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  INTRODUCTION


  IN THE preface to her posthumously published memoirs, It Was All Quite Different, written in 1960, the last year of her life, Viennese-born writer Vicki Baum begins with a reckoning of sorts:


  
    You can live down any number of failures, but you can’t live down a great success. For thirty years I’ve been a walking example of this truism. People are apt to forgive and forget a flop because they care little about things that aren’t in the papers or on television, and a book that fails dies silently enough. But a success, moth-eaten as it may be, will pop up among old movies or as a hideous musical or in a new film version, or in a Japanese, a Hebrew, a Hindu translation—and there you are.

  


  The success to which Baum is referring is the book you now hold in your hands, her international best seller Grand Hotel. Originally published as Menschen im Hotel in Berlin in 1929, the novel had been serialized over several months that spring in the enormously popular glossy Berliner Illustrirte Zeitung. It was quickly adapted to the stage, co-written by Baum, where it opened in January 1930 to rave reviews and an extended run at the Theater am Nollendorfplatz under the direction of Max Reinhardt and his star pupil Gustaf Gründgens (who would play the leather-clad gangster boss in Fritz Lang’s M the following year).


  Although Grand Hotel was Baum’s tenth novel, it was the first to be translated into English, by the talented Basil Creighton. When it was published in the United Kingdom in 1930, it earned a new round of impassioned accolades from both critics (“brilliant” and “especially poignant to the present day”) and the public. After an English-language stage adaptation made a major splash on Broadway, Doubleday released the American edition in early February 1931. It spent several weeks at the top of the Publishers Weekly best-seller list and sold 95,000 copies in the first six months. Baum soon relocated to Hollywood, where she assisted in adapting her story to the screen at Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer; the credit sequence of the film features her prominent byline beneath the title. In 1932, she attended the glitzy premiere in Times Square, escorted by none other than Noël Coward. Directed by Edmund Goulding and starring Greta Garbo, the Barrymore brothers, and Joan Crawford, the film earned the studio the Oscar for Best Picture that year. Translations of the novel (into Czech, Finnish, Latvian, Slovenian, and Icelandic, among many other foreign languages), cinematic remakes (Robert Z. Leonard’s Week-End at the Waldorf in 1945 and Gottfried Reinhardt’s Menschen im Hotel in 1959), and countless homages, riffs, and rip-offs soon followed.


  For such a spectacularly successful novel, Grand Hotel had a rather humble beginning. Baum, who was born in Vienna in 1888, the only child of an upper-middle-class Jewish couple, first conceived of the story as a young girl, jotting down sketches in her notebook while on a family trip (she had published her first story in a Viennese satirical magazine called Die Muskete at the age of fourteen). Originally trained as a classical harpist at Vienna’s Academy of Music, the teenaged Baum was invited by her aunt and uncle to perform at a public concert held in their hometown of Lundenburg (today Břeclav), an Austro-Hungarian hamlet near the Moravian border. During her three-day visit, the big-city girl got her first taste of life in the provinces, observing the different characters in her midst. One of the members of the chorus that accompanied Baum’s performance, a trembling little man with “an enormous Nietzsche mustache” and a browbeating wife known as Fräulein Sauerkatz, provided the outline for Otto Kringelein, the ailing, downtrodden bookkeeper who arrives in Berlin on a mission to squeeze as much as he can out of his final days of life.


  Years later, after Baum landed a full-time job as a writer and editor at Ullstein Verlag, one of the largest publishers in Europe in the 1920s, newspaper headlines about a hotel-room tussle between a cat burglar and an out-of-town businessman caught her attention. They planted the seeds of the dashing but morally compromised Baron Gaigern and the callous, greedy General Manager Preysing, both of whom found their places, right next to Kringelein, in the old notebook that she still carried with her. Around this time, Baum went to see the ballet in Berlin and came home with an image of Elisaveta Alexandrovna Grusinskaya seared into her mind. Baum had witnessed onstage, as she later recounted, the “fading” Russian prima ballerina Anna Pavlova, leaving the theater “with an infinitely melancholy impression, a half-empty house, an audience that, under the influence of Mary Wigman, had grown tired of ballet, and yet there was the luminous glow of a great, a born, dancer.” Soon she had assembled her dramatis personae, including the shell-shocked Doctor Otternschlag, the dutiful porter Mr. Senf, the saucy stenographer Flämmchen, and the others. (“I am a slow thinker,” Baum once said of herself, “but a fast writer.”) As she commented many years after the book’s publication, “the wooden puppets grew flesh, arteries, veins, nerves. I pulled them together in a hotel where their ways might cross.”


  One of Baum’s greatest achievements with Grand Hotel is precisely that: bringing her readers into a complex, multi-perspectival world—in this case a luxurious, pulsating, yet vaguely tragic first-class hotel—in which they can eavesdrop on the conversations, and on the lives, of the finely observed people (or Menschen of the original title) that she presents. Readers became so attached to the characters that when the novel was initially serialized in the Berliner Illustrirte Zeitung, whose circulation at the time topped two million, they wrote letters of protest after a certain unnamed character (no spoilers here) gets killed off late in the story.


  Perhaps another reason for the novel’s instant success was the way in which it spoke to Weimar society—and to the world at large—at a moment in time when masses of people were wrestling with the forces of modernity. The characters reflect that ongoing tug-of-war between the new and the old. Doctor Otternschlag stands as one of the tens of thousands of war cripples and psychologically scarred soldiers that returned home after the Great War—so memorably captured in the evocative cycle of war paintings completed by Otto Dix earlier that same decade—who continued to haunt Germany throughout the Weimar years. Generally numb to the world, missing half of his face (“A souvenir from Flanders”), and often in a morphine-induced slumber, he lingers at the reception desk looking for messages and new reasons to continue his tortured existence. “He always set a distance between himself and others,” writes Baum early on, “though he was not aware of it . . . he was dismally alone, empty, cut off from life.” When not searching in vain for errant communiqués, he’s overheard muttering his refrain: “Always the same. Nothing happens.”


