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Ch a pter 7

Martin Walser’s Ein springender Brunnen  
(A Gushing Fountain)

Kathrin Schödel

In his 1998 ‘Peace Prize Speech’,1 Martin Walser complained that 
authors today are judged primarily for their public statements whilst 
their literary works are disregarded.2 This may indeed be especially 
true for Walser himself, who has the dubious honour of having had 
two media debates in unified Germany named after him: the ‘Walser–
Bubis debate’, or ‘first Walser debate’, which followed his polemic on 
the way National Socialism is remembered in the same speech, and the 
‘second Walser debate’ concerning his novel Tod eines Kritikers (Death 
of a Critic, 2002) regarding the question of anti-Semitism in this 
book.3 His 1998 novel Ein springender Brunnen (A Gushing Fountain) is 
closely linked to the first debate: the author’s speech can be read as his 
response to the reception of his autobiographical novel about a child-
hood and youth during the Nazi period.4 Literary works, therefore, 
do form a part of the discussions about the author, but in his opin-
ion reviewers and commentators put contemporary social and polit-
ical concerns ‘before aesthetics’5 and thus neglect the specific quality of 
literature. Walser’s critique of memory in the Peace Prize Speech runs 
parallel to this distinction:  the ‘spirit of the time’ demands political 
correctness and creates a hegemonic discourse about the past, which 
in Walser’s view is opposed to personal and literary memory but also 
to what he terms German ‘normality’.6 In this way aesthetics and pol-
itics are uncomfortably intermingled in Walser’s controversial speech. 
The author’s insistence, however, that works of art should be viewed 
on their own terms is of course one with which literary scholars tend 
to agree. Questions of aesthetic autonomy are especially pertinent and 
sensitive when a fictional text depicts a politically contested past. The 
following analysis asks, then, what the specific qualities of Walser’s lit-
erary form of memory are and whether his aesthetic approach is indeed 
free from memory politics.7

  

 

Taberner, S. (Ed.). (2011). The novel in german since 1990. Cambridge University Press.
Created from ummt on 2022-03-25 10:38:27.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

1.
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



Martin Walser’s Ein springender Brunnen 109

Au t hor i a l commenta ry – pr esent ing t he pa st

One of the distinctive features of Walser’s Ein springender Brunnen is 
the voice of an authorial narrator offering meta-fictional commentary in 
three short chapters, each entitled ‘Past as present’, at the beginning of 
each of the three parts of the novel. The narrator describes an aesthetics 
of presenting the past to which the whole novel corresponds. The past 
is literally intended to appear as present, as direct experience, unfiltered 
through later knowledge or judgement. The narrator coins the phrase 
‘disinterested interest’ (‘interesseloses Interesse’),8 which is reminiscent of 
Immanuel Kant’s theory of aesthetics, often summarised as ‘disinterested 
pleasure’.9 The notion of a detached aesthetic perception is applied to the 
writer’s relationship to the past. This idealist concept of the reception of 
art, however, cannot easily be transferred to the reconstruction of his-
tory with its various political and moral implications and the conflicting 
interests arising from them. Walser’s narrator, too, knows that it can only 
be the ‘aim of wishful thinking’ (283) to be able to recreate the past – that 
is, in the case of Ein springender Brunnen, the experiences of a five- to 
eighteen-year-old in the years 1932 to 1945 – as present. Yet the narrator 
maintains that there is a difference between his own approach and other 
versions of a shared memory of the past. For the latter he uses the meta-
phors of the museum and play-acting to characterise, first, the fossilising 
and thus distorting nature of public memory (9), the museum being one 
of its institutions, and second, the way in which the past is all too often 
modified to fit present-day requirements (282).

In opposition to these images of cultured but lifeless codifications and 
hollow enactments of history, his own project of letting the past ‘emerge 
as of itself ’ (283) aims at a dreamlike sensation of reliving experiences, 
not at classifying and explaining them. This concept forms a polemical 
contrast to the notion of critical engagement that has characterised public 
memory of National Socialism at least since the 1960s, namely the idea 
of avoiding a repetition of the Holocaust through knowing and under-
standing history and making moral judgements, of gaining political and 
ethical awareness by confronting the crimes of German history. Walser’s 
narrator implicitly rejects even such well-meaning concerns as a guideline 
for turning towards the past because they would interfere with the ideal 
of an aesthetically detached openness towards memory. What the nar-
rator aims at is not an objective depiction of history ‘how it was’, but at 
empathetically recapturing a subjective, but authentic viewpoint on the 
past. The narrator admits that even such a reconstruction of authentic 
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K at hr in Schödel110

subjectivity can only ever be an approximation since the perspective of 
the reconstructing self will always interfere. Still this is what the whole 
novel attempts:  to present as convincingly as possible how people may 
have thought and felt during the Nazi years and to abstain from moral 
judgement as well as from integrating their actions into history as we see 
it now, from an ex post perspective which has a much more complete over-
view of the consequences of their behaviour than any present observer 
could possibly have had.

