
I 

t 
THE LORD CHANDOS 

LETTER 

AND OTHER WRITINGS 

HUGO VON HOFMANNSTHAL 

Selected and translated irom the German hy 

JOEL ROTENBERG 

Introduction by 

JOHN BANVILLE 

NEW YORK REVIEW BOOKS 

New York 



This is a New York Review Book  
Published by The New York Review 01 Books  
1755 Broadway. New York, NY 1001')  

Transl;ltJOII copyright © 2005 by foci Rotenberg  
Introduction copyright © 20DS by fohn Banville  
All rights reserved.  

Library of COIl!;fess Cataloging-in. Publication Data  
Hofmannsthal. Hugo von, 1874-1929.  
ISelections. English. 2005l  

The Lord Chandos letter: and other writings! by Hugo von Hofmannsthal;  
introduction by John Banville; translation by Joel Rotenberg.  

p. em. - (New York Review Books dassics)  
ISBN I-S9017-120á9Ipbk.: alk. paper)  

1. Hofmannsthal, Hugo von, I874-1929-Translations into English. L Banville, 
John. n. Rotenberg, Joel. III. Title. IV. Series.  
l'T2617.047A27 2005  
8,33'.912-dc22  

2004026144 

ISBN I-SIlO! 7-120-9 

Book design by Lizzie Scott 

Printed in the United States of America on acid-free paper. 
109R7654321 

Distributed to the trade by Publishers Group West 
www.nyth.com 

CONTENTS 

Introduction . VII 

A Note on the Selection . xiii 

Cavalry Story 

Dream Death . 13 

Tale of the 672nd Night . 15 

The Golden Apple . 35 

The Rose and the Desk . 49 

Tale of the Veiled Woman . 51 

The Village in the Mountains . 61 

Reflection . 65 

Twilight and Storm After Dark . 67 

An Incident in the Life of Marshall de Bassompierre . 71 

Military Story . 83 

Tide Creature: Mussel Poem . 97 

Tale of Two Couples . 99 

A Letter . 117 

http:www.nyth.com


INTRODUCTION 

Mehr ais Ie 
Fallen die Dillge dahin, die erlebbauw, denIJ, 
Was sie verdriingend ersetzt, ist eiIJ Tun ohne Bild, 

(More than ever 
things we can live with are falling away, for that 
which is oustingly taking their place is an imageless act,) 

-Rainer Maria Rilke, Duino Elegies 

I T IS ONE of the enduring legends of modern European liter-

ature. In the closing decade of the nineteenth century, the 

young Viennese intellectuals-Tung Wien-are struck by 

the appearance of a new star in their midst, going under the 

name of Loris, whose lyric poems, in their breadth of expres-

sion and classical poise, conjure the spirits of Goethe and 

Holderlin. Their interest turns to amazement when they dis-

cover that the poet is a seventeen-year-old high school stu-

dent. Who is he, this Hugo von Hofmannsthal, this marvelous 

boy? Arthur Schnitzler speaks of lithe miracle of Hofmanns-

thaI," and the otherwise cautious Stefan George falls help-

lessly in love, pursuing the youth-"oh, my twin brothcr"-

so relentlessly that HofmannsthaI's father is forced to inter-

vene. 

If Hugo von Hofmannsthal had not existed, Thomas Mann 

would have had to invent him. 

He was born in 1874 into the Viennese Biirgertum. The 
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family was of Jewish-German-Italian origin; Hofmannsthal's 

father, a successful banker, had been awarded the noble von, 
and had converted to Catholicism. It was a cultured house-

hold, and Hugo, whose early schooldays were spent in Italy, 

grew up in a relaxed and cosmopolitan atmosphere. Stefan 

George, from a background far less exalted, was impressed by 

the youth's self-possession-George was the elder of the two 

by six years-and his familiarity with the very latest in po-

etic trends, especially French. TIlis teenager had the litera-

ture of Europe at his fingertips. 

