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· CHAPTER I

INTRODOC'l'ION

Now if art were simply the mirror of reality, then realism
would be a constant, ••• But realism itself is a historical
development: it registers the impact of social changes upon
artistic conventions, brings about the breakdown of old
conventions and the emergence of new techniques, and accelerates
the momentum £f the novel toward an'increasing scope and
flexibility.

In this study of the novels of Th1e Johnson, we intend to examine

his responses to the formal problem of preserving the vitality of the

novel as a vehicle for reflecting the experience of contemporary political

and social life accurately and profoundly. We shall also consider the

significance of those aspects of empirical reality upon which he 10n-

centrates his attention, in particular the consequences of the ideological

division of Germany and the limitations imposed upon individuals in

modern society. Our concerns are t\>lofold: firstly, to examine Johnson's

realism in historical perspeptive, and secondly, to indicate differences

of emphasis and the development of fundamental interests through a

comparative survey 0 f his three published novels, !'!.1.!-tmaBunge~__iibe:r:..~ako£

(1959) , Do.s dritt.e Buch _Yjer t:..chirr. (1961) and Zwei Ansichten (1965).

We share Levin's view of realism as a relative term, rather than

a distinctive literary technique or an historically limited phenomenon,

in the awareness that novels have always been essentially intended to

IR. Levin, 'l'he Gates of Horn. A Study of Five French ~ea.li?t~,
(New York 1966), p.30~--·---·--

1
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depict real life, from the restricted perspectiv.e which has appeared most

important to each author. Furthermore, we acknowledge the continuing

need for each literary generation to critically examine the narrative

conventions which, in the eyes of its predecessor, afforded the most

direct and natural representation of life, and to derive new formal

structures and areas of concern from its own experience of life. 2

Continuity in the historical evolution of realis~ can, however, be

established in respect to certain basic spheres of thematic interest.

which, as Auerbach bas clearly demonstrated, were established in the

novels of the leading French writers of the post-Revolutionary era:

the serious treatment of everyday reality, extensive focus upon the

fundamental material problems of socially ,inferior groups, close inter-

'tleavine; of fictional characters and events into the complex fabric of

a precisely delineated socio-historical background, and aVlarcness of

history as a determining, evolvi~g force. 3 These concerlw;are, as we

hope to sho\-l, still central in J ohn,-,,>on' s novels, modi fied to penni t

treatment in depth of the new contemporary . experience of ideological

confrontation on a world scale.

The seriousness of intent behind Johnson's fictional investigations

is underlined by his refusal - most explicit in Das dritte Buc~ uber Achim -

to make concessions towards any incli.nation on the part of his imagined

reader' to simplify and idcalice experience or to expect escapist enter-

2
1b

, ,
_J.2., p. 57.
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tainment:

Nun erwarte von mir nicht den Namen und Lebensumstande fUr
eine wild dahinstUrzende Gestalt im kalten Morgennebel •••
eifriges dummes Hundgebell, amtliche Anrufe, keuchender Atem,
ein SchuE, unversehens fallt jemandhin ••• ich hatte ja
nichts im Sinn als einen telephonischen Anruf • • • (A 6)

His interests are clearly not directed towards the sensational and dramatic

exceptions in life. This principle applies equally to his choice of people

as to events; there is no temptation, such as we find in much of the

earlier tradition of the German novel from Goethe to Thomas Mann, to

concentrate upon the special problems of the intellectual-artist in his

relationship to society, and thereby tq disregard the broad social problems

of the majority. Aesthetic and intellectual concenns are, in Johnson's

eyes, much too restrictive:

fiir mein Vorhabell w'ire eine kiinstlerische odeI' iiberhaupt
eine intellektuelle Existenz nicht geeignet gewesen, denn die
intellektuelle Situation ist

4
nicht geeignet, einem gr~Beren

Kreis vorgetragen zri werden.

Not only is Johnson interested in problems which affect the everyday life

of unexceptional individuals; he has suggested that developments at the

highest political level are, in fact, reflected much more emphatically

in the lives of the unenlightened and the underprivileged than through

the deliberations of perceptive, but comfortably insulated observers:

lch bin i.iberzeugt, daB die Ieinfachen Leute I das erheblichere
Beispiel abgeben fUr Lebensverhaltnisse in unserer Zeit, •••
insbesondere weil sie jede Verschlimmerung dar Lage unerbittlich
ausbaden mUssen, ihre Schwi~rigkeiten mit dem scharfsten Risiko
iiberwinden mUssen. 5

p. 90.

5H• S. Schoelman, IIAusku.nfte und Abreden zu 'Zv,ei Ansichten III
(in rororo edition of Zwei Ansich~~~, no. 1068), p. 117.
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His fictional world is firmly embedded in contemporary h:lstorical and

political reality; in each of the novels, a major political development

makes a considerable impact upon the private existence of his main

characters, and the range of their r~actions is representative of a

wider spectrum of social attitudes, which are by no means specifically

limited to the German situation.6

Johnsonts relentless concentration upon the practical, empirical

problems of modern society, and his insistence upon exact observation

rather than essayistic abstraction or symbolical amplification, suggests

a degree of concrete realism rarely evident in fue traditions of the German

novel. As Roy Pascal has pointed out, there.has been a tendency, even

amongs t nov.elists who deal direc·tly with the rlOrld of everyday experience,

like Thomas Mann (Buddenbrooks), Alfred Doblin (Berlin Alexandern}atz),. --~~

Hermann Broch (Die Schlafviandler.) and Gunter Grass (Die Blecht:r:~me~),

to transcend the limits of empirical reality, indicating "a dissatisfaction

with concrete or psychological realism, an irony or lack of respect towards

realism, a tendency towards the non-realistic symbol, to the grotesque,

to tpe utopian. ,,7 Hans Mo.yer has directed attention to the surprising

fact that German literature in the 1950's scarcely attempted to do justice

to the outstanding political issues of the period:

1m Jahrzehnt del' Halbzeit und des Transits war in Deutschland del'
Aufstand des 17. Juni 1953 das beherrschende Ereignis. Die

6see below, Chs. III, IV.

7Spcech upon receipt of the Shakespeare-Preis, Hamburg 6.6.69,
cf. V~!:leihung.del' ShC:l~espeare-Pr.!is.e1968 und_1969 (Stiftur.g
F.V.S. zu Hamburg), p. 60.
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Literatur riahm jahrelang davon nicht Kenntnis, wie sie unerhaupt
bestrebt war ••• die Themen des Kriegs, Nachkriegs und der
deutschen AktuBlitat in ihren schmerzhaften Aspekten weitgehend
zu verdrangen.

The novels of Uwe Johnson have since contributed decisively -

together with those of his contemporaries Grass and Walser in particular

to the examination and illumination of the immediate historical past:,

the Hitler era, the post-war experience of economic reconstruction and

political division, and the problems of the affluent consumer society.

Johnson has attracted critical attention above all by translating his

first-hand knowledge of life under both ideological systems into strikingly

original literary terms.. To describe him, however, in relation to his

main thematic concern as ltDichte'r del' beiden Deutschland"9, not only

distracts interest from his creative achievement, but is also an~ver-

simplification which fails to throw light upon the distinctive emphasis

of each of his novels. The first novel, ~lutmaBungen uber J.~.:2B, is

essentially concerned \-lith a range of East German reactiom to the political

developments of 1956; Das dritte Buch tiber Achim presents the reactions

of a· Western outsider to East German society. Only Zwei Ansichten is

wri tten in the form of a balanced contrast beb"een life in East and \1est

Germany as seen through a representative, limited viewpoint on each side.

~ohnsonts decision to move to the West in 1959 was prompted

by the desire for llterary independence - to enst~e the publication of

MutmaBun~en uber Jakob without restrictions - and did not imply an

8H. Mayer, Deutsche Literatur seit Thomas Man~, 1'01'01'0 no. 1063,
(1968), p. 88.
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ideological decision in favour of Western society.10 By choosing to

live in West Berlin, part of the divided city·which he has described as

11the most interesting in Europe , Johnson has indicated the importance

of p~rving a close acquaintance with the changing face of each society.

The most obvious feature of his approach to contemporary realities is the

emphas~s upon careful observation and exact description of those aspects

of existence under each ideology which affect the social, political and

economic life of individual citizens; this is coupled with the refusal

to make comparative judgments in terms of imprecise abstractions like

"freedom" and "justice", o/hich are lar·gely indicative of subjective

preconceptions and too readily take on a political bias. These points

are well illustrated by the description, in DaG dritte Buch uber Achi~,

of the attempt made by the vlest German journalist Karsch to gain an

accurate impreGsion of a large city in Saxony:

Karsch nahm es auf mit diesel' Stadt wie mit allen denen seiner
Welt, die er besucht hatte nach dem Krieg. Beim Fl'uhstuck saB e1'
uber einem·Plan del' StraBenfUhrung und ergrubelte die Geschichte
diesel' weitlaufigen Siedlung, wie sie erschien in "den HauptstraBen,
die ehemals als Chausseen die D~rfer·an den kraftig gegliederten
kleinen Kern hel'angezogen hatten ••• 1m iibrigen fotografierte er

'wahllos nul' was ihm gefiel; ihm gefielen die beiden Hauser aus dem
sechzehnten Jahrhundert, die verwittert und fremd all.ein standen
imqitten del' oden Leere, zu del' ihre Nachbarschaft geglattet lag;
auch versuchte er sich an dem Untel'schied zv/ischen h~lzernen

Wurstbuden auf dem r1arkt und dem Rathausturm • • • aus dem Turm
drohnte grob verstarkt anmutiges Glocke!llipiel als Schmeichelei fur
die.folgende Stimme, die den Besucher aufforderte die Ausstell.ung
sozialistischel:l v/iederaufbaus zu besichtigen, denn sie gehe ihn an;
er besichtigte sie; begriff im Blick durc·h die schweren Fenster-

10B" k
~ene , p. 88.
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laibungen die hoch zusammengehorige Umbauuilg des t1arktes, die
del' Krieg ihm ausgebrochen hutte; sah von del' Galerie hinunter
auf den dichten Strom nachmi ttaglicher FuBganger und \<,ar sichel' daB
er nichts verstehen werde mit Vergleichen (du hast mich nach den
Unterschieden gefragt): dies war etwas fur sich allein und zu
erfassen nul' von sich aus, er kannte es nicht. (A 15-16)

Karsch is well aware of the difficulties involved in his self-

imposed task. He considers thorough documentary research to be an

essential preparation: a clear grasp of the historical and geographical

background is necessary as a means of giving perspective and direction to

his immediate visual impressions. As soon as he embarks upon his

exploratory tour, it becomes clear that he is particularly interested in

concrete detail which can be recorded perman~ntly and accurately with

his camera. His choice is deliberately random and incomplete: systematic

investigation is impossible in the complexity of modern urban socjety.. ~

He is only prepared to note differences and contrasts in his immediate

surroundings, since direct comparisons with his previous experience would

be premature and misleading, in this unique situation where a former

national entity is now rigidly divided.

The unexpected, alienating element for the \~esterner in an other-

wise unexceptiondl setting is the hidden but ubiquitous voice of authority,

intent upon persu~ding visitors to improve their knowledge of the

achievements of Socialism by visiting a public exhibition. Karsch complies,

but, significantly,'his impressions are not recorded by the narrator. He

is evidently more concerned with the possibility of elevated perspective -

11 Uberblick" both literally and figura tively ~ which his vantage point

affords him upon his surroundings. But he' gains no real insight and..
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remains uncertain and distant in the midst of unfamiliar experiences.

The reality which Karsch is intent upon investigating is, however,

not the purely visual one: as he points. out soon afterwards, in conversation

with his actress friend Karin, his researches have distinct economic arid

political implications - " zu untersuchen wie das wirtschaftliche Gesetz

im Aussehen del' StraBe erschien. '1 (A 17) He believes that the close

observation of physical details will permit a more reliable assessment

of the ideological situation than the opinions of others or the version

presented by State authorities. He is determined to avoid making

judgments which derive from prejudice rather than from empirical knowledge.

Even after more than a week of inquiry he is not prepared to answer the

question of a local journalist, Herr Fleisg, about his initial impressions,

other than cautiously:

- lch sehe ja immer nul' das StraBenbild? antwortete Karsch , und
aB weiter. - leh glaubte nicht daB eine Woche ausreicht: sagte er.

(A 28)

The thoroughness, the close attention to exact detail, and the

reluctance to draw premature conclusions, which distinguish Karsch's

explorations, clo?ely reflect the attitudes expressed by Johnson in

'Berliner Stadtbahn" (1961)12, the essay which contains his most concise

statement of the difficulties facing the contemporary writer aiming at

a truthful, unbiased representation of reali ty. ~/orking from the

description of a simple everyday occurrence in divided Berlin (prior

to the building of the viall in August 1961) - an anonymous individual

stepping of a train from the Eastern sector at a border station on the

121lBerlin~r Si-adtb.s.hTi..,. Ei.n Bericht"i t·lerku£ XV, Heft 8, (1961),
. p. 722 - 733.
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Western side and disappearing out into the street - Johnson makes us

aware of the remarkably complex problems involved in presenting an

accurate account of what has happened. He indicates how balanced,

truthful reporting of any event in this inescapably political environment

is hindered by three main factors: the fallibility and prejudice of the

observer, the ideologically oriented ~nterpretations offered by the mass

media on either side of the boundary, and the difficulty of finding

concise, untainted expressions in a situation where few words remain

"neutral", since' even the most elementary have taken on distinct political

nuances.

We have, of course, been made aware of the inevitable bias and

. distortion of all individual viewpoint~ and, in consequence, of the

elusiveness of objective kno\'/ledge., in some of the best imaginative writing

of this century (Franz Kafka's novels spring particularly to mind).

The observer of any event vli11, of necessity, select and emphasise those

details which seem most important, but too often his choice is made

according to preconceived assumptions rather than an exact perception of

what has actually. happened. Johnson has shovm hovi any distortions at the

individual level will be greatly. magnified by the political press,

particularly in the contemporary terman situation, in which the con-

frontation of tv/o diametrically opposed and mutually hostile political

systems is most direct. The uncommitted, inquiring observer is constantly

presented with contradictory versions of the truth - "z",ei gegens3.tzliche[]

Tendenzen der Wahrheitsfindung,,13 - neither of which may bear any

131, . d 7(...';:;.
~-' p~ -'
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significant relation to the observable facts. But within the obvious

and severe political division of Germany, a more subtle differentiation

is taking place; the increasing manipulation of the language for political

and economic ends. The writer, dependent upon the expressiveness and

precision of language to represent his thoughts and observations, exactly

as he intends, to a wide and discriminating audience, must scrupulously

avoid all words which have political implications of any kind:

Denn es kommt hinzu, daB beide Machtapparate ihre eigenen
. sprachlichen Verabredungen getroffen haben und sie in ihrem
Gebiet teilweise als Konvention durchsetzen konnten. Beide
Stadte Berlin etwa nennen sich frei einander unfrei, sich demo
kratisch einander undemokratisch, sich friedlich einander
kriegsltistern, usw. Einige dieset diffusen Formeln sind
tatsachlic~4sprachgangiggeworden und werden oft ohne Ironie
angesetzt.

If these problems are part of the everyday experience of the

perceptive individual in modern Germany, then, ~s Johnson has stressed,

th~ creative writer dealing with this situation must indicate his

a\olareness of their implications in his fictional \oIriting:

Eine Grenze an diesel' Stelle wirkt wie eine literarische Kategorie.
Sie verlangt die epische Technik und die Sprache zu verandel'll,
bis sie del' unerhorten Situation gerecht werden. 15

Deprived of any certainties other than those which his own limited

empirical investigations can establish, unable to rely upon any pre-

determined system of values," the writer is no longer in a position to

assume the attitude of omniscience ... "del' gottergleiche Uberblick,,16 -

14Ibid , p. 732.

15Ibid,
..

p. 725.

16Ibi~, p. 733.
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which we associate with earlier realists like Balzac. In particular,

Johnsonrejects the idea that art should harmoniously transfigure life.

He is not prepared to present a: neatly planned, well-integrated illusion

of reality, when his own experience remains fragmentary and imprecise.

The artificiality of his structural framework and the ambiguities of

personality should therefore be stressed rather than disguised, and the

characters allowed to speak for themselves without being judged by a

superior narrator:

Del' Verfasser 'sollte-zugebe~, da~ er erfunden hat, was er
vorbringt, er sollte nicht verschweigen, dM seine Informationen
liickenhaft sind und ungenau. Denn er verlangt Geld fLir ....laS er
anbietet. Dies eingestehen kann er, indem er etwa die sch\.,rierige
Suche nach del' Y/ahrhei t ausdriicklich vorfiJllrt, indem er seine
Auffassung des Geschehens mit del' seiner Personcn vergleicht und
relativiert~ indem er ausli:illt, was er nicht \-lissen kann, indcm
er nicht fLir rE;ine Kunst ausgibt, \-las noch eine Art der Wahrhei ts
findung ist. 1'7

Any contemporary fictional work involves a remarkable selection

of detail: no-one claims today to offer a "slice of life!' in the

Naturalist sense. The writer is obliged. to choose situations which he

considers representative, since the precise description of any specific

milieu, vie\-led as an isolated entity, may not stand in any significant

relation to the reader's sphere of reality. The search for truth has,

for Johnson, an inescapably political, social and economic basis, ju.st

as strongly as for 1?ertolt Brecht, but with the important difference that

the experience of one generation has sufficed to destroy the faith in

ideology, which led Brecht in the mid-1930's to talk in terms of a clear

17Ibid, p. '733.
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political solution to the evils of capitalism~18 In Johnson's eyes,

we can do no more than cautiously examine modern manifestations of

capitalism and socialism as they are 'reflected in the lives of individuals:

there is little indication that any political ideal is approaching

fulfilment. Berlin is consequently not depicted as a fascinating

metropolis, but is to be seen as a political model - "ein Modell fiir

die Begegnung der beiden Ordnungen".19 The unspectacular incident

which introduces the chain of deliberations in "Berliner Stadtbahn" is

a random example which might possibly have wider general implications:

[DeI' Verfasser] halt den Vorfall uberhaupt fUr ein Beispiel, das
man anfUhren darf. Er glaubt, da,r., es etv!as beweiot liber die
Lebensverhaltnisse beiderseits der Grenze. 20

But he could quite easily be mistaken and thereby falsify a mere -factual

observation by making it into a significant Ii terary reality - "Unablar.,ig

ist er in der Gefahr, daB er versucht etwas wirklich zu machen, das nul'

tatsachlich ist",. 21 The selection of details and the emphasis they imply

must therefore be clearly presented as the arbitrary judgment of the

author. (The words "Beispiel", "Versuch1f , and "i,·jodelJ.1f rec1.U' frequently

in Johnson's novels to remind the reader of thiR fact.) Above all~ the

writer's language should be markedly "neutral1f , able to be understood

clearly by readers in both parts of Germany and beyond - "eine Sprache

18 f B B "t "F'u'nf S h' . k . t b' S \,. . b dc. • reCl~, c v:lerlg el en elm Cllrel en er
Wahrheit", Ver-suche 9, (Berlin 1958), p. 87 - 101.

19"Berliner Stadtbahn", p. 724.

20_~bid, p. 728.

21 Ibid, p. 728.
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• • • die beide Gegenden in einen Gri ff bekommt und ztldem u.oerregion8.1

verstandlich ist tl
•
22

Th'e practical consequence of the principles outlined in "Berliner

Stadtbahn" upon realistic techniques is, to use K. A. Horst's terms,

a movement a"Jay from the creation of a unified illusion of reality

towards the presentation of a deliberately incomplete fiction. 23 This

development will, we feel, become more obvious if we briefly consider a

representative example of the traditional realistic illusion, the opening

scene of Fontane's Effi Briest:

In Front des schon seit KurfliYst Georg Wilhelm von del' Familie
von Briest bewohnten Herrenhauses zu Hohen-Cremmen fiel heller
Sonnenschein auf die mittagsstille DorfstraBe, wahrend nach del'
Park- und Gartensei te hin ein rechbvinklig angebauter Sei tenfliigel
einen breiten Schatten erst auf einen weiB und griin quadrierten
Fliesengang und dann iiber diesen hina'us auf ein groBes, in s.&:iner
Mitte mit einer Sonnenuhr undo an seinem Rande mit Canna indica und
Rhabarberstauden besetztes Rondell warf. Einige z\1anzig Schri tte
weiter, in Richtung und Lage genau dem Seitenfliigel entsprechend,
lief eine ganz in kleinblattrigem Efeu stehende, w.J.r an einer Stelle
von einer kleinen, "'eiB gestrichenen EisentUr' unterbrochene Kirch
hofsmauer, hinter del' del' Hohen-Crenunener Schindelturm mit seinem
blitzenden, weil neuerdings erst wieder vergoldeten Wetterhahn
aufragte. Fl'onthaus, Seitenfliigel und Kirchhofsmauer bildeten
ein einen kleinen Ziergarten umachlieBendes Hufeisen, an dessen
oftener Seite man eines Teiches mit Wassersteg und angeketteltem
Boot und dicht daneben einer Schaukel gev/ahr Vlurde? deren horizonta~4

gelegtes Brett zu Haupten und FiiBen an je zwei Stricken hing • • •

Fontane's first concern i.s to create a setting which the reader

can clearly envjsage - lI ein homogenes Ganze ••• von dem ich mich

umschlossen flihle und in dessen Beziig1ichkeiten ich mich immer tiefer

22Ibid , p. 732.

