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         Johan Bojer, the Norwegian novelist, is known in the Scandinavian countries as a dramatist of distinction as well. Before the war he was one of Germany’s favorite play-wrights. His first success was a drama called “The Mother.” Fru Fieldgaard, an actress of European renown, created the leading role in a recent four-act play entitled “Sigurd Braa,” which was produced with great success in Norway.
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         It
       was the day on which the medical students had heard the result of their examination, and there was a hum of eager voices on the steps of the University and along Carl Johan Streetin Christiania. Even those who were disappointed felt a peculiar desire to shout “Hurrah,” because, if for no other reason, they could now put away their books.

         “It’s no good working hard, either, for you get no further,” said Harold Mark, as he put his arm within that of his friend Wilse, and the two sauntered up the Palace Hill.

         “Ah, I suppose you feel that you ought to have got something better than a first class,” said Wilse as they stopped before a bench and sat down.

         “No, but it’s so funny to think that we must now go about and pretend we know all about it. How absurd it is, to be sure! I feel as I sit here that I must be only half awake, and want to rub my eyes. But tell me seriously—have I really been asleep until now?”

         “You asleep? Was that what you said?”

         Harold Mark was fair and pale, but the features of his clean-shaven face were regular and full of vivacity, and the laughing gray eyes had a mischievous expression. Those eyes had more than once during lectures sent little flashes up from his paper with the question, “Is that all?” And once when the professor of surgery had gathered his students round the operating-table, and was swinging his scissors and boasting of his own achievements, Harold electrified the others by saying: “Yes, but I thought Hippocrates too knew all about that.”

         Harold’s mother was a widow, living in a little west-country town, where she had started a school. She kept him well supplied with pocket-money, which he often spent with a bad conscience; for her letters, which were always gentle and kind, were so serious, and he always wanted to take the whole world as a joke. He worked by fits and starts, and took difficulties like a kind of boxing; and then he would idle for a time, quite certain that, even then, the others would not easily catch up with him. He dressed well, was a prize ski-racer, played the violin, and would, when his allowance admitted of it, hire a horse and spend half the day riding about the surrounding country.

         He loved Nature, and looked at her with the pleasure that others might have in listening to music. He felt in himself the undulation of the hills, drank in the fragrance of the earth and foliage, and the light from sky and fjord. Then, when he came home, refreshed and light-hearted, he would lie back in his rocking-chair with the feeling that it was good to be alive.

         Yet, always there was something tapping at the window of his heart, and that was the thought of his mother. She had had a hard struggle to make her school a success, she being such a radical, and the little town so conservative. Her letters often breathed despondency over the very little she managed to do, and he knew that she was patiently waiting for him to come and help her.

         He was soon to see her face to face now, for, in a few days, he would be sitting in her little cottage, and perhaps then there would be other things besides his degree that her eyes would ask about.

         “You look rather down in the mouth,” said Wilse. “Is it true that you’ve been offered the post of demonstrater at the University?”

         “Well, what if I have?” replied Harold, pushing his gray felt hat back from his forehead, and whistling up into the yellow leafage.

         “Oh, of course you think such an offer’s nothing for one who’s just out of the egg.”

         “But, my dear fellow, how can I begin to teach young fellows something that I don’t know myself? Do you think I’m a gramophone that will just stand and give out what other people have howled into me?”

         “What about the rest of us then? Besides you must get to work at something!”

         “Of course I must try to get away and really learn something.”

         “To Germany?”

         “Perhaps, or up in the country, if possible to some out-of-the-way place.”

         Wilse started. “You in some out-of-the-way place!”

         “Why, do you think it does one any harm to be by one’s self for a time?”

         “But to learn medicine?”

         “Well, everything has to be looked at in connection with something greater. Did it never strike you as humorous that we insist upon doctoring people, but if the poor devils ask whether it’s worth their while to get well again—why, then we’re at a loss for an answer?”

         “How confoundedly serious you are today!”

         “Perhaps I am,” half admitted Harold with a little embarrassed laugh, as he rose and pulled his hat forward.

         “Well, well,” he continued, “we shall meet at the dinner this evening. Don’t forget to bring your sister!” And with his gray hat a little on one side, the sturdy young man hurried away up the hill under the yellow trees.

