who voluntarily do without and content themselves with
			little. I could not help thinking that they would have been to Hitler’s
			liking.

		Nor was Chernovtsy entirely without color, as I had thought at first: the sounds of a
			military band were heard from what was once called Austria Square. In the past, this had
			been the great downtown market square, whither the rattling peasant carts all converged
			on Mondays for the week’s market, where—under a fragrant cloud of garlic,
			freshly tanned sheepskins, sharp cheeses, the smoke of machorska tobacco and cheap rotgut, cooking oil and cow
			dung—everything under the sun was sold and bought, from cowhides and calico
			kerchiefs to rusty padlocks, coachmen’s whips, embroidered linen shirts, mouth
			organs, chickens bundled together by their feet, butter on coltsfoot
			leaves, baskets of eggs, sandals (the heavy opankas of the
			region) made of cut-up rubber tires, pocket knives, lambskin caps and innumerable other
			things of the greatest variety. Under the blue of the open sky, this motley,
			multifaceted scene resembled nothing so much as one of those drip paintings by Jackson
			Pollock and, at the same time, the wildly confused swarming of an anthill. There Jews
			haggled for used clothing, Armenians bought corn, linen rolls and skeins of wool by the
			carload, while Lipovanians hawked their beautiful fruit and shoemakers vaunted their
			while-you-wait services. Huzule women would get into a violent squabble with a gaggle of
			Swabians from Bistriţa; drunks beat up on each other; the blind, lame and leprous
			went begging; gypsies fiddled, while crafty monte players, shuffling two black aces and
			one red ace with hypnotizing speed from one side to the other and back again, extracted
			hard-earned pennies from gaping rustic simpletons as easily as did the ubiquitous
			pickpockets hustling in the thick of the crowd, always anxiously on the lookout for the
			police who, at any moment, could arrest them or extract horrendous bribes from them. It
			had been a place of the most intense life, teeming and full of pungent ferment, the
			navel of that cosmopolis which Czernowitz was in a much more
			literal sense than many a world capital.

		At present this civic rectangle is a concrete-covered parade ground, wide, empty and
			painstakingly scrubbed. Yet not entirely gray on gray: one of its narrow sides, where
			the square slopes down toward the suburb of Klokuczka, has been taken over completely by
			a gigantic, glaring red billboard. Jumping out from the crimson background in richly
			golden yellow is a huge, severely stylized portrait of Lenin, dwarfing the four- and
			five-storied houses on the long sides of the square. A few dozen marching paces in front
			of it, a handful of notables were sitting at a long table, half of them in uniform,
			their epaulets glittering with stars, the women among them with blond hair permed in
			aspiring-Hollywood-starlet fashion. Another two dozen marching paces in front of the
			rostrum, three military bands had taken up position, each under the
			command of a bulbous drum major, and one after the other competing in the performance of
			jaunty marches and musical favorites both cheerful and solemn.

		I was told that I was witnessing a competition among garrison bands. Any number of
			regiments and various branches of the armed services were represented in their parade
			uniforms. It was a colorful scene, and each band, in addition to playing its regular
			program, sought to distinguish itself by some optional virtuoso piece, from the Radetzky
			March by way of the Andreas Hofer tune all the way to the overture of Der Freischütz—in a word, Russian popular music.
			This had already lasted all morning, a Sunday morning to boot, and I would have surmised
			that such a performance was bound to attract a fair crowd of onlookers. Yet only a few
			passersby stopped briefly to look and listen—even when, toward the end, some
			battalions paraded by in historical uniforms, soldiers of the imperial army that had
			triumphed over Napoleon, and—less colorful but eerily scary in aardvarklike
			camouflage—of the forces that had subdued the armies of Hitler. The performance
			concluded with groups of dancers in regional costume, but these so obviously came from
			the property department of the local theater that in this place where only a few decades
			ago such brightly variegated garb could be seen every day and everywhere, they aroused
			no interest at all.