23K• A. Horst, Das S,Eektrurn dAS modernen Romans, (t-l iinchen 1964),
p. 30 - 42.

2['
rT. Fonta!le, Effi Br~est, (Goldm3.nns Gelbe Taschenbiicher 1576/7), p. 5.
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einlebe".25 The hereditary home of the Briest family and its immediate

surroundings are fully and uninterruptedly described as seen through

the omniscient eyes of the author. Against this background he will

gradually unfold a unified story, in which the social and moral attitudes

of the characters are closely related to their environ~ment: the emerging

tensions between tradition and modernitY.("seit Kaiser Georg Wilhelm"/

'!lngebauter Seitenfliigel"), between exotic and domestic tastes ("Canna

indica"/ "Rhabarberstauden"), and between confinement and expansion

('fKirchhofsmauer"/ "Teich", "Schaukelf' ) are already revealed in the setting,

yet the economy and signi ficance of detail \-1ill only become evident in

retrospect, as the plot develop$. Such ~recise craftsmanship, which

creates a highly credible illusion of everyday reality through n~

deliberate elimination of all ou.tward signs of artifice, and which only

gradually betrays the mou.lding hand of the author, offers an apt

illustration of Fontane's view that art should transfigure and harmoni,se

reality:

••• darauf kommt es an, daB wir in den Stunden, die wir einem
Buche \-,idmen, das Gefiihl haben, unser wirkliches Leben fortzusetzen,
und daB zl,o,ischen dem erlebten und erdichteten Leben kein Unterschied
ist als der jener Intensitat, Klarheit, Ubersichtlichkeit und
Abrundung und infolge davon jener Gefiihlsintensitat, die die
verklarende Aufgabe der Kunst ist. 26

"'/hen we approach a novel like t-lutmaBungcEl liber Jakob, holt,ever,

it is soon obvious thnt practically nothing of this neat pattern of

connections between the background and the characters remains. Instead

---~------------

25Horst, p~ 30.

26T• Fontane, Gesamrnclte Werke, (Berlin 1905-10), 2nd. series, IX,
p. 269. Quoted in H. H. Reuter, F-~;~n~, (i-·iiinchen 1968), Bd. II, p.. 628 e
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of being introduced in turn to the setting arid the main figures, we are

plunged immediately into the middle of anonymous conversations and

deliberations offering varying degrees of insight, and there is no attempt

to provide a smooth transition from one level to the next. Just as the

background remains indistinct, shrouded in mist, the figures are blurred

and uncertain for some considerable time, until we learn how to differentiate

between their personalities, as they emerge in fragments of dialogue and

reflection. Chronology is disrupted so radically that the outcome of the

story is evident well before we know anythillg of its beginnings: as a.

result, we are bound to concentrate our main interest upon the reasons

for Jakob's death rather than upon the simple progression of events.

In retrospect, only the opening phrase - "Abel' Jakob ist immer quer libel'

die Gleise gegangen" (~1J 5) - takes on more general significance as a

pointer to the essence of Jakob's personality.

The contrast of styles is almost total and underlines the

applicability of Levin's suggestion - which prefaces our introductory

remarks27 - that fictional conventions will become invalid and be rejected

as soon as they fail to convey the essence of the rising generation's

experience of reality. It should however not be overlooked that, although

Johnson has derived his narrative techniques and spheresof fictional interest

directly from his empirical in.....estigations, he is still largely dependent

upon con..... entions est~blished by novelists earlier in this century.

The idea of the limited narrator, the reflection of events through·

27see above, p. 1.

t..
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several perspectives, the use of inner monologue, and the introduction

of documentary fact or technical detail, are conventions which have

oeen gradually developed, in the works of writers like Kafka, Faulkner,

and Deblin. The exposition, in "Berliner Stadtbahn", of the idea that

art should portray the general situation of individuals in their socio-

political environment by means of exemplary "model" cases, is particularly

reminiscent of the theoretical writings of Alfred Deblin. Deblin made

the important distinction beh/een the novelist ("Romanschriftsteller"),

who simply reproduces the external visual reality, and the epic artist

(I'epis-::her Kiinstler"), "'ho has the insight to select and emphasise

situations .....hich illustrate fundamental human predicaments:

Was macht das epische \'Ierk aus? - Das Vermogen seines Herstellers,
dicht an elie Rea}iUit zu dringen und sie zu durchstossen, urn zu
gelangen zu den einfachen groBen elementaren Grundsituationen und
Figuren des menschlichen Daseins. 28

Johnson, like Doblin, is concerned both to keep the reader constantly

aware of the practical problems of fictional writing, and to stress the

open-ended nature of his investigations, rather than to- present a neatly-

rounded, comprehensive portrayal of an isolated development:

Bei allen epischen Vlerken greBeren UmJangs muB man wissen, es.\\'ird
kein rundes, abgeschlossenes, vollkommen umgangenes Kunst\.,erk
vorgesetzt, sondern man wohnt del' Zeugung des Werks, del' Entwicklung
und dem Wachstum bei. 29

Yet despite the existence of such common ~heoretical interests~

the differences in actual literary practice again'point to the modifying

force of history. Johnson avoids the naive enthusiasm and mythicCl.l

28A• Doblin, Aufsatze zur Literatu~, (Olten 1963), p. 132.

29Ibid 12-__, p. 5.
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vagueness into which Dablin often slips in his most successful novel,

Berlin Alexanderplatz, preferring the restricted scope and the concentration

of emphasis which a more rigorous adherence to empirical experience

permits. Furthermore, we do not have the feelilig, as we do at times with

Doblin, of being overwhelmed by the bulk of extraneous documentary

detail. Johnson maintains greater control over his material by relating

it precisely to the activities of his fidtional characters.

In short, this study will consider some of the outstanding means

by which Johnso~ keeps the reader aware of the fictitiousness of his novels,

by preventing the establisf.lment of any .continui ty of illusion. We shall

examine, in turn, the narrative structure, the settings and the

characterisation in each of the three novels, in order to assess both

the variation of emphasis and the consistency of interest. This ipproach

should, vre feel, also contribute to the under'standing 0 f realism as a

constantly developing technique renewed' by each generation as it frees

itself from the conventions of its predecessors. In particular, vIe hope

t~,~ the study as a whole will help to illustrate how Joh:1son's rigorous

and precise investigations into social a.nd political phenomena. are never

threatened as creative entities by abstract or theoretical interests,

but are, on the contrary, inspired by a profound and sympathetic concern

for individuality at every level of contemporary society.



CHAPTER II

NARRATIVE STRUCTURE

It may at first appear surprising that Johnson, who is,as we have

suggested,intent upon stressing the limitations of each individual's

grasp of reality and concerned with the question of personality under

the politically oriented pressures of modern society, still makes use

of fictional n3.rrators \·,ho retain some of the characteristics of their

omniscient predecessors. Wolfgang Kayser's warning that the rejection

of the idea of the "personalll narrator would serioClsly weaken, if not

destroy, the resourcefulness of the novel as a. literary form - "D:er Tod

des Erzahlers fst der Tod des Romans,,1, - Viould seClli to have mclde its

impact upon Johnson. The observa'c.ions \olhich Johnson has ma.de, in

"Berliner Stadtbahn", about the difficulties facing any individual

attempting to present a reliable account of any event do, however, have

a distinct bearing upon his concept of the narrator. He has pointed out

that his objection is principally to the mannerisms of the omniscient

narrator, rather than to the function of the narrator as an organiser

and editor of the material at his disposal:

Die klassische Perspektive ist nur insofern aufgehoben, als sie
sich auf die Marlieren des Erzahlers, diese Allwissenheit bezieht.

----_...~-~-_._----~----_._------

1
\01. Kayser, "Die Anfange des modernen Romans ••• und seine

heutige Krise", DVS 195Lt, p. 4Lt5.

18
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In del' anderen Hinsicht ist sie natijrlich nicht aufgehoben, denn
die Geschichte umfaBt nach wie VOl' alles, was sie zusammensetzt
und ihr einen Anfang und ein Ende gibt. 2

This statement becomes quite clear when we consider the role

of the narrator in Mutma~ngen liDer Jakob. The basic situation in the

novel is the attempt of the people most closely involved with Jakob Abs

. in the last week of his life to discover the reasons for his death and

thereby something of his true identity. .As soon as we become familiar

with the complex structural pattern of monologue, dialogue and comment

from the narrator~ the precise definition of the narrator's position

emerges as a particularly perplexing- problem. It is certainly helpful

to vie'.'l him as a fictional editor, collecting and arranging the fra.gHlents

of dialogue and inner monologue present'ed .by Rohlfs, Jonas, Gesine and

J~che, and ensuring the chronologi6al progressioll of events up to Jakob's

If
d.eath, but it could prove nd sh'ading to think in terms of a "democratic

relationship" bableen the narrator and the other chara.cters, or to state

that lithere is no omniscient narrator, and an authorite.tive authorial

voice is never heard 11
•
5 It lS evident that the narrator prefers to let

us view Jakob and the events in which he is involved through the eyes of

one of his protagonists whenever this is possible, within.the limitations

of their knowledge, but it appears to have been previously overlooked

2Bienek, p. 90.

3For a full explanai;ion, cf. H. Popp, Ei~fa.~run~ in U. J.• 's Roman
Mutm;;:Bunf~n libel' Jakob, (Stuttgart 1967), pp. 7 - 10, 1 - 23.

4R• Hinton Thomas and \4. van del' Hill, The German Novel and the
Aff1u~nt__~~~ietY., (Toronto 1968), p. 113.

c::
./.Ibid, p. 113.
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that the narrator's knoviledge of Jakob - perhaps the most important

consideration in our assessment of his reliability - undergoes a definite

change as the account of events proceed~.

For the first two chapters, he has clear insight into Jakob's

thoughts and feelings at crucial periods; for example, after Jakob's

first interview with Rohlfs (MJ 31-33), in which Rohlfs suggests that

Jakob could do his country an important service by helping to establish

an eSl,ionage link in "'lest Germany, Jakob's routine of exemplary dedic8.tion

to his dispatching work for the East German railway is decisively dis-

rupted. Previously he has deliberately avoided involvement in politics

because he considers undue concern with principles and wider issues

to be counter-productive:

Und eben diese Moglichkeit von Uberblick: . sagte er: beschHert die
Arbei t ••• die gesellschaftliche Ordnung ander[t] AnlaB und
Umstande des Verkehrs nur auBerlich. O'lJ 31)

Shortly afterwards, during a conversation with his viOrkmate and close

friend J~che, he is unable to discuss what weighs most heavily upon

his mind (since Rohlfs has sworn him to ~ecrecy), and it is left to the

narrator's superior knowledge to convey something of the impact of this

change upon Jakob's life:'

Sie waren sich gewohnt und befreundet sei t sechs und siel)en W1d.

acht Jahren, ihre Berufe hatten sich geEondert mit der Zeit, in
verschiedenen Verhaltnissen waren sic.erst heute, Jakob wuBte
es nun, Joche erfuhr es zu spat. (lvlJ 40)

•

Yet almost immediately prior to this, the narrator, .d.th an element of

mockery, has challenged the reader to make his own judgrr:ent upon Jakob -

ItKennt einer Jakob?" (l'lJ 39) - at a time when he is supplying important
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information about Joche in response to his ovm rhetorical question -

"Kennt einer joche?" (MJ 38), as if to under-line the fact that the

search for Jakob's identity will be a much more tentative one.

Again, in the second chapter, we gain significant knowledge

from an omniscient narrator about Jakob's thoughts and attitudes over an

extended period following his visit to Jerichow (MJ 85-90). We learn

directly of Jakob's awareness of the gulf betwee~ official terminology

and practical realities, as he reflects upon his plan for reducing

operational delays in the timetable; and .as he recal1s details of his

discussions ...Ii th Jonas at J erichow, we receive a direct exposition of

his ideas on individual freedom and on the relat'ionship behleen the

individual and the State, which add an important dimension to our~know

ledge by glvlng us some conception of his intelligence, perceptiveness

and pi'agmatic approach to life.
6

The second half of the novel (Chs. III - V) brings about a striking

contrast, for the narrator seems unprepared to view Jakob other than

externally, as i~, in echoing Rohlfs' .statement of despair - "Eigentlich

weiB man so viel Hie nichts" (MJ 97, 100) - he suddenly doubts the

knoHledge of Jakob '",hich he has previously provided, or else deliberately

renounces his attitude of omniscience. In either case - the reasofi is

never given - it is Jakob's silence which stands out after this point,

and we become increasingly dependent upon the opinions and speculations

of the other characters for our grasp of his subsequent development,

6cfs also MJ 37 - 38, 63 - 64.
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for example:

- Du meinst: er hat da zum ersten Mal verzichtet auf das Prinzip
PUnktlichkeit und Rucksichtnahme. Das solI ein Anfang gewesen
sein • • •
- Vielleicht. lch mochte nuryahrhaben daB keiner sich hinstellen
kann und sagen: So war es und nicht andel's. (Jonas and Gesine,

MJ 110)

The na~rator, almost without exception,? adopts expressions of uncertainty

when referring to Jakob, for example:

Er schien Cresspahl mit zartlicher Besorgnis zu betrachten
Denn in diesem Moment mag Jakob begriffen haben wie es fUr
Cresspahl aussah. (MJ 143, 145)

. . .

On other occasions he presents us with a list of possibilities, for

example as to the reasons why Jakob took Cresspahl into his confidence

prior to Rohlfs' visit:

Und 'vIarum hat Jakob • • • gerade VOl' Cresspahl angefangen _
zu saeen 'du, Cresspahl • • • • und zu e1'ziihlen vom vorigen >

Donnerstag an? odeI' vielmehr: er sagte nichts, e1' legte den
Revolver auf den Tisch ••• Wollte er endlich einen Mitwisser
und nicht mehT ganzlich fUr alles aufkommen miissen mit seinem
einsamen Urteil? odeI' hielt er seine Meinung nicht fUr die
einzige Zllstandigl{eit? (MJ 1L~5-6)

--
Jakob' s continuing silence, together "lith his apparent aliena.tion

from his surroundings, creates an impression of inscrutability which the

narrator leaves us to interpret at our O\-tn risk;

Abel' sein Blick verlieB nicht die &tarre Richtung auf etwas
unsichtbar Entferntes, das er nul' ansah abel' nicht mehr bedachte.
(Sein Blick bewegte sich nicht). (MJ 13?)

The significance of this shift in narrative position, which

implies a movement a",ay from the carefully controlled and comprehensible

YlOrld of fiction to -rards the ambiguity and uncel"!;ainty of everyday

----------
?on MJ 145, 169 he briefly describes Jakob's feelings, but not

his thoughts.
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relationships, is corisiderable. The obvious fictitiousness of a

structural pattern divided (both formally and typographically) into

three separate layers, and the existence of a narrator only partially

prepared to fulfil his traditional function (and therefore to be viewed

with suspicion), destroys all possibility of keeping the work at a

distance with a feeling of security, in the knowledge that it has no

direct bearing upon our everyday existence. Instead, we are confronted

with very real questions concerning the integrity of personality and the

subjectivity of all our attitudes to others. The novel provides a

striking presentation, akin to that of Kafka in Das SchloG, of the

distorted impression we, as individuals, have of our surroundings,'

because of our tendency to work from vague assu.rnptions rather than

certain knm-Jledgc. K., in the alien world of Das e.£t~, is continually

led into error in his assessments of those around him, e.g. his over-

estimation of Barnabas - "sein Blick sehien mehr zu sagen als seine

8\>Jorte". Johnson indicates the dimensions of U.is problem in a socially

and historically precise situation: the shroud of ambiguity is nev-cr

removed from Jakob's life or the manner of his death.

Das dritte Buch liber .Achim is the novel in' which the consequences

of Johnson's move to the ~vcst in 1959, and his main preoccupation.s about

the problems of the writer intent UDon understanding contemporary, .
realities, are clearly evident. MutmaBuntLen Uber Jakob, despite its

multi-layered structure, contains a tightly-woven plot in line with

• traditionally accepted ideas about unity of action and chronological

•
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progression, "'i th a small number of central characters with \.;hose

thoughts and actions we are closely concerned. Our immediate knowledge

9f the death of Jakob, the character with whom we are directly involved,

serves to channel our interest towards analytical consideration of

possible motives, and a",ay from the climactic moment itself, with all

the fascination of psychological drama or (as has also been suggested)

of the detective story.9 In Das dritte Buch ube: Achim, however, it is

impossible to speak of unified action: the perspectives are no longer

concentrated upon one central issue. There are now three distinct

levels of interest, each of which reveals.separate con~erns and problems,

evolving from a central impulse. At the core of the work, providing

the impulse for all the ",ider reflectionS, is the life of the East German

cycJ.ing champion, Achim T.; on the second level is the attempt ot the

Hamburg journalist Karsch to v,ri te a new biography of Achim (h,o exist

already), in v,hich not just his sporting prowess, but a1so his development

as an individua1 to a position of trust as a mediator between the State

and the people - "die Zusammenarbei. t von Sport und tviacht del' Gesellschaft

in einer Person" (A 32) _. is to be established. This undertaking.is

however for Karsch nothing more (at least initially) than a convenient

pretext which allows him an extended period of residence and State

encouragement to comprehend something of the distinctive differences

between East Germany.and his own' country - "neugierig auf dies Land

und wie darin zu leben ",are". (A 27) The writing of the biography

proves much more complex than expected! revealing a fundamenta1 difference

9Hinton Thor:18.S and van del' Will, p. 121-22.
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in approach between the "Western" view of personal development, tending

to dwell upon contradictions and crises, and the official Socialist view

that the past should be examined in the light of the present achievemen~,

so that only those actions which clearly point forward are emphasised,

and deviations are ignored as meaningless. Karsch's reflections, on the

-possibili ties of writing a biography tinder these conditions and on "Iider

problems related to selection and presentation of the available material,

make up an important part of this section.

-The third level reveals the preoccupations of an author/narrator

\o/ho'stands firmly opposed to the traditional escapist function of fiction

and is concerned to make the reader aware of the. difficulties involved

in the process of creative writing, do0n to the choice of words and

sentence structure~ Above a11~ he' regards his fiction as nothing more

than a personal opinion, a preliminary effort towards the atta.inment of

a clearer grasp of important elements of external rea.lity:

Die Fersonen sind erfunden. Die Ereignisse beziehen sich nicht
auf ihnliche sondern auf die Grenze: den Unterschied: die
Entfernung
und den Versuch sie zu beschreiben. (A 224)

The structural pattern, providing t.he impulse for the release

of information about Ka.rsch and A-chim, is an imagined telephone

conversation between Karsch and serne friends when he returns to Hamburg,

after his disagreements with Achim about the content of the proposed

biography have become irreconcilable. 10 The narrator, superior and ironical,

has attained a greater degree of certainty and insight than Karsch, and

10cf• Bienek, p. 90~
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is in a position to expand and comment upon the material provided by

Karsch's imagined telephone call and fragmentary manuscripts. But, as

in MutmaBungen uber Jakob, his control over the fictional situation and

his knowledge of the characters' thoughts remain deliberately incomplete.

