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Foreword

Spring Torrents is a late work of Turgenev: it was written during 1870 and 1871, when Turgenev was in his fifties. But its action takes place in 1840, when Turgenev was twenty-two, and the story is, to some slight extent, autobiographical.

To many readers the story will already be familiar. But there may be some who will be reading it for the first time. It is a story of quite extraordinary haunting beauty, constructed with consummate skill. It would be little short of vandalism to tempt any reader to start with a translator’s preface, in which a bald summary would inevitably have to replace the Master’s craftsmanship, and extracts and quotations would cloy the appetite for the main feast. So, I have avoided any introduction: my advice is, go to the story and enjoy it. For those who may be baffled by some passages or references I have appended a few notes at the back of the text. The existence of such a note by the translator is indicated by a superscript in the text: the reader can refer to the note as he proceeds or ignore the number, as he pleases. The few footnotes printed at the foot of the pages are the author’s footnotes and have, of course, been retained in the form in which he cast them.

Its beauty as a work-of art apart, Spring Torrents is, in many ways, particularly illuminating on Turgenev’s craft. It is also of more than usual significance in revealing Turgenev’s mind and thought and intimate emotions. For those who are interested in the suggestions that I have to make on these matters, an essay on these general questions is printed at the back of the book, after the text and after the notes.

Although the action of Spring Torrents takes place some thirty years before the date of composition and publication, the author’s style is in no possible sense archaic or dated, but contemporary in character. I have therefore made no attempt, in turn, to suggest the style of the seventies of the past century, but have aimed at a contemporary style, which, to the best of my ability, reproduces the style and mood of the author. I hope that the usual difficulties which arise in translation from the Russian will not obtrude themselves too much. I have been sparing in the use of patronymics – but they are to a certain extent unavoidable, and I hope the reader will not find them too bizarre. The other difficulty – the use of ‘you’ and ‘thou’, so hard to reproduce in English – has not proved very serious. In some cases the form of address is not so material as to make it important for the reader to know which form is being used. In other cases, where it is important, the situation has been saved by the fact that the vital conversations take place in French, which is a language in which the different forms of address are easily indicated by the use of tu or vous.

But, it will be asked, why translate at all what has already been translated several times before? I suppose any translator (even so amateur a one as I am) persuades himself that he can do it better than it has been done before. (And I must confess here that I have never read any translation of Spring Torrents – perhaps if I did I would scrap this one. But it is too late.) I started to translate Spring Torrents for a friend who is a writer, and herself no mean stylist, because I felt that I could reveal Turgenev’s art to her in this way better than others had done in the past. It is, of course, not possible for me to judge whether I have succeeded or failed: I merely record what set me upon the translator’s path. As I proceeded with the translation I became increasingly aware, to an extent that I had never realized before (though I have read Spring Torrents many times since my boyhood), of the superb mastery of his craft that Turgenev exhibits. And so, the work of translation grew into a tribute, a small and humble tribute to a great master from one by whom the craft of writing has never been pursued for its own sake so much as for the utilitarian purposes of the record and analysis of facts.

I must record my gratitude to friends who have been kind enough to help me. Victor Frank generously went through the translation and saved me from a number of errors. Roma Thewes has critically worked through the text on several occasions, and made innumerable and valuable suggestions for improvement. To both these friends I owe a great debt of thanks. But I am an obstinate and headstrong man, and they are in no way to blame for the many errors or roughnesses which no doubt still remain.

Note to the Penguin edition

The text of 1972 is reprinted without alteration, except for the correction of several errors since discovered. In the death of Victor Frank in 1972 Russian letters suffered a grave loss. Roma Thewes, now my wife, has once again been of great assistance in going through the proofs.





Those happy years,

Those days so gay,

Like the rush of spring torrents

Have vanished away.

[From a very old song]1



*

… ABOUT two in the morning he returned to his study. He dismissed the servant who had come in and had lit the candles, then flung himself on to the armchair by the fireplace, and buried his face in his hands.

He had never before felt so tired – in body and in spirit. He had spent the whole evening in the company of agreeable women and educated men. There had been some beautiful women among them too, and nearly all the men had been witty and accomplished. His own conversation had come off very well, brilliantly even … and yet, and yet … never before had he felt such disgust for life, such taedium vitae,2 which the Romans talked about in their time. It overwhelmed him like some irresistible force; he felt it choking him. Had he been somewhat younger he would have burst into tears of frustration, boredom and irritation. He felt as if his soul were filled with hot and acrid smoke, like the smoke of wormwood. Like a dark autumn night, a sense of disgust enveloped him; something repulsive and insufferable engulfed him. Try as he would he could not shake it off, could not dispel all this darkness and the pungent smoke. There was no escape for him in sleep; he knew it would not come. So he began to let his thoughts run – slowly, listlessly and rather angrily.

