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This thesis examines post-1945 German prose fiction dealing with the Third Reich in the
light of Mikhail Bakhtin’s Rabelais and his World. My review of the secondary
literature in Chapter 1 shows how few Germanists have examined the role of the
carnivalesque in such fiction or used Bakhtin’s work systematically. Having set out the
shortcomings of Bakhtin’s theory and shown Carnival’s ambivalent position in the Third
Reich, Chapter 2 builds on this theoretical and historical foundation by giving an
overview of the different ways in which authors deploy the Fool and the carnivalesque in
post-1945 prose fiction.

This overview provides a context for the rest of the thesis, in which I discuss in detail
how four authors use the topoi of the Fool and the carnivalesque in different ways to
confront the past and encourage social change. Thus, Chapter 3 analyses Hans Hellmut
Kirst’s 08/15 trilogy (1954-55) which describes Asch’s carnivalesque subversion of the
NCOs who abuse power within the Army, and his subsequent development into a
positive figure of authority. Chapter 4 argues that, beneath its bleak surface, Giinter
Grass’s Hundejahre (1963) deploys the carnivalesque to transmit a sense of mourning
and rebirth after the Holocaust. Chapter 5 deals with Edgar Hilsenrath’s Der Nazi & der
Friseur (1977), whose Fool-protagonist provokes the reader to laugh at earlier attempts
to make sense of the Holocaust in order to prioritize the act of anamnesis as an end in
itself. Chapter 6 examines Gert Hofmann’s Veilchenfeld (1987) and Der Kinoerzihler
(1990). Veilchenfeld is a carnivalesque signifier of Nature whose persecution at the
hands of the people of Limbach parallels the town’s ecological destruction, so that the
novel can be read as a critique of the exploitation of Nature. In Der Kinoerzihler
Hofmann uses Karl, a Fool-figure who narrates silent films, to encourage the
development of critical faculties which combat the fatalism and authoritarianism that
hamper social change. It becomes clear that the authors of the above works have
anticipated the shortcomings of Carnival as a model of resistance and have thus re-
defined the Fool and the carnivalesque. So in my view, although the way the authors
deploy these topoi maps only partially with Bakhtin’s ideas about Carnival, these authors
have understood the central concepts of the carnivalesque’s ambivalence and its powers
to subvert authority and use them productively to deal with the issues raised by the Third

Reich.
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This thesis examines post-1945 German prose fiction dealing with the Third Reich in the light
of Mikhail Bakhtin’s theory of Carnival as set out in Rabelais and his World (RW). In Chapter
1 - which lays the theoretical basis of the thesis; reviews earlier criticism concerned with
Bakhtin, the Fool and the carnivalesque; and describes Carnival’s ambivalent position in the
Third Reich - I explain why analysing the fopoi of the Fool and the carnivalesque in post-War
German prose fiction is a worthwhile exercise. Thus, I begin by summarizing what I consider
the most important features of RW: inversion, the subversion of authority, laughter, and the
ambivalence of carnivalesque phenomena such as the grotesque body, scatological imagery and
verbal abuse. However, Bakhtin’s model is most illuminating if one is aware of its many
shortcomings. Accordingly, I identify six major problems of RW. Bakhtin’s uncritical
enthusiasm for Carnival, especially its attendant violence; his claim that Carnival has
degenerated in the present; the arbitrary nature of the meanings which Bakhtin ascribes to
Carnival; the rigid binarism of high and low culture involved in Bakhtin’s model; the notion
that Carnival works against its own subversive powers by functioning as a ‘safety-valve’ for its
participants; and the alleged infrequency with which R mentions the Fool-figure. On this
latter point, I argue that Bakhtin makes it clear that the Fool is Carnival’s representative and
that although he may take many forms (e.g. clown, Harlequin, picaro etc.), he always embodies
the central concepts of ambivalence, degradation and laughter. I then review the existing
criticism that deals with the camivalesque. To begin with, most of the secondary literature
deals with the Schelmenroman and consists of attempts to define the picaresque by listing the
characteristics that are allegedly typical of that genre, but without interpreting those
characteristics. Moreover, apart from articles by the (English-speaking) scholars Holbeche,
Hillman and Sheppard, no Germanist has used RW systematically to analyse German prose
fiction - partly because there was no adequate German translation until 1987, and partly
because RW arguably affirms values that German post-Enlightenment culture has tended to
repress or diabolize. Then again, all critics who deal with either the Schelm or the
carnivalesque fail to apply their insights to fiction dealing specifically with the Third Reich.
The chapter ends with a description of how Carnival’s position in the Third Reich was
extremely ambivalent because on one hand, the Nazis successfully assimilated it and tailored
its features to their own purposes, while on the other hand, evidence suggests that individual
Fool-figures resisted the régime in carnivalesque style. So, although an analysis of the Fool
and the carnivalesque involves focusing on just one aspect of the large amount of prose fiction
dealing with the Third Reich, such an analysis is worthwhile for three reasons. First, those
topoi have never been examined in such prose fiction before; second, R can help to interpret
the disparate features of Schelm-figures described but not properly analysed by earlier critics;
and finally because both the historical Nazis and their opponents implicitly recognized
Carnival’s powers and deployed them in different ways.

In Chapter 2, I give an overview of the use of the Fool and the camivalesque in prose
fiction dealing with the Third Reich, and begin by identifying two major contextual factors.
First, by using a variety of authors, I show how prose fiction largely reflects the historical fact
that the Nazis assimilated the Carnival event for their own ends. Second, I establish the pivotal
importance of Giinter Grass’s Die Blechtrommel (BT) (1959) which initiated a minor tradition
of Fool-novels set during the Nazizeit and which, through the ambivalence of the narrator



Oskar Matzerath, anticipates the many different ways in which the Fool is deployed more
straightforwardly by other post-War authors. Thus, on one hand, Oskar is a Fool who can be
read as the repellent embodiment of the Nazi values that Grass repudiates: after all, Oskar
allows the Nazis to assimilate him and is brutal, malicious, mendacious, complicit in atrocities
and unable to confront the past. But on the other hand, he functions positively (like Till
Eulenspiegel) as a Fool who holds up a metaphorical mirror to the German people and compels
them to recognize their own guilt and hypocrisy. Moreover, Oskar takes action to disrupt a
Nazi rally and thus points to the individual Fool’s ability to subvert authority. These two
contextual factors mean that in most of the prose fiction that I discuss the carnivalesque is
usually embodied in lone Fool-figures rather than in Carnival itself.

In the next section of Chapter 2, I examine two major ways in which the carnivalesque was
used by artists and writers to distance themselves from Nazism. Whilst Charlie Chaplin’s The
Great Dictator (1940) and Robert Lucas’s Die Briefe des Gefreiten Hirnschal (1940-45) used
laughter to humiliate the Nazis during the War, some German authors confronted Nazism in
the immediate post-War era by depicting Nazis and their influence in terms of brutal, violent
clowns and Fools. By doing so, the latter group distance themselves from the Nazis by
marginalizing them as irrational monsters - i.e. by associating them with the negative, violent
by-products of Carnival. I also show how such a strategy dovetails with the verbal and
pictorial methods used by some historians, cartoonists and commentators to repudiate the
Nazis. I then discuss how, just as Oskar looks back to these Nazi embodiments of
carnivalesque violence and irrationality, his disruption of the Nazi rally anticipates works that
follow BT. Thus, from the 1960s onwards, there are several texts involving Fools who subvert
Nazis directly and these texts reflect the desire of many at that time to confront lingering
authoritarianism and Nazi-style attitudes in West Germany which culminated in the student
protests of the late 1960s. Some writers instinctively understood that the carnivalesque’s
subversive powers could be deployed against authority: for example, early texts by Bobrowski
and Bieler show Fools successfully subverting Nazis and may have been saying something
about the era in which they were writing. But as the 1960s wore on, prose fiction shows Fool-
figures either failing to subvert the Nazis, or being destroyed by them, or, where those Fool-
figures try to humiliate unreconstructed Nazis in a post-War context, their efforts degenerate
into violence - as in Bermnward Vesper’s autobiographical Schelmenroman Die Reise. In
contrast, other authors such as Grass and Boll foresaw such problems involved in the use of the
Fool and the carnivalesque and tried to re-define those concepts so that they made sense in a
democratic context. In the final part of Chapter 2, I discuss the connection between the
carnivalesque and the trivialization of the past. First, I show how some works depict German
people laughing off Nazism after the War, even though - unlike Lucas and Chaplin - they knew
about the Holocaust after the event and were arguably complicit in the Nazis’ crimes. I then
argue that the carnivalesque resistance to the Nazis in prose fiction of the 1960s, which had
made a serious point about fomenting social change, turned into trivial entertainment from the
1970s onwards. Perhaps because the need for such ‘resistance’ was considered less urgent
after the 1960s, the carnivalesque becomes harmless or marginalized in such fiction when it 1s
not used to thrill or amuse the reader.

Having shown how prevalent the use of the Fool and carnivalesque imagery is in post-War
prose fiction, Chapters 3 to 6 involve close readings of texts by four authors. Chapter 3
analyses Hans Hellmut Kirst’s 08/15 trilogy (1954-55) which was published at the time when
the Bundeswehr was being formed and many novels dealing with the War had already been
published. Kirst’s use of the carnivalesque prefigures by a decade the re-definition of the
carnivalesque by authors like Grass and Boll. Thus, [ show how Kirst intended readers to learn
very specific lessons from his work and argue that the 08//5 trilogy aimed to change the



training methods of the Army and expose the abuse of power by NCOs in order to make the
military more efficient and more humane. As with all the Fool-figures that I analyse in this
thesis, I explain why I believe the protagonist of the trilogy, Asch, is a Fool. I then explain
how Asch’s humiliation of the authoritarian bully Hauptwachtmeister Schulz before the War in
08/15 In der Kaserne (Kaserne) represents a straightforward example of carnivalesque
subversion. But in 08/15 Im Krieg (Krieg) - set during the War - Asch loses some of his (now
inappropriate) carnivalesque qualities and begins to embody responsible leadership, in contrast
to the incompetent authoritarianism of Hauptmann Witterer. Moreover, minor characters such
as Kowalski and Soeft replace Asch as carnivalesque figures and, in a way that recalls the
mini-utopias led by Fools in Dorn Quixote and Der abenteuerliche Simplicissimus, make up
what Kirst may have seen as a blueprint for an ideal military unit. Finally, in 08/15 Bis zum
Ende (Ende) Kirst deals - simplistically and not very convincingly - with larger issues of the
Nazizeit such as the Holocaust and the need for justice for Nazism’s crimes. In the light of
Ende, the strengths of the first two novels become clear. In Kaserne, Kirst used the Fool to
attack the comparatively minor problem of the abuse of power in the Army, and this was an
advantage precisely because Kirst only demanded change on a very modest scale. Moreover,
Asch’s metamorphosis into a responsible authority figure shows that Kirst understood that the
carnivalesque powers were useful only up to a point and that authority of a positive kind was
not only possible but necessary.

In Chapter 4 1 argue that in Hundejahre (HJ) (1963) Glinter Grass, perhaps unwittingly,
shared Kirst’s instinctive awareness that the carnivalesque can embody something positive -
even though its redemptive powers are veiled beneath the novel’s bleak surface. I use the
psychoanalytical theories of Alexander and Margarete Mitscherlich and RW in a
complementary manner because HJ involves realistic characters like Walter Matern - whose
inability to mourn can be convincingly analysed using the Mitscherlichs’ theories - and surreal
characters who make little sense in terms of the ‘real’ world (such as Tulla and Amsel) but who
can be illuminated by means of RW. I analyse Matern as the most authentic example of ‘die
Unfihigkeit zu trauern’ among the many characters in HJ who are unable to mourn
authentically, and I discuss Harry Liebenau’s strategy of demonizing Tulla in order to evade
feelings of guilt. Conversely, I argue that the Fool Amsel points to the ability to mourn through
his carnivalesque scarecrows since these both deploy laughter against the figures of authority
that have engendered Matern’s inability to mourn and symbolize rebirth after death because
they are new creations made from the discarded rubbish of the past. I further suggest that
although Amsel’s activities in the rest of HJ - like those of Tulla - seem superficially bizarre,
revolting or negative, they can actually be interpreted through Bakhtinian spectacles as
examples of carnivalesque acceptance of death preceding regeneration. Moreover, I show how
the carnivalesque characters in HJ encourage just such reading against the grain in various
ways. Thus, I conclude, H./’s carnivalesque imagery hints that Grass may have tentatively felt
that Germany could begin to move on from its traumatic past.

In Chapter 5, I interpret Edgar Hilsenrath’s Der Nazi & der Friseur (NF) (197 7). Hilsenrath
wrote NF in 1968 and his approach to the Nazi past dovetails with the protesters of the 1960s
who took issue with Germany’s alleged failure to confront the past properly. But in accordance
with the rejection of violence that characterizes the end of that decade, Hilsenrath does not
advocate physical protest. Rather, he creates a Fool-protagonist, Max Schulz, who recalls the
ambivalence of Oskar. On one hand, Schulz is a positive character because he provokes the
reader to use the carnivalesque’s debasing humour against attempts to theorize the Holocaust
(psychoanalytical explanations of Nazism, the value of witness testimony, faith in justice, the
notion that cultural enlightenment can prevent barbarism, and the view that the Shoah was a
punishment from God) and against other ways of making sense of literary depictions of the



Holocaust (symbols, particularly of Jewish identity, numerological interpretations, and
‘sprechende Namen’). He does this in order to prioritize the need - as an end in itself - to
remember the dead who are often forgotten in such contexts, as they arguably were during the
generational conflicts of the late 1960s, and are in NF by other Jews in the newly founded
Israel. But on the other hand, Schulz is a negative figure since he has participated willingly in
genocide, and Hilsenrath diverges from Bakhtin in that he does not see any regeneration after
laughter except in the form of Schulz’s rebirth as the forces of violence in history. By
continually alluding to Walter Benjamin’s Ninth Thesis from his Uber den Begriff der
Geschichte and by systematically negativizing Chaplin’s The Great Dictator, Goethe’s poetry,
Marchen, Grass’s HJ, and Jerzy Kosinksi’s The Painted Bird, Hilsenrath suggests that although
mourning is a worthwhile end in itself, there is no hope for redemption from history’s disasters.

Finally, Chapter 6 analyses Gert Hofmann’s Veilchenfeld (Vf) (1987) and Der Kinoerzihler
(DK) (1990). Veilchenfeld is a carnivalesque signifier of Nature whose persecution at the
hands of the people of Limbach and ultimate death during the town Carnival parallels the
town’s destruction of its environment, so that the novel can be read as a critique of man’s
exploitation of Nature that is relevant to the present-day. DK adopts several features from V¥,
and Hofmann responds to Veilchenfeld’s passive suffering by creating an active Fool-figure,
Karl Hofmann. Karl is confronted with pessimism and passivity within DK itself via his
female relatives who constantly talk of death, decay and the passing of time. He is aware of the
futility of direct, violent confrontation with the Nazis and so undertakes subtle, indirect
resistance through his job as a Kinoerzdhler. Thus, I argue that he often narrates his film-
summaries incorrectly in order to provoke a critical reaction from his listeners and so
encourage the development of anti-authoritarian attitudes. Some of Karl’s summaries involve
the addition of happy endings to otherwise pessimistic films which combat his women’s
fatalism and optimistically suggest that history may turn out for the best. That said, Hofmann
also makes it clear that Karl himself suffers from a residual authoritarian mentality, that his
mis-readings are unwitting reflections of his own self-delusion and flawed personality, and that
his optimism can simultaneously be interpreted as naive given the novel’s historical context of
the Third Reich with all its brutality.

In other words, the texts discussed in Chapters 3 to 6 are worth analysing because they tap
only partially into the Fool tradition by re-defining him and building in references to other
genres, like myth and Mdrchen, that confuse the role of the carnivalesque. Moreover, they use
the carnivalesque to deal with the Nazi past in very different ways. Because they have
anticipated some of the problems involved in the Carnival model of resistance, and although
their use of the carnivalesque does not always map directly with RW, these authors follow
Bakhtin by using popular cultural forms, understanding Carnival’s power to subvert authority,
and grasping the central concept of ambivalence - especially in those texts where the
camivalesque generates hidden levels of interpretation that contradict the text’s surface
meaning.
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Chapter 1:
Introduction

Attempts to reconstruct the Third Reich in literary form and come to terms with the
trauma of the National Socialist past have dominated German prose fiction of the last
sixty years and generated a large body of secondary literature. In contrast, the topoi of
the Fool and the carnivalesque have attracted considerably less critical attention and are
only occasionally associated with the Third Reich specifically. Accordingly, almost no
critic has considered these topoi as they occur in prose fiction dealing with the Third
Reich, and in this thesis I wish to plug this critical gap and identify trends in the way

these fopoi are deployed over time and by different authors.

Bakhtin’s Model of Carnival: Summary

As Mikhail Bakhtin’s Rabelais and his World,' his seminal work on the carnivalesque
and ‘grotesque realism’, will be my primary theoretical model for this thesis, it is worth
briefly summarizing my understanding of RW. To begin with, RW seeks to bring a wide
and disparate range of cultural phenomena under the overarching concept of Carnival.

Bakhtin describes how:

A boundless world of humorous forms and manifestations opposed the official and
serious tone of medieval ecclesiastical and feudal culture. In spite of their variety,
folk festivities of the carnival type, the comic rites and cults, the clowns and fools,
giants, dwarfs, and jugglers, the vast and manifold literature of parody - all these
forms have one style in common: they belong to one culture of folk carnival humor

(p.4).

! Mikhail M. Bakhtin, Rabelais and his World (Bloomington, Indiana: Indiana University Press, 1984),
hereafter referred to as RW. All references to this and any other texts cited in this thesis are included in the
main text as page references in parentheses.



During Carnival, there was a ‘suspension of all hierarchical precedence [...] all were
considered equal during carnival’ and as a result of this utopian equality, ‘a special type
of communication impossible in everyday life’ was created, which was ‘frank and free,
permitting no distance between those who came in contact with each other and liberating
from norms of etiquette and decency imposed at other times’ (p.10). This equality came
about because Carnival involved ‘a reversal of the hierarchical levels: the jester was
proclaimed king’ (p.81). This reversal illustrates Carmnival’s process of ‘change and
renewal’ which involved ‘a continual shifting from top to bottom, from front to rear, of
numerous parodies and travesties, humiliations, profanations, comic crownings and
uncrownings’ (p.11). In the light of these ideas, RW makes sense of the phenomena
connected with Carnival by analysing the novels of Francois Rabelais.

In my view, the most important idea underpinning RW is that of ambivalence. Whilst
uncrownings, resistance to the power of the Church, and the reversal of hierarchy all
indicate Carnival’s power to debase its participants, Bakhtin also argued that Carnival
involves rebirth after death, and regeneration after destruction. Bakhtin illustrates this
ambivalence in his opening pages when he writes: ‘Folk humor denies, but it revives and
renews at the same time’ (p.11). Thus, the point of free, often abusive speech, of the
uncrownings, and of comic inversion is to degrade, change and prepare for rebirth.
Bakhtin cites the concept of ambivalence again and again throughout RW when he
analyses ‘carnivalesque’ phenomena, i.e the phenomena that are allegedly typical of
Carnival.

According to Bakhtin, folk humour gave birth to ‘grotesque realism’, a literary
aesthetic that is characterized by a concern with ‘the material bodily principle, that is,
images of the human body with its food, drink, defecation, and sexual life’, and such
images of the body are depicted ‘in an extremely exaggerated form’ (p.18). Morcover,

the body is central to Bakhtin’s conception of Camnival because it is emblematic of
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carnivalesque ambivalence. Thus, he claims on one hand that the body is the site of
much of the debasement that Carnival involves because the essential principle of
grotesque realism is ‘degradation, that is, the lowering of all that is high, spiritual, ideal,
abstract; it is a transfer to the material level, to the sphere of earth and body’ (p.19). But
on the other hand, on Bakhtin’s reading, that degradation is always ambivalent:
Degradation here means coming down to earth, the contact with earth as an
element that swallows up and gives birth at the same time. [...] To degrade also
means to concern oneself with the lower stratum of the body, the life of the belly
and the reproductive organs; it therefore relates to acts of defecation and

copulation, conception, pregnancy, and birth. Degradation digs a bodily grave for a
new birth; it has not only a destructive, negative aspect, but also a regenerating

one’ (p.21).

That is to say, although downward movement to the bodily level can debase, the lower
bodily stratum, being the site of birth, is also regenerative. Moreover, Bakhtin refers to
the grotesque body’s ‘ever unfinished nature’ (p.29): it is ‘unfinished’ because it is
always participating in that process of death, change and rebirth. As a reflection of that
process, the grotesque body ‘is not a closed, completed unit; it is unfinished, outgrows
itself, transgresses 1ts own limits’, and that transgression of limits explains why grotesque
realism emphasises ‘the apertures or the convexities, or [the] various ramifications and
offshoots: the open mouth, the genital organs, the breasts, the phallus, the potbelly, the
nose’ (p.26).2 Consequently, the notions of incompleteness, transgression and the
ambivalence of death and rebirth are regarded as liberating, anti-authoritarian concepts
that subvert ‘the oppression of such gloomy categories as “eternal”, “immovable”,
“absolute”, “unchangeable’™ (p.83).

Bakhtin analyses other important examples of the ambivalence of the carnivalesque,

too. For instance, he clearly defines carnivalesque laughter, which is ‘not an individual

? According to Bakhtin, the nose and the phallus are closely connected in meaning: “the grotesque image of
the nose [...] always symbolizes the phallus’ (p.316; cf. pp.86-7).
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reaction to some isolated “‘comic” event’ but ‘the laughter of all the people’ (p.11) which,

in Bakhtin’s view, performs a liberating function:

the victory of laughter over fear [...] over the oppression and guilt related to all
that was consecrated and forbidden (“mana” and “taboo’). It was the defeat of
divine and human power, of authoritarian commandments and prohibitions, of
death and punishment after death, hell and all that is more terrifying than the earth
itself. Through this victory laughter clarified man’s consciousness and gave him a
new outlook on life (p.91).
Bakhtin concludes from these ideas that the liberating force of laughter degrades ‘eternal’
concepts such as taboos, fear, oppression, boundaries and limitations for it is ‘directed at
all and everyone, including the camival’s participants. The entire world is seen in its
droll aspect, 1n its gay relativity’ (p.11). Significantly, the fact that laughter is directed at
those who laugh is said to distinguish carnivalesque laughter from the negative satire of
modern times, in which he who laughs ‘places himself above the object of his mockery’
and does not include himself in his laughter (p.12). But again, and most importantly,
carnivalesque laughter is ambivalent: ‘it is gay, triumphant, and at the same time
mocking, deriding. It asserts and denies, it buries and revives’ (pp.11-12). Another
example of the ambivalence of Carnival is the theme of madness which Bakhtin claims is
used in the grotesque to challenge established, ‘unchangeable’ beliefs, or as RW puts it:
‘to escape the false “truth of this world” in order to look at the world with eyes free from
this “truth™ (p.49). Thus, the madman’s view is no longer marginalized but can contest
(or degrade) ‘eternal’ truths in order to replace them with something new. The same
ambivalence also explains the meaning of faeces and urine in ‘grotesque realism’: ‘the
slinging of excrement and drenching in urine are traditional debasing gestures’; such
inundation is ‘a literal debasement in terms of the topography of the body, that is, a

reference to the bodily lower stratum’. But once again, this imagery is ambivalent

because ‘the lower stratum is not only a bodily grave but also the arca of the genital



organs, the fertilizing and generating stratum’ (p.148). Bakhtin attaches a similar
meaning to the eating of tripe, which was alleged to contain faeces; signifies life since
tripe is food and derives from the bowels that swallowed food; alludes to death since
tripe originates from the slaughter of animals; and implies birth since the lower stratum 1s
the site of birth (see pp.162-3). Finally, in yet another important section, Bakhtin
analyses carnivalesque violence - illustrated by the beatings of the Catchpoles described
by Rabelais - in the same, positive terms, as destruction that prepares for rebirth (see
pp.196-217).