          
   

         It caused a sensation when, later in the autumn, Harold accepted an appointment as district-physician in the far north of Finmark. His fellow-students gazed at one another. Could this devil-may-care fellow, who was in his element on the asphalt and in the ball-room, be going to turn himself into an Eskimo? When they heard from him later, it was all about journeys in a reindeer-sledge over snow-fields, of nights in Finn tents, or in a sleeping-bag with the snow burying him while he slept, or of a voyage in an open boat and stormy weather out into the Arctic Ocean to see a Finn-Lapp fisherman who wanted something strong to take before he died. Harold wrote of it as if it were all fun and he enjoyed it.

         A couple of years later the newspapers reported that he had rallied the fishermen in a conflict with the traders up there. His friends were puzzled. Surely he was not thinking of getting into parliament?

         When he had been in the north five years, the papers announced that Harold Mark had gained a scholarship to enable him to study abroad; and one fine autumn day he was seen in Carl Johan Street with a timid little wife on his arm.

         “But you never said a word about being married!” said Wilse, who was now at the State Hospital.

         “Come along to the Mirror Saloon and have dinner with us,” replied Harold, and the other consented.

         Harold Mark seemed to have grown bigger and stouter, and he swayed from side to side as he walked. His fair beard made him look older, and his once so alert eyes had acquired a far-seeing expression that reminded one of auroras and snow-fields.

         “Let us find a good place!” he suggested when they had entered the dining-room. “Oh dear!” he went on, “I see I’ve turned into a Finn! I’ve brought my hat in with me!” He threw it upon a chair and rubbed his hands together, his face glowing with delight at being among his own people again.

         “Thora!” he said. “This is the place where the élite of Christiania exhibit themselves when the theatres are over, so you must eat with awe and reverence.” He ordered an abundance of wine, and when he raised his glass of the white liquid with head thrown back to drink, he resembled a pleasure-loving sea-captain who had at last reached a gay town. “Your health!” he said, “and to memories of old times!”

         His young wife was the daughter of a lighthouse-keeper he had known in the north. She was a brunette, with small, regular features. Her throat was long and beautiful, and when her brown eyes found courage to look at you, she reminded you of those young mothers that Raphael loved to paint.

         “She imagines she possesses talent and can learn to handle a brush,” said her husband, stroking his beard; “and that’s why she’s dragging me to London and Paris, for nothing else would satisfy her. It’s a way these sea-birds out of the polar night have. They’ve sat still and dreamed so long that there’s no managing them at all.”

         “You surely don’t mean to say that you’re going abroad for my sake?” she ventured to ask anxiously.

         “Don’t worry yourself, my dear! Wilse knows me. I say, Peter, there’s something that Ellen Key calls the art of living. Do you know anything about it?”

         “No. But you constituted yourself a leader of the people up there. That was very philanthropic of you.”

         “Shut up and don’t say a word about philanthropy! There are things that can irritate one and make you so angry that at last you can’t contain yourself, but must go for the low cads. The art of living! I’ve been pondering over that expression. Here am I, for instance, sitting among clean people and eating with a silver fork at a table with a white cloth, and yet—well, I can’t quite manage to feel only joy and gladness over it all, for half my inner consciousness is with the thousands that at this moment haven’t even salt for their soup.”

         “Haven’t you had enough of your arctic Lapps yet?”

         “Indeed yes! But when you’re up there, sharing both their vermin and their rags, you’re dreaming all the time of this—of roses and champagne and slow, swaying waltz music. Your consciousness is in one place, and you yourself in quite another. And a fellow like that, with so little knowledge of himself, goes doctoring other folk! The art of living! That’s a good expression! Waiter! Another bottle, please.”

         The day following, Mark’s friends met on the quay to wish the couple a pleasant journey. Harold had turned up the collar of his gray overcoat, and kept his wife close to him all the time. He seemed to fear she might lose herself altogether if she moved a step from his side. He was going to England to watch the masters of surgery for about a year, he said, and then to Paris to the Pasteur Institute. “But it’s not certain,” he added with a smile, “that in the long run I shall be able to carry such an amount of wisdom. Good-bye! Good-bye!”