He reflected on the useless bustle, the vulgar falsity of human existence. One after another he mentally reviewed each age of life (he himself had recently turned fifty-three). He had no good word for any of them. Everywhere he found the same squandering of time and effort, the same treading of water, the same self-deception, half unconscious and half deliberate-anything to keep the child quiet; and then-all of a sudden – like a fall of snow, old age is upon one – and with it the ever-growing fear of death, all-consuming, gnawing at one’s very vitals – and then, the abyss. Come to that, it would not be so bad if that were the way life worked out. But there could also be disability and suffering, spreading like rust over iron, before the end came …

He did not picture life’s ocean, as do the poets, all astir with stormy waves. No, he saw it in his mind’s eye as smooth, without a ripple, motionless and translucent right down to the dark sea bed. He saw himself sitting in a small unsteady boat, staring at the dark silt of the sea bottom, where he could just discern shapeless monsters, like enormous fish. These were life’s hazards – the illnesses, the griefs, madness, poverty, blindness … Here he is, looking at them – and then one of the monsters begins to emerge from the murk, rising higher and higher, becoming ever more clearly, more repellently clearly, discernible … Another minute and its impact will overturn the boat. And then, once again, its outlines grow dimmer, it recedes into the distance, to the sea bed, and there it lies motionless, but for a slight movement of its tail … But the destined day will come, and then the boat will capsize.3

He tossed his head, jumped up, paced up and down the room once or twice, and then sat at his desk. He began to pull open one drawer after another and to rummage around among his papers and old letters, which were mostly from women. He had no idea why he was doing this, he was not looking for anything in particular; his only desire was to find some occupation to drive away the thoughts which were exhausting him. He unfolded a few letters at random (one of them disclosed a pressed flower with a faded ribbon tied around it) and shrugged his shoulders. He threw them all aside, with a glance at the fireplace, probably intending to burn this useless rubbish.

Suddenly, as he was rapidly thrusting his hands into one drawer after another, his eyes started from his head. Slowly he pulled out a small octagonal box of old-fashioned design, and slowly lifted the lid. Inside the box, under a double layer of yellowed cotton-wool, lay a tiny garnet cross.

He examined the cross for a few moments without any sign of recognition, and then uttered a faint cry. His features showed something that was neither compassion nor joy, and yet had elements of each. It was the expression of a man suddenly confronted by someone he once loved tenderly, but has long lost sight of; someone who appears unexpectedly before him, looking exactly the same – and completely changed with the passage of time.

He got up and returned to the fireplace. Once again he sat down in the armchair, and once again buried his face in his hands … Why today? Why today in particular? he kept wondering, and he remembered many things from the distant past …

This is what he remembered …

But first I must tell you his name, his patronymic and his surname. He was called Sanin – Dimitry Pavlovich Sanin.

This is what he remembered:

I

IT was the summer of 1840. Sanin was just twenty-three years old, and was in Frankfurt on his way back to Russia from Italy. He was not a rich man, but he had a small private income and almost no family. He had inherited a few thousand roubles from a distant relation and had decided to spend the money on foreign travel before entering the public service – before putting on the harness of employment in a government department, without which it was impossible for him to envisage any kind of assured existence. Sanin had carried out to the letter his plan of spending his legacy, and had managed his affairs so skilfully that on the day of his arrival in Frankfurt, he had precisely enough money left to pay for his journey back to St Petersburg.

In 1840, railways scarcely existed: your gentleman on his tour had to be content with the stagecoach. Sanin had reserved his seat in the extra coach (Beiwagen) which was not due to leave until after ten o’clock that night. There was still plenty of time. Fortunately, the weather was superb, and so Sanin, after lunching at the White Swan Inn (which was renowned at that date) set off to explore the town. He took a look at Danneker’s Ariadne, which he did not much like, and visited Goethe’s house – he had, incidentally, read nothing of Goethe except for Werther, and in a French translation at that. Then he went for a walk along the bank of the Main, and felt a bit bored, as every self-respecting traveller should. At last, some time after five, tired out and with his boots covered with dust, he found himself in one of Frankfurt’s most insignificant streets. It was a street that he was destined not to forget for a long time.

