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 Franz Schubert may have died in 1827 at the tragic age of thirty-one, but his life itself 

was anything but tragic. Indeed, he was blessed his entire life with a huge circle of friends, 

among whom was one single Jew, the same Salomon Sulzer who served during the last decade of 

Schubert’s life as the cantor of the Seitenstettengasse Tempel in Vienna. 

 What I know of Schubert–I mean what I know of Schubert, as opposed to what everybody 

knows of him from his biographers’ efforts–comes to me through this Sulzer fellow: my 

grandfather was a cello student of his fourth son, Josef, and once bought several hundred of 

Sulzer père’s books (including some two dozen volumes of handwritten reminiscences) from his 

teacher’s son when the latter was down on his luck years later and in need of funds. What 

follows, then, is an excerpt from the first of those volumes, written by Sulzer in the fall of 1874 

and devoted solely to the events of the summer of 1820, the year Salomon was sixteen and 

Schubert, twenty-three. It was, as you shall see presently, a very interesting season for both of 

them.... 

 

* 

(The first page of the first notebook is missing.) 

 ...but 1820 was a very good year for Franzl. He was hard at work on Lazarus. His songs 

were becoming better known.  And he had two major openings in Vienna: the first performances 

of “The Twin Brothers” at the Kärntnertor-Theater in June and the premiere of “The Magic 

Harp” at the Theater an der Wien in the middle of August. 

 In between the Brothers and the Harp, Schubert fled to Atzenbrugg Castle, a country 

property near Tulln owned by the monks of the Klosterneuburg Monastery but administered an 

uncle of Schubert’s friend–and, in the eyes of many, his ruination–Franz Schober. Now, as it 

happened, my family spent the summer of 1820 not far from there. But as none of my uncles ran 



 

castles, we had no choice but to be content with the tiny thatched cottage Father rented for us in 

Pfrimmbach. It was small, but it did have a lovely garden and an excellent piano... 

(The last few lines on the page are illegible.) 

...sixteen years old. I had grown some hair on my chest...and was consequently looking for as 

many opportunities to walk around without my shirt that summer as possible. I took up 

sunbathing, but after a few days I was so red I looked more like a Edomite than an Israelite1. I 

took to “forgetting” to wear my tallis koton and leaving the top few buttons of my shirt undone.2 

That seemed to do the trick...my father, as usual, was too self-absorbed to notice and my mother 

didn’t seem to care. I was happy. Karlsruhe was long behind me3 and the Hohenhems pulpit was 

not due to be occupied by myself until the holidays in the fall.4 I was, in short, free...free of 

school, free of obligations and free of the burdens of life...but without quite being free of the roof 

my parents still felt obliged to provide over my head and the food they still felt honor-bound to 

put before me three times a day. Really, the ideal situation.... 

 It was a Sunday in mid-July when Herr Freudenthal, the president of the local synagogue, 

came to our door just before lunchtime to ask if I would be available to sing at the funeral of a 

Jewish man who had died in Pfrimmbach that morning. I had no plans...and just about no interest 

in taking on a job like this. 

 My father, not even thinking to consult with me, agreed on the spot. My salary, of course, 

was to be...nothing at all. It was, he explained, my pleasure and my honor to participate. And my 

mother appeared to feel the same way: she was so delighted with the invitation that she invited 

Herr Freudenthal to return for tea in three days’ time. 

 The next day, Monday, was one of the most beautiful days I can recall. The sky was 

bright blue, the sun a golden yellow. The air was cool and warm at the same time..and as I 

walked through the forest from our cottage into Pfrimmbach, I could see that the trees were filled 

                                                           
1The name of the ancient nation of Edom is related to the Hebrew word for “red.” 

2A tallis koton is a kind of fringed undershirt worn by the pious to fulfill the commandment to wear fringes on one’s 

garments at all times 

3SS studied composition and conducting in Karlsruhe from 1817 to 1819 

4SS was appointed cantor in Hohenhems in 1817, but only began to work there in the fall of 1820. 



 

not merely with the usual pigeons and crows, but with cardinals and larks and blackbirds as well. 

I was happy that day, Fanni...happy and young and carefree.5 Was I smart enough to understand 

how lucky I was to have such a day to remember forever? I can’t quite recall...but I doubt it. 

 The funeral was set for ten in the morning and I arrived at the shul shortly after nine. 

Other than the deceased and three old men muttering psalms by the bier, there was no one 

present at all. Still, my early arrival was not entirely without its advantages. I had taken up coffee 

as my morning beverage of choice in Karlsruhe, you see, and now felt quite out of sorts if I was 

unable to find a cup to start my day. My parents hadn’t approved of my new habit and they had 

tried quite assiduously to wean me off the stuff, but now that I was early–and alone–I decided to 

try to find a Kaffeehaus where I could have a hot drink before singing over Sigmund Levy’s 

casket. It was, as they say, a serendipitous decision. 

 The synagogue was on the Bergstrasse, a street that seemed to have no commercial life at 

all other than a bootblack’s shop directly across from the synagogue’s side gate. After I walked 

only one block further towards the center of town, however, I came to the corner of the 

Döppstrasse and there I found a Kaffeehaus called Zur Grünen Nachtigall. The thought that the 

trees in the back garden might be filled with nothing but green nightingales intrigued me, but I 

must admit that what drew me to the front door of the Kaffeehaus far more strongly was the 

promise of a pot of black coffee and a basket of hard rolls and some fresh butter and a quiet 

twenty minutes to eat them in before having to sing my heart out over the casket of someone 

whose death I could mourn only theoretically. 

 I went in and sat down, wondering what my father would say if he could see me behaving 

like a grown man and, at least in my own eyes, looking like one as well. I don’t believe I had 

ever walked into a café before all by myself, but the waiter came right up to me nonetheless and 

took my order. Suddenly, I felt very well indeed. I ordered precisely what I wanted for breakfast. 

