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FRENCH LITERATURE 

Overview 

A new idealism and positive faith, which permeated French thinking toward the end of the 
l9th century—powered by faith in science, economic progress, exuberant forms of 
nationalism—found expression in the vitalist philosophies of such pan European thinkers as 
Bergson and Nietzsche.  However intimations of upcoming political strife, of ominous force, 
were on the horizon. 

The boiling conflicts within Germany came to the surface as early as 1905, when the Kaiser 
insulted France at Tangiers; there was more friction at Agadir in l911. Then in l914, came 
the First World War, and with it the destruction not only of the German Empire but virtually 
of France along with it. The era between the first and second world wars was one of 
disillusionment, frustration, and cynicism. Conflicting economic and political beliefs made for 
instability in governments, and pacifism met opposition from those who feared the 
resurgence of German militarism, especially after Hitler’s rise to power in l933. The 
pragmatic philosophy of William James and the psychology of Sigmund Freud had deep 
effect on French thought during this interim period. 

Like the period following World War I, the years since the end of the last conflict, were filled 
with insecurity, disillusionment and fear—especially, in the United States, the fear of Russia 
and communism. 

In literature, many of the fin de siècle writers continued to produce into the twentieth 
century. Naturalism and symbolism were already on the decline, but no new school of 
significance took their place. Many minor schools had brief vogues—neoromanticism, 
vitalism, Dynamism, Paroxysm, Futurism, and others. Several general tendencies, however, 
can be noted. First, during the early years of the century, the optimism, nationalism, 
patriotism, and activism of the era determined the course of much of the literature. At the 
same time some writers were turning to mysticism and religion. During each world war 
some good war literature was written, and after each conflict the literature reflected the 
pessimism and frustration of the nation. During the twentieth century there have been other 
persistent trends, all of them inflected by the ominous Cold War which separated the Soviet 
Union from the rest of Europe and the United States, and which remained a reality almost to 
the end of the century. One of the trends is an increasing interest in the inner workings of 
the mind—a trend opened widely by the researches of Sigmund Freud. Another trend might 
be considered the exacerbation of social and racial tension—as new nations are formed in 
Africa, as civil rights movements manifest in powerful societies, and as the classical threats 
of World War between nations are replaced by civil and ideological conflicts. A third trend 
should be the widening of global communications through the internet, which was an 
operative force by the late eighties, and the resultant changes, still hard to explore, in the 
relationships among individuals and the operations of entertainment and world news itself. 

 

 



Discussion questions 

What do you see as the roots of the Surrealism sponsored by Aragon and Breton? What 
needs of the time were being met by the development of this ideology and poetic? 

Does the view of mankind, which Sartre develops in his plays and philosophy, resemble at 
all the view of Racine, in his tragedies, toward man and the human condition? Would 
Beckett concur with Sartre’s vision of the human condition? 

How does Malraux, in his Psychology of Art, describe the new world of international, 
intercultural art experience? Has the advent of the internet dated the perceptions central to 
Malraux? 

Marcel Proust takes us back into the tangled moral complexities of an earlier social culture. 
How does Proust’s view of that ‘older world’ compare to the view taken by Mauriac, in a 
dark novel like The Nest of Vipers? 

How do you interpret the lengthy period of silence in which Paul Valery found himself unable 
to write poetry, and then the outburst of fine lyric that later came from him? Was he, this 
mathematician of the imagination, moving through a mystical period? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



Poetry 

Aragon, Louis: importance for French literature.  Louis Aragon (1897-1982) was born 
and died in Paris. He left a noteworthy mark on French literature. He, along with Andre 
Breton, was at the foundation of the literary movement of Surrealism. In addition he was a 
devoted member of the French Communist party, during the dramatic Cold War Years in 
which intellectuals in the West were defining themselves in terms of extraordinary new 
political ideologies. 

Louis Aragon; Life and Works. Louis Aragon was born and died in Paris. The story of his 
upraising is unparalleled in its complexity, and surely has a bearing on his work. Louis was 
raised by his mother and by his maternal grandmother. However—thanks to the 
manipulations of his mother and grandmother—he was convinced that these two women 
were, respectively, his sister and foster mother. His biological father, the senator Louis 
Andrieux, was thirty years older than his wife, and essentially refused to recognized Louis as 
his son. As a result, Louis was fobbed off as Louis’s godfather. The truth of this entire ruse 
was revealed to Louis at age nineteen, but by then his father’s refusal to recognize him had 
cut a deep wound, and Aragon lived  his with this absence of an active father. Who can 
doubt that the backstory to his family tree played a role in the upside down syntax of poetry 
within Surrealism? From 1919 on, at the end of one all enveloping war, but at the start—as 
we would be forced to know—of a far worse, Aragon plunged into the center of his society, 
writing his poetry, joining fellow writers in the Dadaist movement (1919-1924), and from 
the early 20’s on joining the Communist Party as a fellow-traveler. (It is for this 
wholehearted engagement with his time, that Aragon continues to fascinate us.) In l924 
Louis Aragon became a founding member of the Surrealist Movement, along with his 
colleagues Andre Breton and Phillipe Soupault. By the same year, l924, he became a full 
member of the Communist Party, and began to work for the Communist newspaper, 
L’Humanite.  In other words, Communism and Surrealism—two very different versions of 
status quo rebellion—coincided in the developing Aragon. From this point on, as he 
configured his world view, Aragon wrote fervently about the beliefs and styles he admired. 

I demand that my books be judged with utmost severity, by knowledgeable people who 
know the rules of grammar and of logic, and who will seek beneath the footsteps of my 
commas the lice of my thought in the head of my style. 

In other words, the refusal of bourgeois language went hand in hand, in Aragon, with his 
refusal of the bourgeois structure of society. His poetry on war, love, nature, and confidence 
in the future is memorable and assumes many forms, not simply the extreme surrealist 
form: his poems from the war years are collected in the volume Aragon, Poet of the French 
Resistance (1945). Even before that, though, he was known for his novels, among which 
the later attempt to portray the whole of French society. In other words Aragon is a flexible 
writer, deeply involved with own time and, like many writers, skilled at assuming 
contradictory guides in his expression. 

Reading 

Primary source reading 
Paris Peasant, tr. Taylor, 2004. 

http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/l/louisarago153087.html
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/l/louisarago153087.html
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/l/louisarago153087.html


 

Secondary source reading 
Aragon: Poet of the Resistance, ed. Josephson and Cowley, 1945. 

Further reading 
Adereth, Max, Elsa Triolet and Louis Aragon: An Introduction to their Interwoven Lives and 
Works, l994 

Foreign language reading 
Sanouillet, M. Dada a Paris, 1993.  

Suggested paper topics 

What relation do you see, between Aragon’s complex and insecure childhood, and the kinds 
of surreal verbal projects from which he made his literature? Would you like to generalize 
about the psychological origins of surrealism in general? 

As you reflect on Aragon’s life and work, consider the relation between literary surrealism 
and communism. Can you see how they can coexist? Do they share certain common values 
and perspectives? 

Excerpt http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/authors/l/louis_aragon.html 

We know that the nature of genius is to provide idiots with ideas twenty years later. 

Light is meaningful only in relation to darkness, and truth presupposes error. It is these 
mingled opposites which people our life, which make it pungent, intoxicating. We only exist 
in terms of this conflict, in the zone where black and white clash. 

I demand that my books be judged with utmost severity, by knowledgeable people who 
know the rules of grammar and of logic, and who will seek beneath the footsteps of my 
commas the lice of my thought in the head of my style. 

Love is made by two people, in different kinds of solitude. It can be in a crowd, but in an 
oblivious crowd. 

Fear of error which everything recalls to me at every moment of the flight of my ideas, this 
mania for control, makes men prefer reason's imagination to the imagination of the senses. 
And yet it is always the imagination alone which is at work. 

O reason, reason, abstract phantom of the waking state, I had already expelled you from 
my dreams, now I have reached a point where those dreams are about to become fused 
with apparent realities: now there is only room here for myself. 

There are strange flowers of reason to match each error of the senses. 

  

http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/l/louisarago153086.html
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/l/louisarago153091.html
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/l/louisarago153091.html
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/l/louisarago153091.html
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/l/louisarago153087.html
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/l/louisarago153087.html
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/l/louisarago153087.html
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/l/louisarago153088.html
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/l/louisarago153088.html
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/l/louisarago153085.html
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/l/louisarago153085.html
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/l/louisarago153085.html
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/l/louisarago165577.html
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/l/louisarago165577.html
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/l/louisarago165577.html
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/l/louisarago153090.html


Valéry, Paul 

Paul Valéry: Life and Works, first half.  Paul Valéry (1871-1945) was born in Sete, on 
the Mediterannean, and throughout his lifetime he would fixate on seascapes which derive 
from his early experience of the Mediterranean. Valéry’s father was Corsican, and his 
mother Italian, and the young man was raised in Montpellier. In 1900 he married, and had 
three children, and settled into what, for nineteenth century French writers, was a stable 
married life. His academic route was through the University of Montpellier, where he also 
wrote extensively. After graduation he was working for over a decade as a private 
secretary,  and writing for an appreciative public, for by this time, 1920 and after, he had 
begun to publish widely. His Album des vers anciens (1920), Album of ancient verses, 
revealed him as a poet of exquisite finesse in orthodox prosody; his Charmes (1922), which 
included one of his greatest poems, ‘Le Cimetière  Marin,’ ‘The Seaside Cemetery,’ in which 
the hard frost of light on the ocean mirrors the hard deaths at sea which bedaub the rough 
Mediterranean coast. And then there was the Soirée avec M. Teste (1897), The Evening with 
Mr. Teste, which though prose had the hard intellectual abstractness of the poetry of Valéry, 
or of Valéry’s master, Stéphane Mallarmé, and had already before Valéry’s volumes of 
poetry drawn attention to his extraordinary imaginative intellect.  In the course of these 
high profile engagements with the public, Valéry found himself becoming a popular and 
honored public figure. In l925 he was inducted into the Académie francaise, and in that 
capacity began to contribute to public causes, to lecture widely throughout France, and in 
effect to serve as an unofficial voice of the government on public matters. Inspired by the 
support of the public, Valéry went on to become a tireless speaker and presence in higher 
French culture. Valéry founded a noteworthy College in Cannes, in l932,  a meeting place 
for the study and appreciation of French culture and values. The same Valéry gave the 
memorial lecture for the one hundredth anniversary of the birth of Goethe. By this time, 
although he had published only some one hundred lyrics, he was widely viewed as the 
leader of the Symbolist movement,  and as a worthy successor to his master, Stéphane 
Mallarmé. 

Life and Works, Second Half.  Oddly enough, there is a second half to all this. It is a half 
which begins before the first half, the public figure stage, ended. In 1892, in the aftermath 
of a violent thunderstorm, Valéry had an existential awareness which broke his will to write. 
(One might think of Jakob Boehme’s vision of the inner meaning of the sunshine on a 
pewter bowl, in seventeenth century Germany.) As we have seen, Valéry had already 
written fine work by that time, but in the wake of this ‘moment’ he wrote nothing more for 
twenty years. (We have just seen how much else he accomplished, in public, but he could 
create no more ‘literature.’) Encouraged by André Gide, and by now interested primarily in 
the sciences, he began writing afresh in l916. This poetry is austere, mathematical. and 
pure, eliminating life in favor or an intellectualized geometry.  (One can feel the constant 
presence of Mallarmé’s poetry here.) This new poetry, with its conventions and mannerisms, 
leads to obscurity, but to a purity which has led some of his followers to consider his the 
best poetic work of the twentieth century. He was in this later period also prolific with 
brilliant aesthetic essays, and with notes on his time. 

 



Reading 

Primary source reading  
Paul Valery’s Cahiers/Notebooks,  ed. Gifford, Stimpson, Pickering, 2000. 

Secondary source reading 
Baudry, Phillipe, Valery Finder: Metaphysics and Literature, 2011, 

Further reading 
Kristeva, J., La Revolution du langage poétique, 1974. 

Original language reading 
Cioran, Emile, Valery face à ses idoles, 2007. 

Suggested paper topics  

What practical interrelation do you see between Valery’s scientific thought and his poetry? 
Does one enrich the other? What other writers do you know, for whom scientific study is 
important? Goethe? Zola? 

How do you understand the moving experience which led to Valery’s prolonged and silent 
absence from poetry? Was it a ‘mystical experience’? Did he ever try to explain this 
experience? 

 



Excerpt http://www.historyguide.org/europe/valery.html 

We later civilizations . . . we too know that we are mortal. 
 
We had long heard tell of whole worlds that had vanished, of empires sunk without a trace, 
gone down with all their men and all their machines into the unexplorable depths of the 
centuries, with their gods and their laws, their academies and their sciences pure and 
applied, their grammars and their dictionaries, their Classics, their Romantics, and their 
Symbolists, their critics and the critics of their critics. . . . We were aware that the visible 
earth is made of ashes, and that ashes signify something. Through the obscure depths of 
history we could make out the phantoms of great ships laden with riches and intellect; we 
could not count them. But the disasters that had sent them down were, after all, none of 
our affair. 
 