On one of the few houses in the street he observed a signboard: Giovanni Roselli’s Italian Patisserie made its existence known to passers-by. Sanin went into this establishment intending to drink a glass of lemonade. But when he entered the front shop, there was not a soul inside. It looked a little like a chemist’s. Behind the simple counter stood a painted cupboard, with a few gold-labelled bottles on its shelves, and some glass jars, containing rusks, chocolate drops and boiled sweets. A grey tomcat was blinking and purring, kneading with its paws the seat of a high cane chair which stood near the window. A large ball of red wool, glowing brilliantly in the slanting rays of the evening sun, lay on the floor beside an overturned carved wooden basket. A confused noise could be heard coming from the adjoining inner room. Sanin stood for a moment, waiting for the little bell attached to the shop door to stop jangling. Then he raised his voice and called out ‘Is anyone there?’ At that very moment the door leading to the inner room opened – and Sanin was taken completely by surprise.

II

A GIRL of about nineteen, her dark hair falling about her bare shoulders, her bare arms outstretched, burst into the shop. Seeing Sanin, she rushed straight at him, seized his hand, and tugged at him, exclaiming breathlessly: ‘Hurry, come here, save him!’ Sanin did not follow the girl at once – it was not that he did not wish to obey her, but that he was simply too amazed to move. He was almost rooted to the spot: he had never seen so beautiful a girl in his life. But she turned towards him, with a tone of such despair in her voice, in her look, in the motion of her clenched hand as she lifted it, trembling, to her pale cheek and murmured, ‘Oh come on, why don’t you come?’ that he rushed after her through the open door.

In the inner room, on an old-fashioned horsehair divan, lay a boy of about fourteen, his white face tinged with yellow, like wax or ancient marble. He was strikingly like the girl, and was evidently her brother. His eyes were closed. His hair, which was black and thick, cast a shadow like a stain on his forehead, which seemed frozen to stone, and on his thin and motionless eyebrows. His clenched teeth were visible under his bluish lips. He did not appear to be breathing. One arm had dropped to the floor, the other was flung above his head. The boy was fully dressed and buttoned up. His throat was constrained by a tight necktie.

The girl flung herself at him with a cry of despair.

‘He’s dead, he’s dead! Only a moment ago he was sitting here talking to me – and then suddenly he fell down and went completely rigid. Oh God, can nobody help him? And Mother isn’t here! Pantaleone, Pantaleone, what about the doctor?’ she added, suddenly switching to Italian. ‘Have you been to fetch the doctor?’

‘Signora, I haven’t been to the doctor, I sent Luisa,’ a hoarse voice replied from behind the door, and a little old man came into the room, hobbling on a pair of short bandy legs. He was attired in a lilac-coloured dress coat, with black buttons and a high white stock, short nankeen breeches and blue woollen stockings. His tiny face was all but invisible beneath an enormous shock of iron-grey hair, which sprouted upwards round his head and then fell down in untidy little wisps. This made the old man look rather like a broody hen, and the likeness was made more striking still by the fact that all that could be discerned under the dark grey mass of hair were a pointed nose and a pair of round yellow eyes.

‘Luisa will get there faster, and in any case I can’t run,’ the old man went on in Italian, lifting alternately each of his flat, gouty feet which were encased in high-cut shoes with bows. ‘But I have brought some water.’

His dried-up, gnarled fingers were grasping the long, thin neck of a bottle.

‘But Emil will die meanwhile,’ cried the girl and stretched out her hands to Sanin. ‘Oh sir, please, Oh mein Herr, is there nothing you can do to help?’

‘It’s a stroke, he must be bled,’ observed the old man who answered to the name of Pantaleone.

Although Sanin knew absolutely nothing about medical matters, he was quite certain of one thing: fourteen-year-old boys do not have strokes.

‘It’s a fainting fit, and not a stroke,’ he said, turning to Pantaleone. ‘Have you some brushes?’

The old man raised his little face.

‘What?’

‘Brushes, brushes,’ Sanin repeated in German and in French. ‘Brushes,’ he added, going through the motions of cleaning his clothes.

The old man understood at last.

‘Ah, brushes! Spazzette! Of course we have brushes!’

‘Bring them here. We will take off his coat and start rubbing him.’