Na r r at i v e per spect i v e

Indeed, if the recreation of the viewpoint of an other, be it one’s own 
earlier self or someone else, is possible at all, then it is within fiction. The 
main body of Ein springender Brunnen is told from the perspective of its 
protagonist, Johann, who relates episodes of his childhood and youth in 
the village of Wasserburg on Lake Constance, Walser’s own birthplace, 
and later of his experiences in the Wehrmacht. The choice of a limited 
point of view in a novel set during the Nazi period has been criticised as 
being incapable of conveying relevant insights into the past.10 Yet such 
a generalising criticism of the text’s narrative strategy fails to take into 
account that the restriction to a figural narration potentially offers a new 
perspective on National Socialism. Walser’s decision largely to do with-
out an authorial or multi-voiced narrative was at the time of the publi-
cation of Ein springender Brunnen rather exceptional within literature set 
during the Third Reich. Autobiographies and novels at that time tended 
to employ a self-reflexive authorial voice connecting past experience with 
later knowledge, as for instance in Ruth Klüger’s autobiography weiter 
leben (Still Alive, 1992).11 This was an important text for Walser and may 
have influenced his decision to employ a different form of narration in 
his own fictional rendering of his childhood and youth.12 His aim was 
to achieve what his narrator describes:  a reconstruction of how things 
appeared then, not how they appear now. And he leaves it to his readers 
to draw conclusions and search for connections between the world of the 
novel and their own previous conceptions of the Nazi past.

Some critics of Ein springender Brunnen thought that to leave out any 
hint of our present knowledge about the crimes of Nazism necessarily 
has an apologetic tendency.13 The limitations of the protagonist’s narra-
tive must lead to a false image of the historical era. This would indeed be 
true if the reader’s expectation was to find a comprehensive picture of the 
historical period in the novel. But the restriction of the narrator’s point 
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Martin Walser’s Ein springender Brunnen 111

of view, the novel’s ‘narrative perspective’ to which Walser also refers in 
his Peace Prize Speech,14 does not raise such expectations. It offers a dif-
ferent view of history, the very quality of which lies in its limitations. 
The restricted horizon of the fictional world can provide an insight into, 
rather than automatically an apology of, the limited knowledge of its pro-
tagonists as well as their historical models. Walser succeeds in exposing 
how people were caught up in their everyday lives and personal worries 
and closed their eyes to the consequences of what was happening, even 
when they took an active part in it. When, for instance, Johann’s mother 
joins the Nazi Party, she is shown to act on economical considerations – 
she wants to ensure that the party meetings take place in the restaurant 
owned by her family – and to consciously brush away ideological doubts, 
which arise from her religiosity and her husband’s critical stance towards 
Hitler (87). The novel also reveals silences, forgetting and ‘displacement’ 
of Nazi crimes, for instance when the protagonist recalls a dialogue about 
‘Dachau’ (123), the first concentration camp, and the fact that he for-
got it, and even ‘forgot that he had forgotten’ (123). The whole village, 
indeed, is shown to be influenced by National Socialism. Walser is far 
from creating a provincial idyll when he describes the Nazi teacher, the 
‘Ortsgruppenleiter’ (the leader of the Nazi Party in the village), and the 
protagonist’s own urge to become a soldier, to mention only a couple of 
examples. Even critics who disapprove of Walser’s narrative concept have 
praised the depiction of provincial Nazism in the novel.15