I had the money to pay for it in my pocket. I was off to work–if it is possible for someone to go 

off to work without actually having a job–in a few minutes. In the few seconds it took me to sit 

down and order my breakfast, I could practically feel myself warming to my new role in the 

world. In as offhand a manner as I could muster, I asked for the Vienna newspapers, then looked 
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on with almost total amazement as the waiter brought them over without any comment at all. I 

almost asked for a mirror to see if I looked as grown-up as…  

(The bottom right hand corner of page 4 of the ms. has been ripped off.) 

…early morning patron of the Nightingale was seated in the far corner of the room by the 

fireplace. He was a short, stout fellow with curly hair and a receding hairline...yet for all his 

incipient baldness, he did not look to be more than twenty-one or two.6

Surrounded by piles of paper and empty coffee cups, he was scribbling furiously in a 

notebook that lay open in front of him on the only unoccupied piece of tabletop within arm’s 

length and tapping his foot up and down. I wondered if he too was a musician and then, when he 

lifted the manuscript leaves off the table to fold them back on themselves, I could see that the 

man was indeed writing out music of some sort. I was intrigued. Emboldened by my success 

with the waiter–and I assure you that I considered having sat down in a coffee house and placed 

an order to be a success of the greatest magnitude–I found myself walking over with my coffee 

to the stranger’s table. 

 “I see that you can write music,” I said, somewhat uncertain how to begin a conversation 

with a total stranger. 

 The man said nothing. 

 To retreat was impossible; to repeat my idiotic observation, unthinkable. For a long 

moment, I just stood there, coffee cup and saucer in hand. And eventually the curly head did look 

up. “Du bist?” the man asked, using a succinctness of language I found no less engaging than 

terrifying. 

 “Sulzer.” 

 He extended his pudgy hand. “Schubert.”  

 I shook the proffered hand. “A pleasure.” 

 Without waiting to be asked, I sat down. Awkwardly. He smiled at me as he shoved some 

papers aside to make room for my saucer. The waiter brought me my rolls. Schubert ordered 

another Schwartzer. And then he asked the question that changed my life. “Jawohl, yes,” I 

answered, “as it happens, I can read music....” 

                                                           
6Schubert was twenty-three in 1820. 

 



 

 

 After Sigmund Levy’s interment, we returned to the Nightingale. (Schubert, who told me 

he hadn’t ever attended a Jewish funeral–or any Jewish ceremony of any sort–had insisted on 

coming along.)  He had, he said, enjoyed the experience, but what made the greatest impression 

on him was my singing. Did I ever sing outside the synagogue? Would I agree to sing a song he 

had written, one no one had never sung before–the song, in fact, he had been working on when I 

first noticed him that same morning in that same Kaffeehaus? Did I know Mozart’s song, 

Abendempfindung? Schubert–whom I was now to call Franz or Franzl–thought my voice would 

suit that song very well. I did know it? Then could I sing it right there for him? Indeed, I could.... 

 

 The late Sigmund Levy had spent most of his adult life as the local melamed.7 The irony 

that a man who had no children of his own should have ended up as a teacher of other people’s 

offspring was lost on no one, but, at least according to the several eulogies I was obliged to sit 

through during his funeral, the man had been an excellent teacher and somewhat of a country 

scholar and the Jewish community of Pfrimmbach considered itself lucky to have had him in 

their midst for as long as it did. 

 His eulogies made the details of his life sound ordinary to the point of being banal, but a 

bit of a mystery had apparently presented itself in the context of his demise nonetheless.  People, 

it turned out, remembered clearly that many years earlier, there had been a Frau Levy, a stout, 

prickly woman named Hannelore. But when the men of the Burial Society had checked their 

records, the location of her grave could not be ascertained. Indeed, when a hasty search had been 

carried out in the graveyard itself, no headstone could be found that bore her name and neither 

could anyone be located who precisely remembered her funeral. 

 Schubert and I ended up discussing the situation over more coffee. 

 “Surely it isn’t so odd that a man’s wife should be buried somewhere other than in the 

town in which she lived. There could be a thousand reasons....” 

 “But,” I countered, “there’s surely something odd in that no one can remember her 

actually dying. They all say–this goes back twenty-five years, so you can excuse them for being 
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a bit vague–but they all say that she was just here living a normal life and then one day she was 

gone.” 

 “Surely they must have asked where she had gone off to.” 

 “Well, that’s just the thing. No one really remembered what he said. She was just...gone. 

He was all prickly about it though–they all remember that clearly enough.” 

 “And she never came back to Pfrimmbach?” 

 “She never came back at all. She just remained gone and then, one day, Sigmund 

announced in synagogue that she had died. He said kaddish–the Jewish mourner’s prayer–for a 

month, then returned to the classroom.” 

 “So what’s so mysterious in that? She died, he said the prayer, he went back to work....” 

Schubert’s forehead wrinkled slightly, almost as though he could sense a certain lack of logic in 

his own words, but without being able precisely to put his finger on the flaw in his reasoning. 

 “Well,” I said, suddenly unsure how involved I wanted to be in any of this, “it wouldn’t 

be too mysterious at all. Except that Levy’s will, which his lawyer made public early this 

morning, specifies that it was his wish to be buried next to his wife. That’s why they were 

searching for her grave in the files and in the cemetery...but to no avail. Wherever she’s buried, 

it’s not there.” 

 It was dusk now and I knew my parents were expecting me home for dinner. A blue haze 

of pipe smoke filled the room and the pleasant smells of an old country inn were wafting through 

the establishment and making me hungry. There was roast duck on the menu that evening–and, 

although I would never have dreamt of eating any meat that wasn’t kosher, the smells were 

delicious. Schubert was waiting for his friend, Franz Schober–known, he said, in his circles as 

the other Franz–to join him for dinner. I would have liked to meet him, but I knew I couldn’t 

stay. As I tore myself away from the table, I felt more happy than I had ever felt before. I had 

sung well. And I had a new friend. And a goy at that! What Papa would think, I couldn’t 

imagine. Or rather, I could.... 