  The supreme diva Madame Grusinskaya, too, is a formerly grand, now decaying figure from the past—much like the misplaced portraits of Bismarck hanging above the hotel beds—her fan base seemingly dwindling by the day. And like Otternschlag, she self-medicates with Veronal to inure herself to the pains of the world, summed up in her woeful mantra: “Oh, the cruel public. Cruel Berlin. Cruel loneliness.” When Kringelein goes to see her dance on the fifth of her nightly performances in Berlin, the theater is nearly empty. “Leave me alone,” she begs her French assistant Suzette (anticipating Garbo’s most famous line in the film adaptation, “I want to be alone”), “I am not well. I can’t go on again.” In her life as an international ballerina, she moves ceaselessly between her suite in Berlin and its counterparts at the Hotel Imperial in Prague, the Bristol in Vienna, and other grand hotels from Buenos Aires to Rio de Janeiro, “an endless perspective of hotel bedrooms with double doors and running water and the indefinable odor of restlessness and homelessness.” Yet behind the veneer of elegance and the glossy sheen of the hotel’s deco interiors, there “lies an abyss of loneliness.”


  Snapping back to life—or, rather, discovering it for the first time—the narrative counterbalance to Otternschlag and Grusinskaya is Kringelein, who finds himself in a “mysterious state of intoxication,” which he can recall having experienced only once before, when he played hooky from school as a young boy in Fredersdorf. “He felt again, here in the bar of Berlin’s most expensive hotel, the same intoxication, a sense of exuberant plenty as well as of anxiety and alarm, the faint threat haunting the wicked joy of wrongdoing, the excitement of an escapade. It all came back to him as he sat there between one and two in the morning.” Having left behind his former life of “very restricted circumstances” for good, Kringelein can now catch a late show at one of Berlin’s picture palaces or go window-shopping along the Kaiserdamm; he can drink rounds of the “Louisiana flip” cocktail du jour at the hotel bar, dance to jazz for the first time, go to a boxing match and for an adrenaline-charged drive through the city’s boulevards with Baron Gaigern. He no longer needs to report to his wife or to his former boss. He eventually learns a sad truth, indeed: “Only with money can you begin to be a decent human being.”


  •


  The Berlin of the late 1920s, in Baum’s portrayal, is an exhilarating city, buoyed by resplendent neon lights, hidden amusement parlors, jazz clubs, casinos, and all manner of distraction. The city has a distinct life of its own, like another character among the human beings who circulate within it. “There was that indefinable smell of Berlin in March,” writes Baum, “gasoline fumes mingled with the dampness of the Tiergarten.” A few pages later: “Berlin [is] brilliantly lighted, noisy, and teeming.” Like the microcosm of the hotel, the city is also a thoroughly cosmopolitan world where many languages are spoken and where many paths collide. There are flickers of Walter Ruttmann’s 1927 film Berlin: Symphony of a Great City in Grand Hotel, as the novel allows the city to speak and readers to listen in on it.


  While working at Ullstein, Baum wrote frequently for the company’s publications, including Die Dame, another popular Weimar glossy aimed at the burgeoning class of urban, independent women readers. In one such piece, “Leute von heute” (“People of Today”), published in 1927, she introduces readers to a seeming progenitor of Flämmchen, a character she calls Ypsi, after a film diva and in lieu of her “vulgar” birth name Caroline Schomaker. Ypsi is, in Baum’s somewhat satirical rendering, a big-city girl, a “very modern woman whom you have certainly seen a thousand times, at premieres, races, boxing matches, and celebrities’ funerals.” With her bobbed hair, plucked eyebrows, small hats, and job as a copyist—not to mention her weakness for cocaine and adultery—she aspires to originality but instead ends up reproducing the cultural trends of the day: “She flips through magazines, stares intently at social dramas in the cinema, and becomes feverish as the stars parade the newest models on the stage at premieres; she dashes to fashion teas and conducts long, deep discussions with the tender, ephebic young man who is her tailor.”


  The nineteen-year-old Flämmchen shares some of these fantasies with Ypsi, expressing to Preysing her greatest hope to break into movies. Perhaps as a protective shell, or perhaps more genuinely, she harbors a notable variety of hardened, urban cynicism. “True love?” she asks Baron Gaigern, incredulously, late in the novel. “There’s no such thing.” Later still, when engaging in an adulterous affair with the much older Preysing, she remarks of their sexual encounters matter-of-factly, “It felt like having a tooth filled by a singularly incompetent dentist.” These of course were desperate times, with the Great Depression bearing down on Germany and the world, and as such, they called for desperate measures. “Flämmchen had no exaggerated opinion of herself. She knew her price. Twenty marks for a photograph in the nude. A hundred and forty marks for a month’s office work. Fifteen pfennig per page for typing with one carbon copy. A little fur coat costing two hundred and forty marks for a week as somebody’s mistress.”


  As for Baron Gaigern, he’s a handsome thief with a heart of gold, a faux-aristocratic playboy with expensive taste and no money of his own. “There was a smell of lavender and expensive cigarettes,” comments the omniscient narrator the moment Gaigern is introduced, “immediately followed by a man whose appearance was so striking that many heads turned to look at him. He was unusually tall and extremely well dressed, and his step was as elastic as a cat’s or a tennis champion’s. He wore a dark blue trench coat over his dinner jacket. This was scarcely correct perhaps, but it gave an attractively negligent air to his appearance.” He charms all whom he encounters, including Kringelein, whose total makeover he orchestrates while instructing him in joie de vivre. Yet over and over, given the chance to steal, Gaigern’s outsize superego, or maybe his overgrown heart, gets in the way. After sneaking in to Grusinskaya’s room to snatch her pearls, he peers out from behind the curtains and sees the dancer fully disrobed. Captivated by her beauty, he falls in love and instantly scraps his larcenous plans. Similarly, after Kringelein collects his winnings at the gambling table and falls unconscious from his excesses, Gaigern cannot bring himself to prey on his new friend.


