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Introduction: The Lives of Victor Klemperer

Escape

Nobody talked much as the expedition crossed the moon. There was nothing appropriate to say. One thing was clear: Absolutely everybody in the city was supposed to be dead, regardless of what they were, and that anybody that moved in it represented a flaw in the design. There were to be no moon men at all.

Kurt Vonnegut, Slaughterhouse 5

At the beginning of February 1945, there were 198 registered Jews, including Victor Klemperer, left in the city and district of Dresden. The remainder of the 1,265 who had still been in the city in late 1941 had been deported to Riga, to Auschwitz, to Theresienstadt.1 Many were shot or gassed on arrival. (Some had committed suicide on receiving notice of deportation.) A handful survived.2

All the remaining Jews in Dresden had non-Jewish wives or husbands. This had placed them in a relatively privileged position,3 but made them dependent on the courage and tenacity of their marriage partners. If the ‘Aryan’ spouse died or divorced them, they would immediately be placed on the deportation list. The majority of such couples and families had been ghettoised, together with the less privileged Jews, in a dwindling number of ‘Jews’ Houses’.

On the morning of Tuesday, 13 February, all Jews considered capable of physical labour were ordered to report for deportation early on Friday, 16 February. The ‘mixed marriages’ of Dresden were finally to be split up. Victor Klemperer regarded it as a death sentence for himself and the others.

Then, ‘on the evening of this 13 February the catastrophe overtook Dresden: the bombs fell, the houses collapsed, the phosphorus flowed, the burning beams crashed on to the heads of Aryans and non-Aryans alike and Jew and Christian met death in the same firestorm; whoever of the bearers of the star was spared by this night was delivered, for in the general chaos he could escape the Gestapo.’4

Victor Klemperer and the other Jews who survived the Allied raid and the subsequent firestorm had experienced a double miracle, had been doubly lucky. They were a ‘flaw in the design’ twice over.

In the confusion following the destruction of the city, Victor Klemperer pulled off the yellow Jew’s star and he and his wife merged with the other inhabitants fleeing the city. It was easy enough for them to claim they had lost their papers. Nevertheless, afraid of being recognised and denounced, they went on the run across Germany for the next three months, until finally the village they had reached in southern Bavaria was overrun by American forces.

Contradictions

On the night of the Dresden firestorm, during which Victor Klemperer escaped both Gestapo and Allied bombs, he was already sixty-three. He was born in 1881, the youngest child of Wilhelm Klemperer, rabbi in the little town of Landsberg on the Warthe (today the Polish town of Gorzow Wielkopolski), in the eastern part of the Prussian province of Brandenburg. Three brothers and four sisters survived into adulthood; the famous conductor Otto Klemperer was a cousin, but there was little contact between the two parts of the family. By the time Victor was nine, his father, after an unhappy interlude with the orthodox congregation at Bromberg (today Bydgoszcz), had been appointed second preacher of the Berlin Reform Congregation. The whole family appears to have felt relieved at the change and, according to his autobiography, Victor immediately relished the freedom and excitement of the big city.

Observance at the Reform Synagogue was extremely liberal. The services themselves were conducted almost entirely in German and, on a Sunday, heads were not covered, men and women sat together. Further, there was no bar mitzvah; instead, at the age of fifteen or sixteen boys and girls were confirmed together on Easter Sunday. There were neither Sabbath restrictions nor dietary prescriptions. The sermons seem, to some degree, to have expressed the ethical tradition of the German Enlightenment. In other words, services approximated Protestant practice and Judaism here became as rational and progressive as it could be while still retaining a Jewish identity. This was not the norm among Jewish congregations but it is nevertheless exemplary of a tradition of merging with the dominant culture. The Reform Synagogue can perhaps be regarded as something of a halfway house to conversion to Protestantism, which had become common in Prussia since the early nineteenth century. (The parents of Karl Marx and Felix Mendelssohn were only among the most prominent examples; conversion, of course, remained for a long time a condition of state service.) Wilhelm Klemperer raised little objection when his own sons were baptised as Protestants. Indeed, Victor Klemperer’s three elder brothers seem to have gone out of their way to deny their Jewish origins. The biographical note prefacing the doctoral thesis of Georg Klemperer, the oldest brother, begins with the words: ‘I was born the son of a country cleric’.

Georg Klemperer – sixteen years Victor’s senior – was only in his thirties by the time he had become a noted physician and one of Germany’s most respected medical men. Felix and Berthold Klemperer were also successful, the former as a doctor, the latter as a lawyer. Berthold even married a general’s daughter. (The sisters were much less free and had Jewish husbands more or less chosen for them.)