 The next morning, Tuesday, I announced I was going to prayers at the synagogue, then 

headed for the Nightingale as soon as the service was over. Franzl was in his accustomed place. I 

sat down at the same table and signaled to the waiter to bring my breakfast. 

 I brought Schubert up to date. “It turns out they are going to pay me after all.” 



 

 

 “You weren’t going to be paid?” 

 “Of course not. But now I am...and you’ll want to know how.” 

 “If you say so.  How?” 

 “Well, the will lists no relations at all...and no heirs. All his property was willed to the 

community. But it turns out there is a fair amount of music among Levy’s effects–he was, of all 

things, a cello player as well as a melamed. The president of the community told me that I was a 

good lad for singing at his funeral and that, since there’s no cantor here, I can have as much of 

the music as I want. Even all of it.” 

 “Do you know what’s there?” 

 “Not the slightest idea.” 

 Schubert leaned in a bit closer over the table. “When are you going to take a look?” 

 I smiled, reeling in my catch. “Tonight,” I said gamely. “Want to come along?” 

 Schubert sat back and thought for a moment. “Why not?” he asked eventually. 

“Everybody at Atzenbrugg is going to a swimming party at a lake about two hours from here, but 

I have no interest in going. Schober–the other Franz–said he’d stay behind with me, but I’ll send 

him along and we can go investigate Herr Levy’s secret music library.” 

 “Well, its contents is–temporarily–a secret from us, but I doubt it’s much of one in any 

other sense.” 

 Schubert nodded as though this were some wise, gnomic remark. “We’ll see,” he said.  

 

 Shortly after eight o’clock that evening, Franzl and I met in front of the house at 

Mailandstrasse 18. It was a bit late–and I had had to cook up some cock-and-bull story to explain 

to my parents where I was going–but Schubert’s Atzenbrugg crowd was only... 

(There is a hole in the manuscript at this point, apparently a cigarette burn.) 

...half past seven and it took at least half an hour to walk from there into Pfrimmbach. In the 

meantime, I had attended evening services at the synagogue and retrieved the key to the house 

from the lawyer in charge of the estate. Meister Krugg didn’t look at all pleased to part with the 

key to Herr Levy’s home, but the house and its property was the Jewish community’s now, not 

his...and he obviously had no real choice but to comply. He gave me the key, told me tartly that it 



 

 

would be an act of larceny to take anything other than music from the house and left me standing 

in the street in front of the shul. That was about half past seven. As the Mailandstrasse was only 

a ten minute walk from the Bergstrasse, I had time to kill. I spent it walking lazily around town, 

reveling in my new-found freedom. I caged a cigarette off a fellow my age who left the 

synagogue about when I did, but made a point of walking off in the opposite direction. 

Eventually, I came to Mailandstrasse 18 and stood in front smoking the cigarette as slowly as I 

could until Franz showed up almost precisely on time. 

 It was a typical house of the time and place. A large, airy foyer. A curved staircase up to 

the second story. A library with a magnificent cherrywood piano to the right and a large sitting 

room to the left. There were gas lamps everywhere and, as we had been instructed, we lit just 

three or four. The stairs down to the basement–where Joachim Krugg told me the music cabinet 

was to be found–were at the far end of the library. Schubert ran his hand lightly along the edge of 

the piano’s reddish wood, but neither of us wished to linger in the library. We opened the door to 

the staircase and headed downstairs. I remember feeling a certain fear for the first moment, then 

an equally unexpected surge of lightheadedness. 

 “Odd that Herr Levy didn’t keep his music up near the piano, isn’t it?” 

 “I guess....” 

 Downstairs, we saw a single gas lamp on the wall and I think we both felt a bit calmer 

once it was lit. The room was just a storage cellar filled, as far as I could see, with junk. But at 

the extreme far end of the room was a huge wooden armoire with a weird design of musical 

notes painted on its doors. 

 Inside the cabinet, we found a real treasure trove of music. You’ve seen the music, 

Fanni–several dozen printed volumes of music by various composers, but also some manuscripts, 

including one of some sketches by Beethoven–it was signed only with the letter B, but Schubert 

recognized the master’s hand immediately–and another that appeared to be some childish 

écossaises by the young Mozart.8 Schubert was enthralled by the manuscripts...so much so that it 

was I who noticed one final volume that appeared to have fallen under the cabinet so that only its 
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upper right hand corner was peeking out. I could see it clearly enough, but when I tried to pull it 

loose, it wouldn’t budge. 

 “Lean it backwards.” 

 “Too close to the wall.” 

 “Then pull it forwards.” I had the smaller hands, so it was I who reached for the 

manuscript while Schubert pulled the cabinet onto its near legs. 

 “I almost have it...” 

 But when I pulled at the manuscript, it somehow up-ended the armoire and Schubert lost 

his grip. It fell to the floor, leaving the space it had covered completely exposed. 

 The manuscript I had been reaching for was face down. 

 “What is it?” 

 Schubert looked at it carefully. “It’s a cello sonata...in the style of Haydn, but not by 

him.” 

 “How do you know? Maybe it is by Haydn.” 

 Schubert smiled. “Not in this key....”9 

 He tossed the music on the pile. But as we squatted down to lift the armoire back up to its 

standing position, Schubert saw that something was buried just beneath the floor. 

 “There’s something there.” 

 “What?” 

 “How should I know? But I can see it’s outline in the dirt.” 

 I looked more carefully, but could see almost nothing. “What do you think it might be?” 

 Schubert laughed. “Only Salieri knows everything. I only know that I can see something 

buried under the floor in a most inconvenient place.” 