Yet the unease many critics have felt with regard to Walser’s render-
ing of the past is not entirely unjustified. Something is indeed missing 
in his seemingly detailed and authentic portrait of a village during the 
Third Reich as seen through the eyes of a young boy. Even though Nazi 
camps are mentioned and the persecution of the Jews is hinted at in an 
early scene where one of Johann’s classmates is excluded from the Hitler 
Youth because he is Jewish (133), Walser nevertheless creates a part of Nazi 
Germany which appears to be free of anti-Semitism. Not a single char-
acter, not even members of the SS or the radical Nazi teacher, mentions 
any of the well-known anti-Semitic clichés: when Hitler is praised, he is 
praised for averting the dangers of ‘Bolshevism’ (90); when the Jewish 
boy is expelled, the group leader refers only to a ‘higher command’ (133). 
There is not a single reference to anti-Semitism in schoolbooks, songs or 
public inscriptions. And this lacuna is not shown to be one of the protag-
onist’s perception; the narrator hears – and relates to the reader – many 
conversations between grown-ups. Indeed, the family restaurant is a per-
fect setting for overhearing different voices, and even a radio broadcast, 
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K at hr in Schödel112

where other aspects of Nazi ideology are present. There is no hint that 
there might be something else which the young boy does not understand, 
or any other clue calling attention to this omission.16 Whilst the narrator’s 
limited perspective, as I have argued, is not in itself problematic, these 
gaps, which are in no way foregrounded, are nonetheless striking. It is not 
only that Johann’s mother becomes a member of the Nazi Party without 
any interest in its actual ideology,17 but one of the main pillars of Nazi 
thought, namely anti-Semitism,18 appears to have no relevance for any of 
the characters. There is hardly a trace of racial ideology either, so no one, 
not even the school teacher, who for instance insists on the correct form 
of the Hitler salute, is presented as a proud ‘Aryan’ or utters any prejudice 
against ‘inferior’ races or Jews. Walser creates a German village during 
the Third Reich, which is not free of Nazis, then, but of anti-Semites 
and racists – this is the way in which his autobiographical novel offers 
a euphemistic interpretation of history. Yet is there really no indication 
within the text that the reader should be alert to the danger of idealising 
the past, especially one’s own childhood memories, and be wary of taking 
the fictional work as historical truth? Does Walser in fact reckon with a 
reader who is on the lookout for distortions and lacunae such as the one 
identified here?

‘T he mir acl e of Wa sser burg’  –  r e a l ism or fa nta sy ?

One episode in particular might be read as a warning not to take the 
narrator’s version of the past at face value:  the chapter ‘The miracle of 
Wasserburg’ (‘Das Wunder von Wasserburg’). Here, Walser introduces 
an obviously non-realistic element when a Doppelgänger of the protagon-
ist appears. While Johann cycles to a nearby village to visit a girl who is 
travelling with a circus, his alter ego stays at home and becomes an espec
ially well-behaved version of himself. This doubling is not explained in any 
way – as a dream, for example – but rather realism and non-realism are 
intermingled. The Doppelgänger figure thus highlights the fictional status 
of the text. It forces the reader to reflect on the constructedness of Walser’s 
fictional world, despite its realist setting in a recognisable part of Germany 
during a well-known period of fairly recent history. Moreover, a number 
of intertextual references, not only in the ‘Miracle’ chapter, highlight the 
connection of Walser’s novel to literary traditions and again foreground its 
fictional status. For example, the protagonist finds a piece of paper with 
the name Beatrijs written on it (233), which is an allusion to the legend of 
a nun for whom the Virgin Mary acted as a stand-in, and a literary model 
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Martin Walser’s Ein springender Brunnen 113

for Johann’s doubling.19 The title of the novel is, of course, also a quota-
tion:  it comes from Nietzsche’s Zarathustra, which is mentioned within 
the text as well (164). But are these devices used to make the reader doubt 
the realism of the novel’s detailed description of a childhood and youth 
in Wasserburg in its entirety? The double persona of the protagonist can 
indeed be read as a metaphoric incorporation of the problem of memory – 
that is, of the split into a remembered and a remembering self, or of the 
constructive and dynamic element of memory which can produce two 
versions of a past self. Potentially, this obviously fictional moment might 
thus unsettle the reader’s view of the narrator and the status of his story. 
Can someone who relates a double presence of himself otherwise be a reli-
able narrator? Yet Walser’s departure from realism most probably has a 
different function. Effectively, the ‘Miracle’ chapter does not disrupt the 
consistency of Walser’s reconstructed past. Quite to the contrary, Johann’s 
Doppelgänger is shown to be an illusionary version of the ‘real’ Johann, 
who, rather than seeming less realistic, appears as even more authentic 
in contrast to his inauthentic, angel-like double. In a similar way, Walser 
integrates the intertextual references into the level of the plot, as a read-
ing of the protagonist, or a piece of paper he finds, so that they lose their 
potentially disrupting effect on the closed narrated world.

