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“Believe me, our moral and political world, as a great metropolis used
to be, is undermined by subterranean corridors, cellars and cloacae, the
relationships and conditions of which are quite unknown to the inhabitants
above—indeed, mean nothing to them; now, anyone who knows a little about
these matters becomes far more knowledgeable when an earthquake destroys the
surface, thus allowing vapors to escape from this pipe, and mysterious voices
from that unsuspected conduit.”

Goethe to Lavater, 22 June, 1781.



PROLOGUE

From the Papers of
N. W. Wraxall, Esq.



November, 1774

Rotterdam, about to sail for England

F ANYONE HAD TOLD ME three months ago that I should wake up one

morning and find myself a secret agent mixed up in international intrigue, I
should have laughed him down. Or had anyone prophesied to me that I should be
hopelessly in love with an unattainable lady, and that on her account, merely in the wild
hope of seeing her again, I should be engaged in the most hazardous adventures, I should
certainly have sent him packing as a fool. For, understand, up to three months ago I was a
confirmed bachelor, ready enough to please women as they chanced along, but no more
than that.

We all know that German roads are about the world’s worst, surpassed in
inconvenience only by those of Russia. I, personally, can bear witness to the difficulties of
travel in Germany, for I have been jogging over German highways weeks and weeks on
end in the most wretched conveyances imaginable. I have encountered autumn storms and
cruel winter weather. There have been coachmen to put in their place and, of course,
grooms to bribe. This while I have been wearing all manner of disguises, going about with
my hat pulled down over my eyes, laboriously composing letters in code and in general
leading a catch-as-catch-can existence. Nights I have scarcely slept at all this past three
months, and this not entirely because of the armies of fleas devouring my hide in all sorts
of miserable taverns and posthouses. The fact is, and I should like herewith to record it,
that I have been profoundly absorbed in a new book called The Sorrows of Werther. It was
written by a young German poet and came out, I should say, about the time of the Leipzig
Fair.

Up to very recently I might have tossed such a sensitive piece of literature out the
window without a second glance. But not now. The story of Werther exactly hits off my
present mood and circumstances. Like my own life, it is bizarre, quite mad, in fact. Each
night I drink thirstily of its effusions, and take pride and comfort in having Werther as a
spiritual comrade, poetic figment though he may be. At the same time it is obvious, as
anyone can see, that I could never write of my own experiences in Goethe’s exquisite
style. No matter. Let me talk a little about myself as best I can.

Not so long ago I celebrated my twenty-second birthday. I was just an ordinary young
Englishman, comfortably off but by no means wealthy, and living without a single real tie
in the world, or indeed without any paramount interest to develop into a career. Still, I had
a normal desire to make something of myself. My parents had died when I was young. A
couple of years at Oxford had taught me little, for I was not attracted by the pedantry of
philosophical pursuits. After leaving Oxford I toyed with the idea of selling my English
properties and settling in Virginia. But the unsettled situation there, the increasing unrest,
indeed, throughout all our American colonies, counselled against this move.



A distant relative of mine chances to be secretary in our embassy in St. Petersburg. On
his invitation I journeyed to that capital in order to acquaint myself with life at the
Tsarina’s court. Since England is grossly ignorant of Russian affairs, it was my aim later
to write a book about this enlightened, revered and yet imperfectly understood sovereign.
Eventually considering my Russian experience adequate and having collected much
material of an intimate nature, I then traveled to Sweden and Denmark, that I might get to
know these lands as well, the peculiarities of their governmental forms and their courts.

By this time, however, my interest in the game was beginning to flag. Homesickness
had overtaken me. I longed to be back in England, home again in London, installed in my
peaceful quarters on Jermyn Street. Because of this unsettled state of mind I paid scant
attention to the situation at the Danish court, although an event recently occurred there
which was a sensation throughout all Europe, and had repercussions in England itself. I
was simply saturated with the many impressions of my long trip, and was only too glad to
arrive in Hamburg at the beginning of September of this same year. From Hamburg I
hoped to take passage to London. This, however, proved impossible. Like it or not I had to
drive by coach through Hanover, Westphalia and the Netherlands to one of the Channel
ports. The weather, fortunately, was still pleasant, and so I was not too much disconcerted
by the delay.

The first night of my journey I reached the little Hanoverian city of Celle, which lies
about halfway between Hamburg and the city of Hanover. I was disappointed to find that
not till the morrow could I catch another post. I should very much have liked to continue
on, for in Celle there was nothing to see but the one-story houses inhabited by a provincial
population. I reconciled myself to this fresh delay and took what solace I could in the
evening meal that the landlord—I recall his wearing an old-fashioned cap with a long peak
—hospitably arranged for me. The main course was the finest brook trout I have ever
tasted. The landlord uncorked a bottle of excellent Rhenish wine, which did much to
lighten my spirits.

Outdoors it was already dark. The mild September moon hung among the fruit trees of
the inn garden. I had little desire for bed, and so inquired of the landlord whether there
was any diversion in Celle for a bird of passage. Wiping his hands on his blue apron he
told me that Schroeder and his players were in town. I had already seen Schroeder in
Hamburg. He was what one might call the German Garrick, and had done much to
popularize Shakespeare, up to his advent practically unknown on the German stage. I
decided to have another look at the troupe. The landlord told me that Schroeder often
came to Celle with his wandering players. “On the command of the King of England,” so
he said.

This made me laugh to myself. With the best will I simply could not imagine why our
plump George should bother his head about having plays performed in such an out of the
way place as Celle. Moreover, it struck me as exceedingly comical, I remember, that my
tasseled landlord should have so reverential an opinion of the king we had imported from
the unprepossessing territory of Hanover. The landlord was only too ready to
accommodate me, but I sought no further information, took my hat and cloak and made
for the theater.

It was a very lovely evening. The houses dreamt in the moonlight, the clean smell of



apples was in the air. I felt extraordinarily gay and prepared for interesting adventures. It
had been a long time since I had kissed a pretty girl. The happy prospect of being
homeward bound and within fair distance of my goal buoyed up my heart. I was free as a
bird. Not a soul in the whole town knew me, and tomorrow I would be gone, in all
likelihood never to return.

The performance was given in a barn furnished with rough benches for the spectators,
who were packed in as tight as herrings in a tub. Just as I entered, before I had time to
look around, the lights were turned down and the violins scratched out an overture. Not
Shakespeare this time, but one of Holberg’s comedies was being presented. Schroeder did
very well in the role of a respectable pater familias. Then, very suddenly, something
happened to me. In the oddest way imaginable, even as the audience was roaring with
laughter, anxiety gripped me. I could hardly draw my breath, the heavy air inside the barn-
theater nearly made me swoon. From the footlights, the actors’ painted faces had
inexplicably taken on a queerly threatening significance. And ordinarily I am the last
person to give way to such quirks.

I had to get up and leave. Stammering apologies I forced my way through a thicket of
knees and legs, trying not to see the annoyance in the white faces turned up into my own
in passing. I threw a last glance at the stage. Two children, a boy and a girl, were clinging
to their mother’s skirts to prevent her from leaving them. With a rush I went out into the
lobby.

There I mopped my brow, shook my head to clear it of vapors and was just getting my
cloak about my shoulders when I became aware of a gentle weeping sound. I looked
around in amazement. A few steps away from me was a young woman, her face turned to
the wall. She was dressed in black silk which set off the remarkably pure white nape of
her neck and her silvery blonde hair, worn combed high. Her shoulders shook
convulsively with emotion; indeed, emotion ran through her in waves that cramped her
back and hips. I moved closer. I wondered at the tenderness of her skin and the quiet
elegance of her costume, so much were they at variance with my expectations of Celle.
“Madame,” I said softly, “could I be of help to you?”

Swiftly she wheeled about and faced me. Her features, though blurred by teariness,
were the most enchanting I had ever seen. Her face was round, yet not overly full. The
cheeks were refined by suffering, the lips rich, the eyes large, blue and at this moment
stary and out of focus from grief. She tried to control herself but again pain got the upper
hand. “I cannot live without my children,” I heard her say thickly. “I cannot go on like
this.”

“Madame, were those your children?” I asked in bewilderment. “I mean the children
up on the stage?”

“No,” she whispered.

In my confusion once more I offered to help her, though I could see she was hardly
listening to me.

“It’s my fault,” she said. “All my fault.”

I dared not pry any more closely into the mystery of the beautiful stranger. A singular



nobility radiated from her, a proud loneliness which bade me keep my proper distance.
And so there we remained, she staring at me wide-eyed with sadness, I taut with
solicitude. I noticed that despite the elegance of her attire, she wore no ornaments at all
except a small, old-fashioned cross set with dark-red garnets.

At this point a man dashed into the lobby, a fellow of about sixty or so, carrying a
stick and wearing an official’s gold braid. He was red in the face from excitement.
Immediately he took me by the shoulders and pushed me away from the weeping lady.
“How dare you molest Madame!” he menaced. “Get back, there!” A boy of twelve,
dressed in silken livery, obviously a page, had come trotting in behind the man. He now
placed himself protectively between me and the lady.

“It’s quite all right, Count Seckendorff,” the unknown lady said. “The gentleman
simply wanted to be helpful.”

“My name is Wraxall,” I took this opportunity to announce, and bowed to the lady.

“There’s a Wraxall in the English embassy at Petersburg,” said the Count, suspicion
still tightening his mouth.

“That’s my cousin, sir,” I told him.

“What are you doing in Celle?” the Count demanded.

“I am on my way from Hamburg to England,” I explained.
“And where were you before that?”

I had to smile at the man’s impudence; the conversation was becoming an inquisition.
However, I stayed calm and said:

“Since you must know, I was in Copenhagen, sir.”
“What were you doing there?” insisted the Count.

“I had an idea I might write a book on the courts of the North,” I informed him. “With
that in mind, though it’s none of your concern, I visited the court in Copenhagen.”

Now the lady was looking at me with great intensity. Gently she pushed the page
aside. “Did you happen to see the King’s children when you were there?” she asked
tremulously.

“I saw the heir-presumptive in Christiansborg,” I said. “He’s a fine young fellow.”

Tears sprang into the lady’s eyes. “Did he look well to you?” she asked. “Was he
happy, did you think?”

“Why, yes,” I said in surprise. “He did look quite well, I’m sure, Madame.”
“And the little girl?” she asked, pressing closer.

“She is still very small,” T said. “I saw her with her nurse in the garden of
Frederiksborg.”

“Tell me what the little girl was doing when you saw her,” the lady asked
imperatively.



“Not a great deal,” I stammered. “As a matter of fact she was playing—playing with a
ball, as I remember.”

From within the theater came a surf sound of applause. Benches scraped loudly on the
floor as the audience scrambled to leave. “We must go now, Madame,” the Count put in.
“We shall only cause talk if we stay here.”

“I must speak further with Mr. Wraxall,” the lady said. She nodded at me, turned and
swept away.

Count Seckendorff took me by the arm. “Naturally you will stay as she suggests,” he
said firmly. “However, I implore you, be very discreet.”

“Discreet?” I said. “Stay here? What are you talking about! Who is this lady, if I may
ask?”

“You don’t know who she is?”
“I haven’t the faintest idea,” I said.

He bowed his head until it almost touched mine. “She is the Queen of Denmark,” he
whispered out of the corner of his mouth.

I was rooted to the spot. My mouth hung open like a hungry carp’s. The spectators
were now streaming out, pleased with the play; respectable burghers and burghers’ wives
with their countless children. Seeing that we were attracting a great deal of notice, the
Count motioned me to accompany him outside. There he made arrangements to see me in
the morning.

Afterwards I wandered through the town, mechanically putting one foot in front of the
other as if walking in my sleep. I ran into the night watchman with his lance and rattle,
and he stared at me over his shoulder. Moonlight and shadow filled the narrow streets.
The wide, still night beyond the walls of the town was bathed in light, the masses of copse
were inky dark. It was a changed, an enchanted world.

Count Seckendorff, for whom I was waiting on tenterhooks, arrived the next forenoon
at the agreed time and at once invited me to dinner and an audience at the castle. Again he
cautioned discretion. “Don’t mention Copenhagen at the table,” he warned me. “The
Queen’s sister will be there, the Princess of Braunschweig, you know. Do you
understand?”

Actually I did not understand at all, but I bowed in silent assent.

The dinner passed quite uneventfully. However, my state of mind was anything but
tranquil. I was constantly wavering between intense happiness and unhappiness. I was
desperately afraid that the Princess of Braunschweig should notice my agitation, though to
all appearances she was a harmless sort, lusty, plump and red of cheek. In any case, I
flushed with showers of fever, only to pale the next instant with chill. It was all I could do
to get off some coherent sentences about my stay in Petersburg to satisfy the Princess’
lively curiosity.

Again and again my eyes drifted to the head of the table where the Queen sat beside
her sister. Again she was wearing a black dress and her blonde hair was unpowdered,



contrary to the prevailing mode. The little garnet cross lay in the faint hollow where her
breasts began, I could not help but notice, for she was wearing a very daring décolletage.
At the beginning of the meal she smiled at me in friendly recognition. Her eyes, I saw,
were the color of forget-me-nots. After this silent greeting she seemed to forget me
completely. It seemed as if she were sitting in a trance, from which she awoke only
momentarily when someone addressed her directly, as her sister did fairly often.

Once I caught myself staring at her in delight, and looked away in utter confusion,
though I am sure she had not even noticed my boldness. If the truth be known, I was glad
when the dinner was at an end and the Queen rose from her place. An elderly servant of
ice-gray mien came over to me as quietly as a cat and told me in whispers that I was to
follow him. He conducted me to the second story of the castle, into an octagonal room
where the windows were hung with blue silk curtains filling the place with a mild blue
twilight. The hangings were pulled back at only one window which gave out on a
neglected formal garden, beyond which stretched the Hanoverian countryside of heath and
woods. A harp stood at the open window, with a bench for the harpist.

The Queen came in immediately after me and motioned with her hand for me to sit
down. She herself took the bench beside the harp, but in deference to her rank I
determined to remain standing. She inquired after all the particulars of my sojourn in
Copenhagen. She mentioned her children repeatedly. Unfortunately there was little I could
add to what I had already told her, but this little I offered freely. She did not forget to
inquire about my family and my plans, and I had a distinct feeling as we conversed that
we were becoming fast friends. However, when I summoned the courage to look her
straight in the face, it was terribly upsetting. Several times I stopped short in the middle of
a sentence, then blundered and stammered like a fool.

