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This thesis examines the common theme of fngmented identity in the 

literature of C e m n  Jewish and Canadian Mennonite authors after World 

was II. 
An histortcal perspec thre given in the Ln troduction clearly indicates 

that the Jewlsh and Mennonite peoples. whose orlgins are rooted In 

rellp[lon. have a slmilar history of persecution resulting in fienocidal 

atrocities in the twentleth century. Thls has become part of their collective 

unconscious and has inîluenced how they vlew themselves. 

SignlAcant for a background to this work are Erik Erikson's psycho- 

logical insgh ts and theories on identity developmen t in adolescence. as 

explained in his book Identfty and the Ltfe Cqcle (1980). particularly his 

theories on ego-identity and identity diffusion. The main chapters are a 

close textual analysis of several works of Cennan Jewish and Canadlan 

Mennonite authors. using the four-dimensional discipline of comparative 

literature as defined by François Jost in his Introduction to Comparntlve 

Lfterature ( 1974). Erikson's iden tity theories. as ou tlined ln the intro- 

duction. are implied in these chapters and serve as a background for the 

discussion. 

Chapter One compares Jurek Becker's Bronstefns Kfnder with Rudy 

Wtebe's Peace Shail Destro~~ Mang .  A close character analysis reveaîs what 

happens to the identity of people who have experienced persecutlon and 

torture when that experience 1s repressed by them. and how this in tum 

influences their communlty and those who look to them as role models. 



Chapter Two, a comparat~ve study of Barbara Honigmann's Elne Liebe 

a s  nlchts with selected poetry by Sarah Klassen. demonstrates the coping 

mechanisms empioyed when it becomes apparent that identity is no longer 

intact. The helplessness of the victim in the face of nameless terror reveals 

itself in several ways: the person suffers from a persecution cornplex. 

indulges in role play. retreats into flights of fancy. and employs language - - 

as a means of control. 

The final chapter. a cornparison of Rafael Seligmann's Rubhste ins  

Verstefgemng with Armin Wiebe's The Sdvation of Yasch Siemens. illustrates 

the mocking of identity. The protagonlsts are scapegoats of the major 

cultures to which they relate and dweiop pathologies that are also symbok 

of the mlnor cultures in whkh they find themselves. By satirizing the social 

noms  of their group and amaigamating the languages - - of both cultures. they 

take a mocking look a t  some of the idiosyncrasies inherent in their world. 

Ali of the authors in this study. as weil as their protagonists. must 

find the& identities in a dual culture. In which the maloritv stigmatizes the 

minority and the minorlty intemalizes that stigma. Caughht in this dilemma. 

the authors then try to demonstrate that the stigma does or does not fit. 

Each of them expedences the tension between assimilating to the new 

society and desiring to retain the culture of the old one. 

By comparing German Jewlsh and Canadian Mennonite Ilterature. 

thls study links individual and group identity of two minor cultures within 

two major cultures and demonstrates what M e s  place in the human psyche 

when one group attempts to dominate another. 
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UTER BIN ICH? 

Wer bin ich? Sie sagen mir oft. 

ich -te aus meiner ZeUe 

geiasseïi und heiter und fest 

wie ein Gutsherr aus seinem SchloB. 

Wer bin ich? Sie sagen mir OR. 

ich spriiche mit meinen Bewachern 

ftei und fieundlich und kiar, 

ais hatte ich ni gebieten. 

Wer bin ich? Sie sagen mir auch. 

ich trüge die Tage des Unglücks 

gleichmütig. lachelnd und stolz. 

wie einer. der Siegen gewohnt ist. 

Bin ich das WlrkUch. was andere von mir sagen? 

Oder bin ich nur das, was ich seLbst von mir weiB? 

Unnihig, sehnsiichng. krank, wie ein Vogel im Kafig, 

ringend nach Lebensatem. als wiirgte mir einer die Kehle 

hungernd nach Farben. nach Blumen. nach Vogelstlrmnen. 

dürstend nach guten Worten, nach menschlicher Nahe, 

zittemd vor Zorn über Willkür und kleinlichste Krankung. 

umgetrieben mm Wanen auf groBe Dtnge. 

uhn-chtig bangend u m  Freunde in endloser Ferne. 



müde und leer mm Beten, zum Denken, mm Schaffen, 

matt und bereit, von aNem Abschied zu nehmen? 

Wer bin ich? Der Oder jener? 

Bin ich denn heute àieser und morgen ein mdrer? 

Bin ich beides mgleich? Vor Menschen ein Heuchler 

und vor mir se1bst ein veriichtllch wehletdlger SchWac- 

Oder gleicht. was in mir noch ist, dem geschlagenen Heer, 

àas in Unordnung weicht vor schon eonnenem Sieg? 

Wer bln ich? Einsames Fragen treibt mit mir Spott. 

Wer ich auch bin. Du kennst mich, Dein bin ich, O Gott! 

(Bonhoeffer 179) 

The abow poem was written by the German theologian, Dietrich 

Bonhoeffer, and sent to his Asncée from his prison ceii. He was imprisoned 

by the Nazis on April5, 1943, for his participation in the political resistance 

mowment against them. On April9. 1945. he was executed in the concen- 

tration camp at Flossenbürg. lmprlsoned for two years, he faced an 

existentlal crisis of major proportions that drove him to self-analysis and 

questions of self-identity . 
"Wer bin ich?." the title of Bonhoeffer's poem. is a question that 

appears at the beginning of each of his short stanzas and again in the last 

two stanzas. The long stanza between the shorter ones beglns with the 

question: 'Bin ich das wirklich?  ̂Bonhoeffer's continuous quest to know 

himself drives him to exasperation. He stniggîes with the concept of 

identlty, desperateiy trying to corne to terms with himseîf. Is he this person 

toàay and tomomw that other person? 1s he both a hypocrite before others 



and a weakllng in hls own eyes? Can he be both at the same Ume? He has 

no answers. only questions. 

In the Brst three stanzas Bonhoeffer summarizes how others perceive 

him and he asks himself whether that's who he redy  1s. Then. in the 

middle stanza. he expresses what he laiows hlmself to be-restless. afiaid. 

sick. angry. ready to glve up and die. Bonhoeffer's conclusion teiis the 

reader that he has declded to look outslde of himself, to go beyond his 

human Ilmitations. In order to corne to terms with the fragmentation he 

feels wlthln. 

Bonhoeffer's poem fllustrates the compleSty of the concept of 

fdentity. Questions that reach into the experience of most human beings 

and to whlch eacb Me has lts own answers might be: How do people define 

themselves? What does theIr way of deaning thetmeIves make them think. 

feel. and do? What causes them to embrace or reject a group? How does 

theIr relation to the group affect the& Identity as fndMduals. 

Mmr of the Study 

German Jewish ilterature by authors such as Jurek Becker. Maxim 

Blller. Esther Dlsc hereit. Barbara Honlgmann. Rafael Seilgmann. and 

Robert Schindel compares in many ways to the Canacilan Mennonite 

Ilterature whlch began in the 1960s with the novel Peace Shdl Desboy 

M i .  by the well-known author Rudy Wiebe. and continues today with 

writers such as Armln Wlebe, M c k  Friesen. M Brandt. Audrey Poetker. 

and Sarah Klassen. The above questions about ldenUty are evident themes 

in theIr îlterature and these common themes are explored by comparlng and 

contrasting several mrks Ln each categoxy. 



The fragmented identity evident in these two groups is due in part 

to the effect of a similar history of persecution, resulting in genoctdal 

atrocitiesi in the twentleth century. Thb shared history h k s  the Jewish 

and the Mennonite peoples and is part of their collective unconsclous, péirt 

of who they perceive themseives to be. 

This study focuses on three aspects of identity in order to explore the 

concept in the Uterature that is king compared and contrasted. The h t  is 

that of a threatened identity. which becornes evident by comparing Jurek 

Becker's Bmnstelns Kinder and Rudy Wiebe's Peace ShaIl Destroy Many. 

Secondly. the search for a lost identlty 1s emphasized in the cornparison of 

Barbara Honigmann's novel Eine Llebe aus nlchts with Sarah Klassen's three 

volumes of poetry: Journey to Ydta. Violence and Mercy, and Bordenuutch. 

Finally. there is an exploration of the mocking of identity by comparing and 

contrasting FWaeL Seligmann's Rubinstelns Versteigemng and Annin Wiebe's 

The Saluaflon of Yasch Siemens. 

The mutual religious heritage of Jews and Mennonites provldes an 

interesting perspective on the question of identity. Although both have 

the Hebrew Bible (caiied the Old Testament by Christlans) in common. the 

- - -  

l ~ h e  Holocaust is ciassl&d. according to Totan. Parsons. and Charny as m e  sine most 
temlble event of genoclde to date in human history. to such an extent that it has k o m e  
the aichetypa1 or generic statement of mass murdera (Cenhrry of Gemdde. xv). These editor~ 
also include fourteen other examples of oppression. fomd cxiie. and extermination in this 
ccntuiy. among them the Soviet manmade famine in the Ulna(ne and the Soviet 
departation of whok nations. In wcplaining the unspeakable fcmcity wSth which thousands 
of people braridtd as mKulaks" mre wdld h m  th& homes. Lyman H. kgttrs lwho 
authortd the deportalion article) claims that Yhis program kglns to smack of genocide-in 
the sense that the integrity of a national gmup was placcd in jeopardyC and W Is CC- 
permissibit to speak of such practices as genocidal in their implicationsw ( 115). Although the 
Mennonites am not specieca,üy nawd. they wen part of an ethnic minority deiiberately 
classifîed as Kulaks. by de8nltlon the weaithier pcasants. James E. Mace, the author of the 
fimine article, States that "Stallnism attcmpted to explain the word by using class 
categories rather than the racial one8 empkycd by the Nazisw (8 1 ). In hls view. Hitler and 
Stah had in common a dualistic view of human weiety in whlch th y pemived themschns 
and the& gmup as the good hm destincd for vlctory which had to utterly dcstmy the foms 
of evil. (For Hitler these wcre what he considcred the sac* poiluthg eltments of the Jews 
and Gypsies. fbr Stalin they a r e  the "urploitcr ciassesa). 



patriarchal. warlike tone of the Old Testament is mitigated by the New 

Testament emphasis on paciasm in the Mennonite faith. Not king aiiowed. 

because of their own inherent code of ethics, to take rwenge on atrocities 

committed against them. brings about a certain kind of schizophrenia in 

the Mennonite psyche. This is examined in Ught of the literature and 

contrasted to the Jewish relentless search for compensation and justice. 

A certain discornfort with language, common to both groups. also 

affects how these groups perceive themselves. Both have a holy language set 

aside for worship and study (Hebrew for the Jews and High German for the 

Mennonites) mu another language that is used in a more informal setting 

(Yiddish for the Jews and Plattdeutsch for the Mennonites). The everyday 

earthy language in each group emphasizes the bodily and erotic spheres and 

lends itself to a peculiar brand of humour common to each group. This 

humour 1s used as a mechanism to cope with what the major culture in 

which each group is situated perceives as peculiar, an  attitude that 

threatens to undermine identity. How this "grotesque realism," as Bakhtin 

calls the culture of folk humour, is part of an efbrt to maintain the identity 

of the group and the individual within the group is investigated in this 

study. 

E3eyond their own group. the Jews and the Mennonites must deal wlth 

the language of the larger culture in which they fînd themselves, which is 

German for the Jews in this study. and English for the Mennonites in 

their Canaàian setting. For generations the assimilated Jews embraced the 

German language as their own. but since the Holocaust it has become the 

language of the persecutor. This situation again is cause for fragmentation 

of identity. For Mennonites. until recently. the Engiish language was the 

language of the worldly group with which one did not associate unless 



absolute$ necessaxy. This Canadian Engllsh is already a modification of the 

British Engllsh from which it originated. This ever present unease with 

language and the effect it has on identity is explored. 

Charles Ponce. in his reflections on Jungian psychology. refers to 

three Merent types of persons that shape who we are: 

The fîrst type is the cultural person who is composed of the 

amalgamation of the peculiarities that distinguish one culture from 

another. These would include body type, movement. emotional reaction. 

gesticulation. and al1 other mannerisms that identify us  as members of a 

speciac group. These are aspects of ourselves which take several generations 

to Wear off. 

The second type is the social person who is shaped by the cooperative 

actions and reactions of others toward one another in society. Through self- 

reflection. social persons seek to imitate or complement the way other 

people in the group are acting. As they interact with the society in which 

they Bnd themselves, the opinions and expectations of that soclety form 

and shape them. Rather than incorporating their society's meaning, ideas 

and values as cultural persons do. social persons embody and person* 

their society's rules of relationship, the laws that control social action. 

Social persons corne to know themselves by how others perceive them to be. 

Their relationship to themselves is aüected by the relationship others have 

with thern. 

The metaphysical being. who is the third constnict making up the 

identity of a person, is the result of the ontological answers to existence 



which that parllcular culture has devlsed in order to create and maintain a 

sense of meaning and a reason for existence. Evew culture and society 

constmcts such metaphysics and through it a sense of kinship develo~s in 

the group which gives meaning and purpose to its members and allows them 

to bond with each other. 

This three-dimensional nature of an individual is made up of the 

constraints and restraints that have been tau@ as being the inevitable 

conditions for inclusion in social existence. If persons refuse or are unable 

to agree with these values, they are deemed to be pathological (Poncé 7 1 -76). 

Ponce defines pathologies as 'negative meanings nneeded to substantiate the 

integrity of a group's vahe." and çays society shouid not oniy seek to aiter 

them but rather change the social stmctures that produce indices of 

exclusion in order to define themselves (82). 

The person. states Poncé 'is also a composite of the diversities arising 

among the three. Choice. chance, and circumstance ultimately determine in 

what way the three socidy constructed persons will And agreement with 

one another in the figure of the individual. [. . . 1 This is the source of [. . .] 
ego-consciousness, [. . .] not only contoured by the values of the three 

persons, [but] a function created and shaped by them" (12 1). This ego - 
(according to Freud) stands between the Id (representing the autonomous 

instinctual responses that seek to freely express themselves) and the 

Superego (a form of social conscience that would disallow the Id's free 

expression) and tries to determine which of the two to follow. always 

attempting to reconcile their conflictud intentions, tom between the two 

opposing phenomena: Nature in the form of instincts and the demands of 

society in the form of the Superego. 



In his work The Concept of IdentfQ. de Levita traces historically the 

divergent viewpoints on identity. claiming that the search for identity Is 

as old as philosophy. since Aristotle already occupied himself with it 

extensively. It  is rooted in the dim past with the Greek concept of the 

dîfferent roles a person can play in drama. expressing the contrast between 

the individual and Society. and the rights of the free citizen as weli as the 

role expectation placed on such a citizen. Locke and Leibniz develop 

opposing views on identity with Locke stressing memory as the source of 

identity and Leibniz stating that memory is impossible without the identity 

of the persondim. For Hume as  for Locke, the remembered image is the 

principal mot of identity. Kant states that it is through - contemplation of 

things that we anive at knowledge. but that thls knowledge has no validity 

when separated from the person. Since the üme of Kant. daims de Levita. 

identity of the person seems to be bound together with the consciousness of 

oneself and to an ego wMch is absolute and to which al l  the dinerent facets 

of the individual relate [ 17-2 1). 

Wiiiiam James îs caîled by de Levita the father of the modem concept 

of identity. The 'self,' as James labels the combination of the 'pure ego' and 

the ego in reflection. has three facets: the material. the social, and the 

spiritual self. James stresses that. in order for the individual to have a 

feeling of continuity. a constant relationship with the outside world is very 

important (de Levita 29-30). 

Since James. ongoing studies have stressed how important the 

continuity of the individual is for the community. Erik H. Erikson is 

instrumental in completing the developmen t of the reciprocal relations 

between individuais and their world. Like James, he does not choose 

between the Leibnhian and the Humian views but accepts them both. He 



Merenthtes between them by calhg the first 'personal identityn and the 

second nego-identity." and elabrates especially upon the latter and on how 

it has grown historicaliy. From his observation of the Sioux Indtans, 

Erlkson estabhhes a concept of goup identity which he then later uses as 

an analogue of personal Identity. What he earlier describes as a àiaiogue 

between the community and the individuals forming the community. he 

later formulates as a dialogue between the personality and the factors which 

form the personallty (de Levlta 45-55). 

From this overview of the stru@e to corne to some sort of definition 

of identity in the past, we are conscious of how recent events in the twenty- 

first century are shaped by these various attempts at defining identity. 

When we see how the Supreme Court of Canada has vaiidated rights 

granted to the Mi'kmaq under treaties slgned in 1760, and how recent 

explosions of terrorlsm by neo-Nazis in East Germany toward people of 

other races are behg dealt with, we realize that the past does indeed 

influence and shape our sense of identity in the present. The stnigîe for 

flshing a h t s  of Canadian natives in Burnt Church, New Brunswick, and 

the connict that continues between Caucasians and members of other races 

in Germany. shows us that in spite of all that has been studied over the 

years, there is still much to learn about the concept of identity and its 

relationship to memoxy and to society. 

Sttu#îe for Stabîlity: An HistoncPI Puspcctive 

From the above demition of identity. it becomes obvious that 

individual and collective identity are closely interwoven and that many of 

the characteristics of individual identity can be observed in national or 



collective identity. For this reason. it is Important in the present study to 

take into account the influence of the groups that have shaped and molded 

the individuals under observation. Change occurs over time and is an 

important factor in both indMduai and group identity. Identity formation is 

an  attempt to maintain stabfflty despite change and must incorporate not 

on& stabU@ but change as well. As Susan Bassnett States in her critical 

introduction to comparative literature: 'Coming to terms with the past 

means facing the ambiguitles of a plural history. [ . . . ] What remains is the 

need to recognize the complexities of the historical processes that have 

resulted in such plurallsm" (82). 

Tradition offers a sense of legitimation and orientation, but can also 

be problematic when the context in which it appears changes. In such 

cases. continuity and identity itself can be calied into question. However, 

groups can and will try to adapt their sense of who they are and who they 

have k e n  to achieve a sense of balance between the two. 

Taking a look at the history of the two groups-the Jews and the 

Mennonite-scussed in this dissertation, it is not difflcult to detennine 

the identity crisis in which they Bnd themselves today. as they have tried to 

adapt to the various changes that have codonteci them over time. 

A brief synopsis of the history of the Jews taken from Adler's 

historical perspective, The Jews In Germam~. wlll indicate the changes of 

tradition which have threatened the& sense of continuity and identity. The 

Jews, of course. have a much longer history than do the Mennonites. The 

g o u p  migrations to various nations. lands and cultures began with the 

destruction of the temple in Jerusalem in 70 AD.  By the I l  th century there 

is documented evidence of sefflements in d major cities. A valid question 

took shape during this time, a question that lasted into the Age of 



Emancipatlon (which was a question also asked about the Me~onltes. 

espec- in regard to their stance on paciiism. wherever they settled). This 

question was: 1s it possible for a Jewish minority to exist in a Christian 

state. given that this minority foliows a despised foreign reîigion and is 

clearly disUnpished from the mllng nation in language. culture, tradition. 

and socio-economic structure? 

I t  was during the crusades that many countrles eded  Jews alto- 

gether. Like Iw. Germany never enforced a wholesale exile, and Jewish 

history was uninterrupted, as was not the case in other countries. The 

situation of the Jews in Germany grew conslstently worse from the first 

crusade until after the Reformation. then stabilized for a centuw. and 

Improved somewhat after 1648 and through the Ages of Pietism and 

Enllghtenment. but this improvement was felt only by a privlleged few. 

There were numerous bloodbaths from the crusades until the eariy 16th 

century. The year 1349 was the worst year for Jews in Germany until the 

time of Hitlet. The inhabitants of more than 350 cornmunitles were 

slaughtered and there were substantial emigrations from Germany to 

Poland. I W y .  and Turkey during the 14th. 15th and 16th centuries. Those 

who stayed developed an incredlble attitude of acceptance. 

IndMdual Jews such as Mendelssohn. a close Mend of Lessing. and 

Gabriel Riesser. jurist and politician (1 806- 1863). helped the coming of 

emancipation for the Jews, but it was individual emancipatîon. never that 

of the group. *We must refuse everything to the Jews as a Nation. but must 

gmnt the Jews everything as individualsu. fomulated Clermont-Tonnerre in 

the French Convention of 1791. 'This principle." says Adler, 'is s t U  the 

standard that governs the position of the Jewish minority in the civic 

structure of Germany' (3). 



Although splritual and social isolation had been forced on the Jews 

to some extent. as was true of the Mennonites. it was also a group desire. 

Adler points out that th& changeci entlrely in the Age of Enlïghtenment and 

MercanUlism. By the iate 18th c e n t u ~ .  most Jews desired nothing so much 

as to be German. Voluntary assimilation and profound national and ethnic 

self-destmction was the nsult. Adler asks the question: "How then, àid a 

tmly Jewlsh question survive?" Hls answer: 'More than assimilation was 

asked of the Jews; they were asked to conform completely. which would have 

meant the abdication of every klnd of indlvlduallsm. and which would have 

been a kind of extinction. The Jews could not possibly assimilate quickly 

enough for their enemies" (5). 

The end of the Age of Jewish Emancipatlon in Germany came In 

the1930s wlth the institutionaïism of antl-Semitism by the Nazi state in 

1933. The Jewish people as such were "poison." to be counteracted and 

eracücated (Adler 136). Foiïowfng Mer's order to exterminate all Jews, Nazi 

Brfng squads shot thousands of men, women. and chilâren. The Germans 

Med miilions more in concentration camps. By the end of the war in 1945, 

the Holocaust (as the Nazi campai@ of mass murder came to be called) had 

wlped out about six million of the ten million Jews in Europe. Out of this 

tragedy came a new determination to estabkh a nation In Palestine where 

Jews could be secure. The Jewlsh state, which called itself lsrael. declared 

its independence on May 14, 1948. 

The Anabaptist movement with which Mennonites iden* to this day 

was. in its formative stages, a saciaï rellglous entity that was faced with a 

number of dtsagreements and opposlng ideas, such as the role of polltical 

power in ecclesiastical a&alrs. the Wts of the church to tax and otherwise 

oppress the peasantry, the morai practice of the cler&y. the nature of the 



structure and administration of sacraments and offices. the interpretation 

of the Chrlstlan scriptures regarding pacifism and oaths. and the role of 

economics in the church (Redekop. CaMn 88). 

Thus, h m  their beginning. the Mennonites were persecuted in many 

countries. Dutch Mennonites moved to northern Germany and Prussia in 

the 1600s. and to the Russian Ukraîne in the 1700s. Mennonites in Soviet 

Russîa went through some of the most vicious persecution and oppression 

in human experience, beginning Ln 1917. As  a s m d  ethno-religious 

minority. they became objects of ethnic. religious and class hatred and 

violence, involving. at various times, Imperid German aimies, natlondist 

Ukrainians. peasant anarchists. Nazi occupiers. and especialiy radical 

Bolshevik mlers. During the 1930s and '40s. 55.000 Mennonites were 

forcibly relocated to labour camps. arrested or exlied. Some 30.000 out of a 

population of 100.000 dled violent or umatural deaths. 35,000 Mennonites 

were able to escape to the west with the retreatîng German army in 1944. Of 

these, 23,000 were compeiled to repatriate by the Western M e s .  shipped in 

box cars to labour camps in the Siberlan Gulag; 8.000 were able to flnd a 

new home in Canada; another 4,000 went to Paraguay. 

There have been many personal accounts of the 'Soviet Inferno" in the 

1930s and '40s. tncluding Stalln's -Great Terror" of 1937 and 1938. It is oniy 

recently, Wth the unurpected coihpse of the USSR in 1991, that Mennonite 

academics have found extensive documentation in Soviet and KGB archives, 

showlng that the Mennonite people were targeted by a systematic program 

for eradtcation because of their singular deflance of the Soviet regime and 

Sovletization (PIett 1 ). 

Peter Letkemann. in a recent article entltled 'Mennonites in the 

Soviet Inferno. 1917- 1956" states: 'No government has ever offered an 



apology and no ofIïclaïs have ever stood triai for their crimes against 

humanîty. Yet none of the individu& whom 1 interviewed calleci for fevenge. 

AU seemed to be prepared to forgiww (1 1). 

Calvin Redekop. in h L  article 'The Mennonite ldentity Crisb." 

summarlzes this group's stniggle to keep its ldentity in the midst of 

upheaval and change since Its inception in the early sixteenth century. He 

approprîately uses the metaphor of the traveler. while emphasizing the 

group migrations to various nations, lands and cultures; the experïence of 

individual Mennonites rnovlng in. through and out of the Mennonite 

tradition; and the historical experience of the Mennonite 'faith communityW 

as it has survived through historlcal developments and contexts (88). He 

shows how the group began to experience a change of identity through 

rejection. persecution and annihilation. In many cases it entrenched the 

fàith of the foilowers, 'but it is equaîîy tme that many followers of the eariy 

faith adapted to the pressures of the time rather than suffer loss of Ilmb 

and life" (90). A change that probably affected Anabaptist-Mennonite 

identity more than any other according to Redekop. was the influence of 

Pietism whlch provided emotional release and support. Jung-Stiiiing's 

influence on Mennonites in the nineteenth century ls weU documented (91). 

The humanbtic tradition also altered Anabaptlsm. but to a lesser 

degree, as Mennonites became increasingly isolated in the hinterland of 

Europe. "[Their] concern for human àignity. weltare and reverence for life 

had more than New Testament justification," writes Redekop (9 1). 

Nationallsm was pervasive in various forms throughout Mennonite 

hlstory, changing the group's identity insidiousky. Redekop makes the point 

that belle& can be held relatfvely intact if the host country is intolerant; 

but once equality was espoused by a country, the Mennonites were forced to 



accept the nquirements of citizenship or emi#ate. In countrîes where they 

achieved close to total autonomy and were left almost entirely to 

themselves, nationaïism developed to a startling degree (as in Russia. 

Manitoba, Mexico, Paraguay, and BolMa). 

After World War 1 and during World War II. a more strident 

nationalism became evident, and paciflsm. a comerstone of Mennonite 

belief. no longer took priority wer the sovereignty of the nation. It is known 

that many Mennonites in Russia and in the Third Reich openly supported 

Hitler. Many in Canada held an intolerant and racist view of the Jews 

and were unwllllng to help them exnigratte to Canada (Davies and Nefsky 

106- 1 14). In Paraguay. under pressure from the U S  govemment. two 

Mennonite leaders were exlled from the Chaco for their active support of 

Nazism (Thiesen 1 9 1 ). 

A dlnerent kind of nationaiism is the one born of an appreciation for 

the beneflts and wealth that the host countries. especiaily Canada and the 

United States. have provided. This Includes poiitical partlcipatlon. especiaily 

in office holding. As Redekop states. 'it is clear that the oxlglnal Me~oni te  

identity of king the 'separated people of God' cannot prosper when the 

nation-state is accepted as determlnative for M e  in the falth communityW 

(93). For the Mennonites. this nationaiism together with rellgious 

hindarnentallsm and m e r  education led to a hîgh degree of assimilation 

and beliefs which were until then not part of the Anabaptlst-Mennonite 

belief system (96). This was also evident in Russia in the 1870s. durlng the 

country's great reforms after the defeat in the Crimean War (Um, Suhts 

210). 

Redekop's view ïs that al1 of the above changes which came to the 

Mennonites from the outside were slow enough to aîlow the Mennonite 



soclet. to integrate them into the system. Howwer, in modern times. the 

rate of change in the structure of the Mennonite community has increased 

drasticaiîy. The social and technlcal dimensions of human Me have usurpeci 

such elements as the centrality of the congregation. the social and 

economic support of the village or rural community. the emotional and 

status strength of the family. the positive stability of agriculture. the 

dependability upon the soil and nature, and the presence and stability of 

authority. Many of these basics have suddenly been almost totdy lost 

(97-100). 

Redekop's three areas of emphasis that are relwant to the traveler 

metaphor for Mennonites (group migration. movement through tradition, 

historicaf experience). an also applicable to the changes experlenced by the 

Jews. Egon Schwarz. in his article 'Jews and Anti-Semitism in Fin-de- 

Sitcle Vienna." gives a socio-historical analysls of the changes experlenced 

by thls group and how I t  was Mected by these changes. He sees it as an 

'almost unavoidable paradigm* in the groupes history (58). As a result of 

changing conditions. the Jews departed from the Eastern ghettos and 

entered trade. business. or indusm. They then rose to relevant affluency, at 

which tLme the males often married the daughters of assirdatecl famiiies. 

These daughters were better educated than their husbands and taught the 

children about German culture and German literature. The children became 

intellectuals. artists. writers and musicians. The end result was the loss of 

orthodoxy. indeed of aîmost the entire Jewlsh cultural heritage. This led to 

the renunciation of Yldàish in everyday speech and of Hebrew as the sacred 

language. Further steps toward assimilation were the adoption of the 

Christian reîigion and the adaptation of Western manners (59). This was 



the Jewish situation before their fate took a tragic turn in 1938 

(Kristallnacht). 

Under Hitler's regime. the sole fact of their origîns threatened the very 

existence of people of Jewlsh ancestry. For many this forced their Jewish 

identity Lnto a position of unaccustomed centrality. Whether they wïshed to 

be a part of this group or not. they became the principal enemy of the 

authorities. Their forced identification dictated their circumstances and 

determined their fate. Having gone through such persecution. they were 

stigmatized. patronized or rebuffed. Those who changed their identit- and 

îived under an assumed one experienced this new identity in a variety of 

ways. Some were always consclous that they were using a disguise; for 

others it became second nature. making their previous hves distant and 

unreal. Some chose to take on a non-Jewish identity. others were forced 

into it. 

Kenneth Jacobsen. in his book Embattled Selws, investigates the 

nature of identlty through oral histories of Holocaust survlvors. He asks 

the question: 

What happens when two elements of identity. the urge to 

s u m e  and the need to belong, corne into conflict? Can the pull 

of the group tmly rival the instinct of self-presemation? And if 

the latter wins out, is its victory as complet-and as free from 

consequences for the individu&as the lo@c of evolution might 

suggest? (87) 

This connict was experienced by Mennonites innumerable Unes when 

they compromised their Anabaptist doctrine of nonresistance. For example, 

during the Crimean War (1854- 1856). although not participating direct& in 

combat. the Mennonites colonies. under government orders. supplied food. 



transportatlon. and medical help to the Russian annies. Fearing that this 

was the beginnïng of military conscription. a large contingent left Russïa for 

Canada in the 1870s. Those who remained behind had to corne to terms 

wlth forms of alternative service for their country (Urry, Mennonites 9-26). 

In 1919. during the civii war in Russia after World War 1. arms- 

bearing Young Mennonites found themsehres In combat not only against 

anarchist-bandit forces but also. briefiy, against the Red Army. the regular 

troops of the Communist government of Russia and Ukraine. This made 

them guilty of treason. The Issue came d o m  to a bitter choice between 

religious idealism and urgent pragmatism. and was debated at a Mennonite 

General Conference (the Lichtenau Conference) June 3OJuly 2. 19 18 

(Reimer, Al. 'Sanitatsâienstw 140- 14 1 ). 

Lîke the Mennonites. who tumed the& backs on paciflsm and took up 

self-defense in order to protect their hves. many Jewish people in Gemiany 

had denied their Judaism as a type of self-defense. and their descendants 

had grown up wïthout practisîng their faith. Under Nazi rule. which 

prompted the tracing of 'racial* afauations, people like this were suddenly 

confhnted wlth a Jewish background and the enS~inR danger. They were 

faced wlth quesuons such as: 

What happens when two basic elements of Identity-how one is 

seen by others, and how one urperiences oneseIf-come into 

conflict? To what extent does each determine who one is 

and where one belon@? And 1s the identity one presents to 

others. or even to oneself, always consistent with inner reallty? 

(Jacobon 163) 

The 35.000 Mennonites who had fled Russia to the west with the 

retreating German army in 1944 were also faced with these questions of 



identlty. Although they had left Gemiany for the Russian Ukraine in the 

17009, they had never become part of that culture but had always 

maintained that they were German. At the end of the war they feared for 

the& Wes. Because they were bom in Russia. the Soviet Union inslsted that 

the* citlzens return to Russia. The Russians regarded them as traitors to be 

brought back for puntshment. usually concentration camp or death. 

Thousands were forced to return to the Soviet union, often with the 

cooperation and help of American and British occupation troops. These 

Mennonites had never thought of themselves as Russian, had never been 

assimiiated lnto the culture of the country in which they had iived for two 

hundred years. but now this identlty was forced on them. 

It was out of desperation, that some of them recalled mots that went 

even farther back than the& German affîliation. In Auwst 1945. a smali 

group of Mennonite refugees arrlved in Hoiland, with an 'incredible and 

strange story.' write Peter and Elfileda Dyck in their account of the rescue 

of thousands of war-ravageci Mennonite refugees by the Mennonite Central 

Committee (MCC) of North America. 'They said their forebears had left the 

Netherlands under persecution in the sixteenth centwy. fled to Prussia. and 

later moved further east to Russia. To the perplexed and bewildered 

immigration of8ciats. they had announceci that they had come home. It aN 

seemed a bit preposterousn (82). Dutch h~uls t i c  experts interviewed them 

and found the& language to be neither Dutch nor German, though there 

were strong resemblances to both. The Netherlands strongly considered 

expeUing them because of 'their undetermined Ldentity. farfetched story. 

and no documentation. passports, visas or en- permltsw (82). 

The Dycks go on to mite how they happened to be in Hoiiand at the 

time and wen able to identlfy them and plead their case. promisine; that the 



MCC would assume full responsibillty for both their maintenance in 

Hollend and their resettlement in some other counw. For the time king 

they put these Mennonites up in Fredeshiem [sic]. a camping and retreat 

centre estabbhed by the Dutch Mennonites in the 1920s. (In the early 

1940s. this same centre had sheltered many Jewlsh children slated for the 

gas chambers) (106). 

The above historical synopsis of the two groups is helptul in 

understanding the exampies which have been chosen for this study, of 

lndividuals in both Jewish and Mennonite ilterature. These individu& were 

not direct& LnwJlved in the horrors experienced by members of the& group 

but are immediate descendants of people in those group. Not king dlrectly 

involved. but relating to close relatives who experlenced the horrors of 

persecution. has its own set of identity struggles. as this study wiil show. 

Comparative literature is a four-dimensional discipiine which in- 

cludes: 

1 .  Analogy between severai works in a giver-receiver. or cause-effect. 

relationship to one another 

2. Studies of rnarements and trends 

3. Analysls of Uterary works h m  the vlewpolat of their inner and outer 

forms, h m  the& genre 

4. Studies of themes and motifs. related to topics like patriotism. revolt. 

niendship. death (Jost. Foreword 7- 1 O) 

This comparative study includes all four of the above approaches. 

However. it is not just a cornparison of Engllsh and German literary 



works, but a comparîson of what has traditionally k e n  called 'minorlty 

Uteratures" which î n  itself is a derogatory term. I t  is more appropriate to use 

Bruce King's term 'the new iiteratures" (56). Both the German Jewish 

iiterature and the Canadian Mennonite lïterature belong in this category 

f see 'Resources," below). 

The overarching theme in all the works discussed is the concept of 

fraemented identity. The t e m  'identity" 1s dehed at the outset by explorfng 

some of the hlstoricalîy divergent viewpoints on this concept, based on de 

Levita*s work The Concept of I d e m .  In order to show the forces that shaped 

the Iiteratures of both Jews and Mennonites over tirne, this definition is 

followed by an hïstorical synopsis of the two groups. 

The main body of the dissertation is a close textual analysis and 

cornparison of several works by Jewish and Mennonite authors. Detalied 

character study as weli as a cornparison of themes. form. and structure are 

the methods used in the textual analysls of Jurek Becker's Bmnstein's 

Kfnder and Rudy Wiebe's Peace S M  Desbog Muny. The emphasls 1s on 

threatened Mentity, as sacred beïiefs and traditions are challenged in a 

confrontation with the oubide world and wlth patrlarchy fkom within the 

P U P -  

A desperate search for identity is most prominent in the works of 

Honigmann and Klassen and is andyzed by c o r n m g  and contrasting 

themes as weîî as form and structure of Honigmann's novel Eîne Liebe aus 

nfchts with selected poems of Sarah Klassen. Although it may seem some- 

what odd to compare a novel and poetry. Eine Liebe uus nichts has betn 

described as more lyrical than narrative by iiterary critics, and Sarah 

IClassen's poetry. especiaiiy in Joumeg to Yalta leans toward the nanative. 



as it traces her mother's joumey from Russia to Canada. and contlnuously 

m o w  from the present to the past and back again while teiilng the story. 

The aspect of self-hatred and protective clowning is the theme of 

the third chapter in whlch a comparative analysls of M a e l  Seligmann's 

Rubfnstelns Verstefgenmg and Armin Wiebe's The Salvatfon of Yasch Sfemens 

is rendereci. Again. it is a thematic as weli as a character study. F o m  and 

structure are compared. with a special emphasis on the use of Yiddish and 

Low German words and phrases. 

The major portion of the analysis of the characters in the literary 

works king compareci is based on Erik H. Erikson's psychological theories 

of ego-identity and identity diausion. as explainecl in his book Idenm and 

the Life Cycle. A synopsis of these theories follows. 

Pattun: Erikson'r Ego-Idtlltity and Xdentity MLhi.ion 

This study, comparing the fragmented identity of several literary 

characters belongîng to two smaller cultural groups within a dominant 

culture. refîects some of the psychological insights of Erlk H. Erikson who 

occupled himseIfwith the concept of identity. EspeciaUy si@flcant for this 

work are his Lnsights and theories on identity development in adolescence. 

particuhrly his theories on ego-identlty and identîty cifision as explaineci 

in his book Idem@ arad Me Life Cucle. What foliows is a brlef synopsis of 

these theories. 

Erîkson's studies of identity begin with group identity. and these 

observations are later used by him to estabhsh his theories about personal 

identity. The sequence of stages he proposes for deveiopment in childhood. 

and how thls influences the identity of the person in a positive way is called 



ego-identity. An impairment of identity occurs wherever these processes fall 

and is caiîed identity dinusion. 

During the adolescent period. the person is primarily concerned with 

attempts at consolidating social roles. The integration that takes place 

during this time is largely dependent on each successive childhood stage, 

when successful identification led to a successful alignment of the 

individual's basic drlves wlth his endowment and his opportunities. These 

ego values are called ego-synthesis and cukninate in a sense of ego-idenm. 

which can be described as 'the accmed confidence that one's own ability to 

maintain inner sameness and continuity (one's ego. in the psychological 

sense) is matched by the sameness and continuity of one's meaning for 

others" (de Levita 62). 

The concept of basic trust in chiMhood (de Levita 64-65) impiies that: 

1. the chiid sees itself as a separate king from the persons and things in its 

environmen t, 

2. there is an attribution of sameness to oneself and to the persons in one's 

environmen t , 

3. there is a capacity for some generaiized thinking, brought about by a 

consistent 10- attitude of the adults in a child's Me. and that 

4. there is a basic self-estean. or an autonomy versus shame and doubt. 

Quaiîties of a healthy personality entering adulthood with an Intact 

ego-identity are juxtaposed by Erikson to characteristics of an impaired 

pemnality who experiences identity cWiùsion (Erikson 100- 105): 

1. Intimacy and distantiation versus self-absorption 

Before behg able to lose oneself in another human king, one must first 

know and fhd oneseif. Distantiation. or the readlness to repudiate. isolate 

and destroy those forces and people whose nahue seems dangerous to one's 



own, is the counterpart to intimacy. Erikson defines lack of ability in 

exerclsing these two functbons as 'self-absorption.' 

2. GeneratMty versus stagnatîon 

Faflure to estabiish the next generation leads to a pervading sense of 

stagnation and personal impverishment whlch regresses to an obsesslve 

need for pseudo-intimacy. 

3. Integrity versus despair and àîsgust. 

Persons of integrity accept the fact that their lives are their own 

responsibility. There is only one Me cycle available to them and only 

one set of people with whom they interact. When such ego-integration does 

not occur, the result is often despair and an unconscious fear of death 

because 'the one and only Me cycle is not accepted as the ultimate of Me" 

(Erikson 104). 

The foIiowing is a brief summm of Erikson's features of Identity 

cilnusion, or the inability of the ego to estabiish an identity (de Levita 

69-72): 

1 .  The syndrome occurs between the ages of 16-24, when the individual 

faces many very signfflcant choices. such as cornmitment to physlcal 

intimacy. occupational choice, cornpetition wlth others, and psycho-social 

~e~definition. 

2. Isolation of the self. resulting in stereotypical and formalized inter- 

personal relationshlps or inümacy with the most improbable partnem. 

3. Disturbance in sunial identity, in which fusion with  another becomes 

identlty loss. 

4. Inabiïity to concentrate and to derive satisfaction Born activity. 

5. Disturbance in time perspective. 



fiunilv stnachire. featuring a dominating. intrusive mother 

but passive M e r .  

6. Characteristic 

and a successfiil 

7. Symbiotlc s ibhg  relatlonship. in which the identlty of one is surrendered 

to that of the other in the hope of regalning a bwer and better one by the 

act of merging with the other. 

It WU become obvious to the reader while studying the comparative 

character analyses in the foilowing chapters. that ail of the above features 

can be apphed to the dinerent protagonists as weil as the other characters 

in the works of this study. 

Erlkson states that. in order to proceed to normal adolescence. an 

ideological system of shared images, ideas. and ideals provides a coherent 

even though simplified orientation. This may be based on a fomulated 

d o p .  an impiicit mrld view, a stmctured world image, a political creed. or 

a way of Me. These Ideologies provide a challenge for the adolescent because 

they ask for uncompromlsing cornmitment to a set of values and dgid 

prlnciples of conduct. such as obedience to tradition. total restgnation, 

total martial discipline. total inner reform, or abandonment to production 

and teamwork ( 168- 1 70). 

Again. it wlll become clear in the present study that, where such an 

ideological system is in place. and where it is genuinely adhered to by 

signlficant adults in the adolescent's social circle. identity dLfhision does 

not corne about. Where the significant adults give lip service only to the 

establlshed ideolo@, ignore it. or deny its existence. a strong ego-identlty is 

very difacult to establish. 



Since this study anmes hgmented identlty in a literary context in 

which speciac works from two di8lerent cultural groups are compared and 

contrasteâ, some research reiating to theortes and crîticïsm in this area was 

necessary. Susan Bassnett, in her critical introduction to comparative 

iiterature. @es a history of how comparative literature has evolved fkom a 

monolithic natlonal viewpoint to an 'awdllary discipiine." bridging the gap 

between Western cultural models and those of other cultures. This post- 

European mode1 of comparative llterature reconsiders 'key questions of 

cultural idena@, îiterary canons. the political implications of cultural 

Influence, periodization and lïterary hlstow (Bassnett 41). 

Ashcroft's study of pst-colonial literary theory and practice. 

concemed with the îiterature of those cultures formerly colonized by 

Britaln, provides a theoretical background for the Canadian literature dealt 

with in thls study. but is ais0 relevant to countries colonized by other 

colonial powers and relates to al1 cultures that have experienced 

the inappropriate use of power. Ashcroft concentrates on pst-colonial 

lîterature. which Is defined in The Emplre Wrltes Back as '[Literaturesj 

that have emerged in their present form out of the experience of 

colonization and asserted themsehres by foregrounding the tension with the 

imperhi power, and by emphaslzing their Merences from the assumptlons 

of the imperlal centrew (2). Place. displacement, and a concem wlth identity 

and authenticity are features cornmon to all  pst-colonial Uteratures. A 

sense of self may have k e n  eroded by dislocation through migration. 

enslavement, transportation. or removal for indenturecl labor. Or a crisis in 



self-image may have been brought about by 

supposedly superior racial or cultural mode1 

'cultural denîgration." as the 

consciously or unconsciously 

suppressed the inwenous personality. proàucing allenation of vision and 

crlsis in self-image. even for the free setlier within the flrst generation of 

sefflement (Ashcroft 8- 1 1). 

The Jewish people in Germany share with colonized races and peoples 

an intimate acperience of the polltics of oppression and repression. and like 

them they have been forced to articulate the& experiences in the language of 

thelr oppressors. Jews. Uke post-colonial peoples, have had to constmct a 

language of the& own when their only avaiiable tools were those of the 

colonizer (in the Gennan Jewlsh situation. the& extermlnator). Rather than 

calling it 'Min~rltatenliteratur,~ Thomas Nolden, in his book Juwe.Jü&che 

LUemtur, refers to the German Jewlsh writing of the generation after the 

Holocaust as 'Konzentrisches Schreiben." This. in a play on words. aîiudes 

to the Nazi concentration camps but encompasses much more. It has in 

common the tension between the post-Holocaust generation and the 

cultural. rellgious and historical understanding of the pre-Holocaust Jew, 

as weiî as the tension between the present German Jewfsh generation and 

that of the German and AusMan societies after WorId War II (10-1 1). 

Volume 15 of the journal Reutew of National Litemtures focuses on 

new perspectives in comparative Uterary theory. Published in 1989. the 

contribution by Bruce King (*The New Literatures: Some Xmpkations") was 

especially valuable for this study. King includes Theoretical Studies. 

Feminist Criticism and New National Literatures (which is literature 

fYom newly-independent nations that 'have their own canons, traditions. 

histories. aesthetics and relationships" and 'destabihe received notions of 



literary crlticism" because they are llnked to their own social. poiitlcal and 

local cultural context) (56-57). 

Heidrun Suhr's article, uAuslanderliteratur: Minority Literature in 

the Federal Repubîic of Germany." published in 1989 by the journal Nau 

Gennan Crlttque, provides valuable Insi@ into the production and reception 

of thls kind of Merature in Germany and the potential confllcts that must 

be d d t  Wth. 

Identity. king a psychological concept. necessitated some research in 

this fleld. The previously mentioned historical review. The Concept of IdentlQ 

by de Levita (see 'Methoci." above), fumishes a broad perspective on what 

has been studied and researched prïor to Erllrsan and beyond him. 

Erik Erikson's psychological theories of ego-identiw and identity 

dithision (see above), as explained in his book IdentLt_y and the Ufe Cucle. 

provide a pattern for the Uterary characters analyzed In this study. A vexy 

useful tool alongside Erïkson's psychological theories is Embclttled Selws: 

AnlnvestIqation into the Nature of Identîtg Through Oml Histories oJHo20~~ust 

Survivom. in which Kenneth Jacobmn presents case studies of Holocaust 

survivors whom he interviewed for his book. Jacobsen's studies validate 

many of the conclusions reached in the literary analyses of this study. 

Insight on how groups create the category of the 'Other" has been 

gained by Sander Cilman's psychologlcal theory in which groups with a 

m e n t e c i  identity pmject theu own dark visions of themselves as weak or 

Merent ont0 the 'Other." who then pick a sub-group from the& own ranks. 

onto which they in turn project the characteristics assigneci to them by the 

dominant group. thus distanciag themselves from this sub-group. Gilman 

calls this internahed vision of the self, 'self-hatredw (Jewish Self-Hatred 

1-21}. 



Adler's work The Jews In Germang. which traces the history of the 

Jews from the Enîightenment to National Soclsillsm. helped to gain a 

perspective on the historical problems that led to theu demise and evenhial 

destruction by a natton they claimeci as their own. The volume Insi&rs and 

Oiitsldets: Jelulsh and Gentile Culture In Gemuny and AusMa. a collection 

of essays edlted by Lorenz and Weinberger. also dives historical Lnsight as 

well as information on the contemporary German Jewish culture and the 

relationship between Jews and Germans today. 

Various academic journals and papers were pemsed for information 

on the Mennonites. Especially valuable was Cal- Redekop's article 

'The Mennonite Identlty Crlsis." A new volume by Leo Driedger. entitled 

Mennonltes In the Global VUI-e. gives a modem perspective to Redekop's 

research. Smitbs Storg of the Mennonltes supplied a historical background. 

The book Dlaw of Anna Baerg 19164924, translated and edited by Gerald 

Peters. provided original diary entries of that troubled Ume in Russia. 

Matchen: A Russlan Mennonfte Mother's S t w  is a flctionaiized blographical 

account of Sarah Klassen's great grandmother and supplies valuable 

background information for the Honigmann / IOassen cornparison. 

Comparative literature is an ongoing medium for international 

understanding, a potential for cultural exchange. A comparative study 

dealing with two relatively 'new" literatures can help foster this kind of 

understanding and broaden horizons wlth fresh inslghts. 

Both literatures under analysis corne from cultures in which 

unspeakable atrocities were committed. Language had not yet invented 



woràs for these atroclties. New images have to be woked by those who write 

about these events and experiences. My study wlll cause people to have an 

improved awareness of the continuous struggle the human mind makes to 

c o m n t  and express the horror. not just to cope with the information. 

The insider/outsider motlf evident in Jurek Becker's and Rudy Wiebe's 

novels wil l  help create understanding of these two cultures especidy 

because the writer/narrator spmks from within the community but adopts 

in his fiction the 'radical [. . .] stance of the outsider, that is, the 

responsible critic who refuses to repllcate the comfortably ideallzed h q e  

the community wbhes to perpetuate" (Reîmer. 'One fwt in. one fwt out" 

154- 155). These nwels are 'a sacrament of disturbance, invoMng the reader 

in the most drastlc sort of exposure to unwelcome experlence and un- 

familiar truth" (Reimer. 'One foot in, one foot outw 155). 

Barbara Honigmann's novel and Sarah Kiassen's poetry deal artis- 

tically and poetically with the effect that atrocities suffered by parents and 

grandparents had on the next generation. The survlvors often have not been 

able to tak about theh experlences and this becomes a problem for the& 

chlldren. who lose their sense of identily and are forever in search of it. How 

can the unspeakable be uttend3 I t  is important for students of phllology to 

be aware of thls aspect in the llterature of the latter haif of the twentieth 

century. known to be the century of wldespread genacide. 

Both SeQmann's and Armin Wlebe's novels are. to quote Magdalme 

Redekop. a 'celebration of &rlef," and a 'desire for escape from martyrdom" 

(12). With recent interest in 'New Literatures." there is also a growing 

interest in dialects that have become obscure. By focusing on the Yiddish of 

the Jews and the Plattdeutsch of the Mennonites, attention is cira- to two 



Germanic languages that are practicaliy defunct in their country of orîgin 

(Thiessen, Yfddlsh in Canada). 

Since the Holocaust. many Jewlsh authors whose parents and grand- 

parents were assimilated Jews that had Uttle or no co~ect ion to orthodox 

Judaism are txying to reclaim their Jewlsh identity. The& works becorne a 

means of keeping the Holocaust aiive. a way of asserting that there stiii ïs a 

remnant that refuses to die. In contrast, many Mennonite writers today are 

continually trying to write themselves out of their Mennonitlsm. more like 

the Jewish intellectuals before the Holocaust who often denied their 

Jewishness. These Mennonite writers ml&ht want to thlnk again about the 

implication of this when they are confronted wlth Jewfsh history and wîth 

the disastrous result of the Jews' denial of their culture, tradition and 

ideology (Keim, 2 15-232). 

It has been documented that second- and third-generation Jewlsh 

wrîters in Amerlca, who mite about the effect of the Holocaust, have 

received much more attention than their contemporaries in Germany 

(Nolden. 'Contemgorazy Literature" 78). These German Jewlsh authors also 

warrant attention and critical anaiysis. 

AshcroR notes that Canadian Merature, with ils cl- to a mosaic 

cultural determinant, might have generated a ciimate in which cross- 

national or cross-cultural comparative studfes would be privlleged, but iittle 

work of this kînd seems to have ken done (36). This situation has improved 

somewhat since 1989 when his study was published. but his observation 

points to the fact that much more work of th& kind ne& to be done. 

By doing a c o m ~ t i v e  analysis of German Jewlsh and Canadian 

Mennonite writing more attention is drawn to both of these groups. In 

addition. new interest is generated as cross-cultural hterary stuàies 



gradum infiltrate the classkaï canon and multlculturallsm becornes more 

common. As Ashcroft notes: 'Both îîterary theorists and cultural historians 

are beginning to recognize cross-culturaiity as the potential termination 

point of an apparently endless human hlstory of conquest and annihilation 

jusUfied by the myth of group 'purlty,' and as the basis on which the post- 

colonlal world can be creatlvely stabWedW (36). 

Rather than a 'destnictive cultural encounter," as has been the case 

too often in this century, this study contrlbutes to an 'acceptance of 

Merence on equal termsw (Ashcroft 36). 
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It is commonly assumed that we move toward the future 
the way a drlver drives a car [. . .]. The better metaphor ls 
that of a rower rowing a boat. What is ahuays in front of 
us is not Our future but Our past. I t  is from Our past that 
we I[et our karings and set our course (James Downey. 
~rieh& of the L L b r q  Lecture. May 1993). 

