The Kurodahan Press Translation Prize

It gives us great pleasure to announce the Kurodahan Press Translation Prize,
awarded for excellence in translation of a selected Japanese short story into
English. We hope that it will be possible to continue this prize as an annual
event.

Kurodahan Press was established to preserve and circulate contemporary and
historical observations of Asia, and to produce informative and entertaining
translations. The Japanese literary world needs no help from us in producing
outstanding works, but they cannot be introduced to a broader, global audience
without skilled translators capable of rendering delicate nuances and
atmospheres into another language.

The Kurodahan Press Translation Prize is held to help locate and encourage
these translators.

The short story to be translated is A /L7 O 44 by Eifsf D51, and is
about 15,000 characters in length.
Submissions will be accepted through October 15, 2009, Japan time.

Three judges will select the winning entry (alphabetical order by surname):

- Juliet Winters Carpenter, Doshisha Women's College of Liberal Arts

- Meredith McKinney, Visiting Fellow, Japan Centre, Australian National
University

- P4 H:HE{#, translator of numerous English SF bestsellers into Japanese

The winning entry will receive a cash prize, and an additional payment for first
English publication rights in our upcoming SF&F anthology. Submissions will
not be returned, but translators will retain all applicable rights to their work.

For additional information and the contest package download, please see our
website:
http://www .kurodahan.com/mt/e/khpprize/

or write us at:

Kurodahan Press
3-9-10-403 Tenjin
Chuo-ku, Fukuoka
810-0001 JAPAN
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The 2009 Kurodahan Press Translation Prize

Kurodahan Press is pleased to announce the 2009 Kurodahan Press Translation Prize,
awarded for translation excellence of a selected Japanese short story into English. In the event
that the prize is awarded, the winning translation will be published in an upcoming
Kurodahan Press anthology.

1. Eligibility
There are no restrictions whatsoever on translator participation. All translators are encouraged
to apply, regardless of whether or not you have worked with us before.

2. Submission
Send your translation to the below address, by regular postal mail or (preferably) E-mail.
Please be sure to read the submission instructions, which cover formatting requirements (for
both printouts and electronic files) and provide information on Kurodahan Press standards and
other points. Submission instructions are given in the style sheet included in the contest
package at:

http://www.kurodahan.com/mt/e/khpprize/2009prize.pdf
Submitted translations will not be returned, but the translator will retain all rights to the
translation. Kurodahan Press will receive first publication rights to the winning translation, to
be arranged under a separate and specific agreement.
No information about any submissions, including the names or contact information for people
submitting translations, will be made available to any third party, including the judges, with
the exception of the name of the winner (or a pseudonym, if the winner prefers). Translators
are of course welcome to tell anyone they wish that they have made submission.

3. Source material

The story to be translated is

E D 5T AV O34 Roughly 15,000 5

The submission package, including provisional table of contents for the anthology, style sheet
and instructions, is available as a downloadable PDF. Note that because the story is in print,
translators are requested to purchase the book (7 7 > % 3 7"), which is available at most
bookstores, including Amazon Japan http://www.amazon.co.jp/dp/4167373173/

If you are unable to purchase the book please contact us directly.

4. Application Deadline
Translations must be received no later than October 15, 2009. A notice confirming receipt
will be issued. The results should be announced by the end of the year.
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5. Submission address and contact

Grand Prize / one winner

30,000 yen prize money, and contract for publication in an upcoming Kurodahan Press
anthology for an additional payment of 30,000 yen (first English publication rights; translator
keeps all other rights to translation).

Note: Prize payments will be subject to source-tax deductions as required by Japanese law.

Submissions should be sent to:

Kurodahan Press

3-9-10-403 Tenjin

Chuo-ku, Fukuoka

810-0001 Japan

Electronic submissions preferred via our website.

6. Notification
All contest entrants will be informed of the contest results. The winner’s name will be posted
on the Kurodahan Press website.

7. Judging

All decisions will be final and except in extremely unusual circumstances the reasons for the
decision and the specific votes of the judges will not be revealed. The goal of the contest,
simply stated, is to produce an English translation faithful to the original, which can be read
and enjoyed by someone with no specialized knowledge of Japan or Japanese.

The winner will be selected by the following three judges:

Meredith McKinney, Faculty of Asian Studies, Australian National University

Juliet Winters Carpenter, Doshisha Women's College of Liberal Arts

1 H:IE 4, translator of numerous English SF bestsellers into Japanese
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Style Guide for Kurodahan Translation Contest Submissions
vl.1 of May 31, 2008

This document is in two parts. The first part refers to the technical specifications we expect to
see in documents submitted to us. The second part covers conventions of usage we prefer to
see. As one might expect, the first part is less open to modification than the second part.

Part One: Technical Specifications

Word processing:

Please submit documents in Microsoft Word DOC format if possible. RTF or TXT files are
also acceptable, but DOC files are preferred. If you would like to use a different file format
please contact us in advance.

Document formatting:

Use a common font (such as Times) at 10 or 12 point size.

As much as possible, use only one font at one size throughout your document. See part two
for a discussion of special accented characters.

Use italics for emphasis.

Do not start paragraphs with tabs, and do not insert an extra return between paragraphs.

If there is a blank line in the source text, use "**blank line" in the document.

You can use headers and footers if you wish, but do not put important information in headers
or footers if it does not also appear somewhere else. If possible (depending on your software),
put page numbers and your name in either the header or footer on every page.

Document layout:

On the first page of your document, include the following information in the following order.
Please put

(1) Your name. (This line can also include the translator's assertion of copyright.) You
may of course specify a pseudonym for public release if you prefer, but please make it very
clear which is which.

(2) Your contact information (current mailing address, telephone number and email).
This information will be kept confidential from everyone except KHP administrative
personnel and Japanese tax authorities. Specifically, it will not be released to other contestants,
judges or the general public. It is required for Japanese tax purposes, however.

File name conventions:
Please give the file your own name, without spaces and using only letters and numerals. If
your name is Fred Smith, for example, name your file something like FredSmith.doc. Please
add the correct extension for the file type if you are using a Macintosh, UNIX or other
non-Windows system.

In general:

Avoid fancy formatting of all types. The contest judges your translation and writing abilities,
not your artistic skills.

Make your document plain and simple. It may not be as attractive as you might like, but it
will keep problems and file sizes to a minimum.
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Part Two: Style Conventions

For the sake of convenience and to aid in mutual understanding, Kurodahan Press turns to the

Chicago Manual of Style to answer questions as they arise. We will not always follow the

Chicago Manual's advice, but we will start there to explain what we prefer to see in print.

For information on handing uniquely Japanese situations, we refer to the style guide of

Monumenta Nipponica, which is available as a downloadable PDF from
http://monumenta.cc.sophia.ac.jp/MN_Style.html

Kurodahan Press uses American English as the basis of its own documents and most of its
publications. If a translator prefers to use a different set of spelling and usage conventions, we
will not object, but we will insist on internal consistency. Punctuation will follow American
usage as outlined in the Chicago Manual.

We also use the following general reference works as authorities: Encyclopaedia Britannica,
and for U.S. spelling, and Webster’s Third New International Dictionary (the big heavy one
that was in your school library).

We view matters of style and usage as conventions, not laws, and so we are open to reasoned
argument if a translator wishes to do something other than what we initially require. Please be
aware that "this is right" and "this is wrong" are not in themselves convincing arguments.

Representing the source language in the translation:

While Kurodahan Press normally romanizes extended vowels with macrons, people
submitting translations may have difficulty with these special characters. For that reason,
while we welcome the use of macrons or circumflexes over extended vowels, they are not
required and will not be considered when judging a submission.

Chinese, Japanese, and Korean names are given in Asian order (for example: Murakami
Haruki). Western names are given in Western order (for example: Tom Hanks). The general
principle we follow is this: we wish to represent names as they would be represented in the
source language culture. We recognize that this gets tricky sometimes, so discussion is
possible in special cases. The name of a character in a Japanese novel is not, in our view, a
special case.

Recasting passages:

Recasting is often necessary to make an original text read smoothly in English. Our goal is to
produce texts that will appeal to general readers: translations should read smoothly, and
should not attract attention to themselves in places where their original authors did not intend
to attract attention.

Allusions in the source text:

A source text will often refer to a work of art or literature, to a cultural practice, proverb,
famous place, or other aspect of common culture that readers of the original can be expected
to understand. In cases where English readers could be expected to follow the allusion, the
translation should attempt to reproduce it as closely as possible. If the source text refers to
something which would be unfamiliar to English readers, the translation should recast the
passage to retain the flavor of the original as much as possible. This may involve brief,
discreet definitions (something like: "Amaterasu, the sun goddess") or more substantial
recasting.
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Quoted titles of works in the source language:

If a work makes reference to a publication in the source language, the translator should (a)
romanize the reference if the work is not available in English translation, or (b) replace it with
a reference to the most recent published English translation. If the atmosphere conveyed by a
title, rather than the specific text being referred to, is most important to the meaning of a
passage, the translator might choose to translate the title. This applies to works of fiction
intended for general readers — specialist texts, nonfiction, and bibliographies require different
treatment.

Unusual dialects

This is a constant problem, and many attempts at dialect can be way off course. You should
try to suggest regional accents or bumpkin-ness through a few well-chosen words and phrases,
and leave most of the sentences as standard speech.

Many translators have suggested or used many different ways of doing this, but (in our
considered opinion) none of them is really successful. For example, "Them people up there"
as opposed to "those people" is preferable to "Them people uppa yonder." We want to suggest
something of the flavor of the original, but we can't slow readers down, or make them laugh
when the scene isn't funny, or (the worst) make them stop and think "that's odd." Using
prohibition-era gangster slang for a yakuza speaking Osaka dialect just doesn't work.
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Scoring scheme for Kurodahan Press Translation Prize submissions

The goals of the contest are given in the announcement as “to produce an English translation faithful to the
original, which can be read and enjoyed by someone with no specialized knowledge of Japan or Japanese.”

Scoring is broken down into three sections, all of which are left up to your individual subjective judgments.
You do not have to give any reason for your decisions; that’s why you’re jurors. This is merely a
suggestion as to one possible way of judging the entries. Be sure to read the paragraph at the very bottom,
too!

1. Translation accuracy
This part is fairly straightforward, and can be handled fairly simply by merely rating the translation as
Unsatisfactory: 0 points
Significant translation errors or Japanese-specific issues that are not explained sufficiently for the
English-only reader.
Acceptable: 5 points
No major problems, but a lot of nuances and peripheral meanings that would add depth to the work in
English have been lost in translation.
Good: 10 points
Pretty obvious.

2. Representation of the original

Probably the most subjective part of all, this is your judgment of how well the translator captured the style,
atmosphere, thrust, etc of the author. Naturally no translation will provide the same reading experience as
the original, but how close did the translator come? Do you feel that the translator has inserted too many of
his own interpretations? Or failed to reasonably convey the intent of the author?

Just go ahead and assign a point total from 0 (terrible) to 10 (superb). Again, 5 would be “acceptable,”
representing the average translator.

3. English flow

Regardless of how the translator has actually translated the work, how was the English itself? Vocabulary,
structure, readability, flavor, etc. Does it still have that “&E ;MR X with the source Japanese visible
between the lines? Does it feel like it was written in English? Perhaps all traces of Japan have been
obliterated and it could work equally well in Poughkeepsie?

Just go ahead and assign a point total from 0 (terrible) to 10 (superb). Again, 5 would be “acceptable,”

representing the average translator.

If everything works properly, this should give each work a total point count of from zero to 90 (three
jurors), which should be enough to eliminate ties.

Note on Romanization:

There are many ways to Romanize Japanese, and I don’t think we should penalize translators for using
uncommon ones. Translating XEB as Tard, Tarou, Taroh or Taro is acceptable (although I personally
prefer the first one). If the translator chooses to write Jiro instead, that’s just flat wrong.

Special note for judges who really don’t have time for all this nonsense:

The point is to try to make sure different submissions end up with different point totals. As long as that can
be accomplished, you can forget about the scoring methods describes above and just assign a single total
score of zero to ten, with ten being best. The goal is to figure out which translation is best, not eat up all
your spare time!
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Sakai-san also made this comment in a separate email, which is certainly worth
considering.
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The Golden Fields of Melk
By Takagi Nobuko

A long time ago I visited Melk by car. Back then spring was still young, and the
misty moon hung over the forests standing guard like fortresses along the banks of the
Danube. As if it did not want to be overtaken by darkness, the sky still held on to a deep
indigo hue as the low moon glided just over the top of the mountains, following my car.

I remember saying to the moon: [ will come again.

In order to fulfill my promise, I took a train from Vienna’s West Station. It was
October, a different season entirely, and the weather was clearer.

I had gotten used to traveling through Austria on my own. Last time a student
attending the University of Vienna had driven me, but I had hesitated to ask her again.
After all, I could speak to the station attendants and train staff in English, for it was easy
enough to understand the Germans when they spoke in their sister tongue. This
happened to be the case in the restaurants, hotels, and taxis I frequented too.

I arrived at Sankt Polten within forty minutes. While changing to the local train
there, I befriended an older woman with her dog, who boasted that the abbey in Melk
was the most beautiful in the world. Even the dog barked loudly, as if in agreement.

The train reached Melk station in a little less than half an hour.

Melk’s abbey was at the top of a high hill, the wide brown roof of which
complemented the surrounding boulders and greenery. The long walls under this roof
were painted in alternating yellow and white stripes, and looked as sturdy as fortress
walls. The green dome erected in the center and the two towers overlooking the Melk
River were purely decorative and rather too gaudy. The two towers were vivid with
their white and yellow walls and their green patina roofs, which flowed and curved from
the tip down toward the round clock dials on each tower, shining with golden color here
and there.

Just looking at this section gave the impression of a palace rather than a church or
abbey.

The interior itself was done up in gold and multicolored marble. Moreover, all of
the molding was done in soft, detailed curves; it was said to be the pride of Austrian
Baroque architecture.
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The architects who, during the first half of the 18" century, re-modeled this abbey
into its current form with vast amounts of gold and piety, unmistakably wanted to create
a temporal Heaven atop this hill in Melk. I could tell that it was not passionate love and
longing that inspired them, but a certain tenacious, implacably divine energy.

Last time I stood within it, a mere person overwhelmed by the golden splendor
around me, I felt drained of my sense of reality; I even remember feeling weightless at
one point. I wanted to re-experience that bodily sensation — the kind I believe the Pure
Land sect in Japan obtains through their nembutsu chanting rituals — from the magical
power of the gold.

The history of this abbey begins around the 10" century, well before becoming
resplendent with Baroque beauty. This site had been used as a fortress and the soldiers
got together and built a sanctuary right in the center of it. All the fortresses guarding
what was then a frontier district known as the Ostmark took the names of tributaries of
the Danube: Weins, Ybbs, Melk, and Krems. The most important one, by far, was Melk.

At that time the House of Babenberg ruled this country. They offered protection to
the meditating monks who established this abbey, which became a base for the
Benedictine order.

The abbey’s stewards have changed hands over time, yet it has not only continued
to be a religious center but has continued its existence as a lofty peak of theological
scholarship and art.

Of course, over the years a number of trials and tribulations assaulted Melk. One
of these was political and economic unrest due to the Reformation. Melk, hand in hand
with Vienna University, took the initiative for launching a body of monastic reforms
known as the Melk Reforms.

It was interesting that the abbey chose to side with the Council of Vienna
University instead of the Pope in Rome. As a result, relations with the Vatican
deteriorated, but this also meant that academic theory and scholarship were prioritized.

Nowadays science explains the truth of things to us, but at that time the quest for
Truth lay in understanding God’s plan. Based on that context, the new policies put forth
by the abbey combined rigorous “scholarship” and an almost modern “intelligence”.

Fires struck the abbey many times.

In a cold region, the only way you can keep yourself warm in winter is through
tending a fire. In a high-altitude place such as the abbey, there is not enough water
readily accessible. An accidental blaze, then, would pose a serious problem.
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The abbey’s scriptorium was destroyed by fire at the end of the 13™ century. The
monks sacrificed themselves in order to keep the precious hymnals and Passion plays
dating from Melk’s earlier days from being lost in the fire. Ever since that time, the
abbey has had a room devoted to preserving works of art and literature, exquisite
paintings as well as chronological records that the monks produced with great vigor, but
many of these have been lost over time.

Even more tragic was the great fire of 1736 in which the abbey built by master
architect Jakob Prandtauer — also showing off his skills as an interior decorator, mason,
and sculptor — was destroyed, the roof and all the elaborate rooms being lost to the
flames just as his great work was one step away from completion. The abbot, Berthold
Dietmayr, ordered the abbey to be rebuilt, but unfortunately he passed away before he
could see his successors’ efforts bringing forth the Baroque masterpiece that we have
today.

The two great fires caused a lot of damage but more importantly, everyone at the
abbey came to fear fire to a bizarre extent, even small, trifling ones. For instance, as
they would not use fire in their daily lives, the priests and monks always wore long
sleeved garments in order to shield themselves from the cold.

As it is located in the middle of Europe, this region tends to be cold; ice remained
in the Melk River even when I came in the springtime. Now it was autumn, and the sky
still glittered beautifully with the last remnants of the summer sun, but the temperature
had fallen to around 10 °C, casting images of a long winter into my head.

On the stone paved road in front of the town hall there was an open restaurant with
chairs and tables adorned with tablecloths set up, but there were no customers to be seen.
One of the elderly locals was nonchalantly drinking tea. He had the air of someone
taking a breather after having finished a long summer’s work, a year’s work, a lifetime’s
work. The main street was so narrow that people in the café¢ and gift shop on opposite
sides of the road could hold conversations with each other without raising their voices.

And looking down upon the road were the abbey’s two towers and green dome, as
if the whole town were under the protection of their watchful gaze.

Ascending a gentle slope, I was greeted by a beautiful gate with a circular arch
supporting a triangular roof. Ahead of me I can see another gate of the same type. The
abbey was surely within that gate, a sanctuary of learning that could not be intruded
upon, but one was allowed to enter the interior halls and apartments. Although, there
was nobody there but myself.

When I passed through the first gate, from all sides of the interior garden came the
sound of a large flock of birds fluttering away. I wanted to turn back, having disturbed
them, but I realized it wasn’t the sound of birds but rather children; dozens of children,

3
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running all at once along the stone-paved path, down the hill and past the gate. And
then I was alone again.

After watching the children go off, a priest in a black frock and a white collar
appeared before me. He seemed to be their teacher.

He approached me and greeted me with a smile. You seem astonished, his
expression seemed to say. “I am called the Wind,” he said, his eyes narrowing.

“Of course.” I smiled back at him.

“Those are the underclassmen. When they wear the white ceremonial garments we
call them the Rabbit Winds.”

Where were these “rabbits” going in their plainclothes? 1 wondered.

Without answering my question, the teacher said, “When they become
upperclassmen they become unable to run.” Behind the glasses he wore, there was a
twinkle in his eyes.

I figured certain students chosen from among that group would soon begin their
rather strict training as Benedictine monks, eventually becoming priests.

The wind died down, and in the silence that remained I began walking toward the
next gate.

It was quiet. Within the vast building were students on their way to becoming
monks. I’d heard that most of them lived in the dormitories but the atmosphere around
here seemed clear, grave, and unsullied by human breath.

Quiet solemnity is important for a religious site, Christian or Buddhist alike. My
favorite thing about this place was this very atmosphere; like finely chilled, gold-tinged
white wine, it would soak into my lungs all the way into my mind, heart, and soul. The
abbey’s chapel added to this sensation, bringing me to the point of intoxication.

There were a number of worshippers standing around but they were outnumbered
many times over by statues of human figures coated in gold leaf, looking down
nonchalantly upon us as if they were denizens of Heaven itself. Whereas things had
been astir when I first entered, everything was now settling down into silence.
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The high altar was particularly overwhelmed with gold and marble. Right above it
statues of the apostles Peter and Paul clasped hands tightly as if mourning being driven
apart; I could imagine them spurring each other on to prepare for their deaths and
martyrdom. Their entire bodies were golden. Surrounding them were figures of the Old
Testament prophets: Daniel, Jeremiah, David, and Isaiah, all of whom were also golden.
The saints and angels hanging off the walls above the high altar, almost all the way up to
the ceiling, also shined with golden color. It was enough to cause hallucinations. I
wondered to myself if the builders of this place didn’t have that as an ulterior motive.

Peter and Paul were executed on the same day. Peter was crucified upside-down
while Paul, a Roman citizen, was beheaded. The fresco above the high altar depicted a
woman shrouded in a blood-red mantle, wearing a crown of thorns, with instruments of
torture scattered at her feet. What a thing it was, I thought, for her to suffer such torture
yet rise to such heights. I could envision her blood flowing in copious amounts onto the
gold figures below.

Although it was an extravagant and showy place, I attempted to imagine the bodily
sufferings of those who died in the name of Christ until visions of people screaming in
the throes of agony arose in my mind.

In Christianity martyrs are canonized into saints, and famous churches in Europe
have preserved the bodies of certain saints as objects of worship and reverence. St.
Coloman of Stockerau, originally a pilgrim from Ireland, came here to Melk and was
hanged from an elder tree. His corpse was brought here before it could rot away, and
now his body is kept in a glass case fringed by gold, his skeleton adorned to the
maximum.

When I passed by in front of this display, I felt a bit uneasy at the thought of being
hung from an elderbush and then having my bones displayed like this, bleaching under
peoples’ stares for a thousand years.

Leaving the chapel, I walked down a long hallway illuminated by iron lanterns
suspended from its white ceilings. That these lanterns were used to light up the place
must have been a recent development in the history of the Melk abbey. They made me
think of candlelit silhouettes cast on the walls.

Ascending a stone staircase, I entered a hallway called the Emperor’s Gallery. In a
room called the Marble Hall I watched sightseers who had come in to look around
before me. A woman, carrying a backpack and holding what looked like a guidebook,
was scrutinizing the paintings on the walls.

We smiled as we passed each other. I felt relieved. Standing in the Marble Hall
and the Emperor’s Gallery, I could see that Melk held an important place in the hearts of
Austria’s rulers, such as the House of Babenburg and the House of Hapsburg. It was
simultaneously a palace, a fortress, and a place for pilgrimage and spiritual devotion.
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In the Marble Hall the Emperor would meet with the high priests; to receive
messages from God I suppose. When I moved forward a little further, I could see
windows on three sides of the room.

I emerged onto a large front semi-circular terrace.

Surrounding the town of Melk and the Melk River was a forest that, as if covered
by a flowing white veil, appeared greenish grey in the light from the sun shining
overhead. When I looked closely I could see the ebb and flow of the river as it flowed
incessantly downstream.

Then there was the abbey’s library, which outsiders were permitted to enter. It was
a change of pace from the chamber meant for the Emperor’s use. This library was even
more fascinating than the golden chapel. The reason I had wanted to return to Melk was
because I had wanted to see it again.

When I opened the thick door and entered I came into a severe and grave room, the
atmosphere of which was totally different than the chapel lined with gold.

It was a four-cornered room that stretched further towards the interior, with narrow
windows on sides and stacks of leather-bound books reaching toward the ceiling —
leaving space for the windows. The leather bindings displayed patterns and letters in
gold paint, but these were dull and subdued, having taken on centuries of age; it was like
a mountain of lifeless books.

People had taken an incredible amount of energy to copy these books all by hand. I
could imagine this room, now filled with lifeless books, flowing with that energy and
the voices, sighs and sweat belying the scribes’ efforts. Last time I stood in the center of
this room I was met with a certain sensation, a sensation that I wanted to feel again.

Just what kind of amazing things has Man attempted? It is not the kind of thing
that can be expressed in words.

Here were kept handwritten books such as the Book of Admonishments, dating from
the 9™ century, and a copied manuscript of the Vergilius, from the 10" or 11" centuries.
Copies were also made here of the commentaries of St. Jerome. There were also books
on Benedictine precepts, Scripture, legal texts, theology and, oh! Even The Life of Jesus,
by Ava of Melk, the oldest known German female poet. Two thirds of all the copied
manuscripts here appeared to date from the 15" century, but one was not allowed to
open them. Not too long ago, in 1997, Dr. Christine Glassner caused a great commotion
when she went through these latter-era medieval manuscripts and discovered a partial
copy of the epic Nibelungenlied dating from about the year 1300.
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Aside from hand-cogied manuscripts there are also examples of printed books:
1,700 dating from the 16" century, 4,500 from the 170 century, and more than 18,000
from the 18" century, when printing had increased dramatically. If you added them all
up there would be about 100,000 books kept in this library.

I could tell just by looking that the vast majority of the books were written in
German and Latin which I could not read, and I could only guess, based on my own
mental notes, that they comprised books on theology, jurisprudence, natural sciences,
and even astronomy.

And yet, the beautiful volume sitting on a display table held a force that took my
breath away. Letter by letter, each pen stroke was a splendid labor of love. I could not
understand what the passages meant. Yet like the individual letters, they too could boast
of a noble birth. Perhaps the script itself was meant to be an object of supplication?

Which reminds me, Buddhism has its own share of hand-copied manuscripts.
Regardless of their meaning or content, I suppose copying the Sutras must have been a
religious act too.

The monks who produced these manuscripts must have pursued this extraordinary
work in order to get closer to God. The 100,000 volumes housed here were the
condensed form of the monks’ prayers and devotion over hundreds of years.

Something here was sinking into my skin and filling my breaths. My own existence
held no more weight than a feather within such a history-rich atmosphere.

When I walked by the window I felt the presence of someone behind me.

As 1 slipped into the creative atmosphere that produced all these books, I felt the
person’s presence pressing on the nape of my neck. It was a presence mixed up into that
of the surrounding letters, words, and prayers piled up over the centuries, but more than
that, it was also the presence of living flesh.

I turned my head to see whoever was behind me had passed and was now making
his way back. It was an elderly gentleman clad in a brown sweater. He seemed unaware
not only of the existential gravitas of all the works piled up here, but also of a nearby
woman and a monk clad in long-hemmed garments fastened around his waist.

The man walked slowly beside the window where I was standing, his eyes raised
toward the upper part of the window. He had a round face creased by wrinkles, the skin
slouching from his chin to his neck, but I was taken aback by his eyes, which were sharp,
red and gave off an aura of sadness.



24.doc

He noticed my presence and let out a reserved smile.

This was an old building so there were only a few tall windows that let in a scant
amount of light. I must have appeared to this person as only a silhouette. From my own
vantage point, standing in the light, I could make out the individual eyelashes framing
his narrow eyes.

While once again gazing at the top part of the window, the elderly man muttered
something. I could not understand him. When I started to turn and go away from the
window he tried speaking to me again, this time in English.

“My wife is over there...”

The man was pointing to the upper part of the window as he said this.

“Your wife?”

I figured he was just a weird old man.

The monk came up to the man and shook hands with him, then withdrew into one
of the inner rooms. It seemed that the monk must have felt some affection for the man,
as if the two were friends or...

I moved away from the window and took a look at the area the man had been
looking at. There was a picture faintly painted there, patterned after a vase. Not only
had it deteriorated terribly over the centuries, the intrusive backlighting made it harder
to see.

“Is that a vase?” I asked.

“Does it look like a vase?”

“It i1s a vase.”

“Can’t you see the woman clothed in red inside it?”

I squinted until I could make out a human-like figure. “Hmm, it does look like a
person.”
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“It’s my wife.”

I felt I ought to get away from this man.

“...Everyone in this abbey says that the person depicted here is a religious scholar,
painted by Rosenschtal. But if you look closely you’ll see that it is a woman. I knew at
first glance that it was a woman and I fell in love. My, that was a long time ago...”

“But it’s a vase.”

“Well, the vase is something that Johann Burger painted a secco; he painted it over
the figure of the woman, but my wife wouldn’t stand for being snuffed out like that
which is why you can still see her figure appearing in the middle of the vase.”

“...Secco? What is that?”

“Rosenschtal painted the fresco on a wet plaster wall. The term a secco, on the
other hand, refers to a wall painting done on a dry surface. But a fresco is more durable;
you can still make out the original painting of the woman underneath that of the vase. In
a hundred years it will be the other way around, because the vase painting will flake
away from the fresco’s surface and look dull whereas now it crowds out the woman.
It’1l be such a happy moment when that happens. They tried to imprison her within that
vase but it’s no use; she’ll outlive the thing.”

“So that is your wife?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

“She’s like your own personal Madonna, then?”

“I married her. She got right down from that wall and stood here looking out the
window, just like you are now. Only the vase painting was left on the wall then. She
lived with me until she died four years ago. Then she returned there.”

As I listened to the man tell me this, the figure of the human became clearer to me.
It definitely was not a religious scholar but a woman clad in red.

“I’m the owner of this place here.”
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He took out a business card from his pocket, which held the name and location of a
restaurant.

“You’re Japanese?”

“Uh-huh.”

“You came from Vienna?”

“] took a train from West Station.”

“Then you didn’t pass through Krems. If you’d come here by car and passed
through Krems, you would’ve seen my restaurant. We have Jamek, a famous Austrian
wine. The restaurant is distinguished by a sign featuring a hooded crow.”

The business card had a picture of this “crow”. He didn’t seem like a suspicious
old man; he seemed like he was for real. I told him that I had previously come to Melk
by car via that road.