Wearying of school and perhaps even more of the tyranny of Georg, who dominated the family after the move to Berlin, Victor Klemperer did not continue to the upper forms. As a compromise, however, he agreed to become a commercial apprentice in a fancy goods company exporting trinkets and souvenirs for sale in English seaside resorts. This move seems to have convinced the eldest brother of Victor’s lack of ability and determination. Victor Klemperer was never to shake off the feeling that Georg condescended to him and regarded him as a dilettante.

The apprenticeship, at any rate, did not lead anywhere. Victor Klemperer had entered it with dreams of future independence. Within three years, however, intellectual and literary interests gained the upper hand; he also became a passionate theatregoer. (It was at this period, in his seventeenth year, that he began to keep a diary.) He went back to school, attending the same Gymnasium in Landsberg as his brothers and living in lodgings in the town. This time he completed his schooling and was primus of his final year – something like head boy.

He then enrolled at Munich University to study literature and languages and was increasingly drawn to French literature. He spent terms in Geneva and Paris before returning to Berlin to complete the first part of his university studies. It was in Geneva that he discovered Voltaire as a writer and found his own spirit of tolerant scepticism confirmed. ‘Ferney’ (where Voltaire lived in exile from France) ‘was the best thing about Geneva’, Klemperer was later to write, and the visit to Voltaire’s house was like a pilgrimage.

Victor Klemperer had now found his way intellectually, but a commitment to a figure like Voltaire was unlikely to make for a smooth academic career. Before 1914, in German universities, the study of Romance literatures and culture was dominated by hostility to the ‘superficial’ ideas of the French Enlightenment. In fact, Klemperer was unable to find a suitable professor with whom to undertake a doctoral thesis on Voltaire and, to his brothers’ consternation, threw up his studies once again. For the next few years, from 1905, he tried to make a living as a writer and literary journalist. At this point it may also be apposite to note that, for all the scholarliness he was to display in the future, Klemperer never on the whole seems to have felt really comfortable with other academics, even liberal ones, or in conventional middle-class settings in general. Although he loved teaching he did not deal very well with the social aspects of his profession. In his diaries he often appears more at ease with ‘practical’ people or with craftsmen.5

Relations with several of his siblings went from bad to worse with Klemperer’s romance with Eva Schlemmer, a musician from a Protestant family in Königsberg. They married in 1906. The wedding did not find favour with either family: on Eva’s side because some of her relatives objected to her marrying a Jew; on Victor’s side because his brothers did not consider her a good enough match. Nevertheless, Victor Klemperer was to share his life with Eva for the next forty-five years. And in this marriage ‘share’ is the appropriate word. In a speech on the occasion of Klemperer’s seventy-fifth birthday in 1957, the couple’s long-standing friend Auguste ‘Gusti’ Lazar (who appears in the diaries under her married name Wieghardt) said, ‘What especially fascinated me about the two Klemperers, was the “intellectual community of property” in which they lived and worked.’6 In his autobiography, Curriculum Vitae, Klemperer wrote that as a young man he had been convinced of the justice of women’s emancipation. Whatever difficulties in the relationship are evident or implied in the diaries (and given that Victor Klemperer’s writing and then academic career took precedence), it is clear that every aspect of intellectual and political life was subjected to intense discussion.

Having abandoned university, and living in Berlin once more, Klemperer demonstrated a tremendous energy in producing poems, stories, anthologies, articles, reviews, biographies, largely on contemporary German themes. One of his most reliable sources of income came from the lectures on literary subjects which he gave to Jewish societies throughout Germany, though it was, in fact, towards the end of this period that he converted fully to Protestantism. The young couple had a particular enthusiasm for the cinema and, in addition to a number of shorter pieces, Victor Klemperer wrote a study of Berlin film theatres and their audiences. It was at this time that he and Siegfried (‘Friedel’) Kracauer, later to become famous for his writings on film and as a cultural historian and theorist, became friends. They lost touch during the First World War.

It was certainly a struggle to make ends meet on Berlin’s Grub Street. Nevertheless, the periodical Der Kinematograph of 25 September 1912, as part of a feature entitled ‘The Cinema in the Opinion of Prominent Contemporaries’, could introduce Victor Klemperer in the following terms: ‘A young combative literary man who writes with rare courage and is not afraid to speak out against established authorities’.7

Inclination, as well as the need to make a living, tended to push Klemperer towards literary journalism which he clearly practised with some success. He did not, however, make his mark as an author. He judged his efforts to be failures, later even refusing a publisher’s offer to reprint one of his stories. Subsequently he had mixed feelings about his freelance years altogether, not least because he never quite managed to shake off the accusation or suspicion that his scholarly work still had something journalistic about it.

Incidentally, although Klemperer was undoubtedly progressive in his views, his ‘bohemian phase’ did nothing to modify a lifelong aversion to bohemian lifestyles and he retained an enduring suspicion of long hair and extravagant dress.

