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EVERY WORD IS A SYMPTOM 

 

Franziska Denk had the plague. Again. Margarethe made her a tea. It was her fault. She 

should have known that the term might crop up in a discussion between Kurt Gödel and Carl 

about the Enlightenment. Last week it was scarlet fever, and before that, cholera. Leprosy 

was exciting; a few bits of skin had actually flaked off Franziska’s arm, but that was all. It 

was never lethal. There weren’t any real viruses or bacteria harming her cells. In any case the 

immune response was bad enough. The scars from the plague spots weren’t going to 

disappear that quickly. Franziska’s doctor was left speechless when Margarethe had tried to 

explain the problem. After all, she understood what was going on. My daughter gets every 

disease she hears about! That’s not exactly a normal description of symptoms. 

 So, if I were to say, for example, that I’ve got sniffles, a cough and a temperature, 

does that mean your daughter will catch a cold? the doctor had asked. Before he’d even 

finished his question Franziska was sneezing. Margarethe grabbed her daughter, stormed out 

of the room and changed doctor. Rather, she didn’t change doctor, she just didn’t go to 

another one. The best move in a situation like this was to shield Franziska from all linguistic 

irritants. Already at the age of five she was a strong reader, and she was only given books that 

had been vetted beforehand and were free of medicines and disease. Margarethe even placed 

a rolled-up towel at the bottom of her daughter’s door to prevent conversation from drifting 

into her bedroom from the living room. In truth the discussion had begun harmlessly, 

focusing on John Wilkins’ plans in the seventeenth century to create a universal philosophical 

language, which, as Gödel said, was the first serious attempt to transport humanity to a higher 

plane of being. An undertaking that, in his opinion, had peaked in the work of Leibniz. 

 This idea of a universal academic language, artificially created by human beings, ran 

completely counter to Carl’s theological notion of an original language created by God; 
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indeed, he even felt it was an attempt to build a second Tower of Babel, which is why the two 

men, especially after a few drinks, kept threatening each other with hypothetical fisticuffs 

until they were worn out. 

  Just like his wife, Margarethe Denk, Carl Stonebrook – né Karel Steinbrück – was a 

dedicated follower of the mediaeval theologian and philosopher Francesco Savogini, whose 

teachings included the conviction that the Tower of Babel had actually been built six 

thousand years ago and that this had actually resulted in the Babylonian confusion of tongues, 

whereby the original divine language, through mankind’s hubris, had been fragmented into 

thousands of mutually unintelligible languages – the punishment of an enraged, offended 

God. And so Carl Stonebrook had set himself the task, on various Christian missionary trips, 

to gradually guide the peoples of this world, especially those who had never before had 

contact with Jesus Christ, back to the divine original language. First, he wanted to persuade 

them to stop using their own language, then to teach them Latin, followed by Hebrew, 

Aramaic, Phoenician and so on. In truth, Carl didn’t know himself where this was supposed 

to end, and if you asked him about it, his usual reaction was a furious outburst. Carl’s efforts, 

together with his attempt, using empirical methods, to provide a scientific footing for biblical 

miracles and legends, had sometimes been suffused with such fanaticism that they went too 

far even for the Catholic Church; and finally, following a dispute with the Archbishop of 

Vienna, which received much coverage in the daily press, about a planned but never realised 

experiment to prove parthenogenesis in pigs, he was officially excommunicated. This created 

the strange situation whereby Franziska Denk had her mother’s name rather than her father’s, 

because technically her parents weren’t married. 

 

After being booted out of the Church the debates had shifted to the private sphere. Carl and 

his wife set up the Savogini reading group, often attended by individuals such as the logician 
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Kurt Gödel, the physicist Moritz Schlick or the philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein, all of 

whose work was also strongly influenced by Savogini. It was an even greater irritation to 

Carl, therefore, that Gödel remained an advocate of the constructed language ideas of 

Leibniz, Wilkins or Zamenhof, which for Carl was tantamount to an intolerable blasphemy. 

Instead of aiming to work their way back to the original divine language, these charlatans 

were aping Dr Frankenstein, attempting to create a monstrous synthetic language and keep it 

alive artificially. An outrageous enhancement of the divine order. For each time – at least this 

is what it says in Savogini’s Critique of Order1 – mankind tried to artificially enhance the 

order of things, God had to rectify the imbalance and plunge something into chaos in return. 