“This window here is very special. If you aren’t in any hurry, come have lunch at
my restaurant. It’s twenty minutes away by car.”

“But I’'m not a lady who jumps out of walls...”

We both laughed. I decided to trust the old man. That he walked with a cane also
played a part in putting me at ease.

We walked to the parking lot. His name was Peter, and every day he drove to Melk
to see his “wife”.

The parking lot had been built on a plaza at the top of some steps. As he struggled
up the steps with his cane, he explained that since she came back to Melk this was just
something he had to go through.

His car was a high-end German model that had been remodeled to be handicapped-
accessible.

He had looked to be about seventy in the dark library, but in the brightness of the
parking lot I could see that he was clearly older than that.

10
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“Why are we going to the restaurant today?”

“I work there whenever I feel like it. I transferred daily management of the place to
my son. [ used to be the head sommelier until my leg went bad, so I passed the baton to
him.”

My feeling of ease toward Peter grew again.

The Melk River flows into the Danube and continues flowing east. I remembered
the road that ran alongside the Danube, as well as the wall of trees lining the roadside.
Now all these trees were in the midst of shedding all their leaves, which scattered and
danced along the road’s surface. The branches of the trees that had become bare were
reflected in the river’s surface. 1 was struck by the impermanence of the tranquil
autumn scenery.

The restaurant itself was a cozy place. The front yard had been made into a parking
lot and sure enough, the crow sign was there, standing out like a sore thumb. It looked
more like a black pigeon than a crow, and it sported a grey sash wrapped about its
shoulders at an oblique angle. When I told Peter I’d never seen such a bird in Japan, he
explained that around here you could find them no matter where you were.

The mountains behind the restaurant were resplendent in golden color. It was the
leaves of the grapevines. Apparently Peter’s restaurant made its own house wine from
them. Peter noted in a low voice, “It’s more beautiful than Jamek. My son says so
himself, so there’s no doubt about that.”

I suddenly remembered my empty stomach. I had eaten a bread roll with ham on
the train, but that was it.

There were a few customers in the restaurant, who were driving on their way to
Melk. It was a small family restaurant with just five tables decorated with flowers and
white tablecloths. Lying underneath the vases, like a place mat, were the golden grape
leaves. The scent of cheese and the aroma of bread put me in a happy mood.

Peter introduced me to a young man wearing an apron. He was a big man with thin
eyes.

“This is my son.”

A strange emotion appeared written on the young chef’s face as he was being
introduced thus, narrowing his eyes in the sunlight as if looking through a distant haze.

11
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“...Did you meet the woman in the wall?”

“Yes, and he also told me how the woman is more resilient than that vase. He said
it’s his wife...”

I wanted to see some kind of kind of reaction from the chef. However he just put
out a smile as if he was used to this, and did not answer my question.

The young chef’s eyes were as black as an Arab’s and his hair was glossy. He did
not resemble Peter; he looked like someone from a foreign land. I noticed Peter stiffen a
little bit at my side. But it was all right. There seemed to be a close relationship marked
by mutual understanding between the chef and Peter.

And it was definitely true that Peter was the owner of the place.

The main course for lunch was an aromatic meuniére. White wine, herbs, and a
kind of sour apple found only in Krems imparted a thick flavor into the clean white flesh
of the fish.

Peter drizzled some grapeseed oil over his fish. He offered some to me but I
declined. It was made by pressing grape seeds so I figured it would have a bitter taste.
The bread was also homemade, and its surface was crisp while the interior retained its
moistness. The flavor made my mouth water. All of this was the young chef’s creation.

“He’s a superb chef. But he doesn’t resemble you, Peter...if anything, he
resembles the woman painted on the wall in the abbey.”

“Koko.”

The old man’s eyes relaxed.

“That’s your wife’s name?”
y

“Koko, the woman dressed in red.”

“You mean the painting of the woman in the church? Or is Koko your wife?”

12
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Having overheard us, the chef paused his work to bring over a small-framed picture
of a woman, which he set on top of the tablecloth. Then he said, “This is his wife.”

In her traditional red Tyrol garb, she looked like a common, rustic woman. This
was Peter’s wife, the chef had said. So apparently he was not Peter’s biological son. He
didn’t act like he was showing a picture of his own mother.

When Peter went up to go to the bathroom, I called the chef over and asked, “Are
you really his son?”

He just shrugged.

“Peter will probably bring you to see the grape fields. To thank him for the lunch,
please get to know him a little bit and listen to his story. For a long time Peter was the
chef in this restaurant, although I took over his duties when he lost his wife. She was a
wonderful woman who was his wife for a long time; she ended up taking care of this
place. Supposedly it was she who came up with the name “Hooded Crow”.

“What about that story of her coming out of a wall painting and then going back in
again?”

“That was a big scandal for the monastery.” As he said this, the chef’s eyes held a
mixture of mischief and mourning.

He left the table as Peter returned from the bathroom.

Peter and I left the restaurant and strolled to the back of the house where the grape
fields were.

Viewed from afar it looked like a uniformly golden colored slope, but the different
types of grape had subtly different shades of light and dark, so each section of the field
displayed a different color tone.

Some of the vines still showed bits of green mixed in between their golden leaves;
these were slightly taller than the other varieties and if you looked closely, I could see
bunches of green grapes. While they did not seem unripe, their skins were hard and firm.
On my left hand side was a lower vine that had already been harvested. Its leaves were
shriveled and just about to fall. The color of the remaining leaves was changing from
yellow to red.

Peter walked slowly with his cane, and I kept pace with him.

13
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He noted that the red grape vines’ leaves seemed to be mixed with red. He told me
all about the different kinds, and also about the flavors of the wine produced from them.

“This is where we got the grapes for the house wine we drank at lunch. This plant
is very robust so out of all the vines here it requires the least amount of attention from us.
If only the cooler winds from beyond that hill were scattering the leaves, you would see
how strong yet supple its branches are.”

“When will all the leaves have fallen?”

“In about a month, maybe. In the snow the black branches are entwined and can
tolerate cold winds. If only my wife had been so resilient...”

The path had narrowed as we started going up an incline. Going up this snaking
path gave me visions of getting lost within a golden forest.

During harvest time this path would surely be bustling with harvesters and such,
but now it was quiet. At the crossroads was a small shrine with a triangular roof and a
statue of Christ on the cross. It did not seem fitting for this golden forest. The color had
faded due to the elements, but the blood that was smeared on Christ’s face under his
crown of thorns still appeared fresh on account of the roof shielding him.

Although the path twisted and turned many times the grape vines themselves grew
in straight lines. And between them bands of verdant grass continued into the distance,
providing a path that the harvesting machines would proceed over.

It was a beautiful afternoon. Underneath the bright afternoon light, the harvested
grape vines and the vines yet to be harvested both looked like they were together in a
golden dream.

But it was too beautiful. Things that were too beautiful were intimidating. The
golden chapel in Melk was intimidating as were the gold-painted bindings on the
centuries-old books stuffing the library.

And then there was the old man strolling leisurely through these golden grape
fields...

My footfalls became slower. Were the old man’s legs really all that bad? Was his
cane just a cane? I got a sensation as if the fish I had just eaten for lunch was swimming
around in my stomach. Where were we walking? I did not speak for several minutes. |
just kept walking toward our destination.

14
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The grape trees I had seen up to that point held golden leaves but the trees we were
passing now were covered in red leaves. Peter stepped off the paved path into the field.
The grassy soil at his feet was soft, though not soft enough to be flattened out by his
shoes.

“Where are we going?”’

My voice was clearly tense, but he just kept walking.

The wall of red and golden yellow continued on both sides of me. There was a
stone wall at the dead end. There was no point in going down any further. The fish
rumbled inside my stomach. It was nice to have been treated for the meal but maybe I
got more than I bargained for? At this point was there a reason to turn back and retrace
my steps? I desperately searched for such a reason. The back of Peter’s head was shiny
with sweat.

He stopped in his tracks.

The trees in this area had been cleared away, and a bench had been put in their
place. He took a seat placing the cane between his knees, and breathed a deep, tired sigh.

I took a seat, putting a little distance between us. Having been treated for lunch, I
figured here was where I would have to repay the favor.

I could see blackened fruit underneath the red and yellow leaves on the surrounding
grape trees. The rotting fruit gave off a sickly-sweet aroma. I hadn’t noticed it while
walking, but now it was enough to make me choke. In this thick atmosphere I could not
distinguish between the smell of ripe fruit and the smell of rotten fruit, and the smell of
grass and the smell of earth mixed together until my body and head felt like they were
becoming intertwined.

“The grapes seem to be rotting, no?”

“The whole field is rotting and drying up. Look, there’s white stuff growing on
them. Wait a little longer and the red colored fruits will turn grey. That’s when they’re
at their sweetest. When they get to that point we’ll harvest them.”

Ah [ see. It’ll become a late harvest wine.

15
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“If they don’t get the rot then they won’t be as sweet.” As if he saw through my
nervousness, he started fiddling with his cane in both hands.

“So...do you always invite someone in the library, and bring them here?”

“Just women. It’s just that [ saw you standing by that window ...just the way Koko
would...and...”

“The one who slipped out of the fresco?”

“Nobody believed me. On the contrary, they’d say that the figure painted within
the vase was a man. Everyone in the abbey said that. Then they’d look at me like a
heretic being interrogated by the Inquisition.”

He pounded on the ground with the cane in his hands, and it made a dent in the
earth. His cheeks were red, and his eyes began to redden. It was that same intensity of
spirit he had flourished when we met in the library. His glance flew from the golden
field and pierced some empty space way up high.

“Perhaps...” he said to me in a low voice, “I was a monk. And that window
showed me a new world. That window...over hundreds of years it provided the monks
with a sneak peek into the outside world. Can you imagine all those monks who may
have been seduced by the woman that Rosenschtal painted? You can’t use fire in the
library, and there’s no heating apparatus either, so people would read their books by the
windows to soak up whatever heat and sunlight they could. They’d have to copy out
passages if they wanted to read them later, right by that window, since they couldn’t
take books out of the library. They would often die young from consumption due to the
cold. I too was close to death at one point. But then the woman descended from the
wall and stood by the window. It was Koko; she was wearing red. She saved me,
oh...she came to save me...”

I could feel the heavy, cool air of the library as I visualized the scene. Before my
eyes was a thin, pale-faced young man, standing by Koko at the window. He looked
tired from his ascetic training, in urgent need of some warmth, barely clinging to life,
love in his eyes. The youth’s long black cloak was fastened at the waist, with a white
hard clerical collar and a crucifix on his chest. The sight of this Benedictine monk
moved me completely, and my own insides quaked with terror as if from some looming
disaster...

“What happened then?”

As is his throat was dry, he opened his mouth slowly, deliberately.

16
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“It doesn't matter. I was together with Koko.”

“She passed away and hid herself behind the vase in that fresco?”

“But her body is sleeping here.”

“Where?”

“Here.” He pointed to the ground underneath the bench.

It felt like the wind was blowing from the bottoms of the earth. The overripe
grapes, with their sweet, moist, pungent smell, sent my body reeling.

Was I was being deceived? No, it was definitely a true story. The grape trees
adjacent to this bench were especially beautiful with their red leaves. I thought of the
fruit that would be made into late harvest wine once these leaves had just started
falling...

“That was an interesting story.”

My voice was chipped. Koko’s body underground could probably hear the sound
of my heartbeat.

A black shadow passed overhead. The shadow cast itself on the grape trees a little
ways off from us, and a bunch of leaves trembled.

As the elderly man cleared his throat, a black, long-beaked bird about the size of a
pigeon appeared from within the leaves and deftly fluttered onto the grass. It cautiously
began approaching us. Around its neck was a grey sash.

The old man quickly took a grape off one of the nearby trees and tossed it to the
bird. The hooded crow ambled over, took it in its beak and ran off.

“This tree’s fruit is especially sweet. Do you want to try some too?”

He plucked off another one. It was a mysterious specimen; a shriveled, greyish-
purple thing with half of its juice gone.

“...Here, see how it smells.”
17
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He brought it close to my nose.

Compared to fruit, it was like a living thing with a muted will. The smell of it
made me want to vomit. The offensiveness of it must have appeared written all over my
face.

Peter’s white face was suddenly closer. The grey-purple thing dangled between
Peter’s face and mine.

I tried sniffing it, then tried tasting a tiny bit of it that wasn’t covered in decaying
fungus. Just this bit wasn’t enough so I tried eating the whole thing. Rather than a
sweet flavor it left a sharp numbness at the tip of my tongue, making me wonder if it
was fermenting.

“That’s the color,” I ventured to say. “...The color of the clothing worn by the
woman in that painting, it was surely the same color as this...” I remembered it as being
a deep color of red mixed with black.

Tears began to appear in the old man’s eyes.

“Thank you very much for the meal. It was nice to meet you. You and your wife
were a lovely pair, I think.”

And that was it. I stood up and began to walk away.

He stayed on the bench and did not move.

Back at the crossroads I had come from, I once again came across the figure of
Jesus on the cross. It was as if he had been housed on the crucifix as the guardian spirit
of the fields.

What would Christ say, I wondered, to this former monk who had chosen to break
off his meditations and training to be with that woman, every time he passed by the
shrine? The young chef had said that the incident that occurred at the abbey was a big
scandal, but would not have been fitting to describe the photograph of Koko as
scandalous. She was a rural-bred woman who had the appearance of a woman who had
taken on age and become elderly.

When I returned to the restaurant, the chef had come out to see off some customers
he was friendly with.

18
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“Peter is with Koko in the grape field,” I said, and he nodded knowingly. He was
kind enough to ask the middle-aged couple getting into their car, if they could take me to
Sankt Polten.

As I got into the car, the sharp sensation from the grape still lingered on the tip of
my tongue.

Translator’s Notes

[page 79 of the text] The fire was in 1738, not 1736 as given in the text:
http://members.virtualtourist.com/m/tt/427ee/

http://austria-travel.suite101.com/article.cfm/visit melk abbey_ from vienna

[page 89 of the text] As for the vase above the window in the library, the name of
the person who painted it is given as 2 —t > 3 = % —/L; I could not find this name
anywhere in my research so I Anglicized it as “Rosenschtal”.

[page 90 of the text] Peter’s restaurant in Krems is called “T— 1 <% % 7 2>, for
which I could not find an appropriate Anglicized/German equivalent. “x ¥ £ &~
meaning “scarf” in Japanese, and “77 7 A” meaning “crow”, I settled on “The Hooded
Crow” as the restaurant’s name, as this bird is found in Austria and its name is similar to
the Japanese:

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hooded Crow
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Melk’s Golden Fields

I had visited Melk before, some time ago, by car. It was early spring then, and a milky
moon hung over the woods that loom like the walls of a fortress along the banks of the
Danube. The sky was still a pale shade of indigo, as if the dusk were hesitating to fall, and,
low on the horizon, peeking out between the mountains from time to time, the moon seemed
to slide along in pursuit of the car.

I’1l be back, I said to the moon.

It was to fulfil that promise that I was boarding a train at Vienna’s Westbahnhof. In
contrast with the last time, it was October and the air was clear.

I had grown used to travelling around Austria alone.

The last time, I had been given a lift by a Japanese girl who was studying at Vienna
University, but as I did not want to trouble her again, I decided to take the train. The staff at
the station and in the train spoke English, and I find English as spoken by German speakers
easy to understand. In restaurants and taxis too, I can get by in English.

It took 40 minutes to reach Sankt Polten. There, while I was waiting to board the local
train, I struck up a friendship with an old lady travelling with a dog. She told me proudly that
Melk Abbey was the most beautiful place in the world. Even the dog joined in with a high-
pitched yelp.

In just under 30 minutes, the local train drew into Melk station.

Perched high on a hill, Melk Abbey spreads its brown roofs against the sky, sitting like a
cloud atop the rocky outcrop with its deep green skirts.

Under the roofs, the long walls, painted with yellow and white stripes, appear as stout as
those of a fortified castle, but the green dome soaring in their centre and the two towers
facing the river Melk are superbly ornate.

The flowing lines that seemed to cascade like a cursive script down from the tips of the
two towers, gaily decked with white and yellow and topped with the dull greenish sheen of
verdigris, towards the faces of the twin clocks, glittered here and there with flashes of gold.

The facade conveys the impression of something closer to an imperial residence than a
church or a monastery, but the interior of the church, too, is decorated with a profusion of
polychrome marble and gold.

The entire structure down to the finest detail is made up of soft lines, and it is not for
nothing that Melk is described as the jewel of the Austrian baroque.

The architects who converted this church into its present form in the first half of the 18th
century truly strove to create heaven on earth on the hill of Melk with the help of a generous
amount of gold and faith. It is easy to grasp that they were fired not by the passion we call
love or sentiment but by an obsessive, driving energy.

When I first stood inside the nave, I thought that when a human being is overwhelmed
by gold, surrounded by gold, his sense of reality is drained away and even his own weight
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becomes impossible to grasp. It was the same magic power of gold that I had felt once when
passing through the Japanese Pure Land belief and longed to experience again.

Before it began to sparkle as baroque jewel, the monastery began life in the age of
fortified castles around the tenth century. Churches tended to be built where troops were
stationed. The castles that guarded the county known as the Mark were named after the
tributaries of the Danube, Enns, Ybbs, Melk, Krems, etc. , and the most imposing of them all
was Melk.

In those days, the house of Babenberg that ruled over those lands, protecting the monks
and founding monasteries, particularly favoured the Benedictine order.

Thereafter, though rulers changed and eras came and went, the monastery continued to
be protected thanks to its status as a centre of religion and to flourish as a citadel of
scholarship and the arts.

Of course, over the years, the abbey suffered many trials. One of these was the political
and economic upheaval wrought by the Reformation. Melk became the centre of a monastic
reform movement known as the Melk Reform.

Interestingly, Melk Abbey chose the humanism of the University of Vienna over the
Pope in Rome. Melk’s relationship with Rome deteriorated because it gave priority to
intellectual enquiry and the pursuit of knowledge.

Today, science sets out to explain the truth, but at that time, the pursuit of truth was to
know the teaching of God. In the midst of all that, Melk, which was able to do theoretical
research and hammer out new ideas, became a pinnacle of scholarship and stored up
“intelligence” close to that of the present day.

On a number of occasions, fires were visited upon it.

In those cold parts, they could only light fires for warmth in the winter. The wind
whipped up from the river and kindled the flames in the monastery atop the hill. Because it
was a high spot, there was not enough water. A fire started accidentally quickly became a
raging inferno.

In the great fire in the thirteenth century, the library was consumed by flames. At that
time, thanks to the monks’ self-sacrifice, some of Melk’s precious early chants and mystery
plays were rescued from destruction. From that time onwards, the monks expended much
energy on the creation of illuminated manuscripts, miniature paintings and books of hours,
but many of them ended up being lost in this way.

Still more tragically, in the great fire of 1736, a place described as one step short of
perfection, the fruit of the labour of a host of decorators, plasterers and carvers gathered
around Jakob Prandtauer, the greatest architect of his time, was engulfed by flames when the
work was almost complete, and nearly all the roofs and the decorated rooms were lost. The
abbot, Berthold Dietmayr, ordered it to be rebuilt, but died a broken-hearted man. It is to the
efforts of the Vice Abbot that we owe the flower of the Baroque we know today.

Those two great fires caused the greatest destruction, but there were frequent smaller-
scale blazes and all the monks were strangely afraid of fire.

Perhaps priests and monks wear long-skirted robes because they needed to keep out the
cold without resorting to the use of fire.
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In those chilly parts of central Europe, there had still been ice on the river Melk in early
spring. Now, it was autumn and the sky was sparkling clear like a remnant of summer, but the
temperature had already fallen as low as 10°, and you could imagine what it must be like in
the depths of winter.

In the cobbled street in front of the Rathaus, the restaurants with their cloth-covered
tables and chairs were still open but there were no longer any customers, and elderly people
from those parts were quietly drinking tea.

It was as if the summer sun were taking a breather, having finished its year’s work.

The streets of Melk were so narrow that the people at the cafes at either side of the road
could converse with one another without raising their voices.

In that town, everyone’s comings and goings were watched over by the monastery, with
its twin towers and green dome, that gazed down on the streets from on high.

As I climbed the hill, I was welcomed by a splendid gate with a round arch mounted by
a triangular portico. Another, similar gate came into view further on. No one is allowed to
enter the monks’ quarters, which lie right at the heart of the abbey, but visitors may enter the
church and a designated area that is open to the public. There were no other visitors besides
myself.

As I made to enter the first gate, there was a commotion like flocks of birds taking off
from left and right, and I flinched involuntarily. But they were children, not birds. All at once,
a dozen or so youngsters came rushing out through the gate and went clattering down the
steep, cobbled street. A priest-like figure in a black robe with a white collar, who seemed to
be a teacher, came into view after seeing the children off. He came up and greeted me,
smiling. He must have been surprised, but he said with an affable expression,

“We call them the wind!”, and narrowed his eyes.
“Indeed”. I replied with a smile.

“They are the lowest class of the high school. When they wear their white uniforms, we
call them the ‘rabbit wind’.”

Where had the “rabbits” in their uniforms gone?

“If they were the top class, they wouldn’t be running”, the teacher said, without
answering my question, and again his eyes smiled behind his spectacles.

I wondered whether there were some chosen ones among them who, after undergoing a
discipline more strict than that of a Benedictine monk, might one day make the grade as
priests.

In the quiet that set in once the “wind” had passed, I walked up to the next gate.

It was peaceful now. The great complex held many people, from the high school
students to the monks, and I had heard that many of them actually lived there in dormitories,
but the air seemed beautifully clear as if it had never been polluted by human breath.

In all religious buildings, be they Christian or Buddhist, great store is set by silence. I
love that air. Like cool white wine, it flows out of the lungs into the spirit.
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Inside the church, the white wine air and the cool feel of the gold combined to make me
drunk.

There were a few worshippers, motionless figures dotted here and there, but they were
greatly outnumbered by the gold-leaf covered statues, gazing down on me benignly from
their heavenly dwelling place.

Above the tabernacle of the marble- and gold-encrusted altar, Peter and Paul were
stretching out their hands to one another in a poignant farewell, as if they were striving to
prepare one another for death, but their entire bodies were covered in gold. Gathered around
them, the Old Testament prophets, Daniel, Elisha, David, Isaiah and their fellows, were all
golden too. Above the altar, stretching almost up to the ceiling, saints and angels all shone
with the same golden glow, so that I finally braced myself, wondering whether it was all a
deliberate scheme to dazzle the worshipper with light.

Peter and Paul were executed on the same day. Peter was crucified upside down, but, as
a Roman citizen, Paul was beheaded. In the fresco above the altar, a woman in a dark red
cloak wears a crown of thorns on her head, and instruments of torture are scattered about her
feet. It seems that it is through enduring such torture that she has soared to such heights.
Underneath the gold, there has been much flowing of blood.

For all the gorgeous splendour, in Christianity the spirit is tested by mortification of the
flesh, and human screams and pain linger wherever you turn.

Throughout Europe, saints and martyrs were worshipped and their corpses and body
parts were preserved as relics. The corpse of Saint Coloman, an Irish pilgrim who was
hanged from an elder tree, was brought to Melk in an uncorrupted state in the 11th century
and still lies there in a gold-rimmed glass case. The saint’s skeleton is venerated to this day.

As I passed in front of it, I felt a twinge of pity. On top of being hanged from an elder
tree, he had had to suffer the indignity of having his bones exposed to view for nearly a
thousand years.

I walked out of the church into a long corridor lit by iron lamps suspended from the
white ceiling.

Electric bulbs had been inserted into the lamps only quite recently in the abbey’s history.
I could imagine shadowy figures faintly silhouetted against the light of kerosene lamps and
candles.

I walked up a broad staircase and entered once more the corridor leading to the
exhibition area where the imperial apartments are displayed. Inside the Marble Hall, I saw a
tourist for the first time since I had entered the building. It was a young woman carrying a
rucksack. She was comparing the paintings on the walls with what appeared to be some
information she was holding in her hand.

As I walked past, we exchanged a smile, and I felt breathed more easily. The sight of
the imperial apartments and the Marble Hall made me realize that Melk, as a spiritual centre,
had been of great importance to Austria’s ruling dynasties, the Babenbergs and Habsburgs. It
was a place of worship and religious discipline but at the same time it had once been an
imperial residence and a fortress.

Perhaps when the emperor met a high-ranking priest in the Marble Hall, he was given a
message from God.
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When I moved on again, I suddenly felt the river breeze.
I had emerged into the far end of a huge A-shaped building.

The grey-green trees that encircle the town of Melk and its river down below swayed
constantly, breaking through the white veil of sunlight that poured down from just above their
heads. Looking closely, I could see the surface of the river moving incessantly in one
direction.

There, almost like another monastery, separate from the part built as an appendage to the
imperial apartments, was the library, which people from the outside were allowed to enter.
Even more than the church with its sparkling gold, this library is an enchanting place. One of
the reasons I had returned to Melk was that I longed to see that library again.

As I entered through the heavy doors, I was embraced by a harsh air, heavy with damp,
in striking contrast to the sparkling gold of the church.

The long, rectangular room, pierced with narrow windows to left and right, was lined
with leather-bound books right up to the ceiling. All the leather spines were inscribed with
gold letters and designs but the gold was dull and dark with the weight of several hundred
years. It was a mountain of dead books.

They had all been copied by hand, and cost enormous amounts of energy. If you thought
about it that way, far from being dead, they had stored up strength, and appeared as a mass
distilled from human voices, breath and sweat.

What was that sensation that had flooded through me when I stood in the centre of this
room the last time? I wanted to savour it again.

It was impossible to put into words.
Perhaps it was a sense of the awesome things human beings can do.

Here, there were hand-copied lesson books dating from the ninth century and copies of
Virgil’s works from the tenth and eleventh centuries. In the twelfth century, the
commentaries of Jerome were copied here. There are commentaries on the Benedictine rule,
Bibles, books of law, works of theology, and even the oldest book written by a woman in the
German language, the Life of Jesus by Lady Ava. Two thirds of all the books are said to be
from the fifteenth century, but not all their pages have ever been opened. Recently, in 1997,
a great stir was caused when Dr Christine Glasner opened a book from the late Middle Ages
and discovered that it contained a fragment of a copy of the Song of the Nibelungs dating
from around 1300.

In addition to the hand-copied manuscripts, the library also houses early printed works,
and there are 1,700 works from the 16th century, 4,500 from the 17th and as many as 18,000
from the 18th. In all, the library houses some 100,000 books and manuscripts.

I was only partially able to ascertain this with my own eyes. As I could read neither
Latin nor German, I was unable to distinguish theology from jurisprudence, geography or
astronomy, and had to rely on the explanations posted in front of the exhibits.

Nevertheless, in one of the beautiful books laid out in a display case, there dwelt a
power that took my breath away.
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Each individual letter had been written like an emblem, each quill-stroke gloriously
filled with love. I could not understand the meaning of the texts. Nevertheless, those letters
were treasures. Perhaps they were also objects of prayer.

The monks who created the manuscripts engaged in this extraordinary work in order to
be closer to God. The 100,000 or so works in that library must have held the concentrated
prayers of the monks of many centuries.

Something seemed to be seeping powerfully into my skin and my breath. In that
concentrated air, my life seemed insignificant as a feather.

I moved close to a window, and felt the presence of someone behind me.

Mingled with the oppressive feeling caused by the books, the presence of a person
exerted a pressure on the nape of my neck. Although mingled with the prayers and the works
and the letters that had piled up over the centuries, it was distinguishable as the scent of a
living body.

I turned round and saw someone pass slowly behind me and turned back towards me. It
was an old man in a brown sweater. I had been so intensely absorbed by the sensation of
dwelling in the book-lined room that I had failed to notice, but there was also another woman
in the room and a monk dressed in a long-skirted robe.

The old man came slowly towards the window where I stood and looked up at the top of
the window.

His round face was lined and his skin sagged from his chin to his neck, but his bloodshot
eyes were sharp and the sadness that flowed gently from them took me by surprise.

When he noticed me, he smiled shyly.

It was an old building with few windows. They were long and narrow in shape. Only a
little light was able to enter through them, and the man could probably see me only as a
silhouette. When he turned to face me, I could see every lash of his dazzled eyes.

Staring again at the top of the window, the old man muttered something I did not
understand. [ made to move away from the window and this time he spoke to me in English.

“...there is a woman there”.

The old man definitely said those words, pointing at the wall above the window as he
spoke.

I thought perhaps he was strange in the head.

The monk approached him and shook his hand before going out into the inner rooms. It
was apparent from the gesture that he was fond of the old man. The two of them seemed to be
friends or acquaintances.

I too moved away from the window and, following his gaze, lifted my eyes to the upper
part of the wall.
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There was an image painted there but I could not see it distinctly. It looked like a flower
vase or a pattern. Not only had it been severely ravaged by the passage of centuries, but my
sight was affected by the incoming light.

“Is that a vase...?” I said.

“Does it look like a vase?”

“It is a vase”.

“Can’t you see a woman in a red dress, behind it?”
“Yes, it does look like a person, doesn’t it?”

“It’s my wife”.

