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ITCIHE COIMEN. a 31-year-oll

Californian who in 1975 emi-

grated from Santa Barbara 1o

Berlin (now there’s a eap)

presents H4 contemporary writens of Ber-

lin — from both East and West, plus a

few crossovers — inan sabitions and
timely anthology. .

Since were all currently under the

sun of sudden annihilation. there’s a veal

sense in which evervhbody who reads this
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R now say ich b ein ner.”” .

The sense of impending doom is stitt
powhers swees Saametiate thanl in Berlin.
strrounded by puclear stockpiles. where
a writer like Ingeborg Middendorf can
sav without undue pathos, =1 am afraid
that my Iutle child will never grow ap.
Our generation has it rough.” The corol-
lavv, for most of the writers in Cohen's
anthology, is literary  engagement. “in
the face of the tatal threat,” Middendorf
writes, “literature must be radical.™

That sense of shared commitment s
accompanied by a concurrent and pre-
vailing pessimism, equally intelligible. We
don't need articles on the revival of
angst in 'SOs Germany 1o ell as what
Berlin artists are ap against. Many of
these writers ost one or both parents in
the fast war, They Know in their bones,
i not in heir genes, something only
prolonged terror can tell yvou. I could be
thar 1o wnderstand the nature of evil in
the 20th centry you have 1o be a litle
hit German in your soul. Is this why
German art is the most purely madern? §s
the current vogue of German expression-
ismoin painting and  sculptive @ mere
coincidence, or the international popular-
ity of such striking cinematic works as
Fassbinder's, Hewzog's, Schlondorff's?

Cohen’s very mixed bag of writers
provides “a core sample.” as he calls i,
of Berlin's contemporary conscionsness.
Some specimens worth singling out: the
work of Thomas Brasch. a recent emigre
from DDR or BRD, who reflects in prose
on the focal svimbolic relevance of the
cargo cult ("Men with white skins are
the ghosts of dead men who cannot find
their end. no fonger live, and are not yet
dead. ). poet Joachim Steffenhagen,
who writes ironically about work and the
post-war revival of German capitalism:
scholar-satirist Jochen Melzian, who ¢on-
tributes a revelatory cerebral excursion

on the psyvchology of grammar (The
Predilection of the German Thinker™):
poet Sabine Techel, another ironist, who
candidly confesses to something most
writers (ry to hide, a compulsiveness
about her work (*'1 am unable to stop....
It's no fun at all""); and Ingeborg Midden-
dorf, author of a2 gut-wrenching memoir
called *'The Miscarriage."”

The principal failing of Cohen’s bilin-
gual collection is Cohen the translator:
he provides most of the English versions
himself. leading to a suspicion that some
of the cgregiously bad writing in this
book is his fault. The translations insidi-
ously undermine and sabotage much of
the work.

Significantly. two of the finest contri-
butions to “Berlin™ — prison-poet Peter-
PPaul Zahi's delicate “‘february sun™ and

welder-writer Reinhard Komou's intense
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among the few ‘works here made into
English by other translators.

Before leaving this survey of litera-
ture from Berlin, [ want to mention
bricfly another writer of that city] one
Cohen leaves out of his anthelogy and
does not. bother to mention in his intro-
ductory remarks on his omissions: Gunter
Kunert. whose ~Windy Times.” a selec-
tion of verse and prose translated very
ably by Agnes Stein, appears concwrent-
lv with “Bevlin.”” Kunert’'s work makes
the best of Cohen’s contributors, as good
as they ave, sound like beginners.
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7 "This 52-vear-old Berliner recently
changed rvesidence from East to West,
but in spivit remains, like his native city,
Scaught  between two camps.”” In
stripped-down, epigrammatic prose and
verse he invokes an angst-prone, torn-
sheeted Time Ghost of postwar Germany
— one that looks back uncasily over its
shoulder at bleak, new concrete streets,
tharoughfares over which painful histori-
cal truths keep gaining on it. and sees a
[uture where ““facades remain.” but
“behind the curtains nothing.™

Finding little hope in Utopian solu-
tions, cither democratic or socialist, Ku-
nert concedes that “'life progresses,” but
“where we are/no light shines any long-
eriand the dark comes/from within us.”
Yet his dry-cved fact-facing is a3 bracing
as it is harsh, prescribing “self diagnosis
of that incurable pain‘which somctimes
leads to life.”] This is a major, world
writer who drives hard truths home in
simple, elear strokes, with an ironjc di-
rectness and strength well worth the cost
of the b()()k.J
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