It should come as no surprise that the Great Fire of London occurred at exactly the time when 

John Wilkins completed the first version of his universal language. The fire burned his house, 

the entire church building where he worked and, most crucially, his manuscripts, meaning 

that he had to reconstruct his six hundred pages of comprehensive notes entirely from 

memory. And, as if the fire were not enough, God even sent the last remnants of the plague 

epidemic to London to see off Wilkins’ blasphemous efforts for good. All of this only to 

restore the balance that such an academic achievement threatened to upset. 

 What is the plague? Franziska asked, having attentively listened to the whole 

conversation, as she often secretly did when the Savogini reading group met in the Denk 

household. Gödel, fired up by several espressos, described to her in minute detail what the 

plague looked like. And before Carl could intervene, black blisters began to form on 

Franziska’s skin. Margarethe immediately put her hands over her daughter’s ears and took 

her up to her bedroom. The salon fell silent. Gödel and Wittgenstein stared towards the stairs 

in horror. Only Moritz Schlick’s seat was empty. He’d failed to turn up that day and hadn’t let 

                                                 
1 First translated into German at the beginning of the 17th century by the Czech–German theologian and mystic 

Dennisz R. Kafka, a great-great-grandfather of Franz Kafka. As the original Latin manuscript by Savogini’s 

student Ignatio di Ostia became lost over time, Savogini’s teachings later gained a following, mainly in the 

German-speaking and English-speaking worlds, thanks to transcripts. 
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 them know. This in itself wasn’t anything out of the ordinary. Over the last few years the 

reading group had lost an increasing number of members. Many had left the country. 

Wittgenstein, too, was only a very irregular visitor. He spent most of his time being idolised 

by his students at Cambridge. In truth he didn’t like coming to Vienna these days and only 

did it out of a sense of duty to his siblings. But when he was in the city he sometimes joined 

the group. When Margarethe, covering her daughter’s ears, led her out of the room, 

Wittgenstein sat up in his chair with interest: Your daughter reacts to utterances as if they 

were real. 

 It was more a statement than a question. 

 Yes, Carl said. It’s worst when it comes to diseases. But even when someone tells a 

story about a skiing accident, that’s enough for her to feel pain in her leg for weeks, as if 

she’d actually broken it. Did this run in the family? Wittgenstein asked. Only on 

Margarethe’s side, Carl said. There were rumours. A great-uncle, a promising physics student 

in Erlangen, was said to have died reading an obituary shortly before finishing his degree. A 

great-aunt, the wife of a well-heeled businessman, had apparently been burned alive when 

she read a shocking fire-prevention notice at the Vienna Burgtheater. Several relatives had 

supposedly been hospitalised on a number of occasions because they kept making the mistake 

of reading the risks and side effects of their medication. And, so the story goes, when 

Margarethe was still a child, her father, the distinguished boss of Denk printworks in Vienna, 

who hadn’t had so much as a cold all his life, one day took a newspaper hot off the press and 

read the headline ‘London smog claims more victims’, whereupon he suffocated agonisingly 

from nothing. Although the doctor claimed it might have been an allergic reaction, they 

couldn’t know this for sure. Margarethe’s older brother, Adabert Denk, then took over the 

business at the tender age of nineteen. By his own admission, he had never read a paper he’d 

printed himself and was still in rude health. The illness seemed to have largely passed 
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Margarethe by. As a child she’d merely had a few excessively empathetic reactions to the 

sufferings of her fellow human beings, but nothing remarkable, and even this had stopped 

when she hit puberty. Generally, however, all medication instruction leaflets were carefully 

disposed of in the household before anybody could read them. Wittgenstein nodded and, 

changing the subject, Carl continued to relate his latest findings about the languages of the 

world that he was documenting on his long trips for his Atlas of Lost Languages. 

 Every few weeks a postcard would arrive at the Denk household from another remote 

corner of the Earth. The cards were always addressed to Franziska and were in her father’s 

tiny but neat handwriting. On them he described his efforts to lead the peoples of the world, 

step by step, back to the original divine language. 

 Margarethe Denk took part in the salons too, conversing with the elite of 

contemporary philosophy and science. Even though she didn’t have a formal university 

degree, she was regarded as an exceptional talent in various academic disciplines. She 

engaged in long correspondences with Albert Einstein and Bertrand Russell, and wrote much-

discussed essays about philosophy, literature, art and music. Only very few of these appeared 

under her own name, however. The true extent of her output became clear only long after her 

death, when it was revealed that most of her publications had appeared under male 

pseudonyms,2 often under her husband’s name too.3 Even the young Franziska herself got 

involved in the group’s discussions. Until she fell sick with another epidemic that someone 

had mentioned in passing. 