I suddenly felt the need to get away from the old man.

“... All the people in the monastery say that it is a scholar of the church community,
painted by Rosenstahl. But if you look closely, you will see that it is a woman. I immediately
recognized that it was a woman, and fell in love with her. It is very old, you know.”

“But it is a vase.”

“There is a vase, but Johann Berger painted it secco over the top of a woman. He painted
the woman out but my wife couldn’t bear to be treated in that way so she appeared from
behind the vase.”

“What do you mean by ‘secco’?”

“Rosenstahl painted his fresco on a damp wall. Secco means a wall painting painted on
to a dry wall. But the fresco was more intense. From beneath the vase painted on dry, the
fresco began to re-emerge over time, and now it has finally pushed out the vase that was on
the surface. In a few more hundred years, it will be perfectly visible again. That would
probably make her happy. The person will have finally re-emerged from the object. Even
though they tried to push her into the wall, it didn’t work.

“And that is your wife?”
“Yes, that’s right”.
“Do you see her as a sort of Madonna?”’

“I married her. She came down from the wall and I saw her from outside the window,
standing there like you are now. At that time, only the vase remained on the wall. She lived
with me, and four years ago she died. Now she has returned to her place up there.”

When I looked closely, the figure of a woman emerged clearly. Indeed, it was not a male
scholar or anything like that, but a woman in a red dress.

“I am famous around here”, the man said, and took a calling card out of his pocket.
On the card was the name of a restaurant and a map.
“Are you Japanese?”

“Yes.”
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“Have you come from Vienna?”
“I came by train from the Westbahnhof.”

“So you didn’t go through Krems. If you had come by car and passed through Krems,
you would have been bound to see my restaurant. You’ll find a wine there called Jameck. It’s
famous in Austria. It is the restaurant right next to the winery, with a sign hanging outside
that says “The Hooded Crow”. On the card, there was a picture of a crow. He seemed to be a
strange old man.

“This window is special. If you aren’t in a hurry, please come and have lunch in my
restaurant. It’s twenty minutes away by car.”

“But I didn’t come down from that wall, you know.”

We smiled at one another. I decided to trust the old man. The fact that he was carrying a
cane was somehow reassuring.

We walked to the car park. He said that his name was Peter and that he drove to Melk
every day to see his wife.

The car park was built on a square at the top of some steps. It was terrible to climb up
with a stick, he said, but because his wife had returned to Melk, there was no help for it.

In the dim library, he had looked over seventy, but in the brightly lit car park, he was
obviously older still.

“What do you do in the restaurant these days?”

“I work when I feel like it. I have handed over to my son now. He was head sommelier
for Jameck, but when my leg got bad, I passed on the baton.”

I felt increasingly comfortable with Peter.

The river Melk flows eastward into the Danube. I recognized the trees that line the road
that follows the Danube. The trees were losing their leaves and the scattered leaves were
dancing on the surface of the road. Bathed in the light reflected from the surface of the river,
visible between the gaps, the trees with their naked branches hinted at an ever unchanging,
mellow autumn landscape.

The “Hooded Crow” restaurant was a snug little place with a car park in the front garden,
but the crow on the sign was very striking. It looked more like a black dove than a crow, with
grey bands running at an angle along its back. I said that I had never seen one like it in Japan,
but Peter said that it was a very common bird in those parts.

Behind the restaurant, the entire mountainside was yellow. It was the yellow of vines. In
Peter’s restaurant, they served the wine they made themselves, he told me, adding in a low
voice,

“It is more delicious than the Jameck. That is what my son says, so it must be true.”
I suddenly remembered that I was hungry. All I had eaten was a ham roll in the train.

There were a few customers in the restaurant, and all of them seemed to have stopped
off on their way to Melk by car. The restaurant had a family touch. There were just five tables,
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covered with white cloths and decorated with flowers. The vases were placed on yellow vine
leaves. The place was cheerily redolent of fresh bread and cheese.

Peter introduced me to the young chef. He was a thin man with big eyes.
“This is my son.”

At this introduction, the chef’s eyes narrowed in his pleasant face, and a strange emotion
seemed to linger there as if he were seeing a distant haze.

“...Did you meet the woman on the wall?”

“Yes. I also heard that the woman was stronger than the flower vase. Is it true that she is
Peter’s wife?”

I was curious to see what sort of a response he would give. But he gave me a practised
smile and left my question unanswered.

The young chef’s eyes were black like an Arab’s and his hair was very shiny. He looked
as though he might be of foreign descent and did not resemble Peter at all.

I wondered a little about Peter. But after all what did it matter? There were signs that
Peter and the chef were close as if they somehow relied on one another.

It did look as though Peter might be the owner of the place.

The main course of the lunch was truite meuniere with trout from the river and a
fragrant white wine sauce. The sauce, a subtle blend of white wine and herbs and a very tart
type of apple found only around Krems, complemented the pure white flesh of the river trout
with a deliciously rich flavour.

Peter put grape oil on his trout. He encouraged me to do likewise but I declined. He told
me that it was made with pressed grape seeds and had a slightly bitter taste. The bread too
was home made. On the outside it was hard and crusty but the inside was kept soft and moist,
so that the flavour only emerged when you bit into it. The young chef had made everything
himself.

“He is a brilliant chef. But he doesn’t look like you, does he? Does he by any chance
take after the woman on the wall?”

“Coco”.

The only man’s eyes softened.

“Is that your wife’s name?”

“Coco in the red dress.”

“The woman in the painting? So your wife’s name is Coco?”

Perhaps the chef overheard our conversation. When he had a moment’s respite from his
work, he brought over a small, framed photograph of a woman and placed it on the table.

“This is his wife.”
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She was an ordinary woman with country looks, wearing not a red dress but Tyrolean
costume. The chef called him Peter’s wife. So he almost certainly was not Peter’s son. He
had not shown her to me as he might his own mother.

When Peter stood up to go to the bathroom, I called the chef over.
“Are you really his son?” I asked.
The chef just dipped his head.

“Peter will probably take you to the vineyards. Please keep him company for a while and
listen to his stories, as a way of thanking him for the lunch. Peter was chef in this restaurant
for a long time. When he lost his wife, I took over. His wife was a wonderful woman and
they kept this restaurant as a couple for years. She was the one that named it the ‘Hooded
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Crow’.
“So she came down from the wall and then went back into it?”
“It was a big scandal at that monastery.”
As he spoke, the chef’s eyes filled with mischief and sadness.
When Peter returned he moved away from the table.
Peter and I left the restaurant and set off towards the vineyards that stretched out behind.

From a distance, they were a uniform shade of yellow, but depending on the type of vine,
the intensity of the colour varied subtly, and each section presented a different hue.

Some green leaves were still mixed in with the yellow, and some of the vines were taller
than others. If you looked closely, you could make out bunches of blue grapes. They did not
look unripe but the skins were hard and tight. To the right of them was a lower row where the
harvest was already complete and the faded leaves, still clinging to the plants, were on the
verge of falling. Some of the remaining yellow leaves were turning to red.

Peter walked slowly, leaning on a stick, and I adjusted my pace to his.

He told me that there was some red pigment in the leaves of red grapes. He also
explained to me the different types of vine and how the taste of the wine depended on the
type of grape.

“This type of grape is made into the wine we drank at lunch. It is a robust vine and
doesn’t need much looking after. When a cold wind blows from that hill over there and
scatters the leaves, you can tell how strong and supple the branches are. *

“When do the rest of the leaves fall?”

“In about a month’s time. They can withstand the cold winds when the black branches
are tangled with snow. If only my wife had been as strong as that.”

The narrow way wound upwards, splitting off here and there, and the snaking paths
seemed to have lost their way in a yellow wood.

The agricultural tracks for special machinery to pass through at harvest time were quiet
too. At a fork in the way, there stood a small shrine with a triangular roof and, inside, a
statue of Christ crucified. It was somehow out of tune with the yellow woods. Wind and rain

10
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had stripped away the colours but, under the shelter of the roof, the blood flowing down from
the crown of thorns on the head of Christ had remained fresh and bright.

The path wound hither and thither but the vines were planted in straight lines. Between
them, strips of green grass stretched away into the distance. They were probably used by the
machines to harvest the grapes.

It was a beautiful afternoon. In the overgenerous afternoon light, both the vines that still
bore grapes and those already harvested spread out like a golden dream.

But it was too beautiful. Too much beauty makes us afraid. The gold of the church nave
at Melk had struck fear into me. So too had the golden spines of the books that filled the
library, burdened with its hundreds of years of history.

And now the old man who walked slowly through that golden vineyard, leaning on his
cane....

I began to lag behind.
Did the old man really have a bad leg, | wondered. And was the stick really only a stick?

I felt as if the river trout I had just eaten were swimming around in the pit of my
stomach.

How much further were we going to walk? For several moments, he was silent. He just
kept on walking towards his destination.

The vines we were walking through now, with their reddish leaves, were clearly
different from those we had seen so far.

Peter left the track and walked into the middle of the field.
“Where are we going?” I asked. My voice was bright and hard.
But he just went on walking.

To right and left and straight ahead, red and yellow rows ran on and on. In the distance,
they ran up against a stone wall. It seemed awfully far away. The trout in my stomach
wriggled harder. It had tasted good, but it might not have been very wholesome after all.
There seemed to be some reason why we could not turn back. I searched for it desperately.
The sweat shone on the back of Peter’s head.

Then he stood still.
A long bench stood in a spot where the vines had been cleared away.

He sat down with his stick between his knees and exhaled deeply as if he were a little
tired.

I sat down in turn. This had been our destination. This must have been the reason he had
asked me back for lunch.

Black grapes were visible under the red and yellow leaves of the vines around us. They
gave off a sweet, rotten smell. I had not noticed it while we walked, but it was quite stifling.
The air was heavy with the smell of ripeness or rottenness, I could not tell which, and,
mingled with the smell of grass and earth, it had seeped into my body and my complexion.

11
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“The grapes have rotted, haven’t they?”

“Bacteria get into them, and while they rot, they dry out. Do you see that whiteness? In a
little while, the red colour will have turned completely to grey. That is when they are at their
sweetest. We harvest them just at that moment.”

Aha, I thought to myself, this must be the wine they call “noble rot”.

“If they didn’t rot, they wouldn’t get sweet enough, you see.”

Maybe he noticed my tenseness, but he just played with his stick between his hands.
“Do you often invite people here when you meet them in that library?”

“Only women. When they are standing by that window... That’s how it was with Coco.”
“She came out of the picture?”

“No one believed it. They said that the person painted behind the vase was a man. All
the people inside the monastery said that. They all gave me disapproving looks like
inquisitors examining a heretic .”

He thrust the point of his stick into the ground. The stick sank into the earth. His cheeks
were flushed and his eyes suffused with blood. I felt the same power as I had when I had met
him in the library, as if something far off was stirring my heart. His gaze moved upwards
from the golden field and penetrated the empty sky.

“Perhaps one day...”
I said in a low voice.

“I was a monk. That window showed me a whole new world. For hundreds of years, that
window secretly led the monks into the outside world. Can you imagine how many monks
must have been tempted by the woman Rosenstahl painted? They weren’t allowed to use fire
in the library. There was neither heating nor candles. So to read the books they had to rely on
the faint light from the windows. They weren’t allowed to handle the books so they made
copies by the window. Many of them died young from cold and tuberculosis. I nearly died
too. Then the woman came down from the wall and stood beside me by the window. It was
Coco. At that time, Coco was wearing a red dress. She saved me. She had come to save me. “

I felt again the cool, heavy air of the monks’ library. I was Coco, standing by the
window, and before me stood a thin, pale-faced young man. My eyes filled with love as they
beheld him, barely alive, exhausted by discipline and desperately seeking human warmth.
The boy’s long black robe was tied round his waist with a cord. He wore a hard white collar
and a crucifix on his chest. That Benedictine monk moved my whole being, and I trembled
with fear at the commotion that arose inside me...

“So what happened then?”

I opened my mouth slowly as if trying to protect my dry throat.
“That’s all. I am always with Coco.”

“She died and went back to hiding behind the vase on the wall.”

“But her body is sleeping here.”
12
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“Where?”
“Here.”
He pointed to the ground under the bench.

A breeze rose from the earth. My body was deeply stirred by the luscious smell of the
sweetly rotting ripened grapes.

I felt cheated. Could the story really be true? The vine beside the bench was an
especially beautiful shade of crimson, and the noble rot was working on the fruit, now
drooping and about to fall.

“It’s an interesting story.”

My voice was hoarse. My heart was beating so hard that I thought perhaps even Coco
there in the ground could hear it.

A black shadow passed over my head. It fell upon a vine a little way off and set the
leaves aflutter.

The old man whistled and a long-beaked bird as large as a dove flew out from among
the leaves and settled on the grass. It walked towards us cautiously. On its back were the grey
hood-like stripes.

The old man immediately plucked a grape from a nearby vine and threw it down. The
hooded crow hopped towards it, picked it up and flew off.

“The fruit of that tree is especially sweet. Would you like to taste it too?”

He plucked another grape. It had lost half its juice and had shrunk to a strange greyish
purple thing.

“...smell it!” he said, holding it close to my nose.

It resembled not so much a fruit as a living thing with a quiet will concealed within. It
smelled like the breath of a living creature.

It was a lump of bewitchingly aggressive air, but it touched my face softly.

Peter’s white face was suddenly close to mine. That creature dangled between my face
and his.

I sniffed at it, then plucked another grape, this time one that was not grey with the rot
bacillus, and put it in my mouth. Not satisfied, I tried one that was rotten. The taste was not
so much sweet as sharp and left a tingling sensation on the tongue as if the fermentation had
been taking place on the vine.

“That was the colour, wasn’t it?”
I said.
“....the dress the woman in the picture was wearing really was that colour...”

I remembered it as a deep colour, a blend of red and black. Tears welled up in the old
man’s eyes.

13
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“Thank you so much for the delicious lunch. It was nice to meet you. You were a
splendid couple.”

It was all over. I stood up and walked away.
He remained seated on the bench, motionless.

At the fork, I again came upon the statue of Jesus on the cross. What would Christ have
said when the monk passed by that spot having broken his vows and chosen a woman? The
young chef had said that there had been a big scandal at the monastery, but on the photograph
Coco didn’t look like the kind of person you might call scandalous. She looked like a simple
country girl who had grown into an old woman.

When I returned to the restaurant, the young chef was just coming back after seeing off
some regular customers.

“Peter is with Coco in the vineyards”, I said.

He understood perfectly and nodded. Then I went up to an elderly couple who were just
getting into their car and asked them if they could give me a lift to Sankt Polten.

Still rolling the sharp sensation around on the tip of my tongue, I climbed into the car.

14
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Notes:

1) This is a work in progress and not intended as a finished product.

2) I have used footnotes for points that I would like to discuss with the author, editor
and/or a native speaker of Japanese.

3) I have used italics for the unspoken thoughts of the narrator, mostly from present
tense sentences in the text.

4) Lines have been left as in the original without restructuring into paragraphs; a task

for later.
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AV DA
FARD ST
Golden Acres'

I had visited Melk by car many years before. That time, it had been" early spring,
and above the forests that bordered the Danube like a fortress had hung a pale vernal
moon.

As if unwilling to sink into night, a pale indigo sky had persisted, while in its lower
reaches the moon had seemed to skate along, barely clearing the tops of the mountains,
in pursuit of the car.

“I’ll be back,” I"d told the moon.

It was to fulfill that promise that I took the train from the Westbahnhof" in Vienna.
Unlike my previous visit, it was October and the air was clear.

I was well used to travelling” alone in Austria.

Last time, I had been driven by a Japanese student attending Vienna University, but
to avoid imposing on her again I took the train this time. All the railway staff speak
English and, further, I find German-speakers’ English easy to understand. In restaurants,
hotels and taxis I' get by with only English.

#%p76

It took 40 minutes to St Polten. While waiting there for my connection to the local
train I made the acquaintance of an elderly lady with a dog, and she proudly told me
how the monastery was the most beautiful in the world. Even the dog yapped its
agreement.

The local train reached Melk in under 30 minutes.

“Stift Melk”, the Abbey, stands on a hill surrounded by cliffs and cloud-like forest,
its brown roofs spreading high into the sky.

The long walls below the roof are painted in stripes of yellow and white making it
look as sturdy as a fortress, but with the green central dome and the two decorative
towers toward the river, it is simply gorgeous.

" Alternative titles: Since /il as “field” doesn’t match the vineyards of the story, “Golden Vineyards” . But
“Golden Acres” or “Acres of Gold” would wrap in the interior of Melk Abbey with the final scene. My
preference is not to add “Melk’s” or “of Melk”.

i agreement of tense..

it T feel that using the German name gives atmosphere. How about “Stift Melk” with an explanatory
phrase for “Melk Abbey” ? I'm not sure.

" British spelling because I'm British. Easier for internal consistency. That’s all

"Text is the general “you” but this is a personal experience not a travel guide.
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The white, yellow and dark verdigris of the two towers was vivid, while the
elegant outline that ran down from the spire to curve around the clock face sparkled
with gold.

Though to see this part alone might give the impression less of a church or
monastery than of a palace, the inside of the church too consists of masses of gold and
coloured marble.

What’s more, every detail of the structure is composed of such elaborate curves

that it is often referred to as the “Jewel" of Austrian Baroque'"”.
#¥p77

The architects who rebuilt the church in the early 18th century here on the hill
above Melk undoubtedly poured huge amounts of money and faith into this attempt to
create heaven on earth. It is also very apparent that their energy sprang, not from the
ardour of love or adoration but from an obsession.

When I’d stood here before, I’d been overwhelmed by the gold, and had felt that,
when surrounded by gold, you" can lose your sense of reality, forgetting even the
weight of your own body. I'd noticed that there was a parallel here with the Buddhist
“Pure Land” philosophy, and had hoped to experience again one day the enchantment of
gold.

The Abbey’s history reached back, before it began to shine as a star of Baroque art,
to the era of 10" century forts, when, while soldiers were stationed there, a shrine was
built. The castles, built to defend these remote areas known as “Marks”, were named
after the tributaries of the Danube; Enns, Ybbs, Melk, Krems and so on, the most
important of which was Melk.

The House of Babelberg, which ruled the lands, was patron to a group of
contemplative monks and founded for them a monastery that became a centre for the
Benedictine order.

Though the rulers changed over the ages, the monastery not only maintained but
improved its standing as the peak of art and religious learning.

#%p78

Of course, the monastery at Melk was afflicted with its share of misfortunes. One
of these was the political and economic disturbance of the religious reformation. Melk
joined hands™ with the University of Vienna, pioneering monastic reforms that came to
be known as the Melk Reform.

¥ Jewel rather than Treasure.

¥i _>Rococo?

¥l You/one/a person /people?

X Need to contact the author to find out what historical event is referred to here and in the next sentence’s
“Council of Vienna” ->Constance? Or policies of VU?
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A fascinating point here is that the monastery at Melk chose the Council of Vienna®
University over the Pope in Rome. Relations with the Pope cooled but Melk valued
theory and knowledge more.

Nowadays, science provides a way to truth but in those days the search for truth
depended on a thorough knowledge of the Word of God. In that situation, pioneering a
new approach based on theory put the monastery at Melk at the cutting edge of learning
in the modern sense.

The monastery suffered a number of fires.

In this cold region there is no way to keep things warm in winter but to light a fire.
The wind, blowing up from the river, would fan the flames of the monastery on the hill.
Being high up, there was little water. A spark could lead to an inferno.

In the 13" century the library was destroyed. Some of the monks gave their lives to
save valuable early works such as hymns and Passion plays dating from the founding of
the monastery. At the time there was a scriptorium where illustrated manuscripts and
chronicles were tirelessly reproduced, but most of these were apparently lost.

#%p79

Even more catastrophic was the great fire of 1736 when, led by Jakob Prandtauer,
the greatest architect of the time, decorators, plasterers and sculptors had showed off
their skills and all but finished the building. One step before completion, flames
destroyed most of the roof and decorated rooms. Berthold Dietmeyer, the Abbot at the
time, started the rebuilding but died of despair leaving his deputy to slave over the birth
of the flower of the baroque that we know today.

These two great fires caused enormous damage, but there were also numerous
smaller fires, and the whole community had an inordinate fear of fire. The long habits
worn by the priests and monks, with their baggy sleeves, may well have been a way of
keeping warm in a world without fire.

This is a particularly cold part of Europe; when I came in the spring there was still
ice on the River Melk. Now it was autumn, and, though some summer light still
sparkled beautifully in the sky, the temperature had already dropped to around 10
degrees giving one a taste of the long winter ahead.

In the stone-paved street in front of the Town Hall stood a restaurant with lines of
chairs and cloth-covered tables but no customers, only a few elderly locals enjoying a
cup of tea.

#%p80)

Just taking a breather after the work of a summer, a year, a lifetime.

* Ditto preceding item
* I’'m reluctant to change this to Fahrenheit.. Perhaps “a mere 10 degrees above freezing”
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Even in this, the main thoroughfare, the road is so narrow the shopkeepers in the
cafes and souvenir shops can chat across the street without raising their voices. The two
towers and the dome of the abbey overlook the street; every detail of the life of the
whole town watched over, and monitored, by the monastery.

As I climbed the gentle slope I was met by a delightful gateway comprised of a
round arch under a triangular roof. I could see a similar one farther ahead. The
monastery is literally the inner sanctum and the monks’ quarters are closed to the public,
but the church and certain areas are accessible. Not that there was anyone there but me!

As I was about to pass through the first gate, a sound, as of a huge flock of birds
taking flight, burst from the courtyard to left and right, instinctively stalling me, but it
wasn’t birds; it was a flock of children. Dozens of them dashed out of the gate and
down the stone-paved hill. And then I was alone again.

After I'd watched them go, a teacher-like monk in a white-collared black habit
appeared. He came closer and greeted me with a smile. With an expression that seemed
to say, “That surprised you, didn’t it,”” he spoke.

“We call them The Breeze.”
#¥p81

His eyes wrinkled in a smile
“Very appropriate!”

I returned his smile.

“They are the juniors from the Abbey School. When they are in their white
vestments they are the Breeze of Bunnies.™”

Where had the bunnies in their civvies gone, I wondered, but this pedagogue™ left
my question unanswered.

“When they become seniors they stop running.”
Behind his glasses, his eyes twinkled again™".

Do the chosen ones among them in due course undergo the strict training of monks
of the Benedictine order and rise to become priests, I wondered.

In the silence after the passing of the breeze, I walked on to the next gate.

*i Not sure if this needs a question mark.(more below. Search for “wonder™)

*iTd like to use the German “Gymnasium” (i.e. “High School”). I don’t think “seminary” is appropriate
here as the children are not (yet) training to become monks.

*V This will have to go. I’d felt the author was referring to younger children but have since confirmed that
this “Stiftsgymnasium” is a secondary school (13 and older), Or is this acceptable artistic license?

* Pejorative word needed for OO0

“i Does the author wish to express smugness?



27.doc

It was so quiet there. This wide expanse of buildings must be full of people, from
the Abbey School students to the monks, many of whom, I hear, live in dormitories here,
but the air is clear, as if it has never been sullied with a human breath.

At religious sites, whether they be*" Christian or Buddhist, silence is carefully
preserved. It’s this atmosphere that I like. Like chilled white wine, it soaks from the
lungs into the very soul.

As I entered the church itself, the chill of the gold was added to the white wine,
and I was completely intoxicated.

#%p82

While I could make out the figures of a number of unmoving worshippers, there
were several times that number of gilt statues, and, as befit the denizens of heaven
above, they regarded me below, magnanimous and at ease. There was a stir at first but it
soon died down.

The main altar in particular was quite buried in marble and gold while above the
tabernacle St Peter and St Paul clasped each other’s hands as they lamented their
separation. I suppose they both knew they were going to die and were trying to keep
each other’s spirits up, but they were gilded from head to toe, while arranged around
them the prophets Daniel, Jeremiah, David, Isaiah and other characters from the Old
Testament were all smothered in gold. The saints and angels who were plastered on the
walls from the altar almost to the ceiling all shone with the same hue, the dazzle of
which seemed intended to bewitch, a surreptitious intent that put me on my guard.

Peter and Paul were executed on the same day: Peter, crucified with his head
downwards and Paul, a Roman citizen, beheaded. The fresco above the main altar
depicted a woman in a crimson cloak, with a crown of thorns on her head and
instruments of torture cluttered around her feet. Had she survived the torture and
managed to drag herself up there? Under all that gold there must have been blood all
over the place.

However gorgeous or magnificent it may be, there is something odd about
Christianity in how it tries to test the soul by tormenting the flesh, leaving the agonies
and anguish of human beings hanging in every corner.

#%p83

The martyr becomes a saint, and the saint’s body, or part of it, is venerated as the
patron saint of a church: It’s a pattern that has been repeated in history all over Europe.
Here in Melk, the story is of Coloman, an 11" century Irish pilgrim who was hanged
from an elder bush. His body was brought to the abbey before it had disintegrated and,
even now, lies there, a decorated skeleton in a glass case edged with gold™"™".

“Are? Is my use of “be” a feature of my dialect?
T believe the decorated skeleton(s) (which have names such as “Fred”) are not the one reputed to be
Coloman’s, which is in a sarcophagus. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Melk71 .jpg
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As I passed, I felt sorry for him. First he was hanged from a mere bush, and then
suffered the indignity of having his bones were exposed to public view for the next
thousand years.

Leaving the church, I walked down a long white corridor with iron lamps hanging
from the ceiling. The appearance of electric light bulbs in these lamps must have been a
very recent event in the long history of Melk Abbey. You™ can imagine how candles or
oil lamps must have made people’s shadows loom eerily.

Climbing some wide stone stairs, I continued on into the depths along a corridor
labelled “Emperors’ Gallery”. In the “Marble Chamber”, I came upon the first visitor I
had seen since entering the building. A young woman with a backpack was comparing
the paintings with some kind of pamphlet in her hand.

As I passed her we exchanged smiles. Phew! Nothing to worry about.

What with the “Emperors’ Gallery” and the “Marble Chamber”, you could see how
the Babenbergs and Hapsburgs, the rulers of Austria, had valued Melk as a haven. As
well as a place of worship and monastic training, it was a fortress and a palace.

*4p84

The Marble Chamber was probably where the Emperor met the higher clergy and
received the Word of God.

Proceeding a little further, I suddenly felt a wind from the river.
I had reached the very tip of that immense A-shaped building.

The town and river of Melk that rose into view and the surrounding grey-green
forests shimmered under a white veil cast by the sun almost overhead. Looking
carefully I saw the whole surface of the river shimmering off into the distance.™

Ahead, on the other side of the building from the Emperor’s chambers, lay a more
monastic sector, where outsiders were permitted access only to the Library. This library
held even more attraction for me than the glittering church. This was what had brought
me back to Melk.

Opening the heavy door, I found myself in an atmosphere quite different from the
glittering gold of the church; heavy, musty™ and oppressive.

Apart from the narrow windows, the walls of the long, rectangular room were
crammed to the ceiling with leather bound tomes. Every one of them was decorated
with gilt lettering and motifs but the gold was dull and dark under the weight of

XXii

centuries; a pile of dead books™"..

**T could ....?

* “Looking carefully...” Not understood. Must check author’s intent.
OO0 but I find it hard to believe a library could be damp or dank?
i mountain of corpses? Adding “of books” makes it ungainly.



27.doc

#%p85

Almost all were copied by hand; a huge concentration of human energy. The
thought of all that effort made me see them not as inanimate cadavers but bursting with
power, an amalgam of voices, sighs and sweat.

What was that feeling that had come over me last time I stood in the middle of this
room? I wanted to experience it again.

Put into words it doesn’t sound much™i,
It’s amazing what people will do.

Handwritten “homiliaria”*" from the 9th century, and 10th and 11th century
manuscript copies of Virgil lie here. Jerome’s “Commentaries” were copied here in the
12th century. The Holy Rule of St. Benedict, bibles, legal texts, theology; there is even
the “Life of Jesus” by Ava, the earliest female German author. Two thirds of the
transcriptions are from the 15th century, but there are pages that remain unopened.
Quite recently, in 1997, when Dr. Christine Glassner™" opened a book from the Middle
Ages, she discovered a scrap from the “Nibelungenlied” carefully hidden inside, which
caused quite an uproar at the time.

As well as manuscripts there are also early printed works known as “incunabula”,
1700 books from the 16th century, 4500 from the 17th, and from the 18th century a
surge of 18,000 volumes. In all, the library contains 100,000 books.

#%p86

Only a small portion of them were visible, and, being unable to read either German
or Latin, I just had to guess from the brief descriptions which sections were devoted to
Theology, Law, Geography or Astronomy.

But on a display stand there was one impressive manuscript that simply took my
breath away. Each letter was an illuminated emblem, each splendid pen stroke a
devotion of love. I couldn’t understand a single line, of course. But I realized how
highly writing had been valued. Words themselves were the object of devotion, I
suppose.

Which reminds me; Buddhists copy out the sutras. Not to contemplate their
meaning, mind you; the act of simply writing each character is a form of worship.

The monastic scribes, too, tackled this daunting task as a way of coming nearer to
God. Which means the 100,000 volumes here constitute the condensed prayers™" of the

il Strange sequence. Have I understood this?