This chapter examines the process of identity diffusion in adolescents 

by comparing the strugle both protqonists in Becker's Bronstefns KLnder 

and Wiebe's Peace Shall Destroy Manu have with this problem. Significant 

adults in their family and community. to whom they relate. have been 

unable to achieve a healthy ego-identity because of their experience as 

vïctims of violence durlrig the& own youth. Feeling out of control. these 

adults attempt to regain control by acting out the violence they themsetves 

exprlenced. 

The adolescent protagonists, stniggiing wlth their own psycho-social 

self-definition. and immense& threatened by what they consider to be 

uncharacteristic behavîour of the adults who have been role models for 

them. challenge the behaviour of these adults. Unable to carry out the& 

control. the adults gfve in to despair. This despair threatens to shatter the 

identity of the adolescents. 



Since identity formation is dependent in part on the process by which 

a society or community identlfîes and recognizes the Young individual. this 

chapter also explores the role of the community in which the protagonists. 

struggling for a sense of identity. flnd themselves. Some of the minor 

characters who have achieved a healthy self-image, as weli as others who 

have not are compared and contrasted with the protagonists. 

The effect of a system of beliefs, an Ideology or the Iack of it on the 

indMdual is examineci as the two protagonlsts, one with an Ideoiogy Brmly 

in place, the other without are compared and contrasted. 

Finaiîy, throue close examination of the text, the question îs posed: 

1s there hope for the future for the two protagonists? 1s the damage done to 

ego-identity formation at adolescence irrwersible? According to Erikson 

identity formation neither begins nor ends with adolescence but is a Melong 

dwelopment iargely unconsclous to the inàividual and to his society (122). 

A blopphical sketch of both authors at the outset WU facîiitate an 

understandmg of their work as both Becker's and Wiebe's stniggle for 

identlty is compared and contrasted. 

Storytelîcm With Th& Focus On Belongbmg/Identity 

Of the six writers in this study, Jurek Becker and Rudy Wiebe have 

garnered the greatest attention from scholars since the& first works were 

publlshed: Becker's Jukob der Lilgner ( 1969) and Wiebe's Peace sM1 Destrog 

Manq (1962). They are the older more establishecl writers in the group to be 

discussed. Part& they have received attention because of the political nature 

of their works but also because they are such good storyteliers. Both of 

them present reality as fiction in the works I am comparing. 



Mennonite storywriters have been characterlzed as 'mischief-makers 

[. . .] who confkont their readers with new ways of conQuring what is true 

and in so dolng. subveit the famillar. coaortable assumptions that sustain 

convention" (Tiessen. Litus and Rascals xi). This description is fîtting for 

both Becker and Wiebe. especial& in the two works which are being 

compared: Beckefs Bronsteins Klnder ( 1988) and Wiebe's Peace Shall Ikstrog 

Man9 (1962). Becker tums  the famillar pichire of the Jew as victim upside 

down. and creates a Jew who Is a vlctimizer. torturing a German. Wiebe 

shows us a community of Mennonites. normally thought of as peaceful and 

idyllic, "the quiet in the land," who find it impossible to live in peace and 

harmony. Their leader is a paciast Mennonite who, havlng been tortured by 

his own people as a youth. commlts a murder and tries to deal wlth the 

resulting guiit by controbg others. 

Both Becker and Wiebe g n w  up Ustening to stories, and have tumed 

their ktening into telling. in In characteristlcally sardonic marner. Becker 

states: 'Seit meiner Kindheit war mir W o  ein wichtiges Ding. Ich hatte 

niemanden. der mir Geschichten enahlte, mt l iche  GroBmÜtter und Onkel 

und Tanten m n  mir abhanden gekomrnen, also habe ich mich hingesetzt, 

das Radio angemacht und solche Sender gesucht. auf denen geredet wurde" 

(YVerschwinden" 205). This btening to the radio, by himself. is an indica- 

tion of Becker's unique and very loneîy childhood. 

Becker. bom September 30, 1937, in Lodz. Poland, was moved to the 

Lodz ghetto with his parents where the famîly hved until 1939. F'rom 1939 

to 1945 they were in the concentration camps of Ravensbrück and 

Sachsenhausen. After the war Becker's large extended famtly was reduced to 

three survivors consistîng of his father. one aunt, and himselt Becker's 



father. who had been in a dinerent concentration camp. found his then 

almost elght-year-old son with the help of an Axnerican organization. 

Aithough old enough to remember the time before his father found 

him. Becker can recd nothing of his Me in the ghetto or the concentration 

camps. His m e r  spoke oniy seldom and veq reluctantly about it. and by 

the üme Becker was curlous enough about hls background to ask relevant 

questions his fâther had died. 

Becker spent considerable time pondering the fact that he could not 

remember anything about his early childhood. In an article entitled 'Mein 

Judentum," he *es several rrasons for not remembering: 

Zurn ersten mu6 der eigeenartig spate Beginn meiner 

Erinnerungen natürlich etwas mit Verdrangungen zu tun 

haben. Ein Sc hu tzmechanismus, dessen Vorhandensein wohl 

ein Gliick ist, konnte mich von einer schiimmen Zeit trennen 

und so in gewisser Weise vor ihr bewahren. Zum zweiten. denke 

ich mir, wlrd es auch kaum etwas mm Erinnem gegeben haben. 

[. . .] Zum dritten [. . .) wird das, was ich damals geflihrt habe, 

kaum Leben genannt werden dürfen; gerade so verdiente es den 

Name Wstieren. [. . .] Vermutlich wlrd alles, was geschah, von 

einer Art gewesen sein. daB derjenige, der ich damais war, es 

nicht fiir wert hlelt. daB es in der Erinnenmg bewahrt werde. 

(16) 

Ln splte of his rationalization that it is probably much better for him 

psychologically that he does not remember his e&y childhood. he regrets 

thls blank page in his Me: 'Ohne Erinnerungen an die Kindheit zu sein. das 

ist. als w&st du vemrteilt. stancQ eine Kiste mit dir herumzuschleppen. 

deren Inhalt du nicht kemst. Und je glter du wirst, um so schwerer kommt 



sie dir vor, und um so ungeduldlger wlrst du. das Ding endilch zu iifnien" 

('Stadt" 1 14). 

Becker recalls staring at a photo of the ghetto in which he spent hls 

early years. especially at the women, because he can't remember hls mother 

who dïed in the concentration camp. and no photo of her exists. No matter 

how hard he tries to remember, nothing cornes to hlm: 

Unentwegt das Gefühl. mich beim Erinnern nur etwas mehr 

anstrengen zu müssen. anstatt so trâge zu sein und faul aufs 

Erlnnnem zu warten. Dabei strenge ich mich an zum 

Venticktwerden es kommt nichts; nur die Bilder liegen lm 

Zimmer. so unbegreiflich nah [. . .]. Ich mochte zu ihnen 

hinabstelgen und flnde den Weg nicht. ('Stadt" 1 16- 1 17) 

As Irene Heidelberger-Leonard points out in *Auschwitz denken , 

Auschwitz schreiben." Jurek Becker, in the writing of hls three main novels 

(Jakob der Liigner. Der Boxer. and Bronsteins M e r ) .  creates his own 

Auschwîtz, his own pictures of that forlom place he cannot brlng up in his 

memory. He remains always a searcher (204). 

Rudy Wiebe's childhood. growing up on the prairies of Saskatchewan. 

seems very Merent âom that of Jurek Becker's at first glance. but there are 

also some similarlties. He too grew up with stories. but they were stories 

told in community. Since there was no external entertainment, their 

community. which was Russian Mennonite, had a tradition of getting 

together and telling stories about what it was like in the Old Country, 

where almost aïi of them had corne hm. Of that Ume Wiebe says: 

My parents told me lots of stories; my brother. who was 

fourteen when he came hem. told me stories. [. . .] [My parents] 

came to this country in 1930. four years before I was hm. 



They'd teli me a lot of tales about Russla. so 1 grew up with a 

strange kind of dislocation and a pecuk  sense of h g  in a 

dlfferent place than m y  parents had M. (qtd. by Bergman 164) 

The stories his parents told him were. he says 'of Russia, of czars and 

viliages and Bolsheviks and stanmtion and anarchists and war and religious 

flghts: ail very good in the& way because they kept the childish story- 

necessity dive in me. nurtured lt when 1 did not wen know it needed that or 

would be lost foreverY ('Novekt's" 2 1 7). 

Rudy Wiebe was bom on October 4. 1934 In Fairholme. Saskatche- 

wan. the youngest of seven children, whose fhmily had fied to Canada in 

1930. to escape war, famine. and religious persecution in Russia, only to 

eke out a pioneer existence in the community of Speedwell-Jackpine. Here 

Wiebe spent the fkst thirteen years of hls Me. 

Later. in hls adult Me as a historian and a m e r .  Wiebe began to 

explore what he felt to be a poignant loss of the past. Aîthough it was not 

as personal or as painfil as Becker's loss of f e  and subsequent loss of 

memory. Wiebe too has constantly sought for that past in his novels. It 

probably began with hls feeling of personal los.  As a chiid he was dinerent 

from the rest of his f- who had ail experienced a past in Russia in 

wtiich he could on& participate vicariously through hearing the& stories, 

and later writing about those stotles in the fom of novels. 

Eventually Wlebe changes the focus of hls writing h m  Mennonites to 

that of the We of a lost people in Canadian history. the native people. In a 

talk gtven at the University of Caigary in 1974 to dlscuss his new novel Ihe 

TemptatIons of Big Bear. he expresses his anger at king deprived of this 

history as a chiid in a Canadian school system: 



in forcing me to discover the past of my place on my own as an 

adult, my pubiic school Lnadvertently roused an anger in me 

which bas ever since given an impetus to m y  wrîting which 1 

trust it wîli nwer lose. An people have history. The stories we 

tell of OUT past are by no means me- words: they are meaning 

and Ufe to us as people. as particular people; the stories are 

there. and if we do not know of them we are simply. iike 

animals. memory ignorant. and the less are we people. (YTrail" 

1341 

Common to both these authors is a preoccupation and a certain 

feeling of awkwardness with language that cornes in part as a result of 

having a mother tongue that is different from the language used in school. 

Becker's mother tongue is Pokh. When he was reunited with his father 

in 1946. at age nine, he went to BerUn with him and bep;an school there. 

He had to leam German as quickiy as possible. 'als Resultat einer 

organisierten Anstrengung" (Becker. W a m ~  10). He and his father worked 

out a system in which he was rewarded for his scholastic achievements, 

especla.lly in dictatlon and creatiw writlng. He admits, however. that it was 

his need to be Uke the others. to speak Ure them and to have their respect. 

that was the drivlng force behlnd his compulsion to speak and write 

without making mlstakes (WamunglO-12). This strMng for perfectionism in 

language, he now feels as a wrlter. has been a detriment to him. As a reader 

he is attracted to writers who play with words. but thh is a kiterature he is 

incapable of produchg When he trks to do sa, it seems artifidal to him. 

He is enchanted by writers who break the rules. and thus add new quaiity 

to their work. He however. sees himself as someone who always has to 



prove how weli he learned the rules. and how welî he knows them 

(MBirnbaum 100). 

Wiebe's critics have noted a certain awkwardness in his language and 

style that has been attributed to his leaming a second language when he 

began school (M. Redekop, "kanslated" 98). Wiebe. when writîng about his 

favorite author Frederick PhiUp Grove. is indirectly speaking of hls own style 

when he states: 

When reading a Grove novel one often has the feeling of 

wanting to change things. to correct this. to edit and alter that. 

One feels the author is after the right sentiment but he daes 

not quite express it in the right way. It seems to me that we 

should by now know better [. . .]. 1 tmst Grove's awkwardness a 

great deal further than the superficial smoothness of the 

numerous critics now peeping about his knees. and in relation 

to hirn I am not ashamed to confess artistic ignorance in 

certain places and to let him stand as he was pleased to let 

himself stand. ('Novellst's" 223) 

Raised by hb Mennonite parents to speak Low German until he 

leamed En@h at pubiic school. Wiebe experienced more intensely what it 

means to be part of a cultural minority than many of his contemporaries. 

Not only was he separated by laquage but also by the traditions and beliefs 

of his people. in 1947. when he was thirteen, Wiebe's family left the dying 

communlty of SpeedwellJackpine for southern Alberta. Like Becker. Wiebe 

felt that he didn't belong because he came in the middle of the school year 

when fkiendships were already estabbhed. and he wore ovedis to school 

and was stlgmatized as an odd kid. He solved that problem by making 

Men& with the Japanese kids. (Bergman 164- 165). 



Both Becker and Wiebe have. throughout the& adult We. retained 

the& early school experience of being an outsider. Becker says in an 

interview with Marianne Bimbaum when she questions him about where he 

actually feels at home: 'Seit ich mich erlnnern kann, hatte ich immer den 

'touch' eines Fremden. Nie war ich dort aufgewachsen. wo die meisten 

anderen aufgewachsen waren. nie hatte ich dieselbe Muttersprache wie die 

anderen. Deshalb hat mich ziemllch fiiih dle Frage beschMü@: Wie fïihlt 

man sich. wenn man sich ni Hause fühît? (93). 

In many ways Becker's father. who had lost confidence and trust in 

everyone d e r  the Holocaust. fostered this feeling in him. His father told 

him that he did not feel Jewish until he was forced to accept this identity by 

the Nazis. He very seldom went to the synagogue, and when he did. it was 

only to meet acquaintances, never to worship. His son never entered a 

magogue (Becker. Vudentuf 16- 18). Becker's fàther had no desire to go 

to the west. for him it was a place where Nazi war criminals roved about 

-iy* 

As a teenager Becker joined the youth organizatlon FDJ. because he 

wanted to k U e  everyone else. to be normal for a change. Mer graàuatlng 

from hi@ school in 1955. he joined the communist party. but got into 

trouble when he noticed that what they wrote in their books did not match 

what they did in actuallty. He did howwer maintain a basic loyalty to 

the Party throughout this tlme. He spnt two years in the mllitary 

(Nationale Voiksarmee der DDR) then studied philosophy at Humboldt 

University. His exams at the university always ended in clashes with 

authority. because he saw through the party tactics, and eventudy he was 

kicked out (Meyer-Gosau 109- 1 1). 



Becker was a film scriptwriter and freelance author from 1960 until 

1977 in East Berlin, where he was a member of the SED Born 1957 until his 

release from that organization in1976. In the spring of 1977 he left the 

'Schriftstellerverbandw of the GDR in protest of paxty poky. Since the end 

of 1977 he îived in West Berlin. with long stays as West lecturer and writer 

in residence in the USA since 1978. He was also guest lecturer at the 

Gesamthochschule in Essen in 1978. at the University of Augsburg in 198 1. 

and poet In residence at the Goethe University in Frankfurt (Heidelberger- 

Leonard Jurek Becker 347-348). He had two sons fmm his first marxiage 

with Rieke and lived in a second relationship with Christine wlth whom he 

had one son. He died of cancer in 1997 (Raddatz 56). 

At a writers' conference In Dublin Ln 1993. Becker speaks of king well 

intepteci in the West, but at the same time not one of his books in the 

sixteen years that he has ken there has as its settiag the place in which he 

hes: 'Noch heute. nach immerhin sechzehn Jahren. handelt kein einziges 

meiner BEicher vom Westen. noch heute spielen d e  Texte. die Ich seitdem 

veroffentllcht habe, in jenem Land. das es nicht mehr gibt. in der DDRw 

(YScMftsteller" 173). Agaln. he -tes about a place that no longer ezdsts. a 

home to which he cannot r e m  except through his fiction. In his obituary 

Becker is quoted as samg: 'Der Schreibtisch ist der e-e Ort an dem ich 

ein Hein biBchen fkgen kann" ('Nachruf" SpI#1efOnline). 

Becker's novel Bronstelns Wnder was origlnaliy entltled Wie ich efn 

Deutscher wurde. and the author sees it as 'ein Buch der Ratlosigkeitn 

(Pascheck 43). To become German meant for Becker the author. and for 

Hans. the protagonlst of his novel. to deny their Jewishness. This was a 

denial of a part of their identity. even though for both Becker and Hans it 



was a part of the& subconscious. a part of the& hves which they no longer 

remembered. 

The idea for the novel was bom ten years kfore it was Wfitten. but it 

took only two years to write. Its theme is how the surviMrs of the Holocaust 

leam to live with that legacy and how their actions affect the next 

generatîon. A denlal of the f imiifs Jewishness is suggested in the German 

name 'Bronstein." 

Of his intention in wrttlng the novel. Becker says that it always 

seemed to him the events described should have happened more often in 

reaiity. His novel, however. is not based on a real event but on a stow he 

remembers from his childhood. where a case of taking justice Ln one's own 

hands occurred. He was inspired to wrlte Bmteins  Mnder while attending 

a court case. in which a perpetrator was declareci innocent and the witnesses 

walked away without protest (Pascheck 44). 

Arno Bronstein in Bronstelns Ktndet is a victim and a suivivor of the 

Holocaust. A wldower wlth two children. a daughter Elle and a son Hans. 

he never speaks of his experîences to his chîidren. Hans's identity Is intact. 

and he thinks of himself as Gennan until he accidentalS. discovers in a 

shocklng way. by some very uncharacterlstlc and violent action of hls father 

that he is Jewlsh. The novel deais wlth Hans's stnigle to corne to tenns 

with his father's actions and the consequences for him d e n  he represses 

this knowlec@ and tries to work It out himseIf. 

Like Becker. Rudy Wiebe has never felt quite at home in his 

surroundlngs. When asked in a 1984 interview if he enloys going back home, 

he answers with a questîon: Where's home? [. . .] It doesn't exkit. 1 know 

this is a cliché but really, you can't go home again" ('Biindman" 3341. 

Russia. the place where his parents and sibws had k e n  at home and 



which they constant& referred to as home. was not his home bemuse he 

was the one who was bom in Canada. SpeedweU-Jackpine. where he spent 

his childhood years. no longer existeci as a community after World War II. In 

'Tombstone CommunlQf Wiebe describes the lonellness and back-breaklng 

work of homesteadiq on a quarter section of thin rocky soi1 that final& 

caused people to @ve up after the depression. Wiebe tells of going back for a 

a i t  to Speedwell-Jacme in 1963 and seeing ai3 the s d  decaylng cabins 

of the homesteaders wlth their collapsed barns as 'indivldual letters on the 

fâce of this tombstone communlty of Speedwell and the homestead idea that 

once med. and now is buried. there" (24). Shce 'Tombstone Communlty" 

was Wfitten. the hndscape has changed again. In 197 1. when Wiebe visited 

there once more. he stiU recognized the site of their homestead but the land 

had been buildozed in order to grow grass. He writes sadly: 'To me, having 

c h b e d  up those slashed trees with the sweet rotüng earth still tangled in 

the& roots but in the& branches and dead leaves also. it was obscene" (qtd. 

by W. J. Kelth, introduction to Tombstone C o m m u n i ~  17). 

W i e k ,  the youngest member of his famlly, uns the first to receive a 

university educatlon. After his studies at the Alberta Mennonite High 

School. he entered the Unîversity of Alberta in Edmonton in 1953 as a flrst- 

year medild student but swltched to the study of Engiish îiterature during 

his second year. He took a creative writing course with F.M. Salter and won 

first prize in the National Federation of Canadian University Students' 

short-story contest. for the story 'Scrapbookm in which he draws k g e b  on 

the experience of the death of his seventeen-year-old sister when he was 

eight or nine. Like Becker. he iearned at an early age the M t y  of sufvival. 

in 1956 Wiebe graduatecl with a BA. That same year hls short stow 

'The Powerw was chosen by Earie Birney to appear in N a u  Volces: C a n a a n  



Unfuerslty Wrlting of 1956. Durlng 1957- 1958 he spent a year stu- at the 

University of Tübingen. thanks to a Rotary International Feilowship. He 

married in 1958 and is the father of a daughter and two sons. in 1960 he 

meiveci lm MA degree [Whaley 1-5). 

Wiebe's Master's thesis was his flrst novel. Peace Shall Desb-OZJ Many. 

which was pubbhed in 1962. Because his novel concentrates on a rural 

Mennonite community, it caused a lot of controversy in Canadian and 

Arnerican Mennonite circles. The Wfnnipeg Free Press Weeidy was working at 

a condensation of the novel for its magazine section. but problems 

developed with certain large Steinbach and Winnipeg Mennonite advertisers 

and the serlallzation did not run untli &re years later. 

Wiebe had no choice but to resign as editor of The Memonfie Brethren 

H e d d ,  a Mennonite church paper which he edited after completing his 

Bachelor of Theology degree at the Mennonite Brethren Bible College in 

Winnlpeg and beghmhg his career as an EnWh teacher in a hlgh school in 

Selkirk, Manitoba. He left Canada and accepted an offer from a Mernonite 

liberal arts college in Inàiana as assistant professor of EnWh. where he 

taught fkom 1963 to 1967 (Wiebe. 'Skuil" 14- 19). 

The foilowing year, Wiebe retumeà to Canada with his famüy, and 

began teaching at the University of Alberta in Edmonton: he has been a hiïi 

professor of creative Wfiting there since 1976 (Whdey 2-3). Of his time in 

the United States Wiebe says: 

1 think it was reaily important for me to go away h m  Canada 

and live [. . .] in the United States for four years and corne back 

and see [. . .1 Alberta (actuaily 1 hadn't Wed in Alberta for ewt 

years by that time): the West really became very very important 

to me in a sense that 1 saw it in a whole new dimension, 



through the glass of those eight years that I'd been in other 

places and seen other things. (Neuman 239) 

He p e s  on to say that meeting with a group of educated Mennonite 

thinkers over an extended period of m e .  espechliy with the well known 

theologian John Howard Yoder. whom he calls a brilliant thinker. 

influenceci him a great deal. and is refiected in his more mature writing style 

in The Blue Mountains of China and subsequent works (Neuman 242-243). 

The Blue MounfQins of Chlna was pubiished in 1970. A first 'epicw novei, it 

presents the story of the Mennonite people scattered throughout Russia. 

Paraguay and Canada. 

Wiebe's fîrst novel, Peace S M 1  Desboy Mang takes place in Wapiti. a 

fictional Mennonite farmlng community and Indian settlement in Western 

Canada. probably Saskatchewan. The time frame of the novei îs the later 

years of World War II and consequently the crisis faced by this historically 

pacifîst community is conscription. This crïsls is the motivating factor in 

explorhg the tensions of a religious community increasingly threatened by 

the encroachment of the outer world fiom which it wants to remain 

separate, while at the same time deaUn~ with the traumatic. repressed past 

of the Russian Revolution. 

In looklng at  the Uves and writlng of these two authors. it is not 

difacult to see some obvious sImilarlties: their lonely childhoods in whlch 

thqr often played the role of observer and listener; their preoccupatlon with 

lanpage and with words; their willingness to risk not king part of the 

status quo. not toeing the party Une. not stayîng within the defined 

boundaries of what the group to which they belonged required of them. 

while at the same time exhibiting a loyal@ toward the group which no 



amount of criticism or ostracism could destroy (in Beckefs case this would 

be SocisHam, not Juàabm). 

One very obvious ciifference ktween the two writers needs to be 

mentioned. and that Is their reilgious orientation. which also contributes to 

their dilemma of whether they are outsiders or insiders. Jurek Becker's 

fhgmented identity is ewident in the themes of his novels. As Heidelberger- 

Leonard observes, there is a mathematicai symmetqy to the chronology of 

his works. Almost all his novels take place in the DDR where Becker h e d  

until he protested the expulsion of the author Wol Biermann. Each of hls 

works is a more or less fictional reconstruction of his own biography. with 

the fîrst, thM and fifth novel (Jakob der Liigner. Der b e r .  and BroasMns 

KfRder) having as its main theme the difeculty of king Jewlsh. the second 

and fourth (Irrefiiümng der Beh6rden and Schîqflose Tage) the difaculty of 

belng a soclallst. Throughout his works. Jew and sociaiist are in search of 

an identlty ('Schatten" 20-2 1 ). 

Becker. although criticai of the soclallst system. embraces sociallsm. 

However, he adamantiy denies king Jewlsh, evashnly d e c h h g  when asked 

about his Jewish background that his parents are Jewish. About himself he 

says that he nwer went to a synagogue; he never avoided neither did he 

seek feilowship with other Jews. For him, belonging to a reUglous group is 

not about exterior appearance but about a definite intellectual declsion to 

do so. based on conviction. rîtes and confession of hith ('Judentuma 12- 

15). He declares himself to be an atheist: 'Mir, der ich ein Atheist bin. 

kommt die liidlsche Religion nicht einsichager vor als jede andere. und die 

BeschXtlgung mit ihr-eine zugegebene nur oberfliichliche-hat mich der 

Erleuchtung u m  keinen ScMtt nahergebrachtm ('Judentumw 18-20). 



Becker recalls one incident fiom his childhood in which he was 

htroduced by his fàther to an old Jewish man with a long beard and cap 

who had corne from another country. This man picked hlm up in his -S. 

held him in a close embrace and wept over him. his whole body trembiing as 

the tears ran d o m  into his beard. The child wanted to cornfort the old man, 

but didn't know how. Later. when he asked his father why the man had 

cried so much. his father evaded the question, teliing htm he wouldn't 

understand. 

This man. although Becker nwer saw hlm again. became for him a 

symbol of what it means to be a of somethfng outside of oneseif that 

is more important than anything else: a sense of belonging to a group of 

people. Becker claims to know very Mtle about such a feeling. and says he 

has not experienced it ('Judentumw 2 1-22). He claims that in his childhood 

there was no oppominlty to accept or deny Judaism: 'Da m e n  keine 

Bindungen zu durchtrennen und keine Sitten abzustreifen, und es waren 

kelne Traditionen da. die mich vor die Wahl gestellt hatten. sie zu 

akzeptieren oder abzulehnen" ('Judentum" 22-23). He adrnits that in order 

to become a Jew he himself would have had to take the intisrtive, because 

no one showed him how, and on hls own he didn't do it: 'Ich hatte mich 

also. um Jude zu werden. schon selbst bemtihen massen. Es gab 

niemanden. der mich auf einen solchen Weg geschfckt hatte, und aus mir 

selbst heraus h a k  ich es nicht getan. Ob gut oder schlecht. ich habe es 

einfach nicht getan" (Vudentumm 23). 

Becker's attitude developed h m  the etential  dllemma in which he 

found himseif as a young bcy. This dilemma is aptly described by Hannes 

Krauss. in his article 'Sprachspiel~bitterernstw (40). Because Becker was 

robbed of hls identity when his hml& was forcefully taken from theIr home 



and destroyed. says Krauss. he had to flnd a new identity in a place to 

whlch he had not corne of own free wiL Identities forced on him because 

of the situation in which he found himself (such as orthodox Jew, vlctim. 

or object of pity) were not an option. Hb father rejected them and so 

consepuent.& did the Young Becker. As Krauss says: 

Es biieb ihm. ein Deutscher zu werden. Das hieB. im Lande der 

Tater deren inteUektuelle Merkmale (Sprache. Denktraditionen) 

sich anzueignen. sich mit Hilfe der Sprache unter die 

Nachkommen seiner potentiellen Môrder zu mischen. Das 

genügte. um nkht auhfallen. konnte aber nicht verwlschen. 

da6 entscheidende Phasen der Lebensgeschichten kont* 

verlaufen waren. Mit derselben Sprache muBte sich Becker 

deshalb zur Wehr setzen gegen g-gige Bewaltigungsmuster. 

vorschneiîe Erkhngen. Verdrhgun@n. auf&mmn@ne Rollen. 

Sentimentalitaten und oberoiachliche Harmontsierung. (40-4 1 ) 

As adamantly as Becker professes to be an atheist, Wiebe prodaims 

hls Chrîstlsinity. In an intemiew which took place fn 1973 when Wiebe gave 

a reading h m  the new nwel The Tempfatfons of Big Bear at the Untversity 

of Waterloo. he was asked how his identity as a Mennonite and a Christian 

shaped him and the thin* he considered writing about. His reply at that 

time was unawogetic: 

I've always felt pretty strongiy about my Christian vocation. I'm 

a Christfan so 1 m i t e  fkom that viewpoint. there's no point in 

king apologetic about it. I write as a Christian just as Camus 

writes as an exlstentlallst. [. . -1 To wrlte the kind of stuff that 1 

do you have to write out of yourseif' genuineiy. You -te with 



what you have at hand. wlth your own beliefs. (Reimer and 

Steiner 127) 

Like Becker, who did not want to be classlfieâ as a Jewish writer or 

as a victîm of the Holocaust. Wiebe too fought agaînst king stereotyped 

as a Christian ('propheticw. 'theological") wrlter. a Mennonite ('minority 

culture") wrlter. or a regional writer. In a partly-comlc, partly-serious or 

'mock" interview (Paul Tiessen. 'The Namingm 1 18), the intenrlewer asks 

Wiebe to begln by telling him where he was bom and where he grew up. 

Wiebe, In an ironic protest agalnst stereotyping. takes on a Merent 

persona. In an elaborate farce. he describes himself as king British. and 

having made up his Mennonite identity because in Western Canada there's 

much more point to king ethnic than En@&. He says to his dumbfounded 

Intexviewer: 

Actually. a Canadian wrîter has an enormous dlsadvantage in 

being Engllsh. as you perfectly well know. rather than 

Ukrainian or Greek or Icelandlc, or Mennonite. 1 had the races 

of the world to choose fkom and I made a realiy bad choice; 

I should have chosen Jewish. which would have giwn me 

tremendous Uterary contacts in ways I can never have as a 

Mennonite (Mennonites generally don't read and never buy 

books-at best they bomow them) but really. I'm English. 

(*Blln-w 322) 

Wiebe's argument 1s absurd because everyone knows he is a 

Me~onlte.  but the vexy absurdity of it forces the reader to see Wiebe 

-out his labels. smpped of his Mennonite identity that mark him as 

seperate. 



In the article 'On Death and Writing." Wiebe again takes an ironic 

look at hls situation and cornes to the conclusion that his position in Me is 

a place that does not foster a rich source of ideas for a writer. He wlshes he 

had the experlemes of Aiexander Solzhenitsyn in Stalln's Gulag. If only his 

parents had been sent back to Russia. he laments. he would have had a 

similar oppartunity as Solzhenitsyn. It ail comes together for him when he 

meets one of his cousins who survhred Bfty years in the Soviet Union. and 

was ailowed to seffle in Germany in 1979. His cousin was sentenced to 

Divene five years of hard labor in Russia. for leading groups in prayer and 

Bible study. but he reassured Wiebe that he only got four years because 

Stalln died and Khrushchev came lnto power. Like the Jewish man Becker 

remembers from his childhood. who held him in a long embrace and wept 

over him. sa Wiebe is profoundly impacted by this cousin from Russia who 

cannot let p of him: "And he holds me. laughing and laughing. there is no 

llmit to his happiness at meeting me" (357). Wiebe comes to the realization 

that 

[tlhe poet is parent to his people; the poet makes his people 

known and recognizable, an acting and speaking manifestation; 

he begets them. he enfleshes them, yet. he p e s  birth to them. 

[. . .] The txue writer writes her people. her place into 

existence. Out of herse& and in this sense 'birth' is a more 

natural image than 'inventlng.' People and landscapes and 

historical events do not create poets: it is exactly the reverse. 

(358) 

The secuiar critics of his first novels accused Wiebe of didactism. His 

own Mennonite constituency charged him with betrayal, with airing dirty 

Unen in public. Peace Sholl Destrou Mang was the first reaiistic novel ever 



written about Mennonites in Western Canada. Similarly, Becker's novel 

Jalrob der Lügner (1969) was the Brst Oerman novel about the Jews aRer the 

Holocaust. written 6rom the perspective of the victim. 

Snmstelns Klnder is Wfftten fmm the perspective of Hans, the son of 

Amo Bronstein, a victim of the Holocaust. Hans is not well informed and 

can only give g l i m ~ e s  of what he himself has learned about his father's 

past by piecing together bits and pieces of his Me through photographs and 

occasional cornments his father has made. Hans's much older sister Elle is 

in a mental asylum due to the effects of her separation from her parents 

during the Holocaust. H a m .  an adolescent. iives with his m e r .  

One day Hans discovers his father and two of his father's Mends. 

Gordon Kwart and a man called Rotstein. holding captive a former con- 

centration camp @~ard by the name of Amold Heppner. He is shackled to a 

bed in his father's cottage and is periodically tortureci by these men during 

the course of a whole year. Ironically and tragically for Hans and his 

girlfkîend Martha, this cottage, which has been the& sanctuary where they 

go to make love, has tumed into a torture chamber. 

Hans's father has a h  k e n  involved in other, less traumatic fflegai 

activities, such as trading on the black market to meet the expense of 

keeping Elle in the wlum and havlng a nurse flred whom Elle doesn't lîke 

and whom she falsely accuses of gîvîng her sleeping pffls. These dishonest 

and secret mlsdeeds are part of the reason why he builds walls around 

himself and his son. In the end he @ves in to despair and depression. 

neglecting himself and his son. He is dlscovered by Hans in the same room 

as his victim, dead from an apparent heart attack. 

The action in this nwel altemates between an urban setting. that of 

the city of Beriin, and an isolateci cottage in the woods. It takes place thirty 



years after World War U. What is fearfuily anticipated by the Mennonite 

community in Peace S h d  Des- Manu has already taken place in 

Bmnstefns Kinder. There Is no soiid community. oniy a dysfunctional fsmtly 

ripped apart by the Holocaust and txying to corne to terms with repressed 

feelings built up over the years. These feehgs eventudy explode and are 

directed against a former concentration camp guard. This is an act of 

despair which leads to Arno Bronsteln's death. 

In Wiebe's Pace Shall Desbog Mang. the Mennonites Uve on farms 

beyond the bush, cut off from the world, wlth the church as the central 

gathering point. W a w  is a closed Mennonite community that couM belong 

to any one of several groups that came to Canada from Russia in the 1920s. 

After having q r i e n c e d  the Russian Revolutlon and the resulting chaos 

and famine that tore the& communities apart, these people have formed a 

new farrning community and settled in the Canadian wilderness to once 

more tame the land the way their forebears did in Russia. 

Deacon Block. the leader of the isolateci community in Wiebe's novel 

and M e r  of two children. Elizabeth and Peter. has a secret that haunts 

him and inriuences ai l  his actions and emotlons. la Russia he killed a man 

who stole the food Block had iUegally and secretly stashed away for Us 

fhniiy. Fleelng Russia. he builds up a community that he wishes to shelter 

from the violence of the outside world. When tragedy happens as a resuît of 

his repressive measures on his faniily and community. he is a broken man. 

His daughter Elizabeth bears an fflegitimate child. and both she and the 

chlld dle in chiidbirth. This becomes another secret to be kept from the 

group. Block threatens to castrate the Metis Louis, assuming Louis raped 

his daughter. When Louis tells him that Elizabeth asked him for se% he 

buys out the whole clan and tells them to lem. 



The protagonist of thls story. Thom Wiens. who respects and admires 

Deacon Block. is a m e s s  to the @adual disintegration of Block's f e  

and the community. He in tum must keep secret what has happened in 

Block's f e .  The effect th& has on hlm is profound. 

In Wiebe's book, the narrator uses Thom as a vehicle to reveal how 

the community feels and thinks. He does this through conversations he has 

with the various characters and through the letters he recelves nom Joseph 

Dueck, a Mennonite who comes to teach in the isolated community. In 

Becker's book. Hans piays this role of ht-person narrator. 

Hans ls more fully dewloped as a character than Thom, and much 

more cornplex. This is understandable. @en that Pace Shall Destn,,~~ M' 

is Wiebe's flrst attempt at a novel, whereas Bronsteins Kinder is written 

toward the end of Becker's writing career. Hans, as first-person narrator. 

#ves the reader a perspective that comes Born inside hls head rather than 

h m  an omniscient narrator commentlng about how he fais, as is the case 

with Thom. This results in a much more intricate development of the main 

character. Hans incorporates in one character the di&rent characteristics 

of Thom, Joseph and Peter in Wlebe's novel. Like Thom. he develops fkom an 

unquestionin& accepting boy to a thoughtful. questlonfng man who objects 

to what his nither (or eider fn Thom's case) does when he sees the hypocrisy 

in his behavlour. He is not radical or rebellious. but hls sensitive nature 

causes him to see the inconsistencies and incongmities in his Mer's Me. 

These are threatening to him, and me Thom. he reacts to them. Llke 

Joseph. he challenges sacred bellefis and traditions; U e  Peter. he has a hard 

tlme mrrking decisions and Wes to pracrasthate. 

Jurek Becker's novel kgins with the announcement of a death. In a 

very laconic manner. the first-person narrator. Hans, tells his readers the 



outcome of the action of the novel they are about to read: 'Vor einem Jahr 

kam mein Vater auf die denkbar schwerste Weise zu Schaden, er starbm 

(K 7). This is the first of a series of flashbacks. as the chapters altemate 

betwan the present and the past. accounting for a year in the Me of H a n s  

and the few people who are close to him. The events of that year (between 

August 1973 and August 1974) are of such magnitude for the prota@nist 

that at the end of it he wishes for the death of all emotion and for the 

ability to see e v e m g  clearly and rationally. 

Das TrauerJahr geht zu Ende. Wenn man mich vor den goldenen 

Thron riefe und nach dem einen groBen Wunsch fkagte. 

brauchte ich nicht lange zu überlegen: Gebt mir das steinerne 

Hem. Was die anderen mît ihren Gefühlen leisten, wiirde ich 

seen.  das môchte Ich mit dem Verstand erledigen. In Zukunft 

kann mir sterben wer will, noch so ein Jahr wird mir nlcht 

mehr passieren. (K 7-8) 

Thus beghs the story of a year that changes Hans from a Young, 

irresponsible adolescent of 18 to a man who. struggUng with depression and 

guilt, slowly begins to iive a more normal Me again. The reader is subjected 

to the difflcult task of constant& switchhg from the present to the past and 

vice versa, while judging the events from Hans's perspective. Martha's 

parents. Hugo and Rahel Lepschitz have taken him in after his father's 

death. He knows that he cannot hilfill theIr expectations of him and he is 

incapable of setting any goals for himseif. 

Wiebe's novel also takes place within the exact time frame of one 

year. divideci fnto sections of spring, summer. autumn and winter of 1944. 

Pathetic fdhcy is used very effectively; seasons portray events. and as part 

of nature, they are cyciical. The straight logic used by everyone in the 



community to explain things to Thom. the protagonlst. is not cycUcal and 1s 

in stark contrast to the rhythm of nature. 

The events of Thom's year are just as h o m e  as those experienced by 

Hans in Bronstefns Klnder. The work ethic of the patrlarchal community in 

which Thom finds himseif ciashes with Deacon Block's daughter Elizabeth's 

cyciical body rhythm and the child wïthin her dies. as she herseif dies. 

Thom. like Ham. is caught in the confines of a small space- here a 

community that dictates what 1s right and wrong. who is inside and who is 

outside. according to a strict code of ethics that is not king followed 

many of those who ciaim to aâhere to it. 

When asked by Razia. the school teacher and an outsider to the 

community. Who is a Mennonite?- Thom isn't sure: 3ome say only church 

members are Mennonites. others that we're actually a race of people. Most 

who are born with Mennonite names but rehise to join the church don't 

want to be known as Mennonites-guess they feel somehow it commits 

them" (P 178). 

Storytellers Use Jurek Becker and Rudy Wiek hold up a mirror to 

society with their story telhg. I t  is from stories heard and read that 

humani@ h o m e s  aware of identity. both as indMduals and as a society. 

The negawt way of estabkhing ldentity is to withhold the $tory because we 

are uncornfortable with it and cannot look at oursehm. This creates in us 

the need to control our environment so that our story does not get out. 

The result of this negative way of trying to find ourseives is violence. 

How the repressed feelings of a vicüm of aolence give rise to certain actions 

and how the p r o ~ o i s t  in each 110-1 deals wlth the consequences of these 

actions wlll be acplored in the following section. 



Violence and P.triarchaî Contmk Bronstdn and B b k  

Becker and Wiebe examine the effect of violence on an individual and 

how that experience then manlfests itself in the person. the family. and 

society as a whole. The vlctims become the perpetrators in both novels. 

The main cause for becoming a perpetrator 1s that the stoly has not 

ken told by the victim and therefore cannot be processeci by him nor by the 

society of which he is a part. In an essay c d e d  'On Refùsing the Story.' 

Wiebe says that '[slangs, stories are the memory of a people. the particular 

inchidual rlvers of the sea of Me which constitutes us all. And when you 

hide that. when you insist the river of your Ufe is [ . . . I  opaque. you are 

defuing the ancient assertion of that sea" (3 19). 

When teliing the story of abuse the victim deals with the violence 

positively. However. attempting to keep it quiet has a negative effect on the 

person and the society and often results in control tactics. In a patrlarchai 

manner both Amo Bronstein and Deacon Block position themselves as head 

of the& family and the community, with women and children under the& 

command. Secrecy and deceit play a lage part in the control tactics of both 

Bronstein and Block. 

Arno Bronstein has a more subtle way of control than does Block. 

Hans was already twelve years old and Elie thirty-one when his father 

5 d y  told him that he had an older sister in a mental institute. Until 

then. Hans had thought of Unself as an only child (K 37). When they at 

kst get to know each other, Hans and Elle form a special bond. as 1s typical 

of siblhgs in an identfty crisis (de Levita 72). When the M e r  reallzes that 

Elle prefers her brother's Company to his. he goes to vlsit her alone (K 126). 



Howevw. he can't stop Hans from seeing her and he can't stop Elle from 

writing to her brother. He is dlsturbed when he àiscovers that Hans gets 

letters from her and he doesn't. He reprimands Hans for not sharing them 

with him. and says they are not his to keep for himseîf(K 127). 

Hans Mes to bring as much of the outside world to Elle as possible. 

but her father tries to keep the outside world away from her. not even 

buying her a radio (K 195 - 196). He is vew a n g ~  at Hans for sharing with 

Elîe what her father and his mends are doing in the cottage (K 245). 

Arno also treats his son, who unlike Elle is perfectly normal. iike a 

child who doesn't know anything. When Hans asks him to explain what 

they think they are doing with the captive in the cottage. his father mocks 

him instead of treating him as an equal. Hans asks him to tell what 

happened ftom the txginning, and his father mockingly says: 'Von Anfang 

an. [. . .) Von meiner Jugend an vielleicht?" (K 79) Hans conveys his 

impression of how his father treats him with the foiiowing words: 'Er sah 

mich an, als w&re ich ein Kind. dem die Voraussetzungen fiir eîne so 

schwemiegende Ceschichte fehlenw (K 79). 

Arno's attempts to control are evident in s m d  every-day habits as 

weU. He tries to convince his son to eat his boiied eggs just the way he does, 

and îs always surprised when Hans does not comply (K 92). He attempts to 

control Hans by making him feel gum about usine up the money aüotted 

for the& groceries (79-80). He continues to neglect his son. part& because 

he is distractecl by his illegal ac- but also as a strate@. If Hans becomes 

preaccupied by hamg - to fend for himself more, perhaps this wlll take his 

attention away &om what is going on at the cottage. 

When Gordon Kwart takes him and his father out for dinner Hans 

c m  only think of food because he hasn't had a warm meal for days (K 187). 



Hls father thinks Hans 1s too immature to understand what is golng on. 

and resents the fàct that Kwart treats Hans as an equal. When Kwart purs 

wlne for Ham. his father takes it away and pub an empty &lass in Its place 

(K 183). signifylng that he is not yet adult enough to handle his m e .  

In contrast to Arno Bronstein, Deacon Block in Peace S h d  Destroy 

Mam wants to give his chiidren what his father negiected to give him; 

strong guidance for making Me's decisions. This is an admirable goal in 

itself. However. it also becornes a control issue. The problems begin when 

Deacon Block blames his father rather than choosing to be accountable for 

his own actions. Hls father 1s faulted for not paying attention to him. not 

teaching him. Le., not controlling him. and so it is his father who is to 

blame that his son committed a crime. Instead of teaching his children to 

think for themselves and to make their own decisions, Deacon BIock 

believes that he needs to do that for them. He needs to have absolute 

control In order to make sure the same thing that happened to h m  doesn't 

happen to his son. 

In Wapiti. the community in which Peace Shdl Destroy Many takes 

place. control was a way of Me. It had become the& culture and their 

religion: 

Once past meen and grade eight. girls stayed home with their mothers and 

took care of the fi3irniyarà. They vlsited their friends on Sunday. when there 

were M e r s  or brothers to drive them. When, rareiy. work was done. [Thom] 

himself rode around where he wished. but women were always at home. 

working. there to retum to when one was hunw and cold. (P 41 1 



Deacon Block explains this way of Me to Thom: 

1. . .1 [Olur fathers found the comct way of acting. Throue the 

years. this action has developed into Our culture. If we do not 

foliow them in their way. then we stand in grave danger of 

loslng our eternal sahration. That is why we are so rigid about 

certain matters In the church. The Russians around O u r  vîliages 

in Russia had traditional ways of acting too. but when they 

came to Canada and once knew about acting dinerently. they 

let the old way sude because the new way suited better here. 

But we hold that our actlons are etemaiiy important: our 

tathers found the right moral and spiritual action. Therefore we 

withdraw h m  the inauence of the outside world and train up 

Our children in seclusion where they can lcani the correct way 

unhindered. (P 203) 

Thom challenp this system by asking Deacon Block: 'Children must 

dways be told what to bekve?" (P 203). It is then that Block rweals to 

Thom why he is so passionate about firm niks and an authoritative stance. 

He says to Thom: 

My father was a huge man who did not care what he bid. as 

long as the church elders did not protest. He nwer told me a 

single thing of what I should or should not do. As long as 1 

didn't annoy him. I c o u  do as 1 pleased. That was the trouble 

with my youth-I was tauet no control or moral prlnciples. 

And that's why when I was bîgger-apparently a good up-t 

member of the church-1 still did not really know what 

Christiariity and beliefs of our fathers were, even though I 

thou@t sincerely 1 did. Then a terrible thMg happened. (. . .1 



There, when in that upheaval my Me was changed at last, I 

resohred that no child of mine should ever be forced through 

that agony of having acted in smtuai ignorance. (P 203-204) 

Arno Bronsteln's son H a m ,  in Bmnsteins Klnder, has the same 

cornplaint about his upbringing as does Deacon Block: 

Der Gedanke, daB ich Vater hatte retten kônnen, wenn ich 

mich ihm entschiedener fn den Weg gesteilt hatte. verfoi@ mich 

da schon eher. Dennoch weiB ich nicht einmal heute, wle ich 

mich damals hatte verhalten sollen, selbst wenn mir 

m e s e n  w&e, was auf dem Spiel stand. Kein Mensch hatte 

mich gelehrt, Widerstand ni lelsten. niemand hatte mir gezeigt, 

wie man das macht. was man ftir richtig halt. [. . .1 Auch Vater 

hat nicht eben einen Kampfer aus mir gemacht. Zwar hat er 

mich nicht dani erzogen. den Mund ni halten, mich aber auch 

nie ermuntert, ihn auhmachen. Ich giaube. er hat mich i ikr-  

haupt nicht enogen, er war nicht interessiert an mir. (K 85-86) 

Arno Bronstein's background is not revealed to the readers in the 

same way as that of Deacon Block. but one reason why he does not show 

interest in his son Hans is ironicaliy his initial profound need for 

perpetuation of the species, another way of controlling his environment. AU 

bis attention îs focused on his flrst child. When she m o t  be healed Born 

her compulsion to attack adults at random and scratch at their faces and 

their eyes. the Bronsteins decide to have another child, and their son Hans 

who is nineteen years younger than his sister is bom (K 161). The second 

child was born O- because the fhst child was no longer able to function 

normally in soclety. As Bronstein's son Hans observes: 



Manchmal glaube ich sogar, daS dle Bemiihungcn u m  Eue seine 

ganzc Vaterliebe aufgebraucht haben und daB nur deshalb 

nichts fiir mich übrlggeblieben ist. Vermutlich hat er seinc 

dunklen Nachkriegsgeschafte wegen Elle angefangen, er 

brauchte Beziehungen und Geld, um sie zu ail  den k t e n  zu 

schleppen. die ihm als Spezlallsten angepriesen worden waren. 

(K 37) 

For Block. ft was the son. the one who would carry on the name that 

was important. "That night as rats scrabbled under the bunks of the snoring 

men. his son-necessity hammered through him. Little Elizabeth was not 

cnough; she would help form someone else's family. He, the lone survivor of 

thirteen children. was a mere vacancy without a sonw (P 126). 

This intense desire to perpetuate themsehres causes the fathers to act 

desperately. to the point where they are willing to go agaeait the iaw whcn 

they feel their offspring's existence Is threatened. I t  was for Elle that 

Bronstein pursued his black market activities; it was for her that he had a 

nurse theci under false accusatîons. simply because Elle wasn't cornfortable 

with her. It was for hls son, Peter, that Block illegally hid the food rations. 

and for him that he U e d  someone who threatened to take that securlty 

away. 

Their control was so intensely concentrateci on one child, that they 

neglected the other. Amo Bronstein did not care about Hans with the same 

loving concem he had for Elle. Deacon Block never reahed anything was 

wrong wlth Elizabeth until her child was boni, even though the two of them 

worked close& together in the flelds every day. ate and slept under the same 

roof at nfeht and worshiped in the same building on Sunday (P 132). 



It was essential to have unity of mind in order to have absolute 

control. In Peace Shall Desmg  Many the community's unity of mind is 

especially evident in corporate worship. Chapter Four opens wlth Thom at a 

church meeting. 'Singing he felt that evesyone In the building stood 

s e m t e  yet united. one body crying with one voice to the one geat known 

worthy of worshipr (P 50). 

There are certain fundamentals of the faith to which weryone is 

expected to adhere in thls community. Thls is revealed in a conversation 

Thom has with Pastor Lepp. in whlch the pastor carefully outhes what ail 

who are baptfied beltevers should take as a code of ethics for themselves. 

These fundamentals are as foUows: The Bible is God's recorded revelatiun to 

manlkindl. It is sacred and must be obeyed. Mennonites must be followers 

of Chrtst. They are pecuïiar in thls world and canot participate in worlcUy 

a&rirs. and must avold worldly practices. Obedience to Christ's command- 

ment of love and si~~~plicity of Ilfe are expected (P 86-88). 

In the daUy Me of the community. u n i e  of mind was achieved î n  

the foiiowing way: "The men Weed on ail mattem. the& opinions on any 

occurrence outslde their own community king fonned by general suveys of 

one Mennonite Cerman weekly and by what Deacon Block told them. Block 

swke English fluently and his business took him as far as North 

Battleford" (P 29). Because Block Is in absolute control. he can do what he 

&S. without argument fkom the others. 

In Bronsteins M e r ,  Bronstein and his two Mends Kwart and 

Rotstein have decided that the society in which they h, îs not tmstworthy 

and Uiey are taking the ïaw ioto their own hands. They look down on the 

German society and separate themselves from it in the same way that 

Deacon Block separates himself and his community kom the Métis and the 



En@sh. They do not have a strong community in the sense that Deacon 

Block has. but the three of them are in agreement that the society around 

them does not command their respect (K 80). 

Like Deacon Block. who makes all the declsions for his community. 

Amo Bronstein is the person who makes the decisions about how to handle 

their captive. He supplies the p b h i s  own fairly secluded cottage in a 

woodsy area-and hits hirn the hardest (K 10 1 ). Not much 1s conveyed about 

Rotstein to the reader (Hans does not know hlm very well). but Kwart ls a 

musician whom Hans has always seen as a weakling: 'Ich kannte ihn als 

Schwiichhg: als verlegen. als scheu und lîukisch. als Maus von einem 

Menschen" (134). Hans does admit in retrospect that he underestimated 

him: "Heute weiB ich, daB ich ihn unterschatzte" (K 134). 

It is when Hans decides to meet with Kwart alone that he remes 

Kwart is not as weak and indecistve as he always seems to be when he is 

together with his father: 'Ich hatte ihn immer nur in Vaters Gegenwart 

getroffen; war das der Grund. m m  er pl6tzlich ein anderer geworden waf?" 

(139). When Hans tries to get hlm to understand that they are endangering 

themseives by what thqr are doin& and appeals to him for heip. Kwart does 

nothhg except listen poiltely (K 134- 137). 

