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my life and our bookshelves at home
groan with books on Germany. I’ve
continued to visit and engage with
Germany for the past thirty years with
unwavering interest. For this special
edition of The Riveter I have called on
many friends, publishers, authors,
translators and academics who share
this interest and asked them to offer
their views and reviews of these
remarkable three decades. This
magazine is both a celebration of
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Autumn 2019 is a significant personal
and professional anniversary for me.
Thirty years ago I began working for
BBC Radio, travelling round Europe,
producing and reporting from
‘revolutionary’ locations. By far the
most significant event was the fall of
the Berlin Wall in November – and
I was there. I had studied German and
its literature. Germany is key to my
existence. It was my home for nearly a
decade; its history has engaged me all
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German literature in English translation
and also a reflection: which books
from those thirty years do we really
value? What has worked on the Englishlanguage market and what has not?
What does its literature tell us about
Germany today?
In the UK we like reading about
Germany. Mostly, though, about the
past – the war, Nazis, Hitler, Weimar.
How often do I hear, ‘Where are today’s
German Greats?’ We obviously still
read and buy Goethe, Brecht, Grass,
Sebald, Mann, Fontane, Rilke – there
are many and they are indeed Great.
The translation of the newly
discovered German classic by Hans
Fallada was a well-deserved bestseller
in the UK, as was Bernhard (The
Reader) Schlink and Timur Vermes’
Hitler satire. Other authors – some of
my favourites, like Jenny Erpenbeck,
Herta Müller, Volker Weidermann,
Benedict Wells, Volker Kutscher
and Daniel Kehlmann – have been
successful but, as with most good
German fiction, they are greatly
respected but sell modestly. In spite
of their skill and their fascinating
accounts of the upheavals of the past
thirty years, contemporary German
literature has rarely broken through
into the Great British mainstream.
The UK book market is stubborn.
We still only read about five per cent
of our books in translation. Most of
that comes from Europe, but little
from Germany. Learning German is
not popular in schools. Why is this?
Stereotypes prevail. German is considered stodgy and hard, the literature

heavy, long, male and worthy – which
are outdated, unfair views. Our
regressive anti-European sentiments
in the UK don’t help. The German Riveter
hopes to reverse that trend. Yes, we do
live in hope.
German literature has many champions in the UK. Apologies if I don’t
name you all – my appreciation is limitless but space limited. So let me
mention, by way of excellent example,
those German-linked publishers
Pushkin, And Other Stories, MacLehose, Peirene and Haus, and
a few of our outstanding translators,
Karen Leeder, Jamie Bulloch, Shaun
Whiteside, Charlotte Collins, Ruth
Martin and Katy Derbyshire (who has
herself recently become a publisher
and will be the Translator-in-Residence
at London Book Fair in 2020). Also,
loudly banging the German Tin Drum
are New Books in German, the GoetheInstitut, the German Embassy and our
many passionate champions of
German language and literature such
as Katrin Kohl, Charlotte Ryland,
Caroline Wyatt, Anne McElvoy,
Katharina Bielenberg, Frederick
Stüdemann and Max Easterman. You
may have heard another drum beating
loudly too, the anti-Brexit, pro-Europe
drum, beaten by none other than our
most famous German citizen in the UK,
the illustrator Axel (The Gruffalo)
Scheffler, who has generously designed
our cover.
Looking back over my own
German reads, reviews, interviews
and events from the past thirty years,
some of my personal highlights have

been literary encounters with authors
such as Saša Stanišić (who won this
year’s German Book Prize), Birgit
Vanderbeke, Julia Franck, Friedrich
Christian Delius, Matthias Politycki,
Judith Hermann, Ingo Schulze, Ludwig
Steinherr, Thomas Weber and Maik
Hamburger. Not to mention a few of
my special favourites writing about
Germany in English – Frederick Taylor,
Rory MacLean, Rachel Seiffert and the
sadly now-passed Philip Kerr. I can’t
thank all of them enough for broadening
my mind, often making me laugh and
touching my heart. And what do they
all write? They write in every possible
genre – satire, thrillers, poetry, short
stories, novellas, children’s stories,
biographies, essays and multigenerational family epics. Some of
them even write about the Second
World War, the Holocaust and the
Nazi past – and I hope they always will,
because we must never forget.
My latest discoveries, thanks to
The German Riveter, are legion: Nora
Krug’s graphic novel Heimat is one
example of the exciting boom in
graphic novels in Germany and Nino
Haratischvili’s The Eighth Life restores
my faith in the blockbuster page-

turning epic. Nora lives in the US and
Nino is Georgian. And if you haven’t
read German-Turkish writers Emine
Sevgi Özdamar and Feridun Zaimoğlu,
start now. For all of us worried about
these issues, take note: German
writers today are a diverse lot – and lo!
– they are often women.
In the wake of the fall of the Berlin
Wall – and the profound challenges of
German reunification – a whole new
generation of writers and literary
genres have sprung up, creating
a wonderful diversity of writing with
a distinctive multicultural agenda and
a less rigid notion of German identity.
We are missing out by not reading
them. Thirty years since that great
earthquake, as we enter the postpost-wall period, surely it is time for us
to reassess our narrow views and read
more German literature?
Start here with The German
Riveter. Viel Freude beim Lesen!

Rosie Goldsmith
Rosie Goldsmith (aka Rosie the Riveter) is Director of
the European Literature Network and Riveter-inChief. She was a BBC staff journalist for twenty years.
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INTRODUCTION
BY WEST CAMEL, EDITOR
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As with many English-speaking readers,
literature from Germany is represented
by a gap on my shelves, in my case
occupied only by a few Thomas Mann
titles. So, I came to The German Riveter as
a neophyte: a wonderful position to be
in when faced with such a rich and
diverse library. Aided by our reviewers,
German literature experts, translators,
poets and authors, who have contributed
insightful and reflective pieces to our
magazine, I have been able to immerse
myself in writing from Germany, and
hope you will too.
In this, the seventh edition of The
Riveter, we are focusing on writing from
Germany itself, not literature written in
German – in other words not from
Austria, Switzerland or elsewhere. We
have exclusive extracts from key
German books, accompanied by
reviews and relevant features. We have
essays by translators, journalists and
academics; we have poetry, and we have
memories of those days thirty years ago
when a country was reunited.

In my Afterword, after you and
I have read through all these contributions, I will reflect further on them.
For now, thank you to everyone who
has made this magazine possible, to
our contributors who have generously
worked for us for free, to our Riveterin-Chief Rosie Goldsmith, our
assistant editor Alyson Coombes,
our production editor Anna Blasiak,
our business manager Max Easterman, and our illustrator Axel Scheffler.
Thanks also to our sponsors, the
Goethe-Institut London, Frankfurt
Book Fair International, the German
Embassy UK, Arts Council England,
the British Council and the British
Library London.
Enjoy our riveting collection of
German writing. I’ll see you on the
other side!
West Camel
West Camel is a writer, editor and reviewer. He is
the Editor of The Riveter magazine. His debut
novel Attend was published in December 2018.
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Distinguished writers on Germany provide a series of exclusive essays and
extracts to mark the fall of the Berlin Wall.

THE BERLIN WALL:
13 AUGUST 1961 – 9 NOVEMBER 1989
BY FREDERICK TAYLOR (BLOOMSBURY, 2019)
FROM
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IT WAS A WEEKEND in August 1961. I had passed through
a happy childhood and reached the age of thirteen, the
threshold of adolescence, without too much untoward
incident. Now, though, there was a cloud on our family
horizon. My father was not well,
really not well. Smoking, his only vice When we finally did troop
as far as I knew, had already cost him across the border one
one of his lungs. He had seemed to morning, the first shock was
recover after the operation eighteen the attitude, and the look, of
months previously, but that summer the uniformed East Germans at
he seemed weak and tired again, and the checkpoint. Stony-faced,
often took to his bed. I used to go up curt, staring repeatedly down
and talk to him, keep him company. at the passport photograph,
This is why I recall it was a weekend, then back at me, and so on,
because we had discussed an article apparently ad infinitum.
in the Sunday newspaper. Important,
somewhat ominous things were going on in the world.
Dad had a serious heart attack that same evening. The
doctor came. To keep us occupied, someone switched on
the television. Flickering black-and-white pictures of a cityscape, with angry people and people with guns, and barbed
wire. Maybe a scout car or two. The memory, like the pictures,
is a little fuzzy. It’s a long time ago.

He suffered another coronary infarction after they got
him to hospital, and this one killed him. The date was 14
August 1961. On the previous day, Sunday 13 August, the
rough version of what would later be known as the ‘Berlin
Wall’ had been constructed, dividing a great city and cutting
off human from human, friend from friend, parent from child,
brother and sister from brother and sister. It was also the day,
of course, that I was cut off from Dad. The barrier that separated
him from us was dark, mysterious, and above all permanent.
The Berlin one was brutal, material, and not at all mysterious.
It turned out, moreover, not to be permanent, though we
could not know it at the time.
I first arrived in Berlin itself almost exactly four years later,
in August 1965, when the Wall certainly felt as if it would be
there for my lifetime. I was now seventeen, and a year away
from taking my final school exams, my A levels. I had started
learning German the year before Dad’s death, and now here
I was, on a school trip to the city I had watched being torn apart
as he died. I remembered the pictures from that night in 1961,
though when I actually got there the cityscape was all in colour,
and instead of having an overlit, looming quality, like a silent
horror film – which was how I had somehow imagined it – it
was not that different to London. London with a lot more shelland bomb-inflicted holes where buildings should have been,
and with what still looked like an improvised, ramshackle
cement and barbed-wire barrier running through it.
When we finally did troop across the border one morning,
the first shock was the attitude, and the look, of the uniformed
East Germans at the checkpoint. Stony-faced, curt, staring
repeatedly down at the passport photograph, then back at me,
and so on, apparently ad infinitum. Orders were barked in
a German I couldn’t understand – I now realise they had probably
been brought in from Saxony, like so many of the border
guards, and the dialect takes some getting used to. Even when
we tried unconvincingly to tailor our body language to
a saunter as we walked past the last guards and entered the
bare, billboard-free zone of East Berlin, I had to stop myself
from turning round to see if they were still staring at us.
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Frederick Taylor
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Extracted from the 30th anniversary edition of
THE BERLIN WALL by Frederick Taylor, published by Bloomsbury on 31 October
at £12.99. Copyright © Frederick Taylor 2006.

Frederick Taylor studied history and modern languages in Oxford and
Sussex. A Volkswagen Studentship award enabled him to research and
travel widely in both parts of divided Germany at the height of the Cold
War. He has published and lectured widely on German history.
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And the uniforms. Everywhere. And, actually, strongly
reminiscent of what the Nazi bad guys in the war films wore.
A little later, when we stopped to observe the neo-classical Neue
Wache (New Guard House) on Unter den Linden, the East
German soldiers on duty there were goose-stepping! Wearing
jackboots! And strapped on their heads were weird hybrids of
the Wehrmacht coal-scuttle headgear and the classic Red Army
model-40 helmet.
East Germany, I realised, might pretend to be the workers’
paradise, but when you came down to it, and put to one side the
free nursery-school places and the cheap flats and the jobs for
life, the place was about power. Unrestrained, unmitigated
power. The kind of power that could build a wall to keep seventeen million people captive, seventeen million people in a place
where [their masters] could tell them exactly what to do and
they had to just stand there and take it. After 13 August 1961,
there was nowhere those people could go, nothing they could
do to stop them.

MY MOTHER SONYA
BY MAIK HAMBURGER
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My mother Sonya always vehemently objected to being called
a spy. ‘I was a Kundschafter for the Russian Red Army,’ she said.
Kundschafter (intelligence operator) was the accepted term
for socialist operators, whereas spy was a pejorative term for
capitalist agents, smacking of cloak-and-dagger work and femmes
fatales like Mata Hari. My mother’s vivacious personality did
indeed attract a number of above-average men but she would
have abhorred employing this as a decoy and was certainly not
a femme fatale. To all intents and purposes she was a dutiful
middle-class German housewife caring for her family and
indeed one of the bravest and most successful female spies
who ever lived.
Born Ursula Kuczynski in Berlin in 1907 to a family of
intellectuals, she joined the Communist Party early in life,
married my father, the renowned
My mother died in a reunited architect Rudolf Hamburger, and
Berlin in 2000 aged 93. In accompanied him to Shanghai, where
spite of her enormous I was born in 1931. In China she was
disappointment over the recruited by top agent Richard Sorge,
downfall of socialism, she was a German journalist and Soviet militstill optimistic about the ary intelligence officer, to work for the
struggle for a better and more Soviet Army Intelligence, the GRU.
equitable world in the future. It was Sorge who gave her the underSince the fall of the wall, she cover name of Sonya. My mother’s main
has featured dozens of times activity was to operate a clandestine
in ‘spy literature’. radio station transmitting information
to Moscow. She did this to such good
effect that she rose to the rank of colonel and was awarded the
Order of the Red Banner – without ever donning uniform.
Sonya was active in Poland, where my sister Nina was born,
and posted to Switzerland, where she worked for the
legendary Red Chapel network. She divorced my father Rudolf
and married the English communist and Soviet agent Len
Beurton. In 1940 she and Len moved us all to England. I was
nine years old and had already lived in four countries. Living in
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Great Rollright, a little village in the Cotswolds, Sonya achieved
the apex of her career: she recruited the German-born physicist
Klaus Fuchs, who lived in Birmingham and was employed in
top-secret research work on the atomic bomb. Fuchs
provided her with large quantities of classified information
about the development of the bomb, which she duly passed
on to her central office in Moscow. Whenever the material
was too bulky or contained too many formulae for sending in
Morse code, she deposited it in a secret letter-box in Great
Rollright for a Russian agent to pick up. It’s estimated that
this clandestine help from the West speeded up Soviet
atomic research by about two years.
When Klaus Fuchs was arrested in 1950, Sonya managed to
escape exposure and flee to the new German Democratic Republic
– East Germany – taking Len and my sister Nina and my younger
brother Peter with her. I had started my studies at Aberdeen
University but in 1951 I felt drawn to the GDR and stayed.
In the GDR my mother opted out of her work as a secret
agent and embarked on the career she had always dreamt
about: she became a writer and published widely. She adopted
another new name, Ruth Werner. Released from her pledge of
secrecy to the GRU about her espionage activities, she was
now free to publish her story. Her autobiography Sonjas Rapport
became a major bestseller in the GDR, was translated into
Russian and Chinese, and in 1991 into English as Sonya’s
Report. It was translated by her sister Renate Simpson, who
lived in England, and represented the first uncensored text
about Klaus Fuchs and their clandestine work, which had been
deleted in the German version at the behest of the Russians.
My mother was keen to attend the launch of Sonya’s
Report in London but wasn’t certain whether she could risk
setting foot on English soil again. After all, she had been an
accomplice to passing on high-security secrets to a foreign
power and could be arrested as a criminal. Then, an
extraordinary thing happened: Tory MP Graham Riddick
put a question to the House of Commons. He asked whether
Her Majesty’s Government intended to allow ‘this traitress
Ruth Werner’ to come to Britain for her book launch and

prosper on her ill-gotten royalties. The Attorney General
replied that fifty years had elapsed since these offences;
Frau Werner was an old woman and no action would be
taken against her.
So, my mother bought an air ticket to London. But then
something happened which gave her a much greater fright
than the prospect of possible arrest in London. A British
TV crew tried to force its way into her house in Berlin for
an interview. She was by then eighty-four and fragile. She
called out for help to her bed-ridden husband Len who
hobbled to the door and beat the reporter out with his
crutches. ‘It was then I realised there were people in England
who were out for my blood,’ she said and cancelled her trip.
It took persuasion and the support of a friend, who accompanied her from Berlin, for Sonya to return to England. The
book launch for Sonya’s Report took place on 18 November
1991. She was honoured by her left-wing colleagues and
other veterans from the British Communist Party. She was
reunited with her three sisters living in England and also
members of the CP and reconciled with a fourth sister,
from whom she had been estranged for many years. Forty
years after living there, she also travelled to our former
home in Great Rollright and was finally able to lay flowers
on the grave of her parents, my grandparents, in the village
churchyard. Interviewed by a (friendly) reporter from
Oxford, she explained: ‘I’m not sentimental. I wanted to
come back to the place where I was happy with my children,
to revisit the Cotswolds. When life was difficult’ – and life
was often very difficult for her – ‘the best thing was a walk
in the Cotswolds.’
I remember our Cotswold home. It was built of greyyellow limestone and was certainly more spacious and more
picturesque than my mother’s small semi-detached house
back in the GDR. But she was taken aback when another
report about her visit to England in 1991 stated that, ‘Ruth
Werner had little to show for her commitment [to the GDR
and socialism] living in a shabby prefab in a squalid corner
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Sonya at the age of thirty-one
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of what was Berlin’s former Soviet sector’. The article in
question had been written in the Daily Express by none other
than Nigel West, a well-known author on espionage who, as it
happens, had visited my mother only a few months previously
in East Berlin.
There is a fascinating rider to this story. Many years
before this in 1984, some English relative or friend smuggled
into the GDR a secondhand paperback copy of
Nigel West’s A Matter
of Trust about MI5 activities from 1945-72 – in
which my mother was
mentioned. Obviously
such literature was
not available in Socialist
Germany – and it made
engaging reading for
her. She then passed it
on to GDR Foreign
Intelligence, remarking
that it contained interesting information and
might be worth ‘translating for internal use’. Since my mother’s death, Nigel
West’s book has been sitting untouched on my bookshelf –
until recently, when I picked it up and noticed that Nigel West
had added a dedication to the title page after he had visited
her in Berlin in 1991, writing: To Ruth + Len with best wishes
from Nigel West, 17.IV.1991. A few months later, in London,
he was writing hypocritical nonsense about her ‘squalid’
living conditions!
My mother died in a reunited Berlin in 2000 aged ninetythree. In spite of her enormous disappointment over the
downfall of socialism, she was still optimistic about
the struggle for a better and more equitable world in the
future. Since the fall of the wall, she has featured dozens of
times in ‘spy literature’. I must say, I hardly recognise her in

most of them. They err even in the simplest details, often with
outrageous blunders as one writer copies from and expands
on the previous one. There is also a film script in existence
(thankfully never made) in which she and a fellow spy are
shown having sex on the floor while engaged in a delicate
operation. In reality one second of inattention (let alone
repeated sex) could have meant death.
Therefore you can imagine my relief when I learned
that the renowned author and espionage specialist Ben
Macintyre wanted to write about my mother’s life. He has
interviewed my brother Peter and myself about her a couple
of times and I am confident that his biography will at last
provide a fair assessment of the life and achievements of a
remarkable woman.
There’s one thing nagging me though. In a passage about
my mother in Nigel West’s book, readers are informed that,
‘She promptly fled to Switzerland, taking her two daughters
with her.’ All right, my sister Nina accounts for one daughter.
But what about number two? Have I been deceiving myself
about my sex all these years? I hope not.
Ben Mcintyre, please note!
Maik Hamburger
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Maik Hamburger lives in Berlin. He is a translator, writer and dramaturge
and is one of the leading Shakespeare scholars of his generation in the
German-speaking world. He was a spokesperson for New Forum in 1989.
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As invariably happened to me whenever there was anything
important afoot, on the evening the Berlin Wall fell – and with
it the border with the GDR – I had come down with tonsillitis.
I was in bed with a headache and a temperature, an intricate
arrangement of compresses around my throat, while all my
friends were on their way to the nearest part of the border to
welcome people as they arrived and serve them mugfuls of
mulled wine or hot punch.
We had no relatives in the other Germany, I’d never been
to the GDR (at the time of the class trip to East Berlin some
years before, I’d been ill with – yes,
you’ve guessed it), and now I was in He was tired and hungry, but
the mother of all bad moods because he told us a bit about how it
I’d realised that a major event in had felt when the wall
German history was about to pass me suddenly fell, the sensation of
by. Feeling that my body had perpet- freedom – and that it didn’t
rated an outrage against my spirit, frighten him.
I took a strong painkiller and fell asleep.
Two days later I was doing better. Although I couldn’t yet
leave the house – it was, after all, November, with stormy
weather and torrential rain – at least I could lounge on the
sofa watching the news bulletins from the breached wall. In
the evening, just after my mother had set supper out on
the table, my father returned home from work. He opened
the front door with noticeable care, and called out, to no one in
particular, not to take fright – he’d brought a visitor with him.
‘A visitor?’ my mother asked.
I suppose I must have whispered something too.
‘Yes,’ said my father. ‘This young man wants to visit
his great aunt, but I think he needs some dry clothes and
supper first.’
My mother and I hurried to the door, and there he was,
drenched to the bone: not much older than me – twenty,
maybe. He was shivering with cold, and he smiled at us.

berlin wall

THE NIGHT EAST MET WEST
BY SIMONE BUCHHOLZ
TRANSLATED BY FIONA GRAHAM

My father had found him walking along the road, in the dark,
through the terrible weather. He was from Erfurt – a city in
Thuringia, a state in the GDR – some 200 kilometres from
where we lived. His great aunt was an old lady of nearly ninety;
he’d only met her once, given the impenetrable walls and barbedwire fences that separated the two Germanys, but he clearly
loved her enough to make his way to her on foot once the border
was open. Of course, we immediately loved him for that. He put on
the dry clothes we gave him, and we had supper together.
He was tired and hungry, but he told us a bit about how it
had felt when the wall suddenly fell, the sensation of freedom
– and that it didn’t frighten him. He had an accent I’d never
heard before, and no one in the West had had a weird haircut
like his since the early eighties, but I really took a shine to him.
He had, quite simply, brought the most historic moment of that
time right to our kitchen table.
Once we’d eaten, my father drove the young man to the
village on the other side of the forest where his great aunt lived.
We’dpersuadedhimnottosurprisetheoldlady,buttoringherfirst.
The image of him in my father’s clothes, sitting on our sofa
next to the phone and carefully explaining to her that now,
after a long, long time, he was about to ring at her door, still
appears in my mind’s eye whenever anyone mentions those
days during which so much changed.
Simone Buchholz
Translated by Fiona Graham
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Simone Buchholz is a writer and journalist. She was awarded the
German Crime Fiction Prize for Mexico Street, and the Radio Bremen
Crime Fiction Award and Best Economic Crime Novel 2017 for Beton
Rouge. She lives in Sankt Pauli, in the heart of Hamburg.

Idon’trememberwhatIwasreadingthatNovember.IdoknowIreread Christa Wolf’s Der geteilte Himmel a few weeks later, when
I was in Germany. I had studied it only a couple of years before as
part of my German A level, and while I liked it as a melancholic love
story, I didn’t feel the proper weight of it until the Berlin Wall fell.
I was only sixteen when I first read it, so perhaps youth explains
this.ButIalsothinkit’sbecauseIhadgrownupwithadividedGermany.
I knew (in a fairly vague sixteen-year-old way) that this was problematic, but I didn’t know any different – and
changewasnotmentionedthen;whosaw The wall had fallen, but
it coming? I was in Berlin when I re-read Germany was not yet
thebook,earlyin1990,stayingwithauni- reunified, and the physical
versity friend of my mother’s. She had wall was largely still in place.
grown up in the GDR, but had left before
the wall was built – she went to the West on a visit and never
returned, leaving her mother and all that was known to her ...
ListeningtoherrecallallthismademepickupChristaWolfagain.
The wall had fallen, but Germany was not yet reunified,
and the physical wall was largely still in place – dismantling was
a slow process, and the wall in people’s heads took even longer,
of course. That spring, my cousin took me to sections of the
wall that had been broken, and we peered through into East
Berlin. I still remember that odd feeling: different cars,
different clothes, different signs – different people?
Sometimes a book changes our view of world events,
sometimes world events change our view of a book. On first
reading Der geteilte Himmel, I had understood Rita’s dilemma
on a personal level, but not as being symbolic of so much more;
I had to be two years older, and perhaps the world had to shift
before me too. Der geteilte Himmel remains a favourite.
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Rachel Seiffert

Rachel Seiffert was born in Oxford to German and Australian parents,
and was brought up bilingually. Her first book, The Dark Room, was
shortlisted for the Man Booker Prize, and she has been longlisted three
times for the Women’s Prize for Fiction.
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A SHIFTED WORLD
BY RACHEL SEIFFERT

BORDERLESS AND BRAZEN: HOW THE POETRY OF
MAY AYIM DECONSTRUCTED THE BERLIN WALL
BY ESTHER HELLER
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‘Your mother was out there cheering, dancing and bringing
down the wall,’ my dad would often say, whenever I asked him
about the day the Berlin Wall came down in our home city. When
I asked him where he was, he would shrug and say, ‘I stayed at
home and watched the whole thing unfold on the evening news,
but your mother drove down there and celebrated.’
The Berlin Wall is still very present in my city – even in the
minds of those who did not experience it in its full flesh; they
see its skeleton every day on their commutes around the city –
at Bernauerstrasse, Checkpoint Charlie and Potsdamer Platz.
Or they have heard of it through hushed conversations on
public transport: ‘Now we are in East Berlin. For years after the
wall came down I would only travel from West Berlin to East
Berlin and back in a taxi,’ I overheard an elderly man say to his
friend once. Or they know of it through conversations with
former international students who studied in East Berlin.
Humboldt University’s International
Then there is the familiar archive Summer School for Economics and
footage – images of masses Management (ISSEM) in Havana is one
chanting, ‘Wir sind das Volk’ (‘we of only a few university exchange proare the people’) and hammering grammes in the world to include Cuba
away joyfully at the wall. – all due to the university being in the
former GDR.
Then there is the familiar archive footage – images of
masses chanting, ‘Wir sind das Volk’ (‘we are the people’) and
hammering away joyfully at the wall.
A few months ago, I was doing some research for a poem
I was going to perform for a showcase at the Barbican Centre
in London, my current home. I went through a lot of that ‘fall of
the wall’ archive material, and to my surprise did not see any
people of colour depicted in the celebrations. I thought to
myself, surely there must have been some Turkish-Germans,
Afro-Germans or Vietnamese-Germans present; but I saw
none in the mainstream media images online. I thought about

‘like other black Germans and immigrants, I knew that even
a German passport did not guarantee an invitation to the
East-West festivities. We sensed that along with the imminent
intra-German union a growing closing-off from outside
would ensue – an outside that would include us. Our
participation in the celebration was not invited.’
This ‘closing off’ is clearly enforced by the lack of representation of black Germans like my mother in the mainstream
media’s depictions of the festivities. In her poem entitled
‘Borderless and Brazen’, Ayim writes:
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i will be African
even if you want me to be german
and i will be german
even if my blackness does not suit you
Thispoem’smessagestillresonatesstronglytoday,particularly
with ‘hyphenated’ citizens like me, and emphasises what the fall of
the wall should have signified: the destruction of borders and the
opaque possibilities of what a German can be and is. Unfortunately,
this was not the case. After the fall of the wall, incidences of racist
attacks increased, the most well-known case being that of Amadeu
Antonio, who was attacked by a group of neo-Nazis and died of his
injuries, leaving behind a pregnant wife. As the American writer and
activist Audre Lorde observes in her poem ‘East Berlin’, ‘It feels dangerous now to be Black in Berlin’.
I found a lot of answers in the literature of Ayim, especially in
her essays and interviews. I ended up writing a poem that spoke
about my mother, who was hopeful and full of joy as she helped
destroy the wall, as, like Ayim says in her essay ‘1990’, she knew
that regardless of East-West, skin colour, religious belief or
sexual orientation ...
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the story my German father had told about my black Kenyan
mother. She passed away when I was eight, so there was no way
I could ask her myself about her experience of that November night
in 1989. So I decided to look for clues in literature and came across
the poems, essays and interviews by the Ghanaian-German writer
and poet, May Ayim. In her 1990 essay entitled ‘Home/land and
Unity from an Afro-German Perspective’ she wrote:

‘One thing is certain: The global and national structures of
dependence as well as the power relations within our
personal relationships are unsettling and destructive, but not
static. We can bring about change!’
Esther Heller

Esther Heller is German-Kenyan, born in Berlin. She has presented her
work in Berlin and London. She has been the artist-in-residence at the
British Council Germany and a member of the Barbican Young Poets
2018/2019.

MY TWO GERMANYS: A TEENAGER’S EXPERIENCE
BY HEIKE KRÜSEMANN
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‘Itmusthavebeenfungrowingupineighties’Germany,Mum,allthat
greatmusic?’Mydaughterlooksatmeexpectantly.She’stwenty-four
years old, the same age I was when the Berlin Wall came down in
1989. Fun? Hm. Yes, the music was cool – but growing up in West
Germany in the seventies and early eighties, centre-stage as nuclear
Armageddon threatened, didn’t really seem fun at the time.
When I was sixteen, my class went on a school trip to East
Germany, at the invitation of the FDJ, the Freie Deutsche Jugend,
the official GDR youth organisation. My classmates and I treated the
whole thing like a bit of a jolly. ‘You have to look more impressed!’ an
exasperated tour guide exclaimed at my friend in Karl-Marx-Stadt
(now Chemnitz), without a hint of humour. We were just so used
to our Meinungsfreiheit (‘freedom of opinion’) that it didn’t occur to us
tofakeanopinion,noteventobepolite.
While we may not have looked impressed, we did notice
things around us: the loudspeakers mounted in the squares,
blasting out productivity statistics to no one in particular; the
huge banners in German and Russian, proclaiming neverending friendship with the Brüder und Schwestern (‘brothers
and sisters’) in the Soviet Union. There were unfamiliar
words, too: anti-faschistischer Schutzwall (‘anti-fascist protection
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Heike Krüsemann

Heike Krüsemann is a German UK-based researcher, writer and translator with an interest in language, culture and education. She taught
languages in the UK for twenty years, and is now researching the ways
in which German is viewed and represented in schools and the media.
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rampart’, aka the wall), Anglo-Amerikanische Bomber-Verbände
(‘Anglo-American bomber associations’, aka the Allies).
Behind the scenes it was a different story. My friend Annette and I made
Once, the four of us went to
friends with two girls our age: a disco – under constant
Christina and Iris from Erfurt in the observation, not just by the
GDR. We went back to visit them in ever-present Erich Honecker
our school holidays. We had to portrait on the wall, but also by
exchange a daily minimum of stern-looking middle-aged
Deutschmarks for East German chaperones.
money, and returned from every visit
with suitcases full of books by Russian authors in translation.
Through our friendship we learned more about people’s
everyday lives in the GDR, the good and the bad. Once, the
four of us went to a disco – under constant observation, not
just by the ever-present Erich Honecker portrait on the wall,
but also by stern-looking middle-aged chaperones. I took
some selfies – or as we called them then, ‘photos’. Suddenly
the lights went on, the music stopped, the doors slammed
shut. ‘BRD-Bürger!’ (‘West Germans’) snarled one of the
scary overseers, as if that explained everything, snatching my
camera and pulling out the roll of film in one swift movement.
We were gobsmacked but didn’t dare protest too much – we
would be out of the country soon, but our friends might still
be in trouble.
A few years later, the first East Germans filed across the
border in Berlin without anything bad happening. A wave of relief
and celebration reverberated around the two Germanys and
beyond, at the bloodless end to the GDR. Thirty years on, it’s fair
to say the process of reunification has not been easy; some may
even say it has failed. But with the disenchantment and the ugly
growth of populism in eastern Germany, we’d do well to remember
the joy of 1989, and the promise it held for our futures.