Elam, Ninevah, Babylon were but beautiful vague names, and the total ruin of those worlds 
had as little significance for us as their very existence. But France, England, Russia...these 
too would be beautiful names. Lusitania too, is a beautiful name. And we see now that the 
abyss of history is deep enough to hold us all. We are aware that a civilization has the same 
fragility as a life. The circumstances that could send the works of Keats and Baudelaire to 
join the works of Menander are no longer inconceivable; they are in the newspapers. That is 
not all. The searing lesson is more complete still. It was not enough for our generation to 
learn from its own experience how the most beautiful things and the most ancient, the most 
formidable and the best ordered, can perish by accident; in the realm of thought, feeling, 
and common sense, we witnessed extraordinary phenomena: paradox suddenly become 
fact, and obvious fact brutally believed. 
 
I shall cite but one example: the great virtues of the German peoples have begotten more 
evils, than idleness ever bred vices. With our own eyes, we have seen conscientious labor, 
the most solid learning, the most serious discipline and application adapted to appalling 
ends. 
 
So many horrors could not have been possible without so many virtues. Doubtless, much 
science was needed to kill so many, to waste so much property, annihilate so many cities in 
so short a time; but moral qualities in like number were also needed. Are Knowledge and 
Duty, then, suspect? 
 
So the Persepolis of the spirit is no less ravaged than the Susa of material fact. Everything 
has not been lost, but everything has sensed that it might perish. 
 

 
 

  



Breton, André 

André Breton, Early Life.  Andre Breton (1896-1966) was born in Normandy, of a working 
class family, a fact of importance for his subsequent solidarity with the working class 
through the  mediation of the Communist party. As a young man he studied medicine and 
psychiatry, and took particular interest in mental illness and its symptoms. In WW I Breton 
worked in a neurological ward in Nantes. (It seems of note that while there Breton met a 
young man named Jacques Vache, whose natural rebelliousness and anarchism fascinated 
Andre, and helped accentuate what was to become Breton’s mature life of resistance to 
middle class values. He took due note of the fact that Vache committed suicide at age 
twenty four.) 

Breton, mature life and works. In l921, Breton moved back to Paris, and set up his 
apartment on the rue Fontaine. He began there the assembling of a collection of artifacts, 
photographs, books, painting, objets d’art, which was to grow to 53,000 in number, and to 
grow into a vast resource for such as cultural anthropologists. (There was a strong 
emphasis, throughout the collection, on materials relating to the Native Indians of 
Northwest America.) At the same time, Breton was immersing himself in the drama of the 
current literary world in Paris. In l919 Breton—along with two fellow writers, Philippe 
Soupault and Louis Aragon—founded the journal Litérature,  in which the group devoted 
much attention to the phenomenon of automatic writing, and its ways of letting the 
subconscious out into expression. (Breton was to make the acquaintance of Sigmund Freud, 
in l920, and to remain true, throughout his writing life, to his desire to discover and display 
the meeting points between dream and ordinary language.) In l924 Breton served as editor 
of a widely distributed Parisian journal, Les recherches surréalistes (Surrealist 
investigations), as well as of the prominent Manifesto of Surrealism, to which many of the 
outstanding ‘liberated poets of the day’ contributed. In the Manifesto Breton makes evident 
what he foresees as the achievement of a new kind of person, through surrealism; one to 
whom the egalitarian social perspectives of Marxism are very congenial, who believes in the 
simple oneness of humanity, and who at the same time is devoted to the personal 
transformation of the individual, as it can be roadmapped in the work of a brilliant forbear 
like Rimbaud. It should be noted that Breton joined and remained in the Communist Party 
from 1927-33; maintaining to the Party the same kind of complex fidelity that shows in his 
colleague Louis Aragon and in many contemporary French intellectuals. (In l938 Breton met 
Trotsky in Mexico, and was inspired by some social prospects from within a revised 
Communism.) For these thinkers, as for many throughout Western Europe and the United 
States in the l930’s and 40’s, Communism seemed to offer a practical platform for a new 
organization of human society. 

Breton in later life. In l940 Breton once again served in the Medical Corps of the French 
Army, but as he came under pursuit by the Vichy government—his Communism sufficed for 
that—he staged (with two American friends) a necessary escape from Europe. He located 
both in the United States, and in the Caribbean, where he made the acquaintance of Aime 
Césaire. In New York City he met his third wife; he also shared his valuable personal art 
collection in an extraordinary exhibit at Yale University in 1942. In l948 he returned to 
Paris, where he committed himself to new movements of Anarchism, and denounced French 



colonial occupation in Algeria. True to himself, he remained outside the system, right to his 
death. 

Reading 

Primary source reading 

Nadja, tr. Richard Howard, 1994. 

Secondary source reading 

Raymond, Marcel, From Baudelaire to Surrealism, 1957. 

Further reading 

Broome and Chesters, Anthology of Modern French Poetry, 1850-1950,  1976. 

Original language reading 

Cauvin, Caws, Poems of Andre Breton: A Bilingual Anthology, 2006. 

Suggested paper topics 

How do you related Breton’s poetry to his extensive career collecting primitive works of art? 
Was he an anthropologist/collector in his writing? 

Does Andre Breton’s experience in mental wards, and his knowledge of neurology, play a 
role in his finding of his poetic powers? How does  Communism belong to this mix of poetry 
and science? Is Breton a lover of the people? 

 



Excerpt 
http://www.tcf.ua.edu/Classes/Jbutler/T340/SurManifesto/ManifestoOfSurrealism.htm 

So strong is the belief in life, in what is most fragile in life – real life, I mean – that in the 
end this belief is lost. Man, that inveterate dreamer, daily more discontent with his destiny, 
has trouble assessing the objects he has been led to use, objects that his nonchalance has 
brought his way, or that he has earned through his own efforts, almost always through his 
own efforts, for he has agreed to work, at least he has not refused to try his luck (or what 
he calls his luck!). At this point he feels extremely modest: he knows what women he has 
had, what silly affairs he has been involved in; he is unimpressed by his wealth or his 
poverty, in this respect he is still a newborn babe and, as for the approval of his conscience, 
I confess that he does very nicely without it. If he still retains a certain lucidity, all he can 
do is turn back toward his childhood which, however his guides and mentors may have 
botched it, still strikes him as somehow charming. There, the absence of any known 
restrictions allows him the perspective of several lives lived at once; this illusion becomes 
firmly rooted within him; now he is only interested in the fleeting, the extreme facility of 
everything. Children set off each day without a worry in the world. Everything is near at 
hand, the worst material conditions are fine. The woods are white or black, one will never 
sleep. 
 
But it is true that we would not dare venture so far, it is not merely a question of distance. 
Threat is piled upon threat, one yields, abandons a portion of the terrain to be conquered. 
This imagination which knows no bounds is henceforth allowed to be exercised only in strict 
accordance with the laws of an arbitrary utility; it is incapable of assuming this inferior role 
for very long and, in the vicinity of the twentieth year, generally prefers to abandon man to 
his lusterless fate. 
 
Though he may later try to pull himself together on occasion, having felt that he is losing by 
slow degrees all reason for living, incapable as he has become of being able to rise to some 
exceptional situation such as love, he will hardly succeed. This is because he henceforth 
belongs body and soul to an imperative practical necessity which demands his constant 
attention. None of his gestures will be expansive, none of his ideas generous or far-
reaching. In his mind’s eye, events real or imagined will be seen only as they relate to a 
welter of similar events, events in which he has not participated, abortive events. What am 
I saying: he will judge them in relationship to one of these events whose consequences are 
more reassuring than the others. On no account will he view them as his salvation. 
 
Beloved imagination, what I most like in you is your unsparing quality. 
 
There remains madness, "the madness that one locks up," as it has aptly been described. 
That madness or another…. We all know, in fact, that the insane owe their incarceration to a 
tiny number of legally reprehensible acts and that, were it not for these acts their freedom 
(or what we see as their freedom) would not be threatened. I am willing to admit that they 
are, to some degree, victims of their imagination, in that it induces them not to pay 
attention to certain rules – outside of which the species feels threatened – which we are all 
supposed to know and respect.  

http://www.tcf.ua.edu/Classes/Jbutler/T340/SurManifesto/ManifestoOfSurrealism.htm


Drama 
 
Beckett, Samuel 

Samuel Beckett: the imprint on his world. Samuel Beckett (1906-1989) was an Irish 
novelist, poet, theater director, and commentator on the meaning of life,  who left a deep 
mark on writing and thinking in English. He has been considered the last great master of 
Modernism, the greatest proponent of the so called Theater of the Absurd, and even one of 
the first of the Postmoderns. In other words a major literary figure at the crossroads of 
many of the artististic frontiers of his and our time. 

Samuel Beckett, school and study. Samuel Beckett was born on Good Friday into a 
comfortable Dublin suburb. (His parents were devout members of the Anglican Church of 
Ireland.) His house, with its grounds and tennis court, gave the young Samuel a congenial 
venue for long walks with his father, as did the surrounding parks and roadways,  which 
were green and inviting. His father was a surveyor, and in good relation with his son; there 
is little, in Beckett’s childhood, to suggest the formation of a world class cynic and gallows 
humorist. He was educated first at a local playschool, then at Portora Royal School—where 
Oscar Wilde had also matriculated—and where Samuel began his serious career as an 
amateur cricketer. He was to become an outstanding player when he went up to Trinity 
College, Dublin, where he was a student from l923-1927, and where he acquired the formal 
underpinnings of his linguistic genius. At Trinity he studied French, Italian, and English 
literatures and language, working under such luminaries as A.B. Luce the distinguished 
student of Bishop Berkeley’s philosophy. 

Maturity and mature works. Upon graduation from Trinity, Dublin, Beckett was invited to 
work as a teacher of English at the Ecole Normale Supérieure in Paris. He was to remain in 
that city for much of his life, with occasional forays around the continent and home to 
Ireland. One important factor in his prolonged French residence was his early acquaintance, 
in Paris, with James Joyce, another transplanted Irishman. Upon arrival in Paris, Beckett 
had met the older man, and become his private secretary, doing research for Finnegans 
Wake. From the start this relation had been the great literary inspiration of Beckett’s life, 
although he was later to discover that his own genius lay in a direction opposite to Joyce’s, 
in the direction of contraction and simplification of language, rather than of exuberant and 
erudite growth. Language play and daring joined the two men, as they constructed very 
different kinds of verbal universe. (Their bond was threatened when Joyce’s daughter, who 
was passing into schizophrenia, made advances to Beckett; the latter withdrew, bruising 
many feelings.) Beckett, meanwhile, was embedding himself in French culture, starting to 
write and publish actively in French—which was to remain his first language for writing, 
throughout his life—and participating actively in the French Resistance against German 
occupation. (Beckett fought throughout the war, served the French with high honors, and 
was rewarded at war’s end with the French Croix de Guerre.) By this stage, Beckett was 
coming into mastery of his own minimalist, gallows humor drama. Starting with En 
Attendant Godot (1953), Waiting for Godot, he wrote a series of dark dramas which attained 
immediate success both in Europe and the United States. Krapp’s Last Tape (1958) and Fin 
de Partie (1957),  (Endgame), deserve mention, among others. These plays faced human 
beings with the bleakness of themselves, of their histories and prospects, and with the 



looming meaningless of the universe. Human beings flocked to the theater, to hear this 
about themselves. 

Reading 

Primary source reading 

Waiting for Godot, tr. Beckett, 2011. 

Secondary source reading 

Esslin, M., The Theater of the Absurd, 1969. 

Further reading 

Ricks, Christopher, Beckett’s Dying Words, 1995. 

Original language reading 

Kamyabi Mask, A., Les temps de l’attente, l999. 

Suggested paper topics   

What seems to you, upon looking into it, to have been the major influence of James Joyce 
on Beckett? Did Beckett not write as a minimalist, while Joyce expanded his text to the 
limits of the world? Was  the bond between the two men their common sense of language, 
or was it their view of the world? 

Does Samuel Beckett belong in our French writers’ syllabus? He did, after all, write a lot in 
English, and translate some of his own French work into English. Is his inclusion here owing 
to the special value of the work he did in his writing in French? Or, amazing possibility, did 
he come to write French better than English? 

 

  



Excerpt www.english-literature.uni-bayreuth.de/en/teaching/.../Sur-20c-read.do 

A country road. A tree. Evening. 
Estragon, sitting on a low mound, is trying to take off his boot. He pulls at it 
with both hands, panting. He gives up, exhausted, rests, tries again.  
As before. Enter Vladimir.  

ESTRAGON: (giving up again). Nothing to be done.  

VLADIMIR: (advancing with short, stiff strides, legs wide apart). I'm beginning to come round 
to that opinion. All my life I've tried to put it from me, saying Vladimir, be reasonable, you 
haven't yet tried everything. And I resumed the struggle. (He broods, musing on the struggle. 
Turning to Estragon.) So there you are again.  

