
Twelve Years: An American Boyhood in East Germany. 
By JoeL Agee. New York: Farrar , Straus, & Giroux, 
1981. 324 pages. $14.95. 

Joe l Agee was eight years old when he departed from 
Mexico with his mother and her second husband, the 
German communist writer Bodo Uhse, for the Soviet 
Zone of Germany in 1948. He resided there un t i l 1960, 
when, upon the d i sso lut ion of her marriage to Uhse, 
his mother returned with him to the US. 
Two questions trouble the reader of this unusual auto­
biography. Why was Agee so s e l f i sh with concrete data? 
Only from the dust cover does one learn the year of his 
b i r th ; a sketch of his l i f e would have put the reader 
on more secure ground. Why--and upon this problematic 
issue the author offers no comment--did Agee wait twenty 
years to assemble this chronicle of intimate experience? 
Uhse, editor of Aufbau and, after Peter Hüchel, of 
Sinn und Form, died in 1962; consequently, the delay 
could hardly have been out of respect for the step­
father of whom he was indeed fond. An indicat ion of 
motivation would have been of value. 
It might further be asked whether this book would have 
found a publisher, were the autl or not the son of a noted 
American writer . This is not to imply that publ icat ion 
is undeserved; quite the contrary, this account is to 
be read with pro f i t and fascination by every student of 
the GDR--or, as Agee always ca l l s i t in his Engl ish 
text , "the DDR." In this untranslated reference to his 
adopted land, one hears the staccato with which the 
abbreviation is pronounced by i t s natives, emphasizing 
the degree to which young Agee ident i f i ed with the 
f l edc l ing nation. 
And identify he did : he was i n both the Pioneers and 
the FDJ; he studied at various schools, in most of 
which the inh ib i t ing s p i r i t of old Germany survived. 
Agee was a d i f f i c u l t young man and he portrays a largely 
losing bat i l e , in which he appears at the end as a 
common laborer in a Ba l t i c shipyard. 
Uhse's family was among the "p r i v i l eged " of the GDR, 
permitting Agee a l i f e of well -being shared by few in -
those early days. His awareness of this specia l posit ion 
informs his entire account. It i s somewhat uncanny to 
hear an American boy rel.-te Johannes R. Becher's 
f u lmi. na t ions against the nudist beach in Ahrenshoop, 
accuse painter Otto Dix of "k i ss ing Al fred Kure l l a ' s ass" 
with his pseudo-Social ist Realism, and t e l l of the v i s i t 
to his parents' home of French songstress and Auschwitz 
survivor Fania Fenelon. 
The stor ies in themselves are nothing new; they derive 
their fascination from the tension with which Agee exper­
ienced them. This tension, in turn, is not the result 
of s p l i t national ident i ty in the narrator. Although 
there is talk of his going to the States to l i ve with his 
father (who died before his return) , Agee is in no way 
torn between countries—he reads Musil in German and 
comments upon his reading in his English-language journal . 
This tension is derived from Agee's inner turmoil and 
personal agony. Echoes of Golding 's concern for an "end 
of innocence" are often heard; further, Agee is the 
helpless v ict im of his own developing sexual i ty . The 
personal and public dimensions of h i s l i f e counterpoint 
each other in r eca l l i ng the dream which removed i t s e l f 
ever further from the r e a l i t y of the GDR during the 
years in whi cli Agee l ived there. 

Wes Blomster 
Univers i ty of Colorado 
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Zum Roman in der DDR. Edited by Marc Silberman. 
Literaturwissenschaft , Gesellschaftswissenschaft 46. 
Stuttgart : Ernst K l e t t , 1980. 174 pp. 

With the exception of Marc Silberman's own a r t i c l e on 
Hermann Kant 's Aufenthalt , a l l the pieces in this 
anthology previously appeared elsewhere--mostly in pro­
minent journals (NDL, WB, SuF, Basis') between 1966 
and 1977. It is useful to have them col lected into 
one volume, but given the amount of good c r i t i c i s m on 
the GDR novel that has appeared in less accessible 
places, i t is curious that the editor did not choose 
to bring some of that more obscure but no less deserv­
ing material to l i g h t . It i s fine to see Frank 
Trommler's well-known a r t i c l e "Von S t a l i n zu Hölderlin" 