For example, he is not prepared to assume anything about Karsch, Achim

or the other characters prior to the telephone call from Karin, which

provokes Karsch's journey to East Germany and brings the fiction into

existence. For knowledge about events in the past he will sometimes

rely upon second-hand information:

[Karsch J soJ.l nach dem Krieg mit €liner Schauspielerin zusammengelebt
haben, das "lar in Berlin, die war aus dem Osten; augenscheinlich
hatten sie bei ihrer Trennung einander gesagt: Wenn etwas ist,
will ich dich nicht vergessen haben,. odeI' ahnlich. (A 6)

On other occasions he simply lists the possibilities which have o2curreu

to him, as, for example, in his deliberations about Achim's actions

during the revolt of the 17 June 1953:

Als Achim die Gesichter von seiner a1ten Lehrbaustelle erkannte
(wenn Achim da war) ••• lief [erJ uber den vollgedrangten
Biirgersteig hinterher • • • OdeI' war er dem Zug entgegengekommen
auf del' Fahrt zum lvlorgentraining • • • Es kann abel' auch am
Morgen del' erste Blick aus einem der hohergelegenen Fenster
gewesen sein, del' ihn weckte ••• (A 216)

The inner core of the novel, Karsch's attempt to write an

"objective" biography of Achim, has much in common with fictional traditions.

On tHO levels, it provides a chronological .thread which runs through

the whole novel Rnd gIves it a degree of linear development: firstly,

we view the progress of the working relationship bet\~een Achim and Karsch

• (with Karin as an indispensable intermediary) over several weeks of

Achim's routine activity in 1960 - a probing insight into the career and
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way of life· of a modern sporting champion. Subsequently, we follovl

Karsch's attempt to reconstruct Achim's past chronologically, working

both from available documentary material and direct observation of the

various milieux in which Achim has grown up, as well as the accounts

provided by Achim, his friends and relatives. As a fictional biography

substantially based on fact,11 it remains psychologically credible12

and could be viewed as a modern variation upon the well~established

"Entwic.klungsroman", concentrating upon the development of the main

figure and intent upon revealing the tensions bet~/een his subjective

self-image and the truth (as understood' by Karsch). Yet because this

complicated pattern of personality development stands in direct contrast

to the simplified image preferred by Achim's State culture, and because

Karsch's undertaking represents an unsuccessful experiment to find a

level of common underste.nding \.,i thin poli tically divided Germany, interest

in this central concern is progressively devalued in favour of the wider,

less specific issues it evokes.

In any CHSC, the value of the biographical experiment is broClght

into question from the early stages. Karsch's reaction to the offer made

by Herr Fleisg on behalf.of one of the State publishing companies to

write the biography13 is distinctly unenthusiastic:

11c f. K. Pestalozzi, "Achim alias Tave Schur H
, in Sprache im

technischen Zeitrtltc~ (1963), p. 479 - 86.
12see below, eh. IV.

13We share t~. Reich-·Ranicki I s reservations
credibili ty of this offer, c f. Deutsche Li tex-atur
(Munchen 1963), p. 2l~3·e ---.-----

...
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Ach; sagte Karsch. Er wollte nul' Herrn Fleisgs aufhorchende
Pause abkiirzen, indem er auch ehtas tat. Er gahnte. i'/arwn
erzahlt er das mil'. (A 39)

Furthermore, Karsch's reliability as a biographer is constantly brought

into question by the narrator's criticisms. The possibility that

Karsch may possess any exceptional povJers of insight is quickly elimina. ted

''KarE.ch weiB nicht mehr als ihm auffiel" (A 19) - as is the hope that his·

picture of Achim's past will be particularly authentic:

Karsch erganzte nun bedenkenlos VIas er VluBte aus diesel' Zeit
und was er fU~ Achim wahrscheinlich glaubte. (A 52)

Karsch never succeeds in overcoming his problems as regards selection and

emphasis (cf. especially A. 156-9); for example·, he is unable to impose

any form upon his knowledge of Achim's experiences in Thuringia in 1945:

Du magst es Heniger fiir eine Anhlorf hal ten als fUr eine
unentschicdene Zusammensetzung von Ungefahrem. (A 118)

We cannot help suspecting, however, that the narrator is simply

indicating something of his OHn uncertainty about the understanding

-
of problems in real life by emphasising Karsch's uncertainty in fictional

situations. It is clear that he shares with Karsch basic similarities

in approach tovtards comprehending contemporary realities, particularly

the insistence upon close observation and upon discovering the individual

detail \-thich thrO\·:s light upon the general situation. The novel, in fact,

represents an important stage in Karsch's "education fl
, from an unruffled

confidence in the validity 0 f the Goethean vie\-! of human development -

the idea of a continuing progression from birth, based on the interaction

of inherited qualities, the incalculable accidental factors in life,

and p8rsonal decisions (c f. A 32-8) - to\'ICl.rds the narrator t s 2-'o'!areness



~~ ~he rcange of new 4~~fiQulties ~ur~ounding the question of identity,

:i:mposed both by the political divis~on of Germany and by social and

~~ere ~s Qon~i~erab~e 4e~~be~~te ~mb~~uity within the novel

cts t.o who is :r:>r:oviding the 1}arr:ative t-nread at d,ifferent stages - whether

the benei)ts ot: the narrator's ~uperior, yet stiJ.,l J.,.imited, insight.

The pr:o.b~em ot: di.fferenti,ation i.s qf' c.ourS8, ;kncreased on account of' the

t.emperamental kinship of our two reporters. The narrator freql~ently

.
c)ar.ifyine matters only i.n retr.ospec.t~ For example, the account of

Karsch's firs~ conversation with Herr rle~s~, in which the ~dea of a new

biography of Achim is raised, begins with a ~rief comment from the

narrat'or and shifts almost without warnil?-g to Karsch's (telephone)

account of the meeting, presented largely in reported speech; only

subsequently does' the narrator reveal a lack of certainty as to the

a,c.curacy. of.. Karsch' s description' of tl1e meeting:

KaF?ch sah es gar ni~ht, d0 wlITde es i~m nahagelegt. Eines Mittags
i~der. Stadt trat ein ~err an seinen Tisch und erklarte.ihm daB
e? moglich war. Das war so ein Magerer Langer (weiBt du), er'
verbeugte sich eckig und brachte mit schnellen H.eden und mit B1icken
auf den· \"agen VOl' dem Fenster heraus, daB Karsch Karsch war,
d.esVlegen war er gekommen •. ' • Ob Herr Fleisg nun so war wie
Karsch vorfUhrte odeI' ob er wirklich eine Geschichte gab gut
zum Erzahlen, ein solches Zusammentreffen lieB nach del' Meinung
des Redakteurs ein bedeutsames Schriftsti.ick en/arten • • •

(A 28 ... 29)
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Yet at other times, he clearly revea19 his precise knowledge

not only of Karsch's thoughts, but also those of other figures, whether

directly (Karin, A 8) or incidentaliy (the typewriter salesman A 76),
involved in the action. 14 He also enjoys distancing himself from his

fictional Horld in oX'der to deal with the ima.gined reader's prejudiced

expectations of excitement and tension (A 104 - 9) or love affairs

involving the main characters (A 88), and also in order to emphasise

the fictitiousness of it all, particularly at the beginning (A 5 - 7)

and tOviards the end ~ e. g. "lch erklare mir das so: sagte der angenommen0

Karsch ••• "(A 213).

The continual shifting of stylistic level - dialogue, direct and

indirect speech ~ fac tual ste.tement and specula tive re flection ~ h;chnically

exact and colloquially vague expression - reinforces the effect of the

tripartite construction in frustrating the reader's hope of viewing

the vlork, from any of the given perspectives, as a complete or unified

illusion of reality. Da.s dritte Buch uber Achim demands a positive

response from the reader and a \'Iillingness to consider the general

problems raised ~ as vJCll as the particular ones relating to the fj~ction.

It represents a fresh formulation by (Johnson of the Brechtian emphasis

on serious discussion of ideas, the expectation of active disagreement

rather than comfortable acceptance of the fictional world:

lch wlirde es vorziehen~ daB del' Leser, also
Geschichte, sich zu ihr selbst verhalt, sie
und dann zu seinen eigenen Schliissen kommt.
sein Lp.ben, mit dem er das ar.fangt •.•• 15

del' Adressat del'
selbst iiberdenkt
Denn es ist ja

-----------_.
14cf• K. t-1iene.::·~ Da.5 drittE; Buch ijber .....chin - Interpretat.~.E'

(ivliinchen 1966), p. 28 - 9-.-

15B · I 9~
~eneK, p. ::;>.
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Zwei Ansichj;en, Johnson's most recent novel, is much more

rigorously restricted in scope. The structure is less fragmented, and

we no longer have to examine information presented from several perspectives

offering varying degrees of insight and reliability, nor depend upon

a narrator intent on reducing his explanatory comment to an essential

minimum. It offers a return to the more conventional fictional approach

of viewing the chronological development· of a story directly through the

eyes of an omniscient narrator. But in a situation in which the main

characters are much less perceptive than the principal witnesses of events 

16"scharfsinnige Beobachter der Gegenvlart" - like Jonas, Rohlfs and

Karsch in the earlier novels, and less able to compreheHd the motivating

forces behind their own actions, it is obvious that there is a much

greater need for analytical comment from a supel'ior viewpoint. Further-

more, . in line Vii th realistic traditions, \·/e are presented VIi th a rounded

story apparently b~don authentic material - the separate accounts of

an East German nurse, D., and a "Jest German photographer, B., of the

development of their relationship against the background of the months

folloHing the building of the Berlin 1'/al1. The narrator is not restricted,

as in the other novels, by considerations of truthfulness, in the sense

of refusing to elaborate upon the information at his disposal without

openly declaring his intentions. He frequently uses his imaginative

pOHers to create atmosphere and provide descriptive detail which he

could not have learnt from verbal accounts, for example:
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$ • • ·im Duschkeller stand sie naJ3 vor der beschlagenen Glaswand,
bewegte das dunstige Abbild ihres Korpers, verwundert, neugierig,
bevor sie sich Haar und Har.dtuch vor die Augen zog. (ZA 93)

He also adopts a strongly subjective, critical approach towards the

weaknesses and delusions of his characters, in the ironic style of the

personal narrator:

B. glaubte auch zu bemerken, daJ3 er es mit diesem Wagen leichter
hattebei den Madchen. (ZA 8)

[D] lieS sich ••• ablenken in einem Strom halbgedachter
Erinnerungen, undeutlich kommentierender Gefiihle, bloJ3en
Aufnehmens' von Anblick und Gerausch, eigentlich betaubt. (ZA 52 - 3)

At the same time, it would be ~ clear injustice to Johnson

to vievl Zvlei Ansi~ten as a story with a contemporary setting told in

the manner and Hith the conventions of 19th century realism. In a less

obvious way than in the earlier novels, Johnson includes many defails

which serve to disturb the illusion of reality and keep the deliberate

artifice clearly visible •. Firstly, there is the means by which the

narrator reveals his presence at the end of the novel, dropping the mask

of anonymity he retains in tliutm~~u~gen iibeGak02 and Das dritte Buch iiber

Achi,!!!, giving himself 8. recognisable, arid therefore clearly limited,

individuality. We understand that he gets to know B. after witnessing

his accident in West Berlin just before the anticipated reunion with D.,

and helping to bring him to hospital:

Ich habe ihn auf'neben helfen und bin mit dem heulenden•KrankenHagen zur Unfallstation gefahren. (ZA ·113)

He further arranges to look after D. in his own family surroundings·

during her first week in West Berlin (~hether as a result of his contact

with B., or through connections \olith the student escape organisation, or
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for any other reason, is not clear). After hearing her side of the story

he becomes interested in it for fictional purposes, but undertakes to

suppress all individual details of the story:

von Ostberlin.·
Aber das mUssen

sagte sie. Es ist

[D] erzahlte hoflich, ein wenig befangen,
Spater nahm sie mir ein Versprechen abo
Sie alles erfinden, was Sie schreiben~

erfunden. (ZA 114)

Through. this device, we are reminded that our narrator is nothing more

than a fallible onlooker, whose opinion is not ...forth any more than any

other individua'l's, and whose interpretation of motivations and events

is nothing more than speculative.

At various stages of the story, the narrator betrays the fact

that he is working from a basis of information provided by his cha.racters,

\'Jhether by indicating uncertainties in his thinking, e.g. "und sre fuhr

erst auf, als drei (drei? ja) jungere Herren in ordentlichen Anzugen . . .
den Hann yom Sitz zogen zu.'m Turgang " (ZA 28), or by adding

supplementary comment in brackets: "(Auf dieser StraBe war sie nie

nach i-/estberlin gekommen)" (ZA 29); at times he recalls specific

colloquial turns of phrase, e.g. lI(Das waren Ringkampfe, Hensch: sagt

sie)" (ZA 58), or tries to imagine exactly \.,hat might have been said

in a given situation: lI(Dolle Damel sagte er, odeI': Die hat sich das

ja grundlich uberlegt)" (ZA 82).

The structural basis of the novel is a rigidly preserved•
parallelism, which emphasises the total human separation caused by the

Wall and allows us to view each stage of the relationship, from August

until D.' s successful escape some six months later, first from B.' s

viewpoint, then from D.'s. The only direct contact between these
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before our account begins: for the duration of the story, both are cast

back upon their memories and imaginations, and communicate only through

a double exchange of vaguely-worded letters which clarify nothing,

aided by the efforts of a few students prepared to facilitate escapes

at extreme personal risk.

The pattern of parallelisms extends to·small details like the

repetition of id~as and feelings, often expressed in the same words,

which reveal either similar reactions or basic differences in attitudes.

For' example, B. is much more susceptible to the temptations of simplistic

optimism following the erection of the VIall: "[es] VIal' ihm, als konne

alles nicht so schlimm sein. Das wird sdlOn werden". (7.A 20); whereas

D., with a much more pragmatic awareness of ideological realities, cannot

bring. herself to hope for better things: "sie brachte es nicht i.J.ber sich

zu sagen: vlird schon Herden." (ZA 27) On the other hand, both reveal

clearly the effects of their respective '''pobtical education", (ZA 77, 93)

in their distorted picture of the alien ideological situation. The

possibility of escape introduces into both their lives an existential

awareness which had been deadened by previous work routin~s and escapist

entertai runen t:

[BJ hatte nul' das BewuEtsein, unerhort wach zu sein . . . (ZA 84)

Fiir [D.) war es das BeiolUBtsej n, schmerzha ft wach zu sein, wach wie
noch nie vorher. (ZA 94)

Similarly, both are totally unable to concentrate on everyday matters -
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"zerfahr.en", (ZA 74, 95) - and yet consider a successful escape impossiv

(ZA 84,99). A neatly fitting structural pattern of this kind keeps us

continually aware of the controlling hand of the narrator and prevents

any lasting absorption in the progression of the action.

Progression, in fact, is hardly a suHable word to describe

an action which is distinguished by its ~imless, unexceptional qualit:.

B.'s freedom to travel between his provincial North German home and

Berlin is a conpequence of the nature of his photographic work, based 0 ..

supply and demand, but his journeys tend to be repetitive, without any

real purpose, indicative of his inner confusion. D.'s existence is

dominDted by the routine of her hospital v/ork, and her Hilling accept<ll

of overtime suggests a growing reluctance to establish new social cor '~'."

or to commit herself on a personal level, following the disillusionil'~~

c1il:Clrienting events of Augu.st. Only the preparation and execution of :."

escape offer an element of suspense and "action" in the adventure no'!:

sense, but this simply serves to make the conclusion more anti-climQc~'

as B. and D. emerge from the world of imagination, re-discover their

real needs and desires, and (presumably) go their independent \·/ays.

Here, as in Dasdritte Such liber Achim (A 104 - 9), though 1(

apparently, the element of tension is introduced primarily to underJ.:i r

the falsity of expecting to discover the dramatic situations and absc"

rela tionships of escapist' fiction in the routine world of unexceptior;

individuals. In this case, clear judgment is impossible in the frig'.'.

confused aftermath of a major political develop(llent, but this atr.ios 1 :

as Johns~m has pointed out - has not been an er,dul'ing one, ever:. \,/j t~



36

East German situation:

e • 0 heute (1965] , vier Jahre spater in Ostberlin lebend, mit
aufgefangenem Gefiihl, in den aufgefangenen Verhaltnissen, vom
Resignieren langst zum Akzeptieren der Zustande fortgeschritten,
jetzt wlirde [Q] •.• wohl nicht drei Jahre Lebenszeit riskieren.
einer .Liebschaft zuliebe ~nd fur nichts als ein Leben im
Wahrungsgebiet Westmark. 1

In Zwei Ansichten, therefore, as in the two earlier novels,

the undisturbed evocation of an illusion of reality is effectively

blocked by subtle variations in the narrative tone and by the imposition

of an openly artificial structural pattern upon the basic subject matter.

The reader's critical attention is firmly aroused, and the fiction serves

to encourage a more careful examination of c~rrent political and social

deve lopment's.

18Schoelman, p. 118.



CHAPTER III

SETTINGS AND THEIR SIGNIFICANCE

In the opening section of Mim~sis, Auerbach distinguishes

what he considers to be the two basic epic styles: the Homeric, in

which " externalised, uniformly illuminated phenomena, at a definite time

and in a definite place [are] connected' together without lacunae in a

perpetual foreground", and the Biblical, in which concentration is placed. .

upon significant details and decisive points of the narrative, time and

place are deliberately undefined, and the action progresses in a unified

1manner towards a single goal. These two extremes are represented in

modern fiction by works like ,Joyce' s ~Jlysses - which attempts to provide

a comprehensive picture of activity at all .social and intellectual levels

of a specific urban environment (Dublin) within a clearly defined period

of time (16 June 1904) - and Kafka's Das SchloB - in \~hich all links Hith

the "objective" ordering forces of historical time and geographical

location are broken in order to let full attention focus on the confrontation

of an anonymous individual, K., with an alien, impenetrable pOHcr structure.

In JOhnson's novels, there is, we feel, an unusual fusion of

these extremes: he he.s, on the one hand, helped to ful fil what Hans Nayer

has described as a clear need in post-war literature for the representation

1Auerbach, p. 11 - 12.
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2and analysis of the most obvious reality in modern Germany - the political

d~vision of the former Reich and its effects upon the everyday life of

citizens in East and West. In this respect, Johnson is dealing with a

specific socio-historical situation, the outstanding changes in German

soci~ty between 1930 and the early 1960's. Yet at the same time, he is

concerned particularly with generally applicable problems of the individual

in modern societies, whose demands and pressures constantly threaten to

erode his capacity to thiru< or act independently. Johnson is much less

interested in "local colour" - the description of concrete situations

which will offer a visual reproduction of everyday experience in either

part of Germany - than with isolated details which will illuminate the

structure of society and its bearing upon the lives of individual; ci tj zellii,

h · \ °11 " I" ° D"llo , 3'f/ lcn I'll prove exemp ary In 0) In s sense.

The historical setting is of overriding importance in determining

the action in each of Johnson's novels; vii th pO':lerful ideological forces

evident in modern industrialised societies, the accident of birthplace and

the determining inflwmce of environment are perhaps more decisive than

before. In Das dritte Buch libel' Achim, Karsch is ~,rticularly concerned

to stress the total force of historical developments upon Achim during

his childhood in the early 1930's, but is faced with the problem of

deciding which factors were most influential, and "of describing their

effects briefly without reducing Achim's individuality to insignificance:

2see above, Introduction, p. 4 - 5.

3see above, Introduction, p.·16.
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Zu aller Letzt bot dies Verfahren wohl nicht den spannenden Anreiz,
wie man ihn vom Leb2.i1::.bilde eines deutschen Sportlers verlangen
darf; zudem entfernte die neuere deutsche Geschichte die Aufmerk
samkeit von i\chims Person in fast unleidlichem MaB, wenn sie auch
Uber ihn entschieden hatte, bevor er die Welt lioerhaupt sah. (A 38)

In MutmaBungen lioer Jakob, the relatively insignificant Joche revealEi

a perceptive awareness of the difference the time of birth has made to

his life, and recognises that values and modes of thinking are inculcated

by society and are not in any way "universal":.

Verstehst du? daB ich elf Jahre frUher unter die Rauber gefallen
ware. Vergleiche mal. 1st das etwa unwahrscheinlich daB ich jeden
Juden totgesc~lagen hatte aus SpaB und mil' ware sehr wohl gewesen
im Krieg? ••• 1st vielleicht nicht un1dahrscheinlich. It/arum:
ich war zu del' Zeit in die Schule gegangen, dies und dies ware
liolich ge\oJesen, 'wir sind geboren wn fUr. Deutschland zu sterben' ,
und die Erwachsenen haben ziemlich lange recht ••• (MJ 64)

Furthermore, D.' s naive hope, in Zwei .Ansichten I for a return to normal

circumstances, after feeling that her re]~tionship with B. has be~n

destroyed by political events, over which she has no control - "Das hatte

sich berichtigen lassen in gewohnlichen Zeiten" (ZA 61) - is vain in a

situation in which extended poE tical confrontation ine~itably affects

normal relationships and makes the idea of personal independence an illusion.

