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Ruth Werner, a u t h o r , n o v e l i s t , j o u r n a l i s t , but above a l l , 
seasoned s o c i a l i s t , a r t i c u l a t e s h e r "DDR-Bewußtsein" here 
i n a s e r i e s o f j o u r n a l i s t i c p i e c e s w r i t t e n from 1 9 5 5 t o 
1 9 7 9 , d e s c r i b i n g v a r i o u s m a n i f e s t a t i o n s o f economic p r o 
d u c t i o n i n the German s o c i a l i s t s t a t e . The image o f the 
b i c y c l e i n the t i t l e connotes the m o b i l i t y o f the j o u r n a l 
i s t as she goes from p l a c e t o p l a c e g a t h e r i n g d a t a about 
a f a c t o r y , a t r a d e f a i r , a p a r t y c o n f e r e n c e , o r whatever. 
The book i s a r e c o r d o f p e o p l e and p l a c e s , i n s t i t u t i o n s 
and e v e n t s , f i l t e r e d t h rough h e r own d i r e c t e x p e r i e n c e 
and o b s e r v a t i o n . She l i t e r a l l y j o i n s t h o s e who r i d e 
b i c y c l e s t o s o c i a l i s t s ' meetings underground a t n i g h t 
d u r i n g F a s c h i s m ; she i d e n t i f i e s h e r s e l f a f f e c t i v e l y w i t h 
those people on the morning s h i f t a t the c h e m i c a l p l a n t 
where the h a n d l e b a r s o f t h e i r b i c y c l e s gleam i n t h e sun. 
The book i s i n every sense a p i o u s book, much as V e r g i l i s 
c a l l e d p i o u s , i n p a r t because he c a r r i e d h i s v e n e r a b l e 
f a t h e r on h i s s h o u l d e r s . Ruth Werner c o n t i n u a l l y c a r r i e s 
the weight o f t h e r e c o g n i z e d s o c i a l i s t v e n e r a b l e s , t h r o u g h 
out t h i s c o l l e c t i o n o f w r i t i n g s . No one i s i n v o k e d more 
o f t e n t h a n W i l h e l m P i e c k , "der e r s t e Präsident u n s e r e r 
R e p u b l i k , " and the cumbersome name " W i l h e l a - P i e c k - S t a d t 
Guben" r o l l s f r e q u e n t l y from t h e pen w i t h t he o b v i o u s 
r e l i s h o f the w r i t e r . I f the r e a d e r s e e k s t h a t o t h e r 
meaning o f p i o u s — d e v o t i o n t o t h e g o d s — t h a t i s h e r e t o o . 
Ruth Werner i s f i l l e d w i t h the a r d o r o f the new god w i t h i n . 
One notes w i t h what enthusiasm (en * t h e o s ) she d e n i e s 
the C h r i s t i a n God o f German t r a d i t i o n . " M i r fällt d i e 
V o r s t e l l u n g schwer, daß e i n W i s s e n s c h a f t l e r religiös i s t , 
an G o t t und d i e E w i g k e i t glaubt,'.' she remarks t o a p r o 
d u c t i o n manager whom she i s i n t e r v i e w i n g , whose o n l y r e a s o n 
f o r not j o i n i n g t he p a r t y i s i t s m a t e r i a l i s m . She sums up 
he r encounter w i t h the C h r i s t i a n b e l i e v e r : "Mein Z i e l i s t , 
daß d i e Menschen auf d e r Erde b e s s e r und glücklicher 
werden. Deshalb b i n i c h S o z i a l i s t . " The r e a d e r r e c o g n i z e s 
the r e l i g i o u s c h a r a c t e r o f h e r s e c u l a r c r e d o . 
Each o f the a r t i c l e s shows pe o p l e d e v e l o p i n g new p r a c t i c e s 
o u t o f o l d , t r a n s f o r m i n g a x i s t i n g s t r u c t u r e s t h r o u g h 
h i s t o r i c a l time i n t o the i n e v i t a b l e new shapes a p p r o a c h i n g 
the s o c i a l i s t i d e a l . I n "Der Anfang" R u t h Werner s k e t c h e s 
the developments o f the AEG He n n i n g s d o r f around 1 9 ^ 5 « Äs 
the l i b e r a t i n g Red Army approached i n t h e l a s t days o f t h e 
war, t e c h n i c a l d r a f t s and documents ( e s p e c i a l l y those 
r e l a t i n g t o weapons p r o d u c t i o n ) as w e l l as H i t l e r r e l i c s , 
were h a s t i l y c o n s i g n e d t o b u r n i n g i n the power p l a n t and the 
" N a z i s " escaped; the f u r n a c e s c o n t i n u e d t o be n o u r i s h e d 
however by thos e f o r w a r d - l o o k i n g enough t o t h i n k o f p r o v i d 
i n g t he r e g i o n w i t h e l e c t r i c i t y a f t e r t h e l i b e r a t i o n . Ruth 
Werner c e l e b r a t e s these e i g h t " A r b e i t e r " and names them 
a l o n g w i t h s i x " K o l l e g e n , " e n g i n e e r s who d i d n o t f l e e . 
W ith d e f t s t r o k e s the j o u r n a l i s t d e p i c t s how the p l a n t was 
a b l e t o o b t a i n f u e l , r e t a i n t he means o f p r o d u c t i o n , and 
b e g i n i m m e d i a t e l y t o respond t o the needs of the p e o p l e : 
household s t o v e s and, m i r a b i l e d i e t u : p l o w s h a r e s I T h i s 
p a r t i n g o f the ways, f a s c i s t s t h e r e and p r o d u c t i v e workers 
h e r e , s i g n a l s t he hero o f the b o o k — t h e worker o f whatever 
s o r t , who, a c c o r d i n g t o the "Grammatik des S o z i a l i s m u s , " 
t a k e s a p l a c e i n the c o l l e c t i v e and becomes a c o n t r i b u t o r 
t o t he s o c i a l i s t s t a t e . I n the e a r l y p a r t o f the book a 
k i n d o f her o i s m nay seem p l a u s i b l e i n r e t r o s p e c t ; l a t e r , 
r e p o r t tends t o y i e l d t o r e c o l l e c t i o n , c r i t i q u e t o 
g l o r i f i c a t i o n . 