 When did this first become apparent? Wittgenstein asked, raising the matter again. A 

few years ago, Margarethe said, when she rejoined the company. It used to be much worse. 

                                                 
2 Adam Gethekern: Midas, or the Gold at My Feet (1918), Sebald Seemann: The War Will Come (1913), The 

War Will End (1917), Armor Magnateng: Tufts on High – the Secret Life of Glacier Mice (1939), Silas Ehrloch: 

The Lemming on the Sidelines – Feminist Observations on Werther-Fever (1940), Namis Surinamis: The Flame 

of All Flames – Reflections on the Late Work of Francesco Savogini (1941). 
3 Aleut Languages in Decline (1923), The Finnish Language and Other Fairy Tales (1929), Creole – More than 

Just an Earring (1931). 
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To begin with they hadn’t realised what it was. But when, on five consecutive occasions, 

she’d had a different illness that had been mentioned in a goodnight story Margarethe had 

read to her, they identified the pattern. Over time it’s got better; nowadays she reacts nowhere 

near as severely as in the beginning. She’d likely have to stay in her room for two or three 

days on this occasion. Although the plague was still one of the worst diseases, you couldn’t 

imagine how prolonged and painful it was only a year ago. 

 As if every statement were a fact for your daughter, Wittgenstein muttered. Every 

word a symptom – interesting, he said. Very interesting. 

 The conversation was interrupted by the shrill sound of the telephone in the corner of 

the room. Carl picked up and a few seconds later his expression stiffened. Now he knew why 

there’d been another empty seat at the salon. It was 22 June, 1936. Moritz Schlick was dead. 
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ALWAYS ALONG THE EDGE 

 

Franziska and her family were put up by her father’s relatives in Providence, Rhode Island. 

Following the murder of Moritz Schlick, they, along with a few other Viennese intellectuals, 

had taken the decision to leave the country. Stonebrook House, where they now lived in 

Rhode Island with Carl’s sister Sylvia and her family, who themselves had emigrated to the 

U.S.A. from Germany a generation earlier, was not inferior in size or splendour to their house 

in Vienna. But the increasing isolation soon began to have an effect on the family dynamic, 

especially because Franziska was still being shielded as far as possible from social contact on 

account of her condition. Fuzzy, her aunt’s black cat, became Franziska’s best friend, 

sleeping almost all day long in her room. 

 

Carl seized the first opportunity that presented itself to leave the country, navigating the 

Pacific with a U.S. Navy reconnaissance ship. The ship’s mission was to find islands suitable 

for stopovers for aircraft and naval vessels, and on the side they took it upon themselves to 

bring the natives the good word of Jesus Christ. A task for which Carl Stonebrook felt himself 

predestined. 

 On Franziska’s tenth birthday a postcard arrived from her father, from a small 

Indonesian archipelago. There he had interviewed the last living speaker of the Kembric 

language, a man in his nineties who drank strong coffee and kept insulting him in a constant 

torrent of words. After a few days ‘he stopped everything’ – as Carl wrote, which was usually 

his code for ‘he died’, but worded so that Franziska would develop as few symptoms as 

possible when reading – and the remains of the Kembric language were gathered and 

translated in the form of genitalia, defecation methods and other insults. Sadly the old man 
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hadn’t been won over to the Christian faith, Carl admitted soberly, and wished his daughter a 

very happy birthday. 

 Carl’s irregular postcards and excerpts from books specifically chosen by Margarethe 

because they didn’t contain any descriptions of illness or disease, were for many years the 

only media Franziska were able to consume. The postcards in particular were for her a vital 

source of research. Her keen intellect had been obvious already for a number of years. But 

now it really gathered speed. Independently she taught herself several of the languages her 

father had sent her at haphazard intervals from all corners of the world, in the form of 

incomplete grammar sketches and collections of vocabulary. Where she lacked lexical or 

syntactical information, she made up words herself and kept writing the dead languages 

artificially. At the age of eleven she was already fluent in five languages that were all extinct. 

