
EXCERPT



Kleinneubach
July 28, 1896
Liebste Klara!

Forgive me for not answering your letter of the 18th. We were busy making “preparations” for 
our trip—by which I mean that Mami was busy making herself unbearable about the evening 
clothes and getting me stitched up to within a millimeter of my skin. And since arriving in 
Kleinneubach, I’ve been sick and upset and so really not in the mood to write. Sick, dear Fräulein 
Doktor, at first with nasty menstrual cramps… (Is there help for that?) And then, it turns out 
that just when Mami allows me to eat again, I can no longer digest anything! It all either comes 
up or goes out the other end within an hour or two of being consumed. The food is very rich, 
here—everything done in butter and cream sauce, and the first courses generally served with that 
mouth-parching Franconian wine.

But neither the food, nor the wine, nor Mami, nor my long past menstrual cramps would matter 
right now if I weren’t so confused and angry at everyone and everything around me. Your 
“princess in a palace” is not much enjoying this “very grand” place (Mami’s words), nor the “very 
grand people” in it.

Not that the Wttenbachs aren’t considerate hosts—even lending me something to wear to dinner 
when my trunk went missing for a day. In fact, HSH Prince Maximilian is a jovial, humane 
sort of person, and his wife, Princess Beatrice, who is Italian, is quite elegant and “simpatico.” Of 
course, when I say simpatico, I mean it in that extremely reserved way the upper-class Italians 
have cultivated.

But I am terribly disappointed in our friend, Prince Egon. There has to be something wrong 
with a man who shows absolutely no interest in his own children, especially when their mother 
is dead. I think if I were a widowed parent, I might be distracted for a short time by the César 
Franck sonata and the poetry of Verlaine. But the eager smiles of my own flesh and blood would 
soon tempt me once again. Yesterday at tea, his four-year-old boy (also named Maximilian) 
placed a hand on his father’s sleeve. And Prince Egon, our very charming, always kind Fürst 
Egon, flicked it off without even looking at the child—as if those sweet little fingers were 
unwanted insects crawling on his cuffs! And, Klara, he has the most adorable little two-year-old 
daughter, named Cecilia. She has fat cherubic cheeks and enormous hazel eyes; but it’s as if he is 
pretending she doesn’t exist!

As to the continuing saga of Baron Ehrlingen: It has been clear to me for a long time that he has 
set himself up as Mami’s inamorato. But lately, he has also taken to playing the father with me. 
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He constantly tells me what to do and how to behave. It really isn’t to be stood for! “Fräulein 
Elisabeth, won’t you fetch your mother her book from her room?” Or, “Fräulein Elisabeth, you 
must play more Beethoven and less Liszt.” Or, “Fräulein Elisabeth, I find you awfully fresh with 
your elders!” I think at this point, he is beginning to annoy even Mami.

In fact, I know Mami is getting impatient with him. We took a walk the other day; that is, Mami, 
Ehrlingen, Count Boening (who is also here, and whom I will get to in a minute), and I. Boening 
and I walked ahead of Mami and Ehrlingen. And when I looked back, Mami was talking to 
Ehrlingen in a very serious way, and he was looking as if his mood was about to be thoroughly 
spoiled.

It serves him right. The other day we played tennis. Count Boening, being the best athlete among 
us, was my partner against Ehrlingen and Prince Egon. When I went after a few overhead 
smashes that should really have been my partner’s, Ehrlingen wouldn’t stop lecturing me, e.g. 
“A young woman shouldn’t be so aggressive on the tennis court.” Graf Boening never once 
complained, so what business was it of Ehrlingen’s? All right, Klara; it’s true that I went for 
Ehrlingen’s privates with a few of my volleys, because he needs to be discouraged in that area. But 
I had to run for my life every time Ehrlingen got an overhead smash!

And now to Count Boening—a story of its own: Klara, he is devastatingly handsome, the very 
picture of a fit Prussian officer and nobleman. I could sit and look at him all day. And most of all 
because there is something about his expression—a bravely borne sorrow in his eyes that seems 
to spill into small creases in his cheeks. He looks as if he’s lost something precious, but doesn’t 
want to let on that it’s gone.

And he’s an awfully good chess player; which I take as an indication that he is not half as 
stupid as he appears to be at first glance. In fact, chess has brought us into frequent contact. 
And although I find distressing his habit of talking to me while I deliberate my moves, our 
conversation hasn’t been uninteresting.

The night Mami and I arrived, I was quite shaken. I told him that we had witnessed a suicide at 
the Frankfurt-am-Main train station. Yes, it was terrible, Klara, and I can’t stop thinking about 
it. I tell you, it doesn’t matter how many Russian novels one reads; there is no preparation for 
that experience! And I wondered aloud what someone could be thinking as he throws himself 
before an oncoming train, and what could make a person so desperate as to take his own life! 
But Count Boening contended that he could think of several scenarios in which a person might 
rationally and honorably contemplate ending his own life, and that he saw nothing awry in that, 
if the person had thought it through. The question, he said, was why a human being who had 
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rationally thought through suicide would be so rude as to disrupt a major transportation hub for 
several hours, “when he could simply hang himself in the privacy of his own bedroom, or put a 
bullet through his brain in the bathtub.