‘Good … Benone! But shouldn’t I pour water over his head?’

‘No … Later. Hurry up now and fetch the brushes.’

Pantaleone put the bottle on the floor, ran off and returned at once with a hair-brush and a clothes-brush. He was accompanied by a curly-haired poodle who wagged his tail vigorously, and stared inquisitively at the old man, the girl and even Sanin, as if anxious to discover what all the excitement was about.

Sanin quickly removed the boy’s coat, undid the collar of his shirt, rolled up the shirt-sleeves and, seizing one of the brushes, began to rub the boy’s chest and arms with all his might. At the same time, Pantaleone wielded the other brush – the hair-brush – over the boy’s boots and trousers. The girl threw herself down on her knees by the divan, seized her brother’s head with both hands and gazed at him so intensely that she did not even blink her eyes.

Sanin rubbed away, and at the same time kept stealing a glance at her. Dear God! What a lovely girl she was!

III

HER nose was slightly large, but of a beautiful aquiline shape. There was a faint trace of down on her upper lip. Her skin was smooth and without lustre, for all the world as if she were made of ivory or of meerschaum, and her hair fell in a wave like that of Allori’s Judith in the Palazzo Pitti. Most striking of all were her eyes – dark grey, with a black border round the iris – superb, triumphant eyes, even now when their light was dimmed by fear and grief … Sanin could not help thinking of the wonderful land from which he was returning home … But even in Italy he had never seen anything to equal this! The girl’s breathing was interrupted and uneven: it seemed as if every time she drew breath she was waiting for her brother to start breathing too.

Sanin continued to brush the boy, but his eyes were not for the girl alone. The remarkable figure of Pantaleone also attracted his attention. The old man was quite weak from the effort, and was panting: every time he applied the brush, he gave a little jump and emitted something between a groan and a squeak. His enormous mane of hair was damp with sweat, and swayed heavily from side to side, like the roots of some large plant washed by a rising flood.

Sanin was just about to say to him, ‘You might at least take off his boots …’ when the poodle, no doubt excited by the unusual nature of what was going on, dug in his front paws and began to bark.

‘Tartaglia! Canaglia!’ the old man hissed at him.

But at this moment, the girl’s face was transfigured. Her eyebrows lifted, her eyes became even larger and suddenly alight with joy … Sanin looked round … The colour had re-appeared in the young man’s face … There was a movement of his eyelids … His nostrils quivered. He drew the air in through his teeth which were still clenched, and gave a sigh …

‘Emil!’ cried the girl. ‘Emilio mio!’

The boy’s large, black eyes opened slowly. They were still dull, but they were smiling weakly. The same weak smile spread downwards to his pale lips. Then he moved the arm which was hanging by his side and suddenly and swiftly raised it to his chest.

‘Emilio!’ repeated the girl and rose to her feet. The expression on her face was so strong and vivid that she looked as if she was near to tears or about to burst out laughing.

‘Emil! What is all this? Emil!’ came a voice from behind the door. A neatly dressed woman with silver-grey hair and a dark complexion walked briskly into the room. An elderly man followed close behind her. Sanin caught a glimpse of the head of a maidservant behind the man’s shoulders.

The girl ran towards them.

‘He has been saved, Mother; he’s alive!’ she exclaimed, trembling as she embraced the woman who had just come in.

‘But what is it all about?’ repeated the woman. ‘I come back to the house … and suddenly I meet the doctor, and Luisa.’

The girl began to recount what had happened. The doctor went up to the invalid who was rapidly becoming more conscious and still continued to smile. He looked as if he was beginning to feel ashamed of the alarm which he had caused.

‘I see you have been rubbing him with brushes,’ said the doctor, turning to Sanin and Pantaleone, ‘and you did very well. A most excellent idea … Now let us see what else we can think of …’ He felt the young man’s pulse. ‘Hm! Now, let’s see your tongue!’

The woman bent over the boy with an expression of concern. He smiled even more openly – and then turned his eyes on her and blushed …

It occurred to Sanin that he was in the way. He went out into the shop. He had hardly had time to grasp the handle of the street door, when the girl appeared in front of him and stopped him.

‘I see you are going,’ she said, with a friendly look. ‘I won’t detain you, but you simply must come and see us this evening. We owe you so much – you may have saved my brother’s life. We want to thank you – my mother too. You must tell us who you are, you must join us in our happiness.’