 We set the armoire back down and began to dig, using our finger tips to displace the 

loosely packed soil.... 

 

                                                           
9See M. Donner, “An Unknown ’Cello Sonata by J. Haydn?” Canadian Journal for Musical Research 43(1969), pp. 

145-208. 



 

 

 An hour later, we were sitting in the pitch black of Herr Levy’s backyard on a wrought 

iron bench. Someone in the adjacent building lit a lamp, then extinguished it almost immediately.  

 “There’s no real question. She has to have died somewhere.” 

 I could sense, rather than actually see, Schubert pushing his spectacles back up his nose.  

“If she’s dead, then she must have died somewhere. But that doesn’t mean....” 

 “It does mean. What else could it mean–a box of bones in the basement of a dead man 

whose wife’s grave just recently could not be located? She lived here–I told you all this, didn’t 

I?–she lived here, she disappeared...and then he finally mentioned it around town that she had 

died. Yet he never left town to attend her funeral. That’s what they were saying in shul–that she 

had no funeral. That she just vanished and after a while he said she had died.” As I said these 

words, something drew my eyes up to the window in which the lamp had been lit for just the 

briefest of moments. I saw the curtain move slightly. 

 “And you are putting this all together into a cogent narrative?” Schubert asked. 

 “I am indeed. The poor woman didn’t go anywhere. She lived here and here she died...but 

her husband was so unable to accept her death or to take his leave from her that he just told 

everyone she was traveling while he kept her body in the house. Eventually, when there was just 

a skeleton left, he gathered up her bones and buried them in his basement. So she died, all 

right...but was never buried anywhere other than at Mailandstrasse 18. That’s it. Sof-pasuk.” 

 “What?” 

 “The end of the story.” 

 “And no one knew?” 

 “Look, he was an old man and she was an old woman. No one knew because no one 

cared to know. Because no one suspected foul play. Because, in the end, no one really gives 

much of a damn about anyone’s death that doesn’t touch them personally.” 

 The moon had risen over the Pfrimm while we were inside Herr Levy’s house and it now 

shone brightly over the town. We ourselves were shielded by some sort of overhang from its 

silvery rays, but the Hintergarten was shimmering in the evanescent light of the midsummer 

moon. Impulsively, I took Schubert’s hand. 



 

 

 “You know what we must do....” A kind of unfinished statement rather than an outright 

question. 

 “Not actually.” 

 “We must help avoid scandal. The memory of Herr Levy, may he rest in peace.... 

(The top of p. 12 of the manuscript has been ripped off.) 

 ...must bury the bones of Frau Levy before anyone finds them.” 

 “And where precisely did you have in mind?” 

 “There’s only one safe place...and they belong there anyway.” 

 “And where would that be?” 

 “In his grave. Where else? He did say in his will that he wished to be buried next to his 

wife, after all.” The curtain in the window fluttered again ever so gently, but I refused to be 

intimidated. We had every right to be in the house that evening. And if we wished to sit for a 

moment in Herr Levy’s Hintergarten and chat for a few minutes, then why would anyone find 

that peculiar or irresponsible? 

 As to my plan for disposing of the bones, where else could they have gone? I suppose we 

could have brought them to the police...or at least to the rabbi...but, at the moment, burying the 

bones in Herr Levy’s grave felt like a rational next step. It seemed...natural.  Logisch. 

Reasonable. Even, dare I say it...proper! Anständig!10 

 There were shovels in the gardening shed and Franzl carried them. I, out of some sense 

that Frau Levy should be borne to her final resting place by Jewish hands, carried the box of 

bones. (It wasn’t a very big box–just about the right size to hold a cocker spaniel.) The cemetery 

was on...I forget the name of the street, but it was just behind the Bergstrasse where the 

synagogue was located....was it the Pfrimmgasse? Maybe...but I knew just where it was–I had 

been there only the day before–and we found the cemetery and the grave without any difficulty.  

 Our plan was simple enough, Fanni. Dig down to Herr Levy’s coffin, place the box of 

bones on the casket, put the dirt back into the hole, leave the shovels where it would look as 

though the cemetery workers themselves had forgotten them and go home. Schubert sang one of 
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his Goethe songs as we walked the few blocks–the one about how silvery moonlight has the 

ability to unlock the power of the human heart. It was–is–a beautiful song–Schubert later set the 

song again, but I’m talking here about the first setting, the simpler one, the one–in my humble 

opinion, of the more exquisite beauty.11 I had never heard it previously, but I was to end up 

singing it at my first recital in Vienna years later. 

 At any rate, that was the plan. We found the cemetery locked, but were able to squeeze 

through between the loosely chained gates nonetheless. We found the grave. We were alone and 

unobserved. We dug quietly. Schubert sang quietly. I worried quietly. The moon passed 

overhead most quietly of all. We got to Herr Levy around four feet down. 

 The deed was done in less than forty minutes. We stopped to rest from all that digging, 

then pitched the shovels against the wall where it would look like some grave diggers had 

forgotten them and we left, we hoped, totally unobserved. 

 When we went back to the house on the Mailandstrasse to retrieve the music, Franz took 

the manuscripts and I took most of the printed books. I locked the front door, then left the key in 

the terra cotta urn by the side of the house as instructed by Meister Krug. I went home and was 

delighted to find my parents fast asleep in their beds. My brothers were up making music–my 

parents had learned years earlier to sleep through that–and I was, they said, welcome to join 

them. I showed them the new music I had acquired, sang a song or two by Zumsteeg that we all 

liked, then went off to bed. 

 It was late the next afternoon that Herr Freudenthal came to tea. The conversation passed 

from one thing to another uneventfully, however, until the late Levy’s name came up. 

 “Well, I have something to report on that front too,” Herr Freudenthal said, obviously 

delighted to have something interesting to tell. “We located the wife’s grave.” 

 “Where?” I could feel the color draining from my face. 