  Baum was certainly not the only Weimar-era writer or intellectual preoccupied with the hidden social life of the hotel nor, as Wes Anderson’s 2014 cinematic homage Grand Budapest Hotel shows, was it a preoccupation confined strictly to that era. The filmmaker Billy Wilder, who like Baum came of age in Habsburg Vienna, did a formative stint as a journalist in Weimar Berlin. One of his finest, most memorable pieces, published as a four-part investigative series in the Berliner Zeitung just a year or so before Menschen im Hotel, was on his experiences as a taxi dancer in the ballroom of the posh Eden Hotel. Wilder later helped hatch the idea, as a budding screen-writer, for the acclaimed silent film Menschen am Sonntag (People on Sunday, 1930), whose focus on young, urban types and their affairs in the German capital—not to mention its very title—owes something to Baum’s precedent. In 1944, by then working at Paramount, Wilder even expressed his fleeting hope to be involved in a remake of the film. (Indeed, his casting of Gloria Swanson as the aging screen diva in Sunset Boulevard, in 1950, shares more than a few affinities with Baum’s Russian diva Grusinskaya.)


  Similarly, the film critic and sociologist Siegfried Kracauer, who would publish an influential study on the cultural dispositions and social habits among white-collar workers the same year as Baum’s novel, wrote a short piece in the mid-1920s titled “Die Hotelhalle” (“The Hotel Lobby”). In it, he quotes from a popular Norwegian crime novel Death Enters the Hotel: “Once again it is confirmed that a large hotel is a world unto itself and that this world is like the rest of the large world. The guests here roam about in their light-hearted, careless summer existence without suspecting anything of the strange mysteries circulating among them.”


  Indeed, beneath the layers of frothy dialogue, Baum’s novel contains a core of intense sociological and even philosophical reflections, articulated poignantly by its narrator and embodied by its characters.


  
    The experiences people have in a large hotel do not constitute entire human destinies, full and completed. They are fragments merely, scraps, pieces. The people behind its doors may be unimportant or remarkable individuals. People on the way up or people on the way down the ladder of life. Prosperity and disaster may be separated by no more than the thickness of a wall. The revolving door turns, and what happens between arrival and departure is not an integral whole. Perhaps there is no such thing as a whole, completed destiny in the world, but only approximations, beginnings that come to no conclusion or conclusions that have no beginnings. Much that looks like Chance is after all really the Law of Cause and Effect. And much that goes on behind Life’s doors is not fixed like the pillars of a building nor preconceived like the structure of a symphony, nor calculable like the orbits of the stars. It is human, fleeting and more difficult to trace than cloud shadows that pass over a meadow. And anyone who attempts to give an account of what he has seen behind those doors runs the risk of balancing precariously on a tight rope between falsehood and truth. . . .

  


  In his otherwise authoritative guide to the period, Weimar Culture: The Outsider as Insider, the historian Peter Gay dismisses Baum’s books and articles written for Ullstein as “facile mediocrities.” A handful of critics writing during Baum’s Berlin years, mostly men, were quick to lump such work, unjustly, under the subordinate category of Trivialliteratur. Although the style she employs in Grand Hotel may not be quite as overtly modernist as that of some of her male counterparts—in terms of its formal ambitions, the novel has little in common with, say, Alfred Döblin’s Berlin Alexanderplatz, published the same year—it is still very much a Zeitroman, a novel of its age, and deeply imbued with the aesthetic currents of New Objectivity, that media-saturated, often unrelentingly realist mode of representation.


  By 1929, Baum found herself in good company, celebrated in the pages of the highbrow intellectual publication Die Literarische Welt—in a literary caricature alongside the prominent German writers Thomas Mann, Emil Ludwig, and Jakob Wassermann— while also featured in a highly popular advertisement for Alpina watches. Her status as a best-selling Ullstein author invited largely favorable comparisons to such male authors as Erich Maria Remarque, Hans Fallada, Erich Kästner, and Lion Feuchtwanger. As Baum herself once famously remarked, in a self-deprecating manner, “I am a first-rate second-rate author.”


  Soon after working on the Hollywood adaptation of her novel, while the Nazis began their ascent to power, Baum took up residence in Los Angeles, the city she called home until her death in 1960. She went on to write another dozen novels, including Hotel Shanghai (1939) and Hotel Berlin ’43 (1943), yet none was as successful, none as deeply woven into the fabric of twentieth-century fiction, as her Weimar-era best seller. To see Grand Hotel reissued in the country in which Baum was ultimately most anchored, and where in 1938 she became a naturalized citizen, some eighty-five years after its first release, is to see a long-deserved tribute to its author. Although the staggering success of the novel may have proved daunting—“It made me feel like a cat with a tin can tied to its tail,” she once quipped—it now has the chance of a new life in a new century. In 1953, Baum told a reporter from The New York Times, “I didn’t want always to be the girl who wrote Grand Hotel.” Today, however, it can be seen as a badge of honor.


  —NOAH ISENBERG


  GRAND HOTEL


  THE HALL porter was a little white about the gills as he came out of the No. 7 phone booth. He went to get his cap, which he had left on the radiator.


  “What was it?” asked the operator at the switchboard, earphones over his head and red and green plugs between his fingers.


  “They’ve suddenly taken my wife to the hospital. I don’t know what that means. She says it’s beginning. But, good heavens! It can’t have got that far already.”


  The operator was only half listening. He had a call to put through. “Well, don’t worry, Mr. Senf,” he said. “You’ll have a fine boy first thing in the morning—”


  “Thank you, anyway, for calling me to the phone here. I can’t go shouting about my private affairs over there at my desk. Duty is duty.”


  “Just so. And when the baby’s here I’ll ring through,” said the operator absentmindedly and carried on with his calls. The porter took his cap and went off on tiptoe. He did this unconsciously because his wife had been taken to the hospital and was about to have a child. As he crossed the passage, where the now quiet reading and writing rooms had half their lights switched off, he exhaled deeply and ran his fingers through his hair. He was surprised to find them wet, but there was no time to wash his hands. After all, the routine of the hotel could not be upset just because Hall Porter Senf’s wife was having a baby.


