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THE MARQUISE  OF O–

(Based on a true incident, the setting of  which
has been relocated from the north to the south)





11

I n m—, an important town in northern Italy, the 
widowed Marquise of O—, a lady of excellent reputation 

and mother of a number of well-bred children, had the fol-
lowing announcement published in the newspapers: that she 
had, without knowing the cause, come to find herself in an 
interesting condition, that she wished the father of the child 
she was expecting to present himself; and that she was resolved, 
out of consideration for her family, to marry him. The lady 
who, compelled by irrevocable circumstances, had with such 
confidence taken so strange a step, thus exposing herself to 
the derision of all the world, was the daughter of Colonel 
G—, the commandant of the citadel at M—. Some three years 
earlier her husband, the Marquis of O—, to whom she was 
most fervently and tenderly devoted, had lost his life during 
a journey to Paris on family business. At the request of her 
esteemed mother, Frau von G—, she had, after his death, left 
the country estate at V—, where she had hitherto lived, and 
returned with her two children to the house of her father, the 
commandant. Here, for the next few years, she had led a most 
secluded life, devoting herself to art and reading, the education 
of her children and the care of her parents – until the — War 
suddenly filled the neighbourhood with the armed forces of 
almost every power, Russians included. Colonel G—, who had 
orders to defend the citadel, asked his wife and daughter to 
withdraw either to his own country estate or to that of his son, 
in the vicinity of V—. But before the ladies had even concluded 
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their deliberations, while they were still weighing up the suf-
fering they would undergo in the fortress against the horrors 
they would be exposed to in the open country, the Russian 
troops overran the citadel, which was now called upon to sur-
render. The colonel announced to his family that he would act 
as if they were simply not present, and answered the Russians 
with bullets and grenades. The enemy replied by shelling the 
citadel. They set fire to the magazine, occupied an outwork, 
and when after repeated calls to surrender the commandant 
still hesitated, the enemy mounted a night attack and took the 
fortress by storm.

Just as the Russians, covered by heavy howitzer fire, were 
forcing a way in, the left wing of the commandant’s residence 
burst into flames, and the women were compelled to leave. The 
colonel’s wife, hurrying after her daughter, who was fleeing 
downstairs with her children, called out to her that they should 
all stay together and shelter in the underground vaults – but 
at that very moment a grenade exploded inside the house, 
throwing everything into the utmost confusion. The Marquise, 
with her two children, found herself in the outer precincts of 
the castle where the fighting was at its fiercest and where shots 
flashed through the night and, having no idea where to turn, 
was forced back again into the burning building. Here, just as 
she was about to escape through the back door, she had the 
misfortune to encounter a troop of enemy snipers who, as soon 
as they noticed her, suddenly fell silent, slung their rifles over 
their shoulders and, with obscene gestures, carried her off. 
While the hideous rabble, fighting amongst themselves, tugged 
her to and fro, the Marquise screamed for help to her terri-
fied womenfolk escaping through the gate – but in vain. They 
dragged her into the innermost courtyard where, suffering the 
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most shameful assaults, she was about to sink to the ground, 
when a Russian officer, hearing her strident screams, appeared 
on the scene and, with furious blows of his sword, drove back 
the dogs from the prey for which they lusted. To the Marquise 
he seemed an angel sent from heaven. He drove the hilt of his 
sword into the face of one murderous brute, who still had his 
arms around her slender body, sending him reeling backwards 
with blood pouring from his mouth; he then addressed the 
lady courteously in French, offered her his arm and led her, 
speechless from all this commotion, into the other wing of the 
palace, which the flames had not yet reached, where she now 
collapsed, completely unconscious. At this moment – since the 
Marquise’s terrified servants presently arrived – he took steps 
to send for a doctor, assured them, as he replaced his hat, that 
she would soon recover and returned to the fighting.