ESTRAGON: Am I?  

VLADIMIR: I'm glad to see you back. I thought you were gone forever.  

ESTRAGON: Me too.  

VLADIMIR: Together again at last! We'll have to celebrate this. But how? (He reflects.) Get up 
till I embrace you.  

ESTRAGON: (irritably). Not now, not now.  

VLADIMIR: (hurt, coldly). May one inquire where His Highness spent the night?  

ESTRAGON: In a ditch.  

VLADIMIR: (admiringly). A ditch! Where?  

ESTRAGON: (without gesture). Over there.  

VLADIMIR: And they didn't beat you?  

ESTRAGON: Beat me? Certainly they beat me.  

VLADIMIR: The same lot as usual?  

ESTRAGON: The same? I don't know.  

VLADIMIR: When I think of it . . . all these years . . . but for me . . . where would you be . . . 
(Decisively.) You'd be nothing more than a little heap of bones at the present minute, no doubt 
about it.  

ESTRAGON: And what of it?  

VLADIMIR: (gloomily). It's too much for one man. (Pause. Cheerfully.) On the other hand 
what's the good of losing heart now, that's what I say. We should have thought of it a million 
years ago, in the nineties.  

ESTRAGON: Ah stop blathering and help me off with this bloody thing.  



Fiction 

Gide,  André 

André Gide,  his importance.  André Gide (1869 -1951) was a French novelist, 
autobiographer, social commentator, and a dramatic experimenter out at the limits of 
ethical behavior. He was one of the most influential of modern French novelists. 

André Gide, the Life. Gide was born in Paris of a middle class Protestant family, which had 
recently converted to Catholicism; indication, right in the family, of the kind of religious 
querying that would be part of Gide’s own temperament. His father was a Professor of Law 
in Paris; he died in l880. Young Andre was sent to the Ecole Alsacienne for his education, 
but due to frequent severe illness he often found himself taken to the south of France, for 
more benign weather. (In l895 he met Oscar Wilde in Algeria; the two discussed 
homosexuality, to which Gide was become increasingly drawn, though not yet publicly. 
Wilde later claimed, probably wrongly, to have had an effect on Gide’s turn to the 
homosexual. In that regard, to note that Gide’s novel, Les nourritures terrestres, 1897, 
Terrestrial nourishment, concerns a young man’s recovery from a near fatal disease, to find 
himself in love with this world, first of all with its sensual pleasures.) Gide began early to 
make fiction from his creative mind, that of a lover of the south and the senses, who was 
however brought up in a strictly moral religious environment, and who was destined to live 
the resultant conflict all his life.  He published his first novel when he was twenty one, then 
married his cousin—the marriage was not consummated—then from l901-1907 he rented a 
home on an island near the Isle of Jersey,  where he looked for peace, and gave some 
thought to the direction of his life. In l908 Gide became one of the founders of the 
influential Nouvelle revue francaise; while at the same time he fled to London with his 
fifteen year old lover, with whom he would  later travel to Central Africa. (During his 
absence in London his wife burned all of Gide’s correspondence, which he considered the 
most important part of his life.) 

The crux of Gide’s works. Andre Gide was prolific. His Notebooks and journals, which 
cover the period of 1889-1949,  document his daily life, the life of Paris and his country, and 
the evolution of his values and views on the place of man in society. There is no more 
intense record of the character of modern life in our times.  Gide’novels and travel memoirs 
reinforce the insights of his Notebooks. His Voyage au Congo (1927) recounts a boat trip up 
the Congo River with his young lover, and their encounters with Colonialism in action. Gide 
returns from the trip with insights, into the French colonial economic exploitation of the 
Central African Republic,  and creates in this text one of his many persuasive documents 
protesting Colonial policy. The same critical social insights, which were pervasive throughout 
Gide’s journals, percolate through the various texts in which he records his relationship with 
Communism. One of those texts is the Return from the USSR (1936) in which he recalls and 
then recants his former positions as a fellow traveler. The moral questions raised by these 
radical new political horizons, like Communism, are the same ones he presents to himself in 
a masterly novel  like La Porte Etroite (1909), Straight is the Gate, which probes the 
question of moral fidelity and salvation—which was always of interest to Gide, the inheritor 
of a profoundly religious family tradition. 



Reading 

Primary source reading 
The Immoralist, tr. Howard, 1996. 

Secondary source reading 
Sheridan, Alan, Andre Gide: A Life in the Present, 1999. 

Further reading 
Best, Victoria, An Introduction to Twentieth Century French Literature, 2002. 

Original language reading 
Felman, Shoshana, La Folie et la chose litéraire, 1978. 

Suggested paper topics 

Look into Gide’s Journals, which provide a view into his thinking and feeling throughout his 
writing career. Does his private and personal life play a large role in his fiction and drama? 
Do themes like moral strictness, anti-colonialism, homosexuality bleed from his private life 
into his written work? 

In the large sense, does Gide seem to you a Humanist, who is willing to live without God 
but believes that mankind will prevail? Or is the religious querying, which we experienced in 
his childhood, a preoccupation with him, even into morally ‘open’ middle years? Is there a 
complexity, to his blend of license with Calvinism, which adds a special interest to his work? 

Excerpt http://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/480721-l-immoraliste 
“Envying another man's happiness is madness; you wouldn't know what to do with it if you 
had it.”  
“You have to let other people be right' was his answer to their insults. 'It consoles them for 
not being anything else.”  
 “What would a narrative of happiness be like? All that can be described is what prepares it, 
and then what destroys it.”   
“A man thinks he owns things, and it is he who is owned”  
“Yet I'm sure there's something more to be read in a man. People dare not -- they dare not 
turn the page. The laws of mimicry -- I call them the laws of fear. People are afraid to find 
themselves alone, and don't find themselves at all. I hate this moral agoraphobia -- it's the 
worst kind of cowardice. You can't create something without being alone. But who's trying 
to create here? What seems different in yourself: that's the one rare thing you possess, the 
one thing which gives each of us his worth; and that's just what we try to suppress. We 
imitate. And we claim to love life.”  
“The capacity to get free is nothing; the capacity to be free is the task.”   
 “The loveliest creations of men are persistently painful. What would be the description of 
happiness?”  
“They establish distinctions and reserves which I cannot apply to myself, for I exist only as 
a whole; my only claim is to be natural, and the pleasure I feel in an action, I take as a sign 
that I ought to do it.”  

  

http://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/480721-l-immoraliste


Proust,  Marcel 

Marcel Proust: The Life.  Marcel Proust (1871-1922) was born in Auteuil, at that time a 
quite rustic region of the sixteenth arrondissement of Paris.  His father was a prominent 
physician and epidemiological researcher, who had contributed greatly to the fight against 
cholera in his time. His mother came from a well placed Jewish family in Alsace. (Marcel was 
baptized and brought up in the Catholic faith, but never practiced it.) The young Proust was 
born during the last two months of the Franco Prussian War, during the brutal suppression 
of the French Commune; an era which can be taken to mark the moment of decline of the 
French aristocracy, and the significant development of the new Middle Class.  Marcel was 
hypersensitive to these surrounding events, which may well have contributed to the rapid 
development of his chronic asthma, and already in his teens was writing about his social 
and political world, work that would eventuate in his Les Plaisirs et les jours (1896), 
Pleasures and the Day, and his first real novel, Jean Santeuil, which he would later 
abandon, in 1899—and which would not be published until 1952. Meanwhile he was 
enriching his voracious interest in the upper class social milieux of Paris, profiting from 
several contacts he had made among the fading nobility, during his school days at the Lycée 
Condorcet and at University. He was also interacting increasingly with the debilitating 
asthmatic condition that would do much to shape his later life 

Marcel Proust, the mature works. The social scene presented by the decline of the 
aristocracy, the growth of the middle class, and new money in the economy was of intense 
interest to Proust, from childhood on. (He was intimately fond of his mother, and through 
her of the world of finer sentiments, complex social ramifications, and emotional 
experimentation.) In other words this was the transition point of society that was to 
fascinate Marcel Proust throughout his life, and to form the material of the huge series of 
seven novels which was the fruit of his writing life, a life which saw little activity, but much 
reading, no marriage, a closeted homosexuality. Proust himself was fully prepared for this 
work; highly educated at the Lycée Condorcet, from early on a social climber with a 
fascination for the declining aristocracy, and with a suitable private income. He was able to 
devote his life attention to the sequence of novels making up In Search of Times Past 
(1913-1921), arguably the most powerful work of literary Modernism. 

The gist of Proust’s major work.  In Search of Times Past, A la recherche du temps 
perdu, has as its theme the moral decadence of French society and the obliteration of class 
distinctions. Three strata of society are shown: the aristocracy (the Guermantes family), the 
bourgeoisie (Swann and his coterie), and the nouveaux riches (the Verdurin family).  These 
strata, all interlinked by marriage, are blended in the novels by the presence of Marcel, the 
author and narrating persona of the novels, who moves from one scene to another. Worth 
noting: considerable portions of the novel are devoted to Marcel’s love affairs, and his tastes 
in painting, music, and literature. The consequence of this narrative material and structure, 
is that Proust’s novel is wide ranging, includes a vast material of testimony to his own age 
and its political/social condition, and is loose in construction. Many readers complain that 
the whole of this seven part fabric is too loose (and decadent) to keep their attention; 
others, and there are many, proclaim Proust the greatest novelist of all time. 

Reading 



 

Primary source reading 

In Search of Lost Time, tr. Enright, 2003. 

Secondary source reading 

Green, F. C., The Mind of Proust, 1949. 

Further reading 

Deleuze, Gilles, Proust and Signs: The Complete Text, 2004. 

Original language reading 

Chardin, Phillipe, Proust ou le Bonheur du petit personage qui compare, 2004. 

Suggested paper topics   

Compare Marcel Proust, as an analyst of society, with, say, Emile Zola or the Goncourt 
brothers. Has Proust, like the others, any interest in making a scientific survey of the 
society (even the upper class society) of his time? Or does he simply look for interesting 
studies and situations, to feed his narrative? 

Certain great French novelists write in a style, and in a narrative structure, which their 
critics have called loose, not sharply focused. (Flaubert, for instance, scorns Balzac’s  style.) 
What do you think of the huge range of Proust’s Remembrance of Things Past? Does it hold 
together? Does it keep making points? Does it hold your interest? 

 



Excerpt  http://www.fisheaters.com/proust.html 
I feel that there is much to be said for the Celtic belief that the souls of those whom we 
have lost are held captive in some inferior being, in an animal, in a plant, in some inanimate 
object, and so effectively lost to us until the day (which to many never comes) when we 
happen to pass by the tree or to obtain possession of the object which forms their prison. 
Then they start and tremble, they call us by our name, and as soon as we have recognised 
their voice the spell is broken. We have delivered them: they have overcome death and 
return to share our life.  
And so it is with our own past. It is a labour in vain to attempt to recapture it: all the efforts 
of our intellect must prove futile. The past is hidden somewhere outside the realm, beyond 
the reach of intellect, in some material object (in the sensation which that material object 
will give us) which we do not suspect. And as for that object, it depends on chance whether 
we come upon it or not before we ourselves must die.  
Many years had elapsed during which nothing of Combray, save what was comprised in the 
theatre and the drama of my going to bed there, had any existence for me, when one day in 
winter, as I came home, my mother, seeing that I was cold, offered me some tea, a thing I 
did not ordinarily take. I declined at first, and then, for no particular reason, changed my 
mind. She sent out for one of those short, plump little cakes called 'petites madeleines,' 
which look as though they had been moulded in the fluted scallop of a pilgrim's shell. And 
soon, mechanically, weary after a dull day with the prospect of a depressing morrow, I 
raised to my lips a spoonful of the tea in which I had soaked a morsel of the cake. No 
sooner had the warm liquid, and the crumbs with it, touched my palate, a shudder ran 
through my whole body, and I stopped, intent upon the extraordinary changes that were 
taking place. An exquisite pleasure had invaded my senses, but individual, detached, with 
no suggestion of its origin. And at once the vicissitudes of life had become indifferent to me, 
its disasters innocuous, its brevity illusory--this new sensation having had on me the effect 
which love has of filling me with a precious essence; or rather this essence was not in me, it 
was myself. I had ceased now to feel mediocre, accidental, mortal. Whence could it have 
come to me, this all-powerful joy? I was conscious that it was connected with the taste of 
tea and cake, but that it infinitely transcended those savours, could not, indeed, be of the 
same nature as theirs. Whence did it come? What did it signify? How could I seize upon and 
define it?  
I drink a second mouthful, in which I find nothing more than in the first, a third, which gives 
me rather less than the second. It is time to stop; the potion is losing its magic. It is plain 
that the object of my quest, the truth, lies not in the cup but in myself. The tea has called 
up in me, but does not itself understand, and can only repeat indefinitely with a gradual loss 
of strength, the same testimony; which I, too, cannot interpret, though I hope at least to be 
able to call upon the tea for it again and to find it there presently, intact and at my disposal, 
for my final enlightenment. I put down my cup and examine my own mind. It is for it to 
discover the truth. But how? What an abyss of uncertainty whenever the mind feels that 
some part of it has strayed beyond its own borders; when it, the seeker, is at once the dark 
region through which it must go seeking, where all its equipment will avail it nothing. Seek? 
More than that: create. It is face to face with something which does not so far exist, to 
which it alone can give reality and substance, which it alone can bring into the light of day.  

http://www.fisheaters.com/proust.html


Mauriac, Francois 

Francois Mauriac, the importance.  Francois Mauriac (1885-1970) was a French novelist, 
essay writer, journalist, and defender of the Catholic Church, who lived through and 
recorded almost a century of change in French culture and society. He was awarded the 
Nobel Prize for fiction in 1952. 