‘But I am leaving for Berlin tonight …’ Sanin said hesitantly.

‘There is plenty of time,’ the girl replied with alacrity. ‘Come here in an hour’s time for a cup of chocolate. Do you promise? I must get back to him. You will come, won’t you?’

What was Sanin to do?

‘I’ll come,’ he promised.

The lovely creature quickly shook him by the hand and was gone like a bird, and he found himself in the street.

IV

AN hour and a half later, when Sanin returned to the Patisserie Roselli, he was received like a member of the family. Emilio was sitting on the very same divan where the rubbing with the brushes had taken place. The doctor had prescribed some medicine and had advised great care in avoiding stress, since the patient was of a nervous disposition and prone to heart trouble. He had had fainting fits before: but never so prolonged or so deep as on this occasion. However, the doctor declared that all danger was now passed. Emil was dressed, as befitted a convalescent, in an ample dressing-gown, and his mother had wound a pale blue woollen scarf around his neck. But he looked gay, almost festive – indeed the whole scene had a festive air. In front of the divan stood a round table covered with a clean cloth. An enormous china coffee-pot filled with fragrant chocolate dominated the table. It was surrounded by cups, little decanters of syrup, sponge cakes, buns, even flowers. Six thin wax candles were burning in a pair of antique silver candelabras. On one side of the door a great wing chair offered its soft and comfortable embrace – Sanin was made to sit there. All the inmates of the Patisserie with whom he had had occasion to become acquainted that day were present, including the poodle Tartaglia, and the tomcat. There was an atmosphere of untold happiness. The poodle was actually sneezing from sheer delight – only the tomcat was still blinking his eyes and screwing up his face.

Sanin was made to explain who he was, where he came from and what he was called. When he told them that he was a Russian, the two ladies were somewhat surprised, and even exclaimed a little. Both declared in unison that his German accent was excellent, but that if he preferred to speak French, he was welcome to do so, since both of them understood French well and could express themselves freely in that language. Sanin immediately took advantage of this suggestion. ‘Sanin, Sanin?’ The ladies had never imagined that a Russian surname could be so simple to pronounce. His Christian name, Dimitry, was also much admired. The older lady observed that she had heard in her youth a beautiful opera ‘Demetrio e Polibio’ but that ‘Dimitry’ sounded much better than ‘Demetrio’. This kind of conversation continued for about an hour. The ladies, for their part, initiated him into all the details of their own lives.

The mother, the woman with the grey hair, did most of the talking. Sanin learned that her name was Leonora Roselli and that she had been left a widow after the death of her husband, Giovanni Battista Roselli, who had settled in Frankfurt as a pastry-cook about twenty-five years ago. Giovanni Battista had come from Vicenza, and had been a very good man, although rather hot-tempered and overbearing, and a republican at that. As she said this, Madame Roselli pointed to his portrait in oils which hung above the divan. Sanin could only suppose that the painter – ‘also a republican’, as Madame Roselli observed with a sigh – had failed to catch the likeness of his sitter, since, to judge by the portrait, the late Giovanni Battista had resembled a grim and severe brigand, for all the world like Rinaldo Rinaldini!

Signora Roselli herself had been born in the ‘ancient and beautiful city of Parma, where there is such a superb cupola painted by the immortal Correggio’. But she had become quite a German through long sojourn in the country. Then, shaking her head sadly, she added that all that remained for her now were this daughter and this son (she pointed to each in turn), that the daughter was called Gemma and the son Emilio, and that both were good and obedient children, especially Emilio (‘Am I not obedient, then?’ interposed the daughter at this point. ‘Oh, you’re a republican too,’ replied her mother); that business was, of course, much worse now than it had been while her husband was alive, for he had been a great artist in the pastry-cook line. (‘Un grand’uomo,’ Pantaleone remarked at this point, looking stem); but that, thank God, it was still possible to manage.

V

GEMMA listened to her mother. She was laughing one moment, sighing the next, now stroking her mother’s shoulder, now wagging an admonitory finger at her, and sometimes glancing at Sanin. At last she stood up, put her arms around her mother and kissed her in the hollow of the throat – all of which produced a great deal of laughter from Signora Roselli, and even a few squeals.