  The music from the Tearoom in the new building beat in syncopation from mirror to mirror along the walls. It was dinnertime and a smell of cooking was in the air, but behind the closed doors the large dining room was still silent and empty. The Chef, Mattoni, was setting out his cold buffet in the small white room. The porter felt a strange weakness in his knees and he stopped a moment in the doorway, arrested by the bright gleam of the colored lights behind the blocks of ice. In the corridor an electrician was kneeling on the floor, busy over some repair to the wires. Ever since they’d installed those powerful lights to illuminate the front of the hotel there was always something wrong with the overworked electrical system. The porter pulled himself together and went back to his post. Little Georgi meanwhile had taken charge. Georgi was the son of the proprietor of a large hotel business who wanted to see his son work his way up through the ranks. Senf, feeling somewhat oppressed, made his way straight across the Lobby, where there was now a good deal of movement. There the music of the jazz band from the Tearoom encountered that of the violins from the Winter Garden, and mingled with the thin murmur of the illuminated fountain as it fell into its imitation Venetian basin, the ring of glasses on tables, the creaking of wicker chairs and, lastly, the soft rustle of the furs and silks in which women were moving to and fro. The cool March air came in gusts through the revolving doors whenever the pageboy passed guests in or out.


  “All right,” said little Georgi in English as Senf finally dropped anchor at the porter’s desk. “Here’s the seven o’clock mail. Room 68 has been making a row because her chauffeur wasn’t there on the dot. Rather a hysterical lady, eh?”


  “Sixty-eight—that’s Grusinskaya,” said the hall porter, and began to sort the letters with his right hand. “That’s the dancer. We’re familiar with that—for eighteen years already. She gets jittery every night and makes a row before she goes on the stage.”


  A tall gentleman in the Lobby got up stiffly out of an easy chair and came with bent head towards the porter’s desk. He loitered for a bit round the Lobby before approaching the entrance hall. The impression he made was one of listlessness and boredom as he glanced at the magazines displayed on the little bookstall and lit a cigarette. Finally, however, he fetched up beside the porter and asked casually, “Any letters for me?”


  The porter knew his cue in this little comedy. He looked in pigeonhole No. 218 before he replied: “Not this time, Herr Doktor.” Whereupon the tall gentleman slowly set himself in motion again. After coasting round to his chair he sank down into it stiff-legged, and then stared blindly out into the Lobby. His face, it must be said, consisted of one half only, in which the sharp and ascetic profile of a Jesuit was completed by an unusually well-shaped ear beneath the sparse gray hair on his temples. The other half of his face was not there. In place of it was a confused medley of seams and scars, crossing and overlapping, and among them was set a glass eye. “A souvenir from Flanders,” Doctor Otternschlag was accustomed to calling it when talking to himself.


  He sat there for a while surveying the gilded stucco capitals of the marble pillars, a sight he was heartily sick of, and staring his fill with unseeing eyes into the Lobby, which was now emptying fairly quickly as the theaters opened. Then he got up once more and stumped across with his marionette gait to the porter’s desk, where Mr. Senf, having put aside his private affairs, was now officiating with great zeal.


  “No one asked for me?” Doctor Otternschlag inquired as he glanced at the glazed mahogany board where the porter put notes and messages.


  “No one, Herr Doktor.”


  “Telegram?” asked Doctor Otternschlag after a moment. Mr. Senf obligingly looked once more in pigeonhole 218, though he knew very well there was nothing in it.


  “Not today, Herr Doktor,” and added, with a touch of human kindness, “Perhaps Herr Doktor would like to go to the theater. I have a stall for Grusinskaya—at the Theater des Westens.”


  “Grusinskaya? No thanks!” said Doctor Otternschlag and wandered off through the entrance hall and back round the Lobby to his chair. So Grusinskaya doesn’t sell out any more, he thought. Not surprised. I know I’ll never go to see her again. He settled down miserably in his chair.


  “That man’s enough to drive one crazy,” said the porter to little Georgi. “Everlastingly asking for letters. Every year for ten years he’s spent a month or two here, and not a letter has he ever had, and not even a dog has ever asked for him. And he sits around just the same and waits . . .”


  “Who’s waiting?” asked Rohna, the head reception clerk, from the reception desk nearby, sticking his bright red head up over the low glass partition. But the porter did not reply. He thought he had just heard his wife cry out, and he strained his ears. Then he had to dismiss his private cares again, and help little Georgi unravel some complicated train connections in Spanish for the Mexican gentleman in Room No. 117.


  Pageboy No. 24, with red cheeks and well-plastered hair, shot across from the elevator and called out excitedly—too loud for the dignity of the Lobby—“Baron Gaigern’s chauffeur!” Rohna raised an admonitory and repressive hand like a conductor. The porter passed on the order for the chauffeur by telephone. Georgi opened eyes of boyish expectation. There was a smell of lavender and expensive cigarettes, immediately followed by a man whose appearance was so striking that many heads turned to look at him. He was unusually tall and extremely well dressed, and his step was as elastic as a cat’s or a tennis champion’s. He wore a dark blue trench coat over his dinner jacket. This was scarcely correct perhaps, but it gave an attractively negligent air to his appearance. He patted pageboy No. 24 on his sleek head, stretched out his arm, without looking, over to the porter’s table for a handful of letters which he put straight into his pocket, taking out at the same time a pair of buckskin gloves. With a friendly nod to the head reception clerk he put on his dark felt hat, took out his cigarette case, and put a cigarette between his lips. The next moment he removed his hat and stood aside to allow two ladies to pass before him through the revolving door. It was Grusinskaya, a small slim figure in a fur coat followed by a vague and self-effacing being carrying two cases. When the dispatcher at the entrance had stowed these two in their car the engaging gentleman in the blue raincoat lit his cigarette, put his hand in his pocket for a coin to give pageboy No. 11, who was working the revolving door, and disappeared through its whirligig of reflected lights with the blissful air of a young fellow going out on a spree.