Over time there were more and more. Arabana, Tocharian, Ubykh, Urartian, Okiek, Griqua, 

Caviteño Chavacano, Latin . . . none with more than handful of speakers still alive. When 

penning some of the postcards, Franziska’s father must have forgotten his daughter’s medical 

condition, for the vocabulary collections occasionally contained various names for diseases 

typical of that country. Astonishingly, however, Franziska didn’t react particularly strongly to 

these mentions. Indeed, it even seemed that the more illness-related terminology she picked 

up from these dead languages, the less her body reacted to them. To test her theory, one day 

Franziska wrote a story in which a girl caught a cold. She began by writing the text in 

Phoenician, then she translated it into Sumerian, then into Ancient Greek and Latin, and 

finally into German. She read each version several times to Fuzzy the cat. The closer the 

translation came to her mother tongue, the more her throat hurt and she felt the occasional 

urge to sneeze; and if she strained too much she did get symptoms, but these were nowhere 

near as bad as in the past, as if she’d desensitised herself with these extinct terms. A vaccine 

of dead words. Over the following months she kept training her body for the most diverse 
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illnesses and diseases until she finally declared herself to be cured. Her mother wouldn’t 

believe it to begin with, but when, as proof, Franziska read out the most hair-raising 

progressions of diseases without batting an eyelid, Margarethe burst into tears and embraced 

her daughter. The next day Franziska attended a school for the very first time. 

 While Franziska’s life got better and better, her mother’s state declined. She felt 

increasingly isolated without her Viennese circle of friends, the reading group, her husband 

and now, during the daytime, even her daughter. 

 She tried to get in contact with other intellectuals who had emigrated to the U.S.A., 

but in the end her only friends at that time were Kurt Gödel and his wife Adele, who had left 

Austria shortly after the Denk family. Even here, however, two out of three letters were 

nothing but complaints from Adele about what a bad way Kurt was in and how it was just 

getting worse. He hadn’t got over the death of his friend Moritz Schlick, she wrote. It wasn’t 

merely the fact that Moritz had been murdered which was preventing Kurt from sleeping, but 

also the way in which public opinion in Austria had dealt with Schlick’s legacy after his 

death. The victim himself was blamed for the murder. Schlick bore responsibility for the 

dreadful moral confusion he’d sown in his student with his dangerous theories, the papers 

wrote. His anti-Christian and anti-German attempts to separate science from faith and 

metaphysics had thrown young people into chaos. Gödel read these execrable rags day in, day 

out, Adele wrote. And he was obsessed by the theory that it wasn’t the Austrofascists who 

were responsible for this, but the Habsburgs, who were pulling the strings behind the scenes. 

His appetite was also dwindling, she wrote. He couldn’t eat in restaurants nor at friends’ 

houses anymore, and even when Adele did the cooking herself he sometimes kept an eye on 

her, fearful that somebody might try to poison him. 

 When the two of them did pay a visit to Margarethe, Kurt wouldn’t stop banging on 

about his latest theory. Gottfried Wilhelm Leibnitz’s most important work had been made to 
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disappear, he said, as Adele merely rolled her eyes. Leibnitz had written it at the end of his 

life, Gödel said. He’d devised the perfect universal language that he’d always been looking 

for, the language that would take mankind to the next stage of evolution, but those up there 

didn’t want all of us to have access to this miracle weapon. Those up there wanted to keep us 

stupid and small. When Franziska, who’d just entered the room, cautiously asked who those 

up there were, Gödel cried with real panic in his voice: the Habsburgs! The Habsburgs had 

made his work disappear! They were keeping it under lock and key to prevent us from 

discovering the truth! If you looked carefully, Gödel screamed, you could find clues to the 

secret work everywhere in Leibniz! Everywhere there were footnotes and cross references 

that led nowhere, the books always broke off shortly before the cited passages, the chapters 

Leibniz referred to didn’t exist. Here, he said, holding up a shabby old book about the 

monads, somebody had cut out chapter sixteen with a thin blade so that nobody would notice, 

but he had. A student just tore it out, Adele chipped in. He does this non-stop, she 

complained. It’s like this day in, day out. Every time he finds a book in the library that looks 

tattered, with pages missing or dog-eared, he senses a great conspiracy. 

 The term ‘dog-eared’ is a crude trivialisation! Gödel shouted before asking 

Margarethe whether she had baked the biscuits that were on the coffee table in front of him 

herself. 

 

When she lacked the energy to invite the Gödels, Margarethe usually shut herself away for 

the whole day in the library of Stonebrook House, which she used as a study, devoting herself 

to her scientific and philosophical research while smoking one cigarette after another. When 

Franziska walked past the library she often saw the smoke drift through the gap in the door. If 

she hadn’t heard her mother speaking into her dictation machine, she’d have assumed that the 

library was going up in flames. Margarethe’s dictation machine was one of the few objects 
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that would survive the house. It was a small Stripofon tape recorder, a strange technological 

blunder that soon would disappear from the market. The Stripofon’s tape was twisted 180 

degrees at one end to form a Möbius band or loop which, strictly speaking, had only one side, 

meaning that theoretically the tape could be played infinitely, automatically repeating itself, 

although before long it usually broke from wear and tear because the twisted tape caused a lot 

of friction. 