Although it was inevitable that Hofmannsthal would be 

co-opted into the brotherhood of Viennese aesthetes, he Soon 

showed himself an Opponent of the art-for-art's-sake school of 

literature. For him, poetry was not, as it was for George and 

his circle, a secret language known only to a blessed few, but 

a way of mediating between the life of the spirit and life in 

the world. His poetic project was the melding of the self 

with the objects of reality. In this he followed the scientist-

philosopher Ernst Mach, whose university lectures he at-

tended; Mach preached a kind of scientific phenomenology 

whereby the world is conceived as a congeries of our sensa-

tions, the duty of both the scientist and the poet being to 

present and synthesize these sense data into a meaningful 

union, the scientist by means of mathematics, the poet 
through linguistic images. 

Like Rilke, whom he resembles in profound ways, Hof-

mannsthaI, for all his youth, was fascinated by the idea of 

death, not death as the end of life but as an apotheosis of the 

soul. A Platonist, in his younger days at least, he believed 

that in some ideal preexistence man had been at one with all 

things, and that poetry could reawaken in us intimations of 

that prelapsarian state of perfection, a state to which we 

would return in death. The function of the lyric, then, is to 

rouse the secret harmonies which sleep in us without our 

knowing, and thus bring us to a realization of universal unity. 

INTRODUCTION 

The problem is that language, as Hofmannsthal was forced 

to realize, is inadequate to such an exalted task. Words are 

not only bound to things but are at the same time separate 

from them. Horse may be the horseness of allhorse, as Joyce 

declared, but the horse remains itself even if we call it a ze-

bra. Hofmannsthal's revered Mallarme considered the magi-

cal powcr of words to lie precisely in their autonomy, in their 

freedom to float free of mere objects. Rilke, wondering in the 

Dumo Elegies if we are here "just for saying," just for naming 

the names of house, bridge, fountain, jug, nevertheless exults 

in the task: " . .. but for saying, remember,/oh, for such saying 

as never the things themselves/hoped so intensely to be." For 

Hofmannsthal, however, the disjunction between the thing 

and the thing named, between signified and signifier, opened 

a vertiginous prospect. 

In his questioning of the limits of language Hofmannsthal 

was joining a general philosophical critique of words-

Sprachkritik-then being formulated in Vienna by such fig-

ures as Karl Kraus and Fritz Mauthnerj the latter's Dictionary 
of Philosophy was published in 1901, a year before Hofmann-

sthal's Ein ("A Letter," long known in English as "The 

Lord Chandos Letter"l. It was not just the power of language 

that was being challenged by these thinkers, but the entire 

basis of epistemology. In the Dictionary, Mauthner decon-

structed 101 philosophical terms to demonstrate the stealthy 

manner in which these words present psychological data as if 

they were entirely objective, as if the properties of things that 

we perceive constitute the things themselves. In reality, since 

our senses are entirely contingent, the evidence gathered by 

them must be contingent. Therefore there is no universal, 

timeless truth. 

Such speculations were not sophistical games played by 

the Viennese intelligentsia; for such as Mauthner and 

Hofmannsthal they revealed a profound misconception in 

Western thinking. Suddenly, the world-that-we-speak was no 
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longer the world-as-it-is, and language, far from being a tool 

to unloek reality, was a gauze of illusion held up between us 

and the world of existing things. Hofmannsthal had already 

shown his heart-sore intellectual unease in the stories he 

wrote before Bin Brief. In the 1895 "Tale of the 672nd Night," 

for instance, the rieh and hubristic merchant's son progresses 

steadily into a plaee of unknowing, where a "terrible appre-

hensiveness came over him, a mortal fear of the ineseapabil-

tty of life/' until on the brink of an untimely and absurd 

death "with great bitterness he looked baek on his life and re-

pudiated everything that had been dear to him./J 

A large part of the power of Bin Brief, Hofmannsthal's 

greatest text from this time, and destined to become one of 

the key documents of the Modernist movement, lies in its 

ambiguity. In a letter, his last, to his friend Francis Bacon, the 

twenty-six-year-old Philipp, Lord Chandos, reveals the nature 

of the crisis he has passed through, a crisis in which "the ab-

stract words which the tongue must enlist as a matter of 

course in order to bring out an opinion diSintegrated in my 

mouth like rotten mushrooms." First he lost that fluency of 

speech and writing which hitherto had been his, and found  

that he could not utter words such as "spirit," "soul," or  

flbody" without experieneing an "inexplicable uneasiness."  

