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– ‘A Man Seeks
His Fatherland’ –

H

e keeps disappearing. Ten years ago I thought
that I had found him, on the wrong side of
the tracks in the little town of Brody, on the dusty
eastern edge of Europe, where the Empire of the
Habsburgs once dissolved into the Empire of the
Romanovs. I had come to Brody at the end of a fitful
eight-week journey along the boundaries of that Em
pire, across Austria to the fringes of Italy, down into
former Yugoslavia and through Hungary and Ro
mania to the muddy marches of Western Ukraine. I
was keeping a bargain I had made with myself thirty
years earlier.
I first encountered The Radetzky March, one of
the masterpieces of modern German fiction, while I
was researching a BBC film about Vienna at the turn
of the twentieth century. Its opening paragraphs
promised a stirring narrative of the end of empire.
Then for the next 300 pages it systematically broke
that promise. I was led to expect weighty histori
cal events distilled into the tale of a single imperial
family. Instead I was taken on a wild goose chase
from one provincial garrison to another in the com
pany of officers who had nothing better to do than
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drink, gamble, get into debt and beguile the time
with desultory affairs. Between its opening in 1859
and its final pages set six decades later almost noth
ing happened. There were two sexual encounters,
a duel and an industrial strike, but they were all
left unresolved. Even the Great War and the death
of the longest surviving European monarch were
brushed aside with casual disregard. It was the least
epic historical novel I had ever read and I was totally
seduced by it. I was captivated by its glimpses of
a vanished world seen through the wrong end of a
telescope and framed in dreamlike prose which kept
slipping out of reach. It was elusive and ironic and it
stuck like a burr in my brain.
I knew little of Habsburg history and even less
of the author. I soon discovered that I was not alone.
Even today there is no English biography of Joseph
Roth and only a couple of academic studies, one of
which is currently remaindered. His personal life is
cloaked in mist. Yet the landscape he described was
unforgettable and I was impatient to encounter it
at first hand. I swore that one day I would follow
the novel’s sad and confused hero Carl Joseph von
Trotta along the margins of Mitteleuropa. I would
drink in faded cafés across the road from crumbling
opera houses. I would buy second-class tickets in
Kaiser-yellow railway stations and take rickety trains
from Slovenia and Moravia in the west to the dank
marshes of Galicia in the east.
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It was fifteen years before I could keep my
promise to myself. Three decades ago the borders
of Europe and Russia were still in Neville Chamber
lain’s words ‘a faraway country of which we know
little’. Then in the late 1980s the landscape of
Poland, Czechoslovakia and Ukraine was radi
cally transformed. The Iron Curtain lifted to reveal
one perfectly preserved stage set after another, all
painted in faded pastels – the pink, green and gold
favoured by Emperor Franz Joseph. Beyond the ur
ban scenery of Mitteleuropa sat the smudged land
scape of muddy plains, framed by dense wooded
hills, familiar to me from the journeys taken by Carl
Joseph during the novel. Much of it had scarcely
changed since he crossed it with his mistress in a
wagon lit just before the First World War. As I fol
lowed the railway tracks eastward through towns
with evocatively unpronounceable names like Brno,
Cluj and Przemysl, I could see how fifty years of
communist paralysis had frozen the frame. Across
the Great Hungarian Plain and through the forests
of Trans-Carpathia, where farmers wearing embroi
dered smocks drove ox carts loaded with logs along
tracks crowded with geese, I seemed to be watching
a 1930s movie played in reverse. Surely now I could
match Roth’s misty hypnotic descriptions of Gali
cia with the reality which inspired them. Perhaps,
when I reached his birthplace, I might even be able
to construct a psycho-geography of the author –
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what German speakers call his seelenlandschaft, his
spiritual landscape. But when I arrived in his home
land another promise was broken. The scenery was
intact but the screenwriter had left the set.
It might have helped if I had known that I was
being led through the swamps by one of literature’s
most prodigious liars. Joseph Roth, born in 1894
in what is now Western Ukraine and buried in the
Paris suburbs a mere forty-five years later, the vic
tim of drink and despair, lived a life as clouded and
obscure as his remarkable fiction. In his diaries and
letters, in his reported conversations and his con
fessional journalism, he scattered falsehoods like a
Ruthenian peasant sowing corn. As a novelist, he
constantly blurs historical truth and hallucination.
As a reporter, his documentary accounts of the
years after the Great War are bent out of true by his
wounded subjectivity. At first glance, his sidelong
descriptions of the end of three European empires
seem almost cinematic. That is another illusion. If
there is anything filmic about Roth’s work, it is its
debt to the expressionist German movies which
he reviewed in the smoky Berlin picture houses of
the 1920s. Like the films of Murnau and Pabst and
the paintings of Grosz and Dix and Beckmann, his
stories belong in the world of Die Neue Sachlichkeit
– the ‘new objectivity’ which was the house style
of Weimar Germany. That term is also misleading.
Grosz’s drawings are no more objective than Roth’s
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writing. In his published work, every phrase, each
observation bears witness to the fragility of fact.
His accounts of his own life are even more flimsy.
Nothing stands up to close examination. His biogra
pher David Bronsen calls him a mythomaniac. The
Ukrainian scholar Larisa Cybenko prefers the term
‘fantasist’. The English literary critic Jon Hughes ar
gues that even his narrative voice is a fabrication. In
several of his stories he introduces a character with
the name Joseph Roth who simultaneously acts in
the drama and observes it from the edge of frame. I
soon learned that the writer I had chosen as a tour
guide through Eastern Europe after the fall of the
Berlin Wall was a compulsive falsifier.
Consider the bald facts of his life. He was born a
hundred and twenty years ago on the borders of Aus
tria and Russia. He studied in Lemberg and Vienna
and enlisted in the imperial army during the Great
War. He worked as a journalist in Berlin during
the Weimar Republic, in post-revolutionary Russia
and in Paris when it was Europe’s creative fulcrum.
Yet the further he travelled from his birthplace, the
more his fiction returned to the eastern provinces
of Franz Joseph’s former empire. The little Jewish
town where he spent the first eighteen years of his
life appears under one fictitious name or another in
nine of his fifteen novels. It is peopled with deserting
soldiers, Hasidic Jews, dealers in drink and contra
band, human traffickers, revolutionaries, prostitutes,
7