 

The last postcard that Franziska would receive from her father was about the Xoxi, a 

Polynesian group on a small island offshore from Taiwan, supposedly only a few of whom 

were able to speak the original language, because it had proven to be extremely impractical. 

Her father explained to Franziska that what in the West was generally considered to be 

language (i.e. all verbal, oral utterances) in reality these made up only a small proportion of 

language. In Japanese, for example, it was most obvious that politeness was an essential 

component of the language. If you failed to show someone the appropriate respect with your 

body language or the right form of address, it was just like making a grammatical error. 

Likewise, in the Xoxi language it was the case that clothes and hairstyle were afforded an 

unusually significant status. A sentence uttered when your shirtsleeves were rolled up meant 

something very different from when the same words were spoken with the sleeves down. The 

same was true of hairstyle. The position of each plaited hair had a specific linguistic meaning. 

If the weather was unkind, therefore, it was terribly difficult to have a conversation as it could 

lead to misunderstandings of varying severity; her father had seen this for himself when, with 

a central parting, instead of asking whether he could have some more rice, he mistakenly 

enquired with a side parting whether all inhabitants of the island practised incest. Moreover, 

almost all wars involving the Xoxi to date had broken out on exceptionally windy days. 
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 As always, Franziska copied the text of the postcard into one of her black notebooks 

and then stuck the card with the picture of a beach to the wall of her room. 

 After that she heard nothing from her father for three months. On 10 January, 1942, 

Margarethe finally received a message from the U.S. Navy saying that her husband’s dead 

body had been found on the beach of the South Sea island of Wannata.  

 

*** 
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FUZZY 

 

The following week, Carl Stonebrook’s body was transported to the U.S. in a military aircraft 

and buried a few days later in Providence. A few American friends of the family came and 

Margarethe ventured out of her library for the first time in ages. Together with Adele, Kurt 

Gödel, despite having spent several weeks in a psychiatric clinic, made it to the funeral too, 

so he could say goodbye to his friend Carl, who was dressed in a clean suit in an open coffin. 

It had been a simple job for the undertaker, Carl looking as if he’d just fallen asleep on the 

beach in the sun. Franziska had braced herself for all imaginable horrors. She’d been 

expecting to see images she was familiar with from her mother’s medical textbooks. 

Disfigured faces with blue, black, swollen or shrunken tissue. But what she hadn’t expected, 

when she stepped over to the coffin, was to see her father smiling. There was a peculiar smile 

on his thin, white lips. A smile suggesting that he’d finally found a word which had been on 

the tip of his tongue for decades. When the coffin was lowered into the ground, Kurt Gödel, 

supported by Adele, stood by the rectangular hole, holding a letter he’d intended to drop into 

the grave. But then his entire body began to shake. And finally, as if possessed by a demon, 

he cried that this was merely another attempt by the Habsburgs to keep him in his place. First 

they’d taken Moritz Schlick from him and now Carl too, he cried as the other mourners kept 

their distance. Even Adele looked horrified by his behaviour. But it was at an end now, Gödel 

insisted. The Habsburgs couldn’t touch him anymore! And he couldn’t care less if they 

continued poisoning his food, because he’d lost everything already! He’d finally seen through 

their machinations, their secret plan to render mankind stupid, and he was going to lay it bare 

to the whole world as soon as he’d found the secret missing works of Leibnitz. He kept 

bellowing across the cemetery, his entire body quaking, until something inside Margarethe 

snapped. She marched up to Kurt and yelled so loudly at him, louder than she’d ever shouted 
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anything in her life before. She screamed in his face that, as far as she was concerned, the 

Habsburgs could all be sent straight to the guillotine, she agreed with him on this, but nothing 

of that had anything to do with a global conspiracy. Not every book with a missing page was 

the sign of evil machinations. Moritz Schlick had been killed by a crazed fascist and Carl had 

died of his own stupidity, it hadn’t needed any Habsburgs to make him even more stupid, 

he’d managed that on his own. And just because the literature referenced by Leibniz didn’t 

exist anywhere, this didn’t mean that it had been wantonly made to disappear, it simply meant 

that over the course of several wars many books had got lost. And if there were currently a 

schemer responsible for the wanton destruction of books and people, then that was none other 

than Adolf Hitler! 