¥ Need to check with author what is intended here : FIl75 Homilies? Or something else? Sermons?
Exhortations (of Enoch?)? Reprimands? Notes of censure? Penances? Catechisms? Parables? Luther’s
“Exhortations” were 16" C.

¥ Dr. ? Prof.? correct title needed. Was she a Dr. at the time?

¥ worship?
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monks of several centuries.

Something was trying to force its way into my skin, into my very breath. In this
concentrated atmosphere my life-force was as vulnerable™" as a feather.

#¥p87
As I walked toward the window I sensed someone behind me.

A presence, hidden in the pressure from the books, lay heavy on the back of my
neck. It was obscured by those centuries of accumulated letters, words and prayers, but
it was unmistakably a living, human presence.

As I turned, he was passing slowly behind me and about to turn back the way he’d
come. It was an elderly man in a brown sweater. Perhaps it was the dense atmosphere of
the books filling the room that had made me fail to notice earlier, but I realized that
there was also a woman there and, with his long sleeves tied behind him, a monk.

The old man came slowly toward the window where I stood, and looked up above
it.

His round face was deeply creased and the skin of his neck hung in wattles while
his eyes were bloodshot and poignant, flowing with such grief that I was taken aback.

He noticed my reaction and smiled politely.

It being an old building there were few windows, and what there were were tall and
narrow. There was little light, so he could only have been able to see me in silhouette.
From my position, having turned toward him, I could see every eyelash as he squinted
against the light.

Gazing again above the window, he uttered something, but I couldn’t catch it. I
went to step past him, away from the window, when he spoke again, this time in
English.

#5p88
“There is my wife...”™""

Yes, that’s what he said, pointing at the wall above the window.
“Your wife?”

He may be a bit funny in the head.

The monk came forward and shook hands with him before disappearing into a
room beyond. That reassured me of the monk’s familiarity with the man. They were
friends or at least acquaintances.

il Feeble, unresisting,?
i “That’s my wife (up there)”?
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I too stepped back from the window and cast my eyes where the old man was
looking.

There was a vague picture of a vase or some kind of emblem that I couldn’t make
out. It had probably been deteriorating for hundreds of years, and it was against the light
too.

“It’s a vase, isn’t it?”

“Does it look like a vase?”

“TItis!”

“Can’t you see the woman in red behind it?”

I screwed up my eyes and found I could see a humanlike form.
“Yes, it does look human.”

“It’s my wife.”

#%p89

I definitely need to get away from this geezer, I thought.

“Everyone in the monastery says it’s a picture of a Benedictine scholar by
Rosenstahl™. But if you look carefully you can see it’s a woman. I knew it at once and
fell in love with her. A long time ago now.”

“It’s a vase.”

“Yes, the vase. Johann Bergl painted that over her, in secco. He covered her up, but
my wife wouldn’t take that kind of treatment. She came out from behind the vase.

“What’s secco?”

“Rosenstahl painted his fresco while the plaster was still wet. Secco means painting
on dry plaster. But, the fresco was stronger. The picture beneath the secco vase is
gradually showing through. It looks ready to push the vase on the surface out of the way.
In another hundred years they’ll have completely changed places. Amusing isn’t it?
Live people are greater than objects. Even if you try and hide them in the wall, it’s no
good.”

“And, that’s your wife?”

“That’s right.”

X “Rosenstahl”?. Suspect this is a mistake for “Rottmayr” (Johann Michael Rottmayr). Can’t find real
fresco artist of this name or similar spellings, Rosental etc. Other historical figures are all confirmed by
internet research. Author’s permission to “correct” this? Or is it intentionally fictitious (because picture
doesn’t exist)?

10
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#+p90
“Your idol, is she?”

“I married her. She’d come down off the wall and was looking out of the window
where you were standing just now. There was only the vase left on the wall then. We
lived together until she died 4 years ago. Then she went back up there.”

Come to think of it, the figure did seem clearer now. Not a male scholar but a
woman in red.

“I have this little place,” he said, taking a business card from his pocket.
It showed the name of a restaurant, with a map.

“Are you Japanese?”

“Yes.”

“Come from Vienna?”

“By train from the Westbahnhoft.”

“Then you didn’t come through Krems.

“If you’d come by car you couldn’t have missed my restaurant. There’s a famous
Austrian wine here called Jamek. And right by the winery there is a restaurant with a
Hooded Crow™ on the signboard. “

#%p91

The picture of the Hooded Crow is on the business card too. Maybe he isn’t such a
dubious old gentleman after all.

I told him I had once traveled that road to Melk by car.

“This window is very special to me. If you’re not in a hurry, why not come and
have lunch at my restaurant? It’s only 20 minutes by car.”

“But I'm not the lady who came down off that wall, you know.”

Together we laughed. I decided to trust him. The fact that he used a cane was
reassuring too.

We walked to the car park. His name was Peter, and apparently he drove to Melk
every day to see his wife.

** Check with author, Is this the real Hooded Crow (Nebelkrihe, Corvus cornix) or a fictional creature?
Descriptions on pp 92 & 102 match the real bird. Is there really such a restaurant? (Can’t find one.) Does
this matter?

11
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XXX1

The car park had been constructed in a square at the top of a long™™ stairway.
When I asked if it wasn’t hard going up and down all those steps with his cane every
day, he said it couldn’t be helped because his wife had returned to Melk.

His car was an expensive German model adapted for a disabled driver.

In the gloomy library he had appeared to be about 70 years old, but here in the
bright car park he was clearly rather older.

“Who’s running the restaurant today?”
#%p92

“I work when I feel like it. I’ve handed over to my son now. He used to be head
sommelier at Jamek but my leg got bad so I passed on the baton to him.”

I started to trust him even more.

The River Melk joined the Danube and flowed east. I seemed to remember the road
beside the Danube and the trees lining the road. The trees were in the middle of
shedding their leaves, which danced all over the road. The spaces between the branches
of the bare trees were flooded with light from the river, a peaceful autumn scene that left
me with an impression that it could last forever.

The Hooded Crow was an unobtrusive building with a parking area in front, but the
signboard was certainly eye-catching. It looked more like a black pigeon than a crow,
and had a diagonal grey band running across its shoulders. I told him I’d never seen one
in Japan and he explained that you could see them all over the place around there.

Behind the restaurant the whole hill was solid yellow. Grape vine leaves, they were.
At the restaurant they serve their own wine, he told me, adding in a whisper,

“And it’s better than Jamek. My son says so, so there’s no doubt about it.

Suddenly I felt hungry. I hadn’t eaten anything since that single Semmel roll with
ham in the train.

4p93

There were several parties of customers in the restaurant who all seemed to be
stopping in during a drive to Melk. Flowers and white tablecloths decorated the five
tables, giving it a homely atmosphere. The mats under the vases were yellow grape
leaves. The aroma of bread and the smell of cheese made me feel blissful.

Peter introduced the young chef in his apron, a thin man with large eyes.
“This is my son.”

At this introduction, a strange emotion seemed to flood the chef’s face, his eyes

i Not in text but it IS long. Not just a few steps.

12
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XXXil

narrowing in the sunshine as if peering into a far off mirage
“Did you meet the lady on the wall?”

“Yes, and I heard about how she is stronger than the vase. Peter told me she’s his
wife.”

I wanted to see his reaction, but he had already switched back to his business smile
and wouldn’t be drawn.

The young chef’s eyes were dark and Arabic while his hair was glossy. He didn’t
resemble Peter in the least; in fact he looked distinctly foreign.

I started to have slight reservations about Peter. Not that the chef’s looks were any
of my business. There was an air of closeness between them, a sense of mutual trust and
forgiveness. It seemed that Peter really was the owner.

p04

The main course for lunch was a savoury trout meuniere with a white wine
sauce™™. The wine and herbs, carefully mixed with a sharp kind of apple available only
in the Krems area, gave the immaculate white trout a rich flavour.

Peter sprinkled grapeseed oil on his trout. He offered me some too, but I declined.
Apparently it’s squeezed from the grape seeds and is slightly bitter. The bread, with a
crispy crust and moist inside, was home-baked and the more I chewed it the better it
tasted. All made by the young chef, he told me.

“He’s a wonderful chef, isn’t he? But he doesn’t look like you, Peter. He must take
after the lady on the wall.”

“Coco.”

The old man’s eyes went slack.
“Your wife’s name?”
“Crimson Coco.”™™"

“The woman in the picture? Or do you mean Coco is your wife?”

Perhaps overhearing this exchange, the chef, whose work was almost done, came
over with a small, framed photo of a woman, placed it on the tablecloth and spoke.

“This is his wife.”

4p95

i Strictly, “heat haze”.
T wonder what this refers to. Is there a “proper” term for it?
¥ Unsatisfactory. Needs more thought. “Coco in red.” ?

13
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Not a lady in red™, but an ordinary country girl in a Tyrolean costume. The chef
had said “his wife.” So he was obviously not really Peter’s son. This wasn’t how you’d
show someone a picture of your mother.

When Peter excused himself for a moment, I called the chef and asked him,
“Are you really his son?”
The chef just ducked his head.

“Peter will probably take you to the vineyards. If you don’t mind, keep him
company and listen to his story. Think of it is as in return for lunch. He was the chef of
this restaurant for many years. I took over when he lost his wife. She was a wonderful
woman and together they kept the “Hooded Crow” running for a long time. I believe it
was his wife who chose the name.”

“She came down off the wall, and went back to it, is that right?”
“It was quite a scandal at the Abbey.”

As he said this, I saw in his eyes a mixture of mischief and mercy.
#+p96

Peter returned from the bathroom, so the chef left the table.

Peter and I left the restaurant and went for a walk in the vineyards that lay behind
it.

From a distance, the hillside had appeared simply yellow, but each variety of vine
had its own particular shade, so every sector of the vineyard was a different colour.

The vines that still showed green among the yellow leaves were slightly taller than
the rest and a close look showed bunches of green grapes still hanging there. They
didn’t look unripe but the skins were firm and tough.

The vines to the left were strung lower, but there the harvest was over and what
leaves were left were ready to fall. These remaining leaves had turned red in parts.

Peter pottered along with his cane while I matched his pace.

According to him, the leaves with red parts were from the red grapes. He told me
about all the varieties. And about the flavour of the wine from each.

“This vine here’s the one that the house wine we had at lunch comes from. It’s
really tough so it doesn’t take much work. Soon there’ll be a cold wind blowing from
beyond that hill over there, taking all the leaves off. Then you’ll see how tough and
flexible they are.”

PV “No scarlet woman, just an ordinary....”

14
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“When do the last leaves drop?”

“Another month or so. The black branches huddle up together™** under the snow
and resist the cold wind. If only my wife had been as tough.”

#%p97

The narrow track divided repeatedly as it climbed the slope. The windings gave an
illusion of being lost in a forest of yellow. These lanes, which during the harvest season
must be busy with agricultural vehicles, were quiet now. At the junctions were small
shrines with statues of the Crucifixion under a triangular roof. They seemed quite out of
place in this yellow forest. Wind and weather had worn the colours off, but thanks to the
protection of the roof the blood on Christ’s head under its crown of thorns remained
fresh and raw.

Even thought the path wound in and out, the vines were planted in straight rows.
And between the rows a fresh green belt of turf ran off into the distance. I guess that’s
where the harvesting machines run.

It was a beautiful afternoon. Under a surfeit of afternoon light, fruit laden vines
and harvested ones alike shared a golden dream.

But it’s just too beautiful. An excess of beauty is disturbing. The gold of the church
at Melk was macabre, and the gilded bindings that filled the centuries old library were
sinister too. And, tottering with his cane through this golden vineyard, this old man
too.....

My feet slowed.
#%p0g
Does he really have a bad leg? Is that just a cane?

My recently consumed trout seemed to be swimming around at the bottom of my
stomach.

How far are we going to walk? He hasn’t said a word for the last few minutes. Just
keeps on walking wherever it is he is heading.

Here the vines were of a kind I hadn’t seen before, with reddish leaves that were
obviously different.

Peter steps off the surfaced road into the rows. The ground is soft with grass but not
deep enough to cover the shoes.

“How far are we going?”

My voice is bright and quavery.

i Need to check. Does this mean that people actively bundle the branches together or that it happens
naturally?

15
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He keeps on walking.
On left and right the walls of red and yellow stretched ahead.

At the end there is a stone wall. It’s so far away. Isn’t it just a bit too far? My trout
flipped again. I’d been grateful for the free lunch, but now remembered that there is no
such thing. But, to turn back now demanded a good reason. I frantically thought of
excuses. Sweat shone on the back of Peter’s head.

He stopped.
#%p99
The vines had been cut back here, leaving room for a long bench.

He sat down with the cane between his knees and heaved a deep breath of
exhaustion.

I too sat down, leaving a space for one more between us. So, this is where he
wanted to bring me. This is where I have to pay for my lunch.

Beneath the red and yellow leaves of the vines around us I could see the black fruit.
A sweet smell suggested they had started to decay. I hadn’t noticed while we were
walking, but now it was stifling. Along with the smell of the grass and soil, the
overwhelming odour, which I could no longer distinguish as being ripe or rotten, began
to wrap itself around my face and body.

“These grapes are overripe, aren’t they?”

“ Mmmm,.... The mould gets in and we let them decay as they dry. Look. Can you
see this white stuff on them? Before long the red will change to grey. That’s when they
are at their sweetest. That’s when we harvest them.”

Ah, I see; this is the famous “noble rot”.
“So they don’t become sweet until they decompose, then?”

I was afraid he had detected my anxiety, but he just fiddled with his cane in his
hands.

“Do you often invite people at the library and bring them up here?”

**p100

“Only women...... if they are standing at that window...... like Coco was....”
“And she came out of the picture?”

“And nobody believed me. Even worse, they insisted that the figure behind the
vase was male. Everyone in the Abbey said so. It was like being sent to the Spanish
Inquisition.”
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He thumped the tip of his cane on the ground. It sank in. His cheeks were flushed
and his eyes bloodshot. It was as formidable a sight as when I’d met him in the library.
His gaze soared out of the golden vineyard, stabbing through the thin air into
eternity. "

“....Er...maylask..”

“I was a monk. That window taught me about a new world. Over the centuries that
window has secretly led monks to the outside world. Can you imagine how many
monks that woman in red has tempted? No fire is allowed in the library. No heating, no
candlesticks. That’s why everyone had to read by the long narrow beams of light from
those windows. Books can’t be removed from the library so transcriptions were made
right there by the windows, too. Many of them died young from the cold or from T.B. I
was almost dead myself. That’s when she came down from the wall and stood beside
the window. It was Coco. She was wearing red that time. I was saved™"". She came and
saved my life.”

#5101

The cold, heavy air of the monastery library comes back to me. I am Coco by the
window, and before me stands a starved and pale-faced lad exhausted by the day’s
austerities, hoping against hope for some human warmth, on his last legs, and in love.

The youth’s long black habit is tied around his waist with a cord, his collar white
and stiff, and on his chest hangs a crucifix. This Benedictine monk seems thrilled™™ by
my body while the unaccustomed changes occurring within his own make him shiver
with fear....

“So, what ... happened .. next?”
I said each word deliberately, favouring my dry throat.
“Nothing. I’ve been with Coco ever since.”

“And after she passed away, she went back to being hidden behind the vase on that
wall.”

“But her body is still resting here.”

“Where?”

“Here,” he said, pointing at the ground beneath the bench.
**p102

A wind wafted up from the depths of the earth. The mellow fragrance of those

“UDon’t honestly understand this: D% & Z2va < ICIR D EILCTWD L 9H7RHEH

iy B 3By > 72 God help me/Thank God!
X «“Moved” doesn’t seem right. Japanese understatement?
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grapes, over-ripe and sweetly decayed, made me reel.

He’s having me on. No, it’s probably all true. The vines beside this bench are a
particularly attractive red and the noble rot has gone so far that the fruit seem about to
drop”.

“A fascinating story!”

My voice had become hoarse. My heart was beating loudly enough for Coco to
hear it beneath the ground.

A dark shadow passed over my head. It dropped into the vines a short way off and
a few leaves shook.

The old man clucked and from between the leaves appeared a bird the size of a
pigeon, black, with a long beak, which nimbly alighted on the grass. Then it cautiously
approached us. Around its shoulders it wore a grey hood. The old man immediately
plucked a single grape from the closest vine and threw it. The hooded crow walked
forward, picked it up and dashed off.

“The grapes on this vine are especially sweet. Try one.”

He plucked a fresh bunch. With half the juice gone, withered and grey, they were
weird.

**p103
“This is the smell. Try it,” he said, bringing them near my nose.

Rather than just fruit they seemed alive, with a quiet will of their own. I could
smell the breath of something alive. An amorously aggressive™ puff of air alighted on
my face.

Peter’s pale face was up close. That creature was hanging between his face and
mine.

Checking with my nose, I chose a grape without any mould on it and popped it in
my mouth. Unsatisfied with that, I tried another one, which had started to go off. Instead
of sweetness it left a sharp tingle on the tip of my tongue as if it had started to ferment
while still on the tree.

“This is the colour, isn’t it?” I confirmed. “The clothes she was wearing in the
picture. They were this colour, I'm sure.”

I recalled that it was a deep shade that could be taken either for red or for black.
There were tears welling in the old man’s eyes.

“Thank you for lunch. It was very nice to meet you. You make a wonderful

"I_My guess is that the author intends to imply that the smell is that of Coco’s body.
I Aggressively amorous?
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couple.”
I could stand no more. I stood up and started walking.
**p104
He stayed sitting on the bench, immobile.

Where I met the road we’d come on, I found another Crucifixion. Guardian spirits
of the vineyards.

I wonder what Christ has to say, every time he passes, to that ex-monk who was
broken by his ascetic training and chose a woman instead. The young chef said there
was a furore at the monastery but the Coco in the photo didn’t look the least bit
scandalous. It was just the figure of an unremarkable country girl grown into an old
woman.

When I got back to the restaurant, the chef was just seeing off some familiar
customers.

“Peter’s in the vineyard with Coco,” 1 called, and he nodded his complete
understanding. Then he asked the middle-aged couple, who were just getting into their
car, to take me as far as St Polten.

Still rolling that sharp tang around with the tip of my tongue, I got into the car.
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The Golden Fields of Melk
by Takagi Nobuko

I once visited Melk Abbey in Vienna, Austria, by car. This was a very long time ago.
The season of year was early spring, and a white, pale moon hung over the endless forests
which stretched like a fortress along the banks of the Danube River.

The sky was still tinged a light mazarine blue, as if hesitating to plunge fully into dusk.
Low in that sky, just above the tops of the mountains, the moon followed the car, sliding
along after it.

“I'll come back again someday,” I said to the moon.

It was in order to keep that promise that I boarded a train from Vienna West Railway
Station.  Although I had first visited Melk Abbey in the early spring, this time it was October,
and the air was limpid and clear.

I was used to traveling alone in Austria.

My previous visit to Melk Abbey had been courtesy of a Japanese woman studying at the
University of Vienna who had taken me to the monastery in her car. But I decided to take
the train this time, hesitant to ask her to drive me all the way to Melk again. The station
attendants and the staff on the train could all speak English—and the English spoken by
native speakers of German is the easiest English to understand. One could get by in English
not only on the train, but also at restaurants and hotels, and even in taxis.

Our train arrived in the city of Sankt Pdlten in forty minutes. While I was waiting in
Sankt Polten to transfer to the local train, I made the acquaintance of an old woman with a
dog who boasted that Melk Abbey was the most beautiful monastery in the entire world.
Even the dog barked stridently.

The local train took just under thirty minutes to get to Melk Station.

Melk Abbey is perched on a tall bluff, from which it looks down like a cloud upon
boulders and the deep green of the forest, its bistre roof spreading high into the sky.

This roof sits atop long walls striped vertically in yellow and white, which by themselves
make the monastery look as solid as a mountain citadel. But the green dome which rises out
of the center of the stronghold, and the two steeples which stand facing the Melk River, are
decorations which citadels do not possess, and they lend the abbey an altogether ornate, even
florid, air.

The two steeples are vibrant in white and yellow and antique verdigris; the architectural
line which unfurls along the rotund bulges of the byzantine steeple domes down to the
numbers of the clock faces which adorn the structures sparkles here and there with a golden
hue.

If one were to look only at this section of the complex, one would be left with the
impression of a palace, perhaps, rather than a church or a monastery; moving into the interior
of the church, though, one finds even more sumptuous design, as the church itself is lavishly
appointed in multi-colored marble and in gold.

Even the smallest details of the molding are wrought in gentle curves, such that Melk
Abbey is known as the crown jewel of Austrian Baroque architecture.
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Undoubtedly, the architects who carried out the redesign of this church in the first half of
the seventeenth century, enduing it with the form we see today, were attempting to convert
vast reserves of faith—and enormous sums of money—into a heaven on Earth right on top of
the rocky crag in Melk. The buildings are suffused with an unmistakable energy, not of
passion born of love and aspiration, but of implacable tenacity.

When I last stood in this spot at Melk Abbey, I had been overwhelmed by the color of
gold. When human beings are drawn into spaces surrounded by gold, they lose their sense
of reality; I remember, for the moment, no longer feeling even the weight of my own body.
I thought that this feeling must have been the same which ran through the Japanese school of
Pure Land Buddhism, which promised salvation to all who believed fervently enough. I
wanted to experience this transporting power of the color of gold once again.

Melk Abbey has a history stretching back before it assumed the mantle of being one of the
shining lights of Baroque aesthetics. This history begins around the tenth century, when
what is now a monastery was used as a fortress, with troops garrisoned in the central building
and a chapel built thereafter. The fortresses which guarded over the frontier region known
then as Mark were named after tributaries of the Danube, such as Enns, Ybbs, Melk and
Krems. Of these, the most important fortress was that at Melk.

It was the House of Babenberg, which controlled the region at the time, that acted as
protective patron to contemplative monks, establishing a monastery here as a base for the
Benedictine Order of monastic life.

Thereafter, the monastery not only preserved its status as a religious center despite
changes in rulers across the ages, but also as a prominent locus of the arts and of scholarship,
especially theology.

It goes without saying, though, that the years brought with them any number of ordeals
and tribulations for Melk Abbey, among them the political and economic unrest surrounding
the period of religious reformation. The monastery at Melk formed a partnership with the
University of Vienna and placed itself at the forefront of these religious reforms, becoming
the starting point of a monastic revolution which came to be known as the Melk Reform
Movement.

It is interesting to note that, at the time of these reformations, the Melk monastery elected
to follow the theory of ecumenical conciliarity, set forth by scholars at the University of
Vienna, over the bulls and edicts of the popes in Rome. Because of this choice, although the
monastery's relations with Rome worsened, it nevertheless began to place a premium upon
theory, or, in other words, upon scholarship.

Today we look to science to explain the truth, but during the Middle Ages the pursuit of
truth was a matter of divining the mind of God. Melk Abbey, which was able to give birth
to new paths and policies in light of theory amidst this atmosphere of singular focus upon
theology, was at the vanguard of “learning,” and became a gathering place for a “knowledge”
which was closely akin to the way we conceive of “knowledge” in the modern world.

The monastery has been the scene of countless blazes throughout its long history.

In these frigid regions, the only way to warm a building is to light a fire inside of it. But
the winds blowing over the bluff from the river below fan the flames, and there is little water
to be drawn from the ground at such a high elevation. Even a wisp of carelessness can lead
to a fiery disaster, and did, in fact, on many occasions.

The abbey library was destroyed in a fire at the end of the thirteenth century, but a self-
sacrificing monk saved valuable artifacts such as early Melkian hymns and Easter plays from
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the flames. Ever since then, the monastery has had an arts and literature room, where monks
have tirelessly created miniature paintings, historical chronicles and other works. But we are
told that most of these items have been lost.

Even more tragic was the inferno of 1736. The fruits of the labor of Jacob Prandtauer,
the greatest architect of his day, along with the work of ornamentalists, plasterers, carvers and
other artisans, had all been brought to the verge of triumphant completion, but just before the
final stroke of the masters' tools the flames again swept through the complex, and nearly the
entire roof and decoration room were consumed in the blaze. Berthold Dietmayr, the abbot
at the time, vowed to rebuild in the wake of the disaster, but he died, broken-hearted at the
loss, before work could be started again. It was through the efforts of the assistant abbot that
the “Flower of the Baroque Age” that we see today finally came into existence.

While these two catastrophes inflicted an extraordinary amount of damage to the complex,
an untold number of smaller fires has instilled in all at Melk Abbey what might even be
termed a morbid fear of fire.

I wondered if the priests and monks wore long robes with full, flowing sleeves to keep out
the cold in an abbey which had eschewed the use of flame.

The region in which Melk Abbey is situated is particularly cold even for Central Europe;
when spring comes, it finds the Melk River still covered in a thick sheet of ice. My visit was
in the fall, with the faint afterglow of summer still flickering beautifully in the sky, but the
temperature had already dropped to around ten degrees Celsius, and a long, cold winter was
expected to arrive soon.

There were restaurants open along the cobblestone street in front of the city hall, with
chairs and tablecloth-covered tables lining the way, but there were no customers to be seen,
except for some local elderly folk leisurely sipping tea. The entire scene had an air of people
taking a break after finishing work—for the summer, for the year, or perhaps for their entire
lives.

Even on the main avenue, the people in the cafés and souvenir shops on both sides of the
street kept their voices low and their conversations private.

The two steeples and the green dome of the abbey looked down upon the goings-on of the
avenue; in this town, it was the monastery that watched over everyone in their daily lives—
protecting them and observing what they did.

Walking up a gentle slope, I was greeted by a beautiful gate consisting of a round arch on
which was perched a triangular roof. 1 could see similar gates up ahead of me. The
monastery itself was in the very center of the compound, and the area where the monks lived
and worshiped was off-limits to visitors, who were permitted only into the church chapel and
certain other designated sections. The grounds were completely empty—there wasn't
another soul in sight.

Just as I was passing through the first gate, I heard what sounded like the fluttering of a
flock of birds taking flight and shrunk back, startled. The sound was not that of birds,
though, but of children. Dozens of children were running at full tilt through the gate and
down the cobblestoned slope I had just climbed. When they had gone, I was alone again.

But after the children had disappeared out of sight, I caught sight of someone else, a man
dressed in black and wearing a white collar who appeared to be a priest. He approached me
and greeted me with a smile which seemed to ask playfully, 'All those children surprised you
a bit, didn't they?'

“I call them 'the wind',” he said, narrowing his eyes.
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“Indeed, that's just what they remind one of,” I replied, returning his smile.

“They're in the lower class of the Gymnasium,” the priest went on. “When they're in
their formal white uniforms, I call them 'the rabbit wind'.”

I wondered aloud where the uniformed band of rabbits had scampered off to, but the priest
did not answer my question, instead replying with, “They no longer run around when they get
to be upper-classmen.” Behind his glasses, his eyes again lit up with laughter.

Perhaps, in the past, those chosen from among the other students went on to even stricter
training as Benedictine monks, eventually working their way up to being ordained as priests.

I continued on to the next gate in the tangible silence that followed after the 'wind' had
blown down the sloped street.

All was quiet. I had heard that the vast grounds were home to many people, from
Gymnasium students to monks, who spent most of their lives indoors; the air around was
placid, as though unsullied by the breath of mere mortals.

Silence is treasured in places of religious worship, whether Christian or Buddhist. It is
this air of silence that I love. Like chilled white wine, the air passes through one's lungs and
seeps directly into the spirit.

The church chapel left me reeling, intoxicated by the same white wine to which had been
added another element of crisp, golden coolness.

Although there were a number of motionless believers, there were several times more
gold-plated statues of human figures calmly and serenely watching over me as if from their
respective abodes in Heaven. The chapel had been astir with noise at first, but had now
settled back into silence.

The main altar, in particular, was covered over in marble and gold; above the tabernacle,
Sts. Peter and Paul were shown joining hands, sorrowfully bidding one another farewell.
They seemed to be offering encouragement to one another, as the scene depicted was that just
prior to their execution, when both had accepted their fates and were prepared to die. St.
Peter and St. Paul were completely done over in gold, as were the various prophets and Old
Testament figures arrayed around them, such as Daniel, Jeremiah, David and Isaiah. The
other saints and angels spread above the altar just below the ceiling were also made of
sparkling gold, and I caught myself becoming wary of what seemed to be a secret plot on the
part of the designers to dazzle visitors with coruscating light.

Sts. Peter and Paul were both executed on the same day—St. Peter was crucified upside-
down, while St. Paul, as a Roman citizen, was beheaded. There was a woman in a deep red
mantle drawn in fresco above the altar who wore on her head a crown of thorns, and about
whose feet there lay scattered the cast-off instruments of torture. Perhaps it was through her
endurance of torture that she had been able to attain such heights; under the gold leaf, there
flowed a spectacular amount of blood.

However aureate and lavishly-appointed it may outwardly appear, there are elements of
Christianity in which the fleshly body is abused in order to test the spirit. Screams and cries
of human suffering can be heard in every corner of the created world.