		I too, the foreigner, clearly recognizable as such by clothing and comportment, aroused
			no interest. No curious glances were cast my way and no sign gave me to understand that
			I might in any way be conspicuous. It was as if I were transparent or simply did not
			exist. The feeling of on the one hand being very much and undeniably at home in this
			place, and on the other being half a century and a whole world removed from it now
			intensified into the irreal density of dreamed reality. I was there and yet I was not. I
			dreamed while fully awake—I dreamed not only this tangibly real town but also
			myself in it. Thus removed from my usual placement in either space or time, I started
			out to search for the house of my childhood. Let me anticipate right away the outcome:
			of all the houses in Czernowitz, of which not a stone seemed out of place, my house was
			the only one missing.

		The house of a childhood lying half a century in the past in any case
			is a mostly airy structure. It consists more of views in and out of it than of solid
			walls: of partial views of corners, nooks and crannies, certain pieces of furniture,
			foregrounds and backgrounds—in short, something fragmentary, like the disparate
			sets in a film studio for a movie shot from the perspective of a knee-high nipper.
			Nevertheless I well knew—and still know—that our house had been just beyond
			what had then been the outermost periphery of the city, set in a large garden and giving
			out on three sides to open countryside. I knew—and still know—that like
			innumerable other neoclassical villas of its kind, its façade was supported by
			columns with a narrow terrace crowned by a tympanumlike gable, and that a glassed-in
			porch at the back looked toward the depth of the garden. It had been reached by a long
			street bordered by many gardens, Garden Street, in the so-called villa district of the
			town. I found the street without difficulty. It too was unchanged—at least for
			most of the way. Of dreamlike surreality, just as I had left it fifty-three years
			earlier, it ran between two rows of prosperous one-family houses of the kind that had
			incited Karl Emil Franzos to compare them to cottages in the Black Forest. Some of them
			greeted me as fond memories; some others, lining the street where in my own time there
			had been vacant lots, upset me: I knew they had not been there before, but I could not
			deny their factual presence. They showed no stylistic characteristic, no particular
			newness or lesser degree of wear and tear to differentiate them from their neighbors. No
			historical feature distinguished them—neither a nationally emphasized
			particularity denoting Romanian sovereignty in architectural terms, nor any signs of
			fifty years of Communist housing precepts. Back of the lilac bushes and mulleins in
			their front gardens, these houses, in all the idyllic romanticism extolled by Franzos,
			ivy-clad up to the gables, oriels and bartizans, challenged my presumption that they
			could not have been built in the same global period of irreality as the rest of
			Chernovtsy. I began to lose the unerring determination with which I had been seeking my
			objective. This Garden Street had become longer by a third, just as in a dream a
			familiar path lengthens into endlessness. And when I finally did reach
			the end, there, before my very eyes, rose row after row of twelve-, fourteen- and
			sixteen-story high-rises blocking the view of what had been open country.

		I should have expected this. It was logically consistent: when considering the steep
			slope down to the Prut River valley which encircles much of the city, this was the
			reasonable and indeed sole direction in which it could have expanded—and that it
			would have expanded in fifty-three years I had anticipated. In any case the city had
			grown with an astounding mindfulness of what had been there in the past—in a
			spirit of such careful preservation that the results transposed me to a
			no-man’s-land in time and into a state somewhere between dreaming and the most
			acute wakefulness. Not only did everything from my own time remain untouched, but the
			additions made to it were heavily reminiscent of that period. All the harder was it,
			therefore, to accept that only the house of my childhood was omitted from this
			reverential preservation of the past. I clearly remembered that from our southeastern
			windows one had a view of the poplars lining Transylvania Avenue, leading straight
			through the open country all the way to the airy blue horizon: the path of my
			childhood’s deepest longings. And the road still existed, although its length
			could no longer be encompassed at a glance. No longer was it lined by poplars, their
			branches swarming with birds, but instead by residential blocks and shopping centers (in
			which only paltry goods were for sale). Between these and the squadron of high-rises,
			untidy tracts of land remained partly vacant and partly built up, haphazardly—here
			a student colony, there an orphanage (looking typically Romanian), here a home for the
			blind among some remains of tree groves, there some one-family houses of a size more
			appropriate for weekend cottages. In between, in front or behind, our house had once
			stood. But it was no longer. It had disappeared without a trace. It did not help to
			inquire after it. Everyone was as helpful as could be imagined, but no one knew it: they
			were too young or had come here too late or simply could not remember that far back. The
			more intense my search, the more hopelessly did I lose my way in the thickets of the
			unknown. After two days of unavailing inquiry and search, the house of
			my childhood had become a specter that haunted only my own mind.

