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Anna Seghers (1900–1983) was born Netty Reiling in Mainz, Germany, into a Jewish family. In 1924 she received a doctorate in Art History from the University of Heidelberg, and in the same year her first story was published. During this time, she came into contact with many left-wing intellectuals, including her husband, a Hungarian economist, and began writing in earnest. By the end of 1928, Anna Seghers had joined the Communist Party, given birth to two children and was awarded the Kleist Prize for her first novel, The Revolt of the Fishermen of St Barbara. She left Nazi Germany for France in 1933, where she wrote The Seventh Cross. After the Nazi invasion in 1940, she was forced to flee again and, with the aid of Varian Fry, she and her family sailed from Marseille to Mexico. Seghers gained international recognition with the publication of The Seventh Cross (1942), which became an international bestseller. It was the basis for the 1944 MGM film starring Spencer Tracy and has been translated into more than thirty languages. After the war Seghers moved to East Berlin, where she became a prominent figure of East German letters, actively championing the work of younger writers from her position as president of the Writers’ Union and publishing at a steady pace. Among Seghers’s acclaimed works are The Seventh Cross; Transit (1944); Excursion of the Dead Girls (1945); The Dead Stay Young (1949), and the story collection Benito’s Blue (1973).

Margot Bettauer Dembo (1928–2019) translated works by Judith Hermann, Robert Gernhardt, Joachim Fest, Ödön von Horváth, and Feridun Zaimoglu, among others. She was awarded the Goethe-Institut/Berlin Translator’s Prize in 1994 and the Helen and Kurt Wolff Translator’s Prize in 2003. Dembo also worked as a translator for two feature documentary films: The Restless Conscience, which was nominated for an Academy Award, and The Burning Wall.
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Introduction

Sometime in the mid-nineties, on the dance floor of one of Liverpool’s lesser nightspots, someone slid a hand into the back pocket of my jeans, then quickly withdrew it. It was a fleet movement, and by the time I turned around whoever it was had disappeared into a ruck of dancers. Later, I put my hand in my pocket and found something had been left inside: a thin slip of paper about the size of a matchbook. When unfolded, an intricate drawing of a heavily made-up eye was revealed, and beneath it in florid copperplate someone had written: ‘Everyone’s always talking about the banality of evil; but what about the evil of banality?’

I was in my late teens or early twenties back then, and the note’s undergraduate swagger appealed to my easily impressed mind. I kept it folded in my wallet, increasingly a gone-leathery reminder of more hedonistic times, but I couldn’t find it when, years later, my memories of it were piqued by the opening pages of Anna Seghers’ novel, Transit.

Anna Seghers was one of the most important German writers of the twentieth century. She was Communist, anti-fascist and Jewish; after her books were burned and she was arrested, she fled to Paris in 1933, and then – when the Nazis advanced through France – on to Marseille. In 1941, just months after safe passage to Mexico on the Paul Lamerle, Seghers began work on a story set among the people she had left behind: those would-be emigrants who congregated in the cafés and bars of Marseille, waiting on transit visas and boat tickets, all held at the mercy of a bewilderingly complex bureaucracy.

The resulting novel, Transit, is a chilling, yet emotive, glimpse of humanity caught between the hope of freedom and the threat of annihilation; but it is also a tantalising, often slyly comic exploration of that illustrated question that was once slipped into my back pocket. It’s there in that brilliantly conceived and devastatingly executed opening paragraph – the sentences, quiet and mournful, that ponder the tragic fate of the Montreal, a ship rumoured to have hit a mine between Dakar and Martinique. The ship has either sunk or not sunk; if there are survivors, they are ‘happily on the other side of the ocean’, or they have been captured and are ‘sweltering in a camp at the edge of the Sahara’. There is hope and there is fear; there is rumour and, somewhere in the world, there is fact. It reads like a perfect microcosm of the themes the book will tease out. And then, without even a paragraph break, Seghers pulls the rug: ‘Probably you find all of this pretty unimportant?’ the unnamed narrator says, introducing himself for the first time. ‘You’re bored? – I am too. May I invite you to join me at my table?’

It is a startling disruption, not just because it is so abrupt, but because it implies a complicity between reader and narrator. The narrator – let us call him Seidler, his most-used alias – has become so inured to war, he simply assumes everyone is as bored by horror, death and tragedy as he is. This confluence of the banality of evil with the evil of banality not only suggests who Seidler is, but also offers an insight into everyone around him. They are bored because they have heard it all before. Still, Seidler desperately wants to tell the ‘whole story, just for once, from the beginning’, even if he is terrified of committing the primary sin of dullness. He knows his tale is just one of many, and that such excitement begins to pall after time. ‘Aren’t you thoroughly fed up with such thrilling stories?’ Seidler asks later. ‘Aren’t you sick of all of these suspenseful tales about people surviving mortal danger by a hair, about breathtaking escapes? Me I’m sick and tired of them.’