Gedanken auf dem F a h r r a d p r e s e n t s the h e a l t h f u l p i l l t h a t 
every Herman s o c i a l i s t needs t o s w a l l o w — t h e i r h i s t o r i c a l 
r o o t s — w i t h the sugar c o a t i n g o f p o e t i c d e v i c e s c r e a t e d by 
th e b e l l e t r i s t i c j o u r n a l i s t . American G e r m a n i s t s p r o b a b l y 
do not need t h i s book. They ought a l r e a d y t o have an i n 
formed and s e n s i t i v e awareness o f the GDR. But the 
American p u b l i c needs i t , and American p o l i t i c i a n s need i t 
b a d l y . Our c u l t u r a l and p o l i t i c a l n y o p i a c a n be c u r e d o n l y 
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Wenn es ans Leben geht: Meine G e s c h i c h t e . By P e t e r E d e l . 
B e r l i n : V e r l a g d e r N a t i o n . 1 9 7 9 . 2 . A u f l . 2 v o l s . 
C + 5 1 , ^ 2 0 pp.) 1 9 , 8 0 M. 

P e t e r E d e l ' s a u t o b i o g r a p h y f o c u s e s n a i n l y on the y e a r s 
between 1 9 2 8 and 1 9 * * - 8 , w i t h f r e q u e n t s h i f t s f o r w a r d t o the 
p r e s e n t ( 1 9 ? 8 , where the book b e g i n s and ends) and passages 
about i m p o r t a n t events o f the i n t e r v e n i n g y e a r s . The r e s u l t 
i s a c o m p l i c a t e d s t r u c t u r e t h a t nakes the book i n i t i a l l y 
somewhat h a r d t o f o l l o w . However, t h e r e i s always a r e a s o n 
f o r one o f these s h i f t s i n t i m e , f o r they g i v e t he o r i g i n a l 
e v e n t s deeper meaning, and the r e a d e r grows accustomed t o 
them. The l e n g t h o f the w o r k — t w o volumes o f more t h a t kQO 
pages e a c h — a l s o l o o k s i n t i m i d a t i n g , b u t a g a i n , once s t a r t e d , 
the r e a d e r f i n d s the n a r r a t i v e c o m p e l l i n g enough t o c o n t i n u e . 
E d e l has l i v e d a f a s c i n a t i n g l i f e , and the f r i e n d s who k e p t 
u r g i n g him t o w r i t e i t were r i g h t . There a r e v e r y few 
i n s i g n i f i c a n t passages and r e l a t i v e l y l i t t l e o f the i d e o l o g 
i c a l p a d d i n g t h a t sometimes f i l l s b i o g r a p h i e s from the GDR. 
E d e l i s a r e s p e c t e d w r i t e r and a r t i s t i n the GDR. The book 
i s i l l u s t r a t e d w i t h h i s own s k e t c h e s , i n c l u d i n g sone saved 
from the c o n c e n t r a t i o n camps, as w e l l as w i t h p h o t o g r a p h s . 
F o r many y e a r s he wrote f o r the Weltbühne. I n 1 9 6 9 h i s 
n o v e l Die B i l d e r des Zeugen S c h a t t n a n n was p u b l i s h e d . I t 
became a b e s t - s e l l e r i n the GDR and was the b a s i 3 f o r a 
t e l e v i s i o n f i l m , w i t h E d e l as a c o n s u l t a n t d u r i n g t he 
f i l n i n g (an e x p e r i e n c e t o which he r e t u r n s s e v e r a l times i n 
h i s a u t o b i o g r a p h y ) . The n o v e l i t s e l f was l a r g e l y a u t o b i o 
g r a p h i c a l ; t he au t o b i o g r a n h y r e l a t e s many o f t h e same i n c i 
d e nts and p u t s t h e n i n t o p e r s p e c t i v e . 
E d e l ' s s u b j e c t i s the p e r i o d o f h i s g r o w i n g up i n B e r l i n , 
which c o i n c i d e d w i t h the T h i r d R e i c h and the H o l o c a u s t . As 
a M i s c h l i n g , the son o f a J e w i s h f a t h e r and a German mother, 
he was d i r e c t l y a f f e c t e d by the a n t i - J e w i s h measures o f the 
1 9 3 0 ' s . 