This affliction, he writes, "gradually broadened, Wee spread- 

ing rust. Even in simple, informal conversation, all the opin- 

ions which are ordinarily offered casually and with the  

sureness of a sleepwalker became so fraught with difficulties  

that I had to stop participating in these conversations at all.  

Now, at the end of this process, he has reached a linguistic  

nadir, the point where "I have completely lost the ability to 

think or speak coherently about anything at all." 

Chandos seeks an escape from his predicament among the 

philosophers. Plato he avoids, dreading his "metaphorical 

fancy," and instead turns to the Stoics, to Cicero and Seneca, 

but in vain; their calm and harmOnious example is no longer 
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one he can follow. Among these figures of the past he feels a 

terrible loneliness, and here Hofmannsthal produces a simple 

and yet peculiarly unnerving simile: "I felt like someone 

locked in a garden full of eyeless statuary, and I rushed to get 

out again." 

The escape that he finds--and Hofmannsthal does seem to 

mean us to consider it an escape-is among commonplace 

things. 

A watering can, a harrow left in a field, a dog in the sun, 

a shabby churchyard, a cripple, a small farmhouse-any 

of these can become the vessel of my revelation. Any of 

these things and the thousand similar ones past which 

the eye ordinarily glides with natural indifference can 

at any moment ... suddenly take on for me a sublime 

and moving aura which words seem too weak to de-

scribe. 

Nor does he find his healing solely among such humble and 

friendly objects; nature's terrors, too, strike into his soul with 

the force of revelation. The frightening vision of the rats 

dying of poison in his milk cellar, a catastrophe which he 

does not witness but vividly imagines, seems to him "more 

divine, more bestial" than the destruction of Alba Longa 

or Carthage in flames. It is not pity he feels for the dying 

rats, but"a vast empathy, a streaming across into those crea-

tures." 

Human creatures too now present themselves to him as 

ineffably significant, as vessels of the numinous. As he rides 

past the doorway of some hovel on his estate he finds himself 

yearning toward the secret life within, that life to which in 

the past he did not give a first, much less a second, thought, 

but the contemplation of which is now to him the source of a 

"mysterious, wordless, infinite rapture." 

Are we to take this ecstatic new place into which the 

x 
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young Lord Chandos has been plunged as the scene of disaster 

or of blessing? He has lost the power of language, that lan-

guage in which while still a teenager he wrote what we are 

led to understand were precocious masterpieces, "tottering 

under the weight of their grand words," but in its place has 

come new insight, new understanding, so that "it is as if my 

body consisted entirely of coded messages revealing every-

thing to me. Or as if we could enter into a new, momentous 

relationship with all of existence if we began to think with 
our hearts." 

Hofmannsthal, after Bin Brief, abandoned poetry for the 

drama and, as librettist for Richard Strauss in operas such as 

Der Rosenkavalier and Blektw, sought to achieve a Wagner-

ian Gesamtkunstwerk, joining the arts of poetry, music, and 

theater in a total work, a fUsion of world and spirit, which 

would, like Greek drama, bring together in the opera house 

the intellectual elite and "ordinary" folk. Whether he suc-

ceeded, or sacrificed his genius to a futile Pursuit of mass ap-

peal, is debatable. Can we "think with our hearts"? Whatever 

answer wc choose to give, the fact remains that despite its 

short span, Bin Brief remains one of the great masterpieces of 

late nineteenth century, that moment of artistic revolu-

tion and incipient POlitical eoUapse which Karl Kraus called 
/I the last days of the end of the world." 

-JOHN BANViLLE 

A NOTE ON THE SELECTION  

BETWEEN 1892 and 1924, Hofmannsthal wrote some thirty 

prose pieces classifiable as either short fietion or prose poetry. 

A few of these could be ealled novellasj others are extremely 

slight, more like notes than anything else. Most of the rest-

those squarely in the category of substantial short fictional 

works-are collected here. 

Of the pieces included in this volume, only "Cavalry 

Story," /IAn Incident in the Life of Marshall de Bassompierre," 

"Tale of the 672nd Night," "The Village in the Mountains," 

and IIA Letter" were published during Hofmannsthal's life-

time. "Tale of Two Couples" and liThe Golden Apple" are 

fragmentary in manuscript. 