  As soon as the charming Baron Gaigern had forsaken the Lobby it became suddenly still, and the illuminated fountain could be heard falling into its Venetian basin with a cool and gentle murmur. The reason was that the Lobby was now empty, the jazz band in the Tearoom had stopped playing, the music in the dining room had not yet begun, and the Viennese Trio in the Winter Garden was taking a break. The sudden stillness was broken only by the agitated and persistent hooting of cars as they passed the hotel entrance and were lost again in the nightlife of the city. Within, however, the Lobby was as still as if Baron Gaigern had taken the music, the noise, and the murmur of voices away with him.


  Little Georgi jerked his head towards the revolving door and said: “He’s all right. Nothing wrong with him.” The hall porter shrugged with the air of a man who knows his fellow men. “Whether he’s all right remains to be seen. He’s a bit—I don’t know. He’s too much of the fine fellow for me. The front he puts on and the tips he gives. It seems a bit queer to me. And who travels nowadays to throw his money about, unless he’s a swindler? If I were Pilzheim I’d keep my eyes open.”


  Rohna, the head reception clerk, whose ears were always on the alert, looked up again over the glass partition. The blue-white skin of his head gleamed beneath his thin reddish hair. “That will do, Senf,” he said. “Gaigern’s all right. I know him. He was at school with my brother at Feldkirch. There’s no need to put Pilzheim on to him.” (Pilzheim was the detective employed by the Grand Hotel.)


  Senf saluted and was respectfully silent. Rohna knew what he was talking about. Rohna was a count himself, one of the Silesian Rohnas, an ex-officer, and a good fellow. Senf saluted once again, and Rohna’s greyhound face withdrew. It was now to be detected only as a shadow behind the frosted glass.


  Doctor Otternschlag in his corner at the back had sat almost erect as long as the Baron was to be seen in the Lobby. Now he was hunched together again, more forlorn than before. He raised his elbow to empty half a glass of cognac without even a glance at it as he did so. His thin tobacco-stained hands hung down between his parted knees as though they were encased in lead. He looked between his long patent-leather shoes at the carpet that everywhere covered the stairs, passages, and corridors of the Grand Hotel; he was sick of its straggling pattern of yellow pineapples mingled with brown foliage on a raspberry-red background. Everything was so dead. The Lobby was dead. Everyone had gone out to his business or pleasures or vices, and left him to sit there alone. The woman attendant in the cloakroom suddenly came into view across the deserted Lobby. She stood behind the empty racks in the entrance hall and combed back the thin hair on her old head with a black comb. The porter left his compartment and shot straight across with unseemly haste to the telephone room. He appeared to have something on his mind—this porter. Doctor Otternschlag looked for his cognac and found it gone. “Shall we go up and lie down for a bit?” he asked himself. A light flush came into his cheeks and disappeared again as though he had betrayed a little secret of his own. “Yes,” he replied to his own question, but he did not get up. Even for this he was too listless. He merely raised one yellow-stained finger. Rohna from the far side of the Lobby saw it and with a scarcely visible nod sent a pageboy to the doctor.


  “Cigarettes, newspapers,” Otternschlag said dully. The pageboy darted across to the cataleptic lady at the bookstall (Rohna looked with disfavor at this lively exhibition of youthful exuberance), and then Otternschlag took the papers and cigarettes that the pageboy had selected for him. When he paid, he put the money on the plate, not into the boy’s hand. He always set a distance between himself and others, though he was not aware of it. The half of his mouth that was still intact even smiled after a fashion as he unfolded the papers and began to read. He expected something of them that they never delivered, just as no letter, telegram or caller ever came; he was dismally alone, empty, cut off from life. Sometimes when he was alone he confided this fact to himself aloud. “It’s a ghastly business,” he often muttered, gazing out at the stretches of raspberry-red carpet and shuddering at himself. “It’s ghastly. This is no life. No life at all. But where is there any life? Nothing happens. Nothing goes on. Boring. Old. Dead. Ghastly.” Every object around him was a sham. Whatever he took up turned to dust. The world was a crumbling affair not to be grasped or held. You fell from emptiness to emptiness. You carried about a sack of darkness inside you. Doctor Otternschlag lived in the uttermost loneliness—although the earth is full of people like him . . .


  He found nothing in the papers to satisfy him. A typhoon, an earthquake, some petty war between blacks and whites. Arson, murder, political strife. Nothing. Too little. Scandals, panic on the Stock Exchange, colossal fortunes lost. What did it matter to him? How could it affect him? Transoceanic flights, speed records, sensational headlines. Each page screamed louder than the last till finally you heard none of them. The noise and bustle nowadays made you blind and deaf and deadened all sensation. Pictures of nude women, of legs, breasts, hands, teeth, surged up before him. Doctor Otternschlag had had women in his earlier days. He still remembered it; but without emotion; the memory occasioned only a faint creeping chill down his spine. He let the papers fall in disorder from his tobacco-stained fingers onto the pineapple carpet—so boring and utterly meaningless were they. “No, nothing happens, nothing at all,” he muttered. He had once possessed a little Persian cat, called Gurbä. Ever since she forsook him for a common street tom, he had been obliged to carry on his dialogues with himself.


  Just as he was steering a roundabout course for the porter’s desk to get the key to his room, the revolving door discharged an extraordinary individual into the entrance hall.