 Silence ensued at the cemetery, with only the icy January wind blowing quietly across 

the gravel. Kurt Gödel and Margarethe Denk never exchanged another word. 

 

After her husband’s death Margarethe threw herself into alcohol and her work as never 

before. Not only had she lost her best friend in Carl, she’d had no contact with the rest of her 

family since the outbreak of the war. Her brother’s printworks was now churning out Nazi 

propaganda, even while her own family name was still displayed across the factory. She 

didn’t even dare ask some other relatives what they thought of the whole situation. For 

logistical reasons none of them could make it to Carl’s burial, although Margarethe doubted 

anyway that any of them would have wanted to come. She was repulsed by her own surname 

and she regretted that her daughter bore it too. She spent almost the entire day holed up in her 

library with books, schnapps and cigarettes. Franziska had always been forbidden from 

entering the library, but this time her mother went so far as to secure the two metal bolts from 

the inside. In the little time that Margarethe spent with her daughter she was more taciturn 

than she’d ever been and she also seemed to have become a bundle of nerves, her reactions to 
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every noise and movement around her being jittery out of all proportion. On one occasion she 

tried to host a salon like the ones they’d always organised in Vienna, but whereas in the past 

it had been Kurt Gödel who’d got on everyone’s nerves with his conspiracy theories, now it 

was Margarethe herself who her guests regarded as increasingly estranged and scatterbrained. 

She spent the whole evening prattling on to some obscure strangers that she was currently 

researching the mathematical form of the Möbius loop. Loops, loops, loops, she kept saying 

in a never-ending barrage. The Möbius loop, she explained with inordinate enthusiasm as she 

drew hectic circles in the air with her cigarette, was a mathematical surface with only one 

edge and one side. You could make it by twisting a strip of paper 180 degrees at one end and 

sticking that to the other end. If you cut a Möbius band down the middle you didn’t end up 

with two separate bands, but another single loop, this time twisted 720 degrees. If you cut it 

the same way again you got two interlocked bands, then four, then eight, then sixteen – each 

time the number of loops doubled, becoming ever more tightly interlinked, never coming 

apart. An endless structure that became more complex and inextricable with every iteration. 

Look, she said, beaming as she ripped one of the tapes from her dictation machine, you can 

run it twice through your fingers and you always come back to the beginning, look, she said, 

taking some scissors and cutting the tape lengthways, look, another band really does appear. 

She quickly made a second Möbius band out of paper and wrote on it. When you write a 

sentence on this loop, she said, it repeats itself for all eternity. With the scissors she’d cut the 

skin between her left thumb and index finger, and, following the Feigenbaum constant, blood 

was dripping in a chaotically broken trickle onto the polished parquet floor at her guests’ feet, 

without Margarethe taking any notice. The sentence doesn’t disappear, she said. The sentence 

just stays there. Then the mood changed at a stroke when Margarethe started berating her 

guests as well as her sister-in-law and her sister-in-law’s family, calling them hypocrites and 
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dilettantes, then threw them all out and locked herself away in her library, without so much as 

a glance at her daughter. 

 Margarethe’s mental and physical decay progressed inexorably. While she worked 

with manic concentration behind closed doors, Franziska made her own lunches and fed 

Fuzzy, the little cat who’d become her only ally. More and more, Franziska had to look after 

her mother. Margarethe lost weight at a dangerous speed after refusing most food. By contrast 

her cigarette consumption went through the roof. 

 During this time Margarethe only left the library to regularly take thick, strangely 

bulging envelopes to the post office, addressed to the most diverse Austrian, German, but also 

British, American and Japanese academic publishers and universities. If the post office clerk 

hadn’t known Mrs Denk for years as a valued and respected customer, he might well have 

presumed she was dispatching one parcel bomb after another. 

 

One of the most striking and nightmarish scenes from her childhood, which Franziska Denk 

later worked into her autofictional novel Loops, is the disappearance of the cat Fuzzy. Denk 

describes how, a few months after Carl’s death, her mother came storming into her bedroom, 

brandishing one of her philosophy textbooks, and asked her daughter in an anxious, almost 

terrified voice if she knew what the thing was sitting on the rug in the kitchen. When 

Franziska accompanied Margarethe into the kitchen, she saw Fuzzy on the rug, eating her 

lunch as she did every day. With a slight quiver in her voice, her mother explained that she’d 

just seen Fuzzy sitting on the rug. And in the twinkle of an eye she’d vanished. All she could 

see know was this strange object feasting on the food from the plastic bowl instead of the cat. 