          
   

         On a September day in the following year, Harold was walking with his wife along the Boulevard de Mont-Parnasse. Once or twice, raising his black felt hat, he stopped to ask a passer-by the way to the Café de Versailles.

         That year an unusually large colony of Scandinavians had begun to gather in Paris, and their rendezvous was the Café de Versailles, where Scandinavian newspapers were to be found. In the long, narrow room on the right, that ended in the billiard-saloon, well-known Scandinavian artists might be seen as the evening advanced, sitting at the card-tables with their glasses beside them, or absorbed in the home newspaper, or shouting with laughter at some good story. The gas-jets burned dim in the dense atmosphere; there was a buzzing of all kinds of languages, and the click of billiard-balls came continually from the room beyond. Now and then a stranger would come in past the two rows of tables; but the look he received from every one told him that he was an intruder, and, as a rule, he would feel that the best thing he could do was to go out again.

         Harold Mark and his wife, however, were soon quite at home here. She was pretty and unassuming, and he was lively and had a thousand things to talk about. “Ah, here comes the doctor!” came from the tables as he entered the café whistling, with his black felt hat on one side; and a few women followed him with their eyes in the mirrors on the wall as he passed. He would sit down at a table, order a glass of black beer, and, blowing the foam off it, would begin at once, with merry eyes and laughter, some amusing story.

         It occasionally happened that some one would come in with a grave face, and ask at haphazard for the doctor.

         “He’s just gone into the billiard-room.”

         “Do you think he’ll come with me? My wife’s been taken so ill.”

         “You’d better go in and ask him.”

         Harold always went when he was wanted, and although it was difficult enough for him to manage on his small scholarship, especially as it had to do for two, he could never be induced to accept a fee. “Nonsense!” he would say with a wave of his hand, putting on his hat as he moved towards the door. “Hope you’ll soon be better! By the bye, have you got such a thing as a match here?” When he had lighted his cigarette, he looked back once more with a smile as he shut the door, and then ran down the stairs humming.

         He had been a year in England, but it was Paris that really opened his eyes. He saw a city unfold itself, not only as a collection of houses, parks and monuments, but as a poem on earth. The Pasteur Institute was here too, and in its two heads, Roux and Metschnikoff, he at last found teachers whom he felt no desire to tease. In the laboratories there, it was as though the very future of mankind were being prepared. He was in them each day: here was something for him to do.

         Then there were the art galleries. It was Paris that brought him really to feel the deep, mysterious emotion produced by the contemplation of a masterpiece. He walked with his wife through the Louvre with wide, observant eyes, intoxicated by the wealth of light and color that met him everywhere. “Thora! Come here!” “No, Harold! You must come here!” They often kept together, and would stand before some picture in a reverence too deep for words, and would finally clasp hands with a smile.

         It was here too that Harold experienced the hitherto unknown enjoyment of getting into a quiet corner and becoming absorbed in the great world’s press. He only needed to turn to the left instead of the right in the Café de Versailles, and he was at once miles away from his countrymen. “Where’s the doctor this evening?” some one would ask. “Oh, he’s buried in his newspapers on the other side.” “Ah, then it’ll be no use speaking to him,” was the general remark, accompanied by a shake of the head.

         It was while reading the world’s newspapers here that Harold really began to form an idea of life in the world. This at last was something more than school geography. It is rather irritating to be going about on a little planet, and not even knowing what is happening on it. What do we know about Rumania? It is a word, a school lesson, but what is Rumania? There is so much floating in one’s mind in a half-light, a half-mist. There must be an end of this.