(Basis II) again, but in order to f i t in here, i t has 
had to undergo such extensive cutt ing that the reader 
interested in the GDR Entwicklungsroman would be wel l 
advised to consult the or ig ina l anyway. 
Such reservations aside, i t seems to me that Silberman 
has presented a well-balanced picture of the kinds of" 
GDR novel c r i t i c i s m that have developed in both the 
GDR and the FRG. Aside from Trommler's piece, other 
a r t i c l e s which broadly survey and orient are Lutz-W. 
Wolf f 's on the proletar ian factory novel from 1948-
1956, Dieter Schlenstedt 's on "Ankunft und Anspruch" 
and Kurt Bat t ' s on "R e a l i t ä t und Phantas ie . " Spec i f ic 
interpretat ions , necessari ly uneven in their insights 
and convict ion, are devoted to N o l l ' s Werner Holt 
(Hans JUrgen Geerdts) , Kant 's Aula (Heinrich Mohr) and 
Aufenthalt (Silberman), Wolf 's Gete i l te r Himmel and 
Christa T. (Wolf Promies) and Kindheitsmuster (S igr id 
Bock'» . In the confines of so short an anthology, this 
may be too much Kant and Wolf, but i t does emphasize 
their cent ra l i ty in the topic , which can hardly be de­
bated . 
The editor has divided the nine a r t i c l e s into five 
categories, and his a t t r i but ion is usually judicious: 
"Wandlung," "Bewahrung," "E ing l iederung, " "Die s ich 
befreiende Subjekt iv i tät , " and "Auseinandersetzung 
mit der faschist ischen Vergangenheit." Silberman's 
introduction is a 17 page capsule summary of the 
development of l i t e r a r y c r i t i c i s m in the GDR. Although 
i t necessari ly omits a number of s i gn i f i cant issues, 
i t seems to me that the accents are correct ly set. 
This w i l l be a useful volume to Germanists who have 
not been following GDR c r i t i c i s m for very long and who 
do not have l i b ra ry access to the o r i g ina l sources. 

Kenneth Hughes 
Clark Univers i ty 
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Roman im Gespräch: Beitr'äge aus sechs s o z i a l i s ­
tischen Ländern. Hrsg. von I lse Seehase und Dieter 
Endler . Ha l l e -Le ipz i g : Mitteldeutscher Verlag. 
1980. 392 pages. 12 M. 

As the t i t l e indicates , this co l l e c t i on brings 
together sixteen contributions on the development of 
the novel in six s o c i a l i s t l i t e ra tures : Bulgarian, 
Po l i sh , Slovak, Czech, Hungarian and Rumanian. The 
volume aims at introducing the range of prose wr i t ­
ing in these l i te ratures during the s i x t i e s and 
seventies within four c lear ly marked categories: the 
h i s t o r i c a l novel, the worker-hero novel, the socia l 
novel of the s i x t i e s and the inter io r i zed novel of 
the seventies. A l l contributions were previously 
published in the country of o r i g in , most in 
1977/78. 
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The ed i tors ' brief preface characterizes the scope 
of the co l l ec t ion as an attempt to document the 
l i v e l y discussions about the renewal of the novel 
and prose aesthetics during the last twenty years. 
The major focus f a l l s on the sh i f t during the late 
s ix t ies from to ta l i z ing structures to more intense 
subjective forms. As a resu l t , the editors consider 
these essays to De part of a larger discussion 
about realism and strategies to activate readers. 
Because 1 am not a spec i a l i s t in contemporary 
Eastern European prose, I can offer nothing more 
than general impressions about the qual i ty of argu­
ment in these a r t i c l e s . F i r s t of a l l , the se lec ­
tions range from impromptu round-table discussions 
to panoramic overviews and short reviews of i n d i v i d ­
ual works. On the whole, there seems to be more 
summary of developments than a convincing account of 
why such changes came about. The clearest statement 
of this l a t te r sort comes from the editors who i n ­
s i s t that the trend toward the "modern" novel in the 
s ix t ies cannot be accounted for purely as a reaction 
to the mistakes of cu l tu ra l po l i c ies in the f i f t i e s 
(eg. dogmatism and schematicism). Nonetheless,.sev­
eral c r i t i c s e x p l i c i t l y mention 1956 as a watershed 
year and do not hesitate to name frankly the dispar­
i ty between ideal and r e a l i t y which typi f ies the 
l i te rature before that time. On the whole, a naive 
assumption prevails about the re lat ionship between 
history and l i t e r a ry history which contends that, 
because r ea l i t y became more complex in the s i x t i e s , 
so too did the nove l i s t i c solutions which re f l ec t 
that r e a l i t y . Besides the problematic nature of 
such an unmediated view of the Basis/Uberbau model, 
"h i s to ry " i t s e l f is curiously absent from these 
essays: Czechoslovakia 1968, Poland 1970 and 1976, 
etc . 

It is interest ing to note a general consensus that, 
after the energetic renewal of the novel in the s i x ­
t i e s , a period of formal and thematic exhaustion set 
i n . On the one hand, there is hope expressed that 
the p ro l i f e ra t ion of short prose may lead to a "new 
synthes is . " On the other hand, in one of the most 
interest ing cont r i bu t i c . o — t h e only one by a l i t e r a r y 
wr i ter - - the Pol ish author Wlodzimierz Sokorski re ­
jects the notion of a c r i s i s in current Po l i sh 
novels (1976/77), but regards their lackluster qual­
i ty as the result of the existence of such acute ide­
o log ica l contradictions in society that writers 
defer to secondary problems for their materia l . In 
view of the turmoil in Poland during the last year, 
his commentary seems no less than prophetic. 
This co l l ec t ion str ikes me, f i n a l l y , as an attempt 
to legitimate the status of s o c i a l i s t integration in 
Eastern Europe. Despite the ed i to rs ' claims that 
the co l l ec t ion w i l l demonstrate national dif ferences, 
there is a remarkable s im i l a r i t y in the normative 
and h i s t o r i c a l evaluation employed by most of the 
c r i t i c s . In this connection, the introductory essay 
- - a comparative typology of Soviet novels by a Soviet 
scho lar - - sets the tone for what I would c a l l an 
o f f i c i a l view of prose developments in these six 
l i t e ra tu res . 