Francois Mauriac, the life and writings. Francois Mauriac was born in Bordeaux. His 
father was an upper middle class banker, who died when Francois was eighteen months old. 
That death left Francois’ mother with five children, of whom Francois was the youngest. The 
atmosphere in the family of youngsters appears to have been exceptionally protective, and 
for Francois the protective mode was sustained when he went off to school with the 
Marianist sisters. In 1905 Francois went to the University of Bordeaux, where he studied 
literature, then moved to Paris, in preparation for study at the prestigious Ecole des 
Chartes. Instead of continuing with advanced research, however, Mauriac decided to throw 
in his lot with writing, and achieved his first limited attention with the publication of Les 
Mains Jointes (1909), Joined Hands, a volume of poetry. A novel, Le Baiser aux Lépreux 
(1922), The Lepers’ Kiss, drew further attention to Mauriac’s accomplishment. Later fictional 
work was to establish Mauriac as a major national figure; especially through Le Désert de 
l’Amour (1925), The Desert of Love, and Le Noeud de Vipères (1932), The Nest of Vipers. 
(It was on the basis of such works that Mauriac was elected to the Académie francaise 
(1933), awarded the Nobel Prize in 1952, and in 1958 awarded the Grand Croix of the 
Légion d’honneur.  

Mauriac as Public Figure. Nor was it only through these writings that Mauriac was 
becoming a culture shaping figure in post War France. He was involved in a couple of high 
profile debates, which concerned issues of burning importance to French consciousness of 
the time. One of these debates was between Mauriac and the celebrated Resistance figure 
and novelist, Albert Camus. This debate, which was carried on in the press, Mauriac writing 
in Le Figaro, Camus in the newspaper Combat, concerned the policy of the French 
government, in post War time, toward former French Nazi collaborators or sympathizers—or 
at the extreme simply of those who went about their business under the Occupation, 
without protesting. (It was Mauriac’s conviction that a complete purge was impossible and 
impractical, and that one should learn to live in a compromised and healing society.) A 
second equally conspicuous debate was carried on between Mauriac and Roger Peyrefitte; 
and like the earlier debate was carried on publically in the press. Peyrefitte, an aggressive 
critic of the Vatican, made serious allegations against that institution in a popular book of 
l953. Mauriac, whose roots and practice were Catholic, took up arms for the Church, and 
defended her in the pages of L’Express. Nor was this the last public intervention of his 
career, for in the spirit of many French intellectuals—Valéry, Sartre, Camus—Mauriac felt 
called on to adopt an active position toward the central events of the day. He was, for 
example, to write fiercely against French interventions in Viet Nam, and French torture in 
Algeria. 

 



The religious tone in Mauriac. Mauriac is customarily thought of as a Catholic writer but, 
like his fellow Catholic Graham Greene, in England, he brings out the religious thematic 
through a portrait of the dark sides of life. In The Desert of Love he portrays a wasting love 
triangle among a women, her father, and her son. In The Nest of Vipers he lets an aging 
and bitter man, who has great insight into human failure, write a corrosive letter in which 
the rottenness of their family is rather inspiringly given prominence. 

Reading 

Primary source reading 

Therese Desqueyroux, tr. M. and R. MacKenzie, 2006. 

Secondary source reading 

Sowerwine, Charles, France since l870: Culture, Politics, and Society, 2001. 

Further reading 

God and Mammon and What was Lost, tr. MacKenzie, 2003. 

Original language reading 

Mauriac, Francois, De Gaulle, 1964. 

Suggested paper topics 

Do you see a bond between Mauriac’s public journalist life, with the high profile issues in 
which he engaged, and the themes of his fiction? Reflect on that relation in terms of The 
Nest of Vipers, which at first glance appears a darkly psychological text. 

Does Mauriac seem to you to be a ‘Catholic’ writer? What role do ‘Catholic’ themes play in 
his writing? What ‘Catholic’  stances did he adopt as a public figure? 

 



Excerpt     http://www.wf-f.org/02-1-Mauriac.html 

After the short Vespers of Holy Thursday, the officiating priests strip the altar of all 
ornaments and recite meanwhile the twenty-first* Psalm with the choir. It is the Psalm of 
which the first verse was cried out by the dying Christ: "O God, my God...why hast Thou 
forsaken me"? 
 
The evangelists did not falter before this apparent acknowledgement of defeat, and no 
doubt it was necessary that the chalice be drunk to the dregs, even to this total 
abandonment. At that minute, nothing but vanquished humanity appeared any longer in 
Christ. 
 
How could the Son of God have believed Himself to be forsaken? Had He not known and 
accepted His martyrdom beforehand? He knew it, without doubt, and He also knew that 
everything that was happening in that moment had been prophesied in that very twenty-
first Psalm, the first verse of which He was crying out to His Father. 
 
None of the scribes, who at the foot of the Cross were shaking their heads and scoffing at 
the dying victim, thought of drawing a parallel between the desperate appeal which opens 
this Psalm and what follows: "All they that saw me have laughed me to scorn; they have 
spoken with the lips and wagged the head. He hoped in the Lord, let him deliver him: let 
Him save him, seeing He delighteth in him". 
 
But then was it not precisely the same mockery which the chief priests and rulers had just 
used against Jesus crucified? Were they not laughing at Him because, having saved others, 
He could not save Himself? Were they not challenging Him to come down from the Cross 
because He said He was the Son of God? 
 
But, above all, they who knew the Scriptures should have remembered verses seventeen 
through nineteen, which were being confirmed at that very moment in an astonishing 
manner: "They have pierced my hands and feet. They have numbered all my bones. They 
parted my garments amongst them and upon my vesture they cast lots." 
 
And this twenty-first Psalm, which begins with a cry of doubt and distress, ends with the 
promise of a triumph that the Crucified alone was to achieve. "All the ends of the earth shall 
remember and shall be converted to the Lord: and all the kindred of the Gentiles shall adore 
in His sight. For the Kingdom is the Lord's; and He shall have dominion over the nations." 
 

  



Malraux,  André 

André Malraux: his importance for French culture. Andre Malraux (1901-1976)         
was a French novelist, art theorist, and public cultural figure who was of great influence on 
the social policy and creative thinking of mid twentieth century France. 

André Malraux: the life.  André Malraux was born in Paris in l901. His parents separated 
when he was four years old, and divorced soon after; Andre was raised largely by three 
women—his mother, his maternal aunt, and his maternal grandmother, who had a small 
grocery store in a nearby village. (His father, who was a stockbroker, committed suicide in 
1930, having lost all at the beginning of the Great Depression.) One result of this not 
completely stable childhood has been suggested (but is not certain); that Andre developed a 
case of nervous tics, bordering on Tourette’s syndrome. It is certain that while the young 
man did not pursue a regular course of education, he was a voracious reader, and an 
intense visitor to the many glorious museums of Paris. In l922 Malraux married for the first 
time, and had one daughter. Divorce followed. For some time, then, he lived with the 
novelist Josette Clotie, with whom he had two children; wife and children all died in 
accidents. For the remainder of his life Malraux lived in loving but unmarried  relations. 
Throughout these years he was also engaged with the literary milieux of Paris, making 
friends with many of the formative cultural creators of the moment: Jean Cocteau, Francois 
Mauriac, Max Jacob. In l923 he made a trip to Cambodia, with the intention of buying objets 
d’art from Khmer temples, and selling them to art collectors in the West; however he was 
arrested by the French on leaving the country, and had to surrender what he had collected. 
By this time, however, Malraux had begun to draw public attention with his writing. In the 
thirties and forties he was to publish his best known works—La Condition Humaine (1933), 
Man’s Fate; The Psychology of Art (1947-1949)—and to begin to occupy an important public 
cultural function on the French scene. Already in the thirties Malraux was politically active, 
supporting the Republicans in Spain, the anti-Fascist Popular Front in France, and, during 
the Resistance, fighting courageously against the Occupation—an effort for which he 
received the Croix de Guerre. For his many patriotic efforts Malraux was significantly 
honored by President Charles de Gaulle. Malraux was made Minister of Information in 1945-
46, and was appointed as the first Minister of Cultural Affairs, from 1959-69. 

André Malraux: the work. Malraux’s greatest novel, Man’s Fate, deals with four 
fascinating and diverse characters caught up in a (failed) Communist rebellion in Shanghai, 
against the Chinese government of Chiang kai Shek. The interplay of vivid, risk taking, 
existentially diverse figures brings to a clarity Malraux’s intense experience of the bruisingly 
international culture of his time. Malraux’s Psychology of Art (1947-49) is only one of his 
many profound inquiries into the new aesthetics of his time. In the separately published first 
part of this work, entitled Museums without Walls, Malraux addressed the transtemporal, 
transcultural character of the global art scene, as it displays itself in the new art gallery of 
the later twentieth century. The new art world, Malraux points out—and actualizes in his 
distribution of support for Paris museums—is open to works of any kind from any culture, 
and takes particular interest in non western works, which force the West to reflect on itself. 

 



Reading 

Primary source reading 
Man’s Fate, tr. M. and H. Chevalier, 1990. 

Secondary source reading 
Alan, Derek, Art and the Human Adventure: Andre Malraux’ Theory of Art, 2009. 

Further reading 
Cate, Curtis, Andre Malraux: A Biography, 1997. 

Original language reading 
Aubert, Raphael, Malraux ou la lutte avec l’ange, 2001. 

Suggested paper topics 

Malraux was perhaps the most officially important of the writers of 20th century France. 
Review the public contributions of Malraux’ contemporary French writers. Is there in France 
of the last century a pronounced emphasis on the public role of the major literary figure? 

Does Malraux’a major Psychology of Art reflect his international travels, and his active 
globalism? As a Minister of Culture he was faced with issues of support and development for 
France’s museums. How did Malraux respond to that challenge? 

  



Excerpt  http://en.wikiquote.org/wiki/Andr%C3%A9_Malraux 

No one can endure his own solitude. 

The human mind invents its Puss-in-Boots and its coaches that change into pumpkins at 
midnight because neither the believer nor the atheist is completely satisfied with 
appearances. 

What is man? A miserable little pile of secrets. 

Our civilization … is not devaluing its awareness of the unknowable; nor is it deifying it. 
It is the first civilization that has severed it from religion and superstition. In order to 
question it. 

Chanel, General De Gaulle and Picasso are the three most important figures of our time. 

The artist is not the transcriber of the world, he is its rival. 

On this earth of ours where everything is subject to the passing of time, one thing only 
is both subject to time and yet victorious over it: the work of art. 

If a man is not ready to risk his life, where is his dignity? 

The great mystery is not that we should have been thrown down here at random 
between the profusion of matter and that of the stars; it is that from our very prison we 
should draw, from our own selves, images powerful enough to deny our own 
nothingness. 

The attempt to force human beings to despise themselves… is what I call hell. 

"Why do you fight?" ... He kept his wife, his kid, from dying. That was nothing. Less 
than nothing. If he had had money, if he could have left it to them, he would have been 
free to go and get killed. As if the universe had not treated him all his life with kicks in 
the belly, it now despoiled him of the only dignity he could ever possess — his death. 

The sons of torture victims make good terrorists. 

One cannot create an art that speaks to me when one has nothing to say. 

     There are not fifty ways of fighting, there is only one, and that is to win. Neither       

     revolution nor war consists in doing what one pleases. 

http://en.wikiquote.org/wiki/Coco_Chanel
http://en.wikiquote.org/wiki/Charles_de_Gaulle
http://en.wikiquote.org/wiki/Pablo_Picasso


Sartre, Jean Paul 

Jean Paul Sartre, his influence and importance. Jean Paul Sartre (1905-1980) was a 
French novelist, playwright, theater director, literary critic, and public activist. He exercised 
great influence on younger writers,  and, through his very popular plays, on a wide sector of 
the French public. 

