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    "Dispatches From a Lost Empire"

      by Tess Lewis

No empire was better served by its writers than the Hapsburg Empire, that unwieldy conglomeration of dozens of nationalities, ethnicities and languages presided over from 1848 to 1916 by the impressively mutton-chopped Franz Josef. And of all those writers—Zweig, Musil, Schnitzler, Kafka, Hofmannsthal, Kraus, Canetti, the list goes on—the supreme elegist of the Dual Monarchy was Joseph Roth.

Though he was internationally celebrated for "The Radetzky March" (1932), a luminous, elegant chronicle of the decline of the empire across three generations of the Trotta family, Roth's reputation faded after his death in 1939. But lately his star has been rising. His more than 15 novels and novellas, his handful of stories and two selections of his journalism are available in English, most of them translated by Michael Hofmann.

To this hoard Mr. Hofmann has now added a selection of letters annotated with helpful contextual notes. Based on a 1970 volume of letters edited by Roth's friend and editor, the writer Hermann Kesten, "Joseph Roth: A Life in Letters" is a wrenching portrait, albeit a skewed one. There are no letters to Roth's lovers, though he was reputedly one of the tenderest of men. The few letters to his friends are primarily to those who could help him rather than intimates. Most of the letters are to his editors and publishers, to whom, always on the brink of destitution, he invariably promised too much for too little. This Joseph Roth—mercurial, complicated, contradictory, increasingly embittered and finally despairing—only occasionally resembles the bemused, ironic, cosmopolitan, even magisterial author whose characters founder in the shimmering light of a lost golden age.

Moses Joseph Roth was born in 1894 to a relatively assimilated Jewish family in Brody in Galicia (now Ukraine), on the empire's easternmost fringe. His father, a grain merchant, suffered a nervous breakdown before Roth was born and spent the rest of his life under the care of a rabbi in Russian Poland. At 18, Roth left home, beginning the long journey that took him westward to Vienna, through Berlin and, finally, after the Nazis came to power, to exile in Paris. Along the way he dropped his first name and fabricated a new identity for himself, claiming to have come from the more German-sounding town of Schwabendorf and to be the son of, variously, a Polish count, a railway official, an artist, a converted Jew and a Viennese arms merchant.

 At the University of Vienna, Roth studied German literature for several terms until World War I intervened. He volunteered for the army and served in the press corps, though he later claimed to have been an officer and a prisoner of war in Russia. In the 1920s he began his journalistic career in earnest with postings in Berlin, a city he loathed as the embodiment of the soulless, militant Weimar Republic, and Paris, a city he cherished as the heart of European civilization.

Over the next 10 years, he traveled as a correspondent throughout Germany and France and to Poland, Albania, Italy and the Soviet Union. Filing hundreds of pieces a year, Roth quickly established himself as a prominent feuilletonist. The feuilleton is a genre pioneered in Viennese newspapers that lies somewhere between the New Yorker's "Talk of the Town" and an op-ed. Clever, philosophical, urbane, trenchant, the feuilleton is an attempt, in Roth's words, to say "true things on half a page." For all his wit, Roth insisted to his editor, "I am not an encore, not a pudding, I am the main dish. . . . I don't write 'witty glosses.' I paint the portrait of the age."

Roth painted exquisite, if dark, portraits of the immediate age in his journalism, as he had of the one preceding it in his fiction. Though an instinctive enemy of ideology, he had early on been a pacifist and enough of a communist to sign his pieces "Red Roth." But his disillusion at the conditions in Russia and his disgust with the rise of fascism in Germany fueled a belief in monarchism as the only viable alternative for Europe.

With its anti-Semitism in relative abeyance and its tolerance for minorities, Austria-Hungary was the closest thing to a homeland an Eastern European Jew like Roth could hope for. In fact, he eventually elevated it to a kind of deity, a god that both protected and oppressed its citizens and for all its flaws was far more humane than the rising gods of nationalism and Communism. "The most powerful experience of my life was the war and the end of my fatherland, the only one I have ever had: the Dual Monarchy of Austria-Hungary," he wrote in 1932. "To this date I am a patriotic Austrian and love what is left of my homeland as a sort of relic."

He was extraordinarily farsighted, repeatedly denouncing the threat posed by the Nazis. In 1933, after his books had been burned in Germany and his exile in France had begun, he warned that "the technical apotheosis of the barbarian, the terrible march of the mechanized orangutans, armed with hand grenades, poison gas, ammonia, and nitroglycerine, with gas masks and airplanes . . . all this means far more than the threatened and terrorized world seems to realize." What Roth saw was nothing less than the European mind betraying its own culture and values, "capitulating out of weakness, out of sloth, out of apathy, out of lack of imagination."

He was also uncompromising. His letters seethe with contempt for anyone he suspected of accommodating the forces of barbarity or of merely personal betrayal: "All around me are traitors and worms." Roth was adamant about his need to "speak [his] mind" to those he "is fond of," and he expected his friends not only to accept his often damning judgments but to appreciate them as a sign of affection. He called his friend René Schickele to account for defending a mutual friend whom Roth considered an apologist for the Germans: "Since when is it the case that a writer can say: I must lie, so that my wife can continue to live and wear hats?"

In 1922, Roth had married the sensitive and delicate Friedl Reichler, the daughter of middle-class Viennese Jews. Inordinately shy, Friedl was not up to Roth's restless travel and hard drinking and spent much of her married life alone in hotel rooms. She was diagnosed with schizophrenia and was institutionalized six years after their wedding, leaving her husband torn between guilt and resentment for the rest of his life.

Even at his lowest points, however, Roth remained compulsively generous to friends and strangers in need. He served on refugee committees and gave away money as soon as he got hold of it. His political idealism also survived his growing desperation. In 1938 he traveled to Austria from Paris vainly hoping to convince the government to appoint Franz Josef's grandnephew as chancellor.

Roth's letters to the saintly Stefan Zweig, author of the novel "Beware of Pity" and the novella "Chess Game," are the most interesting. Roth relied on Zweig's financial and moral support as much as he resented it. No sooner does he ask Zweig, to intervene with his publishers than he excoriates him for meddling. His astute and apparently complimentary comments on Zweig's books pulse with barely concealed condescension. And there is always, always the lament of financial straits. In 1936 he wrote: "It'll be the death of me, this mixture of brain, hand, begging advance, eager promises of works that my head isn't certain of being able to write. . . . Two or three proper catastrophes, the death of someone near to me, and I've had it."

Roth was more prescient than he could have known. Upon hearing of his friend Ernst Toller's suicide in 1939, he collapsed on a park bench. He died of delirium tremens four days later.

The letters trickle off after 1937, and the few that are included are terse and dispirited. At a time when Roth was writing some of his best fiction—the novellas "Weights and Measures" and "Confession of a Murderer," among others—he wrote to Zweig: "My pen clamped, cramped in my hand, desperately clinging to the idea I've just had, because it's galloping away from me, sometimes starving, falling asleep in my chair after 3 sentences, but what do you want, what do you want from a man who's half madman, half corpse? What else am I to do, if I don't write books? . . . I think I can only understand the world when I'm writing, and the moment I put down my pen, I'm lost." What these letters reveal, more clearly than any biography could, is Roth's heroism in not only refusing to put down his pen despite unbearable conditions but wielding it so skillfully until the end.

—Ms. Lewis is a translator and essayist who writes frequently for the Hudson Review.
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