{{An Incident in the Life of Marshall de Bassompierre" in-

corporates material from Goethe's Conversations of German 

Refugees (1795). Hofmannsthal's failure to include an attribu-

tion in his story as first published in 1900 attracted some un-

favorable notice at the time. Karl Kraus had this to say about 

the controversy: "What ignorant persons are calling plagia-

rism here is actually quotation. II 

Since this is a selection, the fourteen pieees are arranged 

according to my own notions of drama and pacing, rather 

than chronologically. In particular, "A Letter" appears to de-

liver a verdict on Hofmannsthal's own enterprise and is thus 

placed last. 

-JOEL ROTENBERG 

xii 
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my eyes. But I didn't know whether 1 was crying over the fate 
of my friend or over my dead love, these things were so tan-
gled together. As I came to Anna's bed, I bent involuntarily 
over her. But my gaze hardened, because she seemed without 
mystery as she lay there, wrapped in her life that I could no 
longer love. And the evocative smell of verbena rose from her 
fine young hair, and with it my own life seemed to waft to 
me as though over an empty chasm, and I felt a strong home-
sickness, like children who have spent too much time in 
someone else's house. And I touched the hand of the woman 
who was no longer my lover to wake her up and take her 
down to the dead woman who lay downstairs, her pale face 
heavy with beauty and mystery. 

A LETTER 

This is the letter written by Philipp, Lord Chandos. the 

younger son of the Earl of Bath. to Francis Bacon (later 

Lord Verulam. Viscount St. A Ibans), apologizing for IllS 

complete abandonment of literary activity. 

I T IS KIND of you, dear friend, to ignore my silence of two 
years and write to me as you have done. To express your con-
cern about me, your disquiet at what you see as the mental 
paralysis into which I have fallen, with such grace and hu-
mor-as only great people who know in their bones how dan-
gerous life is and still have not lost hope can do-goes beyond 
kindness. 

You conclude with Hippocrates' aphorism, Qui gravi 

morbo correpti dolores non sentiunt, iis mens aegrotat, * and 
express your belief that I need medicine not merely to cure 
my illness but to heighten my awareness of my inner state. I 
would like to give you the response that you deserve, I want 
to open myself up to you entirely, but I do not know how I 
am to set about it. I hardly know if I am still the person your 
precious letter is addressing. I am now twenty-six. Am I the 
same person as the nineteen-year-old who wrote The New 

Paris, The Dream of Daphne, Epitbalamium-those pas-
torals, tottering under the weight of their grand words, which 
a great queen and a number of overindulgent lords and gentry 
are gracious enough to still remember? Am I the one who, at 

¥One who is suflering from" severe illness yet feels no pain is sick in mind. 
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twenty-three, among the stone arcades of the Grand Piazza of 

Venice, discovered in himself an edifice of Latin prose whose 

abstract plan and structure gladdened his heart more than the 

buildings of Palladio and Sansovino that rise out of the sea? 

And, supposing I am that person, though changed, could my 

unknowable self have lost all traces and scars of this product 

of my most strenuous thinking, so completely that the title 

of the little treatise looks back at me, strange and cold, from 

your letter here before me? So completely that I did not even 

perceive it right away as a familiar image made of words 

strung together, but was able to understand it only by taking 

it one word at a time, as though I had never seen this combi-

nation of Latin vocabulary? But in fact that was me and no 

one else, and there is rhetoric in these questions. Rhetoric is 

fine for women or the House of Commons, but its armamen-

so overvalued by our time, is not equal to getting at 

the heart of things; and I will have to show you what is inside 

me-a freak, a foible, a mental illness, if you like-if you are 

to understand that the literary works which I am supposed 

to have ahead of me are separated from me by a gulf as un-

bridgeable as the ones behind me. And those I hesitate to call 

my own, so unfamiliar do they seem. 

When you remind me of the various little projects I used 

to entertain during the days of such fine ardor that we spent 

together, I do not know which to admire more, the force of 

your goodwill or the incredible accuracy of your memory. It 

is true, I did want to give an account of the first years of the 

reign of our late glorious sovereign, Henry VIIIl The notes left 

by my grandfather, the Duke of Exeter, on his negotiations 

with France and Portugal gave me something to build upon. 