 “In Berlin. It turns out that Frau Levy was there visiting some elderly auntie when she 

had a heart attack and died. Her parents were buried there...and it would have taken weeks to 

summon Herr Levy to Berlin, so they just buried her there next to her parents. I think he was 
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embarrassed to have missed the funeral, so he just said nothing. Eventually, when people began 

to wonder what had become of her, he simply said she had died out of town, said his Kaddish, 

and left it at that. I suppose in the will he must have meant that he wished to be buried by her 

side in Berlin, but it’s too late now!” Herr Freudenthal attempted to chuckle, but it came out 

somewhere between a cackle and a cough. “Much too late!” 

 It was indeed much too late.  No one seemed too interested in discussing Frau Levy’s 

final resting place in any more detail than that and the conversation moved on to other things. 

But I myself could not concentrate on any other topic...because I found myself entirely absorbed 

with the question Herr Freudenthal’s comment had inadvertently provoked: if Frau Levy was 

buried in Berlin, then whose bones were in the box Schubert and I had buried in his grave?  

 I saw Schubert a few hours later at the Nachtigall. His friends were returning to 

Atzenbrugg later that evening, he said, and he was happy to have my company until they got 

back to the estate.... 

 “Nothing can happen to us,” he said after I finished reporting to him what I had learned 

from Herr Freudenthal. We spoke about it at length, but without coming to any firm conclusions. 

There was, in any event, nothing to be done about it. We were hardly going to dig the box of 

bones up again and put it back where we found it! 

 With that, we passed to other topics. Schubert and his friends were having a musical 

evening at Atzenbrugg the following evening to celebrate their return and I was invited. To listen 

and, if I wished, perhaps to sing for them as well. I wasn’t to be shy.... 

 I countered that I had nothing prepared, that I hadn’t ever sung anywhere except in 

synagogue, that I had nowhere near the kind of musical training it would take to sing in public, 

but Franzl was uninterested in my protestations. I was to sing Mozart’s Abendempfindung, 

something by Haydn (FS suggested the English one about the sunbeams dancing on the mirror-

smooth sea–I forget its name for the moment12) and one of his own songs, perhaps even An Den 

Mond, the song he had been singing on the way to the cemetery. If I wished, I could even sing 

something from the synagogue liturgy–the people, he insisted, would be fascinated. 
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 I, of course, was appalled. I was sixteen. I hadn’t ever been anywhere unsupervised. 

What would I wear? Would I keep my head covered? What would I eat? Or drink? And what if 

they teased me–or worse–about my Jewishness? I was overwhelmed with the whole 

concept...plus, of course, my father would never allow it. There would be women! And liquor! 

And, perhaps even Jesus music. That settled it. There wasn’t even a choice. Not even something 

to discuss. It was completely out of the question, not even worth the debate at home the proposal 

would have undoubtedly occasioned. 

 I accepted gratefully and with the most enthusiasm I could muster without sounding 

pathetic or peculiar. 

 I spent the whole of Thursday concocting the story I would tell my parents to explain 

where I was going that evening, but, to my amazement, they seemed quite uninterested in my 

plans. That I made some friends in town who had invited me over seemed to strike them as 

genial and reasonable. That I was going to sing for them, appropriate and nice. I spent the day 

practicing Mozart and Haydn...and learning Schubert’s song, An den Mond. 

 When I arrived at the estate, Schubert was standing on the path waiting for me in a state 

of visible agitation. He paid off the driver, then waited for him to drive off before dragging me 

into a greenhouse, lighting a lamp and thrusting a single piece of paper into my hand.  

 “What is this?” 

 “It came an hour ago. Addressed to me. Nothing else on the envelope, only my name and 

the words Schloß Atzenbrugg.”13 

 “What does it say?” 

 “You tell me.” 

 I unfolded the piece of paper and stepped closer to the lamp. On it were written two 

Hebrew words. 

 “Can you read them?” 

 “Of course.” 

 “What do they say?” 
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 “Loi sirtzach.” 

 “Which means?” 

 “Thou shalt not kill.” 

 

 Someone knew, Fanni. But who? And what did he know? Or she? It had to have 

something to do with the bones–but whose bones were they? And who had seen us? And why 

had they chosen to write to Schubert instead of confront him in person? And why in Hebrew? 

Did the sender think us guilty of murder? Or was the Hebrew merely to make it clear to Franzl 

that he had stumbled into somebody else’s business...or perhaps to make it obvious that whoever 

had sent the letter knew who I was too? Or was it to force Schubert to involve me?   

 The evening at Atzenbrugg passed uneventfully. If I do say so myself, I sang well. The 

crowd loved my rendition of An Den Mond–which remains to this day one of my favorites 

among Schubert’s Goethe-lieder.14 There was a great deal of food served, but everybody was so 

drunk that no one seemed to notice or care that I nibbled only on a few crusts of bread and had a 

couple of apples. Or that I drank water instead of wine from the crystal goblet a servant handed 

to me as soon as I entered the main reception area. 

 Later, when everybody was walking around the grounds and smoking, Schubert and I had 

a few private moments together. 

 “So what do we do now?” An unexpected tremor in my voice. I suppose I was nervous. 

 “Nothing.” 

 “Nothing at all?” 

 “Genau. Precisely. Nothing at all.” 

 “But the note said....” 

 “The note said what? Not to kill? Killing is when you make a living person dead, not 

when you bury a dead person in the ground. All we did was bury the remains of a person in the 

grave we thought they belonged best in.” 

 “Perhaps we were wrong.” 

                                                           
14The song was sung at Sulzer’s funeral by the celebrated baritone, Mendel Schwarzfuchs. 



 

 

 “Indeed....” 

 There were going to be charades later on, but I begged off. Schubert didn’t seem 

miserably unhappy that I was anxious to go. He had Schober order the castle’s trap for me and, 

not forty minutes later, I was back at my parents’ rented cottage. 