  “Heaven help us, here he comes again!” the hall porter said to little Georgi and turned his best N.C.O.’s gaze upon the new arrival. He was certainly not the sort of person you would expect to see in the lobby of the Grand Hotel. He wore a cheap new bowler hat that was too large for him and only prevented by his projecting ears from coming even farther down over his face. His face was yellowish, and he had a thin and timid nose, compensated for by an aggressive mustache. He was clothed in a tight, much-worn and sadly unfashionable overcoat of a gray-green shade, blacked boots that looked too large for his small stature and showed too much of their tops below his too-short black trousers. He wore gray cotton gloves and grasped a suitcase. It was much too heavy for him and he held it against his stomach with both hands. Besides this he had a bulky brown-paper parcel clasped under one arm. His whole appearance was comic and pitiful, and he was clearly in the last stages of exhaustion. Pageboy No. 24 made an attempt to relieve him of his imitation leather suitcase, but the man would not give it up, and his embarrassment seemed to be increased by this officious attention. He did not put his suitcase down till he had reached Herr Senf’s cubicle, and then after pausing to get his breath he made a sort of bow and said in a high-pitched, rather pleasant voice: “My name is Kringelein. I’ve been here twice already. I want to inquire again.”


  “Will you please inquire over there; but I don’t think there is a room free,” said the porter and pointed towards Rohna. “The gentleman has been waiting two days for a room here,” he said in explanation over the glass partition. Rohna, who had taken in the whole situation without a glance, made a polite and fleeting pretense of looking through the pages of his register, and then said: “Unfortunately we are full for the moment. Extremely sorry—”


  “Still full? I see. Well, where am I to find a room, then?”


  “You might look round near the Friedrichstrasse Station. There are a number of hotels there . . .”


  “No, no, thanks.” He took a handkerchief and wiped the moisture from his brow. “I went to one of those on arriving. That’s not what I want. I want a really first-class hotel.” He took a damp umbrella from under his left arm and at this the bulky parcel slipped from his right disclosing a few dry and crumbling pieces of bread and butter. Count Rohna suppressed a smile. Georgi turned away and gazed at the keys hanging from the board. Pageboy No. 17 gathered up the dry crumbs with irreproachable composure, and with trembling fingers the man stuffed them into his pocket. He took off his hat and put it down in front of Rohna on the desktop. His forehead was high and wrinkled and his temples pinched and blue. For a moment he squinted with very clear blue eyes from behind pince-nez that looked as though they would slip off his thin nose. “I want a room here. There must be rooms free here sometimes. Will you please reserve me the first one that’s vacant? This is the third time I have come, and you will agree that that is not very pleasant. You can’t always be full up.”


  Rohna shrugged with an air of regret. For a moment there was silence. You could hear music coming from the Red Dining Room, as well as the jazz band, now playing in the Yellow Pavilion. A few of the guests had reassembled in the Lobby and some of them looked across at this strange personage with a mixture of amusement and surprise.


  “Do you know Herr Generaldirektor Preysing? He always stays here when he comes to Berlin. Well, I want to stay here too. I have something important—an important conference with . . . with Preysing. I was to meet him here as a matter of fact. He particularly recommended me to take a room here. I was to mention his name to you. So now please, when will there be a room vacant?”


  “Preysing? Generaldirektor Preysing?” asked Rohna, looking across to Senf.


  “From Fredersdorf. Of the Saxonia Cotton Company. I’m from Fredersdorf too,” the man put in.


  “Why, yes,” said the porter, consulting his memory, “there is a Mr. Preysing who’s been here once or twice.”


  “I believe he has a room booked for tomorrow or the day after,” Georgi whispered officiously.


  “Perhaps you would be good enough to look in again tomorrow, when Mr. Preysing is here. He arrives tonight,” said Rohna after he had turned the pages of his register and come upon the reservation of the room.


  Surprisingly this news seemed to fill the man with some consternation.


  “Arrives today?” he exclaimed as though in alarm, and his voice grew a little shriller. “Good. Then he comes tonight. Good. And there’s a room for him. Then there are rooms to be had. Yes, and why should Herr Generaldirektor have a room and not I? What does that mean? I shall not put up with it! What’s that? Reserved in advance you say? Well, so did I. This is the third time I have been here. The third time, if you please, I have lugged this heavy suitcase along here. It’s raining. Every bus is overcrowded. I am not in good health, I may say. And how many more times am I to make this journey? What’s that? That’s no way to talk. Is this the best hotel in Berlin? Yes? Well then I want to stay in the best hotel in Berlin. Is it forbidden?” he looked from one to the other. “I’m tired,” he added. “I’m tired out.” His fatigue was obvious, and so was his ridiculous effort to express himself in correct style.


  Suddenly Doctor Otternschlag intervened in the discussion. He had been standing nearby all this time, with the key of his room in his hand, resting his sharp elbows on the ledge of the porter’s desk.


  “The gentleman can have my room if it’s a matter of such importance,” said Otternschlag. “It is utterly indifferent to me where I stay. Send his things up. I can move out. My boxes are packed. They’re always packed. Do as I say, please. You can see the man’s worn out and ill,” he added, to forestall an objection that Count Rohna was about to raise with the eloquently gesticulating hands of a conductor.


  “But, Doctor,” said Rohna quickly, “there can be no question of your giving up your room. Let me have another look. Let me see— If the gentleman will be so good as to enter his name. Thank you— No. 216, then,” he said to the hall porter.


  The hall porter gave pageboy No. 11 the key to Room 216. The newcomer took the pen handed to him and in a curiously flowing handwriting wrote his name in the visitors’ book.


  “Otto Kringelein, Bookkeeper. Fredersdorf, Saxony, born in Fredersdorf, 14-7-1882.”


  “There we are then,” he said with a sigh of relief as he turned and peered out into the Lobby.