Jean Paul Sartre, the Life. Sartre was born in Paris,  son of an officer in the French navy.  
(His father died of a fever two years after Jean Paul’s birth, and the young man was turned 
over to his mother’s care. When Sartre was twelve years old his mother remarried, and 
moved to La Rochelle. (His mother’s new marriage was to a cousin of the Nobel Laureate 
Albert Schweitzer.) Young Sartre, an avid but quirky reader, went on to study at the Ecole 
Normale Superieure, the premier center for philosophical thought in France. (The great 
inspiration for Sartre, and what led him into philosophy, was the thought of Henri Bergson, 
about the nature of time.) At the Ecole Normale Sartre formed a lasting, if volatile, 
relationship with the eminent political philosopher to be, Raymond Aron; Sartre also 
perfected his gifts for pranks, on everal occasions fooling the administration of the ENS into 
imagining impending disasters, against which they needed to protect themselves 
immediately. Subsequently he taught in Laon and Le Havre and then studied in Berlin. In 
France he became a professor at the Lycée Pasteur in Neuilly. In l929 he met the woman 
who was to be his lifetime companion, Simone de Beauvoir. By l946, at which time he 
founded the revue Les Temps Modernes, he had almost completely left teaching for 
journalism. He had begun writing full time. He had behind him the experience of having 
been arrested by the Gestapo, during the Occupation, and held for over a year, during 
which time he was able to read all of Martin Heidegger’s Being and Time, and to take many 
steps toward his own version of Existentialism. 

Sartre’s Works. Jean Paul Sartre  was a prolific writer, who wrote in many genres. 
Arguably his most compelling novel is his first, La Nausee, Nausea, published in 1938. 
Returned after years of traveling to his home town of Bouville—which resembles the Le 
Havre where Sartre taught—Antoine Roquentin settles down to write a biography of an 
eighteenth century French gentleman. As time goes by, and he pursues his daily scholarly 
routine, Roquentin becomes growingly aware of the natural world around him. On one 
famous occasion he finds himself facing the roots of a gnarled tree in the park. He feels 
threatened by the inhuman knot of roots, then, in looking for a word to protect himself with, 
for racines, he finds he is on the other side of language, and this occasion becomes a 
revelation, to him, of the human unfriendly character of nature. That is not all he realizes. 
At the same time he makes this discovery about the roots he realizes that man is on his 
own, unsupported by nature or by anything other than his own will; this is essentially the 
foundation of existentialism, which Sartre will write out through all his major works, in the 
following years.The basic  premises active in this novel will pervade Sartre’s ambitious : 
L’Etre et le neant, 1943, Being and Nothingness, in which he lays out his philosophy 
formally. 

 

 



Reading 

Primary source reading 

Existentialism is a Humanism, tr. Carol Macomber, 2007. 

Secondary source reading 

Hayman, Ronald, Sartre: A Life, 1987. 

Further reading 

Aronson, Ronald, Camus and Sartre, 2004. 

Original language reading 

Wittman, H., L’esthetique de Sartre, 2001. 

Suggested paper topics 

Look into the early relation of Sartre to his intellectual hero, Henri Bergson. What attracted 
Sartre to Bergson notions of time? Does Sartre’s Being and Nothingness, or his Nausea, 
reflect an ongoing preoccupation with the nature of time? Was the later influence of Martin 
Heidegger important for this same relationship? 

Look into Sartre’s drama and short fiction. Some think he is at his finest in those genres, 
where the inherent ambiguity of human existence is at its sharpest, as is the need to 
choose. Does Sartre’s philosophy, in the formal sense, interface effectively with his fictions? 

 



Excerpt http://www.anselm.edu/homepage/dbanach/nausea.htm 

6.00 p.m. 

I can't say I feel relieved or satisfied; just the opposite, I am crushed. Only my goal is 
reached: Iknow what I wanted to know; I have understood all that has happened to me 
since January. The Nausea has not left me and I don't believe it will leave me so soon; but I 
no longer have to bear it, it is no longer an illness or a passing fit: it is I. 

So I was in the park just now. The roots of the chestnut tree were sunk in the ground just 
under my bench. I couldn't remember it was a root any more. The words had vanished and 
with them the significance of things, their methods of use, and the feeble points of 
reference which men have traced on their surface. I was sitting,    stooping forward, head 
bowed, alone in front of this black, knotty mass, entirely beastly, which frightened me. Then 
I had this vision. It left me breathless. Never, until these last few days, had I understood 
the meaning of "existence." I was like the others, like the ones walking along the seashore, 
all dressed in their spring finery. I said, like them, "The ocean is green; that white speck up 
there is a seagull," but I didn't feel that it existed or that the seagull was an "existing 
seagull"; usually existence hides itself. It is there, around us, in us, it is us, you can't say 
two words without mentioning it, but you can never touch it. When I believed I was thinking 
about it, I must believe that I was thinking nothing, my head was empty, or there was just 
one word in my head, the word "to be." Or else I was thinking . . . how can I explain it? I 
was thinking of belonging, I was telling myself that the sea belonged to the class of green 
objects, or that the green was a part of the quality of the sea. Even when I looked at things, 
I was miles from dreaming that they existed: they looked like scenery to me. I picked them 
up in my hands, they served me as tools, 1 foresaw their resistance. But that all happened 
on the surface. If anyone had 

asked me what existence was, I would have answered, in good faith, that it was nothing, 
simply an empty form which was added to external things without changing anything in 
their nature. And then all of a sudden, there it was, clear as day: existence had suddenly 
unveiled itself. It had lost the harmless look of an abstract category: it was the very paste 
of things, this root was kneaded into existence. Or rather the root, the park gates, the 
bench, the sparse grass, all that had vanished: the diversity of things, their individuality, 
were only an appearance, a veneer. This veneer had melted, leaving soft, monstrous 
masses, all in disorder—naked, in a frightful, obscene nakedness. I kept myself from 
making the slightest movement, but I didn't need to move in order to see, behind the trees, 
the blue columns and the lamp posts of the bandstand and the Velleda, in the midst of a 
mountain of laurel. All these objects . . . how can I explain? They inconvenienced me; I 
would 

have liked them to exist less strongly, more dryly, in a more abstract way, with more 
reserve. The chestnut tree pressed itself against my eyes. Green rust covered it half-way 
up; the bark, black and swollen, looked like boiled leather. The sound of the water in the 
Masqueret Fountain sounded in my ears, made a nest there, filled them with signs; my 
nostrils overflowed with a green, putrid odour.  

  



Camus, Albert 

Albert Camus, importance and influence.  Albert Camus (1913-1960) was a French 
novelist, essayist, prominent political activist, and journalist. Through his own clear sighted 
and flexible responses to war and inequality, he made himself an internationally respected 
voice of contemporary thought. He was awarded the Nobel Prize for literature in l957. 

Albert Camus, the life. Albert Camus was born in French Algeria and died before the 
outbreak of the great conflict between France and Algeria, in which Algeria would break 
from her colonizer. His parents were pieds noirs, that is French colonial settlers who had 
remained to colonized country. His mother was of Spanish extraction, and was half deaf, His 
father was a very poor agricultural worker, who was killed at the Battle of the Marne, in WW 
I. Albert was educated at the University of Algiers, where he was an excellent goalkeeper 
for the University football team. He earned his baccalaureat degree in l935, then went on to 
advanced studies. (He wrote his Master’s dissertation on the ancient Greek philosopher 
Plotinus, and the relation of his thought to early Christianity.) Further educated both in 
Algeria and France, Camus’ deep involvement with Parisian culture began with his activist 
engagement in the French Resistance, during WWII. Already he had been deeply involved in 
public journalism, forming a group to combat the malign effects of technology. In 1933 he 
joined the Communist Party, but was soon booted out by Moscow, when he switched part of 
his allegiance to the Algerian Communist Party. During this period, when Resistance 
struggles and Communist intervention were swirling over France, Camus founded the 
journal, Combat, which was devoted to the Free French cause, but in the subsequent years 
he eventually broke from forms of Communism, as he discovered the tyrannical side of a 
movement initially intended to liberate the people. (That break with Communism was also 
Camus’ break with his close friend and ‘study partner’ Jean-Paul Sartre, who felt Camus 
‘had gone soft.’) Camus waged a lifelong battle on behalf of human individuality, and a 
lifelong quest for the meaning of life in what often seemed an absurd world. The Nobel Prize 
was awarded to him for his clear sightedness in analyzing the complex problems of his time. 
On only point, perhaps, did he sustain an unvarying determination.. He was an ardent and 
lifelong opponent of capital punishment. 

The work of Albert Camus. As a journalist, Camus was from early in life active at the 
forefront of opinion making and political argument. The clear lines of his thought are evident 
in his most effective writing. The Stranger (L’Etranger, 1942) This powerful novel attests to 
Camus’ abilities as a master of controlled art, and deliberately simple narration. The Plague 
(La Peste, 1947), a novel, is Camus’ most anti-Christian work. It dwells on the injustice of 
Christianity, evidenced by the sacrifice of the innocents, as exemplified by the death of child 
victims of the plague. The chronicle testified to the violence and injustice imposed on the 
city of Oran, and to the belief that in times of tribulation man reveals more admirable than 
despicable traits. It is marked by constant understatement in descriptive style, the precise 
use of administrative terms and official language, the deliberate banality of words, and the 
use of irony to bring out the whole horror of a situation. 

Reading 
Primary source reading 
The Stranger, tr. M. Ward, 1989. 



Secondary source reading 
Todd, Olivier, Albert Camus: A Life, 1997. 

Further reading 
Mumma, Howard, Albert Camus and the Mind, 2000. 

Original language reading 
Salas, Denis, Albert Camus, la juste révolte, 2002. 

Suggested paper topics 

One of Camus’ lasting concerns was with the issue of capital punishment, which he 
considered nothing better than state sponsored murder. How does that viewpoint play out in 
Camus’ writing, fictional and critical. Remember that Sartre believed Camus had ‘gone soft,’ 
when he backed out on Communism.  

Although Camus is a lasting friend to human solidarity, and people’s mutual fidelity, his 
perhaps finest novel, The Stranger, concerns a person who is essentially alien to human 
concerns. Is that character, Meursault, created by Camus for our admiration? Or our 
amazement? 

Excerpt http://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/3324245-la-chute 
You know what charm is: a way of getting the answer yes without having asked any clear 
question.”  
“I used to advertise my loyalty and I don't believe there is a single person I loved that I 
didn't eventually betray.”  

“People hasten to judge in order not to be judged themselves.”   

 “Men are never convinced of your reasons, of your sincerity, of the seriousness of your 
sufferings, except by your death. So long as you are alive, your case is doubtful; you have a 
right only to their skepticism.”  
“Friendship is less simple. It is long and hard to obtain but when one has it there's no 
getting rid of it; one simply has to cope with it. Don't think for a minute that your friends 
will telephone you every evening, as they ought to, in order to find out if this doesn't 
happen to be the evening when you are deciding to commit suicide, or simply whether you 
don't need company, whether you are not in the mood to go out. No, don't worry, they'll 
ring up the evening you are not alone, when life is beautiful. As for suicide, they would be 
more likely to push you to it, by virtue of what you owe to yourself, according to them. May 
heaven protect us, cher Monsieur, from being set upon a pedestal by our friends!”  

“Don't lies eventually lead to the truth? And don't all my stories, true or false, tend toward 
the same conclusion? Don't they all have the same meaning? So what does it matter 
whether they are true or false if, in both cases, they are significant of what I have been and 
what I am? Sometimes it is easier to see clearly into the liar than into the man who tells the 
truth. Truth, like light, blinds. Falsehood, on the contrary, is a beautiful twilight that 
enhances every object.”  
“I love life - that’s my real weakness. I love it so much that I am incapable of imagining 
what is not life.”  

http://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/3324245-la-chute


FINAL OVERVIEW DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

Is the division of French literature into century units significant? Do the different centuries 
of French literature have their own character? If so, why might that be true? 

Which genre of French literature seems to you to be ‘strongest,’ that is most deeply 
representative of a particular period? In which genre do French writers seem to  excel? To 
be weakest? 

Do women writers make a unique contribution to French literature, or is there no separate 
character to women’s contribution? Who seem to you the greatest French women writers? 

France has historically deep roots in Catholicism, and more generally in the religious 
sensibility. But in what writers does this trait of French culture most clearly manifest itself? 
When does ‘freethinking’ start to shape the national temperament? With what writers is 
freethinking most prominent? 

Do you see a significant continuity between mediaeval French literature and the sixteenth 
century materials we read? Of do you think the mediaeval remains a pan European cultural 
condition, without ties to the more modern concept of the nation state? 

Is French literature on the whole a politically/socially engaged literature? At what periods do 
you find this engagement most evident? Can you extend your response into our own 
century? Is French literature engaged today? Or was Jean Paul Sartre the last large example 
of French literary engagement? 

Does the Greco Roman past play a significant role in the shaping of French literature? 
Where do you find that influence most evident? Is it still present today? 