THE FALL OF THE WALL AND ITS AFTERMATH:
A TRANSLATOR’S PERSPECTIVE
BY JAMIE BULLOCH
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The twentieth century was one of turmoil and repeated
upheaval for the German people. In just over eighty years
there were six discreet iterations of ‘Germany’, from the
Kaiserreich to today’s Federal Republic, via the Weimar
Republic, the Third Reich, and then East and West Germany,
each one geographically and politically distinct.
The last of the great convulsions of the German twentieth
century was the fall of the Berlin Wall, the thirtieth
anniversary of which is commemorated this autumn. This
momentous event and its aftermath have been reflected in
four contemporary German novels that I have translated.
In summer 1989, anti-government demonstrations in the
GDR grew ever larger and more serious. Watching these on
television inspired Birgit Vanderbeke to write her celebrated
The Mussel Feast (reviewed in this magazine). The novella is
about a domineering father and the tyrannical control he
wields over his family, but there is an increasing sense that
this is about to change. Although the book is too nuanced
to be read as a mere allegory, echoes of an authoritarian
state on the verge of collapse are
In reality, the ‘reunification’ of clearly present.
The initial euphoria accompanying
Germany was less a comingtogether of two sovereign the fall of the wall soon gave way to
countries as equal partners, uncertainty and doubt among East
and more the wholesale Germans, as evinced in Daniela Krien’s
absorption of the six states of Someday We’ll Tell Each Other
East Germany by the Everything. This tale of a secret, heady
Federal Republic. love affair between a farmer in his
early forties and a sixteen-year-old
girl is set in summer 1990 against the backdrop of the run-up
to reunification. While some of the younger characters feel
the future may bring new opportunities, local farmers worry
about the impact the dissolution of the GDR will have on their
lives and livelihoods.
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Jamie Bulloch

Jamie Bulloch is an historian who began working as a professional
translator from German in 2001. One of the most prolific literary
translators working in the UK today, he was awarded the 2014 SchlegelTieck Prize for Best German Translation for Birgit Vanderbeke’s The
Mussel Feast.
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In reality, the ‘reunification’ of Germany was less
a coming-together of two sovereign countries as equal
partners, and more the wholesale absorption of the six states
of East Germany by the Federal Republic. Despite great
political efforts and massive financial transfers, a significant
proportion of those from the former GDR became disillusioned with their new lives, which bore scant resemblance to
Chancellor Kohl’s promise of ‘blooming landscapes’. This is
one of the issues explored in Roland Schimmelpfennig’s
One Clear, Ice-Cold January Morning at the Beginning of the
Twenty-First Century. The novel is set at a time of great social
and economic change in Berlin, as the once-divided city is
pieced back together. Redevelopment has consequences for
long-term residents: one local shop is forced out of business,
and an elderly couple refuse to leave their old apartment
even as the pneumatic drills pound above their heads. The
novel also features a left-behind community in rural Brandenburg, where several villagers seek solace in drink and two
teenagers flee to the capital to escape their dead-end existence.
Timur Vermes’ new satire, The Hungry and the Fat, will be
published in English next year (I also translated his novel Look
Who’s Back, also reviewed in this magazine). Set in the near
future, it examines the link between the influx of refugees and
right-wing extremism in Germany. Although Vermes paints
a fantasy scenario, it remains just within the bounds of possibility. Moreover, the electoral successes of the far-right AfD party,
especially in the east of Germany, suggest that the problems
associated with German reunification are still far from being
resolved, so much so that we can expect to see many more
German writers engage with these problems further in the
coming years.
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YOU WOULD HAVE MISSED ME
BY BIRGIT VANDERBEKE (PEIRENE PRESS, 2019)
EXTRACT FROM

TRANSLATED BY

JAMIE BULLOCH

We have our best ideas between the ages of five and ten. Some people have
only a few ideas after that, maybe until they’re twenty-five or thirty,
depending on whether they’re still talking to anyone then, but after
thirty most of them no longer want to talk to anyone, they’ve given up, so
obviously that puts an end to any more ideas.
I had my best idea when I was seven, because at the time I urgently needed
to talk to someone, and when it occurred to me how I might go about that,
I sensed too that it was a really good idea, although I didn’t realise quite
how good until much later.
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To be precise, it happened on my seventh birthday.
We were standing in our two-bedroom flat in the Promised Land and
once again it was clear that I wouldn’t be getting a cat for my birthday.
I’d been wanting a kitten ever since we left the refugee camp. I was five
back then. This was the third birthday in a row I wouldn’t be getting one.
You get used to disappointments, but in the long term they make you
feel cold and empty inside, and you begin to lose heart.
*
It wasn’t true that pets were banned in the new housing development.
The Egners in 24C had a dachshund in their first-floor flat, and Gisela’s
mother bred chinchillas in the basement. Everybody knew, and nobody had
yet raised any objections to the Egners’ dachshund or Gisela’s mother’s
chinchillas. The chinchillas lived in cages like the rabbits at Grandma’s, but
Grandma was in the East. Sometimes she’d kill one of her rabbits, usually on

a Friday before her sons came to visit. On the Saturday they’d be skinned
and would then appear on the table on Sunday and be eaten.
Now we were in the West and things were done differently. Gisela’s
mother didn’t kill her chinchillas and didn’t skin them for a roast, but very
soon she’d be selling them live to a furrier, which would make her rich,
because the furrier would kill and skin the animals, then pay her 300 marks
per fur. That was a lot of money for Gisela’s mother, but the price would go
even higher, to 400 or 500 marks, definitely. At least that’s what Herr
Reiland said, who’d sold Gisela’s mother her first chinchillas, a pair for
2,000 marks, and since then those chinchillas had been reproducing as
quickly as Grandma’s rabbits in the East. Four times a year. Soon the basement wouldn’t be big enough for her breeding programme, but then the
family would move anyway, because they’d be so rich they wouldn’t know
what to do with all that money, so rich that they’d be able to afford their own
bungalow. Gisela’s mother wouldn’t have to work part-time as a cleaner any
more and her father wouldn’t have to work night shifts at the red factory
and sleep during the day when Gisela and her sister wanted to listen to
Elvis Presley on the radio.
None of this was a secret. Everyone knew. And so, when my mother said we
weren’t allowed to have a cat on the estate, it wasn’t true and my mother
too knew perfectly well it wasn’t true. This was one of those things
I couldn’t bear about most adults: they lied all the time.
Whenever you said anything, no matter what it was, either they didn’t
listen or they told you lies because they thought you were too small to realise
you were being lied to, and in any case the estate’s management wouldn’t have
objected, it was just that my mother didn’t want me to have a cat, but she didn’t
say why.
Birgit Vanderbeke
Translated by Jamie Bulloch
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Birgit Vanderbeke was born in Dahme, East Germany. When she was six her family
fled to the West and she grew up in Frankfurt. She has written more than twenty novels
and won several prestigious literary awards, including the Ingeborg Prize and the
Kranichstein Literary Prize.

TRANSLATED BY JAMIE BULLOCH (PEIRENE PRESS, 2013 and 2019)
REVIEWED BY LUCY POPESCU

Germany’s authoritarian past haunts Birgit Vanderbeke’s explorations of
patriarchal tyranny, The Mussel Feast and You Would Have Missed Me.
These two novellas, superbly translated by the ever-reliable Jamie
Bulloch, are set in post-war West Germany, and both feature
dysfunctional families – violent fathers, ineffectual mothers and
unnamed daughters – who have fled the oppressive East.
You Would Have Missed Me opens in
the early 1960s with a nameless girl
who is seven years old. She yearns to
be given a kitten for her birthday but
always receives the same present –
Wolfi the doll, whose porcelain head
soon falls off. This year though, her
present is a huge globe that she
accidently dents:
‘You get used to disappointments, but in the long term
they make you feel cold and
empty inside, and you begin
to lose heart.’
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Her mother always sings the same
song about loving the day she was
born, but the girl knows it’s a lie:
‘my mother told me about
my birth, and when she was
finished with that she said,
I loved you nonetheless …
Rather
no
love
than
nonetheless,
I
thought,
because
basically
you
couldn’t do anything with
nonetheless.’

The girl lived with her mother in
a refugee camp before her father
joined them and they were granted
workers’ accommodation in a housing
development. Despite the relative
‘freedom’ of the West, their lives
are far from ideal. Her mother
teaches while her father works night
shifts in the local factory. He has
a good degree from East Germany
but in ‘the Promised Land … things
were done differently’. He has to
bide his time and work his way up
from the bottom of the ladder.
The atmosphere at home is toxic.
Her mother taunts her Belgian-born
husband, reminding him of the wealthy
fiancé she had hoped to marry
before he’d been shot in the back. Her
husband sneers in response: ‘You’re
an old Nazi and always will be’, and
delights in reminding her that, ‘you
lost the war’. The girl bears the brunt
of their marital dissatisfaction and
lives in fear of her father’s violence.
Her mother provides no reliable
buffer against his moods and inflicts
her own damage – denying her daughter water, using food as a means

Birgit Vanderbeke

THE MUSSEL FEAST and YOU WOULD HAVE MISSED ME
BY BIRGIT VANDERBEKE

of control, and reporting any ‘misbehaviour’ to her husband. The girl
relates her experiences in a grimly
ironic tone and with a worldliness
beyond her years.
Vanderbeke wrote her debut
novel, The Mussel Feast, just before
the fall of the Berlin Wall. Winner
of the Ingeborg Bachmann Prize, it
is now on Germany’s school
curriculum. A teenage girl and her
younger brother await the return of
their father. Their mother has
prepared a huge pot of mussels
because they are her husband’s
favourite meal. Over the course of
an evening, we learn that their
father is a serial abuser whose
absence liberates them. A family
and a nation teeter on the edge –
freedom in both their sights.
The girl offers wry anecdotes to
illustrate her father’s obsession
with his status in the West.
Despising ‘the smell of poor people’,
he likes to splash out on sharp suits,
while deriding his wife, who, worried
about getting into debt, buys only
bargain clothes for herself and her
children. The daughter’s observations
gradually become more chilling: ‘He
was extremely assured in his taste’;
‘he didn’t like his taste being
questioned. I couldn’t bear the wall
unit, as I told them that evening, due
to my head having been smashed
against it on a number of occasions’.
In these two works, Vanderbeke
seems to revisit the same family at

different periods in their lives. In
both novellas, an ambitious father
resents his lack of prestige and
takes it out on his family. He lashes
out violently, often interrogating his
victims before beating them. He
denies his wife the opportunity to
make her own choices and
suppresses any attempt at creativity.
A child is thrown against a wall to
stop her crying. Her broken bones
do not knit together and she walks
with a limp.
Both daughters love books, and
in You Would Have Missed Me the girl
is looked after by three middle-aged
refugees, who feed her and teach
her to read. In fact, books,
imagination and dreams of travel
represent refuges from a father’s
tyranny. In The Mussel Feast, the girl
has ‘come of age’ and, better able to
withstand her father’s bullying,
locks herself in a room with her
books. He cannot reach her there;
and the parallels between the wider
malaise that infects Vanderbeke’s
fractured family and the trauma
that defined a divided Germany are
made clear.
Lucy Popescu
Lucy Popescu is a writer and critic. Her anthology,
A Country to Call Home, focusing on the
experiences of young refugees, was published in
June 2018. She is chair of the Authors’ Club
Best First Novel Award.
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HEIMAT: A GERMAN FAMILY ALBUM
BY NORA KRUG (PENGUIN, 2018)
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EXTRACT FROM

Nora Krug was born in Karlsruhe. She is an award-winning author and illustrator,
whose prizes include the National Book Critics Circle Award, the Lynd Ward Graphic
Novel Prize, and gold and silver medals from the Society of Illustrators. Her animations
have been shown at the Sundance Film Festival.
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REVIEWED BY ROSIE

GOLDSMITH

Both the UK English and German-language editions of Nora Krug’s
remarkable illustrated autobiography bear the title Heimat, translated
for the US edition as ‘Belonging’. ‘Heimat’ is one of those perfect, dare
I say, almost untranslatable, German words loaded with numerous
meanings and intense feelings. It can mean simply ‘belonging’, ‘home’ or
‘identity’, but when the Nazis appropriated it to describe National
Socialist pride and patriotism it became problematic. The young German
author and illustrator Nora Krug’s personal quest for her own ‘Heimat’ is
equally simple and complex. Her ‘German Family Album’ is intensely
moving and an outstandingly original and beautiful artwork.
Nora was born in Karlsruhe in 1977,
went to the USA to study, today
teaches illustration in New York and is
married to a Jewish man of German
origin, an irony she comments on in
her memoir with a refreshing
frankness and lack of sentimentality.
Living in the US, she writes, ‘I feel
more German than ever’, as she is constantly having to explain herself and
confront German stereotypes.
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‘The longer I’ve lived away from
Germany, the more elusive my
idea of my identity becomes.
My Heimat is an echo … an
unrecognisable reverberation.’
The book’s cover illustration sets
the tone: we see a modern woman
standing on a mountaintop, her back
to us, gazing longingly into the
distance, in an exquisite watercolour
reproduction of the famous Caspar
David Friedrich painting. Nora Krug
is an ordinary young woman from

an ordinary German family, but she
believes that all Germans should
attempt to understand their role
in the unique evil of their inheritance
in order to prevent it from recurring –
something Nora actively fears.
Heimat is a visual investigation
of her struggle to understand her own
family history and her complex
German identity, her longing for home
and the innate shame of belonging to
a nation responsible for the Holocaust
and National Socialism.
She travels back several times
over a few years to Karlsruhe and
Kühlsheim, her father’s birthplace.
She sketches, visits archives and flea
markets, and questions family and
friends. As secrets and memories
emerge across page upon page of
beautifully handwritten observations
and collages of illustrations, cartoon
strips, portraits, photos, postcards,
phone book entries, stamps, maps,
scraps of wallpaper, letters and found
objects, we witness Nora’s exhaustive
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HEIMAT: A GERMAN FAMILY ALBUM
BY NORA KRUG (PENGUIN, 2018)

research, uncompromising analysis
and creative journey. The flexibility
and freedom of the graphic memoir
unleashes her great gifts as an artist
and storyteller. She uncovers the
secrets of an uncle, an aunt and
a grandfather, and the tragic Jewish
history hidden away in a small town
in Germany. She does not condemn –
she also loves her Heimat, a love
illustrated by a series of interspersed
field notes called ‘From the
Notebook of a Homesick Émigré’:
‘Things German: No 6: Das
Brot. The first thing I do when
I get off the plane … is to look
for the nearest bakery.’
But Nora’s notes are not nostalgic.
Further down the page we read that
‘Freedom and Bread’ was a popular
Nazi Party slogan.
Germans, Nora describes, also
love forests, oak trees and
mushrooms. In a drawer in her parents’
sitting-room she discovers her
uncle Franz-Karl’s essay about
mushrooms in his school exercise
book. He was twelve and it was
1939. Nora reads:
‘When you go to the forest and
you see mushrooms that look

beautiful, you think that they
are good, but when you eat
them, they are poisonous and
can kill a whole family … The
Jew is just like this mushroom
...
like
the
poisonous
mushroom can kill a whole
family, the Jew can kill a whole
people.’
This was her own uncle, her father’s
brother, later a soldier, later killed
in the war. Nora has uncovered
a family story of a brainwashed
schoolboy, loss and tragedy, guilt
and shame, a story reaching across
generations, to Nora Krug, a young
German woman living in twentyfirst-century Brooklyn and married
to a Jew.
Heimat is an invaluable and
powerful story about what it means
to be German today, without
hectoring or finger-wagging or
atonement or redemption. Nora
Krug has created her own personal
understanding of her homeland:
‘Heimat can only be found
again in memory, that is something that only begins to exist
once you’ve lost it.’
Rosie Goldsmith
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VISITATION BY JENNY ERPENBECK
TRANSLATED BY SUSAN BERNOFSKY (PORTOBELLO BOOKS, 2010)
REVIEWED BY SUSANNAH STEVENSON
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Like some kind of shibboleth, the name ‘Jenny Erpenbeck’ can, when
spoken to the initiated, trigger sighs of pleasure and exchanges of
knowing literary looks. And this is how I first discovered her – as the
ignorant bystander to someone else’s enthusiasm. I was a book-loving
Germanist, surely, I knew her – surely?
Jenny Erpenbeck (I discovered) was
born on 12 March 1967 in East Berlin
and trained and worked as an opera
director for many years. Her success
as a novelist began with her 1999
debut, Geschichte vom alten Kind (‘The
Old Child’). She has since written six
books and two plays, winning great
acclaim as well as numerous literary
prizes, including the 2015 Independent
Foreign Fiction Prize and the 2016
Thomas Mann Prize.
Discovering her novels and elegant,
economic and moving prose myself,
I can now share the enthusiasm of
Erpenbeck fans. What makes her work
so memorable is the dexterity with
which a simple conceit leads to
a complex, nuanced, intimate and
unflinching depiction of German society
– be thatcontemporary,as inErpenbeck’s
2017 novel Gehen, ging, gegangen (‘Go,
Went, Gone’), or historical, as in my
favourite Heimsuchung (‘Visitation’),

originally published in 2008 and
translated with superb and subtle bite
by Susan Bernofsky.
At the heart of the action in Visitation
is not a person or a family, but a place:
a house by the lake near Berlin.
Inhabiting only those walls, that land,
those trees. The narrative tells the
stories of all the people who live there
over one hundred years, from the
early twentieth to early twenty-first
centuries. Through a series of twelve
chapters, each told from a different
character’s perspective, we see the
house lovingly built by an architect
forced to flee to West Germany, the
persecution of a neighbouring Jewish
family, the quashed idealism of
a socialist author in the GDR, and
finally the house reclaimed by former
exiles, emptied and demolished. The
book may be slim, but as the fences,
furniture and fashions change, the
reader encounters a lived, intimate

version of all the ‘-isms’ that German
society passes through in that
time: liberalism, capitalism, fascism
and communism.
Visitation is about Big History, yes,
and is told with an operatic chorus of
characters. What makes it really sing,
though, is the lyrical way in which the
mundane routines of life recur. On
finishing Visitation, we are as familiar
as the house’s inhabitants with its
creaking steps (the second, seventh
and second-to-last); we understand
the significance of the fruit trees being
cut down, of the buried cutlery and
the secret wardrobe that once hid
the architect’s wife from the invading
Red Army.
The only character we meet more
than once is The Gardener. His story is
a gentle refrain of weeding, pruning,
mowing and planting in between each
resident’s tale, tying the book
together. And, since the tales do not
appear in chronological order, the
reader learns to use the presence of
trees, bees, potatoes and roses to read
the land, as The Gardener does. This
quiet revelation is where Erpenbeck’s
understated writing fails to deliver for
some readers. But if you give up too

soon you miss the slow growth unfolding through the novel.
The subject matter of Erpenbeck’s
novels qualifies them as valuable
reads in the process of Vergangenheitsbewältigung (‘coming to terms with the
past’) but also for lovers of Ostalgie
(‘nostalgia for the lost East Germany’).
Visitation is these things, true, but
above all Jenny Erpenbeck is a great
storyteller with the ability to help us
experience what it is to inhabit a place,
to build a life, to have a Heimat, but to
leave only the shell behind. And this is
where the original German title
reveals its true cunning. For while
‘Heimsuchung’ can translate as ‘visitation’ or ‘plague’, it is composed of
both ‘Heim’ (‘home’) and ‘Suchung’
(‘search’) and therefore also means
the search for the home her
characters have lost.
Susannah Stevenson
Susannah Stevenson is a literary programmer and
arts producer (British Library, Southbank Centre)
and has recently been appointed Artistic Director at
the Charleston Festival. She founded the European
Literature Focus at the British Library and is
a reviewer, editor and researcher.
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Jenny Erpenbeck was born in East Berlin. A highly successful German author, her works have
been translated into twenty-six languages. Her novel The End of Days was awarded the Hans
Fallada Prize and the Independent Foreign Fiction Prize, which was shared with her translator
Susan Bernofsky.
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TRANSLATED BY

SUSAN BERNOFSKY

If she’d gone downstairs just five minutes later, she’d have missed the
entrance to the underworld, which would have trundled on its way, offering
its open hole to someone else instead; or if she’d taken that step with her
right foot instead of her left, she wouldn’t have lost her footing; or if she’d
been thinking not about this and that but about that and this, she’d have
seen the steps instead of not seeing them. Even so, some death or other will
eventually be her death. If not sooner, then later. Some entrance will have
to be for her. Every last person, every he and every she, has an entrance
meant for him, for her. So does this underworld consist only of holes?
Is there nothing more to it? A different wind is blowing here. Is there nothing that could prevent a person from – sooner or later, here or there –
stumbling right into it, flailing, falling, plummeting, sinking?
In the fall of ’89, the partition between the Eastern and Western parts
of Germany collapses: it gets flattened, breached and scorned, and the mob
that’s been working itself into a frenzy stampedes out of its own country and
flings itself into the arms of its capitalist brothers and sisters – joy, rapture
and sweet oblivion – an entire body politic is emptied out, thrown up (why
is it throwing when you throw up?), surrendering all power, all sovereignty,
then collapsing, spent. Now another wind is blowing, something that used
to be called a life is now called forty years of waiting that have only now
proved worthwhile. What’s a five-year plan? Everything is being called by
different names, new ‘shores’ on the horizon. Words, which long ago
stopped being as real as a bag of flour or a pair of shoes, have failed, becoming
economically unsustainable. Twenty sorts of butter, whereas before there
was just one, rents are now being multiplied by ten, different plays are
being put on at the theatre, the Russians are closing their barracks and
selling their forefathers’ fur hats, uniform jackets, and medals from the
Great Patriotic War at the Strasse des 17. Juni flea market. On June 17,
1953, workers in East Berlin staged a revolt against the excessive quotas
being imposed on them, but they were unsuccessful, while the miner and
early activist Adolf Hennecke (pioneer of the quota) was now living in a villa
in Pankow. Down with privileges! In 1990, former government ministers,
currently unemployed, lean on their garden fences, chatting with retirees
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out walking their dogs. Whether they will be allowed to hold on to these
properties is being looked into. The Easterners head to the West to collect
their welcome payments, and return home Westerners. East is no longer
anything more than a point on the compass. The publishing house that printed
the books of the estimable author goes bankrupt. The readers have other
things to do than read these days, first they want a trip to the Canaries. It
is not enough to be eighteen years old. The century that used to be so young
is now terribly old. His mother, too, is old.
Her son comes to visit her on Sunday at four.
She says she’s realised that she’s been hiding things and she no longer
remembers where. She says she’s no longer herself.
The housekeeper brings coffee and cake on a tray, then she goes back
out again.
Mother to son: Should I kill myself?
Her son says: Of course not, Mother.
He says: Oh, Mother.
He says: How can you ask such a thing?
The son visits his mother on Sunday at four, his mother has a forearm
that is completely black and blue. He asks: Did you fall?
No, his mother says. She says that her skin just turns black and blue like
that in certain spots all by itself.
In the kitchen, the housekeeper tells the son that she doesn’t think
that’s true, but his mother never tells her anything.
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The son comes to visit his mother on Sunday at four. As the housekeeper is
taking his coat, she says that his mother has only been awake for half an
hour since when she arrived in the morning to start work, she’d found his
mother sitting fully dressed on the edge of the bed, where she’d apparently
been since the evening before. So she put her to bed for the day.
Thank you, the son says. Thank you so much for all your trouble.
Then the housekeeper calls the son at 7:30 in the morning, saying his
mother is notathome.Is she with him?The son says:No.He says:I’llbe rightover.
The son cancels a meeting, tells his older child that he’ll have to take the
bus to school and that he should get a move on since it is already late, asks his
wife to take their younger child to school, and his wife says: Are you out of
your mind? I’ve got make-up at 8:30, oh right, the father says, and calls his
daughter’s school to say she’s ill, when he hangs up, his daughter says: It’s bad
to tell lies, and her father says: Get a book, read, and wait until I get home.

Jenny Erpenbeck
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Susan Bernofsky is an author and translator. She is currently working on a biography
of Robert Walser, whom she has been translating for over twenty-five years. Her
translation of The Old Child and Other Stories was awarded the 2006 Helen and Kurt
Wolff Translator’s Prize.
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Then the son drives to his mother’s house.
The housekeeper says: What am I supposed to do?
The son: It’s not your fault.
The son goes searching for his mother in all the surrounding streets.
Somewhere or other, she is sitting on the curb in her nightshirt, crying.
That night, when the children are in bed, the son says to his wife:
Things can’t go on like this with my mother.
His wife says: I don’t know what you mean.
My mother owns a large house.
His wife says: Forget it.
The man says: I know it wouldn’t be easy for you.
The woman: She kept trying to turn the children against me. If you’re in
the mood for a war, sure, let’s go move in with her.
The man: But she can’t look after herself anymore.
She didn’t help me with the children even once that entire year you
were in Leningrad.
It’s just that she can’t take it when the boy plays his music so loud.
And the girl?
It was just too much responsibility for her.
You see, now I’m the one who can’t take it, and it’s just too much
responsibility for me.
We’re all going to be old some day.
I’ll be damned if I’ll go blackmailing my children when the time comes.
She’s not blackmailing me.
Oh, really?
She doesn’t know what she’s doing any longer.
Serves her right for playing the know-it-all for so many years.
What an ugly thing to say.
Now she’s even going to drive us apart.
Nonsense.
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WEIMAR, 1921
I still don’t know where the director’s room is. According to the big clock in
the foyer it’s almost five, and I stray through the corridors, hoping to spot
a sign somewhere. The hallways are empty. I can only hear muffled voices
and noises coming from the depths of the building. The other students are
probably still in their workshops. When I climb the long spiral staircase for
the second time to reach the third floor, I see a group at the end of the
corridor. But unfortunately it’s only Sidonie and the other cowl-wearers,
and I don’t want to look like the new girl in front of them on any account. So
I walk past them, looking as purposeful as possible – they don’t even seem
to notice me – and then turn a random corner. I have to stop myself from
cheering when I finally see the name Walter Gropius on a sign at the end of
the hall.
In response to a surly ‘Come in’, I enter a bright room. There is a huge
desk in the middle, buried under stacks of papers. Holding the telephone in
one hand, Gropius stands at the window with his back to me. The thick
cable coils to the base. He’s taller than I thought, and even though I can’t
see his expression, I sense that he’s used to being treated with the greatest
respect. The conversation seems to go on for ever. Should I leave again?
Pretend I never received the envelope with his invitation?
‘Well, then please call me when you find out . . . Yes . . . and a good day to
you too!’ Gropius’ manner is controlled, but his voice is thick with pent-up
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anger. He slams down the receiver on its spindly brass arms, then turns
around and looks at me, his mind elsewhere. ‘These bureaucrats!’
I nod, trying to show my solidarity with him against the ominous
Bureaucrats, although he’s not talking to me, of course.
For a moment, Gropius seems confused at my being in his room; then
he collects himself. ‘Come in, sit down. What can I do for you?’ Now it’s my
turn to be confused. He’s the one who asked me to come, after all, so why
do I have to explain myself?
Perhaps institutional mechanisms at the Bauhaus work in the usual
bureaucratic way – an invisible hand consisting of protocol, regulations and
appointments bringing people together who aren’t exactly sure how they
ended up there. I explain that I’m new to the Bauhaus and that I was asked
to introduce myself and bring my portfolio. Gropius’ face brightens.
‘Ah, that’s right, a new student. Forgive me for not being able to see you
earlier. I usually look at portfolios straight away so that you can start taking
classes, but the past weeks have been very busy. Let’s have a look,’ he says,
reaching for the large box that I have been clutching tightly all this time.
During the next few unbearably long minutes that he spends immersed in
my work, I look out of the large windows that face the summery courtyard.
I steal several furtive glances at his face, his high forehead and bushy
eyebrows furrowed in concentration. Perhaps it’s because of the call he
just made, but his expression bears a gravity that emphasises his authority.
‘It’s unusual for students to join us mid-semester,’ he says at last,
returning my portfolio. ‘How did you hear about the Bauhaus?’
He does not even mention the architectural drawings that I did at the
office of a family friend, in the evenings after everyone had left. At the time
I had felt so grown up, like a real architect surrounded by sharpened pencils,
giant rulers and oily, translucent draughtsman’s paper.
I explain that my father makes cast-iron purlins, which brings him into
regular contact with the more modern architectural offices in Berlin,
including Peter Behrens’. They are closely following the developments in
Weimar. But if my father hadn’t left a pamphlet lying in our living room,
I would probably never have heard of the Bauhaus. He’s always been
sceptical about my enthusiasm for architecture and would be damned
rather than tell me about a university where you can learn something other

than good housekeeping. So I sent off my application in secret. When the
acceptance letter arrived, it took some persuasion and my mother’s complicity
for my father to allow me to go. In the end, he gave his reluctant consent,
probably because there is a weaving workshop at the Bauhaus.
Although I’d love an ally, I don’t mention any of this to Gropius. For now, I let
him believe that my family is fully behind my plan to study architecture. He
stands up and says, ‘Your drawings have potential, but we are very keen to offer
our students a comprehensive education. In the preliminary course and
other workshops, you will learn many things that will certainly help you with
your architectural studies. If you have any questions, feel free to contact me.’
I’m sure that these are the standard platitudes he trots out to every new
student, but the idea of Gropius being my mentor fills me with pride.

Theresia Enzensberger
Translated by Lucy Jones
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I delved eagerly into this book, excited to have the chance to learn more
about the Bauhaus outside of my more usual art-historian context. The
book tells the story of a Bauhaus student, Luise Schilling, who first does
a stint in Weimar and then, after a three-year break, comes back to study
at the Bauhaus in Dessau. We get a juicy story about Walter Gropius
stealing his student’s ideas and submitting them for an architectural
competition. We also find out about Johannes Itten and Mazdaznan, the
weird sect he ran in Weimar.
We are offered snippets about the
political turmoil in Germany at the time
– the 1920s – but this is just white noise
in the background, as if the Bauhaus
students lived in a bubble, separated
from the real world. Perhaps they did?
We mainly read, however, about
Luise’s failed attempts at relationships –
with men, but also with friends and family.
It’s quite painful to watch her go from one
disastrous boyfriend to another: the first
beingJakob,whoisamasteratplayinghot
and cold and constantly confuses poor
Luise, who doesn’t know what to think
or how to handle the situation. Perhaps
the pain of watching her struggle through
this strange relationship/non-relationship
comes from the realisation that we’ve all
been there. And Blueprint is a coming-ofage story, after all.
I therefore sighed with relief when
she finally came to her senses and
dropped this waste-of-space Jakob altogether. But then, as soon as she returns to
the Bauhaus, this time in its Dessau location, she falls for another example of the
same species: Hermann, who, in contrast
to Jakob, pays her attention and provides

quite a comfortable life. At the same time,
however, he is a full-blooded womaniser,
liar and narcissist. Their relationship
mainly consists of partying together, and
a lot of drinking and drug-taking. With
Hermann – as with Jakob – Luise is caught
in a loop, struggling to find a way out, and
that way out only presents itself when
something drastic happens: Hermann
beats her up.
Apart from the focus of the story, the
most difficult element of this book for me
was the cold, calculated, almost sterile
tone. It simply didn’t draw me in. Perhaps
it is a conscious attempt by the author to
find a literary form that corresponds with
the concepts behind the Bauhaus – its
modernism, its streamlined design and
the whole idea of Gesamtkunstwerk or
‘total work of art’, in which all elements
correspond and are brought together. In
which case, perhaps I am not as big a fan
of the Bauhaus as I thought …
Anna Blasiak
Anna Blasiak is an art historian, published poet
and translator. She runs the European Literature
Network with Rosie Goldsmith.
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My great-great-grandfather produced divine gateaux and cakes of every
description. Truffles, bitter chocolate, milk chocolate with apricot jelly, with
walnuts, or raisins, and more exotic items like chocolate tarts with black
pepper, cherry liqueur centres coated with mint chocolate, chocolate
biscuits filled with fig cream, or chocolate nougat with watermelon jelly.
The Chocolaterie managed to unite the French art of patisserie and traditional Austrian baking with Eastern European opulence.
At six o’clock every morning he went to the shop and added his own
ingredients to the huge mixtures of chocolate prepared by his employees
for each product in his range, giving them their special flavour. Nobody
could work out the formula, and it was this that made his chocolate
so irresistible.
So far, he had added only a very small amount of the special mixture to
all his chocolate products – a finishing touch to the flavour, as it were – but
it was in the hot chocolate that its magic was at its most potent.
Encouraged by the tremendous success of his magic formula, which
made him flirt with ambitious plans for expansion, he planned to unveil
the crème de la crème of his creation – the hot chocolate – only at the very
pinnacle of his fame and success, in Tbilisi, Moscow, or St Petersburg. It
would make everybody swoon. In spite, or perhaps because of his success,
the chocolate-maker, who was hoping for an heir, had sworn to keep his
recipe in the family, and to keep it secret for the time being.
According to Stasia, this decision saved our family, if not our whole
country, from total ruin.
Alongside his work, my great-great-grandfather was a freeman of the
town, and took part in its social and cultural life, moving in elevated circles
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in local politics, founding the town’s only gentlemen’s club (in the European
style), and becoming the patron of several literature, theatre, and philosophy
circles. He sat on the committee of the ‘Society for Tradition and Honour’
and was also, incidentally, one of the richest inhabitants of the little town,
which he wanted to transform into the ‘Nice of the Caucasus’, since Tbilisi
already enjoyed a reputation as the Caucasian Paris.
His wife cared little for these outward appearances, preferring to
occupy her time with Bible study and the strict upbringing of their two
daughters. She had to be persuaded to take part in any kind of social event,
and was not particularly keen on travelling, either, which didn’t please the
chocolate-maker at all. Her exaggerated piety also vexed him. He sensed
that, because of it, he had lost all connection with his children, who were
also, under the strict eye of their mother and a religious governess, growing
into pious, timid, un-European girls.
The battle on the female front in his own house seemed to be one he
was losing, with grave consequences.
He had to have a son! The female majority in his house had simply
become too threatening. He needed an heir, a man to fight by his side in the
battle against the opposite sex. It was a long time since the couple had
shared a marital bed, and he knew it would require a lot of time and all his
powers of persuasion. The two births had been very difficult for Ketevan,
and she wasn’t in the best of health. It wouldn’t be easy to convince her to
go through another pregnancy.
Several times he explained to his wife that it was purely a matter of
inheritance because, after all, the chocolate factory needed a male heir –
but she remained unimpressed, and consoled him with the thought that his
two daughters would marry, and a shrewd son-in-law was a good alternative
solution to the problem.
He therefore had to employ other means to convince his wife to bear
him a successor. And so he decided to make his finest creation for her – the
hot chocolate – because the more concentrated the ingredients, the greater
the effect of the recipe.
He arranged for a little string quartet to play, just for her, in the chocolate
factory, which was already closed to visitors; and, by candlelight, enveloped
in the intoxicating aroma of his own concoction, he set in front of her the
most beautiful porcelain cup he had been able to find in his shop. As she
spooned up the chocolate, he spoke honeyed words to her, convincing her
of how essential it was for him to have a male heir.

Like so many people after her, Ketevan was overcome by an unbridled
craving for more, and, in the days that followed, she begged her husband to
make the hot chocolate for her again. And so my great-great-grandfather
was finally able to give her an ultimatum: if she would undergo another
pregnancy, he would prepare the hot chocolate for her every day for
the following nine months. Her resistance was broken, and her longing
for the most delicious taste in the world gave her no choice but reluctantly
to give in and agree to his offer.
And so it was that, nine months later, she found herself in labour in her
bedroom once again, attended by a country doctor and two midwives. It
was several hours before they got a healthy, well-formed girl out of her (the
mother just gave a disappointed sigh). She thought she had come through
it all successfully, until the worried doctor called out that the labour was
still progressing. A second one was on the way. After more pushing and
screaming, another girl finally saw the light of day.
But the second child refused to cry. Something wasn’t right with her
lungs, the doctor declared; the child was turning blue, she wasn’t getting any
air, and he slapped her hard on the back. A few minutes after the birth, the
second baby had to be pronounced dead (they had been identical twins).
But the first, who was baptised Anastasia, seemed healthy and cheerful
and screamed lustily for her mother’s milk.
Nino Haratischvili
Translated by Charlotte Collins and Ruth Martin

Nino Haratischvili is a novelist, playwright and theatre director. Her debut novel Juja
and her most recent novel Die Katze und der General were both nominated for the
German Book Prize. The Eighth Life was hailed as ‘the book of the year’ in Germany and
won numerous literary prizes.