So Bakhtin uses his theory of ambivalence in order to interpret and to connect
otherwise disparate phenomena - such as madness, tripe, facces and beatings - under the
concept of the carnivalesque. As such, Carnival’s potential to destroy and renew has a
progressive, utopian purpose, since ‘all that is new or renews [...] is emphasized as a
positive element. And this element acquires a wider and deeper meaning: it expresses
the people’s hopes of a happier future, of a more just social and economic order, of a new
truth’ (p.81). Bakhtin emphasizes the positive notion that the people as a whole can
never die but can only improve continually: ‘Popular-festive forms look into the future.
They present the victory of this future, of the golden age, over the past. [...] The victory
of the future is ensured by the people’s immortality. The birth of the new, of the greater

and the better, is as indispensable and as inevitable as the death of the old’ (p.256).

Bakhtin’s Carnival: Some Problems

RW has aroused much critical controversy and before I can consider its value for an
understanding of German prose fiction dealing with the Third Reich, I shall discuss some
of the limitations of Bakhtin’s theory. In my view, there are six major problems with

Baktin’s theory of Carnival. First, many critics attack Bakhtin’s positive assessment of
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Carnival as one-sided. In their early biography of Bakhtin, for instance, Clark and
Holquist refer to the ‘strong element of idealization, even utopian visionariness” in RW;
Stallybrass and White refer to ‘Bakhtin’s nostalgic and over-optimistic view of
carnival’;* and Gardiner, too, asserts that ‘[Bakhtin’s] valorisation of the folk-festive
genres is overly effusive and hyperbolic’ with the result that Bakhtin ‘does tend to gloss
over the negative aspects of carnival’.’ This idealization is problematic because, as Vice
says, ‘Carnival is tough for those on the receiving end’:® by this, she means that because
Bakhtin describes beatings and killings so enthusiastically (see, for instance, his analysis
of Pantagruel’s visit to the island of the Catchpoles on pp.196-207), he appears
unconcerned by the pain suffered by victims of violence during Carnival and in
Rabelais’s novels. Bemstein claims that in reality ‘many [carnivals], as recent studies
have shown, ended in a violence that proved devastating both to the innocent victims and
to the community as a whole’.” Then again, Stallybrass and White describe how
Carnival ‘often violently abuses and demonizes weaker, not stronger, social groups -
women, ethnic and religious minorities, those who “don’t belong” - in a process of
displaced abjection’ (p.19), and in a way that is relevant to my own argument they go on
to relate how Jews 1n particular were chased and stoned during Carnival (p.53) because
they allegedly represented the Lenten, anti-festive values of ‘cold rationality and
profiteering individualism’ which opposed the ‘communal spirit of free expenditure and

careless exuberance’ of Carnival (p.55). Moreover, Enid Welsford’s research extends the

® Katerina Clark and Michael Holquist, Mikhail Bakhtin (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press,
1984), p.310.

* Peter Stallybrass and Allon White, The Politics and Poetics of Transgression (London: Methuen, 1986),
p.18.

° Michael Gardiner, ‘Bakhtin’s Carnival: Utopia as Critique’, in: David Shepherd (ed.), Bakhtin: Carnival
and Other Subjects (Amsterdam and Atlanta, Georgia: Rodopi, 1993), pp.20-47 (pp.34-95).

® Sue Vice, Introducing Bakhtin (Manchester and New York: Manchester University Press, 1997), pp.160:
hereafter referred to as Vice (1997a).

7 Michael André Bernstein, ‘When the Carnival Turns Bitter: Preliminary Reflections Upon the Abject
Hero’, Critical Inquiry 10 (1983), pp.283-305 (p.302). Bernstein is referring to Emmanuet Le Roy
Ladurie’s Carnival in Romans: A People’s Uprising at Romans 1579-1580, translated by Mary Feeney
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1981).
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problem of violence to the individual Fool who represents Carnival. Again and again,
she returns to the question of the Fool’s violent temperament and refers to ‘the coarse
and brutal type of humour’® of the buffoon which was ‘ethically indefensible’ (p.26) and,
with reference to the German figure of Till Eulenspiegel, to ‘the sheer brutality and
physical nastiness of many of the buffoon stories’ (p.51; cf. pp.33-4 and 45). Welsford
also claims that ‘Buffoons can only flourish [...] in a society where the general level of
sensitiveness and sympathy is not very high’ (p.50) and that the buffoon’s success relies
on his ‘inhumanity’ (p.52).” So modern historians of Carnival and the Fool have often
been concerned by the brutal by-products of Carnival that are ignored by Bakhtin.

There is a further dimension to the problem of Bakhtin’s enthusiasm for violence. For
Bakhtin, the deaths of individuals in carnivalesque persecutions promote the continued
life of the people as a whole. As Mihailovic explains: ‘For it to remain deathless, the
collective body needs to partake regularly of its eucharistic meal of perishable individual
bodies’.'® Lock sees that ‘biological life may be perpetuated but there is little to rejoice
in if that life is devoid of persons [...] It is the absence of the personal in Bakhtin’s
carnivalesque affirmations that arouses scepticism, for such absence would indeed betray
all that Bakhtin had hitherto celebrated’.!" For Vice, ‘To point to the likely survival of
the people as a whole or as an abstraction is [...] a way of blinding oneself to individual
deaths’ (Vice 1997a, p.153). So not only is Bakhtin uninterested in individual pain, he
also promotes the endless regeneration of the life of the people by embracing the deaths

of individuals as a necessary aspect of this process.

8 Enid Welsford, The Fool: His Social and Literary History (1935) (London: Faber and Faber, new ed.
1968), p.20.

° Cf. Edith Kern’s reference to comic episodes as ‘violent and immoral by realistic standards’ (Edith Kern,
The Absolute Comic [New York: Columbia University Press, 1980], p.7).

%" Alexandar Mihailovic, Corporeal Words: Mikhail Bakhtin’s Theology of Discourse (Evanston, Illinois:
Northwestern University Press, 1997), p.185.

' Charles Lock, ‘Carnival and Incarnation: Bakhtin and Orthodox Theology’, in: Caryl Emerson (ed.),
Critical Essays on Mikhail Bakhtin (New York: G.K. Hall & Co., 1999), pp.285-99 (p.296). First
published in Journal of Literature and Theology, 5 (1991), pp.68-92.
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The second major problem with RW concerns what Humphrey refers to as the
‘nostalgic view of a radical but distant medieval past’.'” Bakhtin’s assertion that
Carnival has ‘degenerated so far as to have become indistinguishable’ and that ‘other
forms [of the camnivalesque] have deteriorated and vanished’ (p.218) implies that his
idealization of Carnival extends to the belief that its powers no longer exist outside the
historical confines of the Middle Ages. Such a conclusion would preclude using RW for
analysing modern literary texts. However, medieval historians like Humphrey have cast
doubt on the accuracy of Bakhtin’s historical account of Carnival (see p.164); and
similarly, the critics cited above provide evidence that the medieval Carnival was
altogether more violent than Bakhtin suggests, all of which invites us to question
Bakhtin’s supposedly historical meta-narrative of Carnival’s decline, that is, his
idealization of the past and disparagement of the carnivalesque in the present. The
solution to this problem is to acknowledge, like Hillman, that ‘Bakhtin’s Carnival [is] a
construct, one which embraces the folk festival but subsumes it to a transcending
vision’"® and to follow Stallybrass and White’s lead in seeking to ‘move beyond
Bakhtin’s troublesome folkloric approach’ (p.26).

Bakhtin’s slippery grasp of history has implications for the third and fourth major
problems of his theory. While some critics maintain that the carnivalesque transcends
history and ignore Bakhtin’s claims that Carnival can only be situated at a specific
historical juncture, others, like Dentith, oppose the use of Bakhtin’s theory outside of the
medieval framework: ‘Carnival [...] despite [Bakhtin’s] willingness to extend its range

of meaning, 1s not a transhistorical phenomenon’. This statement leads Dentith to

conclude that Carnival’s regenerative powers might fade over time; or in other words, he

12 Chris Humphrey, ‘Bakhtin and the Study of Popular Culture: Re-thinking Carnival as a Historical and
Analytical Concept’, in: Craig Brandist and Galin Tihanov (eds.), Materializing Bakhtin: The Bakhtin
Circle and Social Theory (Basingstoke: MacMillan, 2000), pp.164-72 (p.166).

¥ Roger Hillman, ‘From Carnival to Masquerade: Bakhtin, H. Mann, Bol', Jahrbuch fiir Internationale
Germanistik, 18 (1986), pp.110-24 (p.113).



implies that Camival does not retain in the present the meanings which Bakhtin imputed

to the medieval Carnival.'®

On this account, the meaning of Carnival’s tropes is more
fluid and unstable than Bakhtin allows. Several critics have gone still further and asked
whether Camnival’s tropes meant exactly what Bakhtin said they meant in the Middle
Ages. Humphrey makes the point that ‘whilst a custom may make use of inversion at the
level of its form, this does not necessarily mean that such a use is therefore socially
oppositional or that it challenged the social order in some way’ (p.169). Similarly,
Renfrew challenges the historical validity of Bakhtin’s analysis of Carnival’s tropes
before criticizing the whole concept of the carnivalesque for being too ‘malleable’:
‘Carnival simply becomes a universal means, suitable to the imperatives of all, without
exception, cultural and political tasks’."”> In other words, the carnivalesque is suspicious
for being so widely applicable. In another essay in the same volume, Vice compares RW
with Julia Kristeva’s Powers of Horror (1980) and demonstrates that although Bakhtin
influenced Kristeva’s ideas, Kristeva systematically attaches very different meanings to
elements of the grotesque. For example, whereas Bakhtin sees ‘the surprise of
regeneration’ in the maternal, pregnant body, Kristeva sees ‘horrified desire’; and
whereas Bakhtin connects food with community, transgression of the body’s confines
and defecation and birth, Kristeva’s interest in food concerns its ‘polluting properties’.'®
Vice concludes that Bakhtin ‘is not interested in why such substances [e.g. urine and
faeces] should be associated with life’ (p.163). Or in other words, the regenerative

qualities that Bakhtin attaches to certain phenomena in Carnival may be limited to a

specific time, are arguably not supportable by reference to history, and may be purely

4 Simon Dentith, Bakhtinian Thought: An Introductory Reader (London and New York: Routledge,
1995), p.71.

15" Alastair Renfrew, ‘The Carnival Without Laughter’, in: Carol Adlam, Rachel Falconer, Vitalii Makhtin
and Alastair Renfrew (eds.), Face to Face: Bakhtin in Russia and the West (Sheffield: Sheftield Academic
Press, 1997), pp.185-95 (pp-187 and 190).

' Que Vice, ‘Bakhtin and Kristeva: Grotesque Body, Abject Self’, in Carol Adlam et al. (¢ds.), pp.160-74
(pp.162 and 164); hereafter referred to as Vice (1997b).
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subjective in nature. As Dentith concludes, Camival does not have ‘one univocal social
or political meaning’ (p.75).

The fourth deficiency of the carnivalesque lies in what Emerson calls ‘the stiff binary
nature of Bakhtin’s social history’.!” By this she means the over-simplified opposition of
high and low cultures, and of the people against powerful institutions such as the Church.
Accordingly, other critics have attempted to redescribe this opposition: Sheppard, for
example, accepts Bakhtin’s dichotomy but qualifies it by showing, with considerable
historical detail, how the relationship between the two cultures was ‘extremely complex’
and how they ‘interpenetrated with one another’;'® Lock’s complex theological argument
leads him to conclude that ‘for Bakhtin, degradation requires not the negation of the
higher (as it were dialectically) but the full involvement of the higher in the lower’
(p.292); and Dentith claims that ‘{Carnival’s] forms were available to both sides’ (p.75).
To compound the problem of this oversimplified binarism, Bakhtin’s model involves a
process in which high and low cultures simply swap places, and this simple inversion
reinforces the status quo by maintaining the hierarchical principle.”” So Bakhtin creates
a problem by failing to acknowledge the complexities of the dichotomy.

The fifth major problem of Bakhtin’s theory is mentioned by almost all critics, namely
that its alleged subversive powers are neutered if one accepts that Carmival functioned as

‘something of a safety valve for the libidinous impulses that afflict the body politic’

(Mihailovic, p.183).%° Thus, the effect of such ‘licensed release’ would be to control the

'" Caryl Emerson, The First Hundred Years of Mikhail Bakhtin (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press,
1997), p.165.

'8 Richard Sheppard, ‘Upstairs-Downstairs - Some Reflections on German Literature in the Light of
Bakhtin’s Theory of Carnival’ in: Sheppard (ed.), New Ways in Germanistik (Oxford and New York: Berg,
1990), pp.278-315 (p.283; cf. pp.280-3).

'% Gardiner buries this point in an endnote: see Michael Gardiner, The Dialogics of Critique: M M. Bakhtin
and the Theory of Ideology (London: Routledge, 1992), p.231, n.27. Cf. Clark and Holquist, p.310.

20 Cf. Emerson, p.165, Dentith, p.73, and Stallybrass and White, p.13.
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people’s resentful aggression and prevent genuine resistance or subversion of powerful
state institutions; and according to Kern, who refers to ‘the absolute comic’ but means
the carnivalesque, any change that did take place would only be temporary: ‘the laughter
of the absolute comic [...] but briefly turns the world upside down instead of aiming at
any permanent improvement’ (p.114). However, according to Stallybrass and White,
Carnival ‘may often act as a catalyst and site of actual and symbolic struggle’ and they
claim that violent social clashes are known to have coincided historically with Carnival
(p.14).*' The debate on Carnival’s potential for catalyzing political change is insoluble
since Bakhtin himself is contradictory on the matter: Renfrew points out (pp.188-9) that
Bakhtin implicitly acknowledges the ‘licensed release’ of Carnival (see RW, pp.89: ‘a
temporary suspension of the entire official system’ [my italics]; cf. p.75). And yet
elsewhere, the ‘agelasts’ that oppose the people in Rabelais’s novels are definitively
killed off and Bakhtin can speak of ‘a radical change and renewal of all that exists’

(p.274; my italics).

RW and the Fool-figure

The sixth and final criticism of Bakhtin’s theory merits a section of its own. It is
sometimes said that Bakhtin says very little about the Fool-figure in RW, which ought to
be a serious omission given that I am dealing with both the carnivalesque and the Fool
and using RW as the theoretical basis of my argument. But the individual Fool-figure
appears again and again in post-1945 German prose fiction dealing with the Third Reich

- partly because the organized Carnival event 1s typically shown to have been co-opted by

! Stallybrass and White have in mind Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie’s account of Carnival in Romans (sce
note 7). Cf. Dentith, p.75 and Gardiner (1992), p.182.
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the Nazis themselves (see below) - so it is important to foreground Bakhtin’s comments
on the Fool.

To begin with, one must qualify the claim that Bakhtin says little about the Fool.
Although it is true that the Fool-figure does not dominate Bakhtin’s vision of Carnival,
there are clear statements in RW that not only connect the Fool with Camival but also
attach the central concepts of ambivalence, degradation and laughter to the Fool himself.
For instance, I have cited Bakhtin’s assertion that ‘clowns and fools’ were one part of the
culture of folk humour in general (RW, p.4), and that the ‘jester’ - a Fool-figure -
supplants the king in Carnival’s inverted hierarchy (p.81).”*> Moreover, the ‘free and
frank” speech of Carnival recalls the licence of the court-jester (p.10). But Bakhtin’s
understanding of the Fool emerges from other statements in RW. For example, he
explicitly associates Fools with the carnivalesque:

Clowns and fools [...] are characteristic of the medieval culture of humor. They
were the constant, accredited representatives of the carnival spirit in everyday life
out of carnival season. [...] [They] remained fools and clowns always and
wherever they made their appearance. As such they represented a certain form of
life, which was real and ideal at the same time. They stood on the borderline
between life and art, in a peculiar mid-zone (p.8).
Although Bakhtin reinforces this notion when he argues that ‘the clown was the herald of
another, nonfeudal, nonofficial truth’ (p.93), he does more than merely associate the
clown or Fool with Carnival by characterizing them centrally in terms of carnivalesque
ambivalence. For a start, Bakhtin argues that ‘Folly is, of course, deeply ambivalent. It

has the negative element of debasement and destruction [...] and the positive element of

renewal and truth. Folly is the opposite of wisdom - inverted wisdom, inverted truth’

22 Cf. Bakhtin’s comments on the role of the clown in the ritual crowning and uncrowning as king that
takes place during Carnival (p.197).



(p-260). Then again, when he is analysing the grotesque body’s alleged energetic
imitations of the sexual act, childbirth and death, Bakhtin writes of ‘a peculiar mimicking
of death-resurrection [...] (the usual trick of the clown simulating death and revival)
(p-354; my italics). Moreover, Bakhtin had mentioned the notion of the resurrected
clown when he analysed the beating of the Catchpoles in Rabelais’s work: ‘the image is
essentially related to the gay thrashings and abuse as well as to the red snout of the
Catchpole, to his apparent death, sudden return to life, and jumping up like a clown who
has received a beating’ (p.197; my italics).*®

So the clown and the Fool not only represent the carnival spirit at all times: they also
share the ambivalence of Camnival. Significantly, Bakhtin does not distinguish between
the meaning of the Fool and the clown, and when he discusses another Fool-figure,
Harlequin (as he does several times in RW), he does not distinguish between Harlequin
and other, related Fool-figures either. Accordingly, Harlequin shares the camivalesque
connotations of related Fool-figures: Bakhtin mentions him alongside court-jesters as
part of a larger review of earlier criticism dealing with the grotesque (see pp.35-6); and
most prominently, he analyses - by reference to the lower bodily stratum and birth - a
scene from the commedia dell’arte in which Harlequin head-butts a man who is
stuttering so that he can ‘give birth’ to speech (see pp.308-9). Although the scene
illustrates Bakhtin’s understanding of the grotesque body in general, it also demonstrates
how indiscriminately he attaches the same significance to Fools, clowns and Harlequin.

I intend to follow Bakhtin’s approach not only by treating the Fool in his various
manifestations as the embodiment of the grotesque and of the ambivalence of Carnival,
but also by not drawing strict boundaries between the different kinds of Fool-figure. On

one hand, some critics have argued that the alleged differences between different kinds of

23 Bakhtin establishes another connection between the indestructible Catchpole and the clown by c¢lamung:
‘[The Catchpole’s] red snout is the clown’s rouged mask’ (p.200).
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Fool - the clown, the jester, the trickster, the Schelm, the picaro, Harlequin etc. - are
important when analysing their possible meaning: Van der Will, for example, argues that
the ‘Schelm’ is a ‘weltlicher Heiliger’ and that such ‘worldly saints’ should be
subdivided into intellectuals, clowns and picaros;** Seifert distinguishes between the
picaresque novel and the Schelmenroman as a way of explaining Giinter Grass’s
contradictory claims that Die Blechtrommel was influenced by Grimmelshausen but not
by the Schelmenroman tradition;> and Neubert (wrongly) generalizes that a
Schelmenroman is narrated in the third-person whereas a picaresque novel has a first-
person narrator.”® But in my opinion, such arbitrary definitions of and distinctions
between such Fool-figures can result in the critic ignoring the specific role and
significance of the Fools within the often very different texts under consideration. Or in
other words, such definitions can have an inhibiting, not to say a levelling effect on the
reading of texts.

But on the other hand, many critics concede the difficulty of defining figures such as
the Schelm - not surprisingly, since Schelme etc. are all about the avoidance of definition.
For instance, as Erhart-Wandschneider has observed in her comparative study of the
Schelmenroman,’” not only is definition of the picaresque novel extremely difficult (see

pp.15-35), it can be both reductive and ‘unergiebig’ (pp.27—8).28 In my view, there are at

24 wilfried van der Will, Pikaro heute: Metamorphosen des Schelms bei Thomas Mann, Déblin, Brecht,

Grass (Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 1967), pp.9 and 11.

3 Walter Seifert, ‘Die pikareske Tradition im deutschen Roman der Gegenwart’, in: Manfred Durzak (ed.),

Die deutsche Literatur der Gegenwart: Aspekte und Tendenzen (Stuttgart: Reclam, 1971), pp.192-210
.192).

g? Brig),itte Neubert, Der Aufenseiter im deutschen Roman nach 1945 (Bonn: Bouvier, 1977), pp.119-20.

27 (Claudia Erhart-Wandschneider, Das Geldchter des Schelmen: Spielfunktion als Wirklichkeitskonzeption

der literarischen Schelmenfigur; Untersuchungen zum modernen Schelmenroman (Frankfurt/Main: Peter

Lang, 1995).

28 Gee, for example, Hans-Volker Gretschel, Die Figur des Schelms im deutschen Roman nach 1945

(Frankfurt/ Main: Peter Lang, 1993), pp.5 and 7, and Neubert, p.118. Cf. Seifert’s comment on the dangers

involved in too wide a definition of the Schelm: ‘Die Tatsache, dafi das Pikareske im Detail liegt, bringt es

mit sich, daB pikareske Szenen in allen moglichen Romanen auftreten kénnen’ (p.197).
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least two reasons for these difficulties. First, literary manifestations of the Fool have
developed organically over time because authors have often wanted to deploy such
characters in different contexts, so that it is difficult to define clearly a figure that
consistently changes its form according to circumstances. Thus, as an arbitrary example,
Billington traces the red-haired clown’s origins to the slightly different, earlier character
of the country bumpkin or ‘rustic booby’;* similarly, the parti-coloured Fool’s garb so
often mentioned by Billington (see pp.6, 9, 13, 47 and 92) probably fed into Harlequin’s
own parti-coloured clothing. Second, the various kinds of Fool-figure overlap in
meaning so that attempts to divide them rigidly are artificial and emphasize alleged
differences to the detriment of the important similarities between Fool-figures identified
by Bakhtin. Indeed, several major critics view the Fool as Bakhtin does, and so
implicitly acknowledge the kinship of the Fool’s various manifestations: for instance, the
title of Willeford’s book reflects his simultaneous treatment of the Fool, the jester and the

clown;*

and Welsford’s book about ‘the Fool’ (1935) also deals with court-jesters,
buffoons and Harlequin. Still other critics are explicit about the overlapping of concepts
like the Schelm and Carnival: Bauer, for example, asserts that ‘[Es] bestehen zahlreiche
Beziehungen zwischen dem “mundus inversus” des Schelmenromans und der verkehrten
Welt des Karnevals’;®' and Diederichs claims that Till Eulenspiegel and the confidence
trickster are ‘zwei weitere Haupttypen schelmischen Gebliits’, that the clown and the

Fool are also ‘zweil weitere literarische Verwandte des Schelms’, and that

‘Kasperfiguren’ are, in turn, ‘d[ie] nidchsten Verwandten des Clowns’.** As such

% Sandra Billington, A Social History of the Fool (Brighton: The Harvester Press, 1984), pp.43 and 92.
30 william Willeford, The Fool and his Sceptre: 4 Study in Clowns and Jesters and Their Audience
(London: Edward Amold, 1969).

31 Matthias Bauer, Der Schelmenroman (Stuttgart and Weimar: Metzler, 1994), p.16.

32 Rainer Diederichs, Strukturen des Schelmischen im modernen deutschen Roman (Cologne: Eugen

Diederichs, 1971), pp-32, 33 and 44.
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comments accord with Bakhtin’s largely undifferentiated discussion of Fool-figures,
instead of hampering my argument with preconceived definitions I shall analyse all such
Fool-figures - however different they may appear on the surface - as embodiments to a
greater or lesser extent of such wide concepts as grotesque realism and the carnivalesque,
and in each case I shall provide evidence to explain why I believe they are Fools. Thus,
in conclusion, the little that Bakhtin says about Fool-figures suggests that his analysis of
Carnival could illuminate a much wider range of Fool-figures than he himself discusses,

and possibly that for Bakhtin such connections as I have discussed were so obvious that

he took them for granted.

There are, of course, other possible criticisms of Bakhtin’s concept of the
carnivalesque, such as Emerson’s assertion that he ‘attends almost not at all to the
chemical side of carnival, that 1s, to intoxication, addiction, and drunkenness’ (p.163), or
Russo’s criticism that Bakhtin’s famous image of the ‘pregnant hags’ ‘fails to
acknowledge or incorporate the social relations of gender’.>® So although the six points
discussed above are, arguably, the most important problems thrown up by Bakhtin’s
theory, they do not constitute an exhaustive list. But given those six points, any critic
analysing the carnivalesque must bear in mind both its brighter and darker sides. This
becomes particularly important when one finds, as one does in prose fiction dealing with
the Third Reich, a great deal of violence and (anti-Semitic) persecution of minorities.
Indeed, Carnival’s insensitivity or blindness to individual death seems particularly
appropriate to post-war Germany when one recalls the Germans’ alleged ‘inability to

mourn’.”* 1 shall follow Stallybrass and White’s approach to the carnivalesque by not

33 Mary Russo, ‘Female Grotesques: Carnival and Theory’, in: Katie Conboy, Nadia Medina and Sarah
Stanbury (eds.), Writing on the Body: Female Embodiment and Feminist Theory (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1997), pp.318-36 (p.325).