  •


  So there he stood in the Lobby of the Grand Hotel—Otto Kringelein, bookkeeper, born in Fredersdorf and residing in Fredersdorf. He stood there in his old overcoat, and through the lenses of his pince-nez eagerly devoured it all. He was as exhausted as the winner of a race when he breasts the tape, but he saw the marble pillars with stucco ornament, the illuminated fountain, the easy chairs. He saw men in dress coats and dinner jackets, smart cosmopolitan men. Women with bare arms, in wonderful clothes, with jewelry and furs, beautiful, well-dressed women. He heard music in the distance. He smelled coffee, cigarettes, perfume, whiffs of asparagus from the dining room and the flowers that were displayed for sale on the flower-stall. He felt the thick red carpet beneath his black leather boots, and this perhaps impressed him most of all. Kringelein slid the sole of his boot gingerly over its pile and blinked. The Lobby was brilliantly illuminated and the light was delightfully golden; also there were bright red-shaded lights against the walls and the jets of the fountain in the Venetian basin shone green. A waiter flitted by carrying a silver tray on which were wide shallow glasses with a little dark-gold cognac in each, and ice was floating in the cognac; but why, in Berlin’s best hotel, were the glasses not filled to the brim?


  The porter carrying the wretched suitcase woke Kringelein from his trance. Pageboy No. 11 conducted him to the morose one-armed man who worked the elevator, and he was conveyed upwards.


  Rooms No. 216 and No. 218 were the worst in the hotel. Doctor Otternschlag occupied Room No. 218 partly because he was staying en pension, partly because his means were moderate, chiefly, however, because he was too apathetic to demand better. Room No. 216 was at right angles to it, and the two rooms were wedged in between the service elevator by the back stairs and the bathroom of the third floor. The waterpipes sucked and bubbled in the wall. Kringelein, after being led past groups of potted palms, bronze chandeliers, and pictures of dead game into ever drearier recesses of the hotel, slowly and dejectedly entered the room that an old and ugly chambermaid unlocked. “No. 216,” said the pageboy as he set the suitcase down and waited for a tip. Receiving none, he abandoned the speechless Kringelein. Kringelein sat on the edge of the bed and surveyed the room.


  The room was long and narrow. It had one window. It smelt of stale cigar smoke and damp cupboards. The carpet was thin and worn. The furniture—Kringelein ran his fingers over it—was just polished nut-wood. There was furniture like that in Fredersdorf. A portrait of Bismarck hung over the bed. He had nothing against Bismarck, but he too was on the walls at home. He had expected other pictures over the beds in the Grand Hotel—gay, luxurious, something out of the ordinary, something cheerful. He went to the window and looked out. There was a blaze of light below, for the glass roof of the Winter Garden spanned the courtyard. Opposite, a blank wall shut off the sky. A lukewarm and distressing smell of cooking streamed upward. Kringelein felt a sudden nausea and supported himself with both hands on the washstand. The fact is, I’m not quite well, he thought sadly.


  He sat down again on the faded bedspread and his sense of oppression increased with every moment. I shall not stay here, he thought. No, I shall not stay here in any case. This is not what I came for. It would not be worthwhile doing all I’ve done just for this. This is no way to begin. I would be wasting my time in a room like this. They are deceiving me. They have plenty of better rooms than this in their hotel. Preysing does not have a room like this. Preysing would not stand for it. He would make a row and they’d soon sit up. Fancy giving Preysing a room like this. No, I shall not stay here. Kringelein broke off his reflections and collected himself. He waited a few minutes. Then he rang for the chambermaid and made a row.


  When it is considered that this was the first time in his life he had ever made a row, it must be admitted that he did not do so badly. The white-aproned chambermaid, in alarm, brought on to the scene a superior with no apron. The floor valet stood by in the distance and a room-service waiter, balancing a tray of cold food on the palm of his hand, listened at the door. Rohna was consulted by telephone and requested Herr Kringelein come to the office. A director, one of the four directors, had to be summoned. Kringelein, obstinate now that he had run amok, insisted that he required a superior and a beautiful and expensive room, at the very least a room like Preysing’s. He seemed to think the name of Preysing was a name to conjure with. He had not yet taken off his overcoat. His trembling hands clutched the old crumbling Fredersdorf sandwiches while he blinked his eyes and demanded an expensive room. He was exhausted and ill and ready to cry. For some weeks past he had begun to cry very easily for physical reasons connected with his health. Suddenly, just as he was about to give in, he won the day. He was given Room No. 70, a first-floor suite with sitting room and bath, fifty marks a day. “Good,” he said, “with a bathroom? Does that mean that I can have a bath whenever I like?” Count Rohna without a tremor said that that was so. Kringelein moved in for the second time.


  Room No. 70 was the right thing. It had mahogany furniture, a dressing mirror, silk upholstery, a carved desk, lace curtains, and a picture of pheasants on the wall. Also a silk down quilt on the bed. Kringelein incredulously felt its lightness, its smoothness and its warmth three times in succession. On the desk stood a most superior bronze inkstand in the form of an eagle whose jagged outstretched wings sheltered two empty inkpots.


  Outside the window there was a chill March rain, a smell of gasoline, and the sound of automobile traffic. Opposite, an electric sign in red, blue and white letters occupied the whole building façade. As soon as it had run along to the end it began again at the beginning. Kringelein watched it for six minutes. Down below in the street there was a medley of black umbrellas, light-colored stockings, yellow buses and street lamps. There was even a tree that spread its branches not far from the hotel, but its branches were very different from those in Fredersdorf. This Berlin tree occupied a little island of soil in the midst of the asphalt and around the plot of soil there was a railing as though it needed some protection against the city. Kringelein, surrounded by so much that was strange and overwhelming, found something friendly in this tree. Next he stood for a while in perplexity over the unfamiliar mechanism of the nickel bath taps, but suddenly they began to work and warm water shot out over his hands. He got undressed. He found it rather disconcerting to bare his delicate wasted body in the full light of the bright, tiled room. But finally he lay for over a quarter of an hour in the water and felt no more pain. The pains that had pursued him for weeks past had suddenly left him; and he certainly wanted no more of them during the time that lay ahead . . .