Charlotte Collins was an actor and radio journalist in both Germany and the UK before
becoming a literary translator. She was awarded the 2017 Helen and Kurt Wolff Translator’s
Prize for her translation of A Whole Life by the Austrian author Robert Seethaler.
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Whenever I mentioned that I was reading The Eighth Life, the inevitable
response was ‘that’s some undertaking’. It was, and I was worried about
what I’d committed to; but not for long. After reading for an hour,
‘intimidating’ had become ‘special’, and just eleven days later, after
337,220 words of seamless co-translation by Charlotte Collins and Ruth
Martin, ‘special’ had become ‘magnificent’. I had read my book of the year.
Haratischvili had not intended to write
such a lengthy novel. Its original scope
was the impact of perestroika on her
home country, and former Soviet
satellite, Georgia. Then a beautiful
house in Tbilisi, one that she had
admired every day for years, was
revealed to have been owned by one of
Stalin’s successors, Lavrentiy Beria.
Excavations uncovered unmarked
graves from the Stalin years. That,
however, was no place to start.
Haratischvili needed a moment in time
when everything had seemed possible
and opportunities endless, and for that
she scrolled back to the Russian Revolution, a time of change that mirrors the
novel’s ending during Georgia’s political
demonstrations of 2007.
Fluidity and repetition are
concepts encapsulated within the
figure eight. So it is within Haratischvili’s
plot. Time flows, patterns repeat in
both political and personal spheres.
Characters’ lives are interwoven ‘like
the threads of a carpet’. An intriguing
exercise in parallel narrative gives way
to chronological storytelling that
prevents the huge cast of characters
from becoming unmanageable.

The Eighth Life is a dramatic family
saga, written for Brilka Jashi by her
aunt Niza. Niza relates the lives of
eight members of the family, their
relationships and entanglements –
particularly with the unfortunate
Eristavis – with much love, honesty,
wit, and at times, rancour. In the words
of the most tragic, Kitty, this is:
‘Life, as it was. Life with its
murderers, its classrooms, the
cheated, the left-behind, the words
that had no meaning any more, life
with its miracles and coincidences,
its kisses and revulsion.’
The scope is Tolstoyan: the drama of
War and Peace, the emotion of Anna
Karenina. However, just as Georgia is
‘a nation that looks at itself through
others’ eyes’, this is history seen
mostly through the eyes of women
who are either left at home, exiled or
otherwise alienated. Not that men are
sidelined. Kitty’s brother, Kostya, is
the embodiment of the Soviet regime,
its mindset, dictatorism and corruption.
A sprinkling of Allendesque magic
realism is added, along with a handful
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of spirits and a secret recipe for delicious
and addictive hot chocolate that
appears to curse those who drink it.
Whether it is the chocolate or the
realities of historical circumstance
that precipitate the downward spiral
is a matter of interpretation, but in
a Buddenbrooks-like manner the Jashis
decline both in social standing and
influence with each generation. PreRussian Revolution they inhabit high
society. Six generations later, Brilka,
the eighth Jashi of note, is an orphan

raised by her grandmother in a rundown dacha. Yet the narrative has
brought us to the present; and the
future, as yet unwritten, belongs to
her. The extraordinary final page
proves it.
Lizzy Siddal
Lizzy Siddal is a British bibliophile and book blogger.
She runs German Literature Month every
November, now in its tenth year, on her blog Lizzy’s
Literary Life.

ON TRANSLATING THE EIGHTH LIFE

A CONVERSATION BETWEEN CHARLOTTE COLLINS AND RUTH MARTIN

Nino Haratischvili is set to make waves in the UK literary scene with the
publication of her stunning epic novel The Eighth Life in English translation.
And epic it is, stretching to nearly 1,200 pages in its original German and
spanning multiple generations and countries. From Tbilisi to London,
Moscow to Berlin, the stories of eight lives from one Georgian family are told
with wit, pathos and extraordinary invention. The task of translating this
novel, completed as a collaboration between Charlotte Collins and Ruth
Martin, was equally epic.
Ruth Martin: Translating this novel with you has been a fascinating process, but the
reason for doing it this way was a very practical one: it’s extremely long. I think that’s
why a lot of co-translation projects happen, and the benefits to a translator’s own
practice and to the book itself (and I do believe it benefits the book as well) are sort of
incidental. The people who translated this book into Dutch and French worked on it in
pairs as well.
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Charlotte Collins: Absolutely. I really wanted to work on The Eighth Life, which
was why I pitched it to Philip Gwyn Jones at Scribe. But I knew there was no way
I could manage a project like that on my own, especially as – unlike you – I hadn’t
had any experience of translating longer works. It seemed obvious that we
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RM: The differences in how we work have been interesting as well; we do have
a similar approach, but the fact that we are different ages and grew up in different
parts of the country means
there are subtle variations in
As a translator, you can have this
our vocabulary and the
illusion that your own voice is
somehow ‘neutral’ and you don’t
standard way we translate
superimpose it over the author’s, but certain phrases. I think that,
that’s not true – and working
as a translator, you can have
collaboratively certainly dispels
this illusion that your own
that illusion.
voice is somehow ‘neutral’
and you don’t superimpose it
over the author’s, but that’s not true – and working collaboratively certainly dispels
that illusion.
Our approach to this book was slightly different from the Dutch and French pairs’
– we split it down the middle and then edited each other’s sections, whereas their
arrangement was for one translator to draft the whole thing and the other to finesse it
afterwards, giving it a consistent tone. In retrospect, do you think that would have
worked for us?
CC: Hmm … That doesn’t really appeal to me. It makes me think of artists’ studios where assistants do much of the preparatory work and the master
completes the task. With the French and Dutch pairs, one translator was clearly
the more experienced of the two, so obviously she was going to oversee the
project. That sort of collaboration can certainly be beneficial, but I guess it must
work quite differently. You and I, on the other hand, are peers; we have
different professional backgrounds, but we both came to literary translation at
around the same time. I feel that we ‘own’ our respective sections – although we
also worked on the other’s very intensely – and I like that. I’m the one finessing
the text to make sure it’s consistent, but that just means I work through our joint
notes and make the final decisions.

nino haratischvili

should translate it together. You and Nino and I all met at the BCLT summer
school in 2012, working on excerpts from her earlier book ‘My Gentle Twin’
(Mein sanfter Zwilling), so it felt as if you were already part of the process. And we
knew from that workshop that we had a similar approach. Literary translation is
all about making choices. Bouncing ideas off each other, coming up with and
discussing different options, and having a partner to look at the text with fresh eyes
have all been incredibly exciting and fruitful. I imagine it must be pretty painful,
though, if co-translators find themselves pulling in very different directions.

It’s interesting what you say about the ‘neutral’ voice. Obviously, what we’re
trying to do is reproduce the authorial voice in English. Do you think that’s
actually possible, or can literary translation only ever be a form of interpretation?
If so, how do we make sure we keep faith with the original?
RM: Yes, it’s interpretative to an extent. I mean, the act of reading is itself a form of
interpretation, and translation is a very intensive kind of reading. Which is not to say
that a translator should set out to impose their own will on a text – just that it’s
impossible to erase yourself from the process completely. In any case, the fact that we
combed through each other’s work probably does lessen that effect, as well as providing
an extra level of bilingual editing that translations don’t usually get. We caught a few
little omissions and errors that way.
CC: Yes! That’s definitely one of the main benefits of co-translation, for both
translators and editors: the text you submit has already been painstakingly
checked, fact-checked and edited by two people. Some argue that the rate for
co-translation should in fact be slightly higher, because ideally it should save
editors time.
How did you feel about our editing process? We did edit pretty heavily.
I remember the first time you saw my computer screen covered in red you
looked quite startled!
RM: I really enjoyed it. I agreed with most of your edits, and where I didn’t it was
a useful exercise to articulate why I had done something in a particular way. It’s
possible to make perfectly valid choices without being fully aware of why you have
made them – we do it all the time – but having to justify those choices to someone
forces you to work more consciously. I’m glad we know each other well enough to edit
without fear of causing offence. The book is better for it – in our case two heads
actually are better than one.

This article originally featured in New Books in German
www.new-books-in-german.com
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HONOURING THE GREAT GERMAN TRANSLATOR
ANTHEA BELL (1936-2018)
BY RUTH MARTIN
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In an interview with New Books in German, Anthea Bell once told me that
‘translation is not – and in my view should not be – a high-profile
profession’. She might, then, have been mildly surprised by the rush of
lengthy obituaries that appeared in all the major broadsheets in October
2018, following her death at the age of eighty-two.
Born in Suffolk and a graduate of Oxford
University, where she studied English,
Anthea came from a family of wordsmiths. Her grandfather Robert Bell was
a deputy editor at the Observer, and her
father Adrian Bell compiled the Times
crossword, helping to inspire her love of
wordplay. Her sons Richard and Oliver
Kamm continue the tradition: Richard is
an academic, and Oliver a columnist for
The Times.
Anthea took up translation largely
by accident after the birth of her first
baby, when the children’s publisher
Klaus Flugge asked her then husband,
Antony Kamm, if he could recommend
someone to translate Otfried
Preussler’s The Little Water Sprite. That
was in 1961, and over a career spanning
six decades, Anthea went on to translate
around 250 books from German,
French and (occasionally) Danish. Her
early love of children’s literature continued, with thirty-five celebrated

Asterix translations (in collaboration
with Derek Hockridge), as well as
books by Erich Kästner, and Cornelia
Funke’s bestselling Inkheart trilogy.
Among her long list of prizes is the USbased Batchelder Award for children’s
literature in translation, which she
won four times.
Anthea is remembered with great
affection by many of the authors she
translated. Cornelia Funke tells me:
‘Anthea Bell dressed my German tales
in the most beautiful English robes.
They rustled and sang and sometimes
I liked them even more than the
original. Oh yes. I miss corresponding
with her over the meaning of the dust
in Dustfinger’s name, and getting
advice from her when my German
editor had questioned a chapter both
she and I loved. I miss discussing fairy
names and the origins of Brownies. If
I become a storyteller in my next life,
I hope Anthea Bell will be my translator.’
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‘She was able to give each of our books and classics, she was also a skilled
literary voices its own unique and and prolific translator of crime fiction –
unmistakable tone and character in ‘from Aichner to von Schirach’, as the
English,’ says Julia Franck, another translator, editor and blogger Kat Hall
celebrated author translated by points out. At a panel discussion in 2015,
Anthea. ‘It is a great honour and fills Kat remembers Anthea’s ‘glee when
me with deep gratitude that my novels she talked about translating Aichner’s
were translated by her.’
murderous anti-heroine’.
Anthea was one of W.G. Sebald’s
In addition to the many translation
translators, working closely with him prizes Anthea won in the course of her
until his death, including on his 2001 long career, she was awarded an OBE
Kindertransport novel
in 2010 in recognition
Austerlitz. And as
of her services to
Anthea Bell touched many
Julia Franck recalls,
literature – though
lives, from her wide circle of with typical modesty
‘It was only two
friends and colleagues to those she rarely put the
years
ago
that
who studied and admired her letters after her name.
a German friend told
work, and the millions who
me enthusiastically
The German governread
her translations, perhaps ment also presented
that he had read
without even noticing her
some crazily good
her with the Cross of
name on the title page.
English literature:
the Order of Merit
the novel Austerlitz
in 2015 for her
by one W.G. Sebald. When I pointed contribution to literary translation
out to him that he had read Anthea, and cultural understanding between
since Sebald was German and wrote his Germany and the UK.
novels in German, he refused to
Anthea was always active in the
believe it. For him it was outstanding translation community: she gave us
English literature.’
numerous workshops and talks over
Anthea was also at least partly the years, and contributed a wealth of
responsible for restoring the tarnished advice and anecdotes to the
reputation of Stefan Zweig. Her wide- Translators Association. Her top tip
ranging body of work includes for new literary translators was
retranslations of classic works by always to have another string to your
Freud and Kafka – projects she bow in case the work dried up; she
approached ‘with some awe’, though herself translated numerous entries in
also with her characteristic wit: the The New Grove Dictionary of Music and
humour in Kafka’s The Castle, she said, Musicians. Colleagues remember her
kept reminding her of Alice through the for her generosity and interest in
Looking Glass.
other people as much as for her
Although Anthea is perhaps best intellectual prowess. Helena Kirkby
known for her translations of children’s recalls how, twenty years ago,

house and whose names included
Wittgenstein and Caxton. Her love of
cats was reflected in one of her
favourite translations: a witty, bizarre
early nineteenth-century novel by
ETA Hoffmann. She brought it to the
attention of an editor at Penguin, and
it appeared in 1999 as The Life
and Opinions of the Tomcat Murr.
Anthea Bell touched many lives,
from her wide circle of friends
and colleagues to those who studied
and admired her work, and the millions
who read her translations, perhaps
without even noticing her name on the
title page. What moved me most
following her death were the socialmedia tributes from readers – people
alerted by the obituaries to the fact
that Anthea had translated their
favourite children’s books. Those
were her words they’d been reading,
all along, and they never knew:
a perfect testament to the art of
invisible translation.

Ruth Mar�n

This article originally featured in New Books in German
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Anthea Bell OBE was a literary translator working from French, German and Danish. She translated
around 250 books over the course of her career, including numerous children’s books. She is perhaps
best known for translating the French Asterix comics together with Derek Hockridge.

Anthea bell

‘I wrote to her to say I wanted to try to
become a translator, and she invited
me to her house in Histon. She was
immensely generous with her advice
and contacts, and I went on to
translate the Cornelia
Funke
Ghosthunters series (among other
things) as a direct result.’ Anthea was
a council member of the Society of
Authors, and a valued long-time
member of the New Books in German
editorial committee. The magazine’s
former editor, Rebecca K. Morrison,
describes how ‘one of the greatest
privileges of holding the editorship of
NBG for a time was working alongside
Anthea: at editorial meetings her great
intellect was so gracefully present, so
lightly worn, her quiet voice always
kind. The time she devoted to
meticulous preparation for these, as
for all her commitments in the literary
world, was greatly appreciated.’
Many translators keep cats, and
Anthea was no exception in this
regard; in fact, she bred prize-winning
Birmans: long-haired, blue-eyed
beasts who ruled the roost in her

JULIA FRANCK: AN APPRECIATION
THE BLIND SIDE OF THE HEART (2007)
BACK TO BACK (2011)
WEST (2003)

TRANSLATED BY ANTHEA BELL (HARVILL SECKER, 2009, 2013, 2014)
REVIEWED BY ROSIE GOLDSMITH

As is often the way with the translations of multiple novels by the same
author, these three novels by Julia Franck were not published in the order
she had written them in German. It must be confusing for authors when this
happens. Each time one of her novels was published in English, Julia was
invited to the UK to launch it, in the case of West ten years after she’d
written it. However, I’m not complaining, because at each launch I was lucky
enough to interview Julia and her translator Anthea Bell. Re-reading these
novels in 2019 for The German Riveter, ten years since the English
publication of The Blind Side of The Heart, I can tell you unreservedly that
they are as powerful as ever. The sadness is that Anthea, who helped make
these novels the success they are in English, is no longer with us.
troubled German families struggling
through the twentieth century, she hit
the Vergangenheitsbewältigungzeitgeist
(look it up!), drawing on aspects of her
own family’s history of divisions,
conflicts and strong personalities. Die
Mittagsfrau, partly the story of Julia’s
own father, also abandoned as a child,
covers the First World War to the
1950s; Rücken an Rücken (‘Back to
Back’) is about twins – like Julia herself
– growing up under communism in
a divided Germany in the 1950s and
1960s. The artist mother figure is
based on her grandmother, the
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Julia Franck was born in East Berlin in
1970. When she was eight she and her
family escaped to West Berlin, to where,
after several major city and country
changes, she returned and still lives
today. She published her first novel in
German in 1997, but it was her fourth
novel Die Mittagsfrau (‘The Blind Side of
the Heart’) that won her the German
Book Prize in 2007 and catapulted
her to literary stardom, not just in
Germany, but, unusually for a living
German writer, internationally too.
With her dark, claustrophobic
novels and short stories, depicting
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nation and motorways for the Third
Reich. They have a son:
‘When little Peter cried at night
and Helene got up to take him
into bed with her, Wilhelm said,
with his back turned to her: … Go
and sit in the kitchen if you must
feed him. A working man needs
his sleep. Helene obeyed his
order. She sat in the cold kitchen
with her baby and fed him there
until he went to sleep … After two
hours she slipped into the
bedroom, exhausted.’
Julia Franck has been criticised for
depicting mothers as cold and unloving.
Helene deserts her needy son and in
Back to Back, the artist-mother of Thomas
and Ella, Käthe, is so selfish and cruel
that at one point the twins, desperate
for her attention, escape in a boat in
order to scare her, returning three days
later, half dead, to discover that she
hasn’t even noticed their absence. Back
to Back is a tough read, confronting the
harsh realities of child neglect, rape,
betrayal and blind ideology (it’s set in the
heyday of GDR communism). Thomas
and Ella are close, both sensitive and
intelligent, but cannot escape the
relentless knocks of their childhood. On
her sixteenth birthday, Käthe gives the
anorexic Ella a terrible gift: a mountain
of raw sugar that she is forced to eat.
Gentle poetry-loving Thomas is later
forced by his mother to work in a quarry,
announcing that, ‘Those who want to
change society had better begin with
their own children.’
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sculptor Ingeborg Hunzinger. Lagerfeuer
(‘West’, which was also made into a film)
takes place in a refugee camp in the
1970s – where Julia herself spent time
as a child – and is about a group of East
Germans who flee East Berlin for the
West. Stories of loss, abuse and
abandonment; of unhappy siblings,
women and men, and of the dark skies
of war and ideologies, might not lift the
spirit, but what does is Julia Franck’s
emotional warmth, psychological
insight and the great beauty and lyrical
restraint of her writing.
Although they amount to only
a fraction of Julia Franck’s twenty-fiveyear literary output, these three novels
in English form a distinctive and
impressive body of work.
The Blind Side of the Heart is a family
saga and begins dramatically in 1945
with Helene deserting her young son
Peter at a railway station. The novel
then traces her story – and possible
motivation for abandoning him – back
in time over several decades, locations
and two world wars. Helene and her
sister, Martha, grow up in rural
Germany with a Jewish mother, who
later ends up in an asylum, and a father
who fights in the First World War and
returns to die, utterly traumatised. The
sisters move to ‘vermilion-lipped’
1920s Berlin, find pleasure and love –
then tragedy. After her fiancé Carl is
killed, Helene becomes increasingly
apathetic and withdraws. She drifts
into an unhappy marriage with an antisemitic engineer called Wilhelm, who
humiliates her verbally and physically
and wants to help create an Aryan

Helene and Käthe are cold –
although the men in these novels are
not much kinder – but they weren’t
always that way. What Julia Franck
depicts is how society, politics and
tragedy have driven them to this. These
women, both Jewish, have suffered and
been victims. Käthe had escaped Nazi
Germany for Italy and returned at the
end of the Second World War – she
believes – to a better Germany and to
create art glorifying socialism.
Everyone is trapped in Julia Franck’s
novels, including in their political
systems; they are unable to escape and
desperate for love. Posing nude for one
of his mother’s sculptures,
‘Thomas wanted to turn away, but
he couldn’t. There it was again,
the noose round his neck, the
noose round his legs, the gleam in
her eyes. He needed a pair of
scissors to cut himself free.’
Finally in this trilogy of novels, we have
West, set in divided 1970s Germany. The
novel has four interconnected, firstperson narrators, starting with the
beautiful scientist Nelly Senff, leaving
East Berlin in dramatic circumstances
with her two children to escape Stasi
scrutiny after the suicide of the children’s
father. Her desire for a new life in the
West is put on hold as she is forced to
remain in a refugee processing centre
situated between East and West Berlin.

There she meets the Polish cellist
Krystyna, who is trying to get to West
Germany to find treatment for her sick
brother; the CIA interrogator John Bird,
who vets the refugees in the camp for
Stasi infiltrators; and the actor and
dissident Hans Pischke, just released
from an East German prison.
Circumstances in the camp are tough.
They live at close quarters; the daily
queues, meagre food rations and camp
bureaucracy are exhausting; they are
suspicious of one another, paranoid
about possible spies operating among
them, and they quickly realise that they
cannot easily leave their past lives
behind them. Once again, the intensity
of this novel is ramped up high when we
remember that Julia Franck and her
family spent time in a similar camp when
they left East Berlin in the 1970s.
For me, more than any writer of her
generation, Julia Franck grants us
powerful emotional and psychological
entry into the private lives making up
Germany’s public history. Reading these
three novels again, especially now, thirty
years after the fall of the Berlin Wall,
I can only hope that Julia Franck has
herself found peace and happiness and
come to terms with her family’s past.
I look forward to asking her in person
when she comes to the UK to launch
this magazine.
Rosie Goldsmith
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Julia Franck was born in East Berlin in 1970 and moved to West Berlin in 1978. She has
published numerous novels, among them Die Mittagsfrau (2007), which was awarded the German
Book Prize and has been translated into thirty-four languages.
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It would be easy to describe Apostoloff as a ‘road’ novel – the book is
structured around a journey across Bulgaria taken by two German-Bulgarian
sisters, escorted by a family friend, the eponymous and slightly obscure
Rumen Apostoloff. But that would be to simplify what is a complex, nuanced
and very subtle study of heritage, parentage, religion and grief.
The first sign that we are not on a typical
journey is that the novel begins part-way
through what turns out to be a sidetrack to the main trip the sisters have
taken. Before the book opens, they
have been part of a bizarre convoy
travelling across Europe from Stuttgart
to Sofia, carrying the disinterred remains
of a group of Bulgarian immigrants back
to their home country.
After the remains are reinterred in
an elaborate ceremony, Apostoloff
takes the sisters on a tour of the various
notable sights of Bulgaria – its national
monuments and tourist attractions –
and it is this, not the trans-Europe trip,
that forms the novel’s backbone.
We do learn the reasons for the
surprising project: a surviving BulgarianGerman, the Svengali-like Tabakoff, has
a vision of his group of friends being
resurrected from a grand mausoleum in
Sofia: ‘his rusty voice informed us of
how he pictured the resurrection –
in one flying whoosh. Delicate clouds in
the sky. God would wait in a pink tunic’.
It is, however, on the side trip the
sisters take that we discover the main
thrust of the book. The sisters’ father is
one of the reinterred immigrants, and it
is his presence that dominates the

novel, the mind of its narrator, and also
the mind of her older sister, which our
narrator assures us she is able to read.
It transpires that he had in fact taken
his own life when the sisters were
young. Now middle aged, it is clear his
action has dominated their lives and
how they see themselves. Throughout
the trip, he appears to the narrator as
a figure in the sky – a Christ-like presence
– his name was, in fact, Kristo. But even
when he was alive, he was no benign
character. At the very beginning of the
book the narrator reflects: ‘A father who
puts an end to it all before he wears
down the whole family deserves more
praise than damnation.’
Religion features heavily in the
book: Bulgaria, it seems, never truly discarded its Orthodoxy – and despite
their secular German upbringing, the
sisters retain an uneasy relationship
with it, as they do with their dead father.
Visiting a convent, they view some icons:
‘icons are only in possession of their
rights when they gleam out of
a consecrated space, but only
briefly, thentheyasktoberestored
to the darkness, disappearing as
secretly as they came’.
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APOSTOLOFF BY SIBYLLE LEWITSCHAROFF
TRANSLATED BY KATY DERBYSHIRE (SEAGULL BOOKS, 2013)
REVIEWED BY WEST CAMEL

This, of course, refers to the
mystery at the centre of Christianity,
but it reflects the mystery at the centre
of this book: why Kristo killed himself,
and what this really means for our
narrator. For she explores these very
serious, very complex themes in a wry,
often caustic, and irresistibly funny
voice – translated into hilarious English
by the great Katy Derbyshire. The

humour is surely covering great pain.
And by the end of the book, our narrator
is admitting as much:
‘It’s not love that keeps the dead
in check, I think, only goodnaturedly indulged hate.’

West Camel

Sibylle Lewitscharoff is an award-winning writer who is the recipient of the Ingeborg Bachmann
Prize, the Leipzig Book Fair Prize and the Georg Büchner Prize. After many years living in Buenos
Aires and Paris, she now lives in Berlin.
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Anne Richter was a teenager in East Germany when the Berlin Wall came
down. She lived through the upheavals of that time and gives us in this
absorbing debut novel an insightful account of the effect of those events on
the lives of ordinary people living on the other side of the wall. Beginning
with a public encounter between a father and daughter in 1965, she traces
the lives of three generations of two interlinked East German families,
taking us back to the days when Nazism was on the rise, through the Second
World War and the subsequent division of Germany into two separate
entities, right up to the present day.
The external events, or ‘momentous
changes’ of those days are everpresent in the novel; but while the
panorama is vast, history is merely
the backdrop to the characters’
inner lives, on which Richter
focuses, making her novel much
more intimate than its ambitious
canvas might suggest.
The chapters are arranged
chronologically, each one focusing
on one of the seven characters at
a pivotal moment in their life. We
begin with Margret, a student in
the 1960s, at a lecture given by her
father Friedrich, an intellectual
wedded to his orthodox communist
principles. ‘In our times, private
matters must come second to societal,’
he declares. Or as Margret bitterly
reflects, she could now be certain
that her neglectful father ‘hadn’t
simply forgotten’ her, but that his
‘lack of attention corresponded to
his Weltanschauung’. In other
words, he readily sacrificed the
personal for what he believed to be

the greater good. Margret herself
has a more ambivalent relationship
with such principles; as a hardworking and caring teacher some
years later, she struggles to contain
her pupils’ curiosity about the life
on the other side of the wall, even
though she herself is not at all
tempted by the consumer lifestyle
of West Germany. Her husband,
the silent, reclusive botanist Hans,
has no such difficulties. Brought up
by his stoical, hard-working parents,
eking out a harsh rural existence,
he becomes a party member,
spurning the ‘greed and consumerism’ of life after the wall has
fallen, and longing for the old days
of life in a society that ‘valued
people not money’. Insights such as
these are woven into the fabric of
the novel, enabling us to experience
the political realities of the time
while becoming ever more
engrossed in the emotional journeys
of Margret, Hans, their parents and
eventually their children.
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DISTANT SIGNS BY ANNE RICHTER
TRANSLATED BY DOUGLAS IRVING (NEEM TREE PRESS, 2019)
REVIEWED BY ANEESA ABBAS HIGGINS

All the characters are beautifully
drawn, but it is the female
characters who frame the action.
Margret’s daughter fights to break
free of the constraints that have
defined her parents’ lives, while
Margret herself wonders why her
own parents have always seemed
so
distant.
For
the
older
generation, the women who lived
through the privations of the
Second World War, what matters is
that their children should not
suffer as they did. Margret’s
mother Johanna wants her daughter
to understand how she tried to
protect her children during the
terrible Siege of Breslau in 1945:
‘I struggled to get you through the
winter without serious illness.
Later, at the roadside we found the
corpses of small children and old
people. They had either frozen or
starved.’ The tone of so much of

this novel, in Douglas Irving’s skilful
translation, is understated and
quiet, but the message it conveys is
powerful and revealing.
This is a richly rewarding book,
an assured first novel that engages
the reader both with its emotional
depth and with the light it throws
on a crucial period of European
history. As we remember the thirtieth
anniversary of the fall of the Berlin
Wall and see new walls being
erected all around us, this novel
comes as a timely reminder of how
such barriers can shape lives.
Aneesa Abbas Higgins
Aneesa Abbas Higgins is a literary translator and
former teacher. Born in London, she has lived in
Britain, France and the USA and holds degrees from
Sussex University and the University of London. She
translates from French and has studied several
other languages, including Russian.
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Anne Richter was born in 1973 in Jena, East Germany. Her degree in romance languages and
English included study periods in England, Italy and France. In 2011, she was nominated for the
Ingeborg Bachmann Prize.
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Eight-year-old Samir listens spellbound to the bedtime stories his father
Brahim recounts about the Lebanese adventurer Abu Youssef. This oddball
character’s best friend is a talking camel called Amir with exquisite table
manners, who likes to be addressed as ‘Your Highness’. On one occasion,
Abu Youssef has to rescue Amir from Ishaq, a villainous lizard consorting
with an obese rhinoceros who always wins at cards. But Abu Youssef is a man
with a closely guarded secret – as is Brahim, the storyteller. It will take
Samir a further two decades to unravel that mystery after his father’s
inexplicable disappearance.
Samir’s story begins in the early
1980s in an unnamed southern
German town. His Christian parents,
Brahim and Rana, have fled from
Lebanon’s civil war. Both show great
resourcefulness and resilience in
adapting successfully to life in a new
country. Yet Brahim’s heart remains
in Lebanon; he reminisces constantly
about the country’s landscape,
history and culture, giving his
German-born son a strong sense of
his Lebanese heritage. When Brahim
vanishes without trace, leaving his
wife and two children to fend for
themselves, it is devastating. But
perhaps Hakim, a family friend and
a neighbour, knows more about the
disappearance than he is at liberty
to reveal?
The story switches back and forth
between Samir’s childhood, adolescence
and young adulthood in Germany, and
present-day Lebanon, where he
searches for clues about his father.
Both levels of the narrative are

absorbing. The story of three young
people growing up between cultures –
Samir, his sister Alina, and his
childhood friend Yasmin – is moving
and thought-provoking. At the same
time, the author unobtrusively plants
clues about Samir’s parents and their
past, which lend additional suspense
to the passages set in present-day
Lebanon. Why did Brahim always ring
his mother from a telephone kiosk,
rather than the family phone? Why
was he photographed in the uniform
of the Forces libanaises militia, standing
next to future president Bashir
Gemayel, son of the Phalange leader
Pierre Gemayel – and why did the
sudden appearance of the photo so
alarm his wife?
This compelling story is brought to
a satisfying conclusion that ties in the
clues provided earlier in the narrative.
It has all the pace and suspense of
a detective novel, combined with
a strong sense of place, especially in
the passages set in Lebanon.
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THE STORYTELLER BY PIERRE JARAWAN
TRANSLATED BY SINÉAD CROWE AND RACHEL MCNICHOLL
(WORLD EDITIONS, 2019)
REVIEWED BY FIONA GRAHAM

Beirut is brought vividly to life
through Jarawan’s poetic prose, sensitively rendered in Sinéad Crowe and
Rachel McNicholl’s translation. There
are aspects of the female characters –
Samir’s mother and sister, and his
friend Yasmin – that I find less than
entirely convincing. However, the central relationship between Samir and his
father Brahim, both storytellers, is
beautifully portrayed.
‘If you think you understand
Lebanon, it’s because someone has
not explained it to you properly,’ as the

saying goes. Perhaps the same can be
said of the bond between parent and
child, so often analysed, yet ultimately
so mysterious.
Fiona Graham
Fiona Graham, reviews editor at the Swedish Book
Review, is the translator of Elisabeth Åsbrink’s
1947: When Now Begins (Scribe UK), longlisted
for the 2018 Warwick Women in Translation
award and the 2019 JQ Wingate Prize. She is
a graduate of New Books in German’s programme
for emerging literary translators.

Pierre Jarawan, born in Jordan to a German mother and a Lebanese father, moved to Germany at
three and started writing at thirteen. He is now one of the top slam poets in the German-speaking world.
His debut novel, Am Ende bleiben die Zedern (‘The Storyteller’), was a bestseller in Germany.
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Lutz Seiler’s Kruso takes us back to the last breaths of a political
simulacrum: the Soviet-controlled part of Germany called the ‘German
Democratic Republic’. I had the chance to visit this almost-country just
a few months before its downfall in 1989 – that is, around the time when
the events of the novel take place. One of the things that strikes me is
how precisely Seiler has managed, by the use of seemingly trivial details,
to convey the atmosphere, and the sense of utter falsity, that somehow
manifested itself even in material objects, that pervaded everything
traceable to the GDR as a generator of forms and meanings – the
strange artefacts now only accessible to us in museums of Germany’s
recent past.
But this novel is not about politics. Or
things. It is about people. What does it
mean to grow up in the context of such
strictly controlled artificiality? Can
one remain internally untouched by it?
And perhaps even more importantly,
how is one able to emancipate oneself
from it?
The hero of Kruso, a student of
literature called Ed, has been using
poetry for this exact purpose. His head
is full of it, and sometimes poetry bursts
out of him, even against his will. It is not
his own – but it is the poetry that he has
made his own. Or so he thinks. Indeed,
verses of Trakl or Rilke seem to express
his inner thoughts more precisely than
anything he could formulate himself. Is
this, we may ask, caused by the way he
is in the world? Or is this because of how
he is in himself?
Brought to the brink of suicide by
a personal tragedy, Ed decides to leave
everything behind and embarks on a
journey to Hiddensee, an island off the

northern coast, where he must live
rough for a few days before finding his
place in a semi-decrepit hotel and at
a restaurant named Zum Klausner, run
by a community of people with the
same troubled life trajectories as his.
(These places actually exist, and Zum
Klausner is still open for business.)
Der Spiegel compared Kruso to
Thomas Mann’s Magic Mountain;
indeed, the closed circle of Zum
Klausner’s ‘crew’ and the existential
dimensions of their activities are
reminiscent of Mann’s most famous
work. The way quotidian banality – the
detailed descriptions of dishwashing,
for example – are interwoven with the
intellectual tradition, is particularly
noticeable in the many literary
allusions with which Kruso is replete,
from the obvious Defoe through
Dostoevsky to Artaud, Kafka, SaintExupéry and beyond, not to mention
the poets who collectively inhabit the
protagonist’s mind.
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KRUSO BY LUTZ SEILER
TRANSLATED BY TESS LEWIS (SCRIBE, 2017)
REVIEWED BY REIN RAUD

Kruso, however, is also a tale
patterned on a Buddhist model of the
teacher-disciple relationship. The role
of the teacher in this scheme falls to
the other main figure of the book,
Kruso, or Alexei Krusowitsch. A son of
a Russian general and a circus artist,
haunted by his own past, he is now the
unquestioned, if informal, leader of
the community of those who have
fallen out with the regime. Kruso has
partly inherited and partly invented
something of a system, complete with
a vocabulary for describing the
realities of the island and the people
who arrive there, plus rules and rituals
for behaviour, and ways of addressing
and overcoming one’s internal
predicament. Freedom, we learn from
him, is a state of mind to be practised –
and not a condition the world might
bestow, or indeed even impose on you.
Occasionally, Kruso even uses the
word ‘enlightenment’, as a Buddhist
teacher would do, for the all-absolving

moment when you come to terms with
your innermost core, or with freedom
itself. What happens to Ed when
he embarks on Kruso’s quest, and
where their now intertwined paths
will ultimately lead, are matters that
I will gladly leave for the reader
to discover.
All in all, Kruso is a remarkable
study of the human condition,
including its surreal side, set in
a picturesque atmosphere with an
ensemble of memorable characters
and quite a few twists along the way.
And it is also a parable that reminds us
of everything we should never try to
do without.