The history of all Europe is filled with examples of martyrs being canonized as saints, and
of these saints' bones and flesh being venerated as belonging to the patron saint of a particular
church. The church at Melk is no exception—in the eleventh century, the partially-
decomposed body of St. Coloman, an Irish pilgrim who was executed by having been
strangled to death with a red-berried elder bush, was carried into the church. Even today, St.
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Coloman's bleached-white bones, draped over in decorative garb, lie at rest in a glass case
framed in gold.

As I passed before his coffin, I felt a bit sorry for him. Not only was the life choked out
of him with a red-berried elder bush, but he also had to suffer the indignity of having his
bones on public display for a thousand years.

Upon coming out of the chapel, I left the cover of a white plaster ceiling and walked down
a long hallway from whose ceiling hung iron lighting fixtures. It seemed to have been only
very recently in the history of Melk Abbey that these lights had been outfitted with electric
bulbs. I reflected on how the light from candles or lamp oil must have cast hardly more than
vague shadows on the walls of people passing by.

Climbing a wide stone staircase, I then proceeded further into the interior of an exhibition
room hallway whose name was given as the “Emperor's Chamber.” It was upon entering the
marble room that I saw the first tourist at Melk Abbey other than myself, a young woman
carrying a backpack and holding what appeared to be documents, comparing them with the
pictures on the building walls.

We exchanged smiles as we passed one another, and I breathed a small sigh of relief.
Whether one spoke of the Emperor's Chamber or of marble rooms, it was clear that the ruling
families of Austria such as the House of Babenberg and the House of Hapsburg cherished
Melk Abbey as their spiritual base and headquarters. While Melk Abbey was a place of
worship and religious discipline, it was also a fortress, a royal palace.

Perhaps the Emperor's Chamber was the room wherein the emperor met with the highest-
ranking members of the clergy, who conveyed to the sovereign messages from God Himself.

Walking further, I was suddenly aware of the breeze blowing off of the river.

I had come out at the very tip of an enormous building constructed in the shape of the
letter “A”. The town of Melk that had risen up, and the Melk River, and the greenish-gray
trees which closed them both in, were swaying to and fro, covered in the white veil of the sun
which shone almost directly overhead. Looking carefully, one could see the surface of the
river moving on endlessly downstream.

Farther on, in the actual monastery-looking areas which stood separate from the areas
interconnected with the rooms that had been built for the emperor, the library was the only
building which was open to the public. This library was even more captivating than the
chapel which glimmered in gold, and was also the reason why I had longed to visit Melk once
more.

Opening the thick library door, I entered a room filled with heavy, damp and oppressive
air, exactly the opposite of the shining, golden atmosphere of the chapel I had just come from.

The library was a square room which continued on deep into the distance; apart from the
narrow windows which were arranged down the left and right of the room, the walls were
covered, ceiling to floor, with leather bound books. Although all of the volumes were
decorated in gold-leaf lettering and designs, the gold was dark and dull, smothered by the
weight of hundreds and hundreds of years' worth of time. I was inside of a mountain of
book corpses.

These books were actually stockpiles of human energy, as almost every single volume had
been copied out by hand. When I thought about it this way, the books were anything but
corpses—indeed, they were concentrated products of human labor, full of power, and alive
with voices, sighs and sweat.
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Whatever that feeling had been—what had it been?—that I had felt the last time I had
stood in the middle of this room, I wanted to feel it again.

If I were to be asked to put that sensation into words, I wouldn't be able to do it.
Human beings are capable of truly remarkable things.

The library contains the handwritten “Books of Admonitions,” written during the ninth
century and after, as well as hand-copied editions of Virgil's works from the tenth and
eleventh centuries. And it was here that St. Jerome's Vulgate was copied. The Rule of St.
Benedict, the Bible, legal documents of all kinds, works of theology, and, indeed, the “Life of
Jesus” of Frau Ava, held to be the oldest work of literature written by a woman in the German
language, are all here. Although it is supposed that two-thirds of all of the hand-copied
volumes are from the fifteenth century, it is by no means the case that every page of every
book has been opened and examined. It was only recently—as recently as 1997, in fact—
that Dr. Christine Glassner opened a hand-copied book here from the late Middle Ages and
discovered a fragment of The Song of the Nibelungs tucked neatly inside, a find which caused
quite a stir among researchers and historians.

In addition to hand-copied tomes, there are also old editions, or books from first printing
runs—there are 1,700 such books from the sixteenth century in the Melk Abbey library, 4,500
from the seventeenth century, and 18,000 from the eighteenth century, when the number of
old edition books increased dramatically. In total, there are 100,000 volumes stored here.

Only a small fraction of these books are visible, though—and as I can't read either
German or Latin, I couldn't even tell whether the books that I could see were on the subject of
theology, or law, or perhaps geography or astronomy. All I could do was look at the
modestly-written explanatory sheet and try to guess which book was on which topic.

But there was one hand-copied book laid open on a display table that was so beautiful and
so stunningly overpowering that it took my breath away. Each letter of the text was like a
miniature emblem in and of itself; the words had been drawn—for “drawn” is the right
expression—with such loving care as to make even the pen strokes themselves beautiful in
their own right. I had no idea what the text was about. But the beauty of the book spoke of
how precious a thing writing and words were to the people who copied and cherished these
books. Perhaps the words themselves were objects of devoted prayer.

I was reminded of the Buddhist sutras. Religion is to be found not in asking what the
words mean, but in copying them out carefully, painstakingly, reverently.

The monks who copied out the books in the Melk Abbey library engaged in their
prodigious labor in order to come closer to God. If we believe this to be true, then the
100,000 volumes in the library where I stood represented the condensed prayers of monks
who had been engaged in this work for hundreds and hundreds of years.

There was something trying to force its way into my skin, into my breathing. My own
life was a fleeting, transient feather amid the dense atmosphere of the place...

When I walked over to the window, I felt the presence of another person at my back.

The books were pressing down with an overwhelming weight, and I felt someone's
presence with the nape of my neck. Although I was indeed wrapped up in the centuries'
worth of accumulated letters, words and prayers, there was no mistaking that the presence I
felt was that of a living, breathing human being.

When I turned to look behind me, the person I had sensed was just coming back in my
direction after having passed me slowly by. It was an old man, wearing a brown sweater.
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The books that filled up the room I was in had had too strong a presence, and I had been
unable to notice the man up until then. And there was a woman, as well, and a monk in a
long robe cinched round at the waist.

The old man walked slowly over to where I was standing beside the window, keeping his
eyes fixed the whole time on the section of wall above the window pane.

He had a round face with deeply carved wrinkles, and the skin of his neck hung flaccid
under his chin. His eyes were bloodshot, but sharp. He had a relaxed, mournful air about
him, which put me at my ease.

When he finally took notice of me, he smiled at my obvious reserve.

Because it was such an old building, there were few windows, and all of them were long
and narrow. These windows didn't allow much light in, and I guessed that all the old man
could see of me was my silhouette against the glass. From where I stood, though, I could
see every last eyelash of the old man, who was squinting into the bright light coming in from
outside.

He again raised his eyes to the wall above the window, although he now seemed to be
whispering something, something that I didn't understand. But when I stepped away from
the window and tried to pass him, he spoke out loud to me, and this time in English.

“That is my wife up there,” he said.

That's exactly what he said, pointing up at the wall above the window. “Your wife?” I
asked in reply.

This old man must be a bit crazy, I thought to myself.

The monk in the library approached the old gentleman and shook his hand, after which the
monk disappeared into one of the antechambers. From the looks of it, the two men appeared
to be close, perhaps old friends or acquaintances...

I now backed away from where I had been standing before the window, and looked up to
the place the man had indicated moments before.

There was a vaguely-drawn painting of a figure, something that could have been a vase,
maybe, or perhaps some sort of design. Not only was the painting badly deteriorated after
hundreds of years, but the glare from the window was also making what was left of the image
extraordinarily difficult to discern.

“Is that a vase of some kind?” I asked.

“Does it look like a vase?”

“Yes, yes it must be a vase,” | answered.

“Do you see the woman in the background wearing the red dress?” the old man continued.

I narrowed my eyes and looked intently at the painting, upon which something resembling
a human figure seemed to float up out of the work.

“Why, yes, I do see something that looks like it could be a person,” I answered.
“That is my wife,” the old man said again.
Right, that did it. It was time to leave this mad old man and be on my way.

“Everyone here at the monastery,” he went on, “says that the figure in the painting is a
scholar of the religious organization painted by Rosenthal, but if you look closely, you can
see that it's a woman, and not a man. [ knew she was a woman the moment I laid eyes on
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her—and the next moment, I fell in love with her. This all happened a long time ago.”
“But it's a vase, though,” I protested.

“The vase,” the old man asserted, “was painted over the figure of the woman in secco by
Johannes Berg. He painted over her, but my wife wouldn't stand to be treated like that, and
she revealed herself from the inside of the vase that was used to try to cover her.”

“What is 'secco',” I asked, somewhat at a loss for words.

“Rosenthal painted frescoes while the plaster on the wall was still wet, but 'secco' is a
painting that has been done after a wall has dried. Frescoes are much stronger, by the way.
The vase painted over the figure of the lady was done in secco, but as time has gone by the
dominant fresco underneath has gradually won out and worked its way to the surface, and
now looks to overpower the vase altogether. In another hundred years, it will be the vase
that will seem to be covered over by the lady. It's a happy thing to think about, isn't it?
Living human beings are always superior to mere physical objects. You can try to press
them into a wall, even, but they'll never fail to overcome and win through.”

“And, the woman up there on the wall is... your wife?”’ I asked again.
“Yes, that's exactly right,” the old man confirmed.
“You must mean that she's your 'Lady,' as in the Virgin Mary...,” I offered.

“No, I was married to that woman in the painting. She descended from the wall, and
stood right where you are now, looking out of the window. All that was left where she had
been was the vase that had been used to try and cover her. We lived together as man and
wife, and she passed away four years ago, which is when she returned to where she had been,
right up there.”

As the old man spoke, I could see the figure of the woman taking on a clearer and more
distinct form. There was no doubt that the painting was of a lady in red, and not of any
scholar, as the monks all suggested.

“I run this restaurant,” the old man said, offering me his business card. It contained the
name of the establishment, and a map showing how to get there.

“Are you from Japan?” he continued.

“Yes.”

“And you've traveled here to Melk by way of Vienna, I suppose?”
“That's right, by train from the west station.”

“Well, if that's the case then you haven't been through Krems. If you'd passed through
Krems by car, then you surely would have noticed my restaurant. Jamek, which is a well-
known Austrian wine, is right nearby. There's a sign out front of our place that says,
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'Sandpiper Crow'.

Sure enough, on the business card there was a picture of a sandpiper crow. The old
gentleman didn't seem so shady, after all.

I told him that I had been by that way before, when I had come to Melk by car on my last
visit many years ago.

“This is a very special window, you know,” the old man said. “If you're not in any hurry,
why not have lunch at my restaurant? It's a twenty-minute drive from here.”

“But I'm not the same woman who has climbed down from the painting on the wall,” 1
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answered.

We both laughed. I decided to believe what this old gentleman was saying and go with
him. It was partly the fact that he walked with a cane that helped me to feel comfortable in
his presence.

We walked together to the parking lot of the Abbey. The old man told me that his name
was Peter, and that he drove to Melk every day to see his wife.

The parking lot was in an open plaza at the top of a flight of stairs. When I observed that
it must be difficult navigating all these steps with a cane, Peter replied that this was where his
wife had come back to, so there was nothing to be done about it.

Peter drove a German luxury automobile that had been retrofitted to accommodate a
handicapped driver.

While Peter had appeared to be somewhere around seventy years old when I first saw him
in the dim light of the Abbey library, out here in the bright sun of the parking lot I could see
that he was, in fact, much older.

“Who's looking after your restaurant while you're away?” I asked.

“My son's taken over the business,” Peter replied. “I work when I like, and also take off
when I like. My boy used to be the head sommelier at Jamek, but when my legs gave out on
me he agreed to run the restaurant in my place.”

I began to feel even more comfortable with my new acquaintance.

The Melk River flows off to the east, where it pours into the Danube. [ remembered,
upon seeing them again, the road that ran parallel to the Danube River, and the trees that lined
the shoulders of the road. The trees were in the middle of shedding their autumn foliage,
and the road was a flurry of falling leaves. The trees themselves were just trunks and baring
branches which were blotted out by the glare of the sun reflecting off the river beyond, giving
the impression of a picturesque, tranquil fall scene stretching off changelessly into eternity.

The “Sandpiper Crow” restaurant was a cozy little establishment with a parking lot in the
front; the sign with the sandpiper crow painted on it was hard to miss. But the bird looked
more like a black pigeon than a crow, with a band of gray feathers running diagonally down
its shoulders over its wings. When I mentioned to Peter that I'd never seen such a creature
back home in Japan, he answered that the sandpiper crow was everywhere in this part of
Austria.

The entire mountain behind the restaurant was dyed a brilliant yellow hue—the color of
grape leaves in autumn. It seemed that Peter's restaurant also served homemade wine.

“And,” Peter added in a low voice, “our wine is better than Jamek. Take it from my son,
who says so himself.”

I suddenly realized that I had grown hungry. The only thing I had had all day was a
semmel bread-and-ham sandwich on the train.

There were several groups of customers in the restaurant, but it looked like they were all
on their way to visit Melk Abbey. There were only five tables in the entire place, all covered
with a white tablecloth and decorated with a vase of cut flowers, just like a table at someone's
home would be. Each vase was resting on a yellow grapevine leaf. The fragrance of
baking bread and the smell of good cheese made one feel happy.

Peter introduced me to a young chef wearing an apron, a thin man with large eyes.

“This is my son,” Peter said.



28.doc

When Peter introduced him, the man's eyes narrowed amid a crowd of freckles, and his
face expressed a strange emotion, as though he were gazing out into a distant, shimmering
haze of heat.

“Did you meet the woman on the wall?” he asked directly.

“Um, yes, I did. Your father explained how the woman was stronger than the vase that
they used to cover her with. Was the woman really his wife?”

I watched the chef to see how he would react. But he resumed a faint smile, as though
he was used to hearing this story, and didn't answer my question.

The young chef had black, Arabian eyes, and shiny hair. Not only did he not look like
Peter, he looked positively foreign, not Austrian at all.

I found myself becoming a bit wary of Peter after this brief conversation with the man he
introduced to me as his son. But all of it was neither here nor there. The chef and Peter
seemed to have some sort of an understanding between them, an affinity based on mutual trust.
Still, I couldn't help but wondering whether Peter was really the owner of this restaurant or
not.

The main course of the lunch that was served was a fragrant dish of brook trout muniere
in white wine sauce. The sauce was a beautiful blend of white wine, herbs and strongly
acidic, sour apples found only around Klems, all of which combined to lend a thick, rich
accent to the fresh taste of the white brook trout.

Peter drizzled grape oil over his trout. He offered me some, too, but I refused. It
appeared to be the oil of pressed grape seeds, and seemed to be slightly bitter. The bread at
the restaurant was homemade, with a hard crust concealing a steamy, moist inside that
became more flavorful the more one chewed it. ~ All of these dishes had been prepared by the
young chef whom I had met.

“He really is a wonderful chef,” I said to Peter. “But he doesn't look like you at all. He
must take after the woman on the wall.”

“This is Koko,” Peter said, as his eyes relaxed.

“Is Koko your wife's name?”

“Koko, in red.”

“The woman from the picture, you mean? Or was your wife's name Koko?”

I don't know whether he had overheard our conversation, but the chef, who seemed to be a
bit less busy than he had been before, brought over a photograph in a small frame and set it
down on the tablecloth in front of us.

“This is his wife,” the chef said.

She wasn't wearing a red dress at all, but was instead a perfectly plain-looking country
woman in a Tyrol outfit. And the chef had referred to her as being 'Peter's wife," which
meant the chef must not have been Peter's son, after all. He didn't act at all like a man who
was showing someone a picture of his own mother.

When Peter had excused himself and gone to the restroom, I called the chef over to the
table.

“Are you really his son?” I asked.

The chef just shrugged and said, “Peter will probably take you out into the vineyards
when you're finished eating. Please go with him and listen to his story, even if just as a way
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of thanking him for lunch. Peter worked as a chef at this restaurant for many years, but
when his wife died I took over for him. His wife was a wonderful woman; they both looked
after the 'Sandpiper Crow' for a long time. I even hear that it was Peter's wife who gave this
place its name.”

“Did I understand Peter correctly when he said that his wife had come down from the wall
in the abbey library, and then gone back up into the painting again?” I asked.

“That whole episode has been a tremendous scandal at the monastery,” the chef explained,
with a mixture of playfulness and sadness in his eyes.

The chef went back to the kitchen as Peter was coming back from the restroom.

Peter and I left the restaurant together and went for a walk in the vineyards that stretched
behind the building.

From a distance, the sloping field seemed to have been dyed in a single yellow hue, but
from up close I could see that the leaves of each type of grapevine were of a subtly different
shade, so that the vineyard was divided up into sections of different tones of yellow.

There were some plants, taller than the rest, on which the yellow leaves were still
interspersed with green; looking closely, I could see bluish-green clumps of fruit hanging
down from the vines. They didn't appear to be unripened, although the skin seemed hard and
firm. Looking off to the shorter trellis off to the left, I could see that the grapes had already
been harvested, and that the leaves, though still attached to the vines, were almost ready to
fall off. There were splotches of red on the yellow leaves that still remained on the vines.

Peter walked slowly ahead with his cane, and I fell into step beside him.

According to his explanation, red grapes came from vines whose leaves also contained
shades of red. He then explained about the different types of grapes, and the different wines
that could be made from each type.

“The grapes on this vine,” he said, “go into making the house wine that we drank with
lunch. It's a hardy variety of plant, so it requires very little upkeep. When the cold wind
comes blowing down over that hill and scatters the leaves, as it soon will, you'll definitely be
able to tell how strong and supple the branches are.”

“When will all the leaves have fallen off the vine?” I asked.

“About a month from now, I suppose,” he replied. “The black branches twist together
under the snow and bear up against the cold. If only my wife had been as strong as those
vines...”

The thin path branched off into a number of other paths as it wended its way up the slope.
The winding trails all seemed to contribute to the illusion of having become lost in a forest of
yellow.

Even the roads that should have been in use by vehicles helping with the harvest were all
completely quiet. A small shrine with a triangular roof and a crucifix inside stood at the
crossroads; it seemed terribly out of place out here among the yellow fields. Although the
wind and the rain had dulled the colors, the blood seeping from the head of Christ wearing the
crown of thorns seemed fresh and real under the shadow of the roof.

The path wended and turned, but the grapevines were planted in straight rows, with long
strips of bluish-green grass growing between the trellises far into the distance. I wondered
whether the harvesting machines would have to drive over these stretches of grass to gather
the grapes.

11
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It was a beautiful afternoon; the light seemed to be in too great an abundance, so much so
that the grapevines that still hung heavy with grapes, as well as the grapevines that had
already been shorn of their fruits, all seemed to shine a golden color, as though in a dream.

But it was all too beautiful. And to be too beautiful was to be frightening. The gold in
the Melk cathedral was also frightening, as was the gold lettering on the spines of the books
that had filled the library for so many hundreds of years.

And as was the old man who walked through this golden vineyard, slowly hobbling along
with his cane...

My steps slowed underneath me.

Was the old man really so crippled as that? And was that merely a cane, or something
else?

I felt the brook trout I had just eaten begin to swim around in the pit of my stomach.

Where were we walking to? Peter hadn't spoken for several minutes. He had just
continued walking to a destination that remained unknown to me.

The grapevines that stretched out before us now were markedly different from the ones
we had passed through before, with leaves that were tinted red.

Peter left the paved road and entered onto the path that led into the midst of those vines.
The grassy ground was spongy and soft beneath my feet, but not so soft that my shoes sunk
into it.

“Where are we headed?” I asked.
My voice was noticeably stiff.
Peter didn't answer—he just kept walking.

Left and right we were shut in by walls of yellow and red, with a stone wall forming a cul-
de-sac up ahead. We had come too far, it would be impossible to find my way back. The
trout in my stomach did an acrobatic leap. It was nice of Peter to treat me to a meal, but
there's nothing so expensive as a free lunch, I thought. I couldn't turn back now without
thinking of a good reason for doing so. While I was trying to come up with an excuse, |
noticed the back of Peter's neck glistening with sweat.

He stopped.
The grapevines had been cut back just enough to reveal a long bench.

Peter placed his cane between both knees as he lowered himself down to sit. He exhaled
deeply, clearly tired out by the walk.

I also sat down, careful to leave about one more person's width of space between Peter

and myself. So this is where we had been heading. This is how I was to repay Peter for the
lunch he had offered me.

There were black leaves visible under the red and yellow ones hanging from the grapevine
around the bench. These leaves had decomposed, and gave off a sweet scent. 1 hadn't
noticed it while we had been walking, but the smell was almost overpowering, so pungent that
it was hard to tell whether it was the smell of ripe or rotting fruit. It was the smell of earth
and grass mixed together, and it clung to one's body and around one's face.

“The grapes are rotting, aren't they,” I observed.

“The bacteria have entered into them, so they're rotting as they dry,” Peter replied. “See
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those white patches? Before too long, the red will have changed to gray, and that's when the
grapes are at their sweetest. When the color changes is when we harvest the grapes.”

Ah, so these grapes were noble rot grapes, to be used to make wine of the same name.
“If they don't rot then they won't be sweet, you see.”

I don't know whether Peter had noticed my uneasiness or not, but he was playing with his
cane, passing it from one hand to the other.

“Do you often meet people in the library and bring them up here?” I asked.

“Only women,” he answered. “Koko had been standing right by the window, just like
you were today.”

“She... came out of the picture?” I asked again.

“Nobody ever believes me. Either that, or they say that the person hidden behind the
vase is a man. All of the monks and everyone else at the monastery all said so. They all
glared at me as though they wanted to haul me before the Inquisition.”

He struck the ground forcefully with his cane, sinking the tip of it into the dirt. Peter's
cheeks were flushed red and his eyes were bloodshot. I had the strong impression that his
mind was somewhere far away, perhaps back where we had first met under the window in the
abbey library. He shifted his gaze from the golden fields and stared up into the cavernous
autumn sky.

“You don't mean to say...” I spoke in a low voice.

“I used to be a monk,” Peter went on. “And that window opened up an entirely new
world to me. For hundreds of years, that window has secretly been transporting monks out
into the world beyond. Can you imagine how much temptation was caused by the woman
that Rosenthal painted on that wall? There were no candles allowed in the library, and of
course there are no fireplaces and no lamps, either, so everyone in the monastery relied on the
light coming in through that narrow window to read by. And because it wasn't allowed to
check books out of the library, all of the copying was done by the light of that window, as
well. Many monks died at a young age, succumbing to the cold or to tuberculosis. I, too,
was on death's door, when a woman came down from that wall and stood right there beside
that window. It was Koko. She was wearing a red dress then. And she saved me. Yes,
she came down to rescue me.”

The heavy, pleasantly cool air of the library came rushing back to me. I am Koko,
standing before the window, and there before me is the gaunt, pallid young man, eyes
exhausted from his monastic discipline, barely clinging to life while urgently seeking to cling
to the warmth of another human being. Yes, his eyes were worn out from his studies, but
they were also the eyes of a man in love.

The young man's long, black robe was cinched with a cord around the waist, with a stiff
white collar about his neck and a Cross hanging down at his chest. My entire being was
moved at the sight of this Benedictine monk, shudering in fear at the changes being wrought
within his own body.

“And what happened then?” I said, urging Peter to continue.

Perhaps he was in need of a drink of water after our hike; he opened his mouth slowly and
deliberately.

“Nothing,” he replied. “I've been with Koko ever since.”

“But after she passed away,” I said, “she went back up to the library wall, where she stays
13
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hidden behind the painting of the vase.”
“Yes,” Peter answered, “but her body lies at rest right here.”
“Where?”
“Here,” he said, motioning to the ground beneath the bench.

The wind blew up from the hollows of the vast earth. My body moved languidly at the
pungent, damp fragrance of the sweetly rotting grapes fully ripened on the vine.

He must be kidding me. No, it must be the truth. The grape vines all around the bench
were markedly redder and more beautiful than the rest of the vines in the vineyard, with
grapes so far advanced in the noble rot, so heavy as to be almost drooping to the ground.

“That's certainly an interesting story,” I said.

My voice cracked; I thought that even Koko, sleeping beneath the dirt, would hear the
beating of my heart.

A black shadow passed overhead and came to rest among some vine trellises a little ways
in the distance, rustling the leaves.

When the old man cleared his throat, a bird about the size of a pigeon with a long, black
beak emerged from among the vines, nimbly stepping out onto the grass and cautiously
coming towards us. The bird had a marking like a gray muffler running around his neck.

The old man took a grape from one of the vines next to him and tossed it to the bird.
The sandpiper crow—the “crow wearing a muffler” —darted over, took the grape into his
beak and just as quickly flew off again.

“The grapes from this vine are especially sweet,” the old man said. “Would you like to
try some, too?”

With that, the old man plucked another bunch of grapes from the vine, half of which were
dessicated and atrophied, the color of dark heliotrope. It was really the most peculiar
looking fruit.

“This is the smell I was talking about,” said Peter, bringing the fruit up to my nose.

More than fruit, though, the bunch of grapes seemed to be a living animal, quietly
concealing a mind and a will. The scent that reached my nostrils was that of the breath
exhaled by a living creature. A bewitching, truculent mass of condensed air wafted up and
hovered around my face.

Peter's own face was close to mine, and between us hung that cluster of fruit, that living,
breathing being.

I took the scent of the grapes into my lungs, and then found a grape that the gray spoilage
bacteria hadn't reached yet and put it into my mouth. But that wasn't enough to satisfy me,
so I took another grape—a collapsed, disintegrating one—and ate it, as well. The taste was
more than sweet—it was as though the fermentation process had been progressing all the
while that the grape had been hanging from the vine, so sharp was the tingling sensation that
the fruit left on the tip of my tongue.

“It was this color, wasn't it?”” Peter asked.
I looked at the grapes again.

“The woman in the picture... If I remember correctly, she was wearing this color dress,”
he went on.
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I called to mind that deep, dark color that could have been either red or black. And when
I looked up at Peter, his eyes had welled up with tears.

“Thank you for everything, for such a pleasant lunch,” I said. “I'm glad to have met you.
You and your wife are a lovely couple.”

I had had enough; I stood up and began to walk away, but Peter remained motionless, still
sitting on the bench.

At the fork in the road where the smaller path joined up with the main walkway, I again
passed by the little shrine with the crucifix inside. Christ seemed to be the guardian spirit of
the field, hanging on the Cross.

I wondered what Jesus said to the former monk every day when he passed by this spot—
the monk who had chosen the touch of a woman over the severities of the monastic way.
The young chef at the restaurant had mentioned that the romance between the monk and the
lady had caused an unprecedented scandal, but the word 'scandal' didn't seem to fit Koko, the
woman | had seen in the photograph, at all. No, the woman in the photograph was a country
girl, the kind of country girl one can find just about anywhere in the world, who had seen
many years and had grown old.

When I returned to the restaurant, the chef was standing outside and seeing off some of
his acquaintances in the parking lot.

“Peter is in the vineyard with Koko,” I said, and the chef nodded, understanding
everything with these few words. The chef then asked one of the middle-aged ladies getting
into her car if she wouldn't mind giving me a ride back to Sankt Polten.

Rolling the sharp taste of the grapes around on the tip of my tongue, I got in the car and
left.
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The Golden Fields of Melk

A long time ago, I visited Melk by car. It was then just the beginning of spring, and a
white, shadowy moon hung over the forest that followed the course of the Danube River like
the wall of a fortress.

Hanging low in the still light blue smoky sky almost touching the tops of the mountains
as though hesitating to set, the moon chased the car as though it was skating across the sky.

“I’ll be back,” I said to the moon.

To keep that promise, I boarded a train at Vienna’s Westbahnhof Station. This time, the
season was not spring but October, and the air was clear.

I was used to traveling alone in Austria.

On my previous trip, a Japanese woman who was attending the University of Vienna
had driven me in her car, but not wanting to bother her again, I decided to take the train. The
station attendants and the train crew all spoke English, and best of all, the English spoken by
people in the German-speaking countries is easy to understand. I can get by in restaurants,
hotels, and taxis with English.

The train reached Sankt Polten in forty minutes. There, while transferring to the local
train, I became friendly with an old woman and her dog. The woman boasted that the abbey
at Melk was the most beautiful place in the world, and even the dog put in a high-pitched
bark.

The local train reached Melk Station in a little less than thirty minutes.

On top of a high hill, with crags and deep green attending it like clouds, the Abbey of
Melk spreads out its umber roof high into the sky.

The long walls beneath the roof are painted in a design of alternating yellow and white
stripes, and while these look as solid as the walls of a citadel, the green dome rising from the
center and the two towers nearer to the Melk River are ornate and gorgeous to a fault.

The white and yellow and the subdued green patina of the two towers were fresh and
vibrant, and the towers’ rounded lines, falling as though flowing down from their tips to the
faces of the clocks, glowed here and there with a golden color.

Viewed by itself, this part seems more like a palace than a church or an abbey, and the
interior of the church, too, is awash in gold and marble in myriad colors. The design, as well,
down to the smallest detail, is composed all of soft curves. Not for nothing is it called the
crown jewel of the Austrian Baroque.