The Queen’s physical beauty was by no means the only quality that attracted me. She
showed every sign of resignation amid a most penetrating unhappiness. An innate
humanity illuminated her gaze, her features were faintly carved by sadness and loneliness.
Her withdrawal was especially moving because she was so young and pretty, still at that
age when other women with gifts like her own look on life with imperious confidence.

However, I saw that behind the sadness and withdrawal lurked vestiges of what must
once have been a totally different personality. I could imagine her as candid and gay,
utterly trusting of the future, bubbling over. A chance remark, an unconscious movement
of her hands, an almost childlike and inexpressibly tender way she had of widening her
eyes revealed this other, brighter person. I was reminded of how the wind, blowing a
woman’s garments tightly about her body, reveals the otherwise hidden curves and sweet
promise of the wearer.

In other days I had often laughed coarsely to myself when I heard some smitten lover
describe the object of his affection as an “angel.” Now, in the Queen’s presence, this
epithet sprang naturally to my lips. She seemed, I swear, not to belong to the crude world
of everyday. The melancholy pervading all her words and gestures, a sort of intangible
element in which she lived as a bird lives in the air, seemed to me, in my heightened
awareness, to emanate from the small, dark-red, simply cut garnets of the cross on her
breast.



We talked for a time and then she led me to a portrait hanging on the wall. It was a
very bad likeness of her son, the heir to the Danish throne. She had received it quite
recently, she informed me, through the good offices of Baron Buelow. The execution was
wooden, but somehow the very stiffness of the image was attractive. The boy in the
portrait was seven years old, I judged. He looked out blond and pale from the canvas, his
hands dangling helplessly at his sides and the much too large Order of the Dannebrog
pulling at the breast of his jacket. He was unmistakably the Queen’s son. The similarity,
however, resided not so much in the cut of the two faces as in the expression of sadness
common to both, a certain anxious reserve tightening both faces. Under the picture the
Queen had written the following verse in a steep, girlish script:

“Oh, who more than I could enjoy the sweet

Delight of calling thee my son, whilst our hearts beat
Together in dear unison. But from me they have torn
Thee, and so I weep, and grieve, and mourn.”

The verse, I grant, was crude enough, and yet I was as keenly moved by it as by the
portrait itself. When the time came for me to leave I was desolated by the fear that I
should never see the Queen again. The ice-gray servant, whose name I subsequently
discovered to be Mantel, led the way. He took me to another room where Count
Seckendorff was waiting. Upon his polite invitation I sank into a chair, quite exhausted by
my strong feelings. I anticipated that he would have letters and advices for me to take
along to England. As it proved, he proposed an altogether different commission.

“You can see, my dear sir,” he said, “how unhappy the Queen is. The chronic longing
for her children and the enforced isolation in this strange castle are disturbing her to the
core. Her doctor fears that the slightest illness may carry her off, for the good reason that
she no longer has any particular desire to live.”

Gloomily I acknowledged this fact, whereupon the Count rose, opened the door and
cautiously peeked up and down the corridor. The servant Mantel was standing guard
outside. “Keep your eyes open, Mantel,” the Count ordered, “and be sure to knock
instantly if anyone comes.” Then he pulled up his chair and said in a whisper: “Matters
cannot continue like this, Wraxall. Something has got to be done, and done at once.”

I recoiled from his intensity and could only stare at him.
“Do you believe in freedom?” he asked suddenly.
“What do you mean by that?” I countered.

“You’re an educated man,” he went on. “You’ve heard of other names besides
Voltaire and Rousseau. You must be aware that our times are sliding inexorably, with ever
increasing speed, into an abyss.”

“My dear Count,” I said, more confused than ever. “I really am unable to follow your
drift.”

“Come, you understand me well enough,” the Count insisted, smiling at me. “All the
young people nowadays understand these things. Fools excepted, of course, and you
hardly fall into that category. You simply don’t believe that I, Count Seckendorff, a man
nearly sixty years old, should have an idea or two himself. My good fellow, let me assure



you that even at sixty not all men are cretins.”

Hastily I minimized this peculiar statement with a wave of my hand, but the Count
went right on in the same vein.

“Hear me out carefully,” he said. “If you do not share my beliefs we can simply shake
hands and bid each other goodbye as friends. But if you do share them, I have an
important mission for you to perform. And this is what I have to say. The days of
absolutism are numbered. The injustice of unlimited monarchy, its hostility to life itself,
stink to high heaven. The old world is played out. The supporters of absolute monarchy
know this very well. Therefore it is the duty of every honest man to attack them and set
the new and better world in motion.”

I thought this over for a time and found I had nothing cogent to say either way. But
aloud I said: “That is also my conviction, Count Seckendorff.”

“Very good,” he said. “I wasn’t mistaken in you after all. Mr. Wraxall, you can
materially further constitutional government in Denmark and Norway. At the same time
you can help the Queen get back her children and her crown.”

“You overestimate my powers, Count Seckendorff,” I told him, shaking my head. “Or
are you merely making game of me, sir?”

“I am doing nothing of the sort,” said the Count. He pressed me back into my chair. “I
expect no superhuman accomplishments from you at all. Almost all the Danish nobility
and the majority of the bourgeoisie are ranged on our side. The situation is well prepared.
What we lack at the moment is a man to act as secret messenger between Celle,
Copenhagen, Hamburg and London. Is that clear to you?”

I could not contain myself, I leapt to my feet. The idea, of course, was fascinating, but
my strength and my experience still seemed grossly disproportionate to the needs of any
such far-reaching plan. I hesitated. Yet one thing drew me irresistibly. At least I would be
able to see her again.

“Does the Queen know about this?” I asked breathlessly.

“No, right now we must spare her all unnecessary worries,” he told me. “But if you
agree to my proposition, I’ll speak with her this evening about it.”

“I agree, then,” I said. “You have my word.” At this moment I felt enormously good
and important.

Observing my mood of dedication Count Seckendorff looked at me somberly. “I must
warn you,” he said, “that you will be running grave risks. The country is swarming with
spies in the hire of the present Danish government. Even here in Celle we are by no means
safe. Not so long ago I had to get rid of an Italian musician because he was sending
confidential reports to Copenhagen. The only ones you can trust absolutely are Mantel and
myself. I must say, in short, that if you are found out, it means death.”

“Nevertheless 1 still agree,” 1 said impatiently. “I am ready for your orders, Count
Seckendorff.”

“Not so fast, my friend,” he said. “Tomorrow morning when I’ve spoken with the



Queen I’ll consult with you.”

That night I could hardly sleep for excitement. Count Seckendorff arrived early. He,
too, looked as if he had not slept a wink. “It was not so easy, dealing with Madame the
Queen,” he told me. “She has no political ambitions whatsoever and agreed to our project
only when I emphasized that by this means she would be able to see her children again.
Now, this is what you have to do. Go to Hamburg and call at the Hotel Koenig von
Preussen. There you will find Baron Buelow. Approach him casually. Give him this
password—Struensee.”

“What does that mean?” I asked.

“Later on you will understand everything,” he said. “Baron Buelow, when he hears the
password, will give you a rendezvous. When you meet him at the designated place, show
him this. It will serve to identify you.” Hereupon he took the Queen’s garnet cross from
his pocket and handed it over to me.

I was so overcome, holding the cross in my own hands, that I began to stutter
something about eternal loyalty. The Count cut me short.

“Baron Buelow will let you know what sort of guarantees our friends expect from us,”
he said, watching me closely. “He will tell you how far preparations in Copenhagen have
progressed. Should he give you anything in writing, read it until you have memorized the
contents word for word and destroy the paper. Come to an understanding with the Baron
about a place where you can meet him again in ten days or thereabouts, preferably some
village in the moorland. And after Buelow has talked with you and given you whatever
information he deems proper, return unobtrusively, traveling by night if you can, here to
Celle. Leave your coach at Sandkrug, and assume the name of Chevalier d’Autan. The
Queen thinks you look like a Frenchman. You have a Frenchman’s easy manner, she
says.”

I blushed with joy and embarrassment.

“Each morning the castle gets a list of the strangers arriving in Celle,” the Count
continued. “By this means we will learn of your arrival. Then I shall send Mantel to meet
you, and he will conduct you to the Queen.”

An hour later I left, taking the same route back over which I had traveled two days
before, moving across the sunny heath country. But in these two days a great deal had
happened to me. A strange power had come into my life, and I was no longer my own
master. Without any act of volition on my part my whole being had grown immeasurably
greater than I had ever dreamed. I took the garnet cross out of my pocket and passionately
kissed it. The sweetest, most sorrowful, most blessed feeling overcame it. Through the
window of my coach the monotonous landscape of the heath rolled by, the little birches
and the dark junipers of torch-like shape.

I had no trouble finding Baron Buelow in Hamburg. A servant in the Hotel Koenig
von Preussen pointed him out to me readily enough. He was talking at the time to the
Count and Countess Holstein, so I learned from him later on. I managed to get close to
him and whisper my password without being noticed by the rest of the company. He
turned white as a sheet and for a long time stared at the floor without answering me. Then



he nodded and I followed him unconcernedly, as Count Seckendorff had instructed, out
behind a column in the vestibule. Casually, as planned, we came together. He let his snuff
box fall and both of us bent at the same time to pick it up.

“Tonight, at eleven, at the Dammtor Cemetery,” he whispered, and aloud said: “Je
vous remercie, Monsieur.”

“Not at all,” I replied in French, then in German added: “I shall see you at eleven.”

Promptly at the agreed hour I was at the rendezvous. It was preternaturally still in the
cemetery. The autumnal moon cast a mildly glittering light on the tombstones. The Baron
drew me off into the deep shadow of a willow clump. Concealed there I showed him the
garnet Cross.

“I recognize it,” he said. “It’s the Queen’s cross. And who are you?”
“I am the Queen’s agent.”

“I don’t want to know your name, then,” he said. “Not yet, at any rate. It will be better
for both of us if I don’t.”

I concurred in this and then, as I had been told, asked: “Are they ready in
Copenhagen? What guarantees do your friends want?”

“Listen to me very carefully,” the Baron replied. “I have nothing written with me, for
that would be too dangerous.” He drew me deeper into the still clump of willows and we
found seats on a flat tombstone. He proceeded to explain the situation in Copenhagen in
detail. Having asked him many questions, all of which he was able to answer exactly, I
realized that the revolt against the regime was far advanced. Presently he came to speak
about guarantees. In this regard he asked that England, by means of a confidential letter
from the King, or by some communication from our foreign secretary, Lord Suffolk,
should acknowledge the sovereignty of the Queen’s government, once power had been
seized.

“From the Queen herself,” he added, “we ask that she give Denmark and Norway a
constitution and free the peasants from serfdom.”

“You can rest at ease on these issues,” I said as learnedly as I could. “Beyond a desire
to have her children with her the Queen’s only purpose in advancing her claim to the
throne is to institute a liberal constitution.”

“On what do you base that conclusion?” he inquired.

“I got it from Count Seckendorff,” I said. “But I assure you, my dear sir, that I shall
not forget to speak with the Queen personally about it.”

“Very good,” he said. As Seckendorff had done, he warned me to watch my step.
“You are very young, Monsieur,” he said. “You young gentlemen are apt to underrate the
opposition. You blunder forward, and we wise old owls begin to sweat. You must not lose
sight of the fact that the lives and property of many people depend entirely on your wit.
You must make yourself as obscure as possible. And above all I warn you to keep an eye
on the Princess of Braunschweig, the Queen’s sister. We have good reason to suspect that
she is an informer for the present Danish government. The House of Braunschweig wishes



our cause nothing but ill.”

I promised to keep a close watch on myself, although I must admit that secretly I
thought his cautiousness rather overdone. In any case, a week later, after I had also
consulted with young Baron Schimmelmann, one of the richest nobles, reputedly, in
Denmark, I traveled back to Celle. This time I took the Lueneburg road instead of going
by way of Bremen, so as not to arouse public interest by frequent comings and goings
over the same route. I wore different clothing, a blue coat with silver buttons, white
leather trousers and yellow top-boots. Now I not only felt like Werther, but looked more
or less like him.

I arrived at Celle about midnight, that is, I arrived at Sandkrug just outside Celle, and
there left my coach. The next morning I rose early and spent the whole forenoon writing a
letter to the Queen in which I described developments in Denmark and the demands of
Baron Buelow. Since I had heard that the Princess of Braunschweig was again at the
castle, I said at the beginning of my letter:

“Madame, the contents of this letter are extremely secret and of critical import for
Your Majesty’s future. Furthermore, should they become other than privily known the
lives and property of many others will be seriously endangered. On this account I beg
Your Majesty to read this message in strict seclusion.”

About one o’clock Mantel appeared and took me to the castle for dinner. The company
was already assembled in the dining room. I kissed the Queen’s hand, and her sister’s as
well. The Queen greeted me cordially.

“I’'m very pleased to see you among us again, Mr. Wraxall,” she said. “Count
Seckendorff tells me that you have news for me from Hamburg.”

The Princess of Braunschweig, who had been keeping her ear cocked, now said:
“What sort of news, pray, Caroline?”

Before the Queen could answer I thrust in my oar. “I have a letter for Madame from
the English consul in Hamburg,” I lied. “It concerns the French comedians, I believe, who
are scheduled to play here in Celle.”

“Really? How nice,” the Princess said and was content.

Thereupon I handed over the letter to the Queen. She withdrew with it in her hand to a
bay window, the while I did my best to hold the Princess in conversation about the newest
modes. A quick side glance convinced me that the Queen had read and responded to my
warning. She dropped the letter into her pocket without attempting to read further.

The dinner passed with much lively flow of talk, an exchange, however, in which the
Queen herself took little part. In order to divert the Princess’ attention from the Queen’s
preoccupied state I remember that I told the old anecdote about the Earl and Countess of
Effingham, which I had heard from the Duke of Mecklenburg-Strelitz. The Earl, who is
famous for his eccentricities, at the close of a dinner and in the presence of the Duke,
called loudly to the Duke’s wife. “Open your mouth wide, darling,” he commanded, and
this she did unthinkingly. Then he threw sugar plums across the width of the table into the
astonished lady’s maw, with such skill that they landed like balls in a net. The good Duke



was amazed to observe this novel method of offering sweets. He had asked me whether
this practice was customary in English society. Had it something to do with the sporting
interests of my people, he had wanted to know?