  At about ten o’clock in the evening Kringelein was strolling around the Lobby, resplendent in a black jacket, tall stiff collar and a ready-made black tie. He was not at all tired now. On the contrary he was possessed by a feverish excitement and impatience. Now it’s beginning, he kept thinking to himself, while his slender shoulders twitched like those of a restless dog. He bought a flower and stuck it in his buttonhole, slid his feet blissfully over the raspberry-red carpet and complained to the porter that there was no ink in his room. A pageboy conducted him to the writing room. Kringelein was no sooner confronted by the rows of vacant desks, discreetly lighted by green-shaded electric lamps, than his confident bearing deserted him. He took his hands from his trouser pockets and looked rather forlorn. From force of habit he pushed his white cuffs up into the sleeves of his jacket before he sat down and began to write in the flowing copperplate handwriting of a bookkeeper.


  
    To the Management of the Saxonia Cotton Company, Fredersdorf.

  


  
    Sirs,


    The undersigned begs leave to say that in conformity with the enclosed medical certificate (enclosure A) he is unfit for duty for the ensuing four weeks. The undersigned requests that his salary for March due on the last of the month shall in conformity with his written authority (enclosure B) be paid to Frau Anna Kringelein, 4 Station Road. Should it be impossible for the undersigned to return to duty at the end of four weeks, a further communication will follow.


    Your obedient and respectful servant, Otto Kringelein

  


  To Frau Anna Kringelein, 4 Station Road, Fredersdorf, Saxony, Kringelein wrote next, and he wrote the A with a large and rounded flourish.


  
    Dear Anna,


    I have to tell you that Professor Salzmann’s examination did not have a favorable outcome. I am to go direct from here to a sanatorium, costs to be borne by the sick fund, for which there are a few formalities still to be seen to. For the moment, am putting up very reasonably here at the recommendation of General Manager Preysing. Sending further news in the course of a day or two, as I must be X-rayed again before anything definite can be said.


    Yours, Otto

  


  Mr. Kampmann, Solicitor, Villa Rosenheim, Mauerstrasse, Fredersdorf, Saxony.


  
    My Dear Friend, (Kringelein wrote in his third letter.) You will be surprised to receive a lengthy letter from Berlin, but I have important developments to communicate and count on you to understand and to maintain a professional silence. It is not easy, unfortunately, for me to express myself in writing. However, I hope that your superior education and knowledge of the world will enable you to put the right construction on my letter. As you know I have not been myself since my operation last summer and have no great confidence in our hospital and doctor. Hence I have availed myself of the inheritance from my father to come here so as to be examined and find out what is wrong. Unfortunately, my dear friend, there is something seriously wrong, and, in the specialist’s opinion, I have not long to live—

  


  Kringelein paused after this for perhaps a minute with his pen in the air. He forgot to put a full stop at the end of the sentence. His mustache, that absurdly large mustache, trembled slightly, but he bravely resumed.


  
    Naturally such a piece of news as that makes one think, and I have not slept for several nights, but only kept thinking things over. The result is that I have come to the conclusion not to return to Fredersdorf, but to enjoy life a little during the few weeks I have left to live. It is not very nice to go to one’s grave at forty-six without having lived at all and only to have been harassed and starved and bullied by Mr. P. at the firm and by the wife at home. It seems all wrong that this should be the end of it all when one has never had a single real pleasure. Unfortunately, dear friend, I cannot express myself properly. So I can only add that the will I made in the summer before my operation remains in force though the conditions have now altered. I have, for example, had all my savings transferred here from the bank, also I have borrowed a considerable sum on my life-insurance policy, also I have brought the legacy from my father of 3,500 marks with me in cash. In this way I can live for a few weeks as a rich man and such is my intention. Why should only the Preysings get anything out of life while fools like us do nothing but pinch and save? In all, I have taken 8,540 marks. Anna can have what is left over, and in my opinion I don’t owe her any more. She has given me a wretched life of it with that tongue of hers and no child either. I will keep you apprised of how I go on, but I must request your professional secrecy. Berlin is a fine town and greatly increased in size, when one has not been here for years. I think of a trip to Paris, too, as I know French pretty well from business correspondence. As you see I am keeping the flag flying and feel better than for a long time past.


    Hearty greetings from your moribundus, Otto Kringelein

  


  
    P.S. Tell our friends at the musical society that I have gone to a sanatorium.

  


  Kringelein read the letters through. He had composed them in the course of two sleepless nights. He was not quite satisfied. It seemed to him that something essential was left unsaid in the one to the solicitor, but he could not figure out where the omission lay. Kringelein, though he was of a diffident and modest nature, was not actually stupid. He had idealism and aspirations. For example, he called himself “moribundus” as a joke; it was an expression he had encountered in a book from the lending library, which he had read with some trouble and often discussed with the solicitor. Kringelein had lived from childhood on the ordinary life of a small provincial town, the rather dreary, uninspired and pointless life of a petty clerk. Early in life and without any strong impulse he had married Fräulein Anna Sauerkatz, the daughter of Sauerkatz the grocer. During the time between their engagement and marriage she seemed to him attractive, but very soon after the marriage he found her hateful. She was disagreeable and parsimonious and obsessed by petty cares. Kringelein had a fixed salary with a small raise every five years, and, as his health was not robust, his wife and her family pinned him from the first day to a rigid economy with the vague prospect of making provision for later on. For example, he was denied the piano that he had longed for all his life. Also he had to sell his little dog, Zipfel, as soon as a tax was put upon dogs. He always had a sore place on his neck from the frayed edges of the old collars he was forced to wear. Now and then it occurred to him that something was not quite right with his life, but what it was he did not know. Often at the meetings of the musical society, when the high tremolo of his tenor voice climbed above the other voices, he had a soaring, blissful feeling as though he himself were escaping on wings. Often in the evening he went out along the road to Mickenau, and then leaving the road and climbing across the wet ditches, he wandered into the country along the borders dividing field from field. There was a soft murmur among the stalks of the wheat, and stroking the ears with his hand, he felt a strange pleasure. He had also had some remarkable and happy experiences under the anesthesia in the hospital, though he had forgotten them. It was only in little things that Otto Kringelein, the bookkeeper, differed from his fellows. But these little things, combined perhaps with the bewildering dose of death in his veins, had brought this “moribundus” to Berlin’s most expensive hotel, and
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