Rein Raud
Rein Raud is an Estonian writer and academic.
Three of his novels have been published in English,
most recently The Death of the Perfect Sentence
(Vagabond Voices, 2017).

Lutz Seiler lives in Wilhelmshorst, near Berlin, and in Stockholm. Since 1997, he has been the literary
director and custodian of the Peter Huchel Museum. His awards include the Ingeborg Bachmann
Prize, the Fontane Prize, the Uwe Johnson Prize and the German Book Prize.
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Fans of Juli Zeh’s work like myself will not be disappointed by this novel:
as she did in The Method (translated by Sally-Ann Spencer), with Empty
Hearts she takes us a little into the future to a point in time when some
of the tendencies that are clearly present today have become dominant,
and have started to shape the entire framework of Western society,
which is still democratic on the surface but has moved further and
further away from democracy as it once was. Unlike The Method,
however, the events of this book quite correctly qualify it as a ‘prescient
political and psychological thriller ripped from tomorrow’s headlines’, as
the publisher puts it. But while the novel contains so much tension and
action, and really is difficult to put down, it is also, and primarily,
a deeply disturbing ‘problem’ book, which goes to the heart of what is
currently preoccupying so many ‘first world’ countries.
The novel’s protagonist, Britta Söldner,
is a successful businesswoman who
runs a counselling service for suicidal
people. The service comes with a twist,
however – there is more on offer than
just a highly efficient psychologicaltesting and rehabilitation programme.
She has no illusions about people or
things, neither does she have any
overwhelming moral concerns about
those aspects of her work that might
raise other people’s eyebrows. She is
also the main breadwinner in her
small-town, reasonably happy family,
who live in a clinically pure and healthy
world in which all troubles have been
minimised. And in a way – a slightly
sinister one – Britta’s work also helps
contain that potential trouble.
Everything is running smoothly
for Britta until one day her life is
disrupted by a newsflash: an unsuccessful terrorist attack on Leipzig

airport seems to have been carried
out by her former patients; but not in
any way she could have foreseen.
Together with her associate, an Iraqi
refugee-turned-computer-whizz, she
starts to investigate what is going on.
And in no time, her entire world starts
to unravel, and she soon finds herself
running for her life.
To what extent can we be held
accountable for the turns our society
takes? This, I think, is the main
question Empty Hearts is asking, both
of its characters and its readers.
Whenever we decide to let things run
their course and mind our own
business, trusting those in charge to
do their work, we also abandon our
responsibilities: the world has always
faced threats that only collective
effort can counter, but the direction
this collective effort takes is
ultimately decided by a multitude of
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EMPTY HEARTS BY JULI ZEH
TRANSLATED BY JOHN CULLEN (NAN A. TALESE/DOUBLEDAY, 2019)
REVIEWED BY REIN RAUD

individual choices. Simply trusting
the system is not enough –
a democratic society only works
when responsibility for it is claimed
by its citizens.
But what if they do not? What if
most members of the silent
majority are happy to give up their
right to political participation, say,
for a new washing machine? Can
this mean that the only way to save
and maintain a functioning
democracy is to abandon the very
idea of one? If we cannot trust the

system, can we then trust the
people to set it right?
These are questions that Juli
Zeh, who in her other life is a judge
in the constitutional court of
Brandenburg, is uniquely qualified
to discuss. And as one of the
leading authors in contemporary
German
literature,
she
is
discussing them, as usual, in her own
captivating and provocative way.
Rein Raud

Juli Zeh lives in Brandenburg, where she is an honorary constitutional judge. She has been awarded
numerous prizes for her work, including the German Book Prize, and in 2018 was awarded the
Order of Merit of the Federal Republic of Germany for her outstanding contribution to literature.

F BY DANIEL KEHLMANN

TRANSLATED BY CAROL BROWN JANEWAY (QUERCUS, 2014)
REVIEWED BY VALERIA VESCINA

‘“Fate,” said Arthur. “The capital letter F. But chance is a powerful force, and
suddenly you acquire a Fate that was never assigned to you. Some kind of
accidental fate. It happens in a flash.”’
image of a Rubik’s Cube features
prominently in its pages and on the
cover. With a humorous touch,
Daniel Kehlmann invites us to
laugh not at the characters but at
the futility of seeking quick
answers to the riddle that is the
course of any human existence.
‘But my future!’ Arthur Friedland’s
teenage granddaughter says. ‘Seek
it out yourself. Seek out the one
you want,’ he replies.
Arthur articulates his nihilism
through a novella he publishes to
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What role do relationships, chance
encounters, a moment of attention
or distraction, and our own conscious and unconscious decisions
play in the direction our life takes?
What, then, actually is fate? Can you
ever make sense of it? How do family
and forebears, faith and faithlessness, fortune and failure, fraud,
friends and fiction become part of
the fate of the four Friedland family
members at the centre of this novel?
The canvas of this brilliant
work could not be larger. Aptly, the
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Martin remarks that in his
father’s novella ‘there is a sense
that no sentence means merely
what it says, [and that] the central
figure is the reader, who is all
too complicit in the unfolding
of events.’ Both things are true of
Kehlmann’s novel. It is woven with
philosophical complexity and delivered
with a light wit. Early on, we learn of
a nightmarish event towards which
the three brothers – unbeknownst
to each other – are walking, for one
of them tragically so, and yet we
can stop them no more than they
can stop themselves. The road that
leads there is littered with mistakes,
ambition, failures of communication,
lack of confidence in their own talents,
chance encounters that collide with
all these, and fictional narratives
they all construct – in different
forms – about their own lives.
The masterly translation by
Carol Brown Janeway renders every
nuance of the writing: the humour,
the flowing prose, the naturalistic
dialogue, the surreal moments and
the sharp characterisation. A highly
recommended read.
Valeria Vescina
Valeria Vescina is a novelist, creative-writing tutor,
reviewer and the Director of the Hampstead Arts
Festival’s literary programme. Her debut novel, That
Summer in Puglia (Eyewear), is out now.

Daniel Kehlmann was born in Munich and lives in Berlin and New York. He has received numerous
prizes, including the Kleist Prize and the Thomas Mann Prize. Measuring the World has been translated into forty languages and is one of Germany’s most successful novels of the post-war era.
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great acclaim after abandoning his
family. His protagonist F leaves
‘the reader ... trying to make sense
of it all’ and with ‘the persistent
feeling of somehow being mocked’.
Were Kehlmann deploying postmodern devices such as playfulness
and metafiction for mere literary
effect, he would fail to engage us.
Instead the book is at once cleverly
entertaining, thought-provoking and
very moving. This is because, in
a world riddled with absurdity and
mercilessness – and the author’s
satirical depiction of the art world
is especially biting – Arthur’s three
children struggle to find their
paths towards some meaning.
There is a quixotic heroism to
their attempts: Martin becomes
a priest whose lack of faith in God
does not prevent him from comforting
others; Eric, a fraudster on a cocktail of medicines, is rescued by the
financial crisis; and Ivan is a peculiar
forger, the actual painter of the
pictures with which he and his lover
build the latter’s reputation.
Kehlmann’s ability to elicit our
sympathy for flawed protagonists
testifies to the richness of the novel:
‘Everything passes,’ Ivan tells his
father, ‘but that doesn’t mean there’s
no such thing as happiness … It’s
a matter of moments, the good
moments. They’re worth everything.’

BERLIN FINALE BY HEINZ REIN

TRANSLATED BY SHAUN WHITESIDE (PENGUIN CLASSICS, 2019)
REVIEWED BY CAROLINE WYATT

The year is 1945 and Berlin – the capital of the Thousand-Year Reich – is
a city eviscerated by war. ‘The stumps of their mutilated buildings rise
naked and ugly among the heaps of rubble … torn and shredded, the spars of
roofs which have been blown away like ribs stripped of skin.’
Lassehn joins them, helping with
their sabotage missions, even as the
Nazis’ intelligence apparatus starts
to close in on the saboteurs, and just
as the Russian Army is closing in
from the east on what remains of the
German capital.
The real protagonist of the novel,
though, is the city of Berlin, the ‘sea of
rubble’ to which total war has reduced
it; an ‘inhabited Pompeii’, in which –
remarkably – the cinemas still function and people continue to cram into
what remains of the overground railway network, the S Bahn, to get to
work – when not taking shelter in the
bunkers to escape the incessant
destruction wrought by RAF and
American bombs as the Allies close in
from the west.
Heinz Rein wrote and published
Berlin Finale in 1947, and it is
described by its (re)publishers as
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A few good men (and some good
women) seek to resist the poison
of National Socialism that has
overwhelmed their country, and left
the city and the world in flames.
Beautifully translated by Shaun
Whiteside, Berlin Finale examines
the physical and moral ruin of
a city, a nation and a people.
Our hero is music student
Joachim Lassehn, a twenty-twoyear-old orphaned by the war, who
has deserted the German army in
disgust, returning to Berlin. There,
without papers and in constant fear
of arrest, he takes refuge in a pub,
where he discovers that Oskar
Klose, the pub landlord, is secretly
helping a resistance group, including
trade unionist Friedrich Wiegand –
whose eldest son Robert has become
a fanatical Nazi and joined the SS –
and the good doctor, Walter Boettcher.
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advantage, denouncing neighbours,
becoming ‘little Hitlers … who boss
us and bully us day in and day out’.
The adaptability of the human
spirit proves both a curse and, in the
end, a saviour, as Russian troops take
the city, as savage to their enemy as
their enemy was to them. Our heroes
realise that what they once were, they
must become again: human beings.
While the characters are
engaging, they’re not quite real – all
too often acting as mouthpieces for
lengthy exchanges about all the
ideas and ideologies that Rein was
keen to examine as he sought to
answer his own question: how can
humans best lead meaningful lives
together in peace?
After 1945, Rein became a literary
consultant in the German administration of the Soviet Occupation
Zone, and later on a freelance author
in communist East Germany. But in
the end, even that -ism failed him.
After breaking with the ruling
Socialist Unity Party in the early
1950s, he moved to West Germany,
where he died in 1991.
To his other anguished questions
– would Germany, would Berlin
and would its people ever recover? –
the answer, some eighty years after
the beginning of the Second World
War, and thirty years on from the fall
of the Berlin Wall, is a resounding ‘yes’.

Heinz Rein was an influential German novelist who became a major figure in the ‘rubble
literature’ period. His famous novel Berlin Finale, published in 1947, was one of the first bestsellers in this tumultuous German rebuilding period. He abandoned East Germany for the
West in the 1950s.
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a ‘documentary novel’. It is epic in
scale, and its descriptions of the city
and the destruction are often cinematic.
In 661 – sometimes gruelling – pages,
Rein seeks to understand why and
how it was that his once civilised
country had gone collectively insane,
and to explain what it felt like to be
one of the few who had resisted the
madness of National Socialism well
before Hitler’s defeat became evident.
Somewhat slowed down by
lengthy contemporaneous tracts of
Nazi propaganda and radio or newspaper reports about the progress of
the war, it’s nonetheless a gripping
book for anyone who wonders what
it’s like to live in a city being
destroyed by war, street by street,
house by house, and family by family.
For readers today, the discussions about how love of the
Fatherland divided a nation into true
believers and traitors to their country
may hold an extra layer of resonance,
not least when the author’s central
theme is that age-old question: what
must good people do when asked to
do what they know is wrong?
‘You must come to understand,’
says one character, ‘that National
Socialism is merely the badge of an
unscrupulous gang of criminals.’
Under the Nazis, many Germans
chose not to resist, feeling powerless. Others used the war to their

The city of Berlin endured, and
rose again, and its people flourished
once more in peace. But his Berliners
– and we, his readers – know that the
veneer of civilisation never runs
very deep, and needs constant
nourishment if it’s not to be ripped

away by the primitive forces that lurk
just below the surface of humanity.
Caroline Wya�
Caroline Wyatt is a BBC journalist and a presenter of Radio
4’s Saturday PM and World Service’s The World This
Week. She covered Germany in the 1990s and Russia in
the noughties, and has reported from various war zones
including Iraq, Kosovo and Afghanistan.

ALONE IN BERLIN TRANSLATED BY MICHAEL HOFMANN (PENGUIN, 201O)
NIGHTMARE IN BERLIN TRANSLATED BY ALLAN BLUNDEN (SCRIBE, 2016)
BY HANS FALLADA
REVIEWED BY

MAX EASTERMAN

Hans Fallada was the pen name of Rudolf Ditzen, born in 1893 in Greifswald.
In his day, he was rated as highly as Thomas Mann and Hermann Hesse. He
spent much of his life in psychiatric care (for drug addiction) and in prison
(for embezzlement), yet produced acclaimed novels such as Little Man, What
Now? and Wolf Among Wolves. He chose to stay in Germany after 1933, in
spite of attacks on his writing by the Nazis. His experiences of life in Nazi
Germany, of prison and of drug addiction are woven into his two final novels,
Alone in Berlin – set in wartime – and Nightmare in Berlin, set in 1945-46.
He died in 1947. Both novels were published posthumously and were
received somewhat coolly at the time, but have since become his bestknown works.
a period which has too often been
glossed over by historians. With
extraordinary prescience, his protagonist, Dr Doll, a thinly disguised
version of Fallada himself, views the
total collapse of his country with
utter despair:
‘[He] belonged to the most
hated and despised nation on
earth … he would probably not
live long enough to see the day
when the German name would

68

Hans Fallada wrote Nightmare in
Berlin in the first half of 1946 while
he was hospitalised after another
bout of substance abuse – a habit
that afflicted much of his life.
Perhaps,
as
with
Coleridge,
morphine heightened his sense
of perception, for he produced
a powerful and disturbing novel,
which inexorably draws you deep
into the apathy and guilt-ridden
hopelessness of Germany in the
immediate aftermath of the war,
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But what most affects him is the
ambivalence of his situation: he has
nothing but contempt for the Nazis
and what they did to him, but
realises he no longer hates them.
Equally, he has nothing but contempt
for the people around him –
‘Germans against Germans, every
man for himself and every woman
too’ – but realises that, as a German,
he has as much contempt for himself
as for everyone else. And so Doll
sinks into a weeks-long morphine-induced coma: ‘deeper and deeper into
selfish isolation, running away like
a coward from the job they were all
called upon to do’. He sees Germans
divided into two groups: ‘the ones
who cannot hope and the ones who
dare not hope’.
Fallada’s description of Doll’s
‘semi-waking dream’ in the psychiatric
ward is intensely moving, not just for
itself but because it’s a sharp and
frightening allegory for the
condition of the whole German
nation in that penurious time:
a nation that had lost any sense of
ethical or personal direction along
with the physical world it lived in.
But what finally rouses him from his

stupor and his own loss of hope, as
he walks the bombed-out streets of
Berlin, is the realisation that his
fellow Germans are beginning to
find some direction again, rebuilding
their homes, factories, hospitals,
doing what he has failed to do. He is
fortuitously introduced to an exiled
writer who has returned from
Moscow and sets about using his literary skills to help create an antifascist Germany. Nightmare in Berlin
ends, then, on a note of optimism:
Doll has a new watchword. ‘Just get
on with life and do your job’ –
yet another prescient thought,
a watchword that surely lay behind
Germany’s successful rebirth and
Wirtschaftswunder.
Alone in Berlin was written
between September and December
of 1946, in a final burst of the creative
energy that is depicted in Nightmare
(Fallada died two months later). In all
respects, though, this tale of
wartime Berlin is even darker and
more pessimistic, as if, in looking
back, he realises just how lucky he
was to survive. It’s based on the true
story of Otto and Elise Hampel, who
literally flooded the city for two
years with hundreds of anti-Nazi
postcards, left lying on windowsills,
in hallways, wherever they might be
picked up and read. That they were
almost all handed in to the Gestapo

Hans Fallada was one of the best-known German writers of the twentieth century. Born in
1893 as Rudolf Ditzen, he took his pen name from a Brothers Grimm fairytale. He suffered
a nervous breakdown after repeated clashes with the Nazis, and died from a morphine overdose
in Berlin in 1947.
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be washed clean … perhaps his
own children and grandchildren
would still be bearing the
burden of their fathers’ guilt.’

by the no doubt terrified citizens who
found them is just one of many
depressing elements in the story.
Otto and Anna Quangel, the couple in
the book, lose their only son in what
they regard as a futile and criminal
war. Otto just wants ‘peace and quiet’,
but comes to understand he must
fight back. He defies the party hacks
at a factory meeting; then comes up
with the idea of the postcards.
‘“Mother! The Führer has
murdered my son.” [Anna]
grasped that this very first sentence was Otto’s absolute and
irrevocable declaration of war …
between the two of them, poor
insignificant workers … and the
Führer, the Party, the whole
apparatus.’

‘“We all acted alone, we were
caught alone and every one of
us will have to die alone. But
that doesn’t mean … our deaths
will be in vain … we are bound to
prevail in the end.”
“And what good will that do
us … in our graves?”
“Would you rather live for
an unjust cause than die
for a just one? There is no choice
… not for you, nor for me.”’
Max Easterman
Max Easterman is a journalist – he spent twenty-five
years as a senior broadcaster with the BBC – university
lecturer, translator, media trainer with Sounds Right,
jazz musician and writer. Max is the business manager
for the European Literature Network.
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As the story progresses, it becomes
clear that it’s not just the Quangels
who are ‘alone’, but everyone in
Berlin, from the retired judge in the
ground-floor flat to the Jewess three
floors up; the German title of the
book translates as ‘Every Man Dies
Alone’. Even the Gestapo inspector,
Escherich, tasked with tracking down
the Quangels (and initially failing
completely), finds himself cast into
the cellars, to be worked over, alone
and forgotten, by drunken SS men.
And when, reinstated, he finally
succeeds, he is challenged by
Quangel: ‘I know what I’ve done. And
I hope you know what you’re doing …
You’re working in the employ of

a murderer … You do it for money.’
Escherich lowers his eyes, ‘vanquished’.
Later that night, realising he alone has
been converted by Quangel’s postcard
campaign, he shoots himself.
As with the psychiatric ward in
Nightmare, Fallada’s experience of prison
is meticulously and despairingly
detailed in his description of Otto
and Anna Quangels’ incarceration
and interrogation. In the end, none of
the dissidents in this story succeeds,
every one that has kicked against the
system is dead or in prison by the final
page. But one passage in particular –
a conversation between Otto and his
cellmate, a dissident musician – might
serve as Fallada’s personal manifesto,
when Quangel is told:

Germans used to be good at being serious, yet they struggled to be
funny, at least in a fashion appreciated by anyone other than
themselves. This was particularly true of the way they faced the darkest
chapters of their past.
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The only way most Germans managed
to use humour to deal with living under
tyranny was through parody. Germans
loved to imagine that Göring wore his
medals in the bath or that Hitler’s limp
Nazi salute made him look like a waiter
carrying a tray. Jokes of this kind might
have only been mildly funny, as were
the jokes told about Ulbricht and
Honecker under communism; but it’s
still easy to feel sympathy for the
people who told them.
By presenting their leaders as
a bit stupid and the common man
as clever, such jokes provided a way to
cope with life under authoritarianism.
Belittling people in power made the
jokers’ existence slightly more
tolerable. However, German society’s
inability to pivot away from this kind of
parody turned humour relating to the
Third Reich and the GDR ever more
stale; they couldn’t find different, funnier forms of humour when dealing
with the Nazi and communist past.
The 2011 publication of Look
Who’s Back by German writer Timur

Vermes was therefore both welcome
and exciting. The book has Adolf Hitler
come back to life, Sleeping Beautylike, in contemporary Berlin. Vermes’
phenomenally successful account of
how Hitler uses a 1940s’ knowledge
base to make sense of the 2010s and
how he eventually turns into a YouTube and Reality TV star is both funny
and witty. By presenting an oftenclever Hitler, while satirising the
responses to him by ordinary
Germans, it transgressed the norms of
Hitler humour. Hitler was no longer
a man without talents. Ordinary
Germans ceased to be lionised.
It was little surprise that Vermes’
book, a bestseller translated into
forty-one languages, was soon
adapted for the big screen. However,
rather than faithfully adapting the
storyline of the book, about half of
the film adaptation features unstaged
encounters between an actor dressed
up as Hitler and ordinary Germans.
That approach, with strong echoes of
Sacha Baron Cohen’s early Borat clips,

Timur Vermes was born in Nuremberg to a German mother and a Hungarian father, who fled
Hungary in 1956. His first novel Look Who’s Back sold over a million copies in Germany and
was made into a film.

THE NAZI PERIOD

LOOK WHO’S BACK BY TIMUR VERMES
TRANSLATED BY JAMIE BULLOCH (MACLEHOSE PRESS, 2014)
REVIEWED BY THOMAS WEBER

would have worked brilliantly had it
not tried to to achieve more than
a Borat approach can deliver. Like some
of Sacha Baron Cohen’s programmes,
the film hilariously exposes the uneasiness and often inappropriateness
with which people respond to sensitive issues. It exposes a nation that is
proud of how critically it deals with its
past, and proud of being unable to deal
with Hitler. In that sense, both the
film and the book have something
politically worthwhile to say.
Yet where the film, and even more
so the public discourse surrounding
the film and the book, fail is in their
very German attempt to be highminded and deadly serious at the
same time as being funny. Neither
the book’s author nor the film’s director are content to limit themselves
to satirising how Germans deal with
their past. They also want to demonstrate how Hitler would be able to
flourish in the Germany of today. The
film’s director, David Wnendt,
explained that the idea behind the film
‘was to find out how people react to
Hitler … and to ask does he have
a chance nowadays.’ Wnendt believes,
in all seriousness, that his filmed
encounters
between
someone
dressed up as Hitler and people on the

streets of contemporary Germany
prove that Hitler would indeed have
a chance. This is just absurd.
And it is in the absurdness with
which many Germans deal with Hitler
in the twenty-first century that we
can encounter a rich variety of
unintentional comedy. It is difficult not
to smile when listening to the sincere
concern of a leading German historian
that Germans may again start to consider Hitler as ‘a historical figure of the
highest significance’. The same is true
of the recent decision of the tourist
marketing company ‘Visit Berlin’ to
throw out 250,000 copies of their new
tourist map of the German capital,
after its boss was concerned that
‘Hitler’ was printed in an inappropriately
large font size in an advertisement for
the ‘Hitler – how could it happen?’
exhibition in the Berlin Story Bunker.
Maybe it is time that Germans
learned once again how to be good at
being serious.
Thomas Weber

Thomas Weber is an historian and writer. Born in
Westphalia, Germany, he studied in Oxford and is
now Professor of History and International Affairs
at the University of Aberdeen.
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GERMAN HISTORICAL CRIME FICTION
MARINA SOFIA AND KAT HALL

BY
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When we think of historical crime fiction set in Britain, it’s the distant
past that springs to mind, such as C. J. Sansom’s Tudor-set Shardlake
series, Ellis Peters’ medieval Brother Cadfael series or Susanna
Gregory’s fourteenth-century Bartholomew series. By contrast,
historical crime fiction from the German-speaking world tends to focus
on the more immediate past.
German reunification in 1990
prompted a wide-ranging public discussion about the country’s uneasy
double past of fascism and communism.
Thirty years on, a boom in Germanlanguage crime fiction testifies to the
enduring interest in those eras, and
other key twentieth-century events.
There is no shortage to choose
from: the First World War, the collapse
of the German and Austro-Hungarian
empires, the Weimar Republic and the
Great Depression, National Socialism
and the Second World War, Allied
Occupation, the division of Germany
and the Cold War, the terrorist
movement of the 1970s and the disappearance of East Germany.
A number of those periods have
dark, criminal associations, which helps
to explain why crime authors are drawn
to writing about them, and why the
genre is a particularly suitable vehicle
for exploring their complexities. The
capacity of the state to persecute

dissenting citizens, the actions of
individuals or groups against the state
and the government’s sometimes
overzealous response all provide rich
material for the historical crime
author’s pen.
One recent, notable trend is the
publication of German-language crime
series that explore a significant sweep
of twentieth-century history. The most
ambitious of these is the series Es
geschah in Berlin (‘It happened in
Berlin’), which uses the investigations
of Berlin police inspector Hermann
Kappe to trace German history from
shortly before the collapse of the
German empire through to the Cold
War era. To date, twenty-six novels set
at two-year intervals from 1910 to
1960 have appeared, with Hermann’s
nephew Otto Kappe taking over
investigative duties in 1956. The
novels are written by a collective of
authors under the editorship of Horst
Bosetzky, a well-known German crime
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writer and sociologist, who conceived community in the 1950s. A whole
the project in 2007 with the publisher family is murdered with a pickaxe, and
Jaron. The series has been dubbed the readers have to sift through
a Kettenroman, or chain novel, which different voices and interpretations
points to its larger aim of becoming an to make up their own minds as to
epic, multi-part story that provides what happened.
a detailed investigation of twentiethFerdinand von Schirach’s The
century German history, with Berlin as Collini Case (translated by Anthea Bell)
a symbolic centre of events. This series uses the apparently motiveless murder
has yet to be translated into English.
of an elderly German industrialist to
Some further series are starting to probe the West German judicial
reach English-speaking audiences too. system’s failure to prosecute former
Babylon Berlin, the first in the best- Nazis effectively. It is given additional
selling Gereon Rath series set in Berlin resonance by the author’s family
in 1929, was published by Sandstone background: his grandfather was
Press in 2016, in a translation by Niall Baldur von Schirach, leader of the
Sellar, and is now a TV series. The Hitler Youth organisation.
author Volker Kutscher admits he was
Other crime authors explore postinspired by the classic children’s book war German history more widely.
Emil and the Detectives. If it’s the chaos Bernhard Schlink is better known for his
of post-war Hamburg you are after, literary novel The Reader (translated by
though, Cay Rademacher’s first book in Carol Brown Janeway), but he has
the Inspector Stave
also written a trilogy
trilogy, The Murderer
featuring a detective
By posing larger historical,
in Ruins, is also availcalled Self (translated
able, from Arcadia political and ethical questions, by Peter Constantine),
many German crime novels covering not only
Press, translated by
harness the genre for
Peter Millar.
the legacy of the Nazi
ambitious
ends and create
Numerous crime
past (Self ’s Punopportunities for
standalones
also
ishment) but also
dialogues with a mass
examine Germany’s
1970s terrorism
readership
in
the
present.
difficult
historical
(Self’s Deception) and
legacy and underthe collapse of East
standably focus on the Nazi past and Germany (Self’s Murder).
questions of individual or collective
The pain and disillusionment of
guilt. Post-war reluctance to address German reunification for young Berliners
the past is the theme of Andrea Maria is presented in Zoran Drvenkar’s
Schenkel’s prize-winning novel The cynical take on criminal entrepreneurship
Murder Farm (translated by Anthea entitled Sorry (translated by Shaun
Bell), transposing a genuine murder Whiteside). Jakob Arjouni has given us
case from the 1920s to a rural the Turkish-German private investigator

One of the primary aims of
historical crime fiction (much like the
crime genre as a whole) is to provide
readers with gripping and entertaining
narratives. The English-language authors
writing crime fiction set in Germany –
for example, Philip Kerr, Alan Furst
or David Downing – are particularly
adept at using the historical backdrop
to enhance the chilling elements in
their stories.
For the German-language contingent, the professions of a number of
these historical crime writers – such as
lawyer (von Schirach), judge (Schlink)
and teacher (Jaumann) – suggest that
there is often a more serious purpose
to their works. They aim to educate
readers about particular eras or events,
explore key points of historical debate,
such as perpetrator motivation or
German wartime suffering, and make
readers think more deeply about
complex issues such as justice. By
posing larger historical, political and
ethical questions, many German crime
novels harness the genre for ambitious
ends and create opportunities for
dialogues with a mass readership in
the present.
Marina Sofia and Kat Hall
This article was first published on
crimefictionlover.com in October 2015.
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Marina Sofia reviews crime fiction on the Crime Fiction Lover website, occasionally reviews
other books on Shiny New Books and Necessary Fiction, and works behind the scenes at
Asymptote Journal.
Kat Hall is a translator and editor. She reviews international crime fiction on her blog ‘Mrs
Peabody Investigates’ (mrspeabodyinvestigates.wordpress.com).
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Kemal Kayankaya, and in the fourth
book in his series, Kismet, translated by
Anthea Bell, the character wrestles
with the fall-out from the collapse of
communism and the Balkan wars when
organised crime from Eastern Europe
arrives in his home city of Frankfurt. In
Brother Kemal, Arjouni tackles issues
such as immigration, failed assimilation
and religious intolerance, which are
more timely than ever in light of the
refugee crisis in Europe. Finally, Simon
Urban’s alternative history Plan D
(translated by Katy Derbyshire), set in
a 2011 East Germany in which the
Berlin Wall still stands, uses police
procedural and hardboiled detective
novel conventions to take a wry look at
post-war history and the terms of
German reunification.
A notable exception to the dominant
focus on internal history is the author
Bernhard Jaumann, with his series of
novels set in contemporary Namibia,
exploring the long-term effects of
German colonialism. The tense, atmospheric political thriller The Hour of the
Jackal (translated by John Brownjohn)
is a reconstruction of a real-life unsolved
case, while Steinland (not yet translated)
examines the fall-out from the
Namibian government’s recent landreform policies, which aim to return
farmland acquired by German settlers
duringcolonialruletoblackcommunities.

DARK TALENTS OF THE KRIMI
BARRY FORSHAW

AN APPRECIATION BY

There are few crime fiction aficionados who would deny that one of the most
significant German crime writers was a coruscating talent who died far too
young. Achieving literary success at the precipitate age of twenty is not always
the soundest of moves, but Jakob Arjouni (1964-2013) parlayed it into
a highly successful career, leaving behind an impressive corpus of novels at his
death at the age of forty-eight (the similarly short-lived Stieg Larsson at least
reached half a century). Arjouni’s books included five quirky private-eye novels
featuring Kemal Kayankaya, his Turkish detective working in Frankfurt, most
notably Happy Birthday, Turk!, written in 1987 and filmed in 1992, and translated
into English by Anselm Hollo.
When Sebastian Fitzek’s novel Therapy (translated by Sally-Ann Spencer)
dislodged The Da Vinci Code from the number-one position in the German book
charts, attention began to be paid to a writer (born in 1971) who was clearly
doing something unusual, shaking up the psychological crime genre and producing something rich and strange. Subsequent books by Fitzek have maintained
an upward trajectory, including The Eye Collector (translated by John Brownjohn, 2013). This writer is particularly interested in the ways in which crime
leaves scars on the human soul.
Volker Kutscher (born in 1962), author of the sprawling Babylon Berlin series
(successfully adapted for television and translated by Niall Sellar), told me that
he did not choose Weimar Germany for his work, but Weimar Berlin. ‘This is
a topic that has fascinated me since I read Erich Kästner’s children’s book Emil and
the Detectives,’ said Kutscher. His own books are about the sometimes golden,
sometimes roaring twenties in Berlin and how they came to an end. ‘And they are
also about the first strongly functioning democracy in Germany,’ he continued.
‘About its strengths, its weaknesses, and – finally – its tragic reality. Babylon
Berlin is about Western values and how important it is to defend them against
their enemies. Freedom and democracy are something we have to fight for.’
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There are other notable names in the world of the Krimi, such as Ingrid Noll
(German, but born in 1935 in Shanghai). Noll was a late starter, publishing her first
novel aged fifty. Her signature book is the compelling The Pharmacist (translated by
Ian Mitchell). The film adaptation was nominated for a German film award.

There are other writers well worthy of attention who are as yet largely unknown in
Britain, including the very adroit author of detective stories Mechtild Borrmann
(bornin1960inCologne),whosedistinctiveworkwonthe2012DeutscherKrimiPreis.
With dark literary talents such as these from the past and the present, the Krimi is
something that Germany can justly be proud of.
Barry Forshaw
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Barry Forshaws books include Crime Fiction: A Reader’s Guide, the Keating Award-winning
Brit Noir, Nordic Noir, Death in a Cold Climate, Sex and Film and the British Crime Writing
encyclopedia (also a Keating Award winner). He edits Crime Time.
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Equally lauded is the writer Ferdinand von Schirach, born in Munch in 1964, who
also trained and practised as a lawyer. This author is a scion of the blue-blooded
West Slavic Schirach family, and is one of Germany’s most successful crime writers.
His books have been translated into more than thirty-five languages, though he is
less widely read in the UK than he should be. His 2009 book Crime (translated by
Carol Brown Janeway), based on cases from his chamber, stayed on the Spiegel
bestseller list for fifty-four weeks.

The German Riveter is delighted to offer you some
EXCLUSIVE EXTRACTS from authors writing in German and
about Germany. We’d like to thank their publishers for
permitting us to include them in our magazine.