The Princess laughed and the conversation was deftly turned to the endless social
peculiarities flourishing in the English homeland. Meanwhile I noticed with some
apprehension that the Queen had taken my letter out of her pocket again and now was
reading it held in open view propped against the table edge. Her lovely face flushed and
paled, and repeatedly she made her characteristic gesture of running the tip of her tongue
along her lips. But the discourse was so merry, the laughter so uproarious, that no one but
Count Seckendorff and myself noticed anything amiss.

After dinner I returned to Sandkrug and Count Seckendorff followed me in due
course. Rubbing his hands with gratification he told me that the Queen had been
astounded to learn how far our plan had progressed. He said that even now he was busy
getting ready for delivery in England letters which would open the way to an audience
with His Britannic Majesty.

Count Seckendorff bade me forward his respects to Baron Buelow, with whom I had
arranged a second rendezvous at some lonely spot in the heath. I was to tell him that the
Queen was in complete agreement with his projects and would do everything in her power
to further the necessary measures of security. For my part I promised the Count that I
would come back to Celle, there pick up the letters and instructions which would go with
me to England.

I left on the evening of that same day and about noon on the morrow left my carriage
at Zaehrendorf, a village on the moors consisting of a miserable posthouse surrounded by
some thatchy peasant hovels. Baron Buelow met me there an hour later, arriving in the
ordinary open post-chaise. We greeted each other like strangers, and politely passed the
time of day amid the smoked hams and sausages suspended from the low beams of the
posthouse common room. The only other person besides ourselves in the place was an old
shepherd, who sat solitary at the table knitting stockings. Baron Buelow invited me to take
a walk with him and so, leaving the inn, we soon found ourselves in completely deserted
country, with the heather growing knee-high about us.

Baron Buelow embraced me in a surge of gratitude and thanked me profusely for the
services I had rendered him and his friends. I now revealed my proper name and reported
that the Queen had agreed to his conditions. She was ready, I informed him, to write the
letters to the King which I was to take with me to England.

“Everything depends on you at this juncture, my dear Wraxall,” he exclaimed
enthusiastically. “You are the ambassador, so to speak, of a coming power. You may tell
the Queen that the Viceroy of Norway, Count Laurvig, has become one of us. You may
tell her, too, that the commanders of the Glueckstadt and Rendsburg fortresses are ready to
open their gates when we give the word.” Smiling, he looked to see how I was taking this
piece of news, and then added: “In one respect I envy you, Wraxall. You’re young and
you have a great future. Some day you will have to be addressed as a lord and prime
minister of England. I look forward to that distant pleasure, sir.”

“I must tell you, Baron Buelow,” I protested, “that it is not the prospect of



advancement that is enlisting my interest in this affair.”

“Well, whatever it may be that brings you on our side, my dear Wraxall,” he said, “I
am deeply appreciative.”

“To tell the truth, what decided me,” I said, “was my wish to see a very unhappy lady
made happy again.”

Buelow gripped my hand. “You will ease the Queen’s lot immeasurably, Wraxall,” he
said. “Yet you can never expect to make her really happy.”

“What makes you think that?” I asked.

“Wraxall, there are certain things that a human being can experience only once in a
lifetime,” he explained, “and these things can never be repeated. When they have come
and gone, one lives on, of course. But ever to be really happy again is simply out of the
question.”

“I don’t know what you mean!” I said.

“You don’t?” he said incredulously. “Haven’t you ever heard of a man called
Struensee? You must know the story.”

“You’re quite right, I have heard the name,” I said. “I’ve heard all sorts of rumors, I’ll
admit. But when I was at Oxford I didn’t pay much attention to topical matters. Then
when I was at Copenhagen I was so anxious to get home that I never dug into the story. In
fact, I never thought of it at all.”

“Well, I'll tell you about it,” said the Baron. “When it was going on I wasn’t in
Copenhagen. But my good friend, the Countess Holstein was there, in fact, belonged to
the Queen’s inner circle.”

And so he told his story. The afternoon hours sped by. Sometimes we sprawled on the
heather, sometimes we walked about, stretching our legs, the springy heath plants
muffling our steps. The Baron had not finished the tale when twilight overtook us. We
went back to the inn and sat alone at the table, where somebody had lighted a candle. Over
our heads hung the ubiquitous hams and sausages of Hanover.

It took the Baron until one o’clock in the morning to tell the story with all its nuances.
The Baron then departed in his post-chaise, retracing his earlier route.

I, in my turn, got into my carriage and tried to sleep, but sleep would not come. The
people and events of the Baron’s tale whirled like mad through my head. It was a
moonless night, dark as a grave. I could hear the wind over the creaking of the wheels and
the squealing of the springs as we ploughed over the sandy road. The wind sighed across
the moors with the sound of many little bells. The vivid images of the Baron’s story
revolved round and round the figure of the Queen. My thoughts were focussed on her and
her strange fate. The peculiar fearfulness that had overcome me in the theater here
overcame me again, apparently evoked by the Baron and enhanced by my lonely ride
across the moors.

Are we nothing but the playthings of dark powers, I asked myself; are we cast into this
world for their casual amusement? Or are we, as we like to think, self-determined



creatures. I remembered that I had the Queen’s garnet cross in my pocket. Feverishly I ran
my fingertips over the uneven facets of the stones. But in such a troubled mood I did not
venture to kiss my talisman.

Having failed to sleep a wink during the night I arrived in Celle and put up at
Sandkrug, according to orders. Towards evening Mantel arrived and told me that the
following afternoon I was to present myself at the pavilion in the French garden of the
castle, where the Queen would meet me.

The next forenoon it rained, but towards noontime the sun came out and the day
turned out to be lovely. I went directly to the garden, and of course arrived too early. The
pavilion was closed. There was nothing for me to do but wander up and down the paths. In
the middle of an open lawny space strewn over with yellow autumn leaves stood a little
sandstone of Amor, with the features broken off and the bow gone. Yellow asters, their
withered bloom bedraggled by the rain, were all about. From adjacent fields came the rank
smell of burning potato-tops.

The Queen came accompanied by an elderly lady called Frau von Ompteda, whom 1
had met during my last visit to the castle. The Queen wore a black cloak over her carmine-
red gown. After the customary greetings she looked distastefully into the damp pavilion,
decided to take off her cloak the better to enjoy the sun’s warmth and expressed a wish to
talk with me out in the gardens. We strolled over the lawn, then down winding paths
hemmed in on either side by high beech hedges. This while I told her the news I had
gathered in Zaehrendorf. The Queen was restless and abstracted. I cut my story short and
suggested that she give me the orders I was to carry out in England.

“Count Seckendorff will give you the letters I have written to Lord Suffolk and Baron
Lichtenstein,” she said, looking directly into my eyes. “I have taken the precaution of not
going into detail. The letters merely say that you have an important mission and must
speak personally with my brother, the King.”

There was a little pause and then, as I was about to take my leave, I remembered that I
still had the Queen’s garnet cross. I gave it back to her and she said casually: “Oh yes, my
cross.” And afterwards, out of her deeper thoughts, she went on to say to me: “Believe
me, Mr. Wraxall, I really have no desire for the crown.”

I looked at her questioningly.

“If I had my children with me,” she said, “I would remain here in Celle for the rest of
my life.” She took out her handkerchief and lightly dabbed at her eyes.

We continued our walk through the autumnal shrubbery. Suddenly she stopped again
and said: “I don’t quite understand, Mr. Wraxall, why you are willing to run such risks on
my account. Do you intend to write a book about them?”

“That can wait, Madame,” I replied.
“You don’t know who I am or what I am,” she said. “Do you?”
“But Madame!” I objected.

“You don’t really know,” she said. “I have no right to take you away from your
friends and perhaps ruin your life.”



“The little that I can do, I do willingly, Madame,” T assured her. “I voluntarily offered
Count Seckendorff my services.”

“No, that isn’t so,” she said. “Actually Count Seckendorff exploited your sympathies.
I hold nothing against him because of that, because his intentions are the very best. And of
course I am deeply grateful to you. You see, it’s so very seldom that I ever have young
people here. It’s such a pleasure. You must be about the same age as myself.”

“I have just turned twenty-three, Madame,” I told her.

“Then we are both the same age,” she told me. “Though really I’m very much older
than my years, as you see.”

“I should have taken Madame for younger than myself,” I said.

She looked at me quickly and smiled. “How gallant you are, Mr. Wraxall,” she said.
“But how am I to get away from myself, can you tell me? That’s the worst of it, worse
really than the loss of my children. I have to carry all the past locked within me. Whom
shall I talk to? Frau von Ompteda and Count Seckendorff and perhaps Mantel are always
willing to hear me out when I have to talk, but their generation is not mine and they
cannot really understand me. My sister? She is a good woman and in her way she loves
me, but she must be loyal to her husband. Nothing would tempt me to divide them. But
you, Mr. Wraxall! You come to me like manna from heaven. Without my even soliciting
your aid, you become my friend and put yourself out on my behalf. Yes, I trusted you the
very first evening in the theater, and if Seckendorff had not come along I believe that I
should have told you everything. Don’t imagine, though, that I’m always as woebegone as
I sound now. Or looked then. Actually it had been a long time since I had lost control of
myself. But ever since that terrible night in the theater something has been telling me, he
has come at last. I can tell him everything. He will understand, he is wise and young.”

“But Madame!” Joy filled my heart, though it was frightfully embarrassing to be
praised thus to my face. I knew well enough that in her need she was grossly exaggerating
my virtues, to say the least.

“I won’t hear your objections,” she said severely. “If you didn’t want to share my lot,
surely you wouldn’t have said what you did in the theater. Why, you have done everything
to make me like and respect you.”

“Madame,” I said, all trembling, “surely you must know my feelings.”

»

“I do, and I value them greatly,” she said. “I am still young. Yet what can I look
forward to? You see? I am walled in. I am exiled, banished from free society.”

“If all goes well, Madame, you will be free once more.”

“Never, never again, my good friend,” she said. “The walls that hem me in are not
what you think. They are not real walls of stone. They are in myself. I myself am a wall, a
cell. T am my own dungeon and keeper. Hidden guilt is a terrible thing, Mr. Wraxall. Tt
corrodes and bites far more than any publicly acknowledged guilt. I am sure I shall never
conquer it by myself.”

I scarcely believed my ears. Such a breach of polite forms by a Queen was more than I
had ever dreamed of hearing. Then she told me her version of the past.



Her story—I might almost call it her confession—revolved about the same events that
Baron Buelow had painstakingly described to me. But when the Queen herself talked
about the strange affair I ceased to see it from the outside, as just another dramatic
historical anecdote. Coming from her own tongue the toughness of fact, the strangeness,
the remoteness of what was past and done all melted away. The tale became poignant with
feeling. She poured forth despair, hope, love, guilt, so bitter was her need to have
someone share her travail.

Now I had come to the living, inner kernel of the events which Buelow had so
dutifully and drily recounted. At last I felt the reality of the Queen’s passion, wherein
feeling was not subject to any mechanical necessity, but wherein the personal decisions of
the principals, their private concept of responsibility and reckoning due, their own
emotions dominated the scene.

And because of this personal quality the Queen’s words, despite their melancholy
drift, despite their terror, gave me sweet release. I felt myself lifted out of the leaden flow
of time marked off by the clock’s fingers, quite out of the range of life’s humdrum
necessitousness.

Although I was listening attentively to everything that the Queen said, at the same
time I was conscious of deliberately trying to avoid asking myself certain questions which,
at this heightened moment, I was unable to formulate as I should have liked. But these
questions burned strongly, if not clearly, within my mind and I was sure that, once asked,
they would reveal things of much deeper meaning than anything she had so far told me
during our walk in the gardens of the castle. For however impassioned and personal her
story, it was something more than this. As she told it I got the impression that everything
had been motivated by someone else, and everything mainly borne by this other one. She
seemed to want to efface herself that this other mysterious person might stand forth more
boldly. My first vague image of him gradually became fixed in outline, larger, of greater
consequence. As she ordered her feelings and her thoughts relating to him, I followed her
lead. Her description of the man moved me very much. I thought it superlatively feminine
of her that even in retrospect she should trust the man more than she trusted herself. And
this was especially noteworthy since what she told me of him was of a nature hardly
conducive to implicit trust.

Although she still admittedly loved the man, as the expression in her eyes and the
quiver in her voice betrayed, in good measure she was also able to see him as he really
had been. She did not try to conceal his faults. She pictured him neither stronger nor
weaker than he had been.

But if she moved and freed me with her legend from the past, the abyss which she
opened up before my eyes shattered me. I thought how, though no older than myself, she
had balled together as much experience in two or three years as I might expect to
accumulate in seventy. Again I was gripped by the suffocating sensation of terror I had
felt on the night in the theater. The root of this fear I am yet quite powerless to fathom. I
felt so upset, indeed, that I would have liked to intervene and cut her off, and this I would
have done had I not realized each memory uttered was so much less burden on her heart.

The light was beginning to fail when the Queen brought her reminiscences to an end.



Frau von Ompteda was walking back and forth nervously in front of the pavilion like a
hen worried about her brood. All this while she had been carrying the Queen’s cloak over
her arm, and was manifestly relieved to throw it back over her charge’s shoulders to ward
off the impending night chill. Mantel had spread fruits and sweets on a table in the
pavilion, but neither the Queen nor I had any appetite.

The Queen expressed a wish to see me immediately upon my return from England. I
left her with Frau von Ompteda in the garden, she smiling at me through the barred gate as
she slowly closed it behind her. To spare the ladies any discomfiture, I waited a few
moments and then followed after them, going back eventually to Sandkrug.

The next morning I was given the letters for England. At nine I was ready and seated
in my carriage. The rain was coming down very fine, and autumn, it appeared, had settled
down in earnest. I was thoughtful, but calm and warm within as I sat wrapped in my cloak
in a far corner of the seat, my hat pulled down over my eyes.

Endlessly the rain sifted down. The roads became sloughs through which we crawled
at a snail’s pace. But so absorbed was I in the pageant of the past that the Queen and
Buelow had depicted for me that I paid no heed to the dreadful weather, the horrid roads
and the cursing postillions, nor to the desolate taverns where we stopped to change or rest
the animals.

Yesterday I arrived at last in Rotterdam. Thick fog lay over this city of canals. Since it
is impossible for my ship to sail in such murk, I am making use of my idleness by putting
these thoughts down on paper. This very moment I went to the window. I see that the fog
is beginning to stir. There is hardly any wind, just enough to roll the fog into thick rolls
which drift through the streets like clouds. Yet if I am not mistaken a roof tile is gleaming.
The sun is going to break through. I believe I shall sail tonight.