Return to university

Klemperer came to the conclusion that a doctorate would, if nothing else, enhance his position as a journalist. Once again financially supported by his brothers, he returned to Munich, found a sympathetic professor and in 1913 quickly completed a dissertation on Friedrich Spielhagen, a nineteenth-century German novelist. Spielhagen had been a liberal-democratic supporter of the ideals of the 1848 revolutions and one of his father’s favourite writers. In Munich he also made the acquaintance of Karl Vossler, a liberal professor of Romance literature and language. For all the differences – and resentments, not always justified, on Klemperer’s side – that emerged later, Vossler was to remain an abiding influence. Klemperer now wrote a post-doctoral habilitation thesis (in Germany a habilitation thesis is a condition of professorial appointment) on Montesquieu. In it he argued for Montesquieu to be seen as a writer as well as a theorist or philosopher and that aesthetic criteria were of determining importance in the composition of the latter’s major works. This dissertation too was completed very rapidly, and with the distinction summa cum laude. Then, in 1914, as he was already turning the Montesquieu study into a book, he accepted a post as lecturer in German literature at the University of Naples, although still continuing as one of Vossler’s assistants.

War

Finally at ten o’clock we were sitting in the garden of the Hotel ‘Zur Sonne’ [in Riva, then in Austria]. It was the 28th of June. The waiter came running towards us and cried out: ‘The heir to the throne and his consort have been murdered in Sarajevo!’ I said regretfully: ‘Oh!’ and added with an apologetic smile: ‘But we are dreadfully hungry.’8

What was to become known as the First World War began just as Victor and Eva Klemperer had returned to Munich from Naples for the summer. In 1940, when Klemperer was working on his autobiography, he chose to interrupt the narrative at this point. In order not to falsify his own responses, he simply let his diary entries speak for his mood in the weeks immediately preceding and following the outbreak of hostilities. From these it appears that although he was not carried away by bellicose sentiments, he was convinced, as a good liberal and patriot, that Germany’s cause was a just one. He nevertheless returned to his post in Naples, where he remained until shortly before Italy entered the war on the Allied side in May 1915.

Back in Munich, Klemperer was declared fit for military service (he had been rejected in 1903) and was enlisted as a cannoneer in the Bavarian field artillery. He saw duty on the Western Front from November 1915 to March 1916 before succumbing to serious illness and being hospitalised. (His front-line service would be a further source of ‘privilege’ during the Third Reich.) Klemperer was out of danger for the rest of the war. Following convalescence he was transferred to the army’s book censorship office on the Eastern Front, working first in Kowno (now Kaunas) in Lithuania, then in Leipzig, where he was allowed to live in private accommodation with his wife.

An academic career

The year-and-a-half after the Armistice in November 1918 was a period in which Klemperer’s disappointment at not being given a professorship merged with his disquiet at what was going on around him in Leipzig, Munich and throughout Germany. As a liberal he had little sympathy with the excesses and foolishness, as he saw it, of the Munich Councils Republic. (The name, referring to workers’ councils, given to the final phase of Socialist revolutionary activity in the Bavarian capital in spring 1919.) He did, however, have an insight into the latter episode, because his oldest and closest friend, Hans Meyerhof, who had been his fellow apprentice in Berlin between 1897 and 1900, was involved on the revolutionary side. At the same time he was filled with unease and dread at the open expressions of anti-Semitism on the part of the government troops and the irregular formations which suppressed the Left in Bavaria and elsewhere. Politically, nothing gave him encouragement. At the time of the attempted right-wing coup d’état, which goes under the name of the Kapp Putsch, he wrote in his diary: ‘I would gladly see the people of the present coup put up against the wall, and I truly cannot feel any enthusiasm for an army which has broken its oath [i.e., to the Republic] . . . but not really for the “legitimate” Ebert government either, and even less for the radical Left. I detest them all. What is there that embodies the democratic, the German, the humane ideal? I am a neutral observer.’ A few days later he corrected himself: in politics there were greater and lesser evils. ‘My sympathies are with no one, but if I have to choose, then rather the Councils Republic than the gentleman officers and anti-Semites.’9

‘What is there that embodies the democratic, the German, the humane ideal?’ Klemperer asked himself in his diary. For his own life, of course, he already knew the answer: it lay in the tireless curiosity, the questioning, the generous standards of debate of his heroes Voltaire and Montesquieu and of the other thinkers of the Enlightenment.