FROM

BY

PRAVDA HA HA

RORY MACLEAN (BLOOMSBURY, 2019)
EXCLUSIVE DIGEST, INTRODUCED
BY

ROSIE GOLDSMITH
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Thirty years ago this month, Rory MacLean – ‘surely the outstanding, and
most indefatigable, traveller-writer of our time’ according to John le Carré
– walked across no-man’s-land at the start of his journey from Berlin to
Moscow. In East Germany, Czechoslovakia, Poland, Hungary, Romania and
Russia, he met people who hadn’t spoken to a foreigner in decades, who
opened their hearts and told him stories of lost years, ruined lives and
secret policemen. Stalin’s Nose, the tragi-comedic story of his journey,
became a UK top ten and has never been out of print.
Now MacLean has remade that journey, backwards, travelling from
Moscow to Berlin and Brexit Britain, trying to understand what went
wrong. In Pravda Ha Ha: True Travels to the End of Europe (Bloomsbury)
he asks what became of our faith in the healing power of openness,
compassion and reconciliation? Why – after that promising dawn – has the
Kremlin redoubled its efforts to undermine European unity? And how
could so many in the West have fallen for the populists’ lies and spin, dragging democracy to this precarious present moment?
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‘Here it began, and ended,’ recalls MacLean in Pravda Ha Ha. ‘Here at the
flashpoint of the world rose the Berlin Wall, and here it fell away as an historical
aberration. Here in 1989 I made a trail of footprints across the smoothed
sand of no-man’s-land, believing that Europe had changed for ever.
‘I’d first seen the heinous barrier half a lifetime earlier. At the heart of
the continent had been watchtowers, barbed wire and Grenztruppen
border guards instructed to shoot fellow citizens who wanted to live under
a different system. The sight of that great divide, between a capitalist West
and a communist East, had shaken me to the core. I’d stood for hours on
the wooden observation platform overlooking Potsdamer Platz and the
Brandenburg Gate. I’d stared in silence across the death strip, stunned that
a clash of ideas could be set in cement at the centre of a city.
‘Then one cool November night came the most unexpected and joyous
moment of the century. Ossis and Wessis, East and West, danced together on
the Wall, holding hands, waving sparklers, united in jubilation for the new
beginning. Swarms of buzzing Trabants – the cardboard car for comrades
belching blue smoke, breaking down, being pushed – circled gangs of soldiers
dismantling the concrete slabs. At Checkpoint Charlie the Russian cellist
Mstislav Rostropovich – who had been harassed, intimidated and stripped
of his citizenship by the Soviets – played an impromptu Bach suite. Bouquets
of flowers covered the windscreens of police vans. British squaddies
served cups of scalding tea to the rippling crowd. As they drank and sang,
the East Germans glanced back at the barrier, hardly believing they were
finally free. Soon the slabs of white concrete would be stacked in neat piles.
The barbed wire was coiled into tumbleweed balls. Within a year the entire
wall – bar a few token stretches – truly vanished, leaving in its place only
a discreet line of paving stones. The two halves of the country were
reunited and Germans called the change die Wende. The turning point.’
But today as MacLean discovered, many in former East Germany feel
that they’ve been left behind by the change, their anxiety heightened by
both the influx of refugees and the aftershock of the financial crisis. As in
Russia, Hungary, Poland and the UK, their grievances are exploited by ambitious
opportunists who – in their quest for power, in their bigotry – are mutilating truth and trying to hijack democracy.
Of his return to eastern Germany, MacLean writes:
‘Wir sind das Volk, the mob chanted in Leinefelde and Chemnitz. Wir
sind das Volk they cried while surrounding a refugee bus in Clausnitz.
Wir sind das Volk yelled the thugs as they chased two dozen dark-skinned
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teenagers through the streets of Bautzen. Thirty years ago Wir sind das Volk
– ‘We are the people’ – was a cry for democracy, for freedom, for inclusion.
Now the far right has co-opted the slogan, repeating it over and over,
exploiting it to exclude those who think differently, who are different.
‘Saxony has a history of neo-Nazi protests. In the last election one in
four Chemnitz voters cast their ballot for the anti-immigrant AfD. Dresden
is the home of the nationalist movement, Pegida, the so-called Patriotic
Europeans Against the Islamisation of the West. Leinefelde – population
19,617 – is one of hundreds of small eastern towns where far-right groups
hold annual festivals, preaching a hate-filled, pro-white gospel. Berlin, only
a few hundred miles distant, is another world.
‘But Berlin is not Germany, just as London is not England, as New York
and LA are not the United States. Berlin – for the moment at least – is
different, a refuge for a reconstituted liberal order.
‘I returned to it by train, the journey taking a couple of hours, and
changed onto the U-Bahn. On a bench, on the platform, a young mother
waited in silence with her two young sons. She wore a headscarf and voluminous black abaya. The boys sported new Germany football shirts and
back-turned caps. All had heavy shadows under their eyes. I guessed that
they were newcomers.
‘As a U-Bahn train glided into the station, they seemed to lean back as
if in awe. A twenty-something man – the boys’ father – stood apart from
them, close to the platform edge. When the train doors opened he
nodded and his boys leapt to their feet to dart into a carriage, laughing
with sudden excitement. To ride the underground was so much more fun
than being driven out of Damascus or Aleppo by Russian bombs, than
travelling across the continent in the back of trucks. Their mother – who
I imagine had wept throughout the journey in fear for her children –
followed them onto the train, taking a seat and gathering her sons around
her skirts like a mother hen.
‘But the younger boy, who was not much older than a toddler, was too
excited to sit down. As the doors closed and the train jerked forward, he
rocked back and forth on his feet, shouting to his father who sat across
from the small, tight family. The child was thrilled by the noise of the
wheels, by the strobing lights, by the novelty of the smiling faces of the Berlin
commuters. His parents and older brother tried to quieten him, hushing him
in Arabic. But he would not be restrained and stuck out his short, pink
tongue at them.

At the end of Pravda Ha Ha, MacLean acknowledges that ‘Thirty years ago
I travelled with the certainty of a young man, living by certain principles,
prizing certain values. Over the decades those certainties – those ethics –
have sustained me, and I've continued to live by them as much as possible.
But now tolerance, empathy and even the promise of the future are under
attack. In 1989 eleven countries had border walls or fences. Today there
more than seventy around the world. At the dawn of another new age,
I have to find a way to keep faith in them, despite the rise of chauvinism and
xenophobia, the echo of marching boots, the exploitation of the dispossessed, and the shadow of Brexit. I need to understand why Europe’s
unspeakable past can’t be kept at bay.’
Rory MacLean
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Rory MacLean is a British-Canadian historian and travel writer. He is the author of more
than a dozen books, which have been translated into a dozen languages. A Fellow of the Royal
Society of Literature, he divides his time between the UK, Berlin and Toronto.
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‘Then his father – in his embarrassment, in jest, in a gesture unseen by
me in Germany in all the years I’ve known the country – curled his
fingers into the shape of a pistol and took a shot at his son. In a flash the boy
responded, firing back at his father with both hands, taking cover behind
another seat, imagining the crack and ricochet of gunfire around the now
hushed carriage.
No one on the train was smiling now.’

EXTRACT FROM

BY

AUF DEM SEIL (‘TIGHTROPE’)

TERÉZIA MORA (LUCHTERHAND LITERATURVERLAG, 2019)
TRANSLATED BY

IMOGEN TAYLOR

I can’t help but be happy.
Darius Kopp stood in the middle of the garden on the patch of grass
between the flowerbed and the olive trees, and looked up at the volcano. It
was so early that the garden was still dark and damp, but there was sun up
on the slopes. The clouds had pulled back into a ruff, the cone was clearly
visible. A long, white hair of smoke had detached itself and was drifting
out towards the sea. Quite some view, that, first thing in the morning – or
any time of day, come to that. You can’t knock it.
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When Gabriella looked out of the window at 5.50 am, as she did every day,
Kopp was still there. She opened the window and said good morning to him.
Oh good, you’re awake, you’ve got some time. The bulb in number
three needs changing and the plug socket’s loose.
I need to get going at about eight, said Kopp.
That’s what I’m saying.
I haven’t had a shower yet. He didn’t say that though. Didn’t go and have
one either. He only washed his face, hands and armpits, and was finished
before the water had time to warm up. Then he shaved – there was no getting round that; if he skipped it, she’d only send him off to do it later. She
knows the done thing and sees it as her duty to point it out to him. On the
whole he’s fine with that; it’s her house, her country, and nobody (certainly
not Darius Kopp) is as well up on the local customs. Some of her advice, of
course, is unnecessary, not to say patronising, but we won’t dwell on that. The
fact is, she’s the boss. Kopp did as he was told, as usual, and changed the bulb
before he’d even had breakfast. Worse luck for him, the lamp short-circuited;
the new bulb blew immediately. Kopp cursed (under his breath).
He went into the kitchen and told Gabriella that the lamp was broken.
Gabriella was getting breakfast for the two families in apartments two and six.
The milk had grown a skin – would that make her grumpy or just grimly alert?
Then get a new one. They have them in the hipermercato. You can pick
one up when you do the food shopping.

Terézia Mora
Translated by Imogen Taylor
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Terézia Mora was born in Hungary, moving to Berlin in 1990. She is a renowned translator
from Hungarian and an award-winning writer. She is the recipient of the German Book Prize,
the Georg Büchner Prize and the Ingeborg Bachmann Prize.
Imogen Taylor studied French and German at New College, Oxford and the Humboldt
University in Berlin. In March 2016, she was awarded the Goethe-Institut Award for New
Translation. She works as a freelance translator in Berlin.

Terézia Mora, Auf dem Seil
© 2019 Luchterhand Literaturverlag, München, in der Verlagsgruppe Random House GmbH

He didn’t manage the plug socket before he set off. Gabriella pulled a face
but said nothing. The guests were within ear- and eyeshot. Darius Kopp
gave them a friendly wave as he drove away. A woman waved back.
The feeling of happiness returned the moment he closed the gate
behind him, and set in as he bumped along the narrow lanes from the
agriturismo to the motorway. Dry-stone walls and brushwood fences on
either side, or sometimes just macchia. The roads are only ever wide
enough for one, but there are bays where you can wait and let people pass.
A man had pulled over under a holly oak and nodded at Kopp as he drove
past. Someone I know? Or just someone who knows me? It was half an hour
to the toll booths. He arrived on time and waited in the drizzle and the
diesel fumes until Francesco came.

riveting extracts

A new base would do it, the shade’s still fine.
You’re the expert.
But I’m out with Francesco today.
So?
(The hipermercato is open until ten. So there’s no excuse. I’ll get
everything done today. Not tomorrow, not never.)
And the plug socket?
Haven’t got round to it yet.
Then get round to it.
I haven’t had breakfast.
It’s only two screws.
Do we even have the right kind of screws?
How am I supposed to know?
Kopp didn’t think they did; he’d have to buy screws too.
Gabriella had no opinion on the matter; she went into the dining room
with the guests’ breakfasts. Kopp stayed in the kitchen and ate up the odds
and ends she’d left on the table (with his fingers and without sitting down).

EXTRACT FROM

WIE HOCH DIE WASSER STEIGEN
(‘DEEP WATERS RISING’)

BY

ANJA KAMPMANN (CARL HANSER VERLAG, 2018)
TRANSLATED BY

ANNE STOKES
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He must have dreamed something, but when the alarm went off, he recalled no
more than scraps, trees in a landscape, a couple of hills. It was Mátyás’s alarm,
since his shift was due to begin in a couple of minutes. The light was still on, the
air muggy. He had forgotten to close the door to the shower room.
Mátyás wasn’t there. Wind pressed against the wall of the cabin. It was
quiet out in the corridor. They would suspend the work for another couple
of hours. He turned onto his side and stared at his belongings. Everything
was lying just as it had been, even his duffle bag with the soapstone, which
he always carried with him, was lying where it always lay.
Vaclav pulled the covers around him more tightly and thought he had
only closed his eyes briefly when something made him start, something
dull, very far away, not the clatter of steps in the corridor, something other
than the piercing signal that the work should continue. The sense of unease
was unexpected and strong. It appeared to emanate from the bright wall,
where the sudden daylight drew a vivid line. His warm fleece was also still
hanging in the cupboard.
So, he would take the fleece to him. It was a clear morning, heavy
clouds shifted as though in a hurry across the early blue. In the distance,
a silver shimmer persisted. He carried the fleece for Mátyás, and he carried
it like a plea, while the rumble of the machines suddenly seemed unreal to
him. ‘Here we are,’ said Petrov, as he rounded the bright blue tank, behind
which they were drawing samples.
He saw the familiar bowls with the oil slick, the stones and the slimy
soil, saw everything he knew so well, the shakers, the monitors and tubes,
saw Petrov with his good-natured smile, but he didn’t see Mátyás. ‘Where’s
your friend this morning?’ Petrov took off his safety glasses and looked at
him in exactly the same way as Vaclav was looking at him.

Anja Kampmann
Translated by Anne Stokes

Anja Kampmann,Wie hoch die Wasser steigen ©2018 Carl Hanser Verlag GmbH & Co. KG,
München
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Anja Kampmann is a poet and fiction writer, and the recipient of the MDR Literaturpreis
andtheWolfgang-Weyrauch-Förderpreis.HerlatestnovelDeepWatersRisingwasnominated
for the Alfred Döblin Prize, the Leipzig Book Fair Prize and the German Book Prize. She
lives in Leipzig.

Anne Stokes teaches German and translation at the University of Stirling. Her poetry
translations have been shortlisted for the Oxford-Weidenfeld Literary Translation Prize
and for the Popescu European Poetry Translation Prize, and commended by the Stephen
Spender Prize for poetry translation.
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He had wanted to wait until Mátyás came of his own accord. Work had
started only slowly after the long night. He didn’t need to remind Petrov
of the darkness of the sea. They searched. The realisation came only
gradually, as they were looking through each room, the entire deck, every
corner and every step down into the landing stages, the fitness room, the
canteen several times over, and their own cabins several times too, as
announcements were made, the foreman carried out routine questioning
of the workers, and the sky opened up into an almost glorious midday,
although nothing of the day and none of the sea birds above the water
could be real. As radio messages were sent off, someone brought him a hot
drink, and he scoured each jacket leg, the water shimmering crazily. They
tried to rein him in and finally left him sitting among the containers, and, as
a perfectly round sun sank into the water, he finally noticed that he was still
holding something in his hand, which only in the evening and in front of the
perfectly level horizon, evolved into something that had once been
Mátyás’s fleece.

EXTRACT FROM

HOPPE BY FELICITAS HOPPE
(S. FISCHER VERLAG, 2012)
TRANSLATED BY ANTHEA BELL

We have documentary evidence, on the other hand, for Hoppe’s childhood
years in Canada, the house in Brantford (Ontario), ‘my first igloo’, the ice
palace of the only child of an ‘inventor father’ who leaves the house at
seven in the morning and is seldom back before seven in the evening, while
Felicitas attends school in the mornings, and in the afternoons, unknown to
her father, goes on the ice: ‘It was Wayne [this is probably the Canadian icehockey player Wayne Gretzky /fh], who persuaded me to go with him. He
was small, thin as candlewick [only one of Hoppe’s many allusions to her
favourite book, Carlo Collodi’s Pinocchio /fh], he knew Ukrainian songs, and
was a genius at fixing victories on the ice from the back, while he was
unpredictable behind the goal.’
Above all, he had genuine siblings and a mother who could cook. Hoppe
is nearly six and in love. She begs her equipment item by item, first the gloves
(second-hand), then the stick (on loan in return for her pocket-money), and
after her first fall (which leaves a scar below her right eye) her father, who
until now claims to have known nothing about this activity of hers, ‘grinding
his teeth, makes her her first helmet cage, so that she won’t end up like Sawchuk’.
[This is probably Terry Sawchuk /fh]. He did not take much interest in the rest
of it: ‘While he checked patents for the Bell Telephone Company of Canada,
I invented the luminous puck. For my father insisted that you had to invent
everything for yourself: “Never use anything that you didn’t invent.”’
A work entitled My Sunday Inventions is eloquent evidence that Hoppe
took her father’s admonitions very seriously. She notes, in alphabetical
order, everything that seems to her a personal necessity, at the same time
recording her private complaints and wishes. Under A (as in asthma)
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Felicitas Hoppe is an award-winning German writer whose prizes include the Aspekte
Literature Prize, the Georg Büchner Prize and the Erich Kästner Prize for Literature. She
has taught at various universities in Germany and the USA and lives in Berlin.

Felicitas Hoppe
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Translated by Anthea Bell
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a device for ‘supplying fresh air in an emergency’, without which she never
boards a plane in later years (her fear of flying is inherited from her father,
who was in an air crash in the fifties and travelled overseas exclusively by
ship for the rest of his life); under B (as in bed) the ‘Canadian hot-water
bottle’; under C (as in Canada) a ‘map for first-time visitors’, with the comment: ‘Just in case any more of them come.’ Under D (as in dark), a luminous
conductor’s baton for use in the orchestra pit in the event of a power failure. And under H, Hoppe’s legendary hockey gloves, which, improved and
further developed, will lead a Swiss ladies’ team to success in later years. To
this day, the equally legendary luminous puck cannot be found listed among
Hoppe’s Sunday inventions, and its official invention is credited to Eberhard von der Mark fifteen years later (1983) because Hoppe failed to apply
for the patent. (An ordinary hard rubber disc, fitted with light diodes, sets
off a blinking red signal lasting several seconds when it is struck, and is
patented in Europe under the number 0 273 944.)

NEW BOOKS IN GERMAN:
AN INTERVIEW WITH CHARLOTTE RYLAND BY ALYSON COOMBES
As Germany marks thirty years since the fall of the Berlin Wall, New Books
in German (NBG) is undergoing its own changes. After ten years leading the
project, Charlotte Ryland has moved on from her post of editor. She
discusses the last decade with her NBG colleague, Alyson Coombes.
Alyson Coombes: Charlotte, how did you initially get involved with NBG?
Charlotte Ryland: I couldn’t believe my luck when I was appointed to edit New
Books in German back in autumn 2009. Until then I’d followed a traditional academic
route, gradually coming to focus on German literature. But by that time, two years
post-PhD, it had become clear to me that I didn’t want to stay immersed in the
academic world; I needed to do something faster-paced, with more immediate
impact – something that felt more ‘alive’. I knew about NBG and had met the then
editor Rebecca K. Morrison at a conference, and was massively impressed by the
project and its potential. I knew I was an outsider candidate as I’d had very little
experience of publishing and hadn’t been directly involved previously in NBG, so it
felt like a real gift to be handed responsibility for it, and one that I have cherished.
AC: Back in those early days, what were your key aims for the project?
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CR: When I joined NBG, I became part of a wonderful network of committed individuals and organisations, all working with a common aim. It seemed to me that furthering
that aim was largely about communication; the magazine had to reach the right
people, those with the power to make changes in the field, and it had to foster
communication and connection. I also wanted to make sure that it remained what it
had become over the years: a beautifully curated and written publication that those
interested in international literature wanted to read from cover to cover. These dual
aims led me to develop NBG into even more of a curated magazine, with themed
issues and regular features: interviews with translators and publishers of translated
literature; feature articles on new – and more established – authors; and Englishlanguage authors writing about their connection to German-language literature.
I wanted the magazine itself to become a space where connections were forged.

CR: I think the key word here is diversity. One of the things that struck me when
I joined NBG was the extent to which immigration was influencing and enriching
contemporary German-language literature, and this has simply gathered pace.
I think this increasing diversity has made my job as advocate of Germanlanguage literature easier, because it’s helped with the task of ‘re-branding’ the
literature – moving away from quite entrenched views of it as humourless,
dense, philosophical and male. These views nonetheless remain extraordinarily
persistent, especially in the media, and there’s some way to go before we
succeed with this sea-change.
Then there’s the increase in books in languages other than German coming
into the translated-literature marketplace, which is a challenge that I’ve been
very happy to encounter. Since I’ve been working at NBG there’s been an absolute
diversity explosion within translated literature in the UK. My not-at-all-verifiedby-any-statistical-research impression is that the increasing numbers of books
from countries that had previously had hardly any translations into English has
reduced the market share for German-language books in translation. For, while
the number of books published is increasing, the number of readers for those
books has not increased at the same rate. Throughout my time at NBG I’ve
considered myself to be an advocate of all literatures in translation at least as
much as a champion of German-language literature, and as such I find this
development wholly positive. The next stage is for NBG and its sister organisations
to work together more to increase the readership for all translated literature.
Time to leave the persistent three (or is it five?) per cent behind.
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AC: What are your highlights from the last decade?
CR:The unparalleled highlight of my time as NBG editor has been setting up the
Emerging Translators Programme, which I launched in 2011. This project goes
to the core of everything I’ve tried to do over these years – celebrating and
promoting the art of translation and its craft; fostering networks and connections; carving out space for creative collaborations; and bringing the finest
German-language literature into English.
The stand-out title for me over my ten years was Das achte Leben (‘The Eighth
Life’) by Nino Haratischvili, which absolutely gripped me for all of its 1,000+ pages
(and features strongly in this German Riveter). For me the best books, like Nino’s,
find a perfect balance between intelligent and compelling writing – a balance also
present in works by Jenny Erpenbeck, Judith Schalansky, Juli Zeh and Iris Hanika.

publishing german literature

AC: What do you think have been the major changes within German literature and
translated literature in the UK over the last ten years?

AC: What will you be doing next?
CR: During my time at NBG I’ve also worked as a Lecturer in German at Oxford
University and have become very interested in language learning, the status of
multilingualism in this country and the need for advocacy in that field. I’ve recently
brought this together with my love of translation – in particular collaborative translation in workshops – to develop ways of advocating multilingualism and intercultural exchange through translation. I’m doing this through a new translation
centre that I’ve established in Oxford, the Queen’s College Translation Exchange,
which runs translation events for people of all ages but with a focus on schools,
and through my directorship of the Stephen Spender Trust. In both of these roles,
I’m driven by the conviction that literary translation is the perfect way to engage
creatively with other languages and to generate intercultural exchange, regardless of the participants’ linguistic abilities. So my career is taking me into more
multilingual worlds, but I’ll always be grateful to NBG, and the original committee
who gave me the job, for the huge privilege of working in this world.
AC: Thank you!
WELCOME TO THE NEW NBG EDITOR SARAH HARRINGTON HEMENS
So what’s next for New Books in German? The NBG team are delighted to
welcome Sarah Harrington Hemens, who has spent the last few months gathering
a wide range of views and ideas on NBG and working hard to develop the future
direction of the project. Sarah has an MA (Hons) in German from the University
of Edinburgh and has studied and worked in Berlin and Cologne. She interned
with New Books in German towards the end of 2017 and has since been writing
reader reports on German books for a foreign rights agent.
Sarah has a background in fundraising with trusts and foundations, as well as
overseeing and developing print and online publications, and external communications, in a range of fields, including human rights, humanitarian aid, housing and
homelessness, and medical research. She is currently the Vice Chair of AntiSlavery International, the world’s oldest international human rights organisation.
Welcome, Sarah – we are all very much looking forward to seeing what the
future has in store for you and New Books in German!
Charlotte Ryland works in a variety of ways to promote language learning and literature – as a project
manager, editor, translator and lecturer. Formerly Editor of New Books in German, she is Director of the
Stephen Spender Trust and runs the Translation Exchange at The Queen’s College Oxford.

90

Alyson Coombes is a freelance translator and editor. Her co-translation Eichmann’s Executioner
by Astrid Dehe and Achim Engstler was published in 2017 by The New Press. She works with the
European Literature Network and New Books in German to help promote contemporary European
literature in the UK.
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‘Actually, don’t tell anyone else about the idea. We’d like some time to think
about it.’
Imagine the scene: I was at last year’s Frankfurt Book Fair, talking to
Leif Greinus from the German publishing house Voland & Quist, perched on
stools at their stylish black booth on the ‘Island of Independent Publishers’.
I’d just told him my vague plan to start up an English-language imprint with
a German publishing house. It was my first appointment at the fair, where
publishers were mainly talking about money-saving measures such as
cancelling their usual lavish parties. So Leif’s reaction surprised me.
Many meetings later, it’s autumn 2020 German booksellers and readers love.
and we’re ready to launch V & Q Books. We’re lucky to have persuaded bestIt’s a dream I didn’t know I had – we’ll be selling writers Lucy Fricke and Isabel
selling what we call
Bogdan to take a chance
‘remarkable writing from
on us. What unites all our
The hard work is
Germany’ in the UK and
is a strong sense of
making me feel like titles
Ireland. After years of
place (though that place is
I’m doing something not necessarily Germany),
pitching German books to
to
counter the chilling and perhaps a certain playUK publishers, I felt
effect
of Brexit Britain fulness and love of
frustrated by the paucity
closing its doors.
and lack of diversity of
exploration. The challenge
translated fiction. In terms
now is to get British and
of German books, that means not only Irish readers to pick up our books
a gender imbalance among translated and take them home.
writers, but also a fairly restricted range
What we’re hoping for is readers
of themes and subject matters. A lot of who see themselves as Europeans, who
novels by old white men about Nazis, in want to retain intellectual links to the
other words. And now I have a chance to Continent, to keep their minds open and
change that, to some extent.
their imaginations receptive. Books for
Choosing our titles was the easy the forty-eight per cent? Something like
part; so little gets translated that we had that. I’m cynical enough not to believe
a wealth of books to choose from. Our that books can change the world, but I
list – we’ve planned out the first two do think that reading fiction trains
years in advance – is a mix of personal empathy, and understanding for others
favourites that have slipped through the is something we can all use more of.
net, by Sandra Hoffmann and Selim
It’s a risk; but it’s a risk we think
Özdogan, for instance, and novels that is worth taking. And the hard work is
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PUBLISHING GERMAN LITERATURE: SETTING UP V & Q
BY KATY DERBYSHIRE

making me feel like I’m doing something to counter the chilling effect of
Brexit Britain closing its doors. That
something is small and not hugely
significant, but it will bring a handful
of writers to the UK and Ireland, helping a few readers to slip into fictional
lives similar to and yet different from
their own – be they Turkish migrant
workers, southern German teenagers,

Croatian actresses, concentrationcamp librarians, Scottish lairds or
daughters on a European road trip.
I hope it makes a difference. And yes,
after almost a year of not telling anyone
about my idea, I’m now delighted to
shout it from the rooftops – V & Q
Books is born!
Katy Derbyshire
For more details, see https://www.vq-books.eu/

Katy Derbyshire is a London-born, award-winning translator who has lived in Berlin for over
twenty years. She is now also publisher at V & Q Books, and in 2020 will be the London Book
Fair’s Literary Translator of the Fair.

PUBLISHING GERMAN LITERATURE: 100 GERMAN MUST-READS
BY SABINE KIESELBACH
It all began when our literature team at the Deutsche Welle asked ourselves
the question: why are so few German-language writers translated into
English? Exploring this question further, we ended up with a list: 100
German-language books, written between 1901 and today, that are
available in English – 100 German Must-Reads.
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It might sound like a cliché, but many of award-winning 2014 debut novel Vielthese 100 titles are about German leicht Esther (‘Maybe Esther’, translated
history. Does that make them heavy by Shelley Frisch), Katja Petrowskaja
going or unenjoyable? Of course not – pieces together the story of her family,
these books have found resonance including the Nazis’ massacre of Kiev’s
with numerous readers. Jurek Becker’s Jewish population, to paint a sweeping
1969 novel Jakob der
picture of twentiethLügner (‘Jacob the Liar’,
Now, a year after we century Europe.
translated
by
Leila
Germany’s
Eastbegan the project,
Vennewitz together with we’ve gathered some
West division is another
Jurek Becker), about life
theme that frequently
fascinating insights
and death in a Polish
makes for great literature
into how German
ghetto during the Second
– stories of communist
identity is viewed
World War, is considered
East Germany and its
abroad.
a masterpiece. And in her
almost surreal surveillance
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want to find out more about it and
about how Germans deal with their
history – the proverbial Vergangenheitsbewältigung (coming to terms with the
past). We also discovered that some
readers enjoy German novels without
even realising they’re reading foreign
fiction. Patrick Süskind and Cornelia
Funke aren’t just successful German
writers, they’re brilliant storytellers.
And by no means everyone is aware
that Franz Kafka wrote in German
(despite not being German).
Now, a year after we began the
project, we’ve gathered some fascinating
insights into how German identity is
viewed abroad. And we’ve also observed
that interest in German-language writing
is slowly growing. It seems that the oftencited three per cent of literary fiction titles
published in translation in the UK is
growing slowly, and is now closer to five
per cent, thanks to the lone warriors
fighting its corner – the publishers that
specialise in translated fiction; the new
prizes for translated fiction that have
sprung up in recent years; the private and
public initiatives designed to whet readers’
appetites for translated fiction. We hope
that with our list, we’re also making
a modest contribution – and helping to
raise awareness of some great authors
writing in German.
Sabine Kieselbach
Visit 100 German Must-Reads at
https://www.dw.com/en/top-stories/100-must-reads/
s-43415865 or youtube/dwbooks

Sabine Kieselbach started reporting on books and culture for newspapers and radio stations
while studying at university. She has been an editor at Deutsche Welle since 1994, and DW’s
literary correspondent since 2016. Her latest project is new English-language YouTube channel
‘DW Books’.
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state as described by Wolfgang Hilbig,
and stories that place the GDR in the
context of a century of German history
in the novels of Jenny Erpenbeck.
The list also includes classics by
Thomas Mann, Franz Kafka and Günter
Grass, as well as experimental fiction,
fantasy fiction and thrillers – writing that
reflects the diversity of Germanlanguage literature in the twentieth and
twenty-first centuries. Some of the
novels have been international bestsellers, such as Daniel Kehlmann’s
Measuring the World (translated by Carol
Brown Janeway). Others are little known
even in Germany, such as Yoko Tawada’s
Memoirs of a Polar Bear (translated by
Susan Bernofsky).
For each book, we made an online
video, both in English and German, and
we’ve posted the books on Facebook,
Twitter and our brand-new YouTube
channel, DW Books.
Once we’d launched the project in
autumn 2018, my colleague David
Levitz and I went out on the road. In New
Delhi we discussed German literature
and our project in bookstores as well as
at the World Book Fair; in Taiwan we
presented our 100 German MustReads at the Taipei International Book
Exhibition. We also went to the Bay
Area Book Festival in Berkeley, USA.
What we learned on these trips was
that people mainly read Germanlanguage literature because they’re
interested in German history; they

PUBLISHING GERMAN LITERATURE: WEITER SCHREIBEN
BY ANNIKA REICH
TRANSLATED BY

AMANDA OLIVER

We are a Berlin-based NGO called WIR MACHEN DAS (‘we are doing it’) and in
2017 we asked authors who had come to Germany from war and crisis zones
what we could do for them. The answer we heard most often was ‘Weiter
Schreiben’ – literally ‘to write on’: they wanted the opportunity to continue their
writing, and by extension, the opportunity to continue to be read; because for
authors, writing and being actively read are mutually dependent.
mindscape that has been shaped by the
discourse dominant in the media. Their
works enrich cross-cultural dialogue,
break through stereotypes and banish
cosy reading habits.
Bridge-building works in both directions, of course. The Bosnian-German
author (and 2019 German Book Prize
winner) Saša Stanišić, a member of our
collective, writes:
‘If we were to know more about
what others know, and if we were
able to make this knowledge available to others through collective
storytelling, then – perhaps – this
knowledge would spark empathy
in some, that empathy would
spark action, and that action
would mean that knowledge
would not go to waste.’
In response to our authors’
requests we have also set up a literary
portal www.weiterschreiben.jetzt
where up to four pieces appear each
month in their original language and
also in German. Each text is illustrated
by the work of artists from a war or
crisis zone and some of these drawings,
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It’s also crucial for them that the process
of actively writing is not fractured.
Writing is not just an art form, it’s
a way of life, a way of perceiving the
world and making the experience of it
relatable and therefore comprehensible.
This is particularly important for
authors from war and crisis zones.
For them, not only have political
circumstances disrupted their writing
processes, but the very act of writing
might even put their lives at risk.
Often, too, those compelled to flee
their home countries are cut off from
their own language space, which is
why there is such a great need for
translation: it can provide a bridge to
a new language base.
Weiter Schreiben does not just
enable writers to continue writing, it
also widens readers’ perspectives and
extends writers’ geographical reach.
The voices of those who have sought
refuge in Europe are too often absent
from public debate: mostly, we speak
about these people rather than drawing
them into our conversations. The
authors who make up the Weiter
Schreiben collective, on the other hand,
speak out, and in so doing alter the
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Annika Reich is an activist and author living in Berlin. She writes both novels and children’s books.
In 2015, she co-founded the initiative WIR MACHEN DAS (we are doing it) where she is part of
the leadership team alongside her role as commissioning editor of Weiter Schreiben.
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collages and photographs
for more than two years
have been specially created
Much of the work and are still going strong,
to appear alongside these has been about war, and through this scheme,
writings.
forced migration and some writers have
Weiter Schreiben authors
flight, and tells of succeeded in publishing
hail from Syria, Iraq, Yemen
a multiplicity
their first books in
and Afghanistan, and what
of horrors.
German and have won
they write about is up to
grantsandliteraryawards.
them. Much of the work has been
As to why so many German authors
about war, forced migration and flight, choose to participate in the project,
and tells of a multiplicity of horrors. In author Martin Kordić commentedthat:
others, the horror is consciously absent
from the text, but the terror can still be
‘Languages, borders, identity
sensed between the lines. We have also
documents. All these factors conreceived a few erotic texts, such as the
strain, oppress and exclude. Holes
poem ‘Nasse Kreide’ (‘Wet Chalk’) by
need to be knocked through these
the Syrian poet Rasha Habbal, which
walls and these holes used as
appears in this publication.
a conduit to tell stories and for
The poems of the young Afghan poet
hands to reach through.’
and women’s rights activist Mariam
Meetra are full of townscapes, streets and
And the poet Monika Rinck wrote:
memories; the German version of her
poem‘Ichbinnochwach’(‘Iamstillawake’)
‘I consider it vital that people who
was composed by the German author
come to us are afforded the opporSylvia Geist, using a rough translation as
tunity to express themselves,
a bridging medium. And the Yemeni poet
including creatively. This also
Osama Al-Dhari, who explores the theme
serves to shift how they are perof loneliness, is currently in residence
ceived. Taking them out of the
at the Heinrich Böll Foundation in
realm of the third person – speakLangenbroich, Germany.
ing of them as though they were
To help these writers break into
absent – and bringing them into
the German literary scene, we have
the realm of the second and first
paired them up with established
person: you, the person directly
German authors. These literary
addressed and, I, one who speaks.’
collaborations have sparked a wealth
of artistic, political and personal
Annika Reich
encounters; many have now been active
Translated by Amanda Oliver

WET CHALK BY RASHA HABBAL

TRANSLATED BY AMANDA OLIVER FROM THE GERMAN BY LARISSA BENDER
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Rasha Habbal was born in Hama, Syria, and currently lives in Trier, Germany. She is working
with author Nora Bossong as part of the Weiter Schreiben project. In 2018, Rasha was the
recipient of the inaugural Torschreiber am Pariser Platz grant award for writers living in exile.