In Peace S M 2  Destmg M m ,  Pastor Lepp. with whom Deacon Block 

works very closely. is in a simibr positlon as Kwart 1s to Bronstein. Both 

men are open minded and humanitarian. but anaid to challenge those 

stronger than themselves. Like Kwart. Lepp is fiiendly and polite when 

Thom approaches him with questions. but refuses to take a stand, and does 

not want to risk helping - him. When Thom asks him to preach a sermon 

some time on king a Christian m e s s  to the Métis so that he WU have 

some moral support from the cornmunity for what he wants to do. Lepp 



says: '[Als leader of the church 1 can give you littie help other than such 

private ad- as 1 can o&r. What you do. you must do on your ownw 8 90). 

Ltfestyle is a very important means of control in the Wapiti 

community. According to the older men. the poor people living around them 

are in that condition kcause of God's Judgement on the& godkss behavlour 

of nwer going to church and induiging in worldly pleasures: 'The Bible 

clearly said of the rlghteous man that 'whatsoever he doeth shall prosper.' 

The Mennonites surveyed the& own growing fields and sleek caffle. When 

you Ilve decently. do not waste your money and health on tobacco, whisky. 

dancing. shows, Eancy clothes. then prosperity cornes" (P 33). 

The people in the Mennonite community who do not adhere to this 

code of ethics are looked down upon and despised. Block tries to help them 

in his dictatorial way. but wen he can't force everyone to be the way he 

wants them to be. There is Herb Unger. a sloppy. lazy farmer whose cattle 

get into the Wienses' oat fleld because Unger doesn't obey the rule made by 

the community that there should be a double wire around crop-lands. not 

one wîre and a rail at the bottom (P 67, 73). He d a s  not even pretend to be 

a Christian Wre the rest of the community. Thom's mother points this out 

to Thom when he cornplains about it. and suggests lenlency. but Thom is 

fed up. Much to Thom's dlsgust. instead of challengtng Unger. the older 

Wiens goes to Deacon Block with his cornplaint. The Deacon also sug@sts 

to 'go carefullf because Unger is -far h m  the church' (P 73). So. rather 

than going directly to Herb on his own. Wiens goes with Block to tdk to 

Herb's M e r ,  who confesses that he does not h o w  how to hhand k son. 

Resentfully Herb acknowledges their presence. mumbhg that he 1s old 

enou* to nin his own place. Deacon Block reminds him: 'If you're old 

enough to m n  your own place. you obey the mles of the community" (P 77). 



He then advances him the money for the wiring of the fence and @es him 

some other suggestions about how to improve the farm which has been 

completely neglected (P 78). 

The secrets. which both Arno Bronstein and Deacon Block are anaid 

to divulge to their famiy and community because they fear that the false 

identlty they have portrayed wiii be shattered and they will be exposeci, a n  

one reason for maintaining abolute control. As the secrets begin to leak 

out. and their hypocrisy is exposed to their children and to the adolescents 

they mentor, confusion results in the minds of those who look up  to them 

for leadership. It is exactly t u s  confusion which they have tried so hard to 

prevent. a weakness they reco@ize in themselves and deny. 

One method of keeping this confusion at bay and maintaining 

absolute control over identlty Is to declare oneself as part of a group that is 

ascrîbed dominance. when one beiongs to a group that is labeled inferior by 

the dominant group. Amo Bronstein decided to identify wlth Germans. to 

become assimllated to the point of denying his Jewfshness. Another method 

1s to define oneself and one's group as dominant over and superior to 

others. which Deacon Block has done. Both of these artiflciai means of 

identîty broke dom. 

In Chapter Two of Peace Shall Destmt~ MW, W l e k  the reader an 

insight into two cornmunitles, that of the Mennonite communfty and that 

of the Métls. as seen through Thom's eyes. The only tlme the two &roups 

meet is at the annual school picnic. Wiebe writes: 'Only a few Mennonites 

ever neared the Moosomln homestead, and they nevw went inside the four- 

walled shack or kaew the mixture of common-law m e s  and husbands and 

chiîdren that were crammed there. Breeds Uved as they Uved: they were part 

of unchangeable Canada for the Me~onites" (P 31). 



Peter and Thom. after one of Thom's Bible lessons with the Métis 

children. have a discussion about this. Peter says: -Thom, Our people could 

not accept a half-breed into Our church. Can you honestly ima&ine such a 

thing?' Thom cannot imagine it (P 195). Some time later. in a long 

discussion he has with Thom about his Bible lessons with the Métis 

children. Deacon Block asks Thom the same question: 'But to have breeds 

members of our church? Can lyou imagjne it? They're not the stuft" (P 205). 

He àbmisses them as uculturaUy and mora.Uy bacbwardm and exmerates hls 

people. the Mennonites as having 'found the correct way of actlng" (P 203). 

By keeping the @oup seduded Deacon Block believes that he WU keep 

them from immorality. He feels that he himself. had he k e n  held more 

accountable by his fhther, would not have committed the crime of ki lbg  

the Russian thief. The deacon's logic fa spart. when he reallzes that his 

strict control tactics dîd nothing to protect his daughter but brought about 

her death (204). It also did not keep his son iYom king sexually attracted to 

the outsider. the Canadisrn school teacher Razia who joined the community 

when the former instnictor. Joseph left (P 123.235). 

Beyond these two cornmunitles is the world out there, -the poor white 

stuff that clung dong the edges of Beaver districtw (P 32). and the world 

beyond that. exemplifieci by the airplanes overhead that caused the cattle to 

stampede and lose the d v e s  they were canylag (P 22). Years ago they had 

bought out ail the Enghsh so that they could have a district of Mennonites. 

Now there were onfy four breed Eamilies left. and war prices had aimost 

cleared them of tbeir debt (P 20-2 1). 

Deacon Block is in a quandary. He m t s  the community to be aware 

of the outside world. so that they wonY be ignorant, but he &O wants to 

keep them in seclusion. 'If the children could be taught just enou@ to 



know about the world's evll. they would be happy to remain in their 

seclusion. [. . .I A teacher was netded who knew the way of the world and 

yet adhered strictly to the Christian principles of the fathers" (P 70). Joseph 

Dueck. although Mennonite. was too liberal in hls teaching, taught the 

young people to question what the elders were doing. and was a threat to 

Block. The next teacher, Razla Tantamount, was not men a Mennonite; 

Mennonite teachers were scarce because of the war: some were at the 

camps. some had denied the& pacifîst position and gone to war ( 124). 

Among those who have gone to war is a young man from Block's own 

community. Hank Unga. the brother of Herb. who &tracts evexyone at the 

most important social event of the year. the school Christmas program. by 

showhg up unannounced in his milltary garb (P 222-223). 

The marriage of Herman Paetkau, a Mennonite. to Madelein 

Moosomin. a half-bnd, 1s seen as a threat to the p u p .  Herman himseif ls 

treated as an outsider by Block. because even though he has p w n  up 

among Mernonites he tP the child of a Mennonite farmer's daughter and a 

Russian f m  hand. Hls mother died in childbtrth and Herman was *en to 

the older m e d  sister and her husband. Hermao had asked for Elizabeth's 

hand in marrlage and was refused by Block because he was a 'bastard." 

Herb's mother's $tory is a foreshadowîng of Elizabeth's stow iater on 

(P 114). 

Deacon Block's mrst qhtmare cornes tnie when he finds out that 

Eiizabeth 1s preépant through the Met&, Louis, whom he himself had himd 

as a Earmhand. At Elizabeth's funeral he decides that he must get rid of 

those 'breeds" at the edge of the Mennonite community, no rnatter what the 

cost. That way they can destroy themsehres without inw>lvtng others 

(P 153-154). 



It kcomes quite obvious that the control Am0 Bronstcfn and Deacon 

Block have stniggkd to maintain Is on a dmwasd spiral. Thdr suppressed 

feelings. a result of dealiag wlth the violence they themsehs experienced, 

are no longer containable and demand an outlet. They helplessly repeat the 

vlolence submergeci in the& subconscious until now. 

In this section it will be shown that. when people have lost their 

sense of identity through violence they have experienced but have sup- 

pressed their feehgs, these seeminm n o r d  people suddenly behave in a 

way that seems to k total@ out of character for them. WarUme scperiences 

in which they were the outsiders dehberately marked to be hunted down, 

tortureci and kîlled, often by the community of whlch they were a part. have 

left them twisted inside. Like the people who persecuted them, these 

victims/perpetrators are not rational, men though they cany out the& 

violence in a cold and calculated manner. For years after the war they have 

shown to the outstde world a tranquii exterior that ls not part of who they 

are inside. Desperately m g  to regain control while feeling totally out of 

control. they resort to the same violence they themsehes experienced. This 

shocks the people who have known them but with whom they have not 

shared the& vohtiie past. 

#en Hans Inadverdently stumbles into the cottage and fhds there a 

torture chamber instead of the love chamber he ls used to occuwing wlth 

hfs girmend. Martha. he verbaiizes what îs also evident in Deacon Block's 

behavlour and reactions that seem so out of character to Thom: 'Ich hatte 

geglaubt. nach dreiî3ig Jahren k6mten sie wie normale Menschen leben. 



und pl6tzlich dieses Zimmer: als hatten sle cire1 Jahnehnte lang nur auf 

eine solche Gelegenheit gewartet. Als hatten sle, wem sie sich scheinbar 

normal verhielten. nur eine Maske getragen" (K 27). 

Hans does not know what his iàther and the other two men, who wem 

torturing the former prison @ard in order to press a confession of wartlnae 

atrocities out of him, had experienced during the war, because his M e r  

has never spoken of these thfngs. He notices howwer that hls father is 

uncharacteNiUcally violent towarâ the man he holds captive in his cottage. 

In a conversation with Hans. Arnold Heppner. the captive. says: "Tut mir 

leid. Ihnen das sagcn ni miissen: ïhr Hem Vatcr 1st der Schllmmsta." Hans 

replies: 'Er SC- Sie als sinzigda Heppner msponds unemotionally: 'Das 

nicht, aber am mtisten und am hartesten" (K 101). 

Deacon Block's first experience as an outsider and a victim of 

violence. i n W u c d  about half way through the novel as a memory Block 

has whlle bindertng the last of his green-feed. was in the forests of Siberfa 

where he had b e n  sent as a conscientious objector in World War 1. 

IronicaUy. the perpetrators are Mennonites who subiect him to an initiation 

rite 'in a desperate attempt at amusement duitng month-long isolation" 

(P 125). Theu fîrst attempt at torture is to pick him up at nfght whlle he is 

asleep and drop him into a horse-trou@ of ice cold water. Since he refises 

to amuse them by reactiag to this humiüation, but returns to his bunk bed 

for the rest of the nlght. they d m  another method of tomire. They force 

him to k n d  before a me stump bhdfolded. then count to flve. and swing a 

razor-sharp axe down onto his head, cutting his hair just to the ha& h e  of 

his scalp. 

Block survives this close brush with death and manages to waik away 

h m  tham with an atr of nonchalance. However. at nt@t he is ovemheimed 



by a smse of hls mortality: 'If that unerrfng axe had slipped-the answer 

was the Brst in hls Me he could not Eace. And for the three unendtng years 

of Forstei duty. he b e w  himseîf clamped in the relentless Bst of Gd" 

(P126-127). 

Block returns home to fàce a c M î  wat, and agaîn he ls eafmarked an 

outsider and is vlctimized. The Mennonite group to which he and his fa- 

belong is targeted by both the Red and the White army who appropriate 

the& horses. stock and wagons. Added to this is the famine of 1921. Block 

has a daughter. but fhally, after swen years. his wife bars a son. This 

happens during the fàmine. and Block's obsession is to have enough food so 

that his son c m  sunrive. AU vîbgers are requked to surrender a certain 

amount of food to the govemment. Block gives the barest necessity. then 

slaughters a cow. salts the meat and puts it away in a hiding place. not 

carlng that the others wiu have to make up his deflcit. 

On the day he discovers his cache stolen. rage w e b  up mide him. He 

and the protective association leader of the village discwer the two Russian 

thieves (Bashkirs) in a deserted bam and beat them wlth ropes unffl they 

confess that another Mennonite showed them the hl- place: 'After the 

man gasped out that John Esau had told them of prospects in tum for a 

share of the boom they kat  the boy. Names of Bashkirs came as the night 

ebkd. When morning dawned they left the senseless thieves roped rigid in 

the barn and marched to Esau's yard" (P 130). Bfock then beats Esau (a 

father of fourteen children) fnto a confession at the colony adminfstrattw 

centre and goes to hls sleigh to drive the two Bashklrs to the Russian 

authorities. When the oIder of the two Bashkîrs mes to escape. Block's rage 

gets the ktter of him and hc bats him to death: 



He had lashcd the thievcs wlth ropcs. as was the Judicial 

custom. but now he sprang at the man. scized him away wîth a 

strength that knew no source save madness, and smashed the 

crook-nosed head back and forth, hls fiozen hide mitten Uke a 

club on his hand. The Bashkir coilapsed to the hard snow with 

barely a moan when Block hurled him back. [ . . - 1  With his 

wom boot. Block poked at him. He was dead. (P 131) 

Esau, who is imprisoned for his de&. dies of starvation In prlson. 

Block's act of murder tums him into a man 'driven by furies" (P 131). I t  

drives him to leave Russia and establish a Mennonite colony in Wapiti: 'To 

have a colony of true Me~oni tes  again! In the last stragglers to escape 

Moscow. he found the people he wanted: poor, but with the convictions of 

fâith on the& conscience" (P 132). 

Although Block himsekf knew what it was Uke to be an outsider in a 

group ( k t  by the actions of others done to him, and then by the acts he 

himself commltted against the community) he does not allow outsiders into 

his community except on his own terms (P 153.204). When these terms are 

not met. he drlves them away, forcefully. He almost commits another 

violent act when he finds out it was Louis who got Elizabeth pregnant. but 

when he discovers it was she who asked for sex, he te& Louis to lave the 

communitJr without harmlng him physicaiiy (P 184- 185). 

When Hans witnesses the violence at the cottage, he is honifîed by it. 

He never srpected his father to act U e  that and he Is left with a shattered 

identîty. He cannot brïng himself to tell Martha about it. even thougb he 

loves hm. ïnstead. because his feeiings have not been shared with anyone 

and have built up inside. he becomes violent. just Uke his father. Thls is 

fflustratecl by what happens at the swimming pool shortly after Hanses f b t  



encounter wlth the prlson guard and his father and &ends at the cottage. 

When Norbert, a Oerman boy with an iaferlority complar (he is small and 

pimpled). decides to bc self-important by king legalistic. and points to a 

sign that says bathlng suits are to be removed when showering, Hans 

ignores not only the words on the si@. but Norbert's words as wcll. When 

Norbert becornes insistent. Hans punches him. Hans explains: 'PlotzUch 

hatte ich das Empfladen. daB er ein Schuldlger war: einer von denen. die 

gcm pcinigen und nur dann Ruhe gebcn. w e m  sie an cintn SWkertn 

geratcn. Ich wciB noch. daf3 ich iiberlegte. ob ich Ihn unten oder oben 

t H e n  sollte. Er sagte herausfordcrnd: 'Du. ich d e  mit dlr" (K 42). 

The normally nonviolent Hans cannot understand why he was so 

proMked that he bccame violent. He wondcrs if he has developed the same 

illness as hts sister: 'Wodurch war ich in einen Zustand geraten. in dcm es 

elnem gew6hniichen KMEier geiang. mich um die Behemchung ni brlngen? 

Der Oedanke. es k6nnte sich um cin Symptom desselben Leidens handein. 

das ki meiner Schwwter schon wdt fortgeschritten war. beun-ruhigte mieh 

ziemllch" (K 44). It is beglnning to dam on hfm that the person who is 

violateci casiiy becornes a perpetrator. ofken without rrallzlng it. 

Thom Wlens in Peuce S M 1  Destmz~ M m g  ais0 feels b e I f  becoming 

violent and is surpriscd by it. Herb Unger has bugged him throughout the 

picnic and at the bal1 game. when Herb illegally intderes by nlpptng hls bat 

with his @ove. Thom explodw. If Joseph had not grabkd him and made 

hlm drop the bat he would have swung it at Herb with ail his might. 'He 

stlnened. aghast at what he had already committed in his mind and the 

flashhg joy of that commîttal. He could have sunk with giadness beyond 

earth fnto oblivion. But he had to stand there, before them aUw (P 36). 



Thom's close bmsh wlth violence becomes a reallty at the school 

Christmas program toward the end of the novel. Razia the school teacher 

has left the church and gone to the barn wlth Hank Unger. where Peter 

catches them in an embrace. Jealaus and enraged. Peter hits Hank. then is 

Ln turn attacked by Hank's brother Herb. Thom attacks Herb. and there 

is a full-blown violent flstfight in this pacifist community. The second 

generation of survivors of the homrs of war act out the fee-s of the 

community. feeiings that have ken lying dormant but smokiering for too 

long in a false expression of pacifism. Suppressed emotions erupt lnto 

violence. Ironically. this happens on a nlght when 'peace on earth* is 

celebrated by the community as they remember the bidh of one who came to 

bring them that peace. 

Hans and Thom are cM&en of kthers who suppressed the stories of 

the violence they experienced. Not only those who have been victlmized 

direct& but also the children. helplessly âustrated by the inconslstencies 

they see in their elders. resort to violence in an effort to regain control in 

the& lIves. 

At the beginning of each novel the protagonlsts Hans and Thom feel 

secure in their environment, their feeling of identity intact: Hans in his 

school environment feels Cerman and Thom feels that he belongs to, and is 

a part of his Mennonite community. in the foliowlng sectlon it wlll becorne 

N e n t  how thls feeling of belonging is shattereà. 

Both Hans and Thom go through a year of trial and error in which 

they question both the mies and the kck of mles set by the& elders and 

thW community. It is a year of home events that lave them e m o t i o n ~  



draineci and reehg. as things they have taken for granted in their fami& 

and theîr community begm to unravel. The people with whom they have 

identifieci strongly and very closely (for Hans it is hts own Eather. for Thom 

it is Deacon Block. his spirltual father). suddenly prove to be less than 

desirable role models and behave in a very uncharacteristic and 

unpredictable way. This causes anxlety and turmoil fn which all 

telationships corne into question for them. 

H a m  1s a normal teenager who doesn't care much about anything 

except himself and his girlfriend Martha. They are hapw and secure in their 

relationship. He and Martha especiaiiy enjoy going to his father's 

cornfortable cottage in the woods where they make love (K14). This 1s 

something Hans does without hls father's knowledge. having secretly 

dupikateci his father's key to the cottage. 

When Hans discovers hls father and his fkiends torturing a former 

Nazi guard at the cottage. bis world turns upsMe dom. He challenges his 

fsither about the Eact that they are acting against the law. and mes to get 

him to listen. His fhther 1s so shocked at Hans's discovery that he becomes 

alternately violent. then loving. He grab Hans by the collar. tearlng the 

button on his shirt. then pushes him against the wall. He then takes him 

in his arms and hugs him. whispering his name. When he lwsens his 

embrace. he Is mkry again (K 22). 

Obviously he îs in turmoil, knowing that everything will be much 

more complicated now that his son is invohred. He is rl&ht. It is the iast 

tlme Ham will feel hls father's anns embracing him. Their relatïonshlp is 

profoundly affectecl because Hans cannot a@ee with his fatha's actions. He 

has no desire to be involveci in his M e r ' s  ille@ activities and is helpless 

about what to do. This time. his father has not been able to hide the tmth 



from Hans. Acting outside the Wsting iaw. a ïaw that fs sympathetic 

toward victlms of war. hls m e r  has deliberately placed hfmself outslde the 

communîty in whfch he Uvcs. 

Hans begins to feel intentionaîiy undermlned and mlstreated by hls 

M e r .  As a defense mechanism and as a way of distracttng him from the 

real issues. his father mocks him and treats him Wre a sUy chiid who 

doesn't know what he L talklng about. Hans feels ridiculed. insecure and 

inferior. He cannot have a conversation with his father Wthout being 

constantly Interrupted and treated with sarcasm and irony (K 130). His 

father fs derisive and impatient. often mockLng him. and seldom taklag 

what he says seriously (K 129- 13 1). Hans feels humibted by his father's 

remarks in âont of Kwart. while they are hamg dlnner in a restaurant. His 

father says to him: 'Ich will dtr die Wahrheit sagen: Gordon Ist der Ansicht. 

wir soiiten mit dir reden, àamlt du uns besser verstehst. Ich bin nicht dieser 

Ansicht. Erstens glaube ich nicht. da6 du etwas verstehst. zweitens Ist es 

mir %al. Aber wenn er darauf besteht, dana bitte. Rede. ich h6re zu* 

(K 184). 

The one tlme that his fàther 1s willfng to have a serious conversation 

wlth hlm Hans cannot finish a sentence. and his father humiiiates hlm by 

waiting for a long tlme. then asking hîm to please stop giving him advîce, 

hdicating that he doesn't know what he's talking about anyhow. Hans 

says: 'Nie wieder wollte ich so bUnd in eine Diskussion mit Vater hinein- 

taumein, ohne Argument. ohne Aussicht auf Erfolg" (K 82). 

Violence can be commited with words as well as with action, as 

Haas.  who has been a victîm of hîs hther's sharp barbs, reallzes. His fàther 

has put him in his place many tlmes through sarcasm and beiittling. H a m  



turns around and tries to use hls fhther's method with words to put a rift 

betwcen Gordon Kwart and his Mer.  He says: 

Aus meinen Gespachen mit Vater Whrend der letzten Tage 

klaubte ich die1enigen Satze und Floskeln zusammen, die mir 

am ehesten geefgnet schienen. die Entftihning in ein schiefes 

Licht zu ~ c k e n .  Ich weiB. d& mir kein einziger neuer 

Gesichtspunkt einflel. Trotzdem hielt ich den Versuch, einen 

Keil zwlschen die Entführer ni treiben. nicht für aussichtslos; 

es war denkbar, daS irgendeins meiner Worte. die von Vater 

abgepralit waren. den schwachen Gordon tre&n würde. (K 134) 

Hans is not successful in hls verbai sparring with Kwart: 'Heute weiB 

ich. daB Ich ihn unterschiitzte." he says in retrospect (K 134). Kwart 

intempts and patronizes him. When he catches him giving out some 

information Hans leamed &om the prisoner, Hans gves up: -Auf einmal war 

er der Starke und ich der Schwache. was hatte ich fàisch gemacht?" (K 135). 

Hans's conversation ends with Kwart @Wg him the advice to think 

about with whom it îs he identifles: 'Und wenn Ich c i j r  einen Rat geben darf: 

Du solltest überlegen. zu wem du gehorst. Wenn du das beantworten 

kannst. erübrigpn sich vlele F b g d  (K 139). 

Kwart. wlthout realizlng it, has put his flnger on Hans's dilemma. 

Hans suddenly does not know wlth whom he identifies. Hîs father and 

Kwart have been the closest people in his Me untli now. Hans can no longer 

a@ee wîth their actions. For Kwart the answer is simple. If Hans Idenmes 

wlth hhn and his hther. he dasn't need to ask questions about theIr fflegal 

actlvlty. He wlll at least be quiet and ampt their actlvity if not partlcipate 

in it. Kwaxt and Hans's fàther make no attempt to understand that Hans is 



a generation remwed m m  the ones who experienced the Holocaust dircctly 

and therefore does not share the& feelings and emotions. 

In Peace S W  D e s h y  Munu it is the young man Thom Wiens who 

begins to doubt the *dom or practicaiity of what his community so 

strongly endorses: paciflsm at ail times. Until now he has felt secure and at 

peace in his reiiglous environment. Earlier in the novei. at the beginning of 

the church meeting in which Joseph is chastised. one of Thom's most 

poignant chiidhood memorles cornes to him: that of the building of the 

church when he was six ymrs old. and the words of the blacksmith that 

this church will last because it is built on the Rock. Thom flnds sohdarity 

and cordort in the tact that Wapiti Church belon@ to a larger body of 

fiftecn thousand memkrs cailed the Canacilan Coderence. His church only 

has fifty-six memkrs and he has never ban to a larger gathering. He recalls 

sacrd events that took place in the church. sueh as his brother's 

ordination for missionaq semice. and. as an adolescent. hls own baptism 

and consequent membership and &st communion (P 50-53). Singing he 

felt that evayone in the building stood separate yet united. one body crylng 

with one voice to the one great known worthy of worshipœ (P 50). 

In spite of hh mother's mim assurance about the sovereïgnty of God 

in all the happenings of the community, Thom is now racked by doubts: 

His reason told him this should not affect hlm so, but as 

remembered details 0tted into the design only too smoothly. he 

muld not deny that something had crashed within him. in the 

past six months he had questioned [BlockW almost (. . . 1 every 

act: sure& hfs own Christian faith should not now be Secteci. 

But the one log that held the jam had been jarred and he could 



sense withln him only the numb void that remained aftet the 

rush had vanished. (P 2 19) 

The sense of trust Thom has in hls community has k e n  bacUy shaken 

by the recent events in hfs Me. Like his filend Joseph. the Young Memontte 

teacha from outside the Wapiti community, he must now begin to think for 

hixmelf, to formulate his own tmths in light of what has happeneci. It  Is 

especially poignant now kcause  there is a war goîng on and Thom is of 

conscription age: 

Lylng there. he felt doubts seffle in his mind îlke mud in the 

hoiiows of the sprlng-soaked land. [. . .] If only there were 

enough trees and hiiis and rocks [. . . I  to hide us from a Hitler 

who has tasteci power 1. . .1. But once a man has tasted power. 

you cannot pen up or dispose of hfm W e  a blooded boar. and he 

the p a t e r  danger. And Thom felt the persistent, recurring 

prlck: sometimes you think you should help try. anyway. (P 13) 

Just as fs the case with Hans, discussion plays a great rde for Thom 

in ûying to corne to temm with hls confusion. However. in contrast to the 

undermining. bellttling. and sarcasm experlenced by Hans. the discussions 

in the Mennonite community are of a serlous. intense, and often didactic 

nature. 

When Thom tries explainfng the princfple of nonresistance to his 

little brother Hal. whose persistent questions about the war @ve hlm no 

peace, he ends up king frustrated wîth his own answers. Hal's innocent 

question about someone in theu own community who has joined the 

militas'y does not help him. Hal asks: 'Does Hank Unger f& a plane to kill 

people so we won't be hurt and Ued?" (P 16) 



Thom's doubts have been triggered by Joseph. Their long conver- 

sations on Sunday afternooas have given Thom much to think about (B 17). 

When he sees the war planes flying overhead and how they scare the caffle. 

he vows that he is of one mlad with the community and will go to court if 

necessary to state his convictions (P 22). Howevw, at the church picnic he 

reallzes that outwardly the grmp adheres to the principle of pacitlsm. but 

within the community the people are not a c q  hke pacifists. he himseif 

included. He gets very ankry with Herb Unger over his taunting about who 

won the came race. who caught the most fish and the cheatfng at the bail 

gamt (P 23-39). 

The debate aver the use of language. dso triggered by Joseph. has 

caused Thom to ponder something he took for granted in the past. In the 

Mennonite community of Wapitl. it is vety important to use the right 

language for the appropriate occasion. It ls the German language that keeps 

the people separatecl and isolateci h m  the Engbh-spaking world around 

them, but in the community itself there are three languages in constant 

use: 'Hl@ German wes always usai when speaking of reiigîous matters and 

as a gesture of politeness towards strangers; a Low German dialect was 

spoken in the mundane matters of ewzyday Ilving; the Young people spoke 

EngUsh almost e~~clusively among themselves. Thought and tongue shpped 

unhesltanüy h m  one Language to the other" (B 20). 

Joseph breaks the niles by speaking Engltsh at an occasion that 

should have required the use of H g h  Gennan since it was a church 

functlon. Joseph chose Engllsh because he wanteà -ne to understand 

what he was sa- and there were people there from both districts. some of 

them non Mennonites and Indlan. His i n c i u s ~ e s s  and his audacity to use 

En@h without asking for permission angers Deacon Block and Joseph is 



taken to task at a church meeting. When reprlmanded he defends himself 

and points out the Inconsistencies and hypocrisies of the community 

(P 55-58). He is reminded that he has left out the older people of the 

community who m o t  speak or understand Engiish. Deacon Block says to 

Mm: 'If we are to have a m e s s  in the land we must remain firm in the 

ways of out fiathers! You young people WU min the work that God has gtven 

us if p u  neglect the teachings of wur eldersœ (P 59). 

It  begtns to dam on Thom that it is not 'the witness in the land" 

about which Deacon Block is so concemed. but rather about the fact that 

he wtll no longer be tn contml to d e  sure thlngs go the way he wants 

them to. He actually hinders 'having a wltness" by lnsisting that on& 

German be used. because then no one 'out therew can understand them and 

wiil not be attracted to them. 

Later in a conversation. Thom asks Bastor Lepp.Then how, for 

exanip1e." confident of his direction now, 'are we acttng particularly as 

Christ's disciples by using on& German in Our church services?" In his 

mswer Bastor Lew manages to evade the Issue by emphasfzing obedience to 

authority as more important than witnessing to the community: 'Obedience 

to authorîty goes against our human nature sometlmes. but gai& behaviour 

is always dlf8cult. Discipline and restraint can O* strengthen Our spiritual 

convictions. even though the thïngs we wish to do may not be terribiy wtong 

In themsehrd (B 87-8û). 

Joseph challenges not only the community's exclusive use of the 

German îanguage. but also the fact that they do not genuineiy adhere to the 

cornerstone of theIr hith. th& beiief in paci8sm. He points out that it is 

easy to clalm pacifism as love for your feiiow men when it means not going 



into actlve military servlce. but not so easy to show that love to the 

outsiders of their community who ltve right around them [P 58-63). 

Joseph has a Bible class wlth the Métis familes on the edge of the 

Mennonite community and gives tt over to Thom when he lemm (B 69). 

This activfty does not really meet wlth the approval of the Mennonite 

community. They gîve Up service to mission ef5orts: they approve of the 

work Thom's brother is doing in India but do not tolerate this klnd of 

undertaking so close to home because it is a threat to them. Through 

Joseph Thom is made aume of the inconsistencies in the community when 

it cornes to living out basic bekfs. 

There are many discussions between Thom and Deacon Bluck's son 

Peter in which Beter defends hïs father's and the community's way of Me. 

and Thom has a dinerent perspective. The work ethic of the Mennonite 

community is outlined for the reader in a conversation between Thom and 

Peter. Thom ponders it later: 'Hacking a fa= out of the wflderness 

demanded women strong as men. but once comparative securlty was 

reached-in work where did m u e  end and cupiâity begin? He could not 

remember -one ever having shown him the Une: it was never even 

mentIoneda (B 8 1 -82). 

In aaother conversation in which M e r  tries to convince Thom about 

the futility of his Bible lessons to the Indian community. the issue of 

language as weU as lifè style is raised. Peter says: 'They can't join our 

church. I. . .1 They don't Ilve Wre us. You were in that cabin aîi afternwn- 

and she had even med to clean up a bit. Thqr're Ue-and they speak Cree 

and English. You know they could never become menibers of our Mennonite 

Church. Look what happened to Henrian. They're fust not Uke us" (194). 

When Beter says these things about the Métis he îs simply echoing what his 



fâther so stronsiy beUeves and has verbalfieci to Thom in a long discussion 

he haswfth him/P 201-206). 

Joseph, who came in as an outsider and left the community again to 

go out lnto the worid to help in relief work. re-enters Thom's closed world 

through the letters he writes to him after he leaves. These letters are very 

precious to Thom and he reads them over and wer. They are more U e  

semons than letters. As Joseph says at one point: 'But 1 must stop 

preaching!" (P 162). Through these letters speaks the Young theolo@an/ 

author Wiebe. in a rather preachy, dldactlc way, that can be tiresorne to the 

reader. but 1s a means of Thom some insight he needs to help him 

formulate hls own path to independence and self-ldentity. 

Because his father had ignored his Jewish identlty aiî of his Me. 

Hans's shock is greater than Thom's and Ms joumey toward comlng to 

temu wîth his identity more arduous. Hans's fàther was an assimilateci Jew 

when the war broke out. forced to accept his Jewlsh identlty by those who 

wanted him ta be an outsider. Even after the war he denies that there is 

such a Wng as an authentic Jew. H a n s  says: 'Eine Theorîe metnes Vaters. 

die ich bei verschiedenen Gelegenheiten gehort hatte. lautete: Es gebe 

Bberhaupt keine Juden. Juden selen eine Erfhdung. ob eine gute d e r  eine 

schlechte. àariiber lasse sich streiten. jeden- eine erfolgrelche" (K 48). if 

this is a serlous statement on Amo Bronstein's part. he is as pathologieal 

as his daughter. if it is meant ironically. it is not something he should be 

saying to hls son who would not catch the irony but become confuseci about 

his own identtty. Why should he identify with a race of people his father 

dwsn't even deem worthy of existence? Until now Haas's identity has been 

that of a German and he has felt secure. Suddenly his M e r .  who has been 



in total denial about his Jewlshness beglns to act and talk Ilke a Jew. This 

is enormously threatening to Hans. 

When Hans encounters his father and his father's accompiices 

speaking Yiddish to each other in his father's bedrwm. he feels the rift 

between himself and his m e r  more than ever. and he feels betrayed. His 

fàther had never indicated to him that he lmew this language. he had never 

heard him speak it before: 'Es war unfabar. daB Vater sich in dieser 

Sprache verstandigen konnte. ich d t e  @ben. dort saBe e h  Fremder mit 

Vaters Stimme. Er hatte es bisher nicht nur vermieden, in meîner 

Gegenwart Jiddlsch ni sprechen. er hatte auch nie angedeutet. daB er dam 

imstande war" (K 22 1). 

After intense concentration Hans finds that he is able to understand 

most of what his father and his friends are saying. but when he realizes 

that they are not speaking of the event at the cottage. but of the sdering 

they have experlenced at the hands of the Nazis. he makes a decision not to 

iisten any more. That topic does not lnterest him. He does not want to 

know somethlng that might jus* his father's fflegal untertaking in hts 

eyes (K 223). He only wants to know how to stop it. 

Hans. iike his father. is not willing to change &om his position. He 

feels himself to be German not Jewlsh, and anything that threatens that 

position. must be vehemently denied: 'Auch im Bett waren die Stimmen zu 

hOren. die ungliickseiigen Stimmen. nach Vater Kwart. d a m  Rotstein. d a m  

wieder Vater. e h  Potpoumi der Leiden. Ich schiief ein. doch nicht ver- 

sehentlich: ich entschied mfch ftir die bessere M6@chkeitW (K 223). 

Because his kther has denied his Jewishness to the extent of making 

a declaration that it doesn't exist. Hans has accepted this stance and 

identifies himself as Germarr. There was a time in his childhood when Hans 



was interesteci in his father's story and had asked him to come to school 

and share it wlth hls classrnates, but his fztther denied his request (K 18). 

Like Deacon Block, he doesn't speak of the past. Whatever Hans knows of 

it. he has leamed through observation and by pfecing together things his 

aither has sald. He has come to the conclusion that his M e r  was very weil 

off at one point in his Me. just after the war. The widence lies in the 

cottage he bought and in the expensive renovations that went into it. 

Apparently his father made his money as a dealer on the black market. 

illegai& smuggiing m e s  such as steel fkom West to East (K 1 7- 1 8). 

Hans does not even know that the word 'Neuengamme1) is the name of 

the concentration camp in which his îàther had been held: -Am Nachmittag 

hatte ich zwar behauptet zu wfssen. was Neuengamme bedeutet, doch nun. 

fn der Nacht, merkte ich, daB es kaum mehr als ein Mses Wort fur mich 

war" (K 32). He has to go to an encyclopedia to find out the information 

he wants to know about the concentration camp. He does thfs furtive&, 

quickly tuming off the Ught when his father cornes in (K 32). InNthrely he 

knows that he cannot speak of these things wîth his Mer.  

When Hans asks his M e r  why they are committing the lawless act 

of capturlng a German citizen and tomiring him to extract a confession 

h m  him of warüxne atrocities his father has an explanatlon that shocks 

Hans: 

[. . .) [Dlann foîgte eine haarstraubende Erklaning: da& er und 

Gordon Kwart und Rotstein sich darln einig seien, in einem 

minderwertlgen Land zu leben. umgeben von würdelosen 

Menschen, die ein besseres nicht vercilenten. [. . .1 Wer stark 

genug sei. kenne diesem deutschen Gesindel seine Uber- 

zeugungen diktieren, ob er nun Hitler oder sonstwïe heiSe. 



Damm hatten sie beschlossen, die Sache selbst in die Hand ni 

nehmen. Wenn es ein Gericht giibe. das von ihnen merkaMt 

f i n i e .  e n  sie nie auf efne solche Idee gekommen. (K 80) 

In retrospect. Hans thinks about this conversation often. and 

wonders how exaggerated hls fàther's perceptions were. He doesn't have an 

answer for himself. acimits that he has no means of c o r n m g  hls society 

wlth another. stnce he has never been past the border of his own country. 

He also doesn't lmow mqlly people wlth whom he can talk about this and 

draw a conclusion h m  their input (K 8344). Like Thom he lacks experience 

with the outside world. even though he Uves in a city. More than that. he 

lacks what Thom has and what Deacon Block strove so hard to pmvide for 

his son-the sokidarity of a community. That solldarîty, however. became 

-1y questionable ln the Wt of the events that took place. 

There is a very signlficant scene in which it becomes clear to the 

reader that Hans 1s emriencing an identity crîsis. even as his m e r  

gradually deteriorates and loses the control he trled so rlgorousîy to 

maint-. One day Hans amives at home to 5 d  the house looklng as if two 

old men h e  In it who don't know how to take care of anything any more. 

The mess in the house is symboiic of the state of confusion in which both 

M e r  and son flnd themselves. There ts no longer any order in theit h e s  

because the father has become a stranger to himaelf and to his son. Identity 

diffusion is fflustrated by what H a n s  does duxing a desperate attempt to 

clean up the mess left in the house by both of them. When he is finished 

wîth the cl- up he is extremeîy hungry and angsr with his M e r .  hming 

in hls m m ,  he verballzes what is a key concept in the novel, that of the 

vtctim/perpetrator symbiosis: 'Wie eïn gefangener Marder Uef ich in meinem 

Zimmer herum und legte mir wüste Satze fiir Vater zurecht. Du urnechsekt 



mich mit deinern Nazi. wamm sonst gibst du mir nichts zu essen? Oder: 

Glaubst du,*ieder Jude sdte  wetûgstens einmnl Im kben unstündîg hu~tgem?~ 

(K 243). 

With these words Hans expresses his own confusion of identlty 

resulting from hls m e r ' s  unexpected and uncharacteristic actions. 1s he 

Ge- or is he Jewlsh? What does hls father think he Is? From thls 

confusion arlses a plan Ln which he takes a photo out of Heppner's brlefcase 

and puts it together with hls fàther's f d y  photos. He comments: 'Noch 

heute weiS ich nicht. ob ich eine Spur legen woiite, die meine Mitwisser- 

schaft bezeugte, d e r  ob ich einnich den Verstand verloren hatte" (K 243). 

Hans understands the feelings of hatred his M e r  and hls fkiends 

have toward the former guard; this man tries to fustify bis actions by 

ciaimlng that dinerent laws existed during the war years. However. Hans 

questions why they must act outside the current legal system: @Aber sie 

nahmen sîch ein Recht heraus. das niemandern msteht. selbst Lhnen nicht. 

Und wem er hundertmal mein Vater war: ich k o ~ t e  doch nicht fur iichtfg 

halten. daB ehemalige Opfer sich lhre ehemallgen RinQer grlfkn" (K 33). 

It ls ironlc that when he beats up the German boy Norbert at the 

swimming pool. Hans, confused by the identity crisis hls tàther has passed 

on to him, acts out the very thlng for which he condemns hls M e r .  He 1s 

enormously threatened by the Eact that Norbert thtaks that he dtd not want 

to take off hls swimmulg trunks to shower because he was cirnimdsed and 

didn't want to admit his Jewishness. Hans îs not cfrcumcised. and wishes 

he had a chance to explsin that to bis teacher and Norbert. He would rather 

they th- of him as a nase German boy who hits people on a whim than 

to feel sorry for Mm because he is Jewlsh and a Nazi v i c m  (K 6 4 9 ) .  



Later, In an argument with Lepschitz about deslgnatlng the fact that 

he is a Holocaust vlctim on hls university appïicatlon. he remembers how 

much his father hated belng treated as a victirn. and how anw he was 

about it. He considered it a humiliation, not somethlng to be proud of 

(K 52-53). 

Aîthough he fs grateful to the Lepschitzes for taking him In mer his 

father's death. he gets annoyed by the habits they have that portray 

their Jewbhness, such as the fact that Hem Lepschitz eats Matze wery 

evening. and that there is actually a store that doesn't selï oranges, beef 

or tomatoes. but û selis Matze for Hugo Lepschîtz (K 9). 

Hans 1s an@y that Martha accepts a part in a film in which she is 

portrayed as a Jewlsh victim. but doesn't have the courage to tell her so: 

YW&hrend elner Fahrt, deren Ziel es doch war, uns in Ruhe zu umarmen, 

konnte ich Martha nicht die Wahrheit mgen: daf3 ich es bitter fand. eine 

Jüdfsche Abstammung oder e h  jüdlsches Gesicht zu Getd zu machen' 

(K 2 13). 

Hls dlsapproval of her participation in the W is not the only thing 

Hans keeps fkom her. He has obvious$ leamed to repeat his fathefs habit 

of keeping thiogs to hlmseK Feeiing that the& intîmacy will be threatened. 

and not knowing how to broach the subject. he has never shared wlth her 

what is going on at the cottage between the former prison guard and his 

M e r  and hls friends. Suppressfng the story has a much more detrlmental 

effect on the reiationship than if he had shared it. He begins to îie to her 

when she notices thing8 are not as they should be and they become 

es-ed from each other (K 30-3 1). Their loving relationship. sornething 

Hans considered of utmost importance in his Me before he discovered his 



father's fflegai actMty at the cottage. and something that indlcates an 

intact identity. deteriorates unttl they bareiy toierate each other. 

Even though he left Martha in the dark about an affair that 

consumes evew aspect of hls being. he resents the fact that she goes out 

and makes a M e  for herself by beghning an acting career. He doesn't Ilke 

the influence of that outside mrld on her at aU and would W e  to keep her 

the way she was before: 'Mit rasender Geschwlndigkeit verlor sie eine 

schone Eïgenschaft nach der anderen. Sie benutzte fremde WBrter. sie warf 

mit fkemden Bhcken um sich. sie las andere Bücher. sie nahm Lidschatten 

aus dem Westen. Und von einem auf den anderen Tag tnrg sle keine Rake 

mehr. sondem auûschUef3Uch Hosen" (K 15). 

When comparbg the relatlonship each of the protagonbts has with 

the opposite sex. it becomes very clear that Hans's identity has been 

threatened to a greater extent than Thom's. dthough both struggie with 

very s-cant issues. Thom's relationshlp wlth Annamarle. Pastor Lepp's 

daughter. îs not of the same intensity as Hans's relationship with Martha 

Lepschitz. The reader is Brst lntroduced to Arinamarfe at the school picnic. 

Thom notices her among the other giris. and to hlm she seemed Merent. 

'[slhe looked at peace" (P 32). Unlike Hans and Martha. who have pm- 

gresseci to a physical relationship. the& relatlonship is stiU in its beginning 

stages. However, the reader senses that thls relationship fs an attraction 

not based on the physical but on the spirituai. It fs not the shape of her 

nose or eyes that Thom remembers. but rather the expression on her face, 

the inner qualfty of her be-: 'He dM not seem to see what she looked Uke. 

rather he saw her. and he abrupüy felt a lifetime would not be long enough 

to forget" 8 32). 



When Thom takes Annamarie home nom the picnic. it 1s she who 

suggests going to see the Wapiti Wver at nf&ht in the moonlight. For her to 

go see it on her own. as Joseph had suggested to her at one time. was more 

tban a Mennonite girl would be allowed to do. I t  was tncomprehensible to 

them both that they had never seen such a beautifhl si@t as the Wapiti 

Rhrer under the mooniight when they iived only three miles from it. A 

suggestion that the community in which they find themsehres fs restrictive. 

cornes wlth the question they ask themseives: @[W)hat else had they mfssed 

and were they mîssing at thls moment?" (P 44). 

UnUe Hans, who cannot dlscuss his problem with Martha. Thom and 

Annamarie do have a discussion about some of the things that seem 

hypocritical to them in the& community, especially the stance on pacifbm. 

The sexual attraction they have for one another is cloaked in pathetic 

fallacy by the author. as he describes '(tlthe clean cuwe of the moon 

[hanglngl naked at its helght in the north" and 'the long river [. . . I holding 

the island as in its arms" [P 48). In thfs scene. of the fîrst and on& tlme 

that they are alone with each other. there is a hint that they wlü have a 

hiture together that ta based not only on sexual love but on a covenant 

relationship: 'They looked at each other. He could not have touched her if 

he had thought of it. They, too, had to ieave and he led the way back to 

the horses and buggy, and the *ces that had met and the sound of their 

footsteps on the tmii were a covenant between them" (P 49). 

In a later scene. in which the young people are beny picking. 

Annamarie is portrayed as betng 'unconscious of her own charming 

femlnlnltÿ and of ha- 'no idea of Thom's upheaval" after they have 

another cbcussion about war involvement and the CO camps (P 95). She ls 

more self-confident than Thom. more at ease about not always agreeing 



with what the community dictates. After watchiag Thom leave for the 

wagon. she thinks: Tou've started. Thom. But you WU have to let go 

mo-much morew (P 10 1). 

The larger problems. that impact the community as a result of its 

hypocrisy, occur later and cannot be dlscussed between Thom and Anna- 

marie because Annamarie bas left the communîty to train at the Baffleford 

Hospital. Thom sees her again at the Christmas program. sitting amone the 

other young women. Probabiy due to the fàct that so much has happened in 

the community since Annamarie's absence. she seems to h i ,  'fàr away. as 

if thex was now iittle hope of his nearlng her" (P 226). Thom compares her 

to the schoolteacher Razia; to his horror. he finds himself dwelling on 

Razla's body. He had never had such thoughts about Annamarie. who was 

to him 'beautiful, but beauty which had little to do with her shapew (P 227). 

Mer ail that has happened to them and to the people in their fhdy 

and community in the past year. it Is dlfecult for both Hans and Thom to 

pick up the& h s  again. They are not the same people they were. and as a 

result. neither ts the world out there. In Hans's case thls becomes veIy clear 

when he ventures out for the ârst time. Hans has been in his rwm for 

months since his fàther's death and decides he needs to get accustomed to 

the outside world agaln before he goes shopping with Martha. who has 

asked him if she can borrow money from hlm to buy her M e r  a birthday 

present. He goes out alone first. so he will not look Uke a fool when he is 

with Martha: 'Ich Eahre mit der StraBenbahn In meine alte Gegend. ohne 

Gmnd. -ch muB ich mich daran gewOhnen. wieder mit der Stadt ni 

leben. Das letzte Jahr hindurch bin ich wie etne Katze nur u m  das eigene 

Haus herumgescbllchen" (K 141). 



Hans has ail kinds of sexual fantasies whlle on the streetcar. and 

suddenly he is overwhelmed by a sense of panic and the need to get up 

and off as soon as possible. There is here a hint of the persecution cornplex 

h m  which his hther and EUe suffer, an echo of the trains that took theu 

victims to the concentration camps: 'In was fiir eine Bahn bin ich geraten. 

es wispert und tuschelt unaufhorkh, e h  kochender Atem trint meinen 

Hals. Aber wenn ich mich urndrehe, werden sie alie wie auf Kommaado 

harmlos tun und sich benehmen wie normale Menschen" (K 1441. 

Hans feels disoriented and greatiy fnistrated. It is the same feehg he 

had when he flrst discovered his m e r  and the other men at the cottage. At 

that time the n o e  self-confident Hans began to feel threatened by such 

a smaU thing as a dog standing off at a distance looking at him: 'An der 

Bushaltestelle setzte Ich mlch 1x1s Gras und behielt einen Hund im Auge, 

der neben der Wartehalle stand und zu mir hersah. Vater war Iia meinen 

Augen immer ein besonnener Mensch gewesen. ein Lo&ikfanatlker; die ganze 

Kindheit Iiber hatte er mich mit dem Satz verfolgt. ein kühier Verstand sei 

niitzlicher als eia heiBes Herzw (K 28). 

At the end of this emotion-filled year. Hans longs for a heart of stone 

and the vanishing of ail emotlons because of the peln he has experlenced. 

The expresston "a heart of stone" is a metaphor used by the prophet Ezekiel 

in the Oid Testament. to descrlbe those people who were forced into d e .  

As Ezeklel predicts the returning of the scattered people of Israel to the& 

land. this îs what God tells him to say: '1 wül give them an undivideci heart 

and put a new spîrit in them; 1 wll l  remove from them their heart of stone 

and give them a heart of flesh" [Ezekiel 1 1.16). 

Perhaps a heart of stone was his father's defense against the tragedies 

of his own Me. Because it seemed to work for htm. he passed that advice on 



to his son when he cautioned him to act rationally. not emotionaUy. as a 

child. Howewr. this klnd of repression of emotions is not a healthy balance 

and can lead to extremes as it obviously did in Hans's father's Me and 

as ît  threatens to do in his own Me. In order for a healthy personality 

development to take @ace there needs to k a balance of logic and emotlon, 

or as the prophet Ezckie1 says 'an undfvided heart." 

Thom too is disorlented and full of questions. At the annual 

Christmas program, an ment greatly antlcipated by the whole community. 

Thom's state of mind is described by the author: 'Repelied at Block's 

dogmas that had hounded Elizabeth to death. he had erdsted flve days in 

feamil vacuum. What dlnerence did it aiî make anyway?" (P 226). As his 

world seems to faU apart. he starts to lust d e r  Razia, 'the tantaking 

@re in the tlght green dress" (P 227). He begins to comprehend that he 

has more in common with Herb Unger than he reahed. 

Whfle watching the program and hearlng one of the wisemen say 

Tes. we must fobw the Star. Wherever it leadsw (P 231). Thom applies this 

saylng to his own Ilfe. He beiieves that 'Truth must be foîlowed as a Starw 

(P 231). but then begins to wonder if Deacon Block re* has an edge on the 

buth, and does this tmth corne from the fathers? He compares the rîgidity 

of Block's position on pclfisrn wlth Hank Unger's flaunting of fibbons and 

medals across his chest and asks hlmself: 'So where was the truth that 

must be followeci? Was there on& the old Block or the yang Unger w a r  

(P 231). The wisemen seem to have found the answer to their search in the 

barn at Bethlehem, but Thom stsuggles to tlnd an answer for himself as he 

thinks about the war remitment and the possibility of finding a letter In 

his own mail box to which he would have to ghre an answer. He &O 



reaiîzes, seeing old Moosomin. that '[tlhere was more than one war to be 

h e d  in Wapiti" (P 232). 

Thom cannot believe the hypocrisy of Deacon BlocVs words at the 

end of the program: T o  be happy at the approaching feast of our Lord. 

unâisturbed by the world, that is when we understand what those words 

mean, flrst spoken at his birth' (P 233). Knowing how deeply u n h a p ~  the 

deacon reaily is, Thom wonders how he can speak like this after what has 

happened in hls famih* 

The evening culminates in chaos as violence. accompanied by the 

convulsive laughter of Razia and the broken sobs of Deacon Block. erupts 

between young men raised wlth a belief in paciflsm. Thom has participated 

in this violence and no longer understands himself or his community. 

Both Hans and Thom. deallng wîth many changes that corne about 

naturaUy due to their adolescent years, must also stnrggle with the& elders* 

unresolved connicts from the past. which bring tunnoil and confusion to 

their family. community and the& own identity. 

Coairantatioa With  the Outsiide Warld: 

The Daughtcil Etle and Eliubeth 

Hans's and Thom's identity is threatened. but there is still hope. The 

following section WU show the reaction of two young women close to them, 

members of their family and community, whose sense of identity is 

hopelessly m s e d .  Both Elle and Elizabeth are beloved daughters who 

cannot cope with how the war has af5ected them and the& âunilles. Both 

are prisoners. Elle in an institution and Elizabeth in her own home. Neither 

has a good relationship wlth their father. Elle and Elizabeth have become 



pathologid victims of violence (direc* and indirectly) and can no longer 

be a part of normal society. 