A strange thing, which looked exactly like a cat, was now shovelling the dripping chunks of 

meat into its organism and transforming it into the alien matter its body consisted of. A totally 
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grotesque object that looked exactly like a cat, sounded like one, moved like one and 

resembled a cat in every respect. Only there wasn’t any trace of a cat. 

 In details that move one to tears, Franziska Denk describes the unbelievable dread she 

felt at witnessing her mother’s candid denial of reality. Margarethe turned the house upside 

down looking for Fuzzy. When the catlike object had finished eating, it slowly followed her. 

Denk describes her mother’s screams. The cries for help. The panicky fear that had overcome 

her at the sight of this animal-like object, which was now shuffling behind her, step for step, 

on its paw-like protuberances, with its fur-like scales, dragging behind it a long, hairy 

outflow which it waved left and right. Hyperventilating, Margarethe tripped and lay huddled 

outside the door to her library, her whole body shaking, but still grasping her heavy edition of 

Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason, and screamed for her daughter, for her husband, for anyone, 

until the repulsive, extraterrestrial lump had finally caught up with her and poured its ghastly, 

skull-like stopper, which was gushing out of the front of its body, over Margarethe. She hit 

the creature hard with her book five times in succession, until the thing at her feet was no 

longer moving. Before Margarethe lost consciousness she saw the catlike object dissolve in 

front of her. It looked as if it were merging with the form of the parquet floor. Not 

continuously, but intermittently, like a mechanical device irreversibly clicking ever lower into 

something. Every opening of her eyes took away some sharpness with a metallic click. Until 

the contours of the catlike object were no longer distinguishable from those of the floor. Until 

the catlike object was no longer there. Nor was the floor. All that remained was an object that 

had the size, appearance, texture and behaviour of a floor and that of a motionless cat-shaped, 

catlike object. Then she passed out. 

 

Margarethe’s transfer to a psychiatric unit passed off without incident. She was silent the 

whole way there. Only when she was with her psychiatrist did she speak again, insisting in a 
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verbal torrent that she had to get back to her work in her library at once to save the world 

from destruction. The loop is the alpha and the omega, she said over and over again. We need 

to proceed cyclically, she said. What doesn’t disintegrate into itself disintegrates into 

something else! We have to bend the sentences and lead them back to themselves! We have to 

learn how to disintegrate into ourselves, as an infinite circle, an everlasting beach! We have to 

learn how to think never-ending thoughts. Nobody needs to die! Nobody is dead! Death is 

only disintegrating into something else. We have to learn how to disintegrate into ourselves! 

 

Margarethe’s mental state went into rapid decline. She was virtually unresponsive. After a 

while she began to lose her sense of pain. One day she bruised her left ankle when she tripped 

over a pile of astrophysics textbooks that Franziska had brought her and couldn’t understand 

why something hurt every time she took a step after that. It wasn’t the foot that hurt, but she 

herself. Every step she took hurt but she was unable to localise the pain in her foot. The pain 

didn’t sit in any particular place. It was just there. It just hurt. 

 Soon this lack of understanding expanded to other areas. When she was sad she 

couldn’t grasp why other people around her weren’t sad too. When she felt pain she couldn’t 

understand why no one around her felt the same pain. Because the pain was there, it hung in 

the room as an omnipresent, beating pulse. It must affect everyone. Perhaps the others just 

hid it better. 

 If she saw somebody fall over, Margarethe would collapse too. Not out of what is 

generally known as pity, but from real physical pain. Once she watched a woman turn the 

corner into a side street three metres ahead of her. She did the same thing three metres before 

the turning and walked so hard into a wall that she got a cut on her brow which needed five 

stitches. Afterwards she complained that the end of the thread was not connected to the 

beginning and she tried several times to rip it from her forehead so she could tie the two ends 
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together and thus heal the wound. She had to be restrained for a week. Margarethe began 

copying the people in her immediate vicinity. She unconsciously imitated their gestures and 

facial expressions, and seemed to change into a new person every time she encountered 

someone else. She refused to shower, sleep, eat and drink. Eventually the doctors realised that 

she would accept tagliatelle so long as they were twisted and stuck together with corn starch. 

She was also prepared to sleep if she could clasp her right foot with her left hand and her left 

foot with her right hand.  

 In the end she was unable to tell her toes apart from her feet, her fingers from her 

hand, or her eyes from her ears. 