It was not long before the fortress was completely overrun, 
and the commandant – who had only continued to resist 
because he had been offered no amnesty – was already retreat-
ing with dwindling strength to the main gate, when the Russian 
officer, very flushed in the face, came through it and called 
on him to surrender. The commandant replied that he had 
only been waiting for such an order, surrendered his sword 
and requested permission to go into the castle and look for 
his family. The Russian officer, who, to judge from the part 
he was playing, seemed to be one of the leaders of the attack, 
gave him permission to do so, accompanied by a guard, took 
rather hasty command of the detachment, put an end to the 
fighting wherever the outcome still seemed to be in doubt, 
and gained immediate control of all the strong points of the 
citadel. Shortly afterwards he returned to the scene of battle, 
gave orders for the fire, which was beginning to spread furiously, 
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to be extinguished, and joined in the work with miraculous 
energy whenever his orders were not carried out with proper 
zeal. At one moment he was clambering, hose in hand, along 
burning gables, directing the jet of water; at another he filled 
the hearts of his Asiatic compatriots with horror, as he stood 
in the arsenals, rolling out powder kegs and live grenades. The 
commandant, who had meanwhile entered the house, now 
learnt of the misadventure that had befallen his daughter and 
became quite distraught. The Marquise, who had recovered 
from her fainting fit without the help of a doctor, as the 
Russian had predicted, and was so happy to see all her family 
alive and well that she only stayed in bed in deference to their 
excessive solicitude, assured her father that she had no other 
wish but to get up and express her gratitude to her saviour. 
She already knew that he was Count F—, lieutenant-colonel 
of the — Rifle Corps and holder of the Distinguished Service 
Cross and several other orders. She asked her father to beg 
him most urgently not to leave the citadel without making a 
brief appearance in the castle. The commandant, who hon-
oured his daughter’s feelings, now returned at once to the 
fortifications, where on the ramparts (he could find no better 
opportunity) he discovered the Count hurrying to and fro, 
occupied with a multitude of military tasks and reviewing his 
battered troops, and informed him of his grateful daughter’s 
wish. The Count assured him that he was only waiting for 
a moment’s respite from all his duties to come and pay her 
his respects. He was just enquiring about the lady’s health, 
when the reports of several officers tore him back again into 
the thick of the battle. At daybreak the commander-in-chief 
of the Russian troops appeared and inspected the citadel. He 
conveyed his respects to the commandant and expressed his 
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regret that good fortune had not better assisted the latter’s 
courage, and gave him permission, on his word of honour, 
to go wherever he wished. The commandant thanked him, 
and declared how much, in the course of this one day, he had 
been grateful to the Russians in general, and in particular 
to the young Count F—, lieutenant colonel of the — Rifle 
Corps. The general asked what had happened, and when he 
was informed of the outrageous assault on the commandant’s 
daughter, he reacted with the utmost indignation. He sum-
moned Count F— by name to come forward and, after a 
brief eulogy in which he praised him for his noble conduct, 
during which the Count blushed crimson, he concluded that 
he would have the shameful miscreants who had disgraced 
the name of the Tsar shot, and ordered the Count to reveal 
who they were. Count F— replied, in a confused speech, that 
he was not in a position to give their names, since the faint 
shimmer of the lamps in the castle courtyard had made it 
impossible for him to recognize their faces. The general, who 
had heard that the castle at the time in question had been 
ablaze, expressed amazement at this; remarked that people 
one knew well could, after all, be recognized in the dark by 
their voices; and ordered him, as the Count could only shrug 
his shoulders in embarrassment, to research the matter with 
the utmost zeal and rigour. At this moment someone pushed 
his way forward through the assembled troops and reported 
that the commandant’s servants had been able to drag one 
of the villains, who had been wounded by Count F— and 
had collapsed in a corridor, into a cell, where he was still 
being held. The general immediately had him brought under 
guard into his presence, where he was swiftly interrogated 
– and after the prisoner had identified his accomplices, the 
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entire rabble, five in number, were shot. Having dealt with 
this matter, the general ordered his troops to withdraw from 
the citadel, leaving only a small garrison behind; the officers 
hurriedly went their separate ways and rejoined their own 
units; amid the confusion of this hasty withdrawal, the Count 
approached the commandant and expressed his regret that, in 
these circumstances, he could merely present his most respect-
ful compliments to the Marquise; and in less than an hour 
the whole fortress was once more empty of Russian troops.