 Friday was a very warm day and I was feeling...more determined to get to the bottom of 

things than worried about the consequences of doing so. Would a murder never be discovered, 

and its perpetrator consequently never brought to justice, because of me? If Levy was the 

murderer, of course, he was beyond the punishment of the earthly tribunal. But if the bones 

weren’t his wife’s, then what connected Levy to them other than the fact that they were buried 

beneath the floor of his basement? Surely someone else could have put them there. I honestly 

don’t know what I was going to do...and then, Fanni, my hand was forced. 

 It was late that Friday afternoon. The Sabbath table was already set. My mother had 

finished her cooking and was sitting in the garden mending some linen napkins. My father was 

napping. My brothers were in the front room playing chess, when someone came to the door, 

rapped on it with enough force to make the pane of glass in its window shake and ran away. I 

was in the backyard reading by my mother’s side when my older brother brought me the 

envelope. I recognized it immediately...but dared not show any particular response at all in front 

of my family. On the outside of the envelope was only my name: Salomon. No last name. No 

address or return address. I recognized both the hand and the envelope. My mother looked 

curiously at me as I played nervously with it. I was smart enough not to open it in her presence, 

but I did open it as soon as I was able to flee to my bedroom. Inside, as I knew there would be, 

was a single piece of paper with two Hebrew words on it: veloi signoiv. Thou shalt not steal. 

 That Saturday was the least pleasant shabbos of my young life. I hardly slept, couldn’t 

really rest, felt distracted in synagogue and at home. I had a fight over something ridiculous with 

my younger brother. I was cranky towards my parents, who seemed almost amazingly 

uninterested in knowing who sent me the note or what it said. I just couldn’t settle down 

knowing that someone out there felt that Schubert and I had disturbed somebody’s bones and put 

them where they didn’t belonged. Was that theft? Was it the equivalent of murder? I thought us 

innocent on both counts...but someone obviously did not. 



 

 

 Franz was off on a three-day hike in the country as of Sunday morning and, to tell the 

truth, that suited me just fine. I needed some time to think...and to try to figure this all out. 

 After services Sunday morning, I took myself to the Mailandstrasse and snuck around to 

the back of Herr Levy’s house. The key was gone from the urn, presumably retrieved by Meister 

Krug. Not at all disappointed to be unable to gain entrance to a place I had no real desire to enter, 

I sat on the same wrought iron bench Franz and I had sat on just a few days earlier and tried to 

organize my thoughts. But I found that my mind seemed to have–is this silly to say?–a mind of 

its own. I tried to focus on what I thought I thought were the most important aspects of the 

situation, but I kept returning, almost involuntarily to the question of the Hebrew notes. Finally, I 

gave in and began to consider them seriously.  

 The same person had, I thought, definitely sent both of them–the German handwriting on 

the envelopes was the same, the Hebrew handwriting of the notes was the same, the envelopes 

themselves were identical, as were the pieces of paper on which the notes were written. I 

pondered those hands...the German was the handwriting of an educated person, someone who 

had been trained in penmanship. And the Hebrew hand was equally elegant. So the author of the 

notes was an educated man, undoubtedly a Jew. But surely that wasn’t going to narrow the field 

anywhere near enough. 

 Suddenly I had an idea. Or rather the glimmer of an idea. Something...something had 

triggered a thought...a fleeting idea that needed fleshing out. I wasn’t even certain what, but 

something needed investigation. I leapt up from my bench and, hurrying towards I didn’t even 

know what, I took myself to the synagogue. 

 The Bergstrasse shul was unlocked, but no one was inside. I went in and headed straight 

for the bookcase at the rear of the synagogue, then sat down at one of the long tables at the side 

of the sanctuary. In the Chumash, I quickly found what I was looking for–the text of the Ten 

Commandments in the twentieth chapter of Exodus.15 It read just as I remembered it. Loi 

sirtzach. Thou shalt not kill. Loi signoiv. Thou shalt not steal. I looked at the words, silently 

praying for some sudden burst of inspiration. And then...I had it. 

                                                           
15A printed edition of the text of the Torah is called a Chumash in Hebrew. 



 

 

 I took the letter I had received the previous Friday afternoon from my pocket. Something 

had seemed odd about it when it came, but I hadn’t focused on it too carefully...but now the 

oddity presented itself for my full inspection. The text was wrong. It didn’t say “Thou shalt not 

steal”, but “and thou shalt not steal,” a single extra letter indicating the extra “and”. That “and” 

had sat in the back of my mind for two days incubating and now it came to the forward and 

insisted on my attention. I turned the matter over this way and that in my mind...then, as though 

Providence were guiding me, I began to turn the pages of my book. Slowly, as though I were 

acting out a role in some pre-ordained drama, I came to the fifth chapter of Deuteronomy. There 

I found, as I knew I would, Scripture’s second version of the Ten Commandments. The text was 

the same as in Exodus...but not entirely, precisely, absolutely the same...just mostly the same. 

And one of the differences mattered to me a lot. I read carefully...veloi signoiv. And thou shalt 

not kill. 

 At that moment, I knew quite a few things. No one, surely not any shul-Jew would ever 

cite the Ten Commandments from Deuteronomy. Over the ark of the Bergstrasse shul, for 

instance, were twin tablets of the law...and the text given was the text from Exodus. I had heard 

my own father quote those lines over and over to us while I was growing up...I could hear him 

thundering at me when I had once taken a few coins from a kitchen drawer to buy something at 

school–loi signoiv. Loi signoiv. Loi signoiv. Thou shalt not steal. But I also knew something 

else...that the previous week, we had read precisely the second section of Deuteronomy in shul–

the one that presents the second version of the Ten Commandments. So my correspondent was 

someone who had been lately reviewing the text of Scripture, someone who had (I hoped) 

inadvertently cited the Bible text he had been going over and over and over so as to read 

correctly during the service...rather than the text a Jew would normally have cited. 