It is signi ficant that Johnson has selec ted three 0 f the most

critical developments in post-war European history.as decisive influences

upon the action in each of his novels - the events of October and November

1956 in Hungary and the Middle East, the popular revolt in June 1953 in

East Berlin, and the building of the Berlin Wall in August 1961. The

treatment is, of course, very different in each case: in ~lutrnaBungen Uber

Jakob, the personal crisis of Jakob Abs coincides with, and is directly

linked to, the double international crisj,s, whereas Zw~ei Ansichten is
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cortcerned with the after-effects of a political decision upon the lives

of two conspicuously apolitical individuals. In Das dri tte Buch tiber Achim I

the extent of Achim's involvement in the revolt, and its consequences

upon his personality, remain equally uncertain for both narrator and

reader f but the issue serves to drive a final wedge between the differing

concepts of truthful reporting held by Achim and Karsch.

The stress placed upon accurate historical detail also varies

from novel to novel. It is remarkable to see ho...!, in MutmaBungen uDer

Jakob, a novel composed entirely of fragmentary recollections and the

blending of past and present experience vie\-led from several perspectives,

the development of historical affairs on a Horld·scale is so exactly

registered. Familiarity \-lith the historical pattern of 1956 is o! great

assistance in the process of ordering the confused chronological picture

which the novel initially offers. It also helps us to realise that the

4
weeks preceding Jakob's death on 8 November are not only critical for

an understanding of his predicament, but·also form one of the blackest

periods in post··\·:ar international affairs, when the might of each of the

ideological forces dividing Europe - the Russians in Hungary, the English

and Frenc~ in Egypt - was brought to bear almost simultaneously, more in

the cause of self-interested expediency than to defend moral and political

principles. The factual recounting of these events never predominates

over the direct concerns of the fictional characters, but their considerable

impact on all of them is unmistakable. The significance of Jakob's death

• between two trains - irresistibly powerful pieces of man-made machinery

4
cf. Popp, p. 98.
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(MJ 39) - travelling in opposite directions, wh:ther a deliberate act

of .despair or the result of bewildered immobility, is obviously

accentuated by its coincidence with such bleak developments at the highest

poli tical level.

Historical detail is introduced partly as documentary fact,

.transmitted by means of press or radio·, for example, a border clash between

Israel and Jordan on 11 October as an indication of increasing tension

(MJ 24), the outbreak of the Hungarian uprising on 23 October while

Jakob and Gesine make their tortuous journey to Jerichow (MJ 107, 128),

and ,the Anglo-French bombing of the Suez area on 5 November during Jakob's

attempt to overcome the alienating experience of \-lestern life (MJ 193).

But it is most successfully conveyed through action directly experienced
~

by the fictional characters, for example~ the lofty view which Jakob and

Jonas share from the control tower of the tranGport of Soviet troops to

crush the uprising (MJ 162 - 5). This, in ,fact, is the crucial period

for Jakob, at vlhich his inclination to concentrate fully upon his work

without regard for politics is shown to be an impossibility. His response

to the situation, 'ho'tlever, is determined by the conviction that the

individual is powerless in the face of political decisions made by the

State, and that a gesture, even by someone like himself with direct

control over part of an important communications neb.,rork, could have

no more than a momentary effect. The attempt to deflect the progress

of history by blocking the track vlould be simply madness - "Verriickt-

spielen!1 (t-ltl 165). As \'Ie experience these developments at first hand,

the full import of the historical situation becomes parb cularly evidenL
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The great advantage of presenting the varying ~eactions of the

main characters to historica+ rather than 'purely "fictional events, is

that it directly involves the reader by making him consider how he

reacted, or might have reacted, to the same conditions. This is

particularly true for the Western reader of what is here essentially

a series of East German reactions to an international situation. Johnson's

method is not to present us with long political debates - although the

fragments of discussion on current events cleariy play an importa~t part -

but rather to reflect the atmosphere of the period through the actions

of his characters. There is no obvious bias towards the narrator's

"preferred" point of view - Gesine, Rohlfs, Jonas, Cresspahl and Jakob

all offer a strongly felt viewpoint in an impenetrably complex situation.

The predominating influence upon the political and intellB.9tuo.l

climate of the year was the 20th Party Congress of the Soviet Union

(held i~~~~ during February), in which Khruschev not only denounced

Stalin and the personality cult, but also formulated the doctrine of

"peaceful co-existence". This provoked the most lively period of the

decade in Eastern European affairs. The change is reflected most

positively in the mind of Jonas, who enjoys the privilege of learning

the first details of the Congress ·in the Western press, while returning

from a holiday in Italy with Gesine (MJ 82) - the speech vias never

published in the East. He is quickly caught up in the intellectual

ferment, the re-cmergence ,of open debate centred around the hope of

developing "Socialism with a htunan face":

AIle hatten sie etwas geleistet mit ihren Dichtungen und
Vlissenschaftlichen Lehrblichern, jahrelang hatten sie nachgegeben
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Zeitungen und mit Nationalpreisen und dl~ch die Aktuelle Kamera,
damit sie an diesen Abenden zusammenkommen konnten als geistiges
Gewissen unseres Staatswesens und redeten wie es bessel' zu machen
sei im Interesse eines sogenannten menschlichen Sozialismus. (MJ 77)

Ironically, the new open involvement with ideas produces in him a mood

of intense self-criticism: an awareness of the questionable importance

of academic research in a society faced with the more immediate need

for enlightened social and economic development,· which leads him to an

-enthusiastic admiration for Jakob's work as a practical, positive

contribution to society:

Jonas bekam cine unbindige Lust a~f solche Arbeit. Hier handelte
es sich um feste, dauerhafte Dinge, 'dagen, Zugmaschinen, Apparate;
die Bewegung aller war sich erg~nzend, sich entsprechend zusammen
geflochten und gebiindelt in einer einzigen erhehten Ubersicht;
abel' vias in Jakobs Kopf vorfiel ~r)':i geschah, das hatte eine
wirkliche Entsprechung" ••• (MJ 161)

At the other extreme, we view Rohlfs' attitude of annoyance that

detaiJ.s of Khruschev's speech have filtered back into the DDR via

Western radio stations. For him, i~ is a typical example of bureaucratic

incompetence that the text has been allowed to pass into the enemy's

hands, creating an atmosphere of public criticism at an absurdly premature

stage in the nation's development:

J ede vlestliche Station Vlirft uns lible Nachrede uber die Grenze
und dummwi tzige Besservlisserei, und jeder kann verreisen 'Iohin
er will, raus rei~ nach Belieben, das solI gut gehen auf die Dauer?
wir haben erst VOl' zehn Jahren"angefangen ••• VIiI' kennen hier
nicht Fehler diskutieren lassen. (MJ" 84 - 5)

\fhen he overhears an anti-Stalin joke in the Jerichow barracks (MJ 129),

it becomes obvious how widespread the news has become and hoVl deeply it

has affected the seriousness of intent and disciplinary control which
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he considers vital to the success of Socialism.

The Hungarian uprising viaS, in many respects, a logical consequence

of the liberation in the intellectual and political climate. It provokes

a wide range of persorral reactions within the novel. For Jonas, news of

the uprising comes at the height of his personal dilemma, and leaves him

in confusion; he is unable to make a clear intellectual response to the

situation (MJ 128). Rohlfs, on the other hand,. views the revolt, seen

through the perspective of historical necessity, as an error (MJ 144).

It arouses a stubborn dogmatic attitude in him, whereas for Jonas it

brings the realisation that a more dism~l .age of darkness and persecution

has dawned:

er [zustimmte] bereitvJillig der ~1einung, daP.> ja vorlaufig gar
nichts vleiter abzusehen sci als daB es vielleicht einen driUen
Weltkrieg geben werde. (MJ 176)

In this situation) only Gesine shows the spontaneous concern for

immediate practicalities Ylhich caused her to leave the DDR in the first

place. She is genera.lly indifferent to ideology and clearly distrust.ful

of any theory which acts against the everyday interests of the majority

of individuals: she sees nothing in the Soviet reaction to the

Hungarian situation to confirm the Socialist view of a progressive

historical development - it points rather to a continuing cycle of

progression and reac tion (f<lJ 180).' At the same time, she does register

a positive protest ag~inst. the Western intervention in Suez by leaving

her position with NATO as a translator (MJ 193), and accepting what

appears to be a less committed post, organising German instruction classes

for the AFN. Jakob appears increas~ngly \oJeary and perplexed in the face
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of the double political absurdity in which he has been inextricably

involved (direct experience of repressive measures at home and inescapable

alienation in the West), so that a positive decision is scarcely possible -

"[die] VJahl zwischen zwei Unsinnigkeiten" (NJ .193).

The interHeaving of Jakob's personal crisis with the bleak

events at international level is a triumph of careful arrangement and

subtle plotting, which gives MutmaBuli.gen tibe!' Jakob a powerful unity and

makes its impact upon the reader particularly striking. It offers a most

effective blend of 'individual range of detail and perspective with

outstanding genera1 significance. Das ~!.itte Buch tiber Achim presents

a more open-ended, enduring situation with a doub1e historical emphasis,

part1y on the political atmosphere in the DDR at the fictional time of

wri ting (1960), and partly on the ref1ection of the previous thirty

years of German history as they re1ate to Achim's life. Johnson's basic

concern here is to reveal the contrasting perspective of East and West

European thinking upon every aspect of history, as oppo....ed to the series

of diverse, but essentially Eastern views, on a specific historical

deve10pment, \vhich is presented in Mutma,'?Jungen uber Jakob. The position

of the narrator in relation to his characters has a distinct influence

upon the presentation of historica1 detail here. Whereas in MutmaBungen

uber Jakob, the narrator has exact knOl'llectge of tt:e thouohts (expressed

in inner mono1ogue) and conversations of his characters about the events

described, the narrator (and Karsch) in Das dritte Bucl}_uber Achim are

faced ..lith awkv/ard problems of interpretat·ion. They must examine \vhat

Achim tells then, with his ol'ln subjective emphasis - "Sie konnen 'Von



46

meinem Leben nul' Vlissen was ich Ihnen davon sage: sagte Achim" (A 135)

in the light of their own general historical knowledge, the information

supplied by Achim's relatives and friends, and their own imaginative

recreations based on observation of the physical settings of Achim's

past experience. The narrator's interest is therefore directed less

to\·/ards giving us the "exact truth" about what his characters did and

thought at a given time, than towards conveying the mood of different

historica~ periods through examples of typical events. He frequently

stresses the experimental nature of his (and Karsch's) reconstructions,

which are never considered to be more than questionable possibilities -

lIVersuche":

Es ware~ ja Vorarbeiten • da bestand alles nul' aus kurzen
Notizen meist mit Fragezeichen so ungefahr ich sie dir eben -:.
herausschreiben kann. (A 57)

Yet by this method we are given a series of vivid insights into

some of the outstanding experiences of the wartime period: a fleeting

glimpse of Hi tIer in a provincial to\'1D (A 93), the firs-t Allied bombing

raids (A 62 - 3), the successive occupying forces (A 111 - 13). Perhaps

the most successful of these evocations is the representation of one of the

countJess, senseless executions of "traitors" by bands of disoriented

ybuths and ex-soldiers (A 91). Karsch sees Achim, because of his age

and conformist mentqli ty I as a likely member 0 f su_ch an anonymous,

destructive force, made up of individuals who have since become the

backbone of respectable society:

Vora denen eine:c, die lernbegierig undo unbelehrbar das Henken
ansahen mit unbmvegi.. jusendklaren Gesichtern als kiinftige Henkel'
• • • aIle heute unter uns leben die moglichen Henker und di-e
wirklichen ••• (A 91)



The impression of a terrified individual at the mercy of an incensed

mob is conveyed strikingly in one long sentence, consisting of a succession

of factual statements, colloquially phrased and run together, deprived of

the logic of grammatical construction to emphasise both the meaningless

absurdity and the relentless progression of events;

• "•• und die Leute aIle herum, lieGen die Soldaten kaum durch
die ihn brachten bloG den Schlips abgerissenhatten sie ihm gar
nichts begriff er von hinten schrie immer seine Frau ziemlich
weit weg ganz hohe verstandn~~oGe Schreie er konnte nicht allein
auf den Schemel stiitzten sie ihn junge Seldaten sah hilfsbereit
aus die haben ja auch immer se ehrliche Gesichter Schlinge nahm
er selbst um den Hals wollte 'vias sagen schlugen sie ihm mit der
Faust rein nicht mit dem Ge\"/ehrkolben mit der Faust sah richtig
zartlich aus stieGen den Schemel '.'leg naja do. starb er eben ging
schnell • 0 • (A 91)

It is worth noting that the historical chronology of the 1950's

is made subsidiary to the description of Achim's rise to sporting;-

success I ldhich is viN/ed as an uninterrupted, insulated. process I from

the time that Achim recognises the coincidence of his ambitions with

those of the collective sporting organisation (A 174), thereby relieving

himself of the need for independent decis1on-making. Only in retrospect

does a chink in the biographical picture occur, in the period between

his years in the building trade and his full-time devotion tQ sport:

Vierundzwanzigjahrig [1991-] ist sein l':ame unver\.,rechselbar und
laGt an niemand denken als ihn • • • er verlHGt den Bau zum
Studium des Sports und lebt vom Stipendium des Staates: aus
einem Jahr sin9- liber ihn keine Berichte erba~ten. (A 181)

Karsch is prepared to overlook this in his series of tentative drafts

of the biography, until he unexpectedly and mysteriously receives a

photograph of a scene during the 1953 revolt, which shows Achim in

the front raYlk of the marcher03 (A 19Lf). In this way, \.,rhich may strike
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us as somewhat contrived, Johnson is again able to underline, as clearly

as through Jakob's direct experience, in MutmaBungen uoer Jakob, of the

Russian troop trains in 1956, the considerable impact of critical

historical movements upon his characters. Although the exact circum-

stances surrounding Achim's involvement are never discovered, the mere

suspicion of such a total contradiction in his development is enough

to break the highly tenuous links beh/een the attitudes of Achim and

Karsch towards historical and biographical reporting.

In Zwei Ansichten, the focus is again switched exclusively to

one period, the months follm.,ring the building of the Berlin vIall. Huch

less attention is given to details of the past history of each of the main

characters than in the earlier novels, for significant reasons. Both

B. and D. are of a slightly younger generation than Achim and Jakob,

and consequently do not experience the Second vlorld viaI' and the divisiorl

of Germany at such a critical stage in their develop:nent. Each moves

na turally into the ideological mode of existence determj.ned by the

accident of birth: it should be noted, however, that B.'s acceptance

of Western attitudes in his provincial environment is much less critical

that D.'s acceptance of the situation in the DDR. ·Not only does the

State interfere with her education because of her father's wartime

activities, but also she has the unique distinction of being a citizen

of Berlin, which allows her a clearer knowledge of the differences

between the two ideological systems:

. Die Stadte Berlin waren fl~ sie immel', Nachbarschaft gewesen, die
Gegend nebenan, genutztes Eigentum~ und es war ihr nicht recht
gewesen, wenn B. in I·festberlin doch imrner fur sie bezahlte mit
seinem Geld, als ware das nicht ihre Stadt, und Ostberlin vermied,
als I-Iurde das seine nieht. (ZJ\ 22)
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The development of their relationship is also related to the

political situation; for B., it is tinged with the guilt of the

Westerner towards the materially underprivileged Easterner:

Eber aus Befangenheit den anderen Gasten gegenuoer war er einem
Madchen nachgegangen, das ihm nicht so uoerlegen schien •

.und als er ihre ostdeutsche Staatsangehorigkeit erfuhr, nahm
sein SelbstbawuBtsein ausreichend ZU, sie ZUni Tanzen aufzufordern.

(ZA 45)

For D., their first night together is a form of self-assertion against

bureaucratic controls rather than an expression of feeling:

Am Ende del' Wocha hatte sie ihn nicht zuruckgehen lassen um
Mitternacht nach Westberlin, um zu sehen, ob er die Scherereien
wegen des verfallenen Passierscheins fiir.chtete ••• Sie hatte
auch sehen wollen, .ob sie cine Entscheidung selbst~ndig tun
konnte" (ZA 9)

They are separated as a result of an historical dedsion, over "/~ch they

have no control; in this case, we are less concerned with details of

the event, the building of the \'/al1, than with the representation of

the subsequent atmosphere, particularly in East Berlin:

••• die verbreitete bittere Stimmung, das blindwiitige Verlangen
aus denl Staat hinaus, del' Blick auf nichts als die G§enze, das

,Verhalten wie bei einer schweren inneren Verletzung.

The Wall is described only to the extent that jt disrupts everyday

activity (changes in travelling arrangements, delays in essential supplies,

the loss of direct communications with West Berlin), without the emotive,

dramatic phrases employed by sections of the Western press, which

preferred to view it in isolation rather than as the foreseeable

consequence of a prolonged, debilitating economic process - the DDR

5Schoelman, p. 1'18.
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viewpoint which Johnson has attempted to explain, without necessarily

accepting, in public debate. 6 The cool, narrative voice however is not

without its m·m undertones in 'Z\o1ei Ansichten, e.g. "[ein] Sonntag, an

dem del' Staat mit Vorliebe seine groBeren Eigensuchten durchsetzte". (ZA 25)

The other main historical concern of the novel is also 6f a more

indirect nature, centred around the reaction of another group of people -

a minority of the \-lest Berlin student population - to the political

attitudes of both sides in the European conflict. The assistance which

B. receives from the young barmaid and' her student friends has a distinct

documentary basis, explained in an essay published by Johnson prior to

. 7
the novel. 'This essay, "Eine Kneipe geht verloren", describes the

courageous idealistic attempt of a small group of students to regIster

a positive protest against political actions taken without regard for

the concerns of individuals, by assisting, at their ovm expen13e and at

great personal risk, citizens \o1ishing to leave East Berlin. In Zwei

Ansichten, only the outline of this activi ty, as seen through the limited

perspective of B., is evident,. since the docwnentary interest is kept

secondary to the psychological reactions of B. and D., but once again

the vlhole development of the fictional action is car'efully related to

historical and political influences, and the prevailing atmosphere of

a turning point in post-Hal' history is Johnson's prime interest.

In addition to this close attention to historical detail,

6c ~ "VJ. • •

held in Milan to
Achim.

J. am Pranger?", pie Zei-!: (8.12.61) report on r.1eeting
publicise Italian translation of Das dri tte_ B\!ch iiber
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Johnson also gives his fictional world a convinclr.g realistic foundation

by offering uS a penetrating impression of each of his main characters

at work. There is clear movement away from the confines of the

comfortable middle-class surroundings which formed the traditional sphere

of interest in the novel, at least until the publication of Thomas Mann's

Buddenbrooks brought the mersantile ethic and its associated scale of

values into question. Instead, our attention is centred - in ironic

accordance wi th the Bi tterfelder Konferenz of '1959, which laid dm'ln

basic guidelines for Socialist Realist writers in the DDR8 - upon the

working world of the proletariat. \'/e can detect two basic groupings

among Johnson's cha.racters; firstly, the main East German figures - Jakob,

Achim and D. - whose vlOrking activi ty give's each novel its distinstive

atmosphere and predorr,inates over the concerns of leisure in each case.

This is pRrticularly evident in the description of Jakob's daily routine ..

the inquiring mind of Rohlfs is unable to detect any indication of

personal interests:

ja und was macht er von alleine?
Man hat doch'sonst noch was vor.

aus eigenem Willen maine ich.
(f.'kT 17)

The carefully circumscribed routine of each of these figures is disturbed

by outside interference, which places their activities under the critical

scrutiny of a second group of more independent, intellectual figures like

Rohlfs, Jonas and Karseh (B. is largely an exception here). The narrator-

figures in their turn, despite the:!'r vario"J.s limitations, offer a third

level of perspective. Consequently there is little chance for the reader

8cf• ,T. G. BUb:, lIfI.uf del' Spuren deL' \.Jirklichkeit. DDR~L:i.terDtul':
1~radihonen I Tendehzen I fv!<5g1ichkei ten'l j in .281.: De~ts~hunt~c~!:, LTg, 21,
Heft :,;, (1969), p. 37 - 8.