With oceans of gold and hearts full of faith, the architects who renovated the church in
the first half of the 18th century and made it what it is today must surely have intended to
build heaven on earth on the heights of Melk. Clearly, what motivated them was not an
enthusiasm born of love and longing, but an energy born of tenacity and determination.

When I previously stood in the interior of the church, I was so overwhelmed by the
golden color that surrounded me that it seemed as though the feeling of reality had been
sucked out of me, so much so that I was no longer even aware of the weight of my own body.
I felt that this sensation shared something with the Japanese idea of the Western Paradise of
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the Buddha, and I thought then that I wanted to feel the bewitching power of the golden color
once more.

The history of this abbey before it shone forth as an example of the beauty of the
Baroque begins in the 10th century when it was a fortress, and I heard that originally troops
were stationed in the central area and a shrine was built there. The castles that protected the
district called Mark took their names from tributaries of the Danube River, such as Enns,
Ybbs, Melk, and Krems. The most important of these castles was Melk.

The house of Babenberg, which ruled these lands at the time, gave sanctuary to the
monks of the contemplative orders and built a monastery for them, making it a stronghold of
the Benedictine order.

After that, even as time passed and governments changed, the abbey not only maintained
its position as a religious center, it continued to be at the summit of theological scholarship
and art.

Of course, the abbey at Melk was beset by many trials. One of these was the political
and economic upheaval brought on by the Reformation. Although it was a Benedictine abbey,
Melk joined hands with the University of Vienna and took the lead in the Reformation,
becoming the birthplace of the reform of the monasteries known as the Melk Reformation.

Interestingly, at this time Melk supported the ecumenical doctrine of the University of
Vienna rather than siding with the Pope. This caused a rift between Melk and the Pope, but
Melk placed its priority on theory, that is, scholarship.

Today science explains the truth, but in those times pursuing the truth meant knowing
the mind of God. In such an environment, the abbey of Melk, succeeding in forging a new
direction based on theoretical thought, was at the forefront of scholarship and became a place
where intellectuals like those of our own day gathered.

The abbey was visited by fire many times. The region is cold, and during winter the only
way to keep warm is to light fires. Located as it was on top of a promontory, the wind
blowing up from the river would fan the fires of the abbey, and since it was up so high, water
was scarce. The smallest accidental fire could turn into a disaster.

A fire at the end of the 13th century destroyed the library. Due to the sacrifices of the
monks, precious manuscripts such as hymns and Easter plays dating back to the early days of
the abbey were saved from the flames. From this time the abbey had a writing room where
the monks worked tirelessly on creating miniature paintings and annals, but I heard that the
greater part of these were lost in the fire.

Even more tragic was the great fire of 1736. Led by Jakob Prandtauer, the most skilled
architect of the day, a team of interior designers, plaster artisans, and sculptors, bending all of
their skills to the task, had almost finished renovating the abbey and were on the very verge
of completion when the abbey was again struck by fire. Almost the entire roof and all of the
decorated rooms were lost. The abbot, Berthold Deitmeyer, undertook the task of rebuilding,
but he departed this world with his dream unfulfilled, and it was the efforts of the prior who
took over from him that gave birth to the flower of the Baroque that now stands.

These two conflagrations brought great destruction, and there were apparently any
number of smaller, less serious fires, giving the entire abbey an abnormal fear of fire. Perhaps
the robes with the long skirts and full sleeves worn by the priests and monks are for keeping
warm living a fireless life.
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This region is one of the coldest in Europe, and when I was here in spring the Melk
River was still iced over. Now, in autumn, even though the sky was still beautiful with the
sparkling afterglow of summer, the temperature has already dropped to around 10 degrees,
bringing thoughts of the long winter soon to come.

Along the stone-paved road running in front of City Hall, restaurants were open for
business with cloth-covered tables and chairs lined up, but there were no customers to be
seen, only local seniors relaxing over their tea. They had the appearance of people taking a
break after completing the year’s summer work, or resting after their life’s work was done.

Even the main street was so narrow that the people working in the cafes and souvenir
shops on opposite sides of the street could converse without raising their voices.

With its two steeples and the green dome looking down on the street, the abbey casts its
protective and watchful eye over the entire life of the town.

Going up the gentle hill, a beautiful gate with a circular arch and peaked roof greeted me.
I could see a similar gate further on. The abbey itself is deep within the interior, and while
visitors cannot enter the monks’ training area, they are permitted to enter the interior of the
church and certain fixed locations. However, aside from myself, there was not a soul to be
seen.

As I was about to pass through the first gate, a sound like that of a huge flock of birds
taking flight came from the right and left sides of the courtyard. Instinctively, I pulled back,
but I saw that it was not a flock of birds, but children. Dozens of children running all
together went rushing under the gate and down the hill’s stone-paved street. Once again, I
was alone.

After I watched the children go on their way, the figure of a priest who seemed to be a
teacher appeared, dressed in black clothes and a white collar. He approached me and smiled
in greeting. With an expression that seemed to say, “that surprised you, didn’t it?”, he
narrowed his eyes and said,

“We call them ‘The Wind’”.
“Indeed”, I said, returning his smile.

“They’re junior students from the gymnasium. When they wear their white formal
clothes, we call them ‘The Rabbit Wind’”.

I wondered where the rabbits in street clothes had gone. Without answering my question
and with his eyes laughing behind his glasses the teacher said, “They stop running when
they’re seniors”.

Would the elite students among them later go on to even stricter training as Benedictine
monks and eventually climb the ladder to the priesthood?

I walked to the next gate in the midst of the silence left after the passing of the wind.

It was quiet. I had heard that within that great building there were many people, from
gymnasium students to monks, most of whom lived in dormitories, but the air, as though it
had never been polluted by human breath, was crystal clear.

Silence is prized in religious places, whether they are Christian or Buddhist. It is this
atmosphere that I like. Like the bouquet of a chilled white wine, it passes through the lungs
and permeates the spirit. The chapel of the church intoxicated me like a chilled white wine
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infused with a cool golden color.

There were a few motionless worshipers to be seen, but they were vastly outnumbered
by the figures decorated with gold leaf that gazed down at me with beatific and calm
expressions befitting those who dwell in Heaven. I felt some butterflies in my stomach at first
but they soon quieted down.

Every inch of the main altar in particular was completely encrusted with marble and
gold. Above the tabernacle, Peter and Paul clasped each other by the hand, loathe to part,
seemingly encouraging each other to face their inevitable deaths with equanimity. They were
gold from head to foot, and the prophets and figures from the Old Testament who surrounded
them, like Daniel, Jeremiah, David, and Isaiah, were all of gold. The figures of the saints and
angels above the altar reached almost to the ceiling and all of them blazed with the same
golden color. Without meaning to, I found myself on my guard against what seemed to me to
be a scheme to dazzle with sheer splendor.

Peter and Paul were both executed on the same day. Peter was crucified head down, and
as a citizen of Rome, Paul was beheaded. A woman in a deep red mantle in the fresco above
the main altar was wearing a crown of thorns on her head and instruments of torture were
scattered at her feet. She had probably endured torture to reach such an exalted state. If so,
then it would mean that beneath all that gold ran rivers of blood.

No matter how splendid and flamboyant it might be, Christianity has an element that
teaches that the spirit is tested through mortification of the flesh, and human screams and
misery hang over it everywhere.

Throughout history, it was common in the various regions of Europe for martyrs to first
become saints and then become the patron saints of churches, which would venerate the
saint’s corpse or part of his body, and Melk was no exception to this. In the 11th century
Melk brought in the corpse of Saint Koloman, an Irish pilgrim who had been hanged on an
elder tree, before it had completely decomposed, and even today the saint’s decorated
skeleton can be seen laid out in a glass case edged with gold.

As I walked in front of the saint’s casket, I felt a twinge of pity for him. Not only was he
hanged on an elder tree, even after a thousand years he is still forced to expose his white
bones to prying eyes.

After leaving the chapel you walk down a long corridor with iron chandeliers hanging
from the white ceiling. ’'m sure that putting electric light bulbs in the iron chandeliers must
have been quite a recent development in the in the history of the abbey of Melk. With oil
lamps or candles there must have been barely enough light to make out the vague figures of
people walking in the corridor.

I walked up the wide stone staircase and went further down the exhibition hall corridor
marked “The Kaiser’s Room”. In the Marble Hall I saw the first visitor since entering the
building. A young woman wearing a backpack was holding what appeared to be literature,
comparing it to a picture on the wall.

We exchanged smiles as I went past. I felt relieved. The Kaiser’s Room, the Marble
Hall: T could see why the rulers of Austria like the Babenburgs and the Hapsburgs had so
valued Melk as a spiritual center. While it was a place for worship and spiritual training, it
was, at the same time, a fortress and a palace.

Perhaps the Kaiser met with high-ranking churchmen in the Marble Hall to receive



30.doc

God’s word.
Going even further on, suddenly I was met with wind from the river.

I had come to the very front of the huge building, which was built in the shape of an “A”.
Below me, the town of Melk, the Melk River, and the gray-green trees surrounding them
shimmered indistinctly under the white veil of the sunlight shining from almost directly
overhead. Looking closely, I could see that the surface of the river was moving constantly in
one direction.

Further along, that is, separate from the part of the abbey lined with rooms for the Kaiser,
there was another more abbey-like area where outside visitors were only permitted to enter
the library. This library is a more alluring place than the gleaming gold chapel. It was my
desire to see the library again that had brought me back to Melk.

I opened the massive doors and entered. An atmosphere completely different from the
sparkling golden color of the chapel hung over the library: heavy, musty and austere.

With the exception of the narrow windows opening on the right and the left, the walls of
the long rectangular room extending back from the doors are completely packed from floor to
ceiling with leather-bound books. All the leather covers of the books have letters or designs
written in gold ink, but the golden color is dull and dark with the weight of the passage of
hundreds of years. A mountain of the bodies of dead books.

Almost all of them had been copied by human hands and were packed with tremendous
human energy. As I imagined this, the books came to appear to me as anything but corpses,
and became, rather, distillations of voices, sighs, and sweat, brimming with power.

What was that feeling that came over me the last time I had stood in the center of this
room? I wanted to taste it once more.

If I were to put it into words it wouldn’t amount to much.
What incredible things humans have accomplished.

The handwritten “Book of Admonitions™ from the 9th century and the transcriptions of
Vergilius from the 10th and 11th century are here. In the 12th century, the commentary of
Hieronymus was transcribed here. Not only are the Commentary on the Rule of St. Benedict,
Bibles, legal documents, and theological treatises here, even “The Life of Jesus” by Eva',
considered to be the oldest piece of literature in German written by a woman, is also housed
here. Two thirds of all of the transcribed books here are said to be from the 15th century, but
not all of their pages have been opened. Just recently, if 1997 can be considered recent, there
was a great commotion when Professor Christine Glassner opened a book transcribed in the
late Middle Ages and discovered a fragment of the epic poem the “Nibelungenlied”,
transcribed around 1300, lovingly tucked in between the pages.

Aside from the transcribed books, there are what are called old editions, printed books
from the first days of printing: 1,700 volumes from the 16th century; 4,500 from the 17th
century; and from the 18th century a huge increase to 18,000 volumes. In total, this library
houses 100,000 books.

I could only confirm a tiny part of this with my own eyes, and the only way for me,
ignorant of German or Latin, to even make a guess at distinguishing between books on
theology, law, geography, and astronomy was to consult the understated commentary.

Even so, the beautiful hand-transcribed volume opened on the display stand had a power
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and vigor that took my breath away. Each individual letter was like an emblem, gorgeously
written with every pen stroke brimming with love. I could not understand what was written.
However, I could see how precious the letters were. Perhaps the letters themselves were the
objects of the scribe’s prayers.

If one stops to think about it, in Buddhism the sutras are transcribed too. It is not the
search for meaning but the transcription of each character that is a religious act.

The monks took on this monumental task in the effort to draw closer to God. If that is
true, then the 100,000 books here are the compressed prayers of the monks over hundreds of
years.

Something was trying to force its way into my skin and breath. In this concentrated
atmosphere, my life was as light and insignificant as a feather.....

As I walked near the windows, I felt the presence of someone behind me.

Distracted by the oppressive feeling brought on by the books, I felt the pressure of the
person’s presence against my back. Lost as I was in the mountain of letters, words, and
prayers piled up over hundreds of years, there was no doubt that it was the presence of a real
living person.

Turning to look, I saw an old man wearing a brown sweater who had passed slowly
behind me by and was just on the point of retracing his steps. The presence of the books that
filled the room was so concentrated that I had not noticed it, but in the library there was also
a woman and a monk, wearing a long-skirted robe gathered at the waist.

The old man had walked slowly over to the window where I was standing and was
looking up at the top of the window.

His round face was etched with wrinkles and the skin of his chin and neck hung loose,
but his bloodshot eyes were sharp and poured out waves of grief. I caught my breath.

Seeing the state I was in, he chuckled timidly.

Being an old building, there were only a few narrow vertical windows and they only
admitted a small amount of light. The old man could probably only see my silhouette. I,
turning around, could see every hair in his eyebrows over eyes squinting against the
brightness.

Turning his eyes back up to the top the window again, the old man muttered something.
I couldn’t understand it. As I started to walk away from the window, he addressed me in
English.

“My wife is there...”

There is no doubt that is what he said, pointing to the wall above the window.
“Your wife?”

Perhaps the old man was crazy.

The monk approached us, shook the old man’s hand, and disappeared into an interior
room. I could feel the affection he had for the old man from his demeanor. It seemed that the
two of them were friends or acquaintances...

I moved away from the window and looked up at the wall at which the old man was
gazing.
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An indistinct painting was there that looked like either a vase or a pattern of some kind.
Not only had it deteriorated significantly over hundreds of years, the backlight made if
difficult to see.

“It looks like a vase, doesn’t it?”

“Does it look like a vase to you?”

“Yes, it’s a vase.”

“Can’t you see a woman wearing red clothes deep in the interior of the painting?”

I looked closely. As I did, the figure of what appeared to be a person floated up into
view.

“Yes, it looks like a person.”
“That is my wife.”
Yes, I needed to get away from this old man right away.

“...all of the people here at the abbey say that the person is a student of the order,
painted by Rosenstahl. But if you look closely you can see that it is a woman. I could see
right away that it is a woman, and I fell in love with her. That was a very long time ago,
though.”

“It’s a vase.”

“Johann Berger painted the vase over the woman using the fresco secco technique. But
my wife couldn’t bear to be treated like that and she showed herself from deep behind the
vase.”

...fresco secco? What is that?”

“Rosenstahl painted a fresco while the wall was still damp. Fresco secco is a type of
wall painting where the painting is done on a dry wall. But the fresco was more durable. With
the passing of time, the fresco appeared from underneath the vase, which had been painted
when the wall was dry, and now it looks like it is about to push aside the vase in the
foreground completely. In another hundred years the situation will be completely reversed.
Isn’t it glorious? Yes, she’s a living person after all, not a thing. Even if you try to stuff her
into a wall, you cannot do it.”

“That is your wife?”
“Yes.”
“You mean your Madonna?”

“I married her. She had come down out of the wall and was standing there looking out
of the window, just like you were. Only the vase was left on the wall. She lived with me and
died four years ago. And once again she returned to her place on the wall.”

Once it had been put to me that way, the figure of the person became clearer. Yes, it was
not a male student but a woman dressed in red.

“I am the owner of this establishment”.

With these words, he took a name card out of his pocket. The name card had the name
of a restaurant and a map printed on it.
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“Are you Japanese?”

“Yes.”

“Did you come from Vienna?”

“I took a train from the Westbahnhof.”

“Then you didn’t come through Krems. If you had come through Krems by car, you
would have seen my restaurant. We serve the famous Austrian wine called Yameck™. 1It’s
the restaurant right near the winery with the sign reading “The Collared Crow™".

There was a picture of a collared crow on the name card. He didn’t seem like a
suspicious old man after all. I told him that I had been to Melk by car before and had come on
that road.

“This window 1is special. If you are not in a hurry, please have lunch at my restaurant.
It’s 20 minutes from here by car.”

“But I am not the woman who came down from that wall.”

We both laughed. I decided to trust the old man. Part of the reason I decided to trust him
was that he was walking with a cane.

We walked to the parking lot. His name was Peter, and I learned that he drove to Melk
every day to visit his wife.

The parking lot was built on a courtyard at the top of a flight of stairs. When I remarked
that it must be hard for him to go up and down the stairs with a cane, he said that since his
wife had returned to Melk he had no choice in the matter.

He drove a top of the line German car that had been modified for a handicapped driver.

In the dim light of the library I had thought he looked around 70 years old, but in the
bright light of the parking lot I saw that he was clearly much older.

“Who is watching the restaurant today?”

“I work when I feel like it. I have turned the restaurant over to my son. He was the chief
sommelier at the Yameck winery, but my leg gave out, so I had him take over.”

I felt more at ease with Peter.

The Melk River joins with the Danube and flows towards the east. I recognized the road
and the trees lining the roadside. The trees were in the midst of vigorously shedding their
leaves, and the fallen leaves danced on the surface of the road. The gaps between the bare
branches of the trees were filled with the light off the surface of the river, creating a tranquil
scene of a never-changing autumn.

The restaurant “The Collared Crow” was small and cozy with a parking lot in the front
courtyard, but just as Peter had said the collared crow on the sign caught the eye. Rather than
a crow, it was more like a black pigeon with a gray band running diagonally across its
shoulders. When I said that I had never seen such a bird in Japan, Peter explained that they
were everywhere here.

The mountains behind the restaurant were a solid mass of bright gold. It was the golden
leaves of the grapevines. Peter told me the restaurant serves its own homemade wine, and in a
low voice, he added, “It tastes better than Yameck. My son says so, so it must be true.”
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Suddenly I was hungry. I had only eaten one Semmel roll with ham on the train.

There were a number of groups of guests in the restaurant who seemed to be on their
way to Melk by car. It was a homey restaurant with only five tables and flowers gracing the
white tablecloths. Under the vases were laid golden grape leaves. The fragrance of bread and
the aroma of cheese made me feel happy.

Peter introduced me to a young chef wearing an apron. He was a thin man with large
eyes.
“This is my son.”

When he was introduced to me, an odd emotion floated across his face, and he looked as
though he was standing in the midst of bright sunlight, squinting at heat haze in the distance.

“Did you meet the woman in the wall?”

“Yes. I also heard about how the woman was stronger than the vase. Peter told me that
she is his wife, right?”

I wanted to see how the chef would react. But he had already recovered his customary
smile and did not answer my question.

The young chef’s eyes were black like an Arab’s and his hair was glossy and bright. Not
only did he not resemble Peter at all, he looked like someone form a foreign country.

This put me a little bit on my guard against Peter. But it didn’t really mean anything. An
intimate atmosphere of mutual tolerance and trust seemed to exist between them. I guessed
that Peter was the owner of the restaurant after all.

The main course of the lunch I was served was a fragrant meuniere of river trout with a
white wine sauce. The white wine, the herbs, and the apples that only grew in the vicinity of
Krems, with their robust tartness, blended wonderfully together and imparted a rich flavor to
the pure white flesh of the fish.

Peter put some grape seed oil onto his river trout. He recommended that I do the same,
but I declined. I have heard that grape seed oil, made from the pressed seeds of grapes, is a
little bitter. The homemade bread, with its hard crust but moist center, became more and
more flavorful the longer I chewed it. The young chef had apparently made all of this
himself.

“He is a wonderful chef. But he doesn’t look like you at all. He must take after the
woman in the wall.”

“Koko.”

The old man’s eyes relaxed.

“Is that your wife’s name?”

“Koko of the red robe.”

“The woman in the picture, yes? Or do you mean that your wife is called Koko?”

Perhaps the chef had overheard this conversation, but when there was a lull in his work,
he came over carrying a small frame containing a photograph of a woman and put it on the
tablecloth. Then he spoke.

“This is his wife.”
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She was not the woman in the red robe, but a plain, rustic-looking woman dressed in
Tyrolean style clothes. The chef had said, “this is his wife”. As I suspected, it looked like he
wasn’t Peter’s son after all. He did not have the attitude of a son showing someone a
photograph of his mother.

When Peter got up to use the restroom, I called the chef over and asked him.
“Are you really his son”?
The chef did nothing more than duck his head.

“Peter will probably take you to see the vineyard. Please go with him for a while and
listen to his story. Think of it as a way to thank him for the meal. For a long time, Peter was
the chef at this restaurant. After he lost his wife I took over for him. His wife was a
wonderful woman, and they looked after The Collared Crow for a long time, as a couple. I
heard that it was his wife who gave the restaurant the name The Collared Crow.”

“He said that she came out of wall and then went back inside the wall?”
“It was a huge scandal at the abbey.”

When he said this, there was both playfulness and pity in the chef’s eyes.
Peter returned, so he moved away from the table.

Peter and I left the restaurant and walked towards the vineyards that spread out behind
the restaurant. From a distance it looked like the slope was a solid expanse of gold, but the
shade differed subtly from species to species, and each section of the vineyard displayed a
different tone.

The green that still showed mixed between the golden leaves belonged to grapevines
that were somewhat taller than the other kinds, and looking closely I saw that they had
clusters of purple fruit. It didn’t look like the grapes were unripe, but the skins were firm and
solid. One section to the left had even lower trellises; in another section the harvest was over
and even though the leaves remained on the vines they were just on the cusp of withering and
falling. In the leaves that remained, the gold was turning red in places.

Peter was walking slowly with his cane, and so I matched my pace to his.

Peter explained that the leaves of red grapes have patches of red and he explained the
different types of grapes. He even explained the flavors of the wine made from different
varieties.

“This vine goes into the house wine that we drank at lunch. It’s a strong variety so it’s
the easiest wine to make. Soon, when the cold wind comes from beyond that hill and blows
the leaves away, you can really see how strong and pliable the branches are.”

“When will all of the leaves fall?”

“About another month, I guess. The black branches are coiled together in the snow so
they can withstand the cold wind. I wish my wife could have been this strong.”

The narrow road wound up the slope branching off here and there. Its meandering path
gave me the illusion that I was lost in a golden forest.

The road, which must be reserved for farm vehicles during the harvest, was utterly silent.
At a fork in the road a small shrine with a peaked roof had been built, and in it was a figure of
the crucified Jesus. It was out of place in the golden forest. The wind and rain had peeled off
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the paint, but, protected by the roof, the blood oozing out from beneath the crown of thorns
on his head remained in all of its graphic luridness.

Even though the road followed a winding course, the grape vines were planted in
straight lines, and in between the rows of vines bright belts of vivid green grass extended far
into the distance. I supposed that this where the harvesting machines traveled.

It was a beautiful afternoon. Under the abundant afternoon light, the grapevines, both
those that still had fruit and those that had been harvested, were dreaming a golden dream.

But it was too beautiful. Too much beauty is frightening. The golden color of the chapel
at Melk frightened me. The golden covers of the ancient books that jammed the library
frightened me. And this old man, slowly walking with his cane in the golden vineyard...

I slowed my pace.
Did the old man really have a bad leg? Was his cane just a cane?

It felt like the river trout I had eaten at lunch was swimming around in the bottom of my
stomach.

How far were we going? He hadn’t spoken for the last few minutes. He was simply
walking towards some destination.

Grapevines with leaves suffused with red, clearly of a different type than those we had
seen previously, stretched out in front of us.

Peter turned from the paved road and went into the middle of the vineyard. The turf
underfoot was soft, but not so soft that one’s shoes would sink in.

“How far are we going?”” My voice was cheery and stiff.
He just kept walking.

On either side of us straight walls of red and gold ran on and on. They dead-ended at a
stone fence. It would take a lot of effort to go that far. The river trout in my stomach
writhed. Being treated to the meal was nice, but nothing is as expensive as something free. I
would need some reason to turn back now. I searched desperately for one. The back of
Peter’s head was glistening with sweat.

He came to a halt.

In that one spot, the grapevines had been cleared away and a long bench had been placed
there.

He sat down, put his cane between his knees and let out a long breath, as though he was
completely exhausted.

I sat down also, leaving space enough for another person between us. So this was his
destination. So this was where I was going to have to pay for the lunch to which he had
treated me.

On the grapevines around us, black fruit could be seen beneath the red and gold leaves.
They had rotted and exuded a sweet fragrance. I hadn’t noticed it while we were walking, but
it was suffocating. The thick air, where it was impossible to tell the difference between the
smell of sweetness and the smell of rottenness, blended with the smell of the grass and the
earth and clung to my face and body.

“The grapes are rotten.”

11
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“...the bacteria has gotten to them and they will dry out as they rot. Look, you can see
something white on them, can’t you? A little bit longer and the red color will change to gray.
That’s when they are sweetest. When the rot has gone that far the grapes will be harvested.”

Suddenly I remembered. These grapes will become the “noble rot” wine.

“So if they don’t rot, they don’t become sweet, right?”

He was just playing with his cane, as though he had seen through my nervousness.
“...Do you always invite someone in that library to lunch and then bring them here?”

“Only women. And only those women who stand by that window...like Koko was
standing...

“Escaped from out of the picture?”

“No one believed me. Even worse, they said that the person painted behind the vase was
a man. Everyone at the abbey said so. And they looked at me with cruel eyes, like I was in
front of the Inquisition.”

He rammed the cane he was holding into the ground. The tip sank into the earth. His
cheeks and eyes flushed red with blood. He had the power he had when I met him in the
library, where his spirit was off traveling in some distant place. His gaze broke loose from the
golden vineyard and pierced the wide void.

“...by any chance...” I spoke in a low voice.

“I was a monk. That window showed me a new world. You know, that window is a
window that has secretly led the monks out to the outside world for hundreds of years. Can
you imagine how many monks the woman that Rosenthal painted has seduced? You cannot
bring any flame into the library. There’s no heat, no candlesticks. So everyone could read
books only by the narrow beam of light that window let in. You cannot remove books from
the library, so the monks transcribed books by the window. Many of them died young from
cold and tuberculosis. I too almost died. And then a woman came down out of that wall and
stood by the window. It was Koko. When she came down out of the wall Koko was wearing a
red robe. Oh, I was saved, she had come to save me.”

The cold, heavy air of the library at the abbey returned. I was Koko standing by the
window, and before me stood a pale-faced youth, all skin and bones. His eyes were full of
urgent yearning, the eyes of one who, worn out from his training and desperately groping for
some human warmth, had fallen in love just at the point of death. The youth’s long black robe
was tied at the waist with a cord; he wore a stiff white collar and had a cross on his chest.
This Benedictine monk, thrilling to my body, was quaking in fear at the changes taking place
in his own body.....

“What did you do then?”

He opened his mouth very slowly, as though to protect a dry throat.
“Nothing. Ever since then I have been with Koko.”

“But she died and is hidden behind that vase in the wall again.”
“But her body is sleeping here.”

“Where?”

“Here.” He pointed to the ground beneath the bench.

12
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A wind blew up from the depths of the earth. My body swayed with the rich, mellow
scent of the overripe grapes sweetly rotting.

He’s lying. No, it must be the truth. After all, the red color of the grapevines flanking the
bench was particularly beautiful and the noble rot had progressed to the point where the
grapes were just on the verge of falling from the vine.

“What an interesting story.”

My voice cracked. It seemed that even Koko would be able to hear the beating of my
heart from her resting place in the earth.

A black shadow passed over my head. The shadow fell into a grapevine a little ways off,
stirring a few of the leaves.

The old man made a sound in his throat, and from between the leaves, a long-beaked
black bird about the size of a pigeon appeared and hopped down onto the grass. Cautiously, it
approached us. It had a gray collar around its neck

The old man plucked a grape from the vine right next to him and tossed it towards the
bird. The collared crow hopped quickly toward it, took it in its beak, and flew off.

“The grapes off these vines are especially sweet. Would you like to try one?”

He picked a fresh bunch off of the vine. It was a strange thing, gray and withered with
half of its juice gone.

“...this is the smell. See?”
He brought the bunch of grapes close to my nose.

It wasn’t fruit; it was a living thing, concealing some quiet purpose. The smell was that
of the breath of a living thing. I was assaulted by the mass of voluptuous fumes that wafted
out and settled on my face.

Peter’s white face was right next to mine. Between his face and mine dangled that living
thing.

I sniffed the grapes to confirm the smell, and then plucked one that had no mold on it
and put it in my mouth. It wasn’t enough to satisfy me, and so I tried another one that was on
the verge of disintegration. The flavor was not sweet; rather, it left a sharp numbness on the
tip of my tongue, as though the entire tree itself had fermented.

“It was this color, wasn’t it?”
I wanted to make sure.

“...the clothes that the woman in that picture was wearing were this color, I’'m sure of
it...”

I remembered that it was a deep color that could be taken for red or black. There were
tears in the old man’s eyes.

“Thank you for the meal. I'm happy to have met you. You are a lovely couple.”
I couldn’t stand it any longer. I got up and started walking.
He remained seated on the bench, unmoving.

When I reached the point where the roads we had taken met, I encountered the shrine
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once again. It seemed for all the world like Christ had been nailed to the cross be the
vineyard’s guardian deity.