Pantaleone was also presented to Sanin. It appeared that he had once sung baritone parts in opera, but had long given up his theatrical life and occupied a position in the Roselli household that was something between that of a family friend and a servant. Although he had lived in Germany for a considerable number of years, he had succeeded in acquiring only a very little of the language, and could really do no more than curse in German, and that mainly by dint of unmercifully murdering the words of abuse. Almost any German was a ‘ferroflucto spizzebubbio’ to Pantaleone.1 But his accent in Italian was perfect, because he came from Sinigaglia where one can hear ‘lingua toscana in bocca romana’.2

Emilio was clearly enjoying himself and basking in the pleasurable mood which comes upon one who has escaped imminent danger or is convalescing from an illness. Besides, everything pointed to the fact that the whole family was in the habit of spoiling him. He uttered some shy words of thanks to Sanin, but mostly concentrated on the syrups and sweets. Sanin was forced to drink two large cups of excellent chocolate and to devour a remarkable number of cakes: no sooner had he swallowed one, than Gemma would be offering another – and it was impossible to refuse.

He very soon began to feel quite at home. It was incredible how swiftly the time passed. There were so many things he had to tell them: about Russia in general, about the Russian climate, Russian society, about the Russian peasants and especially about the Cossacks; about the war of 1812 and Peter the Great, about the Kremlin, about Russian songs and Russian church bells. Both the ladies had only the vaguest notion of our far-flung and remote country: Signora Roselli, or, as she was more usually called, Frau Lenore, even astounded Sanin by asking him if the famous Ice Palace, built in St Petersburg in the previous century, was still standing: she had recently read such an interesting article about it in a book that had belonged to her late husband, Bellezze delle arti. When Sanin exclaimed, ‘Do you really think that we never have any summer in Russia?’ Frau Lenore replied that hitherto her picture of Russia had been of a country where the snow lay permanently and everyone went around in a fur coat and served in the army – but that the hospitality was quite extraordinary, and all the peasants were very obedient. Sanin did his best to provide her and her daughter with some rather more exact intelligence.

When the conversation touched on Russian music, he was at once requested to sing some Russian air and was shown to a small pianoforte which stood in the room, and which had black keys instead of white, and white ones instead of black. Sanin immediately complied with their wishes without making excuses, and sang, in a small, nasal tenor voice, first ‘The Red Sarafan’ and then ‘Along the Highway’, accompanying himself with two fingers of the right hand and three of the left – the thumb, the middle and the little fingers. The ladies praised both his voice and the tunes, but were even more enthusiastic about the soft melodiousness of the Russian language and demanded a translation of the words. Sanin acceded to their wishes, but in view of the fact that the words of ‘The Red Sarafan’ and ‘Along the Highway’ (Sur une rue pavée une jeune fille allait à l’eau, in his rendering of the original) could scarcely provide his listeners with any very exalted idea of Russian poetry, he turned to Pushkin. He first recited, then translated and then sang, Pushkin’s ‘I Recall a Wondrous Moment’ in Glinka’s setting, getting some of the melancholy couplets slightly wrong in the process. The ladies were now absolutely delighted – Frau Lenore even discovered a remarkable similarity between the Russian and Italian languages – the Russian for ‘moment’, mgnovenie, was just like ‘o vieni’, ‘with me’, so mnoi, like ‘siam noi’, and so on. Even the names Pushkin (which she pronounced Pussekin) and Glinka somehow seemed natural to her. Sanin in his turn asked the ladies to sing something and they did not stand on ceremony either. Frau Lenore sat down at the pianoforte and sang a few duettini and stornelli3 with Gemma. The mother had once had a good contralto voice: the daughter’s voice was slight but agreeable.

VI

BUT Sanin was admiring Gemma herself, not her voice. He was sitting a little behind and to one side of her and thinking to himself that no palm tree – not even in the verses of Benediktov,1 who was at that time the fashionable poet – could rival the elegant grace of her figure. And when she came to some particularly emotional point in the song and raised her eyes to the heavens, it seemed impossible to imagine any skies that would not open before so beautiful a glance. Even old Pantaleone, leaning against the doorpost, with his chin and mouth tucked into his ample cravat and listening gravely with the look of an expert, even Pantaleone was admiring the face of this lovely girl and marvelling at it – and, after all, he should have become used to it by now. When the duettino was finished, Frau Lenore remarked that Emilio also sang excellently – a real silver-toned voice. But he had just reached the age when the voice begins to change (he did, in fact, talk in a kind of bass that was constantly breaking) and for this reason he was forbidden to sing. However, Pantaleone – now he might, for old times’ sake, honour the guest with a song. Pantaleone immediately looked very displeased. He frowned, ruffled his hair and declared that he had given up all that long ago. Certainly, as a young man, he had been able to give a good account of himself. Indeed, he belonged to that great age when there were real, classical singers – not like the present screechers – and a real school of bel canto. He, Pantaleone Cippatola of Varese, was once presented with a laurel wreath in Modena, and on that occasion several white doves were released in the theatre, and incidentally, a certain Russian Prince, Il Principe Tarbusski, with whom he had been on terms of most intimate friendship, was always urging him at supper-time to come to Russia and promised him mountains of gold, literally mountains! But that he, Pantaleone, would not be parted from Italy, the country of Dante, il paese del Dante. After that, of course, certain unfortunate things happened, he had himself been somewhat incautious … Here the old man stopped abruptly, gave a deep sigh, then sighed again and looked at the floor … Then he began once again to talk of the classical age of singing, about the famous tenor Garcia for whom he had boundless veneration and respect.