But, of course, for many people, he said, it isn’t a rational decision. Rather, it is purely impulsive. 
And in those cases, therefore, not worth dwelling on, because acts of madness do not yield to 
logical explanations. And then he told me something quite shocking: that both his mother and his 
sister had taken their own lives soon after bearing their second child. So there; we have solved the 
mystery of Prince Egon’s wife’s death. And isn’t it sad? By the way, there is a portrait of her in one 
of the drawing rooms, and it’s not hard to understand how Prince Egon could have fallen in love 
with her. She was a great beauty.

Anyway, to get back to Boening: Mami has warned me that he is a desperately poor man, and in 
search of a rich wife. And it is becoming increasingly obvious to me that he is vetting me for the 
role. I wasn’t here a day before he suggested, knowing Prince Egon and I are on fairly familiar 
terms of address, that I call him Graf Wilhelm.

And while in company, he remains the formal Junker par excellence—the very model of 
buttoned-up protocol—in private, he has become disarmingly personal in his addresses. After 
dinner, the night before last, we both repaired to the terrace where, looking out onto the grounds, 
I remarked how much I love summers and that gazing on an orange evening sky and breathing 
in the odor of honeysuckle was always enough to bring my worst temper into equilibrium. 
“Fräulein Elisabeth,” he responded, “I think you have had a happy life so far. And I congratulate 
you for it. I am gazing on the very oak tree on which my sister, Fredericka hung herself. And 
every time I am forced to behold that tree, I become freshly angry that your dear Prince Egon 
refuses to destroy it.

And then he looked around as if to see if anyone was watching, smiled sadly at me, took my 
hand, and ran his fingers lightly over the inside of my wrist. “Fräulein Elisabeth,” he said, 
shaking his head, “you are very pretty and don’t seem to have even the smallest notion of it.” 

And then he took my face in his hands and kissed me. It was a very deep, voluptuous kiss that 
quite frankly undid me and—apropos the patient you called a “dumb goose” last year—made 
me begin to understand how a woman might find herself compromised by someone she’s known 
barely a week!

During our walk with Mami and Ehrlingen, somehow we lost them, and Graf Wilhelm pulled 
me very close and started kissing me quite passionately. Well, you know what I want to say 
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without my having to say it. And even now I can feel him leaning hard against my body and his 
lips on my lips.

Well, at that point, I thought it was really high time to discourage him. So I mentioned that while 
I absolutely enjoy the kissing, I don’t really see marriage and children in my future. I prefer my 
freedom, I told him. And then he asked what sort of freedom did I mean? And I said, the sort of 
freedom my father’s cousin, Babette Meyer von Kalckreuth has: freedom to pursue my art and to 
culti vate friendships with interesting and accomplished people. The kind of freedom that means 
not having to answer to anyone as regards my actions or future plans.

Did I really think Gräfin Kalckreuth was free, he asked? On the contrary, he insisted. Single 
women, and especially rich ones, are constantly derided. And they must watch their behavior 
at every turn. A married women, he said, is always freer than a single woman—freer than even 
any man could be. Because usually she is given to a husband who loves her and will cater to her 
every desire, rather than being consigned to submit to a superior whose only objective would 
be to abuse her. Because, he said, I must remember that not even the Emperor of China is truly 
sovereign—not at least, if he is married.

So I responded that a woman could be married and still lonely. And many married women are 
objects of public scorn when they are married for their money. And I pointed out what happened 
to Else von Bleichroeder, the banker’s daughter. Shortly after her wedding, it became obvious 
that her husband wanted nothing from her aside from her dowry. I tried to make it clear that I 
could think of nothing worse than to marry a man who might be in love with my fortune, rather 
than with me. And then he said, “Fräulein Elisabeth, I have never met Else von Bleichroeder, so I 
cannot speak to her charms or lack of them. But your fortune is as much a quality of your person 
as your wild red-blond hair or your very deep blue eyes or your contemporary opinions or your 
musical gifts. Why shouldn’t you trust a man to love you for these as well as your money? Or 
perhaps you think a man should love you for everything but your money?”

And now, to last night, a miserable night: There was a ball at the Johannisburg Palace in 
Aschaffenburg, and naturally the entire house party attended. It’s at least twenty-five kilometers 
from here, so it involved travel. Which is why you will understand if I seem a bit incoherent. 
Because I’ve had very little sleep.

Well, you know what I think of those types of entertainment. That is, you know how much 
I relish languishing, with a perfume-induced headache, in hot, noisy, and crowded rooms; 
how much I enjoy Mami hovering over me and bending my ear about the lives of ladies and 
gentlemen who would be of no interest even to her, had they not a “von” before their last name. 
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And really, Klara, what do people see in dancing? Dancing alone, maybe. If I could decently 
master the movements of a mazurka—dance it the way I can play it—I would choose to dance 
it by myself, rather than with an overstuffed, sweaty old man snorting in my ear. Balls mean less 
than nothing to me, and my first impulse in entering any ballroom is to throw my dance card 
right into the nearest waste basket.