		To test whether I was not simply the victim of schizophrenic hallucination, I once more
			took up my search—but this time a search for my own self, and in the center of
			town. I looked for the town house where my mother had lived after separating from my
			father, with its big garden, unique relic of Czernowitz’s small-town and even
			rural past. And this house was still there. It stood, with gaps to its left and right,
			across from a quite substantial apartment house; but what once had been its garden now
			unfortunately lay under an expanse of concrete. What was more—and this seemed to
			defy logic—it somehow appeared to have shifted closer to the street. Its roof was
			covered with rusty sheets instead of shingles, and its walls, once hidden behind jasmine
			bushes, were naked and painted a horrid coffee-brown shade. The porch had disappeared.
			Here too, new buildings had materialized that had not been there during my time: all
			kinds of cozy little small-town cottages, as well as an already dilapidated factory
			built of yellow clinker bricks and a whole enfilade of cavelike dwellings reaching to
			the depth of the erstwhile garden. Again, there was not the slightest indication that
			all of this had not always been there, for the architectural styles were the same;
			everything seemed to have originated in the small-town past of Czernowitz and showed the
			same degree of shabby wear and tear.

		I thought I was losing whatever remained of my mind: if anything had been built here
			since my own time, surely it had to be something more substantial than this proletarian
			colony! Even in the 1920s this piece of ground had been the object of lustful greed on
			the part of many real estate speculators and builders, all of whom my mother had
			heroically resisted. Since my mother’s “expatriation” in 1940, the
			ground had been ownerless. An impressive block of apartment houses could have been built
			in its place, something exemplary of Communist progress; there even would have been
			space for some greenery around. Whatever had prevented this? It couldn’t have been
			a historically preservative piety that saved the space for these dumps, which merely
			marred the neat image of the city. I could have sworn that they had not yet been there in 1936, but all appearances contradicted this sworn
			assertion. I could do nothing but affirm something completely implausible.

		I was saved by an angel in the person of one of the local dwellers. No, no, I was quite
			right, these additional houses had not been there, only the ancient one in the middle,
			and all the rest had been added in the 1950s, a time of dire poverty in which more
			substantial constructions were out of the question. And yes, the horrible industrial
			installation had also been built then, and in great haste. And yes, indeed, the house
			had once had a glassed-in porch, and over there, where now there are those pre-fab row
			houses, that’s where the stables had been, and the floors there were still always
			moist. Yes, over there, there indeed had been also some large cherry trees. And
			wouldn’t I want to come into the house and see for myself that the premises still
			were the same, even though now they were occupied by three families?

		The stone that fell from my heart sank heavily into my soul. What I had remembered from
			my boyhood had not been all phantasmagorical illusion or
			pure imagination. It was a great relief to be reassured on this account. But I had to
			pay a price. No longer could I ever think of that house of my mother’s without its
			being superseded by the present ugly reality. The real house of my childhood had been
			spared this fate but instead had turned into irreality, haunted by a mythic quality that
			made me fear that I could never again believe in my own reality. So be it! It was indeed
			in the realm of the unbelievable and fabulous that my own Czernopol, the imagined
			counterpart of the factual Czernowitz, was located. The reality I had found in
			Chernovtsy threatened to destroy even this. I had to leave as quickly as possible. You
			must never undertake the search for time lost in the spirit of nostalgic tourism.
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