,
p
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to become absorbed in the specific milieu· which gives each novel its

basis, although the careful descriptions.of the running of a railway

network, the training schedules of the national cycling team, and nursing

work in an understaffed hospital, contribute considerably towards the

impression of authentic representation of aspects of modern urban

existencee

Johnson's preferred method is to confront us directly with the

specialised language of each sphere, rather than attempt to describe

outward appearances. He achieves this in part by impersonal, factual

descriptions of specific actions, for example:

DeI' aufrecht sitzende Rennfahrer bictet dem Hind eine Angriffsflache
von ehID. sechshundert Quadratzentirhet~rn, er kann sie aber durch
Biicken odeI' tiefes Kriim:llen verringern auf fiinfhundert und drcihundert
soe;ar; und der ~liderstand del' Luft wachst ja urn das Neunfache,
wenn die Versuchsperson ihre Geschwindigkeit verdreifacht. (A 172)

He also provides a precise impression of the working schedules of each

of his main figures, for example:

• • • wenn von irgend wo aUG der weiten Ebene ein Zug angemeldet
und abgefragt vlUrde von aer dienstlichen Formelsprache der
entfernten St~mmen, erdachte Jakob sich den Anblick des unsichtbaren
Bahnhofs und die Signale vor dem Zug, der fiir ihn eine Chiffre war
aUG Kennbuchstaben und einer Nummer, und er wuBte nach del' Zeit
und nach Kilometern wo der Zug stand im Fahrplan und wo er tatsichlich
stand ••• Dann hob er clen Hand\·}rist auf einen von den Schaltknopfen
sei tlich und sagte dem t-'likrofon wie er es haben '1'011te, dann
schaltete er die Leitung \vieder urn, endlich die Stimme des Fahr
dienstleiters • • • erklarte was Jakob sich vorstellte in der
Entlegenheit auf seinem Turm. (MJ 14)

By means of such meticulous attention to detail, vIe are taken beyond

the facade of superficial understanding - "die Ungefahrlichkeit des

Alltags" (jviLI 39) - which the average reader has of \'Jork-spheres beyond

his own, o.nd a distinctive form of local colour emerges. The essential

d:i.ffere)!(;e, hO',icver\ between this kj.!1d of environmental description a.nd



53

the guidelines established by the Bitterfelder Konferenz is that

Johnson's detail is not simply chosen in order to give an impression of

activities previously considered unworthy of literary interest~- although

this desire may well be present. It also serves an important symbolic

purpose: the nature of the work reveals essential aspects of the

personality of the individual who makes a success of it. Jakob's

careful self-limitation leaves him in exemplary control of the world

of machines .!hicr. he surveys from his controltO\'ier - until he is

compelled to exceed his limits:

Das Papier auf der schy-agen Tischplatte vor ihm war eingeteilt
nach senJ,:rechten und vraagerechten Linien fUr das 7,ei tliche und
raumliche Nacheinander del' planmaGigen und 'der unregelmafhgen
Vorkommnisse, er verzeichnete darin mit seinen verschiedenen
Stiften die Bewegungen del' EisenbahniUge auf seiner Streckcyon
Blockstelle zu Blockstellc und von Minute zu Minute • • • am"
Ende machten die t'iinuten keinen Tag aus sondern einen Fahrplan.

(MJ 13 - '14)

Achimls rise to cycling fame results from unquestioning accepta.nce of

the will of the sporting collective and an overwhelming desire to assert

his superiority in competition:

Achim war au'f den Steg des Lenkers gestUt2'.t hereingekommen in del'
vorbildlichen Ha.Hung ~ die sich auszeichnete durch Unbeweglichkei t
des RUckens tiber sehr bewegten Beinen. (A 137 - 8)

'1.'his is clearly related to the psychological attitude of compliance

wi th authority and determination to gain po,,"!er over one's 8quals, '..,hich

is termed "radfahren" in colloquial German. 9 The publicly admired

cycling champrion under the flag of Socialism was also earlier an

exemplary leader in the Hitler Youth Movement:

-----------
9t1Gegenuber Vorgcsctzten unten,~irfig1 abel' gegenliber S2il~csgleichen

oder Untcrgebenen herrisch sei r.." - H. Kijppcr, \'iorterbuch der deutschen
.!:!!El'~ani';ssprache1 Bd. -1, (Hcllnburg 1965), p. 398------------------



nun stimmte er endlich mit dem Bild des Deutschen Jungen, zu dem
sie aIle. auflebten zah wie Leder hart wie Kruppstahl flink "lie die
Windhunde. Er meldete sich im Jugendverband. Er brachte es zu einer
Befehlsgewalt libel' hundert Mann.' (A 60)

" This tendency to emphasise those elements in the concrete realistic

background which have a wider and more permanent significance brings

back to mind Auerbach's distinction between the Homeric and Biblical

styles, and presents us with a clearer idea of .the particular use

which Johnson makes of both. The carefully depicted work environment

is not embedded in a recognisable geographical locality, in the way

that we think of Balzac's Paris, Joyce's Dublin or Grass's Danzig, in

which the characters move in surroundings "Jhich frequent ly form part of

the reo.der's personal experience. In Johnson's novels there is a clear

movement towards the depiction of situations which can be envisaged in

any cO!1temporary ideological 01' social context. The only location of

the main action in his novels \.,rhich is actua11y named is Berlin (Jericllow

is a ~ommon place-name), and even then a more exact phrase conveying some-

thing of the current political S1- tuation, ] ike "die Sti:idte Berlin" or

"die beiden Berlin", is used. Although it is obvious that the novels

are basically concerned with the gulf and the differences between the

hlO parts a f Germany, Johnson views the ideological confrontation

between capitalism and socialism as the outstanding general protle~

of the modern world:

Wenn diese Zustande ihren eigenen Begriff verlangen durfen, so
nicht, weil sie pittoresk und intensiv wiren, sondern weil sie
die Grenze del' geteilten Welt darstellen: die Grenze zwischen
den beiden Ordnungen, nach denen heute in der \,jelt gelebt \olel'den
k 1U ._ann.

-------._-_.
10"Berliner Stadtbahn", p. 724.
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His predilection for precise descriptionpnd factual accuracy

has led him, in each of the novels, to indicate the main localities

closely en~ugh (in terms of relative distance from one another,

population, industries, physical features, etc.) to give the assiduous

reader, with the assistance of maps, timetables and encyclopaedic

·information, a clear conception of their whereabouts. 11 Johnson's

reluctance to supply these details directly is not simply indicative

of a desire to make things difficult for the reader; it would appear

to emphasise his interest in transcending the limitations of particularised

milieu-description in order to portray an exemplary situation - ''Modell'' -

which reveals something more essential about the structure of society.

He appears to have been influenced by Brecr,t's conception of realistic

\o,rriting, \'Ihich, in its pre-Har formulation, has an obvious !/rarxist bias,

undoubtedly strengthened by his experience of Hitler's Germany:

Realistisch heiBt: den gesellschaftJichen Kausalitaten aufdeckend/
die her~schenden Gesichtspur~te als die Gesichtspunkte der
H'errs:::henden entlarvend/ vom Standpunkt der Klass;:; aus schreibend,
welche fLir die dringendsten Schwierigkei ten, in denen die menschlic he
Gesellschaft steckt, die brei testen I.Cisungen berei t hiilt/ das Moment" 2
der EnbTickl1,lng betonend/ konkret. und das Abstrahieren ermoglichend. I

Brecht wrote this in 1938; Johnson, in view of the political devc]Dpments

in the following twenty years, is' much more cautious about presupposing

the validity of any ideological solution to the present situation, ind

would offer no more than a limited, subjective insight into an increasingly

complex reality, to be compared with the reader's judgment:

11cf. esp. Popp, p. 24 - 7.

12B• Brecht 1 I'Volkstiimlichkei t unO. Realismus'..', Schriften ~
. Th~ater, Ed. IV, (Fra.nkfurt 1963) 1 P' 19f -5.
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ein erzahlendes Buch - ein ~'10dell der \·Jelt ,. Geschichten als
Beispiele, die Welt in der Version des Verfassers, Lesern
vorgeleg~ zum unterhaltsamen Vergleich mit ihrer eigenen
Version. 3

Johnson is concerned \·,i th the pOl'fer structure as a fact of

individual experience, rather than with the specific description of any

particular instance of it. The recurring situation in his novels is

the manipulation or distortion of individual liberties through the

decisions of superior authorities. The terms used to describe represent-

atives of authority have all the simplicity and directness of Biblical

expression, deprived of all current political nuances. As soon as the

State recognises Jakob's potential usefulness in MutmaBungen liber Jak.ob -

"die Grossen des L"3.ndes \-tarfen ihr Auge auf Jakob ll 01J 19) - it imposes

itself with an anonymous, mechanical ruthlessness upon his life -~"der

Einblick ...,ar bedenkenlos und erg;riff gierig jede Einzelheit nur um sie

zu v/i8sen" (t-1J 18). In Achim's case, compliance with the State will

comes 'fIith the recognition tha.t any other action vlOuld inevitably be

detrimental to his own ambitions:

[Acllim] hort~ stei f Ulchelnd 3n daG der Staa.t die Einordnung in
die Gemeinschaft verlange, denn er beglinstige aIle und nicht
wenige zu einem sehr neuen Ziel. Er glaubte es nicht ••• Er
anerkannte: die hatten mich ja noeh ganz anders fertigmachen
konn~n. (A 176)

His apparent achievement of distinction as a mediator between the State

and its individual citizens is only later recognised by Karsch to be a

hollow faoade built up through the renunciation of personal integrity.

D., in Zwei Ansichte~, on the other hand, remains hopelessly alienated

13 6Schoelman, p. 11 •
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from the sources of power, which, because of her fatheris transgressions,

have deprived her of a specialised education~

Die Inhaber del' Macht waren ihr
Ausuoung, sondern halb verdeckt
die Brustung von Opernbalkonen.

nicht gezeigt worden bei ihrer
durch Rednerpulte, geschutzt durch

(ZA 24)

In the West, the manipulation of individual attitudes by those in

power is felt by Johnson to be no less widespread, although their workings

may be more difficult to detect. The mass media which serve as their

organs offer an 11nonymous public opinion - "eine offentliche Meinung"

(ZA 69) - intended to distort political and economic facts, whether to

mislead the citizens of West Berlin into thinking that a boycott of the

East German-operated Stadtbahn will seriously damage the Socialist

economy,14 or to create a false image ~f t'he DDR po\-ier structure xJ~lich

will be unthiru<ingly accepted by the apolitical citizen like B.

'l'bis neutralised, generally valid terminology contributes

effectively towards the dislocation of any tendency the reader might

feel to view the novels as limited to anj single contemporary situation.

It is Johnson's obvious intention to dra,} the reader beyond the fictional

framework~ through a process of estrangement ("Verfremdung!l). He achieves

this effect not only, as ,;-:e have .indicated above (Ch.U), through the

narrative structure and through attention to small details of language~

but also with striking effect in some of the more experimental passages

in Das dritte Buch Uber Achim, in which an unexpected change of perspective

causes an apparently unexc~ptional event to be viewed in a neVI, revealing

14cf • Johnson's documentary report on this problem in 'IBoykott
der'Berliner Stadtbahr,", Di...e Zeit, (10.1.64), and his repeated use of
the phrafie Ileine offentliche /!icjnung 11 in IIEine Kneipe geht verlol'enl!.
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light. The passage - "Versuch: eine Schreibmas.chine kaufen" (A 76 - 80) -

offers a particularly good example of the adaptation to a fictional

situation 'of the "Verfremdungseffekt", associa ted ",lith Brechtian drama:

Es handelt sich hierbei t kurzgesagt, urn eine Technik, mit del'
darzustellenden Vorgangen zHischen Nenschen del' Stempel des
Auffallenden, des del' Erklarung Bedurftigen, nicht Selbstverstand
lichen, nicht einfach Natlirlichen verliehen werden kann. Del' Zweck
des Effekts ist, dem Zuschauer eine fruchtbare Kritik vom gesell
schaftlichen Standpu~kt aus zu ermoglichen.15

The perspective is shifted in this passage, abruptly and without

any explanation from the narrator~ After a brief consideration of

possible reasons why Karsch should want to buy a typewriter, the scene

is suddenly switched to a shop in which typewriters are sold - an every-

day scene from business life, viewed through the eyes of a salesman to

whom Karsch and Karin are anonymous figures. Only after the initial

impression of the salesman has been registered, does the narrator offer

a critical comment, in pointing out a clear incongruity in the social

structure - "ein lokales Detail" - bebveen the egalitarian principles

upon which the State has been established and the unchal~ing class-

conscious attitudes of the salesman, who is intent upon creating a

favourable image in the eyes of "superior!1 clients ("!{errscf.aften"):

er [hinterlieB] von sich das- Bild wohlgefalliger Hemdkragen
eleganz und fahriger Bereitschaft :0U allem moglichen Dienst am
Kunden. (A 76)

An unexpected intrusion disturbs the routine progression of business;

a simple labourer, obviously ill at ease in unfamiliar surroundings,

makes inquiries about a copying machine likely to exceed his financial

1~

'Brecht ,.Schriften zum Theater, Bd. V, p. 79.

.
b
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resources, and about the security formalities r&lated to the purchase

of a machine of this kind. Having received the necessary information,

he disappears into the anonymity of the crowd outside.

This slight, inconclusive incident gives a striking impression

of social attitudes which Socialism has been unable to eliminatej

appearances and command of language are still significant pointers to

class differences;

- Da~ jeder wei~ •••. versuchte [der Arbeiter) zu erklaren.
DeI' Verkaufer nutzte das verlegene ·Blicksecl<en zur Vorbereitung
eines abfalligen Lachelns, das er dell Herrschaften an der viand
hinuberreichen wollte ••• (A 78)

The mutual distrust of individuals in a State which claims to protect

the interests of every citizen - "[dieJ. Polizei, die tiber jeden Versto~

gegen die Blirgerrechte wachen woll~.,11 (A 79) - is particularly e1ident.

The uninvolved onlooker, Karsch as \'fell as the reader, is irresistibly

drawn to speculate upon possible reasons for the labourer's strange

behaviour. The truth about the incident will never be known, but the

probahle implication is that. the majority of the population, \>Thom this

man rqJresen ts in· his naivetg;, ina rticulateness and essential good humour -

'I}<arsch • • • mochte ihn augenblicklich Hegen seines ungeschickten

gutherzieen Betragens" (A '19) - ·is seeking the means of expressing

feelings and ideas \'lhich the official State media fail to articulate:

AbeI' weI' \'fare nach dem zuf"lligen Erscheinen und Versch'dna.en eines
schlichten r-lannes in zementstaubiger Kleiclung eines Tages der
vervielfiltigten t-las·chinenschrift an der Hausi'/and gewi~, die den
i\'otstand der Lebensmittelversorgung mit den M~nahri1en der
Regif'rung in einen ursachlichen Zusamrnenhang odeI' einen der
F'olge bringen wird, je nach Betroffenheit und Gesinnung? (A 79)

This incident is exemplary in the sense that it illuminates, in a concrete
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but generally valid situation, important aspects of the structure of

society, which indicate the gulf between the principles upon which it

is founded and empirical experience of its functioning; in this case,

class-consciousness and the alienation of the unprivileged individual

continue to reveal themselves in a nominally egalitarian society.

The deliberate anonymity of the setting reduces the individuals

concerned to their purely social functions and underlines the typical

nature of the incident. The narrator's closing comment ironically

refers to the story as unnecessary, in term,s of the main plot, but then

reminds us of its general applicability, \'/hich is, after all, as he

constantly reminds us, his main concern:

Ich habe in diesel' unnotigen Geschic!lte genauere Angaben zu qen
beteiligten Personen unterlassen, denn sie mochte vielleicht
jedem vorgekommen sein. (A 80)

The scene, then, represents reality in the sense understood

by both Brecht and Dablin, who both strove, through different literary

forms, to undermine the reader's expectations that fiction or dra.ma might

offer a simplified illusion of life, and to present situations stripped

of the superficial embellishments of local colour, in order to throw

light upon the nature of society•. Similarly, Johnson's concern for

historical detail and f3ctual accuracy has not led him to become absorbed

exclusively in the milieu from which he derives his fundamental experience -

the political situation in. the DDR. Instead, he is constantly on the

look-out for small facts "/hieh illuminate gerleral problems of modern

"society, in p':lrticular those related to personal identity ar:d the

distorting effects of decisions at official level upon the lives of
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individuals. His novels indicate how the close analysis of individual

details - everyday incidents, work schedules, the functioning of machines,

an isolated object - can be more revealing than the attempt to present

a visually complete background, against which a rounded, psychologically

convincing story can be unfolded. Exactitude and precision are, in his

eyes, the most reliable approach to contemporary reality:

Johnsons Starke ist die Prazision; er hat das groBe Pathos
der Genauigkeit und weiG, daB tausend pedantische Detailschild
erungen sehr vlohl in der Lage sind, ein diffuses 'l'otalbild zu
erzeugen. 16

In t~is way, therefore, Johnson's novels represent a deliberate progression

from the concrete depiction of external phenomena and historical fact,

which we associate with 19th century realistic techniques, tm'lards the

isolation of the essential, decisive detail which has a general validity

aY-in to that of the parable.

16
\01. Jens, "Johnson auf dcr Schwelle der neisterschaft", in

Die _Zeit, (6.10.61).



CHAPTER IV

CHARACTERISATION

In the previous two chapters, we have attempted to show

. how Johnson strives to break down the reader's expectations of a unified

fictional illusion of reality, by constantly disrupting the narrative

perspective and by emphasising the unspecific, more generally applicable

nature of his settings; we have suggested that such methods help to direct

our attention more firmly tm'lards consideration of the underlying structure

of society and make us more aware of the problems involved in doing justice

to the individuality even of apparently unexceptional figures. Both of

these tendencies have obvious bearing upon the treatment of character in

his novels, to the extent that they indicate a shift of emphasis away from

"three-dimensional" presentation, which - as the realistic novels of the

19th century reveal - is normally related to a fixed narrative perspective

and the belief that personality can be largely understood in terms of

visual appearances and psychological analysis. It has in fact been argued

that the outstanding contribution of the novel to literature has been the

capacity it a110\-l5 for characterisation in depth: "most great novels

exist to reveal and explor.e character".1 Its broad undefined scope has

allowed portrayal 0 f the gro.l,o/th and development of personali ty over an

-_.---------------
\,. J. Harvey, Character and the Novel, (London 1965), p. 23.
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extended period, examination of the close relation-in which every

individual stands to his social and historical environment, and analysis

of morally and psychologically critical situations.

By focusing our attentions upon the question of characterisation

in Johnson's novels, upon the extent to which his main figures succeed

in convincing as individuals as well as revealing representative social

attitudes, we are inevitably examining what maybe considered the central

problem for a modern writer who, like Johnson, seeks to convey his

experience of the intense social and political pressures against

individual dissent, within the confines of the literary form which has

owed its continuing vitality and effectiveness to' the breadth and va.riety

of ch('",-racterisatior~ it perrnits. --~
It is important to remember that ~1utmar..ungen uber Jakob was

written in ironic rejection of the simplified view of personality

presented in the novels of Socialist Realism~2 in which, as Levin has

poi nted out, "charr,_cters ••• more often than not, are blueprints and

stereotypes controlled by ideological preconceptions. rr3 In direct con-

trast to the relativising tendency of all analysis of individuality in

the experimental novels of the \vestern world - which has directly con-

tributed to the decline of the idea of th~ hero - the approved literature

of the state in which Johnson lived and studied had moved towards un-

ambiguously black and vlhi te representation of the ideological alternatives

open to Germans. The main ch'3Tar.tp.rs in ~'lut'TIFlr..1Jngen uber Jakob have, as

2cf• N. Reich-Ranicki, Deutsche Literatur in 'dest und Ost, p. 231 - 6.

3H• Levin, !he Ga!:~~~r_!f£E'.!2, ? 467.
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Reich-Ranicki explains, close affinities with standard figures in

'Socialist Realism4; Jakob brings to mind the officialy encouraged

i~age of the working man dedicated to his job and proud of his achievements;

Rohlfs resembles the humane Party representative, furthering the Socialist

cause, yet also capable of understanding dissenting viewpoints; Jonas

is caught in the dilemma of the intellect,:al, concerned with the morality

of society but doubtful of the importance of his personal contribution,

in the field of ~cademic research, towards the betterment of an imperfect

social and economic situation; Gesine is swayed by considerations of

immediate well-being to choose life in the capitalist West rather than

await the fulfilment in the DDR of the Marxist view of historical necessity.