But to get to the point: I was cut by the regiment. I bet you can’t guess why, Klara! The ostensible 
reason (Isn’t there always an ostensible reason?!) had to do with Captain Dreyfus, and Colonel 
Picquart’s audacious investigation into the possibility that Dreyfus just may be the unwitting 
victim of vicious anti-semites. Surprise, Klara! Because of Dreyfus, Jewish girls were not wanted 
as partners for Bavarian officers last night.”

Of course nobody objected to the officers’ behavior! When I went to the ladies’ room, I heard one 
young woman whisper how mean she thought the officers were being. But another shushed her 
and said, “That Jewess is in the toilet stall. And I think she’s being sick.” Which, of course, I was.

The entire thing was so embarrassing! And it need not have been at all. Because there is plenty 
to do at the Johannisburg Palace. I would have been happy to disappear into the collections 
for the entire rest of the evening. In fact, it is a wonderful place, with an impressive number of 
navigation instruments and telescopes. And being uninhabited at present, one can wander all the 
many rooms to one’s heart’s content. Which I resolved to do!

But wouldn’t you know, Prince Egon came after me and, without quite admitting that I was 
persona non grata as a dance partner, suggested I play for the company! And so I played. I know 
you will say I was wrong to agree to do it in that hostile environment, Klara. But I had to! I 
couldn’t disappoint my host, and my mother would have been livid had I refused. But I played 
something quite short—the posthumous Chopin Nocturne in C-sharp minor. And I played it 
well. I am sure I did! But when I finished, nobody even had the politeness to acknowledge it. I 
looked out into the room and saw nothing but little groups of people in still poses, grimacing at 
each other. Not one person was facing me, not one looking at me, the performer! And the silence 
was so deadly that the gas-lit chandeliers sizzled in my ears. I honestly felt I would faint from 
humiliation.

Maestro Leschetizky likes to say that an artist can spend his whole life preparing something for 
an audience, and when he finally preforms it, chances are that people will only want to spit on 
him and call him a swindler. Once, in my lesson, when the Maestro made me repeat a melody 
until I wept in frustration, he laughed and said that the best end a musician can ever hope for is 
to be struck through the heart with a stiletto and put quickly out of his misery.
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But you know, Klara, I think of everyone in the world, I still love Mami the most passionately, 
despite her vanity. Because when I got up from the piano and went to her, she looked at me so 
sweetly! She grabbed my hands and kissed both of them and said, “That was sublime, Lisi. Every 
note in its place!”

And then suddenly, Count Boening was standing next to me, holding out his hand and saying, 
“Fräulein Elisabeth, I want you to dance this next waltz with me.” Well, of course, I said no, and 
that I had thrown away my dance card. But he said “I insist.” And he literally grabbed me and 
started me to the dance floor. Baron Ehrlingen tried to stop him, saying “Boening, she’s been cut 
by the regiment.” But Graf Wilhelm said, “Not my regiment!” If I hadn’t gone with him, I would 
have had to fight him off in front of several hundred people! He is a strong man, whose physical 
presence I can feel even when he is not touching me, and he was practically carrying me!

So there we were on the dance floor. I begged him not to, but he dug his fingers into the small of 
my back and said, “Look at the tip of my nose and nowhere else until the music stops. Be brave, 
Fräulein Elisabeth. This cannot be the first time you have experienced anti-semitism.”
And then we were dancing alone. Alone! Can you believe it? Everyone left the dance floor! It 
was… I can’t describe it! I begged him to stop and to let me go, and he just held me tighter and 
said, “Let those damned papists have their pathetic demonstration. They aren’t fit to kiss the hem 
of your skirt.” And we kept on dancing until the waltz ended. It seemed like an eternity.

Klara, I can’t help but think he’s abused me terribly, and when he brought me back to my mother, 
I made sure to tell him so. He hates the Wittenbachs and detests Catholics, and he’s using me to 
insult them all. Of course, he is also after that big dowry, and he thinks if he champions me, I’ll 
fall at his feet. I have never understood why men think they have to fight women’s causes, when 
we are perfectly capable of defending our own honor, and without their help. And really, Klara, 
he’s a Junker, which means he is probably a worse anti-semite than any Bavarian officer could 
possibly be.

At any rate, he will have his own rude awakening. It’s raining cats and dogs right now, with loud, 
nasty claps of thunder. He sent a note to my room saying he would wait for me at the chessboard 
in the east wing drawing room. But I won’t go down, and I won’t have a thing to do with him 
again. I’m done with him! And while his kisses were amusing when I thought they were only a 
game, I know now they are no longer a game.

You know, Klara…, I don’t think I agree with you that physical impulses can always be kept 
under control. It seems to me easy enough to lose oneself when things get going. At any rate, 
you should see that man all dressed up in the formal uniform of the Gardes du Corps, with 
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his embroidered white tunic and his eagle helmet. He could not be more ludicrously beautiful 
were he stark naked, which is how I really would want to see him, if I weren’t a girl from a good 
family.

I desperately miss you and all my Vienna relations! Please send me news of Bernhard. I want to 
know that his health is improving.
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