The family were now debating how they might in the future 
find an opportunity of somehow expressing their gratitude to 
the Count; they were horror-stricken, however, to learn that 
on the very day of his departure from the fortress, he had lost 
his life in a skirmish with enemy troops. The messenger who 
brought this news to M— had with his own eyes seen the 
Count, with a mortal bullet wound in the chest, being car-
ried to P—, where, according to reliable information, he had 
passed away just as his bearers were about to set him down. 
The commandant went in person to the post-house to find out 
in greater detail what had happened, and discovered that on 
the battlefield, at the very moment of being hit, the Count had 
cried out: “Julietta! This bullet avenges you!” whereupon he 
closed his lips for ever. The Marquise was inconsolable that she 
had let slip the opportunity of throwing herself at his feet. She 
reproached herself bitterly that when he had declined, probably 
out of modesty, to see her in the castle, she had not gone to visit 
him herself; pitied the unfortunate lady, her namesake, whom 
he had remembered at the very moment of his death, and tried 
in vain to discover her whereabouts, in order to inform her of 
this unhappy and moving event; and several months went by 
before she herself could forget him.
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The whole family now had to leave their quarters, so that the 
Russian commander could take up residence there. They first 
considered going to the commandant’s estate, for which the 
Marquise had a great affection, but as the colonel was not fond 
of country life, the family moved into a house in the town and 
furnished it as a permanent home. Everything now returned 
to normal. The Marquise resumed the education of her chil-
dren that had been interrupted for so long and, as recreation, 
brought out once more her easel and her books – when she, 
normally the epitome of good health, fell victim to repeated 
indispositions, which made her unfit for company for weeks 
at a time. She suffered from nausea, giddiness and fainting fits, 
and had no idea what to make of her strange condition. One 
morning, when the family were taking tea and her father had 
left the room for a moment, the Marquise, emerging from a 
long period of reverie, said to her mother: “If a woman were 
to tell me that she felt as I have just felt, when I picked up 
this teacup, I would think to myself that she must be with 
child.” Frau von G— said that she did not understand her. The 
Marquise explained once more that she had just experienced a 
sensation identical to the one she had felt when pregnant with 
her second daughter. Frau von G— said that she might give 
birth to Fantasy, and laughed. “Morpheus, at any rate,” replied 
the Marquise, “or one of his attendant dreams, would be his 
father” – and likewise laughed. But the colonel returned, the 
conversation was interrupted, and the whole subject, since the 
Marquise recovered within a few days, was forgotten.