‘There was a man!’ he exclaimed. ‘The great Garcia2 – il gran Garcia – never demeaned himself so far as to sing falzetto like the present-day miserable little tenors – tenoracci. No sir, he sang with a full chest, the full chest, voce di petto, si!’

The old man struck his shirt-front hard with his little withered fist.

‘And what an actor! A volcano, signori miei, a volcano, un Vesuvio! I had the honour and good fortune to appear with him in an opera dell’ illustrissimo maestro Rossini – in Otello. Garcia was Othello, I was Iago, and when he pronounced the phrase …’

Here Pantaleone took up a theatrical stance and sang in a voice which was tremulous and hoarse, but still full of passion.


‘L’i … ra da ver … so da ver … so il fato

Io più no … no … no … non temerò



‘The whole theatre was in a fever, signori miei. But I was not too bad either, and followed on with,


‘L’i … ra da ver … so da ver … so il fato

Temer più non dovrò!



‘And then he came in suddenly, like a flash of lightning, like a tiger,


‘Morrò! … ma vendicato …



‘Or again, listen to this. When he sang … when he sang the famous aria from ‘Matrimonio Segreto’: Pria che Spunti … now here il gran Garcia, after the words I cavalli di galoppo, used to do this when he came to the words senza posa caccerà – just listen how wonderful this is, com’è stupendo! This is what he used to do …’

The old man began to sing some kind of extraordinary fioritura, but on the tenth note he broke down, and was seized with a coughing fit. He turned away with a gesture of his hands, muttering, ‘Why do you torment me?’ Gemma immediately jumped up from her chair, clapped her hands loudly, crying ‘Bravo! … Bravo! …’ ran up to poor retired Iago and gave him a few affectionate pats on both shoulders. Only Emil was laughing without any trace of pity. Cet âge est saṉs pitié – this age knows no compassion – as Lafontaine remarked in his time.

Sanin tried to comfort the old baritone and began to talk Italian to him (he had picked up a little of the language on his recent trip). He spoke of ‘paese del Dante dove il sì suona’.3 This phrase, together with ‘lasciate ogni speranza’4 made up the entire Italian poetic equipment of our young tourist. But Pantaleone was not to be distracted by these efforts. With his chin tucked deeper than ever into his cravat, and his eyes staring grimly out of his head, he once again looked like a bird, and an angry bird at that – a raven, or a kite, perhaps. Then Emil, blushing momentarily, as spoiled children usually do, turned to his sister, and said that if she wished to entertain their guest, she could do nothing better than read aloud one of the comedy sketches by Malz, which she did so well. Gemma laughed and rapped her brother’s hand, exclaiming, ‘He would think of something like that!’ However, she went straight to her room and returned, carrying a small book. She sat down at the table beside the lamp, glanced around her, raised her forefinger – meaning ‘Quiet, please’, a pure Italian gesture – and began to read.

VII

MALZ was a Frankfurt littérateur of the ’thirties. His short, slight comedy sketches, written in the local dialect, portrayed Frankfurt types without any profound wit, but brightly and amusingly. It turned out that Gemma did indeed read superbly well, quite like an actress. She would bring the character to life and sustain it throughout, making good use of the gift for mimicry which she had inherited with her Italian blood. She spared neither her gentle voice nor her lovely face. When it was necessary to portray an old woman who had lost her wits, or a stupid town mayor, she twisted her features into the funniest of grimaces, screwed up her eyes, wrinkled her nose, her voice meanwhile ranging from a high-pitched squeak to a guttural bass … She did not laugh herself during the reading. But whenever her audience (with the exception, it is true, of Pantaleone, who had left with a show of indignation the moment the subject of quel ferroflucto tedesco had been raised) interrupted her with a roar of happy laughter, she would let the book fall on her lap and burst out laughing, throwing back her head, while her black curls cascaded softly about her neck and shaking shoulders. Then the laughter would cease. Gemma would immediately raise the book from her lap, compose her features appropriately and once again resume the serious business of reading.