I wonder what Christ says to him each time he passes this way, this ex-monk, who,
defeated by his ascetic life, chose a woman over his god? The young chef had said that it was
a great scandal that happened at the abbey, but Koko’s picture was not something that
deserved to be called scandalous. She looked just like any common country girl who had
aged into an old woman.

When I got back to the restaurant, the chef had just come out to see off some guests who
were friends of his.

“Peter is in the vineyard with Koko.”

Hearing this, he nodded, understanding everything. Then he asked the middle-aged
couple who were about to get in their car if they would give me a lift to Sankt Polten.

I got into the car, savoring the sharp sensation on the tip of my tongue.

' This name is speculative. Since the author is not named, I could not search for it.

" This name is speculative. Again, not being sure of the spelling, I could not find it.

" This name is speculative. I found a winery with a vaguely similar name, but I’m not sure
it’s in the right region.

" This name is speculative. A bird called a “collared crow” exists, but it is native to China,
not Austria.
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Melk’s golden field

Long time ago, I went to Melk by car. It was early spring and there was the blurry,
white moon hanging over the forest that continued like a fortress along the Danube
River. The sky still remained navy blue as if it was hesitant to become dark. As I drove
by, the moon chased me sliding down from the lower edge of the mountain. “I will
come back” I said to the moon.

Intending to keep that promise, I got on the train from Vienna West station. It was
October, quite different from my last visit, and the air was clear. I was used to travelling
alone in Vienna. During the last visit, the Japanese woman who was studying at
University of Vienna drove me around but I did not feel comfortable asking her a favor
again. That was why I decided to take a train this time. In Austrian railway, both the
ground staff and the on-board staff speak English and above all, I find English spoken
by German speakers is easy to understand. English is also understood by the staff at the
restaurants, hotels, and also by the taxi drivers. I arrived at Sankt Polten Station in forty
minutes. While I was waiting for the connection to the local train there, I made friends
with an old lady with a dog. She boasted that Melk abbey was the most beautiful
monastery in the world and even her dog burked loudly as if it agreed to it. The local
train arrived at Melk station in less than thirty minutes. The monastery is built on a high
plateau with the boulders and thick greenery below as if it is rising from clouds and it is
spreading its tanned, brawny sealing high up in the sky. The long wall below the sealing
is painted in yellow and white stripes and it looks as sturdy as a fortress but the dorm in
the middle and the twin tower rising along the Melk River are superbly ornamental and
looks splendidly elegant. White and yellow painting and the dark green color from
malachite on the twin towers are very bright and the smooth lines flowing down from
the pointy top to the face of the clock are shinning in gold. By only looking at this part,
it is more like a palace than a church or a monastery but that is not all. There is
abundant use of colorful marble and gold inside the church as well. On top of that, all
the structure is designed in soft lines to the details. I understand why it is regarded as
the greatest treasure of Austrian Baroque architecture. The architects, who reconstructed
this church into what it is now in the early eighteenth century, must have tackled on this
project with a huge sum of money and religious piety to create a heaven on earth. I can
feel that it was not the passionate feeling like love or yearning but rather the darker and
heavier energy like obsession that drove them going. When I entered the dorm in my
first visit, I was completely overwhelmed by the golden color. When surrounded by
gold, people lose sense of reality and they even stop feeling their own weight. I thought
it was almost like the philosophy of Buddhism: Jyoodo and I used to yarn to experience
that divine power again.

The history of this monastery went back around tenth century, which was before it
had become the current architecture praised as the jewel of Baroque era. It was
originally a fortress. It was said that the army was first stationed at the central location
and then the church was built. Several fortresses that were protecting the border area,
which used to be named Mark, were called Enns, Ybbs, Melk, Krems and so on. Each
named after the tributaries of Danube River. Melk was the most important fortress
among them.
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The Babenberg who reined the area at the time protected the monks. They
constructed the monastery and made it the base of the Benedictines. As the time passed
and the regime changed, the abbey, not only guarded its significant position as the
spiritual centre, but also kept existing as the highest academic institute for the studies
such as theology and art. Of course the Melk abbey had faced a lot of ordeals in the past.
One of them was the political and economical unrest caused by the religious
reformation. Melk abbey, however, in collaboration with University of Vienna, rather
took the lead and became an integral part of the movement of the reinvigoration of
monastic life which was called Melk Reform. The interesting thing is that during this
period, Melk abbey chose to support the Conciliar Theory from University of Vienna,
which expressed the final decision on spiritual matters should not reside solely on Pope
but rather on the decision made in the gathering of the representatives from churches
and followers. This deteriorated the monastery’s relationship with the Vatican but the
abbey clearly demonstrated its stance of prioritizing “theory”, in another word,
“scholarship” over the relationship with Vatican. Nowadays, science explains the truth.
However, the pursuit of Truth meant learning the thoughts of God then. The fact that
Melk abbey decided the new direction taking the theory into account during such time
proved that it was the vanguard of “learning” and also it was the place where
“intellectualism” close to that of the present day was gathered.

It was damaged by fire countless times. Burning wood was the only way to get
heat in the cold winter of the region. The wind blowing up from the river stirred up the
fire at the monastery. Water was constantly scarce on high ground. The little accidental
fire became a disaster. The fire at the end of thirteenth century burned down the
monastic library. There was a scriptorium in the abbey since that time. The room was
devoted to writing. It was naturally adjacent to the library and works such as history
writing, drawing the plants of buildings were all done in this room. Although, some of
the particularly precious collection of manuscripts such as poems from early century
and Easter plays escaped from the fire by the self-sacrificial act of monks, majority of
such works were lost in this fire. The incident that was even more devastating was the
huge fire on 1736. The most renowned architect of the time, Jakob Plandtouer was
working along with other top designers, lacquer workers and sculptors on the
construction at the time. The fire destroyed almost all the roofing and the decorated
rooms on the verge of completion. Then Abbot, Berthold Dietmayr started the
reconstruction plan but he did not survive to see it completed. The existing abbey, the
Jewel of Baroque, was completed by the continuous effort of the vice abbot.

These two fires particularly brought tremendous loss to the monastery but there
were also countless small incidents and the entire monastery was extremely afraid of
fire. I wondered if the reason why that abbots and monks wear the long attire with loose
sleeves would be for keeping the body heat without fire. This is definitely one of the
coldest areas in Europe and when I came in spring, there was still ice on the surface of
the Melk River. Now it is autumn and though the reminiscent sunlight of summer is still
shining in the sky, the temperature is dropping to 10 degree Celsius and it reminds me
the up coming long, cold winter.

There are several restaurants on the stoned street in front of the town hall but there
are not many customers now and I only see the local elderlies slowly sipping tea. It
seems like they are relaxing after having done the summer work, or the year work or
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even the life work. Even that main street is as narrow as the people in the café on one
side and souvenir shop on the other can talk without raising their voice. The twin tower
and the green dorm are looking down the street and life in the town is always guarded
and monitored by the monastery. When I went up the gradual slope, a beautiful arch
gate with the triangle roof top welcomed me. There was another similar gate ahead. The
abbey was located at the very far end. The ordinary people were not free to enter in the
living and training space for monks, but were allowed in the church and the certain
other designated area. However, I did not see a single soul around me. When I was
about to enter the first gate, I heard a sound like a flock of birds flying away and
instinctively stepped backward. It was not a flock of birds but a group of children.
Dozens of children rushed out from the gate and went running down the cobbled slope.
Then I was alone again. After I saw off the children, a teacher-like monk with black
lobe and while belt came out from the gate. He approached me and greeted with a smile.
“We call them - a storm.” he said with the expression as if he wanted to say “you must
be taken aback” and creased his eyes with delight.

“Certainly they are.” I said and smiled back.

“They are the younger students in gymnasium. We call them the “white storm”
when they are wearing the white uniform.” he said. I wondered where the rabbits
without formal dress went running.

Ignoring my thought, the man said “They stop running as they grow older.” His
eyes smiled behind the glasses again. I wondered if some of the chosen ones among the
children would become the Benedictine monks and reach to the position of abbot after
the long, strict ascetic training. I walked toward the next gate in total silence. The wind
had died out. I was told that lots of people, from students in gymnasium to the monks,
are in the building and the majority of them are living in the dormitory, but the air
surrounding the area felt pure as if it had never contaminated with human breath. In a
religious place, no matter what religion it is, Christianity, or Buddhism or something
else, silence is valued. What I really like about the religious place is this serenity. It
seeps into my soul from the lung like a chilled white whine.

The chapel in the church added the coolness of gold to the “while whine” and I felt
intoxicated. There were some believers praying motionless but there were several times
more gilded giant figures around and they were benevolently staring me down just like
the residents in Heaven. The initial little stir in the chapel settled soon and the silence
dominated again. The main alter was decorated fully with marble and gold and Pietro
and Paolo on the Ark were holding hands reluctant to part from each other. They could
be bracing each other facing death but their entire body was in gold and the surrounding
prophets who were in the Old Testament such as Daniel, Jeremiah, David, Isaiah were
also covered in gold. Jesus crucified in alter rising high up the sealing as well as all the
accompanying angels were shining in the same color as well. When I saw this, I thought
they were trying to dazzle me with luster and stood on guard.

Pietro and Paolo were executed on the same day. Pietro was crucified upside down
and Paolo was decapitated as Roman. The woman in deep red cloak in Fresco painting,
the painting drown on a wet plaster, at the main alter was wearing a prickly crown of
thorns and some other torture equipments were scattered at her feet. She must have
reached to this spiritual height enduring agonizing torture. Then there must be a pool of
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blood below this shining gold. No matter how luxurious and glittering it looked, there
was a certain tendency in Christianity that they challenge one’s spiritual achievement by
inflicting pain on their flesh. I started to hear their scream and feel their agony lingering
everywhere in the scene. In the history of many parts of Europe, you hear stories that a
martyr becomes a saint and his body or a part of it is displayed and revered in the
church as their patron saint. Melk also brought in the yet-to-be-decayed body of Saint
Koloman, who was an Irish pilgrim hanged on Elderberry tree in the eleventh century.
The lying skeleton dressed as a saint is still displayed in a gold hemmed glass case
today. When I passed in front of it, I felt a little sorry for him. Not only he was hanged,
but also he has to keep exhibiting his skeletonized body to people a thousand years later.
I exited the chapel and walked along the long corridor with iron lamps hanging down
from the white sealing. The installation of the electric bulbs must be a quite recent event
in the long history of Melk abbey. I imagine that it was the frames from kerosene or
candle that faintly revealed the silhouette of people back then. I climbed up the wide
stone stairs, and walked further down on the corridor passing the room indicated as the
Emperor’s room. In the Marble room, I spotted the first visitor. It was a young woman
carrying a backpack and she was comparing a picture on the wall with the one on
something looked like a brochure. We exchanged a smile when we passed. I felt at ease.
The same as the Emperor’s room and the marble room, I kind of understand that family
such as the Babenberg and the Hapsburg who reined Austria treasured Melk as the
spiritual center. It was certainly the place for religious service and training but at the
same time it was also a fortress and a palace. The marble room might have been used by
the emperor to meet with high ranking clergyman to deliver the messages from God.
When I walked further, I suddenly felt the river breeze. I came out to the tip of the huge
building designed in A shape. The city, the river and all the surrounding pale green trees
were veiled with white sunlight and swaying lightly. As I saw carefully, I noticed that
the river surface was moving incessantly towards one direction. The further ahead,
which is another side from the sequence of rooms for the Emperor, looked more like a
monastery. The library was the only place that the outsiders were allowed to enter there.
This library however, was the place as attractive as the shining chapel for me, if not
more. The main reason why I wanted to come and visit Melk abbey again was because I
wanted to come to this library. When I opened the thick door and enter the room, I
noticed the heavy, damp, rigid air lingering, which was totally different from the
shininess of gold in the chapel. The long rectangular room was stretching further in
front of me and it was completely packed with leather bound books up to the sealing
except the small windows on both sides. Although there were letters and patterns drawn
in gold on the face of each and every book, they was oppressed from the hundreds of
years of history and looked dark and dull. It was like a pile of dead books. Most of these
books were transcribed by hand therefore, tremendous amount of human energy was
spent on these books. When I thought about this however, it started to reveal itself as a
place with dense energy with voices, sighs and sweat. What was the feeling that I felt
when I stood right in the centre of this room last time? I wanted to feel it again. When it
is expressed in words, it becomes banal. “What a wonderful achievement it is.”

The hand written book since ninth century, “Admonition” and the manuscript of the
books written by the Roman poet, Vergilius’ in the tenth, eleventh century were here
too. Theologian, Hieronymus’ commentary was transcribed right here in the twelfth
century. “Rules of St. Benedict”, Bible, literatures on law, books of theology and not
only that, the work of the first German female writer, Frau Ava’s work “Life of Jesus” is
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here as well. They say that the two thirds of the entire work stored here is from the
fifteenth century but some of them have not even been opened yet. Quite recently, it
was 1997 still, Dr. Christine Glassner was viewing one of the manuscripts from late
medieval period and found a hand transcribed page of “The Song of the Nibelungs” (epic
poem written between 1050-1350) neatly tacked in between the pages. It became big
news.

Apart from the hand written manuscripts, they have very old printed books too.
There are 1,700 books from the sixteenth century, 4,500 books from the seventeenth
century, and when it comes to the eighteenth century, the number increases significantly
and there are 18,000 books. In total, there are 100,000 books stored in this room. What I
can see is just the fraction of it. Since I can read neither German nor Latin, I only can
guess from the simple information given if it is about theology, or law, or geology. Yet,
the particular manuscript displayed in the glass case was so beautiful and took my
breath away. Each letter was written with affection as if drawing an emblem and the
stroke of the pen was so elegant. I could not understand the meaning. However, it made
me realize how precious letters were. I wondered if the letters themselves were the
object of worship.

There is also the act of transcribing sutra in Buddhism. Perhaps the act of
transcribing itself was a religious practice regardless of your understanding of the text.
If the monks engaged in this gigantic task of creating manuscripts for the higher
spiritual achievement, the 100,000 books in this room is the concentration of their pray
over a several hundred years. I felt like something in the air was trying to force into my
skin and breath. In this highly dense air, my life seems to be as light and frail as feather.
When I walked towards the window, I felt someone’s presence behind me. It was
disguising itself in the words and letters and prayers accumulated in the room over the
period of hundreds of years, but it was certainly the presence of a live human being.
When I looked back, it was an old man with a brown sweater. He walk passed and was
about to slowly come back. I did not realize it perhaps because of the strong presence of
thousands of books in the room but there were also few other people around. I saw a
woman and also a monk with the hem of his long gown tied at around the waist. The old
man slowly came towards the window where I was standing by and stared at the wall
above it. His round face was deeply lined and the skin from the chin to the neck was
sagging a little. When I looked at his eyes, they captured my attention. His sharp red
eyes were exhibiting deep sorrow. He also noticed my gaze and laughed shyly. As it is
an old building, there are very few windows in the library and also the shape of the
windows is a little particular. The vertical sides of the window are longer than the
horizontal sides. The amount of light that can enter through such window is limited. I
figured that from where he was, he probably could only see my silhouette. From where I
was on the other hand, I could even see each eyelash on his squinted eyes shone by the
sunlight. Staring at the high wall above the window, the old man mumbled something
again. | did not understand what he said. When I was about to walk away, he said “My
wife is up there” in English this time. He certainly said so and was pointing at the wall.

“Your wife?” I thought he might be crazy. A monk approached the old man. He
shook his hands and walked away. From the way the monk behaved, I sensed his
affection towards the old man, like they were long time friends. I step aside from the
window and looked up the wall where he was staring. There was a blur drawing which
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could be a vase, or some kind of a pattern. Not only the deterioration set in after several
hundred years, but also the sun we were facing did not help me to see the picture
clearly.

“Isn’t that a vase?” I asked.

“Does it look like a vase?”

“Yes, it is a vase. I think.”

“Can you see the woman with a red dress behind?”

I strained my eyes trying to see. Then I noticed a shape like a human being. “Oh
yes, it can be a person.”

“That’s my wife.” When I heard this, I thought I had better leave him alone and
walk away immediately.

“The people in the monastery said that it was a male scholar in the abbey that
Rosenthal, the famous painter, drew. But if you look carefully, you can tell that it is a
woman. I knew it was a woman from the first glance and fell in love. It was a long time
ago.” He said.

“I think it is just a vase.” As I insisted, he further explained “The vase was drawn
by an Austrian painter, Johann Wenzel Bergl over the original fresco drawing using
secco technique. He painted it over the woman but she, my wife, could not stand such
treatment and appeared herself beneath the vase.”

“What’s secco?”

“Rosenthal drew on wet plaster using Fresco technique. Secco is a painting drawn
on dry plaster. However, the Fresco painting was stronger than the secco painting. As
the time passed, the original fresco painting came out from the vase, which was drawn
after the wall dried up. Now it is as if the vase on the surface would about to be pushed
away. With another hundred years, the situation would be completely reversed. It is
funny. An object certainly can not beat a living human being. She can not be contained
in the wall.”

“..and you are saying that is your wife?” I asked.
“Yes, she is.”
“Do you mean it is a portrait of a woman you adore?”

“I married her. She came down from the wall and was looking out the window just
like you were. Then there was only a vase left on the wall. She lived with me and
passed away four years ago and went back there.” As I heard the old man’s story, the
figure on the wall seemed to be getting clearer. It was certainly a woman with a red
dress as he claimed. It was not a male scholar.

“I run a restaurant” He said as he took out a business card out from the pocket. The
name of the restaurant and the direction were on the card.

“Are you Japanese?” he asked.
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“YeSJ’
“Did you come from Vienna?”
“Yes, by train, from the west station”

“Then you did not pass Krems. If you had driven the road passing Krems, you
would have spotted my restaurant. There is a very famous Austrian wine called “Jamek”.
The restaurant is very close to the winery that produces it and there is a signboard with
common ravens, black bird with grey mark on the neck.”

There was a picture of the bird on the card as well. It seemed he was not a
suspicious person. I told him that I had driven to Melk through the road before.

“This window is very special to me. If you are not in hurry, please come and have
lunch at my restaurant. It only takes twenty minutes by car.” He said.

“But I am not the woman from that wall.” As I said so, we both laughed. I decided
to trust the old man. The fact that he was walking with a cane also helped me to trust
him. We walked to the parking lot. His name was Peter and he said that he drives to
Melk everyday to see his “wife”. The parking lot was located at the plaza up the stairs.
When I sympathized with him and said walking up and down the stairs with a cane must
be difficult, he replied that it was something he had to do since his wife went back to
Melk. His car was an expensive German car with a little modification done for a
disabled person. He looked as if he was close to his seventies in the dark library but he
looked even older in the well lit parking lot.

“How are you managing the restaurant today?” I asked.

“I work when I feel like it. The business is passed on to my son now. He was the
head sommelier at Jamek winery but took over the business when my legs started
troubling me.” Having heard this, I found myself trusting him even more.

Melk River meets the Danube and runs to the East. I could recognize the road and
the roadside trees planted along the Danube. The trees were shedding the leaves at the
moment and the scattered leaves were dancing on the street. The lights reflected on the
river was shining through the stripped branches and creating the picture of ever-lasting
serene autumn.

The restaurant “Common Raven” was a relatively small one with limited parking
space at the front garden but the signboard certainly attracted attention. It was more like
a pigeon than a crow and there was a grey line running at the shoulder. When I said I
have never seen such bird in Japan, he said they were very common around the area.
There was a mountain covered in gold at the back of the restaurant. It was the golden
leaves from grapes. Peter told me that the restaurant served home brewed wine. “It is
better than Jamek. My son says so it must be true.” He added whispering. I suddenly felt
hungry. I realized that I had not eaten since the semmel, a bread roll, with a piece of
ham inside that I had on the train. There were a few pairs of customers. They all seemed
to be the people who were heading to Melk. It was a simple restaurant with homely
atmosphere. There were only five tables covered with while cloth and they were
decorated with flowers. The yellow grape leaves were placed underneath the vase on the
table. The smell of the fresh bread and cheese made me happy. Peter introduced me to a
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young chef with an apron. He was a thin man with big eyes.
“It’s my son.” Peter said.

When he was introduced as such, the young chef’s face revealed an expression like
when you were straining the eyes to see a mirage in the sun.

“Did you see the woman on the wall?”” the chef asked me.

“Yes, I also heard the story that the woman is stronger than the vase. Peter said that
the woman on the wall was his wife.” I was curious to see how the chef would react to
my word. But he just smiled as he was used to such remarks and did not comment on it.
His eyes were black like Arab and his hair was also shining like that of Arab. Not only
he did not resemble Peter at all, he did not even look like a European. I could not open
up with him straight away, but it did not matter much. It seemed that there was deep
trust between Peter and the chef. It is probably true that Peter owns the property. The
main course for the served lunch was herbed river trout meuni¢re with white wine
source. The well balanced source of white wine, herbs and the sour apples produced
only around Krems gave rich flavor to the white meat of the fish. Peter drizzled grape
seeds oil on the fish. He offered it to me as well but I turned it down. I was told that it
was oil produced from grape seeds and it had a little bitter taste to it. The bread was
home made as well. The surface was crusty and the inside was soft and moist. The more
you chewed the more flavor it gave out. Everything was prepared by the young chef.

“He is a wonderful chef. But he does not look like you. Perhaps he took after his
mother” I said.

“Coco” His eyes gave out warm expression as he said.
“Is that your wife’s name?”
“Coco, the lady in red dress.” Peter said.

“Is Coco the name of the woman on the wall? or is it your wife’s name?” I asked
Peter again trying to clarify.

As if he overheard such conversation, the young chef brought a small framed
picture of a woman as incoming orders settled down a little. He put it on the table cloth
and said

“This is his wife.” It was not the red dress she was wearing. It was an ordinary
looking country woman with a dress like the one from Tirol region, the western part of
Austria. The chef certainly said “This is his wife”. I figured that probably he was not
Pete’s son. It certainly was not the way that one would show someone the picture of his
own mother. When Peter left for the restroom, I asked the chef if he was his real son. He
only shrugged his shoulders.

“Peter would probably take you to the vineyard. I would appreciate if you could
accompany him and listen to him in return for lunch. Peter was the chef at the restaurant
for a long time though I took over the business after he lost his wife. His wife was also a
wonderful person and they both really took a very good care of the business in
“Common Raven” for a long time. I was told that it was his wife that gave the restaurant
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the name, “Common Raven”.” He explained.
“Peter said that his wife came out from the wall and went back in there.” I said.

“Well, it was a big scandal at the monastery.” When he said, his eyes expressed
both mischievousness and pity. As Peter returned, he left the table.

Peter and I left the restaurant and went for a walk out into the vineyard at the back.
From the distance, it was just a golden slope but there was actually a subtle difference in
color in each area from the types of grapes they were growing. The kind that still has
some green leaves left among the gold ones was a little taller than the other kinds and
they were bearing bunches of green grapes. Probably they were ripe but the skin looked
firm. On the left side of them had a different kind of plants which was a little lower in
height and they were harvested already. Some of them still had few leaves left but they
were about to fall and the part of the still hanging leaves were already red as well. Peter
walked slowly with the help of the cane so I walked alone with his pace. According to
his explanation, red color comes out on the leaves of the red grape trees. He explained
the variety of species as well as the taste of the wine that specific species of grapes
produced.

“The grapes from this tree produce the house wine that we had with lunch. It is a
sturdy kind and takes least care. When the cold wind from the hill over there blows the
leaves away, then you will see the sturdiness and elasticity of the branches.” He
explained.

“When would that happen?” I asked.

“Another month probably. They tangle the black branches in snow and endure the
harsh winter. I wish my wife was as strong as this plant.” He said.

Many narrow winding paths branched off as I walked up the slope and that snake
like trails created an illusion of being lost in the golden forest. The road for the heavy
machinery used during the harvest was also really quiet now. At the point where the
path branched off, there was a small resting place with triangle roofs on top. Inside,
there was a crucifix displayed. I found it unsuitable for the golden forest. The paint had
crumbled a little but the blood trickling out from the prickly crown on the head of Jesus
was still preserved well under the protective roof and looked quite vivid. The roads
were winding but the grape trees were planted in straight line. Between each line, there
was another line of green lush grass continued to the distance. The harvesting machine
should run on this line during the season.

It was a beautiful afternoon. Both the already harvested and yet-to-be harvested
trees were having a golden dream together under the abundant afternoon light. This is
too beautiful. Being too beautiful is a scary thing. The golden chapel triggered scary
feelings, so did the golden spines of the books packed in the century old library. Can I
really trust this caned old man in the golden vineyard? Suddenly the thought triggered
the suspicion in me again. It slowed my pace. Is he really having bad legs? Is the cane
really a cane? I felt the sensation that the trout just ate for lunch was swimming at the
bottom of the stomach. How far are we going to walk? I wondered. He has not uttered a
single word for good several minutes. He just continues to walk to somewhere. I noticed
that the leaves of the surrounding trees were tinged with red. They were clearly different
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species from others. Peter suddenly diverted from the treaded path and veered into the
field. As I followed, I felt the soft grass land at the bottom of my feet though it was not
as soft as the shoes to be buried.

“Where are you going?” I feigned the cheerfulness and asked lightly but my voice
betrayed me and it sounded stiff. He did not answer my question and kept walking. On
the both sides, the red and gold walls were continuing. I could see a stone wall at the
dead end. It was too far to walk up there. The trout in my stomach flipped again. They
say nothing is more expensive than what you get for free. I needed to come up with a
good reason to get down the mountain. My brain was spinning desperately looking for a
plausible reason. Peter’s forehead was shining with sweat.

Suddenly he stopped. The trees at that specific area were cleared and there was a
long bench. He placed the cane between the knees and sat down. Like he was tired, as
expected after such a long walk, he exhaled deeply. I also sat down spacing enough for
another person from him. This must be the location. I probably have to return the favor
for the free lunch. There were black fruits bearing among the red and gold leaves on the
surrounding trees. I realized the strong sweet smell of overripe or rotten fruit lingering
in the area. I did not notice when I was walking but it was as intense to the extent that I
almost felt stifling. The dense smell of rotten fruit mixed with the smell of grass and the
dirt started to cling to my body and the face.

“They are rotten, aren’t they?” I asked

“The mold makes them dry as they get rotten. You see, there is a white object
clung to the fruit? The color changes to grey after a while. At that point, they are the
sweetest. When the process has advanced that far, then we harvest them.” He explained.

I see. I understood that these grapes are for producing the special wine affected
with noble rot.

“So you have to let them rot to make them sweeter then.” I said.

As if he saw through my nervousness, he was playing with the cane in his hands.
“Do you often ask people at the library to come here?”

“Only women. Only the woman who are standing at the window. As Coco did.”
“As she came out from the wall?”

“Nobody believed me. Not only that, everyone at the monastery said the figure
drawn beneath the vase was a man. And they all looked at me as if I was standing at
Inquisition under the suspicion of heresy.” As he said so he struck the ground hard with
the cane. I saw the cane sank into the ground. His face was blushed and the eyes were
red. I felt the powerful presence of emotion that I felt when I met him in the library. His
gaze was away from the golden field and was fixed high in the air.

“.....were you..?” I started in low voice.

“I once was a monk. The window showed me the new world. The window secretly
kept taking the monks out to the outer world for centuries. Can you imagine how many
monks were seduced by the female figure drawn by Rosenthal? The use of fire is strictly
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forbidden in the library. There was no heat or candle stands so people relied on the
narrow light that came in from the window to read books. The books were not allowed
to be taken out therefore transcription was also done by the window. Many of them died
young from the cold and tuberculosis. I was dying too. Then the woman came out from
the wall and stood by the window. It was Coco. She was wearing a red dress. My life
was spared. She came out to save me.”

I felt the library’s heavy, cool air to my skin again. I am Coco standing by the
window and there is a pale, skinny young man standing in front of me. He has weary
eyes from many years of ascetic practice and desperate for the warmth from another
human being. They are the eyes that have fallen in love on the verge of life and death.
The young man’s long black attire is tied at around the waist, it has the white hard collar,
and he is wearing a cross on the chest. This Benedictine monk is deeply moved by my
presence and trembling with fears for the changes happening inside of his body.

“Then what happened?” I asked.

He continued particularly slowly as if he cared for his dry throat.
“Nothing happened. I am with Coco since.”

“But she died and went back to the wall, didn’t she?”

“But her body is resting here.”

“Where?”

“Here.” He pointed at the ground beneath the bench.

A gust of wind blew up from deep under the ground. The sweet smell of overripe
grapes shook my body. Is he making up the story? No, probably it is true. The tree
beside this bench looked peculiarly beautiful for its red color and the fruits were well
affected by the noble rot as if it was about to melt down.

“That’s an interesting story.” My voice went hoarse. My heart beat may well be
heard by Coco resting beneath the ground. Suddenly, a black shadow crossed above the
head. It dropped into the trees in a little distance and was shaking some leaves. When
the old man made a sound from the throat, a long beaked black bird as the size of a
pigeon peeked out between the leaves and jumped onto the grass. It cautiously
approached us. There was a grey mark on the neck. The old man picked a grape from
the nearby tree and tossed it. The raven hopped to it and quickly retreated as picked it

up.