It is Elle's unpredictable behaviaur of attacklng people at random, 

hitting them and clawlng at their faces. thet forces her parents to 

institutionallze the& beloved daughter. Before the war Elle was a h a p ~  and 

contented child. Forced to entrust her to strangers for her own protection 

during the war. the parents become painfully aware of the change this 

separation has brought about in their daughter who returns to them 

irritable and distrustful of others. 

Between bouts of antisocial behaviour which sometimes doesn't 

-est itseîf for weeks, other m e s  îs repeated within a matter of hours, 

Elle is a hi@& intelligent person. This 1s evident from Hans's account of 

Martha's astonlshment at first meeting her. Expecting her mental mess to 

be much more obvious, Martha has reslsted vislting Eue. When she Anal& 

does. she cannot beiieve a person of her cahber is tnstltutionallzed (K 36). 

Eîle and Martha form a frlendship and exchange letters. The letters to 

Martha are not recordecl. but Hans too has a correspondence wlth her and 

greaüy looks forward to her letters. 

The fkst recorded Ietter written to Hans telis the reader that EUe îs 

astute and insightfùl. She has sympathy for her drknd and feiîow inmate 

Albert, but chuckles wlth Hans about Albert's advlce to tie evesything dawn 

that she dws not want to have stolen. Her shrewà juâgement of character is 

revealed in how she assesses Ham as king careless and fîighty (K 123). 

Hans has corroborated that statement for the reader eariier in the novel 

when he judges himself to be Uke that (K 87). 

Elle is in tune with nature. This is evident in her description of 

the night and its sounds. She is also mil-read. knowing what has been 



wrîtten about the famous bld. the nightingale whose song she would rather 

not listen to because it keeps her from hearing the rustling of the trees 

(K 123). 

Elizabeth. Deacon Block's oldest daughter. is very insightful and 

observant. She has assessed the situation in the communtty long before 

Thom becornes aware of it. ironically. because of her f'ather's own psejudices. 

he keeps his daughter from fulfilling the traditionai role that 1s expectad of 

her as a Mennonite woman: that of d e  and mother. Block judges Herman 

Paetkau. the man who asked for Elizabeth's hand in marrtage. as not good 

enough for his daughter because he is part Russian by birth. even though 

raised as a Mennonite. 

For years Elizabeth slaves on her father's m. fnistrated and 

unfumeci. Just like Hans in Bronstetns KLndet acts out of anger. defhnce. 

and hstratton by m g  Heppner's photo wlth those of hïs father's famLly 

photos. so Elizabeth decides to mîx her 'purew Mennonite blood wlth that of 

the Métis Louis. Ln defiance of her father's tyrannical control. With the 

utmost secrecy she chooses to have sex wlth him while he sleeps in her 

fàther's bam at nîght. She becornes pregnant, then dies while gMng blrth. 

Her baby dies also. Not only has she lost the role of wlfe and mother but 

also that of the dutifhl Mennonite daughter who obeys her father. There is 

no other choice left but to die. 

Before she dies. she urges Thom to l e m  the cornmunity: Thom-go 

away from hem! [ . . . ] for a few years. [. . .] Youa be buried here under niles 

that aren't as important as this c h a .  Go! arhile you c m !  I. . - 1  God In 

heaven! Can't you see what's happened to me?* (P 140- 14 1). She also 

strongly suggests to her brother Peter that he should leave Wapiti. Peter 

remembers Elizabeth's words at her funeral but he can't understand them. 



AU he can understand was that she has left him forever. and he can't 

imagine Me without her: 

He had never known what Me was like without her: she ftms 

there. to care for hfm, as fàr back as his memory could stretch. 

When his M e r  disciplineci hlm sharply. she would slip him a 

cookle and hold his hand until he slept. Grown up. he had not 

thought about her presence in any particular way. for she was 

SUU always there. occasionally speaklng a helpîng word. (P 152) 

Like Elizabeth and Pete. Elle and Hans are also very close. Elle's 

letters are precious to Hans because they signal her desire to communicate 

with him. to be part of hb world. even though only thmugh words written 

on paper. She confides in Hans and tells htm things that few other people 

know about her. Hans, too. feels he c m  safely talk to Elle about his father's 

problem with the former prison guard. He verbalizes this for the reader: 

' W ~ B  wuBte Sie schm von drauBen? Sie lebte auaerhalb der Zeit, in einer 

Umgebung, die nur durch Bücher, durch mich und Vater und durch das 

Radio mit der Aui3enwelt verbunden war. nur durch Worte. War bh  verrückt 

geworden, *de sie m fragen!- (K 68). Hans asks her for help because he 

knows that she is not part of that outskie arorld. and therefore a safe pefSOa 

to tdk to about his problem: '[. . . i  [Slch6n w%re es gewesen. den alles 

klârenden Hinweis von ihr zu horen. den Rat. der meine Ratlosigkeit 

beendetew (K 68). 

In spite of her inherent lntelügence. it is &O evklent from her letters 

that Elle 1s a confused person. Hans knows tus. but in his feverlsh desire 

for advlce he chooses not to think about that too much. Although Hans has 

just shared wlth Elle about the mnts at the cottage, she doesn't mention it 

in her letter. He thinks maybe the letter was wrîtten before his visit to her. 



Actually it's a letter communicating to him that she too is a vîctim and 

does not We to be one. She wrîtes: 

Im Essenraum h6re ich daB auch Andere 

bestohlen worden sind 

das fieut mich insofern 

aïs ich nun Nicht als das einzige Opfer dastehe. (P 122) 

It a h  communicates that she has a persecution cornplex. She mites 

to Hans  that the beautifhl picture he had gMn her has disappea~ed as weil. 

When Hans tlnishes rea- the letter he says: "Ich habe Elle noch nie ein 

Bild geschenktw (K 124). From this statement the reader has a hint that the 

steallng Elle wrltes about to Hans is only in her imagination. She asks 

Hans to keep this information to himself. further indication that she 

fabricated the whole thing. She men produces someone else who has been 

part of this experience. but in the letter she first calls him Albert. then 

changes it to M. 

In this letter Eîie is obviously m g  to distract Hans from continuing 

to bother theIr M e r .  She is capable of this ktnd of deviousness. that has 

been proven wlth the incident concemîng the sleeping pffls. Hans has 

oberved that Elle Ukes to play Merent roles. Besides portraylng herself as 

a vicüm she also finds the role of the dependent one useful. Hans says: 

"Nlcht m m  erstenmai kommt mir der Verdacht. daS sie mir etwas vorspielt: 

âaf3 sie von Zeit zu Zeit an der Roile einer Ull~llundigen Gefallen Bndet" 

(K 156). When samething Hans tells her is unpleasant. Elle plays the role of 

the confused one veiy welî. She says to Hans when he cornplains about his 

situation with the Lepschitzes: -Wozu enahlst du das alles? [. . .1 Ich 

vergesse ja die Halfte wieder" (K 157). The place where she is staying also 

takes on a dinerent persona for her. depending on her mood. As Hans 



observw: -Auch die Anstalt verthdert sich st&xîlg. sie ist Kurort. ICllnik, 

Wegeheim. Klapsmühle. Irrenfiaus. Je nach Stimmung und Wetteriage. Ich 

fahre in eïn Sanatorium los und komme in einer Frledhofswartehalle an, 

auch umgekehrt" (K 156). 

The nlght. so often mentioned in her tlrst letter. is a metaphor for the 

mental state in which she f'inds herself. It  is clear fiom this letter that Eile 

deiiberately chooses to stay Ln this state of confusion and embraces it so 

that she does not have to face the real world. She writes: "Aber es 1st schon 

in der Nacht. [. . .] Es ist etne Zeit die jeder einmal versuchen sollte / auch 

du' (K 123). Like Elizabeth. urglng Pete and Thom to leave the Mennonite 

community for the outside world. Elle urges Hans to leave hts world and 

join her in the only world in which she can cope. She d a s  this again when 

he vîsits her, long after their làther's death. and cornplains about not being 

able to And a roorn. She tells hlm that there is a room free on her floor 

(K 157). and that the centre of the world 1s in a smail field bordering 

the wali that marks the boundary of the institution where she resides 

(K 159-161). 

She Lnvltes Hans to join her because she knows that then he doesn't 

have to deal wlth the outslde world which she h d s  so threatening. At the 

same time she longs for that outside world. When she wrîtes about the 

rustling of the trees at nlght she wistfully asks Hans if there are trees 

outside his window or not. In her typical droU way of puttlag together words 

that are not really words. but S ~ I M  to describe her innermost state of king. 

she calls the mental institute a 'Wirrenhaus" instead of an Irrienhaus 

(K 123). 

Like EUzabeth. Elle refuses to be the duttful daughter her m e r  longs 

for. He desites communication with her and is disappointeci that she never 



wrltes to hlm when he discovers that Hans gets letters îrom her on a regular 

bis .  The communication the hther so desires to have with his oldest chüd 

is lacking because she does not tmst him the way she trusts her brother. 

ElLe has no choice about who vlsits her at the instltution. but she can 

chme  wlth whom she communicates by letter. She distances herseif Born 

her father by not wrîting to him the way she does to her brother and to 

Martha. both of whom she loves. Subconsciously she probably resents the 

Eact that her parnits left her. even thougb as an adult she understands why 

they had to do it. Perhaps she stffl feels threatened by that. and does not 

want to be hurt by her M e r  again. 

In spite of her obvious lack of affection for her father. she 

understands him better than Hans does. This is evident fiom the second 

letter Eîie -tes to Hans. This letter concerns the events at the cottage. 

and how she feels about them. Ha feehgs are the same as those of her 

father. She is not unhappy that the former concentration camp guard is 

getting what he deserves, and even hls death would not be of great 

significance (K 192). Although this event consumes ail of Hans's thoughts. 

ElXe can easw tum m m  it and change the subject to something much more 

trivial. such as her need for coffee or her desire to leam to play an 

instrument (K 193). 

In Eile's third letter she writes that she f e l s  she is Incapable of givîng 

Hans the advice he so anxiously longs for. because of her Wted contact 

with the outside world. She then proceeds to plead with hirn to leave her 

m e r  alone and to ignore the problem entirely. She cails the former prison 

guard Wuman and writes that Hans has a choice to be on the side of this 

inhuman king or on the side of their father. She is compassionate toward 

ber m e r  and excuses his behavlour: 



W e s t  du denn Nicht 

àaf3 Nicht Jeder immer nur daa tun kann 

Was Jeder fïïr richtig halt 

darum endgültlg und zum letzten Mal 

Laf3 ihn bitte la6 ihn. . . 
Dieser ftemde Unmann d e r  unser Vater 

es gibt dabei Nichts Drittes 

da kann es dir Nicht schwer hUen zu entscheiden. (K 282) 

She wams Hans that if he continues to go on the way he has ken. 

the relationship he and hts father have with each other will be in jeopardy: 

es wiW zu traurîg 

elnander so felndllch gegenilber stehen würden 

da khntet  ihr ja Nkht zuelnander geh6ren 

und das g h b e  ich einfach bum.  (K 283) 

Eue understands her fither's action better than Hans does because 

she has in common with him the& unspoken pst. that other world that 

haunts them and makes them act in an unpredictable marner. 

Their parents and the community in whlch they ltve have failed ta @ve 

both Eue and Ekabeth a secure identlty. Eue can no longer llve as a 

normal pwson in her hmUy and community but is institutionailzed for her 

unpredictable behavîour and condemned to spend the rest of her life in this 

way. Actlng out of desperation. Elizabeth loses her Me. which was of iittle 

value to her as it was. 



In contrast to Eîle and Elizabeth who are coafUsed and out of touch 

wlth their identity, there is in each of the novels a female character who is 

untouched by the problems of identity* Both Martha and Razia manifést al l  

the signs of a healthy personality: they have actively mastered the& 

environment, show a certain unity of personaiîty and have a correct 

pemeption of themsehm and the& world (Erikson 53). This will be srplored 

in the foilowing section. 

Hans assures the d e r  of Martha's maturity at the beginning of the 

navel. When he speaks about their earlîer relatlonship he says: 'Damais hat 

es mir nichts ausgemacht. daB sie anderthalb Jahre glter war ais ich und 

da8 manche sich wunderten, We eine so reife und emchsene Person sich 

mit einem Kindskopf wle mir abgeben konnte. Heute kornmt sie mir vor wle 

eine Greisin" (K 8). 

The abow quote reveals several things to the reader. I t  shows that 

before Hans's identity crisls neither he nor Martha got upset about what 

other people thought because they were secure in themselves and thelr 

relationship. He r-ed hîs own immaturlty even then, and was mare that 

others compared Lt with Martha9s rnaturity, but he wasnt bothered by it and 

neither was she. Their age difference did not matter to them. Later. when he 

begins to have problems because of his Mer's  actions. everything looks 

dismal. He gets anw when he observes other Young men king attracted to 

Martha. who calmly tells hm: 'Das muBt du dir schon gefallen lassen. bei 

einer Freundin wie mir" (K 165). 



H a m  felt so stable in his relationship with Martha that he was 

looking forward to a future with her which lncluded having children. As 

Hans states: 'Vor einem Jahr hatte ich meinen Kopf verwettet, daB wir drei 

Kinder haben würden und daB ein riesiges Glück vor uns hg. Vor einem 

Jahr habe ich gezittert, wenn ich sie nur um die Ecke kommen sahw (K 9). 

In hindsight. Martha now seems to Hans so beyond him in maturity that 

she appears ancient to him. Certainly not me someone with whom he is 

passionately In love and wlth whom he wants to further the next 

generation. 

Martha's and Hans's secure and loving relationship gradually breaks 

doam because Hans carmot share wfth Martha what has happened between 

him and his father. Hls  struggle to maintain his identity is so all- 

consumîng that he can no longer sustain a stable relationship -th 

someone of the opposite sex. Since the novel is written from Hans's 

perspective. the reader is not able to observe the situation from Martha's 

point of M m .  However. she can be Judged by her actions in the fàce of this 

whole tragic event. 

It  ls obvious from the text that Martha is very much in love with 

Hans untfl he stops codding in her. and so it can be concluded that the 

breakup of their relationship must have been difacult for Martha as weU. 

When Hans does not tell her what has happened at the cottage. she belng 

an astute person. notices there is something wrong. Out on a date wlth her. 

Hans is at the point of sharing his problem with her. but daesn't know 

where to begin. Sensitive to his mood. she asks him if something is 

depressing him. lnstead of taking the opportunity to tell her the whole 

event. he denies that an- is wrong. and changes the subject. When she 

perslsts he resorts to name calling and says to her: 'Mach nur so weiter 



[. . -1  [mlit deinen jiidischen Spitzfindigkeiten" (K 169- 170). She waîks away 

Born him at this insult, but has the grace to return to hlm. Martha has an 

open and forglvlng spirit. not easily daunted. in spite of Hans's rudeness, 

due to Ns own insecurîty. 

Aheady before their breakup. Martha understands Hans's identity 

problem, his acute anxiety and fear of anything that would brand him as a 

Jew. and his resulting denial of anything Jewish. When he expresses his 

anger at Martha's wWngness to take part in a fîlm production about the 

Holocaust in which she plays the mle of a victim. she says to him: 

Ich weiB seit langem. daB man über ein bestlmmtes Thema mit 

dir nicht reden k m  [. .1. Kaum fhgt  ein Wort mit Jot an. 

bricht dir der Schweif3 aus. Die wirklichen Opfer wollen an- 

dauernd Gedenktage feiem und Mahnwachen aufsteiien. und 

du wlllst. daB geschwiegen wird. Du bildest dir vielieicht eîn. 

das w&e das Gegenteil. aber ich sage dtr: es handelt sich um 

dieselbe Befangenheit. (K 25 1) 

The above quote shows that Martha has an inordinate amount of 

wisdom and insight for one so Young. Words îîke these are not spoken 

Wtly or thoughtlessly by her, she on@ says them after an exorbitant 

amount of îmmature behaviour by Hans (K 250-251 1. 

Martha has been helpfui to Hans right from the beginnlng of the 

catastrophe. even though he dM not contlde in her. It was she who felt pity 

for him after his Mer's funeral and persuaded her parents to take him in. 

According to Hans that was the cause of the end of the& relationship: 

'Bestimmt hatte sie die ksten Absichten. auch wenn heute alles ver1oren 

ist" (K 8). 



Martha does not show agitation or fnistration about the breakup of 

their relationship but seems to take it in stride. This îs esrident in a scene at 

the begianing of the novel in which Hans bas just been challengecl by 

Martha's father about their relationship. Martha cornes in and rescues 

Hans h m  the embarrassing situation. He, feeling nasty because he dœsn't 

know how to respond, t e b  Martha Ln front of her parents that they have 

just been speaking about her and that he has told them he no longer f e l s  

attracted to her. Wlthout getting upset or making a scene. Martha iightly 

remarks that the parents have probabiy noticed it wlthout his exphnation. 

When the mother presses her point, asking how it could have happened, the 

two simpiy look at each other for a h g  time. with a iingering smiïe. This 

prompts Hans to share with the reader that he and Martha stLU feel a 

certain amount of afféction for each other and wlll never be enemies (K 13). 

This is largely due to the mature way in which Martha has handled the 

whole situation. 

At ümes Ham. in his befuddled state of mind. makes no sense. When 

Martha, after the embarrassing situation between Hans and her parents 

graciously invites him to have a glass of wine with them. his nonsensicai 

response does not evoke mockery or anger in her. Instead, she simply asks 

hlm to repeat what he said, and when he replies in the same manner, she 

nods her head as if she understands and leaves the room (K 15). 

Martha is wise enough to reallze that she needs to have a change. and 

is not aftaid of something new. She embraces the opportunlty to try an 

acting career instead of pumulog her Gennanlstik studies. H a m  sees this as 

a catastrophe and detests the change it brtngs about in her. UnWse Martha 

who does not lament the inevitable, but goes on with her Me. he thinks if 

they stiîî had the cottage to go to. this would not have happened (K 15). For 



Martha change ls not threatening. for Hans it is something to be avoided at 

ail costs. When he discovers. by reading Martha's script. that she WU have 

to have her hair shaved off for her part in the Ahn. he is horrifled. Martha. 

however, casually accepts this fact. even thou# she wasn't aware of it when 

she agreeà to the part (K 11 1). 

When Martha tells Hans how much money she 1s going to eani by 

acceptlng the role in the movle script, Hans replies that he didn't h m  she 

was so greedy for money. To this unwarranted attack on her character, 

Martha does not react in a defensive manner. She simply says: 'Dam wird 

es Zeit. daB du mlch kemenlernst" (K 112). 

Besides beginning a new career, Martha also decldes to pursue a new 

relationship. This shows that unïike Hans. who cannot b-g htmseif to do 

anything of the sort (K 10). she has the strength and the maturlty to move 

on with her Me. She does not involve her parents. wîth whom she Lives. in 

her dedsion-making process. but is very independent (K 89). 

Like Martha, Razla, the Canadian schooi teacher in Peace S h d  

Destmy Many Is not afnrid to try something new and dinnent. She wanted 

ta have a city school; instead. she dnds herself 'two hundrcd miles h m  

nowhere [. . . 1 [iln the bush. as quiet as a midnight grave" (P 120). Findiog 

herself in a situation that is totally foreign to her. and knowing nothing 

about Mennonites. she panlcks siightly but does not aUow herself to be 

~ e î m e d .  

Razia is fully in control of her students. calling them to order 

authoritativeiy when they want to stay and play ball after school. She 

reminds them that they are to go directly home, that they are not to sneak 

out the bail and bat again, but return them to the cupboarà immediately. 

She knows and identifies Jackie. a potentlal troublemakr and speaks 



confidentlaïiy to him. placing hcr hand on hig shoulder (P 120). She laoks 

foramrd to teaching 'these poor bush-buried kids [ . . . 1 about the worIdW and 

ls confident that she can conqua her Ioneliness by reading and Ustening to 

the radlo (P 120). 

Despite her self-assurance and self-confldence. Razla senses that she 

w u  have few resources to cope *#th the oddness of the community." She 

cornes to this conclusion after king picked up ty Deacon Block upon her 

arrivai and aîter meeting him and hl8 tired-looking d e  on a Sunday 

afternoon visit. Obsenrliig the behaviour of the Mennonite children. who are 

easily quelied into submission by their older slbiings. confirms her 

impression (P 121). However, she does not ailow herself to be intimidated, 

resolving to start a community dance herself if necessary. 

Like Martha, Razia is selficonfident in relating to the opposite sex. 

She has already assessed the head deacon as 'grlmly handsome wlth 

splendid steel-hke hair." and even guessed his age (P 120). She is a bit 

disappointeci in Peter Junior, but soon has him showing her how to make a 

fîre in the wood ston and riggJng up her aerial for the radio (P 121-123). At 

hL suggestion that she should have boarded out lnstead of IMng in the 

teacherage. she is quick to assert her independence: '1 want to live as I want 

to. Not bother other peoplehave friends vîsit me when they wlsb-you 

know-w (P 123). She is a shrewü judge of character and finds Pete =me- 

what iacktng in self-confidence compared to his father. She aiso finds it 

dtsturbing that she eannot read his emotions or feelings about her. 

although she notices tumediate@ when he blushes (P 123). 

Razia's interest in men is obvlous by her reaction when she flrst sees 

Thom at Ehzabeth's fimeral. She is interested in Me, not in death, and so 

she dœs not notice the homemade cofnn. but rather the handsome pall 



bearer. She doesnr think about the dead body in the CO-. Instead she 

wonders about the handsome Uve body inside the out-dated clothes (P 150). 

She does not understand a word that is belng said at the funeral. but 

instead of being fnistrated she fina ways of entertaintng herseIf. 

When Thom cornes to Razla to get help with hls math. she compares 

him with the other men who have corne to her and finds them wanting. His 

shirt flts better on Ns shoulders than does Pete's and he is clean and polite 

compared to Herb Unger. She has respect for someone We Thom who tries 

to teach cudren impossible theological concepts. but she despises a man 

U e  Herb who has only hateful things to say about his own Mennonite 

community. Thom's presence causes Razia to recall Herb's M t  and how she 

challengecl Herb about his identlty, asking why he was so hateful toward 

Mennonites when he himself was one of them. With her logical mind she 

gave him a solution to hls problem: Why don't you get out then. if you hate 

everyone so much. 1 woulh't stay" (P 172). At his resulting fit of rage. she 

told him in no uncertain terms to leave. He was not about to leave. The 

ensuing battle. which she won by pitting her wits against his physical 

strength. was terrliytng. but it did not inttmldate her nor dld it keep her 

M m  lettlng other men visit her (P 173- 174). 

With Thom, Razia dlscusses the prlnciple of nonresistance. and she 

is surprlsed at hls full and deUed exphnation. after the lame one she 

recelved h m  Pete. When Thom leaves. she is fnistrated and somewhat 

disappointeci that she could not entlce him to be attracted to her. She is 

not used to t u s  bind of treatment from men. However, her frustration is 

momentary. She amuses herself by flnâing signlticant places to show him in 

a book she Is curreatty reading, The Sun Also Wses. and cheers herself up by 

Ustening to a lively fax-trot on the radio. Like Martha in Bronsteins Klndet. 



she does not waste tlme fietting over what cannot be changed but ws on 

with her Me. 

Razia îs proud of the way she has trained the children for the Christ- 

mas program and it 1s no mean accomplishment. She intuitively knows what 

the community wants: 'If they [bel  religion. she [ c m ]  dlsh It up" (P 228). This 

is similar to Martha in Btonsteins Kinder who is not bothered by acceptlng 

the part of a Jewfsh vicüm in the f î h .  Lîke Razla, she can separate her real 

self from the character she pretends to be in order to eam some money. 

Long after theu breakup. Martha cornes to Hans and asks him to lend 

her some money to buy her M e r  a MrChday present. This situation has the 

potential to be embarrassing. especlally since Martha e x c i t e  shared with 

Hans about how much money she was going to make wlth her movle 

contract and Hans accused her of being greedy. For Ham. who has never 

lent anyone money. tt is -ein Augenblfck groSer Petnlichkett" (K 117-1 18). 

but Martha, the borrower, is not embarrassed. She teils him how much 

money she needs. the length of tlme it WU take to pay him back, and after a 

moment of reflection. increases the amount of money sîightly. After 

confessing that she does not know what to give her father. she agrees to 

Hans's suggestion to shop for a present together. AU this is accomplîshed 

Martha wlth self-assurance and grace. 

When the agreed upon date for the shopping expeditlon arrives, 

Martha tells Hans that she will not have time to go on this day. She is 

genuinely sorry. and says so wlth feeling in her voice. Hans resorts to 

sarcasm. to which Martha does not reply. except to look at him wlth raised 

eyebrows. The reader gets the tmpression that she does not use this 

appointment as a weapon to get even with hlm. as Hans seems to imply. It 



really is for her a tîme Issue. For him. with hls raw nenres, it is another 

blow to his ego (K 141). 

When Martha cannot go with him. Hans decides to go downtown 

anyhow. just to get accustomed to lt. By chance. whiie on the streetcar 

looldng out the wïndow, he sees Martha with her new boyfriend. Through 

Ham's reflection whlte observing the two of them. the reader leanis a few 

things about Martha. Hans gives credft to Martha that she has never 

brought ber new bayniend to the house. This shows that she is sensitive to 

Hans's feelings and does not want to embarrass him. 

Hans also reminces about his Mer's  relationship to Martha. His 

father was always cool and reserved toward her. something Hans couldn't 

understand. Martha in turn. newr mentioned his attitude toward her. but 

she also never did anything to try to win his Mection. This puzzles Hans. 

who recognizes that if Martha tries to win someone over she is usually 

successful. Martha, seif-confident as she was. did not feel the need to try to 

împress Hans's M e r .  She respecteci his feelings and genuinely liked him as 

is evldent by Hans's remark: 'Bel Vaters Beerdigung war sie die e-e, die 

schluchzte, da niitzte es nichts mehr" (K 146). 

When Hans gets off the street car he decides to walk toward Martha 

and her boyfilend, and greets Martha by name. Instead of the expected look 

of embarrassrnent or of speechless shock. Martha reacts quite nahindly. 

asking him what on earth he is doing downtown (K 148). She has no need 

to play games with their relationship the way Hans does. 

Martha is an afkctionate person and is not embarrassed to show her 

affection. When Ham visits her at home before theIr breakup they are in her 

room where Martha is trylng to finish an assignment for her studies. She 

works with concentration. but is not fnistrated at intenuptions. She 



hanâies them with humour and aplomb Several times her mother cornes in. 

ostensibly with legttimate questions or news. but is really doing her duty as 

a Jewish mother to make sure they are behaving themseives. Martha 

decides. in a mischievous moment to give her something to worry about, 

pulls down the bedcwers and flattens the plilows. rendering her mother 

speechless the next time she comes in. Martha dœs not even let the news of 

Walter Ulbricht's death break her concentration. When Hans finaily decides 

to leave in fmstration. she stops studyine. pulls him on her lap and 

caresses him. Hans lmows that she kisses him out of love, not because she 

wants to justiiy her actions. When ber mother again intempts. Martha WU 

not kt  Hans get off her lap. but. much to his embarrassrnent brazedy lets 

her mother see them in a compromlsing position. With this she lets her 

mother know that she is old enough to be left alone, and independent 

enough to make her own decisions (K 248-253). 

This independence ls also obvlous when she sneaks Hans into the 

house one night. after he has an encounter with his dninken father and 

becames dnink himseif, then goes to see her at her fllm site late at night. 

He spends the night in her bed. sleeping off his drunkenness. then sneaks 

out of the house in the morning. Martha ts not M d  to take rlsks like this 

(K 277-280). It is not somethlng h a  parents would apprwe of. but obvlously 

she knows they would not do anythtng drastic if she was caught. if they did. 

she would be able to haadle it. 

Razia ïs an independent risk taker as well. To l e m  the Christmas 

program before it was ofEicial?y over for a romp in the hay wlth Hank. whom 

she met before she came into the Mennonite communlty. ts a daring act. 

When Pete discovers them and doesn't know how to respond. she taunts 

him by saying: Tou should have asked hp what to do" (P 235). Pete's total 



dependence on his father's authorîty banles her as much as she is puzzkd 

by the quiet acquiescence of the younger chilchen at school to their peers. It 

is con- to her self-reliant nature. When the men become violent and 

start punchfng each other the incongniity of the& act with the paciflst 

teachlng of the& coimnunity strikes her and she breaks into loud. mocking 

laughter. It îs at this point that she realizes she herself is in a corn- 

promising position as the school tacher in the community, and her brazen 

self-assurance begins to faïter as her convulsive iaughter changes to sobs 

and she lems the scene (P 236). 

Unlike Razia at the end of the novel. Martha  never falters in her 

actions. neither does she lose her self-assurance. When Hans goes to see 

her during the lunch h o u  at the scene where the movie îs king fiîmed. she 

embraces him in public in a long embrace, which even he finds a bit 

peculiar (K 197). Hans is not useci to displaylng his emotlons at home with 

his fatber. never mind in pubile. Aiways the optimist. she manages to shake 

hls dark mood by pointing to a cloudless sky and the beautiful weather, 

hinUng that it is symbolic of their reiationship. and that they WU have a 

good tîme after she tinlshes the filming (K 197-198). She has planned a 

great surprise for both of them, an outing in her uncle's boat. She proves to 

be a sklllful sailor, even though she has never operateci a motor boat before. 

Her cool head and self-confidence heip her in every situation. and she 

actually performs a miracle by putting the e w r  morose Hans in a good 

mood. not an easy accompîishment (K 2 1 7). 

In a domestic scene at the home of her parents. long after the& 

breakup, Martha and Hans are cutting up green beans. Hans has never done 

this before and tries to do it faster by cutting ten bans at a m e .  but 

reallzes Marfha's way is better. In the midst of givîng hlm advlce about 



cutting beans. she asks him about his acceptance at universlty. and 

he ad& to her that he Is looking for another place to live. Aiways 

magnanimous she promises to help him in hls search (K 208-209). 

With Martha's help Hans does flnd a new place to Uve. one wlth a 

balcony, just Use he had envisioned. Martha goes with him to see it. and to 

his astonishment she entwines her arm in his. She does it wry casually. he 

however Bnds it very slgnificant and berates himself for always attaching 

such importance to everything (K 292). 

Hans's personal observations during his yearlong stay with the 

Lepschitzes give the reader an inside gUmpse into Martha's home. She is a 

much-loved only child of Jewlsh parents who provlde her with a stable 

environment. They are compassionate people who take the grîeving Hans 

into their home and do everything to make him com#ortable, Concemed 

about their daughter's future. they would ïike nothing better than to have 

her and Hans continue theIr relationship. fiowever. they do not force their 

Meas on her and she is aîioweà to pursue her own interests. In contrast. 

nothlng is revealed to the reader of the famity background of the beautlful 

Razia, but her independent spirit as an outsider in the Mennonite 

conmiunity would lead one ta assume that she recetved much afftrmation 

as a chiid. 

I t  is obvious fiom the above that Martha and Razia are two characters 

with a heaithy self-esteem. Both of them have made mature decisions about 

their vocation and are comfortab1e with theîr relationship to the oppite  

sex. In contrast to the other characters that have been examined who are 

either stniggllng with the& self-identity or have gWen up in despair. Martha 

and Razia show an independent splrlt and are not afraid of change. but rise 

to the challenge when something new cornes their way. 



IdenUty formation, although it begins at home. is dependent not only 

on the interaction the individual has with other members of the family, but 

also on the way the individuai Iriteracts wlth and relates to members of the 

community. The amount of interest and aninnation by the community phys 

an important part in the indhrldual's attitude toward society. How this 

takes place in the Wes of the protagonlsts Hans and Thom is examined 

below . 
There are people in the communities in which Thom and Hans flnd 

themseks who are able to give mature and strong guidance to them. 

accepting them for who they are In theIr struggle toward the process of self- 

identification. Others contribute on& in a negattve way. 

The community is especialiy significant for H a m  whose mother died 

when he was just a baby. leavhg him vuberable to community influence at 

an early age. However. the sense of community and responsibfflty t o m  

others was rnininisil in Hans's environment as an infant. The babysitter 

hirrd by his îàther was not reliable because she drank. and often parked the 

baby bug@ at the local pub Instead of goiag for a walk in the park. When he 

b d  her. Arno Bronstein took over the m e  of the baby himself', asking an 

old woman in the neighbourhood to help out when necessary. Hans 

remembers the woman well. and if her name 'Halblang" slgnîfies anything. 

she didn't amount to much. She also had one eye mbsing. and a set of false 

teeth, the absence of which frlghtened Hans one momîng to such an extent 

that he remembers it stilî (K 86). He slept on a couch wîth two chairs 

pushed in front of it so that he w d d  not f a  off. This was not exactly a 



child-MencUy environment. Most of the time. once he could entertain 

himseif, Hans was accountable to no one. something he enjoyed during his 

chilàhood (K 87) but regretted during his adolescence (K 85-86). He blames 

his lack of focus and concentration on these eariy chilàhood circumstances 

(K 87). 

Thom in Peace Shall Desttoy Many has grown up in a much more 

secure environment than Hans. in a lovlng family that 1s intact. However. 

he fînds his father to be weak and indecisive, even about such minor 

incidents as t e h g  Herb Unger to keep hls fence repaired (P 67). In contrast, 

he sees a role mode1 for hlmseif In Deacon Block. the self-appointeci leader 

of his community whom both he and his m e r  admire and respect greatly: 

For Wiens, as for his third son, there was one rock in the 

whirlpool of the Canadian world. They were both thinking of 

hirn at the same Ume. Deacon Peter Block. Where men the 

mkldle-aged Pastor Lepp was at a loss, the Deacon held the 

church community solid& on the path of their fathers. He 

seemeù to understand how the newness of Canada must be 

appraached. (P 2 1) 

I t  isn't until he sees the results of Deacon Block's rîgidtty that he 

begins to comprehend where the strength in the community really lies. 

U m e  Hans, he îs fortunate to have a mother whose mle in the commurilty 

is of greater importance than BlocVs, even though this îs not acknowledged 

pubiicly. She is a whe midtlpife who. by her vocation. is aware of the fa- 

secrets in the community that no one else is supposed to know. From her 

Thom receives the self-confidence necessary to ask meaningfhl questions 

about Me. In the ncnnl this happens in a mernorable scene while she is 

baklng buns in the kitchen. Thom grabs the buns and eats them as they 



corne pipîng hot h m  the stwe, sometblng he was often told not to do as a 

child. He goes into an elaborate explanation of why they are best eaten that 

way, and he and his mother are 'quiet in contentment" (P 2 13). 

It is this serene nurturlng atmosphere. this quiet acceptance of him 

as an adult, even Ln such a .  insigntûcant thing as when and how to eat a 

bun, that gives Thom the courage to ask his mother some very s-cant 

questions. He asks her about the real meaning of Christian lwe: Vhy must 

we in Wapiti love only Mennonites?" Her answers are not authoritativeiy or 

flippant@ given: -She was silcnt for a long time, knowing he knew the 

a n m  perhaps better than she, her hands nylng from pan to floured table. 

forming the buns. row on row, doubkd wlth a dimple in the top" (P 2 15). 

Thom's mother recognizes in him an adult who must be treated as 

one, whose demand for anmers must be met, and who can be trusteà wlth 

the knowledge of the community she alone possesses. She reminds him 

that in spite of everything that happeneci to Elizabeth she lwed and forgave 

her M e r  before she dieci, and that he must do Ilkewlse. She is consistently 

af&mtng the youth of the community. In an -lier scene. while bluebery 

picking, Herb Unger acts very immaturely, and in bidding farewell to Mrs. 

Wiens and Mrs. Lepp says 'Hope m y  visiUn' doesn't sour your fimit." Mrs. 

Wiens reacts with gentle laughter: 

'Now why should it do that?" She pitied him with ai l  her 

mother's heart, this embittered man who was iike an evil genius 

to her chlldren. a man unloved and battering his better nature 

against the waii of what he knew he should do. Somewhere, 

almg the line of hls Me, some Christian had possibly made a 

fnistake. Or perhaps many. (P 100- 101) 



It is through her mature fâïth in a 1 0 - g  and fo-g God. genuineiy k d  

and practised. that Thom's mother combats the evil In her communfty. 

Like his mother, Thom has until now felt secure and at peace in 

his religious environment. The war and the subsequent events in the 

community have left him. me his Mbhcal namesake, a 'doubting Thomas." 

At the end of the novel, while driving home h m  the Christmas program in 

the nimily cutter. he has Ume to reflect. He wonders how much of what he 

had earlier thought so important to the community was really valid, in the 

nice of 'conscienceless violence or one man's misguided interpretation of 

tradition" which had brought nothing but chaos (P 237). 

The recollectlon of the Christmas program. in which the Métls boy, 

Jackle Labret, had the part of the wiseman who leads the way to the 

manger. helps Thom gain some perspective on the situation. He reakes 

that it is not the outside world. tom by two wars. that conbnts him and 

begs for resolution; it ls hîs own inner two faces. It suddenly dawns on him 

that force. suppression. and avoidance are not the answer to the world's 

problems but rather proacttve love. Only th& ts the way toward reai peace, 

'Gd's peacea (P 237-238). This Insigbt has corne to him h m  that other 

community. the Mttis, who have ken ignored and avoided by his own 

communîty. and indirecüy hom Razla who gives Jackie an important part in 

the CMstmas program. 

There has been a nilse peace to which the community adheres when 

they quiet& agree to do everythfng Deacon Block wants. Joseph's letters are 

a vehicle through which the author of Peace Shaü Des- Mary can q t i e s s  

the real peace which is transformed lnto positive action. such as Joseph 

exhibits by joining the Medical Corps. Joseph exphinsi this in a letter to 

Thom: 'Peace is not a thing statïc and unchangtng: rather a mïghty inner 



river (nad I s a i a h  48: 18) that carries aU outward circumstances before it as 

if they were driftWood. This wes the peace Christ bmughta (P 162). 

Even as Thom's most important lessons about genuine lwe  and peace 

are leamed h m  the weakest memben in bis communlty. the Mtt i s  

childrea, so Hans is most îovhig and tolerant when he is with his sister Eue 

In the mental institution. She tells him that he belongs there and that it is 

the centre of the world. Even though Hans is too intelligent to take this 

Uterally. he takes Elle seriously and refuses to mock her. He also &es 

that indirect& he owes his own existence to Elle's confusion. His  parents 

would not have had another chiid if Eïie had remaineci normal (K 159- 16 1). 

Hans looks forwzud to Elle's letters as much as Thom anticipates 

Joseph's letters. Even though she doesn't agree wlth him about how to 

handle the situation with their Edther, Eïle remlnds him at the end of one of 

her letters that it was she who gave him hls name (K 284). This is 

signiticant because It really has nothing to do with the rest of the letter. 

except perhaps to reassure him that because she nameû him he is very 

important to her. and she is not dismissing his problem Ughtty even when 

she doesn't agree wlth him. Hans is a very Gennan name, it may have ken 

given to him by Elle to keep hlm safe, to make sure that he would be like 

everyone else in the world around him, not Hke she who sunemi because of 

her Jewlsh background and her confused state of mind. It is a sign of her 

love for him and a willingness to stand by him no matter what his declsion. 

At Hans's father's hineral, it is the Lepschitzes rather than his 

father's friends who invite him for dinner and who help him mwe his 

things, sharlng their own already cmwded accomodatîons with him. Hugo 

Lepschitz has men up one of his vacation days to do this (K 89). The 

Lepschitzes are not reîigious. but they adhere to some of the traditions of 



the Jewish faim and fa* traditions are important to them. While 

shopping for a birthday prrsent for Hugo Lepschitz. Hans recaîls how they 

celebrated his 19th W d a y :  

Zu meinern eigenen Geburtstag îm letzten Oktober wurde eine 

Torte aaetragen. in der neunzehn tropfende Kenen steckten. 

Von Lepschitz bekam ich Rasieneug. das war mir peinllch, doch 

niitzlich war es auch. denn I k r  den Flaum. der um mein Kinn 

wuchs, machte M a r t h a  schon Witze. Rahel schenkte mir ein 

Handtuch und einen Waschlappen. auf die sie das wort Hcrns 

gestickt hatte. Sie nehmen Geburtstage ungewohnllch ernst. 

zudem bln ich der wohlhabendste in ihrer Famille. (K 227) 

With this birthday celebration the Lepschitz f b d y  acknowledges 

Hans's adulthood by presenting him with a shavei. They also recognize him 

as an individual wlth an identlty by gMng hlm something wlth his name on 

it. Although Ham chafes under their roof. mocking the& staid habits and 

small rltuaîs, they have prdded for him a stabfflty that aras lacking in his 

M e  wlth his m e r .  especiaUy in the last year. In a very domestic scene in 

wuch Hans hem Rahel hang up the laundry in the attic. he admîts that he 

wlll miss them when he leaves, especiaiiy Rahel: 'Nichts wlrd mlr davon 

abhalten, sie hin und wieder ni besuchen. w e ~  Ich in eine andere Gegend 

wohne, a m  meisten wlrd mlr Rahel fehlen. Wir hmgen das letzte Laken auf 

und stehen uns gegenüber, mit Bîicken. als lasse sich das gmBe Ungîiick 

doch noch abwenden' (K 11 5). In this scene Hans acknowledges by the 

sympathetic looks he exchanges with Rahel. that he too feels it is tragic 

that he and Martha are no longer a couple. and perhaps there ïs a chance to 

do something about it SU 



In spite of the despair experleencd by both protagonists as they search 

for meaning in Me and strlve to establish their own identity. there are hints 

that they are maring toward wholeness and integrity. This Is more evldent 

with Thom than it is with Hans.  Thom comes to this reallzatîon at the 

CMstmas program when he thinks about Elizabeth and her M e r .  He 

begîns to understand Deacon Block. even though he doesn't agree with his 

actions: 

Abniptly Thom could not avoid the conviction that EUzabeth 

had faltered; his compulsion against Block could not forever 

hide the fhct that. despite her father's rlgidfty. she still had to 

consent pets0naUy to that act. If she was not really responsible. 

then Block was not either. because then he also had ken .  

helplessiy. moulded by his training. FoUowing that back. you 

m e d  at Adam: What then? You blame God. And you go 

through Me doing what you do because you can do no e h .  No. 

There was no need to follow your body wlth its every impulse. or 

acclaim yourself a murderer before your feiiow men and 

brandish ribbns and medals U e  scalp-locks stning across your 

chest. So where was the truth that must k foiiowed? (P 231) 

Hans too, duilng his year of refîection comes to a kind of under- 

standing and sympathy for hts fàther. He remembers his Mer's anger that 

he had discussed the anair at the cottage with Elle and he feels remorsehi1 

at his relentless houndfng of his father: 'Tausendmal habe ich mir in- 

zwfschen Vorwiiife gemacht. ich hatte nur mein Gekranktsein im Kopf 

gehabt und nicht begriffen. âaf3 ich nur eine Randfigur war. Tausendmal 

habe ich mich gefragt. aus welchem Gand ich Vater für einen Herkules 

Mt. dem jede Anstrengung mgemutet -en komtew (K 245). 



There is a communications encounter toward the end of the novel 

that is a very positive and happy arperlence for Hans. a hint that things will 

eventuaiïy get better. He goes on a search for Heppner's residence. an 

indication that he wants to make a closure to his year of torture. and is 

m g  to face someone who inadvertently caused a lot of amdety and grief 

in his Me. On his search he cornes upon a deaf-mute couple. He. who 

panicked when he heard his father and friends speaking Yiddish. 

communicates with these people very weil. even though he dws not know 

sign laaguage. The Merence is that. in spite of their handicap. in spite of 

king in a world of their own because they cannot hear or speak. they are 

happy self-confident people who ingeniously know how to solve their 

pmblems (the doorbeii is actually a Ught switch that bUnks on and off when 

presseâ). They are better communicators than all the other characters in the 

novel who are able to hear and speak. What is more. they love to chat and 

M t .  They are able to tell Hans that Heppner no longer resides in East 

Germany but has gone over the wall and never retumed. This is good news 

for Hans. because he is finally able to break away from that unhappy 

symbiosis that caused him so much grief: 'Es ist mir nie gelungen. ihn von 

Herzen zu hassen, ich wollte immer nur gründiich von ihm getrennt sein. 

Das ist ja nun erreicht, er vor der Mauer. ich dahiater" (K 261). This scene 

provides a closure to the traumatic year. and hints at a new be&lnning. 

Although Peace Shdl Destroy Many ends wîth wlnter. Thom's young 

brother Hal says at the end of the book that the world is round and things 

must die in winter. but they are rebom in sprîng. the season that foliows 

winter. This is a syrnbol of hop. a sign that growth and maMty will o m i r  

£rom alî that has happened to the protagonist within the confines of one 

Y==* 



It becomes clear Born this chapter wlth its focus on threatened 

identity that the two authors. Becker and Wiebe. have themsehs wrestled 

with the pmblem of -enteci identity. Both write from the perspective of 

their culture of origrn but in thelr everyday world they fhd themselves in 

the context of a différent culture with which they have identified since 

they left home to go to school (Ge- and Engiish Canadian). Themsehm 

second-generation survïvors of peoples who have experienced oppression and 

persecution, these two authors write about what happens to victims of 

violence who suppress the& expexknces. 

Both of the role models or làther figures of the two protagonists have 

a secret to guard, the disclosure of which causes them p t  anxiety. The 

need to contrd their environment. usîng violence if necessaxy, impacts the 

cornmunity and those who look up to them as role models. The& fear of 

losing control has certain ramifications for themseives as weii as their 

oftkpring. As they struggie to regain contml. they either succumb to despair* 

gtve in to confirsion. or repeat past violence. 

The two protagonists Hans  and Thom are both secure in the& 

identities untiï the cirmmstances in whîch they fhd themsehres cause them 

to question everything they believe about themsehtes, the& d e  modeis. and 

the& communities. The& secure identities gradually disintegrate as they 

stniggle to corne to terms with their own insecwities. 

I t  becomes evident that the protagonîsts c m  begh to form a positive 

identlty oniy by questionîng some of the basic princlples held to be sacred 

truths by the persoa in control and by searchiag for their own answers to 



the questions of M e  ramer than giving in to despair, confiision. or violence. 

This requires a great deal of effort and struggie and the difaculties becorne 

There is a character in each of the novels who does not survive a 

threatened identîty. Both Elle's and Elizabeth's psyche has been grave& 

înJured and they can no longer live as normal human beings. Their hinction 

in the nwels is to wam the protagonists of the danger to the& own 

Ldentities and urge them to leam before it is too hte. Elle beckons Hans to 

lave  the normal world and join her in the institution. and Elizabeth pleads 

with both Rte and Thom to leave the closed community. 

Each of the novels also has a character whose identity is intact. 

Martha. the young Jewish woman. serves as a contrast to H a m .  She is 

always pokeâ and mature. very sensitive and intuitive. When frustrated or 

annoyed. she reacts -th a sense of humour and dignity. acceptîng others 

because she accepts herseK. 

Razîa. the non-Mennonite school teacher. serves as a contrast to her 

peers in Deacon Block's Mennonite communlty. They ail suffer h m  a lack 

of self-confidence due to their parents' fragmented identity and the& 

authorltarhn upbringing. Razla's almost blatant self'-confidence at all tlmes 

teceives a lmock at the end of the nsvel, but she is a sunrivor. 

Finally, the contribution of the commuriity in the ltws of cach of the 

protag01315ts ts very slgnifîcant. Although r m M n g  some SiflRrmntion in th& 

own circles, both Hans and Thom need to go outside thW community for 

healtng to begin. Each fîncb help by learning fkom another culture that is 

considered to be minor: Hans is helped by a de&-mute couple who 

illustrates what communion and community k all about: Thom takes on 

Joseph's work wîth the Métis children to gain a new perspective. 



Aber was verbindet mich mit meinen beleidigten, 
gequaten. deportierten. vergasten und erschossenen 
Vorfahren. von denen ich nicht einmal ein Bild habe? 
[. . .] Fremd, wahrkîch fremd sind mir meine eignen 
Wuneln; schon meine Mutter hat sie abgeschnitten [. . .]. 
Nichts als eine phantastische. praatlve Erinnening 
bleibt mir. ein stumm tickendes kulturhistorisches 
Gedachtnis. welches vorerst wohl eher in der Bmst als im 
Kopf sitzt. E s  ist das Zerrissene. das In den Boden 
Gestampfte. das mich mit meinen Vorfahren verbindet 
[ . . .]. Uns alie verbindet das Sterben. (Schindel. GoSt 
schiitz 29) 

The burden of remembrance is part of the Jewish and Mennonite 

heritage. part of trying to piece together an identity that has been shattered 

ôy persecution and its aftermath. Those who suppress their story because of 

the hoxror that occumd leave a burden with the next generation. 

Hand in hand with the stnrggle for remembrance is a desperate search 

for home in the midst of uprootedness and a desire for some sort of 

resistance to the Molence and horror that has been done. In both Barbara 

Honigmann's nwel and Sarah Klassen's poetry these themes are present. 

The protagunists/speakers search their mernories. they look for a home 

away nom home. and with their words they attempt to form a kind of 

resistance to the evll that has been done to them and to the group with 

whtch they identify. 



Thls chapter. focusing on the works of two authors, one of Jewlsh and 

one of Mennonite background. concentrates on how traumatic events of the 

past have shaped the sense of identlty of these two writers and how this is 

fevealed in the& writlng (which has been interpreted as autobiographical to 

a large extent) and is part of their collective unconscious. 

The idea of a collective unconscious cornes h m  Jungs revision of 

the Freudian mode1 of the person and refers to a deeper level of 

unconsciousness shared by members of every race. It includes patterns of 

human thought called archetypes which have developed through the 

centuries and enable people to react to situations in ways simllar to theif 

ancestors (Pollock 1591. Jung defbed an archetype as 'the instinct's 

perception of itseif" and demonstrateci how the coiiectlve unconscious could 

be investigated ernpiricaiÈy in the dreams of modem men and women (Ponce 

36-37). Jung states that 'the goal of psychological. as of biological 

dwelopment is ~e~feailzatton, or individuation" (qtd. in Ponce 93). He goes 

on to say that 'because indMduation is an heroic and often traglc task, the 

most dtfBcuIt of ali. it invohres suffhhg, a -ion of the ego: the ordinary. 

empMcal man we once wtre Is burdened wlth the fate of losing himself in a 

greater dimension and king robbed of his fancied fiedom of wili. He 

suffers. so to speak. fiom the violence done to him" (qtd. in Ponce 94). 

Barbara Honigmann's novel Eine Lfebe aus nlchts. portrays a 

protagonist's desperate search. as a postwar Gennan Jewish writer and 

artist. to cope with a fragmenteci Me. due in part to the second generation 

trauma of the Holocaust. Honigmann is one of several German Jewish 



women writers who do not retum to family or home. but search their 

mernories. Karen Remmler says they 'practice a genealogy that foliows 

iàmjly lines as webs. woven across the branches of dead tamily trees that no 

longer bear fruit but whose roots remain alive in the stories told by distant 

relatives* ( 190). 

Honigmann's novel obvlously contains what Guy Stern calls 

'pastiches of fîctionallzed biography" (329). The themes of her nwel are 

expressed in a poem she wrote about her parents* dlsrupted iives. flrst 

displayed in her 1992 exhibit 'Selbstportrat einer Jüdin.^ and then 

pubiished in her latest work. the autobiographical Damals. dann und 

druuuih. The poem reaàs as follows: 

Die Routen des E x h  

Überhhrten bei stüxmischer See 

Versunkene Stadte 

Die Treue der Gefahrten 

Die Untreue der GeWen 

Das rettende Land 

Dfe Insel des Überlebens 

Eine fremde Sprache 

Wien vor dem Krieg 

Berlin vor dem Krieg 

Paris bls mr Okkupation 

London/Bomben auf London 

der Blitz, (D 12) 

Like her flrst-person narrator. Honigmmn desired to know more 

about her pst. Stories told by relatives were scarce, because Holocaust 

experiences had left the survivors drained and empty. unable to deal with 



the guilt they felt because they had survtved and their lwed ones had been 

lcilled. This îs pain too deep to brlng to the surface. too horrible to speak 

about. Honigmann's ptagonist in Eine Liebe uus ndchts writes: 

Meine Eltem k o ~ t e n  sogar sagen. daB Sie noch Glück gehabt 

hatten. aber sie muBten fïir den Rest ihres Lebens mit den 

Bildern und Berichten derer leben. die kein Glück gehabt 

hatten, und das mu0 eine schwere Last gewesen sein. so 

schwer. da6 sie W e r  so taten, ais hatten sîe damit gar nichts 

ni hin gehabt und als hatte niemand jemals ni lhnen gehort. 

der in elnem Getto vemckt d e r  In Auschwitz vergast worden 

bt. (L 34) 

Like her narrator in Etne Lie&e aus nichts. Honigmann was spared the 

horrors of the Holocaust but lives in the shadow of the concentration 

camps. She was bom in 1949 in East Berlin. a place to which her parents 

moved In 1947 after their exile in England. Here she studied drama 

and became a dramaturgist, producer and arüst. Her search for identity 

c u b l ~ t e d  in her effort to leam the Hebrew language and identify with 

Judaism. However. the strained relationship between Jew and German. 

this -negattve symbiosis." as Dan Mner c d s  I t  in his article 'Negative 

Symbiose-.Deutsche und Juden nach Auschwitz" (245). provcd to be too 

pmblematic for her. She had to remove herseIf Born this tension in order to 

make it the material for her creative work. 