  



GERMAN LITERATURE 
 
The political and military history of Germany during the first half of the 20th century, is so 
well known that only the briefest outline should suffice. Under Kaiser Wilhelm II Germany 
began WW I in l914. Decisively defeated by the Allies in 1918, she lost all her colonies, 
Alsace-Lorraine, and some frontier territory. The Republic of Germany (Weimar Republic)  
was proclaimed in l9l9. For fourteen years the nation remained in a deplorable condition: 
her economy was severely damaged; the government was highly unstable and the people 
were under a cloud of war guilt. Already as early as l923 Adolf Hitler made a bid for power 
in the Beer Hall Putsch in Munich; although this attempt proved abortive, Hitler continued to 
gain power, and by l933 he was able to seize complete control of the country. He abolished 
the Weimar Republic, set up the so called Third Reich, with himself as dictator, repudiated 
the Versailles Treaty which had ended WW I, carried out a campaign of racial purification, 
annexed Austria (1937), and part of Czechoslovakia (1938), and began WWII by attacking 
Poland in l939. Germany was defeated again in 1945. The division of Germany into East and 
West, during the Cold War between the United States and Russia, consumed much of the 
German spirit for the remainder of the 20th century. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



George 
 
   Life and work of Stefan George.  Stefan George (1868-1933) was a German poet, 
translator, and editor, who was born in Bingen, in Prussia. Already as a teen ager he was 
actively creating poetry, some of it in a private language he invented; thus representative, 
already, of George’s drive toward the pure and hermetic in language. In the late l880’s he 
found himself for a while in Paris, where he met the eminent poet Paul Verlaine, and 
became a member of Stephane Mallarme’s famed Tuesday soirees, at which many leading 
French poets appeared. Upon returning to Germany he founded a literary review—Blaetter 
fuer die Kunst; Art Journal—which was to become a style setter for the new and arcane 
wave of German post Romantic lyric. (It might more precisely be said that the aesthetic 
forged in the Art Journal was one in which the Symbolist movement—which George was 
introduced to in Paris—was grafted onto the most recent versions of Romantic poetry. A cult 
of poetry was under construction here, in which George came increasingly to think of 
himself as high priest.) 
 
   The aesthetic of George and his Circle. Around him George promoted the creation of a 
Kreis, a Circle, of devotees of him and his work; devotees who were expected to call George 
Meister, and among whom were a few of the best of German poetry. George boldly 
formulated the qualifications for entry into the poetic priesthood of pure language: ‘in 
poetry…anyone still desirous to ‘say’ or ‘bring about’ anything is not worthy even to enter 
the forecourt of art.’ (The reigning mode of this circle was homosexuality, which was 
George’s life-slant, and the purity of poetry seems here to do with the non-parturitive; 
virginity on all sides, enforced, furthermore, by George’s strong recommendation that all 
the homosexuals in his Kreis should remain chaste, like him.) The exclusivity of this Kreis 
was not, however, a sign of indifference to the world situation evolving around every 
member. George, the aesthete, was also a prophet, by self-proclamation, and in the years 
during which he saw his country wiped out in WWI, swept into a dull and weak Weimar 
Democracy, between the two wars, and finally drawn toward an alarming take over of civic 
life by a prophesied violent solution, was deeply sensitive both to his country’s need for a 
‘way out’ of civil chaos and economic, and to the horror of the impending solution—he died 
in l933. 
 
   The work of George. Consider two poem cycles, Algabal (Helagabalus) (1892), and Das 
Neue Reich (The New Empire) (1928), which enter George’s reflection on the condition of 
life itself and of his own world. The first sequence concerns the effete and self-indulgent 
Roman Emperor, Helagabalus, The work shows a fascination with the ultimate in 
narcissism—a king who can only relate to a marble statue, being incapable of human 
relations. And ultimately isolated. The later poem sequence, The New Empire, anatomizes 
the new Germany of the late twenties, which has suffered nothing but defeats, and which is 
boiling to promote some overwhelming and catastrophic revenge triumph. ‘The poet in 
times of tumult,’ written in 1921, anticipates the coming of a powerful leader surrounded by 
committed followers. Many such prophetic poems crowd the pages of The New Empire, 
some predicting precise events, like the substitution of the swastika for the cross. All these 
later poems appear to speak for a nation humiliated, hopeless, potentially violent, and 
closing in on itself 



 
 
Reading 
Primary source reading 
The Works of Stefan George, trans. Marx and Morwitz, 1974. 
 
Secondary source reading 
Norton, Robert, Secret Germany: Stefan George and his Circle, 2002. 
 
Further reading 
Rieckmann, Jens, A Companion to the Works of Stefan George, 2007. 
 
Original language reading  
Karlauf, Thomas, Die Entdeckung des Charisma, 2007. 
 
Suggested paper topics 
 
Stefan George and his aristocratic artistic Kreis embraced certain plotters—von Stauffenberg 
at their head—who attempted to assassinate Hitler. At the same time George has been 
accused of Nazi sympathies. Where do you think the truth lies, concerning George’s 
attitudes toward the Nazis? 
 
As a teen ager, George invented a private language of his own, using words and phrases of 
his own making. What traces of that youthful impulse do you see in George’s mature work 
as a poet?  
 
Excerpt poemsintranslation.blogspot.com/.../stefan-george-you-like-flames 
Thanks 
The summer field is parched with evil fire, 
And from a shoreland trail of trodden clover 
I saw my head in waters thick with mire 
That wrath of far-off thunder dimmed with red. 
The mornings after frantic nights are dread: 
The cherished gardens turned to stifling stall, 
Untimely snow of bane the trees filmed over, 
And upward rose the lark with hopeless call. 
 
Then through the land on weightless soles you stray, 
And bright it grows with colors you have laid, 
You bid us pluck the fruits from joyous spray, 
And rout the shadows lurking in the night… 
Did I not weave-you and your tranquil light- 
This crown in thanks, who ever could have known 
That more than sun, long days for me you rayed, 
And evenings more than any starry zone.  
 



Rilke 
 
   The Life of Rainer Maria Rilke. Rainer Maria Rilke  (1875-1926) was a Bohemian-
Austrian poet, novelist, and voluminous correspondent, who left a deep mark on the 
introspective (and borderline mystic) lyric of our own century.  Rilke was born in Prague. His 
father, a not very successful military man, and his mother, who came from a well to do 
Prague family, divorced in 1884, when Rilke was nine. Partly due to this shake up in the 
family, Rilke found himself consigned to a military academy from 1886-1891. Rilke was not 
at home in this environment, and could not wait to get out—which he did in l895-96, when 
he studied at the Universities of Prague and Munich. It can be said that with the departure 
from those institutions of higher learning, Rilke set out on a course of lifelong devotion to 
poetry, as well as love. In l897 he met and fell in love with Lou Andreas Salomé, the gutsy, 
attractive, and very talented intimate of Freud and Nietzsche, as well as of Rilke. Rilke 
remained close to Lou for the next three years, and though they then split up she remained 
an invaluable guide and adviser to him throughout his life. (Close to Freud, and in her own 
right a serious student of psychoanalysis, she aided the often self-absorbed Rilke to think 
more critically about himself.) It was she, after all, who had forced him to change his name 
from René to Rainer, which seemed ‘more masculine.’ A meeting with Tolstoy, in 1898, 
greatly expanded Rilke’s sense of the power of art in the world. 
 
   The Prose Work of Rainer Maria Rilke. Rilke brought many of his lifetime themes into 
his only work of fiction. The Notebooks of Malte Laurids Brigge (1910). This work presents 
the jottings, notations and observations of a young painter living in Paris, in pretty complete 
human isolation. For some time Malte is struck by the ugliness of Paris, as a vast urban 
sprawl, but gradually he learns how to look at his surrounding world ‘aesthetically.’ The 
model for this change in sensibility—which is the turning point into a whole new world 
view—can be seen in the Baudelaire poem, ‘Une Charogne,’ ‘The Corpse.’ That poem is cited 
admiringly in the novel and suggests the transformation by which one can come to find the 
sight of a rotting corpse aesthetically satisfying. Malte’s self-discoveries also include, not 
surprisingly, a fascinating with his own death, which becomes profound and interior to him, 
and opens him up, strangely, to a power of transcendent love. 
 
   Rilke’s poetry. In his Stunden-buch, Book of Hours, 1905, Rilke deepens the haunting 
bond between his prosodic flexibility and the mystical dignity of his thought. In this work he 
laments the loss of a past—especially the l8th century aristocratic past—which enshrined 
human values and a sense of beauty, and which set standards of behavior and thought, 
unlike the crass society of Rilke’s time, with its brainless commercialism, and indifference to 
valid traditions. Among the bleak casualties of this commercial culture must rank the almost 
universal forgetting of the interior meaning, and enrichment, of death. The Duino Elegies 
(1923) and The Sonnets to Orpheus (1923) show us Rilke at his most mature and powerful, 
making new myths for our time—myths of the Angelic, myths of the Orphic—deepening his 
account of the leading place art plays in the making of society, and widening his sense 
(which is always latent in his work) of the importance of the underclasses in his society, and 
of their candidacy for artistic greatness. Rilke carries his work far beyond the barren 
isolation of Malte, into a participatory transcendent world, which all can assay. 
 



 
 
Reading 
 
Primary source reading 
Selected Poetry of Rainer Maria Rilke, trans. Robert Bly, 1981. 
 
Secondary source reading 
Freedman, Ralph, Life of a Poet: Rainer Maria Rilke, 1998.  
 
Further reading 
Tavis, Anna, Rilke’s Russia: A Cultural Encounter, 1997. 
 
Original language reading 
Engel, Manfred, Rilkes ‘Duineser Elegien’ und die moderne deutsche Lyrik, 1986. 
 
Suggested paper topics 
 
Why was death so personally meaningful to Rilke? Was this intimacy to death a creative 
factor in Rilke’s poems? Is the death he lives with a depressing death or an inspiring death? 
 
What does Malte Laurids Brigge discover about the ugly aspects of death, as encountered in 
Paris? Does he find a way to see a rotting human corpse as beautiful? 
 
Excerpt http://www.poemhunter.com/poem/archaic-torso-of-apollo/ 
  
Archaic Torso of Apollo 
We cannot know his legendary head 
with eyes like ripening fruit. And yet his torso 
is still suffused with brilliance from inside, 
like a lamp, in which his gaze, now turned to low, 
gleams in all its power. Otherwise 
the curved breast could not dazzle you so, nor could 
a smile run through the placid hips and thighs 
to that dark center where procreation flared. 
 
Otherwise this stone would seem defaced 
beneath the translucent cascade of the shoulders 
and would not glisten like a wild beast’s fur: 
 
would not, from all the borders of itself, 
burst like a star: for here there is no place 
that does not see you. You must change your life.  
 
 
 



Hugo von Hofmansthal 
 
   The Life of Hugo von Hofmanstahl.  Hugo Von Hofmanstahl (1874-1929) was an 
Austrian novelist, librettist, poet, and dramatist, who came to believe strongly in the writer’s 
need to be significantly absorbed in his society, and who accordingly was widely known in 
his home world of Vienna. His father was an Austrian-Italian banker, and his mother came 
from an old and distinguished Viennese family. His great grandfather was a Jewish 
merchant, prominent in Vienna, who was ennobled by the Austrian Emperor.  
 
   Student and early creative life in Vienna. At an early age Hofmansthal was active 
writing poems, and at 17 he made the acquaintance of Stefan George, and published poems 
in George’s Blaetter fuer die Kunst, Art Journal. (Charactristically enough he refused 
George’s invitation to membership in George’s Kreis, anxious not to adopt a servant/master 
relationship to the great man.) Hofmanstahl studied Law and Philosophy at the University of 
Vienna, but on graduation, in l901, he chose to take the direction of poetry—which his 
financial situation permitted. He settled into Vienese avant garde creative circles, joining the 
Young Vienna group, in which he enjoyed the partnership of the Viennese dramatist, Arthur 
Schnitzler. 
 
   Hugo von Hofmanstahl, a literary life. Hugo von Hofmanstahl met the composer 
Richard Strauss for the first time in l901, and formed a working relationship with him, as 
the Romantic fabulist E.T.A. Hoffman had formed such a relationship with the great 
composers of his day. (Libretti for a number of superb opera dramas were generated by 
Hofmanstahl and Strauss: we note Elektra, perhaps the best and best known, Der 
Rosenkavalier, and Ariadne on Naxos.  In l912 Hofmanstahl adapted into German the l5th 
century English mystery play, Everyman—which is still performed annually at the Salzburg 
Festival. We can easily imagine that, during the years following WW I, Hofmanstahl was 
writing continuously, in several genres: but he was also taking his part in society, in the 
way, he thought, the poet should. During the War he supported a pro-Government position, 
and grew increasingly conservative and supportive of the Austro Hungarian Empire. His 
disappointment, at the outcome of the war, was predictably great, and the Weimar Republic 
little solace. Nonetheless, von Hofmanstahl continued with an intense regime of writing and 
directing. In 1920, with the director Max Reinhardt, von Hofmanstahl founded the Salzburg 
Festival of the arts, which flourishes to our day.  
 
