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The Situation Was Hopeless but Far From Serious 
THE DEVIL'S AGENT. By Hans Hab«. 

Translated by Ewald Osers from the 
German, "Im Namen dis Teufels." 
406 pp. New York: Frederick Fell. 

By ANTHONY BOUCHER 

IT is a German byword that a 
Berliner says, "The situation 

is serious, but far from hope
less"; a Viennese says, "The 
situation is hopeless, but f a r 
from serious." Hans Habe, born 
in Budapest but educated in 
Vienna, proves his Viennese 
culture by looking at today's 
world through the eyes of a 

Mr. Boucher, a student of 
crime in fiction and out, con
ducts the Criminals at Large 
column for the Book Review. 
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secret agent, finding the situa
tion bitterly hopeless, a n d — 
with a deftness that may 
startle admirers of his more se
rious novels—writing an i n 
tensely funny book about it. 

George Droste is the descend
ant of an aristocracy of Vien
nese head waiters, with all of a 
waiter's shrewdly contemptuous 
evaluation of mankind. I n the 
bleak post-war days of 1947 a 
countess, who is charmingly 
prodigal with what are known 
as her favors, asks a small 
favor of him: the delivery of a 
trifling package to a friend. I n 
no time Droste is in the thick 
of espionage: he learns that the 
favor is a job for the Russian 
secret service. H e finds it more 

profitable and safer to work for 
the Americans as well; and be
fore the task is over he is also 
unofficially an agent for the 
only secret service to impress 
him as reasonably competent, 
that of the Vatican. 

Pleased with him, the A m e r i 
cans send Droste to a training 
school for spies in Maryland, 
and his new skills enable him 
to parlay his next assignment 
into a four-way deal with prof
itable results for the A m e r i 
cans, the Russians, the German 
nationalists and Droste himself. 
And so the tale continues 
through countless episodes ( in
cluding an ironic explanation of 
how overefficient counter-intel
ligence caused the Korean 
W a r ) , until Droste's multiple-

crosses combine with a half
hearted reformation to cause 
his death. 

T h i s is the ultimate and 
wondrous picaresque novel of 
the secret agent. I n essence it 
is a serious book (at least in 
the sense of the F r e n c h sérieux) 
and a frightening one in its pic
ture of espionage as an elab
orate and costly, game whose 
objectives are, in approximate 
order of importance, to justify 
one's expense accounts, to give 
one's political superiors the re
ports they want to hear, and to 
score off the opposition. B u t 
its surface is that of a vastly 
entertaining story, as long as 
two or three standard spy novels 
yet never flagging for a mo
ment, cynical, inventive, meldo-

dramatic, farcical — and as 
shrewd in the handling of 
boudoir episodes as anyone since 
Casanova (who might himself 
be awed by Droste's best per
formances). 

E w a l d Osers' translation is 
highly readable; and even its 
few traces of un-English idiom 
fit agreeably into Droste's first 
person narration (if not into 
the translations of American 
speech). Here is as amusing 
a thriller as the season is apt 
to provide . . . and one that 
wil l leave you pondering for 
some time over the need and 
function of espionage today. 
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