BOOK ONE

A Doctor’s Ambition



* *
*

N HOT SUMMER DAYS, under the white glow of midday, sometimes a puff

of wind sweeps across the earth, the portent of storms to come. Suddenly the
branches of the trees flatten and bend, and the tree-crowns twist and whiten. The bushes
darken under the wind’s press, and over meadows and fields run great waves, pulsing
through the silvery green grass and the golden grain. Hens flutter about wildly in the
barnyard, sheep huddle together, horses lay back their cars. The folk at work in the fields
pause in their labors, wipe hot sweat from their foreheads with swollen hands, and look up
into the cloudless sky. An old man, a man of much experience, an old shepherd, perhaps,
who knows the weather and its moods from an acquaintance of seventy years, shakes his
gray head. Not yet, he mutters, not yet, but soon.

Then all is still again, indeed, more poised and quiet than before. The trees stand
motionless, their leaves seemingly veined with lead. The impact of so much heat breeds a
profound tension. Unwillingly, the hands in the fields bow their backs and resume their
toil. But deep in their hearts, so deep they are scarcely conscious of it, lurks the consoling
thought that soon the storm will come.

There are periods in history that are like the oppressive weather before a great storm.
In the history of mankind, too, there come these sudden dry wind-squalls, these swift
stirrings among all living things. There is the same tired hopelessness mingling with a
presentiment of the end of drought and barrenness, a dumb sense that mighty storms of
release are gathering just over the horizon.

Shortly after the middle of the eighteenth century, about the year 1765, such a vast
tremor of foreboding coursed through the western world. In Portugal, Spain, Sweden,
masses of common people collected before the white palaces of kings. The growling,
ragged crowds had no clear idea why they were fusing together. They knew only that the
times were bad, that something was critically wrong in the flow of their days. Within the
palaces, amid the rooms hung with silken tapestries and fitted with elegantly curved and
gilded furniture, the nobility were as ignorant as the crowds of impending change. As
always they whispered among themselves, they smiled and coquetted. Ministers rose and
fell, privy-councillors and court favorites grabbed for power and had it torn from their
hands. Mistresses fled, carrying their pet toy spaniels under their arms, rustling with
agitation, petticoats all entangled about their pretty legs. So they went and others came to
replace them. Nothing changed. The kings became more stupid, lost and sick until in the
main they were so many vicious idiots. Yet beneath the dusty level of everyday even the
brittle people of the courts felt the coming storm, and consoled themselves with the



thought that at least, as they said, it would never break in their day. In someone else’s
time, next year, next week, tomorrow. But never in their time.

Sporadically, with no apparent connection, and yet subject to the inexorable logic of
fate, came these ominous buffets of wind. They gave their warning and were gone.

It was an uneasy time.

In this epoch a certain doctor lived in the small provincial city of Altona on the
southern boundary of the Danish kingdom. His name was Johann Friedrich Struensee. He
was a very well-made man, a tall fellow with darkly blond hair and blue eyes that took on
a deeper color in moments of excitement. His forehead was high and white, his bearing
graceful, his body slightly inclined to fullness, though he was only thirty years old. In
contrast to the majority of doctors in his period he did not powder his hair, seldom if ever
talked in Latin and did not wear the black-rimmed spectacles that were practically a
hallmark of his profession.

The city of Altona, which lay, then as now, on the northern bank of the Elbe in close
proximity to the thriving harbor and commercial city of Hamburg, was an ugly nest of old
gable-roofed houses and dirty, angular streets, these filled with a populace notorious for
its bigotry. There was more than enough sickness to go round. The newly established
Doctor could hardly complain of any lack of patients. However, the financial yield of his
practice was another matter. From his ministrations he made a niggardly income all out of
proportion to the long hours and the strain of his nightly excursions. And unfortunately the
Doctor lacked the self-sacrificing, Hippocratic spirit, a cast of mind which, in truth, is as
rare among men of medicine as in any other profession. By temperament he was much
more a man of pleasure than a physician. An epicure, in sum, as he often called himself
with a wry, prideful smile.

In Altona there was nothing to appeal to an epicure. The climate was damp and windy
throughout most of the year. The Doctor’s dwelling was cramped, the rooms twilit the day
through, and the stove smoky. At nights hordes of mice gnawed busily in the
wainscoating, disturbing his much-needed rest. The meals prepared by his elderly servant
consisted of mutton with cabbage, sowbelly with rutabagas and the like. These aliments
were of powerful consistency, but desperately unpleasing to the palate, especially when
repeated week in and week out, varying only with the seasons. Winter rutabagas gave way
to spring carrots and white cabbage to green after the first fall frosts.

The Doctor sometimes took comfort in a bottle of Spanish wine. After his meal he
would withdraw into his study with the half-filled bottle. His study was a sanctuary where
his garrulous servant dared not intrude. He would throw himself into a chair, making it
groan under his considerable weight, thrust out his legs and mull over the present and the
future as he sipped the wine.

The first thoughts were invariably unpleasant ones, and concerned his patients. How
he hated them. When they disrobed under his nose, how they stank, especially in the
wintertime. How he hated all their miseries, their frostbites, their broken limbs, their sores,
inflamed lungs and ailing hearts. He did not limit his hate, like any good physician, to the



maladies themselves. Rather he hated the bearers of disease, the foolishly bereft faces of
the suffering, their stupid and hesitant explanations, their helplessness, their timidity and
the smell of pus about them, the tremblings of their fevered bodies, their aimless, fruitless
groans of pain. Sitting in his study contemplating these horrors he would throw a
despairing look about the room. Was it worthwhile coming into the world to wallow in
filth and disease, to tend foul wounds, to comfort death’s candidates? And never once to
have enough money in one’s pocket to buy a horse, not to mention a carriage?

Maddened by his frustrations he would spring out of the chair and open the closet
door, revealing the man of bones he had brought along with him from Halle. It was this
skeleton that kept his prying housekeeper in her place, far more effectively than any iron
door. No mastiff could have kept more perfect watch over the Doctor’s loneliness and
maunderings. It hung in the closet as fixed as a guard in a sentry-box, grinning broadly,
showing large, naked yellow teeth, the arms loosely dangling, the femurs curving in
lightly at the knees, the slender ribs springing neatly about the small chest hollow. The
Doctor knew the history of his skeleton intimately.

Not too long ago the man of bones had been a skilled and successful Halle thief who,
caught one day in the act, had been summarily hanged. He had swung on the scaffold in
wind and rain until his bones came through and began to show signs of bleaching,
whereupon he had been removed to the anatomy theater of the university, there stripped of
his tatters of muscle and his dry sinews by the students. With the help of wire and pins
they had put him together again as a first-class skeleton.

The man of bones was not only the Doctor’s tireless watchman, but his inspiration as
well. Like the skeletons of the Egyptian feasts silently he preached the message that time
flies and soon comes the night.

But the Doctor, good materialist that he was, drew no religious, no renunciatory
conclusions from death’s quiet aspect. During his youth he had been incessantly
tormented with Biblical quotations, with the Lutheran catechism and Count Zinssendorf’s
pious writings. The Doctor’s father, a preacher in the Church of St. Moritz in Halle, had
drummed so many discourses on original sin into his son’s head, apprised him of so many
evil consequences and orthodox means of escaping them that the boy lost all taste for
religion. He became exactly the opposite of what his good father had intended. As the
common people say, ministers’ daughters make fine whores. The Doctor illustrated the
masculine counterpart of this sentiment.

Whenever the Doctor mused over his skeleton in a winy mood of resignation he
always fell into the same line of reasoning. The bony old man of bones, he would think, is
nothing more than an automaton, a sort of machine. At present the automaton was useless
because its mainspring, the heart, had run down and was broken. At an earlier date, when
the man of bones was still clothed in flesh, the mainspring had kept the machine in
motion. Being in motion it committed thieveries, ate food, slept with women and
performed all the usual acts which, in sum total, pass for living.

Having already formed this opinion of mankind, the Doctor, to his secret surprise,
chanced to discover this same mechanical notion of the human organism in a little French
book by a certain M. de la Mettrie. This public affirmation greatly strengthened his creed.



Still, the Doctor thought that between an automaton and a man there was some
irreduceable difference. For the machine is designed and assembled by a mechanic and
obviously has no nerves. So the Doctor was unable to decide whether God was a superior
mechanic, as the Deists suggested, or whether the prime mover was Nature, so-called, an
uncertain something beyond comprehension. Feeling might be the intangible product of
the human machine, the Doctor would think, something analogous to the chimes played
by a clock. In this regard he felt it significant that sensations, like the soft playing of the
clock, were most desirable when soft and harmonious.

And always, when the Doctor came to this point in his dubious nocturnal cogitations,
he would sigh in regret. He would think back on the years of his youth, when, Bible in
hand, he had been taught so much more consequential notions of man’s nature. Endless
lectures on the soul of man had been volleyed at him. In his father’s harsh Lutheran
sermons the soul had not been described as a fleeting breath or evanescent melody, but as
a bona fide substance from which developed all being in its infinite variety. The body was
a subordinate entity, a wicked and inconstant thing. Yet, if the body really were the faulty
thing it had been supposed in his youth, if it were subject to a thousand ills and to ultimate
dissolution in death, unfortunately, the Doctor had come to believe, the case for the soul
was little better. That, too, was seldom completely stable and healthy. There were
illnesses, too, in this category, all the more serious since they struck not at transient
corporeality, but at the very eternal substance. Should God will, it appeared, the soul itself
succumbed to another, and far more disastrous, species of death.

The Doctor often ruminated on his childhood anxiety about life after death. As a boy
he had been unable to sleep nights so troublesome was the obsession. Unsettled
imaginings of God’s anger and revenge had harassed his tender years. The irreconcilable
God of his father had sat beside him on the school bench whispering dreadful
admonitions, addling his brains so badly that he could hardly grasp the simplest lessons.
Sabaoth reached out to stay the child’s hand, and the flying ball fell uncaught to the
ground. Even the landscape had ominous qualities for him as a child. The rustling of the
trees betokened dissolution, likewise the brook’s mysterious murmurings. The last light of
the setting sun symbolized the unchangeable fact of death eternal. God had surrounded the
boy on all sides. It had been like being trapped, a squeaky mouse, by an omnipresent cat.

Of course there had been ways to escape the anger of the godly presence, for example,
through enlightenment and grace. The boy had striven to find the path to grace, but
wherever he turned, incomprehensibilities balked him. Boyish intelligence, it appeared,
did not measure up to God’s inscrutable ways. Leaving aside such ticklish matters as the
trinity and original sin, precisely what did Christ’s death mean? God’s sacrifice of His
own Son to redeem mankind? Was not justice overdrawn? Did it not verge on barbaric
cruelty? Or could it have been that God was not so potent after all? Perhaps, in the final
analysis, He had let the great tragedy unfold while He sat by with folded hands. Or were
there two powers, an evil one which had made the world and a good one productive of
redemption? It was hard to know.

The boy had laid these questions before his father, Manichean heresies, had he but
realized, over which no end of theologians had vainly wracked their brains. The pastor
had been deeply shocked. Pride and boldness, the father had said, accounted for this



regrettable display of forwardness. With tears in his eyes the Doctor’s father, who actually
loved his child in his own austere way, had begged the boy to put aside such thoughts.
Give up and believe, he had implored the distracted boy. To emphasize his warnings he
had striped his son’s back with twenty lashes, using a leather strap.

This parental consultation had one definite result: the boy never again trusted his
father, at least when it came to the human soul and its redemption. The youthful sinner
slid deeper and deeper into a pit of defection. In Halle there was no lack of conventional
believers. Their conduct confirmed the youth in his backsliding. The righteous ones acted
very oddly for heirs to paradise. At the altar, the boy observed, they lowered their eyes,
they adopted a sadly silly expression, they pretended to be fearful of allowing the
consecrated wafer to dissolve on their tongues. They nipped at the sacramental wine with
an air of supreme delicacy, as if to show that such precious stuff was virtually wasted on
such rude creatures as themselves. Yet once outside the church and out of reach of the
clerics, they behaved quite differently. Apparently thinking they held a mortgage on
salvation, they did just as they pleased. They drank themselves drunk as a tick in the inns
of the town, they rolled dice, cheated each other, cursed until the very beams sagged with
shock. In the fields outside the city, should opportunity offer, they made no bones about
reaching under the petticoats of willing peasant girls. Indeed, they dragged them all
twittering into the bushes and amused themselves as naughtily as possible. Could it be that
the Bookkeeper of Bookkeepers made mistakes?

The youth’s rebellion against a churchly God flowered still more when he entered the
medical course at the University of Halle. Here God was never mentioned at all. To
explain the ways of man it was enough to discuss bones, ligaments, muscles, nerves and
blood vessels. However, enough pastoral influence lingered so that young Struensee was
not really attracted by the cynic tone of the students. Like all medical students since time
immemorial they tried deliberately to cultivate a rough manner, the better to look death
and suffering straight in the face. When the prosector was out of the room, the students
hurled bits of excised organs at each other. They stuck their pipes between the cadavers’
teeth, they laid their noonday sandwiches on dead and leathery chests. Death was no more
a mystery than in a slaughterhouse. The prosector himself, a grizzled old fellow, had no
philosophical gifts whatsoever. The Doctor never forgot how, removing a partially
developed embryo from its dead mother’s womb, his hands smeared with cold and rotted
tissue, he had looked up and remarked with a smile: “You see, gentlemen, inter faeces et
urinas nascimur!” From this bare fact the prosecutor drew no metaphysical inferences, nor
did his students.

Step by step the budding physician had become hardened to life’s shocks. He no
longer doubted the existence of God; he simply ignored the issue altogether. The soul and
its fate were not his concern. Religious preoccupations, he had come to believe, were so
much weakness, a sure sign of being behind the times, like wearing armor, or the curly
perukes affected by the learned.

How miserable, he would tell himself, that a man of the world and an epicure by
temperament should be stranded in such a vile hole as Altona. Here he was, a pleasure
craft tied up among dull work barges.

Having energy to spare, he would spring impatiently to his feet, slam the door on his



skeleton and begin to plan moves to more promising scenes. The last glass of fiery
Spanish wine would invariably give him a new grip on life and new hope.

* 11 %

R. STRUENSEE FELT that life owed him greater rewards than those available
to a provincial sawbones. Others made no move to improve his condition.
Well, then, he thought, I shall do something about it on my own account.

