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- Wassermann buried a lush and brutal account of his own disastrous marriage inside a novel.
*

Jakob Wassermann in 1928. PHOTO: EMIL OTTO HOPPE/ULLSTEIN BILD VIA GETTY IMAGES
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Jakob Wassermann was born in Fiirth, Bavaria, in 1873, as Bismarck was beginning to
transform Germany into an imperial power. Wassermann was one of a handful of brilliant
Germans and Austrians (along with Thomas Mann, Franz Werfel and Stefan Zweig) who
gave rise to the figure of the intellectually powerful, financially successtul great man-
author. He wrote three dozen books, most of them intricately plotted novels that pursued
grand themes: justice, will and authority. While he wrote, Germany careered from coup to
revolution, revolution to war. His books were best sellers in Germany and Austria (where

he lived most his adult life) and often immediately translated into English.

The German language, he writes in his 1921 memoir, “My Life as a German and a Jew,” “is
the breath of life to me.” But for all his life Wassermann felt split in two. In the memoir he
laid bare the effect of inexorable daily anti-Semitism: “If these are pinpricks they are yet

murderous.”

MY MARRIAGE Yet Wassermann’s deepest scar was the one left

by his first marriage, to a daughter of Albert
By Jakob Wassermann

New York Review, 277 pages, $15.95 Speyer, a wealthy industrialist. Julie Speyer,

who as a child had been beaten

prophylactically to curtail a habit of lying, was,
according to Wassermann, a desperately insistent, perpetually victimized, dogmatic,
mercurial manipulator who would do anything to hold on to her man. To have him was to

demonstrate to Julie’s five bourgeois sisters that she had surpassed them in a life of
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intellectual and therefore morally superior pursuit.

The marriage lasted 25 years. Wassermann spent almost a quarter of that time seeking a
divorce that Speyer would accept and then prevent in a pattern of increasingly creative

exploitation of the law. It cost the author his physical and emotional health.

In 1925, the year before the divorce, at last, became final, Wassermann put out a novel
called “Laudin und die Seinen” (translated as “Wedlock™). His failed marriage was clearly
on his mind, though he approaches it only obliguely. Wassermann has a femme fulale,

Louise Dercum, recite, as she reads from the manuseript of a play:

There is only one sufficient motive for the recording of these memories. I would revive
the past in order to lay bare the errors which led to the destruction of my marriage and
the darkening of my best years. If one would undertake such a task in genuine honesty, he

must dig deep into the intricate roots of existence.

But how hard it is to be genuinely honest: It took Wassermann eight more years, until
1933, to fully confront his own devastating marriage in his work. After finally composing
an account of his time with Speyer, he buried it inside the third novel of a sprawling
trilogy, disguising it as a piece of fiction. But before the book appeared, the Nazi regime
banned his books. Already in poor health, he had a heart attack after meeting with his
Viennese publisher, Bermann Fischer, hoping to persuade him to publish it anyway.
Fischer published the book, but few readers then or since saw it for what it was: the cri de

coeur of a ruined man.
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Now translator Michael Hofmann has unearthed Wassermann’s barely fictionalized and
utterly modern marriage tragedy and rendered it in English as a stand-alone novel, “My
Marriage.” It is as lush and brutal—and genuinely honest—a portrait of a relationship as |
have ever come across. At the very first, Julie Speyer, called Ganna Mevis here, threatens
suicide if Wassermann—Alexander Herzog—refused her. “Either you're going to marry
me, or U'll jump.” Herzog, of course, should have known and should have run, but he
didn’t. “Marriage,” Wassermann writes, “offers the weaker party plenty of opportunity to

show no character.”

Perhaps weakness of character is why Wassermann waited until the end of his life to tell
his most propulsive story. He died before it was published, as if unable to bear the
response. But the writer’s fear is the reader’s reward: This is Wassermann, a chronic
overwriter, at his boiled-down best. “My Marriage” is a story that he had been honing in

his head for years.

Mr. Hofmann’s perceptive translation tunes the novel for the contemporary ear, but
really for all time: This is perfectly etched domestic tragedy. “The difference between us
was this,” writes Wassermann. “She forgot everything from one hour to the next, the way
angels or demons forget; | forgot none of it, for all eternity. And it grew darker and darker

in my heart.”

Some readers may not be assuaged by the literary gloss. No story has only one side, and
this is undeniably the man's version. Speyer’s willful ambition, her love of dogma, her
insatiable intellect: These are characteristics of a commanding woman, in another light, a

model for our time.

Herzog is certainly the victim here, and Ganna Mevis wields the knife. But if Mevis holds
the knife, Herzog doesn’t run. “The stone tumbling down over a precipice doesn’t think
about whether it’s going to strike some poor walker down below,” writes Wassermann.
“And her passion, her dumb momentum, was like a force of nature to me.” The poor

walker Wassermann is unflinching in his self-appraisal. lle is a master novelist, after all.
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Indeed, it Mevis leaves the knife on the table, from time to time Herzog picks it up, turns

itin his hand, presses it into his flesh—and hers.
—Mr. Popkin is the author of the novel “Lion and Leopard.”
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