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The real subject of this paper is what B6ll himself bapitzed “‘Triim-
merliteratur’’: literature among the ruins, literature in ruin(s). ‘“‘Man hat
das noch nicht begriffen, was es bedeutete, im Jahre 1945 auch nur eine
halbe Seite deutscher Prosa zu schreiben,’’ Boll wrote in 1966, and this state-
ment points up the fact that after living in the German literary vacuum of
1933-45, a writer aged 28 like BGll had to find a way of beginning all over
again. (The same reflection, but perhaps not with the same intensity, ap-
plies to Giinter Grass, who was 18 in 1945.) At such a grim juncture of
history, the notion of littérature engagée, espoused by Jean-Paul Sartre at
about the same time, appears valid yet extremely difficult to implement,
since Sartre could take for granted a continuing culture of French thought
and letters, whereas Boll and Grass (and their contemporaries) were in ef-
fect stranded in a cultural wasteland. Boll’s task as a writer and a social
critic became that of attempting to find a direction in the aftermath of a
total disorientation and in the new context, after 1945, of a misorientation
(Adenauer, Wirtschaftswunder, etc.); literally, most of B6ll’s works might
be called Haus ohne Hiiter, in which the writer’s task has become, not ‘‘am
Gobelin der Kultur weben,’’ but ‘‘Kultur aus Kadavern herstellen’’--a task
of authentic reconstruction. Not the German reality filled with slogans and
uplifting clichés, as noted in that same novel, full of stolid young men, ‘‘Biif-
fel mit gutgeschnittenen Gesichtern, die Worter wie Wirtschaft mit vollem
Ernst aussprachen und ohne Ironie sogar Sachen sagten wie Volk und Auf-
bau und Zukunft....”” !

It is obvious that in no man’s land neither aesthetics nor ethics has
a privileged status: ‘““Wer Grund unter den Fiissen haben will, muss viel
mehr haben, als Literatur und Kunst ihm je werden bieten konnen.’’? That
Boll has chosen not to separate the two values under any circumstances
is to his credit; yet in our century this old-fashioned insistence that truth,
morality and artistic skill (it is no longer a question of beauty!) need to
join hands once more--if at all possible--must be properly understood, and
within its correct historical context; all this creates a special kind of dilem-
ma that Boll did not always manage to overcome.
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