The Doppelgänger, then, rather than disturbing the realistic coherence 
of the text, functions as an impersonation of the way of representing the 
past against which the aesthetics of the novel is intended to work: the fig-
ure demonstrates the distorted picture which is generated when an author 
mixes past and present perspectives. It illustrates what the authorial nar-
rator describes in the meta-fictional chapter that comes just after the 
‘miracle’ episode: a case of ‘slipping out’ of the ‘real’ past (282). Johann’s 
Doppelgänger corresponds to the politically correct version of the past 
that Walser’s narrator criticises. Indeed, the Doppelgänger is an idealised 
Johann, who writes a critical essay about ‘race’ and ‘Heimat’ (252) that 
demonstrates an insight into Nazi ideology that his ‘real’ counterpart 
lacks. This is, in fact, the only instance where – ex negativo and on a plot 
level distinct from the realist reconstruction of the past – racist ideology 
is present. The protagonist, with his lack of interest in politics and his for-
getfulness, for instance about the fate of the Jewish classmate (400) who 
was excluded from the Hitler Youth in Johann’s presence, is made to look 
more realistic via the contrast with his ‘guardian angel’ (253). Other than 
in the idealised Doppelgänger, it seems, Walser reveals a version of his past 
self that is not adapted to present interests, such as proving that one had 
always been critical and aware of the full extent of Nazi ideology and 

Taberner, S. (Ed.). (2011). The novel in german since 1990. Cambridge University Press.
Created from ummt on 2022-03-25 10:38:27.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

1.
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



K at hr in Schödel114

crimes, or – for Walser equally misguided – condemning one’s youthful 
fascist self in an act of self-flagellation. In this way, the novel embodies the 
author’s ideal of a non-judgemental perspective on the past, one that does 
not present the attitudes of people at the time according to categories that 
only emerged later. Rather than emphasising the literary construction of 
the text, this aesthetics of disinterested memory creates the illusion of his-
torical accuracy: the protagonist’s perspective on National Socialist, pro-
vincial Germany seems realistic, true to the narrated past rather than the 
present day with its need for justification and explanation.

Yet in view of the gap in Walser’s depiction discussed above, this pose 
of aesthetic detachment and the supposed realism of the creation of a 
historically plausible viewpoint throw up some awkward issues. The fan-
tasy of a German village free of anti-Semitism cannot be explained by 
‘narrative perspective’ and it does not represent a ‘disinterested’ view 
of the past. Quite to the contrary, it fuels a politically problematic dis-
course of memory: a tendency towards marginalising the memory of the 
Holocaust, not so much by not mentioning ‘Auschwitz’, which may be 
justified by the restricted perspective of the protagonist. Rather, Walser 
subtly disconnects German everyday life during the Third Reich from 
anti-Semitic ideology and thus from its consequences. As a result, Nazi 
crimes appear as the responsibility of a few, whereas ‘ordinary Germans’ 
are exculpated. One could argue, of course, that Wasserburg most likely 
had very few Jewish inhabitants20 and that a boy’s perspective on a vil-
lage untouched by anti-Semitism need not necessarily imply that anti-
Semitism only played a marginal role in Nazi Germany. First, however, an 
actual encounter with Jews has never been a prerequisite for anti-Semitic 
ideology, and, secondly, Walser would easily have been able to find evi-
dence of anti-Semitic activities in his region, other than a mere exclusion 
from a Nazi organisation. In a chronicle of Wasserburg that is even men-
tioned in the novel (84), for instance, a 1935 ban on Jews using the public 
lakeside resorts is recorded.21 Also, the novel gives no indication that it is 
supposed to be read as the depiction of an exceptional instance of a vil-
lage untouched by its political surroundings – and the existence of such a 
place would have been a ‘miracle’ indeed.