Over a considerable period he tried methodically to improve his knowledge of extra-
medical matters. In time he felt pretty much at home in the speculative regions of political
history, economics and philosophy, as well as in geography and biology. Gradually,
having sat up half the night racing through every book he could lay his hands on, he
acquired a moderately encyclopedic fund of knowledge. He was greatly aided by a
powerful memory and a talent for quickly grasping essentials. However, though extensive
enough, his knowledge inevitably lacked depth. It was not genuinely anchored within his
personality, it had not been disciplined by reflection and firsthand experience, fixed by
long repetition and elaboration. His learning, so to speak, was like a floating island,
pleasing to look at, alluring of contour, but nothing to build on.

The Doctor himself realized that random knowledge alone guaranteed nothing.
Moreover, pedantry went against his grain. And so he strove experimentally to pass along
the fruits of his erudition in popularly understandable forms. For a while he nourished an
ambition to be a poet. He tried his hand at a number of odes, satires, drinking and love
songs, in imitation of Horace, Juvenal and Catullus. But as he himself ruefully saw, his
rhymes were hopelessly inept. He consigned them to the fire, saving only a few of them in
his desk drawer, where he hid them among prescriptions and patients’ accounts.

Since poetry was too coy, he turned his attention to prose, and discovered that he was
much more at home in this pedestrian field. Yet even here he could not hope to compete,
he found, with his French and English models. Finally he landed where every scribbler
who lacks sound wind must land, in the manufacture of feuilletons.

Once Dr. Struensee had found his aptitude for this pleasant and irresponsible genre—
the period excelled in critical and moral sketches—his next step was to undertake the
publication of a magazine with the backing of an Altona bookseller. He was on the way to
being another Dr. Johnson or Lessing, so he thought, when fate rudely intervened. The
broad, dignified figure of Pastor Goeze loomed between him and home. Each Sunday this
Hamburg worthy, gowned in his long robe, his many double chins embedded in stiff
ruffles, thundered to a frightened congregation from the pulpit of St. Catherine’s. One of
these shattering Sundays the Pastor denounced an article entitled “Contributions to
Spiritual and Practical Instruction,” written by none other than Dr. Struensee for his little
magazine.

Pastor Goeze blasted the article as an immoral, free-thinking piece of filth. He branded
the author as depraved, a criminal menace to the community. Dr. Struensee, it appeared,
had urged that illegitimate children be accorded the same human consideration, legal
rights and education as legitimate ones, on the grounds that they were in no sense
responsible for the shortcomings of their parents.



What had particularly irritated Pastor Goeze was not so much the author’s manifest
doubt of the validity of original sin, nor his opinion that illegitimate children should
receive better treatment. It was the article’s covert appeal for a more relaxed moral code,
an appeal directed mainly to the female half of the community, and so doubly inclined to
promote moral decline. What, the Pastor reasoned, would prevent young men and women
from having the freest of relationships, if the fruit of their casual pleasure were given the
same legal and spiritual status as the productions of the marriage bed? All in all Dr.
Struensee’s article struck the righteous Pastor as a brazen assault on the world order
prescribed by God. According to this predetermined order, as the Pastor understood it,
delinquency should be followed as a matter of course by punishment and public
humiliation. The Pastor was well aware that among the aristocracy and at court there was
no lack of bastards. There a different outlook prevailed. All the more reason, therefore, he
thought, to fear that the same defects would arise in the bourgeois world. In good
conscience he strove to prevent any such vile contingency, with vigorous threats of
hellfire and a nasty reception on judgment day.

Pastor Goeze’s intervention was a piece of bad luck for Dr. Struensee. It injured
Struensee’s professional standing, for one thing. Indeed, it made him liable to serious
reprisal. The Danish government might easily deny him the right to practice medicine on
account of his being an immoral person. With this dreadful possibility in mind he wrote
several humble petitions to Minister Bernstorff in Copenhagen, hoping to ward off the
worst. His father, who now held the important position of religious superintendent of
Schleswig, reluctantly countersigned these anxious epistles. Some of the Doctor’s friends
lobbied in his behalf in influential Copenhagen society. In the end the incident passed as a
storm in a teacup, when the Doctor solemnly promised never again to stray into forbidden
territory.

Struensee’s “Contributions to Spiritual and Practical Instruction” was abruptly
proscribed. The next issue of the magazine was already in type, and the unhappy
bookseller did not want to kill it and write off his losses. He tried to salvage the situation
by giving the magazine a new title—Out of the Realm of Wit and Knowledge. But the
Doctor dared not contribute further. There was a superfluity of such little magazines in
any case, and in the end the publication, like so many others before and since, died a
natural death from a lack of readers.

Dr. Struensee’s literary flight would have had no further consequences except for the
numerous aristocratic families living on their country estates in the vicinity of Hamburg
and Altona. The petty landed nobles of Holstein were not rich people. Their income did
not suffice to support life in Copenhagen. They depended rather precariously on income
drawn from the land. Their sons served as officer-candidates and lieutenants in the
Danish, Prussian and Hanoverian armies, or tried to get a footing for themselves as
officials in the various states. The many daughters had the worst of it in this peculiarly
provincial situation. Their chances of marriage were minimized by reason of the constant
migration of the young men. A minority among them, prettier and more spirited than their
sisters, wrenched themselves free, not infrequently with the aid of venturesome itinerant
males, with whom they eloped, to fashion a career of sorts for themselves, or perhaps to
end in the brothels of Hamburg, Paris, Copenhagen or even London. But the vast majority
simply sat at home with their families. They assisted at the frequent pregnancies of their



more fortunate married sisters, they took care of the younger children, managed the
servants, the peasants, the cattle. At last, when they had finally become irretrievable
spinsters, they withdrew to one of the many old ladies’ homes for the well-born. There
they spent the rest of their days in a condition of beguinage, living in two rooms where
they kept busy with needlework, gossip and coffee parties.

These stay-at-home elements had a great deal of time on their hands, and since most of
them were fairly well brought up, and beyond reading and writing had learned, perhaps, to
speak French and a little English, to play some instrument and sketch a little, they devoted
their leisure to the fine arts and literature. A predilection for Young’s “Night Thoughts”
was common in Holstein county society, likewise for Gellert’s songs and the lays of
Ossian. Even the pious Klopstock and his long-winded “Messiah” were warmly received.
Others, especially a younger group, were drawn in a spirit of revolt to the French
rationalists. Diderot’s encyclopedist writings, Voltaire’s dramas and Candide, and above
all the widely admired Jean Jacques Rousseau passed from hand to hand until they were
tattered rags, their pages tear-stained as they were loaned from castle to castle,
bedchamber to bedchamber. Nor could these life-hungry sprigs of nobility have their fill
of topical writings. They eagerly devoured everything from the Hamburger
Korrespondenten to the Courier de France. To forget the excruciating boredoms of
rustication they relived imaginatively all the happenings of the great world. They gloated
over accounts of earthquakes and court balls and executions. They all but committed to
memory descriptions of the hunting costume worn by the Landgraf von Hessen. And their
interest was never more pleasingly tickled than when they ferreted out some intimation of
free-thinking among the crabbed print.

Dr. Struensee’s “Contributions to Moral and Practical Instruction” had not escaped
their watchful eyes. They were naturally interested in any such topic as the care of
illegitimate children, in a purely theoretical way, of course. They judged the article to be
excellent, just suited to stimulate lively private conversations from which males were
barred. Not only was it humanitarian and liberal; it exhaled a delightfully pleasant
eroticism. Chief Clergyman Goeze’s denunciation sharpened their partisanship. The
inflammable tinder of their hearts promptly burst into flames of dedication when they
discovered that the author was a qualified doctor, with dark-blond hair and blue eyes, a
gallant block of a fellow with fine manners despite his burgher origins. In sum, Dr.
Struensee took shape in their minds as a most sympathetic victim of the same niggardly
spirit of reaction which kept them immured out in the country among swarms of grubby
children and stupid herds of cows.

Much additional information about Dr. Struensee was spread throughout the Holstein
countryside by no less a personage than Count Karl Asche von Rantzau, formerly Major-
General, A.D., of the Russian service. The Count, with his iron-gray hair and his tall
figure, was something of a ladies’ man. In fact, too much conjugal response had originally
driven him from the nest. He had wandered abroad and finally come to rest in Russia as
another German officer in the guards of Catherine the Great. The Tsarina, of course, was
fond of large men such as Count Rantzau.

But in this current epoch the Count had returned to his wife and child in Holstein, on
the way suffering a minor, but fateful, accident. Having a jolly time for himself in



Hamburg, Count Rantzau slipped the full length of the cellar stairs of the Eimbeck’schen
Haus. A statue of Bacchus eating grapes was posted unwisely at the entrance. This
unyielding object the Count struck head on. The accident, everyone thought, was highly
symbolic.

A nearby doctor was called, a certain Dr. Struensee. With three deft stitches he sewed
up the gash on his drunken patient’s forehead. Not only that. The next morning Struensee
appeared at the Zum Koenig von Preussen to inquire about the military gentleman’s
health. The patch was still stuck to Rantzau’s head and he was suffering from a
monumental hangover. At first the Count behaved like a caged tiger freshly caught, but
soon relaxed when the Doctor got off a series of anecdotes told with a nice mixture of
professional gravity, respect for his betters and common human sympathy. After a cup of
coffee and several liqueur pick-me-ups the ice was definitely broken. In his snoring,
guardsman’s voice Rantzau accommodated with some of his own colorful adventures in
foreign parts. He told how, in Rome, dressed as a priest, he had seduced a pious contessa.
In Danzig he had cheated a merchant out of three hundred gulden. In his repertoire there
was no end of peccadillos. Rantzau was a man who could look back on a lively, if not
exactly honorable, life. As the scion of a noble house he had worked very hard at being a
hellrake. He had betrayed his friends, stolen whatever he could lay his hands on and even
cheated at cards.

Dr. Struensee, the minister’s son, had little to offer in return for these amazing
confidences. He was almost abashed by his highborn patient’s tone of ribald self-
amusement. Then he was inspired to mention his own altercation with Chief Clergyman
Goeze.

Rantzau was quite taken by the Doctor’s free-thinking habits. He praised his epicurean
outlook. In the end they parted as good friends. They shook hands with a will and
promised not to lose sight of each other. This protestation occurred immediately after the
Count had borrowed ten reichsthalers from the Doctor, for him a formidable sum, for
Rantzau a trifle, at least judging by the way he let the gold piece slide into the pocket of
his gray silk vest of military cut. In actual fact, notwithstanding his resounding title and
his glamorous past in the Tsarina’s guards, the Count had hardly a penny to his name. Dr.
Struensee’s loan enabled him, indeed, to pay his bill at the Koenig von Preussen and his
fare on the mail coach, into which vehicle he carelessly swung himself after pinching the
chambermaid’s cheeks in lieu of a tip.

And so Rantzau rumbled away through the Dammtor of Hamburg. Heralded by the
merry blast of the coachman’s horn he bounced on through Holstein to his family seat, the
Schloss Ascheberg. The battered enfant terrible was welcomed by the women of the
family with squeals and tears of joy. With him Rantzau brought something that they
yearned for much more than for hats, clothes, chocolates and perfumes—news from the
outer world. The kind of news that he brought with him was not meager newspaper
novelties, dry advices at second and third hand, but news fresh from the lips of a man who
had actually dallied with the Tsarina in Peterhof, who had snapped the Duchess of
Courland’s garter in place above her impassioned knee, having found his way with
military ingenuity through the folds of silken petticoat barring the road to that delicious
territory, who had led the Marquise of Pompadour, so he said, by the elbow into her very



own boudoir, to admire Boucher’s paintings on the walls. Yes, they depicted exquisite
scenes, there was no other word.

Many of his intimate revelations were not really fit for ladies’ ears. No matter, Count
Karl Asche von Rantzau was a broad-minded, easy-going man. The pleased scream of
girlish voices was often heard in the salon of the Schloss Ascheberg when the Count
entertained his nieces, cousins, sisters-in-law and other assorted female friends. The dear
things blushed to the roots of their hair at what they heard, but just the same they strained
every nerve to hear as he doled out his reminiscences.

It was a local tradition that the young women should gather about “Uncle Rantzau.”
They embroidered vests and handkerchiefs for him, they sewed lacy wrist-frills onto his
shirtsleeves. They plundered their fathers’ wine-cellars for him, and for him they
unearthed thalers secreted in a stocking in bureau drawers underneath the linen. When the
Count accepted the thalers it was his custom to pass them lightly under his nose, to smell,
so he declared, the faint perfume of their owners still clinging to the metal. Gold was said
to have no odor, he pointed out, but that was plainly a lie. And then, with an air, he
slipped them into his pocket. But the tireless sponge got more than material gifts from his
coterie. They competed for his attention, they breathed their ideas on the arts, the sciences
and religion into his hairy ears. He roused their feminine stubbornness, in his company
they were prickled into showing off their learning. Their views, they assured him, derived
from famous sources. The Count graciously let the Muses have their day. He would admit
that being a simple soldier he felt ill at ease amidst so much high thinking. He was a past
master at chaffing his way along, he knew how to slide from under. “My dear children,”
he would snore, “if that’s what interests you so much, you should listen to my friend, Dr.
Struensee. Why, my dears, he talks better than a book, upon my soul.”

What! The inimitable uncle, then, even knew Dr. Struensee! It was a discovery of the
first rank. Rantzau did not really understand why the dear children should get so excited
about an obscure doctor. But recalling that his wound had been cared for gratis, that he
owed Struensee ten reichsthalers, and realizing that here was an easy chance for him to
shine by reflected glory, he polished up the story of how he met the Doctor in Hamburg.
He praised Struensee’s wit, his physique, his elegant manner. The young ladies sighed.
Ah, if we could only see him, they told the Count.

“Nothing easier,” said Rantzau. “Simplest matter in the world.”
“Uncle Rantzau, you’re joking again,” the girls trilled. “We think you’re mean.”

“A man is as good as his word,” said Rantzau, and for once in his life actually meant
it.

The Count soon found an opportunity to draw Struensee into his circle. One of the
Count’s sisters-in-law, a young lady in her twenties, became very ill. She was suffering
from the after-effects of a difficult delivery and seemed unable to get back on her feet. Her
husband and relatives were worried, thinking she might have consumption. They debated
whether she should be taken to Copenhagen for examination, or whether royal medical
councillor Berger should be brought to her from the city. Either alternative would cost a
fortune. Rantzau saw his chance and suggested Dr. Struensee. “A distinguished physician,
a phenomenal comer in medicine, much superior to Berger,” he announced. “He’s an



enlightened man, familiar with all the latest methods. And he’s cheap, too. On my word,
he’ll not only cure her, he’ll do it for practically nothing.”