By morning
my fingers were stubbed like chalk stick
worn writing
all night
long love poems
across the walls of your house
Imbued with a deep silence too
and a heavy insult,
that happened
to be
I love you
…
There
in the courtyard
sits a little pool of rain
There
where no one saw us
we loved
each other
standing
and
barefoot
…
A withered flower
fallen from a bird’s beak
caught in my hair
as I was caught by your mouth
…
A small fish
fell from your mouth
First of many
I, the only one to drown

Rasha Habbal
Translated into English by Amanda Oliver from the German transla�on by Larissa Bender

I AM STILL ALIVE! BY MARIAM MEETRA

MARGARET MAY
FROM THE GERMAN TRANSLATIONS BY SYLVIA GEIST AND THE AUTHOR
TRANSLATED INTO ENGLISH BY
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Mariam Meetra
Translated by Margaret May from Sylvia Geist’s and the author’s
own German transla�ons, with thanks to Hameed Hakimi
for advice on the original Dari version

Mariam Meetra was born in Baghlan, Afghanistan, and now lives in Berlin. She studied
journalism and PR in Kabul. She is a writer and campaigner for women’s rights and is
a member of the PEN Centre Afghanistan.

Oh you girls, weary of silence and the night,
Can we, in this dark land, believe
In the false moon that hangs beyond the window?
Or read poems by the faint light
Of this despairing star?
As if I were already dead,
The words do not believe my voice.
As if I were already dead, my voice
No longer fills these stone cups of silence.
Believe me,
I am still alive!
Though the world has, time after time,
Rejected the cry of my throat,
My voice is still sore from centuries of screaming.
Believe me,
My presence is not a false shadow!
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…
There
in the little pool of rain
I stood
soaked through
My breasts quivered cupped in your hand
silent raindrops
falling on the tin roof

DAY OF LONELINESS BY OSAMA AL-DHARI

BABETTE LICHTENSTEIN
FROM THE GERMAN TRANSLATION BY GÜNTHER ORTH

TRANSLATED INTO ENGLISH BY

Osama Al-Dhari
Translated into English by Babe�e Lichtenstein
from the German transla�on by Günther Orth

Osama Al-Dhari is a writer and author from Yemen. He is a founding member of Bayt ashShi’r al-Yamani (the Yemeni Poetry Foundation). He was recently awarded a fellowship by
the Heinrich Böll Stiftung and is currently in residence at the Heinrich Böll House in Langenbroich, Germany.

I celebrate Loneliness, to the core:
a one-legged table,
a glass, burdened with ice while outwardly bleeding
and a vase seeking just a whiff of your lingering perfume.
I still celebrate Loneliness
wearing this storm-laced darkness.
I look out, but the windows mock me
and the wind makes me drunk.
I stagger with ice-cold anxiety
like music that has lost its purity.
I never tasted sweet friendship in my life,
not even when they crowded around me.
I remember the bitterness of cities,
the silliness of love
and the immensity of exile.
I use each cigarette to trace my lungs,
pain enters to devour them
and memories burst out in tears.

Amanda Oliver is a freelance translator from German. She has worked in online and print
journalism and has written and produced international broadcast news. Her translation
work includes Channel 4 News and she is an author for the World Business Council for
Sustainable Development.
Margaret May studied German and French at Oxford, spending most of her career as a nonfiction academic editor. She later gained the CIOL Diploma in Translation and a research
degree in German literature, and has since begun working as a literary translator.
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Babette Lichtenstein was born in the Netherlands and studied music in Amsterdam and in
London. After settling in the UK she worked as a professional cellist for many years. She has
translated introductions to sheet music for a German publisher and is currently translating a
Dutch novel.

GERMAN POETRY SINCE 1989
INTRODUCED BY KAREN LEEDER

99

Poetry was in the thick of the events of 1989: from the placards out on the
streets to the national newspapers where Volker Braun’s ‘My Property’
crystallised the mood of a nation and was published multiple times. Poets
like Braun himself, the late Heiner Müller, or Michael Krüger, have, for all
their differences in tone, produced a distinctive body of work, often
melancholic or angry, sometimes unexpectedly irreverent, that has
profoundly marked the last three decades.
It was clear that the reunification of music. One could even speak of
Germany would trigger the search for a renaissance of the poeta doctus.
new voices. Durs Grünbein first took
The long tradition of German
the crown, winning the prestigious nature poetry has also been given
Georg Büchner Prize in 1995 and a modern edge: by Lutz Seiler, for
seeming to offer a pan-German vision, example, who conjures the decaying
urban, learned and sardonic, brilliantly uranium villages of his youth in the
captured in Michael Hofmann’s Ashes former East in haunted verses, or
for Breakfast (2005). But in truth in recent anthologies that chart
Grünbein is a truly European poet, the urgent anxieties of the
whose recent poems offer a more Anthropocene. We have also seen
subjective, lyrical journey and the reanimation of the philosophical
a profound engagement with the past. concrete poem, in the work of Ludwig
He, along with Ulrike
Steinherr (translated
Draesner, Thomas
by Richard Dove) and
Thisisthemomentofan
Kling (posthumously unprecedentedfloweringof
Jan Wagner.
translated by Andrew femalevoices:NoraBossong,
Wagner is someDuncan), Barbara Köhler MarionPoschmann,Monika thing of a phenomenon:
and Marcel Beyer, Rinck,UljanaWolf,and,with he won the Leipzig
have taken poetry into onefootinthespokenword
Book Fair Prize in
new areas: charting its
2015, the first time it
ormusicscene,
relationship with science,
has been awarded to
UlrikeAlmutSandig.
the classics, art or
a volume of poetry, and

arrived in English courtesy of Iain
Galbraith’s Self Portrait with a Swarm of
Bees, which won the Popescu Prize in
2016. His poems offer brilliantly
distilled close-ups of the everyday –
a teabag, a mushroom, a garden weed
– that open on the world like paper
flowers in water. As in prose, some of
the most arresting debuts have been
among the post-migrant poets, like
Zafer Şenocak and Yoko Tawada, both
of whom have inflected German with
new grammars, rhythms and sounds.
One of the distinctive aspects of
the contemporary German poetry
scene is the presence of many small
independent publishing houses that
have brought a new generation to

voice. Poets like Steffen Popp, Björn
Kuhligk and Ron Winkler turn to
a world of the familiar apparently, but
only apparently, without poetic airs.
In truth, though, this is the moment
of an unprecedented flowering of
female voices: Nora Bossong, Marion
Poschmann, Monika Rinck, Uljana Wolf,
and, with one foot in the spoken word or
music scene, Ulrike Almut Sandig (who
I also translate), who shows that stellar
performance and a profoundly musical
sensibility do not mean that the poetry,
thirty years on, has lost its ambition or
its political bite.

Karen Leeder

Karen Leeder is a writer, translator and academic, and teaches German at New College, Oxford
University. She also translates contemporary German literature into English, and her most recent
translations include Michael Krüger’s The God Behind the Window (2019) and Evelyn Schlag’s All
Under One Roof (2018).

100

TRANSLATED BY

KAREN LEEDER

KIOSK BY THE SEA
Freedom – and the traffic carried on. The idea
Had taken hold en route. A tub of concrete
Stood at the end of the jetty, no one knew why.
Kiosk by the sea, this was it. In the window
Blue-tinged postcards of faded summers.
How did we end up here? Following the surf …
Who can say they are the same after years of egomania?
The swifts sleep beyond the clouds,
Or that’s what the stories say. But what comes next?
I’m sorry, we hardly knew one another. And time
Was not a thing we owned and wanted to preserve, like nature.
Is the sand disappointed when evening falls?
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We talk, blinking, as we sit by the fire.
If you see it, give it my regards. Say hello.

Durs Grünbein has published fifteen collections of poetry, one diary, a book of memoirs and
four books of essays. His work has been awarded many major German and international
literary prizes and has been widely acclaimed and translated into several languages.
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TWO POEMS BY DURS GRÜNBEIN
FROM ZÜNDKERZEN (SUHRKAMP, 2017)

ON LEARNING OLD VOCABULARY
Words don’t sleep in dictionaries. They kick about
Aimlessly on street corners, play with munitions,
Like kids that carry war inside even when it’s done.
We never would’ve guessed, Herr Nobel, that dynamite
Might make them interchangeable: material, moral, modern art.
Particles that went flying from that day, articles
In all the scientific journals, thousands per subject –
An arid track of knowledge. And the great gulf
Between this and that meaning of ‘Devotion’,
The satellite pictures of ‘Delirium’ or ‘Democracy’.
Who did this, who destroyed it all? The baby face,
That breathed in smog and blew it out as golden dust.
It’s down to him, who sold the dawn for scrap.
Don’t stop the dictation, you poets. Words don’t sleep.

Durs Grünbein
Translated by Karen Leeder
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(SCHOEFFLING + CO, 2016)
TRANSLATED BY

KAREN LEEDER
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Berlin. if it works I’ll be a field full of
rapeseed, give cover to deer and shine like
thirteen oil-paintings laid one on top of the
other. if it works right now, I’ll be foam on the
syrup of iraqi dates, cubes of turkish honey,
syrian poetry, a geometric form worn smooth
and round like a pebble, meadow flowers,
bonbon-mouth, spit it out: I am the pidgin of
the heavy lads with the glossy, black locks,
that deal out their rhymes in delicate bombs,
what’ya gawping at: no one here will go to the
dogs, but the doves. (if it doesn’t work, let me
forget my language. je suis a field full of
monoculture, give bother to steer and turn my
back. though, then je suis no longer my own
Heimatland). but if it works we, that’s all of
you and me, will sing a lullaby, rhyme in
unison as if a single mouth full of rapeseed,
we’ll be liquid glue on white paper. we’ll be
light and heavy. but more than that, we will be.

Ulrike Almut Sandig was born in the GDR and now lives in Berlin. She started publishing
her poetry by pasting poems onto lampposts in Leipzig and spreading them on flyers and
free postcards. She also writes radio pieces and language performances, for which she
collaborates closely with musicians and composers.
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TWO POEMS BY ULRIKE ALMUT SANDIG
FROM ICH BIN EIN FELD VOLLER RAPS, VERSTECKE DIE REHE
UND LEUCHTE WIE DREIZEHN ÖLGEMÄLDE ÜBEREINANDERGELEGT

and what if love’s not the answer after all?
and what if that dove doesn’t go out and
fetch the first leaf it finds and bring it
back as a sign: land in sight? and what if
there’s no clear daylight visible on the
waters ahead but instead just women and
children sinking? and what if there’s not
a single jot of good Deutsch to be found
in this Land of mine but tarred and
feathered pity as a hyperlink, until I go
and forget my own language too? and
what are you up to? I’m drowning. I
don’t mean that ironically either. my
conscience and me, we are rarely at one.
we find rhymes for our moral dismay
and do sweet FA. what is the right
question anyway? and what if Idomeni is
the only answer and a new way of
siking between stools? do you trust me
or not, the Chancellor retorted falling
between tables and waited for question
number nine: what makes for a plausible
case so that a man, woman and child are
not sent back home? I don’t know right
from wrong. I’m talking about flailing in
icy water as a new form of sport. what
was the question again? and what if dove
weren’t a brand you can use to wash
your hands and forget in all innocence?
coocoo, coocoo, Idomeni, there’s blood
in the shoe. I wash my hands in the rain.
Ulrike Almut Sandig
Translated by Karen Leeder
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*Note: After an article by Daniel Bax, ‘Die Alternative heißt Idomeni’ taz am Wochenende
12/13 March 2016, and referring to the Idomeni refugee camp. From 2014, refugees
from Syria, but also from Afghanistan, Pakistan and other countries of the Middle East, began
to flock to Idomeni in order to cross the Greek borders and enter the Schengen area, often
en route to Germany and Sweden. After the Republic of Macedonia and Serbia closed their
borders the transit camp at Idomeni rapidly became a huge long-term residential camp.

ALMOST THIRTEEN QUESTIONS ABOUT
IDOMENI, 2016AD*

TRANSLATED BY
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POEMS BY JAN WAGNER
FROM SELF-PORTRAIT WITH A SWARM OF BEES

IAIN GALBRAITH (ARC PUBLICATIONS, 2015)

self-portrait with a swarm of bees
a moment ago i wore at best a fuzz
around my chin and lips; but now my beard
is growing and seething i might even pass
for magdalena: all my face hirsute

my arms outstretched i bear a resemblance
to some ancient knight whom bustling varlets help
to fit his suit of armour, piece by piece –
first the helmet, then the harness, arms, legs, nape,
until he can barely move – who does not tread,
just stands there gleaming, with barely a hint
of wind behind the lustre, lingering breath,
and only vanishing becomes distinct.

an essay on midges
as if all the letters had suddenly
floated free of a paper
and formed a swarm in the air;
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they form a swarm in the air,
of all that bad news telling us
nothing, those skimpy muses, wispy
pegasuses, only abuzz with the hum
of themselves, made from the last twist
of smoke as the candle is snuffed,

Jan Wagner is a poet, essayist and translator from English. He has received many
awards for his work, including the Anna Seghers Prize, the Leipzig Book Fair Prize
and the Georg Büchner Prize. He is a member of the PEN Centre Darmstadt.

with bees. how they come buzzing from every side,
and, ounce by ounce, how a person’s being
slowly but steadily gains in weight and spread
to become the stone-still centre of song ...

so light you can hardly say: they are –
looking more like shadows, umbrae
jettisoned by another world
to enter our own, they dance, their legs
finer than anything pencil can draw,
with their miniscule sphinx-like bodies;
the rosetta stone, without the stone.

quinces

soused the fruits in water. the pears and apples
grew towards their names, to a simple sweetness –
unlike quinces, clinging to branches in some
shadowy border’s
alphabet, obscure in the garden’s latin,
tough and foreign in their aroma. we cut,
quartered, cored the flesh (we were four adult hands,
two somewhat smaller),
veiled by clouds of steam from the blender, poured in
sugar, heat and effort to something that – raw –
made our palates baulk. but then who could, who would
hope to explain them:

Iain Galbraith was born in Glasgow and grew up in Arrochar. He is a translator
and editor, and has previously edited works by such major Scottish authors
as Robert Louis Stevenson and Walter Scott for a German Classics series.

when october hung them among the leaves, those
bulging lanterns, then it was time: we picked ripe
quinces, lugged the baskets of yellow bounty
into the kitchen,

quinces, jellied, lined up in bellied jars on
shelves and set aside for the darkness, stored for
harsher days, a cellar of days, in which they
shone, are still shining.
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Jan Wagner
Translated by Iain Galbraith

TRANSLATED BY

RICHARD DOVE (ARC PUBLICATIONS, 2010)

WITH A BAG OF
FRUIT IN THE RAIN
Suddenly
sodden
with tepid drops
the paper turns
in my hands
into smooth sheer
human skin
I can feel
the bony shape
of each fruit –
shocked
at so much unexpected
tenderness

NADA
How little
pomp
and circumstance
in the German word ‘Nichts’ –
A sober marriage
of form and content:
a word that
evaporates
on your tongue,
kids no one,
at most has philosophers
barking up forest paths
that end abruptly –
Compare
‘nada’ though:
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live syllables,
sounds like
nattering children,
a girl’s name, a
spirited blast on a trumpet
fluttering merrily
colourfully
between your lips –
a red rag
in front of the horns
of the bull

german poetry

POEMS BY LUDWIG STEINHERR
FROM BEFORE THE INVENTION OF PARADISE

SOUTHERN SCENE

IDEA

In the courtyard two
fifteen-year-olds
are throwing each other
an open
knife
ever faster
ever more dangerous –

In the entirely dark room
the rustling of your dress as it
falls to the floor

A girl is leaning
smiling beside them –
The whole of the evening’s
just this
flashing knife
this flushed
look
Ludwig Steinherr
Translated by Richard Dove

Ludwig Steinherr has worked as an essayist, reviewer, juror and translator, but it is as a poet
that he has really made his name. He was elected a fellow of the Bayerische Akademie der
Schönen Künste (Bavarian Academy of Fine Arts) in 2003. He lives in Munich.
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Richard Dove was born in Bath and taught German and English language and literature at the
Universities of Exeter, Regensburg and Wales before moving to Munich in 1987, where he has
since worked as a writer and lecturer. He writes mostly in German, and also translates into English.

JEAN BOASE-BEIER & MARIAN DE VOOGHT

(ARC PUBLICATIONS, 2019)

STRANGE LIGHTNESS OF LIFE SO CLOSE TO DEATH
BY ALFRED SCHMIDT-SAS
A poem written in the Berlin Plötzensee prison; it was published with the note ‘Mit gefesselten
Händen geschrieben’, that is ‘Written with hands bound’, composed when Schmidt-Sas had been
sentenced to death for producing antifascist material. He was beheaded in 1943.

Nearly nine paces long
is my final whitewashed world
perhaps nine days left
then off,
my head
that now still thinks and speaks and sees and hears.
So near me now the big sleep waits
with its dark wing casting into shade
the luminous blaze of hopes or fears,
to lighten the longest, the blackest
the bitterest moments of human despair.
Strange lightness of life so close to death.
Alfred Schmidt-Sas
Translated by Jean Boase-Beier

WHEN I WAS A CHILD… BY PHILOMENA FRANZ
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Franz, who was born in 1922, is a Sinti storyteller, poet and educator, who lives near Cologne. She is a survivor
of Auschwitz, Ravensbrück and Oranienburg. Her parents, godmother and five siblings did not survive.

When I was a child,
I saw the stones as flowers –
the tears of hope were many-coloured.
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EDITED BY

Red and blue and yellow
smiling they blossomed in childhood’s garden.
Around my shoulders a bright-coloured coat,
today I know it was a dream,
a dream that forced me to live.
Drunk with life today I stand here colourless
and keep my eyes open
for what really is.
My silent smile
shows the way to gardens of stone,
I see the light of too many scars.
Philomena Franz
Translated by Jean Boase-Beier

GRAFENECK BY WERNER DÜRRSON
Dürrson was born in 1932 and died in 2008. Here he writes about the fate of the 10,654
people with disabilities, brought to Grafeneck Castle in Baden-Württemberg in 1940 from care
institutions in the south-west of Germany and murdered in a newly built gas chamber. This was
the first location of the Euthanasia programme.

Reaching upwards limes horse-chestnuts
airy avenue
the sky pristine blue
unhindered view to hilly distances
I see you see
the Spring is mild

110

No fluttering tape in the wind no
breath nothing rises from the meadows
I ask you ask who
carted the souls up there
ten thousand times delivered bread
to worthless eaters they
don’t starve for long

Upwards through limes horse-chestnuts the
smoke plume high who turned
the tap on stoked the fire
threw them in who washed
their hands with soap it
did not scream did not foam
sleep lovely sleep
ten thousand times you see
the Spring is blind
I ask you ask no-one knows
black fluttering in the wind the
sky greyer than grey who
shoved the slack to one side
swept the ashes into a pile who
dug the ditch sowed the grass
I hear you hear the witnesses
do not talk
the Spring is sly
Closely drawn in the rows
limes horse-chestnuts lovely avenue
the sky pristine clear
no fluttering tape in the wind no
hair solid green nothing
rises from the meadows
the birds twitter
the Spring is blue
Werner Dürrson
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Translated by Jean Boase-Beier

Jean Boase-Beier is Professor Emerita of Literature and Translation at the University
of East Anglia, where she founded the MA in Literary Translation in 1992 and ran it
until 2015. She is also Translations Editor for Arc Publications.
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I feel you feel
the Spring is soft

A NEW DIVAN: A LYRICAL DIALOGUE BETWEEN EAST AND WEST
EDITED BY BILL

SWAINSON AND BARBARA SCHWEPCKE
WITH FOREWORDS BY DANIEL BARENBOIM AND MARIAM C. SAID (GINGKO, 2019)
REVIEWED BY RÜDIGER GÖRNER

When Goethe worked on his poetic dialogue between East and West, known as
his West-Eastern Divan, between 1814 and 1818, he could not foresee that
exactly a century later Orient and Occident would experience their
cataclysmic fiasco. But what he was able to see he gave unique expression to.
It amounted to what is arguably the greatest cycle of love poetry known to us
– and not only in the German tongue. Goethe drew on Joseph von HammerPurgstall’s translation of Hafiz’s Persian Divan into the German language,
turning it into a dialogue between lovers and cultures, emotion and wisdom.
also published by Gingko, the brand
leader when it comes to publishing
ambitious material on oriental and
occidental cultural transfer.
Goethe’s Divan also offers,
among many other things, ample
‘connectivity’, to borrow a recent
keyword
from
communication
theory jargon. It invites not only contemplation and delight in the sheer
sensuality of Goethe’s German but
also productive engagement. It is the
latter that this volume testifies to,
and it does so by bringing together
English renderings of the poems,
which work with motifs and sentiments
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Two hundred years on, Goethe’s
secular achievement has been
revisited in numerous conferences
and publications. But none stands out
as much as the beautifully presented
volume A New Divan, edited by
Barbara Schwepcke and Bill Swainson.
Goethe’s Divan is unsurpassable but
eminently approachable for readers,
poets, translators and translation theorists alike. The most recent example
illustrating this phenomenon is Eric
Ormsby’s prose translation of the
complete cycle of poems, together
with Goethe’s ‘Notes’ and accompanied
by a suitably instructive introduction,
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In our time (I’m once again
stereotyping), clichés about the
‘other’ dominate the media, mostly
supplied by utterly irresponsible
politicians blinded by their own
ignorant and petty dogmatisms. At
the same time, and all too often, talk
about ‘otherness’, ‘othering’ and the
‘other’ merely pays lip service to
a particular branch of the Zeitgeist.
But the inflationary use of these
concepts has made them sound
hollow. We need new substance to
fill them with sustainable meaning:
insights into the duplicity of our
existence and the reciprocity within
our respective cultural heritages.
Goethe’s West-Eastern Divan contains
just that, as Daniel Barenboim and
Mariam C. Said, the widow of his
great friend Edward Said, explain in
their moving forewords. A New Divan
itself gives a contemporary voice to
this concern. This ‘lyrical dialogue
between East and West’ provides
not only edifying but utterly
essential reading.
The final word of this critical
appreciation must be Goethe’s poem
‘Gingko Biloba’, which opens the
volume – in a version by the late
Anthea Bell, a great mediator
between German and English
letters. The gingko was Goethe’s
botanic symbol for the two sides of
the cultural coin – a leitmotif for the
act of cultural transfer and an
eminently poetic recognition of the
creative duality we hold within
ourselves:
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extracted from Goethe’s legendary
achievement, which was less
appreciated in his time.
The original contributions to
this stunning volume come from
major contemporary poets in Arabic,
English, French, German, Italian,
Persian, Portuguese, Russian, Slovenian,
Spanish and Turkish, ranging from
Adonis (his large-scale poem ‘Letter
to Goethe’ is the masterpiece of this
collection) to Amjad Nasser, Durs
Grünbein, Don Paterson and Hafez
Mousavi. Their translators are of
equal eminence with Lavinia
Greenlaw, Jorie Graham and Paul
Farley, to mention but a few.
This landmark homage to
Goethe’s Divan also contains
substantial reflections on the
practice and meaning of translation.
Essays by Sibylle Wentker and
Stefan Weidner pay justice to
Hammer-Purgstall’s
pioneering
achievement: opening up for his
contemporaries, Goethe included,
new cultural perspectives on the
world of Persia’s literary history in
general and on Hafiz in particular.
Rajmohan Gandhi discusses the
relevance of Goethe’s Divan today,
and Narguess Farzad considers the
function of the translator as a key
agent in all cultural transfers – very
much in line with Goethe’s own
reflections on this subject in his
famous ‘Notes’ to his Divan. Of
particular interest in this connection
are Kadhim J. Hassan’s thoughts on
‘translating European Poetry into
Arabic Culture’.

The Ginko, that Eastern tree,
In my garden plot now grows.
In its leaf there seems to be
A secret that the wise man knows.

– Should you ever wonder why
I sing, that I am one yet two?

Rüdiger Görner

Is that leaf one and lonely?
In itself in two divided?
Is it two that have decided
To be seen as one leaf only?

Rüdiger Görner teaches German and comparative
literature at Queen Mary, University of London.
Between 1999 and 2004 he was Director of the
Institute of Germanic Studies, where he founded

To such questions I reply:
Do not my love songs say to you

the Ingeborg Bachmann Centre for Austrian
Literature and Culture.

THE GENESIS OF A NEW DIVAN
BY BARBARA SCHWEPCKE
Occasionally publishers do memorable things. In 1814 Johann Friedrich
Cotta, a distinguished member of my profession, sent his famous client
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe the first German translation of the works of the
fourteenth-century Persian poet Hafiz – the ‘ur-divan’. Goethe was immediately
enthralled, called Hafiz his twin and decided to write a divan – a Persianstyle poetry collection – of his own. This was the start of a lyrical dialogue
between East and West, across centuries and cultures; in other words, the
start of the West-Eastern Divan.
a poem called ‘Gingko Biloba’. It is
Goethe’s ode to friendship between
East and West, between man and
woman, human and the divine. He sent
it to Marianne with two gingko leaves
pressed and pasted underneath, and
dated it 15 September 1815.
Two hundred years later, on that
same day, Gingko, a charity devoted
to fostering better understanding
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Not long after that, on a trip to Frankfurt,
the place of his birth, Goethe met
Marianne von Willemer, the young
wife of a banker. She became Suleika
to his Hatem, and what started as
a duet between Goethe and Hafiz
morphed into a duet between two
lovers. The book of Suleika is possibly
the most beautiful part of the WestEastern Divan. At the heart of it is
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Barbara Schwepcke began her professional life as a journalist in Germany before moving to the
UK. In 2003 she founded Haus Publishing. She is also the founder of Gingko, a charity that promotes
a deeper understanding of the Middle East, North Africa and the wider Islamic world.
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between the Middle East and the written in English. Again, we did not
Western world, decided to continue only want to approach those who
this lyrical dialogue. It commissioned knew the languages concerned, but
twelve poets from the East and twelve to encourage a wide range of poets to
from the West to
engage with the project.
respond to the twelve
While some of them
The result is A New
themes of Goethe’s
Divan, a divan for our have translated their
West-Eastern Divan.
times, a multilingual poems directly into
The poets from the anthology of poetry and English, the majority
East write in Arabic,
a celebration of what have undertaken this
Persian and Turkish, we have in common in
adventure with the
while the twelve from
help
of
expert
a time when some
the West write in Eng- people seek to divide us. translators,
who
lish, French, German,
provided annotated
Italian,
Portuguese,
‘literal’ – or perhaps
Russian, Slovenian and Spanish. It more accurately ‘bridge’ – translations.
would have been possible to The English-language poets were
approach only poets already interested given
considerable
in East and West, but we wanted to freedom, but it is a mark of the quality
encourage poets established in their of the original texts, as it is of the Engown cultures to engage with a poetry lish versions themselves, that the
and a culture that were not their poets have tended to stay closer to,
own, to open themselves up to new rather than move further away from,
influences and new experiences. Our the originals.
aim was to find poets keen to engage
The result is A New Divan,
with Goethe’s original, but also a divan for our times, a multilingual
those with an awareness of the anthology of poetry and a celebration
divided times in which we live today. of what we have in common in a time
To complete this lyrical dialogue when some people seek to divide us.
we also had to find twenty-two
outstanding English-language poets
to take on the task of creating English
versions of the poems not originally
Barbara Schwepcke

GERMAN CHILDREN’S BOOKS IN TRANSLATION SINCE 1989
INTRODUCED BY RUTH AHMEDZAI KEMP
Literary translator and children’s book researcher Ruth Ahmedzai Kemp
gives us a potted history of thirty years of German children’s books in
English translation.
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Our journey starts with a classic book illustrators of note include Jutta
picture book from 1989, now an Bauer, Ole Könnecke, Pei-Yu Chang,
international bestseller: The Story of and Dieter Braun’s Wild Animals series.
the Little Mole Who Knew It Was None
US publisher NorthSouth Books
of His Business, a charming scatological has published German picture
tale that took Wolf Erlbruch to books in translation since 1989,
illustrator stardom. In 2017, he and in recent years there’s been
became the first German
a boom in independent
to win the Astrid Lindpresses
publishing
German children’s
gren Memorial Award.
translations, including
He is also the author writing offers plenty
Gecko Press and
of
magic
and
mystery,
of another classic:
Enchanted Lion Books,
especially from the who published Einar
Duck, Death and the
unmissable Cornelia Turkowski’s dreamlike
Tulip (2007).
Axel Scheffler, of Funke, known as the
Houses Floating Home in
‘J.K.
Rowling
of
Gruffalo fame, and
2003, translated by
Germany’.
Britta Teckentrup are
Belinda Cooper.
both illustrators who
Middle-grade (junior
have become household names in the fiction) titles include Hans Magnus
UK, and Axel’s artwork appears not Enzensberger’s maths adventure The
only in this magazine but in junior Number Devil (translated by Michael
fiction in translation, too, such as to Henry Heim, 2000), Walter Moers’
illustrate Alex Rühle’s Zippel: The Little buccaneering The 13 ½ Lives of Captain
Keyhole Ghost (published 2019, Bluebear (translated by John Browntranslated by Rachel Ward, and john, 2001), Andreas Steinhöfel’s
featured in The Riveter). Other picture- quirky The Pasta Detectives (translated
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Half Human (translated by Doris Orgel,
2005, winner of a Batchelder honour),
Beate Teresa Hanika’s Learning How To
Scream, a sensitive story about sexual
abuse (translated by Katy Derbyshire,
2010) and Hanna Jansen’s Over
a Thousand Hills I Walk with You
(translated by ElizabethCrawford,2007),
a fictionalised account of the Rwandan
genocide. Thought-provoking young
adult fiction in translation fromGerman
is well represented in the US library association’s annual Mildred L. Batchelder
Award, with eight originally German titles
winning since 1989. New York Times bestselling author Kerstin Gier’s Ruby Red
and Silver trilogies (translated by Anthea
Bell) have also been popular with teens.
At World Kid Lit blog, with the help
of Outside in World, we’re compiling
a list of all children’s and young adult
titles translated from German, and at
over 500 titles translated since 1989
there really is something for every age
group and every mood.

Ruth Ahmedzai Kemp

With thanks to SLA Riveting Reads (Daniel Hahn
and Joy Court), Outside in World’s Deborah
Hallford and The Oxford Companion to Children’s
Literature by Daniel Hahn.

Ruth Ahmedzai Kemp is a British literary translator working from German, Russian and Arabic
into English. She graduated from Oxford University and completed an MA in Translation and
Interpreting at Bath University. She translates fiction, non-fiction and children’s books.
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by Chantal Wright, 2010), Milena
Baisch’s Anton and Piranha – ‘an Adrian
Mole for a new generation’ (translated
by Chantal Wright, 2013) and Ulrich
Hub’s philosophical comedy Meet at
the Ark at Eight (translated by Helena
Ragg-Kirby).
German children’s writing offers
plenty of magic and mystery, especially
from the unmissable Cornelia Funke,
known as the ‘J.K. Rowling of Germany’.
Successful in Germany in the 1980s and
1990s, Funke reached an international
audience with the publication of The
Thief Lord in 2002. She’s perhaps
best known for her Inkheart series –
there was a Hollywood adaptation in
2008 – but she has written for every
age group, including picture books.
For seven plus, there’s the fun
Ghosthunters series and for the
over tens there’s Dragon Rider – on
the New York Times bestseller list for
seventy-eight weeks from 2004. Kai
Meyer’s novels also cater to fantasy
lovers, exploring historical themes in
magical alternate realities. His Dark
Reflections series envisages a battle
for the survival of Venice against the
dominion of Egypt (translated by
Anthea Bell and Elizabeth D. Crawford).
For teens and young adults interested
in history and social themes, notable
titles include David Chotjewitz’s Daniel

FROM ZIPPEL: THE LITTLE KEYHOLE GHOST BY
TRANSLATED BY

An extract of Zippel: The Little Keyhole Ghost, text © copyright Alex Rühle and illustrations © copyright Axel Scheffler, originally
published in German as Zippel, das wirklich wahre Schlossgespenst in 2018 by dtv Verlagsgesellschaft mbH & Co. KG, Munich,
first published in English in 2019 by Andersen Press Ltd, London, English translation © copyright Rachel Ward.

ILLUSTRATED BY

ALEX RÜHLE

RACHEL WARD

AXEL SCHEFFLER (ANDERSEN PRESS, 2019)

‘Don’t ghosts normally live in castles?’ said Paul.
‘I don’t,’ said the ghost. ‘I live in keyholes. Really truly.’ Then it looked
questioningly at Paul. ‘What sort of castles?’
‘You know, big castles. The ones where kings live, and knights and princesses.’
‘Are you a king?’ asked the ghost.
‘No, of course not, I’m Paul.’
‘Oh, a Paul. Is that like a knight?’
‘No, silly, that’s my name. It’s what I’m called. How about you?’
The ghost waved its right hand a bit and said: ‘Not at all.’
‘Your name’s Notatall?’
‘No. I mean I’m not at all cold. I think it’s rather warm in here.’
Paul almost burst out laughing. ‘No, not “are you cold”, what are you
called? Do you have a name?’
‘Don’t know,’ said the keyhole ghost. ‘Maybe . . . Maybe Karaputzonogypolatusomow?’
‘That’s not a name,’ said Paul.
‘Why not? It sounds really big and dangerous,’ said the ghost, spreading
out its little arms as if it was trying to scare Paul. It floated to and fro on Paul’s
knee with a very serious face and a clenched fist. ‘Oh, tremble, one and all!
You kings and knights and Pauls and all, hear my name and tremble, here
comes Karaputzo . . . Ah . . . what was my name again?’
*

118

Alex Rühle
Translated by Rachel Ward

Alex Rühle studied comparative literature, French, theology and philosophy in Munich,
Paris and Berlin. He is a renowned journalist and works as a culture editor for Süddeutsche
Zeitung. He lives in Munich with his family.
Rachel Ward studied literary translation at the University of East Anglia. She still lives
in Norfolk today, where she works as a freelance translator from German and French,
specialising in crime fiction, children’s books and non-fiction.
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Axel Scheffler is an award-winning, internationally acclaimed illustrator of some of the
most well-loved children’s books. His books have been published in many languages and
his work has been exhibited all over the world.
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‘Here comes the ghost train,’ cried Zippel.
Paul had to laugh. ‘Do you know what a ghost train is?’
‘Uh, this, here,’ cried Zippel. ‘That’s a train, I’m a ghost, so it’s a ghost train.’
‘Yes, but there are really big ghost trains too.’
‘Oh,’ said Zippel, looking excitedly round the room.
‘Where are they?’
‘Not here, they’re much too big for my room. They have them at funfairs.
They’re so big even grown-ups can go on them. And get scared.’
‘What are the grow-nups scared of? They scare me!’
‘Well, of the ghosts.’
Zippel laughed and laughed: ‘They don’t need to be scared. I won’t hurt
them. Really truly.’ He shook his head. ‘Grow-nups are really daft sometimes.’
‘The ghosts on a ghost train are very ugly,’ said Paul. ‘Gigantic, with blood
round their mouths and their eyes hanging out and an axe in their heads, and
they groan or suddenly scream.’
‘Oh, are they all hurt?’ asked Zippel. ‘Is the ghost train a hospital for ghosts?’
‘No, they’re not real ghosts at all, just gruesome-looking puppets to give
people a fright. We can go and see when it’s the Oktoberfest again.’
‘Ooh, yes. Tomorrow?’
‘No, the Oktoberfest is in a few weeks.’
‘Afeweeks?’ asked Zippel. ‘Is that a big city?’