Marc Silberman 
Univers i ty of Texas 
San Antonio 

Mit dem Schlimmsten wurde schon gerechnet. Prosa, 
yon Lutz Rathenow. Frankfurt/M., Be r l in : U l l s t e i n , 
1980. 200 Seiten. 25 , - DM. 

E in schuldloser Mann lässt s ich widerstandslos von 
einem gesichtslosen Bürokraten zur Hinrichtung 
schicken. Am Hei l igen Abend begeht ein Mann, nachdem 
er an den kommenden Besuch seiner Famil ie , an die 
Weihnachtsgeschenke denkt, Selbstmord. E i n Mann 
be t r i t t die Strasse, auf seinem Gesicht e in Ausdruck 
der Freude, und wird, eben wegen dieser Freude, fast 
in eine Schlägerei verwickelt . E in Herrscher geht 
anonym unter das Volk und wird zum Todesopfer seiner 
eigenen Gesetze. E i n Beamter unterschreibt- -unter 
Verwendung bürokratischer Log ik - - s e in eigenes Todes­
u r t e i l . E in Maior a.D. dress iert Hasen zum absoluten 
Gehorsam, über K le in igke i ten entsteht e in Due l l , in 
dem der Gast den Gastgeber tötet. Um Ungeziefer zu 
bekämpfen, verwandelt ein Kleingärtner seinen Garten 
in eine Art Niemandsland, mit Selbstschussanlagen, 
e l ek t r i f i z i e r t em Stacheldraht, Minen. 
Das i s t die Welt, die Lutz Rathenow in einer zum T e i l 
r e a l i s t i s chen , zum T e i l an Kafka geschulten Prosa kon­
s t ru i e r t—e ine verlogene, autoritätshörige Welt, i n 
der r i t u a l i s i e r t e s , sinnleeres Leben in Verunsicherung, 
Machtlosigkeit , Pass iv i tä t , Selbstmord mündet. Den 
Leser darf es also gar nicht wundern, dass dieser 42 
Erzählungen enthaltende Band in der DDR nicht e r sch ien - -
was nicht heissen w i l l , dass Rathenows Geschichten 
irgendwie DDR-feindlich verstanden werden so l l en . Im 
G igente i l : mit einigen Ausnahmen, wo die DDR namentlich 
erwähnt wird, fehlt der spezif ische Bezug auf DDR-Wirk­
l i c h k e i t . Es geht Rathenow um den V e r f a l l zwischen­
menschlicher Beziehungen in einem nicht national zu 
definierenden Zusammenhang. Der märchenhaft-satirische 
Charakter v i e l e r dieser Geschichten betont dies . 
Rathenows L i te ra tur verweist auf den autoritären 
Charakter gegenwärtiger Gesellschaftsbeziehuigen, auf 
die aus Entfremdung urd Vereinzelung entstehende 
Manipulierbarkeit als ' estimmendes Moment der heutigen 
Ze i t . Er vo l l ze ih t dis aber in einer Weise, die es 
dem Leser nicht l e i cht macht, sich mit den erzählten 
Gestalten und Handlung»n zu i d e n t i f i z i e r e n . Rathenow 
erzählt nämlich mit einem derart hohen Grad an 
Abstrakt ion—typisch fUr das Märchen, die Sa t i r e , für 
sur rea l i s t i sche Prosa-- ,dass der Leser s ich dabei 
schwer tut , den Sinn (oder auch die Sinnlosigkeit ) 
dieser Geschichten zu begreifen. Das Gefühl des 
Schreckens, das hier oft in den A l l t a g hereinbricht 
und diesen zu Nicht-Bekanntem verfremdet, macht die 
Gestalten und durch sie auch den Leser betroffen. Und 
darum geht es Rathenow wohl: Durch Betroffenheit a ls 
eine Art Verfremdungseffekt zwingt er den Leser zum 
Nachdenken Uber seine eigene Lage, v i e l l e i c h t zum 
Handeln. 

Prosa wie die von Rathenow i s t nicht jedermanns Sache: 
Das Lesen macht MUhe, es fehlt " f t der reine Unter­
haltungswert. Trotzdem bietet c'eses erste Buch des 
1952 geborenen Autors E inb l icke in eine Art von 
DDR-Literatur, die weitgehend unbekannt i s t . Hier 
gibt es weder posit ive Helden noi h Optimismus, weder 
gesel lschaft l ichen Fo r t schr i t t noch Hoffnung; 
hier herrscht im Angesicht von Angst und Schrecken, 
Feigheit , Tatenlos igkei t , Verzweiflung. 

James Knowlton 
Univers i ty of Northern Iowa 
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