A nt i-Semit ism a nd t he Ger m a n–Jew ish  
r el at ionship

It is surely an indication of a conscious decision on the part of the author, 
and not of aesthetic detachment, that there are only very few hints of 
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Martin Walser’s Ein springender Brunnen 115

everyday anti-Semitism in a story that covers the period of 1932 to 1945 
in Germany.22 In this way, Walser’s autobiographical novel serves as fic-
tional but realistic evidence for a view the author has also expressed in 
non-fictional texts:  the idea that the centrality of the Holocaust within 
the history of the Third Reich is merely a perspective after the event, and 
one which distorts the reality of the importance of the Treaty of Versailles 
and its economical and political consequences.23 In this argument, what 
is in fact a one-sided interpretation of German history is presented as an 
authentic historical perspective, whereas other views which stress ‘the gen-
eral experience of growing anti-Semitism’24 are portrayed as later interpret-
ations without historical pertinence. In Ein springender Brunnen, indeed, 
the villagers’ turn towards Hitler is portrayed as a reaction to financial 
problems and anger about ‘Versailles’ (44). If these were presented as two 
of many reasons for the rise of National Socialism there would be little 
difficulty in accepting the novel’s version of the past, but to the extent 
that they are depicted as more or less the only motivations, the novel risks 
playing down the enthusiasm for Hitler’s racist and anti-Semitic political 
agenda as well as reducing German guilt by blaming others for the rise of 
Nazism, namely the victorious powers after the First World War.25

In his Peace Prize Speech, Walser justifies this view of history as a desire 
to avoid seeing ‘everything as a road that could only end in Auschwitz’, 
because, according to the author, this transforms ‘the German–Jewish 
relationship into a catastrophe that was predestined under any and all 
circumstances’.26 The Jewish characters in Ein springender Brunnen, in 
fact, appear to feature simply in order to suggest a more differentiated 
and, above all, positive view of the German–Jewish past. There is a minor 
character Eberhard Wechsler,27 for example, who emigrates to Switzerland 
and has no qualms about conducting illegal business across the border 
with the SA leader in Wasserburg, Herr Brugger (370). Wechlser, the Jew, 
is in effect positioned as a parallel figure to Brugger, the Nazi: they adapt 
to political circumstances, and their relationship – as far as the situation 
allows – is profitable for both. Their close connection is underscored by 
the fact that, after the war when Brugger is dead, Wechsler even offers to 
adopt his son, who bears the telling name Adolf. Neither the Jew nor the 
Nazi has any particular ideological conflict with the other, making this 
side-story an example of Walser’s downplaying of Nazi anti-Semitism and 
its impact. A Jewish woman, Frau Haensel, furthermore, is said to have 
been in contact with Rudolf Heß, Hitler’s deputy in the Nazi Party, and 
to have enjoyed ‘protection from Munich’ (398). Walser thus makes the 
Jewish figures look similar to his non-Jewish German characters – that 
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K at hr in Schödel116

is, with their seemingly apolitical and non-ideological adaptation to 
National Socialism. Even the scene which most appears as an instance 
of anti-Semitic behaviour, the exclusion of Johann’s classmate from 
the Hitler Youth, fits this pattern:  the boy, although classified as ‘half 
Jewish’, wants to belong to a Nazi organisation. Later on, the same boy 
even reports that, like Johann, he volunteered to become a reserve officer 
(397). The absolute and lethal difference between the conditions of sur-
vival for non-Jewish Germans and Jews is thus blurred and the distinc-
tion between perpetrators and victims is relativised. Rather than being a 
differentiation, as Walser claimed in the Peace Prize Speech, this seems to 
be a strategy of exculpation.

b i l d u n g s r o m a n

With respect to the depiction of the inhabitants of Wasserburg, I have 
argued that despite the ideal of a ‘disinterested’ view of the past that the 
novel embraces, there is a manifest investment in the fantasy of a non-
anti-Semitic collection of ‘ordinary Germans’, indeed even ‘ordinary 
Nazis’, as well as in the depiction of German Jews as parallel characters 
to these non-Jewish figures. Further to this, however, there is another, 
perhaps more harmless way in which the novel does not in fact allow the 
past ‘emerge as of itself ’ (283). Despite his restricted point of view, the 
narrator-protagonist’s development is structured as a gradual progress that 
eventually leads to him becoming a writer. This is a teleological structure 
that once again presupposes a perspective ex post. Johann goes through 
several stages of growing self-awareness, and several different aspirations, 
such as wanting to be a priest, a singer, a poet, and, in the end, a prose-
writer, who – on the last pages of the novel (404–5) – invents precisely 
the aesthetics that the authorial narrator of the meta-reflective chapters 
propounds. And to characterise ‘his language’, he employs the title of the 
book, which thus forms the last sentence of the novel: ‘Language, Johann 
thought, is a gushing fountain’ (405). In this way, his closeness to the 
novel’s author is reiterated.