APPLE CAKE AND BAKLAVA BY KATHRIN ROHMANN
TRANSLATED BY RUTH AHMEDZAI KEMP

ILLUSTRATED BY FRANZISKA HARVEY (DARF PUBLISHERS, 2018)
REVIEWED BY FIONA GRAHAM

A drawing pinned to the wall of eleven-year-old Leila’s attic bedroom shows
a tiny dark spot in the midst of a vast expanse of blue. The blue is the
Mediterranean; the dark spot, the ramshackle craft in which she made
the voyage to Europe with her mother and her two teenage brothers. Leila has
also drawn the Syrian flag, her father’s bakery in Damascus, her
grandmother’s beautiful garden – and a figure in a hospital bed.
It is often the sharing of food that
bridges cultural and linguistic boundaries. So it is in this story, with Leila
enjoying Max’s granny’s apple cake,
while her elder brothers make baklava
for the school Christmas fair. And
when a schoolmate reveals that her
father wants to open a café in the
village, it looks as if there may soon be
an opening for a baker from Syria.
Apple Cake and Baklava sensitively
depicts the heartache of a youngster
desperately missing her beloved
grandmother and her home. It gives
equal space to Leila and Max, with
alternating chapters telling the story
from their contrasting viewpoints.
Thus we see Max, too, struggling
with the difficulty of making friends
with someone very different from
himself. Despite the tragic background
of the war in Syria, the story
is ultimately optimistic; the walnut is
planted in German soil, and Leila
begins to feel that it may be possible to
put down roots.
This beautifully written book, in
a pitch-perfect translation by Ruth
Ahmedzai Kemp, will appeal to
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Leila’s classmate Max has had an
untroubled childhood on a small farm in
the German countryside. He enjoys
mending bikes, going to Fire Cadets and
baking with his granny. Max and Leila
meet when she faints at school and loses
the walnut from her grandmother’s
garden, which, she feels, gives her
a direct connection with the old lady in
distant Syria. As Max and Leila search
for the walnut he gradually overcomes
his shyness and awkwardness, while she
starts to open up to the possibility of
a genuine friendship.
The walnut represents Leila’s
yearning for her grandmother, her
father (who is at her grandmother’s
bedside) and home. It is hard for
a childlike Max, who has never been
uprooted, to comprehend the trauma
of war and exile; but understanding
comes when his granny reveals that
she, too, was once a refugee from
wartime Pomerania, hundreds of miles
to the east. Her own memento is
a handwritten recipe for Lebkuchen,
which her grandmother gave her
mother as a parting gift when the
young family fled westwards.

UK and, indeed, the rest of Europe.
It could hardly be more timely, or
more urgent.

Fiona Graham
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Kathrin Rohmann is an agricultural engineer, and has also published stories for young readers
in publications such as GECKO and Kinder-ZEIT, and for Bavarian Broadcasting. Apple Cake
and Baklava is her first children’s book.

Children’s Literature from germany

children between about eight and
twelve. The narrative is complemented
by Franziska Harvey’s evocative blackand-white illustrations. There is no
doubt that this book deserves to be
in primary schools throughout the

When we first conceived the idea for The German Riveter we wanted to bring you snapshots
of 1989 from the point of view of those who’d lived through it. The writer, translator and publisher
Katy Derbyshire has collected and translated for us a selection of memories of the Wende
(‘the changes, the turning point’) from eight of Germany’s best-known writers.

SKETCHPADS AND STRAWBERRY TARTS
BY DILEK GÜNGÖR
TRANSLATED BY

KATY DERBYSHIRE

In June 1989, a few months before the wall fell, I went on a school
trip to Berlin, and I don’t know whether I was the only one of my
group with no idea about the place. We
The GDR, the Berlin Wall – I read came from the other end of the country,
about them in my school text- a small town in the south of Germany,
books, and they both felt as far or and it was our first time in such a big city.
as near as the French Revolution. The GDR, the Berlin Wall – I read about
them in my school textbooks, and they
both felt as far or as near as the French Revolution. Of course, we
went to look at the wall and after that we bought paperbacks,
sketchpads and strawberry tart for tiny amounts on Alexanderplatz. At a meeting at a political foundation, they told us the GDR
would not exist for much longer. I was amazed: How did this man
know that? How could he predict the end? After the trip, the city
disappeared from my life again. It was only in 1998, when I moved
to Berlin to work at the Berliner Zeitung along with fellow journalists
from the East and West, that I gradually began to understand what
the GDR was and how people had lived there.
Dilek Güngör
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Dilek Güngör, born and raised in the small southern German town of
Schwäbisch Gmünd, is the daughter of Turkish guest-workers. She now
lives in Berlin, where she is a prominent writer and columnist.

TRANSLATED BY

KATY DERBYSHIRE

In November 1989 I was living in Kreuzberg, in a quiet street
close to the wall. There were many such border areas in the
west of the city. Most people avoided
them. Others, like me, were drawn Sometimes we
there over and over again.
children expressed a wish to see
The day the wall fell was one of where our parents were born.
the most unremarkable days in my The emptiness that filled the
entire life. I was at home all day, heard room for a few minutes after
the news on TV, and afterwards I was questions like that was made of
strangely tired, lethargic, absent. the same stuff as the quiet in the
dead ends, cut-off streets and
I went to bed early.
My family never suppressed the blind corners where I so liked to
fact that my father and mother both spend my time in the years
came from East Germany and left the before and after the wall fell.
GDR before the wall was built. It
seemed to be utterly unimportant, as though life consisted
only of the present. Sometimes we children expressed a wish
to see where our parents were born. The emptiness that filled
the room for a few minutes after questions like that was made
of the same stuff as the quiet in the dead ends, cut-off streets
and blind corners where I so liked to spend my time in the
years before and after the wall fell. But I didn’t understand
that until much later.
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Inka Parei

Inka Parei was born in Frankfurt and moved to Berlin in 1987, where she
studied German literature and Chinese studies. She now spends her time
writing and tutoring emerging literary talents. She won the 2003 Ingeborg
Bachmann Prize for excerpts from her book Was Dunkelheit war.

WENDE MEMORIES

EMPTINESS OF CUT-OFF STREETS
BY INKA PAREI

EAST OR WEST PASSPORT?
BY FALKO HENNIG
TRANSLATED BY

KATY DERBYSHIRE
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The plane looped around East Berlin, the lines of cars visible
at the border crossings. Then it landed in Tegel. I had kept
hold of my blue GDR passport, not least for financial reasons.
As a West German visiting East Berlin, I was meant to
exchange the obligatory twenty-five marks at a rate of one
to one, the worst of all possible exchange rates.
But the city was so crowded I’d gone straight to the border
crossing at Moritzplatz, which was called Heinrich-HeineStrasse on the East Berlin side. The crowd was packed tighter
and tighter, and I was still uncertain. What if they searched me
and found my West German passport? The hassle I’d have to
go through as a West German: get a visa issued, the obligatory
money exchange, the stupid questions...
I held up my blue passport; no one checked it, no one was
even interested. The border guards had given in to the masses
and simply waved us through, and I was back in East Berlin.
It was an amazing atmosphere. The wall had grown so normal
over the decades that it seemed insane for it to be open now; it
was like waking from a death-like sleep.
I tried to get hold of a few friends from
We crossed back and forth, to the old days, but they were all gone.
the West and the East. I could imagine where to.
EventuallyIdidcomeacrossafellow
student from my evening classes and his girlfriend: Peter and
Simone. We crossed back and forth, to the West and the East.
You could use East German money in West Berlin bars, and we
celebrated our reunion and the fall of the wall. We took a taxi.
‘Oranienburger Strasse!’ Peter said, having scouted out
West Berlin all day. The driver put his foot down; the streets
started looking wooded.
‘Are you really taking us to Oranienburger Strasse in
Kreuzberg?’ Peter asked.
‘You mean Oranienstrasse?’ the taxi driver responded.
‘Yeah, right, that was the name.’
The driver switched off the meter, did a U turn, pulled over
abruptly outside a pub and said: ‘Last stop! Time to get off!’
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Falko Hennig

Falko Hennig is a typesetter, author, tour guide, journalist, workshop
leader and rickshaw driver based in Berlin. He has been a member of
the German national football team of authors since 2005.

West Germany put on a show of generosity for the GDR
citizens: each of them was given 100 West German marks.
Long queues formed at the West Berlin banks that handed
out the cash. Inside the banks, they stamped passports to try
to make sure each GDR citizen got the cash only once. It
wasn’t all that much money, but it was easy enough to get
hold of. After queuing for half an hour, I was 100 marks richer
and had that same stamp in my East German passport.
My friends in East Berlin knew all the tricks. They reported
their passports as stolen to get new ones issued. That cost
twenty East marks and earned then 100 West marks at the
first bank they came across after the border. They ripped out
the pages with the bank stamps. If the bank teller didn’t check
the passport number that was another easy 100 West marks.
Some of them worked with various different passports, swapping pages from one to the next.
East Berlin, West Berlin, we went to and fro; underground
stations we’d never known existed were opened up on the
East Berlin side and transformed into border crossings. And
there, at Jannowitzbrücke U-Bahn station, was where it
happened, on my way to West Berlin to catch my plane back
to Cologne. A border guard held up my blue GDR passport
and told me to empty my pockets.
There it was, impossible to overlook, a brand-new red West
Germanpassport.Theborderguardpickeditupfromthelittletable
and compared it to the blue one; it was definitely the same person.
‘You can only have one,’ he said. ‘You have to decide!’
I weighed it up; on the one hand the nice blue passport, but on
theotherhandIwantedtogotoHolland,Norway,allovertheplace.
I’d be bound to have trouble with a GDR passport. And I’d already
picked up my welcome payment.
‘OK,’ I said, ‘I’ll take the red one.’
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We got out of the cab, taken aback to find ourselves in a completely unknown part of town. The taxi driver gave Peter
a twenty-mark note with the words: ‘Here! You guys take
a taxi!’ And with that, he vanished into the pub.

SO FAR AWAY
BY CHRISTIANE NEUDECKER
TRANSLATED BY

KATY DERBYSHIRE
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The wall never fell. I look for it in the pages of my dusty
diaries, flick back and forth, run my finger down the lines,
decipher the scrawls and sentences of my past writing. I look
and look, but I simply can’t find it. I was fifteen at the time;
Nuremberg was my home. We weren’t unpolitical; Chernobyl
had roused us to activity. We went on Easter marches, wrote
articles against factory farming and
The world seemed so close – but stopped eating meat. We demonthe East was so far away. strated for the rainforest and against
nuclear power, we wrote indignant
letters to all the papers that ran McDonalds’ adverts, collected
signatures for and against things, and wanted to convert
everyone. But the fall of the wall and all that came with it
doesn’t occur in my notes from 1989–90; I can’t find it anywhere, no matter how hard I look. Discussions with teachers
are detailed in my once brightly coloured, now fading diaries,
plus school trips, holidays with my parents, parties with
friends and (of course!) every smile from that boy in the year
above me who was finally showing an interest. It says we
were thinking about spending a school year in New Zealand;
it says we wanted to go to the Antarctic for Greenpeace one
day or help sink wells in Africa. The world seemed so close –
but the East was so far away.
Only later are there notes in the margins. Reunification,
so I read, didn’t feel quite right to us. Something about it
scared us; we had rows with the few boneheads and bomber
jackets in our suburb and feared a Greater German Empire.
So we wound ribbons around the town hall and chanted: ‘Be
it East or West, down with the Nazi pest.’ And then we
secretly daubed ‘No blood for oil’ on the school walls by night,
and that was just as important to us.
At some point there was a seminar about setting up the
first all-German youth newspaper in Nuremberg Castle.
I ought to remember whether the participants from Jena,
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Chris�ane Neudecker

Christiane Neudeckerstudiedstagedirectionandisnowafreelancewriter
and director in Berlin. Her 2015 book Summer Novella made it onto the
Spiegel bestseller list and was the NDR broadcasting Book of the Month.
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Gera and Erfurt seemed strange to me. But I can’t find anything about it. I can read names, who smiled at whom, who
was jealous of whom – but nowhere does it say who came
from where. It wasn’t important to us.
By the time I moved to East Berlin in my early twenties,
I was no longer writing a diary. But I do know I was ashamed.
Because I couldn’t grasp the dimension of my being here,
while my older visitors from home would say amazed things
like: ‘It’s incredible!’ Or: ‘You really live there!’ And: ‘I can’t
quite believe it!’
All that is perfectly normal now. Only occasionally are
there moments when we remember. We sit together and talk
about our past. And suddenly there’s a dividing line; some of
my friends become strangers. The friend who mentions in
passing: ‘seeing as I’d escaped via Hungary’. The dancer who
ate toothpaste to meet the insane weight expectations at the
state ballet school. The friend who talks about her favourite
lake, the one that was divided along the border, which her
parents cycle around every day even now because they still
can’t believe it’s possible.
Then I go quiet and don’t know how to tell them – that
they come from a country that barely existed for me back
then. Because it felt further away than the rainforest.

WENDE // GAPS
BY ULJANA WOLF
TRANSLATED BY

KATY DERBYSHIRE

I remember my father dipping his hand in the pocket of his
jacket, hung up in the hall of our small modern flat in the east
of Berlin, putting the West German welcome money in there
and saying: I’m not going.
I remember that being why we didn’t go to West Berlin in
November 1989 but only months later, when my aunt and
uncle came to visit from Saxony, in the spring of 1990.
I remember my relatives from Saxony getting a kebab in West
Berlin with no meat in the bread, only onions and sauce.
Later, I realised that empty kebab was my memory.
I remember our horror at the adverts on television, where
domesticated pets ate from shiny
I had remembered the wrong plates and possessed spending power.

memory, a refusal out of
belated solidarity.

I remember, twenty-seven years
later with my Hungarian analyst in
New York, that it wasn’t the spring of
1990 when I first went to West Berlin with my father and our
relatives from Saxony; it was earlier.
I had remembered the wrong memory, a refusal out of
belated solidarity.
Only later did I realise that ‘Katzen würden Whiskas kaufen’
essentially means that cats would buy their own whiskers.
I remember that being why I thought I understood capitalism.
I can’t remember what colour the jacket was.
Uljana Wolf
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Uljana Wolf is an award-winning German poet and translator from
English and Polish. She is known for exploring multilingualism in her
work, which has been translated into more than thirteen languages.
Born in Berlin, she now teaches German at New York University.

TRANSLATED BY

KATY DERBYSHIRE

The chestnut trees in the park will have been long plucked
clean. Flocks of crows will have drawn their circles above these
skeletons, cawing at people to hurry
them along. Damp, dreary afternoons, I can’t remember any brightly
coloured television images (how
the clocks set to winter time.
Other things counted more. The could I? Our TV was black and
fives cut out of red paper, for example, white), but I do remember a restwith which our Soviet teacher tried lessness that gripped my parents
to drive her first-year students to in those November days.
strive for the highest grades. Trophies
that I collected underneath the glass surface of the desk and,
insatiable, began one day to cut out myself – wobbly, all-tooobvious counterfeits. I can’t remember any brightly coloured
television images (how could I? Our TV was black and white),
but I do remember a restlessness that gripped my parents in
those November days. As students in East Berlin, they had
posed for photos in front of the wall, and in the meantime,
I have learned for myself that even wrongs can affirm memories, give us something to hold on to in the world.
At the same time: when my mother accompanied a youth
group to reunified Germany as an interpreter in the summer
of 1991, she was sad that they only went to Weimar and not
Cologne, Hamburg or Munich. At least her old student friend
took her by car to Kurfürstendamm one evening on our visit
to Berlin, and also to Kurfürstenstrasse, I assume; at least, my
mother later gave a fascinating report on the garish sex workers
fluttering along the kerbs like moths.
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Dmitrij Gawrisch

Dmitrij Gawrisch was born in Kiev and grew up in Bern, moving to
Berlin in 2010. He is an award-winning playwright and prose writer. In
2016, his piece ‘Sotschis Soundtrack’ was nominated for the Deutscher
Reporterpreis for best German-language reportage.
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OTHER THINGS COUNTED MORE
BY DMITRIJ GAWRISCH

WAR IS OVER
BY ANGELA STEIDELE

Angela Steidele
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Angela Steidele has written several books about LGBTQ+ lives in the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries. She won the Gleim Literature Prize for In Men's Clothes,
her biography of Catharina Linck, and the Bavarian Book Prize for her novel
Rosenstengel. She lives in Cologne.

TRANSLATED BY KATY DERBYSHIRE
I marvelled at the fall of the wall on Israeli television. In 1989 I was
looking after Holocaust survivors in an old people’s home in Haifa.
They were originally from Poland, Romania or Hungary. Many of
them were the only people in their family to survive; several bore
an Auschwitz number tattooed on their lower arm. Although they
had all been living in Israel for around forty years, most of them
had not learned Hebrew well. The lingua franca was German.
Having freshly graduated from
‘The war is only ending now,’ said
Mrs Frau Weinschal. ‘For us, too.’ a West German grammar school,
I was welcome in this noble home for former doctors; Mrs Rona
andI yearned together for the German forest and Mrs Weinschal
and I recited the ‘Easter walk’ passage from Goethe’s Faust.
To prepare as a volunteer for the peace organisation, Action
Reconciliation Service for Peace, I had attended a seminar at Jagdschloss Glienicke in West Berlin. The last impressions I took along
with me from Germany included the Soviet soldiers with their caps,
strange jodhpurs and machine guns at the ready on the nearby GlienickerBridge,whereagentswereexchangedduringtheColdWar.
When Hungary opened its border, and when GDR refugees
sought rescue in the West German Embassy in Prague, the Israeli
media were afraid of reunification. So was I. On the day after the
whole of Berlin had danced on the wall, I barely had the courage to
go to the old people’s home. Was there not a deeply shameful
‘Deutschland, Deutschland über alles’ on the air at home? How on
earth was I to face Mrs Rona and Mrs Weinschal again? When
I finally crept through the door of the home, I was surrounded in
a matter of seconds by a circle of congratulators. Mrs Rona patted
me on the back, Mrs Weinschal hugged me; everyone was happy
and clapping their hands. ‘But, but,’ I stammered in confusion, ‘isn’t
the division of Germany necessary, as a monument to all the
crimes committed in the country’s name?’ ‘The division of
Germany was always unnatural and the division of Europe too.
The war is only ending now,’ said Mrs Weinschal. ‘For us, too.’

TRANSLATED BY

KATY DERBYSHIRE

I was twenty-four and in love. In love with a city. For the first
time in my life, I knew: you’re in
the right place at the right time, you I didn’t know it yet but I sensed
privileged creature. Escaped from it: something was dying, in me,
Zurich, at home in West Berlin. My in the city. The darkness, the
obsessively blissful frenzy lasted 847 emptiness (West Berlin was that
days, which consisted more of nights above all: dark and empty), the
than of days. Then came November lost and at the same time
1989. I cried, like so many – the excess accentuated and protected, the
of emotions, the images, radiant eyes, unfinished, all these gaps, they
would vanish.
other people’s joy. I walked the streets
along the wall, my dog by my side.
I cried along with them and laughed and hugged – and froze.
I didn’t know it yet but I sensed it: something was dying, in me,
in the city. The darkness, the emptiness (West Berlin was that
above all: dark and empty), the lost and at the same time
accentuated and protected, the unfinished, all these gaps, they
would vanish. Of course it was childish, that we-in-here are
enough for us, what do we care about the rest-of-the-worldout-there? But it was wonderful. It was community. It was freedom.
There is no more we-in-here today. There is barely any
darkness. Barely any fractures. No more floating, no fairy-tale
slumber. Nothing but reality.
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Zora del Buono

Zora del Buono studied architecture and worked in Berlin as a construction supervisor after the collapse of the GDR. She has published six books
to date, including a literary travelogue for which she traced down fourteen
of the oldest trees in the world.
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ADIEU DARKNESS
BY ZORA DEL BUONO

Over the ten years since the European Literature Network was created, we have reviewed,
discussed and promoted a substantial number of key German literature titles. In this section
we’d like to present to you a selection of our online #RivetingReviews from Germany.

KINGDOM OF TWILIGHT BY STEVEN UHLY

TRANSLATED BY JAMIE BULLOCH (MACLEHOSE PRESS, 2016)
REVIEWED BY JUDITH VONBERG IN 2016

‘In truth, there are no superhumans or subhumans,’ thinks Anna, one of the
central characters in Steven Uhly’s epic novel, Kingdom of Twilight. Even
Sturmbannführer Josef Ranzner, a fanatical Nazi who sexually abuses Anna,
his Jewish slave, is to her, ‘just a fellow human who, for unknown reasons,
has become an anti-human.’
petual motion, transported forwards
and backwards in time and sideways in
space, with few signposts to alert us to
each episode’s new setting.
The novel tells the story of three
families as they negotiate the indeterminate, often threatening, twilight
between war and peace, a space filled
with ghosts of the past. For nothing
ends in 1945; this is no ‘Stunde Null’
or ‘Zero Hour’. Violence, death, persecution and exile remain part of daily
life, both for those who lived through
the war and for the next generation.
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This discomfitting truth – that we are
all just humans – resonates through
this ambitious and compelling novel,
published by MacLehose Press. Kingdom of Twilight is the fourth novel
written by Uhly, a half-Bengali halfGerman author born in 1964 and
living in Munich. It’s a sweeping saga
that takes the reader from 1944 to the
mid 1970s and from Berlin to Poland
to Tel Aviv. Uhly separates his novel into
186 episodes, or vignettes, some just
a few pages long. Like so many of the
characters, we find ourselves in per-
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still blighted by conflict, both personal
and political? ‘How far must I go,’ wonders Lisa after discovering the truth
about her mother, ‘to find something
true within me?’ It’s a question that
echoes through Uhly’s novel.
One thing is clear: the end of the
war doesn’t trigger a reset button;
nothing returns to how it was before.
While living in the camp in Berlin,
Anna meets Ruth Abramowicz. In one
vignette we see them out walking
together – it’s spring 1946 and the
world and its inhabitants are healing
from the wounds of conflict. ‘Ruth no
longer looked like someone who had
recently been liberated from a concentration camp,’ thinks Anna. ‘Her
eyes and mouth no longer seemed so
big, her face was no longer so small
and shrunken, her hair had grown.’ Yet
the return of her pre-war figure belies
more fundamental changes.
‘Both of them knew that nobody
was granted such a return journey,’ the
narrator remarks.
Uhly presents us with detailed
portraits of all of his characters.
William Kramer is no anonymous
Wehrmacht soldier, a robotic servant
of the Nazi cause, but, in his words,
‘just a farmer with a rifle.’ He’s
a shrewd farmer, a loving husband,
a proud father and a reluctant rescuer,
all too aware of the risks of sheltering
a Jewish woman wanted for murder.
Even Ranzner, whose sexual perversions and fascist ideology scream
‘cliché’, is a nuanced and conflicted
figure with the capacity to arouse
our empathy.
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Anna survives the war and falls in
with a group of Jews trying to get to
Israel. Pregnant after being raped by
Ranzner and several other members
of the SS, she meets and soon marries
Peretz Sarfati. She gives birth to a boy,
Shimon, and later, after they have
settled in the newly-recognised state
of Israel, has a child with Peretz, a girl
called Lana. While in a displaced
persons camp in Berlin soon after the
end of the war, Anna meets Frau
Kramer, whose husband and son died
in the war and who fled from her home
in occupied Poland as the Soviet Army
advanced. In 1944, she and her
husband gave refuge to a young
pregnant Jewish woman, Margarita
Ejzenstain, who has just shot and
killed an SS officer. She gives birth to
a girl, Lisa, in the cellar of the Kramers’
farmhouse but does not survive the
winter march from the East and Lisa
is brought up by Frau Kramer, who she
believes to be her grandmother. The
third strand of the plot follows Josef
Ranzner, who takes on a new identity
after the war as Otto Kruse. He
marries and has two children,
Heinrich and Gudrun, but remains
plagued by his past and his inexorable
obsession with Anna.
The three strands become evermore interwoven as each of the
characters struggles with their own
twilight period. How can uncomfortable truths from the past be integrated
into present reality? What defines
a person – blood, deeds or the actions
of one’s parents? – and how can identity be negotiated in a post-war world

The theme of conflicted,
overlapping, shifting identities
provides for one of the novel’s most
powerful moments. The word ‘refugee’
is little used in the novel but this is, of
course, what Anna, Ruth, Frau Kramer,
Lisa, Peretz and many others are at
various points in the narrative. Recalling her flight from the East, Frau
Kramer paints a vivid picture of the
‘white landscape’ dotted with suitcases
and ‘prams with frozen babies’. ‘Some
were as small as you,’ she told Lisa and
spoke of the station ‘where thousands
were standing in the cold, having
survived this far, and now waited for
a train, for a whole day.’
It is impossible to read these
words today without conjuring up
much more recent images of refugees
making their way through Europe,
dragging suitcases, pushing prams and
waiting for days on end at railway
stations in the hope of making some
sort of progress towards an unknown
destination. Refusing to label Anna,
Ruth and the others as ‘refugees’
(‘Flüchtlinge’ in German), Uhly shows
us the obvious: that the many millions
of displaced people traversing Europe
in 1945 were ‘fellow humans’, neither
‘superhumans nor subhumans’, and so
too, he implies, are the people seeking
refuge in Europe today.
Uhly’s novel is not only remarkably
poignant, but phenomenally gutsy and

full of literary merit. The German
market is saturated with novels
dealing with the nation’s past, but Uhly
has discovered a rich new vein of
material, addressing themes and
events that have remained largely
neglected elsewhere. Yet his book has
itself received relatively little
attention in Germany. Karl-Markus
Gauss, who wrote the only in-depth
review, describes it as ‘a gripping,
thoroughly researched novel’ that
‘should be at the centre of literary
debate’. And he’s right.
At nearly 600 pages, it’s a long
book and sometimes feels a little slow.
But that’s a minor niggle in an otherwise phenomenal piece of literature.
Before reading the novel, I spoke to
Jamie Bulloch about the experience of
translating it. ‘The sheer depth and
richness is remarkable,’ he said. ‘I’ve
read it cover to cover seven or eight
times now and I’m still not bored.’
After just one reading, I understand exactly what he means.
Judith Vonberg
Judith Vonberg has a PhD in Anglo-German
Cultural Relations and has worked in publishing
and journalism, with a focus on German-speaking
countries. She is now the Communications Officer
at Migrant Voice, a national charity empowering
migrants to speak out and create change
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Steven Uhly is of German-Bengali descent, and partially rooted in Spanish culture. He studied
literature and has translated poetry and prose from Spanish, Portuguese and English. His
2012 novel Gluckskind was filmed as a primetime production in Germany. He lives in Munich
with his family.
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I first met Olga Grjasnowa in 2015, when I was a translator-in-residence at
the Crossing Border Festival in The Hague. I was fortunate enough to
translate a sample from her second novel Die juristische Unschärfe einer
Ehe (‘The Legal Haziness of a Marriage’). I had also enjoyed her debut, All
Russians Love Birch Trees, translated by Eva Bacon (Other Press, 2014), and
when Katy Derbyshire recommended City of Jasmine (originally entitled Gott
ist nicht schüchtern, or ‘God Is Not Shy’) I was eager to read it myself.
City of Jasmine is now available in English,
wonderfully translated by Katy herself. It tells the story of three young
Syrians: Hammoudi is a newly qualified
doctor who has returned to Damascus
from France to renew his passport,
while Amal and Youssef are finding
their feet as an actress and director,
respectively. They have their whole
lives ahead of them, until they begin
resisting the ever-tightening grip of
the Assad regime. As life in the city
becomes increasingly dangerous, they
realise there is only one way to survive
– by turning their backs on their
beloved homeland, making the
treacherous crossing to Europe and
beginning a new life.
City of Jasmine is an incredibly
moving and topical story. Its impact
is strengthened by Grjasnowa’s
unsentimental prose, which does not
allow the reader to become distracted
from the issues at the heart of the
novel. The use of the present tense
transforms the reader into an eyewitness, seeing the reality of war-torn
Damascus through the protagonists’
eyes. Hammoudi, whose passport has

been seized, begins working as an
undercover doctor, treating wounded
resistance fighters. He is horrified by
what he sees and is struck by the stark
contrast between Damascus and Paris:
‘The park becomes a graveyard.
No one is buried according to
Sunni, Coptic, Circassian or
Armenian custom now. Instead,
corpses and body parts are
interred under cover of
darkness. Hammoudi has vague
memories of cemeteries in Paris
that looked like parks, but a park
turned into a cemetery has
something monstrous about it,
he thinks.’
As well as being a superb writer
and storyteller, Olga Grjasnowa has
a personal connection that makes this
a very important novel for her. Her
husband is Syrian, and Grjasnowa did
a great deal of research for this novel,
visiting refugees in camps and listening to their stories and experiences.
Grjasnowa herself moved to Germany
from Azerbaijan as a child; arriving
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CITY OF JASMINE BY OLGA GRJASNOWA
TRANSLATED BY KATY DERBYSHIRE (ONEWORLD PUBLICATIONS, 2019)
REVIEWED BY ALYSON COOMBES IN 2019

with only a handful of German words,
she is now a highly successful German
author with three novels and several
prizes to her name. In each of her
novels, Olga Grjasnowa shines a light
on a particular period of contemporary history, bringing different cities
– from Moscow to Baku, Tbilisi and
Berlin – to life. And in City of Jasmine,
through cultural references, astute

observations and mesmerising details,
she takes her readers on a heartbreaking journey along the streets of
war-torn Damascus and on to Europe,
where so many have fled in search of
safety, care, and above all, hope.

Alyson Coombes

Olga Grjasnowa was born to a Russian Jewish family in Baku, Azerbaijan. Her family emigrated
as ‘quota refugees’ to Germany, where she learned German aged eleven. Her novels have
won various awards and have been adapted for the stage. She is married to Ayham Majid
Agha, a Syrian-born actor.

THE END OF LONELINESS BY BENEDICT WELLS

TRANSLATED BY CHARLOTTE COLLINS (SCEPTRE, 2018)
REVIEWED BY SILVIA SOVIC IN 2018

How much tragedy can one person endure?
Benedict Wells invites us to explore the harsh emotional landscape of
his main protagonist and narrator, Jules, in a novel where he explores the
forces of life and death, in prose that is austere and gloomy. It is a bittersweet tale with many dramas, twists and turns. There are accidents,
illnesses, losses and other bleak events, yet the narrator sails through them
with tenacious hope.
‘You got used to this barrack life,
but even if you’d been there for
years it could still be depressing
when day pupils went home to
their families after school and
you stayed on site like a prisoner,
feeling that there must be something wrong with you. My
dearest wish was just to be
normal, not to be a bloody
orphan anymore.’
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Jules’ unhappiness, according to Wells’
portrayal, began in his youth. When he
was only ten, his parents died in a car
crash in the south of France. Time froze,
his childhood ended abruptly. He and his
two older siblings, Marty and Liz, were
sent to a grim boarding school in Bavaria
run by the state. To add to their misery
the siblings were separated from each
other. Denial, guilt, depression strike
Jules in turn:

conventional. A blend of poignancy
and pain runs through their story and
this novel, but it is the strong bond
between the siblings that unites them
in their moments of darkness. Only
then do they achieve true friendship.
The End of Loneliness was the
winner of the 2016 European Union
Prize for Literature and is Benedict
Wells’ first work to be translated into
English by the highly accomplished
Charlotte Collins. Despite its melancholia, at its core is a tempestuous and
compassionate love story. Not
everyone will enjoy the lean prose, but
many of us will be able to relate to its
existential themes.
Silvia Sovic

Silvia Sovic is an historian/anthropologist interested in family history and European literature and
culture. She lives in London and is Honorary Fellow
at the Centre for European Research, Queen Mary
University of London.
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Benedict Wells started his journey through three Bavarian boarding schools at the age of
six. In 2016 he won the European Prize for Literature for his third novel, The End of Loneliness,
which remained on the German bestseller list for over a year. He now lives in Berlin.
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The deprivation caused by grief
renders the narrator agonisingly shy,
anxious to the point where he can
hardly talk to his peers: ‘twisting
words out of nervousness’. He is
socially isolated, sits at the back of the
class, locked into his own escapist
dream-world. Until one day a new
girl, Alva, appears. Outsiders both,
they become soulmates, immediately
developing an idiosyncratic, emotionally intense relationship. ‘The weird
new boy’ has found a friend, with
whom he shares silent warmth and
unspoken sadness. Alva is an
intriguing free spirit who disappears
from the narrator’s life, only to resurface many years later.
The sudden death of their parents
profoundly affected Jules’ siblings too.
Crumbling under the heaviness of
loss, his older brother – clever, intelligent – takes refuge in computer
addiction, where he silently harbours
his compulsive disorder. His more
mercurial sister meanwhile drops
out of school and is restlessly un-

BABYLON BERLIN BY VOLKER KUTSCHER
TRANSLATED BY NIALL SELLAR (SANDSTONE PRESS, 2016)
REVIEWED BY JUDITH VONBERG IN 2016
Discussing his series of bestselling crime novels at the European Literature
Festival in May 2016 in London, German author Volker Kutscher reflected on
his decision to set the first instalment Babylon Berlin in 1929. ‘It’s more
interesting to see how it all starts than to look at the war itself,’ he said. But
as I read Babylon Berlin I realised that Nazi Germany had no starting point.
What Kutscher conveys in this gripping noir thriller is the ease with which
a minor political movement infiltrates a society gripped and distracted by
the all-pervading fear of communism.
Weimar Republic is neither historicised
and tedious nor a self-conscious reconstruction in glorious technicolour.
Instead, we are thrown into
a humdrum world that looks much like
our own. In fact, Kutscher is obliged to
offer frequent, sometimes painfully
contrived, reminders that the novel is
set in 1929 not 2016. At one point,
Rath, who is giving his friend Weinert,
a journalist, some information about
a murder case not yet known to the
rest of the press, tells him not to publish
the material quite yet. ‘I’ll give you the
green light in a day or two,’ he
promises. Weinert is confused. ‘Green
light?’ he asks. ‘Just like at Potsdamer
Platz,’ Rath explains, one of the first
junctions in Berlin to have traffic
lights. Later, a man dies when
a hairdryer falls into the bath while he
is washing. ‘Modern times, modern
accidents,’ one policeman comments.
Absorbed in a story peopled by
characters who are weak, corruptible
and driven by money, power and sex,
the reader forgets that this is an
historical novel until jolted into wake-
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Kutscher’s protagonist is Detective
Inspector Gereon Rath, a morally
compromised, sometimes barely
likeable, figure who has been transferred to the Vice Squad in Berlin after
a shooting incident while working for
Homicide in Cologne. Illicit porn is
soon the least of his worries as he
becomes entangled in a menacing
underground web of Russian
gangsters, gold smugglers and Nazi
arms dealers. Masterfully spun, the
plot leads Rath into a dark world with
few heroes where the line between
solving and committing crime
becomes ever more blurred.
Berlin has long been an obvious
setting for crime novels. Its allure
is summarised by Rath’s colleague
Bruno Wolter who says to the newly
arrived detective: ‘We get to gad
about the night spots of the most
exciting city in the world, which is also
the most disreputable.’ Inter-war
Germany has seen its fair share of fictional dramatisations too. Yet there is
nothing hackneyed about Kutscher’s
novel. Its portrayal of the disintegrating

These moments are the clearest
reminders of the chronological gap
between the narrative and our own
reality as well as the most powerful
indication of the parallels between
that time and today. All that is
required for extremism to take hold
is a city of individuals so distracted by
one threat that others are ignored.
Until it has taken hold, this novel
chillingly shows us, extremism is not
even recognised as such. We are
urged to look out for the burgeoning
Hitlers in our world and not to
become, in Kutscher’s own words, the
‘victims of history’ like the characters
that inhabit Babylon Berlin.