Honigmann left East Germany for the West. and then moved to 

Strasbourg. France in 1984. 'einen Ort auSerhalb. aber dennoch in der 

Nahe Deutschlands" (qtd. in Braun 3). She wanted to be in a cornmunity 

that reflected her own Jewîsh heritage, but not too Ear fkom the land where 

her language was spoken. Here she still iîves wlth her husband and two 



children. Of her wanderings, and her search for her mots she says: 'Hier bin 

ich gelandet vom drelfachen Todesspmng ohne Netz: vom Osten in den 

Westen. von Deutschland nach Frankreich und aus der Assimiiatioa mitten 

in das Thora-Judentum hinein" (qtd. in Wieser 185). She cannot really 

point to a physical place on the map and c d  it her home. 

In Damals. dann und danclch. Honigmann wrltes: 'Das Geheimnis der 

ErlBsung heiBt Erlnnening" (D 101). In this sentence two components of 

the themes important to her Me are combined for Honigmann: that of her 

existence as a writer and that of h a  identity as a Jew. To be a writer means 

to avail puself of the past. In her case. as in the case of so many of the 

Jews whose parents and grandparents had assimilated to Gennan culture 

and society. this proved an almost insurmountable task. Her novel Ebie 

Ltebe aus ntchts expresses thls in a very melanchoîy. &rical style. 

Honigmann's novel is not divided into chapters. but rather into 

untitled vignettes: short, descriptive literary sketches that are very lyrlcal. 

each vignette almost U e  a poem written in blank verse. The flrst of these 

vignettes is very important to the novel because here the reader has a 

detailed gllmpse into the fhther's character. It is written in retrospect. after 

the death of the protagonist's Eather. 

Besldes gîving the reader an insight into the father's character. this 

flrst section ais0 touches on the main themes that WU k brought out in 

the novel later. One of these themes is fear. An irratio11ail fear of death 

possesses Honigmann's narrator. to the point of panic. The word Angst is 

mentioned three times in one paragraph of this introductory section. She 

wants to see her father once more to d e  closm because she arrhred after 

he had died. and can hardly believe that his body is in the corn.  At the 

same time she is afkaid to see him dead. just iike she was afraid to see him 



ffl. She reabes that she put off coming to see him, that she could have at 

ieast inquired about the possibiuty. but again it was fear that kept her fkom 

doing so-fear IllfXed with revenge for the way he had negiected her dl of his 

Me. 

Meaningiessness and hopelessness of Me are two more themes 

explored in Honlgmann's novel. and introduced at the outset. She looks 

through her father's thlngs. hoping to Bnd somethlng to take with her. a 

memory that wlll sustain and comfort her. Instead. she fhds only clothes 

strewn about. looking as empty and lost as his dead body now was: 

[. . . I  auch alî dle anderen Gegenstande. die ni seinem Leben 

gehort hatten und eine Erinnening daran tnigen. erschienen 

mir nur wie abgefallene Stiicke. die ihren Halt verloren und nun 

keiaen Sinn mehr hatten; eine Weiïe werden sie noch hin und 

her geschoben. in die Hand genommen und d m  doch wieder 

weggelegt. (L 9) 

She tinds two personal items that she decldes to keep. One is a srnail. 

red. leather-bound Engbh calendar used as a notebook by her father, and 

the other is a Russian wrlst watch which he ahRays wore. Both of these 

items are signifîcant ôecause they tell the reader at the beginning that her 

Eather emigrated to England. and that he had important co~ectîons to the 

Soviet Union. Like her father's Me. the watch has stopped and there isn't 

any way she can wind it to make it work again. She takes it to Paris and 

has it Bxed. but the pwson who repairs it makes disparaging remarks about 

Russian clocks. At thb point the author also touches on another important 

theme in her novel. that of a sense of disorientation and homelessness 

aperlenced by the protaganlst. When the watch repaltman asks her if she is 

from Russia. she denies it. When he continues to probe her orîgin, she 



avoids his question: 'Und d m  hat er mich gefragt. ob ich von dort k a e .  

und ich habe geantwortet. nein. nein. aber woher denn. daher kame ich 

Wcht" (L 10). 

Sarah Klassen echoes mernories of sorrow and suffering in her poetry. 

deftly interareaving the Russian / German / Mennonite past with her 

Canadian present. A native of Winnipeg. Manitoba. she was boni there 

in 1932, the second child in her famy.. Klassen's parents left the& home 

in Russia in 1926, mer the RevoIution, and were marrieci in Manitou, 

Manitoba, in 1930. Klassen began school near Petersfield. in Manitoba's 

Interlake area. where her parents had begun farming. E3y the time she 

started high school. the family had returned to Winnipeg. After high school 

she entered teacher's coîîege and kgan teaching elementary school. While 

teaching she finished her university degree at the University of Winnipeg. 

majoring in English Literature. She subsequently taught high school, 

mainly Engiish Literature. holding positions both in Brandon and in 

Winnipeg. 

Kiassen began writing in 1980 and pubîished her first collection of 

poetry. Joumey to Yalta. Ln 1988. I t  was awarded the Gerald Lampert 

Memodal Award that year. In 1990 she retired from teaching in order to 

have more time to write; she pubbhed Violence and Mercy in 1991 and 

BOtdenuatch in 1993. Vfdence und Mercy was nominateci for the Pat Lowther 

Memorlal Award. and for the McNaUy Robinson Manitoba Book of the Year 

Award. Bardmatch was written after her return &om Lithuania, where she 

spent the summers of 1991, 1992, and 1993 at an institute designeci to help 

teachers of English and other professionals as weli as students upgrade 

the& Engiish. From 1995 to 1997 she taught English literature at Lithuania 

Christian College in Klalpeda. Lithuania. She credits these experfences and 



her mother's stories about Russia as king influentid on her writing. 

Klassen restdes in Winnipeg. Manitoba. 

Klassen's parente both grew up in Barvenkovo and went to school 

together there. Their fathers and another Mennonite man jointly owned 

a farm machine factory which they lost at the time of the revolution. 

Her grandmother had tuberculosis and after the factory was lost. her 

grandfather decided to take his wife to Yaita for treatment-a risky business 

&iven the troubled times and dfsrupted r d  system. Upon their return. they 

didn't risk stayîng in Barvenkovo but moved to Wassiryetfka. where her 

grandmother's sister. a wldow with four children. owneà a Earm. Klassen's 

grandEather helped the widow with the fàm work. and when hîs wlfe dieci. 

he married the widow. Klassen's mother. a teenager at the time these events 

occurred. had great difficulty accepting them. Four more children were born 

and in 1926 the blended family came to Manitou. Manitoba. 

Just as Honîgma~ records events in the poem about her parents' 

turbulent iives. Klassen also wrîtes about what her relatives experienced. 

The poan Storm" captures the& persecuted past. The setting is a Manitoba 

biizzard. and while the narrator is shovelling snow. she is suddenly 

transportecl back into the violent world her relatives experienced. She tries 

to set the record stralght and control the story, but is unable to do so. She 

thinhs back as fàr as Germany and finds them 'stuck in the Russian zone.' 

She shovels fhriousiy untii her 'arms are stin fkom lifting / the tlrst heavy 

snown but is unable ta help them: 

1 can no longer c011troI 

their $tory, I can't revise 

the cold clacking of north-bound trains 

barbed wire fences 



marking the stark bits 

of the minri's endurance. 

When the wind fiaaUy dies 

and the sky breaks open 

whiteness Mots out the world. 

Dazzled by the pure sllence 

I can m e &  see 

the blurred outline of hounds 

and grîm guards marching 

with guns cocked 

on the empty drïveway. (J 34) 

Her Brst volume of poeûy, Joumey to Yalta. is dedlcated to her mother 

who first toid her about Yalta, as Klassen indicates in the dedication. The 

book is divided Lnto three sections. the Brst of which 1s c d e d  'Journey to 

Yalta." In this section the pet delves Irito the pst. but weaves back and 

forth fiom the present to the past. sometïmes in one poem. In the second 

section. caüed 'Minor Oracles." the author journeys much farther into the 

past as she paints vivid character sketches of Old Testament prophets. 

patriarchs. one lone woman (Pharaoh's daughter) and Herod of the New 

Testament. and tries to adapt the& words to M e  as she Uves it today in her 

modem world. The third section. called 'Neighbourhood Watch," ls soli- 

anchored in the modem world and deals with problems faced by the author 

in her dally suburhan existence. 

Violence and Mercy. Klassen's second volume of poetry. is divided into 

five parts. The Brst, calleci 'Doîng Tlme." focuses on her Canadian h@h 

school students to whom she teaches Engkish. In the second part. 



'Outpatients in October." a group of poems take her back mostly to her 

Manitoba interme childhood. containmg references to her mother's pst 

in Russia. Other poems In this same section deal with her mother in the 

present. who is undergoing cataract surgery. 'Wind and Shadow" Is a 

section in which the author relates impressions of her trzrvels in China. 'In 

such circumstances." the fourth part of this volume. attempts to corne to 

tenns wlth suffering. in these poems I(lassen mwes Born the present to the 

past and back to the present. A numkr of poems refer to bibiical events and 

characters. in the fîfth groupîng, 'Wingspan." Klassen explores the mind of 

Leonasdo da Vinci. 

Khssen has written her thM volume of poetry. Bontematch. 'for the 

women of Lithuania and for my motherw (dedication). I t  is divided into three 

sections. the Brst of which. 'Betwetn siience and breath." captures her 

arprlence in Lithuania, with a speclal emphasis on borders. These borders 

are not just visible structures but also reptesent invisible boundarles, such 

as prejudict. fear. and conformity. which often are more restrictive than the 

physical borders set up by totaîitarlan regimes. The iiterai borders are 

metaphors for these invisible borders that need to k confionteci reguiariy Ln 

order for tme freedom to be obtained. This group of poems takes up more 

than half of the book. 'Between heaven and earth." the second section. 

captures the author's moods dumg dinwent Canadian seasons in the 

present. with only the last poem 'Impressions" belng a flashback to her 

childhood. in the third section. ' S U  breathing," Kîassen explores the trials 

of old age. especlally that of her mother in a seniors' home. 

I(Lassen's speaker k n m  more about her relatives than Honigmann's 

does. She speaks of her great grandtather, her grandparents and their 

experieaces. her mother and herseîf. The pictute she paints of th& extendai 



fa- can be seen as symboiically representing the tragic Russian- 

Mennonite story and its bitter aftermath. just as Honigmann's novel 

represents that of the survivors of the Holocaust. 

Honigmann's story Is that of a father and daughter. Much of 

Klassen's poetry de- wlth the relattonship between a mother and her 

daughter. in which the mother copes with many of the same fkagmented 

feeiings as Honigmam*s protagonist. 

The mother of Khssen's persona Ls meen when with her famiy she 

leaves her home in Barvenkovo. Ukraine. They have ken fiiding in the c e k  

for ten days and upon emerging on Easter Sunday dlscover that the tulip 

and yelîow Irises are bloonirng in the midst of the destruction of their home. 

On the day when they should be celebratlng the Resurrectîon. they must 

corne to te- wlth death and min. dehberately carried out by anarchists 

(J 5). They go by cattle car to Yalta so that her mother can be treated for a 

lung ailment. ?n Yalta they find more evidence of war. even though it was 

caref'uiiy camouflageci (J 7). There the flfteen-year-old is totaily absorbed 

with caring for her mother who is dyliig. She knows about and identifies 

wîth the fifteen-year-old Russian princess who Ues 'covwed wlth iast year's 

leaves in a forMdden forest" (J 10). She Mes desperately to remember her 

home in Barvenlcow), but the image graduaUy Mes.  AU the years of her Me 

this obsession with Bamnkwo never leaves her. In the poem 'Collecter" 

the narrator speaks of how her motha keeps evwyUng, because 

[sme t e b  me she's had to abandon too much 

in Russia. Scent of apricot blossoms 

in A m .  the green si& dress her mother made 

shade of a twisted oak. mu@-branched. footed 



beside rivers. Friends 

and the graves of sîsters. (J 40) 

KIassen conveys to the reader that the pst encroaches on the 

present. that even when you try to rid yourself of It, it haunts you and 

creeps up on you. because it ts a part of who you are and a part of the 

environment in which you live. I t  affects what you do and how you act. even 

wilen you tIy to ignore! it. 

In 'ïnterlake chiidhocxi r the speaker is caught up in the past against 

her will. and feels a captive of her mother's morbid preoccupation wlth it. 

She rememkrs her mother usliig cutlery to recreate the village of 

Barvenkovo on the oilcloth table. She is a Canaàian child and warits to 

break î3ee h m  what she considers to be a past that has nothing to do with 

her. Woven between the mernories of her mother are the poet's own 

expxiences, t h e  of a child p W r n g  up in Canada. She is suddenly back in 

a Merent past. a historical rather than a personal pst. She has trieci to 

get away h m  her mother's past onîy to be confbnted by another history. 

that of 'ancient footprints." of m o r s  gripping bent bows / and poisaned 

m w s  in th& brown hancisa (J 28). This is the chilà's imagination, worklag 

on what she has leamed at school about her Canadan p s t .  I t  ls also 

the writer's imagination. comparing and contrasting two very dlnerent 

histories. both of which become a part of the chiM. a part of what WU fom 

a new identity. She is a Canadian child. whose roots go back into her 

mother's history in the old country as weii as into the history of another 

people in the new country. 

The 'perfect strawberriesa ripening at her feet are both 'Wd and 

sweet.' This npresents the fuhire of a càild who embraces what has 

happened in the pst. It is where the p e t  Wds herseif at the present m e .  



with mernories both painfiil and enjoyable of a long ago day in h a  

chlldhood. As an adult. thiniting back. she recails every detail. It has 

become important to her. somethlng prccious for her to retain. a part of her 

identity. Her mother instinctively knew that this was so. As the author 

writes: 'She's doing this for me" (V 8). 

Trains are a signifimt metaphor for the joumey h m  the present 

into the past and vlca versa. They take their passengers etther from the 

familiar to the unfamillar. movlng them ever farther fkom what they have 

corne to know and love, or fiom the unknown back to the known. The 

poems 'November, 19 18" and T'min, 1929" describe pensive refiections the 

speaker's mother has while on trains. In the first poem the grandmother 

has gone through her cure at Yaita. and her young daughter dreams of going 

home to Barvlenkovo for Christmas. Howwer, the looming grey battleships. 

fain* seen through the fog. ominousiy threaten any thoughts of home. 

Death îmagery Is present in the leafless beech trees which are Wrened to 

'spidery skeletons." contrasting them to the 'summer sweetness of 

mulbeniesw in Barvenkovo that are now just a memory (J 12). 

in the second train poem, the mother feels as if they are 'boxed in me 

cattle." forced to make a change no one wishes to make. She wants this 

terrifying journey to k over, wishes she could get out and help push, get 

past this uncoIllfortab1e part of Me. The slow pace of the train takes her 

back in memory to the slow pace of time when the famiy strolled in the 

orchard. played lawn croquet and had a cup of tea before bed. This leisurely 

way of Me is contrasted -th the homr of bandits attacking their home and 

niinlng everything. Findlng a new home in Canada. she finds solace only in 

old photographs that portray the peaceful We before the revolution. This Is 

her entertainment on long winter evenings when the train has almost 



disappearrd. when the memory of th& forced journey has begun to fade 

(J 27). 

The p e t  -tes about retunilng to the places of which her mother has 

spoken, trying to fînd heahg in the waters of her motber's homeland. 

RepeUed by 'the mallgnant t o m s  of Chemobyl* which %urge into the 

Dnieper River where [ber] grandfathers swam." she knows that these 

poisons wlll dissohre into the Black Sea and plainthrely asks: 'Now where 

can  we go for healing'?" (J 13). 

H o n i g m a ~ ' ~  narrator is equaliy unsuccessful in findùlg heahg as 

she searches for the places where her relatives useci to Me. The pst haunts 

her constantly and so when she leaves B e r h  to go to Paris. she fîrst makes 

a Mp to Frankfurt and Wiesbaden where her father is at the time. and 

where all her relatives used to Uve before the war. For Honigmann as for 

Kîassen. the train serves as a metaphor signifylng a change which b h g s  

with it trauma and heartache. She takes the train for th& trip. but her 

m e r  is not there ta meet her at the traîn station. She tries ta reconstruct 

places and names for herself: 'Hatte mein Vater RhelnstraBe oder Stein- 

straBe oder WelnstraBe gesagt, als er von seinem Geburtshaus sprach? 

Den Namen des Sanatoriums hatte ich auch vergessen. So Uef ich ganz 

orientierungslus in den Villenvierteh von Wiesbaden h e m "  IL 66). The bus 

&ver. who mentions Romans. Celts, Germanics. and Franks. does not 

mentlon her fombears. and she cannot find their names at the cemetery. 

Her fnistraton at her inability to reconstruct the pst Is summed up in one 

sentence: 'Ich habe nlchts finden kOnnen. keine Erinnemng. kein Zeichen, 

keln Andenken. keine Spurw (L 69). 



The train as metaphor for change îs again evident when Honigmann's 

protagonist arrives In Paris by train. She compares the train station to a 

new nsidence with bare walls in which change is anticipated: 

Ich habe mlch in dem Bahnhof, der sehr heu und sehr gr06 ist, 

umgesehen wle in einer neuen Wohnung, die man zum 

erstenmal betritt; man sieht die kahlen W W e  an und h g t  

sich, was einen hier =hl erwartet und was man alles erleben 

wlrd. und ïst &ngsUch und neugîerig mgleich und auch stolz, 

da6 man slch in das Abenteuer gestiint hat und daS es nun 

kein Zurllck mehr gibt. (L 12) 

When she leaves the Mn station. she is totally disorlented and 

cannot even fînd the entrance to the street because of the construction 

going on everywhere. Fiaally arriving at the street. she doesn't know 

where she ïs going: 'Eine Heine Venweiflung hatte mich schon gepackt, 

eine Kopfïoslgkelt jedenf-wohin, wo entlang?. (L 13). Like Klassen's 

relatives, who have had to stay for months in the basement and have 

becorne strangers to the outside world. she too Uves in a basement suite, 

and watches people's feet go by. When she ventures out herself. she feels 

Ilke she doesn't lmow who she Is or where she belongs: 'Eine Einwanderin. 

eine Auswanderln, eîne Spazlerg&ngerlnn (L 20). She tries desperately to 

identify wlth people. joining strangers on sidewaîk cahs and trying to 

experience the warmth of peuple's homes by looking into the& windows and 

going into the& entrantes. People look at her strangely and she becomes 

aware of her bizarre actions. but can't help herself. She Is in desperate 

search for belonglng, for a home away from home. 



K3assea summarlaes this f&bg  of king an d e  in a poem she 

c& 'Summn stories: d e . "  Her mother's stories are stories of longing for 

home: 

Protagonlsts are priests, or your own 

fhther and mother. They have just one motive: 

home. They dream, curled around the cold 

heart's mortal wound, 

of fàbuious blue labes, Wt-fkcked 

fomsts, the Baltic Sea's white sand. 

[ . . . . * . * . . * . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1  

We are d e s .  The next episode 

unfolding. its eventual telling 

unlraown evw to you. (B 32) 

As they search their mernories, death is never Ear fmm the thoughts of 

the wrlters or the& protagonist/speaker. Death Is a part of memory. Since 

the dead can no longer tell of their explences and the sxwivors can rely 

only on what is remembmd. death sharpms memory. or causes the suryivor 

to fms  on memory. Michal Bodemann. in his essay 'Reconstmction of 

Hlstory." mites that '[wlhen we speak of cornmernoration of hlstorical 

events and of historical memosy, we are obvfously not merely concemed 

wïth individual acts of nmembering but with acts of collective remem- 

brame'' (181). He points out that both the Ge- verb 'gedenken" as well 

as the Engbh word 'memoxy" have a common etymolo~y wlth the meanîng 

not only of 'recording' but aïs0 of 'mownîng' and 'martyr.' and thus attest 



to the "firndamental social nature of remernbrance." This associates these 

words with death and personal sacmce and surrounds them wlth an aura 

of sanctity (181). 

The connectîon to the ancestors thugh death is very evident in both 

Honigmann's and Klassen's work. It  is instrumental in defining the& 

identlty and that of the group to which they belong. In a poem entitled 

"Origin~~ Klassen wrltes: 

[. . . I  Mennonites 

[. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . -1  

having corne a long way 

iike to return 

in herds iike lemmings 

to places of death. (J 3) 

Death imagery dominates the work of Honigmann and aU three 

volumes of KIassen's poetry are drenched with it. ka th  acts as a fia;mework 

to both Honigmam's story. which begins and ends wlth her mer ' s  death 

(L 1 - 10; 94- 106). and to Klassen's Joumey to Ydta. in which the first and 

last poems speak of death (J 2.85). 

The fàther of Honigmam's protagonist does not l e m  a WUI, only a 

few Unes about where he wishes to be buried. His daughter is very surprlsed 

that his dying wish is to be buried in a Jewish cemetesy in Weimar. 

according to orthoâox Jewish specifications. It surprises her because her 

m e r  has never had any ties to Judaism; he didn't even have a Hebrew 

name. There is a kind of homecoming indicated here, an ever so slight si@ 

of hop  in the mldst of all the heaviness. It is downplayed. howwer, by the 

fact that the Jewish cantor does not know the protagoaist's fàther. has 

never seen hlm. and continually ~ptonou11ces his name. 



Der Kantor [ . . . 1 der meinen Vater gar nieht gekannt und nie 

gesehen hat. fiigte deshalb an den entsprechenden Stellen des 

hebralschen Singsangs einfach den deutschen Namen und 

lacherlichenweise auch noch den Doktortitel eh, und er hat 

keine der endlosen Wiederholungen ausgelassen und nicht 

aufgeh6rt. mit seinmi se-hen Akzent immer von neuem 

den Namen meines Vaters zu entsteilen. (L 7) 

The protagonbt maices it quite obvious that her father's identity 

has n m r  really been Ued to Judalsm in his lifetlnne and it 1s therefore 

awkward to claim it in death. His Germanism always intnides. making 

his Jewish identity less than authentic. She herself feels estrangeci and 

repuised by the cantor. This Ls indicated by her negative description, using 

derogatory phrases such as 'hebmscher Singsang. " 'endlose Wieder- 

holungen." 'sefardlscher Akzent." 

Inside the death framework is Honigmam's story of her narrator's 

desperate search to belong. At the end of the noml she retums to the scene 

of her father's death. to the Russian dock and the Engiish notebook. She 

reveals to the reader what her làther has written in his dlary. There are only 

eight entries. very brief and unemotional. which is odd since he was 

a journalist. The last dtary entxy connects him to his daughter who. 

throughout the novel. Wes to corne to terms wîth who she is and how she 

can ktter relate to her fàther. but fâiîs to do so. He writes: %ehe traurig 

nach Hause. weiS so ganz genau nicht. wo ich bfn. Ein Mchen so wie der 

Itallener eben im Zirkus. der eigenUch aus RuBhnd kommt. Genau so e h  

Italiener wie ichm (L 99). Like hls daughter, hls identlty îs mentec i .  

Again. however. the slight sign of hope ties the end to the begiming. 

Just me her hther. who has a suppressed desire to get back to his Jewlsh 



mots. and does so at his death, the daughter has a desire to get back to her 

roots. She kgins by connecting wlth her m e r  In contînuing the ch ry  in 

which he wrote. Again. We the pet Heine who could not be a romantic but 

continually ironized his own writing. she too cannot l em the reader with 

the impression that ai l  Is now weii; she points out that the calendar is in 

fact outdateci. suggestîng that Me has reaUy passed both of them by (L 100). 

The four diasy entries she -tes are quite different from those of 

her father. In them she speaks longingly of the few good mernories of her 

chiiâhood. of the grief she experiences because she can no longer relate to 

her hther now that he is dead. of her retum to her residence in BerUn. and 

of her effort to reconnect wlth old frlends there. She speaks to one of them 

and realizes thîs person didn't even lmow that she had left to five eisewhere 

some time ago. This picks up again the theme of meaningiess relationships. 

At the end of the novel. Honigmann's narrator goes back to Paris in a 

sleeping coach, with the curtains drawn because she cannot bear to fâce the 

world (106). The tmh imagery retums at the end of the book. s i g n w g  a 

change in her Me that is cause for unhappiness. She has been taken 

somewhere she does not wish to go. Her hther's death closes another daor 

to her search for idmtity. The closed curtains in the sleeping coach tell the 

reader that the protagonîst is shutting herself out of a world that has 

caused her more grief than she can bear to face. 

Although the novel has her father's death as a fkamework and cornes 

to the conclusion that Me is devoid of meaning. it descriôes the Mliant 

efforts of the pmtagonist to be Me atIlrming. She does thls first by leaving 

Berlin and going to Paris. When she leaves Berlin. she throws away ail the 

dead flowers she kept. symbolidy ridciing herseif of death to begin a new 

Me (L 41). She wants to escape fkom this Uvhg death. this existence in a 



vacuum. She compares her home in Berh to a 'Blumenfrieùhof.," in -ch 

she is not alhn and neeâs to strip off this patnful identity and siip into a 

nem sk;in (L 48). 

Both the director of her unsuccessfirl drama and Alfrried. the Genrian 

writer and drama director wïth whorn the narrator has an intimate 

relationship. have told her that there is no new Me. only the dream of a 

new Me. an fflusion (L 60. 75). This seems to be confhned on her arrivai in 

Paris. Because of all the constmction going on, she cannot Bnd the street 

when she leaves the train station. but faces a giant hole. She encounters it 

again and agaln before she BnaUy 8nds her way to the street. 

The ensuing feeIlng of panic. and the sense of disorientation she 

experiences as a result. indicates to the reader that this hole is symbolic of 

a mass grave and the train that brought her there symboîizes the trains 

that brought the victims of the Holocaust to the concentration camps. It 

also serves to foreshadow her father's death. This picture of living death is 

m e r  developed by the fact that the protagonlst Uves klow the ground 

and is terrîfied of the city. She becomes a captive in her own room, a 

prisoner of her grotesque hnaghation. in bed completely SU, trylng to 

imagine what it Ls U e  to be her dead nither. until everything in her body 

aches (L 871. This, tao. is a pictun of the Holocaust victims hiding tn the& 

rooms, âued witn terror. 

Klassen's first poem in Jowney to Yalta. 'Small Deaths.' speaks of 

the natural deaths of the babies of the namator's grandparents and how 

these deaths afEected them. The narrator relies on photographs and on the 

stories told to her to convey this to ber readers. Like Honigmann's 

protagonist. the grandmother Ln Klassen's poem feels guiît and remorse. 



anxiously examïnîng herself to see if these deaths could perhaps k her 

fmlt : 

Grandmother. grieving 

searcheci all conceWable corners 

of her sou1 

for midence of unexianiined sin. (J 2) 

The grandfather. like the Eather of Honigmann's pmtagoalst, seems to 

have no feelings at ak 

[Hie stares straight p s t  me 

the omniscient eye of God who is mercifiil. 

Who ls just. (J 2) 

H i s  identity is intact. because he does not question what he has leamed 

about Goci's justice and mercy h m  the gmup to which he belongs. His faith 

makes him fearless. His H e .  too. accepts the teaching of the gmup and 

lodsa for reîigious answers to her questions about why this happened. She 

blames herseif, thinking there Is some evii in her of which she is not a-. 

This too reflects what she has leamed in her community. There has to be a 

reason why things happen as they do. if nothlng eise. it must be a punish- 

ment h m  Goci for personal Wure. 

The last poem in Joumey to Yalta. entitled 'Encounter." is a scene 

h m  the natural world in which a hawk drops fmm the sky and swoope up a 

squiml. Klassen describes what she calls 'a necessafy death": 

1 am left. The only witness 

to this necessary death. I WU test@ 

it was no accident 

there was ample justification 



and same negCi8"ce 

on the part of the squirrel. (J 85) 

This b w s  her poem in line with the quote by Virginia Stem Owens b e a t h  

the poem's title: 'AU dying does somebody good." The conclusion of the 

poem @es this quote an ironic twist. as the speaker appkies what she has 

leamed fkom tbis incident ta her owim Me: 

[. . .]Iwlllsay 

it happened under this briiiiant sky 

on this mountaïn which 1 continue to climb 

carefuUy. poised 

îistening for the noise of wlngs. (J 85) 

Klassen's narrator Is more controiled than Honlgma~*s protagonist, 

the panic more carefhliy monitored. She rationabes that death is a 

necessity and 'does somebody good." but when It cornes to her own personal 

Me. the narrator wlll not be negligent Use the sq-1 swoopeà up by the 

hawk. There has been too much death in her family and in her historical 

past for ber not to watch for it. not to k constantly mindhil of it. 

Wlthïn the frarnework of the poem about dead babies in Russia and 

that about the modem day hapless death of a squirrel, the poetic voice 

recounts mernories her mother has in which death plays a pmmlnent part. 

This is due to atrocities the mother witnessed or heard about as a young 

girl during the Russian Revolutlon. The poem 'Easter (Barvenkovo. 1918)' 

tells of hiding in wet cellars and retuming at Easter: -The wet smell of 

death welcomes them homem (5). "Yalta: 1916 recounts the aftermath of 

war as 'aristocrats. ofacers and other gentlemen" are 'dismembered (. . .1 

their UTES declareci abomination / the& Legs and arms dlscarded / iri the 



Bhck Sea" (J 7). In the poem MAugust. 1918" her mother turns fifkeen, wlth 

the spectre of death never far fmm her mlad: 

That summer in Yalta you tum 

fifteen. knowing the beautifid queen 

and her virgîn daughters ïie 

covered with iast year's lems (J 10) 

Not only does she see death ali around her caused by war and 

revo1ution. she a h  has to corne to te- with a personal death. that of her 

mother's slow death h m  tuberculosis: 

[Ybu flnd your mother 

spitting blooà again. Shrouded in r d -  

flecked sheets she slowly appmaches 

sainthd. Shaping a grave smile 

you phce white bread 

into the outstretched hand 

she offers you. (J 10) 

Intersperseci with these mernories of her mother are modem day 

events the author has experienced. One poem speaks of a car accident in 

whlch a small daughter and her mother are killed. The speaker trles to 

understand the reason for this senseless, accidental death: 

Ifü Lsnr God 

who did tt, then 

who is W (J 36) 

This modem death is a reminder to the speaker of the deaths of her 

ancestors. She r e m s  to the memoxy related in the fîrst poem about the 

deaths of s d  babies. Her ancestors too experienced the BnaUty of death. 



Mernories of the& grieving give her a sense of contlnuity and community. a 

COM~!C~~!~IN?SS to a group. an identity that has been shapeâ thmugh coping 

with calamities in Me together: 

When we're able to thlnk again 

of singhg 

we'U begin not -th our iips 

but with mernories 

of Our grandmothers 

grîeving beside smaii cofIlns 

headsbowed 

every~ne &@go (J 371 

Both wrîters speak of searching for names on the gravestones of their 

ancestors. When H o v ' s  pmtagonist takes the trip to Frankfhrt before 

going to Paris, she hopes that it wili be a sort of home-coming because that 

is the city her hther d e d  home, the home also of many of her relatives of 

whom her fkther spoke wlth great prlde. She also expects to see her m e r  

who is there at the tlme, and perhaps attend her own theatre production 

wlth him. This ail tums out to be a great cUsappoiDtment because her hther 

has left the city by the time she gets there, h a  theatre production is a 

failure, and she has to try to find her own way around the ci@. In 

desperaticm she takes a tourist bus, on& to be disappointeci again. The bus 

drlver does not speak of her fombears. the Jeats. although he mentions the 

Romans. the Celts, the Teutons. and the Franks. She cannot ewn identifjr 

the names of her ancestors on the pvestones at the cemetery. Honigmann 

writes: 

SHter habe ich auf kdeinen FriedhOfen vergebuch die Graber 

meiner GmBe1tem und VorEahren von der BergstraBe gesucht. 



Lch konnte sie nicht finden, obumhî auf vielen GrabSteinen lhre 

Namen standen. oder gerade deshalb. de= ich mate nicht. 

welche von den vielen Weils und Sanders es waren, ich b n t e  

keinen Geburtstag oder Todestag. kaum einen Vomamen. und 

Wuste nichts von einer so verzweigten Famille. (L 68) 

Klassen. in her poem 'Origins." describes a group of Mennonite 

tourlsts. she among them. going back to the Ukraine to search for the* 

mots. The 'frozen forests" to whlch many of her ancestors were banned 

cannot be vlsited. Old buildings stand in ruin and for these tourists there 1s 

not much to see of the once prouci Mennonite colonies. Like Honigmann's 

protagonlst. they long for somethrng that will remind them of the& identity. 

Like ber. they fhd some smalî comfort in an ancient tree and in weathered 

gravestones. They surround an old oak tree whlch was already five hundred 

years old when the h t  Mennonite settlers in the Ukraine gathered under 

its branches in 1789. I t  remaineci soildly mted when the Mennonite world 

became upraoted and âispersed during the wars and revolutions of the 

twentieth century. a qmbol of strength and solldarlty in the midst of the 

chaos in which the Mennonites found themsehtes. Wherever Mennonites 

scattered they remembereâ it: 

lkozen forests declared out of bounds 

we surround the old oak tree we owneà 

once. We stretched warm limbs 

dong its mu#-riâged branches, Its mots 

Iaved the same rivers we loved. We believed 

it would be aiways summer 

Sunday. On Khortiza Island 



we fau to our knees 

seafching reluetant undergmwth 

for evidence of our having been here. 

Our fîngers trace names 

once chiseïîed deep 

in weathered Stone. 

Hildebrand Friesen Regeht. (J 3) 

Klassen rehtes desperate attempts at going back into history. tryiag 

to locate names at a f h d l y  gatherjng: 

Peter Kornelius I;z.iaese 

born and buried in a vanished \rlllage 

somefl~here in the Ukraine. We've lost the name 

of bis &st wife. We need evîdence 

that his t w e h  sons our &randEathers llved 

whem we say they iived 

completed what we belleve. (J 32) 

Respondlng to names Is the beginning of community. If the names 

can be found, the hcts h e d  up concctly, then there 1s a place in history for 

each person. Thls validates the llves of those who still remain; it gîves them 

an identity. a reason for carrySng on. People who are numbered. rather than 

named. are 1- than human. Slaves, throughout the centuries had the& 

names taken away. If people are nameless they can k mistreated with a 

clear conscience. People in the concentration camps had numbers branded 

on their arms for that very reason. They were to die a nameless death. the& 

identity erased, their degradation completed. 



When meaningkss and senseless death becomes overwhelmlng and 

avershadm everything else in the Wes of the survhrors. Me itself becomes 

futile. What senw is there in m g  to estabbh an identlty that WU be 

snatched a m .  Hand in hand with the subject of death goes that of the 

futility and hopelessness of Me. KLassen explores this in a number of her 

poems. In ' S a  Deaths* the grancûnother searches for a reason why she 

loses so many of her chiïdren. If she c m  find a reason (she thinks it is 

unexamlned sin in her Me). then life has meanîng, something can be done 

about it. If the= is no reason. Me l e s  its meaning (J 2). 

In the poem 'By the waters." the speaker contrasts the Me W d  by her 

grandfbthers to that of modem Me. The waters of the Black Sea. so cool and 

soothing, were a cornfort to the boys who swam in them. They could dream of 

sweet watermelon and village girls while swimmsng. Today the toms of 

Chemobyl have paisoned these vexy same waters. Life no longer makes any 

sense when humanity pouutes its own waters that are there for heaïing 

(J 13). This theme is continued In Talta: 1945" where war has niined the 

beauty of nature. In this poem the yomg Sarah Churchffl accompanies her 

father to Yalta. I(lassen imagines the impact of the mins of war on this 

Young. Inipressionabk girl. She can identify with this other Sarah because 

her identity Is wtapped up in what happened back there, in the place her 

mother called home, the place she loved and longed for aïi of her Me: 

Sarah 

saw only a wildemess 

of broken trees 

and sheil-holes 



tom boàies crawhg 

from shattereà eyes 

of dead houses. 

Nothlng seemed wholesome 

not wen sunlight 

fiîtered through 

trees. The dm sea 

convulseci with malice. 

Waxen @Us feil 

screaming h m  the sky. (J 22) 

'My mother and the princess" is a poem about two women who have 

been displactd by war in the& youth. Later they turn up Ln other places. fàr 

from their homes. doing things they never would have done had they been 

allowed to grow up where they were bom. allowed to clap their han& and 

dance. Their minds are stiU back there, clinging to the things they loved. 

unable to let go of the securie of their childhoods, finding no meaning in the 

present existence. The princess dreams of 'the peasants in Yalta / shouting 

Easter moming / before sun up / KMstos Voslaies" (J 38). Klassen's mother 

just wanted it all to be over: 'She wanted an end to the rain / and the 

stubborn bpeae. / An end to the endless rising / and sett -g of the sun' (J 39). 

In the poem 'Born of a wornan," a baty's reluctance to move into this 

world is contrasted with the jay a mother feeLs when the Mrth process is over 

and the baby has flnalty mwed out of ber belly into the world. When babies 

are reluctant to be bom. It talces every ounce of strength a woman has to 

push them out. Some breathe the air for a while. then refuse to stay in it and 

die. They are not ready to face this world: '[. . .] nien / as if unwilling to be / 



s m d  accomplices lured into Ught / and sound conspiracies / they puffed out 

thelr last thin breath / tumed resolutely / blue and so silmt" (J 65). 

The poem Show business" explores the effect of grief on a person. and 

how M e  can lose meaning when a loved one is lost. In spite of ail the 

criticism he faces. the prophet Ezekiel continues hls street theatre year after 

year. dways playing the lead role in all perfoxmances. He is so enthusiastlc 

about It. that he nins one show for a whole year wiüiout intennission. Then 

his wife dies and he needs to grieve. -[. . .1 They said / even the best director 

on earth / could never persuade Nm now to bekve / this show must go on" 

(J 48). In the bibhcal account. however. Ezekiel is instructed by God not to 

grieve the loss of his wlfe publicly. as a sign to his people not to mourn 

openly for Jenisalem, and he obeys (Ezekiel24.15-27). Kbsen's poem Mers 

from the biblical account. She says Me cannot go on if you do not aliow 

yourself to grme. 

Both Honigmann and Kiassen use the imagery of the theatre to portray 

M e  that has lost its meaning. The father of Honigmann's narrator lives a M e  

that is iike the theatre production of his CM&&. This production. he told 

hie daughter. was very carefuily prepared in his imagination, but he never 

wrote it down. even though he a ~ o u n c e d  to his parents that he was 

preparlng it and they were to invite the entire fâmily. His pmud father men 

invlted his coileagues Born work. He chose a title for the play. made all the 

costumes. Invitatîons. program. and character sketch. but in hls excitement 

he never wrote a word of the play. Much to his and to his parents* 

emberrassnient. he had nothing to show for bis efforts d e n  everyoae arrived 

to enjoy the play (L 36-37). In much the same way as his childhood turned 

into a 9asco. so in his estimation his Me has amounted to nothfng. His 



inability to settle on an occupational identity is a direct result of his identity 

diffiision. 

Honigmann's protagonist fears that her Me wili be iike her father's. 

She searches for identity through her work, but her art work is not successful 

and the dramas she writes don7 amount to much: "Ein Regisseur. der nichts 

kann und ein Stück. das nichts taugt-es habe sich wahrhaftig nicht 

gelohnt, àie wochenkngen Proben. die ganze Arbeit. das sel alles umsonst 

gewesen. I r  nichts und wlecler nichts" (L 61). 

in a poem entitled "The readiness is ail." Klassen has the same image 

of Me as a theatre production. She compares the Bnal act to the end of Me. 

which she does not want to think about. and which she cautiously cails the 

'denouemen t" : 

You don't even try to think 

the denouement. The immutable 

mute tableau of the k t  act, 

siïvers of gîass and the spilt wine. (J 66) 

Her speaker has gone a step hirther than Honigmann's father and has 

rehearsed the wwds, but is never sure that they have ken rehearsed often 

enough. that she has practlsed enough, that she will not be caught off guard: 

Yes. But you're never sure 

waiting in the wings 

the words WU corne on cue. 

You can't be certain youlve rehearsed them 

with the necessary femur. (J 66) 

She resorts to blbkal language. to ward off despair. to give some hope to 

the situation: 



You want to keep klieving 

there's pravldence in a sparn,w's faU (J 66) 

The hopelessness of relationships contributes to the feehg of despair. 

The protagonist in Honîgnmm's novel has known -enteci relationship 

slnce &th. at which time both parents were in their second relationship. 

The fàther evenhiaily mamies four different women. The woman who follows 

her mother is an actress. and Honigmann descrlks the theamcal world in 

which they iive h m  the persptlw of her protagonist as a child. 

I t  is a surreaiistlc world in which nothing seems real. not even the 

real world: '[. . .] und nur wir standen zwischen dem dunklen Zuschauer- 

raum und der kiinstlichen Welt auf der BBUhne und der Welt hinter der 

groBen Tür nach drauBen. die aber irgendwle auch nicht dk rlchtige Welt zu 

sein schien* (L 26). The actress to whom her M e r  is marrled Is part of th& 

surreaiism in the îittle g M s  mind as she watches the woman take off her 

mask and her costume after a performance. 

This woman does not hnction well in the real world. She cannot 

produce a child. and has countless -es. but never a real baby. Like 

Klassen's babies in 'Born of a Womanw (J 65). her babies refuse to Ne in 

this world. The closest she came to having a chikl is an embryo swimming 

in a jar of fîuid. which her parents teli th- daughter is a brother who was 

never brn. Because of her childlessness. thfs woman cries aIi the time and 

the protagonist dances for her to cheer her up. This too is role play. as the 

child dresses up in her dancing outfit. and uses the bedpost for a partner 

(L 27). In this world of unrealities no genuine partmer is available; this 

becornes very evident in her later Me. 

Honigmann's narrator says of her childhood and her relationship to 

her perents: 



In meiner ganzen Kindheit Mn ich zwischen meinen Eltem hin 

und her gependelt. und es hat mir weh getan. zu kommen. zu 

gehen. wieder ni kommen und wleder m gehen. und so hat es 

wohl mischen uns nie etwas ganz Vertrautes gegeben. weil sich 

immer von neuem. bel jedem Wiedersehen. die Schalen der 

Fremdheit darüber gelegt haben. (L 28) 

The nanator's mother eventually moves to Bulgaria anc? forgets the 

German language. Her daughter does not know Bulgarbn, and so they 

cannot speak to each 0 t h  (L 30). Her reiationship wîth her M e r  is very 

cornplex. She admits that she ran away from him because he aiways 

expected tao much Born her (L 17). but in Paris, where ~ r y t h i n g  is so 

strange. she is homesick for him (L 20). She keeps all her old letters, but is 

afraid to look at them because of what this will do to her emotionally. 

As she unpacks her things. the letters fly about the m m .  reminding 

her of a past Me she is trying to forget. She restacks and rebundles them. 

retuming them to the bottom of the carton in which they had been packed, 

but in the proctss she glances at certain pages feamiily: "Wenn mein Buck 

doch auf elne Seite fiel. dann erschrak ich, so fem waren mir diese SchMen 

aus einer anderen Zeit. wîe Nachrlchten aus der Unterwelt erschienen sie 

mir. die mich bei ihgerem Hlnsehen ganz hinunterziehen konnten* (L 22). 

These letters symboiize her Me. fraught wlth uncertatnties and doubts that 

threaten to undo her. 

On top of the stack she places her father's letter. which was written 

to her shortly &ter she left Berlin. In it he wrote a quote from H61derh. 

With this quote he inwectly blames his daughter for leavlag him. 

underlining the word 'Moràm and insinuating that this separation is going 

to cause his death at her hands. He does not seem to malize that their 



separaalon happenecl long ago. causeà by his attitude toward his daughter 

as she was growîng up. She relates that she never gaiaed stature in hls eycs: 

'Als Kind war ich ein kleines Kind, und ah Envachsene biîeb ich eine 

Meine Envachsene" (L 23). He convgnd his dlssatisfactfon with her physical 

appearance to her which caused her to have inferiority feelings about 

herseK. He biamed her for never loving him and for king cold and uncaring, 

when in reality he was the one who left her. She in tum pemtves his love 

toward her as distant, constsüng only of meetings and common experlences; 

they never had a meaningful reiaticmship ùy actuaiiy k t n g  together (L 24). 

She is excited about meeting her father in Frankfurt. the city in 

which he grew up. in order to explore it and to discwer more about her 

past. But he leaves her a letter. Laforming her that he isn't weU and dasn't 

want to say last good-byes: -Wenn du in hankfurt ankommst. sitze ich 

schon im Zug nach Weimar. Wahrscheinllch werden wîr meinander vorbei- 

fahren, wir k-ten uns tm Voriiberlahren gegenseiUg einen Vogel zeigena 

(L 62). 

MetaphoticaUy th& is a picture of their relationship. They pass each 

other. catching fieetiag gîimpses. They make signais of acknowledgement 

but never stop to share mernories. The Ehther is not able to give hîs daughter 

what she craves above ali ebe-a Me flllled with meaning. bPought about ûy 

an Intunate famlly relationship. through which she wiil achieve a genuine 

identlty. 

In his letter her father wrîtes about how he dmgs hls gîrifklend. a 

much younger actress. &om one fhmihr place to another in Ft.ankfirrt and 

Wiesbaden. s h o w  her the places he wanted to show to his M e  who had 

refused to go wlth him. These are the places his daughter so desperately 

wants to see with hlm. He goes with a stranger but he mnnot go with ha.  



She ts haunted by the relationship of her fhther with the young actress and 

seems to see them everywhere (L 67). The namator's m e r  has time for 

other women, but never for hts daughter. not mn when she becomes an 

adult. He doesa't seem to realize how selflsh he is and how rnuch he hurts 

her. Th- is not a genuine father/daughter relationship. but a relationship 

by letter. 

Klassen is more obscure in revealing frustxated M y  relatlonships. 

In the poem 'Dark m m w  Klassen develops a &uni& portrait from a negative 

(J 67). The narrator obviously does not remember a loving Eamily relation- 

ship. even though the - she describes appears to be intact. This is not 

the ideal family picture where the subjects lean into each other. a mother 

lovingiy holding a cud's hand. a father touching a son's shoulder. in this 

picture no one touches the other. each stands separately. 

The reader can only guess at what is goîng on in the Uves of the 

individual family members by subtle hints the narrator draps about each 

p e o n  in the photograph. The hther strlkes the reader as someone who is 

faking a smile. rather than bebg genuheiy happy. wîth a 'mouth c b m p d  

into a smile [but! his forehead furrowed." The furrowed brow reveals 

someone worried and m o u s .  The mother lives in her own world. She is 

out of touch with reaîîty and very tense. The narrator describes her as 

having 'hands that &rlp each other me steel teeth. [. . .] She's retumed 

from wherwer the lost Ilve [. . . I  (with] &tance in her eyes." The brother îs 

ready to escape into a life outside the family confines. 'poised to escape." he 

looks like he wii i  l e m  the f h i l y  as saon as possible and pursue his own 

interests. The sister's 'tight shouldersw and trembhg chin r e d  the tense- 

ness and agitation of her mother. 



The reader xnight ask why the narrator herseif has trembilng bnds 

and 'nothing to say.' but no answer îs given. The reader can on& deduce 

that th& is not a famiiy that communicates wlth each other by sitting 

around the table to rebe and dlscuss the events of the day: 'We had just 

hished supper / and t h e  was nothing to say" (J 67). 

According to the psycho~t~lalyst Erik. H. Erikson. much of the indig- 

nity and uncertainty that is aroused in children is a consequence of the 

parents* hstrations in marriage. in work. and in citlzenship. Children feel 

the tensions. insmrities. and rages of their parents even if they do not 

know their causes or m e s s  the& m a t  overt manifestations. Their spirits 

can be broken by making them the vlctims of adult anxieties. the vicüms 

of tensions which the adults cannot correct in themselves or Ln their 

susrounaings (Erlkson 100- 107). 

Klassen depicts the hopelessness of unretumed love in a poem 

called 'Hosea." The Mblicai Hosea's relationship to hls unfaithful spouse is 

symboïic of God's relationship with Isreal (Hosea 2). Hosea takes his wife 

back. just hke God accepts Israel again even though she has tumed her 

back on God (Hosea 3). The main purpose of the book of Hosea is to 

proclatm G d ' s  compassion and the love that cannot let Israel go. Khssen's 

Hosea. however. does not take his d e  bck.  because he knows that she will 

not remain tnie to him: 'Clear h m  the start / she doesn't love you. / [. . .1 

You'li never take her back / into your arms again" (J 49). 

The love of Honigmann's narrator for Alfried is also hopeless. She 

calls it 'eue Liebe aus nichts. in der nichts passiert und die sich endlos 

im Nichts veriiert" (L 78). They could not have a meanlllgfu1 relationship 

because Alfiied was a Gerraan. She couldn't even stand his name: 



Von Anfang an habt ich Alfrieds Namen gehaBt. Ich komte ihn 

nicht über die Lippen baingen, weil er so gemianlseh m g  und 

weîï ich kelnen Germanen ïieben wollte, dean ich konnte, wollte 

und durfte den Germanen nicht verzelhen. was sie den Juden 

angetan hatten. Weil die Germanen MOrder gewesen wafen. 

komte ieh Alfiieds Namen nicht aussprechen. (L 46) 

The protagonist's relationship to Alfiied symbokes the ambnmlent 

feelings between the Gennaiw and the Jews. Just Uke Barbara Honîgmann 

had to physlcalty remove haself from Germany but r e m s  drawn to it. so 

her protagonîst continues to be repelled by and attracted to Alfiied: 'Denn 

wie gegen meinen Willen lîebte ich ihn ja. und diese Liebe ïst mir oft wie ein 

Zusammenhang Oder gar Zusammenhalt vorgekommen. aus dem wir nicht 

herms komten" (L 46). 

Their relationship c m  never bear mit. It is simîiar to the babies 

in Klassen's poem 'Born of a woman" (J 64) who died at bîrth. and it 

resembles the miscarriages resultilag h m  Honigmam's father's relationship 

with the actress (L 27). Her narrator iaments: 'Manchmal wiinschte der  

fürchtete ich, da6 wir ein Kind hatten. Ich sah das Kfnd aber in 

Alptrâumen. wle es nur lose aus einzelnen Teilen gefügt war. die nicht 

zusammenhielten, und me es dann auseinandefiel und zerbrach und nicht 

aufiecht bleiben komten (L 46). 

They could neva speak about this problem: 'Er sagte nichts und ich 

fkagte nicht. wlr schwiegen chifiber wîe über alles andere auchn (L 44). It  is 

too painful for Germans and Jews to speak about the& love/hate 

relationship due to the Holocaust. They continue to acknowledge each 

other's existence but constantly stniggle to ignore the tension that Iles 

dormant between them. causeci by thetc identities of vïctim/perpetrator with 



which the history of their forebeam has sadàied them: 'Er woUte diese 

Wirklichkeit meines Lebens nîcht sehen. die Ich nicht gewahlt hatte, aber 

die doch schwer wog und deren innere Wahrheit offensichtllch und 

verborgen zugieich war. auch für mich selbst" (L 47). 

There is no real communlcatîon between the two lovers. They meet 

secretly at nwt. and the only way he can let her know that he has arrlved 

is by caWg her name loudly. since there is no dmrbell and she W s  on the 

second floor. This again is an iiiustration of the abnormality of the 

Jewish/German rehtionship. Everyone knows about it. but no one Is 

wllling to acknowledge or admit a personal rrlationshlp in open daylight. 

Aldried does not want her in his personal life. but gives no reason for it: 

"Alfkied hat mir gesagt, daS er mich nicht in seiner Wohnung empfbgen 

mkhte. allerdings. einen Gmnd dafiir nannte er nichtw (L 44). 