3% Qee the seminal work on this phenomenon: Alexander and Margarete Mitschertich, Dic¢ Unfihigkeir zu
trauern: Grundlagen kollektiven Verhaltens (1967, Munich: Piper, 1998).
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limiting myself to the historical or folkloric festival of Carnival itself. By doing this, I do
not mean that I shall ignore instances of Camival celebrations in the texts under
discussion since there are, to my knowledge, several examples of such institutionalized
Camivals in German prose fiction dealing with the Third Reich. Rather, it means that I
shall assume both that there may be traces of the medieval Camival in recent literature
and that those traces may appear in a scattered, disparate or miniaturized form, the best
example of which is the Fool-figure. Moreover, 1 shall not force Bakhtinian
interpretations of Carnival’s tropes onto the texts in question where such simple mapping
would be inappropriate. Rather, I shall examine the texts for evidence that would
support Bakhtin’s theory in order to see how far that theory illuminates the text. Finally,
when analysing recent texts one must tackle the question of the subversion of authority
and the complex relationship between high and low cultures with even greater caution
since, as Docker explains, postmodernity makes the situation even more complex by
blurring several of the distinctions that are central to RW (which was, it must be
remembered, written in Stalinist Russia):
Dominant discourses, if they exist in a contestatory world, are themselves not
monolithic and single in character, but multifarious and contradictory. [...] In the
postmodern world [...] it is never easy to distinguish between the mainstream and
the oppositional, the conforming and the unconventional, the majority and minority
view - between centres and margins that are ever shifting and uncertain.*>
The topos of resistance is important in prose fiction on the Third Reich, and the kind of
violent subversion offered by Carnival in its Bakhtinian form seems appropriate in that
context where the lines between the Nazis and their enemies, as in Stalin’s Russia, were
quite clearly defined. But the complexities described by Docker and the fact that protest

in the democratic, post-war world can take many different, peaceful forms, such as the

3% John Docker, Postmodernism and Popular Culture: A Cultural History (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1994), p.163 (cf. Hillman, p.114).
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vote, interest movements, the media and trades union (Docker, p.274), raises questions

about the relevance to the present of carnivalesque resistance in prose fiction dealing

with the Third Reich.

The Carnivalesque, the Fool-figure and German Literary Criticism

While some have charged Bakhtin with ignoring the Fool in favour of Carnival itself, it
could be argued, conversely, that German critics have focussed on the Fool-figure at the
expense of Carnival. That German critics have done so reflects the frequent appearance
in post-1945 prose fiction of the Fool-figure removed from his festive context. Most
secondary literature focussing on the Fool deals in particular with what the critics term
the Schelmenroman;, moreover, the critics largely ignore Bakhtin’s theory altogether.
Furthermore, all these studies are primarily concerned with definition of the sub-genre of
the Schelmenroman by listing what are allegedly typical characteristics of such novels.
But I have argued that trying to differentiate strictly between the different Fool—ﬁgures; is
unhelpful; and while Jacobs, for instance, assures us that generic classification can be
‘ein wertvolles Instrument zur Ausgliederung und Ordnung’,*° he never explains what
the value of ‘ordering’ such texts is. Indeed, the great space devoted to generic definition
in the work of these critics has left little room for analysis of the content of the texts
under discussion. All too often, writers on the Schelmenroman claim that the meaning of
a text amounts to the suspiciously undifferentiated notion of ‘Gesellschaftskritik’ or
‘Sozialkritik’,”” and when, for instance, van der Will combined analysis with generic

definition in his early study Pikaro heute, his book was disappointingly brief.

3 Jiirgen Jacobs, Der deutsche Schelmenroman: Eine Einfiihrung (Munich and Ziirich: Artemis, 1983),

p.26. .
37 1 am quoting here, as an arbitrary example, from Gretschel, p.128, but many other critics rely on terms

like ‘Sozialkritik’ to compensate for a detailed analysis of the text.
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Thus, critics identify those cultural phenomena which occur in picaresque novels but
both separate them from each other and fail to analyse them. I believe that RW is the
missing component in such criticism because Bakhtin makes sense of and provides
meanings for those phenomena. I say this because some of the alleged characteristics of
Schelmenromane have clear Bakhtinian echoes. For instance, van der Will claims that
the picaro rejects notions of hierarchy (p.34); Gretschel argues that the Schelm never
compromises with the state or any ideology (p.10); and one could argue that the lowly
roots of the picaro place him among the oppressed people idealized by Bakhtin.’®
Moreover, while the picaro’s trickery means that he sometimes achieves victories over
those with greater power, he always risks losing any advantage that he gains. Or as
Seifert says: ‘die grundsitzliche Polaritdt der Pikarogestalt [beruht] auf dem Wechsel
zwischen Sieger und Opfer’ (p.196); in other words, the ’picaro’s life involves a string of
Bakhtinian crownings and uncrownings. Then again, Gretschel claims that ‘den meisten
Schelmenromanen [...] haftet etwas Unfertiges und Fragmentarisches an’ (p.35), a
feature that dovetails exactly with Bakhtin’s enthusiasm for open-ended forms and
rejection of closure. In my opinion, Bakhtin’s theory can draw all these apparently
disparate features together and analyse them in ways that have not yet been explored.

Given the relevance of Bakhtin to the above issues and the German interest in the
Schelmenroman, one might expect RW to have impacted strongly on German literary
criticism. But as Roger Hillman points out in one of the few articles that use Bakhtin’s
theories to interpret German literature: ‘Bakhtin is largely absent from the German
[literary-critical] debate’ (p.110). Indeed, Hillman finds very few secondary works on

German literature that use Bakhtin systematically and points out that most of these are by

3 On the Schelm’s lowly roots, see, for instance, Diederichs, pp.19 and 40; or Jacobs, pp.9 and 29.

19



English-speaking critics.>®> In an article published ten years later, Anthony Wall
expresses this even more strongly by speaking of ‘a glaring hole in the middle of what
Bakhtin could have become in the German-speaking world” and explains that ‘Very often
he has simply not been taken seriously or been purposely ignored’.*® Richard Sheppard’s
long essay, published four years after Hillman’s article, uses Bakhtin’s model to survey
German literature since the fifteenth century and therefore attempts to compensate for
Germanists’ indifference to Bakhtin. However, Hillman limits his very brief analysis to a
novel by Heinrich Mann and B6ll’s Die verlorene Ehre der Katharina Blum, neither of
which deal with Nazism; and Sheppard, although his essay discusses the post-war period,
is mainly concerned with the ecological implications of Bakhtin’s theory, offers only
scant comment on Grass’s Die Blechtrommel (1959) and B6ll’s two novels Ansichten
eines Clowns (1963) and Gruppenbild mit Dame (1971) (see pp. 309 and 312), and
1gnores the Third Reich altogether.

There are two reasons why Bakhtin has influenced German-speaking critics so little,
one of which may shed light on some of the problems of criticism dealing with the
Schelmenroman. First, Bakhtin’s book was not fully translated into German until 1987.*'

A translation of selected passages was published in 1969 but was of limited critical

3 One of the articles Hillman cites is Yvonne Holbeche, ‘Camnival in Cologne: A Reading of Heinrich
Bo11’s Die Verlorene Ehre der Katharina Blum’, AUMLA, 63 (1985), pp.33-42. It is probably unsurprising
that of the very few critics who employ Bakhtin systematically, two (Hillman and Holbeche) are based at
Australian universities ( ‘down under’, geographically-speaking) and are thus less strongly influenced by
the prevailing values of European criticism.

40" Anthony Wall, ‘On the Look-Out for Bachtin in German’, Le Bulletin Bakhtine - The Bakhtin
Newsletter, 5 (1996), pp.117-41 (p.117). Bakhtin 1s called ‘Bachtin’ in German. Wall does not mention
English-speaking critics like Hillman, Holbeche or Sheppard who have applied Bakhtin to German
literature; nor does he include in his bibliography Matthias Freise, Michail Bachtins Philosophische
Jdsthetik der Literatur (Frankfurt/Main: Peter Lang. 1993). Freise devotes no specific section of his book
to RW.

41 Michail Bachtin, Rabelais und seine Welt: Volkskultur als Gegenkultur (Frankfurt/Main: Suhrkamp,
1987).
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value,42 and Wall points out that to compound the problem, the older, faulty translation 1s
still in circulation (p.131). Thus Erhart-Wandschneider, writing in 1995, uses this
earlier, partial translation of Bakhtin - and then only piecemeal. And to make matters
worse, Fischer issued a reprint of the hybrid translation in 1990 (Wall, p.132)! The
second reason why Bakhtin has been largely ignored is because, as Sheppard says, ‘[RW]
reaffirms values and attitudes which [...] the canon of German literature [...] has largely
tabooed, repressed or diabolised’ (p.278).% Indeed, it may be for similar reasons that
critics of the picaresque novel have spent so much time categorizing novels, either as a
Schelmenroman or sdmething else, in order to compartmentalize the texts and distract
readers from the content which, in the case of both the Third Reich and the
carnivalesque, can be shocking, messy, subversive, violent, or out of control.

In 1986, Amsterdamer Beitriige zur Neueren Germanistik issued an edition entirely
devoted to the modern German Schelmenroman.** A glance at the contents of this issue
or, say, at the bibliography of a recent study like Erhart-Wandschneider’s, reveals that
more recent critics have been seeing works such as Jurek Becker’s Jakob der Liigner
(1969), Heinrich Boll’s Entfernung von der Truppe (1964) and Ende einer Dienstfahrt
(1966), and Bemward Vesper’s Die Reise (1977) as part of the picaresque tradition. So

critics have sensed that a wide range of post-War German fiction relates in some way to

‘2 The fragmentary translation was published as Michail Bachtin, Literatur und Karneval - Zur
Romantheorie und Lachkultur (Munich: Hanser, 1969). It also included passages from Bakhtin’s book on
Dostoyevsky but did not indicate which passages were from which book (Wall, p.132). Furthermore, the
quality of the translation was so poor that one reviewer, Hendrik Birus, commented: ‘Fiir wissenschaftliche
Zwecke ist sie nicht zu gebrauchen’ (see Birus’s review in Germanistik, 15 [1974], p.300).
43 Without reference to Sheppard, Wall expresses this slightly differently:
In many ways, notions which inhabit the very heart of Bakhtin’s thought - centrifugal forces,
carnivalesque laughter, popular rebellious culture, long flurries of speculative and utopian thought
etc. - seem to fly in the face of many of the rigorous intellectual traditions of German intellectual
life, traditions so well-known for detailed verification against empirical evidence and exhaustive
bibliographical commentaries (p-117).
# Gerd Hoffmeister (ed.), Der moderne deutsche Schelmenroman: Interpretationen (= Amsterdamer
Beitrige zur neucren Germanistik, 20 [1985:86]) (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1986).
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the literature of the carnivalesque. Moreover, it is clear from Wall’s article that RI¥ 1s
the one text by Bakhtin that has struck any kind of chord in Germany, even if its impact
has been minor and, according to Wall (passim), provoked several hysterical
denunciations. RW, then, is the missing critical component here: first, because it can
make sense of the many texts such as those mentioned above that appear to owe
something to the carnivalesque tradition; and second, because German critics’ strong
reactions to RW suggest that the repressed carnivalesque nevertheless fascinates the
Germans - a phenomenon that demands explanation. Finally, according to at least three
critics, carnivalesque fopoi generate the most suitable literary forms for dealing with the
issues raised by the Third Reich. Uwe Naumann, for example, says:
Der deutsche Faschismus als Gegenstand von kritischer Literatur und Kunst ruft
[...] die Darstellungsmethode der Satire (und Groteske) geradezu herbei [...] Wo
die Gewalttaten einer herrschenden Clique und ihrer Handlanger ins Monstrose,
Unerhérte, kaum Glaubliche wachsen, da liegt die Groteske niher denn je.*
Similarly, although Ezrahi claims that there is a dearth of appropriate metaphors or
archetypes to describe Nazism in fiction, she praises Grass’s Hundejahre (1963) by
saying that his ‘brilliant execution of the form suggests that it is through surrealistic
satire or parable, rather than realistic fiction, that the madness of the Nazi years can be
most effectively translated into art’.*® And Strickhausen, discussing Jakov Lind’s work,
refers approvingly to his ‘deal[ing] with the unspeakably gruesome events [of the
Nazizeit] through the literary form of the grotesque, which highlights underlying patterns

of human behaviour in a more poignant way than could be achieved by realistic

description. Moreover, [...] these literary forms like the grotesque or comic novel also

45 Uwe Naumann, Zwischen Tranen und Geldchter: Satirische Faschismuskritik 1933 bis 1945 (Cologne:

Pahl-Rugenstein Verlag, 1983), p.288; cf. p.17.
16 Qidra DeKoven Ezrahi, By Words Alone: The Holocaust in Literature (Chicago and London: University

of Chicago Press, 1980), p.236. n.57.
22



allow the writer a certain emotional detachment’.”’” But although these three critics
implicitly see the relevance of ‘grotesque realism’ to the prose fiction dealing with the
Third Reich, they focus only on a single text or a small selection of works, do not refer to
Bakhtin, and do not explain in detail why the grotesque or surrealistic satire might be a
useful means of reconstructing the Nazi past in literary form. Thus, in my opinion there
1s a connection between the camivalesque and the Nazi past in post-1945 German prose
fiction that has not been adequately explored to date and this critical gap justifies the use

of Bakhtin’s theory of Carnival to analyse that prose fiction.

Bakhtin’s Carnival and its Ambiguous Relationship with Historical Totalitarian Régimes

A small amount of criticism on RW has understood that the relationship between the
carnivalesque and authoritarianism is not as straightforward as it might immediately
seem. I refer in particular to that criticism which has seen the applicability of the
carnivalesque beyond the medieval world and has focused on the relevance of Bakhtin’s
theory to the Stalinist dictatorship under which he was writing. The significance of this
criticism is that its conclusions are ultimately ambiguous. Early critics like Clark and
Holquist ally Bakhtin with opponents of Stalinist ideology: ‘In treating the specific ways
in which Rabelais sought to find gaps in the walls between what was punishable and
what was unpunishable in the 1530s, Bakhtin is looking for similar loopholes at those
borders in the 1930s’ (p.298). They then continue: ‘When a work written in the Soviet

Union in the late 1930s and early 1940s makes so much of freedom and the unofficial /

47 Waltraud Strickhausen, ‘Representations of the Holocaust in Jakov Lind’s Fictional Writings’, in:
Andrea Hammel, Silke Hassler and Edward Timms (eds.), Writing after Hitler: The Work of Jakov Lind
(Cardiff: University of Wales Press. 2001), pp.57-72 (p.62).
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official distinction, it cannot fail to be in part a comment on its times’ (p.305). Finally,
they confidently describe RW as ‘Bakhtin’s most comprehensive critique to date of
Stalinist culture’ (ibid.).  Similarly, Gardiner (1992) points out that as Stalinist
propaganda glorified the neo-classical view of the body, the Bakhtinian notion of the
grotesque body clearly evolved as a counter to this (pp.180-1). And Vice (1997a)
interprets Carnival as a point-by-point inversion of the Socialist Realist aesthetic itself
(p.151; cf. Clark and Holquist, p.312). Significantly, Bakhtin himself encourages this
kind of application of his model to real historical regimes and figures by discussing Ivan
the Terrible and Peter the Great in carnivalesque terms (pp.270-1).

Convincing as these arguments are, the same critics are often compelled, on closer
inspection of RW, to concede similarities between the carnivalesque and Stalinism. Both
Stalin and Bakhtin idealized the people (see Clark and Holquist, pp.310-1; Gardiner
[1992], pp.180-1); Stalin used inversion to elevate humble workers to star status as
‘Stakhanovites’ (Clark and Holquist, p.309) and denounce political opponents (Gardiner
[1992], pp.180-1); he also used huge parades and festivals to glorify his rule (ibid.). But
most disturbingly, Mihailovic claims that Bakhtin recycles ‘Soviet ideological clichés’
(p.190) when he enthuses in RW about death as a preparation for the people’s renewal
and development and thus supports the idea that ‘the self-sacrifice of the individual is
indispensable to the continued existence of the masses’ (p.189).48 So while the
relationship between Bakhtin’s Carnival and totalitarian government is obvious, it is as
deeply ambivalent as any other aspect of Carnival. Or as Mihailovic puts it: ‘Bakhtin
posits the possibility that carnival can easily degenerate into authoritarianism’ (p.211).

The comments above relate to my own argument because, by illuminating the

ambivalent relationship between Stalinism and Carnival, they indicate how in several

8 Mihailovic even draws specific connections between Bakhtin’s discussion of marketplace language of
praise and blame with Stalinist show-trials (see pp.199-208).
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respects Carnival occupied an equally ambivalent position within the similarly
totalitarian Nazi culture.*”” T use the word ‘ambivalent’ because Nazism rejected many of
the phenomena associated with Carnival while co-opting other aspects for their own
purposes. This ambiguity might, for example, explain why critics cannot agree on
whether the Nazis tolerated carnivalesque literature in the Third Reich. Thus, Gretschel
confidently states that: ‘Nach Hitlers Machtergreifung [...] hatte der Schelm im
Deutschland des Dritten Reiches keine Heimstatt mehr. In der Zeitspanne der
Gewaltherrschaft und wihrend des Zweiten Weltkriegs erschienen keine
Schelmenromane mehr’ (pp.102-3); and the fact that the Germans banned and bumnt the
books of Jaroslav HaSek when they occupied Czechoslovakia seems to support this

assertion.””

But both Diederichs and Seifert contradict Gretschel by identifying four
picaresque novels that were published during the Nazizeit.>' So Nazism’s relationship to
Carnival cannot be simply resolved with reference to carnivalesque literature published
in the Third Reich.

The evidence of Nazism’s engagement with the Carnival rituals themselves is
somewhat clearer, even though the critics once again make contradictory claims. Thus,
on the one hand John Ardagh, without offering any evidence for his assertion, claims
that:

The entire razzle-dazzle of Karneval / Fastnacht / Fasching is a ritual today
sedulously and lovingly kept up by this anxious nation seeking its identity and
concerned to restore its broken links with past tradition [...] One advantage of it,

surely, is that in its very mindlessness and silliness it has not been tainted by
politics, nationalism or ideology. So it has survived intact the national nightmare.

* In this context, it is telling that, according to Wall, where German literary critics have discussed
Bakhtin, they have refused to take him out of his Russian time, place and context (see pp.123 and 125). In
my opinion, this betrays not only the sometimes hidebound attitude of German critics, but also a revealing
inability to draw parallels with their own totalitarian past.

50 Gee Cecil Parrott, The Bad Bohemian: A Life of Jaroslav HasSek, Creator of the Good Soldier Svejk
(London: Bodley Head, 1978), p.17.

U Kurt Kluge, Der Herr Kortiim (1933-37), Otto Rombach, Adrian der Tulpendieb (1936), Gerhard Pohl,
Der verriickte Ferdinand (1937) and Georg Schwarz, Pfeffer von Stetten (1938).
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After all, the Nazis never approved of it: first they banned it for a while, then
censored it.””

But on the other hand, Jeggle’s short but excellent study of Carnival as a festival in the
Third Reich contradicts Ardagh and, by reference to many historical sources, goes some
way towards shedding light on Nazism’s ambivalent relationship with and exploitation of
Carnival. Jeggle describes how the optimism generated by Hitler’s rise to power revived
Camnival festivities that had faded during the Depression.® Carnival was then rapidly
assimilated by Nazism between 1934 and 1939 when the KdF and the Deutsche
Arbeitsfront used it to prepare the masses for hard work® but ensured that criticism of
the state or public disturbance were swiftly excised from the festivities (pp.230-2).
Jeggle also hypothesises several ways in which Carnival resembled Nazism: its rejection
of hierarchy helped promote the Volksgemeinschaft, it promoted a sense of regional
1dentity; it involved a flight from the present into a mythologized history; and it engaged
in a ‘Reduktion auf einfache Formen’ involving a ‘Schwarz-Wei-Bild von
Normal/Fremd’ (p.234). Indeed, Jeggle speculates that part of Nazism’s popularity lay in
precisely its Carnival-like simplification of the world (ibid.). But finally, and most
importantly, its humour could be deployed against outsiders (see pp.232 and 234-6), and
there is evidence that the Nazis tapped into Carnival’s tradition of anti-Semitic
persecution. For instance, Jeggle mentions a float during the 1939 Carnival in Villingen
which his source describes as ‘eine schone Bescherung: Onkel Sam und Amerika

bekommen von Mutter Germania einen Korb vollgestopft mit Juden. Das troianische

52 John Ardagh, Germany and the Germans, 3" rev. edn. (London: Penguin, 1995), p.229.

53 Utz Jeggle, ‘Fasnacht im Dritten Reich’, in: Hermann Bausinger, Utz Jeggle, Martin Scafe and Bernd
Jirgen Wamneken (eds.), Narrenfreiheit. Beitrdge zur Fastnachtsforschung (Tibingen: Tiibinger Verein fiir
Volkskunde E.V. Schloss, 1980), pp.227-38 (p.229).

5 According to Welch, the Nazis’ need for control emerged 1n their attitude to fun, for the KdF ‘prescribed
in detail the correct methods, time, and content of leisure for the purpose of enhancing the worker’s
productivity’ (David Welch, The Third Reich: Politics and Propaganda [London and New York:
Routledge, 1995], p.57).
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Pferd: Vor dem Capitol in Washington steht ein riesiges Pferd aus dessen Bauch
unabléssig Juden entsteigen und das Capitol erobern’ (p.232). Similarly, an exhibition in
Cologne in 1997 scrutinized the city’s Nazi past and revealed how ‘in the 1937 carnival
parade, one horse-drawn float was filled with Germans made up as bearded caricatures of
Jews. A hand-painted banner proclaimed them to be “the last to leave” the city at a time

S

when Jews faced increasing persecution’.” And Klersch likewise concedes that the

Cologne Carnival of 1935 involved several floats ‘die der politischen Propaganda und
der Judenhetze dienten’.”

The deployment of humour against ‘Unerwiinschte’ and outsiders is particularly
important, for as Jeggle says, the Nazis soon learnt not to use Camnival to celebrate
important occasions in the Third Reich or to involve figures like Hitler in carnivalesque
events for fear that he might become an object of laughter himself (pp.230-1 and esp.
p.237). Or in other words, the Nazis assimilated Carnival only partially by using it to
reinforce the Germans’ sense of national identity and adopting its aggressive humour as a
weapon against their enemies. They removed the ambivalence that is meant to degrade
and renew all of Carnival’s participants and they distilled out its violence for their own
purposes. Indeed, there was even a historical incident which illustrates the latter point:
German ‘Werwolf” agents assassinated Franz Oppenhoff, the man appointed
Oberbiirgermeister of Aachen by the Americans, in a mission called, significantly,

‘Operation Carnival’.’’ As Whiting puts it: “The only kind of carnival going to be held

in the last spring of the war was that involving violent death. Whoever had picked the

55 Alan Cowell, ‘Journal: Stripping Away Layers of Wistful Anti-Nazi Myth’, New York Times (14 August
1997), n.p.

% Joseph Klersch, Die Kélnische Fasmacht von ihren Anfingen bis zur Gegenwart (Cologne: J.P.
Bachem, 1961), p.184.