Thanks to Vossler, Klemperer was called to the chair of Romance Languages and Literature at Dresden Technical University in 1920. From then until his dismissal in 1935 he pursued his academic work and university commitments with the same extraordinary energy he had devoted to literary journalism fifteen years earlier. He introduced modern French literature in histories and anthologies for students and general readers, presented his own approach in numerous specialised essays, edited a scholarly journal and wrote a study of the dramatist Corneille, before embarking on extended study and comparison of ‘the century of Voltaire and Rousseau’. During this time, he was still partly guided by notions of ‘essential national characters’, which the events of 1933 and after forced him to reject. Despite that, it would be right to see Klemperer’s work during these years as a contribution to Franco-German understanding and as an ongoing critique of the German academy’s dominant francophobia. There were also distinguished mediators between France and Germany outside the universities: Siegfried Kracauer, for example, Walter Benjamin, and his mentor Franz Hessel, to mention names also known outside Germany. Nor was Klemperer’s the only voice within the universities to challenge the opposition posited between supposed German ‘depth’ and French ‘superficiality’.10

These were not, in fact, years of unalloyed happiness for the Klemperers. In professional terms, the humanities section of a technical university did not rank very highly. The Dresden professorship should have been a stepping stone to a more respected university chair and Klemperer experienced considerable frustration as he saw himself passed over for appointments at ‘proper’ universities. Already somewhat isolated from the mainstream, he made his situation worse by quarrelling with Vossler who felt that Klemperer’s work drew in too much historical and general cultural material. Of Erich Auerbach, later to become famous as the author of Mimesis, who had been appointed successor to Leo Spitzer at Marburg University, he notes in his diary (four years later, which shows how much it must have rankled): ‘A young man, who was still unknown as a scholar when I was already a professor. A Jew, an aesthete – and he has managed it, and I am growing old, am the “previous generation”, have been left behind in a second-rate post, once and for all. Again and again I tell myself that the pain of vanity is pointless, that fame, even great fame, always exists only among a small circle and for a short time; but all such philosophical comfort does not get one anywhere. Only work helps, work without thought for its worth.’11

During these years also, Eva Klemperer suffered increasingly from ill-health, perhaps hypochondria, certainly depression, possibly related to the subordination of her career to that of her husband. (At times the couple seem bound together by their illnesses, real and imagined.) Nevertheless, nothing seemed to stem Victor Klemperer’s prodigious work-rate. In addition to his writing and a relatively modest teaching load, he was also involved in educational reform in the state of Saxony, of which Dresden was (and is again) the capital, and was constantly travelling to conferences and to give lectures. It should not be thought, however, that the Klemperers led a quiet life; they were very sociable and had time for lengthy cruises to South America, to the Mediterranean. But what perhaps gave the couple greatest pleasure was their shared and continuing passion for the cinema, for cinema at its most populist; their ‘cinema mania’ was only temporarily dampened by the advent of sound, which Victor Klemperer, like so many others, at the time and after, held to represent a dilution of the power of film images.

1933–45

There is no need to summarise here Victor Klemperer’s experiences during these twelve years. The diaries for this period, as published in the present volume, begin rather abruptly. Inevitably so, since they represent only a section of the journals which Victor Klemperer kept all his life. But this section chronicles in unparalleled detail the progressive elimination of every private space, the arbitrary cruelty towards those whom the regime defined as Jews, finally the operation of an opaque (to those who were its victims) apparatus of extermination, working slowly, stretching out time to impose an agony of anticipation. Not only does it do so from the inside, as it were, from the perspective of those subjected; it does so from the first day to the last of the Third Reich.

Victor Klemperer was not dismissed from his post (a state appointment) when the Nazis came to power at the beginning of 1933. Because of his war record he was allowed to lecture to an ever-dwindling band of students. Even when he was dismissed, in 1935, officially it was not because he was a Jew, but because he was surplus to requirements as the government cut back student numbers and deemed French literature irrelevant to a technical university. This was lucky for Klemperer because it meant he was allowed a pension, which continued to be paid to him, even if, after the November 1938 pogrom, there were increasingly ingenious and draconian deductions.

This helped give the couple a certain room for manoeuvre. At Eva Klemperer’s urging they built a house in Dölzschen, a village a little to the west of Dresden; after he loses his job, Victor Klemperer takes driving lessons and buys a car. These were two ways of gaining a little more freedom in the face of dictatorship (and in the ever-repeated hope that soon the whole thing would blow over like a bad dream, the Nazis would devour each other, someone – the army, the foreign powers – would put an end to it). But above all, the defiance which Victor Klemperer practises, the space which he asserts, is that of his scholarship. It is the very fact that he continues to write, which expresses above all his conviction that the Nazis will not and cannot last, which prevents him from falling into despair at the blows to his professional self-esteem and to his confidence in the German nation and to himself as a German. When he can no longer work on his literary history of the eighteenth century, he begins work on his autobiography, Curriculum Vitae; when he can no longer work on his autobiography, he holds fast to his diary and intensifies his observations and reflections on Nazi language, drawing on material which is all around him. He gives his notes the title LTI, for Lingua tertii imperii, to be at once his own code and to mock the dictatorship’s obsessive use of abbreviations and foreign words.