   Hugo von Hofmanstahl in later life.  Hugo von Hofmanstahl married in 1901, his 
Jewish wife having converted to Christianity, and von Hofmanstahl having grown deeper in 
his appreciation of Roman Catholicism as he advanced in his own imaginative work. Three 
children were born to the marriage; von Hofmanstahl’s son Franz, committed suicide, and 
two days later von Hofmanstahl himself died of a stroke. He was buried in the habit of a 
Franciscan tertiary. 
 
     The character of the work. A couple of examples will suffice. In 1902 von 
Hofmanstahl published his fictive letter, ‘Ein Brief,’ ‘A Letter,’ purportedly written by the 
English nobleman Lord Chandos to Francis Bacon, in the l6th century. This fascinating letter 
allows von Hofmanstahl to elaborate his own ideas about the crisis of language, as a means 



to encountering the world, and the inherent loneliness of the person who tries to reach the 
world through language.  The Bildungsroman Andreas or the United  (1912) consists of two 
parts: the first, set on an Alpine farm, features Andreas mystically identifying with the 
extremes of good and evil; the second part, set in Venice, displays Andreas in love with a 
split personality woman whom he tries, it seems in vain, to reunite into one person through 
love. Von Hofmanstahl probes deeply into imagination and its psychological depths. 
 
Reading 
 
Primary source reading 
 
McClatchy, J.P., ed. The Whole Difference: Selected Writings of Hugo von Hofmanstahl, 
2008. 
 
Secondary source reading 
 
Broch, Hermann; trans. Michael Pitnam, Hugo von Hofmanstahl and his Time: The European 
Imagination, 1860-1920, 1984. 
 
Further reading 
 
Schorske, Carol, Fin-de-siecle Vienna. Politics and Culture, 1980. 
 
Original language reading 
 
Mayer, Mathias, Hugo von Hofmannstahl, 1993. 
 
Suggested paper topics 
 
Look into the Chandos letter of Hoffmanstahl. Why is this discussion set centuries in the 
past, in England? What point is Hofmanstahl making here? Is the issue primarily the nature 
of human beings lost in the loneliness of their own private language? 
 
Read Andreas or The United, and discuss Hofmanstahl’s perceptions into serious mental 
illness. Does he show a technical understanding of the psychoanalysis which was a major 
trend in the Vienna of Hofmanstahl’s time? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Excerpt www.poemhunter.com/hugo-von-hofmannsthal/  
 
The valley of dusk was filled  
With a silver-grey fragrance, like the moon  
Seeping through clouds. But it wasn't night. 
The silver-grey fragrance of the dark valley 
Caused my sleepy thoughts to blur, 
And silently I sank into the weaving, 
 
Transparent sea and left my life. 
What wonderful flowers there were, 
With dark chalices glowing! A maze of plants 
Through which a yellow-red light, 
as if from topazes, glowed in warm streams. All 
Was filled with a deep swelling 
Of melancholy music. And this I knew, 
 
Even though I could not fathom it, but I knew: 
This was death. Death turned music, 
With an immense longing, sweet and glowing darkly, 
Brother to deepest melancholy. 
And yet: 
A nameless homesickness for life kept crying  
Mutely in my soul, crying as someone 
 
On board a big ocean vessel would cry, a ship, driven 
By gigantic yellow sails, passing by the city, 
His city, at night in dark-blue water. There he sees 
The lanes, hears the rushing of the fountains, smells 
The scent of the lilac bushes, sees himself, 
A child, standing on the shore, with a child's eyes, 
Fearful, with tears welling up, sees 
 
Through the open window the light in his room  
But the big ship carries him along, 
Gliding away on dark-blue water soundlessly, 
Driven by gigantic yellow sails of strange shape  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Kafka 
   
  The Achievement of Franz Kafka. Franz Kafka (1883-1924) was a writer in German—of 
short stories, novels, and aphorisms; a body of largely incomplete work which has 
nonetheless made Kafka one of the determinant literary forces of the twentieth century.  
 
   The Life of Franz Kafka: Jewishness and Education.   Franz Kafka was born into a 
middle class German speaking Ashkenazi Jewish family living near the Town Square in 
Prague, in the later years of the Austro Hungarian Empire. Prague was a city in which both 
Czech and German were spoken, and which, during the course of Kafka’s lifetime, was to 
see a rivalry verging on hostility develop between the two racial groups. (Kafka was later to 
dismiss the claim that his work was marked by its Jewish tone, and yet the lifetime evidence 
is that the sensitive Kafka strongly felt the Jewish predicament he found himself in.) 
Kaftka’s father was a ritual slaughterer, who later became a fancy goods retailer and 
traveling salesman rep. His mother was better educated than his Father, and easier for 
Kafka to understand and love than his Father, with whom Franz had a lifetime struggle 
toward an understanding which never materialized. (In his later Letters to His Father he 
described this parental disharmony as a major life-blockage.) Kafka himself was sent to the 
local boys’ elementary school (1889-1893), then, for the usual eight years, to the State 
Gymnasium in Prague, a home to strict Latin and Greek educational practices. Kafka 
entered Charles University in l901, majoring in Chemistry, but soon changing to Law, with 
which he was to complete his degree. While at Charles University, Kafka met Max Brod, with 
whom he formed a firm and creative relationship which was to be seminal for both men. 
(Brod would later be the biographer of Kafka, and the editor of his literary estate.) Together 
they read Plato (in Greek) and Flaubert together, and shared ideas, on aesthetics, which 
would buoy up their fellow Prague aesthetes in the years following graduation (1906). The 
life and work of Franz Kafka after graduation become increasingly bifurcated: fairly 
successful employee of two different insurance companies, at one point President of a new 
asphalt company, Kafka frets and will continue to fret at the only limited time he has for his 
work. 
 
   The work of Franz Kafka.  The hypersensitive Kafka lived to see a brutal war (World 
War I) and its aftermath, the increasing bourgeoisification of European society, and 
formative stages of a uniquely barbaric political movement, National Socialism in Germany. 
(And fortunately not the Third Reich, in which three of his sisters were gassed.) Like many 
in his time, Kafka grew increasingly aware of the inhumanity of the ‘new society’ forming 
around him; a wasteland of bureaucracy, of faceless decisions, of abject middle-class 
values, and, of course, of undercurrents of menacing revenge for the wartime humiliation of 
his homeeland.  Better than any critic, however, Kafka knew how to describe the crisis of his 
time, in novels or short stories catching the human in the midst of bureaucratic labyrinths, 
and meaningless adventures.  
 
   Kafka’s Work. The Trial (1925) and The Castle (1926), two of these novels, skewer the 
individual against the mysterious and threatening power of society. It is easy to see the 
spiritual kinship among George, Rilke, and Kafka, as they confront a world which to them 
seemed dangerously confused, but which to us is beginning to seem unremarkably familiar. 



But the turn Kafka gives, to these shadowy tales of individuals lost in the non meaning of 
contemporary life—that is of life one hundred years less far, than we are today, into the 
ravages of alienation, family disintegration, impersonality, and occasional, mysterious 
transformation—is more directly spooky than the lamentational or aristocratic twists given 
by Rilke or George, as they call out against the monstrously new. Kafka places shadowy 
figurae in a shadowy world, and becomes their lostness with them.  
 
Reading 
 
Primary source reading 
 
Kafka, Franz, The Trial, 2009. 
 
Secondary source reading 
 
Murray, Nicholas, Kafka, 2004. 
 
Corngold, Stanley; Wagner, Benno, Franz Kafka; The Ghosts in the Machine, 2011. 
 
Original language reading 
 
Alt, Peter-Andre, Franz Kafka: der ewige Sohn. Eine biographie. 2011. 
 
Excerpt en.wikiquote.org/wiki/Franz_Kafka 
 
“Many a book is like a key to unknown chambers within the castle of one’s own self.” 
 
“Don't bend; don't water it down; don't try to make it logical; don't edit your own soul 
according to the fashion. Rather, follow your most intense obsessions mercilessly.”  
 
 “A First Sign of the Beginning of Understanding is the Wish to Die.”  
 
“I think we ought to read only the kind of books that wound or stab us. If the book we're 
reading doesn't wake us up with a blow to the head, what are we reading for? So that it will 
make us happy, as you write? Good Lord, we would be happy precisely if we had no books, 
and the kind of books that make us happy are the kind we could write ourselves if we had 
to. But we need books that affect us like a disaster, that grieve us deeply, like the death of 
someone we loved more than ourselves, like being banished into forests far from everyone, 
like a suicide. A book must be the axe for the frozen sea within us. That is my belief.”  
 
 “All language is but a poor translation.”  
 
“The meaning of life is that it stops.”  
 
 
 



Hesse 
 
   Herman Hesse’s Life. Herman Hesse (1877-1962) was a German novelist, poet, and 
short story writer, who won the Nobel Prize in l942, for the novel The Glass Bead Game. 
Hesse was born in Calw, in the Black Forest in the State of Wuerttemberg, of parents who 
were missionaries of the Basel Mission, at one time in India. Hesse’s mother was born on 
mission. Her husband, a doctor, hailed from Estonia, but the parents settled in Calw, when 
the father, who was severe and religiously powerful, settled the family into a new job. 
(Hesse himself was never comfortable with the small town culture he then found himself 
raised on, and from the start, with the help of a highly cultivated polylingual grandfather, 
considered himself a citizen of the world.) As Dad took on a job with a theological publishing 
company the Pietist atmosphere in young Hesse’s family grew even more marked. 
Accordingly young Hesse grew up yielding to his powerful stubbornness—his Mother 
wondered what force could subdue him—and at times seriously depressed. By they age of 
twelve, Hesse had firmly decided to be a writer.  
 
   Hesse’s Education. Hesse’s formal education began at the Latin School of Goeppingen, 
in Switzerland, was then continued to the gymnasium level at the Theological Seminary of 
Maulbronn Abbey. Not a model student, Hesse took to drinking and smoking with older 
boys, not to mention a serious episode—a suicide attempt—to prove how deeply 
disorganized he was in that educational environment. After matriculation he took on a 
number of bookstore jobs, finally discovering a position in Tuebingen at which, after a 
twelve hour day as salesman, he was left free to read at his leisure—and did so, 
voraciously, in the German classics and Nietzsche, whose notions of good and evil, and 
transcendence of them, were compelling to Hesse.  
 
   Hesse’s Work. Hesse had decided, from age l2, to devote himself to writing, and of 
course did fill his teen age years with essays and stories. But his first major public success 
came with Peter Camenzind (1904), a book Freud considered one of his favorite texts. In 
1911 Hesse traveled to Sri Lanka and Indonesia, a trip on which he would build impressions 
and insights later to gel into the novel Siddartha (1922), a tribute to aesthetic withdrawal, 
and transcendence, which many found facile and unrealistically ‘poetic,’ at the time. 
(Interestingly enough, the American sixties, with their hippie stress on Peace and Love, 
brought back Hesse’s novel as a cult commodity.) Like most sensitive Germans, Hesse was 
appalled at the sufferings and cruelties of WW I, but unlike most he tried to remain 
‘European,’ rather than nationalist, throughout the conflict; though later he confessed that 
he had failed in his effort to use love against war. After the war, with return to civilian life, 
and to a second shattered marriage, Hesse readdressed himself to the realities of his world, 
and created his most powerful novel, Steppenwolf (1927). The Wolf from the Steppe is in 
fact a study of the profound split in the mind of Harry Haller, a disoriented post WW I 
middle class German, who both adores German comfort, classical values, the world of 
finance, and, on the other hand, reveals himself as exposed—a steppe wolf—to the vicious 
and uncivilized in mankind, and to the New Americanized World of jazz, danger, wild dreams 
and self-discoveries, and, foreseen but foresworn by the protagonist, the onset of a world 
catastrophic clash of forces. The Glass Bead Game (1944) projects into an ideally pure elite 



company of aesthetes, who have found a (temporary) solution to chaos, in the perfection of 
a game which is pure pattern. 
 
Reading 
 
Primary source reading 
 
Hesse, Herman, Siddartha, 1981. (There are many updates of this translation; take your 
pick.) 
 
Secondary source reading 
 
Freedman, Ralph, Herman Hesse: Pilgrim of Crisis. A Biography, 1978.  (The classic study of 
Hesse.) 
 
Further reading 
 
Mileck, Joseph, Herman Hesse: Biography and Bibliography,  1977. 
 
Original language reading 
 
Zeller, Bernhard, Herman Hesse, 2005. 
 
Suggested paper topics 
 
From Siddhartha, with its sympathy for peace and withdrawal to the darker jungles of urban 
imagination, in Steppenwolf, is a long journey. Was the Hesse of Steppenwolf still the same 
peace seeking sensibility we saw in Siddartha? 
 
