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EVEN HIS BURIAL was a disaster. When 
Joseph Roth went to his final resting 
place in May 1939, protest sullied the 

ecclesial Latin of his Catholic committal. 
Roth’s kin – poor Galician Jews like the man 
himself – demanded he be buried as he was 
born: under the folds of the Torah. A monar-
chist delegation delivered a wreath with the 
best wishes of Otto von Habsburg, Emperor-
in-Exile; an aggrieved gang of socialists 
tripped on their heels to drop a bouquet of 
roses on the coffin of “Red Roth”. The noise 
of a passing train drowned the last words of 
the priest, blotting out the memory of a great 
and wasted mind. Four months later, tanks 
rolled out from Germany and war rolled over 
Europe, erasing the memory of the world that 
mind once knew.  

None of this, we learn from Keiron Pim’s 
Endless Flight, would surprise Roth. Born on 
the hinterlands of the Austrian empire, Moses 
Joseph Roth grew up in a world falling apart. 
The power of the Habsburgs, serene and 
untroubled in image, wasted away in reality: 
a blind eagle. Cosmopolitic daydreaming drew 
a precocious Roth to Lviv and then – moth 
meets flame – Vienna at her cultural height. 
But loss haunted him. The more he took from 
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the world, the less he kept of himself. He left 
his first home a poor Eastern Jew, an interloper, 
a stowaway in the vast, secret below-decks of 
European civilisation. He never found another.  

His was a life measured out 
in train tickets and hotel bills; 
contained in three suitcases, a 
cane, a curious grey coat, 
fraught by borders, papers, 
policemen, debt collectors. 
Lived? By his pen (daily 
 articles, yearly novels). By drink 
(schnapps). And by friends, 
lovers and admirers; an under-
ground of affection spanning 
passports and party lines. 
Always on the move, always at risk, off-balance, 
career askew to his talents, talents at odds with 
his worth. He spent most of his life eyes-deep 
in debt. He never held a bank account. 

Roth isn’t a writer of changes – his books 

have a set number of themes, often sharing 
characters and, to the despair of his editors, 
plots – but of changeability itself. He had the 
refugee’s or the alcoholic’s sense of instability, 
alert to the sheer flux of life, a fluidity that, 
seen clearly, is something close to magic. It’s 
Roth’s one, perverse, consistency: nothing is 
ever solid.  

The soldier becomes a civilian; the Galician 
becomes an Austrian, then a German, then 
a permanent exile; a hotel patriot, Roth calls 
himself, sometimes; a European. Fiction 
becomes fact; and the socialist republican 
becomes a reactionary monarchist; nostalgia 
as a way of life.  The atheist becomes a believer. 
The Jew becomes a Catholic. Or seems to; 
with every migration, Roth is more of a 
stranger. A boundary crossed is a boundary 
undermined. He lacked a father, so devised 
17 different stories about him. His friends 
called him a “mythomaniac”. His enemies 
called him a liar. 

Roth had a bad start in life, and a worse 
end: a descent into paranoia 
and alcoholism, wife institu-
tionalised, friends exiled or 
dead. But reading Pim’s 
sparkling, effervescent study 
of Roth’s life, it seems his gifts 
flourished not in spite of his 
suffering but because of it.  

Roth felt keenly the secret 
harmonies of everything alive 
– and their contradictions, too, 
sharp and unseen and deadly. 

Disaster doesn’t arrive by train or boat or 
tank: it’s always already here, waiting in suit-
cases and credit notes and in the dark, 
forgotten crevices of your mind. All you need 
are eyes to see. And hands, perhaps, to write. 

have uninterrupted views of the altar. 
The result was a unique hybrid: Catholic 

churches in Gothic style but with wide, open 
chancels, while the Anglicans kept faith with 
Pugin and his rood screens. Curl thinks 
the Catholic hybrid was taken up 
with varying degrees of success. 
He admires the tall, slender 
steeple of J.A. Hansom’s 
St Walburge, Preston (pic-
tured), but finds the 
interior “almost shocking”. 
He believes Pugin’s eldest 
son, Edward, squared the 
circle particularly at the 
former Franciscan Church 
and Friary of St Francis, 
Gorton, Manchester.  

Curl’s favourite church by the 
senior Pugin is St Giles’, Cheadle, whose 
interior features on the frontispiece of his 
book. Apart from this and St Augustine’s, 
Ramsgate, he judges Pugin’s churches broadly 
disappointing.  

He credits George Gilbert (Middle) Scott, 
the convert son of Sir George Gilbert Scott, 
and the liturgist Edmund Bishop, with recon -
ciling Catholic church design and the liturgy. 

Middle Scott, in an essay of 1881, used illus-
trations of early Roman basilicas to argue 
that liturgical use should influence plans of 
churches. That same year, Edmund Bishop 

stated that the baldacchino was a 
 necessary part of any Christian 

altar.  
J.F. Bentley obeyed Bishop 

and designed a magnificent 
baldacchino for West -
minster Cathedral. For 
Curl, the cathedral, with 
its fusion of Byzantine and 
Romanesque, is “a stun-
ning achievement in which 

scholarship, intelligence, 
invention and superb crafts-

manship and understanding of 
detail combine to realise an 

Ultramontane ideal”. 
Bentley, like Pugin, merits a section in this 

beautifully illustrated study that makes a 
valuable contribution to the recognition of 
Catholic churches. 
 
Elena Curti’s book Another Fifty Catholic 
Churches to See Before You Die is due to be 
published by Gracewing in September 2023.

MOST BOOKS on church architecture 
in England more or less ignore 
Catholic places of worship. Simon 

Jenkins, for example, in his England’s 
Thousand Best Churches, features only nine. 

So it’s good to see the distinguished archi-
tectural historian James Stevens Curl, in a 
revised version of his pioneering work, 
expand his coverage of Catholic churches. 
Professor Curl charts Pugin’s robust cham-
pioning of English medieval Gothic – rood 
screens and all – and his dispute with Rome-
leaning Catholics who followed St Charles 
Borromeo’s instruction that churches should 
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