The point at which some kind of normal life, under the conditions of a racist dictatorship, becomes impossible is the November 1938 pogrom (‘Crystal Night’) rather than the war, which begins with the German attack on Poland a little under a year later. The pogrom is at once the peak and conclusion of mob violence against Jews and the date when what could still be considered harassment of a minority gives way to the measures which lead to the ‘Final Solution’, the point at which Jews realise that there is no one and nothing to protect them. The measures which affect the Klemperers’ own lives now come thick and fast: the ban on Jews owning cars, on using public libraries, cinemas, swimming pools, eventually on entering parks; the bans on telephones, wirelesses and typewriters; the ban on Jews owning pets. And so on.

In May 1940, the Klemperers are forced to rent out their home and move into a Jews’ House. While living in the first of several Jews’ Houses, Victor Klemperer is charged with an offence against the blackout regulations. As a result he goes to prison for a week in July 1941 and, deprived of books and spectacles, is put in solitary confinement. A trivial sentence, perhaps, compared to the sufferings of many at the time and of the even greater suffering still to come, but the reader cannot help but be in suspense as to whether he will ever get out. Once again he is lucky and is simply released at the end of his sentence.

The climax of the indignities to which Jews still living in Germany were forced to submit was the yellow star, the wearing of which became compulsory on 19 September 1941. Nowhere was the Jew to feel safe: she or he was to be marked out, part of the crowd but already exiled from it. For several days Klemperer was unable to summon up the courage to leave the Jews’ House and go out into the street with the yellow star displayed on his chest.

In the autumn of 1941 it was also made impossible for Jews to emigrate legally from Germany. But what had prevented Victor Klemperer from leaving the country before that date? Why had the 163,000 Jews still remaining in Germany12 not left, as the Nazis had encouraged them to do? One factor was age: two-thirds of those remaining were over the age of forty-five, with a much higher proportion of women. Then there were the restrictions on immigration imposed by potential host countries: the German state made it increasingly difficult to take assets out of the country and assets were required in order to enter other countries (legally at least). Or emigration might have been delayed because a person was reluctant to abandon relatives, home, possessions, friends – or regarded him or herself as German – and for all those reasons at once. Then, in late 1941, there came a point at which it was too late to leave.

But every decision or set of decisions was individual, as Victor Klemperer’s diary makes clear. In his case there was the house, which gave his wife a place, a role, in that she designed and furnished it and looked after a large garden. Second, there was the never quite abandoned hope that somehow the Nazi dictatorship would fall or be overthrown. If Klemperer was subject to fits of hopelessness at the behaviour of ‘seventy-nine and a half million out of eighty million Germans’, he never rejected his German identity. Many Germans, especially ‘ordinary’ ones, shopkeepers or labourers were not blinded by anti-Semitism and expressed their support or helped in some way, though that became more difficult as Jews were increasingly subjected to shopping restrictions and were forced to wear the star.13 (In fact, Klemperer often found public expressions of sympathy as painful as abuse.) Particular to Klemperer was his belief that he would be unable to earn a living abroad, was too old to make a new start, and that he would thus be dependent on the charity of his brother Georg who had emigrated to the United States in 1935. The marking of the Jews with the yellow star was the immediate prelude to the beginning of the deportation of German Jews to the ghettos and death camps. As the reader knows, it was thanks to his front-line service in the First World War, to his wife, and to luck, that Victor Klemperer managed to escape deportation and survived.

Homecoming

To just once eat well again, to drink well, to drive well, to go to the seaside, to sit comfortably in the cinema . . . No 20-year-old can be half as hungry for life . . . And with all of that it makes me happy that E. is working on HER HOUSE, on HER garden and is coming to life again. (23 June 1945).14

The last entry of the second volume of I Shall Bear Witness ends with the beautifully simple sentence: ‘Am späteren Nachmittag stiegen wir nach Dölzschen hinauf’ – ‘In the late afternoon we walked up to Dölzschen’. It is Klemperer’s modest confirmation of the fact that they are still alive, of the fact that their own house is still standing. That was on 10 June 1945 (though the actual account of the journey from southern Germany, much of it on foot, was not completed until some weeks later).

The German edition of the diaries which Victor Klemperer kept during the last part of his life until his death in 1960 is still being prepared for publication. What has appeared in the meantime, however, is a short volume containing, virtually uncut, the entries of the period from June 1945 to the end of the year. This volume has been given the title Und noch ist alles schwankend – Everything is still in the balance – a phrase that is repeated and varied throughout these months.

There is no doubt that, after all he and Eva have lived through, Klemperer has no intention of leaving Germany. This is hardly defiance, merely something taken for granted, even though it is during these months that the scale of the murder of the Jews finally becomes clear. Only those who survived the firestorm return to Dresden. Yet, once again, Klemperer is determined to pick up the threads of his work and he soon begins reading through his diaries in order to compile the material for his book on Nazi language (LTI) even though he has no more than a vague promise of publication. Almost immediately he is worrying about the future of his academic career. He is also tentatively beginning to make a commitment to a political party. He still sees himself as a sceptic in the tradition of Voltaire and as a German patriot. ‘I am German and I’m waiting for the Germans to return,’ he wrote on 30 May 1942, ‘they have gone into hiding somewhere.’ – a sentence much quoted since the first publication of I Shall Bear Witness. Klemperer, one can say, was German, and had returned, with every intention of working for a better Germany.