         It was a strange journey, swift as thought, whenever new horizons opened, and limitless expanses disclosed themselves. This was not history, but only an immense moment, the gigantic Now, that swept into his mind from all sides. New York became a living thing, and the next instant it was Melbourne, Vienna, St. Petersburg, Berlin, London. The immensity of this life flared up within him in great gleams and quickened his pulses, filling him with a strange feverishness. At first he would sit and let his fancy take up all this material simply out of curiosity, like a globe-trotter who wants to see everything. Outside in the street he could hear the roar of the city, the rumble of the trains passing in and out of the Mont-Parnasse station, and of omnibuses full of people, often running on only one wheel round the corner into the Rue de Rennes. And in the world’s newspapers there rose the same subdued roar from telegrams and articles, but this was the long, heavy waves rolling in from the immense ocean of humanity. Then came a day when he became more than curious. Things here and there in the various countries began to be of great moment to him. His mother’s eyes seemed to rest on him and ask him what he thought of it. A strike in Valparaiso, an attempted rising in Barcelona, an arrest in Moscow. a massacre of Christians in Mesopotamia, the tyranny of the trusts in America—these were things that carried him away and made his hands tremble. The world became more than cities and scenery and life and tumult; it began to reveal its spiritual features to him. What did he think of that—and that—and that? He who at home had never been able to attach himself to any of those moribund political parties, now took a side; he sat here overwhelmed by the immense view of the world, in which nearly everything was in the wrong place. There were things that grieved him, though they took place at such an infinite distance. There were things that filled him with rage, although they happened in another continent. What did he think of that, and that? And every time he returned to his quiet newspaper corner, it was as if he were preparing himself, not only for great visions and emotions, but for a combat. While he sat there he made, in distant lands, friends whom he would never meet, and bitter enemies whom he had never chanced upon. A minister in Hungary, a senator in America, a general in Germany—he saw them alive! The world not only grew larger every time, but it became a power that drew him more and more out to itself, with his interests, his thoughts, and his dreams. He seemed to be always growing more wide-awake, and the more wide-awake he grew, the more things did he meet with that vexed and depressed him. He began so to enter into and sympathise with everything that went on in other countries, that, at last, it was not only his thoughts that darted hither and thither, but it was the very fibres of his heart that branched out all over the world.

         When he arose and started for home, everything that was close to him had shrunk, even the Pasteur Institute, even the fact of his being a doctor; and when he reached home and looked at his wife, she had grown indistinct; he saw her indeed, but saw many other things at the same time.

         “Where have you been today, my dear?” he would ask.

         “At the Louvre, of course.”

         Thora Mark no longer clung nervously to her husband’s arm. She had of late begun to venture out by herself, and wandered about the Louvre alone when he could not go with her. She read about art, she saw art, she dreamed about art. She would return, after hours spent in the galleries, not exhausted, but mentally refreshed and joyful over the great and glorious events of the day. Her timidity had gradually been shaken off. It seemed as if she had at last found, in the galleries, the element in which her being could develop. Happiness gained courage to appear in her face. She no longer dropped her eyes when any one looked at her, but drew herself up with a look of self-confidence. She had grown prettier, and her laugh rang out more readily, because the world had at last opened in all its splendor before her gaze. To the Louvre, still more to the Louvre! It was as though she had thrown herself into this flood of color, lines and light that had swept in from all ages and lands. To the Louvre! Still more to the Louvre! When she left it, she felt as if she could fly. At a festive gathering in the studio of a Danish sculptor, she astonished every one by moving into the middle of the room with a light scarf, and dancing with such fire, fantasy and grace, that they all stood round and gazed.

         “Where did you learn that, Thora?” asked her husband, drawing her aside when she had finished.

         “Learn it?” she queried. “Didn’t you see it was Botticelli, stupid? Why, you might have seen it was his lines and rhythm!”

         After this they were more popular than ever. He improvised on his violin, and she danced to it. Where had she learned to dance? In the Louvre, she said. Then she would take her mandolin, in congenial company, and sit down on the floor and sing gay songs with so solemn a face that her hearers almost fell off their chairs with laughter. Yes, they were two young people whom every one was glad to meet. Thora had really intended to begin work at the art-school, but was prevented because the boarding-house became too expensive for them. But it is possible to live in rooms too, and there one may cook nice things on a spirit stove. You save on that, especially when the wife is willing to do everything herself, even to the washing of her husband’s linen.

         So the Marks rented a couple of rooms, with a cupboard for a kitchen, in a little square high up near Montrouge, and these they were going to furnish themselves.

         “Have you any furniture?” he asked when they stood in the flat after taking it.

         “No. Have you?”

         “No.”

         “Have we any money?” the wife asked, looking at him with a roguish smile. He mechanically put his finger into his waistcoat pocket.

         “Money? For furniture? Where could I have got it from?”