57 See Charles Whiting, Werewolf: The Story of the Nazi Resistance Movement [944-1945, revised edn.
(1972; London: Pan Books, 2002), esp. pp.101-39. One of the agents, Hennemann, ‘looked like the
traditional village idiot’ (p.109; see the physical desc?iption of the brutal, gormless Hennemann on pp.109-
10). The ‘Werwolfe’ were specially-trained agents - including women and boys - who were to perpetrate
assassinations and sabotage in areas under Allied occupation.
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name had been a cynic’ (p.111). Johan Huizinga, too, conveys the sense that Nazism
tapped into the carnivalesque and in doing so emphasized Carnival’s sinister, more

violent side:

The habits [of play] I have in mind are, in themselves, as old as the world; the
difference lies in the place they now occupy in our civilization and the brutality
with which they manifest themselves. Of these habits, that of gregariousness 1s
perhaps the strongest and most alarming. It results in puerilism of the lowest order:
yells or other signs of greeting, the wearing of badges and sundry items of political
haberdashery, walking in marching order or at a special pace, and the whole
rigmarole of collective voodoo and mumbo-jumbo. Closely akin to this, if at a
slightly deeper psychological level, is the insatiable thirst for trivial recreation and
crude sensationalism, the delight in mass-meetings, mass-demonstrations, parades,
etc. The club is a very ancient institution, but it is a disaster when whole nations
turns into clubs, for these, besides promoting the precious qualities of friendship
and loyalty, are also hotbeds of sectarianism, intolerance, suspicion,
superciliousness, and quick to defend any illusion that flatters self-love or group-
consciousness. We have seen great nations losing every shred of honour, all sense
of humour, the very idea of decency and fair play.”®

Although Huizinga names no names, he is clearly thinking of the Nazis, for his seminal
work on play, which forms a component of Carnival, was published in 1938, on the eve
of World War 11.%

Nevertheless, the Nazis’ assimilation of Carnival was not total. Once the Nazis had
assimilated the Carnival festival and its aggressive humour, its original, anti-authoritarian

role fell to the Fools, the individual representatives of Camival. Such Fool-figures are

5% Johan Huizinga, Homo Ludens: A Study of the Play Element in Culture (London: Temple Smith, 1970),
232,
?9 Huizinga’s work on play is interesting since, although play is part of Carnival (cf. Bakhtin, e.g. p.84)
and shares several features with it even in Huizinga’s definition (e.g. play 1s a ‘voluntary activity’, has the
‘quality of freedom’ and is ‘a stepping out of “real” life’ [p.26]; ‘while [play] is in progress, all is
movement, change’ [p.28]; play ‘contributes to the well-being of the group’ [p.28]; play involves a
suspension of normal laws [p.31] and, often, dressing-up [p.32]), Huizinga distinguishes strictly between
play and the carnivalesque. He associates play with creating order through its rule-system (pp.29-30) and
dismisses any connection between laughter and folly and play (p.24). Huizinga’s contradiction of
Bakhtin’s view may be due to the sense that play - which Huizinga views idealistically - has been
contaminated or bastardised by Nazism, as my quotation indicates (cf. Huizinga’s critique of the purely
illusory play-element in modem politics and social life which he describes as ‘puerilism’: ‘that blend of
adolescence and barbarity which has been rampant all over the world for the last two or three decades’
[p.232] or his disgust at ‘the spectacle of a society rapidly goose-stepping into helotry’ [p.233]). Huizinga
sees play and the carnivalesque’s negative, brutal sides manifest themselves in the Nazis and thus seeks to
split play off from Carnival as a kind of ideal, pasteurised entity with none of the malignancy that is
arguably inherent in the carnivalesque and certainly was in the Nazis’ use of it.
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associated with the grotesque, carnivalesque body with its emphasis on growths,
swellings and openings such as noses, bellies, genitals and anuses (Bakhtin, pp.27 and
315-7), and this stands in diametric opposition to the smooth, clean, trim body of
fascism. Moreover, Nazi ideology advocated the systematic annihilation of those
retarded or mentally ill people who might have been protected as village idiots or ‘holy
Fools’ in the Middle Ages.® So individual Fools would seem to be the natural
opponents of Nazism. Accordingly, Klersch claims that after the Nazis had assimilated
the Cologne Camival, excised all criticism of the régime, and turned it into a highly
commercialized event in 1935 (p.176), ‘Die Narren revoltierten und, was niemand sonst
gelang, sie revoltierten mit Erfolg’ (p.177). They did this by forming a breakaway,
independent committee and allegedly made almost no concessions to demands to align
the event with Nazi aims (pp.178-85).%" Still other historical Fools stood up to Nazism:
for instance, one of the post-war period’s most famous clowns, Marcel Marceau, worked
for the French Resistance. As Webster explains:
He adopted an aryan [sic] name to disguise his Jewish origins as the son of a
Strasbourg kosher butcher. While working as an escort for children being taken to
Switzerland, he set up his own travelling theatrical troupe to complete his cover.
The stagecraft he learned at the time earned him the accolade as the most popular

French stage personality in the United States in an opinion poll taken forty years
later.®?

%0 According to Ziolkowski:

the concept [of insanity] had entirely different associations for Renaissance man: madness was

viewed as a spiritual affliction to be revered, not as a mental aberration to be understood and healed.

It was only when the notion of madness was secularized, some two hundred years later, that the

word entered into common usage as the designation for a state of mental illness (Theodor

Ziolkowski, Dimensions of the Modern Novel: German Texts and European Contexts [Princeton,

NJ: Princeton University Press, 1969], p.344).
Cf. also Chapters 1 and 2 of Michel Foucault, Madness and Civilization: A History of Insanity in the Age
of Reason, translated by Richard Howard (London: Tavistock Publications, 1967), pp.3-64. For a good,
brief account of the Nazi euthanasia programme, see Robert N. Proctor, Racial Hygiene: Medicine under
the Nazis (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1988), pp.177-94.
%! The participants in the Cologne Carnival are supposed to have shown solidarity with the rebellious Fools
on the committee when they saw the anti-Semitic floats of the 1935 Carnival: ‘Viel Freude hatte [die
Partei] aber nicht [an der Propaganda]; denn - zur Ehre der Kdlner sei es gesagt - die Zuschauer libergingen
diese Wagen mit eisigem Schweigen’ (Klersch, p.184).
%2 paul Webster, Pétain's Crime.: The Full Story of French Collaboration in the Holocaust, updated edn.
(1990; London: Pan Books, 2001), pp.200-1.

29



Marceau was not the only historical Fool-figure to obstruct the Nazis: according to
recently released documents, the Nazis intended to invade Northern Ireland, but the sheer
stupidity of a village idiot ruined their plans by exposing the activities of a German secret
agent.”> So while the Nazis’ assimilation of the Carnival event was largely successful,
Carnival’s individual participants and representatives, the Fools, were left to frustrate the
Nazis’ designs, even if they could not actively resist them.

In conclusion, I believe that the carnivalesque is a useful tool for making sense of
literary depictions of the Third Reich, its oppressors and its opponents or victims,
because of the ambivalent way in which it can be mobilized by oppressors and oppressed
alike. This approach dovetails with those critics of Bakhtin who have seen how RW
appears to allude to forces that both support and oppose Nazism’s totalitarian cousin,
Stalinism. In the next chapter, I shall use RW to give an overview of post-war prose
fiction in order to examine whether fictional representations of Fools and Carnival during
the Third Reich correspond to historical reality, explain why authors use Carnival to
structure their texts and deploy Fools as characters, and draw conclusions about the

significance of my findings for German attempts to confront the past.

% Anon., ¢ “Fool” Foiled IRA Invasion’, Metro (14 November 2003), p.11. The article in full reads:

A village idiot wrecked the IRA’s Nazi-backed plot to invade Northern Ireland, it emerged
yesterday. He did not understand a confused German agent who was sent in 1940 to co-ordinate a
planned landing of 50,000 troops. The agent, Hermann Goertz, did not even know if he had
parachuted into Ulster or the republic. The first person he stumbled across was a fool, who, despite
being bribed with a 100 dollar bill, was no help at all. Goertz’s idiot was arrested in Dublin, along
with the agent’s radio and notes about landings in Sligo, Larne, Coleraine and Derry. Goertz was
not captured for a further 18 months.

30



Chapter 2:
An Overview of the Role played by the Fool and the
Carnivalesque
in post-1945 German Prose Fiction on the Third Reich

In this chapter I shall show how authors deploy the carnivalesque again and again in post-
1945 prose fiction in association with and in opposition to the Nazis, in accordance with
Carnival’s own inherent ambivalence and its ambivalent relationship with Nazism (see
Chapter 1 above).

Bakhtin claims that the power of the carnivalesque declined from the end of the
Middle Ages onwards, and critics who have analysed the Fool and Carnival in German
prose fiction assert that this decline continued in the period after World War II. For
instance, Sheppard describes how, prior to World War II, German literature shows
Carnival’s positive forces weakening considerably after the high modernist period,’ and
concludes that: ‘After 1945, the picture becomes darker still inasmuch as post-war
German writers have; on the whole, been concerned to show even more unequivocally
how little room there is for either the genuine Fool or the oppositional license of
Carnival’. He attributes this trend to the ‘highly structured world of consumer
capitalism’ (p.309). Moreover, although Pinfold concedes that ‘twentieth-century
literature has more than its fair share of “outsider” figures, many of them with
recognizable literary ancestors amongst the Wise Fools and hermits of the past’,” her
conclusions are as pessimistic as Sheppard’s. She argues, for example, that these

outsiders ‘tend to suffer a hard fate; they are either forced to conform to or else destroyed

' Richard Sheppard, ‘Upstairs-Downstairs’, pp.307-9.
2 Debbie Pinfold, The Child's View of the Third Reich in German Literature: The Eye Among the Blind
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), pp.2-3.
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by the societies of which they form a reluctant part’, a tendency which is a “‘consequence
of our modern, pessimistic belief in the power of the mass over the individual’ (p.3).
Although the texts which I shall discuss in Chapter 2 largely accord with Sheppard’s and
Pinfold’s pessimistic conclusions, I shall argue in the later chapters of this thesis that
there are some significant exceptions in which some of the carnivalesque’s subversive

power can work successfully for change.

Introduction: Two Major Contextual Factors

There are two major factors that must be examined before I consider how the
carnivalesque is deployed in post-1945 prose fiction. First, Jeggle shows that the
historical Nazis assimilated Carnival for their own purposes: accordingly, I shall show
that the prose fiction of the post-1945 period largely dovetails with Jeggle’s research and
that - with a few exceptions - the dominant forces, of which Nazism is the most extreme,
assimilate the larger, organized Carnival event in order to reinforce their power over
rather than liberate the oppressed. This trend explains the extent to which the
carnivalesque’s positive potential in prose fiction of this era usually centres around
individual Fool-figures rather than the event itself. Second, I shall briefly analyse Giinter
Grass’s Die Blechtrommel (1959),> which is of pivotal importance to post-war German

literature in general and the fopos of the Fool in the Third Reich in particular.

3 Giinter Grass, Die Blechtrommel, in: Grass, Werkausgabe in zehn Binden, edited by Volker Neuhaus
(Darmstadt and Neuwied: Luchterhand, 1987), vol. II.

32



Nazi Assimilation of Carnival

To begin with, the two naive narrators of Irmgard Keun’s Nach Mitternacht (1937) and
Heinz Kiipper’s Simplicius 45 (1963) make sense of large-scale Nazi activities by means
of the topos of Carnival. Sanna, the naive narrator of Keun’s subtly humorous novel
(which satirizes Nazi society and explores the trauma of exile), is present at a Nazi
parade in Frankfurt at which Hitler himself appears: ‘Und langsam fuhr ein Auto vorbel,
darin stand der Fithrer wie der Prinz Kameval im Kamevalszug. Aber er war nicht so
lustig und frohlich Wi¢ der Prinz Karneval und warf auch keine Bonbons und Straufchen,
sondern hob nur eine leere Hand’.* In Kiipper’s novel the equally naive, unnamed child-
narrator describes a lorry full of badly beaten Jews on Reichskristallnacht: ‘das sah
beinahe aus wie ein Wagen aus dem Kamevalszug. Dazu pafite aber nicht, daf} sie nicht
lachten, und dazu pafite auch nicht der Deutsche Gruf’. And when a member of the SA
dances joyfully with the narrator, the narrator’s reaction is to ask himself: ‘Also doch
Karneval?’.” In the eyes of these childish narrators, Nazism has occupied the place in
German culture that Carnival once did; moreover, from the narrators’ perspectives, the
Nazis’ carnivalesque behaviour is associated either with dominating the population or

with targeting their Jewish victims.

* Irmgard Keun, Nach Mitternacht (Amsterdam: Querido Verlag, 1937), p.43.

> Heinz Kiipper, Simplicius 45 (Cologne: Friedrich Middelhauve, 1963), p.10. The mystery town in
Simplicius 45 that the narrator never names is readily identifiable as Bendorf/Rhein, just north of Koblenz.
Both towns have a Sankt-Medardus-Kirche (an unusual name for a German church since St. Medard is a
French saint) and a KonigsbergerstraBe (see p.213), and both share a geographical proximity to Cologne,
the Rhein and the Eifel. The striking number of Russian POW’s that populate Kiipper’s text and the
frequent mention of the Russians’ ‘Baracke’ tie in with Bendorf’s nickname during the War: *das
Russenlager’ (see the Bendorf/Rhein historical website: http://home.t-online.de/home/kutsche-bendorf/bdf-
0036.htm). Coincidentally, Bendorf is also the war-time setting for Heinrich Bo11’s short-story ‘Wanderer,
kommst du nach Spa...’ (1950) in Boll, Werke: Romane und Erzihlungen, edited by Bernd Balzer, 4 vols.
(Cologne: Kiepenheuer & Witsch, 1987), 1, pp-487-97 (see pp.491 and 492).
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Then again, Grass’s almost unknown short story ‘Einer unserer Mitbiirger: Prinz
Karneval’ (1966)° suggests that even in the post-war period former Nazis were playing a
leading role in Carnival. The story describes how a local radio-salesman, Boitz, is
elected Prinz Karneval in the narrator’s home-town. But the SPD mayor, Werth, refuses
to receive Boitz at the end of the festivities, and the narrator comments:

Was iiberhaupt, haben wir uns damals gefragt, hat Politik mit dem Karneval zu
tun? Zwar war der mittleren und &lteren Generation in unserem Stidtchen bekannt,
dafl Herr Boitz sich wihrend der ungliickseligen Zeit allgemeiner Verwirrung hatte
liberreden lassen, den hiesigen SA-Sturm zu fiihren (pp.326-7).
But Boitz had been entnazifiziert, and his predecessor, Raffrath, a former
Ortsgruppenleiter, had never encountered difficulties with Werth. It then emerges that
Werth snubbed Boitz because Boitz had embezzled money from the SA to fund an
excursion to the 1936 Olympics and that the entire town except for Raffrath (who, being
a Nazi, must have known) was prepared to deny that Boitz had murdered a communist in
1934. Or in other words, this story depicts two Nazis enjoying important roles in a post-
war Carnival that might have been a timely opportunity for a confrontation between the
political left and former Nazis and to expose a serious crime by a prosperous local
businessman’ but is reduced to the occasion for a petty row over the more minor crime of
embezzlement - a row, moreover, in which the problematic political issues are not even
mentioned. Thus, not only does Carnival fail to bring down the former Nazi who plays a

major role in the event, the participants collectively cover up a murder inspired by Nazi

ideology. So twenty years on, Carnival is still tacitly serving Nazi purposes.

® Giinter Grass, ‘Einer unserer Mitbiirger: Prinz Karneval', in: Grass, Werkausgabe, 1, pp.325-8. The story
was first published along with several other stories under the pseudonym *Artur Knoff™ in dkzente, 13
(1966), H.5, pp.435-44.

7 According to Ardagh, local businessmen compete vigorously to be elected the leading personalities in
Carnival since it is considered to be good for business (see Ardagh, Germany and the Germans, p.227).
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But the two most straightforward examples of what I am talking about are Gerhard
Ludwig’s Tausendjahrfeier (1964)® and Gerhard Fritsch’s Fasching (1967).°
Tausendjahrfeier exemplifies the problems of organized Carnivals both during the
Nazizeit and in the present, when it serves to reinforce lingering Nazi attitudes. First, the
novel charts the sinister way in which Nazism assimilates Carnival. Shortly after the
Nazis’ seizure of power in 1933, the local gypsies entertain the people of Niflheim'® with
a circus-style show which involves sticking needles into their bodies, sword-swallowing
and, most significantly, ‘eating’ the watch of the policeman who tries to disrupt the
performance (p.116). Similarly, the narrator describes an earlier New Year’s Eve party at
the church hall in 1932 which comprises comic plays, games, conversation and plenty to
eat (pp.98-101) but from which the SA, who march on the same night and sing
propagandistic songs, are firmly excluded (pp.101-2). The official and the Carnival
cultures then enter into an uneasy symbiosis on the ‘Tag der Erwachenden Nation’ later
in 1933 when the gypsy band is asked to lead an SA parade because the SA has failed to
find a band of their own (p.125). But by 1939 the gypsies have disappeared (see pp.130
and 181) and the latest ‘Umzug’ is said to differ from the last in ‘a) Auswahl und
Qualitdt der Uniformen, b) modischem Pfiff” (pp.179-80) - it has become a militarized
affair which involves only Nazis who wear smart uniforms (not carmivalesque attire) and
carry a (military) Schellenbaum. The narrator then spells out the total assimilation of
Carnival in Niflheim: ‘die Folklore vermisse ich ganz entschieden [...] Die Weillen,
Griinen und Blauen sind hier, sind dort im Zug mitunter geschliipft, bei der NS-
Volkswohlfahrt zum Beispiel, vielleicht bei der Arbeitsfront, beim Luftschutz’ (p.181).

But Tausendjahrfeier also shows how Carnival in the post-war period 1s still weak as an

8 Gerhard Ludwig, Tausendjahrfeier (Reinbek ber Hamburg: Rowohlt, 1968).

® Gerhard Fritsch, Fasching (Reinbek bei Hamburg: Rowohlt, 1967).

' Ludwig clearly intends us to take a critical view of his fictional town and its inhabitants because it shares
its name with the Niflheim of Norse mythology which was the lowest region of the Underworld. a land of
endless cold, darkness and must.
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organized, collective event. Martin Volkwein, the hero and narrator whose surname
connotes the popular and the Dionysiac, is charged with organizing a parade several
years after the war’s end to celebrate the thousandth anniversary of Niflheim’s
foundation which is to involve a celebration of different stages of the town’s history. But
as a barber, Martin is expected to prettify that history (‘das muf3 poliert, muf frisiert
werden’ [p.9]), for apart from the millennial anniversary’s uncomfortable associations
with a more recent ‘tausendjdhriges Reich’, the authorities insist on omitting all history
between 1914 and the post-war partition of Germany (pp.10 and 300). Indeed, when
Martin protests, the Mayor (literally) rubbishes recent history by describing it as: ‘Ein
Fékaliengrube wahrscheinlich. Jawohl, Fikalien des Weltgeistes. Verdaut und hiniiber.
Aus’ (p.309). Although Martin tries to resist by driving his float into the parade in order
to stop the flow of this bowdlerized history, the parade soon re-orders itself around him
(p.311) before doubling back on itself when, as Martin tells us in the final line, it ‘stiirzte
[...] tber mich herein’ (p.312). So in Tausendjahrfeier the ruling powers have
assimilated Carnival to such an extent that a genuine oppositional figure like Volkwein
ends up trying in vain to subvert Carnival itself.

Then again, the implications of Fritsch’s Fasching are even more sinister. The novel
recounts Fritz Golub’s return to his home-town in Austria after a period of twelve years.
During World War II, Fritz had deserted from the Wehrmacht but survived in the town
by disguising himself as a girl called ‘Charlotte Weber’. Having performed this
carnivalesque travesty, Fritz attracts the amorous attentions of the local military
commander, Hauptmann Lubits, who had shot other deserters and convinced the
population to defend the town to the death against the Russians. Fritz manipulates Lubits
into a sexually compromising position, forces him at gun-point to surrender to the
Russians, shoots a SS soldier who tries to blow up the bridge, and rescues the town from

destruction. However, in the post-War period, the town pretends to subscribe to
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democratic ideals while simultaneously nurturing barely concealed, unreconstructed
Nazi-style attitudes. As Lubits says in a speech in which he remembers his fallen (Nazi)
comrades: ‘Demokratie [...] ist richtig, wenn sie den unverriickbaren Werten die Treue
hilt’ (p.99). Or in other words, the townspeople - still led by the same influential Nazis -
subscribe even after the collapse of Nazism to the authoritarian ‘unverriickenbaren
Werten’ of the Third Reich, according to which Fritz is a traitor.

This situation has two consequences. First, as in Tausendjahrfeier, the townspeople
iIn Fasching attempt to re-write their ugly history.  Second, in contrast to
Tausendjahrfeier, in which the fact that the Carnival procession could not be obstructed
implied that the whitewashing of the past was inevitable, the townspeople in Fasching
use Camival deliberately to destroy the transgressive protagonist of the novel. Thus, in
one bizarre episode, Fritz is tortured in the Heimatmuseum until he agrees to sign a
document which states that the townspeople protected him when he deserted, and that he
played no role in the surrender to the Russians that prevented the town’s destruction. Or
in other words, so that the townspeople can pretend to have upheld anti-Nazi, democratic
principles even during the War, Fritz is forced to deny that his part in the surrender
endangered his life and deserved recognition. Then, because Fritz’s post-War return
coincides with Fasching, he participates in the festivities in his professional role as a
photographer. Despite wearing no costume, Felix laughs along with the townspeople
when he wins the prize for ‘schonst[ ] Maske’ (p.227), is addressed as ‘Charlotte Weber’,
and has to dress as a woman to be ‘married’ to the priapic Herr Fasching (pp.229-30).
But when the participants accuse him of falling in love with a Polish Fremdarbeiterin
during the War and capitulating to the Russians, they exploit Carnival’s licence to attack
him physically: Fritz escapes but is driven mad. So having forced Fritz to vouch for their
own democratic credentials, the unreconstructed Nazis use Carnival to destroy him

because he is an uncomfortable reminder of their own guilt and hypocrisy. Or, as
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Zeyringer says: ‘der Fasching, der einer Kommission untersteht, die im Heimatmuseum
tagt, bietet keine kurze Moglichkeit der Unordnung, sondern ist die GewiBheit der

' Both Ludwig’s and Fritsch’s novels, then, involve a community

dauernden Ordnung’.’
which is compromised by Nazism to a greater or lesser extent and which exploits
Carnival to create a new historical tradition that ignores the criminal events of the past
and, in Fasching’s case, destroys someone who reminds them of that past.

Finally, while Gentile German-speaking intellectuals nurtured justifiable doubts about
the redemptive potential of the organized Carnival event, there are at least two examples
which suggest that Nazism’s victims - such as the Jews who were often the target of the
Nazis’ propagandized Carnival - found the organized Carnival event so dysfunctional
that it reminded them of the Holocaust itself. For instance, Binjamin Wilkomirski’s
Bruchstiicke (1995) catalogues a string of violent acts perpetrated by barbaric Nazis in a
concentration camp. Having been released from captivity after the War, the Jewish
child-narrator visits a Volksfest and breaks down when he sees the shooting-gallery where
one of the targets depicts a woman.'? In other words, what ought to be an opportunity for
the child to participate in the kind of fun denied to him for so long actually reminds him
of the execution of innocent women during the Holocaust. Similarly, Hans Hellmut Kirst
described in his autobiography how one of his post-War colleagues, the Jewish journalist
Fritz Benscher, reacted in a violent and very physical way to a ‘Faschingsveranstaltung’
held in the Haus der deutschen Kunst in Munich:

Dabei schob sich jedoch, wie darauf getrimmt, eine Art anflihrungsentschlossene
Machergestalt in den Vordergrund - ein Wesen, das sich wohl gleichfalls fuir

"' Klaus Zeyringer, Osterreichische Literatur seit 1945. Uberblicke, Einschnitte, Wegmarken (Innsbruck:
Haymon-Verlag, 2001), p.141. Zeyringer’s excellent, concise reading of Fasching as a whole is on
pp.135-41.

"2 Binjamin Wilkomirski, Fragments: Memories of a Childhood, 1939-1948, translated by Carol Brown
Janeway (London: Picador, 1996), p.136. I have cited the English translation because the publishers
withdrew the original German version after it emerged that Wilkomirski was neither Jewish nor a
Holocaust-survivor as he had originally claimed. Consequently, the German edition (Bruchstiicke: aus
einer Kindheit 1939-1948 [Frankfurt/Main: Judischer Verlag, 1995)) is very difficult to obtain.
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journalistisch eingefdrbt, getént hielt; welches allerdings, vollig ungetriibt,
ausgestattet war mit unentwegt vorhandenen Offiziersalliiren. Und dieser Mensch,
wohl nichts wie ein unentwegter Kerl, rief aus: ‘“Mir nach - ich gehe voran! Folgt

mir!”