'These chorac tel's, hO'liever, ar.e presented in an ambivalent light an~ with

a psychological depth which suggests the inadequacy of the didactic

tendencies of Socialist Realism.

We have already sugeested affinities between the multi-perspective

structure of MutmaB~n uber Jakob and the concentrated drive of

psychological drama. 5 '1'l1e fact that we r~ceive the thoughts and feelings

of all the main characters - except, of cour~e, those of Jakob, with

vlhom we are essentially concerned - at first hand, with a minimum of

explanatory comment from the narrator, mea.ns that we are bound to scrut-

inise each in turn in order to determine the reliability or bias of their
~

interpretat.ion of events and personalities. VIe are presented vii th a Hide

range of vievlpoints and temperaments; but the fog in ""hich much of the

4
Reich-Ranickj, p. 232 - 3•.

5see above, Ch. II.
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main action is shrouded obscures (metaphorically speaking) their external

features and fixes our attention upon their intellectual and emotional

reactions. The task of visual recreation can safely be left to the reader's

imagination: "Die Profile ••• lassen sich im Nebel der 'MutmaBungen'

6nur ahnen, sind aber dennoch unver'tlechselbar".·

As the characterisation in t·1utmaBungen liber Jakob has already

been examined elsewhere in some detail,? it will suit our present interests

to concentrate ~~on the ways in which the figures differ from their

Socialist Realist counterpa.rts, in order to indicate how effectively they

are presented to us as fallible and ambiguous individuals. Rohlfs is in

essence a theoretician seeking the incarnation of his Socialist ideal -

'the resource ful "Iorking man with the intellectual acumen to recogn~se the

truth of f.iarxism through his personal experience, and confirm it through

willing, active support of the Socialist cause. J'ako1;) , almost from the

first moment of their acquaintance, appears in Rohlfs' eyes to possess

extraordinary abilities:

mit einem ~1al 8aB ieh fest vor ihm \md konnte mieh nicht riihren
vor Spannung, irgend et\-Ias an seiner Art zu denken kern mir unter~'

grilndig bei, allmiihlich verfiel ich auf Ahnlichl<eit: als seien
das Argument und die Stelle des Einwands mir bekannt gewesen,
nicht daB ich je dies benutzt haben wilrde! (MJ 31)

He is prepared ,to apply his enlightened principles - tiEs ist

nicht unser Ziel die L9ute einzusperren. \'Iir brauchen die namlich",

•
(MJ 54) - to the extent of giving Jakob the opportunity of experiencing

Western eivilication at first hand, in order to draw his own conclus{ons

• about the ideological alternative to Socialism. Similarly, he passes over

6Reich-Ranicki, p. 243.

7E• Friedrichsmeyer, "Quest by Supposi tion", Germanic Review Ij2,

(196'1), p. 215 - 26.
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the opportunity of arresting Gesine and discovering the reasons for

her illegal entry into the DDR, in the conviction that the greater gain

would be the cooperation of both Jakob and Gesine in the activities of

the State. In his memory, the decision to defect to the Russian side

during the 1942 campaign involved a recognition of historical necessity

such as he expec ts noVi from Jakob, and vlhich he claims to hold in greater

esteem t.han all concerns 0 f. national loyalty and military discipline.

Yet despite this apparent independence of outlook and belief in individual

autonomy, he shoVis signs of self-contradiction in his refusal to admit that

the Party can make mistakes (MJ 83), an'd in his confused efforts, after

the invasion of Hungary, to justify himself and his superiors t~ Jakob:

Ich habe gedacht es gibt nur eine Antwort • • • Gesprich ist ein
Fehler. 'Hatten Sie doch lieber verzichtet auf diese demobrldtischen
Briiderlichkei ten. Auf die Frage nach del' \'/o.hl z'tlischen zVlei
Unsi~migkei ten. Zwischen dem g1'03e1'en und kleineren Ubel.'
Die vlirklichkeit ist· nicht unverniinftig ••• (t·1J 192 - 3)

He is also confronted with the discomforting realisation that his methods

of investigation are inadequate for the attaining of any knOlvledge of

inch viduals beyond the purely bureaucratic: "Ich weir:, sozusagen alles,

und es niitzt mir nichts~ (fvjJ 156) As he arrests Jonas at the end of the

novel - an action which Jonas views as one of desperation - his need to

preserve faith in himself and his ideal, by clinging to the belief that

Jakob died in confirming it, is obvious:

DaG er mit Jakob"dariiber sich hatte verst.jndigen konnen.
\vortlos, in einem unauffilligen Schvleigen und BlicY.:\·/echseln.
D<:L~ Jakob gerechter gewesen ware. (MJ 202)

Jonas Blach is also depicted in an ambivalent light, ·\"i th a

mixture of sympathetic and reprehensible traits, as an intellectual caugl t
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,between conflicting interests. In the mood of revitalised political

activity following the 20th Party Congress, he has been led to reconsider

the relevance of his contribution to progress and to react against the

threat of being caught up in a pre-ordained, mechanical process of

academic promotion:

er hingegen, er wlirde ja wohl Dozent, Dr. habil. hei~en im
nachsten Jahr und Oberassistent werden und Professor und geachtet

'sein in der Wilrde des wissellschaftlichen Dienstes: wenn er nichts
dagegen tat. (MJ 71)

He is consumed by the burning need for assurance that he can playa

positive part in the advancement of soci'ety - lIer [wollte] an der \'Jel:C

teilnehmen" Ci"iJ 113) - Viithout really knoViing in which direction to move.

His dilemma of self-knov!ledge - "die Unkenntlichkei t seines eigenen

Lebens" (~1J 74) - coincides vii th Jakob's crisis of decision, but re-

presents a movement in the. opposite direction, away frmn the meaningless-

ness of abstraction and theory tOvlards a fascination for practical activity

(MJ 161). Yet although Jakob gives him a thorough assessment of the

demands Vlhich railway work entails, he seems aware that Jonas is unlikely

to translate his interest into actual commitment; he implies this in his

suggestion that life in the West near Oesine, pursuing academic goals

without needing to worry about their political utility, would be more

suitable for Jonas (MJ 167).

It remains un~crtain whether Jonas' professed determination

to remain in the DDt< reflects the depth of his ideological commitment·

or the realisation that life in the vlest \'lould involve him in a similar

conflict of individual and social interests. The development of his
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relationship with Gesine clearly lies in her hands, since her journeys

'back to the scene of their holiday in Italy, and to Jerichow, suggest

that she is carefully considering its relative importance in her life

before reaching a decision. The unresolved crisis-point for Jonas has

been his inability to inject any vitality into the political essay which

he has come to Jerichow ostensibly to write:

Das Niedergeschriebene kam ihm 'lor wie ein mitgebrachter Vorrat,
del' am Ende del' Reise nicht mehr zu gebrauchen war. (t-!IJ 115)

Yet i~onically, ~t is his involvement in such questionable political

activity which brings about his arrest, one of the many acts of repression

in the DDR following the crushing of the Hungarian uprising, before he

has a chance to discover where his true interests lie. His future

remains uncertain, just as the strength of h:i_s intellectual convictions

remains to be tested against the demands of everyday living in a total-

itarian society. In Das dritte Buch libel' P.chim, Johnson appears to :i.nsert

a reflection upon the likely course of development for someone in Jonas'

position - timid, frustrated conformity and a reluctance to engage in

political dialogue of the sort that Karscb would wish to establish;

Del' Lange mit den dick en Haaren in der knochigen Stirn, del' immer
so ab~lesend aussah: der ha tte sieh nach c.em Aufstand in Ungarn
offentlich fUr etvias entschuldigen miissen. Er soll einen Aufsatz
geschrieben haben, er sei auch schweigsam von Natur, del' liebt
eine, die bringt er nie mit. (A 192)

Gesine's identity remains much more enigmatic and defies

9 .'

categorisation. She provides a refreshing contrast to the preoccupations

of Rohlfs and Jonas with self-justification and theoretical principles •

• 'rhe facts surrounding her unex:pe~ted arrival in the DDR point to some

form of espionage, yet our kno\-lledge'of the impetuosity of her character
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,tempts us to suspect, with Popp,8 that she is pursuing her own interests

under the guise of assisting NATO, becaus~ this kind of double-dealing

offers the only possibility for a refugee of gaining contact with her

home. Her decision to move to the West has obviously been a negative

one, implying a rejection of her own state rather than an acceptance

of the mater~al benefits of the West. It ~s, moreover. taken at great

cost, because it cuts her off from everything which gave value and meaning

to her life - her bleak homeland, her father, Jakob and his mother. Her

present existence is "verdorben" (NJ 127), yet she feels there \"as no

real alternative to leaving Jericho\'l - "habe ich es so ge\'lOllt? so habe

ich es gel-JOllt" (ivkT 127). Her disaffechon with all forms of ideology

has led her to accept \vi thout undue [;oul-searching - f1gev!issenl()sfl~ (r~J 187)-

aspects of v.Jestern life, like free enterprise and the class system, vJhich

immediately alienate Jakob, yet ~he has retained a sufficient sense of

moral indignation to resign her position in NATO. Cou~ageously independent

and committed to present realities, she also reveals a depth of feeling

for the past, tinged with the awareness that her life could have been

very di fferent if the forces of history and ideology had vlorked less

unfavourably against Jakob and herself.

Apart fr"om the "few "omniscient" insights offered by the narrator

into Jakob's thoughts, 9 we arc dependent lar"gely on the viel-lpoints of

Jonas, Rohlfs and Gesine for our knowledge of his personality and attitudes.

---------------
8papp , p. 92 - j.

9see above, Ch~ II.
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The general lack of objective certainty about Jakob is emphasised by

the psychological problem underlined by Friedrichsmeyerj10 not only are

all of the people surrounding Jakob highly subjective in their assessments

of him. they also feel tempted, in the conviction that Jakob offered an

ideal of independence and integrity during a period of political upheaval

and confusion, to create from their memori,es a wish-image of their own

particular conception of this ideal. He remains for Gesine (whose know-·

ledge is easily the most complete, not only because of their closeness as

adolescents, but because she alone witnessed his actions during the days

immediately preceding his death), the adventurous, affectionate, good-

humoured half-brother whom she understands instinctively on a spiritual

level - lies ist meim Seele, die liebet ,Jakob" Cl'lJ 1L11) - and whom she

respects for having discovered the means of preserving links with t"he past

without succumbing to id~olQgical pressures.

Jonas, however, after finding it impossible to define Jakob's

personality in terms of qualities when he first sees him -

begann ich sogleich nach 1,'iortcn zu suchen. Das Nachste
vlar daB ich ein Ii/ort nach dem anderen Hegwarf, sie meinten
s~mtlich Eigenschaften, diesel' schien keine zu haben (MJ 49)-

comes to view him as the incarnation of practical efficiency and in-

stinctive knowledge. For Rohlfs, as we have seen, he is the man who may

realise the Socialist ideal and make a real ~ontribution to the cause of

ideological progress. In the midst of preconceived viewpoints of this

kind, it is revealing to consider the opinions of apparently minor figures,

10F . d . hrle rlC smcyer, p. 217 -' 8.
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like JBche, who, after all, has the most precise knowledge of Jakob at

'work - the dominating interest in his life. Their conversations reveal

a frankness and friendly trust which stands out in a state where suspicion

is encouraged - "seid vlachsam gegen Agenten" (NJ 156) - and free discussion

remains a constant risk:

sein Blick war wie sein Wesen eine schmale harte unbeugsame
Brucke von Freundschaft und Erinnerung und Zuverldssigkeit.

(MJ 170)

In preferring to recall small details, like Jakob's refusal to take sport

too seriously (HJ 16), vlhich underline his flexibility and \-/Ork against

categorisation (in this case, the feeling that Jakob Vlill stolidly

dedicate himself to any task), J~che reveals a knowledge of his personality

more precice than the assur.iptions and sweeping generalisations of Gutside

observers like Rohlfs and J·onas.

It remains nonetheless impossible to understand Jakob's actions,

during the crisis which forms the main interect of the novel, in anything

other than an ambivalent light. A cfi tic \-lho, like \4. Emrich, sees Jakob

in positive, metaphysical terms, in order to relate Johnson's work closely

to Kafka's, ignores or distorts too much of the evidence:

Jakob verwirkliclLt in seiner Person das in den Beamtenorganisationen
Kafkas bestimmende und den Beamten selbst unbekannte Gesetz.
Keiner kennt ihn, jeder stellt nul' endlose, unsichere 'Mutmafl,ungen!
uber ihn an, und d'ennoch lei te t, regi ert e1' aIle. 11

His exemplary productivity, for example, does not necessarily represent

an affirmation of Socialist 'society, or the harmonious integration of the

individual into society: Jakob1s work is an end in itself, and he gladly

'1 \1. Emrich, "Zerst~rung und Aufbau der Person in del' T{lodernen
Literatur", in Geist und \hder1i~is!., O"rarJdurt 1965), p. 6Lr.
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accepts the responsibilities it entails. His attentions appear to be

centred around the job and the well-being of his fellow-workers, to the

exclusion of all personal interests:

'Ich wunsch mil' nichts' saete er, und
von Herzklopfen machte ihm bewwBt dan
Leben war in diesem Herbst • • • (MJ

ein unterschwelliger Auflauf
er gesagt hatte was sein
37)

Rohlfs' request for cooperation in a mission with direct

ideological implications produces a situation of crisis for Jakob, by

forcing him out of his clearly defined routine into a position in which

he has to make political and moral decisions. It is nothing less than

a displacement from the working vlorld, in \oJhich time and space are con-

trollable factors on the daily schedule sheet - "die Aufsicht tiber die

Zei t \';0.1' ihm moglich" (hJ L~_1) - into a I'lorld of irresistible cha~ge

calling for constant reassessment - "an diescm unaufhaJ tsarr.en selost··

Vlilligen Ablauf del' Zeit ko.nn einer leicht bescholten Vlerden" (tJIJ 42).

From the time of his return to the "private" world of Jerichow, after his

first interviel'i with Rohlfs and the nel-/S of his mother I s flight to the

West, it is his incapacity for action and ~is total self- absorption which

dominate his life and present an impenetrable mask to the observer. Over

the \-,hole vleekend he remains distant - "wie erstarrt Val' Abl"8senhei t"

(MJ 53) - preferring to listen to Jonas' problems rather than reveal

anything of his own. Later, he appears to indicate that Rohlfs is asking

•
too much of him in wanting him to persuade Gesine to involve h~rself in

espionage, during a conversation with his close friend Sabine (MJ 92)

12"and perhaps again, as Popp suggests, after listening to the long

--_.------_.---
12Popp, p. 64.

---------------------
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discussion betv/een Jonas and Rohlfs about political necessity (i'iJ 145).

The feeling of alienation which grips him after leaving Sabine 

!IeI' fiihlte sich entfernt" (MJ 93) - who alone appears to have given

meaning to his private life during the previous months, reveals itself in

his increasing tiredness - "sein sch\'leres i.ibermiidetes Gesicht" (NJ 166)

in the days before his visit to the West. The experience of a bevrilderingly

. different political and private atmosphere in the West only accentuates

his feelings of alienation and exhaustion. (Gesine describes him in turn

as "befremdet", "verloren", "unbmveglich", "maschinenmap'>ig" MJ 180 - 4.)

The result is the destruction of his only significant link ,lith the past,

his understanding of and affection for Gesine, at a time when present events

and future prospects remain unremittingly bleak: "es \'Iar die gefi.if>chtete

schlimme Fremde, in del' e1' mich nicht mehr verstand" (t'lJ 187).

:From the fragments of evidence, we are terr.pted to feel that Jakob's

desferation and aimlessness are the direct consequence of a mistaken

political judgment on the part of Rohlfs, combined with his own awareness

that his perceptio~ of events is much too exact and rigorous to allow him

to fit into any pre-cast ideological mould, at a time when he kno~s that

any individual deviation - llquer i.iber die Gleise" - is inadmissible.

Yet the reader, deprived of the security and certainties associated

with the reliable personal narrator, and lacking any substantial direct

knowledge of Jakob's thoughts and feelings, is little more than an eaves

dropper upon the fictional world of ~iutmar.,unf,cn uber _~akob, and can never

.
feel that he has more than a partial understa10ing of the truth about Jakob.
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Despite Johnson's reservations -emphasised strikingly by the

fragmentary, multi-layered structure - as to the possibility of doing

justice to the complexity of any individual's personality, MutmaBungen

uber Jakob remains closely linked to the traditions of realistic fiction

in being essentially a novel of character, through its close examination

of the respop.se of four clearly differentiated temperaments to a situation,

of extreme crisis. Each of the main characters is forced to reconsider

the fundamental structure of his existence prior to October 1956, through

a concatenation of events over which he has little control. As Popp has

shown,13 we can recognise in the attitudes of Jakob, Rohlfs, Jonas and

Gesine a spectrum of possible: concepts of freedom open to Ec.'1.st Germans

at this specific stage of history:. absorption in duty as an end iq itself,

which leads to the elimini3.tion of the idea of freedom (!lpnicht" - Jakob);

freedom seen as the recognition of historical and political necessity

(IIEinsicht in die dotwendigkeit!l - Rohlfs); freedom consisting in the

possibili ty of choice, through a consideration of alternatives (f'Anders

konnen" - Jonas); and freedom as the imperative urge to reject the ~tat~~

~? and seek a viable alternative (liAndersmiisGen 'l - Gesine).

The course of events comp~ls each of them to review the validity

of his own attitude, and the test of circ~n-tances finds them all lacking.

Dislocation is most serious in Jakob's case, because he has no vlay to turn;

imprisonment makes a decisive end to Jonas' deliberations; Gesine attains

her goal only at t e cost of,personal happiness; Rohlfs is forced to

"compromise in favolli' of expediency and vieviS the destruction of his fondest
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hopes. Many elements of the structure of the novel suggest a system of

parallels ~nd contrasts, which occasionally threatens to become too

obvious (e.g. the contrast between the "JOrk of Jonas and Jakob - t-rJ 13,

115; and the coincidental meeting of Gesine, Rohlfs and Jakob in the

Elbe Hotel - eh. III). Yet the novel rarely gives the impression of

conforming to any preconceived schematic pattern. The elaborate structurai

web disappears in the immediacy of every individual segment of the text,

the characters impress through their many-sic1edness and vitality, and, if

they are in some ways representative of genera) attitudes, it only becomes

evident as an afterthought.

In Das dritte Buch uber Achim,.a change of emphasis is immediately

discernible. The re-emergence of a controlling, relati vising narrll. tor

(albeit with the limitFltionsdiscussed in Ch. II), ?-llows us to exa:nine

the words and thoughts of the main char3.cters \"ith a greater sense of

perspe9tive. Yet there is, in effect, little temperamental difference

between the narrator and Karach, other than the dimension of ironic

superiority created by temporal and spatial remoteness from events: both

share the attitude of the uncommitted observer, concerned with precise

detail and factual accuracy, and intent upon suppressing subjective reactio~

as much as possible. Karsch is never much more than a shadowy recorder;

only occasionally is he described in his "non-professional" ca~acity, and

despite his apparent long~standing acquaintance with Karin, we never enter

into detaiJ.s of this (or any other) relationship. This is, of course,

not unjustified if 'vIe accept that Karsch is particularly concerned \'Jith

Achim's life and the attempt to comprehend an alien society, rather than
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with private affairs, but even from the wider perspective of the narrator

there is still little attempt to describe Karsch as an individual.

(I ' th t" th t . 'h 1 t t "E" R' h' 'I 14t ~s wor no lng a " ln "t e a er s ory _ lne e~se weg;.'/o ln' ,

which is directly concerned with Karsch's fortunes after his return to

the West, we receive a much fuller impression of his personality.)