The issue was discussed for days in family conclave. In the end Rantzau had his way.
And so, one fine morning a heavy black coach came driving up to the long, white manor
house and out sprang the renowned Doctor. Struensee was in fine fettle, ready for
anything. He was taken directly to the patient. Pale from months of confinement and lying
virtually suffocated by pillows and covers in a tightly sealed room, the young mother was
horribly upset at first by the sheer vitality of the Doctor. She blushed furiously as he
marched up to the bed, hat under his arm, blond hair unpowdered. It almost seemed as if
health flooded back into her cheeks at the mere sight of him.

Struensee assumed a confident medical stance beside the bed, while the uneasy
relatives hovered behind. He felt the patient’s pulse, he sounded her lungs, tapping the
naked, ivory back. Gently he shook his head, displeased. He looked about the room. Then
without a word he threw up the windows, one after the other. The early summer morning
poured into the room. In came a freshet of sweet air, spiced by rose bloom and birdsong.

“Mon dieu!” said plump Aunt Amalie von Rantzau, who had come from the old
ladies’ home at Itzhoe to care for her niece. “Do you think that’s the right thing to do?
Draughts are terrible for sick lungs. We all know that, sir!”

“Madame has the soundest lungs in the world,” retorted the Doctor. “What the lungs
lack is something to breathe.”

“Don’t you think we ought to have Berger after all,” Aunt Amalie whispered. “This
man’s going to be the death of her, mark my words.”

“This afternoon Madame can lie out on the terrace,” said Struensee. He bent quietly
over the sick woman and enfolded her fine white hand in his long, cool brown one.

“But that will spoil her complexion,” groaned Aunt Rosalie, another spinster member
of the family. “I know it will, I just know it.”

“Madame can wear a large straw hat if the sun is too strong for her,” said Struensee.

“A straw hat!” exclaimed Aunt Amalie. “How vulgar! Do you want the girl to look
like a peasant’s horse?”

“Even the ladies of Fontainebleau wear straw hats, I believe,” said Struensee. “Is that
not correct, Your Excellency?”

“You’re quite right, Struensee,” said Rantzau. “I’ve seen the Marquise herself in a
straw hat, one with rose-colored ribbons.”

As they were all leaving the sick room Aunt Amalie managed to get in a last word to
Aunt Rosalie. “That man is no doctor,” she said. “Why, he doesn’t even smell like one!
The way he talks you might think that getting well was just having a good time. Did you
notice, Rosalie? He didn’t even bleed the poor dear. We might as well brace ourselves for
a funeral.”

Yet curiously enough the patient did regain her health. On the terrace, between
Struensee and Rantzau and surrounded by a swarm of visitors, she rediscovered normality



and got a grip on it. She could not help but see how the girls fluttered about Struensee.
She herself fell a little bit in love with him and experienced mild pangs of jealousy when
the others made off with “her doctor” into the garden. This happened a good deal. They
would coax Struensee down to the pond and get him to row them over the smooth, reedy,
willow-garlanded surface, while they sang songs and coquetted. The patient tried hard to
get well that she might do the same. And get well she did.

By St. John’s Eve in late June she was strong enough to lean on Struensee’s arm and
watch the fireworks, spraying up from a float on the pond. That evening when he brought
her back to the house he kissed her lightly on the neck, which, of course, was rather
overdoing his medical obligations. Still, he refused to accept any fee for his efforts, since
the case had been so mild. His stay at the Schloss Ascheberg had been so very pleasant, he
declared, that he considered himself more than well paid.

Struensee knew something about the feminine soul. His period was a feminine one.
The sickness of the times was “ennui.” Beneath the suave surface flourished a hidden
doubt of all elegance. Behind the mask lurked a sickly hatred of accepted modes, the
varietism, superficiality, the elaborate playfulness, the inane pursuit of charming
sensations. But this hatred was never quite able to break through the enameled surface. So
long had the mask been worn that it had become almost second nature. At the same time,
however, despite this secret self-disgust, these same people cherished a lingering affection
for the sugary and the sentimental. In a loose sense the period was schizoid, all but split
into two irreconcilable halves. The more dry and objective the intellect, the more
estranged from life the sensibilities. Struensee vaguely believed that at the bottom ennui
was a kind of fear, a chronic premonition that nothing less than violence could ever weld
the human soul together again.

In his own person Struensee embodied the elegance and charm of his times, these
attributes qualified by his intense desire to get along in the world. The will to success was
in his eyes when they suddenly darkened. Ambition betrayed itself in his impatient
gestures, in his plangent voice. Many other men harbored the same desire to make
something big of themselves. But their quest expressed itself, unlike Struensee’s, in the
established forms. They practised the stereotyped, Chinese smile, the whispered tone, the
exaggerated politeness. Their way was intrigue and cabal, a cat-like insinuation into the
sources of power and status. Guile won them money and offices. Theirs was the soft
approach, an approach that quick as lightning could turn into tigerish assault.

Women who called Struensee to their bedside felt the difference in him, the impact of
a new, romantic attitude. The young physician had an indefinable something about him
that, they knew instinctively, could end their ennui. How fine a passage from Rousseau or
Voltaire sounded on his tongue, so much better than when they read the same thing in a
pretty volume in half leather set off with gold. How full and fresh and genuine the
Doctor’s laughter, how superior to the soft tittering they were accustomed to hear. How
exciting it was when his strong, slender hand reached out unaffectedly to enclose their
own!

Small wonder, then, that after the miraculously rapid cure of the Countess Rantzau,
Dr. Struensee’s reputation became a byword throughout Holstein. Whenever a young lady
lacked a healthy appetite, whenever a young wife coughed or awoke in the morning with a



light fever, at once she would think of Struensee and secretly welcome the little
indisposition making it possible to call him to the house. Dr. Struensee’s hired coach
presently was seen rocking here and there and in all directions over the roads of Holstein,
as far away as Schleswig, even as far as Ditmarsch and Tondern, moving from one white
country place and toy castle to the next. The Doctor himself sat back deep in the leather
cushions and read. His name became known even among the bondsmen and peasants
along the way, for his fame filtered down to the common folk by way of the mamselles
and the serving girls. These lowly admirers wiped the sweat from their foreheads and
bowed deeply to the tall man in black, remembering to sweep their hats from their heads.
And the peasant girls, of course, waved and danced as the Doctor clattered by.

Almost all of Struensee’s patients fell in love with him, giddy fifteen-year-olds and
stiff spinsters in their seventies. The flowers he brought his patients—leaving flowers was
one of his typical gestures—in many a castle lay carefully pressed between the leaves of
The New Héloise or “Night Thoughts.” His bravely scribbled prescriptions often found
their way under a cambric pillow rather than to the apothecary.

Being a man of taste the Doctor bought himself new clothes, simple ones suited to his
bourgeois station, yet made of the finest worsted. He also wore fine linen, but without lacy
trim. Almost invariably he now ate his meals as a welcome guest in country manor dining
rooms, and when at home frequented the Hotel Zum Koenig von Preussen. He made
himself a connoisseur of wines and was able to tell his patients’ husbands that the best
burgundy came from Lueneburg, bordeaux of the finest bouquet from Luebeck, the driest
sherry from Hamburg.

It was a delight to watch him open an oyster, pry rosy flesh from a lobster’s claw, heap
a mound of caviar on his round cake and sprinkle it ever so lightly with lemon juice.

Mutton was forgotten, so, too, cabbage and turnips. And in the closet his man of bones
gathered dust.

* 11T %

NE SPRING DAY the Doctor’s carriage suffered a breakdown. A wheel gave

way, the conveyance sagged to a standstill by the roadside. The coachman
stared at the broken wheel and scratched his head, the Doctor looked idly about him. Great
beeches grew along the highway, their new foliage a delicate bright green. Thrushes fluted
a sweet song, hidden in the cover. Evening was drawing on.

The Doctor had an odd feeling that he knew the neighborhood, but could not place it.
The beeches, the flowery meadows, the brook, the little arch of some bridge over it
somehow seemed familiar to him. The coachman told Struensee that he doubted a
wheelwright could be found so late in the day. The last village lay a long way behind. The
best thing, he said, would be to try their luck at some country estate nearby. They would
probably have some means of temporary repair.

The Doctor took his medical kit and slowly walked back along the road. He was not at
all upset by the accident, though in Luetzelburg, some miles ahead, a lady patient was
expecting him. He drew the cool, damp evening air into his lungs, he marched more



briskly, with pleasure his eyes drank in the idyllic Holstein landscape. He had a foresense
of something desirable and important.

Having gone a moderate distance the Doctor came upon a high, rather run-down yew
hedge fencing off the highway at his right. Through the trees he could see the gleam of a
pond, and, on a little rise, surrounded by a greensward, a round temple of love, with white
columns and a pointed straw roof. Then almost at once he saw the house of the estate, and
immediately took a liking to it. It was a long, two-storied structure with innumerable
small-paned windows, built in an old-fashioned way. Some of the windows, he
discovered, were merely simulated, painted on the walls to complete the impression of
symmetry. This bit of architectural naiveté amused and pleased the Doctor. He noted that
the house was badly in need of whitewash. The steep gray roof gave the house a habitable,
but comical, air.

The Doctor came to a white wooden gate breaking through the yew hedge. It hung
open at an angle, inviting trespass. He walked up the garden path over the flags. A sun-
dial of gray stone stood in the middle of the unmown lawn, which was heavily sprinkled
with yellow dandelion bloom and populous with fat thrushes in search of worms. For a
moment the Doctor paused, again drew in long sweet breaths of air perfumed by the damp
meadow grasses. The smell of new green things mingled with a faint brackish damp odor
from the pond. Then he went directly up the path to the house, the door of which was also
ajar. A delightful little shower of excitement ran down the Doctor’s spine. It was
something like a fairy-story. Who would be the princess awaiting within, he wondered.

But the hallway showed no sign of life. Armor and lances hung on the walls,
interspersed among huge stag antlers and old-fashioned hunting weapons. The Doctor
hallooed, but no answer came except a hollow echo from the upper level of the house.
Hesitantly the Doctor penetrated more deeply into the house and came to a large room
filled with rickety furniture. On a couch a young man was lying sound asleep, resting
peacefully. His composed features were both handsome and ugly in interesting
combination. The mouth was nicely sculptured, the eyebrows nobly arched, the cheeks of
delicate contour, but the forehead was low and the nose overly, though not altogether
unattractively, long. The young man was an arresting sight and instantly, for some obscure
reason, the Doctor felt a strong stirring of sympathy for him. His hose were ludicrously
shabby and even the dim light could not diminish the shine at the knees. The heels of his
once elegant shoes were almost worn away, one stocking hung down over the calf of his
leg and his shirt, which was open at the neck, was badly frayed at the collar. Yet over a
chair-back hung a brand new coat of the latest cut, contrasting grotesquely with the rest of
the young man’s attire.

How very curious, the Doctor thought. I wonder if I know the fellow. He debated
whether he should wake him, and finally decided to steal off as quietly as he had come.
But he could not hold back an impulse to tiptoe closer and get a better look at the young
man on the sofa. Under Struensee’s intent gaze the stranger suddenly opened his eyes,
which proved to be very large and brown, as the intruder noticed despite his
embarrassment. Huddling back the young man said to Struensee: “Who are you, sir?”

“I am Dr. Struensee,” he replied.



“You’re who?” The young man blinked and propped himself up on his elbows. “You
aren’t the Struensee, by any chance, who cured my dear Aunty Rantzau, are you?” He
smiled with fine irony. “Are you the fellow who made me quarrel with Cousin Isabel? Or,
I should say, are you the gentleman that Alvina is in love with?” The more he talked, the
more confident and flippant he was. “Of course, of course,” he continued, “you must be
the one they’re all in love with.”

“If you say so,” said Struensee. “All sheer nonsense, of course.”

“Nonsense?” The young man was now wide awake and alert. He proved it by jumping
up off the sofa entirely. “That’s not the way I’ve heard it at all,” he objected. “Such
amazing luck! Every petticoat in Holstein begins to quiver when the Doctor comes along.
Tell me, sir, just how do you get such happy results?”

The Doctor cleared the discomfiture from his throat. “Forgive me, sir,” he said flatly.
“I’ve just broken a wheel on my carriage and I came here to see if you have anything to
offer me in way of a wheelwright.”

“Well, a lucky accident for me,” exclaimed the young man, ignoring Struensee’s
request. “I’d enjoy your company for the evening. You can teach me your trade, that is,
certain parts of it. If you’re of a mind, of course. I suppose your mysteries are rather
sacred. Do you know who I am?”

“I have no idea,” said Struensee.

“Indeed, why should you,” said the young man. “In any case, I’m the crazy one.” He
told this quite proudly, hitching his stocking into place and stuffing his shirt-tail into the
top of his pants.

“The crazy one?”

“Crazy Brandt, they call me, otherwise Enevold von Brandt. At your service, Doctor.
My people are all out amusing themselves somewhere on the grounds. You know, music,
dancing, girls and afterwards love in the hay. It’s Sunday today, in case you haven’t
noticed. Surely you wouldn’t want me to interrupt my peoples’ day off just to fix your
wagon wheel, sir!”

Struensee laughed good-humoredly. “I have heard about you, Brandt,” he said. “But I
must admit you’re even more . . . what shall I say . ..”

“You think so?” Brandt was visibly flattered. “My aunts and those cousins of mine
have no originality,” he explained to Struensee. “They jog along the same old paths. When
the chickens hop up on the roost, they take the hint and go to bed. If you don’t play faro,
you know, they actually believe something’s wrong with you. They’re museum pieces, my
dear Struensee.”

“Well, I’'m another who can’t play faro,” smiled Struensee. “So there you are.”