This structure of the novel as autobiographical ‘novel of artistic devel-
opment’ (Künstlerroman) suggests a proximity to Romanticism, but 
intertextual references evoke a stronger connection to Goethe’s Wilhelm 
Meister, the prototype of the German Bildungsroman.28 It would be 
easy to condemn Walser for the tastelessness in dwelling on the suc-
cessful development of his fictional alter ego at a time when millions of 
others were being killed, but there is more to be said about this aesthetic 
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Martin Walser’s Ein springender Brunnen 117

decision. Walser is making a point, not just trying to preserve a positive 
self-image, or indeed a positive image of German everyday life during the 
Nazi period. In so far as Johann is shown to be largely apolitical – and 
even though the influence of Nazi propaganda, for instance on his view 
of war (284), is made explicit – the novel as a whole celebrates the individ-
ual’s subjectivity and independence from political circumstances. In the 
face of a totalitarian system, this is a rather bold thesis, but this is what 
Walser describes: how the influence of some critical grown-ups, especially 
Johann’s father, and Johann’s own interest in language and self-discovery 
lead him to a standpoint of distance to, and potential resistance against, 
those in power (see 355–6). In his Peace Prize Speech, indeed, Walser dis-
cusses Goethe’s Wilhelm Meister and points out that the classical author 
did not mention ‘the guillotine’ (of the French Revolution and subsequent 
Terror),29 even though the novel was published in 1795. In an earlier essay, 
Walser explains in more detail why he finds Goethe’s aesthetics so attract-
ive:  political change, he argues, is not the only route to emancipation; 
there is, contained within writing and reading, a possibility of resistance 
(‘Sichwehren’) and of becoming the ‘subject’ of one’s own life rather than 
being a mere ‘object’ of circumstance.30

Certainly, Ein springender Brunnen may be seen as an expression of this 
view of history, which is decidedly non-materialistic and which empha-
sises the importance of private, individual life in opposition to politics, 
and the independence of personal subjectivity from socio-political con-
ditions. This point is rather provocative and, I would argue, untenable 
in relation to a political system which meant death for so many. It is 
also a clear and deliberate departure from German cultural memory. At 
least since the late 1960s, the National Socialist period has been widely 
invoked as an argument for the need to develop civil courage and polit-
ical awareness, and against any shape of blind conformism or blinkered 
focus on one’s own individual development. In contrast to this form of 
memory, Walser attempts a re-evaluation of the position of ‘inner emi-
gration’, favouring private integrity over critical engagement and indi-
vidual growth, or ‘Bildung’, over political change. This position echoes 
the stance of German classical authors during the French Revolution 
but in relation to a radically different historical context – this is a differ
ence that Walser refuses to recognise, for instance when he compares 
Goethe’s omission of the guillotine and his own omission of ‘Auschwitz’. 
Nevertheless, the emphasis on subjectivity does usefully remind us that 
not every aspect of life during the Nazi period was entirely infiltrated by 
politics and that individual attitudes do matter. Indeed, such an emphasis 
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on non-determinism could also draw attention to possibilities of resist-
ance during the Third Reich that were not seized. This, however, is not 
the way Ein springender Brunnen works with its positive depiction of its 
apolitical artist-hero.