The irony, of course, is that what we are reading is precisely that: another ‘thrilling’ story of surviving mortal danger. And there are a fair number of thrills – moonlit swims across the Rhine, five-day walks from Paris to Marseille, mob-handed prison breaks – but these events are perfunctorily drawn, often presented almost in apology. The real drama, Seghers makes plain, is in Marseille, in that crucible of anticipation between arrival and prayed-for departure, where refugees are ‘streaming into the country’s only port over which the French flag is still waved’.

Boredom is a dangerous literary device – a writer can ill-afford to mindfully dodge incident and drama for too long – but Seghers uses it with thrilling panache, simultaneously showing how insidiously it can normalise trauma, and its productive possibilities. In fact, the plot is fired by the effects of a bored state: without Seidler’s overwhelming ennui, he would not agree to deliver a letter to a writer called Weidel, and would therefore not take possession of his suitcase after discovering him dead, nor would he read the man’s papers and later find himself making the pilgrimage to Marseille.

The people Seidler meets there are stuck repeating the same applications and interviews, forever one or two visas from having permission to leave. The process of exit is arcane, riddled with complexity, and bafflingly contradictory. Seidler, who wants nothing more than to stay in Marseille to see ‘how it all will end’, can only remain in the port so long as he proves he wishes to leave. Similarly, his old friend Paul has been issued with both an enforced notice to stay in Marseille and an order to return to his place of origin. Paul is frustrated, at the end of his rope. ‘I couldn’t help laughing,’ Seidler says.

So many men and women died as a consequence of the opacity of this system, including the writer Walter Benjamin, a friend of Seghers, who in 1940 took a fatal dose of morphine after he was denied a French exit visa (his death in Portbou is alluded to in Transit in an overheard snatch of café conversation). Yet the situation in which Seidler finds himself is full of comic potential. Tragedy may be ever-present – witness the woman gorging on oysters after being denied her final visa – but Seidler’s appointments at the Mexican embassy, for example, where he is assumed to be the dead writer Weidel, are masterclasses in misunderstanding and false assumptions; while the insolent-eyed woman with the two Great Danes is both hilarious and poignant. It is clear that Seidler is content to laugh in the face of his, and others’, fear.

But bitter humour and ironic exchanges cannot sustain Seidler indefinitely. In a room in his hotel, he joins a party of drunken legionnaires, one of whom he asks about Hitler: ‘Hitler’s the same as all the others, just more so,’ the legionnaire replies. Another recruit remarks that back in Germany they aren’t shooting people, but ‘beheading them’. For all the talk of boredom and ennui, these things cannot help but penetrate Seidler’s studied nonchalance.

Transit is centred and rooted in these contradictions: it is a story of doubles and double crosses, of thwarted truth and unquestioned lies. Seidler is amused that people believe he is Weidel, yet the sight of Marie hunting the bars and cafés of Marseille in search of her husband is heart-breaking. Is it because she regrets leaving him and wishes to reconcile? It is, as with so much in this novel, more complicated than that, and is made even more so when Seidler appears to fall in love with her.

From the somnambulistic wanderings of waiting-room conversations and anxious talk of ships, Seghers slowly pivots Transit into a kind of existential thriller, Seidler’s fretful asides reassuring the reader that his story is important are latterly abandoned to a sense of growing crisis and predicament. For perhaps the first time, Seidler seems to understand what is at stake; there is more to his existence than treating life as a mere game. We then see him emerge, almost like a combatant, into the world around him. The question is how far he is prepared to go into this world, and what he will do when he gets there.

While writing, Seghers did not know how the war would end, and the more I think about her novel, the more daring it seems – how bold in approach and in execution. Writing fiction about history as it is being lived is notoriously difficult – the proximity can be blinding; the lack of time to process leading to a snapshot rather than considered study – but Seghers makes it look effortless, as though she had been planning it for years, rather than writing right through its teeth and into its immediate aftermath.

Early in the book, Seidler says, ‘Refugees, it seems, have to go on fleeing; they can’t suddenly raise peaches’ – a sentence that perfectly encapsulates the reality of Transit: on the one hand the whole world and every part of it is in flux, moving inexorably onwards; while on the other there are those who remain stuck, until, at some point, they will be forcibly moved on. Seghers’ holistic understanding of the implications of both – of action and inaction, of anticipation and boredom – gives the novel its incendiary power.

In political, cultural, and artistic terms, Transit offers a vital reading experience: one that is more than just a keen-eyed depiction of a dark and desperate time, but a radical, constantly evolving narrative that delves to the heart of what it is to be human in an inhuman society. It is not only a key novel of the Second World War but a genuine, fully fledged masterpiece of the twentieth century; one that remains just as terrifyingly relevant and truthful in the twenty-first.

Stuart Evers
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