Worauf Fritz Benscher erbleichte. Denn das waren wohl Tone, mitten in einem
Faschingsfest, die ihn an seine KZ-Zeit erinnern muf3ten. Worauf er sich dann in
irgendeine Ecke hinein fliichtete, um sich dort zu iibergeben - er kotzte vor sich
hin, umrauscht von heraufflatternder Tanzmusik.'>

So according to at least one fictional and one non-fictional account of the experiences of
Nazism’s victims, even a harmless Camival with no connection to Nazism can,
nevertheless, recall the worst excesses of Nazi persecution.'*

But that said, traces of the carnivalesque’s ability to remind man of what has been
repressed can emerge in these organized events - albeit only on the few occasions when
Carnival has escaped Nazi control and only ever by sheer chance. For example, when the
circus arrives in town during the war in Helga Schiitz’s Vorgeschichten oder Schone
Gegend Probstein (1970), one character explicitly claims that Nazism has not assimilated
the circus: ‘Gut, daB so was noch ist und nicht immer blofl “die Fahne hoch, a
comment which prompts a prominent Nazi to leave the performance.”” Schiitz’s novel
involves a boy called Christoph, who plans to develop a circus-trick in which he will
prove that eggs can support enormous weights but is later killed on the Eastern Front
(pp.48 and 118). And the circus, too, involves a clown with red lips and pink clothes
called ‘Christophorus aus Griechenland mit seiner schwarzen Kunst® (p.138) who

conjures up several eggs on which he balances. As the war draws to a close, the

narrator’s words suggest that Christophorus is a timely reminder of the dead Christoph

3 Hans Hellmut Kirst, Das Schaf im Wolfspelz: Ein deutsches Leben. Biographische Versuchungen 1945
bis 1957 (Herford: Busse + Seewald, 1985), p.226.

' Even in recent prose fiction, certain characters see the similarity between Carnival and Nazi festivals. In
W.G. Sebald’s Die Ausgewanderten (1992), the painter Max Aurach says of his childhood: ‘*kaum etwas
anderes [ist mir aus der Miinchner Zeit nach 1933] erinnerlich [ .. -] als die Prozessionen, Umziige und
Paraden, zu denen es immer einen Anlaf gegeben hat. Entweder es war Maifeiertag oder Fronleichnam,
Fasching oder der zehnte Jahrestag des Putschs’ (W.G. Sebald, Die Ausgewanderten [Frankfurt/Main:
Fischer, 1994], p.272).

'S Helga Schiitz, Vorgeschichten oder Schéne Gegend Probstein (Berlin and Weimar: Aufbau, 1987), see

pp-132-3.
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and an implicit appeal to the people of Probstein to remember the dead: ‘Nicht vergessen.
Nicht vergessen’ (pp.139-40). Then again, in Ruth Rehmann’s Der Mann auf der Kanzel
(1979), it 1s at a Kirmes during the Nazizeit that a drunken Hitlerjunge makes the
scandalous revelation that an SS man shot during an attack on some trade-unionists -
who were subsequently framed for murder - was actually killed accidentally by his
comrades. The narrator’s father, the local clergyman, had cravenly conspired in the
cover-up and is thus shown to have colluded with the Nazis.'® So here, Carnival’s
alcoholic excess leads to revelations about Nazi injustice. Moreover, in Wolfgang
Staudte’s film Kirmes (1960), one of the few films made at that time which seriously
confronts the Nazi past, it is a post-war Carnival that exposes the guilt of the characters.
The film involves a man setting up his carousel for the town fair in 1960 who discovers
the skeleton of Robert Mertens, a deserter who had been forced to commit suicide in the
final days of the war because the townspeople refused to shelter him from Nazi
retribution. Although the guilty townspeople do not have the same control over Carnival
as the ex-Nazis do in Grass’s story, they avoid the opportunity to confront the past in the
same way and guiltily refuse to discuss the events of 1945.

So despite Nazism’s largely successful attempts to assimilate it, the Carnival event, it
is suggested, can still offer minor, chance opportunities to confront the past and expose
ex-Nazis in dominant positions: but there is no evidence that the characters involved
always make positive use of those opportunities. All the texts discussed above reveal
their authors’ mistrust of organized Carnival events which are supposed to be
oppositional but turn out to serve Nazi interests. Moreover, those examples in which
Carnival has led to accidental revelations about the Nazi past reveal their authors’ lack of

confidence about successfully confronting the past in two respects: first, the examples

16 Ruth Rehmann, Der Mann auf der Kanzel: Fragen an einen Vater (Munich: dtv, 1983), sce pp.133-4.
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imply that the authors felt that German society as a whole was unwilling to confront the
past collectively; and second, although the instances cited reveal the authors’ instinct that
Carnival ought to be able to subvert authority and reveal the truth, the randomness of the
revelations generated by Carnival suggest that the authors felt that a rational, conscious

attempt to work through the past was still impossible.

The Importance of Die Blechtrommel

The second major element which shapes my argument is the importance of Grass’s Die
Blechtrommel (BT). Grass’s novel is so complex that I cannot hope to do it justice here;
nor can I take into account the vast amount of secondary literature surrounding it.
Instead, I shall describe some of the reasons why the novel is, in in my opinion, central to
an understanding of the fictional Fool’s relationship with the Third Reich.

First, part of BT’s importance consists in the way it initiated two post-war literary
traditions. Grass’s detailed, worm’s-eye view of petit-bourgeois life in Danzig before
and during the Nazizeit began a trend that continues to this day of depicting the Alltag of
the Third Reich, a focus which can involve the attempt to understand why Nazism was
able to find such wide support in a particular social class. BT is also central to my
argument because it started a tradition of writing novels whose protagonists are Fools."’

Second, by using the ambivalent figure of Oskar,'® Grass points to some of the ways

in which the camivalesque has been deployed in prose fiction both before and after BTs

'7 Two writers on the Schelmenroman have pointed this out: van der Will notes the influence of BT on the
post-war picaresque novels that he analyzes (van der Will, Pikaro heute, p.63) and Seifert states more
explicitly, without reference to van der Will, that Grass ‘[schafft] dadurch den Neubeginn einer
Traditionskette’ (Walter, ‘Die pikareske Tradition im deutschen Roman der Gegenwart’, p.200).

'® It is symptomatic of Oskar’s ambivalence that critics contradict each other when interpreting his
character: to take a random example, Bance describes ‘Oskar’s weapons’, such as his voice, negatively, as
‘a reflection of the strident, destructive character of his age’ (A.F. Bance, ‘The Enigma of Oskar in Grass's
Blechtrommel’, Seminar, 3 [1967], pp.147-56 [p.148]), whereas Boa interprets his voice positively as “the
destructive power of intellectual critique’ (Elizabeth Boa, ‘Giinter Grass and the German Gremlin',
German Life and Letters, 23 [1969/70], pp.144-51 [p.148]).
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publication. On one hand, Grass’s depiction of Oskar can be understood as a
condemnation of everything Oskar represents, with Grass using him as a way of rejecting
what Nazism represented. BT’s Fool-narrator is, for instance, insensitive (see his
apparent indifference to the sight of the dead Jew Markus [pp.242-3]), brutal (see his
attempted rape of Schwester Dorothea while posing as ‘Satan’ [pp.635-8]), a blasphemer
in his continual role-playing as Jesus, evil by his own admission,'” irresponsible in his
attempts to escape from society as a child and by remaining in the mental hospital, and

guilty of participating in an atrocity.?

Most importantly, Oskar refuses to confront that
guilt and uses various tactics to that end: for instance, he admits to lying and
contradicting himself throughout the novel; he also swamps the reader with detail with
which he tries to distract attention from the most important events of the novel;* and he
blames his and Germany’s problems on mythical figures such as the ‘Schwarze Kéchin’
or Niobe* while feeling a spurious sense of guilt for the deaths of Jan, Agnes, Alfred
Matzerath and Schwester Dorothea as a way of concealing his genuine sense of guilt over

the death of the nuns.

On the other hand, because Oskar is such an ambivalent character, it is possible to

' In the chapter in which Oskar tempts passers-by to steal jewellery (‘Das Schaufenster’), he admits:
‘Wenn Sie mich fragen: War es das Bose, das Oskar befahl, die ohnehin starke Versuchung einer
gutgeputzten Schaufensterscheibe durch einen handgrofien Einlal} zu steigern, muf} ich antworten: Es war
das Bose’ (p.153). Even here, of course, Oskar does not abandon the ironic tone that partially undermines
these words.

 The atrocity in question is the scene in which Lankes shoots the nuns on the beach in full view of
Bebra’s troupe (see pp.409-22). Significantly, the prose narration turns into theatrical dialogue in this
scene so that Oskar can absent himself as narrator altogether.

2! The most obvious example of what I mean is the oft-quoted section in which Oskar compares
‘Wehrmachtsberichte’ on the radio to ‘eine Art Geographieunterricht’, reacts to the defeat at Stalingrad by
saying ‘[ich] sorgte mich weniger um die sechste Armee, vielmehr um Maria, die zu jener Zeit eine leichte
Grippe hatte’, and describes how ‘mit dem Afrikakorps [fand] auch Kurtchens Keuchhusten sein Ende’
(p.390). Oskar, then, is apparently more interested in telling us about minor family illnesses than exploring
in detail Germany’s military catastrophes.

22 At the end of the war, long after he has worked for the Nazi propaganda troupe and given up hope of
opposing Nazism, Oskar experiences a feverish, carnivalesque dream in which he rides on a ‘Karussell’
with some children who have drowned after their boat was sunk during the war: they spin round but despite
their pleas, ‘der himmlische Vater’ refuses to let them get off. Oskar betrays a belief both in history’s
circularity (which itself implies individual impotence to break the pattern) and in the notion that historical
forces are controlled by an irresistible but malevolent God: but significantly the dream also figures the
carnivalesque as the province of authority and historical catastrophe (see pp.507-8).
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interpret him in a more positive light. Indeed, some of the same negative qualities
described above can be interpreted in a positive way: for instance, Oskar may be
irresponsible and infantile, but Pinfold argues that there are positive qualities of the child,
specifically the child’s viewpoint, which remain positive even in BT: ‘if the child’s
vision/self can be retained into adulthood, then the adult’s integrity too can be preserved
from influences like those of Nazism’ (p.150). Then again, although Oskar’s grotesque
looks are in keeping with his ugly, Nazi-style characteristics and can thus be read as
Grass’s way of distancing himself from those characteristics, he risks becoming a victim
of the Nazi euthanasia programme because his shape clashes with the fascist ideals of the
body (Pinfold, p.148). Indeed, Boa interprets Oskar’s ugliness positively as a reflection
of ‘the judgement of German society on the intellectual who, to the ordinary citizen, 1s
indeed a grotesque figure who provokes both scorn and fear’ (p.146). Similarly, although
Oskar’s glass-shattering abilities evoke the implications of broken glass suggested by the
word Kristallnacht, he uses those same abilities to expose bourgeois morality when he
tempts passers-by to steal jewellery in the ‘Schaufenster’ chapter. The plundering of
shop-windows itself points forward to the plundering that would be perpetrated by the
German people on Kristallnacht.

A second positive aspect of Oskar is his role as an Eulenspiegel figure, a Fool who
holds up a mirror to those who deem themselves wise (‘Eulen’) in order to expose their
follies.?® Indeed, Oskar tells himself: ‘du hast den Leuten vor den Schaufensterscheiben
auch geholfen, sich selbst zu erkennen’ (p.153). On this reading, Oskar’s characteristics
reflect the qualities of those around him and Kremer captures a sense of this when he

refers to ‘Die Doppelfunktion Oskars, der ja nicht nur Trager der Kritik ist, sondern wie

23 Cf. Bance's description of Oskar as "a reflection of the Umbruch der Zeit, the disruption of socicty. the
breakdown of moral and intellectual vatues’ (p.147).
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so viele Hauptfiguren bei Grass gleichzeitig das Kritisierte mitverk(‘)'rpert’.24 Oskar’s
infantilism, amorality and naivety, then, could be said to reflect the childish lack of
responsibility and political naivety of the German people who brought Hitler to power in
the first place (Pinfold, p.148). Just as Oskar prefers to focus on trivia as a way of
ignoring the larger, more serious events of the war, so Alfred Matzerath’s involvement
with Nazism is partly motivated by the banal need to absent himself from the scene of
Jan and Agnes’s adultery. Similarly, just as Oskar adopts various strategies to escape his
guilt, Felix, one of Bebra’s colleagues, turns on the gramophone to drown out the sound

of the shooting of the nuns;?

and Oskar’s lying corresponds to the Germans’ alleged
denial of their guilty past. Precisely because his narration oscillates between the first-
and third-person, the reader is persuaded to identify up to a point with Oskar’s critical
viewpoint while rejecting that viewpoint when he seems to represent Nazi-style
behaviour.

Finally, Oskar is no mere victim or passive mirror of the German people but also
takes positive action to expose those around him. His mobility, diminutive size and
ostensible naivety allow him, for instance, to hide under the card-table, see Jan playing
footsie with his mother, and thus betray their affair to the reader. Or again, more
sinisterly, Oskar is able safely to witness the Nazis’ destruction of Markus’s toyshop on
Kristallnacht. But the most important example of Oskar as a positively active figure is
his disruption of the Nazi rally. This scene needs to be placed in context with some care

since Oskar’s action is motivated by the advice he has been given by the circus-clown

Bebra. That advice sets up a framework within which not only Oskar’s fate can be

24 Manfred Kremer, ‘Giinter Grass, Die Blechtrommel und die pikarische Tradition’, German Quarterly 46

(1973), pp-381-92 (p.388). . |
25 ‘FELIX: Wir sollten das Grammophon wieder anstellen. Das mildert manches!” (p.421).
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understood, but also that of many fictional Fools in post-1945 prose fiction. During their
first meeting Bebra tells Oskar: ‘Unsereins darf nie zu den Zuschauern gehdren.
Unsereins muf3 auf die Biihne, in die Arena. Unsereins mufl vorspielen und die
Handlung bestimmen, sonst wird unsereins von jenen da behandelt. Und jene da spielen
uns allzu gerne {ibel mit!” (p.132) and he then elaborates on this by saying: ‘Kleine Leute
wie wir finden selbst auf iiberfiilltesten Tribiinen noch ein Plitzchen. Und wenn nicht
auf der Tribline, dann unter der Tribiine, aber niemals vor der Tribiine’ (p.133). By
saying this, Bebra offers Fools like Oskar three alternatives: either he can take action to
control events (‘die Handlung bestimmen’, ‘auf der Tribiine’); or he can conceal himself
and his carnivalesque side (‘unter der Tribiine’); or he can be a passive spectator in the
open (‘vor der Tribiine’). But this third option is ruled out since, Bebra claims, the Nazis
are fundamentally opposed to the Fool and what he represents, and threaten to destroy
him (‘von Tribiinen herunter unseren Untergang predigen’ [p.133]). However, it must be
noted that Bebra fails to mention a fourth possibility that is contained within the choice to
‘die Handlung bestimmen’: the danger of being assimilated, a possibility which seems all
the more likely given Nazism’s assimilation of the Carnival event - both historically and
in post-War prose fiction (see above).”® The ambivalent Oskar exemplifies all four
possibilities for the Fool during the novel: whilst he 1s always in danger of falling victim
to the Nazi euthanasia programme (the third possibility), he takes action that disrupts
Nazism, is assimilated by Nazism, and seeks to conceal himself altogether in various
hideaways from society (‘unter der Tribiine’).

To my knowledge, no critic has pointed out the significant fact that the Nazis’ apparent
assimilation of the carnivalesque at first confuses Oskar when he attends a Nazi rally and

sees Gauschulungsleiter Lobsack: ‘[ich] hielt lingere Zeit den Triblinenredner Lobsack,

2% Contrast Bance’s reading of this scene (who counts just two possibilities): ‘they must either join the
Nazis or sit still and keep quiet’ (p.150).
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bucklig und begabt, wie er sich auf der Tribiine zeigte, fiir einen Abgesandten Bebras, der
in brauner Verkleidung seine und im Grunde auch meine Sache auf der Tribiine verfocht’
(p.136; my italics).”” A grotesque hunchback ‘auf der Tribiine’ recalls Bebra’s advice to
his fellow-dwarf Oskar (who quotes Bebra explicitly on p.137). But when Oskar tries to
hail Lébsack with the words ‘Bebra ist unser Fiihrer!’, he is ignored and realizes: ‘Ich
tauschte mich schwer in dem Mann. Weder war er, wie ich gehofft hatte, ein
Abgesandter Bebras, noch hatte er, trotz seines vielversprechenden Buckels, das
geringste Verstindnis flir meine wahre Grofle’ (p.137). In his disappointment, Oskar
implicitly recognizes that Nazism, despite superficial similarities with the likes of him
and Bebra, is not, so to speak, authentically carnivalesque: ‘Je langer ich mir die Tribiine,
vor der Tribiine stehend, ansah, um so verdiachtiger wurde mir jene Symmetrie, die durch
Lobsacks Buckel nur ungeniigend gemildert wurde’ (p.138; my italics) so he disrupts the
rally with his drumming. Minden describes this scene as:
[...] an archetypally carnivalesque performance, in that it converts an official
congregation, shaped and informed by an ideology on the way to very
comprehensive dominance, into a shared experience of music with no significance
beyond the pleasure of the moment and the physical delight of the dance.?®
If I understand it correctly, Minden’s statement suggests that Oskar’s action converts the
rally - which in my view is a kind of negative Carnival event complete with assimilated
grotesques like the hunchback Lobsack - into a genuinely carnivalesque event. As Oskar

claims after the rally that he was following Bebra’s advice to take action (see p.145), his

27 Bance comes close to seeing the affinity between Nazism and Carnival when he discusses BT but does
not mention Lébsack: ‘National Socialism appealed largely to a kind of play-instinct [...] The National
Socialist philosophy was irrational; it could not be argued in logical terms; it was pure fantasy which could
do battle with the reality and seriousness of everyday life’ (pp.150-1).

28 Michael Minden, ‘A Post-Realist Aesthetic: Giinter Grass, Die Blechtrommel’, in: David Midgley (ed.),
The German Novel in the Twentieth Century: Beyond Realism (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press,

1993), pp.149-63 (p.158).
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drumming at the rally exemplifies one possibility for the literary Fool, namely to take
action and reclaim the ‘Tribiine’ for the Fools. According to Bakhtin, Carnival’s
degradation of authority always involves the rebirth of something in its place, but
because Oskar denies that he is a resistance-fighter (see pp.145-6), his ‘Protest’ is not as
‘archetypally carnivalesque’ as Minden claims: ‘Mein Werk war also ein zerstorerisches’
(p.146). Or as Boa puts it: ‘he chooses to add to the general chaos rather than commit
himself to organized political opposition’ (p.149). Just as Oskar cannot be adequately
intepreted as a wholly positive or a wholly negative character, so his actions point to the
positive potential of Carnival while simultaneously denying it.

It is entirely consistent with Oskar’s ambivalence and his goal of performing ‘auf der
Tribline’ that he should subsequently accept Bebra’s offer to join his Nazi propaganda
troupe (see p.395)* - but this represents a tragic compromise since it leads Bebra and
Oskar into complicity with the killing of the nuns and the death of Roswitha. Both Fools
allow themselves to be assimilated by Nazism in return for their safety, but Bebra
acknowledges the cost involved: ‘Wir Zwerge und Narren sollten nicht auf einem Beton
tanzen, der fiir Riesen gestampft und hart wurde! Wiren wir nur unter den Tribiinen
geblieben, wo uns niemand vermutete’ (p.424). Although in the post-war period Bebra
remains in control of the ‘Tribiine’ in the sense that he employs Oskar to use his drum in
order to make his audience regress to their childhood for profit (see pp.687-8), in
contrast, Oskar himself refuses to make such an admission, takes refuge in several kinds
of displacement activity and ultimately disappears by hiding from society in his ‘Heil-
und Pflegeanstalt’ - which is homologous with the concealment implied by the words

‘unter der Tribiine’.

2% The fact that Oskar continued his disruptive drumming only until November 1938 (i.e. when
Kristallnacht took place) (see p.145) implies that it was the escalation of Nazism’s violence that led him to
allow the Nazi machine to assimilate him.
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Oskar, then, exemplifies many of the problems involved in taking carnivalesque
action in order to subvert authority. While his disruption of the rally implies the tentative
possibility of positive action, Grass ironizes that possibility by suggesting that Oskar, the
self-confessed liar,”® may have invented the event and by showing how easily the pseudo-
carnivalesque Nazis could assimilate the genuinely camivalesque powers of resistance.
Moreover, BT shows by Roswitha’s death how destructive compromise with Nazism can
be for the individual Fool, and also how the Fool can end up denying his own powers by
hiding away from society (as Oskar does in his mental asylum). Many of the novels
which I will consider in this overview chapter involve the above four possibilities for the

fictional Fool in literature dealing with the Third Reich.

‘Spitting Out’ Nazism

I shall begin by considering two major trends in the prose fiction that was published in
the years immediately after the War. In my opinion, it is part of the ambivalence of the
carnivalesque, especially when it occurs in prose fiction dealing with Nazism, that it can
be interpreted at one moment positively, as a source of subversion that debases authority,
and at another negatively, as repellent or revolting by virtue of its violent and disgusting
by-products.

Comments by two pairs of theorists can further illuminate authors’ use of this splitting
of the carnivalesque into positive and negative components and deploying those features
to distance themselves from the Nazis in different ways. Stallybrass and White describe
in detail how the camnivalesque can be used as an instrument of rejection or

marginalization. Although their theoretical model follows Bakhtin, they assume that the

30 Cf. Oskar’s description of his narration on BT"s first page: ‘sobald ich [Bruno] etwas vorgelogen habe’
(p.6).
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grotesque is negative and argue that: ‘the classificatory body of a culture is always
double, always structured in relation to its negation, its inverse’ (p.20) and that outsiders
are constructed by the dominant in terms of the grotesque body as a way of defining
themselves negatively against those outsiders (p.22). If I understand Stallybrass and
White correctly, we might expect opponents of Nazism to describe the Nazis in terms of
Bakhtin’s grdtesque realism’ in their prose fiction. Similarly, the Mitscherlichs also
describe a process whereby the Nazis were spontaneously rejected after World War 11
and subjected to ridicule and demonization. If we can believe Die Unfihigkeit zu trauern
(1967), the psychological consequences for the German people as a result of their defeat
in 1945, the discrediting of Nazism, and the revelation of their outrageous and irrational
activities were extremely traumatic, and it was in this context that the prose fiction of the
immediate post-War years was written. According to the Mitscherlichs, the collapse of
Nazism and the exposure of Hitler and the Nazis led to ‘eine traumatische Entwertung
des eigenen Ich-Ideals, mit dem man so weitgehend identisch geworden war’ (p.30).
This, they argue, is because Hitler had set himself up as the Germans’ Ich-Ideal (Ego-
ideal), a kind of role-model to which the people were to aspire (1bid. and p.34) but which,
as part of their own ideal identity, actually represented part of the people’s own psyche.
As the ‘Entwertung’ of their Ich-Ideal could have brought about Melancholie and with it
‘eine auBerordentliche Herabsetzung [des] Ich-Gefiihls’ (cited from Freud by the
Mitscherlichs, p.37), one alleged tactic for avoiding this was the spontaneous rejection of
Nazi ideals and inculpation of the Nazi leadership: ‘jedermann versuchte, dieses
gescheiterte und gefihrliche Ideal wieder “auszuspucken”, zu externalisieren. Jetzt hicf
es: Die Nazis waren an allem schuld’ (p.77).31 To replace these lost ideals, the Germans

allegedly identified with the Allied victors who replaced the authoritarian role of the

31 Given the nature of my argument, it is worth noting the Mitscherlichs’ suitably grotesque choice of
metaphor: ‘to spit out’ Nazi ideals.
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Nazis and thereby perpetuated old, authoritarian attitudes (pp.32 and 40) even though the
Allies had been their war-time opponents ‘die bis zum duflersten ldcherlich gemacht oder
verteufelt worden waren’ (p.30; my italics). Or in other words, according to the
Mitscherlichs, the dynamics of the German psyche were inverted as the aggression,
contempt and ridicule once aimed at the Allies were turned on the Nazis and the
idealization once reserved for Hitler was lavished on the Allies. So if the Mitscherlichs
and Stallybrass and White are all correct, it would be entirely logical that at least some
German post-war writers should invoke a particular, demonized version of the
carnivalesque and its aesthetic of grotesque realism to deal with the now grossly
discredited Nazis while they themselves tried to reconstruct their identity by distancing
themselves radically from Nazism - ‘spitting out’ its ideals, as the Mitscherlichs put it.
While the violence implicit in the verb ‘to spit out’ applies only to literature published in
the immediate post-war years, all German texts dealing with the Third Reich represent a
lengthy attempt to “digest” the Nazi past which so many Germans once supported but
now saw for the outrage that it was.