The fact that the imagined counterpart to the narrator also indicates

- through his questions that he knows Karsch personally, further justifies

the reduction of Karsch to his function as jourlli~list/biographer. Further-

more, the unidentified acquaintance of Karsch's who comes to write an article

on the last stages of the land-collectivisation programme in the DDR is

not distinguishable as an observer of life in any essential respect from

Karach, as we learn from the description of his subsequent report:~

Del' Bericht VerScfl\-:ieg die Lage des Ortes unO. machte ihn
verwechselbar mit allen andercn, die ein etwa dreiBigjihriger
Herr neugierig unO. vorurteilslos aufgesueht hatte unO. festgehalten
in Gespri-ichen unO. Fotografien unO. in den ungenaueren Eindrucken
~es Gefuhls. Er beschrieb die Frage nach dem Friedens"lillen
er erklirte siuberlich die VorzUge del' genossenschaftlichen
N~tigung, er zeigte in Bildern dSn Zustand del' H~fe ••• (A 146)

It if; obvious, evel). from this brief consideration of the ~/est German

characters in Das dritte Bueh uber Achim, that the predominating interest

of the narrator - "die Grenze: die Entfernung: den Unterschied / unO. den

VersHch sie zu besclu'eiben'! (A 224) - tends to reduce problems of

characterisation to a subsidiary position of importance. On the other hand,

we are bound to share Karsch' scone er11 with Achim' s develolllnent over a

crucial period of contempora~'y history and 1,o1i th his particular illdividual

traits. Johnson has suggest~d that these pu suits are not , in fact,

contradictory, by drawing our attention to Achim's representative position

------------------
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in East German society as an outstanding sportsman, one of the few people

in a position to mediate betvleen the anonymow;:; mass of the people and

the State authorities:

Allerdings ist diesel' Rennfahrer mit einiger Absicht ausge\<lahlt,
denn ich halte ihn fi~ ziemlich stellvertretend fur das, was Sie
'das Gesamtkolorit del' DDR' nennen. Er ist beliebt bei den Leuten
und beliebt bei den Oberen, do. abel' die Leute und die Oberen
etwas auseinander sind, ist er eine sehr vermittelnde Figur, und
das machte ihn mil' interessant. 15

Achim's situation, therefore, is one of the few which appears

to withstand the ievelling tendencies of 'modern society and offer the

possibility 0 f heroic individuality of the 'kind vie associate \.!i th the

adventure novels of the 18th and early 19th centuries, from Tom Jones to

Julien Sorel. The task of Karsch is to discover where that individuality

lies in the confusion of instincts and socially or ideologically

detern ined responses \-Ihich make up pen:;onali ty. It is quite possible,

t ' ' h' d' t d 16 f t"" d t . h ' n-h h' d . bJas 'lgner as In lca 'e, or lie rea er 0 galn a l&'~-J cre j, .e

psychological picture of Actim from the contradictory statements supplied

by Achim and those WllO have know him. His total determination to succeed

in the public eye,' from his days in the Hitler Youth up to his achievement

of international sporting renown with the East German cycling team, can be

viewed as a means of compensating for his inability to communicate on

a personal 1eve1. He is never c10se to his father - "Del' Vater 'dar 'nieht

anzureden ohne daB er gefrae;t hatte" (A 50) - and the frequent changes of

residence durine; the war years- have prevented the establishment of any

enduring friendship. The only rays of hupe come firstly through his affection

for an equa11y isola.ted Je\lish girl - "das ladchen, das nicht dazugehorte"

--- ----------------------------
15u · •j.JlcneK, p.

16'1' ~o 55rJgner, p. ~ . - •
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(A 45) - who disappears without warning from his existence, and secondly

by his attempt to live independent of all pari;y influences in the years

following the war. But when he 'again accepts the need to live in accordance

with State authority in order to attain sporting success, he is, in effect,

cutting himself off from personal relationships:

heutzutage [1960J noch fragten ihn einige in Briefen urn Rat • • •
und Achim antvlOrtete innen dankbar, 'denn so, nah waren ihm danach
keine Freundschaften mehr gekommen und auch so glaubHUrdig nicht.

(A 162)

If this general psychological assumption does in fact do justice

to Achim's pattern of development, then hi~ involvement in the 1953 uprising

could be viewed as the critical stage in his attempt to live according

to his own conceptions of morality rather than those approved by the State,

~

and the sobering experience of repressive measurro against protesters might

have positi vely determined, his move towards conformity. tlonetheless, it is

clear that only when Achim realises that his personal sporting ambitions

cannot be achieved outside the framework of the State collective, does his

integration take on an affjrmative dimension. At this stage, the process

of re-interpreting the past to illuminate and confirm the present public

image begins, to the ultimate detriment of his sense of unique personal

identity.

Of the other fie;ures in the ,novel, it is obvious that the Party

officials, Frau Ammann.and Fleisg, have none of the v:i,tality and complexity

of Rohlfs. Both are much less self-assured, insecure in dealing with

anything which cannot be fitted into no:r:mal bureaucratic and ideological

channels. The gulf between their responsibil~ies at official level and
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their confused, inadequate private existence is particularly emphasised. 17

Only Karin has anything of the subtlety of the characters in MutmaBungen

tiber Jakob, and cannot be easily defined in representative terms. She

is 'akin to Gesine in her disregard for authority and in the courage and

independence of spirit she reveals in refusing to join in the officially

inspired condemnation of the article published by Karsch's journalist

friend about land-collectivisation (A 146 - 7)~ As a well-known public

figure who makes. a va1uable contribution to the State culture - "erinnertes

Bild und fast Vorschrift des Verha1tens geworden mit ••• Spie1filmen"

(A 12) - she has a certain degree of autonomy, but the State a110ws 1itt1e

scope for deviations from its ide010gica1 ,norm, and the prospects for an

unrestrained progression of her good-humoured, but critica11y discriminating

approach to 1ife may be viewed as precarious.

Her longstanding involvement ,:,i th Acllirn may strike us as an

incongruous element in her characterisation. From Achim's point of view

it is perfectly comprehensible, since Karin resembles the Jewish girl who

meant so much to him as a youth (A 47), and is the only person to whom

he is closely attached in private life. But it is more difficult to believe

tha t Karin, vlho has previously been e::.otior-.ally involved VIi th Karsch, and

who sets rigorous standa:rds of personal integrity for herself, should be

satisfied v!ith an extended close relationshfp with Achim, in which she never

really gets to know him (in particular, his feelings in 1953, which must

have been a critical period for anyone with sensibiUties like hers).

This tends, in our vie..." to strain the psychological patterrc of th.e novel;

17cf• igner, p. 57 - 8.
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Karin's functional value as a medlator between Karsch and Achim is out-

'standing and she fascinates as an individual, but her love for Achim is

somewhat less convincing.

The movement which we discern in Das dritte Buch tiber Achim

towards less individualised, unexceptional and frequently anonymous

figures, whose function in the framevlOrk 0 f society is of greater import-

ance than their ability to convince as personalities, appears to be continued

in Zwei Ansichten. It seems possible, although never explicitly stated,

that the initials of the two protagonists, B. and D., simply indicate their

respective countries of origin - "die Bunc1esrepublik" aEd "die Demokratische

Republik". Their reactions and attitudes certainly reveal the unmistakable

impact of the tHO different political environments upon the personality

of unperceptive and generally uncritical individuals, and the nature of

their work suggests something of the basic difference between capitalism

and socialism. B., as a freelance photogra.pher, must be opportunistic

in gauging fluctuations in public demand in order to make a living;

he is responsible to no-one. D., on the other hand, working as a nurse

in a large city hospital, has actively committed herself to a socially

essential task which severely limits her freedom of movement, because of

the responsibilities it entails. Neither of their lives in described with

any significant concrete or physical detail, and the action alternates

beh/een an unspecified. lorth German bacb/ater and Berlin, the ideologico.l

axis of Johnson's world. There are no other characters of import; the

members of D.' s family and the regular clientel~ of the bar in \"!est Berlin

never emerge from the background, and both the main figures remain
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essentially isolated in amorphous, depersonalised societies. As a

~onsequence, we view their psychological reactions to the separation

brought about by the Berlin VIall as solitary inner monologues which, due

to the unexceptional monotony of their everyday lives, tend to lead the

narrator increasingly into abstractions. Problems related to the issue

of identity in modern society and to the conflict between natural feelings

and social pressures, which were treated ~plicitly in MutmaBungen liber

J"akob I are increasingly subJected to explicit, analytical treatment in

Zwei Ansichten.

In the earlier novels, Johnson's main characters have largely been

able, at least at the outset, to organise their lives according to their

own preferences; they all have a considerable measure of public respect

or personal dynamism Hhich allows them to take a positive attitude-;.to

poli tical and social change, \"bether as protest CGesine, Karin) or as

affirmation (Rohlf:s, Achirn). Hith lefis priviJeged individuals like B. and

D., life involves a constant grudging compromise with alien standards of

value if it is to remain tolerable. It is rarely prudent to reveal true

feelings; it is better to present. an inconspicuous external image. For

D., it is a matter of satisfying State autho:city - "sie hatte gelernt,

sich fUr eine andere aLlszugeben bel Leuten, die der ~1acht und Gewalt des

Staates verwandt waren"· (ZA 21), ....,hereas for B. (in ...."hose rec::ctions

Johnson for th~ first time attempts to defirte the structure of Western

capitalist society) the insidious influence of the mass media in determining

the bounds of socially acceptable behaviour is predominant:

er scheute daver zurUck, den vollstindigen Herrn B. vorzustellen,
wie dj e ilLlstrierten Bliitter hielt er das inure Leben einer
PerRon fur ihr eigen l.:l:i.ches 1 daD belallgbare Kennzeichen, \·,ar demnach
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bedacht, nicht mehr zu zeigen als einen zerstreuten jungen
Herrn von blirgerlichen Formen ••• (ZA 73)

B.'s lack of self-assurance makes him continually concerned with

the appearance he cuts in trivial social intercourse, as the narrator

constantly stresses, for example:

Er wollte nicht fUr betrunken gelten ••• er wollte nicht fUr
krank angesehen werden • • • Er blieb noch eine Weile stehen
und gab sich niichtern, tat helhlach, abel' ungef'ihr zehn Tage
lang vermied er das Lokal ••• (ZA 72)

This need to disguise his real feelings leads him~ at different times,

consciously to adopt socially recognisable r'61es:

So, bequem vorgestlitzt auf die Tischkante, mit Schnapsschwindeln
im Gehirn, illJerlieP.> B. sich einstw.eilen del' Rolle des Ungllicklichen,
deren Stichworte ihm zugespielt wurden. (ZA 46)

It is constantly emphasised that the need to act in such an a.rtificial

manner is largely determined .by the experience of isolation and aliena.tion

in urban surroundings. In West Berlin, B. is unmistakably "del' Frernde"

(Z/\ 12, 19), obsessed \'lith the feeling th<J.t his provincial upbringing

is painfully evident and causes his exclusion from the inner circles

of urban activity (ZA 38). But conformity to appearances takAS a heavy

toll on personality. 'vIe recall that Jonas Blach found it impossible to

des.::ribe Jakob in terms of "qualities'! (NJ 49); B. 's existence is so

aimless, lacking in inner ·resources, thDt we fear he has no real qualities.

This is frequently stressed by the narrator's use of negative adjectives

to d.eceribe his activities, for example:. "

\Alas soll ich denn mach en? sagte B. so hilflos, daP.> O].e 2.nderen
einlenkten • • • Er bemerkte gedankenlos, daP.> sic immer \'Jieder
mi t drei Schri tten hinter del' Theke an del' ':land war • • • Reglos
aufgestlitzt soh er ein F'lugzeug von 'vJesten ankommen • • • VOl'
dem Grenzba HL1.of lief er ziellos v'on einer Sei te zur anderen

(Z.t\ 38·· 9)

Unlike Achim~ hOVlev2r, he does not cucceed in eliminating self-criticol
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responses to his adoption of a public image. B. offers a pathetic case

of personality split between an ideal conception of its potentialities

and an awareness of the distorting effect of conforming to society:

und bei allem Verlangen nach BerUhrung mit fremder Haut, nach
Schutz in Lmarmungen, nach Zuflucht im Geschlecht, er konnte sich
kaum je vergessen, war kaum je aus seiner Welt, fUhlte sich
angesehen, seitwarts beobachtet von einem anderen Herrn B., del'
diesen aufnahm • • • fotografiert von jenem Herrn B., der er
sein wollte. (~\ 73 - 4)

His obvious need, behind the social mask of flippancy, uncommittedness

and permissiveness, is for a personal relationship to give his life

direction and purpose:

Tatsachlich gab er sich ausgeglichen, anstellig, fix, denn ihm
war zu tun um jede freundliche Ant\'lOrt, ein Licheln, den Anschein
von Gewohlli~eit, von Trost. (ZA 14)'

His confused helplessness at the end of the novel emphasises tte fact

that he must come to accept this need whole-heartedly, without trying to

give superficial gloss to h{s personality with status symbols like sports

cars, before he can hope to have any success.

D. t s situation is markedly di fferent: the responsj bili ties '.'/hich

she has learned to bear in helping to bring up a family under difficult

economic conditions (Z/\ 48) have given her life a foundation and

continuity which stand in striking contrast to Bt s rootlessness. She is

ready to forge an independent existence and is not prepared to accept

developments at a pers9nal level 0ithout question, as~. quickly discovers:

Darf ich Sie fotogTafieren? hatte er nnch einer Weile befangenen
Gequatsches gefragt; sie war ihm abel' unerschrocken in die Quere
gegangen mit del' Fraga \-IOZU • • • (ZA' 45)

'1'he building of the Berlin Viall forceR her to give serious thought to the

future by becomj ng a·mre of her real needs and objectives. Her 1J.~eflecting
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tru~t in the. State, and in the possibility of 'political choice, is

shattered by the experience of being immured in a segment of her native

city:

Sie hatte unter diesem Staat gelebt "lie in einem eigenen Land,
zu Hause, im Vertrauen auf offene Zukunft und das Recht, das
andere Land zu wihlen. Eingesperrt in diesem, fLililte sie sich
hintergangen, getauscht, belogen ••• (ZA 25)

Her reaction. recalls that of Gesine to less bewildering circumstances -

lIdas Andersmiissen"; without being sure of the alternative, she feels

compelled to reject the present political structure in order to open up

the future again, although it may involve an incalculable loss in terms

of human ':Iarmth:

Als sie gehen
gleich ':Iieder
~len~chen weg.

muf:>te, fiel es ihr schwer, die Hand des Versteckten
loszulassen. 1hr war, als gin~sie von allen

(ZA 105)

Her decision to leave is an impulsive one, which is seriously shaken by

her realisation, in examining the passport description which B. has

provided of herself, that she has deluded herself about him: "Sie "lOl1te

nicht melll'. Er \·ruBte von ihr nicht einrnal die Augen. Sie ltJ011te zuriick"

(ZA 110). Nevertheless, she does have f~iends in West Berlin and the city

still has a recognisable identity for her; it is likely that she will, with

sober determination, carve out a tolerable existence there.

The question will obvjously arise whether it is possible to

preserve interest in characters who in many ways reveal socially representative

attitudes through the course of a novel, since the genre, as we have

suggested, owes much of its flexibility and· durability to the scope it has

offered for the tr~atment of individuality in depth; the characters must

be convincing as individuals, if their relationship is to hold the reader's
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attention. Johnson's success in reconciling these diverse interests may

18well be, as Reich-Ranicki has suggested, no more than partial. B. remains

too indefinite, an amalgam of too many social problems, uncomfortably

balanced between perceptive self-awareness and pathetic incomprehension,

whereas D., with the advantage of a more precisely delineated enviror~ent

closer to Johnson's personal experience, comes alive psychologically and

as a Berliner and not just a "typical" East German.- has a much clearer

profile.

It may, at this stage, be valuable to take an overall look at

certain figura ti 'Ie devices ".thich Johnson uses to underline the problem of

determining the identity of individuals from the confusion of partially

:revealing "images" they present to tl-Le outside v!Orld. As a guide to

~

exacti tude, the caMera wi 11 often prove mor'e reliable than the human eye

or memory, and Johnson's novels indicate sort'sthing of the influence the

photographic image has on our everyday lives:

es ist doch so, daG das allgemeine Dew,en unserer Zeit von del'
Fotografie entscheidend beeinfluGt if;t. Denken Si.8 an die
F'ami1ienalben und denken Sie auch a.n die PresE;efotos in del'
Zeitung, die UTIS das Geschehen des Vortags, bei dem wir zugegen
waren, in einer ganz 8nderen Ha1tung und Bedeutung servieren.
Und die Fotografie ist ja von unserem DerJ<en zun~lchst einmo,119
geschaffen und dann geformt worden, so daB wir sie benutzen.

This influence is, as Johnson'o arguments suggest, ambivalent: not only

is the photograph of positive value to the individual in precisely recording

aspects of his experierr~e; it can 8.130 be, in the hands of the mass media,

through \.,hi~h any bias of emph,;:;.sis or distortion of perspective :i.E; greatly

.magnified, a weapon in the process of manipulating public opinion.

-------------------------- -------------
18'1 R' h R ", D' Z' tI' ••.Cl.C -L anlckl, le' 8l . ,

19B,· 91
lenej~, p. .
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Photographs play an important partin each of the novels. Gesine's

photographs of Jakob, taken during their visit to the refugee camp, contra-

diet Rohlfs' image of Jakob's r.eaction to life in t~~ ~est, and stress the

fact that Jakob's journey was made for temporary, personal reasons (visiting

his mother), rather than purposes of ideological comparison. In addition,

Gesine's enlarged photograph of Jakob and Rohlfs as they travelled from

Jerichow to the border, reveals something of the ~ssence of Jakob's elusive

identity:

Eben das Aufglimmen del' 'l'abakglut ha tte Jakobs Gesicht beleuchtet.
sonderbar scharf • • • war die ganze Gegend wa die Augen heraus
gehoben, und da die Vergro~erung die natiirlichen Ha~verhaltnisse

geringfUgig Uberschritt, blieb del' Blick des Betrachters am hoch
geschobenen unteren Lid hjngen, auf dem die Pupillen sehr flUchtig
in die Blickrichtung del' Linse gegangen Haren und nun festgehalten
in einem Ausdruck des Beobachtens ohne Teilnahme. (HJ 191 L

. .

In the surrounding darkness, Jakob's freedon: from concern about appearances,

and his refusal to be enclosed in any (restrictive) framework, is strikingly

evident. "The lens no more fixates Jakob's eye than his eye does the 1en6".20

In Das drit.!:~ Bucl: libel' I\chirn, where \'Ie are directly concerned

both vii til a metic ulous priva te photographer - Kar'seh - and a sporting

champion - Achim - whose career has been comprehensively publicised for

di,stinct ideological reasons, the arnbivalent value of the photograph is

strongly e ..phasiscd. A complete outline of Achim' slife is provided by

the succession of photographs described in the novel. Karsch, of course,

is concerned to discover details which the public image excludes. Invaluable

"objective" counterbalance to Achim's memories and in.terpretations of the

2°F . d . 1 .rle rlc'lsmeyer, p.
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past is offered both by Karsch ' s photographs of aspects of Achim's

environment and by old family photographs, like the one with the Jewish

girl, which suggests his concern for appearances even as a child:

Achim steht etwas entfernt von seinen Eltern und halt sie an den
Schultern vor sich, er lacht mit allen fuhnen, sie blickt
ernsthaft in die Kamera und ist bemiiht, seine Rande zu halten
wd sie sind. Da hat er das Beschlitzen gelernt. (A 46)

When he achieves fame, Achim is totally absorbed in preserving his "image"

even in private life - "bemiiht so gesehen zu \·/erden wie Achim sich Achim

vorstellte fl
• (A 70). Photographs of his sporting activities are constantly

being interpreted to stress the exemplary nature of his achievement -

"Ich mochte nicht nur als Sportler ein Vorbild sein" (A 75) - and its

figurative political implications - "Sei er doch ein Sinnbild fUr die

Kraft und Zuklinftigkeit des l.andes" (A 29). Significantly, it is a

photograph of the 1953 uprising which finally reveals the incompatibility

of Karsch's search for objective accuracy and Achim's concern to simplify

his own personality.

In ZHei Ansichten, B. occup:Les an uncomfortable position of

compromise behleen private perception B.nd public demand. As a professional

photographer, he feels compelled to make concessions to the prejudiced

expectatior.s of the general public. His first album is only accepted by

the to"m authorities after he excludes the unflattering shots - "Bilder,

die die st~idtischen Hilfen fiir Alte. und BedUrftige zeigten wie sie waren"

(ZA 7). Although he has the potential to offer penetrating insights into

• social and political situations, he lacks the courage to present a

dissentin o version of the facts. After his first visit to Berlin .follO\,.ring

the erection of the Wall, he sells u.meuningless conventional view rather



88

than a precise close-up which could reveal much more:

Hatte er etvlas zeigen \>lo11en von seinem ausw,:,i.rtigen Aufentha1t, so
ware esihm angekommen auf'das von ~hlampigen Morte1fugen gerahmte,
riBscharfe Fold eines einze1nen Steines, das dem Betrachter die
Fingerkuppen schmerzen machte. Er traute sich abel' nicht, das del'
Redaktion anzubieten, er furchtete es erk1a.ren zu mUssen, und
uberdies wo11te er Spott hinter seinem Rucken vermeiden. (ZA 14)

During the course of his prolonged stay in 1.Vest Berlin, he becomes increasingly

aware that the image of reality presented i~ the wide-ranging, action-packed

photographs favoured by the popular press, which he has striven to imitate,

is totally lacking in substance and authenticity. Small and apparently

insignificant local details offer a much more genuine reflection of life:

manchma1 und insgeheim \-lollte ihm diese Hinzige Pinte mit ihrem
vertraglichen, auch besorgten Geprachsgertiusch deutlicher fur die
Stadt vorkommen 8.1s wa.s er tagsi.iber an Stelle del' Stadt fotogro.fierte.