 My mind turned to the synagogue service I had attended the previous shabbos. It had 

been the eleventh of July last Saturday, the day we read the Ten Commandments from 

Deuteronomy. I thought back to that day, Fanni...and I found I could remember it almost 

perfectly. It had been very warm in the sanctuary and I had felt myself dozing off a few times 

during the service, but I had stood up with everybody else when the Ten Commandments were 

being read. I could just hear the....the what? Who had been reading? Suddenly, this struck me as 



 

 

the solution...even before I could say with any certainty what the question I had answered 

actually was.  The reader...now I could see him in my mind’s eye. A fat little man. Rosy cheeks. 

A bald head, as pink as it was utterly hairless, under a black yarmulke. In my mind’s eye, I could 

see the beads of sweat with which the July heat had adorned the man’s smooth forehead 

glistening in the yellow light pouring through the window over the Holy Ark. The man’s voice 

hadn’t been unpleasant, only excessively nasal...as though he had a cold of some sort. But his 

reading, I recalled, had been flawless. Every letter, every vowel, every cantillation mark–all 

perfect. I had been impressed.... 

 Now, there was a man with Deuteronomy on his mind. I replaced my book in the 

bookcase and went next door to the rabbi’s manse. I knocked on the door, then was surprised 

when Rabbi Wolff himself opened the door in his shirt sleeves. He had, he said, been studying 

his daily Talmud, but he was just about done. Would I like to come in? I said I would like very 

much to come in. 

 Something about Rabbi Wolff made me feel confident. I told him I had a few questions 

I’d like to ask him...and I promised him he would understand their importance before I left if he 

would just let me ask them before explaining fully. 

 “Why not?” The rabbi seemed utterly calm, utterly unflustered by my arrival. 

 “I don’t wish to pry into business that isn’t my own,” I began, “but I’d like to ask you a 

few question about the fellow who read Torah in shul on shabbos.” 

 “About Moritz Fuchs? Why?” 

 “Well, I’ll tell you in just a moment. But first let me ask you this–has Herr Fuchs’ life 

changed in the last while? Or the last few years even?” 

 The rabbi’s demeanor suddenly darkened. His face seemed to grow narrower as I looked 

on. His eyes focused directly on mine. “What is this all about?” 

 I could see I had touched a nerve. “I’m just asking if this Herr Fuchs’ life has taken a turn 

lately. For the better.” 

 The rabbi seemed deeply interested in what I was asking. “An uncle of his in Holland 

died and left him a lot of money almost five years ago. Why do you ask?” 

 “Did he spend it all at once? On a house, for example? Or a country estate?” 



 

 

 “I don’t think it was that much money. But he did sell his house and move to a much 

larger home just behind it in the Schützgasse. In fact, he sold it to the man we just buried, 

Sigmund Levy.” 

 A light went on in my head when he said Levy’s name. “The new house was directly 

behind the house on the Mailandstrasse?” I had noticed the Schützgasse while walking around 

town–it always pleases me when streets are named for composers–and it was one single street 

past the Mailandstrasse. And now I was certain I knew which house the rabbi meant: the one in 

which a lamp had been lit, then almost immediately extinguished while Schubert and I were 

talking in Levy’s back yard the night we buried the bones. The house with the curtain that had 

fluttered almost imperceptibly back and forth while Franzl and I chatted in Herr Levy’s garden. 

 “Yes, precisely. How did you know where Sigmund lived?” 

 “Meister Krugg sent me to retrieve some music there the other night.”  

 “I see.” 

 “And Frau Fuchs, did she move into the new house with Moritz?” 

 The rabbi’s face darkened noticeably. “Why do you ask about her?” 

 “I don’t know. I suppose I’m just curious. Did she?” 

 “Did she what?” 

 “Did she move into the new house with her husband?” 

 “No, she did not.” 

 “May I ask why not?” 

 The rabbi’s eyes widened perceptibly as a single bead of translucent sweat appeared just 

over his left eyebrow. “She...she ran off.” 

 I sensed the interview was over. The rabbi said nothing. I said nothing. After a while, I 

took my leave. Rabbi Wolff failed even to rise to see me to the door. I let myself out, then 

walked slowly home. 

 The morning after Franz returned from his walking trip, I was waiting for him at the 

Nachtigall. We ordered coffee, then retired to a table by the fire to talk. Forty minutes later, we 

were on our way to visit Moritz Fuchs. Were we expected? I felt certain Herr Fuchs had sent us 



 

 

those notes to warn us off...but if he truly thought they would have the desire–that, obviously, I 

could not say. 

 The house was easy to find. It was just past ten in the morning. The air was already 

warm. The sky was clear, the sun warm. We were both excited as Franz knocked on the door. It 

opened almost immediately. Herr Fuchs looked pale, almost as though we were the very last 

people on earth he expected to come calling. But if he was shocked, he recovered quickly enough 

and, when Herr Fuchs spoke, his voice was calm. 

 “Please come in.” 

 We stepped inside. The concept that apparently guided Moritz Fuchs’ life was heaviness. 

He himself was quite heavy, but so were the appurtenances of his home. The furniture was 

heavy. The frames that hung on the walls were all immense. Even Herr Fuchs’ cat was fat. I 

expected him to say something when we had come inside, but he said nothing at all, merely 

turning and waddling into the sitting room that adjoined the front vestibule. We followed. 

 In the sitting room, there was a lovely rosewood piano almost identical to the one in 

Sigmund Levy’s home, a couch, two armchairs and not too much else. We sat down on the 

couch, but Herr Fuchs remained standing. 

 For a long moment, we sat in silence. But then, just when I thought we were going to sit 

there forever without speaking, our host spoke. 

 “You have something of mine.” 

 “Not any longer.” 

 “Where is it then?” 