In those works that deploy the carnivalesque, writers and artists approach the
‘spitting-out” process described by the Mitscherlichs in one of two ways. Either they
expose the Nazis, especially Hitler, to the humour that certain of their characteristics
invited; or they depict Nazi characters in terms of the brutal, ‘verteufelt’ aspect of the

carnivalesque which parallels the Nazis” own sinister manipulation of Carnival.

Laughing at the Nazis: Pre-1945

One way, then, in which writers and artists ‘spat out’ Nazism was by tapping into what
Bakhtin saw as a positive side of the carnivalesque - its debasing humour. The use of

humour in this way fills the void left in Carnival proper when the régime excised humour
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aimed at the Nazis themselves; moreover, it reinforces the natural opposition between
carnivalesque laughter and the authority embodied by the Nazis. This natural opposition
1s obvious enough and explains why a historian like Stollmann emphasizes Nazism’s
opposition to Carnival and illustrates the hypothesis that ‘Lachkultur’ is a benchmark of
societal freedom by referring to Nazism and the medieval Carnival as ‘zwei einander
fernen, sich scharf widersprechenden Beispiele’ (my italics).”® Accordingly, he declares
that: ‘Ich glaube nicht, dafl ein Faschist lachen kann’ (ibid.). Nevertheless, Nazism, and
especially Hitler himself, ‘the somewhat comical leader’ of the Nazi Party,33 offered
targets for oppositional laughter. After all, it could be said that Hitler was a kind of evil
trickster who deceived foreign governments again and again as he concealed his ultimate

intentions for Europe,34

a man who, in true Carnival style, rose from the bottom of
society as an unemployed tramp to be the leader of a powerful empire, only to be
dethroned at the end. Charlie Chaplin understood that Hitler could be humiliated by
laughter and his film The Great Dictator (1940) is the most obvious example of an
attempt to depict Hitler as a Fool. In the character of Hitler / Hynkel, Chaplin mocks
Hitler’s raving speeches and alleged proneness to tantrums. Moreover, Chaplin exposes
the contradictions in Hitler’s worship of the strong, blond Aryan since in many ways

Hitler resembled his own stereotype of the Jews just as Hynkel looks like the

Doppelginger Jewish barber (also played by Chaplin).” But among German writers,

32 Rainer Stollmann, ‘Lachen, Freiheit und Geschichte’, Jahrbuch fiir Internationale Germanistik, 20.2
(1988), pp.25-43 (p.26).

3 William L. Shirer, The Rise and Fall of the Third Reich (1959; London: Book Club Associates by
arrangement with Secker and Warburg Ltd., 1973), p.4.

3% See Low’s famous cartoon ‘Stepping Stones to Glory’, p.35 (first published in the Evening Standard on
8 July 1936), in which Hitler goosesteps over and cheekily cocks a snook at the ‘spineless “leaders” of
democracy’ because they failed to resist his reoccupation of the Rhineland.

3% Cf. Louis de Berniéres’s depiction of that other great fascist leader, Mussolini, as a buffoon: see Louis
de Bemiéres, Captain Corelli’s Mandolin (London: Minerva Books, 1995), pp.8-16 and 221-9. It is also
worth mentioning that although The Great Dictator was an anti-Nazi film, Naumann sees a deployment of
carnivalesque tropes for the Nazis’ own brutal ends in the film when the SA pelt Hannah with tomatoes
because she protests at the looting of Jewish shops: ‘Eine klassische Slapstick-Szene wird umfunktioniert
~um Abbild faschistischen Terrors’ (Uwe Naumann, Zwischen Trinen und Gelichter, pp.239-40). Thus,
even a film that is deploying the carnivalesque against Nazism reveals how the carnivalesque can be
redirected to serve the purposes of the very people it is meant to subvert.
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Robert Lucas’s Die Briefe des Gefreiten Hirnschal, originally broadcast from 1940 to
1945 as propaganda by the BBC® and in which Adolf Hirnschal describes his life at the
front in letters home to his wife, is a central example of how carnivalesque humour was
used to debase Hitler and Nazism in a similar way. On the one hand, Hirnschal
resembles Hasek’s Svejk in his naivety and propensity for telling lengthy anecdotes, and
he also exposes the lies of Nazi propaganda by taking them enthusiastically at their face
value. But on the other hand, the picture is more complex since Hirnschal actively
criticizes the regime in some of his later letters. Most significantly, Hirnschal associates
Nazism with Carnival itself by telling several anecdotes that allegorize Nazism as a
circus, and it was the possibility of creating an embarrassing connection between certain
aspects of Carnival and Nazism that, according to Jeggle (p.237), the Nazis tried to
avoid. For example, Hirschal describes how his Nazi friend Zwick once played Hitler’s
speeches to the animals he tended in a circus: when a parrot repeated Hitler’s (by now
obviously mendacious) assertion that the Sudetenland was his last territorial claim in
Europe, Zwick was sent to a KZ for suggesting that Hitler was a liar (letter of 26 April
1941, pp.35-8). But where that letter exposes Hitler’s mendacity accidentally, the circus-
allegory in the letter of 13 March 1944 in which Hirnschal describes his view of the Nazi
Volksgemeinschaft (pp.150-2) is a clear example of his deliberate criticism of the regime:
Strippe, the ‘Obmann-Stellvertreter des Verbandes Nationalsozialistischer Jongleure,
Schlangemenschen und Bauchredner’ (pp.151-2), decides to act as a giant in a
‘Wanderzirkus’ by standing on the shoulders of Haidvogel. Despite the initial success of

the giant-act, Strippe’s weight is too much for Haidvogel, who eventually tips Strippe

3¢ Robert Lucas, Die Briefe des Gefreiten Hirnschal: BBC-Radio-Satiren 1940-1945, ed. Uwe Naumann
(Vienna: Verlag fiir Gesellschaftskritik, 1994). Lucas was a Jewish refugee from Nazi Germany whose real
name was Robert Ehrenzweig. The Briefe were first published in prose form in 1946 in a print-run of

10,000 copies.
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into a mound of lion-dung: clearly, Hirnschal feels that Nazism (despite the initial
success of its leonine virtues) will leave Germany in a similar mess.”’

Both these texts originate from before 1945, and it may be that laughter at a ‘likeable
Nazi’ like Hirnschal or the ridiculous Hynkel was possible only because both texts were
conceived before the world discovered the truth about the Fndidsung and its
extermination camps: Naumann quotes Chaplin as saying that he would not have made
The Great Dictator had he known of the camps in the East (p.8). Although these camps
did not exist when Chaplin made his film, Hitler seemed much less funny when the full
extent of his crimes became apparent.3 ® So whereas J eggle claims that the Nazis tried to
assimilate Carnival for their own ends but did not involve themselves in it for fear of
incurring its debasing laughter, Nazism’s enemies created connections between Nazism
and the ridiculous aspects of Carnival in order to expose the Nazis to that debasing
laughter at a time when this was still permissible because the full extent of Nazism’s
crimes were unknown. Inevitably, Chaplin’s film was banned by the Nazis before
America entered the war, so very few of those who might have tapped into its
carnivalesque potential could have seen it. Indeed, a German housewife who lived
during the Nazizeit acknowledged to Walter Kempowski that, had the Germans had an

opportunity to laugh at Nazism early on, they might well have avoided disaster

altogether: ‘Wenn die Chaplin-Filme eher in Deutschland gelaufen wéren, meiner

37 For other anecdotes in which Hirnschal uses the circus or Carnival as an analogy for Nazism, see the
letter of 17 October 1942 about the Hungerkiinstler in a travelling circus (pp.98-100) and the letter of 21
July 1944 about Theodorich Zwanzig who builds a swastika-shaped hall of mirrors (pp.168-71). Even
Hirnschal was not immune to being assimilated: Naumann mentions that the Nazis tried to counter
Hirnschal in 1942 by creating their own anti-Hirnschal, one ‘Untergefreiter von Struwe’ of the Afrika-
Korps (see pp.148 and 345, n.160).

3% The Belgian cartoonist Hergé was confronted with precisely this problem after the war: ‘Tintin’s junior
companion strip “Quick and Flupke” treated its readers to a direct red-nosed assault on the German leader;
he was the funny chap with a little moustache, a pathetic figure of fun. After the war, however, and the
discovery of the concentration camps, Hergé removed all mention of Hitler from the reprints of Quick and
Flupke. Adolf was no longer funny, just disgusting. Comedy had its bounds’ (Harry Thompson, Tintin:
Hergé and his Creation [London: Hodder and Stoughton, 19911, p.86).
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Meinung nach wir es unmdéglich gewesen, dafl Hitler an die Macht gekommen wir’.”’
Having missed this opportunity to laugh away the Nazis, the subsequent knowledge of

the extermination camps in the East made such laughter extremely difficult.*’

Nazis as Grotesques, Fools and Clowns

The other, most common way in which writers in the immediate post-War period ‘spat
out’ Nazism differs from the process described above. Some writers distanced

themselves from Nazism by demonizing Nazis in grotesque terms as monstrous Fools or

i

clowns.”' But the carnivalesque elements of these characters are limited to the violence

with which the Fool-figure is sometimes associated; moreover, laughter is conspicuously
absent since we are dealing here with negative versions of the carnivalesque that are

meant to repel the reader and form a contrast with Bakhtin’s positive view of Camival.

** Walter Kempowski, Haben Sie Hitler gesehen? Deutsche Antworten (Munich: Goldmann, rev. ed.
1999), p.71. Hereafter referred to as Kempowski (1999a).

% Cf. Schlant who generalizes that in the context of the Holocaust, literary techniques such as irony, the
macabre, ‘the laughter of despair, and of gallows humor’ was available only to authors who had been
victims of Nazism. Authors from the perpetrator-culture avoided ‘inappropriate’ attitudes in favour of one
of ‘Betroffenheit’ (Emestine Schlant, The Language of Silence: West German Literature and the
Holocaust [New York and London: Routledge, 1999], p.6).

*I' This use of the Fool as an embodiment of primitive savagery and evil in order to demonize individual
Nazis recalls the connection between Fools and the Devil. See, for instance, Erhart-Wandschneider who
refers to ‘die befiirchtete Nidhe des Narren zum Damonismus und zur Teufelsbesessenheit’ (p.103). Such a
negative conception of the primitive, uncivilized nature of the Fool is less in keeping with Bakhtin’s view
of Carnival than it is with C.G. Jung’s analysis of the Trickster-figure (see C.G. Jung, ‘Zur Psychologie der
Tricksterfigur’, in: Jung, Gesammelte Werke, edited by Lilly Jung-Merkur and Elisabeth Riif, 20 vols.
[Olten: Walter Verlag, 1976], IX, pp.271-90). In his essay, Jung describes the Trickster as ‘die kollektive
Schattenfigur, eine Summierung aller individuellen inferioren Charaktereigenschaften’ (p.288) or a
‘frithere[r] BewuBtseinszustand, nimlich die heidnische und barbarische Wildheit, Ausgelassenheit und
Unverantwortlichkeit’ (p.276). The Trickster archetype has an anamnestic function: ‘[Der Mythos] hilt den
friitheren intellektuellen und moralischen Tiefstand dem hoher entwickelten Individuum unter die Augen,
damit man nicht vergesse, wie das Gestern aussah’ (p.286). In accordance with my argument about
authors’ attitudes to Nazism in this section, one scorns the primitive past as embodied in this figure as a
way of distancing oneself from that past: ‘Erst als sein BewuBtsein ein hoheres Niveau erreichte, konnte es
den fritheren Zustand als anderes von sich abtrennen und objektivieren, das heifit zum Gegenstand von
Aussagen machen. {...] Dabei konnte es nicht ausbleiben, dafi sich in den Riickblick ein gutes Stiick Spott
und Verachtung mischte und das auf alle Fille nicht allzu erfreuliche Erinnerungsbild der Vergangenheit
noch mehr triibte’ (p.281).
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The undifferentiated evil of such figures was meant to clarify the author’s intellectual
self-orientation, as were the Jewish characters in early post-war literature which,
according to Schlant, were ‘idealized, unrealistic stereotypes inspired by compensatory
philo-semitism’ (p.25). By that I mean that authors employed the imagery of ‘grotesque
realism’ - a process explained in Stallybrass and White’s book - to demonstrate both their
rejection of Nazism and sympathy with its victims. Boa suggests that Grass employed
the grotesque to reflect the fear and scorn felt by society towards the intellectual: but just
as Oskar’s ugliness was meant to be part of Grass’s condemnation of much of what
Oskar represented, so other authors use the grotesque to distance themselves from and
reject Nazi ideals.

Before considering German prose fiction, it is striking that there is considerable
background to this trend among critics, historians, early opponents of the Nazis, and
commentators on the Third Reich who have themselves deployed the camivalesque to
describe the Nazis: in other words they, too, evoke the carnivalesque in order to define
themselves against what they violently reject. Sometimes the carnivalesque emerges in
these writers’ choice of language. For example, Shirer’s phraseology in his history of the
Third Reich conveys again and again a sense of the folly of the Nazi leadership.** Then
again, research into Nazi documents published in 1993 uncovered such ludicrous
examples of Nazi behaviour that the book advertised itself on its back cover as an
opportunity to gain ‘einen Einblick ins Narrenhaus der NS-Diktatur’ (my italics).*’

When speaking of the Nazis, critics have not only evoked the notion of folly, but also

2 See, for example, Shirer’s references to the ‘folly’ of backing Hitler (pp.144 and 145), ‘the whole folly
of the Third Reich’ (p.369), Hitler’s ‘catastrophic follies’ (p.411), ‘the Fuehrer’s folly’ (p.909), and ‘the
ludicrous side of the rulers of the Third Reich’ (p.785) who staged a ‘comic-opera putsch’ in 1923 (p.110)
(cf. the reference to a ‘comic-opera setting’ [p.802, n.*]). Coincidentally, Webster describes the Vichy
government in the same terms and refers to ‘the comic-opera atmosphere of the little spa’ and the “air of
ridicule [that] was to hang around the new French capital until the Vichy regime collapsed four year later’
(Webster, Pétain’s Crime, p.63).

43 Beatrice and Helmut Heiber (eds.), Die Riickseite des Hakenkreuzes: Absonderliches aus den Akten des
Dritten Reichs (Munich: Deutscher Taschenbuch Verlag, 1993).
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that of the grotesque: Shirer calls Mein Kampf (2 vols., 1925-7) ‘a grotesque
hodgepodge’ (p.82) and describes the Nazi leadership as a ‘grotesque assortment of
misfits’ (p.149).  Furthermore, David Low’s famous cartoons exploit the Nazi
leadership’s grotesque aspects again and again: on the occasion of Hess’s flight to
Scotland, for example, Low produced a cartoon called ‘He must have been mad’ in
which a prison-cell labelled ‘Nazi Lunatic Asylum’ contains the entire Nazi entourage
depicted as demented, slobbering grotesques.** Finally, Ian Schott’s allegations about
Hitler’s private life sound distinctly Rabelaisian when he refers to:
[Hitler’s] inability to have a normal sex life, and his reliance on a series of extreme
perversions to obtain sexual gratification. It was a team of American
psychologists, compiling a war-time, mental profile of the “Fuhrer” [sic] who
concluded that, as consequence of his early experiences, which may have included
syphilis, he required young women to urinate and defecate upon him, a fact that
was supported by several sadly unidentified partners and his niece Geli Raubal.

Certainly, he had developed an obsession with disease, dirt and putrefaction, and
the term “shithead” remained one of his favourite and most frequent epithets.*

Hitler’s grotesque sexual preference graphically recalls Bakhtinian imagery of

® However little

degradation, which can involve inundation with urine and faeces.’
evidence may exist to support Schott’s claims, what is significant is that some scholars
have thought it plausible and defensible to make such allegations about Hitler, and that

such allegations recall the imagery of ‘grotesque realism’.  Finally, still other

commentators have associated leading Nazis with clowns, Fools and other comic

“ The bars of the cell are broken and a note attached: ‘Had enough - slipped out. Hess.” See David Low,
Years of Wrath: A Cartoon History 1932-1945 (London: Victor Gollancz, 1949), p.162. The cartoon was
first published in the Evening Standard on 15 May 1941. In this and several other cartoons, Goebbels is
drawn as a ludicrous dwarf and one, ‘Laugh! Damn you, laugh!’, on p.306 (first published in the Evening
Standard on 8 February 1945), shows Goebbels waving a scarecrow with the sign *Silly old “Big 3” and
their advice to the German people’ at cowed German refugees. The sign refers to the Yalta conference and
the Allies’ demand that Germany surrender. The forced laughter expected by Goebbels in this cartoon
betrays the sinister aspect of the unsmiling Nazi version of the carnivalesque.

45 Yan Schott, World Famous Dictators (London: Magpie, 1992), p.85. Schott probably owes this
information to Robert G.L. Waite’s The Psychopathic God Adolf Hitler (1977; New York: Da Capo Press,
1993), pp.237-8.

4 According to Bakhtin, bodily waste both degrades and revives since 1t originates in the lower bodily
stratum which is also the area of birth and therefore creation (pp.147-52).
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characters. For instance, Stollmann sees Nazism as a false liberation for the masses, and
thus as a negative or superficial version of Carnival, and explicitly compares the
leadership to Carnival-characters by referring to ‘der Anschein eines Kamevalsvereins
(der Eintinzer Hitler, Hinkeful Goebbels, der eitle, dicke Clown Goéring, der
“Reichstrunkenbold” Ley), dem das Lachen abhanden gekommen ist’ - but he buries this
insight in a footnote (p.27, n.4).” One ‘outsider’ within the Third Reich connected the
SA-chief Ernst R6hm with a famous comic actor by describing him as ‘an Oliver Hardy
look-alike’.*® Moreover, when the philosopher Hannah Arendt testified to the ‘banality’
of Adolf Eichmann’s evil, she went so far as to use a carnivalesque metaphor to describe
his contradictory behaviour at his trial: ‘Despite all the efforts of the prosecution,
everybody could see that his man was not a “monster”, but it was difficult indeed not to

suspect that he was a clown’.*

Finally, there are at least three early cartoons that
associate Nazism with clowns. First, there was the anonymous and untitled cartoon
published in 1927 in the satirical weekly Simplicissimus which involved two circus-
scenes: the first depicted Hitler haranguing an applauding circus-crowd, while the second

showed a clown performing various acrobatics and contortions to exactly the same

audience.”® Second, the cartoonist Paul Weber twice associated a sinister brand of the

7 Cf. Waite, who shows an unmistakable fascination for the grotesque characteristics of influential Nazis.
He refers to Hitler’s entourage as ‘either men of intelligence inferior to his own or men with physical or
emotional deficiencies he could ridicule’ (p.44), describes the photographer Heinrich Hoffmann as ‘an
alcoholic with a deformed back’, the one-armed publisher Max Amann as ‘dwarflike in stature’; Robert
Ley as ‘a garrulous dullard and drunkard who had a speech defect’, and refers to the ‘bad limp’ of Hitler’s
adjutant, Julius Schaub; the single eye of Victor Lutze (R6hm’s replacement as head of the SA); Julius
Streicher’s perversion; Martin Bormann’s alchoholism, and Goebbels’ club-foot (p.45).

* Hans-Jiirgen Massaquoti, Destined to Witness: Growing Up Black in Nazi Germany (London: Fusion
Press, 2001), p.121.

4 Hannah Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil (New York and London:
Penguin, 1994), p.54. Cf. Shirer’s description of Italian Foreign Minister Ciano: ‘The Italian Foreign
Minister had behaved like a clown during the Reichstag session, bobbing up and down like a jack-in-the-
box to give the Fascist salute every time Hitler paused for breath’ (p.755, n.t).

3% The cartoon is reproduced in Zbynek Zeman, Heckling Hitler: Caricatures of the Third Reich (1.ondon:
Orbis, 1984), p.20. Zeman comments that: “Simplicissimus saw Hitler as the political equivalent of an
accomplished circus acrobat’.
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carnivalesque with Nazism. He drew ‘Im Hofbriukeller’ (1931/2), in which a skeletal
figure dressed in a Fool’s cap and bells stands on stage before an enthusiastic crowd and
blows a bubble which contains an image of Hitler’s face. As Zeitler observes, Weber did
not caricature Hitler in this picture: rather, ‘er hat ihn eher geschont’.’’ So, instead of
humiliating Hitler with laughter, the cartoon uses a repellent version of the carnivalesque
- a Death-figure dressed as a Fool - to marginalize and reject him. And finally, Weber
also produced ‘Die Glanznummer’ (1934/5) which shows the same skeletal Fool standing
on a ramp before a rapt audience, wearing a blindfold and threatening to light a bomb:

the picture not only betrays Weber’s fears at a time when Germany was re-arming, it also

deploys the camivalesque to reflect his horror at the sinister Nazis.”

The above examples parallel one trend in German literature in the years shortly after
the War, when German prose fiction reflected a similar attempt on the authors’ part to
draw a clear line between themselves and Nazism by tapping into the tradition of

‘grotesque realism’. For instance, Jakov Lind’s protagonist in Landschaft in Beton

(1963),” 3 the enormously tall and profoundly stupid Gauthier Bachmann, is variously

>l Rudolf Zeitler, ‘A. Paul Webers Zeichnungen zu Ernst Niekischs Schrift Hitler - ein deutsches
Verhingnis (1932)’, in: Glinther Nicolin, 4. Paul Weber - 50 Jahre danach: Politische Zeichnungen 1929-
1936 (Hamburg: Christians, 1983), pp.29-44 (p.37). ‘Im Hofbriukeller’ is reproduced in Zeman, p.21.

2 ‘Die Glanznummer’ is reproduced in Zeman, p.33. It is worth mentioning that at least two writers have
acknowledged and taken issue with the use of the carnivalesque to describe the Nazis. Thus, Arendt
immediately qualifies her own description of Eichmann as a ‘clown’: ‘And since this suspicion [that he was
a clown] would have been fatal to the whole enterprise, and was also rather hard to sustain in view of the
sufferings he and his like had caused to millions of people, his worst clowneries were hardly noticed and
almost never reported’. Moreover, she also writes of ‘the dilemma between the unspeakable horror of the
deeds and the undeniable ludicrousness of the man who perpetrated them’ (p.54). Arendt’s reversal of her
statement about Eichmann betrays the difficulty of understanding that imagery taken from ‘grotesque
realism’ can be used legitimately to describe the Nazis in order to marginalize them, and significantly, she
tries to split the two concepts apart by arguing that they are mutually exclusive. Similarly, Judith Ryan
cannot accept the the simultaneous appearance of Nazis and the carnivalesque and resolves the ‘dilemma’
by dismissing it altogether. Thus, as part of her discussion of Giinter Grass’s Katz und Maus (1961), she
rejects any connection between Chaplin and Hitler: ‘Evidently we have become so accustomed to Chaplin’s
version of Hitler [...] that it seems as if this depiction of Hitler were not so much parody as part and parcel
of the real man. This is a dangerous perversion of thought’ (Judith Ryan, The Uncompleted Past: Postwar
German Novels and the Third Reich [Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1983]. p.100).