Judith Vonberg
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Volker Kutscher was born in West Germany and now lives in Cologne. He is the author of
the enormously successful Gereon Rath crime series, which was awarded the Berlin KrimiFuchs Crime Writers Prize in 2011, has sold over one million copies worldwide, and is now
a critically acclaimed TV show.
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fulness by such moments. Kutscher
creates an eerily familiar world with
a protagonist who rarely lives up to his
own ideals and whose belief that
crime and politics are mutually
exclusive is exposed as naïve.
In Babylon Berlin, the first of
a series of novels concluding in 1938,
it is the communists who present the
city’s police with the greatest problems. The Nazis are a small group,
largely seen as irrelevant, as
suggested by their designation in the
novel with a small ‘n’. Words that are
burdened with meaning for the
modern reader – Goebbels, swastika,
SA – are passed over with little
comment by the novel’s characters.
Hitler is to us oddly described as,
‘that Hitler, a strange bird with
a Charlie Chaplin moustache’.

BEFORE THE FEAST BY SAŠA STANIŠIĆ
TRANSLATED BY ANTHEA BELL (PUSHKIN PRESS, 2015)
REVIEWED BY ROSIE GOLDSMITH IN 2015
In Germany, after only two novels, Saša Stanišić is quite simply a literary
sensation, a writer for whom the word ‘Wunderkind’ was surely invented.
Already in 2006 his first novel in German Wie der Soldat das Grammofon
repariert won numerous awards, became a bestseller, was shortlisted for the
German Book Prize and translated into thirty languages, including into
English as How the Soldier Repairs the Gramophone.
‘If I were a magician who could
make things possible, I’d have lemonade always tasting as it did on
the evening Francesco explained
how right it was for the Italian
moon to be a feminine moon. If
I were a magician who could make
things possible, we’d be able to
understand all languages every
evening between eight and nine.’

‘The village wakes up coffee
machine by coffee machine’
Before the Feast takes place over
twenty-four hours, starting where it
begins in the fictional-but-familiar
village of Fürstenfelde in Brandenburg in the former GDR and narrated
by the village itself. NB: Not by the
villagers but by the village! The allseeing all-knowing village-narrator
hovers over everything and everyone
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German isn’t even Stanišić’s first
language. He was born in 1978 in the
Bosnian town of Višegrad. In 1992 at
the age of fourteen he and his parents
(mother a Bosniak-Muslim, father
a Serb) fled the Yugoslav civil war
for Heidelberg.
Saša Stanišić admits that Soldier is
semi-autobiographical, the story of
a Bosnian boy Aleksandar, a magician
who can recite Marx’s Kapital by heart
but prefers football, fishing and
listening to his grandfather’s stories.
His magical life is then overthrown by
war. However in 2014, in his second
novel Vor dem Fest, Stanišić embraces
his new German identity full-on with
his portrait of a village in the former
East Germany. Vor dem Fest won the

Alfred Döblin Prize on the basis of
its first chapter – even before it was
published – and then going on to win
the Leipzig Book Fair Prize. This
October 2015, thanks to Pushkin
Press and to one of the best
translators from German into English
in the business, Anthea Bell, we now
have this feast of a novel in English.
His highly original writing is
infused with the depth of his experiences of war, survival and immigration
(so poignant today), and his style and
storytelling bear the freshness,
invention and enthusiasm of a writer
revelling in the discovery of a new life
and language. He is also very funny.

‘Nobody really knows what we are
celebrating. It’s no anniversary,
nothing ended and nothing
began precisely on this day.
Maybe we’re simply celebrating
that all this exists: Fürstenfelde.
And what we tell ourselves
about it.’
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Before the Feast rolls back and forth
documenting the history of the village
and the region, pre-East German
communism, post-1989 up to today
with our satnavs and TVs. But it’s the
locals themselves, all bent on completing
an important mission before the feast
begins, who are most memorable: the
painter Frau Kranz who at ninety has
spent her life painting endless
canvases detailing every season,

landmark and person in Fürstenfelde,
whose mission is to paint it at night;
Anna the teenager, who will play Saint
Anna next day at the feast, running
through the night; the Ukrainian
General in the sauna; the ex-colonel
Herr Schramm whose task is to shoot
himself – or the cigarette dispensing
machine; the bell ringers preparing to
ring the church bells which have
mysteriously disappeared; the ferryman who drowns and Frau Mahlke
from the dating agency. Before the
Feast is a vivid portrait of a day in
the life of an ever-changing German
village but told in the bewitching
manner of a universal fairy tale
through the myths, memories and
stories that have ‘escaped from the
village archive’, bringing the dead back
to life to meet the living. A joy to read.

Rosie Goldsmith

Saša Stanišic was born in the former Yugoslavia (now Bosnia and Herzegovina), moving to
Germany aged fourteen. His works are all bestsellers in Germany and have been translated
into thirty languages. He has previously been awarded the Leipzig Book Fair Prize, and in
2019 received the German Book Prize.
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as they prepare for the big annual
feast of St Anna, which has taken place
every year since the sixteenth century.

HOW THE SOLDIER REPAIRS THE GRAMOPHONE
BY SAŠA STANIŠIĆ
TRANSLATED BY ANTHEA BELL (PUSHKIN PRESS, 2015)
REVIEWED BY SILVIA SOVIC IN 2019

‘How much less does a spider’s death weigh than the death of a human
being?’ a boy called Aleksandar asks himself on the day his Grandpa Slavko
dies. ‘And how do you photograph a life that’s over?’ How, indeed? Anyone
who knows anything about the Balkans will understand that the rituals of
death are taken very seriously in this part of the world; a time of chaos, grief
and laughter, not only for the extended family but for the whole
neighbourhood, and beyond. Stanišić’s novel begins with just that: a shouty
funeral that might have featured in a movie by eminent Serbian filmmaker,
Emir Kusturica (though this is much more sombre and compelling).
Aleksandar Krsmanović is a teenager
who has a seemingly normal childhood,
surrounded by his extended family and
macho friends, in the small town of
Višegrad, the same setting chosen by
Ivo Andrić half a century earlier for his
Nobel-Prize-winning novel The Bridge
over the Drina. Notwithstanding the
funeral, Stanišić’s layered novel begins
with a light touch. He introduces the
reader to Aleksandar’s long list of
family members and the larger-thanlife characters who are his friends. But
something is not as it should be. The
penny begins to drop for Aleksandar as
he casually compares family traditions:

Confronted with binary choices in
school soon after, Aleksandar is left
confused. ‘I’m a mixture. I’m half and
half’, he ponders. ‘There was everyone
in the school yard wondering how
I could be something so vague … ’ But
his background – he has a Serbian
father and Bošniak mother – is
a blessing in disguise, especially when
one day the soldiers storm into his
village and insist on knowing
everyone’s name. ‘Hands up! What?
Papers! What’s your name?’ they
shout, as they ransack house after
house in their ruthless hunt for
Muslims. Asija, a girl from the same
block of apartments as Aleksandar,
who plays the violin, is sitting on a step
nearby, frightened. They have taken
her Bošniak parents away because
they have ‘the wrong sort of name’.
Aleksandar, who has‘ the right sort of
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‘When a baby is born or someone
gets married in the Pešić family or in
ours, we exchange visits. The families are godparents to each other’s
children or witnesses at weddings.
My mother says I didn’t have a Pešić
godparent, though, it has something
to do with her and the religion on

her side of the family. Nothing bad,
says my mother …’
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These qualities are reflected in the
structure of the book. Indeed, one of
its strengths is the way the author
builds on his own mixed heritage. The
polarisation of Bosnia has squeezed
out these hybrid identities in fiction as
it did so tragically in real life.
How the Soldier Repairs the
Gramophone was much acclaimed in
the German-speaking world, where it
has also been dramatised. Anthea
Bell’s excellent translation won her
the Oxford-Weidenfeld Prize in 2009.
I found the writing completely absorbing. Part of me wonders how a nonYugoslav audience will respond to
the many cultural references from the
period; but that should not stop
anyone from reading this original and
powerful book, so relevant in the
present climate.

Silvia Sovic
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name’, tells the soldiers she is his sister,
Katarina. They hide in the attic. ‘In one
of those dark moments Asija whispers:
don’t forget me!’These are the words
that will haunt Aleksandar’s memory
years later when he and his family
escape and finally settle in Germany.
The author’s narrative is soulful
and witty. He skilfully balances the
ordinary with the extraordinary,
the factual with the absurd, the horrific with the poetic. Aleksandar is
trying to make sense of his history, but
it is Asija he can’t let go of. She
becomes his trauma, the terror of his
past, his lost childhood. He writes: ‘Do
you happen to know a woman called
Asija? It’s not a common name, maybe
you’ve heard it … the name means
bringer of peace, I’m looking for my
own Asija and can’t be at peace until
I know what’s happened to her …’ Asija
represents his identity as above all
human: protean and uncategorisable.

INTRODUCTION BY ALYSON COOMBES
The sheer breadth of writing featured in these pages is testament to the
extraordinary talent coming out of Germany today, as well as to the part
played by the many editors, translators and reviewers who work tirelessly to
bring these books to an English audience. The New Books in German (NBG)
project is very important in this regard, presenting the best Germanlanguage titles each spring and autumn, the majority of which usually come
from Germany (with slightly fewer titles coming from Austria and
Switzerland). Being on the editorial committee for NBG is a particular
privilege, as we receive over a hundred submissions for each issue, which we
get to read and discuss with our brilliant team of translators, agents, editors
and scouts. This is definitely one of the highlights of my year – the only
downside is not having enough time to read every book myself!
nicht schüchtern was published in the UK
and the US by Oneworld Publications as
City of Jasmine, translated by Katy
Derbyshire – while her second novel
Die juristische Unschärfe einer Ehe (‘The
Legal Haziness of a Marriage’) has not
been translated into English at all.
The cost of translation can be a huge
stumbling block in this regard, as
foreign books are often bought on the
strength of the individual work and
there are no guarantees the author’s
entire body of work will be translated,
making it more difficult – though
thankfully not impossible – for
international writers to become
household names.
This will hopefully not be the case
for the wonderful Nino Haratischvili,
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With funding guaranteed by the
Goethe-Institut for all books featured
in the last ten issues (five years) of
NBG, the magazine plays a crucial role
in helping UK editors find their next
project. But what about those books
that don’t find a home in the UK?
There are still plenty of titles that
could certainly find a readership here
– whether by authors who have not
yet celebrated their English-language
debuts, or by authors who have had
just one or two titles translated. One
such favourite of mine is Olga
Grjasnowa, whose debut Der Russe ist
einer, der Birken liebt (‘All Russians Love
Birch Trees’) was published in the US
by Other Press, translated by Eva
Bacon, and whose third novel Gott ist
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Alyson Coombes
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whose latest work Die Katze und der considers the universal themes of
General (‘The Cat and the General’) family life, loss and grief. I myself
was widely celebrated in Germany and review one of my top reads of the last
was shortlisted for the 2018 German year, Wo wir zu Hause sind (‘Where We
Book Prize, the German equivalent of Are at Home’) by Maxim Leo, whose
the Booker Prize. The
previous book Red Love:
2019 prize was given to
It is clear that there The Story of an East
Saša Stanišić for his
German Family was
are an incredible
novel Herkunft (‘Origins’),
published in English by
number of writers
a biographical work
from Germany who Pushkin Press, translated
about language, home,
by Shaun Whiteside.
certainly deserve
and his grandmother’s
Katy Derbyshire reviews
a place on
struggle with dementia.
bookshelves up and Sechs Koffer (‘Six
Other titles on the
Suitcases’) by Maxim
down the UK.
shortlist included Norbert
Biller, a captivating family
Scheuer’s Winterbienen (‘Winter story that was shortlisted for the
Bees’), a story of resistance in the 2018 German Book Prize, while Steph
Second World War, and Jackie Morris gives an insight into Verwirrnis
Thomae’s novel Brüder (‘Brothers’), as (‘A State of Confusion’) by Christoph
well as Miku Sophie Kühmel’s highly Hein, a highly prolific and muchacclaimed debut Kintsugi. Featured admired author.
on the longlist was another NBGIt is clear that there are an
favourite, Miroloi, a haunting debut incredible number of writers from
novel by short-story writer Karen Germany who certainly deserve
Köhler, for fans of The Handmaid’s Tale. a place on bookshelves up and down
It is impossible to name all the the UK. And with translated fiction
books we want to see published in gaining in popularity, we have good
English, but on the following pages we reason to hope that the numbers of
introduce a brief selection. Rachel German authors finding their way to
Ward offers her thoughts on Auf dem English will too continue to grow.
Seil (‘Tightrope’) by Terézia Mora. Set
between Sicily and Berlin, this story

AUF DEM SEIL BY TERÉZIA MORA
(LUCHTERHAND LITERATURVERLAG, 2019)
REVIEWED BY RACHEL WARD

Auf dem Seil – literally ‘on the tightrope’ – is the book’s title. Is life in fact
a perpetual balancing act? Darius Kopp has come close to breaking point.
Three years have passed since the death of his wife Flora. He once had
a career as an IT expert but threw it all away and cut ties with his family and
friends to travel around Europe with Flora’s ashes, looking for a suitable
place to scatter them, finally ending up on Sicily.
Since then he has found himself living
in fear of his landlady, scattered
Flora’s ashes on Mount Etna, and
made a new life for himself as a pizza
chef. One day, his seventeen-year-old
niece, Lorelei, appears out of the blue.
She is travelling alone and needs his
help. They return to Berlin together
and take care of each other in their
own ways, couch-surfing and crashing
with friends. Along the way, Kopp
learns that happiness largely comes
down to what you can change through
your own efforts, and what you can’t.
ThisisthethirdbookbyTeréziaMora
to feature Darius Kopp – a genial, slightly
bumbling everyman who does (or did)
‘something in IT’ – but it works perfectly
well as a standalone novel. It takes a little
while to get used to the style, in which dialogueandinternalmonologuearemingled
seamlessly with the narration, so that it
isn’t always clear who is speaking, or when
we are in fact privy to Darius’ thoughts
and the running conversation he has with
Flora in his mind. Point of view and tense
can shift even mid-sentence:

Yet Mora’s writing is so clear and
punchy that once I’d adjusted to the
style, I flew through the book. The voice
is snappy and idiosyncratic, giving
sharp insights into our contemporary
society and psychology, and the textual
quirks add to the impact rather than
being distracting gimmicks.
About halfway through, his life
already thoroughly disrupted by Lore,
Kopp asks himself: What will become of
me if I grow fond of her? And this seems
to me to be the most crucial question of
the book. What will happen if we let
ourselves open up again? Seeing Darius
Kopp’s anxieties helps us identify with
him, as does the blurring of speech and
thought: ‘Did I say that aloud? Why
can’t I talk likea normal person? What
a stupid thing to say…’
‘I’ll end up growing fond of her’
he said. And as a reader, so did I – of
Darius, Lore and all of them.
Rachel Ward
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‘There is one of these passing
places under a holly oak, there was
someone standing there, waiting

for Kopp, who nodded to him. Do
we know each other? Or maybe
it’s only him who knows me. It
was a half-hour drive to the tollbooth, he was on time.’

(KIEPENHEUER & WITSCH, 2019)
REVIEWED BY ALYSON COOMBES
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Readers may be familiar with Maxim Leo from his book Red Love: The Story
of an East German Family (Pushkin, 2013), translated by Shaun Whiteside, in
which Leo traces his family story through the Cold War. In Wo wir zu Hause
sind (‘Where We Are at Home’) he goes back even further, to the 1930s when
his grandparents’ generation was threatened by the rise of the Nazis.
Although Leo himself had not previously identified much with his Jewish
heritage, researching this story led him to consider his own roots and the
ultimate question that many of us face in life – what we consider to be home,
and where we feel we belong.
Wo wir zu Hause sind focuses on Maxim
Leo’s great aunt Ilse, and her cousins
Hilde and Irmgard. As the Nazis
tighten their grip, the relatives are
forced to flee Germany. Ilse moves to
France and ends up in an internment
camp, where she meets Heinz. When
Ilse falls pregnant with their daughter,
Susi, they escape the camp and
join the Resistance. Hilde moves to
England with her son André, while
Irmgard and her husband Hans move
to Israel and join a kibbutz. Maxim Leo
traces their roots back to England,
Israel and France, meeting each new
branch of the Leo family. He forms
close connections with some of his
relatives, in particular Amnon, a cousin
who later moves from Israel to
Germany to study and work.
This book had a profound effect
on me. The terrifying rise of antisemitism today throws the accounts
of Nazi brutality into sharp relief, and
the emotional pull of the Leo family
story is strong. Although many of

Maxim’s relatives survived the persecution, they only did so by abandoning
their homes and starting over in
completely different countries, learning new languages and often putting
themselves in danger to keep
themselves and others safe. Even
today the family is still scattered;
many of the relatives are not in touch
with each other and do not speak the
same language. The displacement of
Maxim Leo’s family has had a lasting
impact right through to the present
day. And yet, when they finally meet,
the relatives feel drawn to one
another. They share stories and
memories, exchange experiences,
and discover new homes they never
knew they had. Maxim Leo is intrigued
by Israel, his Israeli cousins want to move
to Germany, while his cousin Susi, who
grew up in Vienna, feels compelled to
move back to France, where she was
born. And Leo’s British cousin Andrew
wants to embrace his German
heritage and get a German passport to
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WO WIR ZU HAUSE SIND BY MAXIM LEO

ensure he can move freely across
Europe after Brexit.
Although this is first and foremost
a family history, it is so firmly rooted in
the present that readers can’t help but
identify with it. The family photos are
a beautiful addition, and the engaging

and accessible narrative style reads
almost like a novel. I think this is a very
important book and one that should
be widely available in translation.

Alyson Coombes

Maxim Leo was born in 1970 in East Berlin. He has been Editor of the Berliner Zeitung since 1997.
In 2002 he was nominated for the Egon Erwin Kisch Prize and won the German-French Journalism
Prize. He won the Theodor Wolff Prize in 2006. He lives in Berlin.

SECHS KOFFER BY MAXIM BILLER (KIEPENHEUER & WITSCH, 2018)
REVIEWED BY

KATY DERBYSHIRE

Maxim Biller, eh? He comes across as a bit of a one, a bit of a man-abouttown. I don’t watch TV shows about literature because I prefer my viewing
less stodgy, although I did occasionally watch Maxim Biller ripping other
people’s books to pieces – before he left to concentrate on his writing.
He’s been annoying the German literary establishment for so long that he’s
become very good at it. I’m glad he went back to writing, though. My feeling
is that he writes two kinds of books: serious literary tomes and short, playful
fillers. The latter are excellent. Sechs Koffer (‘Six Suitcases’) and Inside the
Head of Bruno Schulz fall into this category.
Our narrator, let’s call him Maxim
Biller, has been trying for decades to
find out a family secret. His grandfather was hanged by the Soviets for
black-marketeering – and someone
must have betrayed him. Each of the
chapters adopts a different character’s
point of view.
The nuclear family starts off in
Prague. The mother, Rada, had moved
there from Moscow, where she met
the father Sjoma, a translator (heart
emoji). Uncle Dima is married to Natalia
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Ostensibly, this novel tells the story of
the Biller family, which is a fascinating
subject in itself, as evidenced by Elena
Lappin’s memoir What Language Do
I Dream In? Maxim Biller, her brother,
takes a more mercurial approach. His
six chapters are presumably the six
suitcases of the title – certainly there’s
a lot of migration involved. They are all
set in different times and places where
family members live: Prague, Zurich,
Hamburg, with a storyline spanning
from the 1950s to the present day.
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Biller’ telling us about how his parents
or sister or uncles saw events at various
times. There’s the quiet, affectionate
humour of the characters themselves,
the father not going into the kitchen
because he knows he’ll shout at his
kids, the sister looking through photos
of her own grown-up children and
thinking about what to cook for
Shabbat if her daughter comes to visit
– ‘with her goy or without him, that
was up to her’. And in the longest section,
the one in which a young Maxim plays
the starring role – can this be
a coincidence? – there’s a great comicrelief character, the kind of teenage
wannabe Lothario who makes me grind
my teeth in vicarious embarrassment.
And then there’s the excellent
writing, the well-crafted sentences,
the melancholy descriptions: of rainy
Hamburg, shabby 1970s Zurich, the
alluring smell of a brand-new Skoda in
1965. There are the literary references that are never quite
transparent. The novel works partly
because of its mischievous plot and
partly because Biller is simply very
good at writing. I recommend it.

Katy Derbyshire
This review originally appeared on Katy
Derbyshire's website:
lovegermanbooks.blogspot.com.

Maxim Biller, born in Prague in 1960, has been living in Germany since 1970. His books have
been translated into sixteen languages. In 2018, he held the poetics lectureship at the university
of Heidelberg. He lives in Berlin.
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– an attractive filmmaker generally
considered a bad egg – and is put in
prison for trying to escape to the
West. There are two more brothers,
Lev and Vladimir, in West Berlin and
Brazil, who send occasional luxury
goods. And there is Jelena, Maxim’s
sister, and Maxim, who grows up
mainly in Hamburg. We meet the
family on the eve of Dima’s release, as
observed by Maxim’s brother and his
sister-in-law, then ten years later
when Maxim visits Dima in Zurich,
then in a letter from Natalia, sent from
miserable Montreal to her ex-lover
Sjoma. The last two chapters are told
from the perspectives of a grudgebearing Lev, at the time of Dima’s
funeral, and a present-day Jelena. It’s
important, and is stressed, that the
family is Jewish. Although there is very
little religion involved, communist
Europe is not a safe place for them.
Imagine a game of Cluedo with six
unreliable narrators. Biller has a lot of
fun with us, sowing seeds of suspicion
and then unearthing them again, varying
tiny details – was the fridge red or
blue, was it the lead piping or the candlestick? All the time, though, giving us
a fascinating portrait of a Jewish family
spread around the world. I’ve read it
twice now and of course I’m none the
wiser, but I do respect the author’s
writing skills all the more. There is the
humour of the voice – today’s ‘Maxim

VERWIRRNIS BY CHRISTOPH HEIN (SUHRKAMP, 2018)
REVIEWED BY

STEPH MORRIS

The change in mainstream mores that led to concessions such as a royal
pardon for Alan Turing has also fed the mainstream with stories. Writers are
scrubbing the straightwash from historical figures to reveal the dirt.
Germany has the added story-capital of changing regimes, and a whole state
that ceased to exist in 1990, leaving its workings exposed. Christoph Hein’s
Verwirrnis (‘A State of Confusion’) exploits the storytelling gold of a man
tossed from frying pan to fire and back in the various post-war Germanys.
Hein was a successful East German writer and remained successful when the
wall came down. He is in a position to describe life before, during and after
the GDR’s existence at first hand. Writing about the gay experience of those
years required him to observe and listen to others, however. He
has explained that the book is based on the experiences of friends. Hein
demonstrates that it’s perfectly possible for a seventy-something
heterosexual man to write a queer-themed story. It’s just research.
he reports for them. Careful to
incriminate no one, he writes just one
bland report to keep them happy and is
never asked again.
Finally, the wall comes down. Hein
describes the frenzy of asset-stripping,
recriminations, dashed hopes and
witch hunts that accompanied
reunification in all its horrid irony.
Friedeward does not escape. Now he is
threatened with dismissal from the university as a former informant. The new
authorities will only let him stay if it
goes on public record that the Stasi
blackmailed him to collaborate because
of his sexuality. But Friedeward is not
out now. He never has been and never
will be. He is imbued with guilt. Of all
the ideologies, religion was beaten into
him hardest, by his father. Friedeward
is destroyed by a three-pronged
assault from Catholicism, communism
and capitalism. His father and the
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Friedeward, our hero, grows up
screwed by the triple regimes of smalltown Catholicism, state communism
and a disciplinarian father. He escapes
to Leipzig to study his great passion, literature, and be with the love of his life,
Wolfgang. In Leipzig the lads make
friends with two lesbians, kindred
spirits Jacqueline and Herlinde. While
homosexuality was decriminalised
somewhat earlier in East Germany
than in the free West, the stigma
remained. To keep society and his
family at bay, Friedeward marries
Jacqueline. Wolfgang later proves
fickle, moving to West Berlin and jeopardising
his
relationship
with
Friedeward before the wall goes up
and separates them for good. Now,
however, Friedeward is a respected
lecturer in Leipzig, enjoying his work.
Eventually the Stasi want something
from him, threatening to out him unless

affects people and weaves it into a terribly neat plot. I highly recommend this
book to English-language readers.

Steph Morris

Steph Morris studied fine art and art history before
turning to creative writing and translation. He runs
a monthly translation workshop at the GoetheInstitut London, and divides his time between
London and Berlin.
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Christoph Hein, whose literary career spans three decades, lived through the early years of the
GDR in adverse circumstances and wrote about his experience. As a pastor’s son he was barred
from high school in the GDR, later studying and finding work in the theatre.

THE UNTRANSLATED

church still have the most power
over him.
In the end, at last, there is defiance.
Leipzig takes to the streets, led
by Jacqueline.
Hein does not wallow or dawdle in
telling this story. He leaves you to feel
things for yourself, and you do. Like
the people of Leipzig I was angry, and
the sense of being caught in the
crossfire between official narrative and
lived reality is easy to identify with.
Hein has a grip on history and how it

West Camel © Lisa Kalloo

AFTERWORD
BY WEST CAMEL, EDITOR

which for many people marked the end
of an extended period of instability
and the beginning of the country’s
reunification and peace.
For those of us outside Germany,
and old enough to remember, the events
of 1989 were seen through a camera
lens. I recall the striking images, and
the reports from journalists (including
from our own Riveter-in-Chief, Rosie
Goldsmith, for the BBC) emphasising
the historic nature of this moment; but
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In my introduction I mentioned that
before working on The German Riveter
my experience of German literature was
limited to Thomas Mann. Germany has
undergone massive changes since Mann’s
Castrop left the flatlands for Davos, and
his Aschenbach holidayed in Venice.
Unavoidably Germany’s writers have
been concerning themselves with these
transformative events. The publication
of The German Riveter marks the
anniversary of the fall of the Berlin Wall,
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I didn’t live it. The German writers
who’ve contributed to the magazine did.
Their ‘Wende memories’ remind us of
how you can experience some of the
most important events of your – or any –
era, yet somehow still continue with
your everyday life.
The sense I have, now that my
perspective on literature from Germany
has been considerably widened by
editing this magazine, is that in the
aftermath of this major shift, writers
began to assume, or be given, labels
such as ‘from the former East Germany’,
‘lived under the Stasi’ and ‘coming to
terms with the past’ (for the German
phrase, see Rosie Goldsmith’s review of
the work of Julia Franck). I believe that
those of us who aren’t German can also
come to terms with the past – with
Germany’s past and with our own; and
we can learn about how to do this from
German writers.
German literature is not just about
its history, however; although I have
learned that for German writers and
publishers changing that image is an
ongoing struggle. Readers around the
world want to read about Germany’s
history, and many German writers want
to write about it, so it’s a closed loop.
As a publishing insider, I know that the
industry loves closed loops – and
the guaranteed sales they bring. It’s no
surprise, then, that in Germany, the
Krimi (crime fiction – that most
commercial of genres) often deals with
historical crime, as I have learned from
this magazine.
It’s clear that some writers, publishers
and literary organisations are breaking

out of this historical obsession, and it
seems they are doing so by embracing
Germans from elsewhere. The Eighth
Life, a major publication in Germany,
whose English-language publication we
celebrate with the launch of this
magazine, is written by a Georgian
immigrant to Germany, and the book
I review in these pages, Apostoloff,
examines the Bulgarian immigrant
experience. We also feature the Weiter
Schreiben project, which works with
writers newly arrived in Germany from
war zones.
The irony is that in many ways in the
1960s and thereafter, these immigrant,
or dual-heritage writers came to
Germany for historical reasons.
Germany’s twentieth-century ruptions
were resolved, leading to decades of the
kind of relative stability and prosperity
that has made Germany one of Europe’s
key immigrant destinations. And thus is
Germany’s literature enriched.
This Riveter from Germany has
shown me exactly what a rich literature
it has: the poetry, children’s books,
essays and memories I’ve read have
revealed a wealth of experience, of
style, of experiment and of thought.
Germany’s writers, thirty years on from
the moment that marked the end of
a turbulent era, can look back and
forwards with confidence, allowing
themselves and their readers the space
and tools to examine where they have
been, where they are and where they
are going.
West Camel

The Riveter is a free magazine. Without sponsorship and funding we would not be able to bring
you this wealth of literature from across Europe. Our thanks for this magazine go to our family of
German Riveter sponsors: the Goethe-Institut London, Frankfurt Book Fair International, the
German Embassy UK, Arts Council England, the British Council and the British Library London.

BY

GOSIA CABAJ

The Goethe-Institut facilitates international cultural exchange, and as part
of this it aims to bring a worldwide perspective on contemporary discussions
around literature and its related fields.
Office in New York, the International
Division of the Frankfurt Book Fair and
the Börsenverein des Deutschen
Buchhandels, we publish New Books in
German. This twice-yearly magazine
features reviews of the best new books
(fiction, non-fiction, children’s and young
adults’) from Austria, Germany and
Switzerland, as well as articles about
the German-language literary scene.
All the books we review are guaranteed
funding for translation into English.
Gosia Cabaj
Gosia Cabaj is the Head of Information Services
Northwestern Europe Region
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Working in close collaboration with
institutions, festivals, initiatives and
cultural practitioners to make German
literature more accessible to a broad
audience, our programmes are
increasingly multilateral. They include
residencies and workshops, and talks
and readings by emerging as well as
renowned authors, editors and
translators. We also aim to support
translators through activities that aid
their professional development.
Together with the Foreign
Ministries of Austria, Germany and
Switzerland, Pro Helvetia (Arts Council
of Switzerland), the Austrian Cultural
Forum in London, the German Book
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5
1 Opening of the Frankfurter Buchmesse 2019: HRH Crown Princess Mette-Marit of Norway, Margit Walsö,
Director of NORLA – Norwegian Literature Abroad and Halldór Gudmundssen, programme manager © Bernd
Hartung / Frankfurter Buchmesse. 2 Olga Tokarczuk, winner of the 2018/19 Nobel Prize for Literature and
Juergen Boos, President and CEO of the Frankfurter Buchmesse at the Opening Press Conference 2019 © Claus
Setzer / Frankfurter Buchmesse. 3 Saša Stanišić, winner of the German Book Prize 2019 © Sascha Erdmann.3
4 An outstanding appearance: Crown Princess Mette-Marit travelled to Frankfurt in a special train accompanied
by the authors © Claus Setzer / Frankfurter Buchmesse. 5 Canadian author Margaret Atwood and Norwegian
author Erlend Loe at the handover ceremony © Claus Setzer / Frankfurter Buchmesse. 6 Juergen Boos in
conversation with Karl Ove Knausgård © Claus Setzer / Frankfurter Buchmesse.
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7 Winner of the 2019 Peace Prize of the German Book Trade: Sebastião Salgado © Tobias Bohm. 8 Norway - The
dream we carry: the Guest of Honour presentation 2019 © Bernd Hartung / Frankfurter Buchmesse. 9 Passing
the Guest-Scroll on to the next year’s Guest of Honour Canada: Margit Walsø, Director NORLA and Caroline Fortin,
President, Canada FBM2020 © Claus Setzer / Frankfurter Buchmesse. 10 The new Frankfurt Kids area: Tommi
Award © Nurettin Cicek / Frankfurter Buchmesse. 11 Literaturgala: From left, back row: Bärbel Schäfer, Bela B,
Nina Petri; front row: Juergen Boos, Maja Lunde, Ken Follett, Margaret Atwood, Elif Shafak, Colson Whitehead ©
Claus Setzer / Frankfurter Buchmesse.
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