T he end of t he nov el :   Joh a nn a nd Wolfg a ng

In the text’s final pages, the protagonist’s development towards becom-
ing a writer who invents the aesthetics of the novel itself is set against the 
views his Jewish classmate Wolfgang expresses in a dialogue with Johann. 
The allusion contained within the juxtaposition of their names to (Johann 
Wolfgang von) Goethe seems to hint at a close connection between the 
two, perhaps evidence of the possibility of German–Jewish harmony after, 
and despite, the Nazi period. Yet their approaches to the memory of the 
Nazi period are contrasted, and not with the aim of synthesis but with a 
clear preference for the perspective of the non-Jewish German. Potentially, 
Wolfgang’s point of view might provide a corrective to Johann’s limited 
perspective, even to the lack of a depiction of anti-Semitism discussed 
above. The two young men meet shortly after the war and talk about the 
immediate past. Their exchange is, at first, another example of the way in 
which the novel highlights moments of silence and displacement. Johann’s 
inability to talk about the scene when Wolfgang was excluded from the 
Hitler Youth is made explicit (396), and yet his insistence on defending 
his perspective against Wolfgang’s is not presented as necessarily problem-
atic. In contrast to the aesthetics of a disinterested view of the past and the 
search for one’s ‘own language’ (402) which Johann sets out at the end of 
the text, Wolfgang’s perspective on the past propounds the ‘conventional’ 
emphasis on political categories and moral judgement. Wolfgang reports, 
for instance, that an ‘anti-fascist group is working to document the perse-
cution of anti-fascists in Wasserburg’ (398). This forms a marked contrast 
to the narrative style of the novel as a whole where politically and morally 
charged words such as ‘fascist’ or ‘anti-fascist’ do not appear. The aim of a 
‘documentation’ is reminiscent of what the authorial narrator criticises in 
his description of public memory as a ‘museum’ (9) and contrasts with a 
dynamic, personal approach to the past. The ‘anti-fascist group’ is further 
shown to consist of privileged people living in the ‘villas’ (398) situated 
on the lakeside, not in the village itself, so that this early instance of a 
public, documentary memory is marked as coming from the outside. In 
the encounter between Johann and Wolfgang, Walser also subtly suggests 
that Wolfgang’s view threatens to push the protagonist’s experiences to the 
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margins. Johann takes on the role of ‘the one who knows almost nothing’ 
(398), even when the other boy starts talking about the protagonist’s girl-
friend. The information that Wolfgang gives, narrated in indirect speech – 
‘Lena and her whole family experienced the terrible air raid in April last 
year’ and ‘Lena’s father had always held anti-fascist views’ (398–9) – is con-
trasted with Johann’s knowledge, which he keeps to himself: ‘Lena had told 
him that for her the worst thing about the night [of the air raid] had been 
that, after climbing out of the air-raid shelter, she could not go to the toi-
let anywhere in the burning town of Friedrichshafen’ (399). Johann recalls 
concrete, seemingly unimportant but intimate details whereas Wolfgang’s 
memory is characterised by a more general, factual knowledge about his-
torical events and political positions. The narrator emphasises the domin-
ance this form of memory assumes: ‘Wolfgang was so much the master of 
the specifics about Lena and her family that Johann felt excluded’ (399). 
The term ‘master’ (in German ‘Herr’) recalls the phrase the authorial nar-
rator had previously used to describe his concept of memory: ‘Wishing for 
a presence of the past which we cannot control’, (‘Der Vergangenheit eine 
Anwesenheit wünschen, über die wir nicht Herr sind’, 283; my emphasis). 
In this way, the contrast between Johann and Wolfgang becomes the con-
trast between public memory and the novel’s aesthetics of ‘disinterested’ 
memory: being ‘the master’ of the past is the opposite of the ideal of an 
aesthetic perception of it – that is, letting it ‘emerge as of itself ’ (283). In 
the dialogue between Johann and Wolfgang, the perspective of the young 
Jewish German is thus portrayed as less aesthetically valuable, and at the 
same time less authentic, than the memory Johann as narrator has pre-
sented to the reader throughout the novel. Rather than offering a correct-
ive to the protagonist’s lack of knowledge about anti-Semitism and the 
victims of Nazism, it provides him  – as well as the reader if he or she 
accepts the premises of the novel  – with a further reason to turn away 
from the memory of the victims. This gives Walser’s seemingly apolitical, 
or even anti-political, aesthetics of memory a highly problematic polit-
ical inflection. To the extent that the fictional past the author creates is 
based on the assumption that German everyday life was far removed from 
anti-Semitism and thus from the Holocaust, it follows that the Jewish per-
spective does not appear as a necessary part of the memory of National 
Socialism but as a point of view from the outside, as it were. The close of 
the novel combines this falsifying interpretation of history with the prob-
lematic opposition between two forms of memory, in which the memory 
of the survivor is presented as a threat to the protagonist’s aesthetic rela-
tionship to the past.
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Note s
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1998), 283. Further references to the novel appear in the text with the page 
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rische Quartett’, which Walser refers to in his Peace Prize Speech (Kovach 
and Walser, Burden, 90). See the transcript of parts of the TV discussion 
in Jochen Hieber,  ‘Unversöhnte Lebensläufe: Zur Rhetorik der Verletzung 
in der Walser-Bubis-Debatte’, in Michael Braun et al., eds., ‘Hinauf 
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