
GDR Bulletin GDR Bulletin 

Volume 3 
Issue 1 February Article 8 

1977 

Sigrid Töpelmann: Autoren - Figuren - Entwicklungen. Zur Sigrid Töpelmann: Autoren - Figuren - Entwicklungen. Zur 

erzählenden Literatur in der DDR erzählenden Literatur in der DDR 

Christiane Zehl Romero 
Tufts University 

Follow this and additional works at: https://newprairiepress.org/gdr 

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Share Alike 4.0 License. 

Recommended Citation Recommended Citation 
Zehl Romero, Christiane (1977) "Sigrid Töpelmann: Autoren - Figuren - Entwicklungen. Zur erzählenden 
Literatur in der DDR," GDR Bulletin: Vol. 3: Iss. 1. https://doi.org/10.4148/gdrb.v3i1.375 

This Review is brought to you for free and open access by New Prairie Press. It has been accepted for inclusion in 
GDR Bulletin by an authorized administrator of New Prairie Press. For more information, please contact cads@k-
state.edu. 

https://newprairiepress.org/gdr
https://newprairiepress.org/gdr/vol3
https://newprairiepress.org/gdr/vol3/iss1
https://newprairiepress.org/gdr/vol3/iss1/8
https://newprairiepress.org/gdr?utm_source=newprairiepress.org%2Fgdr%2Fvol3%2Fiss1%2F8&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.4148/gdrb.v3i1.375
mailto:cads@k-state.edu
mailto:cads@k-state.edu


- 9 -

Autoren - Figuren - Entwicklungen. Zur 
erzählenden L i t e r a t u r i n der DDR. By 
S i g r i d Töpelmann. B e r l i n and Weimar: 
Aufbam-Verlag 1975. 362 pages. 9 .90 Mark. 

This paperback i s not, as one might 
i n f e r from the t i t l e , an i n t r o d u c t i o n 
to GDR l i t e r a t u r e . Töpelmann i s only 
concerned w i t h w r i t e r s and works i n r e ­
l a t i o n to World War I I , t h i s "unerhörte 
Verschärfung des Klassenkampfes", which 
l e d to s i g n i f i c a n t changes i n many who 
experienced i t , changes which were needed 
and supported by the new s o c i e t y that 
emerged i n the eastern p a r t of Germany. 
How were authors a f f e c t e d by the war and 
what r o l e does the war play i n the l i v e s 
of t h e i r characters? I n what ways d i d 
they change, "verstanden a l s eine q u a l i t a ­
t i v e Änderung" (p. 6 ) , i n what ways d i d 
they develop, " e i n eher s t e t i g e s , wenn 
auch widerspruchsvolles Zuwachsen von 
Erkenntnissen, an progressiven Veränder­
ungen a l s o " (p .6)? This d i s t i n c t i o n between 
change and development helps Töpelmann 
to handle w r i t e r s and characters who were 
already s o c i a l i s t before or during the 
war (they developed) and those who, young 
and s u s c e p t i b l e to H i t l e r ' s propaganda, 
s t a r t e d out on h i s s i d e , i n h i s army, 
but were r a d i c a l l y transformed by the 
horro r s they saw. Töpelmann i s more i n t e r ­
ested i n the l a t t e r , because she considers 
t h e i r changes p a r t i c u l a r l y s i g n i f i c a n t 
f o r and r e p r e s e n t a t i v e of GDR s o c i e t y . 

There was of course no "Stmde N u l l " 
i n East German l i t e r a t u r e ; authors could 
b u i l d upon an already v i t a l t r a d i t i o n of 
s o c i a l i s t w r i t i n g . To prove t h i s p o i n t 
Töpelmann analyses Segher's Die Toten 
b l e i b e n jung and Becher's Abschied, works 
conceived or begun before 1945 and d e a l i n g 
w i t h developments and changes o c c u r r i n g 
before the end of World War I I . They 
provided examples of how to analyse war 
as a product of c l a s s - s o c i e t y and how to 
portray i n d i v i d u a l s who l e a r n and change 
because of h i s t o r i c a l s i t u a t i o n s i n t o 
which they have been pl a c e d . 

Töpelmann d i v i d e s the time a f t e r 
1945 i n t o three d i s t i n c t p e r i o d s . I n 
the f i r s t , immediate experiences of war 
as a h o r r i b l e dance of death stand i n the 
foreground of l i t e r a r y a c t i v i t y . Holmsten, 
Der Brückenkopf, Hubalek, Unsere jungen 
Jahre, 3 o r c h e r t , Draußen vor der Tür, 
and P l i v i e r , S t a l i n g r a d , were e i t h e r p r i n t e d 

and/or popular i n the then Eastern Sector 
of Germany. Only w r i t e r s who were already 

; c l e a r l y committed to s o c i a l i s m , l i k e Weinert 
(Memento S t a l i n g r a d ) and Claudius (Vom 
schweren Anfang, Menschen an unserer S e i t e ) 
envisioned a new fu t u r e beyond the s u f f e r ­
i n g and despair of the war. 

In the 1 9 5 0 's a second group emerged, 
Weiß, ...und drüben singen s i e . Loest, 
Jungen d ie übrig b l i e b e n , Fühmann, Die 
Fahrt nach S t a l i n g r a d and Kameraden, Mund-

, stoc k , B i s zum l e t z t e n Mann, and Thürk, 
Die Stunde def toten Augen. Overly con­
cerned w i t h p r e s e n t i n g only the p o s i t i v e 
aspects of t h e i r new s o c i e t y , these authors 
o f t e n f a i l e d to come to g r i p s with the 
r e a l i t y they had experienced. Their common 
danger was "schematism", a c r i t i c i s m which 
has already been r a i s e d by Anna Seghers 
against much of the l i t e r a t u r e of that 
time. Around 1957, however, Töpelmann 
sees the beginnings of a breakthrough 
as f a r as her p a r t i c u l a r t o p i c i s concerned. 
W r i t e r s began to t r e a t s p e c i f i c , i f l i m i t e d 

' aspects of war-related change i n depth 
and w i t h considerable s o p h i s t i c a t i o n . 

F i n a l l y , i n the s i x t i e s , w i t h Fühmann's 
Judenauto, N o l l ' s Abenteuer des Werner 
H o l t , de Bruyn's Der Hohlweg, and Schulz's 
Wir s i n d nichtstaub im Wind, GDR n a r r a t i v e 
on the war and the e f f e c t s i t had on people 
reached i t s t h i r d and highest l e v e l of 
achievement. These works d e a l t with one 
of the great challenges of GDR l i t e r a t u r e , 
the p o r t r a y a l of change i n a former Nazi 
s o l d i e r , on a l a r g e , s o c i a l l y and a r t i s t i c ­
a l l y s i g n i f i c a n t s c a l e . 

In general the book i s s e n s i t i v e and 
convincing i n i t s analyses, but somewhat 
r e p e t i t i o u s i n i t s general d i s c u s s i o n s . 
Töpelmann d i s t i n g u i s h e s c l e a r l y between 
what i s only i d e o l o g i c a l l y acceptable and 
what i s a r t i s t i c a l l y s u c c e s s f u l as w e l l . 
Her excursions i n t o B o l l as an example 
of the bourgeois-humanist t r a d i t i o n give 
an i n t e r e s t i n g p e r s p e c t i v e to her argument. 

C h r i s t i a n e Zehl Romero 
Tuf t s U n i v e r s i t y 
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