And, in those happy, lively days, an awareness of form was 

flowing from Sallust to me, as though through conduits that 

had never been blocked-the kind of deep and true inner 

form of whose existence one can have no suspicion while 

still within the province of rhetorical tricks; which is no 

A LETTER 

longer just lending order to the material, because it perme-

ates it, abolishes it, and creates poetry and truth all at oncei a 

play of eternal forces, a thing as magnificent as music or alge-

bra. That was the project dearest to me. 

What is man, that he conceives projectsl 

And there were other projects I toyed with. Your kind let-

ter brings these back too. They dance before me like miser-

able mosquitoes on a dim wall no longer illuminated by the 

bright sun of a happy time, each of them engorged with a drop 

of my blood. 

I wanted to show that the fables and mythic tales which 

the ancients have handed down to us and in which painters 

and sculptors never cease to find mindless pleasure are the hi-

eroglyphics of a secret, inexhaustible wisdom. I sometimes 

thought I felt its breath, as though coming from behind a veil. 

I remember this project. What sensual and spiritual desire 

it originated in, I do not know-I longed to enter into those 

naked, glistening bodies, those sirens and dryads, Narcissus 

and Proteus, Perseus and Actaeon, the same way a hunted 

deer longs to wade into the water. I wanted to disappear into 

them and speak out of them with their tongues. I wanted. I 

wanted all sorts of other things. I planned to put together a 

collection of maxims like Julius Caesar's-you remember 

that Cicero mentions it in one of his letters. My plan here 

was to assemble the most remarkable utterances which I had 

collected during my travels in my dealings with the learned 

men and clever women of our time, with exceptional individ-

uals from among the general public, and with the cultivated 

and distinguished. In this way I wished to combine beautiful 

classical and Italian aphorisms and reflections with whatever 

else I had run across in the way of intellectual baubles in 

books, manuscripts, and conversation, and also to include 

particularly beautiful festivals and pageants, strange crimes 

and cases of dementia, descriptions of the greatest and oddest 

buildings in the Netherlands, France, and Italy, and much 
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HUGO VON HOFMANNSTHAL 

more. But the work as a whole was to be entitled Nosce te 

ipsum.* 

To put it briefly, I lived at that time in a kind of continu-

ous inebriation and sawall of existence as one great unity. 

The mental world did not seem to me to be opposed to the 

physical; likewise the courtly and the bestial, art and bar-

barism, solitude and society. I felt nature in all of it, in the 

aberrations of insanity just as much as in the most refined 

subtleties of a Spanish ceremonial, in the crudities of young 

peasants no less than in the loveliest allegory. And in all of 

nature I felt myself. To me there was no difference between 

drinking warm foaming milk which a tousled rustic at my 

hunting lodge had squeezed into a wooden bucket from the 

udder of a fine, mild-eyed cow, and drinking in sweet and 

frothy spiritual nourishment from an old book as I sat in the 

window seat of my study. The one was like the other. 

Neither was inferior to the other, either in its intangible spir-

ituality or in its physical power. And so it went throughout 

the entire sweep of life all around me; everywhere I was in 

the midst of it, I never noticed anything false. At other times 

I had the intuition that everything was symbolism and every 

creature a key to all the others, and I felt I was surely the one 

who could take hold of each in turn and unlock as many of 

the others as would open. Thus the title which I had planned 

to give that encyclopedic book. 

To someone susceptible to such notions, it may appear to 

be the well-conceived plan of a divine providence that my 

soul had to sink from such puffed-up arrogance to this ex-

�+�¥�a�~�;�+�n� of faintheartedness and exhaustion which is now my 

permanent inner state. But such religious ideas have no 

power over me. They belong to the cobwebs through which 

my thoughts pass as they shoot into the void, but upon which 

so many others are snagged and remain. For me the mysteries 

, Know yourself. 

A LETTER 

of faith have boiled down to a grand allegory which stands 

over the fields of my life like a shining rainbow, at a constant 

remove, always ready to recede in case I think of running up 

and wrapping myself in the hem of its cloak. 

But, dear friend, worldly ideas too are retreating from me 

in the same way. How shall I describe these strange 

torments, the boughs of fruit snatched from my outstretched 

hands, the murmuring water shrinking from my parched lips? 