(ZA ~1)

This realisation places the value of his previous a.cti vi ty in a highly

questionable light, and leaves B. "lith a dilemma \·lh7.ch he avoids considering

seriously vlhile he is preoccupied with the anticipation of D. 's arrival.

Nevertheless, a decision in the direction either of material expediency

or ofa more courageous and rigorous commitment to personal values re~ains

to be made.

In addition to the conflict between public and private images

of reali tJ" Johnson cOlistant1y stresses the tension between the tempta tion.s

of self-indulgent sutijectivity and the need to seek out the truth with the

minimum of bias and prejudice. The gulf between these extremes is

figuratively illustrated by the contrast betvleen the idealised dream-image
. ,
.and the photograph. ",Ie have already examined ho\-I all of the main characters

in Mutmaf)ungen libel' Jakob are tempted to reduce the complex totaJ.ity of

Jakob's personality in order to make it conform to their OVID partictJ.lar
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wish-image. Gesine's warning to Rohlfs is highly appropriate:

AbeI' sehen Sie nicht da~ Sie die Wirklichkeit verarmen ••• ,
Niemand besteht aus den Neinungen. (NJ 188)

In Das dri tte Buch uber Achim, Karsch, like the reader of !'1utma~ungen liber

Jakob, is compelled to probe carefully for something of Achim's true

identity. between the variety of subjective opinions offered by Achim's

friends:

Wie sollte man es sehen? AIle meinten sie einen dreiBigj~hrigen

Mann, der lebte bei ihnen mit Radfahrern und beriihmt, sein uber
raschtes V:lcheln viaI' glaubwiirdig, sein langeI' harthautiger Kopf
war falHich und befremdete kaurn • DeI' und alle meinten nicht
ihn sondern ihI'en eigenenBlick auf ihn, die brachte Karsch nicht
zusammen, die notierte er • ,•• (A 150)

His self-impo.sed task is to perceive exactly \-Ihat makes up Achim's

individuality without imposing any subjective emphasis; his stendards
~

are so absolute that neither he nor anyone else could fulfil them, as his

deliberations regarding problems of selecting material (A 156 - 9) indicate.

He can offer no more than a version of the truth, but his acute a"/areness

of the problems involved leads us to trust ~hat his blen~of objective fact

and imaginative recreation may at least prove more reliable than versions

which present a more rounded, fully-comprehensible picture of persoDality.

The concern with identity is still central 'in Z~ei Ansichten,

although at the reciprocal level of an emotional relationship. The untenable

basis of B. 's activity as a photographer is revealed vlhen he gives a\'lay

his fondest secret to D.:

• .auf dem Gang zur Stadtbahn in der knochenkalten schHarz1tleiBen
Nacht hat te' er den unentschuldbaren Fehler begangen, ihr ehlas zu
sagen, \'las or heimlich und tatsachlich dachte: in seinem Berufe
wiinsche er eines Tages so gut zu sein, da~ ihm in den Bildern die
Genauigkei t von 'l'r.'iumen gelinge. (ZA 46)
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For B., as for D., the deluding image of dream becomes more real than the

actuality of experience. Deprived of the immediacy of direct contact,

both gradually confuse their fragmentary recollections of each other

with romantic wish-images until the tentative, casual nature of their

relationship is forgotten. B. exaggerates the extent of his involvement

with D. in order to boost his social prestige, by playing upon the aura

of mystery and adventure surrounding links ~,i th the DDR in the eyes of

his small-tm'Jn friends. Thereafter, it is a strange combination of guilt,

self-pity and concern to 1ive up to his self-imposed social image \-Ihich

ties him to D. She, however, keeps their relationship a private concern

and only gives in to an i.dealised impression of the future because of the

over\-lhelmingly bleak reality of her existence in the East. The qua1i ties

she imagines him to have are those \·.rhich seem to have disappeared in the

all-pervading atmosphere of fear and repression; but she is attracted'es

a sister to an idealised brother rather than in an emotional sense:

Sic stellte sich einen hochgewachsenen, beruhigend_kr~ftigen

jungen r·lann VOl', auf den passte ihre Auffassung von Ausdr:clcken
\vie besonnen, uberlegen, geduldig, treu; er ViaI' verschlossen, oft
~u ernst, aber sie konnte ihn leicht, bloB mit einer Kinderschnule
zum Licheln bringen. (ZA 92)

Yet as soon as D.' s escape gives acc ess to the dream \,orld, it fades away

in the grey 1ight of da\-ID, and both are brought sharply back into the

reality of uniform mediocrity. For D., the inaccurate passport description

is enough, while the image of assemQly-1ine conformity strikingly reflects

B. ! S undiscrimina.ting perception of real life:

Das graue tv!orgenlicht stumpfte die Farben [der Autos J ab, die lAenge
und die regelmifHge Aufstellun8 der i~lmer gleichen Form machten
das ~lodell langvlci.lig. Del' junge Herr B. konnte die Vorfreude
nicht aufbringen, deren Gefiihl so vlach gev/esen war im Traum. (Z..'\ 111)
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Although, as we have indicated, Johnson's novels have underlined

the extent to which our view of reality is distorted by the wide range

of images and patterns through which we try to make it comprehensible,

he has, in fact, occasionally attempted to define something of the essence

of his main figures in metaphoric terms, by the use of animal symbols.

Cresspahl's cat, in MutmaBungen uber Jakob, embodies the independent,

indefinable quality which not only distinguishes the J ericho\·, world from

modern urban civilisation, dominated by de-personalising economic and

ideological forces, but also e~phasises Jakob's superiority to every

pattern which others may try to impose upon hi~ personality.

The cat has beeri handed down to Cresspahl with almost sacramental

solemnity - "testamentarisch vererbt" (tvlJ 116) - by his friend B~lishaver.
~

Both ffien have been distinguished by a proud, monwtlental spirit of human

independence which stands firm against the ravages of nature:

[Cresspahl] lebte allein in den \'1ind, der grau und rauh vom Heer
ins Land einfiel him/eg uber ihn und sei.n Haus. (rvjJ 6)

The cat has the instinctive means of recognising this spirit and allying

herself with it, as Gesine sho"/s - "t·1ein Vater ist geachtet in der \/el t

und angesehen, die Katzen laufen ihm nach" (MJ 120). Jonas, as an un-

initiated outsider in Jerichow, is impelled to communicate with the cat

and treats her as a human being, to the extent of imagining a conversation

and worrying about causing her inconvenience (MJ 118 - 9), so intent is

he upon defining her unique qualities. He realises that her superiority

consists in being free from the limi ta tions which the a"lareness of time

'place, upon humani ty - "Eine Ka t.zc kennt keine Sekunden" (tv1J 119).

For Gesine, it is the re-establishment of understanding with the cat which
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gives her the feeling of having returned home:

Bevor sie anfing [die Nilch] zu lecken, drtickte sie den Kopf in
den Nacken und sah ihr zu: Die Luft fUhlte sich an nach mittig
licher vJ~irme. Mil' war als sei ich am Ende doch nach Hause ge
kommen. (MJ 137)

It is also significant that Jonas, before ever reaching Jerichow, uses

the cat simile - "wie eine Katze so unbedenklich" - in the attempt to

express what he feels to be Jakob's instinctive understanding of ideas

which others must learn by rote - "als Regel und Vorschrift ausvlendig"

(MJ 50). It is an expansive symbol vlhich permeates the whole novel,

illustrating the idea of elusiveness, unpredictability and inviolacy,

without ever suggesting a categorisation or the limited scope of a direct

parallel.
.~

The animals in Da.s dri tte Buch iiber Achin! also reflect elenients

of thE: cyclist's nature. The young tiger in the city Zoo - "diese

gefi.hrliche kleine Katze" - which has been named after Achim, is caught

in tvlO revealing a tti tudes. Firstly, during its public 'jJaptism" there is

an obvious cont.rast betv/een the serious fac;:ade vlhich Achim is anxious to

present, and his uneasiness at the latent violence of the animal as it

playfully stre-xhes a paw tOVlards his face (A 19) •.On the second occasion,

a brief view of the young tiger feeding is interpolated into a description

of Achim's public renown:

Die kleine reizbal'e Katze lag.im Tierpark an den Staben, zerri~

und verschlang blutfrisches Fleisch, tappte nach dem Futterstock,
folgte dem "Jirter mit den Augen, g:-hnte gedankenlos. (.4. 32)

The thoughtless deper!dence of the caged anip;lal upon the keeper Vlho feeds

it represents a violent l'eversil of the image of mutual admiration. between

the .sportsman and the StA.te pOl.vers, \vhich is being officially proclaimed _.

"Del' Staat liebte ihn, er liebte den Staclt
ll

• The future life of the tiger
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will be completely in the public eye, as pert of skilful and well-trained

team intended to entertain the general ,Public - " geachtet wegen der

anstelligen Tiicke seiner dressierten Briider" •. The ironical query of the

narrator - '"",/arum sollte ein Tiger Achim heiBen?" - points to Achim's

compelling inner need to ally himself with the most powerful in order to

assert his superiority, on the amoral basis of the survival of the fittest:

$ • • wir maehen eueh kaputt und fertig und zur Sau • • • wir
helfen uns wir nutzen dieh aus ••• der Sieg ist nich.t fur
Wehleidige, ~er schwach ist soll ve~zichten ••. (A 223)

A brief description of the mountain goat i6also introduced as an inter-

polation, aimed at emphasising the ambivalent "radfahren11 motif - the

combination of soaring ambition and acquiescence with authority:

Die Ziege ist ein Tier mit gebogenen Hornem und einem fcinstr::ihnigen·
Bart • • • es kann gesehickter in die Schr.'ige klettern a1s ein
~Iensch, gibt Milch und kennt die Leute mit dem Futter am Schritt .••

(A 53)

These images are, of course, much m~re restricted and directly

expliei t than the cat-symbol in Mut.!!laBunf~~_\iber Jakob, and their

importance ought not to be over-emphasised. Similarly, in 2\"ei Ansicht~n,

a sheepdog with distinctl~r human features briefly confronts B. in the bar

and slips En'/ay into the darkness after apparently gaining some insight

into his personality - "a1s habe sie sich ehJas eingepragt" (ZA 77).

rts closeness to the barmaid and the link behleen its name - Henriette -

and the location of the bar - Am Henriettenplatz - suggest, in a faint echo

of Jonas' uncomprehending fascination "lith the cat in Jerichow, that it is

"at home in this corner of Ii/est Berlin in a Hay that B. will never be.

In summing up this comparative consideration of Johnson's approach

to characterisation, we should particularly wish to stress the change of
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emphasis away from the treatment of individuality in depth - in MutmaBungen

liber Jakob - towards the depiction of more representative social types,

to some extent in Das '~ritte Buch liter f>.chim, and as the central concern

in Zwei Ansichten. His characters are never "three-dimensional", or

"roundll in E. M. Forster's sense;21 we recognise them not as physical

entities but as temperaments, vieVied through a succession of fragmented

perspectives rather than in constant, logical evolution, in line with

Johnson's rejection of the pose of fictional omniscience on the grounds

that it conflicts seriously with actual. experience. Al though vie may accept

Harvey's view that there is 11 a heart of darkness in the character, a

22central myst~ry which is never penetrated ll , in the most memorable creations

of the 19th century realistic novelists, \1ho were vlell enough a"'Jar~ of the
~

need to avoid excessively neat patterns of personality, it is difficult

to see why he tends to doubt the validity of the attempts of modern

novelists, like J.ohnson, to experiment VIi th structural patterns, ln order

. . 2~. to convey this perception in a new and strlklng manner.

'There is a clear movement tOI-Iards a more abstract examine.tion

of the question of individuality, under what Johnson views as greatly

increased pressures in modern society towards confoimity and standard-

isation. (The sharp contrast between the rugGed independence of the older

figures in Jerichow and the impersonal uniformity of the urban enviromnents,

tends to point to the end of the wai as an important turning-point.)

21 E. M. Forster, Aspects of th~~!ov~l, (Penguin Books 1968), eh. IV.

22
Harvay, p.'

23Ibid, p. 31 .. 3.
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The figurative illumination of difficulties involved in the accurate

depiction of any individual' s persona~ity, by means of the contrasted images

of photographic precision (IIBild ll ), pub'licly encouraged simplification

(llVorbild"), and subjective self-delusion ('"VJunschbild 11
), tends to increase

as the abstract interests become more evident, whereas the amplification

of elements of personality through the use of metaphor ("Sinnbild"), has

only been attempted at length in MutmaCungen i.iberJakob.

Although Zv,ei Ansichten has its m<Jn distinct tensions and

fascinations, we tend to feel here that Johnson, in his attempt to deal

"ri th 'more gencrc,l social problems, \'mrking from ideas to characters

rather than making convincing characterisation his first concern, may

have restricted his scope too rigorously·, by eliminating the clash and

contrast of personality which gives·the earlier novels much of their

vi tality.



CHAP'rER v

CONCLUSION

It seems premature to attempt to reach any positive conclusions

about a writer who is still at a comparatively early stage of his career.

We have preferred to draw attention to some significant developments in

Johnson's novels, viewed in the historical perspective of realistic \·;ri ting,

and to indicate the particular emphasis' of each novel. It might be argued

that the outstanding challenge nO\1 facing Johnson is to confirm the general

validity of his social and politi6al interests by giving them convincing

fictional shape in a 'neH realistic background. A recent intervie·.A indicates

that he will use his experiences in NevI York (Harking as an editor for

a pubJ.ishing house, 1966 - 8) to provide a broader basis for his forthcoming

novel, and thereby free himself from the possible limiting effects of the

ti tle "Dichter der beiden Deutschland". His most recent essay, "Ein '1'eil

2von NevI York", reveals the desire to comprehend the complex identity of

one of the less glamorous parts of the city, Upper \~estside, with its

heterogeneous mixture of social and racial groups, by a consideration of

its histo~ical evolution and of the sociological and economic factors

which have contributed to its decline. It should b~ most interesting to see

1
V. t'l. Drath, flU. J.: DeI' stille intellektuelle '1 , in Vias \'Iollen

• die Deutsch~n?, ( 'e\'l York 1970), p. 180.

2
In Neue Rundschau 80, Heft 2, (1969) I p. 261 - 74.
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whether he nO\,! finds effective means of translating his far-reaching concern

and sympathy for the socially underprivileged ,- "Der Slum ist ein Gefangnis,

in das die Gesellschaft jene deportiert, die sie selbst verstiimmelt hat,,3 -

into a fictional representation of this situation.

Perhaps the most important general literary problems which our

examination of Johnson's novels has suggested, at least implicitly, are

firstly, the relationship beh-/een art and entertainment , and, secondly,

the future of the ,realistic novel, ,in what G. Steiner has described as

d f !th' h '. l' 11 4 1,1 h t' h h' t d 'an age 0 Ig Journa Ism. we ave, nroug out t IS s U y, stressea

Johnson's seriousness of intent, his desire to draw the reader's interest

beyond the isolated fictional situation towards the wider problems raised

in the novels. It is clear that, in MutmaB~ngen tiber Jakob and Da~ dritte,

Buch Uber Achim, he has used narrative and structural techniques aimed

at making immediate comprehension extremely difficult and preventing the

establishment of final certainties about his characters and their surround-

ings. Z,,/ei Ansichte~, on the other hand,' is concerned with a much more

readily accessible situation which, in t.he eyes of one critic at least,5

represents a timely and necessary escape from' the labyrinth of the earlier

novels. It is more directly entertaining, for the reader who is less

interested in technical aspects of creative writing, although to neglect a

close examination of the na.rrator's position and the parallelism of structure

3Ibid , p. 268.

4G• Stei!er, Lan~!2'e and Silence, (NeVI York 1967) , p. 8LI- •

5G• Blocker, Literatur als TeilJw be, (Berlin 1966) , p. 37.



would be, as we have suggested above (Ch. II), to miss many of its finer

ironical points and its distinct anti-escapist tendency.

In the debate about the range of subject matter which makes

the reading of novels a pleasure, Kayser has pointed out the dangers,

evident in modern fiction, of concentrating too exclusively on the banal,

unexceptional aspects of everyday existence and on problems which are
. 6

more the concern of the specialist than the lay reader. While Johnson

might be felt, at a glance, to reveal both these tendencies, it should not

be overlooked that, in the first instance, his "insignificant" characters

like Jakob or D. are raised decisively out of obscurity by the critical

historical events which inevitably affect their private existence; and

secoEdly, that the specialised technical language vl:1ich gives eac!f.. novel

distinctive "local colour" has fieurative implications pointing, for

example, to the wider relevance of Achim's success as a cyclist, yet

also provides a convincingly concrete, realistic basis for the action.

If objections to the unrelenting political nature of Johnson's

writing are heard, we may point to the equally serious commitment of other

leadi.ng German \vri tel'S like Grass, Boll, and l'leiss to current political

issues, and suggest that there is in general a strong feeling - given a

povlerful impetus by the ·post-\Var Vlri tings of A} bert Camus, in particular

/ ~ .
L'Homme Revolte - that the prime.concerns of creative Vlriters should be

to arouse public 8Vlareness of the destructive potential of our age and to

6
Kayser, p. 442 - 3.

7Gallimard, (Paris J951).
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uphold the claims of individuality against the levelling forces of society

and authority. Johnson has striven to avoid the temptations of political

didacticism in his novels by presenting, particularly in MutmaBungen liner

Jakob, a range of possible viewpoints on a given situation, without any

obvious narratorial bias; by implication, he is encouraging the reader

to take "a serious interest in political developments and to search for ways

of reducing the degree of prejudice in his reactions.

It may of course be argued that Ifnon-fictional lf Vlriting, which

has become particularly refined in recent years, in the form of reportage,

hi~tory, biogra~~, the critical essay, etc., 1S much better able to give

an accurate impression of modern life than is possible within the un-

8avoidably selective and restrictive framel:lork of the novel. But it still

appe3rs valid to assert that the well-chosen, representative example ofa

widely-felt experience, such as Johnson strives after in his novels, can

provide a more penetrating illumination of reality than a \"Iealth of Ilauthentic"

material, vlhich must. nonetheless be selected and arranged by a fallible,

prejudiced mind. The creative writer also has the advantcge of not being

cor fined by the grammatical logic of established syntax, by the need to

maintain consistency of perspective, or by the demands of chronology,

as the journalist or historian is . Johnson has made particularly vlide-

ranging use of this freedom, whether to convey the full impact of an

occurrence as seen from different vievJpoints (e,g. the meetiug of Rohlfs,

Jakob and Gesine in the EJ.be Hotel, MJ 96 - 103), or to emphasise the

8
cf. Steiner, p. 7.
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.
uncontrollable illogical development of events (e.g. the execution, A 91),

or to estrange the action by placing it in an'unfamiliar light (e.g. in the

typewriter shop, A 75 - 80).

As long as novelists like Johnson continue to use the structural

and linguistic possibilities of fictional writing with such resourcefulness,

there seems little danger of the novel becoming any kind of pale imitation

of the sociological or historical document. This study has suggested three

ways of approaching Johnson's noveis which, in our opinion, not only offer

proof of the continuing capacity of the novel for the reflection in depth

of individual experience at all levels of soci~ty, but also emphasise

Johnson's closeness to the pulse of life in both parts of Germany. His

deliberate reduction of focus vdthin the novels has alloVlcd concentration

upon the activities of a small number of characters and required selection

of only the most significant background details. By approaching reality

throug~ cautious empirical investigation, Johnson has been able to create

literary works of unusual importance, remarkable both for their individual

detail and for their wider applicabil~ty. He has, in a modest yet effective

manner, extended our a\olareness or. the problems' surrounding modern fictional

writing and dra\oln out attention to' some of the most urgent social and

political concerns of our day.
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