She dniiUy decides to see where he iives when he is on a trip. but 

cannot ftnd the key she k n m  is hidden near the door. She is able to enter 

by using one of the extra keys she has brought dong. It doesn't help to 

make her feel closer to him. however. in iact it distances her even more 

(L 45). 

With th& example Honigmann illustrates that it is impossible for the 

Jew to enter the Gennan private domain wîthout feeling We an Intruder. 

The Germans do not ailow it. they do not invite them and they leave no key. 

The Jews have theh own key; it is the& victixnîzation at the hands of 

the perpetrators that allows them access. but when they make use 

of it they feel ashamed. Their Jewlsh/Gennan Mentity is wrapped up 

in victini/perpetrator definition onW. not in open acceptance and free 



Alfiied continues to send her postcards but never letters. and the 

postcatds cany no r e m  addnss (L 47). This is an example of a power play 

in which the German continues to relate to the Jew. but ody when he/she 

chooses to do so. and never with the intent of eiiciting a response. 

In Paris. where she hopes to estabiish a new identity. Honlgmann's 

protagonist does get a letter from AIMed. with a return address and 

telephone number. He feels she ls too far away in Parls and should join 

him in Munich. She is excited about his letter and wrîtes back quickly. On 

the way to mail the letter. she dlscovers that he Ls in Parls with a theatrical 

piece he wrote many years ago in Berlin. She feels dlsappointed and 

b e t r a .  that he did not mention he was coming to Paris in his letter. She 

goes to his production and when she asks him why he never wrote her that 

he was coming to Paris. he just laughs and says that they wlll always find 

each other and that it is impossible to !ose each other. so no appointmeats 

are necessaxy between them (L 70-75). 

The author insinuates with this incident that Jews and Cermans, 

because of the& unique relationship. WU not be able to get away from 

each other. HonigmaM's Jewlsh narrator constantly faataslzes about this 

relatlonship and longs for it to be genulne. The German M e d ' s  arrogance 

is obvious; he does not contact her when he cornes to Paris and makes no 

effort to fwter the& friendship. The Jewlsh/Gennan relationship remains 

an unhappy symbiosis. 

Neither Alfried nor Hongnmnn's protagonist h a .  kept the Gingko 

Biloba leaves they picked up at Bekdere when they visited her father 

together (L 761. This fflustrates that the Jewlsh/Gennan relationship Ls not 

based on sharrd mernories and keepsakes, on mutual love or sentiment. but 

on racism. pjudice and genocidal atracitîes. 



Honîgmann's protagonlst 1s sad about this: she leaves kfore the 

theatre production is over and goes back to her basement suite. The street 

leading to it is descrlbed as "ohnm&chtig," *king hingestreckt und grau im 

Gesicht" (L 78). With this description the author suggests that there is no 

hope in thb homecoming. 

Honigmann's protagonist's love for the young Jewlsh man JeamMarc 

also ends in nothing. She can identify no more wlth him than she can with 

M e d .  She does not tell Alfiied about her relationship wlth JeamMarc 

(L 77). implying that she is ashamed of her Jewishness. What she has in 

commcm with Jean-Marc is the haunted pst of theIr parents. Honîgmann 

writes: 'Ihre EmigratIonsrouten und Erlebnisse in den fremden Lmdem 

waren wie Mythen unserer KLndheit und unseres Lebens Uberhaupt. wie die 

Irrhihrten des Ociysseusw (L 55). 

Jean-Marc and Honigmann's protagonlst are more comfortab1e with 

each other than Alfiied and she are. They go to see each other regulariy. she 

to his place up in an attic. or he to her place down in the basement. 

However. tbey han a degree of discoI)[ifort Wth each other. because neither 

speaks the mother tongue of the other fluently and so they agree to speak 

only -ch (L 55). Later. in a letter. HonigmannBs protagonist writes that 

she regrets this. and that only the words they safd to each other in the& 

mother tongues have remained meaningful (L 104). Feigning a foreign 

Identity, both de- the& muhial Jewish identity. 

The two also had some other misunderstandings that kept them Born 

fuliy identifying with each other. Jean-Marc could never understand her 

loyalty to Gamany and to the German language and Ilterature. He wanted 

to persuade her to identify with him totally and corne to Uve in New York. 

something she wlshed she could do but was never able to do (L 56). Jean- 



Marc also leaves her and goes to America. RegretfUy she says: 'Gerade 

hatten wir uns kennengekmt. da verabchiecieten wir uns wiedera (L 8 1 ). 

According to Erikson. it is only after a reasonable sense of identity 

has been estabiished that real inümaq with oneseif, any other person and 

the opposite sex is possible. He says that 'the counterpart of intimacy ls 

distantiation" (101). There can be no generativity. no interest in estab- 

Ifshing and guiding the next generation without th& f h n  sense of identity. 

hability to adapt to 'the triumphs and disappointment of being." leads to 

despair (100-104). 

In the poem 'Metallurgy." KLassen describes a relationship that could 

be that of Alfiied's or Jean-Marc's with Honigmann's protagonist. The poem 

depicts two people playing Scrabble. They are in a relationshlp that is about 

to break up. Very careful not to k emotional. the author defines the 

reiationship with the words that two players connect in a Scrabble game. 

They use all the& letters. everything they have. they put it all out: 

Pu- dom all seven letters 

you'd spelled outfmcture. attaching it 

to my rage. 1 couldn't let p u  

get away wlth that. (V 59). 

The wordfmcture îs attached by her partner ta her own word mge. He uses 

dl seven of his letters and she can't let him get away with that so she adds 

ductile. The author contrasts this word with brittle metal that snaps easiiy. 

rather than with sofî metal that Ls capable of being clrawz1 out or hammered 

thin; it is more pliable. The word ducffle implies some hope in the 

relationship. 

In 'Dreaming the moon" Klassen shows no hope in an association 

that once was warm and loving We -the arind breathing jay into your b l d n  



(J 69). This reîationship has tumd h m  sprlng and the renewing of Me to 

winter and darkness and cold seeping deep înto the bones. It ïs a description 

of the death of lave in which "blood-thick darkness 1 stamped out the 

moon." 

in the poem 'GeographyW Klassen's narrator remembers the English- 

speaking ladies of her cbildbood, and how fearfhl her Mennonite mother 

was of them when they came to M t :  'She serves tea nervously with cream 

in good chipped cupe on a hyed tabledoth. Her fear shatters my summer 

dreamlng under blue sky. the cool shade of poplar" CV 31). She remembers 

especially her mother's desperation because her Engllsh was not that good: 

Wie sagt man DajObstgwten zmeckgebkben J ~ e s c h i c I d  

auf en&llsch?' my mother whispers. I s a  her chmsy anmers 

to their curious presence. the apmn of bleached fiour sack. 

her terrible need of my tongue. (V 31) 

She describes how dinerent her mother's p s t  is h m  the& past, and 

how they canY understand her because they have not gone through the 

experiences that her mother has had: 

You should speak English to youi daughter.' the ladies say. These 

ladies sufSer, if they suffer. in a Mirent geography. They can't 

imagîne wate~me1on fields rampant in September. a white fence 

iining the village street. b10580ming apricot orchards that float pdnk 

clouds around my mother's longing. They can't hear the choir 

slngmg Gmsser Goa. hoofbeats like gunfire. They are deaf to the 

wind that won't stop mnaning in corners of her tom heart. W 31) 

An assumed identity is helphil when Me loses its meaning. when 

relationships fail apart and when the search for identity is unsuccessful. 



Kkssen summarbes this in her poem 'Undercuver." Again, the imagery of 

the theatn is prevalent in th& poem. Klassen's speaker says: 

Iire rehearsed this 

repertoire of &ces 

poised on my dresslng table 

waitlng to be wom. Each one 

precîseiy fashioned to fît 

any occasion in Wè 

or death [. .1. 

1 assure you recognition is irnposs1ble. (J 68) 

Klassen's protagonist hldes in her m m ,  aiudously examinlng the costumes 

and pmps she uses out in the world. to make sure no one has discwered 

the tme identity she tries so valfantiy to hide h m  others. her vulnerabllity 

and insecurity: 

When 1 return to this m m  

I11 examine each pîece for wear 

meticulously join tom parts 

with needle and thread 

recaver each hyed W. 
I must let no one 

dlscaver my true skln 

my h g i i e  flesh. gufck breathing. 

If anyone touches 



the trembhng underneath 

I am undone. (J 68) 

She is me Honigmann's protagonist who retunis to her basement room 

after exploring Paris or seelng Alffied's theatre production to try to figure 

out who she reaUy îs and what Mie is all about. 

Both writers turn to llterature as their reference point. as the only 

place where they really feel at home. Honigmann refers to her German 

cultural heritage and Klassen to her Mennonite reiigious heritage which is 

rooted in Gennan pietism. Klassen also refers to Engiish and Russîan 

literature. 

Like her protagonist. Hoiilgmann couldn't rely on her parents to teii 

her of their memories. so she turned to other memories, the deiightful ones 

of language and Ilterature. Her language as a child growing up was Gennan. 

Irinpage and ilterature became her home. they were her roots in the midst 

of uprootedneas. Hontgmann constantly refers to weU-hown writers of 

Gennan Uterature: Rilke. Hôlderlin, Goethe; Klassen also refers to authors 

of great Ilterahire (in several languages). as weU as to Mbiical characters 

and Anabaptlst heroes and martyrs. 

Honigumnn is oariously well aquainteti with Rainer Maria Rilke. the 

great symbolîst of Gentan Ilterature. Not only does she quote from his 

poetry. but Etne Lsebe curs n&ts has some sMking simllarities to m e ' s  We 

Aufzefchnungen des Malte LOurids Brlgge. Like Rilke. Honigmann uses a 

variety of narrative devices. such as diary entries. letters. anecdotes, 

musings. and reflections of the Brst-person narrator. These refiectfons shift 



canstantiy âom present to pst and vice versa. Her eplmïes and anecdotes 

'are borrowed nom precîse observations of ordinary occurrences rather 

than nom the large sweep of hlstory" (Stem 332). and told in simple but 

very poetic language. She has said. -The polltical book is not my genre" 

(Stem 344, fmtnote 13). but like Rike she points to an oppressive and 

dysfunctional system through her poignant obsemtions of ordinary Me. 

Not only is there great similarity in stxucture and style between 

RUke's and Honigmann's novel. but their themes are also striklngly 

coincidal. &nation and disorientation. at times bordering on insanity are 

prwalent. Before the narrator in Honl&mannms novel decides to lave for 

Paris. she quotes the Rillre poem which she and her niends have ken  

discussing. ThLs quote is taken from a longer p a m  of We's  entltled 'Der 

Auszug des verlorenen Sohnes." in whlch the speaker desires to travel into 

an unknown land to make a new start. He is tentative about leaving the 

known for the unknown. having no solid reason to do so and perhaps 

risking a kneïy death in a fo- land (Samtliche Werlce 41-42). 

In the Mblical account on which this poem îs based. the son who 

leaves home loses hls inheritance through riotous living and îs faced with 

the bleak prospect of starvation. However. he chooses to retum home rather 

than die alone and is forgpen and accepted by a loving father (Luke 15. 

11-32). The poet p a ~ s  the questlon of the where and the why of thtp lave- 

taking. The where question is not so difficult. It should be an unkown 

country. neutral and warm, where his hgmented identity can be lefk khind 

and a near start can be made. He is not so sure as to the why of leaving. He 

has several ans-: 



IU bd fortmgehn: wanim? Aus Drang, aus Arhing. 

aus Ungeduld. aus dukeler Erwaming, 

aus Unverstauiàhchkeit und Unverstand. 

(qtd. by Ho-, L 42) 

Al1 of these reasons for leaving are also those of Honigmann's 

narrator. She asks the question: mWanim hatte ich eigentlich ailes hinter 

mir stehen und kgenlassai wie mer, der fliichten muBa (L 38)? Her answer 

Is that her Me as she knows it in Ber& Ls boring and she is tired of it to 

the paint w h m  her own lethargy is maidng her feamil: 'Das Vertraute war 

so bis m m  Überdrub vertraut, da0 es nur noch eine Müdigkeit und 

Sch-che in mir ausbreitete und eine Faulheft des Lebens, die mir angst 

machte" (L 40). Her room and her sumundings becorne W e  a cemetery to 

her. and she decides that she needs a new identity: 'Und ich saB in meiner 

Wohnung inmitten des Blumenfiiedhofes und habe mich gar nicht mehr 

wohl in meiner Haut gefihlt und dachte. das Weggehen k6nnte auch so 

etwas wie ein Verwandeln sein, bei dem man die alte Haut einfach 

abBWen wùrde" (L 48-49). 

Both Riîke's and Honîgmaxm's narrators leave for Paris. where Riilce's 

narrator acts in the same bizarre marner as Honigmann's. as he sits wîth 

other unknown readers in the Ubraqr trylng to imagine what they are 

reacling. and pretending that they aU know they belong together ( M a  

38-40). He feeh strangely drawn to individuab on the street who are poor. 

homeless and ffl, to the point where the& plight becomes his (Malte 38-69). 

Like Honi&mann's protqonist who lies in her bed compietely SU. trying to 

imagine what it îs U e  to lx her dead father until everything in h a  body 

aches. so Rilke's narrator is a captive in his m m .  caught in his own bizarre 

mental world (Mc& 60-63). 



lrrational fear psesses both Rilke's and Honigmann's narrators. a 

fear of death that Is all pervasive and dominates them to the point where 

even the dogs succumb to death and leave thetc masters wlthout a friend in 

the world (Honigmann. L 80; Rilke. Malte 151). 

Honîgma~ refers to Holderlin by quoting several lines from his poem 

"Der Abschied": 

Trennen wollten wir uns. arsrhnten es gut und klug. 

Da wirs taten, warum schreckte wie Mord uns die Tat. 

Ach wir kennen uns m. (L 23) 

The poem fkom which Honigmann quotes was writen by Fielderiin for 

his beloved Diotima (Beck 109). in reality Susette Gontard. a married 

woman. Their mutual lwe remained former unfiiiifiried. Susette died a few 

years after she met Halderlln. and he became schizophrenic for the rest of 

his Me. 

Aithough Honlgmann dws not speU thîs out in her novel. the h k  

between HôlderWs Me and that of the namator's ls quite obvious. 

H8lderh's and Susette's reiationship is W e  a minor that reflects the 

hopelessness of Hontgmam's narrator's relationships with h a  parents, her 

Mends and h# lovers and the nsulting loneiiness and disorientation that 

sen& her to the brlnk of insanity. 

Goethe's poem Gingo Biïobam is an anale@ to the divideci selfiimage 

of Honlgmann's narrator and to that of the Jews and their rekationship to 

the Gennans. The Gingko Biioba belongs to an extremely old species of 

trees of which only one species survives taday. It is native to Asia but mqny 

are grown in Europe and the United States. In China and &pan the Gingko 

is considered a ho@ tree. gram in Buddhist temples and gardens. I t  was 

flrst brought to Europe from East Asia by the Netherlands in 1754, and 



brought to Gemiany in 1780. first in the parks in WetBenstein at Kassel, 

Mannheim and Schwetzingen. It Is a single species that bears seeds but has 

neither fruit nor cones. The seed ls sumunded by a pisonous. evll s m e b g  

outer sheîi. and an lnner stone-iike shell. Goethe. an avid botanlst. 

importeci the tree to Weimar and transplaned it in the park of Bekedere. 

in his p e m  'Gingo Biloba" Goethe asks questions about the tree. He 

asks if it is a h b g  being, divideci against itself. or if it is two separate 

beings who chose each other and are now bown as one. 

1st es eln lebendig Wesen, 

Das sich in sich selbst getremt? 

Sind es zwei die sich erlesen, 

DaB man sie als eines kemt? (348) 

Goethe identifies wlth the tree and questions his own double nature. 

By using this poem Honigmann shows that the Jews growing up in 

Germany feel tom me Goethe feels about W U  in the poem. They are in 

the land of the aggressor. speaking the language of the people who tomireci 

and U e d  their people. Honigmann and her protagonist choose to cross 

borders to get away nom the& sense of Isolation and fragmentation and to 

begln a new Me. Although she encounters the signs of death in Paris as 

weii. the Gingko Biîoba becornes a si@ of hope in the novel. In Weimar it 

suffers but In Paris it tMves (L 75). 

The narrator in Honigmann's novel saves the leaves of the Gingko 

Bfloba in her pocket as a symbol of remembrance. They wlll tum to dust, 

just îike her father9s body, just Uke her people. but they WU remah in her 

pocket. mixeci together wlth al1 the other dirt and crumbs In It  (L 105). She 

is keeping something that was of importance to her father. and mMng it in 

with her own things. so that the Edmity legacy can continue. She does this 



aiso wlth the dlary h n  fatfier leaves behlnd. The few pages on which he bas 

written are precious to her. She continues to write in the same diary in 

which her father wrote, kginning the process of weaving together her own 

experiences with those few her Eather so bdefly recordeci in hls diary. 

Klassen's narrator also crosses borders, and the poems about the 

mernories her mother had as a young girl are interspersed by Klassen's own 

tmvel memoirs. She goes back to the places her mother tried to recreate for 

her. but fînds no heallng, 

[ . . - 1  only a wildemess 

of broken trees 

and sheU-holes 

tom bodies crawling 

fnnn shattered eyes 

of dead houses. (J 22) 

In 'On Brst steppnig into the Black Sea" she identlfles with Naaman 

of the Old Testament, who was reluctant to step into the polluted Jordan 

River hi order to find heallng. She too ls reluctant to immerse herself into 

the muky waters of the Biack Sea: 

Naarnaa would have understood 

pe-w 
my un-ess 

to offer my body to it. 

She reakes. however. that she can be healed on& by immersing herself 

innumerable times into her mother's experiences. Naaman was only healed 

Wter the seventh immersion" (J 1 11. 

She visits a museum where the Russlaa miter Chekhov m t e  nie 

Cherry Orchard. Chekhov (1860-1904) authoreà short storîes and plays 



which concentrate on ordinary men and women who cannot seem to 

understand each other and who kcome lonely as a result. There are no 

heroes and heroines and not much dramatic action. Because they fail to 

understand each other in their search for a purpose in Me. they find 

existence difacult and meaningiess (Simmons, 308- 309). Chekhov died of 

tuberculosls. the same disease the pet's grandmother had. A common 

disease and their search for words links the two: 

[ . . . 1 Chekhov 

who had T.B. like Grandmother 

searcheci for words 

elquent enough 

for the final act. 

[. . . . . . . . . . . . * . . . . . .] 
[ . . . ) She was shaping words 

she'd whisper when 

entering the white silence 

she'd raise the cup to her mother. (J 14- 15) 

In 'Sanctuary" Klassen writes of returnîng to the place where her 

grandmother recehred treatment for her tukrculosis. She speaks with a 

patient and tells him she is nom Canada. Their conversation tums to 

English Uterature. He is familint with Ratl of the Sandhfll Stag and John 

Donne in translation. The conversation becomes dangerous when she 

in turn asks about Ossip Mandelstam's widow and whether she ls still 

alive (Joumq 16). Mandelstam was a Jewish student at the University of 

St. Petersburg and a writer whose poem against S t a h  in 1933 caused his 

imprtsonmemt and subsequent death ( M W - .  fntroduction). 



i(lassen's poem 'OrQins" speaks of a group of Mennonite tourists 

going back to the Ukraine to discover places where the& forebears Llved. The 

conversation in the bus turns to the fîrst Anabaptist martyr. F e h  Manz. 

who was drowned near the head of the Lake of Zurich in January of 1527 

(Smith 8). Klassen reminds her readers that that is the place of their real 

ortgin: 

Rare for us to travel 

the whole b l d y  way 

back to the cold Limmat River. 

Fellx M m  in the small boat 

bound hand and foot. his heart breaking 

kee 

to watch sunlight dancing 

on raàiant peaks of ice-topped mountains. 

It's where we were boni. (J 4) 

Describing a modern day car accident in which a mother and a 

daughter were Ued.  KIassen cites the German words of a hymn of pletistic 

orîgin. Her grandmothers de- coxdort fkom this Song when they buried 

the& small babies: 

Henen dle mft uns geurefnt und gelacht 

Augen mttfrohem SUck 

liegen entschlummert, O sagt es sa@ 

lassen uns Schmerz z m e c k  

O wann uterden wlt uns wiedersehn? (J 37) 



A whole seetion of Klassen's Jountey to Yalta =fers to Old Testament 

prophets and theIr oracles: 

I s a i a h  'rehearses the oracles / fresh fiom the mouth of God." His 

words are 'spoken s1owiy m r  and mer." His lips 'bear the weight of woes 

unwillingiy" (J 44). 

Jeremiah is beaten and put into stocks for his prophecy of the 

destruction of Judah and of Jerusalem (J 45). 

Ezekiel causes a stir try walking through the MUqr of bones and has a 

vision of wheels and wings. The words he hears are 'pure fire and the voice 

that spoke them beautiful / beyond imagination" (J 46-47). iaassen has 

Ezekiel threatening to 'rewrite his script" in disobedience to God who 

ordered him not to moum publicly for his dead d e  (J 48). 

Amos receives a vision and as a result speaks in a voice that 

summons 'the unveiled / gîory of God (J 50). 

Haggai. the overworked prophet. has no poetry but 'offers promises in 

prosew (J 53). 

The reluctant and fe-1 Jonah. after his harrowing experience in the 

bel& of a whale. develops a voice that is 'a tmmpet / cleariy to be reckoned 

with" (J 51). 

The iips of these prophets proclalm what the people arr afraid to hear. 

The oracles banish the fear even as they articulate it. helping the people to 

recognize themselves and their fears. Robert Schindel defines lîterature 

as 'Auskunftsbüro der Angst in der Form des ûrakels und der Rophetie" 

(Goff schütz 46). He writes: W'Orakel entstehen aus Angst und produzieren 

sie. Vorher war Angst. dann kam das Orakel hinzu. jetzt ist aus dem 

Ausgesprochenen nisâtzîich gespitzte Angst getreten" (Goff schütz 43). 



Honigmann and Khssen use language both as a tool and a weapon 

wlth which to resist the enemy. Thts reslstance takes shape by calling to 

memory the traditions of the past that were intentionaiiy wlped out by the 

horror of the Holocaust and the persecution in Russia. I t  is on& as the 

survivors move h m  denial to conscious identification with those who were 

victlmlzed and destrqyed that resistance and creaüvity can kgln to happen. 

This proves an intimidamg and fnistrating task. especially when the 

language used by the wrîter to try to identify with the victims is the 

ianguage of the abuser. 

'Sleeping wîth the enemy" causes a great deal of anxiety for 

Honigmann's protagonist. because the en- îs also aii wrapped up in what 

she has experrlenced since childhood as the essence of her being. ber 

'Muttersprache." How can she emtrrace the language of her enemy? On the 

other hand, how mn she not speak the ianguage closest to her kart? 

JeamMarc. the Jew h m  America. challenges her and they sohre the 

language problem by speaking French with each other (L 55). Later, mer 

they have parted ways. she -tes to him and expresses regret that they have 

us& a foreign language to communicate with each other. She feels this was 

not conducive to their relationship. It leff her wîth an emptlness when she 

med to mmen;ber their conversations: 'Es tut mir jetzt leiù. daB wir immer 

in einer fkemden Sprache miteinander gesprochen haben. und nur die 

Worte, die wlr zu dieser Sprache dam erfunden haben, scheinen mir jetzt 

noch einen Sinn ni haben* (L 104). Unllke Jean Marc, she has a love and a 

nostalgia for the German language and culture and wishes to show him 



Berlin and Weimar. the Behedere and the Ginkgo Biloba. Much to her 

regret he shows no interest (L 56). 

In spite of her attachment to all things German. Honigmann's 

protagonist rematns an outsider who has made a conscious effort to leave 

Germany and lïves in Paris. She expresses her paradoxical and fnistrating 

confllct after she has lhred in Paris fbr a few months: 

Wie îm Gefagpis. dachte lch da. und nlcht wîe in der neuen 

Welt. und hatte nachts Alptraume von Kalte und Verbannung. 

Bald war ich mir schon gar nicht mehr so sicher. was ich denn 

nun hier anfimgen W. Ja. ich hatte aus einem alten Leben in 

ein neues aufbrechen woUen. aus einer vertrauten Sprache in 

eine fremde, und vieiieicht habe ich sogar so etwas wie eine 

Verwandlung erhofft. (L 12) 

She compares herseif to those Jews who exnigrated to Amerlca over a 

hundred years a@: 

Nun sitzt [der Einwanderer] auf EUS Island. der verdammten 

Insel. bat sein ganzes Lekn hinter sich abgebrochen und 

Amerika noch nicht mal mit einem FuB betreten, aber er ahnt 

schon die gmmamen Wahrheiten der neuen Welt und mu6 sich 

manchmal -en. ob er nicht vie1 zuviel fur vlel zu wenig 

hergegeben hat. Eh Zurück in sein russisches, polntsches, 

ungarlsches. Utauisches d e r  sonstein Dorf aber gibt es nicht 

mehr. (L 14) 

Ellls Island becomes a metaphor for home to Honigmann's pro- 

tagonist. She says to Jean-Marc 'Ellis Island ist meine Heimatw (L 571, to 

which statement he replies: -Ach. Ellis Island glbt es doch schon lange 

nicht meW (L 57). Ellis Island. a small thne and a half acre mud bank in 



Upper New York Bay was no one's home. It was the gateway to America. 

knom as the Isle of Hope and also as the Isle of Team. Thwe was hope in a 

new beginning. but there were tears in the process of rigorous medical and 

legal inspections. long waits behind barbeci-wire quarters. and a conhision 

of languages in which thousands of immigmnts had their names misspelleci, 

anglicwd. or even changed. People were often cheated and abused but 

didn't protest. for fear they would not be admitted. (Roth 15-20). 

Durlng her initial adj ustmen t to Paris, Honigmann's protagonis t 

certainly feels iike she is on EUS Island (L 20). She observes people 

communicating with one another and pretends to be part of them. but the 

ianguage barrier defeats her: 'Ich horte sie. aber ich verstand sie nichtw 

(L 16). As she makes a vallant effort to leam thls new language. she fbds 

herseif d w e b g  in the past. imagines herself communicating with her old 

mends: 

[Wlenn ich Vokabeln fiir den Franzosischkurs an der Volks- 

hochschule lernte und versuchte. die Formeln des -lichen 

Lebens um mich herum aufiuschnappen-merci-merci & 

m 0 m e .  war ich oft hin und her gerissen mischen einem 

Wohlgefühl der Fremde. dem Stolz. daB ich die Kraft gehabt 

hatte, mlch von meînem alten Leben zu trennen. und einer Art 

Heimweh. das gar kein rlchtiger Schmen war. sondern nur 

darin bestand. daB ich fhst immer an eine andere Zeit dachte. 

eine frühere. (L 18-19) 

The height of fnistration with language for Honigmann's narrator is 

that she cannot evien communicate with those she loves the most. She cannot 

pronounce her lover's name because of the association with Germany 

and the atrocities commltteà by the Germans toward her people (L 46). 



Her mother was Bulgatlan and had forgotten the German language. which 

had always been a foreign language to her. Honigmann's narrator reptted 

that Wore her mother's death they were unable to communicate with each 

other: 'Kun vor ihrem T'ode haben wir gar nicht mehr miteinander sprechen 

komen. weil Sie nur noch Buigarisch verstand. doch das hatte ich ja nie 

gelemtw (L 30). The communication with her parents had always ken sparse 

at best because the uspeakable pst  of the Holocaust could not be avercome 

(L 34) and because ber M e r  had trouble relating to his only chiid (L 23). 

Like the main character in her novel. Honigmann herseif cannot 

physlcally feel at  home in Germany and cannot Uve there. In her latest 

work, Damnls, dann und danach, she writes: 

[Ich habel den Kontllkt zwlschen den Deutschen und den Juden 

immer als zu stark und eigentlich als unertragllch empfunden. 

Die Deutschen wlssen gar nicht mehr. was Juden sind. wîssen 

nur, daB da eine schreckhche Geschichte zwischen ihnen Uegt. 

und jeder Jude. der aufiauchte. erinnerte sie an diese 

Geschichte. die immer noch weh tut und auf die Nerven geht. 

(L 15) 

However. Honigmann does feel at home in the German hnguage and 

Iiterature and it is her love of it that keeps her close to the country in which 

it is spoken. She daims that she belongs to Gennany only cultumi&. Like 

her pmtagonist. her home is Ellis Island. a no-man's-land. She knows that 

it Is paradoxical to be a Gennan author when she doesn't feel Like a German 

and hasn't Uved in Gennany for years. Honigmam's identity as a wrîter is 

that of the language in which she writes: 

Ich denke aber, der Schrlftsteller ist das, was et schreibt, und er 

ist vor allem die Sprache, in der er schreibt. Ich schreibe nicht 



nur auf deutsch. sondern die Literatur. die mich gefoxmt und 

gebildet hat. ist die deutsche Literatur. und ich beziehe mich 

auf Sie, in aliem was ich schreibe. auf Goethe, auf Kleist. auf 

Grimms Machen und auf die deutsche Romantik, und ich =if3 

sehr mhI. daS die H e m m  Verfasser wohi aile mehr Oder wenîger 

Antisemiten wafen. aber das macht nichts. (L 18) 

Physically Honigmann has left Germany but her language rebcates ber 

there: W s  Jude bin ich aus Deutschland weggegangen. aber in melner 

Arbeit. in einer sehr starken Bindung an die deutsche Sprache, kehre ich 

immer wleder mrück" (L 18). 

This is a stniggle that cannot be resohred and with whlch many other 

Ge- Jewlsh aniters have wrestled. The Jewlsh presence in Gemmny is a 

type of reslstance. a constant reminder of what has happened. and that it 

must never happen again. It 1s a way of replacing those who have been 

forcefully remweâ. thus fllllng a vacuum (Diner 255). That is a noble but 

difflcult task. too daunting for Honîgmann and for the protagonist in her 

novel who fernain outsiders incapable of integrating themselves into 

German Society. 

IClassen, as a teacher, also expresses fnistration with language. The 

Brst section in her book. Violence und Mercy. de& with her aqnrlences 

while teaching En@h in a Canaàian Wh school. Even though they speak 

the same language. and Klassen 1s Canadian. it is oàrious to her that her 

students bve in a very dlnerent world Born the one she occupies. and so 

communication becomes dif3cult and fkustrating. In her poem %anguage 

arts." she contrasts her world and that of her students by the use of 

grammaticai teims. Hers is a safe world confbed behind a desk fÎom which 

she dispenses terms couched unmistakably in words that are lofty. 



authorltative. clear, and self-confident. Evexything she says 1s logicai and 

C O M ~ C ~ € ! ~ :  

I dispense connectives 

guafanteed to îink thoughts 

and speech smooth as honey 

phrases graced with simiie 

resonan t vowels 

Verbs reverberating 

confident as tnampets 

their message unmistakable (V 11) 

The world of her students. however. the people to whom she relates 

every day in the classroom. 1 not a connected world, but one of 

'disconnected fragments. danghg dangerously free from sense or 

structurew (V 11). I t  is a world that comes aiive when they leave the room. 

pulsating and beating. to the point where words are no longer nec-: 

The metaphors they grasp 

have motors revved for vlolent rhetorlc 

they choose raw decibels 

unmodiBed k a t  that speaks 

persuasiveiy to fluent limb 

eyes electrlc with understanding 

superlative and mnning on 

beyond the need for words (V 1 1) 

Klassen's world of mrds is the Apollonian classical world. I t  is in stark 

contrast to the Dionpian romantic world of her students. which cannot be 

captured in wo*. 



In the hst stanza KlassenBs speaker confesses that her words. so 

carefully modulateci. have no meaning in this other world: 

Mine echo in the empty room 

and settle harrnlessly 

into the ch- dust (V 11) 

In the poem 'Mdence." she nads the joumals her students wrîte and 

is amazed at their frankness and vuinerabifity, in spite of the 'tough nouns 

and verbs" (2 1). She confesses: 

[ . . . 1 [Tlhere is nothing 

1 can do. Nothing 

except point out perhaps the lack 

of punctuatlon. circle the mlsspelled worâs 

with a soft pencii. join 

ail dlsconnected fragments. (v 2 1 ) 

Aithough her students are not victims of war and persecution in the 

global sense of the word. they have their personal problems. their own 

private wars. They too are victims in the sense that they do not fit into the 

adult world and the society in which they live. The teacher's inabiiity to 

do anything about her students fears and terrws becornes a 'dead weightw 

which she carries ewerywhere 'sleeping or walclag" (V 21). She does the only 

thing a umiter knows how to do. She makes words and foms them into a 

poem. confesslng her helplessness. 

The terrible need of words is descrîbed again in Kiassen's voiume of 

poetry Falled Bordenucltch. In the poem @A matter of ianguage." she is once 

more on the opposite side of a desk. tryrng to communicate wîth a student. 

a victim of a %oient border incidentw (B 21). She searches for words. 

experiencing a desperate need to verballze to 'flesh outw to 'utter this 



deaw, this unspeakable assauit." The vlctîm. hawever. is mute and unable 

to speak, to express any 'hop and desire." knowing that: 

Language 

or hck of it 

can not protect flesh 

against the brute thrust 

of bayonets. 

cold malice of bullets. (B 2 1) 

The narrator introduces the poem "On the banks of the Nile" by 

saylng that '[alll things begin and end with words" (V 78). However. people 

choose to eitha beheve or ignore words. She compiains that her prophet's 

words of waming are not heeded: 

They donet beheve you 

when you speak of woks 

wild in wheat fields, foxes 

skulldng in the vineyards. (V 78) 

Her Jeremlah Wents: 

Something you leam 

lMng this close to that aching 

hunger and death: 

there's only so much p u  can do 

with Words. (v 79) 

As a poet Klassen &es that there Is a Ume to speak and a Ume to 

silentiy meditate. As she says of her 'prairie prophet": 

She grows wise and understands 

that even n o '  it fs too soon 

for words. (V 85) 



Honigmann and Klassen use words to poeticaUy describe the frag- 

mented legacy of their fore- and of aiî those who are victims of violence 

and abuse. but at the same tlme they express thelr hstration and 

helplessness with language: 

Almost no one kheves any longer 

in plot 

or theme. Least  of aU 

in the ulümate signlflcance. 

the warm &race of words. (B 33) 

Identlfying wlth the victims of atrocities, but also keeping the 

mernories alive for the perpetrators and their chikiren, îs a task Honigmann 

and Klassen have set for themselves as writers. In the pages of her father's 

reù diaq. so poorly kept by him. with so îittie information for someone who 

Ls desperate to know about her pas& Honigmann's protagonist records how 

she goes about accompUshing this task. She describes her joumey back into 

her childhood by retuming to the places she remembers. She records her 

sorrow that she can no longer Bnd her father, and sees him in evexy old 

man passing by. She -tes about returnîng to her old accomodation in 

Berlin. Although she doesn't set any of her old friends. she slts down there 

and writes a postcard to Alfiied In Munich and a letter to Jean-Marc in New 

York. She expresses regret to Jean-Marc that they communicated in a 

fore* ianguage to one another. 

Taking small but s ~ ~ t  steps in a dehberate attempt at getting in 

touch wlth her own pst, Honigma~'~  protagonîst Mers from her parents 

who denied the& past. I t  is a fnistrating task. and she is suddenly 

overwhelmed ûy the seemlng htility of it aU: 



Plôtziich, wie ich da vor den Hausern stand, ist mir aller Stnn 

abhanden gekomrnen von WeBgehen und Wiederkommen und 

Freundschaft und den verschiedenen Orten der Welt, ais ob sie 

sich aîîe aufliisten oder in die Luft aufstiegen. wenn man sich 

ihnen nahert. und eigentïich kann man nicht wissen. ob sie 

skh verflüchtigen d e r  ob man selber flieht. (L 105) 

The hopelessness is mitigated by the last act she records. She wrîtes 

about golng to the park at Belvedere and taking a few leaves from the 

Ginkgo Biloba tree to keep as a memory of her father. However insigniflcant 

a few dry leaves crumbhg in a coat pocket may seem to others, they are for 

her a memory in which she connects wlth her past and with that of her 

ancestors. 

In Section IV of Vfdence and Mercy. Klassen writes a series of poems 

in which she trles to corne to temm with suffering. by going wer pst events 

in whlch atrocities were committed. She moves from the comparatively mild 

went of the break up of a mendship or a lwe -air in the cryptic poem 

'Metallurgym (V 59). to suicide in the pwm 'How 1 imagine itn (V 60-61). 

then on to the rape and murder of a young girl on a beach after a rock 

concert in 'and the music" (V 62-63). The author concludes this poem by 

Wshlng she didn't knaw about evil. and didn't have to spell it out to the 

innocent: '1 want to be deaf / to the violent dirge of Lake waves. / The hard 

W d  song of blood on a summer nightm (V 631. 

Individual suffering gives way to mass suffering in 'Advent: 

Montreal. 1989," which incongruously compares the massacre of fourteen 

university women in Montreal to the Advent season. a time of anticipation 

and waiting for Christmas and a new birth. The new birth is short Ifved. 



ending in the brutal death of Christ on the cross at a young age. just as the 

massacre ends in the death of the young: 

We bght the first m â l e  for Advent= 

Waiting that ends dways in death 

more brutal than expected. (Birth 

h t .  a sharp gieam of jay. 

A small cry leaps out: 

My -1 (V 64) 

In the poem 'Mass graves." Klassen walks her readers through 

different places where mass murciers have occurred wer Ume. and issues the 

waming that bones are dlfacult to hide: 

You Bnd them in places 

Like Timisoara, Auschwitz 

Babi Yar. 

horror and deiight. 

Names of the dead 

if they were bnown to you 

muid be unspeakable.) 

In Belsen. 

bones of the old 

and young must be somehopp 



dlsposed of. Thrown together 

under cold earth and Ume, skub 

leg bones, clavfcles of ali kinds 

fuse. Most years at Christmas 

youll find them caverd 

poorly with snow. (V 66) 

Klassen links the dreachl iitany of place-names to Christmas. a celebratory. 

joyous event. She reminds her readers not to forget the existence of these 

bones. Their memory must be "celebrated" and they must not sink into 

obllvion. Bones do not disintepte and the evidence of mass murder does 

not disappear. 

In the poem 'Incamation," Klassen's prophet Ezekiel celebrates the 

bones. He "wades knee-deep / through bleached bones." He 'leanlsl gently 

against fine hip bones / belonging once to cUdrena (J 46). The last stanza 

provldes a e p s e  of hope in the dreadful abyss. These bones can never be 

brought to M e  again. but walking through them. acknowledging them. 

trying to give an account of what has happened c m  cause heating in those 

left with a ffagmented identity: 

Ezekiel knows no singîng 

or whistllng will make these bones grow 

flesh and blood, rise up from the valley floor 

ieaping and àancing. 

Only his waîking through them 

causes stir. That and the smaU silk wind 

rippiîng fkom hills and the sun 



sending a shaft of warm Qht 

into the large and mal1 hobws. (J 46) 

Many Jewlsh intellectuals, having escaped the Holocaust, have 

singlemindedly pursued the task of working tlre1easly so that this kind of a 

horror will not be repeated again. The fact that they escaped when the& 

relatives and ftiends were murdered is not to be seen as a àisruption of the 

relationship they had with them. but rather as a solidification of that 

relationship. As Max Horkheimer has written: 'Was immer wir erfahren. hat 

unter dem AspeM des Grauens ni stehen. das uns wie ihnen gegolten hat. 

Ihr Tod ist die Wahrheit unseres Lebens. Ihre Venweiflung und ihre 

Sehnsucht auszudrücken. sind wir da (qtd. in Mner 257). 

This chapter demonstrates how the two authors. Barbara HonQrnSlnn 

and Sarah Klassen. try to cope with the realization that their feeling of 

identity is not intact. They do thls in several ways: 

Capthes of their parents* morbid preoccupation with the past. they 

contiriuaîly return to it, attempting to trace the haunting mernories of their 

parents in order to find heallng for themseks. This pruves to be an almost 

insurmountable task. The subject of death. a part of memoxy and a 

connection to the ancestors, permeates their writing. 

In their quest to establish a meaningful identity. the futility and 

hopelessness of M e  is a constant theme. This theme is revealed in their 

reiationships ~ l t h  parents and lovers and results în an assumed identity. 

in which role playing and the wearing of masks becomes a coping 

mechanism. 



Both authors fimd a certain identity through iiteahue. Ho- in 

her German cultural heritage and Klassen in her Mennonite rellgious 

heritage and in Engllsh and Russian iiterature. Literature gms them a 

certain sense of security. but at the same time it also articulates the& 

insecurities and their fears. 

These two authors try to reinforce their identity by keeping memory 

aiive. Language kcomes a means of reslstance but aiso proves inadequate 

and frustrating. It  evoîves into an escape mechanism and a tool wîth which 

the& powerlessness is expresseci and thus utillzed to manipulate those who 

are in power. 



To both belong and not to belong. to be both visible and 
invisible in a culture, does demsnd the construction of 
compiîcated psychologlcaî stnictures in order to both 
cope wlth this positionality as w e U  as to be creative 1. . .) 
within the culture to which one ne& to belong and feels 
that one can never quite belong (Sander L. Giiman. Jews 
In Tothg's Gemuan Culture 47). 

The e t s  of a duai identity caused by ïivïng in two cultures can be a 

source of tension for the indlvidual caught in this predicament. This topic 

has been emphasized in the previous chapters and becomes the maln focus 

in thls chapter. The tension cornes about when one of the cultures is 

stigmatized as a minority culture by the other, and the culture so 

sugmatlzed intemaiizes that sügma. The gmup that is deemed to k the 

minority is perceived by the other group to k peculiar. and this affltude 

thnatens to undermine identity. The struggie to maintain the identity of 

the perceiveci minorîty group and of the individua3 within that gmup is the 

topic of Raîael Seligmann's and Armin Wiebe's novels. In writing these 

novels, both authors use the pecullar humour that characterizes the everyday 

earthy language in both the Jearish and the Mmnonite culture. This is a 

coping mechanism for deallng wlth their situation of lMng In two cultures. 

and is employed by the authors as well as by the protagonists they create. 



Copinl With A Dual Idtlltity 

Like theu protagonists. both authors of the novels analyzed are 

members of two cultures: Rafael SeUgmann Is a German Jew and Armin 

Wiebe Is a Canadian Mennonite. Given that fact aione. the work of these 

two authors can be cded autobiographical to some extent. By examining 

the indlvldual background of each author it wîlï become more obvious to 

what extent th& is so. 

Rafael Sellgmann was bom in Palestine in 1947 and came to Munich 

with his parents when he was ten years old. This made him old enough to 

remember his Ufe in Palestine, but young enough to absorb and embrace the 

German culture to which his parents brought him. Seligmann underscores 

that during the flrst ten years of his Me in Israel he had no experience of 

antiSemitism and that '[tlhis may k one reason why 1 write directly 

against the avowed enemies of the Jews. and why 1 have the fewest quaîms 

about describing Jewish fears and phobias" m a t  Keeps" 180). 

Seligmam receiveà his education in political science at the University 

of Munich, and became a German expert on Israeh defense policy. 

pubbhing his dissertation on that topic in 1982. In 1988 Seligmann 

published Us first novel. RubtnsMnsVersteigemng, followed by the navels 

Die jfddlsche Mamme in 1990, Der MusterJude in 1997, Schdom meïne Liebe 

in 1998 and Der Mflchmam 1999 (Giîman, Javs 47-48). 

Seligmann freely acknowledges that Rubtnstetns Versteigmng was 

influenced to a great extent by his own experiences and feeîings and is 

therefore large& autobiographical (Hodnung 151). He has no hesitation in 

saylng that his purpose in publishing the novel was ciidactlc: 
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Meine persOniiche uAbrechnung" hatte mir geholfen. Ich war 

übuzeugt. daB mein Überfuhien und -denken der Situation als 

deutscher Jude auch anderen. vor ailem jiingeren Menschen. 

Juden wie Nichtjuden. niitzen konnte. Indem es ihnen 

aufieigte. daB ihre tabuisierten Emotionen. ihre Note. 

h g s t e  und Beduhisse auch von anderen geteilt wurden. 

woffnung 152) 

Unfortunately the publishers did not view the novel from this 

perspective. They were keeniy aware of somehow ruining their reputa- by 

publishing such an 'antiSemiticn work. Even Lea Fleischmann could not 

bring herself to recommend its pubiication. citing her hesitatlon as due to 

the language the protagonist used toward his parents (Hognimg 153). 

Sellgmann notes that this same reason for not acceptîng his manuscript 

was given repeatedly: 'Me schnoddrige Sprache und die vieifàch verletzende 

Art meiner Aussagen würden der 'emsthaften Bedeutung der deutsch- 

Jüdlschen Beziehungen* nicht gerecht" (HoJnuw 153). 

Mer four years of searching, Seiïgmann gave up trylng to And a 

pubiisher for Rubùisteins VersteQmng and had the book prînted at his own 

expense (SeUgmann. What Keepsn 179). RuMRsMns Verstefgmng generated 

a great deal of contnwersy In the Jewish communlty. just as Rudy Wiek's 

book Peace Shall Destroy Many did in the Mennonite community. 

Immediately Seligmann was labeled a 'deffler of the nest" by the weekly 

AUgemetne JMsche Wochenzeitung . The Munich mon- Jüdlsche Zeîtung 

which Sellgmann himself had founded called the book 'wretched." Eva 

Elîsabeth Fischer. a Jewlsh editor with Munich's Siiddeutsche Zdtuq 

labeled him a 'prnography-monger" and a 'callboy." (Selîgmann. 'What 

Keeps" 179). Others saw in him an adiibitionist. sometimes in the negathre. 
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other times in the posttive sense; negative in that king made visible in 

Ge- society caused intense amde@ to Jews; positive because it stressed 

the necessity of the oppositional role of the Jewish writer to dominant 

culture, not only the national culture but also the culture of the Jews 

(Gilman, Jews 501. 

in its orlgrnal pubïication by Waader-Veriag, Rubfnstefns VmteQening 

was introduced as a Ge- h r t m y ' s  Cornplaint (the American novel by 

Philip Roth). Cilman writes in Jews fn Today's German Culture: 'Roth 

represented for Sellgmann (as well as his publisher) the successful, 

international voice of a Jewish writer who stood at the very center of hls 

(American) culture and who identffled himself as a Jew" (49). It was 

emphasized in a review of Sehgmann's book by Aron Krochmsilnik, in the 

Munich Jewish youth magazine Nudnik. that Seiigmsllln's novel is 'a point 

of orientation in the search of the post-war generation [of Jews in 

Ge~many]" (qtd. in Gilman. Jews 51). Non-Jewish reviewers were unani- 

mous@ posith. pratslng SeQmamfs ncnrel as a new Jewlsh voice. 

In his book Mît beschWtkter Ho_6Tnung, published in 1991. in which 

Sellgmann describes the history of Jews in Germany fkom his perspective 

and hLs own place in that history, he gives a detailed account of his reasons 

for writing Rubfnstefns Versteigeruttg. He claims to have written the novel as 

an act of self-examination. in which he couid cl- for himself. without 

feeîing threatened, his emotional inabfflty to deal with the anti-Semitism 

he encountereà in his Ge- envimnment. In the process of writing the 

novel, he came to the realizatlon that this anti-Semitism had k e n  utilized 

by him as a convenient 'Martyrennaske," behind which he could hide his 

own negative traits of supersensitivity. aggressiveness, and stubbomness. 

Venturing even hrther. he began to ask himself if his hatred for the 
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Germans - any better than the anti-Semitism of the Nazis. He confesses 

that the writing of the novel began a process in him in which his hatred for 

the German anthsemite tumed to pity, kcause he saw in this person a 

deflcient character wlth a huge inferiority cornplex. At the same time t e  

admits that the more he despised the Germans. the more he idealized the 

Israek. This ais0 changed through the writing of his nowl as he began to 

reatlze the great emotional dMde between the Israeîis and those Jews living 

in the àbspora (Homng 148-1 51). 

In an article wrltten for Der Splegel in 1992 entitled 'Die Juden 

leben.' S e m  addresses the fact that very little has been written Iri the 

way of contemporary Uterature by German Jews since World War II. He 

bhmes it on fear. and asks If this fear is justified. since there are so many 

in German society who openly declare their love of Jews. This 

philosemitism. claims Seligmann. compounds the problem. because it 

paints an unreaïistic picture of the Jew, and no reaî flesh-and-blood Jew 

can Uve up to this saintly ideaikation of 'Nathan the Wise." It  is better. 

states Seïigmann. for the German Jews to be provocative and confron- 

tatlonal. in order to aNow them to conquer the Lsolationism they experleme 

in thelu society: 

Diese Auseinandersetzung wird mitunter zwangsiiiufig schrlll 

gefiihrt werden. Sie bleibt unabdingbare Voraussetzung, WU 

man die isoïierte jüdische Exîstenz im NachWegsdeutschland 

übenvSnden. Knapp etn halks Jahrhundert nach dem Ende des 

Dritten Reiches soUten die Nichtjuden endiich kgreifen. daB 

sie es trotz vergangenem Mord und Totschlag nicht mehr 

ausschlieSlich mit toten MWyrem und HelUgen zu tun haben. 

sondem mit lebenden Juden. (78) 
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In another Spiegel artkle entitled 'RepubUk der Betroffenen" written 

in 1994. SeUgmann urges hls fellow German Jews to let go of their 

Holocaust identlty. The reduction of Judalsm to a constant focus on grief 

and suffering has become a substltute for the spirituaiity of the& ancestors. 

whlch they lost In the process of assimilation to German Society, claims 

SeQpann. To minirmze Judaism to that of a communlty of victlms would 

be the ultimate triumph for Adolf HItier, he declares. Setigmann does not 

advocate the erasing of hlstory, but the erasing of the paralyzing fear that 

the memory of that history of persecution has caused for those whose 

parents and grandparents were murdered in the concentration camps. In 

order for this to take pkce, Gennans and German Jews need to realisticaily 

confront one another. get rid of stereotypes and cllch&, and let go of 

pretenses (92-93). This must happen 'Wie in der Judenschul." the tltle of 

another one of Selîgmann's Splegeî essays in which he promotes healthy 

dispute over repression (66). 

In the conclusion to his artlcle 'Contemporary German Jewlsh 

Llterature." Thomas Nolden aptly exresses the purpose of the provocatlve 

writing style of Raôiel Sell&mann and hls contempoxaxy Maxim Bffler: 

Seiïgmann's and Bffler's gestures of provocation are not at ail 

aimed to sever the bnds that Join the members of the younger 

generatioa of Jewish Gerrnans to their parents and ancestors. 

The gesture rather poînts to a new position wlthlri the history 

of the German Jewlsh relationshlp: a position that is aware of 

the traumas of the pst and yet attempts to flnd a space beyond 

the shadows of the Holocaust. (87) 

It  Is more difacult to find blographical materlal about Armin Wiebe 

than about Rafael Seiigmann. When asked personally for a biographical 



sketch sînce none exists in written form. Wiebe was typically evaslve in his 

reply: ? don't beîieve a complete Mographical sketch of Armin Wiebe ezdsts 

anmhere. I've never felt moved to wrlte one, thinking that it's my Wfiting 

that may be of interest while my Me is largely private. Those who try to 

figure out my We from my novels would iikeîy invent some amazing üiingsn 

('Re: Biogr. Sketch"). He did, however. give a brief sketch of his Ufe in 

answer to an e-mail request. 

Unlike FWael Seligmann, Armin Wiebe was not required to make a 

cultural adjustment by rnoving from one country to another.2 Rather, he 

maved from one school district to another within the prwlnce of Manitoba, 

which is also stresshl for a child. He was born in Altona, Manitoba in 

1948. His father was a teacher and he Uved in country school yards 'in 

what Mennonites refer to as the West Reserve" ('Re: Biogr. Sketch"). Wiebe's 

teenage years were spent in a border community called Haibstadt. In a 

speclal issue on 'New Mennonite Writiagw in the iiterary magazine M e  

F W  (1990) he writes of this tlme in his Me: 

1 îived the first eighteen years of my life In southern Manitoba 

between the Red b e r  and the Pembina Hills, mer the war and 

2 wiebe's forebears came to Canada in the 1870s. fearing escalating persecution. Several 
dedsions were made by the Soviet goycrnment at thls time that gave just cause for concern: 
the decision to gmm the colonists direcüy fmm St. Petersburg: Russian as the official 
language in the local gwemment and as a subject of study in al1 the schods: the 
supcwision of all Gennan schwls by the imperîal educatlonal authorltics: the aboishment 
of military exemption (Smith 44431. The Mernonites werc to becornt fidbfledgtd Rusalan 
ciazens with no sptdal ~ ~ V O I S  in ten ycars. The Cana- gcrveniment promiscd them. in 
advancc that they couid conduct the& own pzîvate schools in Canada and that they muid 
bt e m p t  fmm miitCary seNice. 