In brief, this is my case: I have completely lost the ability 

to think or speak coherently about anything at all. 

First I gradually lost the ability, when discussing relatively 

elevated or general topies, to utter words normally used by 

everyone with unhesitating fluency. I felt an inexplicable un-

easiness in even pronouncing the words 1/ spirit," IisouV' or 

"body." I found myself profoundly unable to produce an opin-

ion on affairs of court, events in Parliament, what have you. 

And not out of any kind of scruples-you know my candor, 

which borders on thoughtlessness. Rather, the abstract words 

which the tongue must enlist as a matter of course in order to 

bring out an opinion diSintegrated in my mouth like rotten 

mushrooms. It happened to me that, when I wanted to scold 

my four-year-old daughter, Katharina Pompilia, for a childish 

lie she had told and impress upon her the necessity of always 

telling the truth, the ideas flowing into my mouth suddenly 

took on such iridescent hues and merged into each other to 

such a degree that I had to make an effort to sputter to the 

end of my sentence, as if I had fallen ill. I actually turned pale 

and, feeling an intense pressure on my forehead, left the 

child, slammed the door behind me, and did not recover 

somewhat until I was riding at a good gallop over secluded 

pasture land. 

But this affliction gradually broadened, like spreading rust. 

Even in simple, informal conversation, all the opinions 

which are ordinarily offered casually and with the sureness of 

a sleepwalker became so fraught with difficulties that I had to 
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stop participating in these conversations at all. It filled me 
with inexplicable fury (I concealed it just barely and with ef-

forti to hear such things as: This matter turned out well or 
badly for this person or that; Sheriff N. is a bad person, 
Clergyman T. is good; we ought to feel sorry for Farmer M., 
his sons are throwing their money away; someone else is to 
be envied because his daughters arc thrifty; one family is 
coming up in the world, another is on the way down. All of 
this seemed to me as unprovable, as false, as full of holes as 
could be. My mind forced me to see everythingá that came up 
in these conversations as terrifyingly close to me. Once I saw 
through a magnifying glass that an area of skin on my little 
finger looked like an open field with furrows and hollows. 
That was how it was for me now with people and their af-

fairs. I could no longer grasp them with the simplifying gaze 
of habit. Everything came to the pieces broke into 
more pieces, and nothing could be encompassed by one idea. 
Isolated words swam about me; they turned into eyes that 
stared at me and into which I had to stare back, dizzying 
whirlpools which spun around and around and led into 
the void. 

I tried to rescue myself from this state by entering the spir-
itual world of antiquity. ,Plato I avoided-I dreaded his 
metaphorical fancy. Most of all it was my intent to follow 
Seneca and Cicero. I hoped to heal myself with their har-
mony of well-defined and orderly ideas. But I could not find 
my way to them. I understood these ideas well-I saw their 
marvelous interplay rise up before me like golden spheres 
bobbing on magnificent fountains. I could float around them 
and watch how they played off one another. But they had to 
do only with one another, and what was most profound, what 
was personal in my thinking was not a part of their dance. A 
feeling of terrible loneliness came over me while I was among 
them. I felt like someone locked in a garden full of eyeless 
statuary, and I rushed to get out again. 

A LETTER 

Since then I have led an existence which I fear you could 
imagine, so inanely, so unconsciously has it been pro-