“It’s a different matter with you, Doctor,” said Brandt. “When you don’t play faro they
excuse you on account of your learning. You had the best damned luck imaginable to
come into this world a bourgeois. But I, well, I come from one of the oldest families.
There are Brandts by the dozens all the way from the North Cape to the Straits of Messina.
And yet I’m on my own, for my particular Brandts, my parents, I mean, departed this



earth at a horribly indecent date. They scooted off and didn’t leave me a single brother or
sister to keep me company. And it would have taken so little effort! And so, you see,
when I have enough money—which is not very often—I prey on the hospitality of my
well-fixed relatives. Oh, there are hordes of them. I try to entertain them, I sing for my
supper, Struensee. They’ve drunk so much beer and stuffed in so much ham and cabbage
that it has thickened their blood. Well, I do what I can to stir it up. I’m their maitre de
plaisir, you might say. Still, it’s not very polite, is it, for me to gabble on about myself.
Actually I’m about the least important and certainly the unluckiest person who ever set
foot on earth. Dubiosum est, Doctor, everything’s in a fog. But don’t worry about that
broken wheel. My smith will tack it together for you. In the meantime consider this house
your own, sir. Stay here with me overnight and let me have your company for dinner. I
think we can find a fresh fish somewhere or other, and there’s bread and wine, at least, to
go with it. What more do two philosophers need, may I ask!”

Brandt offered his hand to the Doctor, rather timorously despite his easy language, and
smiled an ingratiating smile. Struensee accepted the proffered hand and shook it heartily.

The evening meal was simple, as the host had promised, but Brandt managed to spice
the fare with amusing observations in endless variety. Bons mots fell from his lips one
after the other. Drinking the wine he slumped back at ease in his chair, his leg hanging
over the arm. His carelessly barbered hair was all awry and again one of his stockings
slipped down. It might have been the heavy sweet wine, or perhaps the host’s vivacious
manner, or his laughter, which barely concealed the melancholy and sensitiveness behind
it. Or it might have been the soft light of the candles in the old silver candelabrum, the
sheer comfort of the room with the spring night dreaming outside the windows. In any
event, Struensee’s tongue wagged with an eloquence which surprised himself.

He told young Brandt about his literary venture. How laughable it was in retrospect.
He told him about his belief that man was primarily a machine which is built to enjoy and
enjoy again, squeezing experience from life like juice from an orange. He talked about the
future, about his fond hope of discovering a wider field of operations. And as he talked on
Brandt retreated, became more taciturn and at last completely silent. He simply slumped
there with his head bowed and thoughtfully stared at his guest out of deep brown eyes.

“A man must take a chance,” said Struensee smoothly. “It’s absurd to be afraid. Not
only to be afraid of other people, but of oneself. How idiotically we struggle to make
ourselves exactly like other people, even though in our lucid moments we may despise
them! Why is it so many of us lack the courage to be and do what we will? It’s pitiful.”

“Thieves think the same,” Brandt reminded him.

“Well, then, in a way I take my hat off to thieves,” Struensee retorted. “Is it not stupid
to endure hunger simply because the distribution of goods in our society happens to be
what it is? Is not a thief a man who corrects gross inequalities. At least so far as his own
person is concerned, he restores the original and natural condition of mankind. Great men,
you may have noticed, are always criminals from the standpoint of the society they
attempt to supplant. Caesar, Luther, Cromwell, Voltaire and Newton—were they not all
renegades, in a sense? One defied the Roman republic, another the Church, another the
King’s party, another social orthodoxy, another scientific prejudice. So it goes. Did they



not, to a man, pit themselves, their own person and will and insight against infinitely
stronger established forms? And were they not great just on that account, just because they
dared to live out their lives as they saw it, and think as they wanted to think?”

“One could look at it that way, I suppose,” said Brandt, and poured out his guest
another glass of wine.

“But it must, I insist, be looked at that way,” Struensee said. “There’s no point in
regarding history as something done, dead and finished. One must make use of its lessons.
We are not dealing here with an herbarium, or with a museum choked with curiosities.
The river of time flows on, and we have to navigate with the stream, or perish beneath it.
And the time has come, I believe, to move into positive action. The order in which we
live, the beliefs that are groaned out from our pulpits are hopelessly out of date. Are the
ideas of Montesquieu and Voltaire nothing but playthings for young ladies, who would
really be a great deal better off wrestling with hot young men among the potted plants? Do
you presume to imagine that our world is so good it cannot stand improvement?”

“That’s right, quite right,” murmured Brandt. “However. . .”
“However what?”

“All you say rather rubs me the wrong way,” said Brandt. “It’s too strenuous, for one
thing. You look forward to the end of a world. But this world, I know perfectly well, is my
own world, however much I may mock it. Nothing attracts me less than revolution, my
good fellow. Revolutions are desperately vulgar affairs, and also extremely exhausting, so
I’ve been told. Now, what I’m looking for is beauty. I’d like a change of scene once in a
while, a little real pleasure. Actually, what I really would like is the position of maitre de
plaisir in Paris, or Petersburg or even in Dresden. Anywhere but this silly Holstein. Then I
could honestly enjoy life. In my declining years I could relive it all again and amuse
myself by writing memoirs.”

Struensee laughed at this frank confession and Brandt joined in. As the hours moved
along the conversation became more egoistical and disjointed, and Brandt finally brought
it to a close with a last dusty bottle of wine fresh from the cellar. Long after midnight the
young man lighted his guest up the stairs. They went up together tipsily, arm in arm,
laughing over everything and nothing. The Doctor was given a small white room. He
could hear the treetops whispering and rustling in the night wind. It was almost like the
murmur of the sea. A hound belled far off on the heath. Gradually everything was still.

The Doctor slept fitfully, woke up, dozed again. In his dreams Caesar came to him,
wearing a red-seamed toga, a baldheaded, severe man. Luther came to him, with a Bible
and finger lifted in admonition and the devil grinning over his shoulder. Cromwell in iron
armor rode a heavy brown horse over the Doctor’s laboring breast. Diabolic Voltaire sat
on the edge of the bed and deliberately spattered ink over the sleeper’s face. Then Luther
became Newton, crashed open a window and shouted his “hypotheses non fingo” into
space. Outside the stars and all seven planets revolved, turning smoothly in their paths. A
thin celestial music sounded in the ears of the sleeping Struensee, a broken, tinkling sound
like that made by an old striking clock. “Enjoy your life, while the lamp glows, pick
lovely roses, while the bloom blows,” it seemed to be saying.



The Doctor awoke with a violent start and began to smile, thinking about Brandt
where he had left off. Though he was clear-headed enough, considering the wine, the
evening’s argument seethed in the back of his head. At last he had freely spoken thoughts
that had troubled him for years. His own words had a power over him, now they were
uttered, the unfathomable magic of the spoken word, which presentiment with form and
permanence, fixes fleeting moments of illumination. What hitherto had been merely
possible suddenly moved from a misty limbo into noontime reality, into a foreground of
decision, from which vantage newly won beliefs could be easily projected into the
objective world. Fate had done the trick. Fate, Struensee told himself, had led him to this
particular house, to this particular young man who was so sympathetic and ridiculous at
the same time. He had loosened the Doctor’s tongue, without really trying lured him into
baring his inmost thoughts.

Lying in bed on his back Struensee shuddered as he listened to the mighty soughing of
the old beech trees girding the estate. It seemed as if they were talking to each other in
their own tree language, talking with each other and the night about past and coming
things, in deep alien voices and strange accents. Not until the first streaks of dawn when
the crowing of the barnyard cock dispelled all nocturnal spooks from the scene did
Struensee fall into a black, dreamless sleep.

He awoke with a little start and saw by the warm flecks of sun playing on the
bedcovers that the forenoon was already well along. He dressed hurriedly, washed and
went downstairs, to find the house empty. He walked outside in the garden, where the
birds were singing loudly. A warm wind moved like a caress over the lawn and grassy
places about the house and ruffled the mirror of the pond. From the barnyard came strong
peasant shouts and the laughter of a milkmaid. A feeling of great happiness was in
Struensee, a profound sense of health, solidity and comfort. It seemed to him as if the
birds were singing in his heart and the sun actually shining warmly throughout his inner
parts. Taking long steps, smiling to himself, he strode through the garden, and sought out
the belvedere. There he found Brandt.

They looked at each rather shyly at first. The heated conversation of the evening
before was a barrier, now that the sun was out. Yet only for a moment. They embraced
cordially.

“My good friend,” said Struensee, “I’ve just had the most frightful dreams. I was
tossing about in bed all night long. I couldn’t get my own thoughts out of my head.”

“I didn’t sleep any too well myself,” said Brandt. “I was making up all sorts of
schemes in my sleep. And would you believe, I think I’ve found a way.”

“A way?” said Struensee. “What do you mean?”

“A way for us to get somewhere, my friend,” said Brandt. “I can deluge my aunts in
Copenhagen with letters. I can present myself at court. I can start currying friends there
and make such a nuisance of myself that they’re bound to give me some sort of post to get
rid of me. Once I have my foot in the door, it will be simple enough to keep it open while
you slide in. Struensee, we’re perfect complements, you and I. I’ll leave the serious people
to you, the ones who batter their brains over the future. For my part, I’ll deal with the
present. How will that be?”



Struensee looked carefully at Brandt. “And money?” he asked. “How are you fixed for
money?”

“Well, well,” he muttered. A shadow of discouragement passed over his face. “I’d
quite forgotten that point,” he said. “Just like me.”

Struensee laughed and Brandt ruefully laughed in chorus. Then they both composed
themselves and Struensee said: “Just lately I’ve been doing very well. In fact, though I'm
not a rich man by any means, I have more than enough to get along. I can support you in
Copenhagen for a time, my dear fellow.”

“But can I do it?” said Brandt, more to himself than to Struensee. “This is a very
doubtful proposition, if you come right down to it.”

“Nothing ventured, nothing done,” Struensee reminded him.
“Sleep alone, beget no son,” echoed Brandt.

“It’s agreed, then,” said Struensee. “We’ve made a partnership.”
“Very well,” said Brandt. “Next week I’1l visit you in Altona.”

“I must be getting along,” said Struensee. “My patient will be very angry with me, I’'m
afraid.”

“Let’s hope she’s young,” said Brandt. “And not too ugly.”

The two shook hands on it and walked through the spring morning to the road, where
the carriage, its wheel repaired, was drawn up waiting for the Doctor.

A week later Brandt arrived in Altona, and Struensee took him to his own quarters.
Brandt was delighted with the rooms, even with the man of bones.

“That fellow is a grim one, isn’t he,” he said appreciatively.
“He was a thief, and a very good one, they say,” said Struensee.
“So good, I take it, that he ended up by being hanged,” Brandt suggested.

“The cards were stacked against him, my good boy,” objected Struensee. “He hadn’t a
ghost of a chance, if you examine the situation.”

“Quite right, not a chance,” said Brandt. “In short, it pays to play in tune, as I’ve been
telling you right along.”

Struensee stifled the retort on his lips, and shut the closet door in death’s face. Brandt
began to tell him about his plans for making a success in the capital. Opportunities were
rather scarce for the reason that everyone with any power was incompetent and lazy. Just
the same it was necessary to attract the attention of some highly placed personage, Brandt
explained enthusiastically, and secure his protection. To break into the circle of influence
it was additionally necessary to make endless acquaintances and be invited everywhere.
One had to be charming, perform small services for others. One had to be able to talk well
and understand how to make oneself liked by the women. For women, Brandt expounded
to Struensee, so long as they were not too plain, nor too morally inclined, were social



coin, so to speak, moving freely from hand to hand. Women, then, were highly acceptable
in an intermediary role, providing they were adequately frivolous, or so to outward
appearance, and had a fine complexion, an interesting bosom and a graceful manner of
speech.

“In the Koenig von Preussen,” Brandt went on to say, “two ladies are stopping over
right at this moment. One of them is a certain Frau von Gaehler—her husband is a major
in the Danish army—and the other is Frau von Ahrend, whom I know slightly. We should
do something about making their acquaintance. Try our hand out, you might say.”

Brandt was right; the two young women from Copenhagen were bored to tears at the
Koenig von Preussen. They were only too happy to have two personable young men, that
is, more or less young men, do them homage. Frau von Gaehler was all but swept off her
feet by Struensee.

“Yes, but Annette,” her friend cooed, “the little one is very nice, too, don’t you
think?”

“All right, you take him,” said Frau von Gaehler. “You like him, so you have him.
And do please keep your hands off the dear Doctor, will you?”

“That suits me,” said the other. “I do hope this business turns out to be a little
adventure, don’t you? Something we can dream about. That is, when our beloved
husbands are snoring away the watches of the night.”

The four ate together, and found the dishes and the wines splendid, especially the
wines. They drank Ruedesheimer, then Beaujolais and finally Sekt. Frau von Gaehler
coquettishly dipped her strawberries in the Sekt, to show the men how it was done in the
capital. But the conversation was the best part of it all, the witty questions and the wittier
answers, which floated like feathers all about the table. Brandt was extremely diverting.
His jokes were a little strong and made the ladies gasp, but, after all, blushing and gasping
were delightful in themselves. And Struensee’s glance was so warm when it sought out
Annette von Gaehler’s dark eyes. The wines did their work. Annette let the tip of her toe
play over Struensee’s shinbone, telling small secrets all of its own. Casually he allowed
his hand to fall on her knee and feel out the outline of her garter under the smooth silk of
her dress.

It was still early in the afternoon when the last tickly glass of Sekt had disappeared
down their throats. Thereafter they decided to go boating on the nearby Alster. Emerging
from the inn the warm spring air was refreshing to their faces. The women could feel their
own bodies under the billowing dresses. They seemed to themselves larger and more
sinuous than usual, their breasts firmer, larger and more erect. They were happy, bursting
with youth. The champagne bubbled in their brains and made their hearts sing, the warm
sweet perfume of the blossoming lindens addled their sense exquisitely. A brilliant
clarient timbre came into their voices.

Pedestrians filled the streets this merry spring afternoon, all shapes, sizes and
occupations; scurrying ladies’ maids, fishwives in stiff costume, solemn merchants’ wives
in white lace coifs, pretty strumpets in highheeled shoes. It did not escape Annette that
many of these last wenches shot quick, appraising looks at Dr. Struensee as he passed



them by, those instinctive looks which women give men in whom they sense the power to
bestow intimate satisfactions. And Annette noted, too, that she received similar
compliments from the men along the way. The dandies, lazing haughtily through the
crowd, and the men of commerce, stumping along soberly in grown fustian and tricorn
hat, all had an eye for her. We must be a striking couple, she thought. The world’s hunger
for both their persons kindled urgent wishes and longings in Annette’s heart. The random
lust of the passersby titillated her and heightened her half-drunken euphoria.