Before the year was out, he had joined the Communist Party and, for the first time in his life, participated in a political demonstration, for the victims of Fascism. In a general sense, this might appear unsurprising: the KPD might still be regarded as an inheritor of an Enlightenment tradition; the Communists, if one disregards the period after the Hitler-Stalin pact, had been virtually the only consistent resisters of Nazism during the twelve years of the Third Reich; Klemperer himself had always felt more at ease with the ‘little people’, as he does now with the local Communists who had spent time in prison and in camps. Furthermore, the KPD promised (though Klemperer was well aware of the limits of that promise) to make the most radical break with Nazism. What makes his decision surprising, nevertheless, is the harshness of his criticism of Russian policy and of the KPD as revealed in his journal of June-December 1945. Not least he is constantly alive to the continuities between Nazi and Communist discourse. (It is perhaps due to these criticisms, as well as to the hostility to Communism in I Shall Bear Witness, that before 1989 only extracts from Klemperer’s diaries and autobiography were published in East Germany.)

There are perhaps two reasons, apart from the general grounds mentioned above, which persuaded Klemperer to join the Communist Party. One was very practical. To get full recognition as a ‘victim of Fascism’ he had to join a political party. Secondly, he was determined that those academics, notably at Dresden University, who had given intellectual support to Nazism, should be punished for their actions. At the very least they should not be able to continue as teachers as if nothing had happened. He had a particular animosity to his one-time friend, the historian Johannes Kühn, who had broken off all contact with Klemperer in 1935, and penned propaganda articles. Yet, in July 1945, Kühn had the effrontery to approach Klemperer and greet him as if they had last seen one another only the previous week. (One of the most furious outbursts in Klemperer’s diaries had been provoked by Johannes Kühn. In an entry dated 16 August 1936, he wrote, ‘If one day the situation were reversed and the fate of the vanquished lay in my hands, then I would let all the ordinary folk go and even some of the leaders, who might perhaps after all have had honourable intentions and not known what they were doing. But I would have all the intellectuals strung up, and the professors three feet higher than the rest; they would be left hanging from the lampposts for as long as was compatible with hygiene.’

By 1945 Klemperer could not be as generous as he might have been in 1936. There was certainly no slackening in his anger at Kühn and his like. Nevertheless, Klemperer’s campaign seems to have had only limited success. In 1946 Kühn was appointed to a chair at Leipzig and in 1949 he went west to Heidelberg University. For a full understanding of the ambivalences of Klemperer’s position in the Soviet zone of occupation and in the later GDR we shall have to wait for the publication of the final volumes of diaries. Irrespective of what they may reveal, Klemperer’s social and scholarly engagement did not diminish. He worked in adult education, on Nazi language, he completed the book on Voltaire and Rousseau which he had begun in the 1930s. He was made professor in Greifswald, then in Berlin and in Halle. He served in the GDR’s People’s Chamber and represented GDR scholarship abroad. His specific approach to the Enlightenment which was at the heart of his life’s work, however, made him something of an isolated figure, yet he did not waver in his public commitment to the GDR. There is a nice illustration of the peculiarity of his defence of the ‘classical’ German heritage in a short article which he wrote for the Nationalzeitung in Berlin in 1957.15

At the centre of the piece is an anecdote about Lenin, which at first sight might seem like hagiography. At the time of the hardest battles (i.e., of the Revolution) Lenin sends a request to a Moscow library for a Greek dictionary, which he requires for something he is working on. Klemperer goes on to say that the Socialist October Revolution, in the person of its initiator, did not separate ‘old and new humanism’. In other words, in Klemperer’s hands the Lenin anecdote becomes a plea and argument for the continuing worth of a classical – Latin and Greek – education in a context dominated by a practical and instrumental attitude to schooling and by the demands of industry and science.

If Victor Klemperer in his final years remained as active as ever, he had set himself between all possible stools again. This undoubtedly contributed to the relative neglect of his work after his death in 1960. For the West, he was tainted by association with the GDR and Communism; for the East, he was insufficiently ‘materialist’.

Busy to the last, Klemperer suffered a heart attack while attending a conference in Brussels. According to the editor of a memorial volume, published in 1961, he had been weakened by a lengthy tour of China. Victor Klemperer died in Dresden aged seventy-nine. He was buried in the suburb of Dölzschen where, against all the odds, he and Eva Klemperer, who had died nine years earlier, had made their home.