ceeding. Yet it is not too different from that of my neighbors, 
my relatives, and most of the landed gentry of this kingdom, 
and it is not entirely without happy and stirring moments. It 
will not be easy for me to convey the substance of these 
moments to you; words fail me once again. For what makes 
its presence felt to me at such times, filling any mundane ob-
ject around me with a swelling tide of higher life as if it were 
a vessel, in fact has no name and is no doubt hardly name-
able. I cannot expect you to understand me without an illus-
tration, and I must ask you to forgive the silliness of my 
examples. A watering can, a harrow left in a field, a dog in the 
sun, a shabby churchyard, a cripple, a small farmhouse-any 
of these can become the vessel of my revelation. Any of these 
things and the thousand similar ones past which the eye ordi-
narily glides with natural indifference can at any moment-
which I am completely unable to elicit-suddenly take on for 
me a sublime and moving aura which words seem too weak 
to describe. Even an absent object, clearly can inex-
plicably be chosen to be filled to the brim with this smoothl 
but steeply rising tide of heavenly feeling. Recentl 
ample, I had a generous amount of rat poison spread in the 
milk cellars of one of my dairy farms. I went out riding to-
ward evening, thinking no more about the matter, as you 
might imagine. As I rode at a walk over deep, tilled farmland-
nothing more significant in the vicinity than a startled covey 
of quail, the great setting sun off in the distance above the 
convex fields-suddenly this cellar unrolled inside me, filled 
with the death throes of the pack of rats. It was all there. The 
cool and musty cellar air, full of the sharp, sweetish smell of 
the poison, and the shrilling of the death cries echoing 
against mildewed walls. Those convulsed clumps of power-
lessness, those desperations colliding with one another in 
confusion. The frantic search for ways out. The cold glares of 
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HUGO VON HOFMANNSTHAL A LETTER1  
fury when two meet at a blocked crevice. But why am I 
searching again for words, which I have sworn off! My friend, 
do you remember Livy's wonderful description of the hours 
before the destruction of Alba Longa? The people wandering 
through the streets that they will never see again ... saying 
good-bye to the rocks on the ground. I tell you, my friend, this 
was in me, and Carthage in flames too; but it was more than 
that, it was more divine, more bestial-and it was the pres-
ent, the fullest, most sublime present. A mother was there, 
whose dying young thrashed about her. But she was not look-
ing at those in their death agonies, or at the unyielding stone 
walls, but off into space, or through space into the infinite, 
and gnashing her teeth as she looked! If there was a slave 
standing near Niobe in helpless fright as she turned to stone, 
•he must have gone through what I went through when the 

soul of this beast I saw within me bared its teeth to its dread-
ful fate. 

Forgive this description, but do not think it was pity that I 
felt. If you think so, my example was poorly chosen. It was 
much more and much less than pity-a vast empathy, a 
streaming across into those creatures, or a feeling that a flux 
of life and death, of dreaming and waking, had streamed into 
them for an instant (from where?). Where could you find pity 
or any comprehensible association of human ideas if on some 
other evening I find under a nut tree a half-full watering can 
that a gardener's boy has forgotten there, and this watering 
can and the water in it, dark from the shadow of the tree, and 
a water beetle sculling on the surface of the water from one 
dark shore to the other, this confluence of trivialities shoots 
through me from the roots of my hair to the marrow of my 
toes with such a presence of the infinite that I want to bring 
out words, knowing that any words I found would vanquish 
those cherubim in which I do not believe? And then I turn 
away from this place in silence? And, when I see this nut tree 
weeks later, I go by with a cautious sidelong glance because I 

do not wish to frighten off the feeling of the marvelous re-
maining in the air around its trunk, to drive away the tremors 
of the supernatural still pulsating through the shrubbery in 
that place? At those moments an insignificant creature, a 
dog, a rat, a beetle, a stunted apple tree, a cart path winding 
over the hill, a moss-covered stone mean more to me than 
the most beautiful, most abandoned lover ever did on the 
happiest night. These mute and sometimes inanimate beings 
rise up before me with such a plenitude, such a presence of 
love that my joyful eye finds nothing dead anywhere. 
Everything seems to mean something, everything that exists, 
everything I can remember, everything in the most muddled 
of my thoughts. Even my own heaviness, the usual dullness 
of my brain, seems to mean something: I feel a blissful and 
utterly eternal interplay in me and around me, and amid the 
to-and-fro there is nothing into which I cannot merge. Then 
it is as if my body consisted entirely of coded messages re-
vealing everything to me. Or as if we could enter into a new, 
momentous relationship with all of existence if we began to 
think with our hearts. But when this strange bewitchment 
stops, I am unable to say anything about it; I can no more ex-
press in rational language what made up this harmony perme-
ating me and the entire world, or how it made itself perceptible 
to me, than I can describe with any precision the inner move-
ments of my intestines or the engorgement of my veins. 