 

In the middle section of Loops, Franziska Denk writes chiefly about her nightmares that were 

getting progressively worse at this time. She regularly dreamed she was in an empty white 

desert that extended in all directions and was as pale and dried-up as her mother’s skin and 

hair. In combination with her dangerous loss of weight, Margarethe looked increasingly 

ghostlike between the sterile walls of the clinic. She seemed to be becoming transparent. 

Only her teeth were getting darker from the cigarettes. 

 

On the day she disappeared, 31 December, 1942, Margarethe had made a good impression. 

She seemed jolly and had even given the occasional half-way reasonable answer to the 

nurses’ questions. She spoke about how her work would soon be finished. According to the 

official record, she spent the day peacefully, smoked a lot of cigarettes, played a few games 

of chess with other patients in the day room and went to bed early, even remembering to 

brush her teeth. When one of the orderlies entered her room at eight o’clock the following 

morning, her bed was empty. 
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 At the same time Franziska opened the door to her mother’s library, where she was 

met by the usual cigarette smoke. Even in her absence Margarethe hadn’t stopped smoking. 

Her work was piled up to the ceiling, in the form of small, twisted strips of paper, the ends of 

which she’d glued together. On these millions of bands she’d written the sentences that had 

been flitting through her mind for years: ‘. . . I am what I am what I am what I am what I am 

what I am what . . .’ – an assertion of her existence that continued until the end of time. The 

door that was slightly ajar was opened by the pressure of the paper and the millions of loops 

spilled out into the landing, flooding the whole floor and soon filling the stairs too. ‘. . . there 

is no beginning, for there is no end, for there is no beginning, for there is no end, for . . .’ 

Thousands of copies of ‘. . . a sentence is a sentence is a sentence is a sentence . . .’ pouring 

onto the creaking wooden floor and washing her down the staircase. Just as Franziska was in 

danger of drowning in the torrent of information, she grabbed hold of the metal case of the 

dictation machine. She held on tightly to it and closed her eyes. The device in her hand kept 

unspooling its endless tape, repeating time and again the sentences that Margarethe had 

dictated to it. She waited for the bells to chime, for the new year to descend on her like a 

badly translated fortune-cookie aphorism. She listened to the explosions of the fireworks and 

her mother’s words, and when she opened her eyes again all that she saw was a vast, rampant 

conflagration, colouring the night sky of the suburb red. 

 

It is still unclear what exactly led to the fire that completely destroyed Stonebrook House as 

the year 1943 was just beginning. A lit candle in Margarethe’s library? Or a final cigarette 

she’d been intending to smoke in a break in her work? A freezing Franziska, who was picked 

up in the middle of the night in the driveway by a police patrol car, vehemently denied 

knowing anything about the cause of the fire. She just kept saying that they should leave her 

in peace and that everything she came into contact with disappeared sooner or later. Lighters, 
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books, cats, houses, fathers, languages, mothers, her aunt, her aunt’s husband, their children – 

everything disintegrated and ultimately ceased to exist. She warned the police several times 

not to touch her because she might disintegrate. When the officers refused to leave she kept 

switching languages, jumping more and more rapidly from Ancient Greek to Noric to Nawat 

to Livonian to Nyulnyulan to Sovokat and back again, causing one of the officers to pass the 

calamitous comment that the child was downright psychotic, at which Fransiska immediately 

fell into a psychosis having merely heard the word. The immunity she’d developed was no 

longer sufficient and it would take years for her to recover. For hours the glowing strips of 

paper continued to rise from the ruins, spreading out from the hill over the entire city, landing 

on roofs, in gullies beside pavements, across the sea. For days, baffled passers-by all the way 

down to New York picked up charred strips of paper on which it said in German: ‘. . . God 

willing there is no God willing there is no God . . .’ or put more internationally: ‘. . . 

1=1=1=1=1 . . .’ 

 

Later it became known that the envelopes Margarethe had sent to a range of different 

universities, as well as to her penfriends, also contained nothing but loops of cyclical writing 

with theories, some more crazed than others. A few Stripofon tapes had escaped the fire 

damage in Franziska’s coat pockets. But these recordings merely contained the same 

incoherent drivel that Margarethe’s psychiatrist had already noted down in his file. Her entire 

academic output had otherwise been destroyed. Margarethe’s sister-in-law, who’d fortunately 

survived the fire with her husband and children, went to stay with relatives in the country. 

Franziska was handed over to the authorities. Margarethe was never seen again. 