P e t e r E d e l e x p e c t e d t o become an a r t i s t l i k e h i s g r a n d f a t h e r , 
Edmund E d e l . He grew up i n a w o r l d o f a r t , l i t e r a t u r e , and 
t h e a t e r . Among the pe r s o n s he met who most i m p r e s s e d hi» 
were Max Liebermann and l a t e r Käthe K o l l w i t z . A f t e r b e i n g 
e x p e l l e d f r o n the Gymnasium as a Jew, he took a r t l e s s o n s 
w i t h a group o f young p e o p l e whose f a m i l i e s i n t e n d e d t o 
e m i g r a t e . The b e g i n n i n g o f World War I I f r u s t r a t e d t hese 
p l a n s . L i k e nany B e r l i n Jews, E d e l was a s s i g n e d t o f o r c e d 
l a b o r i n an armaments f a c t o r y . He m a r r i e d a l o n g - t i m e 
f r i e n d , E s t h e r Marcus, a l t h o u g h they were b o t h q u i t e young. 
The c o u p l e became i n v o l v e d i n sabotage and i n the d i s t r i 
b u t i o n o f underground l e a f l e t s and m e s s a g e s — t h e o n l y nean3 
o f r e s i s t a n c e they had. They were a r r e s t e d and e v e n t u a l l y 
s e n t t o A u s c h w i t z . There, E s t h e r was t a k e n t o the gas 
chamber, but E d e l ' s a r t i s t i c t r a i n i n g saved him: he was 
put i n t o a team of a r t i s t - p r i s o n e r s i n Sachsenhausen t o 
c o u n t e r f e i t A l l i e d ( e s p e c i a l l y B r i t i s h ) c u r r e n c y . A f t e r 
the end o f the war, he made h i s way back from a concen
t r a t i o n camp i n A u s t r i a t o the w e s t e r n s e c t o r o f B e r l i n . I n 
1 9 * f 8 he ohose t o move t o t h e S o v i e t s e c t o r , w h i c h was t o 
become the c a p i t a l o f the GDR. 
A l l t h ese e x p e r i e n c e s a r o r e l a t e d i n a b s o r b i n g d e t a i l . E d e l 
b e l i e v e s he has a m i s s i o n t o t e l l younger GDR c i t i z e n s what 
happened d u r i n g the war y e a r s , and he i s an e f f e c t i v e 
i n t e r p r e t e r . What i s not always p l a u s i b l e i s h i s account 
o f his p o l i t i c a l development. How d i d t he n i d d l e - c l a s s boy 
become a communist? Was i t r e a l l y so s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d and 
c o n s i s t e n t ? D i d he n o t , i n l a t e r y e a r s , sometimes q u e s t i o n 
the p o l i c i e s o f h i s own government a s w e l l as t h o s e o f t h e 
F e d e r a l R e p u b l i c ? The answers t o such q u e s t i o n s a r e perhaps 
h a r d l y t o be exp e c t e d i n such a book; the q u e s t i o n s , 
however, a r e i n s p i r e d i n the r e a d i n g . 

G a i l H u e t i n g 
U n i v e r s i t y o f I l l i n o i s L i b r a r y 

Gedanken a u f dem F a h r r a d : P u b l i z i s t i k aus zwei J a h r -
z e n n t e n . ä y Ruth Werner. B e r l i n : V e r l a g fieues Leben. 
1 9 Ö 0 . 2 7 2 pages. 8 , 6 0 M. 

1

Vos: Ruth Werner: Gedanken auf dem Fahrrad. Publizistik aus zwei Jahrz

Published by New Prairie Press, 1981


	Ruth Werner: Gedanken auf dem Fahrrad. Publizistik aus zwei Jahrzehnten
	Recommended Citation

	tmp.1382137824.pdf.ag2oq