Soon after this, at a time when the commandant’s son, 
Forstmeister von G—, a forestry official, was at home, a foot-
man entered and, to the family’s amazement, announced Count 
F—. “Count F—!” exclaimed father and daughter 
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simultaneously, and the astonishment rendered everyone 
speechless. The footman assured them that his eyes and ears 
had not deceived him, and that the Count was already waiting 
in the ante-room. The commandant himself leapt to his feet 
to let him in, whereupon the Count entered, his face a little 
pale, but looking as handsome as a young god. After the initial 
scene of uncomprehending astonishment was over, and the 
Count had assured the parents, who had presumed him dead, 
that he was alive, he turned to their daughter with great emo-
tion in his face, and asked her before anything else how she 
felt. “Very well,” replied the Marquise, who then wanted to 
know how he had come to life again. But he, who was not to 
be deflected, replied that she could not be telling him the truth, 
that her face looked strangely exhausted and that she, if he 
were not quite mistaken, was sick, and suffering. The Marquise, 
gladdened by the sincerity with which he voiced these concerns, 
replied that this exhaustion could, as a matter of fact, if he 
insisted, be taken for the after-effects of an infirmity she had 
suffered a few weeks ago; though she had no reason to fear 
that it would be of any further consequence. Whereupon he, 
with a passionate outbreak of joy, replied that he didn’t either, 
and proceeded to ask her whether she would be willing to 
marry him. The Marquise did not know what to think of this 
conduct. Blushing deeply, she looked at her mother, and her 
mother looked with embarrassment at her son and her hus-
band, while the Count went up to the Marquise and, taking 
her hand as though he wished to kiss it, asked again whether 
she had understood him. The commandant asked him if he 
would care to sit down, and, politely but rather gravely, placed 
a chair at his disposal. The colonel’s wife said: “We shall cer-
tainly continue to think you are a ghost until you reveal to us 
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how you rose from the grave in which you were laid at P—.” 
The Count let go of the young lady’s hand, sat down, and said 
that circumstances compelled him to be very brief; that he, 
mortally wounded in the chest, had been carried to P—; that 
for several months he had despaired of his life; that during this 
time he had never ceased to think of the Marquise; that he was 
unable to describe the mingling of joy and pain this vision had 
caused him; that he had finally, after his recovery, rejoined the 
army; that while there he had felt acutely ill at ease; that he 
had several times taken up his pen to relieve the turmoil of his 
heart by writing to the colonel and the Marquise; that he had 
suddenly been sent with dispatches to Naples; that he did not 
know whether he might not from there be summoned to 
Constantinople; that he might even have to go to St Petersburg; 
that he could not in the meantime continue to live without 
settling once and for all a certain matter that was upsetting his 
soul; that he had been unable to resist the impulse, as he was 
passing through M—, of taking a few steps towards fulfilling 
this aim; that, in short, he harboured the wish to be favoured 
with her hand, and begged them most respectfully, fervently 
and urgently to be kind enough to give him their answer on 
this point. The commandant, after a long pause, replied that 
he felt very flattered by this proposal, if it was meant seriously, 
as he had no doubt that it was. His daughter had, however, on 
the death of her husband, the Marquis of O—, resolved not 
to embark on any second marriage. But since she had recently 
become so beholden to him, it was not out of the question that 
she might reconsider her decision in accordance with his 
wishes. For the time being, therefore, he would beg him on the 
Marquise’s behalf to leave her a little time in which to ponder 
the matter in peace and quiet. The Count assured him that 
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these kind sentiments did indeed fulfil all his hopes; that they 
would in different circumstances even satisfy him entirely; that 
he was fully aware of the great impropriety of finding them 
inadequate; that pressing circumstances, however, on which 
he was not in a position to elaborate, made it extremely desir-
able that he should have a more definite reply; that the horses 
which were to take him to Naples were already harnessed to 
his carriage; and that he would most fervently implore the 
colonel that if there was anything in this house which might 
speak in his favour – at which point he glanced at the Marquise 
– he should not be allowed to depart without some reassurance. 
The colonel, somewhat bewildered by such behaviour, replied 
that the gratitude the Marquise felt for him certainly entitled 
him to entertain great hopes, but not so great as these: she 
would not proceed without proper circumspection in taking 
a step on which the happiness of her whole life depended. It 
was imperative that his daughter, before committing herself, 
should have the pleasure of becoming better acquainted with 
him. He invited him, when he had finished travelling on busi-
ness, to return to M— and spend some time as a guest in his 
family’s house. If the Frau Marquise then felt that she could 
hope to find happiness through him, he, her father, would then 
– and only then – be delighted to hear that she had given him 
a definite answer. The Count, growing red in the face, said 
that, during his entire journey here, he had predicted that this 
was bound to be the outcome of his impatient desires; that the 
distress into which it plunged him was nonetheless extreme; 
that, given the unfavourable role he was now being forced to 
play, he could only profit from closer acquaintance; that he felt 
he could answer for his reputation, if it was deemed necessary 
to take account of this most dubious of all attributes; that he 
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