Howtver, once in Canada, the Mennonites were formi to attend pubk schook 
(Mennonites Ln C!una& 19Z@ 941 128). Th- was also much suWe prsecution &ter 
World War 1 because of thtir Gcnnan orlcntatioa (Mennonites Ln Carmda 178G1920.392). 
Fearing social integration and ultlmate a9simjhtion. many kft Canada for Mexico and 
Paraguay in the 1920s. In Paraguay they mehwd cornpietc aadom do live the& llves 
separately, but this was nat so in Mexico (Menmnttes în Cumula 1920.1940.127-12ûl. 
Although Wlek's fonbears escaped the massivt and sevm persccution in Russia. it can be 
argued that they continuai to be part of a mînorlty grwp which cxpritnctd ongoing 
pcrsecutlon throughout its tilstory: this most certain& innuenceci thtir identity formation 
(see rekrence to mcoRective unconscious" on page 126 of thflr dissertation). 
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before the hippies. Most of my pubIlshed fiction to date is set In 

that üme and pkce when we süU spoke Low Cerman a lot In a 

way that the klds foliowîng us dld not. This Ume and place Is 

now largely an unrellable region of my memory where r r y  

characters stumble through the& Uves. Consclous attempts to 

write 'Mennonite" tend to result in writer's bkk. (-Schneppa." 

Afterword 1 14) 

Wiebe can no longer go back to that Low German community h m  

whlch he came. because 1t no longer exîsts except in hls memory. That 

soclety is an entireiy dinerent one h m  the krge city of Winnipeg. where he 

attended the Untverslties of Winnipeg and Manltoba after graduatlng 

from hlgh school in 1966. He recelved his BA and Cert. Ed. from these 

unWem1ties. then taught hlgh school Engbh for flve years. As a change he 

mrked In a peanut butter f a c m  for a year, then began writlng fiction. He 

retumed to teachlng In a Hutterite Colony and took some creative wrltlng 

courses. Of th& time he says: T h e  îanguage patterns 1 was surrounded by 

on the Huttefite Colony llkely helped bx-bg back the Low German I had been 

away fkom for ten years and heiped me to write in Yasch Siemens's volce 

('Re: Blogr. Sketchw). 

Findfng out who in hts Me had used certain expressions inspired 

Webe to wrîte creaüve fiction: 

In the pmcess of tracklng down th& voice I heard the crows 

outside the barn and saw Muttachl sittîng on the millslng stooi. 

[. . - 1  Certainly, the Flat German of Yasch 1s rekted to the Low 

German of southern Manitoba, and he uses many of the actual 

words found In that W e c t .  But In essence the language of 



Yasch is a buggering up of both English and Low German. 

('Schneppa." Aftemrd 1 14) 

Shortly after Wiebe's book was pubiished by Turnstone Press in 1984. 

it was reviewed by Margaret L. Reimer. a Mennonite editor who grew up in 

the same area at about the same tfme as Wiebe. Her astonishment and 

delight at the authentic way in which Wiebe captured the essence of that 

Mennonite community is evident throughout her review. Reimer sees the 

community itself. now a thing of the past. corne alive in the pages of 

Wiebe's book. She writes: "When 1 was revIewing a history of my home town 

recently. 1 lamented the fact that the spirit and Me of these people could 

never be captured in a parade of facts. This Marîous book fUls in the gaps; 

it provides the other 'facts' which also k g  to k recorded." She goes on to 

express her amazement at Wiebe's 'uncanny grasp of details. the instantly 

recognizable sights and sounds of the region where I grew up." Reimer c a b  

The Salvatton of Yasch Siemens 'a book wrîtten from the inside-it is the 

voice of southern Manitoba Mennonites conversing around the kitchen 

table." it brought to her mind other ethnic traditions. especially the 

Yiddish, because. W e  the Jews. 'Wiebe recognizes that the essence of a 

people is rooted in theu spoken ianguage" ("Law GermanVmlO). 

Wiebe's own people. iike SeUgmann's. dld not accept hts novel very 

weil and promptly banned it from their bookstore shehres. However, as 

Reimer writes. '[They] bought it anyway." even though they hastened to say 

that they âidn't really identify with the book themselves. but they knew 

people exactly Uke those in the nwel ("hw GermanWlO). 

The book was bought up eagerly by non-Mennonite readers and sold 

very well. It won the Stephen Leacock Medal for Humour and appeared on 

the short list for the Books fn Canndn first novel award. Since this first 



pubitcation Tumstone Press has published two more of Armin Wiebe's 

novels: Murder In Gutenthal: A Schneppa KJnals Myster in 199 1. and 7he 

Second Coming ofYeeat Shpawt. in 1995. He has also wtitten short fiction 

in anthologies and perîodicals, as well as book reviews. poetry and 

children's storfes. A play. Pftch to Me. Yasch Siemens. written in 1995. is a 

continuation of Wiebe's first nweI, in whlch the three characters are Yasch, 

Oata and Sadle Peters (wlth whom Yasch was very much in lwe throughout 

the novel). 

Armin Wiebe aiso taught in the Northwest Temtories where he began 

to write Mwdet In Gutenthal. In 1989 he and his wife moved back to 

Winnipeg and he continued his writîng. He served as writer-in-residence at 

the Saskatoon Public Library in 1992-93. writing the initial draft of nie 

Second Corning of Yeeat Shpanst at that time. In 1994-95 he served as 

wrlter-in-residence at the Pa&kmd Reglonal Library in Dauphin. Manitoba. 

Since 1996 he has taught creative writing in the Cxtative Communications 

program at Red River Coiiege in Winnipeg ('Re: Biogr. Sketch"). 

Central to both SeUgmann's and Wiebe's novel is an adolescent 

protagonist and first-person narrator who struggles with his s e x u w  and 

wîth the rules of the reUgtous community whlch are in conflict with his 

desires. Each of the characters adsts in two cultures with very dinerent 

value systems. which fiirther compounds their problems. 

Jonathan Rubinstein, nichameci J o ~ y  by his fkiends. is a German 

Jew growïng up In the city of Munich. As a child he emigrated to Gennany 

from Israel with his parents. Identifying with both Gennans and Jews. he 

cannot completely embrace either culture and is constantly stniggllng to 

decide to which one he should gtve himself. 
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In Wiek's novel. Yasch Siemens. a young man living in the 

Mennonite vllhge of Gutenthal. Manitoba. describes the world m o u d  hlm 

to his readers h m  a farmer's perspective. Born and raised in Canada. he 

experiences at an early age. on a personal level. the Mennonite adage 'this 

world is not my home." While Yasch Is SU a young child. his m e r  moves 

from one Mennonite community to another. never setmg in one phce. Tbis 

leaves young Yasch not on& feeling estranged h m  the 'Engllsh" beyond his 

fannlng community but also Born his own people. 

The nwels begin when Jonny and Yasch are eighteen and sixteen 

years of age. TheV escapades. as they graduayl reach young adulthood. are 

related to the reader fkom the perspective of comic self-mockery. with both 

author and narrator adop- a stmngly satiricaî and ironical mode. 

In descfibing the sexuaî exploits of the young men who pursue and 

expriment with many dinerent women. SeUgmann. in contrast to Wiebe. 

is very direct and explkit. Wiebe describes the semai act metaphorically. 

usuauy uslng farming terms. 

Both protagonists flnaliy settle on the one womsln who. although a 

misflt in the minor culture with which the potagonbts identify. seems to 

meet the& need like no other. The woman Rubinstein settles on is German 

and not acceptable to his J W h  mother and to the Jewish community. 

Yasch's woman is Mennonite but looked dawn upon and ostracized in her 

own Mennonite community for various reasons. 

Sellgmann's nowl can k designated a 'Bildungsmman." in which the 

confhcts of puberty gmdually resohre themsehres. The protagonist cornes to 

an understanding of his own identity by separating himself from his 

parents. relating to the opposite sex. and rebehg against the mies and 

social n o m  of the previous generation. However. it is the arudety about 
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place--Israel or G e r m ~ u l p t h a t  keeps the ptagonist m m  findlng his niche 

in society, and also keeps hlrn fkom a full re-tion of his own unique 

identity . 
Wiebe's main character mlves  from the mûve 'Simplicissimus" type 

of inâividual of the picaresque m l .  who Is forced into the world without 

reaiizing what is happening to him. to one who gradualiy cornes to an 

understanding and acceptance of the world around hîm and his purpose in 

it. In contrast to Jomy Rubinstein. who is provocative and aggressive when 

he feels insecure. Yasch is more laid-back and waits for things to happen to 

him rather than being the instîgator of events. His observations are relayed 

to the reader thn>ugh the interior monologue of the narrator/protagonlst in 

such a comic and droll manner that the reader cannot help but feel 

empathy towards Yasch as he moves from one ludlcrous situatlon to 

another. In contrast Jonny. with his brusque and cmde khaviour, often 

loses the sympathy of the reader and is usually responslble for his own 

predicaments. He too makes use of the interior monologue to inform the 

reader how he feels about himseifand about what ls going on around him. 

Both novels are made up of a ioose series of single episodes. 

Seiigmann's divisions are not really chapters. but individual sections with 

titles of their own. gMng the impression of short storîes in which the same 

characters reappear. Wiebe, on the other hand. numbers his chapters, even 

though there is at times a îack of continuity ktween them. Orîginally 

Wiebe wrote these chapters as short stories then wove them together as a 

noveL This leaves a rather uneven effect. 

SeUgmann's novel begins with Jonathan's "Versteigerung," as indi- 

cated by the titie of the book. He auctions off his seat beside his Gennan 

hlstory teacher. Hilde Taucher. to one of his classmates, Fmnz Bauriedl. 
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Jonny. as he is called by his friends. is sanially attracted to this teacher. 

and discovers that the attraction Ls mutual. He is drawn to many other 

-men as weU and tinds himself frustrateci because the Jewish cormnunity 

is very strict about keeping their women pure for marriage. He has no 

respect for his mother who constantly tries to control wery mcwe he makes. 

She is especidly vigilant when he relates to the opposite sex. His special 

name for her is Esel. His fathet. Fred (Friedrich). 1s also under her thumb. 

Portrayed as a weakling from Jonny's perspective. his father graduaüy 

changes to a man Jonny can respect in some ways. 

Mara Levy. a Jewlsh girl wlth whom Jonny $mes up a relationshîp. 

is too proper for him. Since Esel appmes of Mara, Jonny soon Ands that 

relationship stifllng and turns to her fkiend. Rachel Blum. who is also 

Jewish but less Inhibited than Mam. She eventualiy challenges Jonny to 

marry her if he wants to have a relationship, and he backs off. He 

then meets a Young German wornan. Susanne Ancheesen, in a park and 

introduces himself to her. They soon strike up an intimate reiatlonship and 

plan to go to Greece together. but the relationship does not last because of 

her German background. 

That the Gennans just cannot be tnisted is demonstrated by Jomy's 

classmate Kr-. However. Itzchak Polzig. the mentor of the Jewish 

adolescents who have formed a group interested in retuming to Israel some 

day. is no more tnrstworthy. Jonny is ais0 very disillusionad hy General 

Aîmagor (fmerîy Isaak Gottesfürchter). the Israeii generai who cornes to 

speak to the Zionist group. Jonny's disappointment is ddated ûy Mottl, a 

mend who went to Israel wlth high hopes. oniy to retum Mtter and cynical. 

The elderly Jewlsh couple fkom Israel. He= und Frau Frankfurter. 

whom JOMY and Susanne meet at the spa when they go to visit Esel there. 
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are the Brst people with whom Jonny is able to have a decent conversation 

about the Holocaust. This help him to understand some things about 

himself and the society in which he ïives. but is not enough to monde 

him to his situation. 

In the novel The SallMtiOn of Yasch Siemens. Yasch needs to be saved 

from himself and his mlxed up ideas. The novel opens with Yasch 

reminiscing about a l  the women in his Me. He ideabes Fleeàa Shreeda 

who is Shaftich Shreeda's daughter. but that does not become a 

relationship. He works on the beet field wlth the Stoezs girls. Shtramel and 

Shups. and he and his Mend Huva Jake take them out because Fleeda is 

grounded. He has an Ucit adventure with Shups when the two of them 

c b b  the T.V. tower which is across the border in the United States. 

Yasch's Muttachi. a gentler equivalent of Esel. tries to teach him how 

to behave. She herself is an outsider in the community because her 

husband (Yasch's father) left for Mexico and never feturned. Another 

outsider. Serena. who is Willy Wahl's Engbh wlfe. *es Yasch his flrst kiss 

and. We Jonny with his Ge- teacher, Yasch is completely averwheimeà. 

Sadie is the hthe and beautifid daughter of Ha Ha Nickel for whom 

Ymch works as a hired hand. He is in love wfth her throughout the book. 

although he admits she is too young for him. She prefers Pug Peters who. in 

Yasch's eyes, is not worthy of her. 

The English women. who corne to Knibble Thiessen the bone setter for 

treatment. introduce a strane and exotic element into the community. 

Graduaïïy Yasch goes through a metamorphosis. as he reluctan* 

enters into a relationship with Oata. the obese daughter of Nobah Naze and 

his men- il3 M e .  These people. although Mennonites. are looked upon 
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reason. 

As Yasch reflects on his Me, he remembers Forscha Friesen, the 

schooiyarâ bully from his chfldhood days. Emmanuel Rempel, the new kid 

h m  Mexico who with quiet confidence thwarts Forscha's reign of terror in 

the schoolyard, also cornes to mind. Forscha gets hls revenge, but the 

memory of Emmanuel's Christllke exampie helps Yasch to expose Forscha's 

hypc~lrisy as a young adult in church. It also helps him to corne to terms 

with some of his own problems which he has not been willing to face. 

Fathologîcaî State of the Rotagonistr: 

In their stniggle for self-discovery. both Jonny and Yasch exhibit 

devlant behaviour when conhnted with outside inauences that compllcate 

and confuse the issue of their cultural identity. There is an aura of isolation 

and lonehess about them. In part this ïs due to their family circumstances 

which are veiy sfmilar. 

Neither Jonny or Yasch have any sibhgs.  Jonny still has both 

parents. but it is the domineering mother and wife who controls every 

aspect of family Me. Her husband cowers before her, and Jomy kcomes 

bemgerent and aggressive. T'hm are many examples of how dysfunctional 

this famity Ls because of Esers excessive need to dominate. It causes Jonny 

to be disrespecthl toward his mother and disdainfiil of his father. As a 

result he struggles with guilt and remorse and is unable to share his 

innermost feelings wltb anyone. The Eact that he has no sibhgs exaggerates 
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the problem since he has no outlet for his frustrations except that of his 

parents. 

Yasch's mother does not phy as large a part in the novel as J o ~ y ' s  

does. Oata. Yasch's gbifkiend. is more like Jonny's mother Esel, although 

she too has a soffer more humane nature than Esel does. Like Esel, Yasch's 

mother. whom he caUs Muttachi. 1s concemed that her son make somethtng 

of himseif. She urges him out of bed in the morning. hits him wlth a fly 

swatter when he procrastinates and makes him go to weed beets and flnd 

jobs with the various m e r s  in the area (Y 31-33). 

Whereas Jonny1s father shrinks into obllvlon. Yasch's father. whom 

he c a b  Futtachi. has totally absenteci himself from the famiiy and the 

reader leanis about hm on& through Yasch's reminlscing. His father went 

to Mexico to mit  an uncle and never returned. Ostracized by that very 

c o n s m m  group of Mennonites who refused to ride in his car because it 

was sinfui. he acteà out against this consenratism the way Jonny does. 

beîligerentfy and aggressiveiy. and got U e d  tn the process. 

Muttachi dldn't go to Mexico with her husband. According to Yasch it 

aras because she got sick when rlding in a car. She c b g s  to the idea that he 

WU corne home some day, and is a rather pathetic. isolateci person as well. 

an outsider in the community wlth its strict moral code ('Y 48). Yasch is 

mon considerate and kinâ to her than Jonny is to his mother. probably 

because the m e r  is absent and he fe& the need to take hls fâther's place 

(Y 33-34). 

The isohtion Jonny feels in hls family is intensiflai when he is with 

his $0-called fiiends. Disdalaful of his Jewishness he tries too hard to 

impress his German classrnates. RubWtetns VersteQerung opens wlth a 

scene în which Jomy aspires to become the h m  of the ckssroom and ends 
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up totaiiy humiliateci. The teacher. Hllde Taucher. challenges the class to k 

l e s  conforming and more daring by asking someone to volunteer to sit next 

to her. When Jonny rises to the occasion. she rewards him by takliig his 

hand in hers and slowly raisin6 it. This causes bedlam as the students now 

aU want a tum to sit beside the@ teacher. Jomy relishes the occasion to be 

the centre of so much attention and offers to give up his place to the 

highest bldder. He receives one hundred Marks from Kraxmayer and must 

exchange places with him. His bubble quickly bursts when another 

classrnate. Bauriedl. brands him an opportmistic dew for semg Ns place. 

Baurledl ca& out mockingly into the now silent classroom: 'Da schau ha!  

Kaum reicht ihm eîne deutsche Frau die Hand. schon versteigert der 

Rubinstein sie meistbietend. Jetzt verstehe ich. wie ihr zu eurem Geld 

kommtU (R 7). The racist comment hits its mark and Jonny. not knowing 

how to react. stumbles out of the classroom. Disgusted with himseif and 

with his classmates, he shares his inner turmoil with his readers: 'Triinen 

schîeBen mir in dle Augen. Raus! Nur raus hier! Sonst sehen die mich noch 

&men. Ich laufe los. Werie die Tür zu. Renne zur Toilette, stürze in die 

erste Kabine, schhge meinen Kopf gegen die Holzwand. Weine, weine. 

Schei&ieutsche!' (R 7). 

When Jonny returns the next day after his hasty exit from the 

classroom. his classmates ignore him. Even his usual friend. Klaus 

Winterer. acts as if he isn't there. Wishing to somehow redeem himself he is 

the flrst to react when Woifgang Pauls, a fonner filend who has become a 

neo-Nazi, asks if anyone has flfty 'Pfennig" to lend him. Jomy gropes in his 

pocket and throws him the money on& to have it thrown back at him 

dlsdaidblly. Jonny is with himself for &Mng someune the opportunity 

to treat him disdainfiiiiy again. Sa@ he muses tu himself: 
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Sind die Antisemiten selbst arme Schweine, wie mein Freund 

Peter stiïndig behauptet? Oder sind mir Typen wie Franz 

Bauriedl oder Woifsang Pauls wirklich überlegen? Auf jeden Faîl 

geiingt es ihnen. mir weh zu tun. wann immer sie Lust dam 

haben. Und warum? Weil sie in àiesem land zu Hause sind und 

wir, trotz ailem Gerede, Fremde. (R 17) 

Another humiliamg event occurs when Jonny borrows KmSs house 

key in order to have a private tryst with Rachel. only to have Kra>rfi and hfs 

bunch of drunken buddies waîk in on them just as they are about to have 

sex. The amount of fear experienced by Jonny and Rachel !s almost 

dispropationate to the event. The tense atmosphere is that of a pogrom. 

There is the danger that Rachel couîd be forced to stay behlnd and be gang 

raped by the Germans. m u s  Winterer. Jonny's one Ume frlend at school 

who Is less dnink than the rest of the group, helpû them to get out. Rachel's 

bra. which they have forgotten in the becboom in their haste to leave. is 

thrown at them from the window. Rubinstein catches It on& to hear the 

racist comment: 'Schaut her, der Rubinstein will eine Textllfirma etofnien" 

(R 80). Jomfs fear tums to hatred and his interior monologue shows how 

much of an outsider he f e l s  himself to be, and how pogrom-We this ment 

is for hirn: 

Euch Schweine werde ich nie vergeben! Sobald ich die Gelegen- 

hett habe. werde ich es euch zurückzahlen. mit Zins  und 

Zinseszins! Das gleiche haben sich unsere Leute seit Jahr- 

tausenden immer wieder geschworen und dennoch stets aufs 

neue eins aufs Dach gekriegt. Aber jetzt ist es anders! Jetzt 

haben wir Israel, ihr Dreckskerle! (R 80) 
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Hofttever. Jonny's Zionist niends also pravc to te a ciisappointment to 

him. and he to them. When he is chalienged because he wants to take part 

in the executinre committee meetings of the 'Jiidlsche Gmppe Sinai." whlch 

he is not allowed to attend (it is on& for elected members). Jonny pians his 

revenge. Noticing their oveneaction when he confronts them on their use of 

donated fun*. he thlriks he is on to something. He accuses the committee 

of misappropriating funds and insttgates a new eiection. After ail ts said and 

done he wonders if it was worth aU the firss. He confesses to the reader that 

It Is easier for him to take revenge on hls Jewlsh &ends than his German 

classrnates and that in part he overreacted because of hls frustration at 

school. He asks himself: 

War das àîe Mühe wert, weil du zwei Minuten vor der Tür 

gestanden hast? Ja. denn irgendwann muste das Fa8 über- 

laufen. Diese Heuchelel und die dauernden Demütigungen 

Poizigs und se- Lakaien konnte ich nicht Wger ertragen. Vor 

allem-hier kann ich's den Burschen heimzahlen. in der Schule 

àagegen bin ich allein. (R 26) 

Yasch, too. is often maligneci by his so calkd friends. When Yasch Is 

aimost sixteen. he and his Mends, bored wlth the idea of spending New 

Year's Eve on a churcih bench, revive an old tradition fmm Russia which 

invobes going to Merent homes in the communtty wlth a homemade dnim 

('Bmmmtupp") and reaainding those people who have stayed at home to go 

to church. Yasch is the smallest of the lot and is forced to do what no one 

else wants to do and that is to dress up Iike a wornan. Not only does he 

have to act the part of a woman, he also has to ride in the back of the truck 

because it is too cold for the drurn to be back there. Yasch is too naive to 

reallze what else is invohd wlth dressing up and bis fiiends have a few 
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laughs on him when he encounters =me pleasant and some not so pleasant 

experiences CT 15-30). 

Yasch's dreams to go out with Sadie Nickel do not materiallze. She . 

uses him to get a ride to the bal1 game. but once there she decides to go out 

wlth Pug Peters after the game. Yasch is left pretending that the catcher's 

giwe is Pug's heaà every time be pitches. Later, Pug &op Sadie off at her 

driveway and on his way home Yasch meets up with her again. She doesn't 

say anything to him. and he feels loneiy. sad and used, both by Rig and by 

Sadie. 'It feels a Uffle bit îike I'm a big brother drMng his sîster home. [. . . I 
The truck radio plays a Johnny Horton Song. 'AU for the love of a girl' and 1 

slt there feeling the song and wishing that the singer wasn't dead in a car 

crash and could sing more songs Iike that" (Y 53). 

When he begins to attend church because of his relationship with 

Oata. he encounters Forscha Friesen. and remembers how he was new in 

school in grade four and how Forscha, one of the big grade eight boys and 

also the school buily. tried to boss him around. He sees Forscha and he 

wonders. after aiî Forscha dM to hirn and hls frlends. 'hm Forscha Mesen 

can stand there behind the pulpit and talk about Jesus like there is nothing 

to it. 1 mean. 1 would th- that such a thing would bother a person. But 

then it has sometimes fallen me by that maybe Forscha Friesen isn't a 

person at dl" Ty 121). 

Forscha Friesen is still the same buliy he was at school and tries to 

embarrass Yasch by asking him to give a testtmony at church. He also 

phones tnto a Christian taïk show on the radio and pretends to be Yasch 

having a problem with a fat bossy girlfiiend. Yasch Is already feeling sony 

for himseîf because of Sadie Nickel and Rig Peters and is àrinking beer 

alone in the car when he hears the taïk show and recognizes Forscha's 
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voice. It makes him angry: "Weil. that for sure makes me mad! How corne he 

so much knows about me and Oata? It's a good thing I have no gas or 1 

would drhre right over to Forscha's place and plow him one on the nose. But 

he's not worth waWg five miles for. That's for damn sure. But 1 can't let 

him get away wlth this. For sure not!" CT 129). 

Betrayeû by the women he loves and dreams about. and stuck with 

the fat Oata in real Me. Yasch is a lonely young man trying to make his way 

through life as best as he can. aware of his own shortcomings men while he 

is angry at bis peem for the way they treat him. 

Both Jonny and Yasch are completely preoccupied wlth themsehres. 

This is obvious from both the& actions as weil as from what they share 

wlth the reader in the& many interior monologues. They have established 

a negative identity which manifests itself in a poor self-image; they are 

completely self-absorbed. This kind of self-absorption occun when both the 

capab111ty for intlmacy as weii as the readïness to get rid of those forces and 

people whose nature seems dangerous to one's own ls lac- (de LaTita 63). 

Jomy constantiy berates himself for hls actions. thw reinforcing his 

negative identity. This is obvious in the many interior monologues and 

asides that foUow his activities and inactivîtles. He mils himself "ekelhaftes 

Schwein" and 'Versager" after his experience with the prostitute (R 1 11, 

'Mimoseœ und 'Heulsuse" when he thinks about how he ran out of the 

classroom after being subjected to Bauriedel's racist taunting (R 15). 

FoUowing the quarrel with his parents he sees bimself as Werfluchter Idiot" 

and, worse than anything. as a Nazi who bullies those that are weaker than 

himself (R 30). When his alends take advantage of him he is 'der dümmste 
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Jude aller Zeitena (R 36). 'Hosenspritzer" is another favorite putdown when 

he feels himself to k sexualiy hadequate (R 64). 

At other m e s  he Mames his parents for his feelings of inferioriy, 

accuslng them of leaving Israel and retuming to the land of the Nazis 

because they are losers (R 28). 

He ponders often about the dinerence between himself and his 

German classrnates and realizes that the outwarà sign of circumclslon is 

just the be&inning of this Merence: 'Fremd bleiben wir in jedem Falla Wir 

gehoren nicht dam! WoUen es nicht und kiinnen es auch nicht-nach all 

dem. was die Kerle unserem Volk angetan haben" (R 70). 

Yasch, too. copes with feehgs of inferiority and fnistratfon. He 

expresses a root problem that both he and Jonny have In cornmon: their 

feeîing that they have no control wer what happas to them. mile  sitting 

on the tractor Yasch says: "[Tlhat tractor Ls the only thing I can boss 

around. Everything e k  in the world basses me around. It matters nothing 

what 1 want to do. there ls always something to make me do what I don't 

want" (Y 59). Buiîied by Forscha. snubbeâ by the beauWu1 Sadie and ch- 

by the okse social outcaste. Oata. he also has to placate his Muttachi and 

the &mers  for whom he works. He is Tasch the oabeidam, the "knecht," the 

'hireà man" (Y 56). the one 'bom on the wrong side of the double dike" 

(Y 51). When Ha Ha Nickel. the prosperous farrner who has pmmised him 

work 'hm saddle time tll after threshing." doesn't need him anpore, he 

sends him to work for Nobah Naze where Yasch gets shick wlth Oata. On 

top of that Muttachi t e b  him to marry Oata. Yasch says he feels 'like a 

tumbling weed that the wind just rolls mer the field any old wayw N 92). 

Yasch has been thinlcrng about marryIng Oata for some tirne, but for 

him this has been more about the land than about Oata. Marrylng Oata is 
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the anty way he can set himseïf becomïng a farmer because then he could 

inherit her land. In a magazine at the doctor's of3ce he reads an article 

about fat people dying Young. and the black thought occurs to hm that 

Oata wili die short& after he marrîes her; then he can marry the beautlhil 

Sadie Nickel and have Oata's land as weii. He 19 ashamed of this thought 

and recognizes the evil that lurks within him. but he can't seem to get rid 

of it. I t  sticks to him Uke sticky tar. He thinks to hlrnseIf: 'Could 1 do such 

a thing. marry Oata for her land and wait for her to go dead fkom fat? 

Yasch. Yasch, you are a real black one, 1 say to (Y 86). 

Only much later, when he and Oata have grown close and have 

come to know each other as persons. do the visions of Sadie. 'stretching 

and jumping to catch a wlld pitch" (Y 87). diminish and almost vanlsh 

altogether. As Yasch says: 'WeU. such a thing [being heista kopp in love 

with sWMy Sadie Nickel1 you newr really forget ail the way. but for sure 

Oata has made me to set things àlfferent. Use maybe it's not so bad to do 

things that other people do. me go to church and get married and be a 

m e r  ' Cy 150). 

The ciifference between the two pmtagonists Is that one cannot come 

to terms with his dual identity and the other finds his ldentity as land 

m e r  and tamlly man. Jomy's despairing cry at the end of the novel. when 

his German girlfiiend has left him and he lies sobbing on his bed is 'Ich bin 

eln deutscher Jude!" (R 189). Although Yasch becomes a satisfied fa- 

man with land of Iifs own, his cautious remark at the end of the novel, aftet 

he decides not to buy a teleYiSion antenna, is: 'In these troubled times you 

have to watch out" (R 176). He, too, fears that outside world and all of the 

implications it will have for himseIf and for his f w .  
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and from the& inabuty to establish where they belong. to their sexual 

confusion. When Jonny is humihted by his classrnates and. through his 

own blundering, becomes the object of müal taunts. he goes to a prostitute 

out of desperation. However. he is totally impotent and the experience 

leaves him embarrassed and ashamed IR 8- 1 1 ). When his hlstory teacher. 

W e  Taucher, invites him to her place he is afraid that the same thing will 

happen to him. Although saniaîly arroused by her, he 1s embarrassed 

because he bas a premature ejaculation. His interior monologue afker that 

experience is a good indication to the reader of the conhision of his cultural 

identlty and how that plays havoc with hls sexual identity: "Rubinstein. du 

bist ein guter Deutscher. wenn auch leider mosaisc hen Glau bens. 

Vemünftig. diszîpliniert, ordenüich. Recht so. Auch ein guter Jid, veràammt 

nochmal, macht immer das. was seine Mamme und ihre Geschlechts- 

genossinnen veriangenw (R 63). 

When his teacher invites him to h a  piace. Rubinstein îs Lmniediately 

suspicious that th& invitation is more than just a âiscussion about their 

classroom problenis. He feels that she will use him for her pleasure the way 

he uses the Jewish -men in hls community. He says to himself: 'Die ist 

mit mir genauso umgespmngen wie ich mit unseren Madchen. WomOgiich 

geht sie bei sich ni Hause auf mich los \nie ich auf Rachel und Ester Karmi. 

Aber ohne FaxenIlirekt ins Bett" (R 56). He himseif adIlnits that he uses 

the Jewish women to whom he relates for his self-gratification. When they 

demand a commitment from him that requires more of hïm he is not 

capable of staying in the relationship. He goes from Esther, known to be 
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ugly but sexuaiiy a;vallable as lang as marrîage foïlows (R 37). to Mam. who 

fîirts wlth him but is sexuaUy more reserved and likes to converse with his 

mother (R 35.48). kom Mara he tums to Rachel who 1s as eager for sex as 

he is but demands m e  in return and makes it an ultimatum for the& 

rektionship (R 1 14- 1 15). 

It  is wlth hls German gtrlfriend. Susanne. that Jonny fînaliy Ands a 

satisfying relationship. Ironicaliy, this does not last because she is the 

daughter of a former SS guard and cannot see herseif relatlng to Jonny's 

f'amily without feeling guIIty and tom (R 186). 

As wlth Jonny. Yasch's cultural conhision is hked  to his semal 

confusion. This is highlighted by the New Year's Eve ment when Yasch is 

"on@ alrnost sWeenœ and his fkiends make him dress We a woman, down to 

his mother's size-49 brassiere. They stop at the house of an obvlously very 

dysfunctional bachelor; an outsider in the community. who has never made 

it on his own (They caiî him Hauns Jaunses' Fraunz, as if he stiu belongs 

to his father). Yasch's frlends force Fraunz to kiss Yasch. then tease Yasch 

about it later. He quietly resolves to get even somehow (Y 23). Wlthout 

reaktng it he gets bis chance when they stop at Willy Wahl's place. 

Having served in the army and rnamied an Engllsh woman. Wffly Is 

another person who doesn't meet community expectations. Serena. the 

Engltsh woman. avemhehs the Bmmmtuppers by her warm acceptance of 

them and they cannot play a trick on her. She sympathizes with Yasch 

because he îs the smallest person in their group and they have picked on 

him by making him dress Uke a woman. She rewards Yasch by gMng him a 

long and lingering French kiss m e  the rest of the bays stare jealousîy. He 

has never been kissed before. and even when the guys start teasing him 

about it. once they are back on the truck. it doesn't bother hïm because he 
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sweaty old man and a beautifhl woman Yasch has learned the Merence. 

It is a idnd of m a l  awakening for him. 

AU of the people they sang to on Saturday night appear in church the 

next moming, ami Yasch is re* bothered by Serena. Willy Wahl's wife. 

Sitting there in that church context. Yasch. like Rubinstein wlth his 

German girlfkiend Susanne. wants to keep Serena 'separate. something 

specWW (30). He confesses that her appearance in the Mennonite church 

confused him: '1 was really mixed up. Everything was connected loase 

againn (Y 30). 

Yasch is both repeiied and attracted by the outsiders in the 

community and especlalty fascinated by the English women and their 

strange ways. When he takes his mother to Knibble Thiessen. the 

'rightmaker." he has an opportunity to obsem 'these women from the 

States with their r d  lips and earrliigsn (Y 35). One of them. whom he c a s  

'the fishnet ladyw because of her nylon stockings, gets stuck in the snow 

and Yasch ls only too willing to nin out and heip her. As he pushes the car. 

it suddenly spurts away and he is left sprawled on the fnnen snow unable 

to get up because of the pain in his back (Y 40). The woman never looks 

back. neither does she thank Yasch for helping her. His Muttachi cornes to 

his rescue. calling the Knibbler to corne and fix him up. Not on& does 

Knibble Thiessen alleviate the pain. to Muttachi's joy he also knows a place 

where Yasch can begln to work. 

Yasch's humikting adventure with the fishnet lady is a metaphorlcal 

image of the same experïence Rubinstein had with the prostitute. Rubin- 

stein's mother. however. did not help him but only annoyed him Wth her 

undenàing questtons and demands (Y 12- 15). 



When Oata and Yagch go to Winnipeg together and head to Eatons 

to shop for a suit, he sees 'Mo many women a guy could go c r a y  in such a 

piace'. CY 107). AU are strange and arotic with red Upstick and toenails. hfgh 

heels and open toes. wearing shorts. dresses and pents. This changes when 

they get to the ceUar and Yasch I s  finally relieved h m  aii that erotfc 

stimulation by hearlng Flat German and seeing people fkom Gnadenthal. 

Winkler. Reinland and Rosengart ('Y 108). 

At the motel he ïs fascinateci by a striptease dancer and decides to teli 

Oata aU about It. but Oata is stuck in the tub and Yasch needs to perform 

a rescue operation. Wlseiy he decides not to teil her about the damer. Even 

though he is tempted to go to bed with her. he is sensitive to her feelings 

and does nothing until she is ready for him. With this attitude he wins her 

over and she proposes rnarriage to him W 1 12- 1 16). Oata is the first woman 

Yasch sleeps wîth. Ironically. what he says at the beginning of the novel 

when dl women attract hlm cornes true at the end: '[Clorne to me baby I'm 

a one-woman man" (Y 3). 

In many ways. the scene with Oata and Yasch at the motel in 

Winnipeg parallekt the scene in Rubtnstetns Verstetgening, when Jonny ako  

spends the night with a woman for the first time. Susanne. too, satisfies 

Jomy in a way no other woman has but. u r n e  Oata and Yasch, they can't 

many because of Wreconctiable diffierences in their backgrounds. Susanne 

is the daughter of an SS man. She knows instinctlvely. especially after 

meeting Jonny's mother. that th& wfll never work. Jonny himself reallzes 

this and adniits it: 'Mein HaB ist absurd. Das Ist mir spatestens durch die 

Begegnung mît FmMurter kkgeworden. Wenn nicht efnmal dieser Mann 

alle SS-Leute haBt. welches Recht hak ich Rotniase. eîn ganzes Volk zu 

hassen? Wie kann ich jetzt iiberhaupt weiterhassen-ich liebe doch eine 
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Deutsche! Aber irgend jemand aus ihrer Mischpoche war bestimmt dabei, 

wem nicht in der SS. dam in der SA Oder in der Partei oder in irgendeinem 

anderen Kack. Gibt es keinea A u s q  1st man als Jude in Deutschland 

mm Wahnsinn venirteilt?" (R 177). 

Although both Jonny and Yasch have problems with th- attitudes 

toward those who are in authorlty over them. Jonny's problem is greaüy 

intensified because he lives in Germany where his relatives were 

systematically killed by the authorities. and many of those idilers are still 

respected members of society. Jomy remarks to himself: 'Jeder kann ein 

Morder gewesen sein. Sogar jeder Ant. Der selk Kerl. der mich heiït, hat 

VieUeicht Esels Geschwister zu Tode gespritzt" (R 177). TNs adds a macabre 

twist to evegthîng in his Me. He retums to the classroom aftet his hasty 

exît the prevîous day, ima&ining that the teacher took the oppominity of 

expounding on the evils of anti-Semitism. He believes that this appmach 

achieves exact& the opposite of what it is supposeci to achîeve. He also asks 

himseIf: '[. . . I  [Hwest du als Deutscher wirklich anders gehandelt? WeiBt 

du sicher. ob nicht auch du in die Parte1 oder gar in die SS eingetreten 

W t ? "  (R 16). 

In c h  he acts provocativeiy and causes disciplinary probIems for hls 

teacher. When she asks to speak to him &ter c h .  hîs interior monologue 

reveals his dilemma to the reader: *Was wird die Taucher von mit wollen? 

Sichet hat sie melne dauernden Provokationen wâhrend des Unterrichts 

satt. Was soli ich sonst tun? Eine Liebeserkkung kann ich ihr nicht 

machen. Aiso streite Ich mich mit ihr. Da mus sie wenigstens reagieren-ob 

Sie will oder nicht" (R 55). Not capable of Intîmacy wîth her, he argues with 
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her. Jonny cannot beiiwe how docile m a n e  becomes when the teacher 

gets authoritative. He writes a butering esPay about how the Gennans need 

authoritatlve commanders in order to function and what the implications of 

this are: 'Wer von seinen Eltern und Lehrern zum Gehorchen dressiert 

wunie. wessen Wille gebrochen wurde, kann selber nur gehorchen oder 

befehlen. In cüesem Sinne wird in Deutschland eine Generation nach der 

anderen ni 'guten' Untertanen enogen werden-ad inflnitum" (R 67). He 

uses this type of reasonîng as an excuse for not cooperatlng with the 

authorities in his own Me. 

Later in the novel. when Jonny takes Susanne to a hotel. he is 

confronted by a German in uniform and pmves his theory. The uniformed 

man Ls just a hotel clerk who refuses to give them a room with a double bed 

when he flnds out they are not mmied. He tells Jonny that it is against the 

law and to please understand that he c a m t  break the law. Involuntarily 

connecting the unlfona and the clerk's authoritative stance to the SS, 

Jonny takes thts relatively minor incident much too seriously. In his head 

there fs a throbtring thought: YVerstehe-und wenn die Vorsch~W es von dir 

verlangen wiîrde. tagllch 5000 Juden nach Auschwitz zu schicken. würdest 

du es heute genauso tun wie dein Vater und dein Onkel und dein ganzes 

mieses Volk dreiBig Jahre zuwr'' (R 169). Jomy decides he, too, must act 

decisively and blatantïy repues that they have just had a 'BUtztrauung." 

Predictabiy. the clerk gîves in to his demands (R 169). 

Itzchak Polzig. the forty-year-old mentor of the 'Jüdische Gruppe 

Sinai.' does not have Jonny's respect. whtch is obvious by the way he is 

described to the reader. Jonny mocks the way he walks: 'Mit dem 

Welnden Schrltt des ehemallgen Jeschiwa-Studenten nahert sich unser 

vierzlglahriger Mentof (R 19). and also the way he looks: 'Seine intro- 
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vertierten Augen hinter den dicken Brillengksem Meren men imagin- 

Punkt hinter mir" (R 19). Jonny also challenges Pokig's teaching about 

Zionîsm. which no one has ever dared to do: -Aile sitzen erstarrt. Blslang 

hatte keiner von uns gewagt. offen Poizigs Autoritat in Frage ni stelîen. nun 

habe ich ihn ais Heuchkr und Schmarotzer angeprangert" (R 22). 

Jonny is in constant conflict with his parents. In a discussion with 

his Mend Peter he uses the language of the enemy to describe the 

reiationshlp of Jewîsh parents to the& children. When Peter asks him why 

none of them can keep secrets from the& parents, Jonny says: Weil  wir im 

Ghetto leben. Im Ghetto der Vorurteik unserer Eltem" (R 32). He claims 

that Jewish parents control the& chilàren's behaviour by throwing parties 

for them, thus keeping them occupied and under the watchful eyes of the& 

parents: "Mit Fressen und Musik erkaufen sie sich die Kontrolle über das 

Geschehen" (R 33). 

With such an attitude it is no wonder that he shows lîttle respect for 

his own parents. He accuses parents of using their children in a 

mmipulative manner. but he himself treats his parents as objects to be 

used in meeting hts needs. Since they functlon O- for his satisfaction he 

does not owe them any respect, treating them Wse his slaves and the target 

of his scorn. 

When Jonny's mother asks him why he is late coming home from 

schaol he answers: 'Das geht dich elnen Dreck an." When she defends 

herself by asking how she is supposecl to know when to warm up his meal if 

she dasn't know when he is comtng home he replies arrogant&: 3obald ich 

es dir befehle" (R 12). 

Jonny c a b  his father by his first name and describes his father's lack 

of drMng skilis by saying to hfs mother: 'Friedrich kann nicht mal richtig 
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Auto fahren. Hat immer eine feuerrote Bime, wenn er hinter dem Steuer 

sitzt. der Zwerg" (R 13). 

When Esel tells Jonny how much water to use while taking a bath, he 

wams her that if she doesn't shut her mouth, he will throw her in the tub, 

clothes and a. When she continues to harp at him. he climbs out of the 

tub and chases her. stark naked. while she fîees screaming to the kitchen 

(R 14). 

Jonny loses control when his fàther rehises to gîve him the car. He 

accuses his Eather of being a loser and a iiar 'Du bist der @Bte Versager 

weit und breit" and labels his mother a mGiffmischeNi" (R 28-29). He calls 

them both the scum of the earth (uAbschaum der Menschheit"). This is 

enough to cause his father. a former athlete. to rush toward him in anger. 

Jonny reacts in self-defense and injures his father. He ends up apologrzing 

and his father gfves him the keys to the car. warnïng him not to tell his 

mother (R 29-31). Predictably. Jomy totals the car that night. Fred's only 

concern Is the safety of the passengers. not the condition of his vehicle. a 

typical response of a lwing and concemed parent (R 40). 

Another confrontation wlth his parents occurs when Jonny 

announces that he wants to go to Israel. Caught between Esel and Jonny. 

Fred does not knaw what to do and is reduced to tears (R 108- 1 10). 

Yasch's disrespect for the law is hinted at in the first chapter of 

Wiek's novel. when he d e s  an fflegal border cribssîng and climbs a T.V. 

tower that has a sign on it DANGER DO NOT CLIMB. It is at night. and 

there are no authorities to catch him and Shups, so it is simply a daNig 

adolescent thing to do. a challenge Shups throws at him more than dethce  

of the law. This event also serves as a metaphor for an fllicit sexual 
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adventure. They make sure they go back kfore the border patrol catches 

them (Y 12-14). 

The car is a status symbol for Yasch just as it is for Jonny. a sign 

that they have made it in society and are people of importance. It  is 

sigdcant that in both cases the protagonists do not drive their own cars 

but appropriate someone else's status symb1 as their own. Although he has 

ken caught speedlng before Yasch tries to outrace his buddies when he 

chives Oata in her father's car. anaid that they WU tease him if they catch 

up to him. When the police catches him instead he 1s humillated kcause 

the policeman tells Oata to get khind the steerîng wheel and drlve them 

home. He has to sit on the "woman's side" and the policeman embarrasses 

h i .  some more by asking Mm: %edt you getting a Mt old for these mcks?" 

C( 67-69). Just as Jonny has to humble himself in front of his parents by 

admitting that what they expected to happen. did indeed happen when he 

totaiîed the car, so Yasch has to rehquish his sense of king 'somebody" 

by sitting in front of the wheel to king a *nobody" on the woman's side. 

The strict niles that the church has hid down for the yang  people do 

not appeal to Y m h  and his buddies. On *Syhrersterabendu they are in the 

hayloft roihg smokes instead of sitting on a church knch WUng for the 

new year to corne in (Y 19). Yasch does not attend church regulafly as he is 

expected to do in the Mennonite community untiî he gets engaged to Oata 

and she makes him go. Yasch verbalizes to the reader why he does not go to 

church. He is an outsider who does not fit the rnold and he is aware of the 

hypocrisy of its Leaders: 

This going to church business just makes me feel more cut off. 

And then to have to deal with Forscha Friesen yet. 1 see him 

standing there so shtollt and CMstiich while the last prayer is 
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prayed and when he thinks nobody Is looking he tums his head 

and he looks me on with those light green eyes with dark 

centers and 1 can see that for sure he is the same Forscha that 

used to be boss in the school yard and that this testimony 

Wng is his way to nerk me. (Y 123) 

The Mackîng of a Culture: 

Through their protagonists both Seligmann and Wiebe take a hard 

look at the ideology of their rellgious community. srposing the hypocrlsy 

and self-servlrig attitudes that are often denied both by outsiders and 

insiders of a culture. Although both protagonists are apprehensive and 

distrustlng about the world out there (the German society for Jonny. the 

sec* workl for Yasch). they are also aware of and expose many problems 

wlthin th& own cultures. often rnockingly exaggerating a situation to make 

a point. 

Zionism, the hope for al l  Jean to Uve on the& own land and thus 

obtain a measure of independence and securlty from the racism and 

persecution that has piagued their history. is gîven lip service only by the 

'Jüdische Gruppe Sinai* of which Jonny is a memkr. Jonny, a selfish 

adolescent who clamors for his share of attention. makes demands on the 

group which they are not prepared to meet because they have been 

misappropriating the funds that they have extracted ftom theix members for 

years. The corruption that has been practised by the leadership of the p u p .  

including their forty-year-old mentor, is exposed by Jonny and his 

clarnoring cohorts who tum the planned discussion about emigrating to 
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Israe1 Into a challenge about what has been done with the money deslgnated 

for this purpose (R 2 1). Those who are outsiders within the group rewai the 

group politics of the insiders. Jomy s a .  to Polzig: 'Me Art von Zionismus. 

die Sie und Ihre Konsorten predigen. Hem Polzig. ist in Wahrheit eine 

Perversion des Zionismus. Durch ihren Vorbereitungsz~onismus nehmen Sie 

den Juden hier ihr schlechtes Gewissen, in Deutschland statt in Israel zu 

leben [R 22). 

In the same way that Jonny sees the hypocrisy in Zionism as it is 

practised by G e m a n  Jews. so Yasch discovers flaws in pacifism. the 

comerstone and dlstingulshing feature of the Mennonite faith. He himself 

becomes angry and aîl Mennonite pacifism leaves him when he goes to 

church with Oata and reallzes how very àifferent he îs Born the others and 

how they are judglng him. He says: 'But even yet 1 can fal Sadie and h g  

and Forsch Mesen in the back of my head and sometimes when 1 alone am 

1 get so mad that 1 feel like borrowîng a -22" (Y 132). 

In hls scheming to get Oata's land try marrying her when he really 

loves Saàie Nickel, Yasch feels Mmseif to k as biack a hypocrite as anyone 

(Y 78, 86). Eventually he repents of his greed and is satisfled to k a 

smaii farmer instead of a big shot because then he has tîme for his fkmîly 

n 164-1651. 

JOMY too has hfs dreams about land. He has hopes of going to Israel. 

to the place wherc he can feel at home with his people. He vows to do this 

after visitlng the Jewlsh cemetery near Ichenhausen. his father's former 

home kfore the Holocaust. This is not a spiritual vow but a vay practical 

one of identifying with his people. Before leaving the cemetery Jonny 

says:l)ie unbcdingte Lobpreisung des Herren. der dies mgelassen hat, ist 

mir vor diesen Griibem nicht m6glich. Hier Uegt deine Famille, deln Volk. m 



224 

dem du zuriickkehrm wkst .  aber bis dahlIi darfst du nicht vergessen! Du 

muSt die Zeit nutzen. Rubinstein!" (R 104). 

Mer Jonny m a t s  the much anticipated General Aîmagor ftom Israel 

and hears him speak. he becomes disiiïusioned with the general's cold 

hearted answers about the use of napalm. Mottl. who has just returned 

Born Israel. explains: *Aùnagor helSt: ohne Angst. Sakrament! Innerhaîb 

einer Generation, was sag ich, innerhaib weniger Jahre: vom Gottesfürchter 

zum Mann ohne Angst. Vom Juden zum gefiihilosen Automaten. Zum 

PreuBen des nahen Ostens" (R 85). Jonny questions his own identlty: 

MuB ich werden wie Mottl. der sich in seiner Kultur vergabt 

und vor jeder Ausefnandersetzung davonlauft. oder wie der 

General und seine Israelis, die genauso sknipeîlos geworden 

sind wie die anderen, oder wie Feinkrg und Polzig, die in 

Deutschland hocken und sich als Zionisten fuhlen? Kann man 

als Jude nirgends so leben. wie es einem paBt-ohne verriickt 

oder krankhaft nomial sein ni miiasen? (R 88) 

Yasch too atperlences these inconsistencies in hïs Mennonite culture. 

He observes the greedy Mennonites who aspire to be pohtlcians, and Pug 

Peters who loses his land. and he agrees with what his mend Laups L e m  

says: -Yeu know Yasch. in this world a man has to declde how much he 

needs to lhTe on, and then be satisfied with that. How much f a m  does one 

man need?" (Y 164). 

Sitting in the Jewish synagogue with his father. Jonny can think of 

only one reason for king there. and that is to find out if there really is a 

God. However, he seems to be the only one concemed about th&. The 

worshippers are steeped tn traditions that he does not understand. and it 

seems to him that they don't care about what really bothers him: the 
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reiationship ktween the Jews and the Oefmans, and the fact that God 

aiiows the kind of sufiering the Jews have endured for centuries. He 

reaiarks: YAber gerade danach fragt hier nlemand. Wichttg tst den Alten nur. 

daB man regew ig  in die Synagoge geht. koscher IBt und unsere Madchen 

unberührt Mtn (R 70). He decides f is a waste of time to stay there any 

longer and goes home. 

Yasch too is dWlusioned with church and the meaninglessness he 

experiences there. He cannot understand why the pung people need to sit 

on the church bench on New Year's Eve when there are so many other more 

interesting things to do. He and his frIends have decided it Bn't worth king 

there. and they play hockey or hang out in the barn rolling smokes. An idea 

cornes to them in which they use a long lost tradition to revitaiize the 

boring New Year's service. This is the tradition of the 'Brummtupp." a 

homemade instrument which the Low German people used to entertain 

themselves pars ago when they couldn't go to church in the evening 

because there was no hydro 20). This instrument was never used in 

church but Hova Jake. a talented musician wbo is bord by the church. 

decides to inject some Me lnto the worship service. 

Mer visiting aU the people in the area who haven't gcme to church. 

and remînding them to do so. the Bnimmhpp party ends up at church. 

They flrst stage a drama in which they review the hîstory of the Mennonites 

(hm hrc tempted by the apple. to the breakaway h m  Catholicism. then on 

to the Russian Revolution and flnally to the inauence of pietism). They 

then break out in a joyous nnàiüon of the hymn 'Joyful. joyful. we adore 

thee." When Hova stgnals the congregation to sing dong with them they 

do so. The effect stuns Yasch who sudde* mf=Ns] all connecteci up with 

werything" (Y 30). This feeling of connectedness is disturbed the next 
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before. al1 the 'outsiders" join in the worship service. Everythlng is 

'connected loose again" CY 30). 

The hypocrisy of the church and community îs exposed at Nobah 

Naze's funeral by the speech Zamp Pickle Peters makes. He describes how 

Nobah Naze was ostracized by the community because of his M e  style. He 

was 'Use a soMot that didn't march in the same step wlth the others" (Y 83) 

and this was held against hlm. Peters poses the question: '[WBat happens 

when the soldoten all march together with the same step and they 

over a briâge go? The bridge crashes down" (Y 83). Peters points out the 

same problem in thls community that Jonny saw In German sxiety 

where everyone marched to the same step with those who were in 

authority, and the result was a dlsaster the Germans will never Uve down 

(R 66-67, 169). 