         Then they both burst out laughing, and sitting down on the floor agreed that at any rate they lived there now; after which they went out and managed to get together the things that were absolutely necessary. In Paris you can furnish a house for a few francs. You put an old mattress against a wall and throw a shawl over it, and you have a splendid sofa, which, moreover, at night, is a bed. A couple of glasses, knives and a sauce-pan cost a few sous, and on the wall they fastened with drawing-pins two or three photographs, and then stood and admired the effect. “It’ll be splendid!” he said, putting his arm round her waist. “Well, I never thought it would be so easy to start housekeeping!” she said, bending back her head so that he could kiss her.

         They still managed to meet their friends, here as much as anywhere, for at any rate there was room to sit on the floor. “Come fed, but not drunk!” was the invitation. The entertainment consisted of songs, stories, dancing, a glass of tea with rum, and cigarettes; and this was enough to make the guests forget to go, so that it was not until the small hours of the morning that they stumbled down the stairs.

         Long after they were gone and Thora was in bed, Harold still stood at the window, looking out. What was he thinking about, and why did he stand there?

      
   





II



The little lamp-shade of green cardboard had the effect of confining the light to the writing-table where Harold’s fair head was bent over a book, while Thora sat in the shadow, darning his socks. Silence had reigned for so long that the squeaking of the mice in the old brick walls was audible, while from without came the distant, muffled roar of the great city.

“What are you laughing at?” said Harold, raising his head to look at her, but at first not able to see her in the gloom.

“I’m certain it’s not medicine you’re reading now, Harold.”

“Is there anything very funny in my not reading medicine?”

“You’ve no idea how often your expression changes when you’re sitting like that and taking part in revolutions and cutting down enemies and improving the whole world! Ha, ha, ha! I can’t help laughing.”

He rose and went to the other side of the room to fill his pipe.

“When you’re reading your own science,” Thora went on, “you’re really so good-looking. You look as if you were standing upon a mountain, looking out over a country that you’re going to march into.”

“You should write poetry, Thora. You’ve got imagination.”

“And you ought to read less of that rubbish, and then you wouldn’t be in such low spirits.”

“I’m reading Alexander Herzen’s ‘From the Other Bank of the River.’ It’s perhaps the mine that one of these days will blow up the tyrannical power of the whole of Europe. Do you call that rubbish?”

She sighed and looked at the lamp. They so often sat here now, just these two alone, and yet they seemed to have less and less to say to one another. He no longer asked her to go out with him, and she had to go to the galleries alone now. They often seemed to be looking at one another across an empty space that grew ever wider and wider.

“You women are strange,” he said, when he had finished filling his pipe.

Her head came suddenly forward into the lamplight. “What? What did you say about us women?”

“Well, you’re contented with such an awfully little bit of the world. That’s all.” He lighted his pipe, and the flame of the match flickered over his face.

“And I can’t conceive why it should be necessary for a doctor to rummage about in all that,” she said, beginning to darn again with rapid stitches.

“Oh! You can’t conceive that? Of course not! Nowadays a doctor ought to bury himself in some special subject, such as nose and throat, and be blind to everything else in the world. Then you’d be satisfied. But I can assure you I’d just as soon become a hatter. I want to know what’s going on around me. I want to take part in what the world’s doing, or I can’t have any idea about the people either. Do you understand that, my dear?” He took two or three turns up and down the room, and his step grew quicker.

“But does nothing happen in the world but what is wrong?” she asked, her needle still moving rapidly.

He took his pipe out of his mouth and stood still looking at the lamp. For it was true. He himself felt as if the more he enlarged his horizon, the darker did the pictures that he saw become. The bright scenes of his youth seemed to be growing dim. They were only shadow-feelings that were now called forth in him—indignation, anger, desire to attack. He remembered almost nothing of Finmark except the thraldom of the fishermen to the traders, nothing of England except the dreadful slums in London. It came more and more to be the newspapers that determined his state of mind, and the newspapers were full of cries for help from all over the world. They beat in upon him, took possession of his thoughts, and were beginning to disturb his sleep; and if he tried to shake it all off in a night of revelry, he would stand by the window afterwards, as if looking for something he had abandoned.

“It’s not my fault, Thora, that most things in the world are as they are,” he said at last, going back to his seat at the table.