S3 Lind, Jakov, Landschaft in Beton (Neuwied/Rhein: Hermann Luchterhand, 1963).
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described as ‘ein Depp’ (p.49) or ‘ein Narr’ (p.154; cf. pp.55, 140 and 234) and is a kind
of anti-Svejk. Unlike Svejk, who tried to avoid rejoining his regiment in World War 1,
Bachmann wanders through the text searching for his regiment which is somewhere on
the Eastern Front. Although there is some black humour in Lind’s novel, Bachmann is a
psychotic brute: his enthusiasm for his cause and appetite for battle allow him to be
manipulated into committing a variety of murders and he gains no insights into the folly
and evil of his behaviour. Then again, Alfred Andersch, a founder-member of Gruppe
47, rarely employs carnivalesque motifs and is more interested in the ethical issue of
personal responsibility in the face of evil. Consequently, it is all the more striking when
he depicts the murderous Gestapo agent Kramer in Die Rote (1960) as a man with a
white face (he is an albino) and fat, red lips (i.e. like a clown) who wears a metaphorical

>4 And the unreconstructed Nazi war-criminal

‘Maske’ and has an excessive appetite.
Judejahn of Wolfgang Koeppen’s Der Tod in Rom (1954) sees himself as ‘ein Clown
seines Einst” who is also afflicted with a nervous appetite.”> Both men are war-criminals
and entirely unreconstructed in their adherence to Nazi ideals: indeed, Judejahn is said to
be not only a ‘Clown’ but the embodiment of Death himself.® Schlant’s analysis of
Judejahn’s anti-Semitic and violent fantasies also applies to Kramer’s anti-Semitic
attitudes: ‘in this isolation and outside a politically supportive environment his rantings
show themselves for the madness and the evil they are’ (p.42). Or in the terms of my

own argument, the Nazis’ ideals are shown to be as grotesque - in a negative sense - as

the clownlike faces of Kramer and Judejahn.>’

% Alfred Andersch, Die Rote (Olten and Freiburg im Breisgau: Walter, 1960), see pp.191-2 and 199.

5 Wolfgang Koeppen, Der Tod in Rom (Frankfurt/Main: Suhrkamp, 1975), p.41, and see pp.55 and 65.

56 ‘Er kam aus dem Totenreich, Aasgeruch umwehte ihn, er selber war ein Tod, ein brutaler, ein gemeiner,
ein plumper und einfallsloser Tod’ (p.15).

57 In Judejahn and Kramer’s case, these ideals are also geographically marginalized by Koeppen and
Andersch since their novels are set in Rome and Venice respectively.
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Whereas the above three authors’ rejection of Nazism is implicit in the way they
depict Nazi characters, there is one non-fictional text that supports the suggestion that
some post-war authors used metaphors of ‘grotesque realism’ to distance themselves
from Nazism. In his autobiographical Doppelleben (1950), for instance, Gottfried Benn
attempts to defend his own activities during the Nazizeit,”® and writing in 1944 he
employs carnivalesque metaphors in a context in which he explicitly expresses disbelief
that Germany could have supported such criminal madmen:

Wen beschiftigte sie nicht unaufhérlich, die eine Frage, wie es méglich gewesen
sel und heute noch méglich war, dafl Deutschland dieser sogenannten Regierung
unentwegt folgte, diesem halben Dutzend Krakeeler, die seit nunmehr zehn Jahren
dasselbe Geschwitz in denselben Silen vor denselben grohlenden Zuhérern
periodisch abspulten. Diesen sechs Hanswiirsten, die glaubten, daf} sie allein es
besser wiilten, als die Jahrhunderte vor ihnen und als die Vernunft der iibrigen
Welt [...] Saalschlacht-Clowns, Stuhlbeinheroen (my italics).”
Benn uses similar terms to convey his contempt for those who continue to support
Nazism despite the catastrophic failures of the latter stages of the war: ‘Eine mystische
Totalitdt von Narren, ein prilogisches Kollektiv von Erfahrungsschwachen - etwas sehr
Germanisches zweifellos und nur in diesem Sinn zentral zu erkliren’ (p.127).

One example of those whom Benn would have described as ‘Narren’ is the
protagonist and narrator of Kiipper’s Simplicius 45 which was strongly influenced by
Grass’s BT. But Kiipper’s shorter and much less sophisticated text reflects only one
possible reading of BT since its author has not grasped the positive aspects of Oskar’s
personality and so distills out only the negative image of the Fool from Grass’s text.

Nevertheless, Simplicius 45 follows BT in that it simultaneously condemns Nazi attitudes

by embodying them in the ostensibly naive narrator / protagonist and has the narrator

5% Benn had supported the Nazis when they came to power but distanced himself from them in 1934,
% Gottfried Benn, Doppelleben, in: Benn, Samtliche Werke, edited by Gerhard Schuster, 7 vols. (Stuttgart:
Klett, 1991), V, pp.83-176 (pp.126-7).
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expose the evils of Nazi society; parallels BT in some of its details;®’ and is narrated in
the first person which provokes the reader to see events through the eyes of a young Nazi
in a manner that is almost entirely absent from texts published before BT.°" But unlike
Oskar, with whom the reader has an ambivalent relationship not least because of BTs
narrative structure, we are clearly not supposed to identify at any point with Kiipper’s
unequivocally pro-Nazi narrator. As in those cases where Oskar trivializes the horrors of
the Third Reich and prevents the reader from identifying with his viewpoint, we are
meant to be so repelled by Kiipper’s narrator’s naive enthusiasm for war and persecution
that we reject him and his ideals completely. Moreover, whereas Oskar’s paradoxical
claims to have an adult mentality in a child’s body and his self-consciously calculated
naivety imply that his critical exposure of those around him is deliberate, Kiipper’s Fool
is a child, his naivety is genuine, and his exposure of Nazi attitudes is entirely
unintentional. This accidental exposure of Nazism may not detract from the text’s ability
to subvert Nazi beliefs, but it means that Kiipper robs his Fool of the ability actively to
choose to expose Nazism (as Oskar sometimes does). Thus, Simplicius 45 amounts to a
straightforward condemnation of Nazism (by rejecting everything the narrator stands for)

whose author, like Benn, is clearly implying that only a Fool could believe in its ideals:

® For instance, the narrator’s summary of the war’s events in the form of a breathless list recalls Grass’s
style (p.165); there are two allusions to BT in the way the narrator watches ‘eine komische Motte, die um
die ungeschwirzte Glithlampe flatterte’ (p.53) and succumbs to a feverish delirium at the end of the war
before being cured by a girl called Maria (pp.155-6); and both Kiipper’s narrator and Oskar trivialize
terrifying events (cf. Oskar’s description of Markus’s wrecked toyshop [BT, pp.242-3] with Kiipper's
description of a ransacked Jewish butcher’s shop [pp.6-7], both of which events take place on
Kristallnacht).

61 The occasional focalization of events by Judejahn in Der Tod in Rom is one prominent exception to this

rule.
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for Kiipper, then, the Fool is a one-sidedly negative figure.*®

In other texts, such brutal, clownish Nazis take on more intangible and horrifying
dimensions. In Franz Fiihmann’s East German text Das Judenauto (1962), Hitler’s
seizure of power is celebrated optimistically in Carnival style (as Jeggle claims it was in
reality [Jeggle, p.229]): school and work are suspended, the pubs do not shut, and there is
plenty of food, alcohol and sexual activity.”” But later on, the protagonist, in line with
his gradual conversion from Nazi to socialist ideals, has to face the débdcle at Stalingrad
and suffers a nightmare in which the he sees Carnival’s nasty side: ‘Dann kam ein Clown
mit gepuderten Wangen; er lachte und schnitt Fratzen, und vor ithm lohte es rot’ (p.125).
Then again, in Wolfgang Borchert’s dream-like short story ‘Die lange lange Strafle lang’
(1947),64 the protagonist, Fischer, sole survivor of a rocket-attack on the Eastern Front,
wanders around a town and encounters the poverty caused by the war, suicides, and the
indifference of the élite to the disasters that have taken place. The nightmarish quality of

the story is most clear in Fischer’s surreal encounter with the carnivalesque but sinister

%2 It might be argued that Hirnschal resembles the narrator of Simplicius 45, and certainly the notion that

only a Fool would swallow Nazi propaganda is present in both texts. Nevertheless, there are important
differences between Himnschal and Kiipper’s protagonist: first, unlike the narrator of Simplicius 45,
Hirnschal only ever mentions his belief in relatively harmless parts of Nazi propaganda, such as the
erroneous notion that the war will be over within a year (see pp.50-1), so it is possible to laugh at his
stupidity without feeling unease at the subject-matter. In Simplicius 45, the narrator’s enthusiasm for war
and violence exposes him, but is not funny. Second, Hirnschal participates in combat and yet never kills
anyone or even, unlike Kiipper’s child-narrator, fires a weapon in anger. Third, Hirnschal is not an
aggressive anti-Semite as many Nazis were: the anti-Semitic sentiment expressed in the letter of 13 March
1944, in which Hirnschal accepts that the Jews are to blame for the war (pp.150-2), is arguably not on the
same level as some of the worst statements of Nazi propaganda. In contrast, Kiipper’s narrator is viciously
and unambiguously anti-Semitic. Fourth, Himnschal maintains his integrity because he ends up actively
criticizing the regime in a way that Kiipper’s narrator, who even denies the Holocaust at the end of the
novel, is incapable of emulating. All of which makes it possible at times either to identify with Hirnschal’s
criticism or to laugh at his (implicitly harmless) stupidity. That said, Naumann relates how popular
Hirnschal was in Nazi Germany itself and sold widely after the war (pp.146-7 and 151-2) - which may
suggest that Hirnschal’s harmlessness was counter-productive since it allowed Germans to laugh at the
régime’s less outrageous follies and ignore those crimes whose exposure might have had a greater power to

undermine the Nazis.
63 Franz Fithmann, Das Judenauto: Vierzehn Tage aus zwei Jahrzehnten (Ziirich: Diogenes, 1968), pp.58-

60.
4 Wolfgang Borchert, ‘Die lange lange Strafle tang’ (part of the collection 4n diesem Dienstag [1947)).

in: Borchert, Das Gesamtyerk (Hamburg: Rowohlt, 1949), pp.297-320.
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‘Leierkastenmann’ who controls various figures on his hurdy-gurdy, such as a boxer, a
man with a sack of money, a general and a ‘Brillenmann’ who has a green powder that
can kill 100 million people (pp.315-7). Although Fischer tears the ‘Brillenmann’ apart,
the ‘Leierkastenmann’ simply replaces him; when Fischer tries to punch the
‘Leierkastenmann’, the hurdy-gurdy man ‘lacht so fiirchterlich’ (p.318) and his neck
grotesquely extends so far that his face is out of reach.®

Although the Mitscherlichs describe the psychological processes by which, in their
view, the Germans tried to reject Nazi ideals, they were less than sanguine that these
processes could either heal the trauma of Nazism’s collapse or were psychologically
healthy since they happened so quickly. Accordingly, although we cannot doubt that the
above authors’ rejection of Nazism was genuine, the depiction of Nazis as grotesque
Fools arguably constitutes a simplified, unsophisticated - and thus problematic - attempt
to deal with the Nazi past. Because the grotesque behaviour and appearance of the Nazi
figures described above prevent the reader from taking them seriously as characters
whose actions have complex motivations, they are unlikely to persuade the reader to
examine his or her own character in connection with the Nazi past. Kiipper’s narrator in
particular is a relatively harmless child whose responsibility for his beliefs can be
excused by his genuine immaturity. Then again, Benn seems to imply that the
contemptible Germans who supported Nazism are ‘Narren’ only because they continued
to support the Party despite military catastrophe, which implies that support for a
successful war might have been more acceptable. Moreover, by ascribing the alleged

stupidity and authoritarian mentality of the Germans to some essential part of their

% Siegfried Lenz’s Deutschstunde (1968; Munich: dtv, 1992) is also relevant here. The artist Max
Nansen, banned by the Nazis, produces a painting which expresses fear at the primeval violence of Nazism
by mobilizing the same carnivalesque metaphors as the novels I have discussed: ‘Der Mann im roten
Mantel zeigte einen Handstand, womdglich einen Tanz auf den Handen, mein Bruder Klaas sah ihm dabei
zu. fiirchtete sich und schien fliehen zu wollen’. As the policeman who is charged with preventing Nansen
fro’m working realizes, the painting has contemporary relevance and says: ‘Klaas, wie er dasteht und Angst
hat - so kann er nur heute dastehen und Angst haben’ (p.166).
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national identity, Benn tacitly excuses them for their actions which, he implies, were not
motivated by free will. The implication that the Germans were at the mercy of
mysterious forces that were inherent in their national make-up recalls the implications of
Borchert’s story in which Fischer, like Oskar Matzerath in his dream about the carousel,
is powerless to prevent the disasters fomented by the ‘Leierkastenmann’. In Oskar’s and
Fiihmann’s dreams and in Borchert’s dream-like story, the Nazis (or the forces that
control them) are elevated to supernatural, carnivalesque figures of evil against which
there is no resistance. So although the carnivalesque is evoked in the texts discussed
above to convey a visceral disgust at Nazism, the metaphors and imagery taken from
Carnival turn out to be too simplistic or problematic to constitute a successful attempt to
come to terms with the past. The reader has to wait for the mid-1960s for more practical

attempts by authors to react to the Third Reich: and here, too, some authors deployed the

carnivalesque.

Carnival as Resistance to Nazism

German prose fiction, especially after 1959, contains several examples of resistance to
Nazism and Ryan suggests that this fopos was a major literary theme during this period
partly because some Germans were anxious about lingering Nazi attitudes in post-war
society and the presence of former Nazis in positions of power (cf. Mitscherlichs, p.21).
Or in other words, some Germans wanted to ‘resist’ post-war Nazi residua in a way that
did not happen during the Nazizeit and some of the prose fiction of this era reflects this
trend. Thus, Ryan also points out the desire on the part of authors of this period to ‘be
true to the actual course of history while at the same time indicating paths that might
have been taken and that could provide some kind of guidance for the furure’ (p.14; my

italics). But because resistance to the historical Nazis was unsuccessful, the demands of
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historical reality mean that this fictional resistance in German literature usually fails,
especially in earlier texts - a failure which Ryan also interprets as a reflection of the
Germans’ alleged political apathy before the 1960s (p.15).

How does this relate to the carmivalesque? 1 have tried to show how Oskar
Matzerath’s actions, despite a lack of political commitment, point to the positive
potential of the carnivalesque: the ability to resist and subvert authority, which Bakhtin
called ‘the defeat of power, of earthly kings, of the earthly upper classes, of all that
oppresses and restricts’ (RW, p.92). Given the influence of Grass’s novel and the literary
trend of resistance identified by Ryan, it was entirely logical that some of the resistance
figures in post-war fiction should utilize the camivalesque tradition. Although these
figures tend to be much more committed than Oskar to opposing Nazism politically,
because of the assimilation of the Carnival event (see above), they undertake their
resistance as isolated individuals in contrast to the collective participation in the
carnivalesque envisaged by Bakhtin. Consequently, they are much more vulnerable.

The sense in literature that German society needed to overcome political apathy and
resist lingering Nazi attitudes became more pressing in the run-up to the upheavals of
1968 when the issues of protest and resistance became particularly pertinent as the
younger generation demanded major changes in society. Spurred on by the relative
success of protesters in Paris, German students had begun by demanding the reform of
the archaic West German university system. But over time such demands grew to
include protests against the Vietnam War, questioning of capitalist values, anger at an
allegedly authoritarian state in all its forms and its police force’s overreaction to student
protests, and open questioning of the activities of the parental generation under National
Socialism (which was given its initial impetus by the Auschwitz trials of 1964). Indeed,
according to Schlant, the failure to confront the Nazi past was the dominant

preoccupation of student protesters in Germany (p.81). As the violence and extremism
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of the events of 1968 recall the by-products of the carnivalesque, it is unsurprising that in
1966 Willy Schumann could write of a ‘Wiederkehr der Schelme’ in German literature.®®
Moreover, Ernst Jiinger remarked in his diary during a visit to Nice in 1966 on the
relevance of the Schelm tradition to society’s hippy ‘drop-outs’ of the 1960s and detected
their resistance-potential, even if, in the less radical, pre-1968 years, he realized that that

resistance manifested itself largely in inactivity:

Der Hitze kénnen wir durch Indolenz begegnen; die Kilte zwingt uns zur Tétigkeit.
Der Meinung sind auch die Langbeschopften, die in den Siiden fahren, um dort
zu gammeln [...] Sie stellen vielleicht, ohne es selbst zu ahnen, den Vortrupp des
Widerstands gegen die technische Welt und ihre Wertungen, sind weder
Revolutionédre noch Gegenrevolutionére, sondermn wirken durch Nichthandeln. Als
Einwanderer sind sie wenig geschitzt oder sogar gefiirchtet [...] Verbindet sich
Mittellosigkeit mit konsequentem Nichtstun, dann stellen sich bald Motive flir den
Schelmenroman ein.®’
Finally, the socio-political atmosphere during the years leading up to and shortly after
1968 explains why several works about the positive potential of the carnivalesque were
published around that time.*®
Many of the works that depict resistance to Nazism in the past also depict resistance
to Nazi attitudes in the present and thus make the connection between past and present
resistance explicit. There are two identifiable trends in the texts that involve

carnivalesque resistance in this era. In the first trend, despite a few texts published in the

mid-1960s in which Fools successfully resist Nazism, most of the Fools who resist

% Willy Schumann, ‘Wiederkehr der Schelme’, Publications of the Modern Language Association of
America, 81 (1966), pp.469-74.

% Ernst Jinger, Siebzig Verweht: Erster Teil (1980), in: Jinger, Sdmtliche Werke in 18 Binden, no editor
(Stuttgart: Klett, 1982), vol.IV (p.275). The quotation comes from a series of entries under 14/15 June
1966 which include a trip to Corsica, Nice and Munich.

% To my knowledge, these include the following nine works: Walter Kaiser, Praisers of Folly (first
published in the USA in 1963; London: Victor Gollancz, 1964); Schumann’s article (1966); van der Will's
Pikaro Heute (1967); the English translation of Bakhtin’s Rabelais and his World (1968); Enid Welsford’s
seminal book The Fool (first published in 1935 but eventually re-issued in 1968); Harvey Cox’s The Feast
of Fools: A Theological Essay on Festivity and Fantasy (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press,
1969); William Willeford’s The Fool and his Sceptre: A Study in Clowns and Jesters and Their Audience
(1969); the English translation of Huizinga’s Homo Ludens (1970); and Diederichs’s Strukturen deys

Schelmischen (1971).
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Nazism in its past or present forms fail to achieve change. And as part of the second
trend, while individual acts of carnivalesque resistance remain a prominent fopos
throughout the 1960s, those same texts question that model of resistance in two ways.
First, while authors begin to appreciate, post-BT, that the carnivalesque may be a
valuable model for resisting or challenging authority, they simultaneously began to
question the specifically violent subversion involved in Camival. Second, even as they
raise the possibility of resistance in the past and suggest its relevance to the present, some
texts explore the possibility that at least partial assimilation may be the only effective
method of offering resistance. Or in other words, the texts consider the possibility that
change can be effected only by abandoning the extreme, polarized positions which
marked the protests of the late 1960s and also characterize the binarism of high and low
culture involved in Bakhtin’s conception of the carnivalesque. This dual shift - the initial
embracing of the carnivalesque and its subversive potential which gives way to
increasingly clear ambivalence - may have stemmed from the tacit, dawning realization
that while the extremities of the Nazis’ behaviour in the past demanded equally extreme
and violent resistance, such a reaction may not be relevant to a democratic, post-war
Germany. Having described the forms that this resistance takes in post-1945 prose
fiction, I shall illustrate this shift of emphasis with reference to two essays by B6ll and

Grass below.

The Early 1960s: the Failure of Fictional Resistance to Nazis in the Past

In earlier texts, one would expect any Fool-resisters to suffer the same fate as the man

remembered by a hotelier in an interview with Walter Kempowski: ‘Ein Kamevalist in
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Diisseldorf wurde damals verhaftet. Es hief: “Der kommt ins KZ”.*” One example of
the Nazis’ suppression of tentatively direct carnivalesque resistance is the case of the
father, nicknamed ‘Beileibenicht’, of the eponymous protagonist of Paul Schalliick’s

Engelbert Reineke (published in the same year as BT). As Klapper explains:

[...] his studied eccentricity and ingenious defiance of Nazi bureaucracy border on

the comic [my italics] - for example, he has obtained a spurious medical note

certifying an inability to raise his arm to issue the Nazi salute, displays grotesquely

enlarged photographs of pock-marked Nazi-figures on his wall and smuggles the

works of forbidden authors onto the curriculum under the transparent pretext of

holding them up as a model of the decadence Nazism rejects.”
But Klapper then points out that Beileibenicht’s resistance is ‘problematic’ because ‘His
numerous eccentricities are ultimately meaningless’ (p.105) with the result that he is
arrested by the Gestapo and murdered in a KZ. Then again, B61l’s Billard um halb zehn
(1959) raises the question of resistance independently of Grass (since his novel was
published in the same year as BT) and direct and committed political resistance is also
shown to be equally futile. During the war, for example, Ferdi Progulske, whom one of
the characters, Johanna, remembers as a boy ‘der lachte, sooft ich ihn sah’,71 throws a
bomb at the Nazi teacher Wackiera but only causes minor burns and is executed for his
attempt. Johanna captures a sense of the naive and futile motivation of the Fool-like
Ferdi’s action by describing him as ‘ein Tor, der glaubte, er kénne mit Knallbonbons
gegen die an, die vom Sakrament des Biiffels gegessen hatten’ (p.1008).

But whereas Schalliick and B6ll, whose novels were published in the same year as BT,

may have sensed the same positive potential for resistance embodied by the

carnivalesque that is indicated tentatively and in a heavily qualified form in BT, one text

% Walter Kempowski, Haben Sie davon gewuf3t? Deutsche Antworten (Munich: Goldmann, 1999), p.28.
Hereafter referred to as Kempowski (1999b).

" John Klapper, ‘The Paradox of Simultaneity: “Vergangenheitsbewiltigung™ in Paul Schalliick's
Engelbert Reineke’, in: Michael Butler and Robert Evans (eds.), The Challenge of German Culture:
Essays Presented to Wilfried van der Will (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2000), pp.99-109 (p.104).

' Heinrich Boll, Billard um halb zehn, in: Boll, Werke, 11, pp.886-1171 (p.1008).
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which certainly picked up on Oskar’s ‘Protest’ and turned it into something much more
direct is Ludwig’s Tausendjahrfeier. Oskar reappears in Ludwig’s text in a highly
simplified form as the cretin Lothar: he is described by the narrator as a ‘Narr| ]’ (see the
chapter-heading on p.21) who is secretly intelligent (p.22), a master of ‘Mimik’ (p.23),
and as someone who loves hats, helmets and festivals of all kinds (pp.24-5). Like Oskar,
who obtained his drums from a Jew, Lothar has a kind of drum, a ‘Donnerblech’ (p.104;
my italics), that was given to him by a Jew called Katz (shades of Katz und Maus?). In
one especially carnivalesque scene, Lothar twice takes a salute from a squad of
Hitlerjugend and 1s twice ‘uncrowned’ (as Bakhtin might have put it) when his cap is
knocked off (pp.139-40). At the end of the novel Ludwig provides a grimmer assessment
than Grass of the likely fate of Fools who mock the Nazis when the ambitious Mayor,
Achtert, has to explain Lothar’s grave to some French tourists: ‘Heiteres Gemiit, dieser
Mann, aber nie nach anderer Leute Pfeife tanzend...Parteibonzen parodiert, sich
mokiert...bei Aufmirschen zum Beispiel’ (p.288). It then emerges that the Nazis took
Lothar away for forced euthanasia, which Oskar himself only narrowly escaped in BT."?
But although Lothar’s more direct attempts to oppose Nazism arguably reflect a sense
that Ludwig approved of a more open opposition to Nazism than that offered by Oskar,
Lothar’s importance or political relevance is diminished because we lack evidence of any
political intent and, in contrast to Oskar, any access to his thoughts, so we are less able to
identify with him. Moreover, his mockery is as ineffectual and fatal as Ferdi’s and
Beileibenicht’s. So these texts not only develop to a greater or lesser extent the direct

resistance proposed in BT, they also suggest that while Bebra’s advice to ‘die Handlung

72 15 another allusion to Grass’s Oskar, Achtert says: ‘Ubel ist der Mann hier [Lothar] von den damaligen
Machthabern mitgespielt worden’ (p.288) which recalls Bebra’s warning to Oskar: ‘Und jene da [die
Nazis] spielen uns all zu gerne iibel mit!’ (BT, p.132). In yet another reference to BT, Achtert reflects his
concern to conceal Niflheim’s guilty past when he says: ‘Vergangenheit passé!” (p.261). This echoes the
language of Lankes in BT when he tells Oberleutnant Herzog, who is revisiting his Atlantic bunker, "Is
doch lingst passé, was damals noch aktuell war’. Oskar comments that: “Pass¢ ist ein Lieblingswort bei
Lankes. Er pflegt die Welt in aktuell und pass¢ emnzuteilen’ (p.672).
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bestimmen’ was admirable, it could sometimes involve standing ‘vor der Tribiine’ - i.€.
clearly differentiating oneself from Nazism and thus exposing oneself to persecution or
death.”