What was Hesse’s experience of trying to bring love to the understanding and resolution of 
the conflict in WW1? Was Hesse discouraged by this experience? Did the experience change 
the direction of his thinking? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Excerpt https://www.goodreads.com/author/quotes/1113469.Hermann_Hesse 
 
 “For me, trees have always been the most penetrating preachers. I revere them when they 
live in tribes and families, in forests and groves. And even more I revere them when they 
stand alone. They are like lonely persons. Not like hermits who have stolen away out of 
some weakness, but like great, solitary men, like Beethoven and Nietzsche. In their highest 
boughs the world rustles, their roots rest in infinity; but they do not lose themselves there, 
they struggle with all the force of their lives for one thing only: to fulfil themselves 
according to their own laws, to build up their own form, to represent themselves. Nothing is 
holier, nothing is more exemplary than a beautiful, strong tree. When a tree is cut down and 
reveals its naked death-wound to the sun, one can read its whole history in the luminous, 
inscribed disk of its trunk: in the rings of its years, its scars, all the struggle, all the 
suffering, all the sickness, all the happiness and prosperity stand truly written, the narrow 
years and the luxurious years, the attacks withstood, the storms endured. And every young 
farmboy knows that the hardest and noblest wood has the narrowest rings, that high on the 
mountains and in continuing danger the most indestructible, the strongest, the ideal trees 
grow. 
 
Trees are sanctuaries. Whoever knows how to speak to them, whoever knows how to listen 
to them, can learn the truth. They do not preach learning and precepts, they preach, 
undeterred by particulars, the ancient law of life. 
 
A tree says: A kernel is hidden in me, a spark, a thought, I am life from eternal life. The 
attempt and the risk that the eternal mother took with me is unique, unique the form and 
veins of my skin, unique the smallest play of leaves in my branches and the smallest scar 
on my bark. I was made to form and reveal the eternal in my smallest special detail. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Mann    
 
   The Importance of Thomas Mann. Thomas Mann (1875-1955) was a German novelist, 
critic, short story writer, philanthropist, and towering figure of mature perspective during 
the catastrophic and chaotic years of the Third Reich. Mann won the Nobel Prize in 1929, for 
his novel Buddenbrooks, which was published in l901. His elder brother, Heinrich, was also 
a prominent and influential fiction writer. 
 
   Life of Thomas Mann. Mann was born in Luebeck, Germany, into an old Hanseatic 
business family. He was the second son of Thomas Mann, a senator and prosperous grain 
merchant, and of a Brazilian-German mother, who had been brought to Germany as a child. 
The young Thomas Mann was baptized as a Lutheran, and moved to Munich, where his first 
education was in the science departments of the Munich gymnasium. After matriculation  he 
enrolled at the University of Munich, and then at the Technical University of Munich, where 
it was his intention to study Journalism. During these years, as we know from Mann’s 
Diaries, which were opened after his death, he became aware of his homosexuality—which 
was to play a keen role in some of his short fiction—and fought hard to come to terms with 
his bisexual nature. None the less he fell in love with the woman of his life, with whom he 
was to have six children, three of them consequential writers. He grew in his writing—
perhaps his most ambitious novel, Buddenbrooks, was published in l901—and in his public 
presence, early on as a friend to the German nation, and to the Weimar Republic, then in 
the increasingly explosive twenties as an ardent foe of the National Socialist Movement, and 
finally, in 1933, as an exile to Switzerland. (Mann’s children had warned him, just in time, 
that it was too dangerous to return to Germany after a European trip. In l939, as the 
European landscape grew desperate, and many German intellectuals were going into exile, 
Thomas Mann and his family left Europe for the United States. He spent the war years in 
California, then returned to Switzerland in l962. 
 
   The Work of Thomas Mann.   Mann’s work spans a vast period of tumultuous personal 
and political turmoil, and generates themes of widely varying character. One thinks first of 
Buddenbrooks (1901), then of the short story ‘Death in Venice’ (1912), The Magic Mountain 
(1924), Joseph and his Brothers (1933J-43), and Dr. Faustus  (1947). In the aggregate 
these works constitute the most mature analysis available to us, of the double nature of 
German society, at best brilliant and creative, at worst demonic, hate filled, and disastrous. 
Dr. Faustus puts this complex package in a powerful way, through the character of one 
Adrian Leverkuehn, a composer. Typically German, as Mann puts it, Leverkuen is given to 
exhilarating and frightening regions of experience, like Nietzsche, and accordingly makes a 
pact with the Devil, promising not to love anyone in return for the understanding of how to 
use the absolutely pure and anti humanist twelve tone scale. Leverkuehn’s biography is 
recounted by his friend, a decent man and schoolmaster, who is a realist, around whom—
his narration starts in l943—the world is starting to fall apart, German cities bombed out of 
existence. Mann’s overall comment on the powers and perils of the German personality are 
intense and vivid. 
 



   Mann’s grand reach. Mann, writing at the height of his powers from exile, struggles to 
defend the German enterprise,  hearkening back to the Humanist tradition in his nation, a 
tradition which  political madness and virulent hatred had rendered nearly a dead letter. 
 
Reading 
 
Primary source reading 
 
Mann, Thomas, The Magic Mountain, trans. Woods, 1996. 
 
Secondary source reading 
 
Kurzke, Hermann, Thomas Mann: Life as a Work of Art: A Biography, trans. Leslie Wilson, 
2007. 
 
Further reading 
  
Reed, T.J., Thomas Mann: the uses of tradition, 1974. 
 
Original language reading 
 
Boehm, Karl Werner, Zwischen Selbstzucht und Verlangen: Thomas Mann und das Stigma 
Homosexualitet, 1991. 
 
Suggested paper topics 
 
Thomas Mann was tortured, it seems by his homosexuality. (He was in fact a married father 
of six.) How does he handle this personal tension in his writing? Is his tension the source of 
‘good writing’? 
 
What layers of German historical experience are embedded in Mann’s Doktor Faustus? Why 
is so much emphasis placed on 12 tone music? Are you convinced by the artistic technique 
of combining story narration with panning shots of the actual destruction of German cities 
by bombing? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Excerpt http://en.wikiquote.org/wiki/Thomas_Mann 
 
• I think of my suffering, of the problem of my suffering. What am I suffering from? 
From knowledge — is it going to destroy me? What am I suffering from? From sexuality — is 
it going to destroy me? How I hate it, this knowledge which forces even art to join it! How I 
hate it, this sensuality, which claims everything fine and good is its consequence and effect. 
Alas, it is the poison that lurks in everything fine and good! — How am I to free myself of 
knowledge? By religion? How am I to free myself of sexuality? By eating rice?  
• Here and there, among a thousand other peddlers, are slyly hissing dealers who urge 
you to come along with them to allegedly "very beautiful" girls, and not only to girls. They 
keep at it, walk alongside, praising their wares until you answer roughly. They don't know 
that you have resolved to eat nothing but rice just to escape from sexuality!  
• We are most likely to get angry and excited in our opposition to some idea when we 
ourselves are not quite certain of our own position, and are inwardly tempted to take the 
other side.  
• It is as though something had begun to slip – as though I haven’t the firm grip I had 
on events. – What is success? It is an inner, an indescribable force, resourcefulness, power 
of vision; a consciousness that I am, by my mere existence, exerting pressure on the 
movement of life about me. It is my belief in the adaptability of life to my own ends. 
Fortune and success lie within ourselves. We must hold them firmly – deep within us. For as 
soon as something begins to slip, to relax, to get tired, within us, then everything without 
us will rebel and struggle to withdraw from our influence. One thing follows another, blow 
after blow – and the man is finished.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://en.wikiquote.org/wiki/Thomas_Mann


Brecht 
 
    The Achievement of Berthold Brecht.  Berthold Brecht (1898-1956) was a German 
poet, dramatist, theater producer, and adherent of Marxism, who put his political insights to 
work in new visions of the nature of theater, and of its relation to the audience. 
. 
    The Life of Berthold Brecht. Berthold Brecht was born in Augsburg, Bavaria. At the 
time of Brecht’s birth, his father worked for a paper mill, of which he was to become 
managing director in 1914. (Thus despite Brecht’s later claims to have been brought up in 
Marxist appropriate working class conditions, Brecht was a child of the middle class.) 
Brecht’s mother was pious and supportive, and importantly responsible for Berthold’s 
intimate knowledge of the Bible, which supported him in many ways throughout his life. 
While other great German writers of the modern period typically carved out their thought 
paths in the course of advanced University study, Brecht found events projecting him into 
the world, where he was to discover life, and the social setting for his literary work. Brecht’s 
first sense of WWI was the desire to participate with his fellow countrymen, but he changed 
his mind as he saw the ravages of the war, and on the advice of his father, who urged him 
to enroll in a medical course which would qualify him for exempt status. At the same time, 
while the War raged, Brecht was finding his social theatrical milieu, starting with his lifetime 
friendship with Caspar Neher, who was to be the set-design collaborator for many of 
Brecht’s finest stage works. Not only was Brecht positioning himself, in Berlin theater life, as 
a designer, producer and adapter—in addition to much collaborative work he was into the 
creation of such ‘epic theater’ as The Caucasian Chalk Circle, Mother Courage and her 
Children, The Good Woman of Szechuan—but he was creating startlingly original socially 
observant poems, as in the volume Domestic Breviary (1927). He was an avid consumer of 
popular Berlin theater, vaudeville, slapstick—a great admirer of Chaplin, and of the music 
hall creations of Franz Wedekind—and from life on the Berlin streets he was forging both a 
dramatic genius and a sense for the drama of the times. As so many of his most gifted 
German colleagues, the twenties were a period during which great creativity and great 
anxiety were blended. That crisis on the horizon, which George had anticipated, was the 
daily bread of Brecht, whose own Marxism—he had been educating himself in Marx and 
Lenin--was fed by the mounting struggle against Nazism.  
 
  Exile and after. In l935, knowing he was tightly pursued by the Nazis, Brecht moved to 
Denmark, then, in 1939, went to Sweden, preparatory to following one branch of the exile 
tribe to America. In America, like many self-exiled Germans, Brecht came under suspicion 
for Communist sympathies, and was called before the House Un American Affairs 
Committee, by which he was set free of all charges. In 1947 he returned to East Germany, 
where he was to receive the Stalin Peace Prize in l954, and to spend the remainder of his 
life.  
 
   Brecht’s Work. As a lyric poet, but especially as a dramatist, Brecht was from start to 
finish socially involved. His work as a dramatist was also work as a member of society, 
setting up actions within the citizenry; thus Brecht regularly incorporates, in his plays, a 
Verfremdungsaffekt, Alienation Effect, designed to make the drama itself seem like a social 
action, and not a piece of literature. The societal impulse, at work here, took large scale 



form in Brecht’s commitment to Communism. This playwright long allied himself to the East 
German and East European political perspective instituted during the Cold War. The finest of 
his plays, like The Caucasian Chalk Circle or The Good Woman of Sechuan throw light on 
social organizations still unrealized, but part (possibly) of social shapes that will extend out 
beyond the social period we inhabit in this Encyclopedia. 
 
Reading 
 
Primary source reading 
 
Brecht, Berthold, Letters, 1913-1956, trans. John Willett. 
 
Secondary source reading 
 
Benjamin, Walter, Understanding Brecht, trans. Bostock, 1983. 
 
Further reading 
 
Fuegi, John, Brecht and Company: Sex, Politics, and the Making of the Modern Drama, 
2002. 
 
Original language reading 
 
Mittenzwei, Werner, Das Leben des Berthold Brecht, 2 vol., 1986. 
 
Suggested paper topics 
 
Review some Brecht plays—The Caucasian Chalk Circle, The Good Woman of Szechuan—to  
see what in effect he means by a theater of alienation, in which the audience is to be 
forbidden the Aristotelian pleasure of catharsis. Can you see a good case for this innovative 
view of theater? 
 
Brecht emerges as a collaborative playwright, performing many roles himself, and working 
with many fellow producers. Was the same kind of collaborative production at play in the 
dramatic work of Goethe and Schiller? Lessing? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Excerpt http://en.wikiquote.org/wiki/Bertolt_Brecht 
 
• People remain what they are even if their faces fall apart.  
• But something's missing (Aber etwas fehlt).  
• A man who strains himself on the stage is bound, if he is any good, to strain all the 
people sitting in the stalls.  
• The theater-goer in conventional dramatic theater says: Yes, I've felt that way, too. 
That's the way I am. That's life. That's the way it will always be. The suffering of this or that 
person grips me because there is no escape for him. That's great art — Everything is self-
evident. I am made to cry with those who cry, and laugh with those who laugh. But the 
theater-goer in the epic theater says: I would never have thought that. You can't do that. 
That's very strange, practically unbelievable. That has to stop. The suffering of this or that 
person grips me because there is an escape for him. That's great art — nothing is self-
evident. I am made to laugh about those who cry, and cry about those who laugh.  
 
• Let nothing be called natural 
In an age of bloody confusion, 
Ordered disorder, planned caprice, 
And dehumanized humanity, lest all things 
Be held unalterable!  
• Literary works cannot be taken over like factories, or literary forms of expression like 
industrial methods. Realist writing, of which history offers many widely varying examples, is 
likewise conditioned by the question of how, when and for what class it is made use of.  
• Do not rejoice in his defeat, you men. For though the world has stood up and 
stopped the bastard, the bitch that bore him is in heat again. 
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