“But will they be any better because you mix yourself up in them?”

There was a pause, and she heard him breathing heavily. “No!” he said at last, quite softly. “That’s what’s so dreadful—to be so powerless.”

An hour later she rose, saying, as she clasped her hands above her head and stretched herself, “Well, I suppose you’ll be sitting up late again tonight?”

“Oh, dear, no! I’m coming in a few minutes,” he said, looking up from his book with a smile as she left the room.

They had bought two iron bedsteads cheap, and these now stood in the next room. When he heard that all was quiet in there, he raised his head, threw himself back in his chair, and sat with his gaze fixed on the window.

At last all was still around him. He could hear the wick burning in the lamp. Outside rose the distant murmur of the city as before, this city that never slept; and behind that, still farther off, a different murmur as of breakers rising and falling. What was it? Was it only the things he was thinking about? There came a wave. It was the little Boer nation that had just risen against mighty England. Money and blood, money and blood! Another wave, and this time it was the Armenians with mutilated bodies and the flash of the Turkish executioners’ swords; Russian martyrs in Siberia; half-naked Italian laborers, living on bread and water, and unable to read—wave upon wave, life on the earth, rolling by. He began to see it all as under moonlight. He saw spiritual leaders come forward, unreal and yet transfigured, because most of them were dead. When he shut his eyes he saw it all still better, so it was nothing outside, but a part of his own mind. It was a world that had formed itself out of what he had read, world-pictures drawn with the newspapers’ ink. These pictures had gradually become like living beings; they had made him more and more their slave, and must be supplied with good food several times a day. Was this to go on? And if so, where would it end?

When he slept he had a cold feeling that they were by his bedside, and the moment he opened his eyes they were upon him. Today it was the Spanish popular leader who was to be shot, he remembered; and before he had his own breakfast he had to go down to the street to get a paper with the foreign telegrams, for the monster in his mind must be fed at once. Was there nothing but this in the world then? Could he not turn back? Thora was right, and yet—no, he could not tear himself away from the age in which he lived; he must keep up with everything, everything!

Would he become greater by embracing so wide a horizon? Over his work, in any case, the day would continually grow broader; and even if he walked alone, the number of his companions would be always increasing. Even if he pulled down the blinds in his room, a thousand eyes would still stare in. When he opened his eyes he saw much; when he shut them he saw more.

Harold Mark bent forward and supported his head upon his hands. From without came continually the murmur from the sleepless city, and beyond it, louder, more distant, the other, the great world which at the same time was himself.

 

As the warm May days passed, the frequenters of the Café de Versailles saw less and less of the doctor and his wife, and finally Thora ceased to appear at all. If any one went to their rooms, Thora was always at home; but it was evident that something was wrong. In the first place it was that she had no suitable summer dress in which she thought she could appear in warm weather, and for the present there was no way of getting a new one. In the second place they were both in a state of great suspense, for, in the course of the next few days, it would be decided whether Harold was to hold the scholarship for another year. It was not usual for the same man to receive it for three years—but they had hopes. Friends had been at work, and the directors at the Institute had given him a recommendation that carried weight; but they both felt as if it would be an actual catastrophe should they be forced to leave Paris at the moment. Harold needed another year if he was really to make anything out of his studies; and Thora—well, she hoped that at any rate next winter she could begin at the art-school. They might hear any day. The suspense was so great that they could not sleep. Early and late they talked of all the wonderful things that might happen to them if they could only stay on another year. They talked about it until they could not bear to mention it any more. When the door-bell rang they both started. It might be a telegram! When the postman came up the stairs, he was fate personified. What had he brought? They had been a little careless with their money of late, so that for a fortnight they had been obliged to dine off stewed beans and water, with now and then a pig’s trotter for a couple of sous, just to get a taste of something salt. But what did that matter? They would willingly live like that all next winter, if only they might be here in Paris. Every day Thora dreaded Harold’s coming home from the Institute, for as soon as the door opened she saw the anxious, questioning look in his eyes: Has any word come?






	
	


	
		Vážení čtenáři, právě jste dočetli ukázku z knihy The Face of the World.

		Pokud se Vám ukázka líbila, na našem webu si můžete zakoupit celou knihu.
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