Apart from these strange chance events (which I hardly 
know whether to call mental or physical), I live a life of 
scarcely credible emptiness. I have trouble concealing from 
my wife how hard my heart has become and from the people 
working for me how bored I am by the affairs of the estate. It 
seems to me that the good, strict upbringing for which I have 
my late father to thank and my long-standing habit of leaving 
no hour in the day unoccupied are the only things giving my 
life a semblance of acceptable stability and maintaining an 
appearance appropriate to my position and my person. 
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I am renovating one wing of my house and find myself 

able to have a chat with the architect now and then about the 

progress of his work. I manage my properties, and my tenants 

and staff will very likely find me somewhat more taciturn 

but no less generous than before. As they stand with their 

caps off in front of their doors when I ride by in the evening, 

none of them will have an inkling that my gaze, which they 

are accustomed to meeting with respect, is passing with 

silent longing over the rotten boards under which they hunt 

for earthworms to use for bait, and ducking through the nar-

row, barred window into the dismal room in whose corner a 

low bed with colorful sheets always seems to be waiting for 

someone to die or be bornj that my eye is lingering for a long 

time on the ugly puppies or the cats slinking lithely between 

flowerpots, and searching among all the shabby and crude ob-

jects of a rough life for that one whose unprepossessing form, 

whose unnoticed presence lying on or leaning against some-

thing, whose mute existence can become the source of that 

mysterious, wordless, infinite rapture. For my nameless joy-

ful feeling will come not from contemplating the starry sky 

but more likely from a lonely shepherd's fire in the distance; 

from the stridulation of tlle last dying cricket as autumn 

winds are already driving wintry clouds over the empty 

fields, not the majestic rumbling of an organ. And sometimes 

I compare myself in my thoughts with Crassus, the orator. 

The story is that he grew so inordinately fond of a tame eel, a 

dull, mute, red-eyed fish in his ornamental pond, that it be-

came the talk of the town; and when Domitius disparaged 

him in the Senate for shedding tears over the death of this 

fish, wishing to portray him as something of a fool, Crassus 

replied: "When my fish died, I did what you did not when 

your first wife died, or your second." 

I do not know how often this Crassus with his eel has hur-

tled across the centuries into my mind as a reflection of my 

self..His response to Domitius is not the reason, however. 

A LETTER 

That brought the ones who laughed onto his side, so that the 

substance of the thing was diffused into a witticism. But that 

substance is what cuts me to the quick, and it would have 

been no different even if Domitius had wept bitterly and with 

the most sincere distress over his wives. There would still 

have been Crassus, crying over his eel. And an inexpressible 

something forces me to think about this figure-whose ludi-

crousness and contemptibility I see so perfectly in the middle 

of a Senate running the world and discussing deadly serious 

business-in a way that seems completely foolish to me as 

soon as I try to express it in words. 

The image of Crassus is sometimes in my brain at night, 

like a splinter with everything around it a throbbing, 

infection. Then it is as if I myself were beginning to ferment, 

to foam, seethe, and givc off sparks. And the whole thing is a 

kind of feverish thinking, but thinking in a medium more di-

rect, fluid, and passionate than words. It has whirlpools too, 

but ones which seem to lead not into the abyss as whirlpools 

of language do but into myself in some way, and into the lap 

of the most profound peace. 

Dear friend, I have tried your patience too much with this 

lengthy description of an inexplicable state which ordinarily 

remains bottled up within me. 

You were kind enough to exprcss your regret that no more 

books by me have been arriving "to make up for the loss of 

our companionship." When I read that, I knew-not without 

a pang-that I would write no books either in English or in 

Latin in the coming year, the years after that, or in all the 

years of this life of mine. There is only one reason for this, a 

strange and embarrassing one; I leave it to your infinite intel-

lectual superiority to give it a place among what to your clear 

eyes is an orderly array of mental and physical phenomena. It 

is that the language in which I might have been granted the 

opportunity not only to write but also to think is not Latin or 

English, or Italian, or Spanish, but a language of which I 
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know not one word, a language in which mute things speak 

to me and in which I will perhaps have something to say for 

myself someday when I am dead and standing before an un-

known judge. 

I had wanted, had it only been permitted me, to squeeze 

into the closing words of this, the last letter I expect I will 

write to Francis Bacon, all the love and gratitude, all the 

boundless admiration which I bear in my heart for the one 

who has done the most for my spirit-the foremost 

Englishman of my time-and which I will continue to bear in 

my heart until death bursts it. 

August 22, AD 1603 

Phi. Chandos 
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