Despite these pessimistic early texts, two texts from the mid-1960s involve a shift
from muted to open optimism among intellectuals in the run-up to 1968 since both
contain examples of successful carnivalesque resistance to Nazism during the Third
Reich. First, there is Bonifaz, another Schelm-descendant of Oskar Matzerath whose
outrageous adventures are described in Manfred Bieler’s novel Bonifaz oder Der Matrose
in der Flasche (1963).”* Although Bonifaz claims neutrality (p.11) in a way that recalls
Oskar’s lack of political commitment or special prejudice against Nazism, he
nevertheless hastens the Nazis’ defeat by dismantling a tank-barricade in the winter of
1944 and selling the wood (pp.15-17), then tricking a group of Hitlerjugend by mislaying
their Panzerfduste and driving them in a tram straight to the Russian tanks (pp.39-40).
Bonifaz’s Schelm-like actions result in his entirely carnivalesque promotion to town-
mayor. Then again, the East German author Johannes Bobrowski’s story ‘Der Tanzer
Malige’ (1965)” describes how the staunch Nazi Leutnant Anflug forces Polish Jews to

undertake the Sisyphean task of rolling ‘Kabeltrommel’ up a hill: once the Jews have

7 Even in a much later text, such as Ulla Berkéwicz’s Engel sind schwarz und weif3 (Frankfurt/Main:

Suhrkamp, 1992) which repeats the idea that direct subversion is futile and that Fools are either destroyed
or marginalized and powerless, there are at least three fools: the first is the anti-fascist Gabriel who is often
described as laughing, wears a brightly-coloured ‘karierte Fliege’ (p.132) and who dances away ‘als tanze
er einen amerikanischen Tanz, einen verbotenen’ (p.134) - but who is arrested for his resistance activities
and kills himself in prison; the second is the barrel-organ man whose ‘Lachen wollte nicht enden’, who
generously plies his visitors with food and drink, whose trade associates him with Carnival and the
fairground, and who is implicitly connected with Gabriel by his long hair (see pp.112 and 134). But he is
powerless because he lives in isolation in the Black Forest and although he warns the youthful protagonists
of the text against supporting Hitler, his words are ignored because his quasi-mystical statements on
destruction and renewal (p.113) are incomprehensible to his visitors. The third is a man described only as
‘der Narr’ (p.247) whom an SS-soldier, himself swinging a ‘Narrenklatsche’ (p.246), forces to dance by
shooting at his feet before finally murdering him.

™ Manfred Bieler, Bonifaz oder Der Matrose in der Flasche (Berlin and Weimar: Aufbau-Verlag, 1965).
> Johannes Bobrowski, ‘Der Tinzer Malige’, in: Bobrowski, Gesammelte Werke in Sechs Biinden, edited
by Eberhard Haufe, 4 vols. to date (Berlin : Union Verlag, 1987), IV, pp.164-9. The story is supposed to
be based on an incident involving Bobrowski himself when he punched a certain Sergeant Arnhut for
maltreating Poles in 1939. See Leah Ireland-Kunze, “Two Clowns: New Dimensions of the Picaresque’,
Colloquia Germanica 14 (1981), pp.342-51 (p.345).
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done so, Anflug kicks the ‘Kabeltrommel” back down the slope. But Malige, who had
worked ‘im Lunapark’ and specialized in performing a ‘Handstand einarmig auf einem
griinen Flaschenhals’, dances up the hill carrying the ‘Kabeltrommel’ for the Jewish
Poles as if it were a performance, and Anflug is transferred for ‘Unmégliches Verhalten’
when he threatens to shoot him. Significantly, the narrator tells us at the end that Malige,
and therefore the values he represents, may still be alive, which reinforces the notion of a
rediscovery of the carnivalesque in the 1960s.”

But while Ludwig may have reworked Oskar’s uncommitted ‘Protest’ into Lothar’s
direct, explicit, but unsuccessful resistance, and while Bobrowski (writing in the GDR)
and Bieler even maintained that the Fool could resist successfully, Grass himself
remained sceptical about the carnivalesque as a form of resistance in a way that was
significant for later developments in Germany. Mahlke, the protagonist of Katz und
Maus (1961), Grass’s next major work after BT, could have embodied some of the
potential for resistance implied by the camivalesque. He is endowed - just as a Fool
might be - with a typically grotesque body with a protruding adam’s apple, protruding
ears and an enormous phallus;’’ his ambition is ‘einmal Clown werden und die Leute
zum Lachen bringen’(p.20); and the narrator compares his dress-sense to that of Charlie
Chaplin (p.41). Furthermore, unlike those around him, Mahlke appears to maintain his
moral values under Nazism, as the caricature made of him at school as ‘der Erloser
Mahlke’ (p.38) suggests. Given his grotesque, clownish appearance and his initial moral

independence, one might expect Mahlke to be another Fool-resister: indeed, Mahlke’s

7% It might be argued that both Bieler and Bobrowski's fictional resistance was simply continuous with the
GDR tradition of writing about anti-fascist resistance; Bobrowski lived and wrote in the GDR and Bieler
published his novel in East and West Germany simultaneously. However, Bieler’s Bonifaz claims
neutrality and the GDR authorities would have hardly recognized his picaresque actions as part of the anti-
fascist tradition; moreover, Bieler himself fell out with the GDR authorities for protesting against the
suppression of the workers’ uprising in Hungary in 1956 and moved to Prague in 1964, before moving
again to West Germany in 1968 when Warsaw Pact forces invaded Czechoslovakia. Furthermore,
Bobrowski is well known for never allowing his work to be influenced by Socialist Realism.

" Giinter Grass, Katz und Maus, in: Grass, Werkausgabe, 111, pp.5-140 (pp.8 and 33-4). On the grotesque
body, see RW, pp.27 and 315-7.
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superficial traits may have led Ryan to argue, wrongly in my opinion, that he was a
crypto-resister (see Ryan [1983], pp.95-111).”® But Thomas’s and Roberts’s articles
offer several more convincing explanations of Mahlke’s behaviour in the text,”” two of
which are of importance to my argument: first, Mahlke gave in to Nazism because he
wanted to compensate for his insecurity about his prominent adam’s apple; and second,
he needed to out-do his father who had won a medal for sacrificing himself to save
others’ lives in a train-accident. But Mahlke is even less politically sophisticated or
committed than Oskar, and his desire to emulate his father and gain recognition in order
to compensate for his adam’s apple indicate a desire to reject his grotesque body and all
its implications. Indeed, it gradually emerges that Mahlke wants to be a ‘Clown’ only in
a superficial sense because of the possibilities for public performance and recognition
such a role would bring him, and as in BT only the Nazis can offer the chance to perform
before an audience. Thus Mabhlke, like Oskar, tries to position himself ‘auf der Tribiine’
to escape persecution as a grotesque outsider, but in Katz und Maus the only way to do
this is to earn the Ritterkreuz by Kkilling on behalf of Nazism. By doing this, Mahlke
betrays his moral values (signified by the loss of his ‘Erlsermiene’ [see p.116]) and
perverts his father’s saving of lives into its opposite. Ultimately, Mahlke’s most
subversive act is to slap the headmaster Klohse (p.122) for refusing to allow him to speak
at the school - a faint echo of the carnivalesque beatings described in Rabelais - and even
his earlier, trickster-like theft of a U-Boot captain’s Ritterkreuz turns out to have been

just another attempt to conceal his inadequacies.

8 An earlier, slightly different version of Ryan’s chapter on Karz und Maus was published as ‘Resistance
and Resignation: A Re-interpretation of Giinter Grass’ Kaiz und Maus’, Germanic Review, 52 (1977),
pp-148-165.

7 Qee N.L. Thomas, ‘An Analysis of Gunter Grass’ Katz und Maus with Particular Reference to the
Religious Themes’, German Life and Letters, 26 (1972/73), pp.227-38; and David Roberts, *The Cult of
the Hero: An Interpretation of Karz und Maus’, German Life and Letters, 29 (1975/76). pp.307-22.
Roberts does not mention Thomas’s article despite both authors’ similar concerns.
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Mahlke’s initial role as ‘Erléser’ implies that he had the potential to redeem the
criminality of his fellow citizens by adopting their guilt as his own, and, following
Bakhtin, his carnivalesque appearance ought to have signified his powers of subversion
and renewal. But although, like an indestructible clown, Christ redeemed mankind and
was resurrected accordingly, Mahlke fails to realize the potential for rebirth and
redemption that both Christ and the carnivalesque signify. Consequently, he never gets
the chance to ‘perform’ his speech and disappears for ever by (possibly) committing
suicide - an act of self-destruction that is analogous to Oskar’s self-concealment and the
logical conclusion of his desperate efforts to shed his grotesque role as an outsider.
Through Mahlke, Grass not only indicates Nazism’s power to attract and assimilate
society’s grotesque element (cf. the figure of Lobsack in BT), he also denies, even more
explicitly than in BT, any inherent connection between the carnivalesque and successful
political action. So at a time when other writers appear to have read a positive potential
for resistance into the figure of Oskar as Bakhtin might have done, Grass had begun to

consolidate his doubts about the carivalesque.®

The Mid-1960s Onwards. The Problems of Resistance to Post-War ‘Nazis’

Many of the texts that dealt with resistance to Nazism made a connection with combating

Nazi attitudes in post-War Germany by simultaneously investigating possibilities of

80 1ust as Mahlke looks like an avatar of Carnival but is not, Ireland-Kunze’s reflects the ambivalences of
the Carnival tradition within the texts under discussion by reading the story of Malige, which is
superficially very positive, in a pessimistic way. Thus, according to Ireland-Kunze, given the wider
historical context in which the story is situated, the fact that the Jews that Malige helps will inevitably end
up in a ghetto by 1941 (p.349) is indicative of the sense that while the carnivalesque embodies positive
forces of resistance, it is necessarily doomed to failure: so Malige’s act is not, to Ireland-Kunze's mind, the
success it appears to be. Instead, Malige becomes one of many positive post-war anti-heroes who "rebels
against a force so enormous that he cannot hope to change it’ (p.343).
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resistance in the present. Ireland-Kunze draws precisely this connection between past
and present in her comparison of Bobrowski’s ‘Malige’ and Bo6ll’s Ansichten eines
Clowns: ‘These isolated and apparently futile acts of individual heroism which have
become increasingly prominent in recent literature reflect a need - no less pressing now
than in the Hitler era - to assert the worth of the individual human being’ (p.349; my
italics). But as in the texts described above which are set in the Nazizeit, the lone,
fictional Fool in the post-War period also fails to effect change. As we have seen, Martin
Volkwein in Tausendjahrfeier tries to disrupt the Carnival that institutionalizes denial of
the Nazi past in the post-war period but is overwhelmed by the parade itself and his
actions parallel Lothar’s during the Third Reich. But although both past and present
resistance 1s unsuccessful, Lothar and Volkwein radicalize Oskar’s uncommitted protest
in BT and point to the possibility of direct action in the present.

Moreover, as with the examples described above of carnivalesque resistance to
Nazism in the past, optimism about anti-Nazi, carnivalesque resistance in the present
increases as the 1960s progressed - as does the violence employed to achieve that
subversion. For example, Bieler’s novel of 1963 ends when the Schelm Bonifaz®' attends
a post-war gathering of unreconstructed Nazis who organize a ‘Festzug’ in which they
demand the return of territories lost to the Russians and praise atomic and bacteriological
weapons (pp.227-35). Bonifaz single-handedly confronts them by burning down the
pavilion in which they are sitting, and the only man killed 1s Dierk (see pp.236-8), who
had murdered children in the Balkans (see p.180). Then again, Giinter Kunert’s

picaresque novel Im Namen der Hiite (1967) - yet another of BT”s offspring - describes a

8! Bonifaz’s name recalls that of the English saint St. Boniface, and just as Bonitace christianized the
Germans, Bonifaz’s actions are an attempt to civilize the lingering barbarism of the neo-Nazis he

encounters.
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series of adventures undertaken by the protagonist, Henry, who, whenever he puts on a
hat, can read the thoughts of its previous wearer. Henry’s father is Jewish, and despite
surviving the war in hiding, he emerges from the rubble only to be murdered.® A series
of ‘uncrownings’, so to speak, then follows as Henry dons various hats in order to
discover who had murdered his father. He traces the culprit, Belmer, to a sect of so-
called ‘Hoministen’ - thinly-disguised and unreconstructed Nazis who foster a culture of
moral amnesia: ‘Vergessen, junger Mann, immer vergessen! Jeden Tag dreimal!’ (p.247).
Henry resolves to take action by infiltrating and disrupting the sect, and by the end of the
novel has become a famous soothsayer whom the sect employs to predict prosperity at a

public rally. Instead, however, he deliberately predicts economic disaster; the sect-

leaders accuse each other of betrayal; and Henry triggers a large punch-up by hitting

Belmer on the nose. As the Russian military police look on in bemusement (‘Ein

deutsches Volksfest? Kirchweih? [...] ein Jahrmarkt’), Henry escapes (see pp.253-63).

So like Bieler’s Schelm, Henry subverts lingering Nazi-style attitudes in the present by

successfully disrupting a pro-Nazi rally and turning it into what looks like a Carnival.

But as events came to a head at the end of the 1960s, optimism about radical action
disappears. Two of Boll’s comparatively early texts anticipate some of the problems of
this enthusiasm for the radical subversion embodied by Camival. Hans Schmer, for
instance, in Boll’s Ansichten eines Clowns (1963), is a clown who mimics Oskar by
exposing the hypocrisy of powerful Catholics and of his opportunistic, Nazi-turned-
liberal mother. This he achieves not by means of physical action but by equally
aggressive verbal criticism of his targets with the ‘frank and free’ (RW, p.10) speech of a
jester. But as Sheppard points out, his resistance is toothless since he is ‘reduced to

making insulting phone-calls to marginal signifiers of the established order’ (p.312),

8 Giinter Kunert, /m Namen der Hiite (Munich: Hanser, 1967), pp.90-1.
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something which recalls Borchert’s protagonist Fischer and his futile lashing out at the
‘Leierkastenmann’. Moreover, because Schnier is a cripple, he experiences none of the
adventures of the typically dynamic Schelm (see Ireland-Kunze, p.342) and makes his
phone-calls from the static safety of his own flat. Most importantly, as Ireland-Kunze
points out, ‘He is not free of the blemishes he notes in others’, and notes his ‘streak of
selfishness” (p.343). But given Schnier’s insensitivity, cruelty, chauvinism,
authoritarianism and aggression, one could go further and compare him to the same
former Nazis whom he attacks. Indeed, at the end of the novel, Schnier encourages this
idea by painting his face in the mirror as a death’s head, an action that symbolizes his
self-destruction and the failure of his wise clowning because of his hypocrisy and
narcissism, but also points to Schnier’s Nazi-style behaviour, since the death’s head was
to be found on every SS cap. But in the earlier Billard um halb zehn, the character of
Johanna shows even more starkly how those who protest against lingering Nazi attitudes
in the post-war period tend to tip over into the same violence and behaviour that
characterized the Nazis. Like Mahlke, Johanna superficially appears to be a genuine
Fool since she is an insightful madwoman, a kind of wise Fool who ends up in a mental
asylum like Oskar Matzerath even though, like him, she is not really mad (cf. Ruth’s
comment on p.1121).*® The insight which qualified her as ‘mad’ is her belief that it is
still war-time, i.e. that German attitudes have not changed at all but remain the same in
the 1950s as they were during the Third Reich, an insight which motivates her decision to
shoot a prominent politician. Again, an implicit connection is drawn between the
laughing Ferdi who resisted the historical Nazis and to whom Johanna constantly refers

in her flashbacks, and Johanna herself in the 1950s since they both take radical action.

8 Cf. Bakhtin: ‘the theme of madness is used in the grotesque [...] to escape the false truth of this world’
(p.49). Johanna’s Fool-role is suggested by her description of Kaiser Wilhelm I as ‘cin kaiserlicher Narr’
(p.970) at a function for army officers during World War I, although her husband simply plays down his
wife’s comment by ascribing it to pregnancy and her grief for her dead brothers and daughter.
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But Johanna is imprisoned when the politician is barely injured so that her attack in the
present was as futile as Ferdi’s in the past. Moreover, there is a suggestion here that the
overt behaviour of these carnivalesque figures in the post-war period has tipped over into
unacceptable violence. After all, Johanna’s choice to assassinate the politician with a
gun may be to do with humbling authority, but that aside, the attack is not carnivalesque.
To summarize then, while some fiction implies an enthusiastic response to the kind of
resistance offered by Carnival, others, notably B6ll and Grass, express a growing unease
at the implications of Carnival. The radical subversion implied by Carnival involves a
violence which was appropriate as a (usually futile) response to the violence of the
historical Nazis but is inappropriate in post-war, democratic Germany. Furthermore, as
Schnier’s character implies, such ostensibly carnivalesque violence, even as a method of

resistance, can have affinities with the object of protest, that is to say, with Nazism itself.

Grass's and Boll's Ambivalence Towards the Carnivalesque

Grass and Boll both delivered speeches during the 1960s which suggest that they had a
complex understanding of the phenomena grouped under the umbrella-term ‘the
carnivalesque’, and these speeches can help us identify more precisely why some aspects
of the camnivalesque had become inappropriate. The speeches in question are Boll’s
Frankfurter Vorlesungen (1964) and Grass’s speech to the Gruppe 47 ‘“Vom mangelnden
Selbstvertrauen der schreibenden Hofnarren unter Beriicksichtigung nicht vorhandener
Hofe’ (1966). Although Boll’s four lectures cover a variety of topics, in his final speech
he discusses issues with a carnivalesque resonance, and I want to dwell on two points in
particular. First, within B6II’s overall argument that Germans no longer feel at home in
either their own language or country, Boll implicitly laments the lack of the

(carnivalesque) motifs of communality and feasting: ‘es wird so wenig gegessen in der
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deutschen Literatur, wie wenig darin gewohnt wird’, and in the same vein he claims that,
despite the many restaurants in West Germany, ‘Die Mahlzeiten in der
Nachkriegsliteratur sind immer nur die Imbisse von Voriibergehenden, denen das seBhaft
und langwierig zerimoniell eingenommene Mahl als etwas weit Entferntes, etwas
Makabres, nur satirisch Darstellbares erscheint’.®?* To counter this trend, BSll advocates
what he calls ‘eine Asthetik des Brotes [...] Zeichen der Briiderlichkeit nicht nur, auch
des Friedens, sogar der Freiheit’ (p.83). Boll here ascribes meanings to the act of eating
that parallel some aspects of Bakhtin’s theory, such as the notion of communality and
freedom. But significantly, Boll feels that these values are missing in Germany;
moreover, to judge from the communion-like meals eaten by Leni’s circle of friends in
Gruppenbild mit Dame (1971), B61l’s enthusiasm for eating involves something much
tamer than the excesses of Bakhtin’s Carnival.

Second, B6ll makes important comments about the German conception of humour
and again parallels Bakhtin by defining humour’s connection with the body: ‘da das Wort
humores Fliissigkeit, auch Sifte bedeutet und alle Korpersifte, als Galle, Trine, Speichel,
auch Urin meint, bindet es ans Stoffliche und gibt diesem gleichzeitig eine humane
Qualitat’ (p.89).*> But B&ll also claims that the humour of the caricaturist, Wilhelm
Busch, typified Germany and was unacceptable because it represented ‘die Vernichtung
des einzelnen, des Menschen, des Homo, des Humanen [...]. Es ist der Humor des
Hiamischen, der Schadenfreude, der nicht das Erhabene ldcherlich macht, sondern dem
Menschen gar keine Erhabenheit zuspricht’ (pp.88-9). For Béll, ‘es gibt nur eine humane
Moéglichkeit des Humors: das von der Gesellschaft flir Abfall Erklérte, flir abfillig

Gehaltene in seiner Erhabenheit zu bestimmen’ (p.89). These words mean that Boll, like

8 Heinrich Boll, Frankfurter Vorlesungen, in: Boll, Essayistische Schriften und Reden, edited by Bernd
Balzer, 3 vols. (Cologne: Kiepenheuer & Witsch, 1979), pp.34-92 (pp.78 and 83).
85 Contrast Sheppard’s speculation on the connections between ‘human’, *humus’ (= ‘soil’) and “humour’

(pp-279-80).
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Bakhtin, believes that the mechanism of laughter involves both the degradation of the
individual and the simultaneous elevation of the weak or lowly. But significantly, while
demanding the elevation of the lowly, Boll does not embrace (as Bakhtin might) the
attendant violent degradation implied by laughter: rather, he expresses unease at the
aggression that is often involved in humour. In short, B6ll acknowledges the positive
potential of some aspects of what Bakhtin would call ‘the carnivalesque’, in particular
the communality of eating and humour’s ability to elevate the humble. But he clearly
envisages a tamer form of the feasting-excesses of Carnival; and his concern about the
aggressive side of humour helps to account for his unease at the verbal violence of Hans
Schnier and the physical violence of protest that emerged at the end of the decade.

In his speech, Grass also implicitly comments on the carnivalesque, but ironically,
given that he fostered a tradition from the 1960s onwards that tapped into the radical
literary tradition of Carnival, he redefines a much more subtle, compromised role for the
Fool. He begins by describing how intellectuals lack any direct access to those in power:
‘Denn fremd und selten genug stehen sie sich gegeniiber: die libermiideten Politiker und
die unsicheren Schriftsteller mit thren rasch formulierten Forderungen, die immer schon
morgen erfiillt sein wollen’.*® He wishes that there were such a thing as ‘der schreibende
Hofnarr’ who could perform ‘politischen Hofdienst’ because historical Fools traditionally
enjoyed the access to power (in a monarch’s court) that contemporary writers lack. But
these author-Fools allegedly no longer exist for four reasons. First, Grass claims that the
appropriate social space does not exist: ‘es gibt keine Héfe und also keine Berater und

Narren’ (p.153); second, despite their humble rejection of the title ‘Dichter’, writers also

8 Giinter Grass, ‘Vom mangelnden Selbstvertrauen der schreibenden Hofnarren unter Beriicksichtigung
nicht vorhandener Hofe’, in: Grass, Werkausgabe, IX, pp.153-8 (p.153). The speech was first delivered at
Princeton University on 25 April 1966.

79



haughtily refuse to describe themselves as ‘Narren’ (p.154); this is related to the third
reason, namely that writers are ashamed to entertain their readers - Grass speaks of ‘Die
Angst zu unterhalten, d.h. genossen zu werden: Eine in Deutschland erfundene und
mittlerweile auch in anderen Lindern wuchernde Angst, Lukullisches von sich gegeben
zu haben’ (pp.154-5); fourth, and most importantly, Grass criticizes writers for
demanding the immediate fulfilment of the utopias contained in their work and attacks
those, like Peter Weiss, who describe themselves as ‘engagierte Schriftsteller’ (p.155)%
and see their utopianism as evidence of this commitment. In Grass’s view, such utopias
are evidence of rigid ideological beliefs and as he points out, ‘Diese kurzatmigen Utopien
finden nicht statt, die Realitdt spricht anders’ (p.157). So in order to compensate, Grass
describes an alternative approach:
Und es gibt auch die Menge Schriftsteller, bekannte und unbekannte, die weit
entfernt von der Anmaflung “Gewissen der Nation” sein zu wollen, gelegentlich
ihren Schreibtisch umwerfen - und demokratischen Kleinkram betreiben. Das aber
heifit: Kompromisse anstreben. Seien wir uns dessen bewuflt: Das Gedicht kennt
keine Kompromisse; wir aber leben von Kompromissen. Wer diese Spannung titig
aushilt, ist ein Narr und dndert die Welt (p.158).
What is the significance of this alternative? Grass begins his essay by saying that the
kind of Fool who could effect immediate change is gone, but at the end he appears to
contradict himself by saying that Fools can exist after all. But these Fools, who Grass
views positively, effect change not by creating utopias that issue from sudden,
revolutionary action, but by working with those in power, by trying to make small

changes through compromise, and by participating in the slow democratic process. The

modern, re-invented Fool can access power - but only through participation in

¥ In his Frankfurter Vorlesungen, Boll anticipates some of Grass’s comments, in particular that literature
should not be élitist (see pp.40-1) and o<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>