The quality of the diaries

The 1930s and 1940s were decades in which the pressure to keep a diary was especially acute. People put down on paper what they could not say openly. In Germany, as elsewhere, many diaries were published in the years immediately after 1945; then and later there were numerous autobiographical accounts, the number increasing once more in the 1980s and 1990s, as survivors of the earlier period took stock of their lives. Among all these journals and autobiographies Victor Klemperer’s diaries have a unique character. First, they were not intended for publication and were never reworked to iron out contradictions, to make them aesthetically more appealing, to revise judgements or to offer retrospective justifications. The 1933–45 diaries primarily reflect Klemperer’s own need to settle accounts with the events of the day. Second, they were a source for his own autobiography, which he worked on for three years from 1939, and then for his book on Nazi language, its functions and effects, which was published shortly after the war. They are also unique in being a chronicle by a Jew of all twelve years of the Nazi Reich. Perhaps most important, the chronicler himself, Victor Klemperer, displayed a disarming honesty and directness. His task, as he saw it, was not to record the great events (there are newspapers and history books for that). Rather he wanted to set down the every day details, because one could never tell what might become significant, and to record his own life in all its moments of cantankerousness, suspicion, hypochondria and bad temper. (Yet at the same time this chronicler and analyst of the quotidian in monstrous times never forgets his scholarly and linguistic training.) Judgements are made, contradicted, revised, but nothing is deleted to make the chronicler appear in a better light. It is certainly not always the case that size, sheer volume of detail, contributes to the interest of a text, though it is more true of a diary than of any other literary form. If I Shall Bear Witness is an essential annotation of the criminal nightmare which Nazi Germany was, the journal’s power and fascination lies also in the character, Victor Klemperer, which it creates.

In 1905 Victor Klemperer had thrown up the chance, for a while at least, of continuing his academic career. Instead, he hoped to become a writer. This episode proved to be an interlude, both because the attraction of scholarship proved too strong, and because Klemperer did not have sufficient confidence in achieving recognition as an author. That recognition has now come posthumously both for the 1933–45 diaries, the subsequently published 1918–32 journals and for his marvellous autobiography, Curriculum Vitae, which covers the years until 1918. With these works Victor Klemperer has after all become a part not only of German but also of European and world literature.

Appendix: A note on the translation

The published German edition of Victor Klemperer’s diaries 1933–45, Ich will Zeugnis ablegen bis zum letzten, is already an abridgement of the original German manuscript by its editor, Walter Nowojski. For an English-language edition, further abridgement was judged necessary to reduce the size of the work and make it accessible to a wide readership. These cuts are of three kinds: A diary which is not written or revised with publication in mind will inevitably include many repetitions, some of which should be retained as evidence of what is important to the writer. Nevertheless, it was possible to scale down the number of repetitions without affecting the general tone of the work. It was also possible to eliminate a number of incidents and reminiscences which were not central to Victor Klemperer’s life during this period or to reduce their length. Finally, while the gathering of material on Nazi language, which went under the heading LTI in his diaries, was increasingly important as the only intellectual project left to Klemperer (he called it his ‘balancing pole’), a proportion of his evidence and commentary would have been incomprehensible without lengthy explanation and annotation. So cuts were possible here too. I have tried to keep the notes as brief as possible, consistent with enlightening the reader as to persons and events. I have included or adapted some of the notes in the German edition, cut many others (biographical data on eighteenth-century French writers, for example) and added notes on events and phenomena which are likely to be less familiar to the English-language reader.
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Notes



  1  In 1933, the number of Jews registering as Jewish by confession had been 4,675. Figures in Heike Liebsch, ‘“Ein Tier ist nicht rechtloser und gehetzter”. Die Verfolgung und Vernichtung der jüdischen Bevölkerung Dresdens 1933–1937’ and Nora Goldenbogen, ‘“Man wird keinen von ihnen Wiedersehen”. Die Vernichtung der Dresdener Juden 1938–1945’ both in Hannes Heer (ed.), Im Herzen der Finsternis. Victor Klemperer als Chronist der NS-Zeit (Berlin, 1997).

  2  For the fates of a cross-section of Dresden’s Jews, including many of those mentioned in Victor Klemperer’s diaries, see the letter by Heinz Mayer to Rudolf Apt, printed as ‘Am Beispiel Dresdens’ in Gerhard Schoenbemer (ed.), Wir haben es gesehen. Augenzeugenberichte über die Judenverfolgung im 3. Reich (Wiesbaden, 1988), pp. 413–17. The original is in the Wiener Library, London.