“The fruit of this tree is particularly sweet. Do you want to try?” He picked a
bunch. They have lost a half of their juice and shrunk to a strange looking grayish
purple object.

“It’s this smell. See?” as he said, he brought it to my nose. It was more like a living
organism with the quiet will rather than fruit. It surely smelt like a breath from a living
organism. The mysterious and aggressive mass of air lightly landed on my face. I saw
Peter’s white face close by. The organism was hanging between his and my face. I
checked the smell and then picked up a grape without grey mold and put it into the
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mouth. Could not be entirely satisfied by it, I tried the rotten one as well. Rather than
the sweetness, it left sharp numbness on the tip of the tongue as if the fermentation
process had been progressing on the tree.

“It was this color.” I confirmed. “It was this color that the woman in the painting
was wearing.” I remembered that it was a deep color that could be taken as red or black.
There were tears in old man’s eyes.

I could not stand any longer. “Thank you for the grapes. It was nice meeting you.
What a wonderful couple you two are.” As I said, I started walking. He did not move
from the bench.

On the way back, I saw the crucifix again. It was pinned on the cross as if it is the
guardian of the field. I wondered what Jesus says to the man who failed to fulfill the
training and chose to be with a woman every time he passes here. The young chef said it
was a big scandal but the picture of Coco did not look scandalous at all. She appeared to
be an ordinary woman from the ordinary country side grew old. When I went back to
the restaurant, chef was just coming out to see off some regular customers.

“Peter is with Coco in the vineyard.” When I said so, he understood all and nodded.
He also kindly asked the middle aged couple, who were about to get in the car, to give
me a lift to Sankt Polten. I got on the car feeling the sharp sensation on the tip of the
tongue.

12
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The Golden Fields of Melk
Takagi Nobuko

Many years ago, I took a trip by car to Melk. Spring was just beginning to make its
influence felt. Above the forest which massed along the Danube like a fortress, a pale, hazy
moon hung in the air. The sky, smoky with twilight, its blue diffusing, was still holding back
from plunging into night. In this dimness the moon, having just risen above the mountains,
seemed to be chasing liquidly after my car.

I’ll come again, I said to the moon.

It was on an October day that I boarded a train from West Station in Vienna, to keep my
promise. Being fall this time, the sky was without a trace of mist.

I was quite used to traveling about Austria alone.

The previous trip a Japanese woman studying at Vienna University had driven the car,
but I didn’t want to trouble her by asking a second time, so I decided on the train. The station
workers and staff on the train all spoke English. I actually found the English of German
speaking persons easy to understand. Restaurant, hotel, taxi --all I managed in English.

It took 40 minutes to reach Sankt Polten. While I was waiting there to change to the local
train, I became friends with an old lady and her dog. She was happy to inform me that the
monastery in Melk was the most beautiful in the world. Her dog affirmed this with a high
pitched yelp.

The local train reached Melk in just under 30 minutes. The Melk Abbey, from its high
place on the hill, spreads its sienna colored roof far into the air. The surrounding rocks and
deep greenery seem like clouds in its sky. The long wall that stretches under the roof is
adorned with a yellow and white striped pattern. It is solid enough to suggest it was intended
for military purposes, but the green dome at the center and the two towers which face toward
the Melk River yield to decoration, and are more gorgeously wrought.

The two towers are vivid with white, yellow, and green admixed with verdigris. They
shine with gold here and there along a line that seems to flow downward from the spires at the
top to the round dials of the clock faces. This part alone seems more like a palace than a
monastery or church. However, the church inside is also liberally sprinkled with multicolored
marble and gold.

The structure as a whole is marked by soft, curving lines, making it one of the finest
examples of the Austrian baroque style.

Those builders in the first half of the eighteenth century who restored the Abbey to its
current state, using all their faith and material resources, certainly tried to create a heaven on
earth on the hill above Melk. One can see that, beyond the fires of emotional devotion, it took
a persistent energy to bring this to fruition.

The last time I was inside, I felt overwhelmed by the sheer power of the golden hue. I
think a person surrounded by gold, has the sense of reality stripped from them, to the point of
no longer being able to feel the weight of his or her own body. This is also found in Japanese
Pure Land Buddhism, and I wanted to experience it again this time.
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Before the Abbey reached its current form as an epitome of the Baroque, in the tenth
century it was one of the military fortresses spaced out along and above the Danube. Where
an army encamped, a church was built. The fortresses took their names from the tributaries of
the Danube in their area: Enns,Ypps, Melk, Krems. The most important of these fortresses
was the one at Melk.

The ruling family of the locality, the Babenburgs, gave protection to the monks and
founded the Abbey, which became an important site for the Benedictines. After that, despite
political and dynastic changes, the Abbey continued to thrive as both a religious center, and as
a place for high achievement in religious scholarship and the arts.

Of course, the Abbey faced a number of challenges. When there was a movement for the
economic and administrative reform of monastic practice, Melk joined with Vienna
University to take the lead and guide the reforms instead of resisting them. This became
known as the “Melk reform.” Of interest here is that Melk sided with the theoretical
arguments of Vienna University over the direction of the Holy See in Rome. Because of this
relations with the Pope suffered, but the level of scholarship in the Abbey only became more
advanced.

Nowadays we look to science for explanations, but then truth was a matter of
understanding the will of God. In this, scholarship at Melk produced the most advanced and
exacting knowledge, comparable in theoretical sophistication to the present time.

Many times it suffered disaster from fire. In the cold of winter the only source of heat
was to burn wood. But the wind from the river was ready to fan the flames in the monastery
up on the hill. In that high place there was never enough water. The slightest neglect of a fire
often led to a major disaster.

A fire at the end of the thirteenth century destroyed the library. Through the sacrifice of
the monks, precious hymnbooks and passion plays dating back to the earliest days of the
Abbey were rescued. In that early period the Abbey had a workshop for producing books and
finely detailed paintings -- most of these were lost.

An even more tragic fire occurred in 1736. That fire destroyed work on the Abbey that
was nearing completion, by a group of artisans, sculptors and plasterers under the direction of
the renowned architect Jakob Prandtauer. Almost all the decorated rooms and the roof were
lost. The Abbot at the time, Berthold Dietmayr, immediately set out to rebuild but left this
world before seeing it completed. Due to the efforts of his Assistant it was born anew as a
flower of the Baroque.

Besides these two disastrous fires there were many minor ones. Because of this the
whole Abbey was possessed by an almost abnormal fear of fire. Perhaps the purpose of the
full sleeves and long robes worn by the monks and priests was to protect them from the cold
on those days when they no chance of warming themselves any other way.

This is one of the colder localities in Europe. When I first came in spring the Melk river
was still full of ice. Now it was autumn, and while the brilliant light of summer still sparkled
in the sky, the temperature had already dropped about ten degrees, presaging the long winter
ahead.

There was a line of tables draped in cloth in a restaurant on the cobblestone street in
front of the city hall, but no sign of tourists, only elderly residents of the city, taking their time
drinking tea. It was the scene of a place which made its livelihood in the summer, and, having
finished its work for the year, was now catching its breath.

Even the main street of the town was not wide at all. Those who worked in the souvenir
shops and cafes on either side could carry on a conversation across the way, without needing
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to raise their voices.

Looking down on the street were the towers and green dome of the Abbey. It presided
over the life of the town -- and steadily observed it.

Ascending the gentle slope, I was welcomed by an arched gate with a three-corner roof.
In front of me was another such gate. While the inner quarters where the monks did their
observances was off-limits, it was permitted to go inside the church and within a delimited
area of the grounds. Besides me there was not a single person anywhere about.

Just as I was about to pass under the first gate, from the courtyard inside there was a
sound, as of a flock of birds starting up in flight. I instinctively drew back, but it was not birds.
Instead a group of some ten children came running out in a bunch, through the gate and down
the cobblestone slope. Then, I was alone again.

There appeared a monk, wearing a black robe with white trim. Possibly he was the
children’s teacher, and had just seen them off. He approached, and with a smile greeted me.
Startled, weren’t you? his expression implied.

“We call that ‘the wind.”” His smile deepened. “Truly.”
I returned his smile.

“These are lower class students in the Gymnasium. When they wear their communion
whites, we call it ‘the wind of rabbits.’”

Where were these rabbits off to in such a hurry, albeit today in their usual clothes? The
monk did not answer my question, but continued, “When they reach the upper grades, they no
longer run.” His eyes, behind his glasses, twinkled.

Perhaps in the future a few of this group would be chosen to enter the Benedictine order,
and after a more arduous course of discipline then their current schooling, would ascend to the
position of a Father in the order?

After ‘the wind,’ it was quiet again, and I went on through the next gate.

There was no sound, While I knew there were many people within these large buildings,
from Gymnasium students to monks, it seemed that the air around me had never been soiled
by human breath.

A place of worship, whether Christian or Buddhist, depends on the maintenance of
silence. I loved this clear air. Like chilled white wine I let it imbue me, from my lungs deep
into my soul.

In the chapel, the gold added a layer of coolness to the white wine, intoxicating me
further. There were the figures of motionless worshippers here and there about, but they were
outnumbered by the gold-leafed images, occupants of Heaven, looking down at me with
majesty and serenity. At first the panoply before me seemed too bustling, but before long sank
into silence.

The main altar in particular seemed almost buried in marble and gold. Above the
tabernacle Peter and Paul were clasping hands, not wishing to part. They had both determined
to die, and were encouraging each other in their resolve. Yet they, as well as the prophets
from the Old Testament surrounding them, Daniel, Jeremiah, David, and Isaiah, were
rendered entirely in gold. From the altar up to the ceiling, the angels and saints affixed to the
wall were also all gleaming with the same color. I felt I had to be on my guard against all this
radiance, a plot to dazzle my senses.

On the same day, Peter and Paul were both executed. Peter was crucified upside down,
and Paul was beheaded by citizens of the town. The woman in the dark red mantle in the
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fresco over the altar had on her head a crown of thorns, and there were instruments of torture
scattered at her feet. It seemed she managed to climb to this high place after enduring torture.
For this reason, below the gold a copious quantity of blood trickled down.

No matter how beautifully glittering in gold, Christianity is drawn to test the extremes of
what flesh can endure. In the most exalted spheres there are also cries of suffering,
representations of pain. Martyrs became saints, and in the churches their physical remains
were preserved and worshipped. This occurred all across Europe. Here as well, the eleventh
century Irish pilgrim Koloman, who was hung from an elder tree, was brought to Melk before
his body decayed. Today, the Saint’s white skeleton, dressed in an outfit, lies in a glass case
bordered with gold ornamentation.

When I passed in from of this I felt a bit discomfited. It is one thing to be hung from an
elder tree, but another to be forced to have one’s bones exposed to peoples’ stares for a
thousand years.

I passed out of the chapel and walked down a long corridor. From the white ceiling,
lights hung down on iron fixtures. In the Abbey’s long history it must be only recently that
these fixtures contained electric light bulbs. With either oil lamps or candlelight, figures of
people must have appeared as though swimming up out of the dimness.

After ascending wide stone steps, I went into another corridor called the Emperors’
Gallery, in which paintings were displayed, then on into the Marble Hall. Here, for the first
time since entering the building, I encountered another sightseer. It was a young woman
wearing a backback. She was scrutinizing a pamphlet in her hand and comparing it with a
painting on the wall. We exchanged smiles as we passed each other.

Here, I felt relieved. Even though these were the grand Emperors’ Gallery and Marble
Hall, the overall impression they gave was the extent to which Austria’s ruling families, the
Babenburgs and Hapsburgs, valued the monastery as a spiritual place. In this marble corridor
the Emperor met with the high spiritual leaders, who perhaps imparted to him God’s message.

Going further, I suddenly met with the wind from the river. I had come out at the
foremost point of the huge building, shaped like an “A.” Struck by the rays of the sun shining
down from close above my head, the city, the river, and the surrounding grey-green trees,
seemed to be shimmering inside a bell of light. Looking closely, I could just make out the
continuous movement of water on the river surface.

Forward, the route flanked away from the continuation of the Emperors’ Gallery, and
towards the monastery proper. In this section, only the library was open to view by the public.
The library held more fascination for me than the golden chapel. It was the reason I wanted to
visit Melk again.

I pushed open the heavy door. Unlike the glittering chapel, the air inside was thick with
humidity, unmoving, severe.

The long square room, apart from narrow windows that opened left and right, was
packed with leather bound books from floor to ceiling. The books all had designs and lettering
in gold, but over the travails of hundreds of years the gold had dulled and faded. A mountain
of corpses -- but of books, not human beings.

Since most of the books had been copied by hand, they were dense with human energy.
Rather than corpses, perhaps it was better to see them as brimming with strength, the material
condensation of voices, sighs, sweat.

There was a certain feeling that drifted over me when I came here before and stood in the
center of the room. I wanted to experience it again, and find out what it was. It was difficult to
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put into words.
Human beings -- what amazing things they bring into being.

In this library there is a Homiliarium, dated as slightly later than the ninth century, and a
tenth or eleventh century copy of Vergilius. In the twelfth century St. Jerome’s scriptural
commentaries were copied here. The Benedictine Rule, Bibles, spiritual and legal texts, even
the earliest example of literature written by a woman in German, the “Life of Jesus” by Frau
Ava, are here. Two thirds of the copied volumes date from the fifteenth century, but among
them many pages within the books have not been examined. Only recently, that is to say 1999,
the scholar Dr. Christine Glassner opened a late medieval book, and discovered inside it a
carefully preserved fragment of a thirteenth century Nibelungenlied, causing great excitement.

There are also early examples of printed books: 1700 from the sixteenth century, 4500
from the seventeenth century, then it leaps to 18,000 from the eighteenth century. Altogether
there are 100,000 books in this library.

Of course, at any one time one can only take in with one’s eyes a small portion of all
these books. As I know neither Latin nor German, I could barely discern whether a book in
question was about astronomy, geography, law or religion, except by glancing at the printed
explanations and taking a guess...

Even so, there was one hand copied book in the display case, that had such a forceful
beauty I had to catch my breath. Each letter was like a decorated emblem, with love and care
in each pen stroke. I had no idea of the meaning, but the individual letters had been given
such significance of their own that I thought they themselves might have become the object of
prayer.

Well, in Buddhism there is the practice of copying sutras. It is not a question of pursuing
the meaning. The writing of each character is itself a religious act. The monks who copied
these books, must have given themselves over to this exacting labor as a way of getting closer
to God. The prayers of the monks over hundreds of years were compressed into these
multitudes of books.

In this close, humid atmosphere, it seemed as though something was trying to penetrate
into my skin, my breath. My life itself seemed as fleeting as a speck of down...

I went toward a window, and felt that there was someone behind me.

The compelling force from all of the books, the hundreds of years of letters, words, and
prayers, felt like a living person breathing on the back of my neck. I may have felt
overwhelmed by the mass of books, but one thing was certain -- there really was a person just
behind me.

When I looked back, this person, who had just passed slowly by me from behind, now
turned back in my direction. It was an older person wearing a brown sweater. Absorbed in the
books, I hadn’t noticed before, but besides me in the room there was also a woman, and a
monk with the long train of his robe rolled up and tucked in at the waist.

The old person slowly approached to the place by the window near me, and looked up at
the window.

His round face was crisscrossed with wrinkles, and although the flesh hung loosely
around his jaws and neck his eyes were sharp, suffused with blood. A sadness coursed out
from inside them, drawing my attention.

He became aware of my presence, and gave me a reserved smile.

Because it was an old building the few windows there were, were long and narrow. Only
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a small amount of light shone through them. The old man probably saw me as only a
silhouette. I, on the other hand, with the single beam of brightness from the window behind
me, saw distinctly each separate eyelash of his eyes as he squinted upward.

Directing his gaze to the upper part of the window, he murmured something I couldn’t
understand. As I started to move away, he said something again, this time addressing me in
English.

“My wife... is there.” He pointed upward toward the top of the window.
“Your wife?”
Perhaps he was not quite right in the head.

At this moment the monk came up and shook hands with him, and then turned to go into
an inner room. There was affection in his bearing, They must be acquaintances, or good
friends...

I moved back and tried to see what the old man was looking at.

There was something painted on the wall. It had undergone considerable degeneration,
and the light was in the wrong direction, but it seemed to be an image of something like a
flower vase.

““Is that a vase?” I asked.

“It looks like a vase to you?” he responded.

“Yes, it’s a vase.”

“Don’t you see the woman wearing red behind that?”

I concentrated on where he indicated, and it did seem as though a human figure came
into view.

“That is my wife.”
After all, it would be better to keep away from this person.

“The monks all say that this is the figure of a scholar of the order painted by Rosenthal,
but if you look closely you can see it is a woman. At first glance I knew it was a woman, and [
fell in love with her.”

“It’s just a vase.”

“The vase is there, yes, but Johann Bergl painted it over the top of the figure of the
woman with secco. Being painted over completely was something my wife couldn’t stand, so
she caused her image to reappear behind the vase.”

“...what is secco?”

“Rosenthal painted directly onto wet plaster: a fresco. Painting on dry plaster is called a
secco painting. However, fresco is stronger and more durable. Over time the fresco painting
has gradually been coming back from behind the vase painted on dry plaster, and is in the
process of expelling it entirely. In another hundred years the positioning of these images will
be completely reversed. That is a cause for joy, don’t you think? In the end, the living person
over the thing. No matter how the object was impressed into the wall, it won’t prevail.”

“And that is your wife?
“It is.”

“Your -- how should I put it -- your Madonna?”
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“I was married to her. She descended from the wall, and just where you were standing,
she was looking out the window. At that time, the only thing remaining on the wall was the
vase. She lived with me, but four years ago she died. After that, she returned up there.”

After hearing this, the figure on the wall did seem more clearly discernible. Certainly it
wasn’t a male scholar, but a woman in a red dress.

The man took a business card out of his pocket. “I am the owner of this place.” It had on
it the name of a restaurant and a map of its location.

“You are Japanese?”

“Yes.”

“Coming from Vienna?”

Yes, by train from West Station.”

“Then you did not pass through Krems. If you had gone through Krems by car, you
would have seen my restaurant. There is a well-known Austrian brand of wine called Jamek.
Close by their vineyards, is my restaurant -- with a sign, ‘The Hooded Crow.” ”

On the business card, there was a picture of the hooded crow. This was not just some
crazy old man, then.

I told him I had come to Melk by car on a previous occasion.

“This window is very special. If you are not in a hurry, please come to my restaurant for
lunch. It is twenty minutes by car.”

“But -- I am not the woman who descended from off of that wall.”

We both laughed. I decided I could trust this old man. The fact that he used a cane made
me feel more secure.

We walked to the parking lot. He told me his name was Peter, and that he came to Melk
every day by car to meet his wife.

The parking lot was built as an elevated flat area reached by a flight of stairs. I said it
must be hard to go up and down these stairs with a cane. He replied that since his wife had
returned to Melk, what could he do about it?

His car was an expensive German model, which had been modified to accommodate a
person with disabilities.

In the darkness of the library he had seemed around seventy, but in the bright parking lot,
it was clear he was older,

“What about your restaurant?”

“I work there when I feel like it. I have turned it over to my son. He was the chief
sommelier at Jamek, but when my legs became bad, he took over for me.”

I felt more and more comfortable with Peter.

The Melk River flows into the Danube, which then winds eastward. I remembered the
road that goes beside the Danube, and the line of trees beside the road.

The trees were in the midst of shedding their foliage, and the fallen leaves danced on the
road surface. The space between the trees that were already bare was filled with the light
reflecting off the river. It was the eternal scene of autumn come again, unchanged, tranquil.

The restaurant, equipped with a few parking spaces in the front, was small and compact,
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but the sign, “The Hooded Crow” was certainly conspicuous. It looked more like a black
pigeon, with an ash colored shawl running diagonally across the shoulders. When I said I had
never seen one in Japan, Peter responded that it was a common bird in this area.

The mountain behind the restaurant was dyed with a pure yellow. This was the leaves of
the grape vines. Peter’s restaurant also served a wine they produced themselves. About which,
he added in an undertone, “It is better than Jamek’s. No mistake -- my son has said so
himself. ”

Suddenly I felt hungry. On the train I had only had a semmel roll with a slice of ham
inside.

Inside there were several groups of customers, who all looked as though they were
tourists driving on to Melk. There were only five tables. A homey little place, the tables
decorated with white tablecloths and flowers. At the base of each flower vase was a yellow
grape leaf. In the air, the warm and comfortable odors of bread and cheese.

Peter introduced me to the young chef in an apron. He was a thin man with big eyes.
“My son.”

As he was introduced in this way, narrowing his eyes against the sunlight, in the chef’s
face for an instant there arose the strange apprehension of glimpsing some distant illusion.

“And have you met the woman on the wall...?”

“Yes, I have heard the story of how the woman behind is stronger than the vase. She was
Peter’s wife, and all that.”

I wanted to see his reaction. But he quickly reverted to a superficial smile, without
directly answering my question.

The chef’s eyes were black, Arabian, his hair lustrous. He looked like a foreigner,
unrelated to Peter.

Again I felt a little wary of Peter. But whatever the truth was -- maybe it didn’t matter. I
could tell there was a closeness, a feeling of mutual accceptance and understanding between
Peter and the chef.

It certainly seemed to be true that this was Peter’s restaurant.

The main course of the lunch was a river trout meuniere in a white wine sauce. It was
excellent. The white wine and herbs, blended expertly with an acidic apple unique to the
Krems area, accentuated the firm white flesh of the trout.

Peter drizzled some grape oil on his trout. He recommended this to me, but I declined.
He said it was an oil pressed from grape seeds, with a slight bitterness. The bread was also
made at the restaurant. The outside was hard, but the inside was soft and moist, and full of
flavor when one bit into it. All this was apparently made by the chef.

“He really is a wonderful chef. But he doesn’t resemble you at all, Peter. He is much
closer to the woman on the wall.”

“Coco.”

The old man’s eyes softened.
“Was that your wife’s name?
“Coco of the red dress.”

“The woman painted on the wall? Or the name of your wife?”
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Perhaps from overhearing this conversation, or because there was a lull in the kitchen,
the chef came in and laid on the tablecloth a framed photograph.

“This is his wife.”
Not in a red dress, but in a Tirolese outfit, it was an ordinary, countryside woman.

The chef referred to her as Peter’s wife. He did not really seem to be Peter’s son. It was
not the attitude of someone showing a photo of his mother.

When Peter got up to go to the toilet, I called over the chef. “Are you really his son?”
The chef only shrugged his shoulders.

“Peter will probably want to take you for a walk in the vineyards. Please go with him for
just a while and listen to his talk. Consider it a way of expressing thanks for the lunch. For a
long time, Peter was the chef at this restaurant. After his wife died he brought me in to take
his place, you know? His wife was a wonderful woman, and they ran this place together for
many years. It was his wife who gave it the name, ‘The Hooded Crow.”

“And the story of the woman who came down from the wall, and then returned to it?”
“That was a big scandal at the Abbey.”

His eyes sparkled with mischievousness and compassion.

As Peter was coming back, the chef broke off the conversation and went away.

Peter and I went out of the restaurant, and began to walk in the vineyards in the rear.

Although from a distance it looked a slope of uniform yellow, there were subtle
differences of deeper and paler yellow depending on the type of vine, which showed each its
particular hue in the different sections of the vineyard.

There were some leaves among the yellow that were still green. These were taller plants
that, looking closely, had bunches of blue grapes. These did not seem to need more ripening,
as the skin of the grapes was hard and firm. On the left side of the vineyard the trellises were
lower, and here the harvest had already ended. The leaves still attached were about to wither
and fall off. Many of these leaves had partially turned to red.

Peter walked slowly, using his cane, and I adjusted my pace to his.

He explained that those leaves with scarlet in them were from vines with red grapes. He
told me about the different types of grapes, and what sort of wine was made from them.

“This one here, yields the house wine you had with lunch. It is a robust plant, with little
need for care. Soon, from beyond that hill there, a cold wind will blow, scattering away the
leaves -- then we can see clearly which branches are strong and still full of life.”

“When are all the leaves gone?”

After another month, maybe. In the middle of the snow we twine the black branches
together to protect them from the cold wind. It was good my wife had the constitution for this
kind of work.”

The narrow road, while spinning off any number of offshoots, began gradually climbing
at a diagonal. This winding route gave the illusion of being lost within a yellow forest.

During harvest season this road must be filled with the trucks and equipment, but now it
was completely silent.

At the point where the road branched off a small shrine partially covered by a three
cornered roof was set up, with a crucifixion image inside. It was quite out of place within this
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yellow forest. From the affects of wind and rain the color had peeled off. But the blood that
flowed down from the crown of thorns, protected by the roof, still appeared fresh.

No matter how much the road wound about and twisted, the vine plants were set in
straight lines. Between each of these lines, there ran a belt of fresh green grass. Perhaps the
harvesting equipment rode along on top of this grass.

It was a beautiful afternoon. In the fullness of the afternoon light, both the vines still
with grapes, and those already harvested, were together dreaming a dream of golden color.

But it was too beautiful. That which is too beautiful is frightening. The gold inside the
Abbey chapel was frightening. The gold leaf spines of the books that took up all the space
inside the library, was frightening.

Also the old man who walked with a cane slowly through this golden vineyard...
My pace slowed.

Were his legs really bad? Did he really need the cane?

The trout I had just eaten for lunch seemed to be jumping about in my stomach.

How far had we walked? For the last several minutes, he had said nothing. Just steadily
walking towards a certain destination.

Now we were passing a different type of vine. Its leaves had turned entirely red.

Peter turned off the paved road and began walking between the vine rows. The grass was
soft underfoot, but not enough that my shoes sank into it.

“How far are we going?”” My voice was clearly strained.
He kept on walking.

To the left and right, walls of yellow and red were right upon us. At the end was a stone
wall. If we went too far, it would be hard to find the way back. The trout in my stomach was
wriggling. It was nice to be treated to lunch, but had it been expensive enough to justify this?
I needed a reason to go back. I was frantically trying to think of a reason. In front of me, the
back of Peter’s head was shining with sweat.

We came to a spot where the vines had been pulled out, and a long bench had been
placed.

He planted his cane between his legs and sat down. He did appear tired, heaving a deep
sigh.

Leaving a space between us, I sat down. This was our destination, apparently. Here was
where [ was going to return the favor of the lunch.

In the vines around us, below the red and yellow leaves, black grapes were hanging.
These had rotted, and a sweet smell was wafting in the air. I hadn’t noticed it while walking,
but now this made it almost hard to breathe. The smell of ripe and rotted grapes together,
impossible to tell apart, mixed in with odors of grass and earth, entangled my face and body.

“These grapes, they are rotted, aren’t they?”

“A fungus attaches to them, causing them to rot and gradually dry out. See, that white
extrusion on the grape surface? A little longer, and the red color will turn ashen. Then they
will be at their sweetest. When they have reached that point, they are picked.”

Oh yes, I had heard of that. Wine of the noble rot.
“If they don’t rot, they don’t turn sweet.”
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He seemed to be aware of how tense I was, but he just sat there, both hands idly toying
with his cane.

“Do you always invite someone you meet in the library, and bring them out here?”
“Only women. Only those who stand by that window. Coco was like that...”
“Who escaped from the wall?”

“No one believed me. They even claimed that the figure painted behind the vase was a
man. All the monks said that. They regarded me with such severity that they were ready to
hold a convocation to expel me.”

He thrust his cane down suddenly, and it lodged in the earth. His cheek was flushed, his
eyes red. He had the same forcefulness as when I encountered him in the library, when he
seemed to be returning in his thoughts to something far away. His gaze flew past the golden
vineyard, and pierced into the sky.

“So, you were...?” | murmured.

“Yes, I was a monk. That window taught me about an entirely new world. It was that
window, which for hundreds of years, led the monks secretly into the outside world. Can you
imagine how many monks were enticed by the woman Rosenthal painted? Inside the library
one could not use fire. There were no heaters or candlestands. Everyone relied on the long
thin rays of light coming through the windows to read. One could not remove the books, so
copying was done next to a window. Many of them died young from the cold, or tuberculosis.
I was also close to death. Then that woman came down from the wall, and stood by the
window. It was Coco. She was wearing a red dress then. She had come down to help me. Ah,
she helped me!”

The cold, thick air of the inside of the Abbey library came to life around me. I was Coco
standing by the window. Before my eyes was an extremely thin youth with a pale face. His
eyes were exhausted from his religious devotions. They were the eyes of someone who had
always relied only on himself, but who now desired the warmth of a human body. The eyes of
one who, beyond all else, even his own life, had fallen in love.

The youth’s black robe was tied by a rope at the waist. A stiff white collar, at the chest a
cross. My whole form brought about in him an emotional upheaval, and this Benedictine
monk was trembling with fear at the change arising inside his body.

“Then what happened after that?”

He spoke slowly,as though to spare his dry throat.

“Nothing happened. Coco and I were together from then on.”
“She died, and hid herself again behind the vase on that wall?”
“But her body is sleeping here.”

“Where?”

“Here.” He pointed to the earth below the bench.

A wind blew up from below the earth. The rich scent of the ripened grapes, the sweetly
rotted grapes, swept upon me.

I had been tricked. No, maybe it was a true story. The scarlet