Once in the boat it was even better. The soft gliding through the water, the gentle
rocking of the boat seemed not quite real. It reminded Annette, so she said, of Watteau’s
picture, the “Journey to Cythera.” Sympathetically she recalled the distress of the lost and
loving pairs on the canvas. The towers of the city over the steep rooftops against a soft
blue sky, the splashing of the water, the heavy river smell added to the enchantment of the
situation. Delightedly she watched the swans paddle by, followed by their little gray
brood. She saw country houses in the distance, shining white amidst the fresh verdure of
their grounds.

Nobody talked much in the boat excepting Brandt who, like a wound clock that must
tick itself down, chattered on incessantly. The others hardly heard him and did not mind
his buzz. The water was bluer than the sky. Struensee drove the boat with strong strokes
farther and farther over the blueness. From other craft came the sound of low voices. Now
and then they heard the song of a bird from the shore, or the sigh of a little wave on the
sandy beach. Drifting through the spring afternoon, the boat came to the other end of the
lake at Harvesthude. There they landed on a damp meadow bank, forcing their way ashore
through the reeds, moored the boat and the gentlemen offered the ladies their hands for a
lift up.

Beyond the wet meadows, where ancient oak trees grew, was the Harvesthude
Cloister. For many years it had no longer been used as a cloister and, indeed, was not
recognizable as an ecclesiastical edifice. The buildings had been turned into barns and
now smelled strongly of hay and stored potatoes. In the courtyard lay a plough tipped on
its side, like a child’s abandoned toy. A black cat slunk lazily across the flags, found a
likely place to rest, lay down and stretched. Not a soul was stirring about the place.

Struensee and Annette, who had drifted apart from the other pair, agreed that they
were tired and sleepy. They went up creaky stairs into one of the barn lofts. Sweet-
smelling hay was piled up high in one corner to the beams. They kicked up a cloud of hay
dust and the motes danced wildly in the shafty light. Outdoors hens clucked and tame
doves cooed. They lay down together in the warm hay. Annette closed her eyes and
pretended to breathe gently and evenly as in sleep. Struensee bent over her and admired
her white forehead. He examined the black, steeply curved eyebrows, the little beauty
patch on her right cheek, the swell of her breasts. At this point Annette opened her eyes,
looked into his and read his desire. She stretched out her arms, hugged him about the neck
and drew him down to her.

In actual fact Annette was not so casual about love-making as appearances might have
indicated. When she came to herself about an hour later, and propped herself straight up
on the heels of her hands, she was more than a little shocked to discover herself so
suddenly in a lover’s possession. Thoughtfully she sized up the man at her side, who had



really fallen asleep. The damage was done and nothing could be done to remedy it. She
would continue, she told herself, with an affair of such great promise. Time, she thought,
that I pay a little attention to my own needs. Up to the present her husband’s career had
always taken first place in her considerations. It was her burning ambition to make Major
Gaebhler, though he was neither much of a soldier nor much of a bureaucrat, into a general.
To this end she had consistently sacrificed her own pleasure. Up to meeting Struensee,
whenever she dallied with a lover, it had always been some man who might push along
her husband, either with gifts of money or with political influence.

She blushed, she looked very pretty and naive in the hay as she thought how
primitively she had lain down for Struensee. In the hay, mind you, just like a peasant girl.
Then she felt a trifle sick with apprehension when the thought occurred to her that
concupiscence might have serious consequences. After all, she was by no means sterile.
Already she had borne her husband two little girls.

There was only one way out to restore her moral equilibrium and right the wrong done
her deserving husband, and that was to deceive herself into believing that she had played
with Struensee only to advance her husband’s career, and by corollary, of course, her
children’s prospects. Major Gaehler, as a matter of fact, was not jealous about his wife’s
physical gratifications. They had often discussed this possibility pro and con when some
exploitable lover had chanced along. In fact, not so long ago a rich military contractor had
been seriously considered by common consent of the married couple as third member in a
ménage a trois.

Presently Struensee awoke and smilingly craned his neck, the better to have a look at
his new beloved’s profile. She looked down at him, in that comical, doubting way that
young wives have when they look at their husbands upon first realizing they are not
trusted with a single real thought or emotion. He drew her, protesting, down to him and
kissed her lustily.

“No, no, dear,” she said firmly and pried herself loose. “Not any more. We have to be
serious. Please!”

“I am serious,” he said. “I do believe I love you.”

“Of course you do,” she said. “However, we’ve got to be practical!”
“Practical?” he said. “What a miserable thought to have in the hay!”
“You’ve got to come to Copenhagen,” she said.

He stiffened with annoyance and was about to contradict her when he remembered
that it was for the very reason of getting to Copenhagen that he and Brandt had
approached the ladies. But he still pretended not to be interested. “What would I do in
Copenhagen,” he complained. “I haven’t the means to live a life of leisure, you know.”

“What’s to prevent you from finding patients in Copenhagen?” she asked.

“That takes a long time, my sweet,” Struensee told her. “One doesn’t build up a
practice overnight.”

Annette considered this objection. “Gaehler has good connections,” she said, but not
very enthusiastically. Then suddenly she let out a pretty shriek of joy. “I’ve got it,” she



said. “I can’t imagine why it didn’t come to me before.”
“Well, what is it?” he asked.

“You’ve got to be made the King’s physician-in-ordinary, my darling,” she said.
“Then all doors will be open to you.” She was so happy about it that she damped his face
all over with kisses.

“Upon my word,” said Struensee, “I believe I’ve met an ambitious woman!”

“I am ambitious, terribly,” Annette confessed. “I have to look out for my men, you
see.”

“Men?”

“Why, yes,” she said, “for you and Gaehler. He’s really a decent fellow and I’m sure
you’ll like him. I’m sure it won’t be long before you’re as fond of him as you are of me,
darling.”

“God forbid,” said Struensee. “I certainly hope not.”
“You’re not jealous, dear,” said Annette. “Are you?”
“Jealous?” said Struensee. “Why, no. Should I be?”

“He’ll be so glad to meet you,” said Annette. “How lucky I am, don’t you think, to be
able to call two such intelligent men my own!”

“What firmer bond of friendship than a lovely lady,” said Struensee.

“Of course, that’s just it,” said Annette. “Idyllic, isn’t it. We shall be one happy, tender
family.”

“Let’s hope so,” said Struensee. He was tiring of the game. “But what makes you
think that the King needs a physician-in-ordinary? Isn’t Dr. Berger good enough for him?”

Annette looked away and did not reply. The barn loft was growing dark and the oaks
out in the meadows now cast long shadows of deep green on the gold-fuzzed carpet of
grass.

“Come, my friend,” Annette said at last. “We must leave. But you’ll come and stay
with me tonight, won’t you, dear? Sleeping alone is such a dreary business, I think, and
such a sinful waste. Don’t you think so, too? Tonight I’ll tell you so many things. You’ll
be amazed, beloved, I promise you.”

Struensee reached down and hauled Annette to her feet. “Yes, you’ll be astonished,”
she said again as she adjusted her dress, smiling quizzically into his face. “In Copenhagen
there’s all sorts of troubles you’ve never even heard of. And all they need to cure them is a
good doctor. I think I’ve found him. I’'m sure he could cure anybody. Of practically
anything. Am I not a clever woman, darling?”

“You overwhelm me,” said Struensee. He kissed her so ardently that her knees slacked
and he had to hold her up. “You are indeed a desirable little woman,” he assured her,
wiping the wet of the kisses from his mouth. “We had better go before the sun sets
altogether.”



* IV %

T WAS COZY THAT NIGHT in Annette’s room in the Hotel Zum Koenig von

Preussen. The candles were lighted, and the wide chairs with curved elbow rests
covered with flowered silk had an air of expectancy. At her dressing table, before the
gold-framed mirror, Annette was seated, arranging her dark loosened hair, polishing her
fingernails, and then again dabbing her powder puff carefully on her cheeks and her
shoulders.

The dressing table was covered with a number of small boxes and vials emitting
manifold sweet odors which mingled with the natural perfume of her hair. She was
dressed in a wide loose gown of yellow silk which fell back around her thighs, thus
affording Struensee a generous look at her well-rounded knees and the smooth skin of her
legs. But her mind was no longer set on love-making. Her face had an abstract,
preoccupied air. She had turned her back on Struensee, who was seated in one of the
chairs, but once in a while her eyes sought his in the mirror with a fleeting smile. After
having listened, more courteously than delighted, to some gallant phrases and remarks
which Struensee thought the occasion called for, she began to speak in an unemotional
though low voice.

She spoke unconcernedly, objectively, so that Struensee was not a little disappointed
and shocked. He was deeply disappointed to see that even this fair woman did not live in
some imagined Cythera, in that fabulous world of tender feelings and raptures, but that she
too, the sensuous delight of his heart, had a strong and unconcerned will with which to
make her way through this everyday world, and that, therefore, she observed, registered
and judged the feelings and facts of this world with a detached, cool, almost an historian’s
eye.

Struensee, the lover, the gallant, felt quite let down and suddenly deflated. But
Struensee, the doctor, the ambitious man with wide projects of his own, could not help but
be interested in Annette’s report.

Yes, it was nearly a report, an unemotional statement of cold facts, as if delivered by
some bureaucrat, that Annette unfolded for him. His eyes still rested on her broad bed
from which her maid had lifted the covers for the night. Inaudibly sighing, he turned his
attention from the bed with its more attractive prospects to the fate of kings and history
which, as he thought, were none of his or her business, at least not at this hour, so full of
promises of an entirely different kind.

But, willing in the beginning to listen to what he thought to be the hardly
understandable folly of a pretty woman, he began after a while to attend with genuine
interest, forgetting his own gallant covetousness. It was no mere historical interest which
was aroused in him. It was his curiosity about the soul of man, his thirst for psychological
insight, which made him sit up and cock his ears. And it was not the scientist alone who
harkened, because for Struensee, scientist though he was, the science of psychology or
even the art of healing a sick soul was by no means an end in itself, but only his natural
way of furthering his own, Struensee’s aims. Behind the pictures of a soul’s disease,
suffering and despair, behind the panorama of a nation’s anguish and a people’s distress,
he saw his own glory rising, red and gigantic like the sun after a stormy night. He saw his



own power, his own riches, his own happiness—all of which could only be realized by
means of another man’s sickness and his own healing hands.

In later years, it often seemed remarkable to him, and a marvellous coincidence of
fate, that his life’s task should have come to him in a pretty and very obliging woman’s
bedroom and from this woman’s soft and yielding voice. He felt then that dark-haired
Annette at the mirror, before her rouge pots and powder boxes, had been his Delphic
priestess, vaguely reading the future, his sybilla, calling him to his supreme adventure, as
those others had called the warriors and heroes of yore.

Very much later, in a very lonely spot, with much more insight than he had at this
particular moment, he was inclined to sense a certain irony of fate, of which he was by no
means conscious at present. But even now, as Annette’s story progressed, and detail
unfolded itself after detail with the inexorable logic of fate, his eyes wandered from the
feminine figure in the long gown and from the lovely face in the mirror. He gazed
abstractedly at the long white curtains of the open windows, which rose softly billowing in
the breath of the night-wind and then fell tired and despairingly, like human hands. In his
heart, yes even in his bowels, he heard, as if it came from the far wide spaces of the night,
a muffled and senseless, a despairing cry. A cry for help.

It was a blond young man who touched his heart in this mysterious way. His name was
Christian. Behind him, there was a whole people, dark and numerous in the night. For this
young man happened to be a king, Christian VII, King of Denmark and Norway.

Christian lost his mother at an early age, when he was not quite five years old. His
father, King Frederick, was a good-natured, timid man, loving peace and the arts,
particularly the ballet. During his reign he was timid to a point where he frankly distrusted
his own judgment. He could hardly bring himself to sign the state papers his ministers laid
on his desk. He was constantly in flight from himself all during his lifetime. When forced
to show himself in public, his habit was to hold a handkerchief before his face, as if to
spare the world the sight of his own intolerable ordinariness and ineffectuality.

After his wife’s premature death Christian’s father had married again, this time the
Princess Juliana von Braunschweig, a very forceful woman like so many members of the
Braunschweig clan. One of Juliana’s sisters had married Frederick the Great of Prussia,
and this piece of luck had filled Juliana with such envy that she could not sleep at night for
thinking about it. She nagged and nigged her husband to emulate his Prussian namesake,
she flattered him to this end, taunted him, even wept. And in the end she broke her
weakling husband’s spirit. His wife even managed to poison his genuine love for music.
With ferocious persistence Juliana reminded him that a true king made the acquisition of
new territories his life affair, he did not fritter away his days collecting new minuets and
new portraits. At last the harassed Danish King withdrew from his spouse, but too late. He
could not rid his inner being of the barbs she had carefully planted there. To heighten his
most unkingly lack of self-esteem, he began to carouse in the company of loose women.
Yet even in these pursuits he was no success. He cut a pathetic figure when he stole away
furtively to chambers where excesses within his poor scope had been arranged for him.

Denmark became governed by ministers, who functioned as if there were no king at



all. Unable to tolerate this decline of royal prestige, Juliana rusticated in the provincial
castle of Fredensborg. Besides the humiliations heaped on her by her husband, she had to
accept a cloudy future for the son she had borne the King. Thwarting her burning desire to
have her own son wear the crown was Christian, fruit of the King’s first marriage. His
cheeks were delicate, his wrists slender, his hair a wave of gold. Neither the father nor his
step-mother showed the slightest inclination to have the boy educated for kingship. Since
the heir to the throne could hardly grow up half wild, the ministers gave him over to the
care of Count Reventlau.

Reventlau was a big man, but short of stature, a powerful brute with a wide, peasant
face heavily marbled with little blue veins. His nature was choleric to the extreme. Fits of
rage sometimes robbed him of his speech. He took his tutelary obligations very seriously,
though more fitted to train a fractious horse than educate a delicate boy. Christian was
mustered out of bed at six every morning. After a morning prayer and a simple breakfast
he was given lessons in reading, writing and arithmetic. With two hours break at midday
this process of instruction lasted until six in the evening. He was not allowed to play with
boys of his own age. After he had laboriously learned how to read, for his brains were a
pudding, he was given the Bible, out of which he had to memorize whole passages that he
simply could not understand. If he asked about the sense of a verse, Reventlau
immediately gave way to a fit of temper and bellowed so loudly that the grenadiers on
watch in the castle courtyard shivered in their boots. If the boy faltered in his recitation of
a psalm, Reventlau would shout at him: “You’re going to become the same kind of useless
pig as your father!” Or—*“I can just see you squandering your time wi