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Heimito von Doderer's 
     THE DEMONS 
     
    The Austrian novelist Heimito von Doderer's "The Demons" is a big book, covering two volumes and 1,334 pages. Its hefty size fits the significance of the subject it takes up, Vienna in the 1920s, during the bitter period between the collapse of the Austro-Hungarian Empire and the onset of Nazism. 
    It was a time von Doderer knew personally. Born in 1896, he served in the Austrian cavalry in World War I but lived most of his life in or about Vienna, dying there in 1966. 
    He began "The Demons," his masterpiece, in 1930, only to abandon it in 1937, fearing that it was too ambitious a project and unwritable. 
    But 25 years later, he took it up again. "The Demons" appeared in German in 1956 to great deal of acclaim and was soon ably translated into English by Richard and Clara Winston. The American edition, published in 1961, attracted some attention, then sank into near oblivion. Von Doderer died in 1966. 
    "The Demons" is intimidating. There are at least 40 main characters and well over 100 minor ones, and many readers find its pace slow and more than a bit tedious: This very long book covers only a two-year period, beginning in the mid 1920s and culminating in the fire that consumed the city's Hall of Justice on July 15, 1927. 
    Despite its bulk and slow pace, however, "The Demons" is a more than worthy read. Indeed, the novel's importance (and some critics have argued its greatness) comes in no small part from its big size, which allows von Doderer to present a stunningly detailed portrait of Viennese society at a crucial time in the city's political and spiritual history. 
    The narrator of the novel is Georg von Geyrenhoff, a former Austrian civil servant. Family investments frozen in a London bank during World War I have been released six years after the war's end, allowing him to retire early and live a life of leisure. 
    Geyrenhoff passes his time cultivating friends, often in one or another of the city's many cafes, and decides to start a chronicle describing the activities and conversations of the circle of people he knows who have moved to the comfortable district of Vienna called Dobling. 
    There are professional historians in this circle, and a successful novelist, but also businessmen and bankers, and wives and sisters, and, it being Vienna, musicians. But the people in this group know others who know even others so that ultimately, "The Demons" leaves no social stratum, high or low, middle-class or bohemian, untouched. 
    There are several subplots in the novel. In one, a young factory worker, Leonhard Kakabsa teaches himself Latin, develops a passion for scholarship and becomes librarian to Prince Alfons Croix. 
    In another, Charlotte von Schlaggenberg (nicknamed Quapp), an aspiring concert violinist, discovers that the man and woman she called mother and father aren't her parents at all. She's really the daughter of a man who died early in World War I and of a baroness who would not marry him because he was not an aristocrat. 
    None of the numerous subplots dominates "The Demons," however, whose main theme is Vienna's descent into the upheaval between right and left that made way the coming of the Nazis 10 years later. 
    Long before the novel's end the extreme violence -- street fighting in the city between factions left and right, and armed confrontations in the countryside -- that characterized Austria in the late 1920s and early '30s has begun, touching von Doderer's sometimes directly but most often peripherally. 
    Very few of them recognize what is happening. An exception is the young Hungarian diplomat, Geza von Orkay, who recognizes that the appeal of the extreme right and the extreme left comes from the simple, shallow solutions they proffer. 
    "But shallowness can be abysmal -- that's the real secret of it, that it is so shallow and yet has such force," he explains. 
    "If anyone thinks there is the slightest ray of hope in either of these two movements, he deserves to have a roofing tile fall on his knob. As indeed one will when the roof over all our heads collapses all at once, as it's bound to do, in the near future." 
    Through Orkay and other characters, von Doderer argues that socialism and fascism are "second realities" that offer easy explanations, and are embraced by those unable or unwilling to face reality itself and its "continual delicate vacillations" and uncertainties. 
    But they are "rigid, isolated" explanations of reality, based only on "will power, order . . . , and efficiency" and are life-denying, nihilistic, destructive. 
    A revolutionary, of the right or the left, explains one of the novel's most sympathetic characters, is "A person who has been unable to endure himself . . . ; then it is others who have to endure him. The abandoned, highly concrete task of his own life, which he has been unable to cope with in a personal and individual fashion, has of course been consigned to oblivion . . ." 
    Looking back on all the damage and death wrought by devotion to political extremes, the narrator of "The Demons" marvels at the profound emptiness at the root of all those hatreds that had gripped Austria. 
    It "is characteristic, of all matters connected with the demonic," he notes, "that although they created a tremendous stir and a great deal of motion, they never leave anyone with anything substantial in his hands afterwards." 
    It should be noted that von Doderer was for a short while a member of the Nazi Party in the 1930s, and served with the Luftwaffe in World War II, parts of his life some critics belief led to his never getting the Nobel Prize for literature. 
    But a deepening devotion to Catholicism turned him away from all that, enriching the author's perspective and deepening his understanding of what had gone wrong in Austria. 
    There is a quote toward the end of the novel that sums up what the narrator has come to see as necessary to the good society, the only final bulwark against the evils of unrestrained political hatreds. 
    "Every really decent man, I mused, carries a kind of jewel within the housing of his personality; these are the rubies by which the watchworks of practical life run; and life would come to a standstill if these indispensable gems were to drop out." 
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