Sanin could hardly contain his admiration. Most especially striking was the miraculous way in which a face of such ideal beauty could suddenly take on so comical, even common, a look. Gemma was much less successful in the parts of young women, les jeunes premières as they were called, and her portrayal of love scenes was not successful. She felt this herself, and tended to read them with a slight trace of mockery, as if to underline her lack of conviction in the enthusiastic protestations of love and fidelity, and the stilted speeches – actually, the author himself avoided such passages so far as possible.

Sanin did not notice how swiftly the evening passed, and only remembered about his imminent journey when the clock struck ten. He jumped up from his chair as if he had been stung.

‘What is the matter?’ asked Frau Lenore.

‘I was supposed to be leaving for Berlin tonight: I had my seat reserved on the stagecoach.’

‘When does it leave?’

‘At half past ten.’

‘Well,’ said Gemma, ‘that means you have missed it anyway … You had better stay and I will read some more.’

‘Have you paid the full price for the ticket, or just a deposit?’ asked Frau Lenore.

‘The lot!’ Sanin lamented with a gesture of mock despair.

Gemma looked at him with narrowed eyes – and burst out laughing. Her mother scolded her.

‘This poor young man has wasted his money, and here you are laughing!’

‘That’s all right,’ said Gemma. ‘It won’t ruin him, and we must try to console him. Would you like some lemonade?’

Sanin drank a glass of lemonade. Gemma continued with Malz and everything went with a swing.

The clock struck twelve. Sanin began to take his leave.

‘You will have to stay a few more days in Frankfurt now,’ Gemma told him. ‘What is the hurry? You won’t find a more entertaining town.’ She was silent for a moment. ‘Really, that is so,’ she added with a smile.

Sanin did not reply, and reflected that in view of the empty state of his purse he would have to stay in Frankfurt, whether he wished or no, until he had received a reply from a friend in Berlin to whom he now intended to write and ask for a loan.

‘Yes, do stay,’ Frau Lenore said in her turn. ‘We will introduce you to Gemma’s future husband, Herr Karl Klueber. He could not come this evening because he was very busy in his shop. I expect you noticed when you were in the Zeile, the largest store for silks and woollen cloth? Well, he is the chief man there. But he will be delighted to pay his respects to you.’

Heaven alone knows why, but Sanin was slightly taken aback by this piece of information. What a lucky fellow he is, flashed through his mind. He glanced at Gemma – and he thought he noticed a slight look of mockery in her eyes. He began to say good-bye.

‘So it is till tomorrow? Is that so – until tomorrow?’ asked Frau Lenore.

‘Till tomorrow,’ Gemma pronounced, but as a statement, not a question, taking for granted that it could not be otherwise.

‘Till tomorrow,’ Sanin replied.

Emil, Pantaleone and the poodle Tartaglia accompanied him to the street corner. Pantaleone could not resist expressing his displeasure on the subject of Gemma’s reading.

‘She ought to be ashamed of herself! All those grimaces and that squawking! Una carricatura. She ought to act noble parts, Merope or Clytemnaestra, some great tragic role. And here she is screwing herself up to sound like some dreadful German woman. Why, I can do that – mertz, kertz, smertz,’ added the old man in his hoarse voice, poking his face forward and splaying his fingers. Tartaglia started barking at him, and Emil burst out laughing. The old man turned sharply on his heels, and strode back.

Sanin returned to the White Swan Inn (where he had left his belongings in the hall) in a state of some confusion. All those conversations in German, French and Italian were ringing in his ears.

‘Engaged,’ he whispered to himself, lying in bed in the modest room which had been allotted to him. ‘And what a beautiful girl she is! But why on earth have I stayed here?’

However, next day he sent off the letter to his friend in Berlin.

VIII

HE had not yet had time to dress when a waiter came in to announce the arrival of two gentlemen. One of them turned out to be Emil. The other, a tall and impressive young
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