  3  Just how relative and precarious is made clear in the diaries. Victor Klemperer, however, seems to have been unaware of the demonstrations in Berlin, in March 1943, by the ‘Aryan’ wives of Jews who had been rounded up for deportation. Afraid of provoking further disturbances, the Nazi authorities relented on this occasion and released the menfolk. The Nazis, of course, viewed this merely as a temporary postponement of their plans to rid Germany completely of Jews. Nevertheless, the Rosenstrasse protest undoubtedly also saved Victor Klemperer’s life, even if he did not know it at the time. On the Rosenstrasse protest, see now, Nathan Stoltzfus, Resistance of the Heart. Intermarriage and the Rosenstrasse Protest in Nazi Germany (New York and London, 1996).

  4  Victor Klemperer, LTI. Notizbuch eines Philologen (1947). The quotation is from the 5th Reclam (Leipzig) edition (1978), p. 273.

  5  He was well aware of this himself. In one of several remarks in his diaries, which refer to his clumsiness at social gatherings, he notes, ‘I made a fool of myself in front of the Klemperers [a banking family of the same name in Dresden], It’s incomprehensible: giving speeches and at any lectern I am so sure of myself – at private parties I’m a failure. I don’t know how to move, everything worries me, I lack all calm and freedom.’ Victor Klemperer, Leben sammeln, nicht fragen wozu und warum. Tagebücher 1918–1924, 4 October 1921 (Berlin, 1996), p. 511.

  6  Auguste Lazar, ‘Menschliche Unmittelbarkeit’ in Fritz Zschech (ed.), Victor Klemperer zum Gedenken (Nordhausen, 1961), p. 32.

  7  Quoted in Hanns Zischler, Kafka geht ins Kino (Reinbek b. Hamburg, 1996), p. 159.

  8  Victor Klemperer, Curriculum Vitae. Erinnerungen 1881–1918 (Berlin, 1989), p. 167.

  9  Victor Klemperer, Leben sammeln, nicht fragen wozu und warum. Tagebücher 1918–1924 (Berlin, 1996), pp. 245 and 250.

10  See Michael Nerlich in a number of publications, especially ‘Victor Klemperer Romanist oder warum soll nicht mal ein Wunder geschehen?’ in Hannes Heer (ed.), op. cit. Nerlich has made a spirited advocacy of the importance of Victor Klemperer’s contribution to literary studies. Other commentators have been more cautious, suggesting that the undoubted importance of Klemperer’s autobiographical work and of his diaries should not lead to an exaggerated estimation of Klemperer as a scholar. Joseph Jurt presents a very fair summary of the case (‘Michael Nerlich (ed.), Victor Klemperer – Romanist, no. spécial de la revue lendemains 82/83’, unpub. review ms., 1996). What is without doubt is the importance of the study of the Enlightenment to Klemperer personally. It was of crucial importance in allowing him to cope with his situation after 1933: ‘In the spirit of the men of the Enlightenment Klemperer found an antidote to National Socialism.’ (Jurt)

11  Victor Klemperer, Leben sammeln, nicht fragen wozu und warum. Tagebücher 1925–1932, 6 January 1931 (Berlin, 1996), p. 675.

12  For a useful summary of figures on emigration etc., see Monika Richarz, ‘Einleitung’ to Bürger auf Widerruf. Lebenszeugnisse deutscher Juden 1780–1945 (Stuttgart, 1986), pp. 46–55.

13  It is difficult to reconcile the evidence of the diaries with the argument of Daniel Jonah Goldhagen who proposes the existence of an all-pervasive ‘eliminationist anti-Semitism’ as the common sense of Nazi and pre-Nazi Germany. See Goldhagen, Hitler’s Willing Executioners. Ordinary Germans and the Holocaust (New York, 1996). Goldhagen’s book is symptomatic of a tendency to search for unambiguous, simple, monocausal explanations for the mass murder of Jews by Nazi Germany. The corollary of this search is a reversion, more generally observable in the 1990s to arguments, however framed, of national character and, in the particular German case, to discredited notions of a German ‘Sonderweg’ – of a uniquely skewed historical development in Germany.

14  Und noch ist alles schwankend. Tagebücher Juni bis Dezember 1945 (Berlin 1995) p. 30.

15  Nationalzeitung (15 September 1957) reprinted in Fritz Zschech (ed.), op. cit., pp. 166–7.

OEBPS/Images/map1.jpg
CZECHOSLOVAKIA

\

Regenshurge

Aihacho
Murihe

Vienas
?\‘ e "‘*' AUSTRIA

ITALY

o Presburg.

Germany, 1937
boun

_~






OEBPS/Images/map2.jpg
« Pislowitz

Kamenize

«Wilder M

E S

*Lesbnic






OEBPS/Images/line.jpg





OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg
xxxxxxx





OEBPS/Misc/page-template.xpgt
 
 
	 
		 
	
	 
		 
	
	 
		 
	
	 
		 
	
	 
		 
	  	 
	   	 
	    	 
		
	

 
	 





OEBPS/Images/9781780226750_FC.jpg
Victor Klemperer

‘It is not the horror of the Holocaust we

see here, but the subtle, barely
discernable corruption of daily life
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