 “We thought it...that it belonged to Herr Levy, so we...we returned it to him. But if it 

belongs to you, we’ll gladly retrieve it and give it to you.” 

 A long silence ensued, almost as though issues that had lay dormant for long years were 

now returning one by one to Herr Fuchs’ consciousness and laying claim to some specific part of 

his brain. He looked weary and deeply unhappy, yet there was still an air of vitality and purpose 

to him. 



 

 

 In the end, it was Franzl who broke the silence. “You...those were your....” He cleared his 

throat and began again. “Was it your wife whom we found?” A simple question, almost elegantly 

put. 

 Herr Fuchs looked at us both, then appeared to come to an internal decision and spoke in 

a clear voice. “Lives aren’t lines,” he said. “They’re circles–and not just circles, but 

interconnected, swirling ones that can never quite be successfully separated–not even for a 

moment–from the others with which they intersect. My wife–Lilianna–was an unhappy woman 

in every way, but she was mostly unhappy with me. I offered her a divorce, but she preferred an 

alternate solution to her unhappiness and one day I came home to find her in our bed with 

Sigmund Levy–and I don’t really remember much after that. Levy pulled his pants back on and 

ran home and I faced her in a state of rage so great that I felt transported from this world into 

some other realm, some place where anger is the air men breathe. I became a monster that day 

and I punished my Lilianna in the only appropriate way. Doesn’t Scripture decree death both for 

the adulteress and her lover? Well, the lover I wasn’t interested in...but I didn’t even know what 

was happening...and before I did, Lilianna was lying on the floor dead at my feet. I didn’t feel 

remorse, didn’t feel sorrow or grief...just a sense of inner peace more total and more totally 

satisfying than I had ever felt before or have ever felt since.  

 “I came to my senses soon enough. I buried her under the floor of our basement, then 

lugged a huge Kleiderschrank over the makeshift grave. I told everyone she had run off, but I 

told Sigmund–my friend Sigmund whom I had rescued from bankruptcy not once, but twice–I 

told my friend Sisigmundus–does it amuse you to know we felt so close so as to have chosen pet 

names, intimate names, for each other?–I told my friend Sisigmundus the truth. He was shocked 

and not shocked, I think–that’s the best way to put it–he was both shocked and not at all 

surprised...but for all he was a scoundrel and a knave and an adulterer, Sigmund Levy was no 

fool. When I ordered him to buy my house years later–I had come into a bit of money and I 

wished for a larger home with a library and a proper music room–when I ordered him to buy my 

house and never to sell it, he didn’t hesitate. I mean, I wasn’t about to dig Lilianna up...and 

whom else could I trust never to say a word?” 



 

 

 Schubert cleared his throat before speaking. “You could have sold the house to anyone. 

No one would have thought to dig up your cellar.” 

 “That may be true...but I wanted Sisigmundus to have his due. He liked having her under 

him–I trust you will pardon my vulgarity...but there it is: he liked having her under him and now 

he would have her under him for the rest of his life. That’s what appealed to me, not only the 

thought of never being found out. But he knew something more potentially ruinous about me 

than I knew about him...and, in the end, he outsmarted me...I have to give that to him...he 

outsmarted me and I am, therefore, undone.  I see his plan all too clearly now–just by storing his 

treasures–honestly, you’d think he owned the manuscripts of Don Giovanni and Magic Flute, not 

a few bagatelles and some boyhood sketches by Herr Beethoven, may God grant him a long life–

at any rate, by storing them in the basement instead of by the piano in the parlor and then by 

leaving his estate to the Jewish community, he could be sure someone would go down there to 

poke around. And he found a way to point you in the right direction....” 

 “There was a book stuck under the cabinet.” 

 “I assumed something like that.” 

 “When you heard the music was mine to take?” 

 “Yours or someone’s. I knew someone would come.”  

 I looked directly at Moritz Fuchs. “And you watched to see....” 

 “If you took more than music.....” 

 “And we did.” 

 “And you did.” 

 Now Franzl sounded intrigued. “And the notes?” 

 “Just an old man’s attempt to scare you out of making public your find.” 

 “And now?” 

 Moritz looked at us both as though had hadn’t expected to be asked where we were all to 

go from here. Or perhaps he considered it self-evident that we weren’t going anywhere at all 

from there together. “Well, it must seem to you that my fate is in your hands. You know now 

whose bones you found beneath the basement floor and you know how they got there. You must 

feel that you have complete, or almost complete, power over me. All you have to do is say the 



 

 

word and the police will arrest me and a judge will indict me and a jury will convict me and 

hangman will dispatch me to which ever ring of hell they reserve for men who take their 

marriage vows as seriously as I took mine.  Isn’t that how it seems to you?” 

 Later, Franz told me that he took this as a serious question and was about to answer. I 

took it that way too...but before either of us could say anything, Herr Fuchs withdrew a pistol 

from his jacket pocket, put the barrel in his mouth and pulled the trigger. We were both stunned, 

but there was nothing to do. We left him where he was, left the house and walked briskly into 

town to tell Meister Krugg what had happened and to ask him what we were to do. 

 I was silent as we walked, but Franz was already at work...the melodies in his head 

coming just barely audibly to his lips as we walked. I heard the end of a song I had heard the 

other evening at Atzenbrugg...the words had struck me then, but now I first understood them 

what Mayrhofer had meant when he wrote that, to die, one must first be beckoned by Death 

itself. He sang... 

The old man takes up his harp and steps towards the wood, singing softly... 

Soon I shall sleep the long sleep which frees from all affliction. 

The green trees rustle. The trembling blades of grass whisper. The birds sweetly sing,  

“Oh let him rest...” The old man listens and keeps silent. 

Death has beckoned. 16 

                                                           
16From Johann Mayrhofer’s poem, Nachtstück, set by Schubert in October of 1819 and catalogued by Deutsch as no. 

672 among Schubert’s works. 