A sarcastic and humorous exposure of inconsistency in the Men- 

nonite communlty is the chapter on Knibble Thiessen's business. The 

nequent changing of hls sîgn teils the reader that this 'ri&htmakerm is al1 

things to al1 people. His sign says 'Knockenartzt." 'General Massage." and 

'Foot Masseur." His hair is oîiy and he makes the women cry and moan. 

Yasch's adventure wlth the 'fîshnet" woman tells the reader what happens 

to men who invohte themselves wlth women llbe that. Yasch fidis fht on his 

back in the snow and can't get up (Y 40). 

Some who no longer adhere to the princlples of the Mennonite 

community cannot brave the ostracism they acperience as a result and 

leave altogether. The best description of th& Is the humorous portrayai of 

'ïleaig Wiens. his Mumchi and their son MeMn who is karning to become 

an RCMP omcer. The Wiens family no longer Uves in the Mennonite 
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mmrnunity but has mwed to town. ostensîbiy to k closer to the hospital 

so that Mumchi Wiens can vîsit the sick and the dying. But Yasch knows 

her husband is a drunk who has had his driver's licence taken away. and 

this is one way he can be close to the beer parlor. Mumchi Wiens is 

proud that MeMn doesn't smoke or drink and attends the RCMP church 

on Sundays. Paclflsrn has gone out the window in this family! Yasch 

wlll never picture MeMn as an RCMP onicer. Instead he sees him. still 

wearîng his Sunday pants. king dumped into the plgpen by a mnaway 

horse (Y 65). 

It is very important for the Jewish community to adhere to the famlly 

traditions and keep theIr chlldren in the community. And it Is much more 

difiimlt to do that in an urban setting than in a rurai Mennonite commu- 

nity. Rubinstein describes sarcastlcally how important this issue is to 

the parents; he speaks of the sacrifîces they are wllllng to make in order 

for community to happen. He calls it Viidische Party-LogW (R 33). 

The parents are afraid of two things: They are fearful that their 

children will marry German rather than Jewish partners and that their 

children WU lose thetr vîrginity before mamage. Jonny says: 'Unsere 

Tradition verlangt unerbittlich. daB eîn jiidisches Madchen jun@&ulich in 

die Ehe geht-genau wie in Siziiien. Das Entscheidende ist aber die 

panische Angst unsem Aiten vor einer 'Mischehe' ihrer Kinderw (R 32-33). 

Since the sacred teachings, often lost in the long assimilation 

process. have not been internaiized and are no longer a motivating 

factor that detexmines behaviour. the parents subtitute the secular. Jonny 

verbahes this at the grave of his namesakes. hîs great-grmt-grandfsither 

Isaak and his grandfather Jonathan: "Was  ka^ ich heute. in der Nach- 

auschwltzara. in der jüdische Eltern ihren Kindem statt Tradition und 
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Religion Neurose aneniehen. von Isaak-Jonathan Rubinstein lemen?' 

(R 103). 

In Jonny's community the sacred has ail but disappeared, leavlng a 

sembbce of tradition. in Yasch's community the sacmi is in the pmcess of 

gzaduaiiy #ving way to the secular. The question that the wrîter poses îs 

whether or not the sacred can be incorporated in the everyday life or 

whether it wlll be separated and thus graduaiiy die. For this reason the 

grand confusion of the sacred and secular is a larger theme in The SathMtiOn 

of Yasch Siemens than in Rubtmtebis Vmteigmng. It nins throughout the 

narrative and k best fflustrated by the strange and mythical flgure of 

Emmanuel. who cornes to Yasch's mind when he starts attending church 

more regulariy because of Oata. 

Yasch remembers Emmanuel as the new boy at school who chailenged 

Forscha miesen's rem of t m r .  Emmanuel appropriates aii the character- 

istics of Christ but at the same time he is a Mekster. He can do magical 

things with cards and makes a marvelous lasso out of W d e d  blnder m e  

ropes the girls use for sldpping. He ls able to juggle shiny balls of Werent 

coiors and he enables the chiidren to laugh at Forscha and his gang instead 

of king aaald of them (Y 120- 130). 

Emmsnuel appears again to Yasch when Yasch, now a young adult. 

@es his testimony at church. This vision is an affinnation that fun and 

laughter. feluwship and community are also a part of the sacred and need 

not be condemned ôy the community of bellevers. Furthermore. the vision 

implies that in telling the story of pain and humiiiation, bittemess and 

SOKUW relinquish their gmsp (Y 144- 1483. 

At Knibble Thiessen's place Yasch again confuses the sacred and the 

secuhr. He looks through the church papers The Young Ambassadors and 
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Gooü N e w s  Bmadasters. but he does so sixnply because he 1s looking for 

the TIme magazine. When he sees a kautiful young glrl corne out of Knlbble 

Thiessen's omce. he describes the look on her face as 'pure HimmeI-shinew 

and remembers a calendar he saw as a small bay with a picture of a cowgirl 

and the wwds of the song "ï'U be a cowglrl. a Christian cowgirl- undermath 

it. When he sees her ban feet they "seem to sparkle and glow iike Jesus' feet 

did when Maxy washed them with her haif (Y 37). 

The Western music Yasch hears on the radio makes him feel 'churchy 

in a funny way" (Y 62). It reminds him of a time when he was a srnali boy 

and enjoyeci church because 'that's where the action wasw (Y 62). It  was a 

tîme when people worshipeà h m  the heart. Later. as they became more 

educated. they kgan to hide their spontanelty. A curtain was put Ln front of 

the choir loft to hide the girls' legs, strange choir mercises were introduced 

and people no longer played theu guitars, but sang Cantatas. That 1s when 

Yasch stoppeci going to church and llstened to hîs radio instead (Y 63). The 

spiritual component of the culture, instead of penfadlag every aspect of Me, 

has become a separate entity as foreign infîuences are injected into the 

culture. In the Jewish commuity the sacred is ali but etased for the young 

people; In the Mennonite community it teveals itself as something &en. 

Language wlthiri the culture shows the separation of the sacred and 

the secular since one language is used for church and school and another 

for the home. The old pople have the& religion, teaching and tradition. but 

there seems to be nothing for the young people. Sitting in the synagogue 

Jonny asks himself: "Ich soute wohl beten. Aber was? Eknso wie die 

anderen Typen in meinem Alter verstehe ich die althebraischen und 
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aramaischen Gebete nicht" (R 70). When his father asks him why he didn't 

stay untfl the end of the worship serrlce 'wie es sich gehort." Jonny's 

frustration is ewident 'Gehort! Geh&t es sich eigentlich. stundenlang ein 

Zeug anzuhoren. das niemand versteht? [. . .1 Die erkl%ren einem hwhstens 

wieder. was koscher ist und was nicht. Aber ob es überhaupt jemanden gibt. 

ni dem man betet. fia@ niemand. Nicht mal meine sogenannten Freunde" 

(R 72). 

Further hgmentation occurs because there is stlll another separate 

language, that of the second culture. German for Jonny and Engllsh for 

Yasch. Wiebe's novel shows very clearly how these languages begin to 

intertwine as the cultural distinctions blur. The quote from Skvorecky at 

the outset of hls novel is an indication of this: 'My God, how we adoreà this 

buggering up of our lovely îanguage for we felt that ail languages were 

iifeiess if not buggered up a iittlew (Introduction). 

The use of the Cemian. English, and Low German languages and the 

elfe& they have on the people is best fflustrated in Wiebe's novel by Nobah 

Naze's funeral. Reacher Funk preached in German and that was 'so long 

that the people were shmgging thcir hmd ends on the benches alreaày and 

blowlng more noses than when everyboây had a cold" (Y 8 1). Obviously that 

did not touch the core of their being. When Reacher Janzen preached in 

English the people sat a iittle stiller. but again it was too long and people 

began to think about food. The only Low German in the church service was 

spoken by Reacher Rink when he invlted the people to stay for something 

to eat after the burial. The subfect of food. obviously not a splrltual topic. 

could be addresseci in the heart language of the people. 

When al l  hypocrisy ends only the heart language WU do. and at the 

graveside of Nobah Naze. Zamp Pickle Peters speaks in Flat German. He 
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'cornes h m  the wrong sîde of the double âike just W e  the rest of us and he 

always tells ft Like he kWes itw says Yasch (Y 82). People are not bord 

this time. but iisten, because somme is speaking to their hearts in their 

heart language: 'People &art to fuschel but they huny stop when he starts 

to taik again" (Y 83). 

''hm Corbies." the poem referred to throughout Armin Wiebe's novel, 

is an ewmple of the 'buggering up of a language." Originally an Engllsh 

ballad pubbhed in 161 1 calid 'The Three Ravens." it îs about a knight who 

ïies dead in a field but is protected by his hounds and his hawks. so that 

the ravens who are discussing what to have for breakhst. cannot get at 

him. He is buried by a doe in the moming. who herself dies before evening. 

The "T'wa Corbies" is a cynical version of the original ballad written in a 

Scottish dialect. ia which the lady has 'ta'en another matew and his hawk 

and hound have deserted the dead knight so that the ravens can anticipate 

a feast. Yasch tells Saâie: T o u  see. th& poem is Wre it was made up from 

Flat German mfxed up with Engiisha (Y 46). The subtieties of the humour 

are probabiy lost on those without a goad knowledge of Low Oerman. 

Sitting beside the fkeshly showered Sadie, Yasch is very aware of her 

sexuaUty; tus  influences his inteqxetation of the poan as he explains it to 

ber. Furthemore. Yasch connects Sadie's black bra that she wears while 

drhrbig tractor wlth the "'hm Corbies." When her father tells him to 'look 

out for the crows," Yasch replies. T w a  corbies. That's French for two crows" 

(Y 49). The p e m  7ba Corbie# aiso reminds him of the death of hls Bther. 

Like the person who changed 'The Three Ravens" Born its courtly 

romantic m i o n  to the cynicaî version of ràra CorMes," so both Sekigmann 

and Wiebe are intent on disnipting old paradtgms by the& use of language. 

Seltgmann does this effectIveiy by shocking the reader with the coarse and 
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disrespectful language of the protagonlst and by arpbcit description of 

-al scenes. W i e k  too uses coarse barnyard humour and the earthy Low 

German 'heart hguage" of his people already infiuenced by the Engllsh 

culture around him. One gets the sense. however. that RaEael Seligmana's 

hnguage is full of self-loathing and pain. whereas Armin Wiebe has a lot of 

fin playing with Ianguage. 

The sexuai humiliation Jomy experiences with the p t i t u t e  mirrors 

the racial humiîiation he feels in the classroom. There is no hiding behind 

metaphors hem. and the painful encounter leaves the reader with the same 

feeling Jomy expresses when he leaves the pmtitute: 'Ich habe einen üblen 

Geschmack im Mund" [R 1 1 ). 

SeligmaM uses wry direct language in all of his sexual scenes. About 

hls relationship with Mara he says: '[Dias VOgein einer jüdischen kau vor 

der Hochzeit ist einfach undenkbar" (R 47). He coldly calculates and 

describes his orgasm: *Schau m. wie du mogîichst unaunaHg zu deinem 

Orgasmus kommst. Also los. Rubinstein!" (R 47). 

When Jonny's Geiman teacher Taucher invîtes him, Jonny fully 

arpects a sexual encounter and says to bimseIf= 'Me Alte [. . .] kdt dich zu 

sich ein. Das helSt sle mag dich. I . . . 1 [ D m  WU sie auch mit dir vOgeIn. 

Nicht wie die jüdischen Madchen. die es zwar auch wolien, aber trotzdem 

nicht tun. Mit der Taucher wlrst du schhfenw (R 57). To his surprtse. she 

too raises objections. that of the teacherbtudent relationship. Her resis- 

tance is soon averrome but to his chagrin he has a premature ejaculatlon. 

Msgusted with himself, he c a b  h-If a 'Hosenspiitzer" (R 64). 

Jonny's planned sexual rendezvous with Rachel in the house of his 

German ckssmate îs fbst portrayeci as the leisurely, pleasant ment Jomy 

had envlsioned. Rude& internipted by Jonny's classrnates. this experience 
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becomes pogrom-iike for them both and is described in terse. staccato-Wce 

terms (R 77-ûû). 

Eventudiy Rachel demands more than sex, she is  looking for 

marriage, and Jonny backs offi Wles hat sich gegen mich verschworen." he 

says. 'Kaum 1st die Freundschaft mit Rachel schon geworden. schon ver- 

wandelt sie sich in eine Zwangsjacke" (R 12 1 ) 

When he final& meets a woman who is sexuaUy available Jonny 

minces no words expressing his frustration at his sexual impotency (R 148). 

Eventually he achieves the physicai and spiritual union he has always 

longed for with Susanne. the German woman he would iike to many. but is 

rlàiculed and embarrassed by his mother in front of her (R 1 56- 1 67). Their 

mariage can never work because Susanne's father was in the SS 

(R 168-187). 

Wiebe's approach îs less explkit and much more metaphorical than 

Seligmann's. His sexual metaphors are present throughout the novel. 

beginning wlth the climbing of the CN Tower wïth Shups: 'Let's go ali the 

way to the tower" (Y 8). which 'is just practice" for the next time with 

Fleeda. The "'ibn Corbies" are symbolic of Sadie's breasts clad in a black 

brasslere: "On& the thin black stripe that hold up the craws can 1 see naw 

against the bones of her shoulders" (Y 49). These crows are out to get him. 

especially when he sees Oata bouncing along the fleld road in her ford 

tractor: 'My dry bones SM to rattle and I tiy to look away but it is U e  a 

magnet is puilîng my neck around and 1 [. . .] just have to try to get away 

nom those two bounclng crows that grow bigger and bigger and biggern 

w 54)- 

Other metaphorical sexuai images are seeding oats: 'Ha Ha has put 

her to work on the 4010 with the deep mer on the skty acres next to the 
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oats that 1 am seeàing (Y 48-49); drlvfng truck in the rain: 'The half-ton ls 

schwaecksiag & c m  slde to sue on the slippery mudœ (Y 73); p 1 a . g  basebdl: 

'She knds and stretches so easy. so lighüy she h o p  for the high ones" 

(Y 45); plowing the fîeld: '(Slhe is caverlng me with her acres and the crop is 

so big that 1 aimost can't breathe and there is so much to disk and to p h  

and to seed and it seems Iike it will never be finished* (Y 116); and taking 

care of Oata's mustard: '1 saw the double dtke and the wild mustard 

blooming on Nobah Naze's field. Somebody would have to take care of 

Oata's mustard" (Y 77). 

Names are used metaphoricaily in both nwels. Jonny's second name. 

Isaak (Yitzhak in Hebrew), means laughter or 'wird lachen" but this 

beautifhl meaning has ken distorted. The hughter that cornes fkom the 

German connotation of Yitzhak is not jayful laughter but laughter due to 

mockery and stereotyping. Jonny's parents leave Yitzhak off the Gennan 

passpart to keep him from king teased by the nasty school rhyme: 'Jude 

b i g .  Nase spitzîg. Beine heckig, Arschloch drrcldg" (R 102). 

Oata cannot escape humiliation at recess. It is caused not by people 

of another culture but by Mennonite chilchen who have slngled her out 

kcausc she is ciiffiirent from the rest. Everyone at schooi knows the rhyme 

made up by Penzel Panna: Oata. Oata / Ossentoata / Pesst em Woata / 

Tninein Koata / 1. . .] (Y 56-57). 

Jonny caîls his mother 'Esel." the Gennan word for donkey. implylng 

that she is grey, ugly. stubtmrn. uncoopemtîve. When his gïrIfiiend Mara 

asks him why he cals her that he explalns that it is a pet name from his 

chlldhood. Under his breath he mutters that he should have called her 

'Egel" or leech. because her true nature is to c h g  Nke a leech and to never 

let go of him (Y 44). 



With the character of Esel. paMarchy Is successfuily debunked and 

ma-hy nl($is. This Esel/ Egel fs a domineering, mantpulattve, stubbom 

woman. whose peace-lovlng husband. aptly named Friedrich, is a weak. 

luving. and gentle man. He gradually fades away as the n m l  progresses. 

only to reappear in the end to ûy to coItlfort J o ~ y  in bls ciespair. Living up 

to his name. Friedrich wants to give his son some measure of peace. 

Fred functions much better in the absence of his d e .  After he suaers 

a mild heart attack, suwives and returns home h m  hospital. Esel goes to 

Bad Mergentheim. and Jomy brin@ his German girMend home for ciinna. 

T M  incident shows cleariy that it is his mother that causes ail the turmoil 

at home. Fred is polite to Susanne. makes a delicious nonkosher dinner of 

Wiener schnitzel and has a nap mer dinner, leaving Jonny and Susanne 

completeiy to their own devices. Jonny can't believe the dinennce in the 

atmosphere at home and remarks as an aside to the reader about his father: 

'Der Bursche 1st wirklich n'riIrend-wenn er nicht geeselt wirda (R 147). Role 

reversal is successfully appiied by SellBpiann to mock his culture. 

Soclal n o m  are also mocked by Wiebe as he portmys Yasch's absent. 

dysfirnctbonal father, who tmvels fkom place to place. A victim of his own 

culture's strict moral code. he flaunts hls dlnerence but is unable to 

survtve (Y 48). Yasch describes his hther in retrospect. not as the jud#ng 

community sees him but as the child remernbers him. The nine-yw-old Is 

not afmid of the harsh penalty the community doles out to those who do 

not conform. because his M e r  does not judge him (Y 156). Hls Eather is a 

man who does not shirk ftom what the community c a s  women's work 
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when his wife is ffl after childbirth. but washes dishes. cooks and piays 

games with his son (Y 157). 

Yasch's mother fs the independent female figure in the Mennonite 

community who longs for acceptance but does not receîve it because there Is 

no husband to MUdate her existence. She does not accept the mie that the 

community would iike her to have. that of the dependent widow who needs 

a man in her Me. She livles alone and tries to make ends meet as much as 

possible. She makes sure her son is galnfully employed. not hesitating 

to use the flyclapper if she has to (Y 3. 32). but equw sklllful with the 

telephone (Y 32). She is fnigal. uslng old flour sacks for clothing and 

curtains and practical boots for the outside work. Her flyclapper is 

homemade from a hockey stick handle and a piece of old threshing machine 

belt (Y 31). She knits Yasch's hockey socks in several colors of wool and 

makm him hockey garters h m  a pink girdle she no longer wears (Y 38). She 

is resoumful enough to fbr up Futtachi's old Sunday suit for Yasch so he 

can k usher at Nobah Naze's funeral (Y 89). 

Muttachi Wes to h o w  what goes on in the community. She reads the 

Steinbach Post and makes sure the door is open when she slts in the 

beckhouse so she doesn't miss anything even when she is goîng to the toilet 

(Y 33). In spite of her own independence, she L concemeci about Yasch's 

moral reptation and what people in the community wilî say. When Yasch 

stays with Oata after the fimeral of her father. Muttachi phones hlm at 

'almost half elevenm to tell him she wlll come with the flyclapper to get him 

if he doesn't come home (Y 88). When he cornes the next morning Muttachi 

suggests mamage with Oata (Y 91). 

Oata's father is dysfûnctional and does not meet the standards of the 

community. Unlike YascWs father. he is a jealous and pOssesSive husbanà 
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domlneering pat-hy. When her husband &es she is at his grawside 

gleefuily grabbing the spade and shuvehg dirt over her husband's casket. 

laughing 'We a baby that has never before laughedn (Y 83). 

Nobah Naze also mistreats his daughter. She is hls work horse. 

aiways on the fatm and not allowed to go out. When she does go to 

Winnipeg wkth her fatha he on& goes to the stockyards (Y 1 15). Howewr. 

Oata is not iike her mother and Ands ways around her father's bizarre 

behaviour. She is not your typical obedient Mennonite daughter but sneaks 

along to the baii game on the back of the truck, much to Yasch's chagrin 

(Y 44). She is the equivalent of Esel in Sellgmann's novel. When Yasch 

refuses to take her along, she lets the air out of his tires (Y 55); when he 

tries to sneak away without her. she hides hLp @ove (Y 56). She does not sit 

quieüy at the bali game but embarrasses Yasch by cheering loucüy for him 

(Y 56). When she's ready to go home. she sits in the truck and honks the 

horn (Y 56). When Yasch is successful in sneaking away h m  her. she purs 

sand or watn into hls bed so that he has to go home to Muttachl to skep. 

Then Muttachi gets mad at him because Nobah Naze is supposed to gîve 

him board and m m  (Y 56). 

Wiebe uses role reversal to take a mocking stab at hls patrtarchal 

confarmlst Mennonite culture. This ts especially otrvious in his depiction of 

Oata's and Yasch's relationship. Oata does not d o w  anyone to boss her 

around. She is not ovemhelrned by the loneliness and isolation she 

experlences in the community because of her obesity and her dyshactional 

family situation. Rather, she chooses to become a part of the community 

and mot ostracize herself because she sees value in community (Y 122). 

Yasch begins to attend church because Chta waats him to (Y 119). Oata ls 
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it because of the knd (Y 115). She ïs the one who directs the tranlc when 

Yasch tries to drive the Honey Wagon into Eaton's parking place in 

w-pegw 1 w .  

When Yasch îs engaged to Oata and starts worklng on the f m .  she 

is the one ditvlng the combine and sends him to milk the cows. make 

breakfast and wasb two days of dirty dishes while she drives to town to get a 

new sprocket for the John Deere tractor. She also tells him to feed the pigs 

and chickens whiie she is gone. Yasch can't beiîeve his ears: 

WeU 1 start to get dizzy. I mean It seems iike something is 

tuniing the mon% way here. I should be gettfng the parts and 

she should be washing the dishes. I think maybe we shouid 

start having devotions and readfng the Bible by breakfast Une 

so that Oata c m  Learn herself that the man is supposed to be 

the boss in the house. (Y 152) 

Yasch goes to his Muttachi for sympathy but receives none. When he 

remirids her that: Tn the Bible it says the man îs supposed to be boss in the 

house." she tells hbn. 'Then go be boss in the house and wash your dlshes!" 

(Y 155). When he asks his Muttachi to make some dinner for him. she 

replies: 'Go pull a carrot out of the garden and wash it off for yourseif" 

(Y 155). Yasch can't believe what he is hearlng from his own Muttachi. I t  

causes him to go back to Oata's place and think: '1 hear again my Muttachi 

say that for twenty-Ume years she cooked for me and wiped my narsch and 

for sure Muttachi tP rîght W e  Muttachis ahffays are. I feel real small. 1 look 

at the cupboard and the dishes. 1 get up. switch the range on and heat up a 

paU of watef (Y 157). 
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At the end of the novel Oata is a respectexi memkr of the community 

because of her marriage and family, and she has done something about her 

weight problem (Y 168). 

It is obvious that both SeUgmann and Wiebe have a quarrel with the 

Meaiization of their respective cultures and are debunklng some of the 

myths that have been manufactured about them. They deiiberately confuse 

the sacred and the secular. the spiritual and the erotic. and poke fun at 

the& culture's social noms and expected gender foles. In the process, they 

create a work which leaves the reader coping wlth confused emotions. 

simultaneoudy: at times dssgust and sympathy. at other times sadness and 

hughter. 

hitâîîty of ReMiiring 19 the P u t  

In his book M U  beschtiidder Homung. Mael Seligmann writes that 

the present and the future are avaiiable to be mastered but that it is 

impossibIe to overcome the pst. The past is to be the theury which serves 

to master the present but cannot be a substitute for the present. Remaining 

in the past c m  have the same result as negattng the past: the inability to 

meet the demands of the present (16). SeUgmann illustrates this idea with 

several eqaîences Jonny has when he unsuccessfuly attempts to reconclle 

the past wîth the present in orâer to secure his identity. 

The vlctim mentallty of Jews mer the Holocaust becomes a topic of 

satire and irony. J o ~ y  and Esel nithlessly exploit their victim status ty 

appeaüng to Jonny's school authorities when he ls in danger of faillng first 

of al1 his French course and then the whole Abltur. When Jonny first 

suggests appeabg to his French teacher whom he knows ta have an an& 

Nazi stance, Esel is incensed at the idea. She says to her son: 'Du willst 
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von der Emordung meiner Geschwister profitieren. du Lump! Du but ein 

sknipeîioser Verbaecher. kalt. gefihllos. berechnend. Genau wie die Nazis" 

(R 91). Jomy confesses he is lay and beliMs he has no talent for Ianguages. 

He can think of no other way out. Esel complies reluctanüy (R 92). 

When Jonny admlts to Esel that he has probabiy Ediled his Abitur. 

Esel is the one who inslsts on appeahg to the principal and J o ~ y  is 

the one who is sickened: 'Mir ist übel geworden. Wirà diese Nazi- und 

Verfoigtsein-Kotze nie ein Ende nehmen? Wird es immer so weitergehen. 

daS man. sobald man in der Klemme sitzt. an das schlechte Gewissen der 

Deutschen appeliiert und um Gnade winselt, sich also morallsch noch tlefer 

stellt als das Herrenvoik?" (R 144). 

Both times Esel and Jomy compare themseks to the Nazis. realizing 

that they are as opportunistic as the next person and have no right to judge 

the immoral acts of others. Thls implies that they need to fke themsehres 

from a juàgmental attitude about the ps t .  

As a youth living in Gennany. Jonny cannot help but be reminded 

of the p s t .  If he had stayed in Israel with his parents. he would not have 

had to deal with the prejudices of his German classrnates nor with his 

oum discoIlifort of thinmg that the perpetrators and their children were 

breathing the same air he was. He would not have been given the 

opportunity for m e s s  or whining about his victim status. He blames his 

parents for t a h g  him away from there and putttng him together wlth those 

who killed his relattves. 

After Esel has helped him out of the diiemma of famg his French 

class. Jonny decides he needs a day of rest before studylng for his exams. He 

asks his fàther if he can have the car to drive to Ichenhausen, his fhther's 

former home. He wants to get away from his depressing thoughts. but. 
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he calls the trlp his 'masochistische PilgertaM nach Ichenhausen" (R 97). 

He reflects somberly: -An welchem Fleck in diesem Land hat es vor 1933 

Juden gegeben. denen es nicht ebenso ergangen ist. wie denen in Ichen- 

hausen? Solange du dich in Deutschland herumtreibst. wirst du diesen 

Dreck nie loswerden" (R 97). 

Jonny decicies to go to the Jewlsh cemetery. Here he sas  gravestones 

that date back to the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries and says a prayer 

over them. Then he discovers the grave of his great-great-grandfather 

Rubinstein fYom whom he recetved bis second name I s a a k .  He &O sees the 

grave of hls great grandfather Jonathan. whose name he carrles. He wonders 

what he can leam h m  these ancestors and recetves an inspiration. He WU 

correct his fsither's m&stake of retuming to Germany by going back to Israel 

(R103). He thinbs that in Israel hls problems will k solved. He seems to 

have forgotten his recent painhl impression+the cold ruthlesmess of 

General Ahagor and his fiiend Motti's disillusionment on hls return fkom 

Israel. 

Esel is totally against Jomy's idea of going to Israel. and Fred is 

caught in the midâle of the battle between them. His resuiting heart attack 

stops Jonny's plans and he promises not to go. The m o n  inspired by 

thinking of the past and jayfully embraced at the graves of his ancestors 

crumbles In the Ught of the problems he experlences in the present (R 120). 

In contrast to Esel's and Jonny's shameiess exploitation of the 

system. Herr FrankfUrter. whom Jonny meets when visiting his mother at 

the Kurort, is scnipulously honest and would prefer not to testify at the 

court proceedings in which fonner Nazis are to be judged. He says to Jomy: 

"[Ulnsere Toten haben nach ail dem. was lhnen vor ihrer Emordung 
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angetan wurde. da9 Recht, in Meden zu nihen. Und ich glaube. daS e l  

GroBteiî der Aufinerksamkett. dle dieser PmzeS schon jetzt erregt, mehr 

der Gier nach Sensationen entspringt als echter Anteiùiahme" (R 164). 

However. Frankfurter feels that if a few people can be brought to the& 

senses by the court pmcess. it Is worth golng thmugh wi+& it. He condemns 

doing anything out of revenge because he thhks that wiiï help no one and 

WU oniy create more bittemess. He îs convinceci that hating the Germans 

coiiectively is the easy way out. He himseif feels incapable of hatred. first of 

aU as a suNivOr who is fatigueci and emptied of all emotions, and secondly 

as a person who sees the Germans as they maUy are wlthaut the* uniform: 

'[Wlie konnte man Leute hassen. die nicht mehr waren als ein Hhfchen 

Elead und Angst, sobald sle ihre Uniformen auszogen. Die im Gegensatz zu 

uns nicht einmal das gute Gewlssen des unschuldigen Opfers hatten. son- 

dem das schlechte des schulùlgen Tiiters. Neln. ich kann keine Menschen 

hassen" (R 166). 

Frankfurter's insîghts and clariacation of the p s t  are personai& 

llberating for Jonny. He e s  Jomy hope by anlnning bis talents. However. 

he too is unsuccessfiil in freeing Jomy from hts pmdîcament. Jomy adniits 

his hatred of the Gennans is absurd. He acùnits that he loves Susame who 

is Grnnan, but m o t  imagine havfng chiidren witb her (R 177). 

Mer his discussion with Frankfurter, his confrontation with his 

mother about Susanne. and Susanne's fiight and r e m  to the hotel room. 

Jonny has a nightmare. This nightmare is one he ~~perienced for a time 

Mer vlsiting concentration camps as a boy in school wlth his classrnates 

(R 180). When Susanne asks him why he slept so restlessly. he shares the 

nightmare with her. She in turn tells him that her M e r  was in the SS. The 



past is a d ktween them that Susanne feeis cannot and should not be 

remwed. She challenges Jonny to recognize W: 

Jonathan. wieso machst du dir st%ndlg was vor? Du bist nicht 

so stark und gefiihilos. Du bist deiner Mutter nicht gewachsen. 

Du bist von ihr abhaW. ghub es mir. Und die Vegangenheit 

ist auch in dir noch sehr lebendig. Du muBt dich nur mit einem 

Mann wïe Herrn Frankfurter unterhalten, und schon traumst 

du. da6 du vergast wirst. Du kannst diese Vergangeaheit nicht 

aber Bord schmeii3en. nur weii du mich kennengelernt hast. 

(R 1861 

In shock. Jonny retums home. He reaiizes that the main problems 

h m  which he wants to be released by going to Israel and Wding tnie love 

(his hatred of the Gennans and hls insatiable sexual appetlte) have been 

resolved through meeting Frankfhrter and Susanne. He wonders why his 

peace of mind. so difRcult to obtain. must suddenly be snatched fkom him 

again. What is left for him? Y W ~ f ü r  Ich gelebt habe, Ist dahin-Israel und 

Suse. Mir bieiben Deutschland und Esela (R 188). 

Yasch. too. feels 'ail connected up wtth e v e m g "  when he and his 

fkiends have rwfved a tradition from the past. introduced it into the church 

successfiilly. and caused a kind of revivai. He describes the atmosphen in 

the church after Hova Jake has sung the hymn 'Jayful. joyful. we adore 

thee': "And then Hova Jake starts to sing the Hrst verse agaln and he is 

signahg the people to stand and slow& they do and they start singing 

dong with him and the sound that is fllllng the church b just unkhevable. 

Everybdy is singing. even me. and we sîng that first verse three timesw 

CY 30). 
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Even the people who never corne to church are there the next momîng 

because they have been remindeci of th& failure to do so and wamed about 

the consequences. However. rather than rejoicing at theu success in 

bririging these people back into the community. Yasch feels uncornfortable 

to see them there and somehow can't accept them king part of the 

community. 'Everything was connected loose again' and he 'was really 

mixeci up" (Y 30). 

Yasch nostalgicaliy remembers the church of hls boyhood and recalls 

people playing guitars and msuidoIlns; they didn't have 'such high music 

iike Contatas" CT 63). He has chosen to stay home and iisten to Western 

music on the radio since all the changes took phce. Staying in the past 

does not help hlm to remain part of the community. When he kglns going 

to church again with Oata he feels like he does not klong there ('Y 123). 

Part@ this is due to the prqudice of the people in the church. but he has 

also brought it on himself by choosing to stay in the past and not deahg 

wlth changes in a constnictlve way. 

Feehg out of phce in the church remlnds Yasch of past incidents in 

which people were singied out as scapegoats. especlally because the school 

yard bully Forscha Friesen ls the one who has a lead role in the church 

servîce. Yasch remembers how he felt when he lifted hls hand for pfayer at 

an evening church service and di the boys teased him after (Y 124). He 

remembers Oata and h m  she was te& because she was kt and din;efent. 

Someone made up a nasty Law German verse about her at school and Oata 

reminded him that he was the one who translated it into Englîsh (Y 57-58). 

This @ves Yasch a guilt cornplex. and Oata as the vlctlm îs dehumanized. 

She kcomes an object of pity rather than someone who is appreciated for 

her genuine pualitles or despised for her annaying characteristics. 
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Abuve aii. Yasch remembers the persecutian of Emmanuel. the Christ- 

like figure who cornes inta his mind when he is asked by Forscha Mesen to 

give a testimony at church. The memory of Emmanuel has been burieà in 

Yasch's subconscious but when he finaily dares to speak of the torture that 

Emmanuel endured at the hands of the school buïïies and how they made 

hfm partlcipate in tormenting Emmanuel. he Is personally îiberated. It helps 

him to arpose the hypocrisy of the church leadership and frees him from the 

guilt he has carried untll now. 

Yasch is also confused and stressed at his vulnerability before the 

whole congregation. He iiteraliy f à b  on his face at the end of his testimony 

by mpping wer the top step of the platfonn. This falhg on his face can be 

interpreted in several ways: it can symbolfze embarrassrnent at his 

emotionalism and it can also show a contrite heart for hls part Ln the 

bullyhg. (Y 148). 

Yasch's confused emotions are refiected in the novel by the constant 

shWng of events from the present to the pst and vice versa; this is 

symbolic of his search afker meaning and how it can impact the present. 

There are two memories of the p s t  that are totally redeeming for 

Yasch. One ïs the memories he has of hls father's gentleness and caring 

during mes of family crlses. This does not take away from the fact that his 

fhther later deserted his -. but it mitigates his action (Y 156- 157). The 

other memory ts that of the birth of his son Dofi. When he was waiting for 

him to be bom, Yasch had plenty of time to think. He remembered ail the 

bad things he had done but came to te- with himself: Teah. I grîbbled 

about ai l  thls till my shirt was as wet as it gets at haying time but in the 

end the head straightens it ali out and the nurse came to tell me to corne 

look at my (Y 169). 
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These last two mernories are the reason for the transformation of 

Yasch's identity, fkom a negative to a positive orientation: they Save him 

from des-. They represent redemption from the p s t  and hope for the 

future. and make him secure in the present. He becomes a respected 

member of his commuaity because he has gained respect for -if. 

Jonny. too. b o w s  gentleness from his father who cornes to cornfort 

him at the end of the novel. Hmever, Jonny has the added problem of his 

German/Jewtsh identity and has not yet come to terms wïth hls future the 

way Yasch has. 

Both novels analyzed in this chapter are written by insiders. 

Consequenüy they are too reveallng of the peculiar cultures fiom which they 

come to be comfortably accepted by the people who are described. The 

authors high&ht sensitive issues ln a mocking. ironie and satirical manner 

and thus the& intentions can easiiy be mtsconstnied. Disiilusionment with 

Ieadership both in community and church is underscared and group politics 

exposed. often in a hilarious manner. The use of language. iocluding coarse 

baniyard humour, disrcspectfid name calling. Yiddish expressions and Low 

German mîxed wi th  EnWh, results in a colorfûl. irreverent look at each 

culture. One very effectfve device used less by Seligmmn than by Wlebe is 

the confusion of the sacred and the secuiar. 

The sewality of the adolescent reigns with unabashed fervor. 

expressedvery expiicitly by Sebgmann and more metaphorically by Wiebe. 

Sexual behaviour is celebrated and myths orposeci by deuberate reversal of 

male and fernale d e s .  
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The autobiographlcal eiements in both nwels becme quite obvious 

when examinîng the lives of the authors. However. Seiigmann's novel to 

overtly autobiographical wlth didactic intentions and in many ways hts Me 

dovetaiis wlth that of hls pmtagonist. The intensity and passion with which 

he portrays his protagonist is not just a M e r v  device but evidence of 

Seligmamfs own struggle with the problems encountered by Rubinstein. 

In contrast. Wiek's approach is gentler and less jarring. Hi s  

character is a more naive narrator and his irony not as savage as that of 

Seïigmam's. his pathos not as întense. Rather than king autobiographical 

of W i e k  himself. the novel is autobiographical of his people. the Low 

Gennan-speaktng Mennonites of Southem Manitoba. Evldence of thls is the 

rweallng book review of Margafef Reimer who grew up in that area. 

The pathologies of the protagonists are symbolic of those of the minor 

culture in which they fbd themsehres; their hgmented identities are large& 

due to the Eact that they are the scapegoats of a major culture to which they 

also relate. Both lfve wtth a feehg of isolation due to their particular 

f d y  circumstances and their relatlonships to mends and classmates. 

Jonny, disdainhl of hts Jewishness. is betrayed by both his German 

classmates and his Jewlsh Mends. Yasch. the new kid at school. is buMed 

and ignored. He in tum participates in the type of b u w g  that has been so 

hurüùl to him. 

Because they both feel out of control and are bossed around by 

everyone, the protagonists have problems with authorlty figures and are 

both defiant t o w d  them and humillated by them. They stnaggle wlth 

teachers. parents. church leaders and police. mocking them and being 

mocked by them. They have a very poor self-image. constantly berating 

themseks for th& actions and blaming others for their problems. 
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The cultural confusion of the pmtagonists is reflected fn their sexual 

confuston. As adolescents they are piagued by the need for sanial release 

which contributes to their distorted picture of the opposite sex. They are 

repeiled as weil as attracted by outsiders and cannot distingutsh between 

ssnial attraction and love. When they final& settle on the woman who 

satisfies them. this woman is one who is considered an outsider by their 

culture. in Rubinstein's case the union does not last. Yasch's marriage to 

Oata becomes hls salvation once he overcomes some of hls preconceived 

prejudices and his traditional patrfarchal way of thinking. 

The pmtagonists. searchizig for meaning and identity by revisitlng the 

p s t .  reallze that the solution to the& problems does not iîe in remaining in 

the past as victims. Each protagonist must decide to confkont the p s t ,  

make use of what has k e n  leamed from it. and then appiy It to the Mure. 

This is explained to Jonny by Frankfurter, himself a victim of the 

Holocaust. 

Jomy. houmer. rerniilns confuseci at the end and lies sobblng on his 

k â  wfille his concerned Eather watts for him at the door. He 1s unable to 

reconcile bis German and JeWh identities because of the Holocaust. 

Yasch. too. is apprehenstve about the Influences of the outside world but 

has gone a step hirther than Jonny by marrying Oata who herself has 

undergone a metamorphosis. His Sahration lies not oniy in his marriage to 

Oata but also in remembering the gentleness of hls father and in putting 

his hopes for the future in his son. 



Dietrich Bonhoeffer's poem -Wer bin ich." quoted in the Intmiuctlon. 

ends wlth an expression of trust Ln a transcendental king who knows him 

even when he doesn't know himself: 

Wer bin ich? Einsames h g e n  treibt mit mir Spott. 

Wer ich auch bin, Du kennst mich, Dein bin ich, O Gott! 

Both the Jewish and Mennonite writers of this study have the 

primary social and cultural roots in religion. Persecuted for their faith 

throughout their history. the temptation to assimilate to the major culture 

was alifttays very present and vrry real for these people. 

The role of reiigion in ldentity formation 1s addrrssed by Erlkson. 

From religion. claims Erikson. the indMdual must derhre a faith which is 

transmitted to infants in the form of basic trust. Religion provides 'the 

insight that inàividual trust must become a common faith. individual 

mistrust a commonly fonnulated eM. whiie the individual's need for 

restoratlon must become part of the ritual practice of many. and must 

kcome a sîgn of trustworthiness in the community" (67). Erikson quames 

this by saying that Y~hosoarw daims that he does not need religion must 

derive such basic hith h m  elsewhere" (67). 

For the asslaillsrted German Jews. the Holocaust aras a special kind of 

sunering because they were hunted by the very people wlth whom they 

identlfied. Havlng lost theIr religious moorings due to assimilation Lnto the 

Gennan culture, how were they to identlfy with their Judaism after the 

Holocaust? Assimthtion was no longer an option because of the danger of 

once more creating a terrible enemy. Unable to embrace orthodox Judaism 



after years of assimilation. many of the sunrlvors and their children 

re-acquaînt themsehtes with the Jewish culture and practise the traditions 

of their forebears. This is an attempt. but tenuous at best. Aaron Hass 

writes: 'There îs an adherence to custom among the second grneration. 

but a vacuum of fundamental belief in religious precepts. Survtvors' loss 

of religîous conviction. despite the enhanced Jewlsh identity forced upon 

them, may prwe a severe dlhient for the& children and the generations that 

wiii foUoW ( 146). 

Mennonites are taught not to aspire to build their home on this 

earth, but to strive for a heavenly one. When the Mennonites do settle 

d o m  ktween the& periods of m m g  around due to reiigious conviction or 

persecutîon. they tend to become prosperous because of the& work ethic. 

Thls evokes a sense of guilt in them. offen assuaged by strivîng for a simple 

Mestyle, s e m g  those who are poor. or dispensing with rellglon aitogether. 

By bhdty foliowlng religtous creeds or embracing only the cultural and 

traditional aspects rather than the reiigious ones. they too lose the 

comection that binds them to theIr ancestors. 

This îs a common problem in both Jurek Becker's and Rudy Wiebe's 

novels. H m .  the protagonist of Bronstefns Klndet. Fs Jewish. but his Qniihr 

has assixniîated and no longer practises the Jewish remon. He is hardly 

aware of his Jewishness and identifies hîmself as Ge- untll he is 

confionteci with the uneqxcted violence his fatha exhibits taward a former 

Gennan concentration camp guard whom he captures and tortures. Hans's 

basic trust in his father's stability and in his own identlty as a German is 

shattered. Suddenly he Is fàced wi th  the fact that he is Jewlsh. but has no 

idea what exact& that means. No longer able to trust his father and 

insecure in the identity he has cïaimed untll now. his world falls apart. 



Uniike Hans, Thom in Peace S h U  Destzuy Many adheres to persona 

and corporate reîlgious convictions in his Mennonite communlty. However. 

the basic trust that this reiigious community provides for him at the 

beginning of the novel is threatened as Thom feels the outside culture 

encroachlng and maicing demands on his religious cornmunitg which it 

cannot meet without compromising its convictions. At the same Une he 

notices that a tnisted and admired leader wlthin the community does not 

iive up to its standards. Although he renders lip service to pacifism. Deacon 

Block practises violence in his personal Me. This threatens Thom's identity: 

he loses faith in the integrity of the leader of his community. 

Erikson de*es integrity as 'acceptame of one's parents as they are. 

and an acceptance of the fact that one's M e  is one's own responsibiiity" 

(104). Thls is an iMer identity. as Freud polnted out. He called it 'die kiare 

Bewusstheit der Lnneren Identitat" (qtd. in ErLkson 182. footnote 2). less 

based on religion or race than on a readiness to h e  in opposition and on a 

freedom from prejudices (Eriksoa 109). Both Hans and Thom stmggle to 

achleve this inner identity. as they move into adulthood and corne to 

terms with some of the inconsistencies of their role models who have not 

displayxi that integrîty. 

Integrity is the pinnacle of adulthood in Erikson's outhe of the three 

stages of adulthood. It is seen by him as 

the acceptance of one's own and only Me cycle and of the people 

who h m  becorne significant to it as somethlmg that had to be 

and that. by necessity. permttted of no substitutions. [ . . . 1 It Ls 

a sense of comradeship wlth men and women of distant times 

and of Merent pursuits, who have created orders and objects 

and sayîngs conveying human aigpity and love. 1. . .] The lack or 



loss of accnied ego-integrauon is sîgnified by despair and an 

often unconscious fear of death: the one and only Me cycle 1s 

not accepted as the ultimate of Me. (104) 

There is an aura of fear that haunts the Merature of the poets and 

prophets whose people have succumbed to torture. They have problems wlth 

the concept of a God who aliowed th& terrible thing to happen (Hass  

144-1531. Both Honîgmaum and Klassen make their readers aware of the gpp 

that aists and needs to be bridged in order for heallng to take place by 

recountlng stories of the& own struggles and that of their forebears. They 

constautly go to the past in search of names and evidence to validate the 

existence of those ancestors who were violently taken from Me. Because 

there is iittle evidence it becomes a frustrating task. Death as the only 

connection permeates their own exbtence in the modem world. and they 

tread carefully, always aware of danger. An assumed identity becomes a way 

of coplrig with their fear and seems safér than their own. 

Like Jurek Becker. who said it was oniy at his desk, writing stories. 

that he felt Uke he could fly a little, Klasaen and Honigmam search for a 

lost identity by using the wings of the& imagination. Literature 'ecomes 

theu refuge, a place in which th- fears and însecurities can be articulated. 

In Vtdence and Meng. Klassen entltles a section of poetry 'Wingspan." in 

which the outstanding metaphor is wings. Klassen @es her readers a vlsion 

of liberated souk 'our linibs llgbter than breastfkathers. [. . .] spirit at last. 

[. . .1 &ee lkom the dead weight of gravi@ and guilt" (108). 

About the pmcess of Edentity formation Erikson writes: 

identity formation beglns whexe the usefulness of multiple 

identlflcation ends. I t  arises from the selective repudiation and 

mutual assimilation of chlfdhood identifications, and their 



absorptîon în  a new configuration. which in hm is dependent 

on the process by which a society (often through subgoeleties) 

identifies the young individual. recognîzîng him as somebody 

who had to becorne the way he is. and who. being the way he is. 

îs talken for granted. (122) 

Through the adolescent young men. and to a lesser degree young 

women. of Jurek Becker's and Rudy Wiebe's nuveîs, and especially through 

the protagonists Thom and Hans. the authors fflustrate what can happen 

during the &nal stage of a pnson's identlty formation when the developing 

personality is more apt than ever to wffér h m  a dinusion of d e s .  

Erlkson. in his book IdeMty and the Lue fecie. c a b  thts dinusion 

'social play.' often leaàing to experinientation in fhtasy and introspection 

as the adolescent's ego develops. He says hirther that 'adolescence Is a 

crîsis fn whlch on& fluid defense can wercome a sense of victimization by 

mer and outer demands. and in which only triai and emr can lead to the 

most fehcltous avenues of action and seKarprrssion'' (126). 

Thls social play of trial and m r  is most aptly arpresseâ by Jonathan 

Rubmsteln and Yasch Siemens in the novels by Rahrel Seiîgmann and 

Annin Wiebe, as the& protagonists experiment with the opposlte sex and 

attempt to deflne themseks in the dual cultures in which they adst. Thcy 

challenge some of the dominant myths and soctetaï n o m  of the& own 

culture. such as the forbidden terrain of sar before marrlage, respect for 

authority and religion. and strict adherence to certain roles assigneci to 

males and fernales. They de- stereotypes. such as the senrile and victim 

mentality of the Jem. and the seif-eflacing. honest. peace-loving proffle of 

the Mennonites. These authors al80 emphasize that there is no solution to 



ldentity formation by remaining in the past and king WcthWed by that 

Pasto 

AU of the authors and theIr protagonists on which this study 

concentrates must find their identities in a dual culture. This is not a 

theoretical concept but a real entîty in which 'Ilterature is a kind of 

superstnicture. a hi@& cornplex and well wrked out embodiment of that 

phenornenon" (Shaked 392). Tension arises when the majority sa&matizes 

the mlnority and the minorlty intemalizes that stïgma. The authors. caught 

in this dilemma. then try to demonstrate that the sti&ma does or dœs not 

fit. 

The Jewfsh authors wrlte In German. the language of the enemy but 

also the* heart language. wîth a sprlnkllng of Yiddish words or phrases; 

this aspect 1s more pronounced in SeUgmam, who emigrated from Israel as 

a pre-teen, than it is in Becker or Honigrnann. The Mennonite writers. 

raised in Law German- and German-speaklng mral communities in Canada, 

mite in Engiish. the 'ktorldly hguage" from whkh German was to shleld 

them. with a sprlakiing of Low Gennan and German words and syntax. 

These Yiddish and German words functlon as signs of cultural distinctive- 

ness and 'stand for the latent presence" of another culture (Ashcrofi 62). 

The use of Geniian in Rudy Wlebe's nwel ts minimal, because that kind of 

experimentation with language was discourageci when he wrote P e m e  Shall 

Des- Mang, but it 1s present in his later works. Today this play with 

boguage fs seen. in Jaeef Skvorecky's words. 'as an interesting hgulstic 

phenornenon with gmat humorous ptentlala (31). 

In his book Zfon ais Zlel und als Aufgabe (1936). the Gallcian Gemian- 

influenced Jewlsh philosopher and -ter Martin Bukr (1878- 1965). defines 

his position toward Oennany. and at the same ttme disengages himself fPom 



assimilation. He states that the Jewish people iMng in Germany do not 

wish to k Werent because they do not want to be treated as aiiens. He 

ackn~~iedges that in reality they are Mèrent but they are not foreign. and 

Ge- culture îs to the Jew œtnmilia+, dinemit but not essentiaUy strange. 

and we love it: the hguage whlch taught us to think; the landscape which 

taught us to see: the creattve depth of a grat nationhood which has gîven 

us th& love& and Eateful presentw (qtd. in Adler 139). 

The Holocaust had not yet taken place when Buber wrote those 

words. The authors who are ?mm after the Holocaust must deal Wth the 

horror of what has happened to the& people. This ment is often what 

defines them ramer than the rlch legacy of the& ancestors. While searching 

for new ways of defhing themselves. they feel obligated to express the 

despair and the lcmging of those who were denied their right to Itve. 

In the tradition of Martin Buber, Ge- Jewish authors U e  Becker, 

Honigmann and Seïigmann, rather than denytng theIr Jewlsh herftage and 

renouncing theIr Jewtoh identity and reUgious practtces, are active& at work 

In shaping a new Jewish Mentity. These authors desire to mow beyond the 

victim mentality, not denying that history but also not wishing to be 

defhed by it. By taking a mocking look at what has happened to the 

German/Jewish symtriosis and exposing this Ealse utopia. they create a 

picture which ~s shocking at mes but helps people to move beyond ideallsm 

into reality. 

Canada. the home of the Mennonite wrlters in th& study, vie- itself 

as a tolerant. welcoming nation. TtUs has historlcaiiy not ahways ken so. 

The restriction of native Canadrans to resems. the head tax coïlected only 

on Chinese immigrants, the internent of Japanese Canadians, and the 



refisal to accept European Jews before the Holocaust. aU tell another story 

(Hutcheons 11). 

Canadfan literature did not reflect its cultural mosaic until the late 

1940s. when. begrnning with Jewlsh authors. a new generatîon of writers 

looked to the& cultural mots for inspiration. Although Canada takes prlde 

in its multicultu~m. the Canadian Multiculturahsm Act. dedaring as Its 

goal the presemtion and enhancement of Canada's multicultural herltage. 

was passed on& recenüy. in Juiy 1988 (Hutcheon and Richmond. preface). 

As Linda Hutcheon points out: '[E lthnocentrism and xenophobia 

cannot be discountecl. even in a country that sliice 1971 has ken officiai& 

multicultural" (12). Many Canadlans not of French or English heritage fear 

assimilation and there îs a tension betareen wantuig to be a Canadlan who 

ls total& accepted in th& new soclety and wanting to retain the culture of 

the old one. 

The Mennonite writers in this study are offspring of a people who 

suffered persecution in dîsturbed and troubled times in Russia's Mstory- 

after the Crimean War. during World War 1, and at the time of the 

Communist Revolutlon and the ensuing c M i  war. AU of their immedlate 

familles. howwer. escaped Stah's purges and settled in Canada before 

World War II. That îs perhaps why the& pmtagoists are not as dlsturbed as 

the ones created by the Jewish authors. H<rweva. these Mennonite authors 

also provide a realistic portrait of a people whose ancestors have 

experlenced ongaing perseeution and torture and corne to a new land where 

they must deal with the world beyond themsehres and discover what ft 

means to ltve in both worlds without denying the& identity. 
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